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He that outlives a wife whom he has long loved, sees himself disjoined from the only mind that has the same hopes, and fears, and interest; from the only companion with whom he has shared much good and evil; and with whom he could set his mind at liberty, to retrace the past or anticipate the future. The continuity of being is lacerated; the settled course of sentiment and action is stopped; and life stands suspended and motionless.

Samuel Johnson

Hide your face and weep if you dare to harm a child.


Christopher Hitchens – The Alternative Ten Commandments


Courage is not the absence of fear, but the triumph over it. The brave man is not he who does not feel afraid, but he who conquers that fear.

Nelson Mandela


PRELUDE


The boy awoke with a start. He’d been dreaming about the beautiful Chinese girl at the back of the class with the brown hair and bottle green eyes.. He was covered in sweat, and his heart racing in his chest.

Then he noticed the cold. Like in a winter without central heating, a mist extruded from his mouth when he breathed. He shivered and drew his feet beneath his thick duvet.


Cold? He thought. But it’s summer. Through the gaps between his curtains, he saw that no snow fell. Nor was his window frosted.


Then, something alerted him to danger. A primordial fear; raw and instinctive. As if hundreds of thousands of years of genetic memory pushed past his reason and screamed at him: danger!! But he was home, he was safe and his parents were in the next room. Yet all his instincts told him to run to safety, to flee.

Or to fight.

He froze. Because being both scared, confused, and very, very cold, he didn’t know what to do. Fear kept him in place.

He felt a presence in the room but couldn’t understand why or how.

He looked over the lip of his duvet about his room–across every item of furniture, every toy and model in their display cases, his network console–all of it took on the shape of something evil and cruel.

For the briefest of moments, he thought he saw something move in the corner near his wardrobe—a glimmer, or some amorphous shape. His head snapped in that direction as her stared at that daring the thing that waited there to reveal itself.

Nothing, save a patch of darkness that looked to be solid. Outside, streetlights flickered, shining their light into his room through the gap between the curtain casting a blade of light across his floor like a noir film.

“hello?” He dared ask the darkness.

He heard something then. A long, drawn-out, frustrated sigh.

“hello?” He mumbled with dread as he snuck beneath the duvet. Then, for the briefest of moments, he thought he heard words whispered in a language he didn’t understand. But he knew enough that they were old words, hateful words spat forth from the lips of one who knew only malevolence.

Again, the urge to flee to safety screamed inside of him.

He darted underneath his duvet, covering his head and closing his eyes tight, hoping that thing in his room would blink out of existence if he ignored it. But he knew that wasn’t going to work. You can’t ignore things out of existence. He was old enough to know that.


Where’s my phone? He thought. On my bedside cabinet, on its charging pad, he remembered. He opened his eyes, seeing only darkness underneath that thick duvet, then positioned himself so that he’d only be vulnerable for a moment while he reached for his phone.


He counted to ten.

Then to twenty.

Then his hand darted out into the darkness.

But he fumbled the act, knocking the handset onto the floor. “shit,” he whispered. He went to reach for it but the cold bit at his hands that was unbearable, and he was scared…so very, very scared.

His feet were freezing. When he reached down to touch them, the boy found them to be as cold as stone. He shivered and tried to rub the heat back into them, then drew his arms and legs close, his teeth chattering. He reached out to turn on his lamp, which flickered briefly then shone dully, barely illuminating its corner of the room.

He'd just changed the bulb last night.

He heard something laugh sadistically in the darkness, as if relishing his fear.


The boy decided to make a run for it. Whatever’s in the room can’t be faster than me, could it? He thought. He leapt out of his bed, throwing his duvet in the direction he felt the cold originate, making for the door in one huge leap. When his hand connected with the handle, he shifted his weight, turning and pulling.


He yanked the door open, making ready to leap into the corridor to safety…

Only to then feel hands around his neck.

Hands like ice numbed him, choking back the scream in his chest, turning it into a gasp. His whole body went numb as a violent cold surged through him. He sneezed; terror made him wet himself. He heard what sounded like a woman's giggle, one of wicked satisfaction. Her laughter made him feel sick. His emptied bowels made him feel shame. He tried to scream, but only a long trail of mist left his mouth.

He felt her icy cold hand run down his chest and over his stomach. Something hissed with sadistic pleasure when he shuddered as her frigid hand found his groin to fondle his private parts.

Her hand was so cold. He was so scared.

Then, eventually, he didn't feel anything at all.


THE MOURNING SON 


Phillip Wilhelm Frostfeld turned over in his sleep, his arm outstretched to embrace his wife only to awaken in the darkness not finding her not there.

Because she was dead.

The grief hit him in the chest. He couldn’t breathe because of the weight of it. He sat there in the dark, clutching his chest. Sorrow knotted his lungs. The tears rolled down his face like condensation on a window. He wanted to scream, but his lungs held no air.

He caught his breath, held his head in his hands while his wife's face danced in his mind, haunting him.


A year of this. The pain was still as raw as the day she slipped from his grasp and fell into the void that closed behind her. None said he was to blame. He knew he wasn’t to blame. Yet the guilt remained malignant and festering that he couldn’t rid himself of.


Nor did he feel he should. 

He dragged his way to the bathroom. There, in the light, the reflection that stared back at him in the mirror was unrecognisable. It was face of a tired ghost of a black man whose eyes were dull and bloodshot where once they burned with intensity, his face had also become crisscrossed with wrinkles in recent months, his mouth was now emotionless and flat, as if it were all he could do to stop himself from screaming at the injustice of a world that existed without her.

What looked back at him in that mirror disgusted him.

