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      This adult queer speculative romance continues its exploration of identity, memory, grief and connection.

      In this second volume, there is explicit sexual content and the tone darkens: it depicts queerphobic harassment and violence—including an attempted sexual assault and a transphobic murder with funeral grief—as well as references to attempted child sexual abuse, moments of panic/anxiety, and brief medical trauma.

      Even so, the narrative retains its lyrical intimacy, psychological depth and quiet magic.

      Best suited to readers who welcome emotionally rich stories that face difficult themes with tenderness, agency and hope.
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      How many shadow ghosts are in here?

      Death presses deeper into the thicket, the undergrowth clawing at her skirt with damp insistence. The rainforest is dense, overgrown, and utterly wrong. A maze of unnatural silence and pulsing unease. Faint outlines of foliage loom around her—broad leaves drooping like tongues, blossoms that pulse faintly, as though breathing.

      She hopes they’re flowers.

      She’s not entirely convinced.

      There’s no colour here. No texture. Just shades of black and green, blurred and mottled by the absence of light. But Death does not rely on sight alone. She feels the world differently—an older, colder kind of knowing. And what she feels now is not promising.

      The air, heavy and wet with rot, clings to the forest floor like a burial shroud. It reeks of rich, wet soil, but beneath that—something else. Sharper. Meaner. A foul tang that coils into the nostrils. Fungi, perhaps. Some variety that lures with the stench of the dead. She once encountered a bloom that mimicked the scent of rotting flesh to beckon flies. Effective, but grotesque.

      No matter. She doesn’t need to breathe. She severs her sense of smell.

      Better.

      She presses forward, parting ropes of vine that hang from the unseen canopy above. The forest crowds around her, every branch and bloom jostling for space, as if they resent her intrusion. The quiet is unnatural. Not peaceful—expectant. So still that she can hear the creak of leaves brushing together.

      Then something shifts.

      A breeze? Down here?

      No. Not air. A presence. Something moving through the dark that isn’t her.

      The stink she’d shut out moments ago forces its way back in. No longer just fungal decay. This is worse. Rancid and human. The acrid scent of resentment. The kind that festers deep—sour with betrayal, blistered with rage.

      Beneath her foot, a brittle snap. A ridge of bark or bone cracks loudly in the hush.

      And then the forest turns.

      Leaves twist on their stems. Vines shudder. Flowers—if they are flowers—reorient their petals like radar dishes. Everywhere she looks, black voids blink open. Eyes. Hundreds of them. They emerge from trunks, from soil, from shadows that had once masqueraded as roots. Each one wide with torment. Pleading. Hollow.

      At once, they turn.

      They beg her without words. Eyes swollen with despair, reaching for her as though her presence alone might relieve the burden they bear.

      How many shadow ghosts are in here?

      Too many.

      They come forward—shambling, slithering, some dragging monstrous shapes behind them like sins given form. Their limbs claw the earth. Their mouths stretch wide in silent screams. The forest is not a forest. It is them. A prison grown from pain.

      And they want her.

      They reach for her, fingers blistered and bone-thin, clutching at her sleeves, her hair, her very presence.

      She clenches her jaw. What options does she have? A couple, but they’re both terrible.

      The dark presses in tighter. The forest groans.

      Death throws back her head and bellows into the green-black dark:

      ‘DAISY! FIND MUSIC. NOW!’
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      Six months earlier…

      Friday evening, on the cusp of Christmas.

      Snow spits sideways through the wind as Tobias leans into the door of Tiger Lily: The Restoration Workshop. The familiar jangle of the bell above the frame is nearly drowned out by the chaos inside. He has always called this place the sanctuary—not out loud, but in the quiet corners of his head. Some months ago, it became his bolt-hole, his hideaway, the one place he could breathe without anyone expecting him to hold his breath.

      Thirty minutes from Birmingham by car, but a world away from everything else. It’s where Troy brews tea strong enough to sober a ghost, where Lily talks to broken things like they might answer back, and where he could shrug off the academic skin and hang it to dry by the back door.

      But tonight, the sanctuary is gone.

      The shop is crammed wall to wall with bodies. Shoppers shuffle through the narrow aisles, politely desperate, eyes scanning shelves as if salvation might be tucked behind a refurbished mandolin. Fairy lights flicker over their faces like an old film reel stuck on fast-forward.

      It takes Tobias a moment to realise what he’s hearing: sound. Real music. Not imagined, not remembered—heard. A boy in the corner tests a tambourine; someone else plucks a string and winces. The sounds are imperfect, half-born, but undeniably alive.

      And Tobias is not sure whether to feel relief or betrayal.

      Because Music—his Music—is dead.

      Five nights ago, the sky split open in a storm. But what came wasn’t weather—it was memory. Echoed down from the sky, the sound of rage on a piano pierced into the consciousness of the world. From deep inside the people, it rummaged around without permission to find traces of the scars from the time music was ripped out. It mercilessly tore open the wounds and pushed every memory back into place. No grace, no gentleness. Just forceful, collective return.

      …And the world remembers.

      People dropped to their knees in car parks. Children cried without knowing why. The silence that had haunted the Earth cracked open, and what spilled out was noise, yes—but also emotions. Raw, powerful emotions.

      And yet… no sign of them. No familiar footstep. No infuriating commentary or spectral lectures about finger technique. No Music.

      Tobias has not told anyone what he saw, in his head. Music, dispersed into golden motes, billions of tiny lights, faded. A last breath that felt final.

      Lily, of course, adapted faster than most. She’s scavenged every instrument she could find—ukuleles with mismatched strings, maracas with questionable pasts—and slapped hand-lettered signs on them: Pre-loved and Re-loved. Now she’s got a queue out the door and the phone ringing off the hook.

      “Professor! What are you doing here?”

      Troy’s voice cuts through the chaos from behind the counter, where they’re half-swallowed by paper bags and a traitorous roll of sticky tape that’s looped itself around their wrist.

      Tobias lifts the guitar case in his hand. “Just after some strings.”

      “Brilliant. Can you dump that in the back and help me not collapse? Please say yes. Please actually say yes.”

      Their eyes plead even as their hands fumble through the till drawer and an increasingly impatient customer waves a harmonica like it’s a weapon.

      “Yes, yes—on it.”

      Tobias slips through the back door, dodging stray tinsel and a stack of instrument cases precariously balanced like a Jenga tower. Lily’s crouched beside a large crate, sorting through bubble wrap with the intensity of a field medic. A delivery man hovers nearby, looking like he’d rather be anywhere else.

      “Tobias!” Lily doesn’t look up. “What are you doing here? And more importantly—can you stay?”

      “Looks like you’re being raided by elves on meth. Yes, I can stay. What’s going on?”

      “The part-timers bailed, obviously. Instruments arrived late, obviously. And Troy is doing everything short of birthing violins out front.” She slaps an invoice against the crate, then mutters something that sounds suspiciously like a curse in fluent retail.

      “Right. Front lines or heavy lifting?” He gives her a quick, bracing hug and flexes dramatically, like a man auditioning for a shampoo advert in a sawmill.

      Lily snorts. “Your muscles are needed behind the till, Hercules. Off you go.”

      

      The next two hours are a blur. Customers keep coming, one wave after another. Tobias barely has time to blink, let alone breathe. Guitars vanish. Bongo drums are bartered over with the desperation of wartime rationing. At one point, someone tries to pay with a bag of coins and a cheese voucher.

      When the bell finally rings for the last time at 9:30—half an hour past closing—they shut the door and lean against it like survivors of something vaguely biblical.

      Troy collapses onto a carved wooden cabinet, limbs flung wide. “And it’s only Friday. My neck is divorcing me. It’s gone. It’s filing papers.”

      “Hold still.” Tobias moves behind them, his thumbs pressing slow circles into tense shoulders.

      Troy releases a low, gentle moan, the sound rippling in the air like warmed honey. Tobias’s mouth quirks; he leans in, digging deeper, coaxing out another murmur of appreciation. The body beneath his hands feels slight—more willow than oak, pliant under his touch. His fingers still when he notices how long his eyes have lingered on the clean line of Troy’s neck. Heat pricks the back of his throat. With a swift glance away, he feigns sudden interest in a rogue price tag clinging stubbornly to the floorboards.

      “It’s been like this all day?”

      “Since three. Panic-buying like there’s going to be a second musical apocalypse. I kept saying more stock is coming, but apparently that wasn’t reassuring enough.” Troy leans back into the massage with a grateful sigh.

      “Lily’s a bloody genius. You’ve sold everything, haven’t you?”

      “Cleaned out. Not a string left.”

      “You alright?”

      “I wouldn’t be if you hadn’t shown up.”

