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            Raven

          

        

      

    

    
      I stand outside Kings Paradise alone. The warm bodies of the desperate poor are huddled around me in the corner. Pushing their way towards the golden bars. Outstretching their arms in between them and me hoping for leniency. Some form of hope in their eyes as the rich Lurchers passed by. Unaware of what is happening outside these gates.

      “Please, sir, I have children to feed,” calls out a Lurcher woman as she coughs into her hands.

      She hopes a rich Lurcher will take pity on her. Hand her their unwanted golden coins dangling in their pockets. Anything to help her and her family to survive here.

      “Get out of here,” snaps a soldier behind her.

      He drags her away from the golden gates. She struggles to walk as the sharp weapon slices into her skin. Her own blood dripping on the ground. Leaving her blood trail in the gutter. He shows no mercy to the sick Lurcher women with children. The one whose soul calls me in my pocket mirror. She won’t last the night. Neither will her two young children. Those two young boys that will die in their mothers arm while I take her soul and then theirs. I wish I could say it will be peaceful,. That they all will close their eyes and drift off into sleep. But, that won’t happen. Whatever sickness is inside them, isn’t a pleasant one.

      “See you soon,” I whisper underneath my breath as the lady’s cries vanish down paradises Streets.

      I’ve longed to enter inside those golden gates that are keeping me apart from those I care for most. Hoping that those rich Lurchers , walking the white stone paths below their feet will be my friends. I’d be relieved knowing they are okay. That they are safe and well looked after, as those in Kings Paradise are.

      From here I can smell the beautiful crimson flowers blooming upon the bushes. The warm pink cherry blossoms, to the midnight Delilah’s flowers. All of them remind me of the one and only Delilah Daye and her haunting Cello. Playing so beautifully on Hallow Halls stage that no longer exists. The darkness inside her killing all those that listened to her haunting melody. I wish I could remember that beautiful tune. Those incredible instruments that played so harmonious together. Yet, I cannot. I’ve forgotten its song, as I have Hallow Halls beauty. The burning candles are finally quenched. Melted away into nothing but wicks and lost memories. Even the foundations no longer have their magic feel to them. The golden coin that had been thrown into the fountain to keep their secrets close are no longer heard. Delilah Daye is gone. As is Fredrick F Fread. All that is left is Hallow Squares glass statues of terrified beings, forever to be that way. There are no stories told by the King Carven fireplace. No stories of such a night told at all. I guess I could tell it. End it the way I want the story to be remembered. How everyone trapped by the famous Fredrick F Fread became free. How they return to the white frame mirror with the Storyteller spinning his stories. All ended well. But, I won’t. I don’t know such an ending, and it isn’t my story to tell.

      

      I wish I knew if JoJo’s piano still calls to him. I wouldn’t know. Since the King came in the dead of night with his soldiers, I have not been able to ask him. Baba and JoJo were taken away into those white walls. That is why I wait here. I’ve waited for days. Weeks. They have been the only company I have had since I’ve walked into the Meadows mirror, after my father’s death. The only ones that understand me. Know who it is I truly am. Like them, I’ve longed to see Eli walk the white stone paths around the lakes with the black swans swimming close by. Glorious black swans that always keep my gaze longer then they should. Every time I see them, I think of Eli. How she, too, admires their beauty. How she too could be staring at them like me from the white walls of Kings Paradise. My Eli is my first thought in the morning, and my last at night. I think of her each moment that passes by. I wonder has she thought about me, as much as I have thought about her?  Does she long to see me, as I do her?

      All the conversations I receive now are from the ghosts of the Henrys at 96 Boreen Street. They seem to have enjoyed my company more than I have theirs. Eager to keep a Keeper like me on good terms. Still, it is a cold, lonely house that seems to get lonelier as the grand clock in the corner of the home ticks. The demonic creatures wanting their golden apples from the Boreen Garden mirror. The delicious poison it owns seeping into their bodies, keeping them alive.

