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causing their readers to feel pleasantly
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over a dying fire in the small hours,

my purpose in writing them

will have been attained.”
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When I started writing Salmonweird – which was then going to be a standalone (ha!) cosy crime novella (ha!) in 2015, it was purely for what Harry would call “poo and chuckles.”

I’ve still no idea where the idea to write something so silly had come from. I’m primarily a dark fantasy and horror writer and Salmonweird will likely stand as an outsider no matter how large the series and its spinoffs become. I predict it now though: limitless, no end, still coming up with new ideas on my deathbed.

At Christmas 2020 I got the idea to bring the subtle scares of gothic horror into the Salmonweird universe.

I am such a fan of M.R. James, and it was in homage to this master of the craft that I wrote The Crypt. While I was writing that one, I came up with ideas for several other characters. The second – The Curse of the Storm Harpy – came in Feb 2021.

And so a whole volume of gothic horror short stories was born.

If you have read the novel Salmonweird, the characters in this volume will be familiar to you. What won’t be familiar is their individual perspectives. Salmonweird is first person, past tense. Everything that happens in the books happens through Karl’s voice and eyes and a 21st century perspective.

If you haven’t read Salmonweird, welcome. I hope you find it as accessible into the series as I’d hoped when writing them.

It’s time for Karl to step aside and for the supporting characters to whisk you through 2000 years of history and the terrors they experienced.

Starting with Iron Age Cornwall.
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The Bucca of Old Rock
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Young Kensa stood on the shoreline before two figures for whom her admiration was infinite. The western sunset warmed her back while a southerly wind brushed over her, making her skin tingle.

‘King Brae,’ Kensa said, bowing to her uncle then turning to her aunt. ‘Queen Ennor.’

‘My dear niece.’ The king took Kensa’s hand to his lips and kissed it. ‘Please, sit.’

Two shield bearers and two swordsmen stood behind the king and queen unflinching and unblinking.

Kensa shot the guards a quick glance and sat on the warm sand, sat upright, and tried to encourage a sense of calm to her fluttering heart.

‘Kensa, we have consulted the wisest druids.’ Brae looked to Ennor sadly. ‘The gods, it seems, have chosen to deny us an heir.’

‘We are to choose another,’ said Ennor.

‘And, my dear child, we have chosen you,’ said Brae.

Kensa’s jaw dropped. ‘Me? I don’t know what to say.’

‘Do not thank us,’ King Brae insisted, ‘fate and wise druids led us to this decision.’

‘Nevertheless, I am grateful for the acknowledgement,’ Kensa nodded and bowed. ‘You do me a great honour.’

‘Whether this is an honour, or a poisoned cup, will only be revealed when you are ready to pass the title to another,’ said Ennor.

‘Our favour alone is not enough,’ said Brae. ‘You will need to prove your worth.’

‘I am ready.’ Kensa winced at her lie; the words came out before she had a chance to stop them.

‘And you will need to prove it through three tests.’ Brae put up one finger. ‘A test of fire.’ He put up a second finger. ‘A test of stone.’ Then a third finger. ‘And a test of water.’

‘I will prepare as soon as this meeting is done!’

Brae chuckled. ‘Ah, Kensa. My dear sweet niece. You have already passed the first test and have been working on the second for some time.’

‘I have?’ Kensa blinked.

‘A test of fire – you forged a sword.’ said Ennor.

‘A test of stone,’ said Brae, ‘you have wielded your sword and you continue to do so with great skill. This test will last your whole lifetime.’

‘And the test of water?’ Kensa asked uncertainly.

Brae’s face dropped. ‘Will be the toughest test you ever take.’

‘It begins now,’ said Ennor. ‘This is why you were summoned here.’

King Brae took Kensa’s hand and led her to the shoreline.

‘Close your eyes, Kensa,’ Brae said.

Kensa complied.

‘Now listen.’

Water lapped over her feet.

‘Do you hear it?’ her uncle said.

‘The waves?’

‘No, Kensa.’

‘The wind?’

‘Not that. Listen.’

Kensa sighed.

‘You are getting frustrated, Kensa. Calm your mind and your breathing will follow. Remove the water and the wind. Push them away and listen for what you cannot hear, yet that which has always been there – something perhaps you have denied because your ears did not want to hear?’