“Who are you?” he demanded to know. “Who are you, and what have you done with me?” No reply came.

This was not the face of the man who, along with his wife, had saved Berlin and the world from an extradimensional invasion in the late 1930s. Nor was it the face of the man who had helped slaughter an army of rogue terrorist sorcerers who had burned a trail of death and destruction from New Amsterdam to Jerusalem to Abuja in the 1980s, whose reign of terror had culminated earlier in the decade in an attack on an Outside Academy in Ireland with the intent to kill novice sorcerers.

It was not the face of one who had seen things that others had forgotten. Who kept secrets that could never be spoken. Who knew things that should be forgotten. He who had once joyously partied with debauched deities and walked among forgotten elder things.

His was the face of a man who had lost half his soul and all his heart.

He felt dead. And sometimes he wished it were so.

He was over two hundred and fifty years old—still considered a young man by sorcerer standards, but barely adolescent by Vam’pr and Garou reckoning, and simply a child by Elves. His father was even older still, his mother, more so—but then she was a princess, half divine. But that was a story for another time.

And his wife? She was even older-

His mind locked, his train of thought brought to a violent halt.

There it was again. Arriving on schedule.

The pain.

The grief.

The guilt.

Like concrete hardened around his heart, he felt only the terrible chasm of grief that came from widowerhood, The blame that came from being the one who lived. And worse: the guilt that came with being a single parent to a child who would grow up barely remembered her mother.

Phillip turned away from the mirror. Then sank to the floor as he burst into tears. He sobbed, he wailed, he cursed God for taking his beloved wife away from him, and he demanded to know what he had done to deserve such pain. What his daughter had done to deserve being robbed of her mother.

Oh, how he wished she were here and not himself.

He could tolerate his own death, but not hers.

Not hers...

#

Later, he found himself alone, sitting in the dark of the living room, staring out through the large patio doors that led into his parents’ garden. He held a glass of whiskey in his hand that he’d forgotten about, numb to the breaking dawn, the turning of night morning. The birdsong, the lush greenness of the vast and ostentatious garden that was his father’s joy—everything was a shade of grey now, dull, absent of life. Joyless. Tolerable.

He tolerated everything now. Including his life.

He’d moved back into his parents’ house six months after the funeral, finding her absence intolerable; living in the same home she’d once filled with her joy and energy had been like acid in his soul. The place reeked of her.  Every nook and cranny reminded him of her which was pure agony. All the joy had turned to grief. Every memory of her was pain.


After six months of it, he’d reached his saturation point. In desperation, he’d made a phone call to his parents in Germany and told them he was coming. Hearing the pain in his voice, they begged their son to drop everything and come immediately with his daughter and the clothes on their backs. No further explanation was necessary. His house—their house—in London, Croydon stood abandoned, haunted now by memories too painful to process.


And he’d been drowning in grief ever since.

He felt like a walking cadaver, absent of life and emotion: a dead man walking. Those things that normal people did were like a foreign country to him, alien and unknowable. He couldn’t even look at his daughter, now eight years old, wise beyond her years, and questioning. Seeing his own guilt reflected in eyes shattered him.

So there he sat, watching the sun come up, indifferent to its beauty.

He studied the glass in his hand, finding the brown liquor held little attraction for him, yet it beckoned him still. But he knew the oblivion of drunkenness acted as no barrier for the pain; rather, alcohol deepened it. Sharpened it.

There was no refuge from his pain. There was only pain. His world was pain...and her absence.

“Do you mean to drink that, son?” asked a voice that came from behind him. She spoke in Mandarin. He turned casually to face his mother, a tall, robust south Asian woman with statuesque figure and round, warm face. She was dressed in a silk dressing gown, and her long flowing black hair that ran like a river was tied up in a bun which made her look like a goddess of legend.

Which she was.

Frostfelds were notorious for loving well above their station.

Phillip smiled. “I took the liberty of helping myself to a few fingers of your single malt, mother,” he replied in kind as she sat next to him. She was twice his size and magnificent, towering over him like a goddess should. “Unfortunately, it seems although the spirit is willing, the flesh is oh so weak,” he lamented.

“Must you be so formal, Phillipos?” she asked. He didn’t offer any resistance as she took the glass from him, then drank a mouthful. She was the only one who called him that. “Hmm. Good stuff,” she said with relish.

“I’m glad someone’s enjoying it,” Phillip said.

The two sat in silence for a time as birdsong began to fill the air and the sun brought colour to the world—but not his. His was an eternal grey shroud.

His mother took his hand in hers. Her skin felt soft, like a child’s dream; soft and safe. She smelt of lavender. It made his heart ache.

“Phillipos,” she said as she stroked his face. He met her gaze. “You and Marlyncressa may stay here for as long as you like. You may even make it your home if you wish. However, you cannot hide from the world. You cannot wallow in grief. We will not allow that. You were built better than that.”

Phillip sighed, knowing that life was ruthlessly indifferent to either love or grief. He knew that he was a man with responsibilities and that what grief he felt, his daughter felt worse. He knew that he was being utterly selfish in his mourning. But he couldn’t help how he felt, and he simply couldn’t marry his mother’s words to the obvious logic in his head or to his pain in his heart. That pain was irrational and relentless.

“Son,” she pleaded as she affectionately ran her hand through his thick, curly hair. “Will you tell me what you're thinking?”

“That Mohiam...should be here…” he said slowly as the tears rolled down his face. “And I...should not...”

His mother swept him up in her arms and hugged him as he began to sob.

“What did we do to deserve this, mother?!” he demanded. “What did we do?!”