      They tilt their head, resting briefly against his chest. Tobias freezes, just for a second. Then he softens.

      “Well,” he says, “I’m here.”

      Troy lingers, the moment suspended, before jolting upright with newfound energy. “Right. Till. I need to reconcile it before my brain melts. Can you check on Lily? Make sure she hasn’t collapsed in the bubble wrap. I’ll find food.”

      

      The back room is a different country.

      Tobias steps through the door and leaves warmth behind—both literal and emotional. The shopfront hums with golden fairy lights, chatter, and the soft rustle of paper bags. But back here, the workshop is a cathedral of utility. Cold air hangs in the corners. Concrete floors echo with each step. A few harsh industrial lights beam down like interrogators, illuminating Lily’s workbench in sharp contrast.

      It’s almost monastic—this space of solitude and craftsmanship.

      Tobias pauses at the threshold, adjusting to the shift. Somewhere in the quiet, a thought creeps in, uninvited but persistent: What would Music have made of this place?

      They’d have said something entirely self-important—about how every battered instrument was a forsaken child, one of their many glorious spawns, cruelly neglected by the world.

      But Music is gone.

      Tobias still hasn’t accepted that.

      Maybe after the new year, when the decorations come down and the world stops pretending everything is magical. But not now. Not at Christmas. They would have enjoyed basking in the warm glow of contradiction where strangers elbow each other over hand drums in the name of goodwill.

      His chest tightens. He pushes the thought aside.

      Because in this season of good cheer, someone does have to be in the back room. Someone has to do the unseen work.

      And there she is.

      Lily.

      She moves around the bench with quiet purpose, sleeves rolled up, fingers quick but precise. Her dark hair is pinned haphazardly, as though even it couldn’t keep up with her momentum. Strain shows in her posture, in the set of her jaw—but it doesn’t slow her. She’s focused, attentive. There’s reverence in the way she handles each instrument, like they’re stories the world is yet to hear.

      Lily once told him, during a late-night conversation that drifted into philosophy, “It’s not about how perfect we are, it’s about restoring what’s real and embracing the beauty in our cracks. Because in some way we’re all broken.”

      He hadn’t forgotten.

      The floor behind her is a careful chaos: sorted piles of guitars and ukuleles, categorised by type and trauma. Two of the most popular instruments before the rip, survivors of a silence that had swallowed the world. She’s bringing them back one by one, and to Tobias, it looks like magic.

      “Has the shop closed?” Lily glances up, her hands busy unstringing a battered classical guitar.

      “Yeah. Troy’s taming the till. They promised dinner.”

      “Thank god. I’m starving.”

      And she laughs, even though her legs are practically trembling. He finds himself smiling. Not just at the sound, but at the fire underneath it. That’s the part of people he’s always admired: the passion that keeps them upright when everything else is sagging.

      Lily is made of that stuff.

      He pulls up a stool beside her and picks up a ukulele that’s missing two strings and a tuning peg. “Alright. Let’s see who we can save.”

      They fall into quiet rhythm—him restringing, her polishing frets and replacing tuners. The workshop fills with the gentle clink of metal and the occasional soft curse when something slips.

      An hour later, Troy bursts through the back door like a victorious knight bearing supper—pies, mushy peas, chips stacked in newspaper parcels already turning translucent. The scent of vinegar fills the air.

      They work until 3 am.

      By the time the last instrument is ready for Saturday’s rush, they’re all hollowed out with tiredness, hands stained and eyes glassy.

      “Tobias, stay the night here.” Lily doesn’t phrase it like a question. It lands with the soft authority of someone who knows she’s about to fall asleep standing up.

      Tobias looks up blearily, his head tilted. Would Stuart lose his mind? Possibly. But Troy’s here too, and it’s hardly scandalous.

      Is it?

      “Alright,” he mumbles, half-lidded. “Do we all fit in your bed, or is this some Victorian orphanage arrangement?”

      “We’ll manage,” Troy says, already pulling the blinds closed. “We’ve had more people in before.”

      “I won’t ask any further.”

      They stumble into Lily’s bedroom, thought dissolving, sight abandoned, collapsing in a tangle of limbs and woollen blankets. Silence gathers around them, warm and unspoken.

      Sleep claims them before they can say goodnight.
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      Tobias stirs to the subtle creak of springs beneath shifting weight. The sun is already up, though the bedroom remains hushed in shadow, a velvet dimness held in place by the blackout curtains—drawn tight, save for a narrow opening on the far side. Through that slim fracture, a sliver of sunlight spills in, thin as a blade and just as sharp.

      Between him and the window, Troy is outlined in light. Not lit, exactly—defined. The sun behind them creates a glowing rim along their form: the curve of a shoulder, the slope of a back, the lift of a hip. It’s rim lighting in the purest sense—an ethereal outline, gold-edged, rendering them less like a person and more like a vision caught mid-breath.

      Lily lies beneath them, her body also partially caught in the spill of morning. The details of their faces and features are lost in the shadow, but the light clings to the edges of their movement—every tilt, every curve, every tender rhythm rendered in silhouette.

      From the languid motion of Troy’s head, they’re kissing her neck, their mouth trailing slowly downwards. One hand cups her breast, lifting it gently into the light. Her nipple catches the edge-glow just before their lips close around it. They suck, slow and teasing, withdrawing to leave it glistening. A flick of Troy’s tongue, and Lily arches just enough for the moment to become immortal.

      Lily turns her head, catching Tobias watching them.

      “Morning, Tobias,” she murmurs, lips curved in a smile that the sunlight kisses as it breaks.

      “Morning,” he whispers. His voice is adrift, tethered to a dream. A soft, erotic reverie that blurs the edge between the surreal and the candidly real.

      “Want to join us?”

      “There’s a delicate coherence here,” Tobias says, his voice dry. “Would be a shame to ruin the composition.”

      “Are you still dreaming, Professor?” Troy chuckles, the sound rich and lilting. “We’re just having sex.”

      “I’m not sure.” He rests his head back against the pillow, watching the play of light and shadow. “May I just observe?”

      Troy shrugs, amused, already lowering their mouth again. “Suit yourself.”

      He watches, but beneath the detachment, something flickers—shame, maybe. He’s been here before, in this space of quiet misjudgement. He’d assumed things about Troy—again. Assumed attraction. Assumed alignment. He almost kissed them once, and the memory now curls in his gut like a hot coal.

      Lily pushes at Troy playfully, shifting them off her, and as they move, they glance back at Tobias. They roll easily onto him, arm braced beside his head. Their hand slides to his cheek, brushing a lock of hair aside, and then they kiss him—softly, without assumption.

      Tobias doesn’t resist. Not at first. There’s a warmth in their mouth that reminds him of a hearth—comfortable, inviting, and he sucks gently on their lower lip, lost for a second.

      Then—Stuart.

      Stuart would kill him for this.

      He pulls back, breath catching, shame already forming.

      “You’re sure you’re not tempted, Professor?” Troy’s voice dips to a whisper, brushing his ear. “You can fuck me too, if you like. Or I could…”

      Their hand slides lower, mapping the line of his torso, around to his hip. They squeeze, gentle but deliberate. He feels them hard against his thigh—just like his own. Christ.

      Tobias jolts upright, shoving them off a little more firmly than intended. “You two keep managing to undo every mental box I’ve put you in.”

      “We could say the same,” Lily replies, propping herself up on her elbows. “I didn’t think you’d just lie there and watch, ever so cooly.”

      “I wasn’t cool. I was combusting silently like a man too repressed to scream. But—do carry on.”

      She grins and straddles Troy again with unhurried confidence, reaching behind to guide them into her. Her breath hitches—then a full inhale, as Troy thrusts up in one smooth motion. The air thickens with rhythm, the kind of rhythm that doesn’t just sync bodies but soul and intention. Lily rides them with practiced ease, controlling the tempo like a conductor guiding a string quartet.

      Her skin catches the golden thread of sunlight—shoulders, hips, the curve of her lower back—highlighting every ripple of movement. She is elegance and command, a goddess making love to a faithful devotee. And Troy responds—utterly present, attuned, like an instrument played perfectly in tune.

      Tobias watches. Part voyeur, part philosopher. He wonders—Wouldn’t it be neat if your best friend, soulmate, and sexual match came as one person? Like a two-in-one shampoo. (Three-in-one is a lie. He’s not that optimistic.)

      Troy could have that. They’re fluid, open, beautifully adaptable.

      And him? He has Stuart. Brilliant, intense Stuart who haunts his thoughts even now. Their chemistry is undeniable, sometimes volcanic. Stuart’s like… a really considerate beast. He’s aggressive and demanding, and⁠—

      Heck, he should stop thinking about the other night.

