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A warm welcome to Issue Three of Words Worth Reading.

We have another three brand-new, complete and exclusive short stories in this issue, and a brand-new, complete and exclusive novelette that introduces Nettie Campbell. 

You'll also find a short story from the archives as well as the final instalment of the novel serialisation for Night Crawler. 

Have fun reading the stories. I hope you enjoy them.
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A couple of years ago, in July 2023, I attended a fantasy thriller writing workshop. One of our assignments was to be set in Las Vegas and it had to be a fantasy. I was way out of my comfort zone with this one, but I really did enjoy writing the story and even the tutor said it was a fun romp.

~
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Olivia’s eyes followed Brendan’s progress around the Queen of the Night Ballroom while he checked that the video drones that hovered and buzzed were in full working order. There were about thirty of these tiny, winged electronic eyes, representing all those guests who couldn’t be there in person but who nevertheless wanted to share this special day.

The room was laid out in wedding style, with large roun tables, and gun-metal grey bows contrasting with the pristine white tablecloths. In the centre of each table was a pot of sweet-scented frangipani and queen of the night, the latter in full bud ready to bloom when the sun went down. 

Dotted around the edge of the dance floor were about a dozen tall, slender, decorative candlesticks, each holding either a tall, pale, silvery grey candle or a tall, pale, pearly white candle. Floor to ceiling sheer curtains in grey and white at the wall to wall windows meant she could still look out over the Vegas cityscape below. Air conditioning kept the searing Vegas heat at bay.

Olivia checked her watch. 

She was about to be married! By Elvis no less, her all-time favourite, who also promised to sing a song. To Brendan, the love of her life. In Las Vegas!

And yet...

Olivia’s gut twisted with anxiety and the string of pearls she’d been playing with slipped from between her fingers to rest in the hollow of her throat. 

A man cleared his throat in her ear. She turned to see the concierge and she smiled. “Mr Ramirez!”

“I have bad newsss,” hissed the concierge. “Elvisss is misssing...”

Olivia’s mouth dropped open in shock. “Pardon?” she said. “He can’t be. He hasn’t married us yet!”

Brendan appeared at her shoulder just as Olivia punched the speed-dial of their wedding planner into her mobile phone. She was about to ask where Elvis was when they were cut off.

“What’s happened?” asked Brendan in his soft, southern drawl.

Olivia filled him in as she tried the number again. 

Nothing. 

She shook the phone and stared at it. “I can’t get a connection.”

“Let me try,” said Brendan taking his phone out of his pocket. “Nope. Nothing.”

They both looked at Ramirez, who held his hand out. “My manager asssked me to give you thisss.” Between his fingers was a folded note.

Olivia frowned at Brendan but took the note, the pearls heating up against her skin as she read what it said: 

GIVE US THE NECKLACE OR ELVIS DIES.

“No!” she said, passing the note to Brendan. Her hand flew to her throat. “It was a gift!”

“Then Elvisss will die and there won’t be anyone to marry you,” said Ramirez. 

Olivia looked at Brendan. “Why do they want the necklace you gave me?” 

He quickly scanned the note before looking back at her. “I should have told you sooner,” he said. “I wanted it to be a surprise.”

“What?” asked Olivia, blinking at him.

“The pearlsss have certain...propertiesss,” hissed Ramirez. “My manager wantsss it ssso she can sssee into the future.”

“Then your manager has to earn it,” replied Brendan. “She must learn how to use its power. And even then she will only be able to use it for the good.”

“What are you two talking about?” asked Olivia.

Brendan’s grey gaze was drawn to the string of pearls around her neck and she saw the pearls reflected in his irises. The gems were glowing orange. “I’ll tell you all about it,” he said. “Later.”

She felt for the necklace again. The pearls burned her fingers, too hot to touch yet only warm against her throat. Then her hands were at the back of her neck, struggling for the fastener.

She couldn’t find it. The clasp was gone. But the pearls were pulsating against her skin.

“Brendan!” she said, turning so he could unclasp the necklace. “What’s wrong with it?”

“There’s nothing wrong with the necklace,” he said gently, turning her to face him again. “But it won’t be taken by force.”

“I’m not taking it by force!” she argued. “They can have it if it means so much to them.”

“They’re forcing you to give it to them.” He turned to Ramirez. “Tell your boss it won’t work that way.”

The concierge shrank at Brendan’s words. “She’ll kill me if I don’t return with the necklasss!”

“And I’ll kill someone if my wedding is delayed!”

“I’m sure it’s just a misunderstanding that can be easily sorted out,” Olivia said, frowning again at the phone and checking the signal. “What’s wrong with my phone?”

Ramirez grew yet smaller inside his now oversized uniform. “My manager hasss blocked all communicationsss —”

“Rubbish!” snorted Olivia, blinking at him. Then she noticed that all of the winged drones were lying on the floor flickering. She pushed the concierge out of the way and marched to the doors. The man fell to the ground and crawled out of his uniform, a wrinkled, green creatre now with big yellow eyes. 

Olivia pushed at one of the doors. Locked.

She pushed at the metal fire bar. Also locked.