“Oh, my little prince!” she said, her voice full of love and compassion. “I fear deserve has naught to do with it. Sometimes life can be an utterly ruthless bitch.”



AN UNFORGIVING MISTRESS 


Sergeant Jean-Pierre Druillet was a short, 40-year-old white Frenchman with short blond hair and eyes like frosted glass: dull and unfocused. But he was anything but. He wore his uniform while drinking a cup of black coffee. When he’d wore his sidearm, he opened the envelope that lay on the breakfast table.

He scrunched up the rejection letter before he’d finished reading the second paragraph. By now he’d read enough form rejection letters to know which exactly which publisher or publisher group. It was always a question of tone. The big publishing houses wanted to let you down easy, so they were nice:


“Dear Mr. Druillet,


Thank you for your submission. There’s lots to like about (insert submission) and we really like your world building and descriptive language.

Unfortunately, it’s not for us. Due to the large number of submissions we receive, we can’t give a blow-by-blow breakdown as to why we rejected your submission.


We hope you find a home for (insert submission)”


The smaller publishing houses were sometimes more direct:


“Dear Mr. Druillet,


Thank you for your submission. There’s lot to like about your story.

Unfortunately, it’s not for us.


We wish you luck in finding a home for (insert submission)”


Then there were those who ghosted you, not even bothering to respond. He remembered once he submitted a manuscript to a publisher who took two years to respond. He’d written several short stories, two novellas and another novel in the meantime.

But then, that was to an English publisher, who were notorious on the continent for demanding the writer submit their manuscripts to one publisher at a time and then wait while the glacial machinery of their submission department crawled their way through each query and kindly remember that there are many, many, many, writers who had poured their hearts into their work with the hope that maybe, just maybe, they would find an advocate or champion for their manuscript, it being a needle in a haystack of needles, which might worm its way toward publication.

And don’t even mention the perils of publication itself: the politics, the trend following, the risk of orphaning when a book’s editor leaves the company or is reassigned and the book finds its way onto the work pile of a new one who is both unfamiliar with the work and the writer and who is uninvested in the project, which leads to the castration and lobotomization of the piece so as shoehorn it into the proper pattern that doesn’t offend the eternally offended, not to mention poor, cash strapped authors themselves having to arrange publicity for their own book, resorting to almost begging stores for signing opportunities, much less ordering minimal copies of their books to be held in stock...

He walked out of his house, a bungalow on a cul-de-sac of bungalows on the outskirts of town. Behind his home and a short distance away was the forest that encircled the entire town. It was morning, the air was cold, and the sky was the colour of disappointment. He threw the rejection letter on the pavement and entered his car, a standard armoured pursuit vehicle, then started it.

He killed the ignition almost immediately after it purred to life.

Got out. Picked up the letter. Entered his vehicle again, threw the letter into the empty cigarette compartment, and started the car once more.

For the nth time in ten years, he asked himself why the hell he still did it. What drew him to the blank page time and time again? And the answer always came back the same: “So what the fuck else are you going to do?”

He drove off into the morning, muttering a string of obscenities at gutless editors and infernal gatekeeping who all conspired to block his path to publication.

He resolved to submit his to another publisher when he returned home.

The muse was an unforgiving mistress.

Fang Xiaoyu waited for him outside the bakery, two coffees in a cup holder in one hand, two piping hot baguettes in the other. He smiled at the sight of her, immediately forgetting the rejection letter.

She was a second-generation French Chinese, half a foot on his five feet, athletic with black hair cut as short as his. Her face was warm and round, though she had eyes that felt as if they were peering into your soul. Piercing eyes, that made her look wise beyond her years. But when she smiled, her face was joyous and young. She was barely in her thirties but looked younger.

“Good morning,” she said as she entered the vehicle. She passed him the coffee, which he placed in the cup holders on the dashboard.

Then she closed the door, and they were away. “So, another fun day at the fort, o’ Imperious Leader,” she said. Jean-Pierre rolled his eyes, knowing she said these things to vex him.

“Fang, being a cop is risky at the best of times,” said Jean-Pierre going into full lecture mode. “Being stationed in a town of less than nine thousand people where the only action we see is Friday night underage drinking is a bloody godsend. Remember, I was cop in Paris for twenty years. You had to have eyes in the back of your head, the side of your head, and double in front! Gangs, drug, human trafficking, brawls, riots—ugh! I used to shit myself everyday thinking some asshole I didn’t remember was about to pop out of the shadows and blow my head off for locking him up for ten years!”

“You getting PTSD flashbacks, boss?” Fang asked.

Jean-Pierre gave her a dirty look as she grinned mischievously. “One of these days…” he said, wagging his finger of authority at her. “But seriously, Fang. You don’t know how lucky you are. This town is as quiet as a grave. it’s almost a retirement home for frontline cops. It’s a gift.”

Fang made a face telling him that she grudgingly agreed. “That another rejection?” she asked. Jean-Pierre sighed. “I can see you name along with words like thank you and submission.”

They came to a traffic light. Both used the opportunity to take swift sips of their coffees. “Ten years, and only a string of detective shorts to my name,” he lamented. “Enough for a book—three, even—but novels? Not a soul seems interested in my full-length work. Not one. Seven novels collecting dust on my data drive. Seven! I declare that there is a conspiracy at work! My name must be being whispered among editors and publishers alike as a great evil they protect the industry from at all costs. I am become a plague. A pestilence. A nemesis.”

It wasn’t until the words left his mouth that he realised how bitterly disappointed he was. He watched Fang watching him, her concern readily apparent. “Sorry,” he said. “You didn’t need to hear that.”