      Still, such time alone has given me moments to understand myself. Like how my souls communicate to me and to themselves. How, if I listen closely enough, they tell me who is standing behind me. Like they do now.

      “Good to see you, Jack,” I say as he hides himself in the crowds.

      “Still no luck getting inside the golden gates of Paradise?” he asks me.

      “No, not yet, just its view of the gardens, so far.”

      “Well, I may have.”

      I turn towards Jack Haas. The one living soul I know here in Paradise. His sister, Vera Haas, is back at the Ram, restoring the once fine establishment to its former glory. Before the Sleepless Rider came in the dead of night to turn her customers to golden sand. Jack Haas has stayed in Paradise, enjoying his retirement, and helping a friend, me.

      “You mean a way in?”

      “I looked after the gardens before my retirement.”

      “But they were the gardens outside these golden gates.”

      “Yes, but we are all gardeners. I knew gardeners from inside those walls of Kings Paradise, and, well, I still have a few names inside my black book. Turns out there could be a secret way in,”

      “Then what are we waiting for?” I smile, making my way out of the crowds.

      “Come, let me take you.”

      

      I follow Jack Haas down a narrow alley past the giant golden gates. Dirty white bricks crumble down this alley. Lost Lurchers huddle in the corners for warmth. No breeze follows me down this alley with Jack. No one pays me any attention. Why would they?

      I’m following behind Jack, as a young lad of teenage years named Bailey Grater. Another poor boy from Ender Street that didn’t have a long life to live. His soul called me days ago inside my mirror. He was clenching at his chest. The weak lungs since birth only giving up now at fourteen years old. He lasted longer than most do on Ender Street. A strong-willed boy who had plenty of life still left to live. Yet, death had other plans. Since I’ve received Bailey’s soul, I’ve enjoyed his company. A delicate boy who has such love for the mother he left behind. He cries sometimes. I feel it in his soul. He misses his mother terribly. He is tortured, knowing that she still grieves for him. Tortured by the mother with no money that still finds the time to buy the black Delilah in the market, to lay on her son’s grave. I go to her at nights, at the request of Bailey. Making sure she has enough food and warmth on those frosty nights on Ender. Giving a lonely mother comfort that her son’s spirit is still around her. I’ve seen many mothers grieving over the years. But, nothing like the way Miss Grater has grieved for her son, Bailey. He told me she tried for years to conceive. Only after the ninth try was she lucky to have Bailey. Born on a warm day as the sun beamed into their broken window. He was a gift, a miracle. Now that boy is gone, his soul walking me down the alley behind Jack Haas.

      “Where will this take us?” I ask Jack as he hurries. “Will this lead us towards the secret entry?”

      “Nope, I can’t get you into the Kings Paradise gardens just yet. I will need more time for that. But I have to find you something better.”

      “And what is that?”

      As we turn the corner, I see it. A large extended tent of pink and black laying on the ground. A swarm of young boys around Bailey’s age working around the stacks of wood. Holding and hammering blocks down into the ground.

      “Is this?” I stutter taking in the view around me.

      “This is where you will work, for very little money. You will break your back, trying to carry, pull, push, roll, and build. But it is as close as I can get you into Kings Paradise secret entry at the moment. Don’t worry. I’m working on it. I just need more time. Lurchers are very suspicious beings, you know… Asking too many questions isn’t acceptable.”

      “So, what do I do?”

      “You work,” said the Lurcher man behind me. A short-built man in a black glittering suit with pink stripes.

      “Hubert Giles is the name, and you work for me now, boy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Hubert

          

        

      

    

    
      “This way,” I shout at the young worker boy that Jack Haas brought me. He is a stringy thing that walks too slow. A boy that seems shy as he keeps his head down, his hands in his pocket and a sniffle in his nose.

      “Any family boy?”

      “No,” he blurts looking both ways around him. Intrigued and scared all in one.

      “Anyone going to come looking for you?”

