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“The strangers came, and they were not like us. Something else, but wearing the skins of men, the eyes of men, their hands. We took to collecting the sound of them in our flesh, the cadences of power, without substance, yet entirely substance; an unexplored integrity of sound.

“In these waveforms of varied symmetry, we felt the remote passing into the definite. We saw the wings of change from within the medium of their sound; a thick smoke, sweet upon the tongue, curling into unimagined shapes that suggested surrender, ecstasy, pain, renewal.

“We learned the names of these strangers, the ancient names of the gods; in this place, on this earth of now reality, the names are different, but the old music can still be uttered, chanted; they will still respond to the call.”

 

Ishur Ninku - Mesopotamia, c4,000 BC
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Insurgent

The man sitting in the very front carriage of the train was nervous. Strapped around his waist was a belt of home-made explosives, and in his left hand was a pushbutton. He knew that if he let go, it would trigger the explosion, guaranteed to take him to Heaven and those waiting doe-eyed virgins. His mission, as detailed by the men in the nondescript three-bedroomed semi in the suburbs, was to detonate at precisely eight a.m., when the train would be packed, and it would cause the most carnage.

The man knew he was going to die, but he had been told that his family would receive a large amount of money from ‘the fund’—money desperately needed back home—and that he would go to a wonderful land. He had also been told that this Paradise contained stunning virgins, young boys, water, wine, fruits and wealth, and in comparison with his miserable life in this strange foreign country, that had to be great, didn’t it? He was not so sure about the young boys, but then, Paradise was all about choice?

Now, with close proximity to these largely innocent people, he was having doubts about mass-murder. The effects of the zealots had faded from his mind, as had the drug they had given him, and he was on his own. He wavered, but inside, a dark voice was telling him to complete the mission, and giving him fleeting glances of the beautiful new world he was about to enter.

He took a breath, and tried to calm himself. His watch indicated a quarter of an hour before the agreed time. Could he go through with it? Any doubts he had were instantly quashed as a loud-mouthed man forced his way through the crowd, deliberately standing on his foot, and muttering something under his breath about foreigners. The other people in the carriage exchanged glances, but nobody said anything—it wasn’t done: everyone was isolated, each in their own world, and how they managed to avoid looking at each other was a mystery.

“There you are,” The voice in his head chided. “These are the sort of infidels you are striking at. They deserve everything they get; you will become divine.”

The man settled down, and tried to dream of the nubile maidens waiting for him. He was still a virgin himself. His parents had sheltered him from the other sex, but not from the influence of the zealots. Strangely, they did have some infidel women living at the house, but he was not allowed any contact with them, and they spoke in a language he didn’t understand. He asked about them, and was told he would become ‘unclean’ if he had any contact. There was however a continuous flow of his countrymen into the women’s rooms. He had blocked his ears to the cries and sobs he heard during those encounters. He wondered if they really were human, those girls, but no, he had been told they were trash, and they were only women, and deserved what they got. It wasn’t his problem now. If it had been significant, the neighbours would have had something to say about the noise, he was sure.

Ten minutes to detonation. The carriage was now packed as the train made its way through the tunnels, approaching the centre of the city. He looked around at his fellow travellers. His gaze locked on a man in a brown robe, a hood pulled up over his head, and waist tied with a knotted rope. Was he a mendicant, a friar or a beggar; was there a difference? He didn’t seem to be talking to anyone, or even being noticed by anyone, and now he was heading this way. At least all the seats were occupied. There was no chance the vagrant could sit anywhere near.

He started with surprise as the robed man settled right beside him. When he had first taken his place, the train was nearly empty, but the seats filled more with each station, until eventually a large fragrant blonde had squeezed in beside him. Now there was this beggar, and no sign of the woman.

“Hello,” said the interloper, lightly. “I’m Brother Francis.”

The man ignored him.

“I know what you are trying to do,” continued the monk. Despite the noise in the carriage, of the clattering and the screaming rails, the man could hear him perfectly.

He swept a contemptuous look across to the beggar, and felt a thump in his chest as he gazed into bright blue eyes, in a face, old and wizened, but knowing and kind. “Then you know you can’t stop me,” he admitted.

“I know.” Francis smiled. “I know you have been brainwashed by evil people, who have no concern for human life, and are going to sacrifice your own, when they themselves have no intent to follow you. It is always the stupid who are so easily manipulated by these cowards.”

“I am not stupid,” snapped the man. “I had a good education here, and I am doing this for a greater picture. I will be glorified in Paradise.”

“I’m sorry, but you have been misinformed.” The monk sighed. “Trust me, I’ve been there. There is an afterlife; it is exquisite, and all physical weaknesses fade into grey. But you have read the scriptures I know: on judgement day, the dead will rise from their graves. God will weigh up their good and bad deeds, and then send them to Jannah or Jahannam, Paradise or Hell. Which one do you think you will go to with this evil in your heart?”

“I am not evil.” The man scowled. “I am fighting for the cause.”

“What cause?”

“Freedom for my people.”

“You were born here,” Francis observed. “This is your home.”

The bomber stared at him. “Your army is killing my people.”

“Not my army,” Francis stated, “and possibly not your people. How many of these innocents you are about to slaughter agree with what is happening in some country the other side of the world? How many of these here are your ‘own countrymen’?”

“You will not stop me.” The man looked at his watch. “Five minutes, and you are all dead, and I will be in Paradise.”

“You will be in pieces,” Francis murmured, with a sad smile. “In the final judgement, the remains of your body will be added to what is left of your soul, and disposed of. You will not exist.”

“The same as the unbelievers I have killed in the name of freedom.”