“Yeah, I did,” said Fang. “I know how passionate you are about your work. Getting continually rejected must be like being slapped in the face every day by someone you love.”

“Yes,” he lamented. “That’s exactly what it’s like.”

“Hmm. To be honest boss, I admire your self-confidence. Your relentlessness is...well...it’s inspiring.”

He smiled as he tore a piece from one of baguettes. Steam rose from the torn piece as he put it into his mouth. As he chewed, he wondered how many quietly admired his efforts. How many took inspiration from his persistence. “I am no island, am I?” he said to himself.

“No, boss,” said Fang, answering his rhetorical question. “You are not. No one is.”

The town’s name was Château d'os.

Centuries ago, it had been a fortress town built on a large hill that afforded it a view in three hundred and sixty degrees of everything within its vicinity for miles into the distance, making an attack by stealth impossible.

But that was not its defining characteristic.

The hill itself was surrounded by a vast, all-encompassing forest that dominated the view in all directions. A sea of green that many suspected might predate the town itself.

The streets were also populated with tall, green streetlights of an art deco design, which glowed and cast spotlights onto the pavement. Though it looked a little like Paris, it felt like London circa the late nineteenth century. which was based on and around a large hill that sloped up at a steep incline, with all the amenities being situated at the hill's peak. Those who visited said that there was an air of the bohemian, a place where the artistic spirit soared in those who were artistically inclined and reawakened in those from who it had been diminished.

But that was not its defining characteristic.

That was its walls.

Its gargantuan walls.

The onyx black monolithic walls were at least a half mile high and rose like a great shield or the remnants of some vanished civilisation, the only testament to the existence. The hill hid behind that half-mile-high crown as if it were a world within itself—or a prison made by titans long since dead.


For as much as the construction of the Pyramids of Giza was a thing of speculation, so was the creation of the gargantuan fortress walls of Château d'os. No records existed of how they’d been built, and the same was true of the city’s foundation. It had always been there. The walls had proven effective as a defense against attack, having thwarted multiple siege attempts. Château d'os bore the title The greatest fortress city in all of France as its walls bore the scars of those failures.


The walls marked the boundaries of the old town. Over the intervening centuries, dwellings had expanded past their aegis, out and around like an expanding colony.

And out past them, surrounding them all in a sea of green, was the forest.

The forest had no name but a thousand stories. Everyone knew not to venture into that seemingly endless wilderness. It was a place of legends and spook stories that were never quantified nor investigated, yet they persisted into the modern day. Even in an age of science and reason, myth and mysticism clung to the forest’s threshold, so much so that none dared breach its boundaries.

Jean-Pierre drove up the incline through the outer town before arriving at one of the two entrances through the great wall. Both entrances were on opposite sides of the town and were large enough so that only two cars could enter or leave at the same time. When a coach or bus entered, these became one-way roads, grinding traffic to a halt. He smiled as he entered the town, riding past the thick walls, marvelling at their construction and wondering as many did how something like that could have come into being.

“What’s got you tickled, boss?” asked Fang.

He tore a piece of bread off the baguette and chewed. Fang had already eaten most of hers. Her uniform was covered in breadcrumbs. “Oh, I’m just amused at how readily we accept the radical and awesome, then make them mundane,” he replied as he gestured to the wall they’d just driven through.

“Familiarity always makes the radical and awesome mundane,” said Fang as she brushed away the breadcrumbs. “Awe is finite. Mundanity is infinite.”

“Morning baguettes make you philosophical, Fang?”

“Nah. Just raw carbs.”

“Oh.”

Eventually, they arrived at a courtyard that led into the main police station. Their headquarters resided in what must have once been the main keep; it was a tall thing of stone and concrete, its walls nearly worn smooth by the elements. Light escaped from two small windows and several murder holes. The entrance toward which they raced was a large, corrugated steel gate.

Jean-Pierre always imagined the station’s walls being patrolled by men and women-at-arms, trained killers ready to spring into action. The irony of such a place becoming a home for a police force amused him to no end.

A 360-degree surveillance camera that looked like a dirty grey nipple protruding from the wall caught his eye. He stuck his tongue out at it.

The gate folded open like an origami sculpture as they drove in. Both felt a tingling sensation once they had passed over the threshold, like the shock of static electricity. No one knew why that was the case, much less where it came from.

As the gate closed behind them, the car careened down a concrete ramp into a parking lot where several over armored vehicle and police cars were parked—enough to ferry an army into battle. Once they had parked, the doors flung open. The two finished their breakfasts before they left their vehicle, then its doors closed and locked themselves behind them.

Despite the over ten thousand residents living in Château d'os, the police force was ridiculously small, numbering three officers in total. The only time Jean-Pierre remembered all the officers on site, on duty, all at once was when the electric company installed the new Powerhub a few miles out of town. New age clean energy courtesy of Tesla, Inc., with zero percent carbon emissions or footprint, it was the dream of the company’s namesake made manifest. Cheap, clean energy.

They took the lift from the carpark up to the office to find the main suite empty, save for one other soul. Sitting behind a desk was a tall, middle-aged white French woman named Jael Helen Gillion. She had olive skin and short black hair that looked as if God had painted it on her head with oil paint from a divine pallet. Her face was warm and full, like a painting by Alphonse Maria Mucha, and her eyes almost glowed with generosity. She reminded Jean-Pierre of one of those clichéd, saccharine illustrations on a biscuit tin, of an auntie bestowing her favourite nieces and nephews a basket of artery-hardening treats.

She narrowed her eyes at the pair like a predator noticing prey. “Fang, how is it that, in all my centuries of life, you’re the only person I’ve met who’s mastered the art of leaving more of your baguette on your uniform than in your belly? How do you manage to accomplish that?” she asked in Cantonese.