      “No,” he says convincingly.

      He is a boy with no family, Jack Haas said. A boy in need of work. I agreed to help. I just hope he ain’t too slow working as he is walking. Everything needs to be accomplished within the given time frame. I won’t be happy otherwise. This is the biggest event in years, and it is coming in the next few days for one night only.

      “Here it is sir,” says the young boy Timmy, running up towards me. A flyer is swaying above his head in his hand. He gives me the flyer crumbled up. A piece of expensive paper with smudges of chocolate stained from his fingertips. He didn’t wash his hands before picking this poster up. They never do. “This is the last edition, sir,” he says licking his fingers.

      “Is this approved by Nana Dickory herself?” I say, staring at the poster with pink and black lines around it. They printed the Carnival  tent known famously around Paradise in the middle. The booths, our games, our prizes, and the delicious Sweet Treats are printed around the edges as they spiralled the famous name upon it.

      
        
        IT RETURNS FOR ONE NIGHT ONLY

        SWEET CARNIVAL

      

      

      It is a nice poster. Brighter, and more fantastic, as this Carnival  always is. Even the line below it gives me a chill through my spine.

      
        
        SWEET TREATS TO DIE FOR….

      

      

      The saliva foams  in my mouth remembering those sweet, tasty treats that lined the booths. The smells of caramel popcorn and cotton candy lingering in Paradise air for weeks after the Sweet Carnival  arrival. Memories and feelings of Sweet Carnival  are returning. As it will again.

      “Start putting them around town,” I say, handing back the flyer to Timmy.

      “Who’s that?” Timmy asks, pointing at him. I drag the boy from behind me to my front.

      “Introduce yourself, boy.”

      I tap him on the back. Pushing him forward on his toes. He doesn’t look back at me.

      “Bailey Grater,” he says as he tips his hat and looks down at the ground again.  He doesn’t want to make eye contact with me or anyone. He is avoiding any sort of communication. A nervous boy. I can sense it.

      “If you don’t want to be here you should go?” says Timmy with bulging eyes.

      “Nonsense,” I say preying my arm around the boys shoulders. “He wants to be here don’t you?”

      “Yes, Sir,” says Bailey.

      “Boys that come and join the Carnival  crew usually are nervous the first couple of days. Don’t worry, it ain’t as bad as your mind is telling you it is. I’m sure you’ll enjoy here. Most of the boys never leave the Carnival  after they join the crew. You may be no different.”

      Bailey smiles, as does Timmy.

      “Can I stay and watch the tent go up, sir?” says Timmy with a look of pleading in his eyes. “It has been a long time since I saw this tent go up.”

      “Alright Timmy,” I say, before looking at Bailey. “You will like it, too.”

      We head over towards the crew of boys. The beams are in their positions, all the boys in theirs. I walk closer towards the tent while Timmy and Bailey follow. Standing behind me.

      “It is ready, sir,” shouts a boy in the distance.

      “Alright, Gunner, lift it up.”

      “Yes, sir,” Gunner shouts back. “Alright, on three. One, two, three.”

      Loud huffs, screeches of strengths weights on those young boys’ bodies as they pull the beams from the ground. Each second, the giant pink and black tent rises higher into the sky. So high, it blocks out the sun on the other side.

      “This tent will house all the performers for the carnival. The jugglers, magicians, dancers, and freak shows. Even the great Ganses, the illusionist, may make an appearance. It will have the mirror house, filled with mirrors that take you on adventures,” says Timmy to Bailey.

