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      Beware, dear reader. The tales contained inside this book do not mean you well.

      The definition of acrimonious is: full of anger or bad feelings. These are qualities I often attribute to the supernatural (and also myself whenever I have to leave my house.)

      Images of furniture being hurled across a room by an invisible pissed off entity, a girl’s head spinning 360 degrees and beckoning whispers from the darkness are just some of the images conjured to mind.

      I’ve had a lifelong love affair with the occult. Since I was a small boy I wanted to gobble up every morsel of information I could find on the subject. I begged my parents for books on ghosts, vampires, fairies, and especially witches. I sneakily watched horror movies with age restrictions higher than I could count at the time. Many a night was spent staying up late to read about malevolent spirits or meeting a claw-handed killer who haunts the dreams of horny teenagers.

      Human sacrifices, cannibalism, man-eating flowers that sing show tunes, voodoo dolls, teenagers possessed by the forces of hell, mad scientists in corsets who also sing show tunes, and haggard crones with evil intentions all coloured my childhood in the most vibrant shades and hues.

      I was then and am still to this day obsessed. There is an excitement and magic about a world set within our own where flowers can speak, women have the power to turn people into toads, and ghosts torment the living. It’s entertaining and a good break away from the normality of everyday life.

      I am also, as strange as this may seem, terrified of the dark. As a child lying in bed at night my imagination would run wild with all sorts of horrible monsters who wanted to do terrible things to me. As an adult it is a similar experience with some minor differences. The fear is the same but the monsters have changed.

      As one grows up, you come to realise that monsters are in fact real, but they take on a more insidious form that is not as easily recognised or avoided as that of a ravenous werewolf or a cackling witch.

      Sometimes the monsters are ones that we, like Dr Frankenstein, create for ourselves and if we don’t kill them in time they become the ruin of us.

      Depression, debt, overeating, anxiety, regret, ignorance, and loneliness haunt all of us in one way or another. We try to forget about them. We tell ourselves they aren’t real. But they wait under our beds at night licking their lips and sharpening their fangs, getting ready to eat us alive.

      Other times the monsters are the people we let stay in our lives without knowing how much damage they will cause until it’s too late. Abusive partners, manipulative parents, parasitic children, shitty friends and anyone who works for the government all make it onto this list.

      Tales of terror are wonderful things. My hope is that if we can recognise monsters in fiction, then we can also recognise them in real life and hopefully get away from them in time.

      Enjoy the book, but do so with caution. As I said, these stories do not mean you well.

      Best of luck battling your monsters.

      Signed, a fully grown man who is still afraid of the dark.
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            The Garden at 7 Furies Street

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m begging you, please don’t make me do another stupid story,” said Kevin. He knew full well that his pleading was falling on deaf ears but that wasn’t going to stop him.

      When Kevin Murphy looked at his editor Archie Hoole he saw the exact opposite of everything he wanted to be. Not just as a journalist but also as a human being.

      Archie was short, fat, balding, middle-aged and boring. Kevin was of the opinion that if thrown in a puddle, the man’s personality wouldn’t even make a splash. He liked to think that at some stage in his life Archie had a passion for real journalism. But there came a point between when he started his career as a journalist to when he became the editor of the Bracken Herald that Archie’s passion died a slow and agonizing death.

      Kevin didn’t know much about Archie’s personal life but he liked to tell himself that 15 years ago Archie had a drunken one night stand with a woman who was a smoking-hot 10 when he brought her home but when he woke up the next day (sans beer goggles) she was a frigid -5.

      The -5 fell pregnant with his child and he felt obligated to marry her, which he did, but then a few years later she left him in a messy divorce. Now Archie lives in a rat-infested shit hole in the middle of town and sees his kid once every other weekend. The kid probably hates Archie as much as Kevin did in that moment.

      “They’re not stupid stories,” said Archie from behind his desk that was too big for his tiny office. “This is a community newspaper so we report on the community.”

      “Archie, this is the third chicken-shit assignment you’ve given me this week. First it was that ancient couple, Mr and Mrs Crypt Keeper or whatever the fuck their surname was, who have been married for like a million years. Their house smelled like piss and I am pretty sure the wife is a closet alcoholic. Then there was that lunatic woman who swears she saw a UFO when I am pretty sure she was just high on meth. I want to do serious journalism. I want gangsters, drug busts and mass murders not chess clubs and dog shows and this garden bullshit.”

      “This is a small town Kevin,” Archie let out a laboured sigh. “If you wanted gangsters and mass murders you should work at the Halcyonburg Gazette...Oh wait, they closed down and all their staff members were left without jobs.”

      Archie could see Kevin’s face pinch up on account of the sharp sting attached to his last comment. The look on Archie’s own face turned to pity.

      “Look kid,” Archie said, attempting to sound sympathetic, “I know better than anyone that chicken shit stinks, but it’s fertile as hell and it’s what keeps this newspaper open. Come to think of it, when you interview Matilda Swoon tomorrow morning please ask her if she uses chicken shit as a fertilizer.”

      “Archie please, you are killing me over here!”

      “No, I’m not killing you,” Archie said louder than necessary, having finally come to the end of his patience with Kevin. “But I will kill you if this garden story is not in my inbox first thing Monday morning.”
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      “I hate my life. I hate my life. I hate my life,” Kevin said to himself, gently bumping his forehead into the steering wheel of his red 1998 Toyota Corolla. His friends and family had affectionately christened it The Bullshit Mobile.

      This day had drawn to a miserable close and the next one held zero promise of being any less miserable. Three months ago Kevin had everything a promising journalist fresh out of university, could want. He had a position as a junior reporter at the Halcyonburg Gazette, which came with a modest but liveable salary. He had a great beat with the Halcyonburg Police Department and even wrote a few good pieces.

      He’d put a lot of hard work in at the Gazette and the editor had commended him on making headway in the direction of being a stellar journalist. Until a few months later the publishing company that owned the Gazette was taken to court on charges of price-fixing their advertising rates. The company was forced to pay phenomenal fines that threw them into bankruptcy. When Kevin got the job at the Bracken Herald, his mother told him to be grateful and that he should consider himself lucky. “You weren’t the only one to be let go,” she’d said from behind a cloud of cigarette smoke. “But in this economy you’re probably one of the few who has already found a new job.”

      Kevin remembered the day he came for the interview at the Bracken Herald.

      The newsroom was a condemned crack house compared to the office the Halcyonburg Gazette used to occupy. The Gazette had an espresso machine in the staff canteen. The Herald had a small kettle that was once white but was now yellow as a chain smoker’s teeth. The Herald’s narrow kitchen was host to an infestation of cockroaches that had made themselves very much at home. The walls in the Herald newsroom were haphazardly slopped with a colour that reminded Kevin of the crust that forms around the eyes of a person suffering from conjunctivitis.

      These were just a few of the things on a very long list of problems Kevin had with the Herald. But the main problem was that the Herald was not the Gazette. Kevin missed his colleagues. They were real journalists he could have conversations with and bounce ideas off of. All he had now was the wondering freak show the Herald had employed because they couldn’t afford proper journalists.