Before Fang could answer, Jael pointed at Jean-Pierre, saying in French “And you, your face screams disappointment.”

Jean-Pierre opened his mouth to respond but never got a word out. 

“I once knew a young journalist from Tacoma, Washington,” Jael continued, “who was crushed when the novel he’d spent the last two years writing was rejected by every publisher he submitted it to. He wanted to give up, but then I told him of another author I knew who considered quitting writing—this one was a woman–due to suffering endless rejections as no one wanted to read her rabbit-in-a-waist-jacket story. At my suggestion, she decided to take matters into her own hands and self-publish her books. She became a household name and created what became the National Trust in the United Kingdom.


“Hearing that, the America writer persisted, and his book became one of greatest science fiction novels of all time. I have signed first editions of all his books at home. I tell you that story to say this: you’re a better writer than either of them, my friend. Better by many orders of magnitude. Persevere, Sergeant. Persevere. You owe it to yourself, to your friends, your family, and finally, to prosperity. Because what are stories but anthropology of the soul?”


Jean-Pierre and Fang were speechless. A wide grin appeared on Jean-Pierre’s face. He struggled to find the right word, overwhelmed at the compliment. “Thank you,” he said wholeheartedly.

“You are most welcome, sir,” she replied warmly. “Now, would you like the butcher’s bill now or after Fang makes herself look presentable?”


THE BALLAD OF THE HOPELESS DAD 


He walked the streets of the town with his daughter in hand, not knowing where they were going and his daughter not asking. It was snowing, and their breath was like a thick haze when they breathed. Snow, he thought. How apt. Then he considered the hubris of imagining the weather reflecting this grief, as if it also mourned.

It had been weeks since the two of them had been out of the house together, and nearly as long since he’d left the house as all. Young Marlyncressa meant to make use of every second of outside time with her daddy. She gleefully hopped down the street as she clutched her father’s hand, the snow crunching beneath her boots.

“Daddy?” she asked as she trampled through the snow.

“Yes, Marlyncressa?” said Philip.

“Don’t. Call. Me. That,” she said adamantly, dragging Phillip to a firm stop and glaring at him.


Phillip quickly corrected himself. “Sorry sweetheart. I mean, sorry Marlyn,” he said.


Marlyn smiled. “That’s better!” she replied as she turned to continue walking, taking Phillip with her.


Oh, you are very much your mother’s daughter, he thought. 


“So how long do we have to stay in Germany?” she asked

“Don’t you enjoy being with G-ma and Pa-Pa?” he asked.

“Of course I do! But...I miss home. I miss my friends. I miss eating jerk chicken and ground nut soup and jollof rice and-”

“So, you only miss the food, sweetheart?” he asked, amused.

“Noooooooo,” she replied adamantly. “Not only that. My books, Daddy. And the library. But most importantly, I miss home.”

Phillip sighed. He weighed his pain and inability to set foot within that house with his daughter's need for stability. Yes, he’d torn her out of boarding school, away from her friends, away from familiarity. Yes, she mourned too, but...he'd never addressed it, had he? In the year since Mohiam's passing, he'd never spoken to his daughter about how she felt, had he? He'd been so utterly wrapped up in his own grief that–

“Dad!” Marlyn screamed as she jerked him backwards.

He came to his senses seconds before realising that he was about to step on the main road, into the path of an oncoming bus he had neither noticed nor sensed. Worse still, the bus was full of schoolchildren who stared at him, horrified at how close they'd come to witnessing an accident.

The bus driver, a large, overweight Korean woman with grey hair, opened the door and began screaming obscenities at him in her native tongue that he perfectly understood. Then she saw Marlyn and fell silent. He apologised profusely in the same language.

“Be careful,” she said in German. “You want to deprive your daughter of a father? Stupid!” Then she closed the door and drove off.

As a sorcerer, his senses were keen to the nth degree. He could enter a hostile environment and immediately sense friend from foe, what weapons they were carrying–enhanced, enchanted, or otherwise–plus what magical defences they had and their countermeasures. Sometimes, he could even taste all of the above. So, when he couldn’t sense something as innocent as a school bus threatening to transform him into giblets…that gave him serious cause for concern.

Because how would he defend himself against his enemies? How could he defend his family? His daughter?!

But that was not all: he was a Warzard, too. A combat sorcerer. A walking, talking weapon of mass destruction. He and his wife walked where even demons feared to tread. They’d done battle, lead armies.

All that, he’d done with her.

Everything. With her.

Fought the darkness with her.

He felt the icy grip of grief clawing at him and pushed it away despite the tears moistening his eyes.


Marlyn marched up to Phillip and took him by the hand, dragging him down the street. “Gosh, Dad, you're so hopeless!” she said, embarrassed. “Even I sensed that!”



Phillip heard and absorbed that information. Yes. Little Marlyncressa...little Marlyn was on the same path as her parents, he thought. Walking the road to danger. And she could sense it too. But could she defend herself from it? At age 8? He thought long and hard about what the world would have held in store for her had both of them died. What would have been their legacy? What would have been her inheritance?


His head was mess, going in multiple directions at once and arriving nowhere fast.

He'd had negotiated peace treaties, imprisoned gods, had vam’pir houses disbarred and ruined, and mediated hostage exchanges between different classes of assassin houses, but nothing was more inflexible and demanding than an angry eight-year-old. Presently, he watched his daughter devour a bowl of ice cream with waffles and crushed biscuits with joyful abandon. He wondered where her grief had gone when she’d pocketed it. He dared not ask her how she felt. He wouldn’t ruin the moment. Her joy was almost palpable. She made him smile. He wanted to reach over and stroke her beautiful red hair.