      Bailey says nothing as we watch the pink illuminating our vision. Shining out even after all this time when it has been stuck in its box, gathering dust. It is like it was the very last time I saw it. An incredible tent that brings with it a sense of joy and wonder. Of fun and exciting times ahead. The only time when very few of the elite leave the other side of the walls of Kings Paradise and venture out. They only ever do to attend this carnival. To have fun. To eat to their heart’s content the sweet treats in the box loads. The sweet treats worth dying for.
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            JoJo

          

        

      

    

    
      It has surprised me how much one can learn of the world when your sight is gone. How it is that everything is different when one cannot see anymore. It was a struggle at first. Now, I’ve come to learn how to feel nearby Lurchers vibrations from ten feet away. Two are walking down my hallway as I speak. Passing by my room in this very moment. I wonder can they smell the heavy aftershave one of those soldiers that barricade my door is wearing. Those two young boys with their cheap aftershave that stinks of sweat and approval. Who would have thought desperation would leave an aftertaste in my mouth.

      I’ve been here since my brother and his soldiers came to us at 96 Boreen Street. He said little to me as he stood behind me in the lounge. I knew he was there before he said a word. Before I heard the stampede of the soldiers  footsteps up the stairs. I already could tell by my own instincts. My own body sensation of fear rising up inside me that it was him.

      “Welcome home, brother.”

      Those haunting words echoing in my ears. So clear, even now. That was all he said as the soldiers came running up the stairs. Tackling me off my seat, towards the ground, as they did Baba. Beaten and tortured for a while before the carriages came and took us away. The Henrys’ ghosts were delighted with our capture.

      “Finally,” spat Mrs Henry.

      “You took your time,” says Mr Henry.

      I’m glad I don’t have to listen to them anymore. As I’m sure they are glad of Baba and my departure. When we were last together Baba was getting beaten. He left 98 Boreen Street, blooded and bruised. Being pulled upon the ground like a dead animal towards Kings Palace. I’ve missed Baba’s gloomy self. I wouldn’t tell him that. He would get too much satisfaction out of it. Where he is, I do not know? I just know my brother always hated Baba and I’s friendship. He always resented how close we were. How since we were young boys, I valued Baba over him. With Baba captured I fear how he will he seek that revenge.  I’ve tried finding my way down to the dungeons where they keep those who the King condemns. I don’t get far. The soldiers always drag me back to this room.

      How is it that these halls have changed over the years. No longer easy to manoeuvre as they once were for me without sight. Or maybe I’ve been gone too long from Paradise. Maybe, I’m unable to remember my way around. Maybe I have forgotten.

      I listen to the nattering Lurchers underneath my window. Both going about their day like any other. Their simplistic problems are about the golden coins that jiggle in their pockets. How will they spend their golden coins? What could they buy to give them that moment of happiness they crave here in the comfort of Kings Paradise, such trivial problems, for such trivial Lurchers.

      That is about to change. For I’ve heard them talk about the upcoming carnival. A very special one that is back in high demand as the two Lurchers below my balcony say to each other.

      “I heard the theme is Nana Dickory Sweet Treats.”

      “Oh, I haven’t had the pleasure of tasting her treats in so long. She is retired, no?”

      “Yes, but Nana Dickory never really retired. Her Sweet Treats could still be found in some Lurchers’ hands. But, the talk now is this could be it for Nana Dickory Sweet Treats.”

      “Oh, you mean?”

      “Yes, the very last time…”

      “Ooh, I’ve longed to taste those Sweet Treats again.”

      “I cannot wait. I bet this Carnival  will be one to remember.”

      Their voices fade off as the wind takes over my hearing. I stay sitting in my comfortable chair out on the balcony. Feeling the fresh breeze upon my face. Smelling the incredible flowers that are blooming.

      “Joseph,” said a voice in the distance.

      “Alice Daye, I hadn’t heard you come in again. That is a talent you need to share with me.”

      “It is not a talent. It is a skill. Something I’ve developed over the years. It is easy enough to learn.”

      “Good. It would do me wonders to leave this room. Find my way of escaping”

      “I’m sure it would be,” says Alice as her voice grows louder around me.  “Otherwise, you’ll be stuck in this room for the rest of your life.”