“Not so. Innocents go straight to the next existence, soul intact. The body is only necessary when there is some doubt that the owner has not been true to the tenets of decency. Nobody has the right to end another’s life. Even your own scriptures admit that.”

“You won’t stop me,” blustered the bomber. “I have to go through with this. They told me my family will be killed if I break the contract.”

“Then they will join you in this ‘Paradise’?”

“I do not want that.”

“Why not, if it is that wonderful?”

“Two minutes. Do not try to stop me.”

The train pulled into a station. Brother Francis did not move.

“What do you want from me?” The bomber uneasily looked at his watch again.

“Actually, I’m going to help you,” said Francis. “I need your life energy, to sustain me a little longer.”

“What?” The bomber stared at the beggar with disbelief. “I now see by your clothing that you are a holy man. Why would you do that? Why would you let me kill all these people?”

“All what people?”

“These... Where?” The bomber gasped when he realised that the carriage was now empty—empty that is, apart from a beautiful girl with long dark hair, wearing a Transport Police uniform that was several sizes too big for her. At her feet was the ugliest dog he had ever seen. He shuddered. Dogs had always unsettled him, and this one was by far the worst. She walked casually up to them.

Francis nodded to her. “Give us a few more seconds.” His bony hand suddenly clamped the man’s arm, so that he could not release the button.

“Only a few.” The girl looked pleased. “I cleared the carriage when we stopped. A moment more, and then you can shatter yourself to oblivion, safe in the knowledge that you have pointlessly wasted your life, broken the hearts of your loved ones, and stopped people getting to work for a few hours, most of whom will, ironically, be quite pleased about it. The act will be forgotten in no time, and you will have achieved nothing.”

The bomber stared at her in bewilderment.

The girl smiled at him, then got out of the carriage. She followed the dog along to the driver of the train. The uniform carried some weight, even though its contents didn’t. “Please announce that the train should be evacuated,” she said, loudly. “Get everyone to use the rear exit of the platform. Also, could you inform the authorities that we have a bomb situation here?”

“Are you serious?” The driver stared at her in disbelief.

“Can you afford to not take me in good earnest? Try not to panic everyone.” The girl walked back past the bomber and the monk. She patted the dog on the head. “That should do the trick,” she said. “A fine day’s work.”

“Not bad,” grunted the dog, which, when one looked more closely, wasn’t exactly a dog. “Now, I would like your permission to go on an errand of demonic mischief.”

“And what might that be? You know we only have a short time in this reality; it was a great effort to attend, but I could not allow this atrocity.”

“There will be more,” said the ‘dog’, “but I have an idea.”

“Be quick; we have to return to our own dimension, and you must promise to return festinately, this time. What have you got planned, or do I really want to know?”

“I thought I might backtrack this man’s movements. As you are aware, I am not constrained by human concepts of time and distance. I will go back up the trail, until I find where the man got on. I can then track the scent to his origin. There is always the possibility that some of the explosives I might find there, are not quite as stable as they could be. It would be a shame if they accidentally detonated.”

“Off you go then,” agreed the girl. “When you get back, you can return this uniform to its owner. I expect he will be getting a bit cold where you left him.”

“All clear now, miss.” The driver had left his cab. “Come on, you people. We need to evacuate. The bomb squad is on their way.”

“You go on ahead,” said the girl. “Don’t wait for us. You won’t remember anything later, in any respect.”

“I won’t.” The driver looked confused. “I just have to get out of here.”

“Don’t let me stop you.”

 

Back in the carriage, the bewildered bomber was struggling in the grip of the monk. The old man was surprisingly strong. “Sure you don’t want to change your mind?”

“It’s no good,” the terrorist bleated. “They set a clock too. I can’t take the belt off, and if I don’t explode it myself, it will go off, anyway. The timer’s not very accurate.”

“I did try to help you.” Francis sighed. “But your gesture won’t be wasted.” He put his other hand on the bomber’s chest and released his grip.

The suicide belt detonated. The bomb-disposal people rushing down the stairs were hit with a blast that knocked them backwards. They recovered, mostly unharmed, and started their standard procedures for dealing with the situation. There was great concern for the passengers, but the only people reported to be on the train by then, were the bomber himself and a man in a brown robe. This latter walked unscathed from the inferno, and helped a few of the soldiers to their feet as he passed. When interviewed afterwards, they described a face with a youthful glow, chiselled features, and smiling blue eyes.

 

Strangely, there was no trace of him afterwards, and the CCTV still working in the ticket hall recorded nothing. One or two of the witnesses reported sleepless nights for a while; they were convinced that, following the man in brown, was a dark shadow. As it reached them, it seemed to fill their minds, with horrifying images, but it flowed through and passed quickly.

 

There were a number of other conflicting reports about the explosion in the underground station.

The driver could remember nothing. The doctors put him on extended sick leave, despite his protests that he was not suffering. One ticket inspector remembered a beautiful girl in a police uniform, accompanied by the ugliest dog he had ever had the misfortune to behold. That was giving him more nightmares than the incident itself. Unfortunately for him, nobody else saw her. He remembered the kiss she had planted on his cheek, though, as he ushered her through the ticket barrier, and the peaked cap she had taken off and placed playfully on his head was still warm. He showed it to the investigators, but they dismissed his story when its owner turned up later, dishevelled, and also unable to remember where he had been.