      It wasn’t just the Herald that was the problem, it was the town of Bracken itself. Bracken had been founded around 150 years prior to Kevin’s unfortunate arrival.

      The founder was a weird filthy-rich immigrant with a strange name Kevin could never remember. He’d come to Bracken shortly after gold was discovered nearby and capitalized on the discovery by opening stores, building housing for the miners and developing other infrastructure.

      The gold mines had dried up in the late seventies and with that, the town slowly began to die a miserable death. The miners and their families moved on to wherever they could find work and took the economy of the town with them. The result of this was the way the town stood now.

      The Bracken Herald was a crappy newspaper for a crappy place. There were only a few areas of Bracken that had not been assaulted by suburban blight. In most areas decrepit houses stood next to each other like giant gravestones in a cemetery. So old, forgotten and neglected that some had started twisting in on themselves as if they were trying to turn away from onlookers in shame. If the houses weren’t bad enough, the people who occupied them were much worse. They were trash. Since starting at the Herald Kevin had yet to meet a sane person who lived in the town. Kevin saw the town like an old fashioned printer tray but instead of kitsch miniature nick-knacks and baubles, it housed a collection of nut jobs, drug addicts, drug dealers, the impoverished, the disabled, the homeless, the hopeless, the senseless and the damned. Kevin wondered which combination of these disasters Matilda Swoon would turn out to be. Only the next morning would tell.
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      He was almost late for the 9 am appointment. Kevin, who was normally a peaceful sleeper, had a nightmare for the first time that he could recall since he was a little boy. He was violently pulled from the fog of sleep at 3 am, damp in a panicked sweat.

      He’d sat bolt upright in the bed with his hands clutching his neck. He was groggy, the memory of the nightmare had already begun to leave him but he couldn’t forget the feeling of something trying to strangle him as he desperately clawed to get it off. After this he was unable to fall asleep again until much later and had slept through the sound of his alarm. When he woke again and checked his phone for the time, he bolted out of bed when he saw it was already 8:24 am.

      The journey from the house in which Kevin lived with his mother and father to Bracken would normally take 35 minutes. If traffic was bad, which it normally was at that time of the morning, the journey would take upwards of 40 minutes.

      He had driven like a man possessed and now stood at the front gate of 7 Furies Street, Sticks End, Bracken with seconds to spare before the appointment.

      The house was situated in what used to be the wealthy part of Bracken. Sticks End contained many large houses on expansive stands. Some of the houses were among the oldest in the town, dating back at least 150 years. That said, time, as it was with the majority of Bracken, had not been kind to Sticks End.

      The double-storey mansions that had once stood proud over the area were now dishevelled. Some had completely collapsed under the weight of age and neglect, now just ruins of their former selves. Other homes had survived but looked in desperate need of euthanasia. Most of the front gardens were overgrown, wild and littered with some of the ugliest and broken lawn statues Kevin had ever seen.

      Apparently the opposite was true for the garden of 7 Furies, which was the reason Kevin was there. According to what Archie had told him, Matilda Swoon had the most beautiful garden in town.

      Kevin had been tasked to reveal Matilda’s gardening secrets in the hope that other citizens of Bracken would follow her lead and beautify their own gardens. Kevin thought it would be a cold day in Hell before any of the miserable creatures that called Bracken home even bothered to mow their lawns. In his opinion, the whole story reeked of stupidity and pointlessness. You can’t polish a turd, and Bracken was without a doubt in his mind a massive, steaming baboon turd.

      The one thing that Kevin did agree upon with Archie is the fact that January was the perfect time to do the story. It was midsummer, the time of year that gardens in the southern hemisphere of Africa look their very best. Kevin couldn’t really get a good look at the garden. The off-white wall that surrounded the property was just too high for him to see over. All he could make out was the scree pathway leading up to the front door of the house through the small gaps in the wrought iron gate.

      The rust red gate was narrow and elaborate. The metal was twisted, bent and turned, reminding Kevin of a snake pit in an adventure movie he’d once seen. It looked heavy and difficult to open and, once open, only one person at a time would be able to fit through. Armed with his Herald-issued camera, notebook and pen, Kevin rang the doorbell on the wall next to the gate.

      When going out to cover stories Kevin simultaneously knew and didn’t know what kind of people he would be interviewing. He knew that whoever he met would be some kind of crazy but he never knew just how crazy they would be. One thing was for sure, the people Kevin interviewed were never boring.

      A few moments passed. He’d heard the bell go off inside the house. It made the sound of wind chimes being blown by a gentle summer breeze.

      Just as he was considering ringing the bell for a second time he heard the sound of a key being inserted into the gate. It unlocked with a sharp metallic scraping noise and opened. On the other side stood a middle-aged woman who Kevin immediately knew was bat-shit crazy.

      She wore her dusty pink hair up in a sea of twists and swirls held out of her face by a baby blue bow. The light sweater she was wearing matched the colour of the bow but it was not her hair nor how she was dressed that gave her insanity away. It was her eyes. Her eyes were two massive sapphire pools that gleamed on either side of her face. They were wide, as if she had been stunned by a sudden shock of electricity. Her eyelids were adorned by a thick layer of eyeshadow the same colour as her hair. The lipstick she’d chosen to wear that day also matched.

      “You must be the journalist from the Bracken Herald,” she said in a voice that was calm but not detached from reality, using a tone that was professional but also warm. “I’m Matilda Swoon.” She reached out her hand and Kevin shook it.

      “I’m Kevin Murphy,” he said taking her bony hand. Her smooth skin was hard and icy to the touch.

      “I’ve prepared tea for us in the front portion of the garden under the bougainvillea,” she said. “Please come in and follow me.”

      Kevin did as he was asked but as he crossed the threshold into Matilda Swoon’s garden he froze.

      He was not, by any means, passionate about plants or had any kind of green finger but he knew that he was now standing in the most beautiful garden he’d ever seen. It went on for what seemed like forever.

      Row after row of lush greenery speckled with explosions of beautiful flowers, most of which Kevin had never even seen before. Roses, lilies, magnolias, gardenias, daisies, strelizias and clivias were among the flowers that Kevin recognised. For every kind of flower he could name, there were ten he could not.

      When he realised that his mouth was hanging wide open he quickly closed it. The scent of the garden was almost as overwhelming as the view. The air was awash with the natural sweet fragrance of the flowers and Kevin found himself a little light headed.

      He was surprised at how quiet the garden was. Normally, even the plainest gardens he’d been in hummed with the chirping of birds and buzzing of insects. But this garden was as quiet as a graveyard.

      “This way please,” said Matilda Swoon, motioning towards the right side of the house.

      The grand mansion stood in the middle of the property. The parts of the mansion that were plastered had been painted white and the parts of the mansion that were face brick were overrun with thick vines of ivy, some of the leaves as large as Kevin’s face.

      Two stone lions on each side of the oak front door stood guard and watched Kevin as he gazed at his surroundings in awe. There was no wall that divided the front garden from the back as it would have been in most homes. Instead the massive house was encircled by the magnificent display of flora.

