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 Foreword

 


H. K. Hillman

 


I know, it’s something of a morose title for a
Christmas anthology. That’s because most of this year’s tales are
on the dark side. Almost all have happy endings but they come from
dark places to get there.

Poverty and deprivation, lost in the big city, war,
sacrificial ceremonies, slavery, a parent lost, and more. I think I
am in danger of having produced one of the more cheery stories this
year – which is definitely a first!

I suspect it is because of the ongoing covid farce,
which now sees those who chose to ride the vaccination train
finding they are unable to get off it. The vaccines last for mere
months then you have to get injected with more of the same. The
vaccinated are terrified they will catch the disease they are
vaccinated against from the unvaccinated who aren’t sick. Really.
That is how our world works now

We have lockdowns that appear and disappear at
random, we have restrictions that come and go, travel restrictions
that change at the drop of a hat and nobody knows if they will
still have a job or a business tomorrow. Is it really so surprising
that the current stories have taken a gloomier turn? The whole
world has shifted into a very dark place indeed.

This has had little effect on me, really, since I
was always in that dark place waiting for the rest of you.
Lockdowns? I rarely go anywhere anyway, and my level of social
interaction draws criticism from cats. I can’t lose my job, I’m
retired from microbiological research and as for this job, well I
own it. It can’t be closed down for ‘social distancing’ since Leg
Iron Books exists entirely online. To the extent that, sixteen
anthologies and multiple other books in, my co-author, Roo B. Doo,
and I have never met in person. I have socially distanced for my
entire life.

Interestingly, our new author for this volume is
someone I have actually met in person, once. I am delighted to
introduce David Davis, and even more delighted to be able to say
that in sixteen anthologies, every single one has introduced at
least one new author.

Long may it continue.
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 The
Den

 


Marsha Webb

 


Jack and Daniel ran to the woods behind Daniel`s house along the
well-trodden path between the whispering trees that led to their
favourite place, their den. The sky vanished completely underneath
the rich overhanging canopy of the interwoven branches. Their
frosty breath travelled in front of them like a ghostly spirt
guide.

The den came into view. A glorious wooden structure, pained
green to blend in with the trees and a three step chain ladder
dangling freely in the gentle wind. Daniel`s dad had helped them
make it out of recycled wood. It had taken a whole Saturday to
build. Dad, Mum, Daniel and Jack had worked solidly from 9am until
dinner time. Daniel`s mum had given them blankets and cushions to
give it a homely feel. They took their treasures to their precious
den; at that moment their treasures were a collection of conkers
which were all the rage in school.

“Mine`s a peggy eighter,” Jack bragged after spending all break
time taking on all comers with his shiny new conker.

“Mine broke today, but I'm going to get a better one from
these.” Daniel looked through their collection for the biggest,
shiniest one he could find. Another one of their treasures were the
autumn leaves that had fallen in the woods, in all different shades
of ruby reds, pumpkin oranges and passionate purples. They made
collages out of them, just like they had in school and put them up
on the den`s walls for decoration.

Daniel opened his bag “I nearly forgot,” he said dramatically
“Mum gave us these.” He opened the green Tupperware dish to reveal
six home baked chocolate chip cookies. Jack’s eyes lit up and his
belly rumbled, he was so hungry. Daniel shared them out and
rummaged once more in his bag, finding two chocolate milkshake
drinks his mother had also packed. Jack took one gratefully and
there was a companionable, comfortable, contented silence as the
two boys ate their cookies and drunk their milkshakes.

“Oh, I`ve just remembered.” Daniel tipped the remains of his bag
out revealing the shiny purple of a selection box. “I`ve had two of
these so I brought one for you.”

Jacks face lit up. “Cor thanks mate.” He examined the packaging
closely, noting which chocolate bars it contained then squirreled
it away in his empty ruck sack.

“What should we do tonight?” Daniel asked. Jack was always the
one with the ideas.

“We could knock doors and sing Christmas carols, might get a
couple of quid.” Jack replied eagerly.

“I don’t like singing and neither do you.” Daniel said, puzzled.
“We always mime in assembly.”

“I know but no one is paying us to sing in school.”

“I don’t think I know all the words to any of the carols,”
Daniel screwed up his face in thought.