Some recognition stirred inside the ticket inspector, but many people had been through the barriers since he last saw this same girl boarding a northbound train the previous year. He had forgotten how he helped her and her two companions escape a pair of unsavoury pursuers. He still refused to acknowledge his psychic abilities.
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The following day, another news report announced that a large explosion had rocked a street in a rundown area of the suburbs. One house had been destroyed completely, and those surrounding severely damaged. There had been loss of life. The Anti-Terrorist squad were investigating.
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Fantasia M. W. Stanhope, the statuesque black-haired CEO of the Stanhope Security empire, paused at the door of the room in a private hospital. She was doing her duty as a good employer and visiting the mangled remains of one of her lieutenants. He was still alive, nobody knew how, after injuries he had suffered at the hands of a small army of thugs, and was defying the medical profession on their prognoses of doom. She shook her head. She lost two other of her best employees that day. Somehow, her lieutenant had survived. He had been in a coma for some time, but the hospital had called to say he was now awake.

She took a breath and pushed the door open.

Yolo Jones, strapped to a bed and on a number of machines that went ‘beep’, opened his eyes as he heard her.

“Thank you for coming, ma’am,” he said weakly.

“The least I could do.” Fantasia tried not to stare at his battered face.

“It must be bad...” Jones winced, “...if you are visiting me in person.”

“It isn’t good, I’m afraid. Is there anything I can get you?”

“Not that I want.” The man struggled for air. “Sorry about the skirmish, and losing the bitch-girl.”

“These things happen.” Fantasia shrugged. “It was one big inbara from end to end, really. That girl has divine protection.”

“Praed and Keech?”

“Turned up in the burnt out shell of the Merc. There were no real remains left to identify, but there were two bodies; I’m assuming it was them.”

“And me makes three dead,” observed Jones calmly.

“I’m sure you’ll be fine, with a bit of TLC.” Fantasia failed to sound convincing.

“We were outnumbered.”

“I know; I was there.” She gently patted his shoulder. “You did your best, and gave me time to escape... Mr Jones?”

There was no reply. The patient had faded into unconsciousness.
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A few minutes after 2 a.m. the following morning, the night-nurse on duty felt a waft of cold air, as though the door to the ward had been opened and closed again. She studied the security camera. There was nothing there—the door was closed and locked. Nobody could get in without her releasing the interlock from the desk. As she pondered, another breeze ruffled her hair. “A window open?” She went to investigate.

Unseen, the figure of a monk smiled, and walked the other way towards the room housing Fantasia’s injured henchman. He opened the door, and slipped in silently.

The man in the bed opened his eyes. “Who are you?” The words came out painfully.

“You can call me Brother Francis.” The monk’s eyes twinkled. “I am here to help you on your way. You have suffered enough, even for your own black crimes.”

“A man’s gotta do...” muttered Yolo Jones. “You only live once.”

“You have done much living,” the monk reflected. “You have been a very cruel man all your life.”

“Yeah,” Jones struggled to speak, “so what? Those people deserved what they got: feebleness justifies forfeit.”

“Does Ms Stanhope know what you’ve been up to?”

“She would have stopped me, I expect, but I managed to make a good living. Anyway, I suppose you’ve either come to kill me, or give me the last rites. I have no religion, so you are wasting your time. Did she send you?”

“Oh no.” The monk gazed down at the broken patient. “This is a private visit. No charge, not even for your life force, which is so low. I don’t know how you are holding on, and have survived for so long.”

“Me neither.” Jones’ voice was low and weak. “They said my injuries should have killed me, but I’m still here, in constant pain. What they have pumped me full of, I really don’t know. Are you going to get on with it and finish me off, or just going to stand there gloating? I welcome the release.”

“It won’t hurt,” said the monk. “Lie still.”

“As if I was for going out break-dancing.”

Francis reached, and laid his hand on the injured man’s chest. “I’ll take some of the pain,” he said, “and then your life force, and it will be all over.”

“You’re welcome.” Jones grimaced as the hand made contact with his shattered sternum, and then he relaxed. The expression of peace on the monk’s face mirrored his own for a few seconds, but then, Francis frowned. “This is not right. By the Mass, I should be taking your life, not giving it. Leave me be.” He started to choke.

“I can feel your life force,” exclaimed Jones, “flowing into me. No, don’t let go.”

Francis tried to tear his hand away, but it was locked in place as an invisible force pinned it to the bandages. He fell to his knees, but still could not let go. Slowly, he was being drained. As Jones greedily sucked up the energy, Francis’ fresh skin wrinkled, and sank into a sickly grey. The process continued unabated, until the monk had aged well beyond his allotted years.

With his last breath, Francis’ face seemed to morph into one of contentment. “At last,” his shrivelled vocal cords managed to gasp, “my long confinement on this earth is finally over.”

Behind the desiccated corpse, a dark mist formed into a more solid shape. “It has been a long time.” The voice came out of the air.

“Who are...?” Jones was wide awake now.

The wraith drifted away from the remains of the monk and dissolved into the invalid’s body as he tried to sit up. “You will find out soon.” A voice came from somewhere inside his brain, “before your life becomes mine.”

“Get out of my head.” Jones tried to regain control of his own thoughts. “Who are you?”

“You can call me Amon Goeth, and from now on you do as I tell you.”
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“Mr Jones, are you awake?” The night-nurse burst into the private ward. She gaped at the habit lying beside the bed, and the desiccated remains it contained. “What happened?”

Jones eased himself more upright. “I really have no idea. One moment I was asleep, and the next, there was this thing on the floor. Is it a student prank?”

“A bloody stupid one.” The nurse poked the cloak with her foot. “I’ll have someone’s head for this.” She suddenly took in the new Jones in the bed. “My god, you look so much better. It’s a miracle.”

“Or your excellent nursing. I feel pretty good. Maybe I’ve turned the corner now.”

“We can only hope... Is there anything I could get you?”

“I could murder... a cup of tea.”
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“I’m told you’ll be up in a few days, Yolo.” Fantasia settled herself on to the side of the bed. “It’s a miracle.”

“It is, isn’t it,” said Jones. “I feel absolutely blühend.”