      Kevin followed Matilda to the far right of the garden where a French café table and chairs awaited them under a gargantuan luminous pink bougainvillea tree. The ground in this small area of the garden had been paved in red brick. Kevin thought it must have been paved a long time ago as the bricks were eroded, dark and covered in moss.

      He took a seat and looked at the tea tray that had been placed on the café table. Steam rose from the spout of a teapot with an elaborate and ornate floral design that matched the dainty cups and saucers set up next to the sugar pot and small milk jug.

      “How long have you lived here?” Kevin asked. She looked at him as if he were an unwelcome guest, a weed in her precious garden that needed to be disposed of.

      “Mr Murphy,” she said as she lifted the tea pot and with a quick accuracy filled her cup as well as Kevin’s without spilling a drop. “It was my understanding that you came here today in order to conduct an interview with me about my garden. Is that correct?”

      Kevin was silent, not knowing that Matilda was actually expecting an answer until she sharply raised her eyebrows at him as a prompt to speak.

      “Yes,” he said swiftly. This woman was starting to make him nervous. A feeling he was not familiar with.

      “If that is the case then I will only answer questions about the garden,” said Matilda, adding a short stream of milk to her tea with the same robotic accuracy she’d displayed earlier.

      “No problem,” said Kevin, stunned by her lack of willingness to make small talk. More often than not, the Brackenites he interviewed never wanted to shut up.

      “I am interested to know how you came to hear of my garden?” Matilda asked, slowly stirring her tea, the spoon clinked against the sides of her fragile fine china cup.

      Kevin was starting to get his back up against the wall. He was the journalist. He was the one who was supposed to be asking the questions. Despite the way he felt, Kevin knew the right thing to do was to give a polite and accurate reply. “Your neighbour called my editor and said that your garden was simply too beautiful not to write about.”

      “I see,” she said looking at her feet with one raised eyebrow. Kevin couldn’t tell if she was irritated or just deep in thought. “Her son kicked his soccer ball over my wall last week and she came with him to collect it. It did some damage to my hydrangeas, but nothing a little TLC won’t fix.”

      “Neighbours can be the worst sometimes,” Kevin said taking a sip of tea. He was not a big tea drinker but he didn’t want to be rude. It tasted wild and unfamiliar, but he swallowed it.

      “I find myself in a difficult position, Mr Murphy,” said Matilda, resting her tea cup on the table and ignoring Kevin’s comment about her interfering neighbour. “I am an intensely private person while at the same time a painfully honest one. I don’t like to lie.”

      “Then why accept the interview?” The words left Kevin’s mouth before he could stop himself. He didn’t mean to be as direct but Matilda was toying with him and he wanted to get a jab of his own in.

      “Have you seen the state of this town? When your editor told me his hopes of the story inspiring others to keep a more beautiful garden, how could I say no?”

      “Fair enough,” said Kevin. He knew better than anyone how desperate Bracken was for beautification. Not that he believed this story would change a thing. “But why would you feel the need to lie about your garden? It’s not like you fertilize with the bodies of your murder victims.”

      Matilda gave Kevin a blank look that told him she either didn’t appreciate his joke or she really was using dead bodies as compost. Either way the woman was not messing around “This garden is not like other gardens, Mr Murphy. This garden is incredibly special.”

      Kevin had heard this kind of sentence before. Everyone he had ever interviewed for the Herald had said this to him and believed it. The cause they were raising money for, their daughter who excelled in gymnastics or their marriage that had lasted longer than the lifespan of an African Grey. They were all the most special things in the world.

      To Kevin, they were all just crazy people who had trapped too much of their identity into one thing. He could never and would never understand how people could allow themselves to get so completely wrapped up in something they turned into a two dimensional being. Wanting to move along quickly Kevin regarded the list of questions he’d compiled on his note pad.

      “Well then on that note, let’s talk about the garden,” Kevin said, clicking his pen. “How do you keep it so beautiful?”

      “I don’t,” she replied plainly. “The souls of the people that call my garden their home are what make it so beautiful.”

      Kevin’s pen remained suspended just above his note book. He hesitated for a moment trying to form a reply that didn’t go along the lines of: What the fuck?

      He knew it. Matilda Swoon was just another Brackenite cuckoo bird. Kevin was over arguing with insane people. It exhausted him. So instead of acting shocked or alarmed by Matilda’s answer he decided to humour her. He would go along with whatever came out of her mouth next and get the interview over and done with so he could leave.

      When he got back to the Herald news room he’d write a lie that painted this nutcase as a normal middle-aged woman with a passion for gardening. He would Google helpful gardening tips to place in the story and when it was finished he would email it to Archie and never think of Matilda Swoon again.

      “Interesting,” was the word that finally left Kevin’s mouth as he pretended to write something down. “Please, tell me more.”

      “I am a keeper of lost souls. They come to me and I give them a home in my garden,” Matilda continued without skipping a beat. “The life force from their souls feeds everything you see around you. Please let me give you a tour.” She rose from her seat and Kevin reluctantly followed her lead.

      “Would you mind if I took a photograph of you in the garden,” Kevin asked, fully expecting a firm no that would come across more like a fuck-you.

      “I suppose so,” said Matilda. “It would be unreasonable of me to not let you take my picture.”

      Kevin was surprised but raised his camera before Matilda could change her mind. “Smile for the camera please.”

      Matilda did not smile. She did not even make an attempt. Kevin knew better than to wait around for a miracle so he clicked the button. The camera fired and captured Matilda Swoon looking solemn in front of her pure white Gardenias, each the size of a grown man’s fist, which bloomed in their hundreds behind her.

      Kevin aimed his camera away from Matilda and towards other parts of the garden, snapping away as he spoke. “Do you have a garden service?”

      “No, it’s just me and the spirits,” she said looking around the garden proudly.

      Kevin made sure she was looking away before he rolled his eyes so hard he saw his frontal lobe.

      There were no signs of any other people on the property. No gardener, no domestic worker, not another soul. It would take an army of men to manage a garden this size. The mowing of the lawn alone would be a task of Herculean proportions.

      Matilda was lying and Kevin knew it. There was no way she did all her own gardening. If there were any spirits involved, they were the kind that showed up on the back of a truck, dressed in overalls and armed with leaf blowers, lawn mowers, rakes and spades.

      “They speak to me you know,” said Matilda, looking vulnerable for the first time since Kevin arrived. “They come to me and tell me about who they were when they were alive. They tell me what happened to them and how they died. It’s my job to put them in the right place so that they may attempt to find peace. They cannot go back and they cannot move forward so they come to my garden.”

      Kevin, still behind Matilda and therefore out of her line of sight, closed his eyes and rubbed his temples in frustration.

      “That bed of white lilac are for the souls of all the lost children,” Matilda continued, pointing towards a bed of delicate small flowers that blossomed in large bushes. “They make me the saddest of all the spirits that come to me. They tell me of how they were miscarried, aborted, abducted, molested, murdered and forgotten. All their youthful innocence torn away from them until their bodies were nothing more than wrecked shells.”