But he didn’t.

He didn’t deserve that.  

“Aren’t you going to eat, daddy?” she asked as she wiped her mouth.

He blinked, shaken out of his reverie, realising he’d ordered nothing for himself, Not even sure he felt hungry.

“Gosh, Dad, you're so hopeless," she said, teasing.

Before he could register his protest, she'd grabbed the menu from the table and walked up to the counter to order. Minutes later, a plate full of strawberry ice cream with crushed biscuits sat on top of a waffle the size of a shoe staring back at him.

He felt his arteries harden just by looking at it.

Marlyn smiled gleefully. “Ice cream makes everything better,” she proclaimed. “G-ma and Papa say so.”

“They’ve spoiled you,” said Phillip.

“Well, I am they’re only granddaughter!” said Marlyn.

He picked up the spoon and slowly carved a mouthful of ice cream out of the small mountain, making sure to collect as many of the crushed biscuits as his utensil could hold. His daughter watched it all disappear into his mouth. The sugar assaulted his senses; his mouth went numb, and his heart rate increased.

Then he swallowed.

“Well?” Marlyn asked, demanding his verdict.

He spooned another mouthful, this time attacking the waffle, his reaction equally as visceral. He continued and found himself strangely enjoying the dessert.

“Seems they were right,” he confessed as he swallowed. Marlyn smiled gleefully, which was contagious as Philip found himself smiling despite himself.

But it was an act, a play. Behind his smile sat monstrous grief that he didn’t know how to process. He ran his hand through Marlyn’s hair as if doing so would hold back the pain, but he felt the levies begin to break as his face twisted and contorted.

He didn't deserve her. She was too pure, too perfect. He looked into her eyes, thinking he'd see guilt, but only saw his own reflected.

“I'm sorry,” he muttered as the tears rolled down his cheeks. “I'm sorry.” He stopped short of saying that he wished her mother was here and that he wasn't. He closed his eyes as the grief came over him in waves.

He didn't notice when Marlyn had taken his hand in hers.

He stared at her in surprise, then found himself surprised that he was surprised. Because why wouldn't she be a caring, sensitive young girl? Why wouldn't she be empathetic, warm, and kind? Why wouldn't she be? Had they not brought her up to be so?

She stroked his hand, saying: “There, there, Daddy. There, there”

When he opened the door, he felt the presence of another immediately—one who was neither his mother nor father, but someone who he was equally familiar with. Marlyn felt it too.

“Daddy,” she said. “Someone’s here.” She recoiled from the door and hissed. Her retinas flickered from their usual brown to black, widening to encompass her sclera.

She’d gotten that part from her mother. The hunter. The tracker.

Phillip knelt so that he was eye level with her and held her arms, fixing her in place. “Marlyn, be still,” he said. “Be still, and remember where you are and who you are with. You are not in danger. You are not in danger. Listen to my voice, sweetheart. Listen to my voice.”

Marlyn blinked. Then blinked again. Then breathed out. Her eyes returned to their normal colour. Only then did Phillip notice her fingernails retracting and flattening, shifting back from being razor-sharp. “Daddy, I’m…I’m…” She began to cry as she wrapped her arms around him.

“Shhhhh. There’s nothing to be ashamed of, little one,” he said as he reassuringly patted her back. “What you have—what you are—is a gift. But it is one you need to master, lest it master you. Do you understand?”

Marlyn nodded.

“Good.”

She sniffled, looking down at the floor. The shame of her reaction to a supposed threat, to an unknown in her safe place—it broke his heart. He bit his lip as he fought back his own tears. “Hey,” he said, his voice breaking. “You’re no different from anyone else who finds someone in a place where they didn’t expect them. You just have to control your response to it. Okay?”

Marlyn nodded.

“Baobei. Look at me.”

Marlyn opened her eyes at the mention of one of her middle names, the one her grandmother had gifted her. Phillip took her hands in his and squeezed. “If your mother were here, she would tell you that what you have are gifts. What you have been given will allow you to walk the earth and fear neither mortal, nor vam’pir, nor garou, nor elves, nor deity. You are a walking wonder, little Baobei. Say you understand,” he stroked her face as he spoke.

“I understand,” said Marlyn as she wiped her nose on the cuff of her sleeve.

Phillip smiled as he reached for a handkerchief that he used to wipe her nose. “Now blow,” he said as held the handkerchief over her nose. She did.

“Good,” he said as flicked mucus away. His hand glowed with strange script. The handkerchief flashed with light, which trailed after the mucus, making it evaporate.

“Now let’s go inside and see who’s there, okay?”


Marlyn nodded as Phillip wiped the tears from her eyes. “There, all better now,” he said. Marlyn wrapped her arms around him and squeezed him tight. This is it, he thought. This is perfect. Life doesn’t get any better than this. The simple love of a child and their parent. Oh, my dear princess, how I wish you would never let go.


Eventually, she did, despite neither wanting to. He stood and took her hand in his, and together they walked through the door that had opened of its own volition.

When they entered the living room, they found Phillip’s father and his mother, both dressed casually, entertaining a third person with tea and biscuits. Father, a stocky, robust, and imposing black man with short, greying hair and a full black beard that made him look like a warrior philosopher, had bought out his prised English tea set gifted him by Prince Albert. The cups looked tiny in the trio’s hands. They’d been even smaller in Prince Albert’s meaty paws.