“What?”

“Sorry...” He frowned. “I mean brilliant, radiant, full of the joys of Spring.”

“It’s not Spring yet.”

“Sorry ma’am, I’m a bit disorientated. When can I get up, and return to work?”

“The doctors can’t understand it, but you seem to be fit enough. The wounds are healing quicker than anything they’ve ever seen.”

“We Joneses come from tough stock.”

“If they give you the all-clear, you can start back as soon as you want.”

“Do you still need me?”

“Of course. Who else can I trust?” Fantasia looked thoughtful. “We have been having more trouble with that foreign mob who caused us all the problems before. They are moving in on our insurance customers.”

“Are they still around? I thought that after the fight in the warehouse, they would have gone back to Cabbage-land or wherever they came from, tails between their trotters. Surely the police are tracking them?”

“I don’t know, I’ve had enough problems of my own,” said Fantasia. “For some reason the European Anti-Fraud Office is insisting we show them the books.”

“Is there anything for them to find?”

“I hope not. The last thing I need right now is a bunch of unsociable bureaucrats throwing my organisation into disarray. I daren’t make a move without risking them following up on it. We need to break from that regime as soon as possible. Thank goodness there’s that referendum.”

“You want to leave the European Union?”

“It will be much better for our business. A vote to leave would throw the legal profession into chaos, and give us time to audit and correct our own operation, before the Fraud Office becomes a nuisance.”

“And that’s where I come in?” Jones grinned. “I can think of a few ways to tip the voting.”

“I have work for you, yes,” Fantasia lowered her voice, “but not in that area. We need to be more subtle. I’ve recently taken on a young man who has a vested interest in staying out of the spotlight, but is a genius with technology. He will have his talents tested in the next few months.”

“And me, ma’am?”

“I will make sure you are adequately compensated. You will not officially be on the payroll, but I think you will enjoy the challenge I have planned for you.”

“Are you wondering,” Jones theatrically rubbed his hands together, “if there are a few key people, who could perhaps be persuaded to reconsider their opinions regarding the vote, in exchange for the continued wellbeing of their families and friends?”

“I’d rather you didn’t do it that way, but there may be certain funds made available for the setting up of a small office, say for private investigation perhaps. That office could then operate independently, and work on an anti-EU campaign. We can talk about it later, once you are established.”

“It will cost money, ma’am. There will be many expenses setting up such an operation.”

“I’m sure that your employee insurance will be owing you quite a bit for the injuries you suffered.”

“I didn’t know I had any.”

“Strictly speaking, you didn’t, but there are ways the books can be adjusted to allow you some compensation. You might soon find that your bank account looks quite healthy.”

“Rather like me then,” affirmed Jones.

“Rather like you,” agreed the woman.

“When do I start?”
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In the hospital mortuary, the medical examiner and two detectives were gazing at a shrivelled cadaver, recently moved on a trolley from a vacated private room.

“I can’t understand it,” the examiner remarked. “This thing has been dead for more years than I can imagine. It seems to be mummified. You should have taken it to the museum, not the hospital.”

“I don’t understand it either,” agreed Stevens, the taller of the detectives, “but if anyone can solve the riddle, you can, Doctor May.”

“I can’t see how a present-day crime has been committed;” said Cavan, the other policeman, “nothing to do with us really. How old do you think the corpse is?”

“It could be anything from a couple of hundred years upwards,” May observed. “It depends where he was preserved. Somewhere dry and possibly airless I would guess.”

“Any idea how he died?” Stevens tore his gaze away from the remains.

“First glance, there appears to be a deep cut on the forearm, but I can’t even estimate the age of death at this moment. I’ll take samples and send them off for dating. Once I’ve completed the post-mortem, I may be able to give you a more concrete idea how the poor wretch shuffled off.”

“We may not be required.” Cavan turned to go. “Probably some students messing around. Let us know in the event you find anything suspicious, although there’s nothing we can do, this long after the death.”

“That will have to wait,” said the examiner. “I have other cases much more pressing.”

“No problem, so have we.”
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“Not going home, Doctor May?” The receptionist popped her head into the office where the examiner was finishing off some notes on his workstation.

“Not right away, Laura. I might have a look at Johnnie X now—you know, the body from that private ward.”

“I’m sure it can wait, Doctor. I thought you might like to join us for a drink.”

“Maybe later. Where are you going?”

“The Flying Fox, if I can find anyone to go with me.”

“Ah.” May stood up and stretched. “I suppose it has been a long day. You go and get the drinks in; I’ll be there right away.”

Laura grinned. “The usual?”

“That would be good. I won’t be long.”

She nodded. “You’ll be last to leave. Make sure the outer door pulls closed behind you.”

“Don’t I always? Anyway, what is there to steal in here, unless Burke and Hare are lurking outside?”

“Just make sure. Please don’t be long.”

“See you there.”

 

May closed down the terminal, and packed his bag with a few reports to read later in the evening. “For if I don’t get lucky,” he muttered with a smile, “otherwise it can wait.”

He walked past the entrance to the mortuary and was about to hang up his lab-coat. “Did I hear something? Have I forgotten to turn off one of the machines?” He rested his hand on the door handle. “But then there’s Laura. The call of Laura is strong this evening,” he used a mock Darth Vader voice. “I suppose it’ll only take a minute to check up.”

He pushed open the door and icy cold air hit him. “Have I left one of the drawers open?” He shivered. “Must be my imagination. Look at me, work with stiffs all day, and here I am spooked by going into the theatre by myself. Zero points to Doctor May for being worried about a cliché.”