      To distract himself from the tsunami of bullshit flowing from Matilda Swoon’s mouth, Kevin focused his attention on a shed at the end of the garden. It stood right up against the boundary wall. It was old, not as old as the house but still old. The shed looked prefabricated with pale yellow walls and a corrugated iron roof that probably made a hell of a noise when it rained.

      The roof had once been shiny but was now dull, dusty and rusting in places. The shed was also almost completely encircled by knee-high bushes with deep dark green leaves and bursts of light purple, pink and magenta flowers. Matilda was still speaking.

      “The anemone are for the tragic lovers. Souls whose hearts were so ravaged and devastated by heartache and pain, they had no choice but to take their own lives. In life they were forsaken and had abandoned all hope. It is my wish for them to finally find peace here.”

      Ignoring Matilda’s rant Kevin concentrated on analysing the shed. It was all he could do to stop himself from screaming at the woman that she belonged in an insane asylum.

      The grass around the shed was different from the grass in the rest of the garden. It was dull and less alive, Kevin thought that maybe it was a different kind of grass. Matilda continued with her lecture on things that could not be possible.

      “Those bushes over there with the little white flowers are called gossip blossoms. They are the real talkers of the garden. They get so loud sometimes I can barely hear my own thoughts. Some might consider them mean and spiteful creatures who concern themselves with nothing but the vapid and shallow. But I know better, I know that deep down they’re hurt souls and they don’t know how to cope. They’re doing the best they can.”

      Kevin could not believe that this deranged little pink and blue woman was still speaking. He was starting to get angry.

      He was angry at Archie for sending him here. He was angry at Bracken for being a shit hole of a town. He was angry at the owners of the Halcyonburg Gazette for screwing him and everyone else who worked there over. In that moment he was most angry at Matilda Swoon for being a crazy bitch who was wasting his time with the biggest load of crap he’d ever had to listen to.

      “There towards the left is the meek little mushroom garden where -”

      “What are those flowers growing around the shed?” Kevin asked abruptly. He didn’t care about the stupid flowers, he didn’t even know why he asked. He just wanted to stop hearing Matilda Swoon’s voice for a few seconds.

      She slowly turned to look at him for the first time since he’d taken her photo. She’d been crying. Her eyeliner and mascara were running down her cheeks like melted candle wax. Kevin recognised the look on her face as fear and he was more confused than ever.

      “Those are rhododendron and we don’t go near the shed,” Matilda said softly enough for it to almost be a whisper.

      “Why not?” Kevin shot back, like a curious child who’d just been told he was not allowed to do something.

      “That is where I keep the Bad Seeds,” she said, her eyes growing wider, something that Kevin could not believe was physically possible.

      “And what does that mean?” Kevin pushed for more information. His alarm bells were going off. Matilda Swoon was hiding something and she was using all this crap about spirits visiting her to do it.

      “Lost souls are not the only kind that come to stay with me, Mr Murphy. The Bad Seeds are the souls of people who needed to be punished. If I did not keep them trapped they would be free to wander about the world, causing misery and harm to all who encounter them. It is better that they are here. They are the souls of people who were as evil as people can be.”

      Kevin leaned right to look over Matilda’s shoulder at the shed. It didn’t look sinister but Kevin knew that things were sometimes not as they appeared to be. His journalistic instinct was telling him that more was going on in this garden than met the eye.

      “You need to leave now,” said Matilda sullenly. “I am tired and the spirits don’t want you here.”

      Matilda motioned towards the front half of the garden back to the gate with a sense of urgency. The shed was calling out to Kevin, making his ears burn with curiosity, but he had to do as Matilda said.

      He was, after all, on her property. If he didn’t leave when he was no longer welcome he’d be trespassing. He allowed Matilda to hurriedly usher him back to the front gate of the property and out of the garden.

      “If I have any follow up questions can I email you?” Kevin asked as a ploy to stay in contact with Matilda so he could keep drilling her for information on the shed.

      “I don’t have email,” she said quickly, pushing Kevin through the threshold onto the pavement outside the house.

      “Can I phone you then?”

      “Goodbye, Mr Murphy!”

      The gate slammed with a whack in Kevin’s face. He looked at his feet, disappointed that he’d never get to the bottom of the mystery he felt surrounded that shed.

      Defeated, he turned away from 7 Furies to head back to his car when something told him to check the gate. It was like a voice beckoning him back to the garden. He turned back to the gate and rested his palm against the twisted red metal that reminded him of a thousand squirming serpents. It was warm to the touch from baking in the morning sunlight. He gave a gentle but firm push and the gate swung ajar. Matilda had forgotten to lock it.

      Kevin was excited but knew he had to proceed with caution. He would get to the shed as quickly as possible without being spotted and then do some poking around. If he found anything nefarious he would make some notes, take some photos and get out. If he found nothing out of the ordinary he would simply leave and forget about Matilda Swoon the Bracken Loon and her garden.

      He poked his head through the doorway first to have a look around and make sure that Matilda was not still pottering around. There was no sign of the woman in the front portion of the garden. He made a break for it and darted behind some bushes for cover. On his haunches he peered over the top of the bushes to perform further surveillance. The back half of the garden was also void of Swoon. The shed and the secrets it held were only a few hundred meters away.

      “Help us!” a whispery voice hiss directly into Kevin’s left ear.

      He would have let out a scream if he could have but instead he fell over with fright directly into the flower bed next to him.

      “Who said that?” The words left his mouth in a low bark as he looked around at nothing but thin air and flowers. There was no one there.

      He lifted himself off the ground to his full height, no longer concerned with being discovered by Matilda on account of being too freaked out to care. He looked around, his eyes darting from one part of the garden to another but saw no one. He was alone. Kevin composed himself and brought his focus back to the shed. He had not even finished taking his first step when he heard another voice.

      “Leave this place and never return!” The collection of voices was coming from his right. He spun on his heel. There was nothing there but another flower bed filled with ruby chrysanthemums. Defying his logic to bolt for the front gate Kevin ran towards the shed instead.

      “Oh he’s done it now,” said voices coming from the direction of the tall bush of little white flowers. Matilda Swoon had called them gossip blossoms.

      “Move over,” demanded a single gossip blossom. “I can’t see and I want a good view of the carnage.”

      “They haven’t fed in like, forever!” said another of the little white flowers. “He is going to be compost faster than you can say hedge trimmings.”

      Now, just a few meters from the shed Kevin was breaking out in a hot sweat all over his body. What was happening wasn’t possible. Flowers don’t talk. What was in the tea that woman had given him? Kevin threw his hands up over his ears in an attempt to block the voices out. Matilda must have slipped some kind of drug into the tea. That could be the only explanation for what he thought he was hearing.

      Auditory hallucinations is all they were and nothing more. Kevin knew that all drugs eventually wore off and he was not going to let the fact that Matilda had doped him up keep him from the truth. She was hiding something back there. Kevin didn’t know if it was a drug den, sex cult, weapons of mass destruction or a sweat shop but he was going to get to the bottom of it. He took a deep breath, removed his hands from his ears and soldiered on.