Kensa softened and slowed her breathing. Soon, the water faded to a dull rhythm, the wind a melody over her ears.

And then they converged, tangled, and married to become a song – a long, low, soft, enchanting melody.

Aahh-hhaa, ahhaahh.

It was soft and feminine. 

Aahh-hhaa, ahhaahh.

But had a masculine quality at the same time.

‘Uncle, what is it?’

Aahh-hhaa, ahhaahh. The song was already in her head – the wind and the waves already gone.

‘Do not speak Kensa or you will break the spell.’ She felt her uncle’s rough hand take her own and gently pull at her arm, leading her into the water. ‘Keep your eyes closed and come with me.’

Brae guided Kensa deeper into the water; she thought he was going to walk her all the way out until she was completely submerged. Once the water reached her knees, Brae stopped.

‘Put your arms out, Kensa.’ Tentatively, the young girl reached out. Her fingers brushed something wooden in the water. She withdrew her hand.

‘It’s all right, girl,’ Brae said. ‘It’s just a raft. Please keep your eyes closed and remain focused on the song.’

Aahh-hhaa, ahhaahh.

Brae took Kensa’s hand and placed it gently on the edge. ‘See? Just an ordinary raft. Now, keeping your eyes closed, climb up. Do you need help getting up?’

‘Will I fail the test if I say “yes”?’

Brae laughed. ‘Kensa, a good leader acknowledges personal limitations and will ask for help when they need it. To answer your question, no. This is not part of the test.’

‘Then please help me up.’ Kensa placed her hands on the raft, spread her arms wide, and pushed. Her small body had little strength, not enough to do it herself. Brae moved behind her, slipped his arms under her shoulders, and lifted.

Keeping her eyes closed, Kensa scrambled across the raft. It shook beneath her; when the wobbling subsided, Kensa thought she’d reached the raft’s centre. ‘What now, uncle?’ she asked, crossing her legs.

‘Keep your eyes closed. You’ll know when to open them.’

‘When will that be?!’ Kensa asked.

‘If you’re to be leader after my burial mound is sealed, you will know when to use your instinct. I went through the same test you went through. Trust me as I trust you – you will know.’

Kensa held in a whimper as her uncle gave the raft a small push and retreated, his heavy feet splashing a retreat through the water back to the shore.

As the tide carried the raft out to sea, Kensa continued to focus on her breathing. That ethereal disembodied music remained.

Ah-aahh-hhaa, ahhaahh.

The music grew louder as she drifted. But the music was not ahead of her – it was behind her. No, to the sides. No, above. It took Kensa a moment to realise the haunting and taunting song was all around her while her tiny raft drifted.

Aahh-hhaa, ahhaahh. Haaaaaaaaaa. The sound flew over her head; before Kensa managed to pinpoint it to her right, the song was already at her left.

Kensa waited for a splash, but none came.

Aahh-hhaa, hhhahh-aahh.

It was close.

The music stopped; something heavy landed on the raft. Four heavy footsteps thundered across the wood and were gone again.

‘I’m not afraid,’ Kensa lied.

Heavy feet landed on the raft again. This time, they didn’t charge across the raft and disappear. With eyes still closed, Kensa waited.

One footstep connected with the raft.

A second footstep moved towards her – the foot sounded wet, soft, human.

The scent of brine tickled Kensa’s nose. She heard something drop to the raft. In her mind’s eye it was seaweed. Another gentle drop followed.

Kensa felt and heard the final soft footstep place before her. When she heard it kneel, Kensa recoiled.

The thing laughed low and deep; its breathing rattled just above her head.

It lowered again; the thing’s hot, salty, painfully rattling breath was now in her face.

Kensa flinched when the thing touched her face with a cold, long and wet finger tipped with a sharp nail. It drew the finger down her cheek.

She felt the skin break, a bubble of hot blood burst through, and trickled down her face.

The thing let out a long and high-pitched shriek; Kensa put her hands over her ears and squeezed her eyes tightly. ‘I won’t open my eyes. I won’t open my eyes. I won’t open my eyes.’

The thing fell silent; the raft wobbled.

Something hit the water off to her right and the singing began once more. Haaa-aahh-hhaa, ahhaahh.

‘What manner of creature is this?’ Kensa muttered. ‘That sings, and swims, and walks?’