He switched on the main lights. The rows of covered tables stretched to the back of the room. “Last night was a busy night,” he muttered. “I hope the police have managed to trace the pusher of that bad shit. This amounts to mass-murder, and me with all the place full of cases that also need my urgent attention. Still, I should be able to knock this lot out tomorrow morning if I don’t get lucky and have to come in a bit earlier.”

A winking red light at the end of the room drew him. “Bugger. I thought I’d switched that machine off. Sorry to disturb you, guys,” he addressed the covered bodies. “Silly me, I seem to be talking to myself most of the time these days. Maybe I should consider a change of career... but then again, the stiffs don’t answer back, and never give me any aggro.”

The machine at the end was beside the covered remains of ‘Johnnie X’. He hesitated again. “I’m being ridiculous; the dead can’t hurt you. It is the living you have to be nervous of.”

“Yes, it is.” A cracked voice sounded. “The living.”

“What the hell...?” May gaped in horror as a skeletal hand from under the sheet gripped his wrist. He tried to pull free; the trolley came with him as the thing held on. He beat frantically at it. The grip tightened. His life drained away.
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From Limbo

Ankerita smiled. “You see, Didiubas, I am needed in the old world. We saved all those people on the train.”

“We did,” agreed the misshapen demon sitting in the fireplace of an ancient castle hall.

“It was difficult moving into that other plane, but in time of crisis, we managed.”

“As did the monk. He and I go back a long way.”

“You were both responsible for me being here,” said Ankerita darkly. “It was odd to meet Brother Francis again. He looked sound.”

“He did, after soaking up the life of that evil man.”

“I would like to continue to help the people in the old world, but I’m not sure we can do it again.”

The demon shook himself, and ashes drifted up the vast chimney. “You can’t. As time passes, your link with that place fades. You were fortunate to be able to return once, but don’t expect to be able to do anything like that, again.”

“So I am really dead?” The girl tilted her head on one side and regarded her companion.

“Yes, and possibly, and probably, and maybe, and no.”

“Cryptic as ever. You managed to return here with me.”

“Or you with me.”

“So where actually are we, now?” Ankerita considered her surroundings.

“Look around. Here we create our own realities.”

“Some old place?”

“Look, and see what is really here.”

“Oh.” As Ankerita stared, the building gradually took shape. The walls firmed and grew, and a ceiling appeared: a high ceiling, with wooden beams. Something stirred in the rafters. A jet of flame shot out from the demon’s claw, and a nicely-cooked pigeon dropped on the end of the table.

“Hungry?” asked Didiubas.

“Do I have to be?”

“Not if you don’t want.”

“It looks appetising, but you should have it.”

“I wasn’t offering. Are you cold?”

“No.”

“Then I’ll start the fire again.”

The demon leapt on to the table, and in the grate where he had been sitting, a log fire appeared. He devoured the roasted bird with a juicy crunch.

“I can feel the heat, even from here,” said the girl. “How is that? I thought I was dead.”

“You might have been, in that other world. There are many worlds.”

“And which one is this? Is it yours?”

The demon shrugged. “It could be. Each of us has our own eternity. Transition from the physical world to any of these is what you call ‘passing on’. You are in a staging area where you can move to any and all, as you have seen with our little adventure. You have the whole of Creation to choose from.”

“So I can transfer into other realities?” Ankerita gazed around thoughtfully.

“All of them. You only have to look.”

“I can’t see anything.”

“That’s what I mean.”

“If I’m dead now, did I exchange my life for Jo’s?”

“You did make that sacrifice for your best friend, yes.”

“And it was to do with the spell I performed?”

The demon smacked his lips, and wiped pigeon fat away with the back of his paw. “The ritual you completed to save her life opened a doorway between the worlds. You channelled the energy of those entities inside, to beat the infection that was killing her.”

“So I did good?”

“You saved your friend, but you failed to close the rift properly, afterwards.”

“I was being hounded by that bitch, Fantasia Stanhope. I had to hurry. Give me some credit.”

The demon grinned. It was not a pleasant sight. “No excuses,” he said. “You left the door open, and one or two beings that shouldn’t have, seemed to have slipped through.”

“Only one or two. That’s not so bad, is it?”

“Maybe one or two thousand; not sure, I didn’t count. I was too busy getting out of the way.”

“Cuds-me. And what are these beings? Demons like you?”

“Not really demons. More, sort of spirits, entities, aliens, bogeymen, property developers, anything you want to call them. Don’t worry, most have been intercepted, and are now locked securely away in Kathartirion.”

“The world between worlds?”

“The waiting area for sinful souls.”

“That must be quite busy.”

“Not really.” The demon’s hind leg was in the air, and he was now licking his nether regions.

“Do you have to do that?”

“Sorry, I forget you are of delicate sensibilities, my lady.”

“Don’t take the piss.”

“I wasn’t. I was only having a wash.”

“You know what I mean.” Ankerita scowled at the creature. “So what about the things that did get through?”

“I thought you understood that, in the world of corruption and complication, each of those fleshy bags of water blighting the surface is driven by what you call electricity: an organic power system.”

“I see it happening, but it hasn’t been explained. When I lived in the sixteenth century, nobody knew what kept people going: it was simply the force of life, given by God.”

“You weren’t that far out. That force is a field of evolving and volatile energy, driven by beliefs and ideals and morals.”

“Am I like that now, in this place, only a field of energy?”

“I suppose so.”

“But I can feel the heat, the grain of the wood on the table, the hardness of this bench.”

“It is your reality.”

“So what are you doing here, with me? Have I created you? I thought you said this reality was mine.”

“We can share, can’t we?”

“That’s not an answer. Do you always have to be so ambiguous?”

“Look, I’m only a minor demon, one of an infinite number, created by you. What would I know?”

“And is Kathartirion, where the escaped ‘things’ are, another of these realities?”