      “Help us,” called a voice from behind the shed as he drew nearer.

      “Get out!” Warned a voice from behind him. “Get out now while you still can!”

      He ignored the voices and continued his approach. He arrived at the back end of the shed to find something he definitely did not expect. It was not a whore house, an illegal distillery or a storage facility for AK-47s.

      Behind the shed was a hole, crudely broken through the grey concrete boundary wall. It was ugly, jagged and about the same size as the front gate. The hole led to an entire other property behind 7 Furies Street.

      Kevin stepped cautiously through the hole and saw that the property on the other side of the wall was nothing more than an empty stand that had been overrun with hideous weeds. The stand looked like the first garden’s evil twin. While Matilda’s garden was manicured to perfection this one was in a state of wild dishevelment. Some of the weeds towered over Kevin, casting shadows across his face.

      Kevin scanned the stand. While looking for anything suspicious he found himself hypnotised by the enmeshment of vines, thorns and creepers that had successfully invaded every inch of the property.

      Deep in bedazzlement he did not notice several pulsating thorn-riddled vines swiftly but quietly slithering towards him. Within split seconds they wound themselves over his feet and up his legs. Kevin Murphy didn’t even have time to scream before he was encased in a cocoon of plant matter. The vines had woven their way across his entire body. They drove themselves deep into his eye sockets, ears and down his throat before pulling him deep under the earth in a single gulp.
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      A police investigation was launched into the missing person case of Kevin Murphy. Bracken’s finest paid a visit to Matilda Swoon and the garden at 7 Furies Street.

      All the investigating officers recovered of Kevin was his camera.

      “He forget it here after he interviewed me,” Matilda told them. “I had been meaning to contact the newspaper so he could collect it. I do hope is alright.”

      Upon inspection of the memory card inside all the policed discovered were a few dozen well taken photos of the most beautiful garden they’d ever seen.

      There was also a portrait photograph of Matilda Swoon. She stood proudly in front of a particularly lush bloom of gardenias.
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            The Black Mausoleum

          

        

      

    

    
      “Normally the bodies in a cemetery are kept below the ground,” said Lucian Hyde as he walked into the flat of Martin Squales. “But the body of Donna Gordon was found well above it. She was discovered draped over several gravestones, broken and covered in bite marks. True, Mr Squales?”

      “Terrible thing what happened here,” responded the Bracken Cemetery caretaker as he showed Lucian to the living room with a wave of his grubby arm. “Awful thing for a girl to be found dead like that.”

      Lucian didn’t know what was more revolting, the hovel Squales called home or Squales himself. The room stank heavily from a lifetime of pipe and cigarette smoke. Everything in the house had been yellow at one point but was now a filthy mustard colour. A thick coat of sticky dust had settled over everything from the light wood coffee table to the stained and worn-out yellow couches. Or were they green? Lucian couldn’t really tell. He looked out the window. The last rays of orange sunlight burned over the hills of the cemetery, silhouetting the gravestones.

      Martin Squales collapsed into a ratty armchair, sending a cloud of powdery dust into the air. Lucian hesitated before sitting down. This had better not dirty my suit, he thought while trying to appear as comfortable as possible on the filthy couch.

      The caretaker clutched his pipe in his mouth – more gums than teeth – and patted his trouser pockets in search of matches. “If you ask me the heat was partially responsible for what happened last night.”

      He found his matches, paused to strike one and lit his pipe. Sour tobacco smoke filled the air and stung the inside of Lucian’s nostrils.

      “This heatwave,” Squales continued, “is enough to make even the sanest of men take leave of their senses. Never mind a hot-blooded young teenager. A pretty thing she was too. Such a pity when bad things happen to the young and beautiful. No one ever cares if it’s an ugly or old person that eats shit. I mean, can you imagine if I were to die? It would be weeks before anyone noticed I was even gone!” He cackled at his own joke before falling into a coughing fit.

      As Lucian watched the old man try to regain control of his respiratory system, he could not help but think on how right Squales was. The world only mourns the young and beautiful.

      “What do you think happened last night?” Lucian asked.

      “Well, it’s obvious, isn’t it?” Squales looked at Lucian through cloudy, bloodshot eyes.

      “Not to me it isn’t,” said Lucian, “and not to the police either. I spoke with them earlier today. They wouldn’t say it outright but it’s clear they have no idea what happened to Donna Gordon. The cops and pretty much everyone in town have branded her boyfriend as the number one suspect. He hasn’t been seen or heard from since last night.”

      The caretaker pulled a filthy handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his spittle-drenched mouth. “It got her and probably the boyfriend too. He just hasn’t turned up yet. But he will. They always do eventually.”

      “What do you mean by it?” Lucian asked.

      “The dark spirit that lives in the cemetery of course,” said Squales, his cataract-laced eyes growing wide.

      “You can’t expect me to believe that an evil spirit is responsible for the torture and murder of a seventeen-year-old girl?”

      “Not just any evil spirit,” said the caretaker. His voiced was hushed now and drained of all its earlier jovial humour. “It was the Devil of the Black Mausoleum. Ask anyone in town, they’ll tell you the same. There are witches in Bracken too! Did you know that? Spell-casting, devil-worshiping, blood-drinking, dancing-naked-under-the-moon witches!”

      “Everyone in town told me that you were a mad old fool who drinks too much and that asking you anything would be a waste of my time,” Lucian said, crossing his legs. He looked around the flat with his steel grey eyes before turning them on Squales. “I’m starting to see that they were right.”

      “Then feel free to go,” said the caretaker, pointing his dirty old finger at the door. “But I’m telling you the truth. I don’t see what business you have poking around Bracken anyway. You aren’t from around here; you aren’t with any of the newspapers and you definitely aren’t a cop either.”

      “I represent someone with a valid interest in what really happened here last night,” said Lucian. “They want to know the truth and I was sent here to find it for them.”

      “So, a lap dog in an expensive suit then?” Squales mocked, his words oozing with venom.

      Lucian sat quietly, unwilling to respond to insults.

      The caretaker sighed, “You aren’t going to get anything closer to the truth than what comes out my mouth. I’ve lived in this town longer than anyone. I know all the secrets and I literally know where the bodies are buried…and even where some get dug up!” His cackle flared up again like someone trying to start a rusty chainsaw.

      “Tell me then of this devil and his black mausoleum,” said Lucian, folding his arms and sitting back in the chair.

      “I was just a boy when it all started,” Squales began, relighting his pipe and leaning back in his armchair. “But I remember what happened. I remember reading about it in the papers and I remember him telling anyone who would listen about what happened. He woke something up that night.”

      “And who is this person?” Lucian asked.

      “He was the town bum,” said Squales. “Billy Undertow.”

      Lucian rolled his eyes. “Am I now to believe the second-hand account from one crazy old man about another crazy old man?”