The raft hit something, not hard, but enough to tell Kensa something was underneath. ‘What creature are you?’ she called out, but the thing did not respond.

The raft scraped, shuddered, and came to a halt. The sound of scraping told Kensa the raft had beached.

And then, finally, she opened her eyes.

The raft was at rest in a small bay. In the failing light she could see cliffs rising to her left and her right, almost like one of the gods decided to scoop some land out of the countryside and create a small bay. A river – no more than a stream – trickled down to the tiny beach on which her raft rested.

There was little to see and the only light was off to her right – probably a fire – burning brightly on top of the hill.

Kensa disembarked the raft, placing her bare feet tentatively on the warm sand. ‘Where to, uncle?’ But inside, she already knew the answer. Kensa looked up and right. As if responding to her question, the fire flickered towards her before bending back, enticing, encouraging, demanding she go to it.

She proceeded up the small beach and quickly crossed into grass. The mild spring had created so much new growth and the long grass swished at her legs. A creature scuttled away, disappearing through the grass and out of both sight and earshot.

Kensa hopped over the fast-running rocky stream and stopped, looking for a path. Spotting it – little more than a narrow dirt track clinging to the eastern cliff edge, she proceeded carefully up the rise, following every meander, turn, twist, dip, and rise. At this angle, the fire was out of sight and the failing sunlight behind was barely enough to light the way.

The path was rocky in places, shallow in some and steep in others, but Kensa was nimble and scrambled up quickly.

The fire burned outside a small cave casting vibrant orange light against the yawning mouth. Kensa took a step towards the fire. Her father long ago told her never to stare into the centre of a fire or the fire spirits would take away her eyesight long enough for an enemy to sneak up.

Shielding her eyes from the fire, Kensa stepped around it and faced down the cave entrance. The light penetrated no more than 20 paces. Beyond that, the cave seemed to hit a kink or a turn.

With a sigh, she drew the small blade from her side. Her uncle had told her not to bring her sword, but he’d said nothing about her trusty knife. Kensa grinned at her own ingenuity and took her first tentative step towards the cave.

‘Not one more step, girl.’

The voice had a deep gentleness and watery quality like waves washing over a gravel beach; it stopped Kensa in her tracks.

Footsteps padded up behind her, swishing through the low grass.

Gripping her knife tightly, Kensa began to turn to face this new threat.

A cold hand slapped against hers from behind, staying her hand. ‘Do not turn, child,’ the voice whispered in her ear. She caught sight of a white grey, almost silvery hand, pockmarked with long-healed scars before it withdrew.

‘Why are you here?’ the thing asked, it’s watery mouth mere inches from her left ear.

‘My uncle sent me,’ she said.

‘You do everything that you’re told? Why are you here?’

‘Because I was chosen.’

The person or thing behind her sighed. ‘Not what I asked. Why are you here.’

‘To prove myself. To prove I am worthy to become queen when my uncle dies.’

‘And are you prepared to fail as much as you are prepared to succeed?’

‘I won’t fail,’ Kensa said assertively.

The thing let out a long menacing laugh and withdrew.

Kensa heard it retreat several paces.

‘Do you fear what is asked of you, child?’

Kensa started to turn.

‘Do! Not! Turn!’

Kensa’s legs almost gave way; she reached out and touched the rock face, waiting for the anxiety to pass.

‘No,’ she said weakly, her voice high and raspy with both thirst and terror. ‘I fear only that which I cannot see.’

Footsteps approached her again. ‘So, you fear death?’

‘No,’ said Kensa. ‘I cannot see my own, but death is a reuniting with our ancestors in another world. What is there to fear?’

‘Then it is the act – the blindness in the finality that you fear most?’

‘The act – the... I suppose, the event of death, not what follows.’ Kensa swallowed. ‘Yes, that’s what I fear.’ The thing stood behind her. The hairs on the back of Kensa’s neck prickled. She took a small step forward. ‘The uncertainty of when, where, and how,’ she clarified.

‘I like this child,’ the voice chuckled. ‘I could tell you the manner of your death, what then?’

Kensa hesitated. ‘How do you mean?’ She started to turn her head but caught herself just in time.

The thing’s face moved close behind her. ‘I could break your neck without breaking a sweat and toss you into the sea.’