“Okay, we will give that a miss, Top trumps?”

“What time is it?” Daniel asked, checking his watch at the same
time. “Six O clock, I`ve got to be in by seven or my mother will go
mad. She wants us to all have our usual Christmas Eve dinner
together. Boring.” He gestured, flapping his hand by his mouth to
emphasise yawning.

Jack thought that sounded lovely but he didn’t say so.

“Here's the torches.” Daniel passed Jack a heavy black torch. It
was quite dark by now; the battery lights Daniel’s mother had
draped around the den to make it look cosy didn’t give off much
light. Jack wrapped one of the blankets around his shoulders and
shivered slightly, he didn't have a coat on. The boys played Trumps
and laughed at silly things until it was very dark. Daniel looked
at his watch.

“It's ten past seven, my mum's gonna kill me,” he shouted
dramatically, packing his things into his rucksack frantically.

“Can you stay a bit longer?” Jack asked, sad to see his friend
leave and the evening over.

“No I'm supposed to be in at 7:00 or she will go mental.” Daniel
was panicking, climbing from the tree house quickly.

“I wish my mom was like yours. She doesn't care what time you
get in,” he shouted, already running down the familiar path towards
his home.

“Happy Christmas.” his voice faded as he got further away.
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Daniel ran all the way home, down his quiet cul-de- sac and up
his garden path. The solar lights in the shape of Santas along the
side of the path lit his journey to the front door. The holly
wreath twinkled with the lights his mother had entwined around it.
The hall lights were on, normally a welcoming beacon from the cold
night but now seemed to shout loudly you are late, where have
you been? They are waiting for you. Daniel knocked loudly on
the brass lion on his red front door. He took deep breaths so that
it didn’t look like he had run all the way home and waited for the
inevitable.

“Daniel, you're late. I've been worried.” His mother shouted
crossly. “Your dinner is on the table and we are all waiting for
you to eat.” Daniel `s mother was smartly dressed but with a
tell-tale apron around her waist. He knew that his parents and
little brother would be sat at the table waiting for his arrival.
The table was set for the four of them, his mum and dad had a glass
of red wine in front of them and there was a glass of fruit juice
for him and his brother. The lights on the Christmas tree were
bright and cheery in contrast to Daniel`s frosty face. He sat down
to his mom's homemade pie, mashed potatoes, vegetables and gravy
without a word.

“What's the matter with you?” his mother questioned as she took
his empty plate.

“Why can't you be more like Jack's mom? She doesn't care what
time he comes in, she doesn't get cross when he's late.” Daniel
answered sulkily.

“I just want to know that you're safe, that's all.” his mother
answered quietly. “Now come on, it’s time for bed. Let’s get Santa
his mince pie and a carrot for Rudolf.”

Daniel pulled a face “Mum, I’m too old for that now, I`m ten.”
Daniel huffed at his mother.

“Come on Daniel, don’t spoil it for your brother, he’s younger
than you and he loves this.”

“Let him do it then.” Daniel sneered and went upstairs to have
his bath.

“Someone is ungrateful tonight.” his dad commented just as he
left the room.

After his bath, Daniel put on his fluffy pyjamas, hung his
stocking up then got into bed and was soon fast asleep.
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Jack climbed down from the tree house slowly; he hated leaving
his favourite place, his den. He walked in the opposite direction
to Daniel, his home was further away. Jack`s street was still a
hive of activity, despite it being dark and there being a nip in
the air. A group of boys were on their bikes doing wheelies and
showing off to each other. A couple were dragging a mattress out of
their front door, shouting and swearing at each other because of
how difficult it was to manoeuvre out of the door. Two women were
leaning over their fence chatting loudly with cans of cider in
their hands. Jack walked unnoticed, almost invisibly towards his
house.

He walked through his broken garden gate, it squeaked in
response to him signalling his arrival home and up to his front
door. He avoided the smashed flower pots and bundles of wet
newspapers by the step and opened the blue, cracked front door with
his key. “I’m home mum,” he shouted. There was no reply. “Mum.” he
called, picking up the pile of letters from the floor in the hall
and stepping over the piles of shoes and coats on the floor. His
mother was in the room sat on the sofa, her phone in one hand and a
cigarette in the other. The room smelt of cheap perfume, cigarette
smoke and wet dog. Jack ignored the mess of magazines, clothing and
wine bottles strewn around.