      But their sexual compatibility is… Well, that’s still unproven ground. They’ve been good. Monogamous. Restrained.

      “—Troy… a little more.”

      Lily’s voice pulls him back. Her moan soft, face turned. Light grazes the flush in her cheeks, the moist parting of her lips.

      Troy murmurs something low and ragged in reply. Their eyes are blackened by shadow, pupils likely blown wide. All he can see is the way they look at Lily—with wonder, with hunger.

      Desire looks like this.

      Because real desire isn’t subtle.

      He recognises it. The same hunger. The other night. In a mirror, perhaps. Stuart’s voice in his mouth. Stuart’s hand on the back of his neck.

      Yes, Stuart is desirable—achingly so—but Tobias still isn’t comfortable with desiring him. Two months ago, they agreed—mutually, mercifully—to a no-fuck arrangement. Stuart’s stuck to it, with monk-like discipline. Tobias let him believe it was the pain he was wary of. Not a lie, exactly. Just… partial truth.

      He can’t go through with it. Because if sex turns out to be empty—no pleasure, no way to bridge the gap—then that’s the end of the road. A door slammed shut. And he isn’t sure what they’ve built could survive such a hollow space.

      What then? A break-up?

      The thought gnaws at him: he isn’t enough for someone to stay on love alone.

      So here they are—loitering in the unknown. Playing house inside Schrödinger’s box, hoping Stuart doesn’t lift the lid and realise the chicken’s already halfway out the door.

      Realistically, though—how long can they linger here, suspended between collapse and continuation?

      Lily shudders—orgasm overtaking her. Her body folds over Troy as they thrust once, twice more and let go with a hoarse exhalation, hips twitching beneath her.

      She slumps between the two of them, sighing contentedly.

      “We’ve got thirty minutes. Shower’s mine first.” Troy presses a kiss to her forehead and bounds out of bed with shocking energy, taking the light with them.

      Tobias stares at the ceiling.

      Somehow he assumed, again, there’d be kiss and cuddle. But—no. Session over.

      Lily, tangled in duvet, rolls towards him.

      “We made a bet. Thought we could lure you into a threesome.”

      Tobias laughs. “You were performing for me? I’m flattered.”

      “But you weren’t even tempted. You were brooding.”

      “Oh, I was undeniably tempted, I couldn’t take my eyes off you. And I’m gonna be a while in the shower right after you.”

      “So, why?”

      “I’m just disciplined. Barely.”

      “Not into group sex?”

      “Dunno. Never tried. But I’m in a monogamous relationship now.” He tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, wondering if just lying in bed with these two should count as cheating.

      “Since when?” Lily asks, snuggling closer, delighted.

      “Really? Congrats, Professor!” Troy’s voice floats from the bathroom, right as the final hiss of water fades.

      He smiles, basking briefly in their affection. “It’s a guy I met a while ago.”

      “A guy?!” Lily shrieks.

      “Lily, go. Bathroom,” Troy calls, emerging from the steam with a towel tossed loose around their neck, skin slick and glistening. Entirely naked, and entirely unbothered. They stroll across the room as if it isn’t December, leaving a trail of warmth in their wake.

      Instead of moving, Lily tightens her grip around Tobias like he’s a hot water bottle she refuses to part with.

      “No, I want to hear this. Tobias is dating a guy,” she says, voice thick with delight, cheek pressed to his shoulder. “I can’t believe it.”

      “Well, I can,” Troy says. “Now shift.”

      They stride to the window and yank the blackout curtain back in one swift movement. Sunlight floods in, the kind that makes dust particles look like falling stars. It slashes across Troy’s frame—across the elegant shape of their hip, their lean thigh, the arch of their back—and reveals something Tobias has somehow never seen before.

      Ink.

      Not a discreet little symbol tucked behind the ear. Not a quote snuck along the ribcage in italic font.

      No, this isn’t just a tattoo. It’s a vine—alive, climbing—beginning at the ankle and scaling the length of Troy’s body as though their skin were trellis. It winds up the left leg, curling with deliberate grace across the torso, each leaf drawn with a botanist’s precision, delicate as silk pressed to muscle. And the form it embraces is wholly male: lithe, angular, every line of Troy’s figure seeming interwoven with the foliage. Belonging—as if his body and the vine had grown together, one shaping the other.

      It’s an unexpected harmony, this blend of strength and fragility. A beauty Tobias hadn’t prepared to find.

      Then Troy turns slightly, and just like that, the light shifts. The vine disappears into shadow.

      They toss Tobias a shirt. “Coffee. Your turn to forage.”

      

      By the time Tobias returns, the sanctuary has restored itself—at least temporarily. The shop smells of coffee and toast, with a vague undertone of varnish and sawdust. They’re gathered in the workshop, legs tangled under the long table, the comfortable kind of silence that only forms between people who know how to be unguarded around one another.

      “Professor,” Troy says, a little sheepish, cradling a mug. “Sorry about earlier. We were just messing about and didn’t think to check the boundaries.”

      Lily grins over the rim of her mug. “I’m not sorry. I won the bet.”

      Tobias lifts an eyebrow. “You what?”

      “That you wouldn’t join in,” she says, as if it’s the most obvious thing in the world.

      “You bet against me?! After that performance? Who wouldn’t be tempted?”

      Lily says, “Never mind that, out with it. Who is he?”

      Tobias laughs, shaking his head. “You’re absurd. And—fine. He’s a bloke I met in that improv class. Stuart. I may have mentioned him once or twice.”

      “Oh,” Troy says, eyes narrowing with the pleasure of recognition. “You mean the one you tried to seduce with your scandalous foot-massage routine?”

      “I wasn’t—! He’d sprained his ankle. I was being helpful.”

      Troy smirks. “Right. And I suppose when you gave Dave a foot massage, it wasn’t sensual either?”

      “It wasn’t!”

      “Okay, if that’s what you want to tell yourself. But let me paint you a picture,” Troy begins, gesturing with a piece of toast like a conductor’s baton. “You’ve been giving your best mate a very professional, no-fuss shoulder rub once a month. He loves it. Looks forward to it. Practically begging you for it. Fair?”

      “Sure. Dave. And it was his ankle.”

      “Then this new bloke stumbles into your life and, straight off, you’re stripping him down and giving him the sort of rub you’d normally save for a mate of years. No easing in, no polite distance first. Just straight to hands-on. Men don’t usually do that. So—what is it?”

      Troy stifles a laugh.

      Tobias winces as understanding dawns. “Fuck. I’m a flirt.”

      “You are, Professor,” Troy says, smug.

      “And it works?” Lily leans in, lips parted in giddy curiosity. “You’ve got to teach me that massage.”

      “Oh, I doubt you need it,” Tobias says, chuckling. “Your little show this morning could bring someone back from the dead.”

      “I’ll take that as high praise,” Lily replies, raising her coffee in a mock toast.

      “Deserved,” Tobias says, clinking his own mug against hers.
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      A large wooden bowl sits on the low table between them, bristling with pine cones and sprigs of evergreen. A trio of stout, beeswax candles nestle among the foliage, their flames flickering a mellow orange and releasing a scent that lands somewhere between a pine forest and an old-fashioned soap drawer. It’s the most festive thing in the room, but a careful one—Stacy’s always made a point of inclusivity. Her office, much like her manner, is warm but precise, a place where emotions are welcome but never allowed to take their shoes off and run wild.

      Stuart watches the flame nearest to him. Not searching for epiphanies—he doesn’t have time for that brand of sentimentality—but it’s a better focus than the sound of Stacy’s pen, scratching away at the final page of his ‘well-being assessment’. That form’s been hanging over him all week like a suspended verdict.

      “You tick all the boxes,” she announces, cheerfully enough. “No surprise there.”

      “I’m planning to return to work in February,” he replies, tone flat, as though he’s just remembered a dry cleaning pickup rather than something he’s been clawing towards for weeks.

      “I see no issue with that.” Stacy peels the page from her clipboard and slides it into a plastic sleeve. “I’ll file this today. You should be in the clear. Nothing to worry about.”

      “I’m not worried.”

      “Of course not.” Her smile is that maddening mix of kind and knowing.

      Stuart’s gaze flicks back to the flame, jaw tightening a notch.

      She continues, tapping her pen once against the desk. “Short staffed, of course. The hospital needs you back. This will go through quickly.”

      “Right. Thanks, Stacy.”

      There’s a pause. The kind where the conversation threatens to shift into real terrain.

      “Now,” she says, “let’s talk as friends. How are you doing?”

      “I’m… in a better place. And that is truthful.” His shoulders don’t quite manage to unclench.

      “Still doing improv?”

      “Yes.” A faint shrug. “Still rubbish at it. But I don’t die inside every time I have to do something pointless, so… progress.”