‘If that is how I am to die then I do so with gratitude for a life lived. I do so with my knife in my hand.’

Kensa turned swinging her blade, driving it up towards where she thought the creature’s chest might be.

But the thing was not there.

‘Oh child, did you think it would be that easy?’

‘Where are you?’ she called.

Beyond the fire, two yellow eyes lifted to meet hers. They narrowed to bore into her.

Despite the warmth, Kensa shivered.

‘Here, child.’ The face dropped again. She could make out the thing’s outline now – roughly man shaped, pale white skinned and naked on its top half. Beyond that, Kensa could make out no details.

‘Come, sit,’ said the thing.

When Kensa did not move, the thing bellowed. ‘Sit!’

Kensa complied.

‘If I were to tell you that you would die at the hands of a marching eagle, you would accept this?’

Kensa nodded. ‘No, that’s silly! Eagles don’t march.’

‘This one does.’

‘Are you saying this marching eagle will kill me? When?’

The thing lowered its head. ‘This is one death in the great woven cloth of your people – one thread. I cannot tell the future I can merely see one possible death among many.’

‘I do not fear this any more than when you tried to scare me on the raft.’

The man-thing’s gaze lifted to meet Kensa’s.

Kensa’s eyes narrowed. ‘The raft that brought me here. You were singing a song, taunting me, jumping on the raft, and jumping off again. At one point you came close to me and mocked me.’

The man-thing directed its gaze at the fire. ‘I have not left this rock for 4,000 of your years.’

‘You are having a joke at my expense,’ Kensa growled. ‘Stop!’

‘I joke not.’ The thing shook its head. ‘I know the creature of which you speak. It is the reason I cannot leave.’

Kensa shook her head. ‘4,000 years. It’s been there that long?’

‘I do not lie about such things.’ The thing stood. ‘Come with me, child.’

Kensa used the chance to get another quick look at him. His skin was shrivelled and white, like whoever created him had tried to force a skin onto bones that were too small.

‘Look,’ he pointed. ‘Out there.’

‘I see nothing but the sea.’

‘Now, yes. 10,000 of your years ago, a beach stretched as far as your eyes can see. 6,000 of your years ago, a creature took up residence on a place that in your tongue is called “Old Rock.” But the language is lost, and I doubt a mouth as young as yours could pronounce it.’

‘Old Rock,’ Kensa mumbled. ‘What is this creature?’

‘In your tongue, it is a Bucca. In my tongue, it is a scourge. It is the reason I cannot leave this place.’

‘A test of water,’ Kensa said. ‘How did I not see this?’

‘Now you may look at me.’

She saw now not the face of a beast, or a demi-god, or spirit, but a wizened old man. Eyes burned like molten gold and in them she saw every age that had passed. His crooked mouth opened in a pained smile. ‘Our time is ending, Kensa. The world is moving on, and we must all move on with it.’

‘You’ll die?’

‘You will be the last that comes to see me.’ He turned away from her. ‘No matter what happens next, I know this as truth.’

By now, the fire was burning out. With the sun now long since set in the west, it took Kensa three times as long to return to the beach as it took to climb the hill.

She stood on the beach, letting the warm waves lap over her feet once again. With a deep breath, Kensa gave the raft as firm a push as she could and climbed on.

She drifted until the fire on the hill was barely more than a golden flicker. When the light disappeared, so too did the sounds.

And that’s when Kensa heard the song again.

Aahh-hhaa-ahhaahh.

The sound stopped as suddenly as it began. Something soft struck the far end of the raft. Kensa’s eyes were still adjusting to the low light but she could make out a webbed white hand.

A second appeared on the raft then.

Kensa calmed her heart, her breathing, her mind, and grasped her knife tightly. ‘I am ready.’

The creature pulled itself up, slowly revealing a form that was part man and part something else. It had a small head dominated by a wide, almost fish-like mouth which contained rows of broad sharp teeth. Village fishermen occasionally captured something they called “shark.” The “sharks” were long and slender with big black eyes and slightly blue skin. It terrified Kensa, but the fishermen insisted there were far worse dangers in the sea.

But the creature did not have black eyes– its eyes were a deep bright blue. They focused on Kensa and narrowed imperceptibly.