“What's for dinner mum?” Jack asked hopefully.

“I`m on the way out, it`s Christmas Eve, get yourself
something.” she replied not even looking up and making eye contact
with him. Jack went into the tiny kitchen; every surface was
littered with unwashed dishes and empty food cartons. He sighed,
wondering what Daniel`s mum had made him for dinner. Opening the
fridge, as usual it was almost empty apart from the cans of beer,
there was always beer. Rummaging at the back he found a lump of
cheese, he folded some stale bread in half and put the cheese in
the centre then took it up the creaky stairs to his bedroom.

There were no Christmas decorations in the house, but Daniel`s
mum had let him have some spare tinsel after they had finished
decorating the tree. He had loved that day, being with Daniel`s
family baking mince pies and decorating the tree. Daniel had kept
moaning that it was lame, but for Jack it had been one of the best
days of his life. Christmas music, lots of lovely food and being in
the warmth and care of a family. He had stuck his tinsel on the
windowsill.

His room was cold and damp with the wallpaper peeling off the
walls and black mould spots, like an army of marching ants going to
war. His curtains were torn and had been hanging half off the rail
for as long as he could remember. He trod carefully around the
boxes his mum stacked in his bedroom. Boxes full of stolen things
she was trying to sell, cheap perfumes, fake bags and shoes, make
up.

He lay on his bare mattress on the floor and pulled his stained
duvet around him to keep warm and to drown out the noise of his
brother`s heavy metal music in the bedroom next door. He ate the
sandwich quickly. It didn’t dent the feeling of hunger that growled
inside him like a caged lion. That feeling followed him through his
day to day life.

He took off his jeans and stained jumper revealing his unwashed
pyjamas. He always wore them under his clothing to keep him warm.
He laid his outfit down on the floor. He noticed it was grubby and
creased, not like Daniels pristine clothing. His mum washed it
after every wear. Jack couldn’t remember when his uniform was last
washed or his jeans.

Wrapping himself in his duvet and closing his eyes Jack settle
down to sleep. Just this once, he fell asleep with a smile on his
face. Tomorrow was Christmas day and he had a whole selection box
in his bag.
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 The Black Chicken

 


Mark Ellott

 


“There’s a turkey shortage, apparently,” War
said.

“Mmm?” Without taking his eyes from his
newspaper, Death lifted his legs as she ran the vacuum cleaner
underneath them.

“I said…”

“I heard. There’s a turkey shortage.
So?”

“So, what about Christmas dinner?”

Death lowered his paper and looked over the
headlines pronouncing Napoleon’s defeat at Toulouse, locking his
glowing eye sockets with her dark lined eyes.

“What about it?”

“Well, you will be expecting one, won’t you? And
turkey is traditional.”

“We are supernatural beings made of
ectoplasm…”

“Don’t get all reasonable with me.”

He continued to look at her, fascinated as ever
by this cross between a goth and an Egyptian pharaoh who stood
before him gripping the vacuum cleaner as if it was a weapon,
which, if one thought about it, it could very well be. His gaze
strayed down her left arm, and he frowned. A new tattoo. At this
rate, she wouldn’t have room for any more.

“Well, what, then?”

“Well,” she sighed as if on stage, “what are you
going to do about it?”

“The shortage? It’s a human problem. Nothing
to do with me. Besides, I suspect it’s like the petrol shortage.
Not really a shortage at all, rather, the hysterical screeching of
journalists who are feeling a bit left out of things. It makes them
feel important.”

Death had always been bemused by human activity.
How a species could survive while being so self-destructive and how
so many of them could believe such utter nonsense even when their
very eyes were looking at the evidence that contradicted what they
were being told puzzled him. Sometimes, he thought, ruminants made
more sense. At least they were predictable.

“You will have to go out and find one.”

“Me?”

“Yes, you. What are you doing at the moment?
Lounging about reading a two-hundred-year-old newspaper. Besides,
you know how it all ended. You collected the dead from
Waterloo.”

“It’s my day off.”

“It’s mine as well, but someone has to tidy the
place up.”

“I never did before you moved in.”