      “And Amanda?”

      “We’re on speaking terms.” He clears his throat. “She lets Rosie stay over now and then.”

      “That’s a big step.”

      “Mm.” He’s not sure if it feels like a step or a temporary ceasefire.

      Stacy shifts forward in her seat, eyes searching. “And the trust issue?”

      Stuart shifts backward. “What about it?”

      “We’ve talked about it. You need to trust yourself and trust in your team.”

      He offers a dry smile. “And I am telling you again, I don’t have any problem trusting myself.”

      “But do you trust your ability to not micromanage every crisis? To let others handle things, even when it gets messy?”

      He exhales through his nose. “Yes.”

      “Good. Then let’s make this your New Year’s resolution: trust in your team. And communicate.” She scrawls the words onto a neon Post-it and presses it to his forehead with mock ceremony.

      He chuckles—dry, edged with weariness. “Sure. Thanks. And happy Christmas, Stacy.”

      The note comes away beneath his fingers; he folds it once, neat and final, tucks it into his coat. Already rising to his feet, glad to be moving, to be dismissed.

      

      Out in the hospital corridor, the holiday spirit hums beneath the scent of antiseptic and floor wax. A modest string of tinsel has been tactfully taped above the A&E noticeboard, and someone’s balanced a knitwear-clad snowman on the reception desk. But the real reason for festive restraint is spelled out in polite signage: minimal displays encouraged due to safety and cost. Still, there’s an undertow of effort—cards from grateful patients pinned like decorations, a few paper stars dangling from ceiling tiles. A strained sort of cheer, like everyone’s trying to pretend the NHS isn’t currently held together with hope, caffeine, and duct tape.

      Stuart cuts through the crowd, heading for the hospital café at the front. Before he even sees it, the scent hits him: cinnamon, nutmeg, cloves—the unmistakable ambush of Christmas. ‘Coffee Therapy’ has outdone itself this year.

      The modest plot inside the main entrance has transformed into something out of a Swiss postcard. Faux-snow crusts the ground in soft piles, Himalayan blue pines crawl up the columns, and papier-mâché squirrels perch at daring angles. Garlands spill across the railings like ivy gone feral. It’s entirely over the top.

      Which can only mean one thing: the owner is back.

      “Stuart! Didn’t expect to see you here.” Laura, bundled in a red scarf and long coat, waves as she approaches from the direction of the car park.

      “Merry Christmas, Laura. You alright?”

      “Just checking on my wife. She’s meant to be in recovery,” she says, gesturing towards the winter wonderland, “but clearly she can’t resist meddling when fairy lights are involved.”

      Stuart glances at the display. “It’s… mind-blowing. Aggressively festive.”

      “I’ll pass on the compliment.” Laura grins. “What about you? You visiting?”

      “Handing in paperwork.” He keeps it vague. The words ‘counsellor’s evaluation’ sit like a cold pebble in his throat. “Planning to be back in A&E soon.”

      “Ah, brilliant. But that means no more improv?”

      “Sadly, no. Which is a shame. I liked your class.”

      “If you’re not there, Tobias’ll vanish within a week. He’s already an escape artist.”

      “I’m flattered, but I don’t think I have that much influence over him. He was trying to skive off all the time with the last course.”

      “I can see it. He’ll claim it’s urgent prep for his music degree next year.”

      Stuart smiles, but it falters at the edges. “The music degree, yeah. He’s finally doing what he loves.”

      “You both will be swamped next year.”

      “Yes,” Stuart says, and the quiet weight of that word hangs in the space between them.
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        * * *

      

      Tucked away in the back corner of Coffee Therapy, just beneath the stuffed arctic fox suspended mid-pounce from the alpine wall, sits a man of considerable build. His appearance is forgettable, almost by design—dressed as if he belongs on the set of Alpine, all woollen textures and muted tones, blending seamlessly into the winter wonderland. A blur in the corner of the eye, camouflaged by ambience.

      He nurses an offensively festive hot chocolate, topped with enough cream and candy cane shards to maim a child, but his attention is elsewhere. Not on the drink. Not on the decor. On Stuart.

      If anyone could, by some miracle or misfortune, see the world as this man sees it, they would never sleep again. The illusion of linear time, the neat sequence of cause and effect, would unravel into threads—threads he could pull, knot, tangle at whim. What appears to others as coincidence or chance is, to him, a chessboard of precision. Conversations that seem trivial are, in fact, levers. Casual choices are hinges. He watches them all with the apathetic gaze of someone who already knows the outcome, because he has witnessed them all. Human lives, folding and unfolding in the same agonising manner. Some things never change.

      On the mundane scale, all appears merry. The thundersnow has returned Music to Earth—how quaint. Christmas, having reclaimed its soundtrack, is back to shouting its commercial gospel through every speaker. Tinsel glitters with conviction. The jubilant jingles and brass bands now haunt public spaces. The world hums with festive indulgence, each glittering purchase justified by the quiet, unspoken desperation to feel enough. Just as he knew it would.

      But beyond the glittering distractions, something quieter, something of cosmic scale stirs.

      The collective surge of emotional energy—billions of hearts swelling, aching and raging—has been drawn to a single point: the old clock tower at Birmingham University. Old Joe. This created a momentary shift in the Earth’s potential energy. And now the Earth, ever so slightly, has slipped out of sync with the rest of the universe.

      Nothing to bat a cosmic eyelid at, really. Just a minor wobble. A hiccup in the planetary syncopation. The passage of air—or in this case, the passage of human souls—might become a tad congested. Awkward, yes. Nobody likes soul-jamming. But not unprecedented. These things tend to sort themselves out, given a bit of time and no sudden movement. Embarrassing, perhaps, but hardly apocalyptic.

      He lifts a cinnamon stick and begins to stir, slow and deliberate. The cream resists at first—dense, overwhipped—but beneath the froth, a quiet vortex begins to form. He can feel it. The pull. The spin.

      Wobbles, after all, are fertile ground. Every misstep spawns possibilities, and buried in each possibility is the glint of opportunity. Dozens of them. Hundreds. All he has to do is angle the cinnamon just right.

      The cream yields, spiralling into elegant collapse—like galaxies devouring themselves, quite gracefully.

      He smiles.

      A perfect opportunity requires only two ingredients.

      Patience.

      And Time.
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            The Mothers

          

        

      

    

    
      Santa really shouldn’t be doing that.

      The solar-powered figurine—courtesy of Dave—is glued to the centre console like a curse. Every so often, the jolly bastard drops his trousers and chirps “Ho, ho, ho” in a voice that sounds like it belongs to a man who’s watched one too many horror films alone in his shed.

      And there it is again. Creepy as hell!

      Tobias glares at it, jaw tight, as he steers them out of the Blue Meadow Nursing Home in Hatfield, skirting the north edge of London. Stuart sits in the passenger seat, quiet. They both are. The silence between them thickens the air like fog.

      It’s got to be obvious, Tobias thinks. The tension. The chilly distance between mother and son that not even the festive bouquet could thaw. His yearly New Year visit to Cecilia is logged in his calendar under ‘Chore,’ wedged between ‘buy milk’ and ‘tax-filing.’

      He exhales slowly, trying not to make it sound like a sigh. Stuart’s watching him out of the corner of his eye, gaze soft but searching.

      Santa prepares another trousers-drop.

      With a sudden, surgical snap, Tobias yanks the figurine off the dash and hurls it into the back seat. It lands with a clatter, silenced at last.

      Stuart breaks the quiet. “Are you alright?”

      “Yeah, fine.” Tobias drags a smile onto his face, the sort that fools absolutely no one—including himself. It hangs there a beat too long.

      He knows what’s coming next. And honestly? He’s weirdly glad. Nice to have someone besides Dave poking around in his mess of a life. His hands are clamped to the wheel like it might float away if he let go.

      Stuart reaches over and gives his shoulder a small, careful squeeze. Tobias breathes again.

      “How long’s your mother been here?”

      “Six or seven years, maybe.” He shrugs, eyes still fixed on the road.

      “It’s a nice place.”

      “Yeah, I know. She was in another place before this. This one’s… spacious, I guess.” It’s the best he can do, having never really paid attention to the details.

      “She was in a different place before?”

      “A residential care home. Ages ago. She… had a breakdown.” He glances away from the windscreen, then back. “I was told she’s better now. Sorry about earlier.”

      “Don’t be. These things happen.”

      Do they?

      He feels a flicker behind his eyes, a pulse of heat at his temple. She had a breakdown and couldn’t cope with raising a child,… him. She could not cope with him. And sure, his dad pissed off to live at university when he was only seven. He tried to understand the plight of a single mother, he really had. But she didn’t just fall apart. She let everything else fall with her.