Didiubas scratched his head, and regarded the material now under his claws. “If you must know, everyone has their own demons. The souls and the demons become linked. If the soul succumbs to the demon, then it is taken to Kathartirion for judgement when the body dies. Sometimes the demons can be separated, and the soul is then judged. Sometimes they have become one, and then there is nothing that can be done for them, and they are sent to something you might call ‘Hell’, but has many names depending on your religion or otherwise. Even I had my own little hell, and there, I was allowed to torment a few souls deemed a lesser problem. It was fun.”

“The souls are sent to Hell? By whom?”

“Each religion and belief has its own adjudicator: spirits on a higher plane. They make the judgements. What amuses me most is how they deal with atheists or agnostics. If you don’t believe in anything, then how can you prevent the real demons getting in.”

“And how are these non-religious people tried... if they’ve led a bad life of course? I’m sure that most are good people.”

“There is no leader in their own faith, so usually it will be a random choice of someone recently died.”

“So they could find themselves being judged by Napoleon...?”

“Or Spike Milligan, or Oscar Wilde...”

“By the rood.”

“Possibly.”

Ankerita shook her head. “I saved some lives and made a difference. But you say I can’t do anything like that again?”

“It gets harder with each visitation.”

“Can I still contact people in the other world, without physically manifesting?”

“You can try, but usually their heads are so full of the daily crap, that they can’t hear you... or won’t hear you.”

“I agree, it was difficult to get through to that train driver. I feel I am losing the ability to make myself heard.”

“A lot of people feel that way,” muttered the demon. “If you really want to get through to someone in the physical world, try when they are sleeping. Sometimes you can visit them in dreams. It’s not easy—like trying to see through a thick net curtain, and talking to someone in another room. And then, most people’s dreams are quickly forgotten when they wake up.”

“I will try. I would like to see what Jo is doing now. Did she get away from Stanhope? It would be a shame if she didn’t, after all that hard work. You said something earlier about a gun?”

“I might have let one off to give her time to escape,” said the demon. “Yes, your friend did get away. I think she’s got a job with some international organisation now.”

“That was quick.”

“Time moves differently in the world of excuse and excess.”

“Can I contact her?”

“Best not. She was distraught at losing you. It will only make matters worse. What could you do, anyway?”

“I could tell her I was okay.”

“Are you?”

“I’m here, aren’t I? Won’t she want to know?”

“Your friend is getting over the grief by throwing herself into her work. Don’t reopen that wound.”

“You might be right.” Ankerita sighed. “Now, about all these demons you say I let out.”

“You really did. The Summoning to heal your friend worked... with side-effects. You should have left it to someone who knew what they were doing... like the witch.”

“Genet! I’d forgotten about her... anyway, she wasn’t a witch, she was an enchantress.”

“You didn’t do so good there, did you?”

“‘Od rabbit it! Like me, she died in 1528. I really tried to get her out of Kathartirion.”

“And that was a great success, wasn’t it?”

“I was tricked by the gatekeeper. He didn’t tell me she would age that much when she escaped.”

“Or you were simply mad, thinking that you could get a soul out of that place and bring it back into the world of disappointment and despair. You should have listened to me.”

“You weren’t there.” Ankerita sounded peeved.

“I don’t like to make things easy. You could have called.”

“Like how? You never listen.”

“Yada, yada... What do you want, blood?”

“Perhaps a little bit of caring?”

“Caring? I’m a bloody chaos demon...”

“My bloody chaos demon. You should do what I tell you.”

“Yeah, well, maybe.”

“So, you are telling me that I’ve let loose a load of fiends?”

“Good isn’t it?”

“Stop smirking... I assume that is a smirk on your face?”

“Might be.”

“That black thing inside the terrorist was only the beginning, wasn’t it? Perhaps I should return to put it right?”

The demon’s smug expression vanished, and he shook his head. “Not again. Surely you’ve had enough of that place? Leave it alone. You haven’t even begun to explore this new actuality. There are an infinite number of worlds to discover, a universe of sensations you could not even begin to imagine in that old place. I can show you pleasures and sights that only a free spirit can experience. For example, you cannot feel pain.” He jabbed her with a clawed finger.

“Ow! You didn’t have to do that.”

A frown passed over what he liked to call his face. “That’s not right.”

“Too right it isn’t.” Ankerita swiped him across the head.

“I felt that too.” The demon looked puzzled. “We shouldn’t have any such feelings, not here.”

“So what does it mean?”

“How should I know?”

“Then I’ll tell you what I think,” said Ankerita firmly. “Unfinished business—that’s what it means. It is confirming my suspicion, that I really have to return in body.”

“Please don’t tell me you want to go back, after all we’ve been through.”

“You can come with me, or stay here.”

“I am your slave, Mistress.”

“Not a very good one, but perhaps you can tell me how I make a start on a full return, if you know.”

“I know, Mistress. I know everything.”

“That’s not what you said earlier, but do go on.”

“You won’t like it.”

“I’m sure I won’t. Now please tell me.”

Didiubas took a breath, causing the fire to gutter and a plume of smoke to billow into the room. Ankerita coughed. “Should that happen?”

“There is something amiss,” admitted the demon. “So you really want to go back?”

“For the last time, yes. I owe it to Genet at least.”

“The witch has gone. You saw her turn to dust as you tried to escape from Kathartirion.”

“Then who is that?”

Didiubas looked at the fire, where a series of images had formed in the flames licking up the huge chimney. “It looks like Genet.”

“And what is she doing?” Ankerita put her hands on her hips.

“From what I can see, she is kicking the shit out of a load of mean-looking characters. She seems to be in some kind of vault.”