The third person he recognised immediately. She was a short black woman, light-skinned and five feet tall. She was lean and athletic, with a swiftness to her that was reflected in her eyes. She had short, black, curly hair and wore a black woollen jumper whose sleeves were too long; she’d rolled them back on themselves up to the elbow. Her black stonewashed jeans and cowboy boots were well-maintained and clean.

“Niamh,” he said, surprised. “Niamh Ennis. What the hell are you doing here?”

His parents frowned at him. Marlyn squeezed his hand. Niamh raised an eyebrow, not at all expecting that response.


“Oh Dad, you’re so hopeless!” said Marlyn, chastising him. “What am I going to do with you?”



THE THIEF 


He heard Fang’s panicked footsteps run up to his office, so he knew something was wrong. Fang didn’t run anywhere for anyone. He drank a mouthful of his now cold coffee and inhaled a blast from his menthol vape, then braced himself.

“Sergeant,” she said as she burst through the door. Her voice was low and absent of emotion, her face a thing of stone. She never called him by his title unless it were an official occasion or…something serious. “

What is it, Detective?” he asked.

Fang swallowed before she spoke, gathering courage. “We just got a report. Theres been a killing.”

Jean-Pierre froze, not sure he’d heard that right, but knowing deep down that he had. The shock felt like a sting to his heart. He opened his mouth to speak, but only a sigh came out. “A...a killing, you say?” he said.

Fang nodded. “Yeah,” she said.

“Who? Where?” he asked.

“Outside the walls. And get this...”

“Go on...”

“The victim is child.”

He leaned back in his chair, crestfallen and shocked. That couldn’t be right. It shouldn’t be right. A killing? Here? He hadn’t seen so much as a dead body in the ten years since he was transferred here. His last case in Paris had almost broken him. What he’d encountered in the catacombs beneath the city had...

He pushed that away.

Death had found him. The violence that was a daily occurrence on the street of Paris had crawled its way to this sleepy little town. “How old?” he asked.

“Ten,” said Fang. “The poor boy was ten years old.”

“Oh, good God,” he muttered. “Oh, dear sweet God.” He closed his eyes and absorbed the horror of the reality he now lived in. He felt all his old reflexes returning, reawakening as he stood. He was a different man than the one Fang had spoken to less than a minute ago.

“Fetch Jael. Meet me downstairs in five minutes. We’re going to present a united front.”

“Okay, boss.”

“And wear your sidearm. I want the parents to know we’re serious about being serious.”

“Got it.”

He knew that Fang never wore her sidearm, not needing it in a place such as this. Indeed, she resented the necessity of it, but now was not the time for personal stances.

The three drove in silence, weighed down by the gravity of the situation. No murder had been committed in this town in at least fifty years. Indeed, not even Jael could remember the last time there had been a death that would’ve remotely been called suspicious.

They weaved their way down the hill and out of the protection of the great walls. Those fortifications always felt as if they were the remnants of some lost civilisation, built by means lost to mankind by people who were once more advanced than they we are now. They were an anachronism, a link to a forgotten past. And if Jean-Pierre was being truthfully with himself, he felt an aching nostalgia for a world he never knew, that he’d missed, whenever he looked at them.

He'd met a sorceress at a book talk once, a woman of stories and myths who he’d taken out to dinner afterwards because writers are lonely creatures who only need a modicum of attention to distract them the job of sitting in front of a blank screen for hours on end. She was from a country in Africa, and she’d crisscrossed the continent multiple times over the long centuries of her life; Sorcerers and sorceresses lived far longer lived than mortals–the name they gave baseline humans.

These majik wielders were of the Geist. And they were a gargantuan union of many peoples.

Anyway, after several bottles of wine and food rich enough to give someone a stroke, he’d asked her whether she knew anything about the Château d'os and it great walls. She knew nothing. Even her kind had forgotten who built the walls and the town itself—though she warned him very, very sternly not to enter the forest surrounding the town itself.

When he asked why, she was refreshingly forthcoming.

“To quote Camille Paglia, ‘the Earth is littered with the ruins of empires that believed they were eternal.’ Your town, such that it is, is a mystery. We have no idea who built it and/or why, much less what lies underneath its foundations. The very walls that guard it are an enigma. If we...forgive me...if there was believed to be a threat of any significance on those grounds, then a comprehensive investigation would have been launched which would have resolved itself in truth. Whatever—or whoever—that truth may be.”

He heard the subtle warning. She continued.

“Some things are best left alone, my friend. In our experience, poking at old things that work just fine for curiosity’s sake always ends badly. Believe me, I know.” To which she revealed a scar just below her right collarbone. “This,” she said as she caressed the scar. His eye followed marvelled at the beauty of her skin, then imagined what the rest of her looked like. She caught him looking and smiled. “This tells me that sometimes, curiosity shouldn’t manifest itself into action.

“And the forest, the forest...things live in the forest that are older than the civilisation that came before ours. They are ancient and powerful, and there are places within that forest that act as doorways to other places.” She leaned forward, emphasizing her warning so that it burned into his mind. “Do not enter that forest alone, Jean-Pierre. Do not enter that forest without the protection of an Inquisitor-level sorcerer at least, preferably a Warzard. Do not let your curiosity destroy you or the people you are charged to protect.”

“Ah, but sometimes curiosity can open the doors to wonder,” he said. And when the words left his mouth and the smile crept across her face, he didn’t know whether he was flirting, genuinely curious to know more, or both. Alcohol might have muddied the waters somewhat, he remembered.

However, her words came to the forefront of his mind as he, Fang, and Jael drove to the house of the poor murdered child. That and what came afterwards. He smiled at that memory. Because writers were a lonely tribe who craved attention.