      “Don’t underestimate the accounts of the down and out, Mr Hyde,” said the caretaker. “We treat the homeless and the needy like they are invisible, but just as we pretend not to see them, they can see things that are invisible to us.”

      “Would that be on account of psychotic or drug-induced hallucinations or some other mysterious reason that serves your narrative?” Lucian asked.

      “Did you come here to talk,” the caretaker spat, growing red and blotchy in the face, “Or did you come here to listen, boy?”

      “My apologies,” said Lucian calmly. “Please, continue.”
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      Far from the bridge where he would normally make camp for the night, Billy Undertow found himself without shelter and smack-bang in the middle of the storm of the century. He’d seen his fair share of bad weather, but this storm was something for the record books.

      The rain roared down like static on a broken radio. The storm water drains had already begun to overflow, turning the streets to rivers. The wind whipped through the trees, tearing their leaves away and causing the branches to sway.

      “I don’t like the look of this at all, Dennis,” Billy said looking down into the tucked-up folds of his tattered trench coat.

      Dennis’s frightened feline face looked up at Billy, pleading for him to get the two of them to safety. The terrified cat had plunged its claws right through Billy’s jersey and undershirt, embedding themselves in the skin of his torso.

      Billy watched the water in the street climb higher and higher from his spot under the oak tree. Its trunk was strong and its branches were thick but it wasn’t going to provide sufficient protection from the storm, let alone a flood. Billy shivered, but not from being cold and wet. He didn’t even want to entertain the thought of being swept away and drowned.

      “We need to find higher ground and fast,” he said to Dennis. The cat looked up at him, still frozen in place by fear and cold.

      Lightning crackled through the clouds in brilliant purple. It led up to an explosion of thunder so loud Billy felt it reverberate through the trunk of the oak tree. It was time to go. Billy bolted from under the tree and made his way uphill. The rain slammed against his body in a relentless onslaught. The wind blew icy cold right through his clothes and he was convinced if he stood still for long enough that he would be frozen in place.

      Dennis was having a bumpy ride of it. As Billy ran the cat was thrown up, down and side to side all the while with his claws still firmly planted in Billy’s torso. Billy didn’t care about the pain, he just wanted to get them somewhere safe.

      Behind the blanket of dark storm clouds the sun was setting. It would be dark soon and even more difficult for Billy and Dennis to battle their way to safety. Running uphill brought a burning to Billy’s calves and knees he had not known since he was a boy. Breathing had become a labour. He desperately wanted to fill his lungs but inhaling the frigid wet air was like sending tiny shards of broken glass up his nose and into his chest.

      He felt every minute of his 56 years. He stopped under another tree for a moment to catch his breath and rest his burning legs. He leaned against the tree trunk and kept his head down, all the while still cradling Dennis under his coat. The street was steadily becoming more of a river with each passing minute. It wouldn’t be long before a flood warning was issued. He should have seen it coming. When you live on the streets long enough you stop relying on things like clocks and weather reports and more on your own senses. He should have been able to smell this storm before there was even a cloud in the sky. But it had appeared so suddenly, as if conjured by a sorcerer in a Shakespearian play.

      Billy lifted his head and saw it. A light glowing through the heavy grey rain in the Bracken Cemetery on the other side of the street. The light was coming from the inside of the cemetery caretaker’s flat.

      He knew better than to seek refuge in the homes of regular people. People with homes very rarely open them to those without, but seeing the cemetery did give Billy an idea.

      Slowly and carefully, he made his way across the water-logged street. His steps were hard and firm, taking great care not to trip or be swept away by the increasing strength of the flowing water. Once on the other side of the road, he allowed himself a sigh of relief before making his way to the cemetery gate.

      It was a wrought iron monstrosity of rusty curls and spikes rattling in the wind. Billy regarded the gate as it towered over him, reaching up towards the charcoal storm-torn sky. A loose-fitting chain had been fed through the gate and sealed with a padlock. Good for Billy that one of the advantages of being malnourished was the ability to slip through small spaces. Getting through the gate was easy, even with his feline companion tucked safely under his coat.

      “Almost there, Dennis,” Billy consoled the inside of his coat. Dennis had calmed down enough to retract his claws but left behind stinging wounds that Billy was trying his best to ignore. “We’ll be safe soon my friend.” At this point Billy didn’t know if he was trying to comfort the cat or himself.

      The ground at the cemetery had turned into a thick slop, but as one of the highest points in the town it was the highest ground Billy had access to at short notice. The cemetery had been placed here purposefully for events such as these. No mayor wants to deal with a flooded cemetery, with coffins floating to the surface and dead bodies, old and new, washing up all over the place.

      Old and packed were the words Billy would choose to describe Bracken Cemetery. The gravestones lined up like grey soldiers as far as the eye could see. Some were new and glittered in the moisture of the rain while others had long eroded and cracked, their surfaces rough and grainy and their engravings long since lost to the passage of time. Lightning ripped through the sky, casting shadows over the cemetery. Angels with broken faces leered out at Billy while cracked skulls and worn-out crosses warned him to turn back.

      Billy didn’t fear being discovered by the caretaker of the cemetery. No sane person would dare go outside in this weather – no sane person with options that is. Billy made his way deeper into the forest of graves with a series of soggy pops and slushes. He knew exactly where he was going. He needed to make it to the older part of the cemetery, where the rich would build monuments to their dead and entomb them. He needed to make it to a mausoleum.

      Billy saw the circular stone building standing tall at the top of a hill. It had an ominous look about it but, then again, he was in a cemetery, at dusk in the middle of a freak storm. There was little around him that didn’t look ominous.

      It wouldn’t be the first place a normal person may seek shelter from a terrible storm, but Billy was low on options. He struggled up the hill, almost slipping and falling twice on the soaked earth. As he approached the structure, he noticed it was not the gloom of the storm that made the stone pillars, floor and roof look black. They were in fact black. The entire mausoleum had been carved out of Stygian marble. The drenched walls and pillars shimmered under another flash of lightning. The stone reminded Billy of a clear night sky when the moon was absent and all he could see were millions of tiny stars far, far away.

      He found the black stone a morbid choice, especially for a place as sombre as a cemetery. What was wrong with traditional grey or white? The white mausoleums looked so beautiful.

      “These eccentric rich folk sure do get some weird ideas in their heads,” Billy said to Dennis as they approached the entrance to the glorified gravestone. It too was guarded by a wrought iron gate but this time no slipping in would be necessary. There was no heavy chain or lock on the gate to keep people out.

      Billy reached out toward the gate with the arm that wasn’t cradling Dennis. Before the flesh of his fingertips met with the iron gate a gust of wind blew up over the hill and passed through the pillars of the mausoleum. The structure gave a low and hard moan as the wind made its way through its passages and chambers, as if it was some kind of church organ. The wind also pushed the gate open in front of Billy. At least that was what he thought at first, but as the gate swung open with a soft screech of rusted hinges, he heard it for the first time.