As soon as the creature appeared it was gone again, kicking off with a splash and disappearing under the black water.

Aahh-hhaa, ahhaahh.

The thing circled the tiny raft, continuing to sing its gentle yet ominous song. It circled left and when it completed its circuit, switched directions.

Aahh-hhaa, ahhaahhaaaaaaaa.

The singing stopped. Hands appeared to her left from over the side of the raft and gripped.

This time the creature did not merely stare, it lifted itself up an onto the raft. Kensa could see its entire body for the first time. Its top half was naked, that of an adult man. Its bottom half was also like a man, but it was scaly, and the legs trailed unnaturally towards awkwardly positioned feet which turned inwards to create what looked like a fish tail.

The thing scrambled across the raft and was gone once again.

‘I’m not afraid of you!’ Kensa called, leaping to her feet.

The creature’s song became a bellow.

Fifty paces to her right, the thing breached the water and let out a long howl.

She heard the whistle of the thing hurtling through the air. Kensa realised too late that it was aiming not for the raft, but for her.

The thing struck Kensa, knocked her backwards and together they tumbled into the water.

Though it was not a cold night, the temperature difference between the air and the sea struck the air from her lungs. Kensa careered backwards and landed in the water.

The creature took a firm grip on her midriff.

Kensa tried to cry for the creature to let go but it did not. It sank and when she looked down at the thing’s legs, to Kensa’s horror she saw that it was swimming. It still had legs, but it flicked them much like a fish or a porpoise did.

She cried again, but the creature ignored her.

Kensa felt her body tremble and shake – she started to panic at the thought of her life ending, and panic at failing her uncle’s final test.

Kensa could hold her breath no longer; her mouth opened against what little will she had left. Her lungs, screaming in agony, threatened to suck inwards. Kensa did the only thing she could – she stabbed at the creature’s midriff.

It shrieked and reasserted its grip.

Kensa stabbed again. It yelped, losing its grip slightly.

Encouraged, Kensa kicked out; she swung her knife a third time and felt it sink into the soft flesh of the creature’s back.

The thing crumpled in the water; Kensa knew she had no more than a few seconds before the thing rallied. She kicked off into open water, turning every way to find the raft.

Spotting it, Kensa swam as hard and as fast as she could. She wished she’d devoted more time to swimming – even though her uncle told her it might save her life someday, she always had an excuse to play with friends, to hunt small game, to practise throwing things and using the gulls for target practice.

Kensa reached the raft and hauled herself up onto it, gasping for breath. Looking back, she was surprised to find the Bucca was nowhere in sight.

Her breathing began to calm, her pulse slowed, but Kensa did not relax.

The Bucca breached, leaping into the air, somersaulting, and plunging back into the water. A wave rose, surging towards the raft.

Kensa raised her knife and waited.

The Bucca breached again. This time it leapt an unnatural distance and speed to land on the raft. Kensa backed up, giving the creature plenty of space.

‘The old man said if I killed you, he could leave.’

The Bucca nodded.

‘Seems simple to me.’ Kensa raised her knife and pointed it.

The Bucca laughed and rose to full height, towering over Kensa. It looked down and with what looked like a smirk, invited Kensa to strike.

‘Don’t you have anything to say?’ Her voice wavered and cracked, ‘before I strike you down.’

‘If you kill me,’ the Bucca finally spoke, ‘your fate will be sealed.’

‘What fate?’ Kensa snapped. ‘Speak!’

‘The fate of the marching eagle.’

‘The old man said that would come true anyway.’

The Bucca laughed again. ‘Oh, child. Things are never this simple. Kill me and the man on the cliff goes free but you will seal the fate he prophesied.’

‘And if I don’t kill you?’

‘Like so many others before you?’ the Bucca sneered.

‘My uncle?’

‘Your uncle had the same task. And his father and his father and his father and for thousands of years before.’

Well?’ Kensa snapped. ‘What if I don’t kill you?’

‘Then the future becomes as fluid as this sea.’ The Bucca moved to the edge of the raft and knelt, scooping a handful of the water. He let it dribble. ‘What is it to be, child? It’s now time to decide.’

‘Free a man and know my death, or keep an innocent man trapped and not know my future.’

Kensa launched her body at the Bucca, knocking him off balance. They tumbled together towards the back of the raft. Kensa jumped onto his prone body, raised her knife, and brought it down hard.