      Since the day he was sent away from his home in London, apart from these yearly visits, he can count the times they have seen each other on one hand and phone calls on the other. She left him at Harrow, and when that didn’t work out, it was Aunt Matilda who came and took him back with her to Birmingham.

      She left him—and never looked back.

      The silence thickens, molasses-slow.

      “What about your family?” Tobias asks, not really interested.

      “Just my sister left. Parents are gone,” Stuart says, reaching for the radio. He flicks it on. Cheery Christmas hits burst through the speakers like an unwanted party clown.

      Not at all subtle. Tobias resists the urge to roll his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Earlier that morning…

      When Stuart asked to come with him, Tobias hadn’t objected. He isn’t going to introduce Stuart as his boyfriend—not out of shame, but out of sheer disinterest in offering his mother a status update. She hasn’t earned it.

      And Stuart? Stuart doesn’t do validation. He doesn’t care enough about other people to really give a shit. He was just curious, maybe.

      Still, the visit had been… unsettling.

      “Hello, Mother. Merry Christmas,” Tobias said as he entered her room, Stuart following behind like a well-dressed question mark.

      The nurse had warned them—she rarely left her room these days. He gave her the usual kiss and handed over the annual bouquet: a grotesquely big and vibrant thing he’d grabbed at a service station, nestled between an overpriced croissant and lukewarm coffee. Heartless and efficient. Just like every year.

      Why was he putting on this annual charade? Because it was expected of him, the dutiful son. Well, that and Aunt Matilda told him to.

      “Thank you, Tobias,” Cecilia said.

      She set the flowers on the sideboard with the courtesy of a hostess and the interest one gives to yesterday’s post.

      “How have you been?” He said—polite, rehearsed. The same once-a-year question.

      “Oh, I’m fine. They look after me well here.” Same words. Same faint nod.

      Normally, he’d perch on a chair and pretend to read Good Housekeeping or stare at the muted telly for an hour before making his polite escape.

      But not this year. This year, he brought company.

      And he was beginning to regret it.

      What must Stuart be thinking, seeing all this unfold? The emotional void in the room was hardly subtle—no warmth, no fondness. Just hollow tradition and awkwardness clinging to every surface.

      Tobias shifted on his feet. His jaw clenched. One finger jerked against the side of his leg. He grabbed it out of habit.

      “Mother, this is Stuart. He’s a friend from Birmingham,” he said, voice barely steady.

      “Nice to meet you, Mrs Staghorn. I’m Stuart Murray.”

      “Hello…” Her voice trailed off. She stared at him far too long. Then her eyes widened. Her face tightened like a fist. “No! Not him, Toby. Keep away from him.”

      Tobias blinked. “Mother, it’s okay. He’s just visiting.”

      “Why are you doing this?” She tried to pull Tobias away, frail hands clinging to his coat, voice shook with anger. “Get away!”

      “I’m sorry I upset you,” Stuart said quickly. He stepped back, voice calm, and slipped out of the room with a parting glance—a mix of curiosity and something resembling confusion.

      “Toby. Oh, my Toby.” Cecilia’s sobs cracked through the air like frost underfoot.

      “What is it, Mother?”

      She tugged him down, and he found himself kneeling by her chair. Her arms locked around his shoulders, her head pressed hard against his chest. The sound that tore from her was unrestrained, a flood of grief that left Tobias staring, bewildered.

      Different. This year was different.

      He calmed her down, slowly. Then he went back to staring at the telly, hands stiff on his knees. Head blanked. Performance resumed.

      When he finally stepped outside, he found Stuart pacing the car park, rubbing his arms against the cold.

      “Is she alright?” Stuart asked.

      “She’s calmed down now. Sorry about that. No idea why she went off like that. You’ve not met her before, have you? Didn’t let something rude slip—‘bugger off’, was it?”

      “I might’ve. Wouldn’t remember. I barely remember meeting you.”

      “How utterly charming.”

      Stuart smiled faintly. “And how are you, Toby?”

      Tobias recoiled like he’d been slapped with a mitten.

      “Oh no. Don’t you start. She hasn’t called me that in… forever. Where the hell did that come from?”

      “It’s cute.”

      “Don’t.”

      He turned sharply and made for the car.
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        * * *

      

      Back in the present.

      The car is still saturated with aggressively festive cheer. Some jingle-heavy Christmas classic belts out of the speakers as they head towards Putney, the kind that makes children giddy and grown men despair. Tobias, notably, does not seem giddy.

      Stuart watches him for a second—hands tight on the wheel, jaw set—then reaches forward and dials the volume down to something less manic.

      “Still thinking about what your mum said?” he asks.

      “Not exactly.”

      “Tell me.”

      “It’s the hug that’s thrown me,” Tobias says, eyes fixed on the road. “She hasn’t hugged me since I left home at eleven. I keep thinking—if I actually saw her as my mother, maybe it would’ve felt warm, fluffy…, all that maternal nonsense. But it didn’t. It just felt… awkward. Like watching a school play where everyone forgets their lines.”

      Stuart twists toward him. “I really want to give you a big hug right now. Pull over, Little Toby?”

      “Fuck off.” Tobias chuckles, soft and unexpected.

      “Seriously though. Let’s stop for a coffee before Putney. Just in case it’s another emotionally draining circus.”

      “You’re right,” Tobias mutters. “I don’t even know what I’ll say to Marion. I don’t even know if she remembers Music. And which is worse? Not remembering them at all—or remembering, then finding out they’re gone?”

      “That’s a brutal choice,” Stuart says. “Honestly, I don’t know.”

      “I took the guitar to a shop the other day. Got it restrung. Thought I could give it back to her, maybe. But now I’m wondering if it’ll just drag her into some black pit of memory.”

      “I thought Music gave the guitar to you.”

      “Yeah, they did. But it’s her link to them too. I don’t know if I can just keep it.”
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        * * *

      

      The coffee shop sits just off the high street, tucked behind a florist and a charity shop; the sort of place that always looks dimly awake. Inside, warmth clings to the windows, fogging them with the scent of burnt milk and bitter beans. The chalkboard menu is half-smudged, prices rewritten in desperate optimism.

      Stuart slips into a cramped table by the wall, where the chairs sit closer than they should, forcing knees and elbows into uneasy negotiations. Their coats hang off the backs like reluctant guests.

      At the counter, Tobias joins the short queue. Stuart watches him scan the pastries with the intensity of a man considering life choices, though it’s clear he’s not taking in a single thing behind the glass.

      He wasn’t kidding about that hug. Not entirely, anyway. Tobias’s comment about his mother—it lodged itself somewhere deep. For a flicker of a moment, he hadn’t seen Tobias the man, sharp-witted and complicated and surrounded now by people who actually give a damn. He’d seen a boy. A small, brittle boy, alone in a world that never quite warmed to him.

      And Stuart had wanted, instinctively, to gather him up and hold him still.

      But he doesn’t.

      He’s never been one to overthink his actions—he’s done plenty of reckless things without blinking—but with Tobias, he hesitates. He’s been more careful lately, especially in public. Holding back the impulse to show affection, not because he’s ashamed, but because sometimes it feels like a risk Tobias shouldn’t have to take.

      It’s not ideal. But it’s safer.

      They finish their drinks, and once again, get back on the road.

      Putney awaits.

      

      “Toby! Merry Christmas! Why didn’t you call ahead? Marion, it’s Toby—and his gentleman friend!”

      Dottie beams as she throws open the door to Marion’s apartment at the Diamond-Ankle Residence. She pulls him into a hug that could crush ribs and plants a wet kiss square on his forehead.

      From behind Dottie floats a warm and delicate voice like fine china.

      “Hello, Tobias. And very nice to meet you, Stuart. Merry Christmas,” Marion says. “It’s so lovely to see you both. Please, come in.”

      She seems cheerful enough. Too cheerful, maybe. Tobias can’t tell if she remembers Music or not. She’s thinner, frailer than last time, as though life’s been slowly sipping away at her from the edges.

      He carries the guitar case in, suddenly unsure what it means to bring it here. “Marion, the sounding device I borrowed⁠—”

      “What are you doing with that guitar?” she cuts in. “It’s yours.”

      So. She remembers. All of them do.

      “You see, Music was with me when⁠—”

      “Who’s calling me?” a familiar voice pipes up.

      Tobias turns—and freezes.

      Music pokes their head around the kitchen door, brow furrowed, arm elbow-deep in a teapot disaster. By the looks of it, they’ve tried to brute-force a brew through sheer enthusiasm. Water and teabags swirl violently in the pot like a herbal storm.