“I think she is back in Kathartirion. Look, there’s that scoundrel of a gatekeeper who tricked us when we escaped.”

“He seems to be the other side of a couple of stout doors.”

“And he’s grinning. The maggot-pie has Genet locked away somewhere. See, her soul is still around. I do have to go back and rescue her as I promised.”

“Are you really sure?”

“I am. What will it take? As your mistress, I order you to help me.”

“If you’re going to be like that...” Didiubas looked sulky. “You must understand that the rules of returning from these other worlds are compound and chancy.”

“So folks have done it before? It can be done?”

“More frequently than you would imagine.” The demon brightened up. “You have options.”

“I like options...”

He gave an unpleasant leer.

“...but I know I’m going to hate yours,” observed Ankerita. “You may as well tell me anyway.”

“As you wish, Mistress. The best solution is to opt for being reborn. Rather than take all your existing baggage with you, you can sacrifice your past life experiences. Perhaps, if you found your last existence a bit dull, you would like to opt for a more challenging life. This of course can involve disabilities and mental problems... you would find it rewarding... in the spiritual sense.”

“No thank you. I’ve had enough challenges.”

“Or you could suffer more, by losing many people who are dear to you along the way. This is preferred by those who have led a blameless life, and now want to return, perhaps to study the scriptures and become seers and hermits or machine code programmers...”

“I wonder if that was me, in my life in the anchorhold. I certainly suffered... so no, that is not acceptable either.”

“How about this? People who have originally had a life of disaster and deficiency, sometimes can opt for a new existence, where they are favoured with fortune.”

“Sounds better.”

“I would warn you though; a few can handle it, but many find that they are unable to come to terms with the pressures of achievement and affluence, and squander their lives on drugs and alcohol, or suffer untimely accidents, or worse still, go on to make fools of themselves in televised competitions for fading, minor celebrities.”

Ankerita nodded. “But each time, I assume one has to be reborn, and go through life right from the start?”

“I guess so. Is that what you want to do?”

“How is that going to help Genet?”

“As I’ve said, time goes at a different pace in the world of scam and scaremongers. You do have time to grow up, and start again, and then you could search out the witch. It won’t have seemed that long for her.”

“I would live the whole of my life again: being born, sickness, school, suffering, speed cameras and soap operas?”

“That’s how it works.”

“There must be another way?”

“Nah...”

“You are wasting my time.” Ankerita took the demon by the throat and shook him. “I can see from your face that there is another way. Tell me, thou un-muzzled, dog-hearted, horn-beast.”

“There is a ritual,” coughed Didiubas. “It’s in the Book... I would strongly advise against it. You know how good you are with rituals.”

“What book?”

“Genet’s book: Liber Manes, the Book of Ghosts.”

“I’d forgotten. This plane really plays havoc with the memory. Wasn’t that destroyed during the Summoning?”

“In the world of bullishness and bureaucracy, yes, but as you have been transported, so has the Book. It’s here.”

“A ghost of a book of ghosts? Are you being serious?”

“Like this is a ghost of a castle, yes.”

“Ghost of a castle?” Ankerita released Didiubas, and looked around thoughtfully.

“It is the same castle as the ruin you first noticed. It has merely moved realities. The original was, of course, destroyed by Cromwell’s troops, but what the Lord Protector didn’t realise, when he ordered the slighting of the building, was that the stones themselves had stored the lives of the people who built it, and all the people who had lived and died in it since then. As with all man-made creations, there is something remaining in the fabric: an essence, a spirit of the structure, if you like.”

“All man-made objects? You mean I could have a haunted car or washing machine in the real world?”

“Didn’t you realise that the car, that vehicle you used to get around in, was a bit more than it seemed?”

“It was the Chariot of Morgan Mwynfawr, one of the Thirteen Treasures of Albion—of course it was a bit more than it seemed. So is everything else haunted in that world?”

“It doesn’t always apply. Modern creations, of course, are made by machines, and so they don’t have any residual energy—you normally don’t get a haunted phone or bouncy castle, although sometimes people think they have minds of their own, which may only be residual spirits, demons, gremlins, or whatever you want to call them. Those items, which are created by people personally, do retain something. For example, in the case of a shirt from a sweat-shop, that potency, although present, is very low. The force goes up with the commitment and personal involvement of the creator. A castle was a work of love and toil and craftsmanship, and is the ideal place for the modern ‘soul about limbo’... which is why you are here.”

“I did wonder. So where is this Book of Ghosts?”

“On the table, right under your nose.”

“Oh, it wasn’t there when I last looked.”

“In this world, you only have to will it to be. You have a lot to find out. Stick with me, kid, you might learn something.”

“Stick with me...? Have you been watching those Bogart movies again?”

“Might have been.”

“Are you going to ‘teach’ me the ritual?”

“Read the Book.”

Ankerita opened the tome on the table. She narrowed her eyes as she flicked through the pages.

“I see. Before, I couldn’t understand some of the writing, but now it all seems to make sense. The lewd pictures are the same though.” She lingered on a page with a series of diagrams featuring a young couple, and a strange demon that made Didiubas seem almost handsome. “Who’s this?”

“Baal-Peor. An old mate of mine.”

“I know of him,” admitted Ankerita. “The Prince of Poo. A bunch of retards tried to sacrifice me to him, but cocked it up, and instead called up a rock band with the same name. They were not pleased. I did a few gigs with the band afterwards. The audience loved me. I should have been a rock goddess...” she faded, gazing into the fire.

“Never mind that.” The demon turned the pages for her. “Here is what you need.”

“I see.” Ankerita traced the words with her finger. “It says that I will have to sacrifice something valuable in order to move back into the real world. What does that mean? I don’t have anything with me.”