The creature let out a long, low, agonised shriek.

Life faded in the creature’s eyes; its body went limp. Only then did the Bucca shift, change form, and become the man she saw at the cave.

‘Thank you, Kensa,’ he whispered, brushing her face.

‘You? You said the Bucca kept you trapped here!’

‘Many of the things that you believe are true at face value require a reflection to understand.’ And with that, he breathed his last.

Feeling the last of her energy drain, Kensa fell, landing next to the body of the Bucca. She rolled onto her back and slipped into sleep.

Kensa was not sure how long she had been asleep, but by the time she woke bleary eyed and thirsty, the sun was already showing the first signs of climbing above the eastern hills.

Hills she knew.

Home.

Kensa was close to shore. Two figures stood on the sand watching and waiting for her return. Even from this distance she could tell it was her aunt and uncle.

As her raft came to a rest, Kensa turned to look at the body of the Bucca and remembered his words. “You will die at the hands of a marching eagle.”
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The Nightmare Cult
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Note: This is a crossover with a horror novel I released in 2020 called Phobetor’s Children. If you enjoyed that book, I hope you enjoy returning to that universe.

‘Drink! Drink! Drink! Drink! Drink!’

Cato held the goblet of mulsum to his lips and grinned at the soldiers crowding the small tavern.

‘Go on Cato!’

‘If this were any other time of the year but Saturnalia, I’d have you all up on charges for insubordination.’

A laugh passed over the crowd. ‘One day as a centurion and you’d think they’d made him legate!’ a voice called from the back.

With a chuckle, Cato opened his mouth, poured in the warm spiced honey liquid, and swallowed. He kept swallowing until the fluid had gone. ‘Lads, that’s it. I’ve gorged and purged and had my fill a second and third time.’

‘Speech!’

Another wave of laughter.

‘Speech! Speech! Speech! Speech! Speech!’ The calls passed over the crowd until Cato could hear nothing else.

‘Seeing as you will not leave until I have, so be it.’

They hushed into silence.

‘I remain,’ Cato said, ‘in awe that of all the fine men who served in this century aboard our ship, it is I who the powers that be saw fit to appoint Centurion. In three days, we head for Britannia. I could not wish for a finer century or to be centurion within such a fine cohort. This conquest of the island to the north could not be in better hands.’

The crowd cheered.

‘Ave Caesar!’ the men called, whooped, and clapped.

‘Ave Caesar!’ Cato saluted.

‘Who’ll be your optio?’ The young man had stuck to Cato most of the evening offering to fetch drinks and food for the new centurion. He looked at Cato eagerly now.

Cato smiled. ‘That I do not know, but when we have all recovered from Saturnalia festivities, the centurions will come together and choose the best man for the job.’ He clapped Primus on the back.

‘Now, I must be the sensible one and retire to quarters. I suggest you all do the same.’ With a grin, Cato slipped through the crowd and finally out of the tavern where he breathed a sigh of relief.

The cool night air of Ostia brushed over Cato, cooling and drying the film of sweat that now covered him. He closed his eyes and took in a deep breath.

The door opened behind him. Cato turned to allow the legionary to slip past him. The soldier made it just a few paces before turning around. ‘Congratulations again, Centurion Cato. Nobody deserves it more than you.’

‘Thank you, legionary.’

‘I know what I think doesn’t matter, Centurion Cato. But Primus is ready. He is eager – too eager maybe – but he’s a good lad. He’ll make you proud.’

‘Thank you. Good night.’

‘Good night, sir.’

‘Oh, one other thing,’ Cato rubbed his chin. ‘Which way back to the fort?’

The legionary laughed. ‘Just follow me, centurion.’

Cato did his best to follow the young man along the main thoroughfare of Ostia Antica. Even with the lateness of the hour, there were still plenty of people about. They reached a T-junction at which point several young women in loose fitting tunics approached.

‘Hey boys!’ called one girl. ‘let’s see your gladiuses!’

The other soldier saw them and changed direction, walking into the open arms of the streetwalker. Seeing her friend had a client, the other girl smiled seductively at Cato and beckoned him over.

‘My lady, as beautiful as you are, I am not capable tonight. I really must go.’