      But as soon as they see Tobias, everything changes. Their entire face lights up—luminous with joy, like someone plugged the fairy lights into the mains.

      “Professor! Are you here to see me? I miss you, too! I love you! Can you make tea?”

      Tobias’s brain stutters. Stops.

      Music is… alive?

      Not spectral. Not flickering gold. Not whispering inside his head or shimmering at the edge of sleep. They’re flesh and blood and bounding towards him like a joyful dog with a PhD in chaos. And before he can make a decision about what the hell to do, they’re about to kiss him.

      His hand shoots up, clamps over their mouth. His fingers dig into real skin. Real muscle. Warm, pliant, absolutely solid.

      They’re here. Really here.

      The ice is rapidly thawing and the burning rage of the thundersnow has taken its place. He’s furious, absolutely and thoroughly furious.

      Stuart, wisely, tugs the guitar case from Tobias’s hand. Probably concerned it’s about to become a blunt-force instrument.

      “You… little… shit!” Tobias snarls.

      “M’ife an au-er are otch-in.” Music mumbles through the hand on their face, gesturing back toward Marion and Dottie.

      Tobias marches them backwards, through the front door, one palm still square on their cheeks, until their back hits the Sycamore trunk outside the building. No more retreating.

      His words explode.

      “What is this?! What’s with this body you’ve got now?”

      “You like it?” Music beams. “Takes a lot of creativity to come up with something this divine.”

      “How!”

      “Well, there was this boy I met when I was born, and a girl in a pond from 1456—very charming⁠—”

      “HOW are you still here after the thundersnow?”

      “Ah. I wasn’t planning to be.”

      “But you are.”

      “Emotions were leaking out of people like cracked pots. So much going to waste. I figured I’d come back. Seemed a shame not to.”

      “And?”

      “My feet just ran straight here.”

      “And you didn’t think to tell me you were alive before you pissed off?”

      “I couldn’t think. My head wasn’t done rebuilding yet,” they say, waving vaguely in the direction of their skull. “Not until I reached Putney Bridge.”

      “What?!”

      “Never mind. I’m sorry.”

      Tobias stares. Breathing hard.

      He isn’t sure what to feel. His heart is clenched tight from the outside but is at the same time trying to inflate from the inside, the uneasy contradiction he’s been holding in for almost two weeks.

      “I thought you died,” he says at last, voice barely above a whisper. “Again.”

      “I did.”

      “When I’m alone… I remember the moment you died.” His voice soft. “The ripping pain. I feel it over and over and every time it makes me bloody angry at you all over again!” His voice becomes flame-hardened by the time he finishes the sentence.

      Music tilts their head gently. “If it meant seeing someone I love smile like that again—even just once—I’d choose that fate every time.” They gesture back toward the apartment, eyes soft.

      “I know,” he says, wiping his eyes with the heel of his hand. The seething anger cools. “I felt you in my head. I felt everything.”

      “I’m sorry. I knew it would hurt you, but I did it anyway. Because I couldn’t not.”

      “It’s not the pain,” he mutters. “I can survive pain. But the thought of losing you again—” He stops, throat tightening.

      Music wraps their arms around him—firm, steady, anchoring.

      Now, this is what a hug is.

      Warm in the way memory is warm—soft around the edges, slow to fade. The sensation seeps into him, thawing something tight and cold in his chest. This isn’t the embrace of infatuation or impulse; it’s the kind that’s been quietly built, stitch by careful stitch, through time and trust. The kind that says: you can fall apart here, and still be welcome. Unconditionally and always.

      But then comes a kiss—gentle at first, then less so. Their mouth finds his like it’s done a dozen times before, but now it’s real. Now it has weight. Their tongue nudges, teasing. Demanding.

      Tobias yanks their head back and smacks it into the tree trunk.

      “Ouch! You’ve never used force with me before!” Music whines.

      “Oh, believe me I’ve tried,” he snaps. “Many times. But you were never solid enough to take it. Anyway, now that you’ve got a body—don’t kiss me like that again.”

      “Why not?”

      “Boundary! Ever heard of it?”

      Music looks genuinely confused.

      “Because… I don’t want you to. I’m still pissed off with you.” He turns sharply. “And I’m keeping the guitar!”

      He storms back into the apartment, leaving Music blinking in the cold and grinning like a fool.
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            A Day in a Life of Death

          

        

      

    

    
      Earth—by which we mean the living, wheezing organism currently spinning through space with a mix of grace and mild existential panic—is either flourishing or doomed, depending entirely on who’s shouting on the news that day. Each sunrise sees the arrival of more than 350,000 new humans, and the quiet departure of around 174,000. Roughly 5 million mobile phones are sold daily—proof, perhaps, that humanity prizes connection above all else, or at least enjoys staring at screens while pretending to listen.

      Given the sheer volume of talking, texting, pinging, tweeting, and passive-aggressively liking, one might expect humans to understand each other by now. They do not. But they do keep trying, which is rather sweet in a chaotic, tragicomic sort of way.

      

      Death strolls through the narrow corridors of her subterranean greenhouse with the unhurried elegance of someone who has all the time in the world—because, quite literally, she does. The air is damp and pleasantly mossy, heavy with the mineral scent of nutrient mist and the faint chlorophyll tang of thriving leaves. Rows of hydroponic greens—lettuce, pak choi, frilly kale, and suspiciously smug micro-herbs—stretch into the dim, pulsing horizon.

      She does not tend them out of some burning passion for organic produce. No. Death is a vegetarian more by necessity than by creed. After millennia ushering life in and out of existence—after cradling the last breaths of kings, paupers, and the occasional confused badger—she finds the idea of chewing flesh rather… gauche.

      Fortunately, the constant perishing of plants, fungi, and bacteria is someone else’s jurisdiction. If she had to account for every expired yeast cell or mouldy clementine, there would be nothing left to eat.

      This garden of greens isn’t about sustenance, anyway. It’s about vibe. The lurid glow of ultraviolet lamps casts the lettuce in surreal hues—neon lime underlined by blushing magenta shadows. The light makes everything look slightly radioactive, which she considers a bonus. The pumps hum ceaselessly, a mechanical lullaby punctuated by the irregular gurgle of water through pipes.

      It’s all rather theatrical, which suits her. She is not, after all, like Music—who breezes into every room as if it’s opening night and the universe owes them a standing ovation. No, Death is the girl in the back corner of the library—black velvet, a spine like a ruler, and eyes that slice through silence. She doesn’t raise her voice. She doesn’t need to. People listen when she breathes.

      Death is among the oldest concepts humanity ever conjured. When she first arrived on Earth as a consciousness, she was nothing more than a flickering ball of energy, like a cosmic spark with ambition. Over the millennia, she has worn many faces. That’s the quiet luxury of being a personification: there are no rules, no scripts. Death can be a she, a he, a they… or, at one forgettable point, a fish.

      Yes. A fish.

      There was a short-lived era—a youthful experiment—when she found herself parading about as a bipedal koi with a vaguely philosophical disposition. One of those regrettable identity phases best filed under “we don’t talk about it.” We’ve all had them. Some people dye their hair badly. Death, apparently, tries gills.

      These days, she leans into the Gothic Lolita aesthetic—lace, corsetry, a porcelain face untouched by time, and ultramarine eyes that remember everything. Her underground farm, with its candy-pink lights and eerie aquaponic glow, serves as the perfect set for her current incarnation. Not because she needs salad. But because every dramatic figure needs a backdrop.

      

      After her morning stroll through the humming, glowing gloom of her subterranean Eden, Death returns to the small stone patio nestled between rows of obedient spinach and scheming coriander. It is a quiet enclave, carved out not for gardening but for ceremony. She retrieves a Chinese tea set from the shelves—a gift to herself from just over a thousand years ago, when dynasties still held their breath and poets drank more ink than water.

      The set is ornate: a delicately carved rosewood tray, a clay brewing bowl, a slender pitcher, and the twin companions of aroma and tasting cups. The rest of the set—cups enough for eight souls—remains in the cupboard, gathering respectful dust. She doesn’t entertain. Especially not over tea. Solitude is the only guest worth inviting.

      She heats the water until it shivers, then pours it over a bed of oolong leaves nestled in the brewing bowl. The first pour, as always, is discarded into the slotted tray—washing the leaves, cleansing the past. The second pour lingers. She watches the order of life.

      The brewing bowl is special. Handcrafted by a long-forgotten master who called it a Sancai bowl—a vessel of three realms. The saucer below symbolises Earth, the bowl itself represents human life, and the lid—sky and what lies beyond. She finds comfort in the symmetry.

      Once, she was personally responsible for guiding every soul from breath to silence, a task done with reverence and care. But that was before the population boom, before spreadsheets and metaphysical logistics. These days, it’s mostly automation. Efficiency has replaced poetry.