Yes, he shouldn’t jump to conclusions. Fang mentioned nothing that suggested there was any connection with the supernatural or with majik, and she would have if there’d been evidence of either.

That was the world they lived in now.

Since 1939, when Berlin had been sealed behind an impenetrable wall some two hundred miles in circumference and those trapped behind it were left to fend off an extra-dimensional invasion lest it expand across the entire planet, humanity had been abruptly introduced to the world of the Geist. Humanity knew they shared their world with peoples older than theirs and that majik–not magic—existed.

The victory in Berlin—which was later revealed to be a massive Geist enclave—meant that those trapped there were fighting not only for for survival, but for their country and their homes. That act of heroism demonstrated that these where not beasts and monsters of vicious intent, but an old and noble people, storied of myth and history. It was impossible for  curiosity and friendship to follow soon afterward. The threshold had been crossed and slowly two world became one.

The revelation of the Geist and their gradual integration into mortal society and vice versa had been called the Emergence.

After this integration, police forces had to learn very quickly that not only did many of their unsolved cases remain so because of a supernatural and/or Majikal aspect, but what the hallmarks of those phenomena were. That education had saved Jean-Perrie’s and his fellow officers lives in the French catacombs.

He pushed that memory away and focused on the present.

He prayed there was nothing supernatural about the poor child’s death. He didn't want to enter that world again. Once was enough for a lifetime.

And yet...

And yet...

That world intrigued him despite his fear of it.

“Jael?” he asked.

Jael, who with respect to her age always had the passenger seat when they were driving, tilted her head and looked sideways at him. “Sergeant,” she replied.

“What was it like for you? During the Emergence?”

Jael smiled. She looked at Jean-Pierre, then turned back to Yang sitting in the back. “It was like seeing a world in colour after being told that you could only see it in black and white with shades of grey.” She paused, continuing before he could ask for clarification. “You must understand that…that for centuries, we’d been told to keep ourselves hidden from you mortals. That your myths and legends about us, about our people, were a manifestation of your fear of the unknown. And you were very, very scared of the unknown.”

She shot Jean-Pierre a glance, and he merely shrugged. Fang giggled.

“Your people’s track record for war and violence confirmed our fear of exposing ourselves to you. We were taught that the slightest breach—the slightest revelation of our existence—would provoke your intolerance, and you’d slaughter us all to the last man, woman, and child. And let me tell you that on our side, there were many, many people who wanted war, who were tired of hiding in the shadows. They wanted to take the world back from you and put humanity in its place,”

“Huh,” Jean-Pierre responded as a chill ran through him.

“Then Berlin happened,” Jael continued. “And for one moment in time, our worlds held their collective breath. We realised that whatever happened next, our lives were in each other’s hands, that a malevolent force bent on colonisation would be utterly indifferent to our differences and slaughter us just the same.”

“Then it went away. But that feeling of our shared destiny, our shared fate…that stayed. Fear opened a door, and hope ran through, dragging love, friendship, curiosity-”

“Sex!” Fang interrupted. “Don’t forget the sex! That was the best part!”

“And sex with it. And that need, that desire to usurp control of the world, vanished. Because what need is there to usurp control when you’re part of the culture? When you have a voice? When you matter?”

“And for you, Fang?” Jean-Pierre asked.

“Oh, I was born looooong after the Emergence, so I don’t know annnny different,” she replied. “Though my parents and grandparents and great-grandparents frequently told me stories.” Her tone had an edge to it.

He looked in the rear-view mirror, catching her expression. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to pry,” he said apologetically. “I just can’t wrap my head around the concept of hating what I don’t know. It doesn’t make sense to me. I don’t know, maybe because I’m a writer and I’m supposed to be a mirror for the world to look at itself but...hell, I don’t even know what I’m saying. I’ll just shut up and drive.”

They fell silent again. “I’m sorry If I made either of your feel uncomfortable,” he said after a moment.

“Don’t be,” said Jael. “The past is a graveyard that can’t hurt you. And that you can’t understand hating what you don’t know isn’t a deficiency—it’s a strength.”

They arrived at the house twenty minutes later. It was a two-story detached maisonette on a road of maisonettes, each painted in a neutral crème. As they pulled into the driveway, each felt the weight of what waited for them behind the home’s doors. They sat in the car for a while, each waiting for the others to exit, before Fang finally decided to be first. As they walked up to the front door, all three hoped no one answered, hoped it was all a bad joke.

But when the door opened, revealing a man—a father—his face drained of hope or emotion, they knew that it was not a joke. Jean-Pierre felt Jael take a step backward as if sensing something. Fang, who stood beside him, winced, sensing something also. Both were Geist and thus susceptible to things he was ignorant of. For once, he was envious of his ignorance.

“Good afternoon, sir,” he said, his voice low and formal. He chose his next words carefully. “We are here because a serious incident has been reported, one that is alleged to involve a member of your family. May we come in?”

The father sighed and opened the door to let the three inside. As Jean-Pierre passed him, he saw his eyes were drained of life; he was less like a man and more like a revenant masquerading as one. Jean-Pierre had checked the index listing before he left. The man and his family were all mortals.

He sat them at a table in the kitchen, then made them coffee, which they drank in respectable silence. None spoke until the father did.

“You two look uncomfortable being here,” he said, referring to Jael and Fang. “But not you,” he added, referring to Jean-Pierre. “You two can feel the...”


The word death hung in the air like a lead weight—or perhaps swam around their ankles like a festering sewer, the detritus of an entire city flowing pass them.


“Yes,” Jael said. “We can.” She bit her lip as if fighting some primal urge as if something wanted to explode out of her.
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