The girl’s face dropped, and she turned away. Spotting another quarry, she made a beeline for him, Cato already forgotten.

‘Legionary?’ Cato asked.

‘You want her too? I’m sure we can both-’

‘No,’ Cato said firmly. ‘The fort, where is it?’

The soldier pointed in the general direction where they were heading. ‘Second, no fourth, no third left. One hundred paces – maybe two hundred and you’re at the fort.’

‘Second, third or fourth? Which?’

The soldier had already disappeared into the alleyway with the streetwalker.

‘Shit.’ Cato staggered along the cobbled street. When he reached the second left turn, he stopped in the middle of the road, staring along it. The dim moonlight showed the side street narrow before stopping at what looked like a rundown insula.

He proceeded to the next. It seemed right – wide with several official looking buildings lining both sides of the road.

Then he went to the next street. It was even wider than the last, cobbled, and lined with high profile buildings. Still, he could not see the fort.

He looked back towards the previous turn off, stared once more along the side street in front of which he now stood, and took a determined step forward.

Then another.

Having decided, Cato staggered along the road. He passed empty carts around which were scattered damaged crates.

Feeling hungry, Cato crossed to one side of the street but noticed none of the lockups were open. He crossed to the other side, again noticing that the lockups there were also closed.

‘Because it’s Saturnalia,’ he grumbled. ‘A time for food and drink and a time when we can’t get any.’

A noise off to the right caught Cato’s attention – a bird-like trilling sound. He turned but could see nothing in the dim moonlight.

The sound came again, this time from his left; Cato turned again to face it. He spotted a creature – a bird perhaps, a crow, or a raven, but still Cato could not make out a definite shape.

Wings fluttered. The thing trilled again and launched itself at Cato. It took all his drunken effort to duck in time, the creature’s head jabbing furiously as it passed over. It came to rest on a roof but did not stop.

The thing did a quick about turn and launched again, its wings spread wide. This time, its eyes were full of fury and determination.

Cato fled along the narrowing street, the creature in pursuit.

The thing was fast; Cato felt its wing brush past him. His ear burned – he felt blood trickle down it.

Cato watched the dark shadow pass overhead. When it took a steep dive, he swore and sprinted between two buildings.

As he entered a short alleyway, the creature let out another furious cry and landed on his back.

Cato tried to shake it off, but the creature clung on – four clawed hands clasping tightly, digging into his flesh.

He cried as something sharp sunk into the back of his neck. Cato felt venom enter his body, spreading quickly through his veins.

Cato felt dizzy and reached for the wall to steady himself. The creature still clung to his back.

The thing let out a third trill, this one deep and menacing.

The creature sunk its stinger into Cato’s back.

Cato opened his eyes.

He was still in Ostia, but everything was red – the dirt road, the stone buildings and even the sky. The moon above glared as a single large scarlet eye bearing down on a city doused in blood. No sounds greeted his ears – not the low murmur of voices, of wind, of far-off carts, of the sea or anything else.

‘Hello!’ Cato called. Bizarrely, his voice echoed.

‘Hello!’ he called again. ‘Is anyone there?’ He’d woken in precisely the same narrow alleyway where he fell, but there was no sign of the creature now.

Cato proceeded along the alleyway, feet sticking to the thick red blood that coated everything, squelching as he lifted each foot.

The alleyway opened into another side street; Cato sighed in relief. This place was familiar. A row of lockups, small storage units and shops, a rundown insula with a broken section of wall, a building he knew had been a bakery which did a roaring trade being so close to a military hub. Yes, he knew every building on this street.

All except one.

It had the form and shape of a small temple, one of many that littered the towns and cities around Rome dedicated to small cults. The building had a sunken entrance but what most stood out was a menacing yellow glow and the birdsong that appeared to come from within it.

He backed up against the building on the opposite side of the street and sidestepped as quickly as he could, always keeping his gaze on the entrance.

A shadowy figure draped in a black cloak appeared in the doorway and hastened towards him. Realising the figure had seen him, Cato turned and ran toward what he hoped was the waterside.

Two more shadowy figures appeared, blocking his route. Even in his semi-drunken state, Cato believed he could take them both, or at the very least, wear them down enough to make his escape.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
SPOOKY
~ SALMONWE/RD

TALES FROM THE VILLAGE





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