      Contrary to popular myth, Death has never been solely about endings. She was there at the first cry as much as the final sigh. Birth and death—two sides of the same tea-leaf. But people do love a simple narrative. Grim reaper. Final curtain.

      She peers into the brewing bowl. The leaves are sluggish, curling like suspicious cats. The liquor is cloudy, restless. Something’s wrong. She replaces the lid and, with the poise of centuries, pours the brew into the waiting pitcher. A quick inspection: too many stray leaves, and the infusion is uneven. She frowns. It’s subtle, but unmistakable. The system is misbehaving.

      Her role nowadays is less escort and more auditor—troubleshooting the strange anomalies in life and death. A soul skipping their scheduled departure. A baby born without record. The occasional glitch. Usually, it’s one or two—easily collected, gently corrected. Today, however, the metaphorical coach is worryingly under booked. Far too many souls are not where they should be.

      She pours a measure into the aroma cup, placing the tasting cup on top before flipping them upside down, a silent and precise gesture. Lifting the aroma cup, she lets the steam escape into the chilled air and inhales.

      Cinnamon. Pine. A thread of something ancient and knowing. She stills.

      Time.

      “What are you playing at now, old man?” she mutters, raising the tasting cup to her lips.

      The tea is sharp with questions.

      Whatever this is, it’s only just started brewing.
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        * * *

      

      Daisy is perched on the low brick wall outside the school gates, her satchel swinging gently from one foot. Classes are done for the day, and she’s meant to be heading home with Rosie to tackle their homework—more specifically, to pretend they’re tackling it while watching videos and eating crisps. But Rosie has a certain gravitational pull. Friends, fans, curious onlookers… it can take her half an hour just to escape a corridor. Daisy’s used to waiting—she has always done that for Rosie.

      To pass the time, she plays her usual game.

      The newsagent sits just across the street, smack on the corner near the zebra crossing and the bus stop. It’s a people magnet. Teenagers, pensioners, delivery drivers, the mysterious man who buys exactly one lemon every day—everyone goes there. Well, everyone she knows of. She’s only fourteen going on fifteen, so let’s just say it draws all known varieties of life, plus a few mystery entries.

      The rules of the game are simple: when the traffic light at the crossroads turns red, the first person to emerge from the newsagent becomes her Person of Interest. She must then invent their backstory, their secret longings, and the wildly improbable series of events that led them to this exact moment, exiting a shop with gum and existential baggage.

      Daisy sits motionless, eyes locked on the shopfront with the focused patience of a chameleon mid-hunt. Any moment now.

      Then—

      The traffic light clicks to red. The little green man begins his animated strut. A tide of pedestrians leans forward, ready to spill into the street.

      Ding-ding.

      The door of the newsagent swings open, and the world snaps into alignment—as if someone turned the crank on a cosmic music box and everything began to move in time.

      A young woman steps out. Early twenties, maybe. Skin like porcelain, but not the fragile kind—this is the cool, haunted kind. Blue-toned. Like moonlight on snow. Her long, flowing hair is a ripple of ink-dark strands with glimmers of colour that refuse to settle—midnight blue? Lavender? Possibly cornflower, if cornflower had attitude. She wears black: lace, ribbon, tiny pearl buttons, and boots that suggest she could either stomp on your soul or recite poetry about it. There’s something doll-like about her, but not the sort you’d tuck in at night—the sort that might sit silently on a velvet shelf in a drawing room, watching you blink.

      The crossroads erupts into movement—commuters flowing in precise diagonals, cyclists carving silent paths through the crowd. From Daisy’s vantage point, it all ticks like clockwork, like Big Ben had orchestrated the choreography. And just like that, her gothic doll vanishes into the gears of the city.

      Today’s challenge is, well… challenging.

      She didn’t get a proper look—no carrier bag clues, no facial expression to latch onto. Doesn’t matter. Most of her stories are 90% nonsense anyway. Let’s begin.

      The gothic lady… let’s say she’s a she. Or maybe a they? A fish? Why does a fish feel right? Never mind. She’s a midwife. In the Victorian era, judging by the dress. But she’s only twenty-something. Creative licence. There’s also an old woman in a midnight garden, seated under a sky littered with stars, surrounded by swaying foliage. Something’s off—her stomach’s gurgling ominously. Something is churning the wrong way? So the goth midwife is searching for…

      “Anti-flatulent from the newsagent! Yes!” Daisy announces triumphantly, drawing a confused look from a passing Year Seven.

      ‘No, you can do better than that,’ says a voice inside her head.

      “Oh, who said that?” she asks aloud.

      ‘Me.’

      “Right. Well, if I said it, then I’d better raise the bar.”

      She dives deeper.

      The old woman is ancient, older than the tea cup she cradles—an exquisite Chinese vessel, hairline cracks mapping a lifetime. In the cup, leaves float in slow, sickly spirals, round and round, like confused minnows. The movement’s wrong. Caged. Panicked.

      Daisy reaches out, tempted to drink the tea—but stops. No. She’s not meant to insert herself into this kind of story. It’s bad form. She’ll get too attached.

      “I need to maintain professional distance,” she mutters.

      “No, you need to keep a very long distance. Once you’re in it, you can’t get out.”

      The voice isn’t just in her head now. It has lips. It has boots.

      She looks up—and the gothic lady is there, looming unnervingly close. Her breath catches. She hadn’t heard footsteps, hadn’t seen her approach. It’s like she materialised from the cracks in the pavement. A silver pendant swings inches from Daisy’s nose—two scythes, crossed like a coat of arms.

      Now that Daisy can see her more clearly, she notices the piercing pair of ultramarine eyes looking at her coldly, the exact same eyes on the old woman in the story.

      “You’re the old lady with the bloated stomach!” Daisy blurts.

      “How rude,” the woman replies crisply. “My stomach is perfectly shaped, thank you. If it weren’t, how do you suppose I’d fit into this asphyxiating dress?”

      “Oh. Right. Sorry.”

      “I’m here to warn you. Don’t drink the tea.”

      “Daisy! I’m so sorry I took forever!” Rosie barrels up the pavement, red-cheeked and breathless.

      Daisy waves in acknowledgement.

      She turns back. “I like tea. Oh,…”

      The goth lady is gone—vanished like smoke, or the memory of a dream already slipping away.

      Rosie squints. “Were you… talking to someone just now? I thought I saw—no, must’ve been the light.”

      “Yes. I think I was talking to… Death. About tea,” Daisy says as the image of the crossed scythes drifts through her mind.

      Rosie pauses, then says, “Right. Another story idea?”

      “Must be.”

      

      Death watches the girls disappear down the street, chatting as if nothing had happened.

      Daisy’s eyes—those all-seeing eyes—aren’t quite tuned, but they’re unmistakably there. She didn’t expect the girl to clock the stomach. That was… unexpected.

      So the vision is stirring. Whether Daisy holds just a flicker of it, or the full, burdened gift, remains to be seen. But one thing is certain: they will start to circle her.

      And she’s heartbreakingly green—isn’t ready. Not yet. Not for at least another hundred years of apprenticeship, and that’s if she studies diligently and doesn’t try to walk blindly into the dark with nothing but stupidity for a lantern.
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            Building a Fire

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s a late January evening, the kind that presses in against the windows and slips under door frames. Inside Stuart’s house, the gloom settles comfortably across the modern interior—dark grey walls, clean lines, chrome accents softened by warm amber lamplight. The space is usually pristine, clinical even. But lately, it’s losing its edge.

      Stuart slides open the glass door to the kitchen and stops, staring at the domestic disaster unfolding in curated silence. His slim walnut sideboard—usually a picture of tasteful restraint, featuring hand-crafted salt and pepper shakers and a trio of silver wine accessories that exist purely to impress—now boasts a sock, a tatty manila envelope, and two uncapped pens wedged artfully between the décor.

      A tower of books claims one end of the dining bench, sticky notes fluttering from their pages like nervous flags. Loose papers spill over the edge in precarious stacks. And perched on top of it all: a coffee mug, crusted with the remnants of yesterday’s caffeine and Tobias’s disregard for cleaning.

      Tobias has, once again, turned the dining table into his command centre—and, as ever, left behind the spoils of his occupation. Stuart picks up the mug with two fingers and finds a pen cap rattling inside. He runs it under the tap, sighing through his nose.

      Stuart has been practising the art of loosening his grip—on his schedule, his space, the daily rituals that once had to be carved with surgical precision. He has learned to leave the books uneven on the shelf, the glass smudged on the counter. And to his surprise, it doesn’t hurt… too much. A tolerable ache, like muscle stretched past comfort.

      Which is just as well.