“That’s the great thing about being dead; you leave all the usual diversions behind.”

“What can I sacrifice to get back?”

“Usually it will be something very important to you, that you actually do have. It could be anything.”

“As long as it’s not my mind,” said Ankerita.

“Would you notice?”

“Dewberry. I need to rescue Genet like I promised. Now, please sit still and let me get on with the ritual. Oh, there’s really not much to it.”

“I would advise you to hold on to something,” said the demon. “The charms work so much better in these worlds, where the fabric that holds everything together is unstable.”

“I’ll believe that when I see it.”

“Read the words out loud.”

“Will it really work?”

“One way to find out.”

Ankerita grimaced at him, but began to mouth the words on the page. “I have been though many hardships in the past life of mine. I wish for those pains and sorrows, angers and frustrations, fears and uncertainties, to be reborn into something newer and stronger. I wish to be free from my past mistakes and misfortunes, not to be held back by them. I wish to suffer from them no more; for them to do me no harm. I wish for them to transform me into someone new, wiser, stronger, calmer, and more self-aware... So shall it be...” She looked expectantly at the demon. “Nothing’s happened.”

“Do the bit with the fire.”

“It’s not going to work.” Ankerita took a handful of red hot ash, and sprinkled it on to the book. “Ow, ow, ow... These burnt remains are to symbolise the life I am about to leave... waaaaaaa.”

The girl was now lying on the top of a motte, a hillock with a few ruined walls, being all that remained of the castle, destroyed four hundred years previously.

She groped around on the grass, and wailed. “I can’t see anything. I’m blind... and I’ve got no clothes on.”

“I told you there would be a sacrifice.” Didiubas sniggered beside her.

“God’s Teeth!”
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Brother Francis gazed with regret at the shrivelled corpse of the pathologist on the floor. “I am so sorry I had to do that,” he said to the remains. “I thought I was finished with this interlude, but the residual life in these poor drug-raddled unfortunates gave me just enough energy to get restarted, and you kindly provided the rest.”

He finished dressing in the dead man’s clothes, and regarded himself in one of the mirrors around the room. He sighed, and lifted the remains of the doctor on to the trolley, and covered it up again with the sheet. “That should give them something to think about,” he said. “Shame about the loss of my monk’s habit; someone at the hospital must have nicked it—thieving villains, but I guess it’s time I got up to date.”

He walked up and down the theatre a few times, swishing the white coat as he turned. “More practical,” he muttered. “Perhaps I will fit in better with the populace now. I like the facemask. That could prove very useful, if I don’t want to be recognised. Farewell my friends, and thank you for your last gift to an old man.”

Francis performed one last flourish with the coat, and left the theatre, and the morgue itself, carefully pulling the outer door closed behind him, as instructed.
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The Office

Since the black entity took him over, Yolo Jones had been struggling to reassert his own personality. At first the creature, or whatever it was, identifying itself by the name, ‘Amon Goeth’, had taken him by surprise. Jones could see what was happening to his body, but was powerless to do anything for himself. Goeth, totally in control, had discharged them from hospital, and then the first time they were in the open air, he hesitated. “This is not familiar at all.”

Inwardly, Jones smiled. Goeth was powerful and dominating, but faced with a city street was completely baffled. The entity briefly lost his grip.

“Stuck are you?” Jones sneered.

“I am in control,” faltered Goeth.

“Off you go then. See how far you get.”

“Scheisse.”

“And you can cut that out,” snapped Jones. “Speak English, or shut the fuck up.”

A couple nearby on the pavement gave him a strange look and hurried past.

“You’re drawing attention,” remarked Jones. “See that place over there. Let me have my legs back and I’ll walk you in.”

“That makes sense.” Goeth slackened his grip on Jones’ mind. “Don’t try anything.”

“Like what?”

“Good point.”

Jones crossed the road and entered an ancient timber-framed tavern. It was dark inside, and being still early in the day, virtually empty. He bought a pint of ale and settled into a remote corner. “I’d have got you one, you arse,” he said, “but you can’t drink, can you?” He smiled as he felt the entity’s frustration. “Go on, take me over again,” he challenged, “and see how far you get.”

“Jah, jah,” Goeth conceded. “I understand. I do need you to get about this place. Don’t try to push me out.”

“And how would I do that?” retorted Jones. “Therapy? I presume I’ve gone mad, hearing voices in my head.”

“No,” said Goeth. “You are perfectly sane. I am... I’m not sure how I would describe myself to you.”

“Have a try?” Yolo took an appreciative swig from his glass. “Nice; it’s been a long time since I’ve been able to drink properly.”

“This swill is awful,” Goeth complained. “Not like German beer.”

“Tough.” Jones took another mouthful. “I like it. If you want my cooperation, you will have to put up with things like this. What do you think about curry?”

“Curry? Is that from the East?”

“The East End. There are many curry houses there.”

“And what are the master race doing about that?”

“Master race?” Jones challenged. “Isn’t that what the Nazis used to call themselves? Who are you, really?”

Inside Jones’ mind, the entity seemed to sigh. “I am Amon Goeth, a major in the SS-Totenkopfverbände, the German elite, but over the millennia since my people arrived, I have had many hosts—I rid myself of the last one in a bombing, but the force of Goeth’s hatred always comes through. Inside him, I recognised a sadistic streak that excited me. Once I had him, I helped him to evolve into the evil legend he became, as we took part in the cleansing of the human race. Unfortunately for Goeth, they lost the war, and he was beaten to death in a cellar. I left that body when it died. I have been hopping between useless hosts, waiting for another Goeth... and then I found you.”

Jones shook his head. “I’ve seen the film. As far as I know, Goeth was the worst of the worst. You think I’m that evil?”
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