      I sniff the air. Only now being able to smell her own unique scent of cinnamon and herbs. She takes a seat beside me. I wait, knowing Alice is lifting her black lace shawl from her face. Revealing those pearly white eyes that I cannot admire.

      “I have always wondered how you went about life so easily without your sight.”

      “I’ve had many years of practice. You need to begin.”

      “I’ve been trying, you know that, Alice.”

      “Not hard enough, Joseph.”

      She has come many times. A witch with a talent of coming and going as she pleases, unnoticed by the soldier standing by my door. She has given me instructions on how to work my new way of life. My hearing has adapted quick, as have my senses due to Alice strict teaching methods. A nudge, or a slap when I do not concentrate hard enough has been easy to handle. Yet, I cannot seem to get to grips with her torture method of wipes on the back.

      “You’re wearing something different today? There is an unfamiliar smell to you.”

      “Glad you have noticed.”

      I smile at Alice. Sniffing the air as I do so.

      “It smells sweet.”

      “What else have you noticed?”

      I take a breath. Listening to the silence of my inner self, as Alice calls it, I notice nothing usual at all. In fact, all I notice is the noise of nature around me. The different sounds of the birds’ calls that made them unique. How it is their flight sounds different in midair. Outside my window lives the black bird’s chicks that call to their mother for food. There are five, I hear. Tweeting as their mother returns. I hear the flaps of their mother’s wings flying past me. Rustling as she moves her way into the nest. They are my comfort. A fresh reminder of the outside that I haven’t seen since I came here. The Lurchers underneath my balcony window that walk the white stone paths don’t know how lucky they are. Blessed to witness the beauty I know Kings Paradise owns. The flourishing flowers in bloom, igniting the surrounding air, Cherry Blossoms, Black Delilah’s. All the flowers that exist, and all the colors of the rainbow, are here in these gardens

      “Concentrate,” Alice says as she slaps her hands down upon the table. Her voice harsh as I bring my attention back into my room. I quiet my mind. Relax my breath.

      “It’s chocolate?”

      “Very good, Joseph,” says Alice as I hear her take something out of her cloak pocket. I know the pocket Alice reaches for is on the right side. She pulls something out. It is subtle. Gentle as it strokes the air between Alice and me. The sweet tender smell of orange caresses with the coco. It is sealed away. Unable to give out its true scent. It is a box, and it is black, because that is the color Alice always wears, and it is always the color of Nana Dickory boxes of chocolates, as will be the pink bow tied to it.

      “Take one,” says Alice as she places it right between us on the table.

      I reach out my hand. I first feel the air, then the marble top of the table. I glide my hand closer, until I feel it, the box. Manoeuvring my hand over the box, I determine it is diamond shaped with a bow and note tied in the middle.

      “I’m guessing with the shape of this diamond box, twelve delicious treats are inside it. And, if I have to guess, the note says Nana Dickory’s Sweet Treats.”

      “You remember.”

      “I’ve heard whispers. So, it is true, she is out of retirement?” I say as I untie the bow, placing it on my lap as I open the box. The thin tissue paper crunches under my fingers as I move it to the side. The scent of sweetness is around me. Gentle as is the breeze coming in from the window. The aromatic smell of orange and liquors makes my mouth water. I pick a soft chocolate piece. Gentle unwrapping the foil. As I do it reveals the Sweet Treat inside it. I smell it again before I take a bite. It crunches, breaks apart while oozing out. The sweet taste slides on my tongue. Sticking to the roof of my mouth. All the flavors coming together as everything melts within seconds.

      “What do you think of the chocolate?” asks Alice.

      “Delicious, fruity and bewitching.”

      I can hear Alice chew her own sweet piece as we sit and listen to the blackbirds in the trees. The sweet chocolate swirling around our mouths. That is when I hear it. In the distance far away from my balcony window is hammering. The low tone voices of young boys over Kings Paradise wall.

      “I hear them at the Carnival  can you?”

      “Yes, but what do you see?”

      “Nothing,” I say.

      “Good.”
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