      Next week, he returns to the hospital.

      The one place that refuses to bend to him, no matter how hard he clamps down. He tells himself he’s ready, almost hungry for it—the bright lights, the clipped orders, the endless rhythm of work. Yet his hands, clasped too tightly in his lap, betray a thin pulse of something else—an undercurrent. Excitement, perhaps. Or its close cousin, desperation.

      He sets out his dumbbells in the living room, settles on the bench, and starts his reps.

      Tobias has said it must feel good to make a difference—saving lives, doing real work. But that’s not what draws Stuart back. He doesn’t say that out loud. Tobias’s eyes always light up when they talk about this, gleaming with admiration—the eyes that look up to a hero. And Stuart likes that look far too much to ruin it with honesty.

      The truth?

      He isn’t a hero. He is an addict.

      A&E is adrenaline-soaked theatre. Trauma, pressure, decisions made on a blade-edge—it’s exhilarating.

      And he needs it. Needs it in the marrow.

      Stacy had underlined ‘thrill-seeking’ during one of their early sessions, and he doesn’t argue. It fits. The rush—it’s a drug. He craves it. The unpredictability. The sprint between stability and disaster. He and A&E, they’re symbiotic. It feeds him, and he thrives in its mess.

      The sabbatical wasn’t just about burnout. It was rehab. Because that drug—the adrenaline—it had started eroding his judgement, hollowing out his teamwork. Stacy said his controlling nature paired with his addiction had become toxic. He’s been focusing on curbing the control issues—improv classes help. But the other half of him, the one that lives for the chaos, that’s harder to shake.

      So, understandably, now that the weaning period is drawing to a close, he finds himself caught in two minds. He wants to go back—craves the action—but he dreads it too. It’s like asking a recovering alcoholic to pour a whisky, tip it down the sink, and then wash the glass. In any other context, he should be steering clear of the trigger. But A&E is where he comes alive. It’s where he breathes his best life.

      He needs to return. Just… not as he was. Not when it consumed him whole.

      Something has to give.

      The symbiosis must be broken.

      

      Stuart exhales, lifts again. The word strength coils in his mind, tight and deliberate. He has the essentials—control, discipline, the practiced posture of someone ready for anything. But mentally fit? That phrase lingers, slippery and suspect. Stacy’s notes probably have ‘compromised judgement’ underlined in red. Fine. Let them analyse him, dissect his decisions. He won’t give them cause to question his body. He’ll be immaculate—mind and muscle, both. No weakness. Not any more.

      He’s flexing his fingers when the front door clicks open. Tobias enters, stamping snow off his boots, cheeks flushed raw.

      “You’re back early,” Stuart says.

      “It’s bloody cold out there,” Tobias mutters, shrugging off his coat.

      “And you’re supposed to be a hot-blooded male in his prime.”

      “Sorry I’m such a disappointment to you, mate.”

      Stuart smirked. “I wouldn’t say that. Quite the opposite, actually. I’m very… thoroughly satisfied.” His voice dropped a note, suggestive, as he stood, muscles taut beneath a clingy black tee.

      Tobias stares. “Fuck… Do you make it your mission to tease me once a day?”

      “I do, yeah. Haven’t you heard? Foreplay’s meant to start at the end of the last orgasm.”

      Tobias gapes. “We’d be at it non-stop then.”

      “Exactly. You in?”

      “Yeah, sure. We’re horny apes, after all.”

      Tobias steps forward, palms warm against Stuart’s jaw, and kisses him quickly before heading into the kitchen to put the kettle on.

      

      Tobias spoons coffee into the press, glancing over his shoulder. Stuart is still lifting—meticulous, consistent, beautiful in that obsessive way of his. Everything in his life is dialled in: nutrition, strength, even sex.

      Tobias flushes.

      Stuart never fails to express his satisfaction in bed. Like it’s important Tobias knows. Like he’s working extra hard to sell it. Sometimes it feels performative—overcompensating for their no-fuck clause.

      Tobias doesn’t want to read too much into it, but the thought nags. Insecurity, always there under the skin. He’d better up his fibre intake again—he’s been slack lately.

      He carries the mugs through. “Listen, let’s get Thai tonight. I can’t face going back out.”

      “Sure. I’m famished.” Stuart’s grin unfurls slowly, curling at the edges like smoke rising from a match. His gaze lingers, deliberately heavy.

      And Tobias feels the foreplay starting again.

      

      The food arrives. Tobias sets the table—his version of it: two plates, a few forks, and the takeaway containers plonked straight down.

      “Very elegant as always,” Stuart says, towelling his hair as he comes down from his shower.

      “Thanks, mate.” Tobias laughs.

      “Remember I’m back to work next week?”

      “Already? They must be glad to have you.”

      “They’re glad to have anyone. A&E always needs bodies.”

      “Still. Must be brutal. I can’t even imagine.”

      There it is again—that look. The admiration. Stuart feels it scrape something sharp across his conscience.

      “What’re your hours like?”

      “I don’t know yet. Probably like before.”

      “Which is…?”

      “All of them.”

      “Seriously? How did Amanda put up with you?”

      “She didn’t.”

      “That’s not fair. She stuck around for ten years.”

      “She kicked me out on our anniversary. Rightly so.”

      Tobias blinks, taken aback, then recovers. “I hope it goes well. I won’t be here.”

      “No? Where’re you going?”

      “Japan. Ten days. There’s new interest in the data from the ‘lost years’. We’re doing a seminar, a workshop, maybe something here later, and the US in March.”

      “Sounds exciting,” Stuart says, but his voice doesn’t quite land.

      “Yeah. It is. Weird though. Feels like waking ghosts.”

      “Easter? Fancy getting away?”

      “I promised Stevie I’d help with some audio experiments. Then maybe back to the States.”

      Stuart nods, slowly. Hiding the tightness.

      Tobias gives a cheeky smile. “But I’ll try to be here as much as I can. Don’t want to miss your twenty-four-hour foreplay.”

      “Good. You do that,” Stuart picks up a takeaway box. “Let’s eat.”

      “Here, mind the chilli.”

      “Lot of veg today.” Stuart raises a brow.

      “I’m taking control of my health,” Tobias says. He won’t meet Stuart’s gaze, eyes darting aside as colour spills over his cheeks.

      “About time, too.” Stuart says. The corners of his mouth tug upward.

      But his eyes land on the stack of books and papers, now on the floor.

      A shadow passes through him.

      Tobias is drifting. He speaks about his work with a brightness that doesn’t include him. Stuart watches the younger man laugh across the table, radiant and ambitious, and knows—Tobias is pulling ahead. And even Stuart isn’t sure his tether will hold.
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        * * *

      

      High in the Andes, where clouds kiss the jagged bones of the earth and silence clings to the pines like mist, a lone clearing breathes quietly under a canvas of deepening dusk. There, perched at the edge of existence itself, a log cabin stands stoic, half-buried in snow.

      Before it, he builds his fire.

      With sleeves rolled back and gloves abandoned to the stoop, he kneels in the frost-bitten grass, each movement deliberate, imbued with a slow and ancient grace. Pinecones—still fragrant with resin and dream—are cradled into a small hollow, their scales tight with cold. He sprinkles dried moss and wind-shattered needles like an offering. Then, the twigs—gathered not hastily, but plucked with the kind of patience only Time could afford—are layered with the elegance of a weaver threading his loom.

      The larger branches come next, crossed into a lattice that would impress any carpenter or priest. It is not just structure, but ritual—geometry as invocation. Finally, logs: bark-furred, lichen-laced, precisely placed as if summoned to bear witness. Nothing is hurried. Nothing misplaced. It is the manner of one who has spent eternity learning the art of waiting.

      A flick of flint. The fire accepts its invitation like an old friend.

      He sits back on a weather-worn crate, exhaling a breath that clouds and then vanishes. The flames lick at the kindling, curl around it with a hungry elegance. Light stirs across the snow. In his eyes, the fire dances—two amethysts flickering with secrets, with memory, with a silent, simmering anticipation. They have burned since that day. Burned and watched. Burned and waited.

      And now—the hour draws close.

      With unhurried precision, he reaches for the bundle. Strands of fibrous sinew, woven taut, translucent in the glow. He holds it above the fire, letting the heat rise through his palms, testing it with the air’s tremble. Turning slowly, he stretches the length, firm but gentle, coaxing tension through the filament. Slowly, he trickles golden life force into the strands. There is no need to rush. He could do this blindfolded, in sleep, in dream. But repetition is a virtue of the eternal.

      Heat curls around the bundle. It begins to yield, pliant at last. As all things do.

      Because everything—given enough fire, enough time—will surrender.

      Everything on Earth eventually yields to Time.
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