      Something was calling out to him from inside the mausoleum. Billy looked out at the storm that was still blitzing its way across the cemetery. Rain was pelting down harder than ever, and the skirts of the trees were being blown asunder. Lightning continued to streak its way across the sky in violent purple cracks with booming thunder that shook the ground. The soles of Billy’s shoes were wafer-thin and drenched but he had a feeling that even if he had the thickest shoe soles money could buy, he would still have felt the thunder rumble in his feet.

      He then turned his gaze to the inside of the mausoleum. Beyond the threshold of the gate a dark void and whatever was calling to him awaited. It could have just been a trick of the wind, something that had been incorporated into the design of the building. But something was telling him that wasn’t the case. The call was a soft rasp and rattle, like wind passing through dead reeds.

      Billy walked forward. The moment he set his foot over the threshold of the gate a sharp hiss came from inside his coat. He jumped back at the sound and fought against the struggling cat.

      “What the hell is the matter with you?” He yelled but was drowned out by the roar of the storm.

      Dennis squirmed and hissed inside the coat as if in the throes of a fit. The more Billy tried to hold on to his companion the harder Dennis fought to get away. Billy reached down the front of his coat with his free hand and was greeted with a hard bite. He ripped his hand back and let go of Dennis to nurse the damage. Dennis fell to the wet stone floor and darted off into the graveyard like a furry bullet.

      “Stupid cat,” said Billy as he turned his attention to his blood-soaked hand. The little asshole had bitten him deep between his thumb and index finger. The blood ran thick, coating his hand in warm crimson. Billy shrugged his backpack from his shoulders and, using his good hand, set it down at his feet. He unclasped the top of the backpack and rummaged around for two things. The first was an old t-shirt that even for a hobo was no good to wear anymore. The second was his flashlight.

      The backpack was a lucky dumpster find he’d discovered a year back. Waterproof and without a single hole or tear, it was the kind of thing homeless people dream of finding. The flashlight, also a lucky find, had come in handy on more than one occasion. It was a standard silver flashlight, but it was sturdy and gave off a bright light. Billy gave the switch a few test flips with his good hand and bright white light beamed from the end. He put the flashlight down and tore at the old t-shirt, creating a makeshift bandage that he twisted around his injured hand. It was far from the finest medical care in the world, but it would have to do until morning, if the storm had dissipated by then.

      With the call from the void still beckoning to him, Billy picked up his backpack and slipped his arms back into its straps. He ventured away from the storm and deeper into the dark shadows of the mausoleum.

      The beam from the flashlight sliced through the darkness, giving Billy a clear enough view of where he was walking. It was significantly colder inside the mausoleum. Billy’s soggy clothes stuck to his body like sheets of ice.

      The shadows gave way to an empty round chamber made of the same black stone as the outside. Plaques of grey stone decorated the walls all the way up to the ceiling. The plaques were engraved with a language Billy did not recognise; a language made up of pictures more than letters.

      A sigh came from the centre of the chamber and Billy shone his flashlight toward it. It was a metal grate fitted to the middle of the floor. Mesmerised, Billy could not take his eyes off it. It was without a doubt the source of the call. Something was down there, something that wanted him to find it. Treasure perhaps? Fancy rich people were often buried with all sorts of gold and jewels. Billy could do with a couple of expensive things to pawn. He stepped slowly towards the grate for a closer look. It was large enough for a man twice his size to slip through. It was on hinges; they were rusted to hell, but he could still make them out.

      “Nothing a little force shouldn’t take care of,” he said to himself and his words echoed around the chamber.

      He locked his fingers around the grate and pulled hard. His injured hand burned with pain, but it was not enough to discourage him. A screech of ancient, rusted metal pierced the walls of the chamber. As the grate opened and slammed against the stone floor startled bats fled the chamber in a frantic swarm of small solid shadows.

      The grate revealed a stone staircase that plunged into more darkness. Billy stared down into the black void. The longer he stared the more it seemed to be moving, expanding and shrinking like it was taking long deep breaths and then slowly exhaling.

      “Billy,” the darkness called out to him in a low whisper. “Come down to us, Billy.”

      The void was intoxicating. Billy wanted to caress it, to feel it against his skin and maybe even have it enter him. He stepped slowly down into the darkness, taking care not to slip. The stairway was carved out of a porous black stone that reminded Billy of burnt bones. The wall to his right was slick as glass. Billy caught a glimpse of his reflection in the wall. Down here where it was just him and the darkness he looked worse for wear, even for a hobo. His eyes, resting on puffy dark purple crescent moons, were bloodshot and his pupils dilated. Cold water was still dripping from his hair and clothes, a small dirty puddle formed where he stood. The sound of the storm he knew still raged above him had completely faded away. It was now so quiet he could almost make out the sound of the blood circulating in his arteries.

      The descent took an eternity in Billy’s mind. When he finally reached the foot of the stairs the beam of his flashlight fell on several stone coffins. Forgotten by time, the grey granite coffins reflected the first light cast on them in ages. This was Billy’s big chance. He was certain that whoever was laid to rest inside those stone boxes must have been sent off with something of value.

      He began his work. Pushing the heavy lids away one by one to reveal delicate skeletons so ancient if Billy exhaled too hard over them, they would fall to dust.

      The remains did not disappoint. Gold bracelets, rings, necklaces all set with precious gems were just some of the items Billy managed to pilfer from the dead. There was even a fancy blue decorative egg adorned with gold, glittering white stones, and a butterfly that found its way into his possession. When he was done shoving the treasures into his backpack the voice called out to him once more.

      “Don’t forget the small coffin Billy,” said the voice.

      As if someone had taken hold of Billy’s head and turned it to where he needed to look, his eyes met a coffin that he had indeed missed. This coffin was much smaller than the others, just larger than a jewellery box, which could mean only one thing.

      Could Billy steal from a child, even if it were a long dead one? Who’s to say it was even the coffin of a child? It may just be a beloved dog or cat. Rich people were unnaturally attached to their pets. Either way, no matter what was in that coffin, it was not using any valuables it may have been laid to rest with.

      Billy approached the tiny coffin and noticed that in order to get to it he had to walk over a set of ancient floorboards. They were rotten and probably infested with termites, so Billy tested them by tapping with his foot. When nothing happened, he placed the full weight of his leg on the boards and nothing gave way.

      “It will be worth it, Billy,” said the voice.

      The flashlight began to flicker, a sign that Billy should make his way to the surface. The idea of being stuck down in the darkness awakened an anxiety in Billy that made it harder to breathe. The allure of whatever treasure was in the small coffin was stronger than his fear. Too strong for him to resist.

      Billy took a deep breath to brace himself. He then slowly and carefully made his way across the boards. He did his best to keep his weight evenly distributed but every small creak and little crack that came from beneath him was a jab to his heart.

      Once safely on the other side of the rotting boards, Billy lifted the lid from the small stone coffin. Inside were the remains of an infant. The bones reminded Billy of fish bones, small and fragile. The head of the infant was turned away from him. Beside the remains was a hand mirror cast in what looked like silver. It was hard to tell, the metal was old and tarnished. He plucked the mirror out of the infant’s resting place and turned it over in the dimming beam of his flashlight. The handle, frame and back were well crafted. An intricate pattern made up of lilies and hummingbirds wound its way over the silver. He turned the mirror to see if the looking glass was still in one piece. It was indeed but it was also tarnished. A grey hard rot had set in at the edges of the glass and spread toward the centre like a rash. He caught a glimpse of his reflection in the mirror’s untarnished centre.