“I noticed. There were cobwebs that came from
paleolithic spiders.”

“I rather liked those. Gave the place a
lived-in look.”

She snorted. “Oh, go on. Get us a turkey.”

Thus it was that Death found himself out on his
horse, with the raven for company, making his way from one turkey
farm to another. Some turkeys became alarmed at the sight of him
and scuttled away gobbling and fussing as if their demise was
imminent, which, given the nature of the caller and the time of
year, it was.

The raven squawked in delight.

“Stop laughing. It isn’t funny.”

The admonishment merely made the raven laugh
even more.

“Anyway,” said the farmer, “as I was saying, we
ain’t got none spare. Should have called in weeks ago. All this lot
have been claimed. There’s a shortage, you know.”

Death turned from the farmer and looked from one
bird to another, noting grimly to himself as they swallowed when
fixed with his gaze, that this didn’t look much like a shortage to
him. Indeed, it looked the exact opposite of a shortage. He smiled,
nodding at the birds, before lifting a bony finger to the hem of
his hood in salute.

“I’ll be back…”

The raven cawed.
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Somewhere in Indonesia.

 


The ayam cemani is a chicken. It is black. As
black as you can imagine and then even more black. Blacker, it is
said, than a black hole and that’s pretty black by most standards.
Its feathers are black, its eyes are black, its beak is black and
so is its comb. Beneath its black feathers is black skin concealing
black organs flesh and bones. So when referred to as a black
chicken it is super black, so black even Death would struggle to
compete. Indeed, the blackness impressed him and he wasn’t easily
impressed.

Aulia was an
ayam cemani chicken. She had been specially bred because of her
pigmentation. She was expensive, too. The breeder could make
thousands of dollars from just one chicken and he was breeding them
continuously. What he remained cagey about was that they were being
bred for sacrifice. It was good luck to pour the black blood of an
ayam cemani as a ceremony to start a project for example – in this
case, breaking ground for a new office building. Lucky, that is,
for everyone but the hapless Aulia.

There was a small, select gathering that grew in
size, person by person, as curiosity combined with invites brought
people in to see the goings on. The local mayor and a few other
dignitaries along with the project manager were waiting for the
crowd to settle. The mayor was to dig the ceremonial sod to start
the project and then pour black chicken blood into the hole as a
sacrifice for good luck. It occurred to Aulia with her limited
intelligence that this didn’t seem very lucky at all. Indeed, she
felt that it was extremely unlucky. Confined in a small cage
awaiting her debut for the big event, she looked about her and saw
on the fringe of the crowd a cloaked figure carrying a scythe.
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Death looked at the scene, desultory as it was,
in the drizzling rain. Collecting the soul of this small bird was
one thing, but the thought crossed his mind that maybe he could
kill two birds as it were, smiling to himself at the pun. If there
was a shortage of turkeys, then a chicken would do. War would see
the symbolism of an all-black bird as well. It would go with her
leathers and makeup, he thought, nodding to himself as he engaged
in a moment of self-congratulation.

He leaned on his scythe as he watched the small
crowd gather and grow. The project manager, puffed up with
self-importance—almost as much to match that of the mayor—stood
with the cage in his hand as various people gathered around the
small podium. When everyone had settled down, he leaned to the
microphone and gave a small speech—well, longish to Death who was
growing bored with his failure to just get on with it.

What is it with these people who like the
sound of their own voices? It’s going to be a building site. No one
is interested. They are here to see the chicken get its throat cut,
but on and on and on…

He stood up straight as the man stopped. Death
glanced at his watch. The man had been wittering on for nearly
twenty minutes. If it was possible for people to fall asleep
standing up, Death thought here would have been a few who would
have nodded off by now. Certainly, scanning the faces in the small
gathering there was a blankness in the eyes as they glazed over
with the stupor brought on by boredom induced by a bore.

Then the mayor stepped up to the microphone.
Death could almost feel the sigh as the assembly collectively lost
the will to live. He groaned inwardly.

Get on with it, fer cryin’ out loud.

Not that anyone was listening to him, as no one
could see him. The chicken could though, and she was giving him the
evil eye. Not that it bothered Death. The evil eye was something
that he was used to. It just bounced off him. The raven cawed in
delight.
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