      He leaned in closer. He recognised the reflection as his own but at the same time something completely foreign. His flesh was grey and lifeless. Chunks of his cheeks were missing, exposing his rancid teeth and jaw. A wriggling of pearly maggots feasted on his tongue. His eyes were missing, only deep cavities remained. They held the same darkness that had called Billy into the mausoleum in the first place.

      Billy’s corpse reflection then moved on its own, opening its rotting mouth and letting out an evil cackle. Billy stumbled backwards in terror and lost his balance. The flashlight flew in one direction and the mirror in another. The wooden floorboards splintered as soon as they made contact with Billy’s backpack. The world turned black. Billy fell into the darkness.

      The fall was quick and broken by a shallow body of something wet, freezing and chunky. It could not be called water. The smell was foul and assailed Billy’s olfactory sense. Whatever this fluid was, it was thick with muck. The putrid stench reached right down Billy’s throat and clenched his stomach in a fist. He had fallen with his mouth open and some of the putrid liquid had splashed inside. He was sick all over himself before he even had the chance to try stand up.

      He stumbled around in the darkness trying to gain his bearings. Something flickered in the corner of his vision and he spun toward it. It was the flashlight giving off a few last dying kicks. Billy waded toward the flashlight in a panic, the whole time being choked by the fetid miasma that polluted everything around him. He could feel the reek being absorbed by his skin. The small part of him that wasn’t terrified knew that the stench would be part of him for the rest of his life, however short it may be.

      He reached forward for the flickering flashlight. His slime covered fingers slipped against the handle but then using both hands he managed to pick the flashlight up. He gave it a shake and let out a sigh of relief when the beam stopped flickering. The light was dim but stable. His relief turned to cold horror when the light exposed what he was waist deep in.

      Dead bodies floated in a corpse soup all around him. A scream unlike any sound Billy had ever made erupted from his lips. There was no echo, the darkness instantly snatched the sound from the air. Somehow these corpses were better preserved than the ones in the coffins above. They were difficult to count in the bad light, but Billy knew he was surrounded. Some floated face down in their own rotting fluids. Others were face up. Their features had been twisted by decay into a host of terrifying expressions. Billy remembered reading about places like this when he was a boy. Plague pits they were called.

      Unwilling to become the latest resident of the pit, Billy had to find a way out.

      He kicked and thrashed his way through the putrid liquid towards a section of the pit that was higher and closer to the opening. If he jumped, he could pull himself up. But he would not be able to pull himself out of the pit and hold on to the flashlight at the same time. Removing his backpack, he tucked the torch inside one of the outside drawstring pockets and secured it.

      He bent his knees and launched himself to the splintered mouth of the pit. The jagged ends of the broken floorboards stabbed into his palms. He lost his grip and slipped, striking his forehead against the wall, falling backwards into the pit a second time. He lifted himself out of the muck, his vision blurred by the warm blood now seeping from the gash in his forehead. The flashlight began to flicker again. He removed it from the pocket and shook it. The beam of light stabilized but was growing dangerously dim. He tucked it back inside the pocket and wiped the blood from his eyes.

      Praying for the first time since he was a little boy, he jumped again. Once again, the wooden fangs of the broken boards tore into his palms but this time, he did not lose his grip. Using every ounce of strength he could muster from his adrenaline-flushed muscles, he pulled himself out of the pit and rolled over on to the stone floor.

      “Going so soon, Billy?” A voice called from the pitch of the plague pit.

      Billy scrambled to his feet and fumbled for the flashlight. The bulb was glowing so dim now he could barely see in front of him. Stumbling through the darkness he darted toward the staircase.

      “Don’t leave, Billy,” called the voice. “Stay with us. Stay forever.”

      He slammed his side into the end of one of the stone coffins and pain screamed through his body. Managing to keep his balance Billy stayed on course toward the staircase. Making the quickest assent of his life he raged up the steps like a rabid animal. His breath was heavy and quick as his heart walloped in his chest. He shone the glow of the flashlight toward the trap door opening at the top of the staircase. He was almost there. He could once more hear the sound of the storm he’d wanted so desperately to escape. He would now run into the storm with open arms like a frightened child runs towards his mother. As he reached the opening and stepped out of the hellish pit, he heard the voice give an evil cackle.

      It was in that moment he also decided he would be cremated and have his ashes scattered to the wind.

      Billy fled the mausoleum into the familiar comfort of the storm. He didn’t make it far before the blast of gunfire tore through the air, loud enough to be heard over the torrential rain, howling wind and rumbling thunder. A spatter of hot anguish flared through Billy’s left buttock before he fell for the last time and lost consciousness.
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      “And then?” Lucian asked, waiting for the end of the story.

      “And then, what?” said Squales.

      “What happened to Billy Undertow?”

      “Oh, he made it out alive,” Squales said, puffing on his pipe. “Alive but no longer sane. He spent the rest of his days wandering through the town, talking to himself and calling out for a Dennis, whoever the hell that was. He was found a few years later dangling from under a bridge by the neck. Poor bastard.”

      “I see,” said Lucian trying not to sound too dismissive.

      “No,” said Squales, taking his pipe out of his mouth and pointing it at Lucian in short stabbing motions. “You don’t see. Billy woke something up that night. Ever since then strange things have happened in this cemetery and not just at night either, some in the middle of the day when people think they’re safe.”

      “What kind of strange things?” Lucian asked, leaning forward in his chair to stretch his back.

      “The gravestones,” said the caretaker, folding his arms and looking away from Lucian. “People have been known to report seeing the gravestones bleeding. I’ve seen it myself. I’d never tell anyone because the people in this town think I’m mad enough already. They either wouldn’t believe me or have me carted off to a loony bin. Then there are the attacks, the bite marks left on people after a visit. The marks then mysteriously disappear the next day as if nothing happened at all.”

      “Hmm,” Lucian said, looking away from the caretaker and out the window. Under the full moon light, the cemetery stretched on forever.

      “Trust me boy,” said the caretaker. “I’d know. It was my daddy who shot the poor bastard. Nothing fatal, but he did need a hospital trip to have the buckshot tweezed out his ass.”

      “And what of your grave robber’s treasures?” Lucian asked. “What became of them?”

      The caretaker raised his bony shoulders into a shrug and frowned. “No one knows. Pawned off? Buried maybe? Either way, they’re lost to time. Billy was making so little sense after that night there is no telling what he did with his loot.”

      “And now this unfortunate business with Donna Gordon and her missing boyfriend,” said Lucian, drumming his fingers on the armrest of the dusty chair.

      "If you ask me," said Squales, lighting his pipe again, "Bradley Reid is down in that plague pit that Billy used to go on about."
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