“I insist you let us out of here!” she demanded, spinning around. Then she stared as the creature morphed and split so that there were two of them.

They advanced towards her on all fours, long tongues protruding from their mouths. The creatures started to tremor, about to split again.

“Touch the pearls!” Brendan called as he crept up behind them.

Olivia did as she was told. She didn’t know what she was doing, but she trusted him. There was a flash. Brendan grabbed hold of the creatures and banged their heads together.

“Now try the door!” said Brendan, letting them slip to the ground. “While they’re unconscious.”

Once again Olivia did as she was told and this time the door gave.

“Quick!” said Brendan, pushing her through the door.

With both hands holding the door closed he looked around. “That, there!” he said, indicating one of the tall candlesticks that also adorned the hallway outside. She passed it to him and he jammed it behind the doors. “It won’t hold them for ever, but it will buy us some time.”

He ran to the lift, pulling Olivia behind him, and pressed the button. An ‘out of service’ notice flashed on the LED panel above the doors.

“This way!” shouted Brendan, taking her by the arm and dragging her to another door. He yanked it open to reveal a small office. On the floor lay the lifeless body of the real Mr Ramirez, in only his underwear. 

Olivia started to go to the man.

“Leave him!” said Brendan urgently. 

They headed towards the stairwell door. The fire bar gave this time. Olivia pushed the door open and started down the stairs to the next level,. Brendan right behind her.

With his free hand he lifted the lapel of his jacket and spoke into the back of his buttonhole flower. 

The language he used when he spoke into the receiver was still alien to Olivia, but she was starting to pick up snatches. It looked like Brendan’s internal communication system still worked as he barked orders into the microphone, but all she picked up was ‘Mayday!’

“What...did you...tell them...?” she panted as they ran down the stairs. 

“I’ve sent four of them in search of our Elvis,” he said. “And two of them in search of the manager.”

“Your army pals?” she asked. Brendan nodded. They’d all been in the Special Division together.

They reached the next flight of stairs only to see two more of the lizard-like creatures crawling up the steps towards them. The lizards split and became four.

“More fake Ramirez!” said Olivia, turning and running back up the stairs. She kicked her shoes off.

They returned to the third-level door. Brendan peered through the window. “No sign of our Ramirez,” he said, glancing up the staircase. He held the door open, ready to flee if necessary.

“Has he...broken through...the door?” gasped Olivia, holding the hem of her dress off the floor and taking the stairs two at a time. She paused on the fourth step, aware of the creatures heading their way. She leapt back down the stairs and pushed Brendan through the door.

“No idea!” said Brendan, rolling a giant steel waste paper bin against the door. “But that only goes to the roof.” He nodded at the staircase. “At least we’ll hear that if they break through the door,” he said, indicating the bin. He glanced towards the ballroom but turned the other way. “The doors are still barred,” he added.

“So he’s still in there,” said Olivia running the other way.

“Looks like it,” he replied, hot on her heels. “There’s a conference suite this way. They’ll have computers. It might only be the mobile networks that are down.”

The polished marble corridor turned this way and that before they reached a set of double doors just like the ones that led to the ballroom on the other side. Olivia pulled at one door while Brendan pulled at the other, both expecting the doors to be locked. But there were no fake Ramirez on this part of the floor to magic them closed.

The marble floor turned to plush, thick carpet. Olivia allowed herself to feel the soft pile between her toes. She looked around the room and sighed.

“It’s another ballroom,” she said, looking at the rows and rows of chairs laid out in theatre-style.

She and Brendan made a complete 360-degree turn.

There were no computers. 

“How do people work when they attend a conference here?” Olivia wondered as they walked the perimeter of the room. She looked through the exterior windows at the strip down below and crossed to the other side, where the interior windows there looked down onto the casino floor two levels below. She was mesmerised by the hypnotic, flashing lights on the slots machines and she felt her eyes start to glaze over.

“Laptops?” said Brendan, snapping her out of her reverie. “Notebooks? Cell phones?”

She blinked, shook herself, tore herself away from the window. “Do you have your mobile phone?” she asked. “I must have dropped mine in the ballroom.”

Brendan patted his jacket pocket and his face lit up. “I do, but I don’t know what use it’ll be.”

“There might be a signal on this side of the building.” She pointed at the exterior. “This glass is a different colour to the one in the Queen of the Night Ballroom. I think the windows over there are painted with an anti-mobile signal film.”

Brendan crossed the room towards her, rummaging in his pocket for his phone. “I thought the boss lady closed down the signal.” He took out his phone and looked at the screen, shaking his head and pushing his bottom lip out. “Nope. Nothing.”

“Bring it over here,” said Olivia. “Close to the window...” She took the phone from him and turned it this way and that. “There! Oh, no...it’s gone. No, there it is! No, it’s gone again.”

There was one bar barely showing on the screen, but it kept flickering off and on. She looked up at the ceiling. “We might get a signal on the roof.”

“Those creatures are on the stairs,” he replied, looking over his shoulder as though he could see them.

“There’s another fire exit over there,” she said, seeing the sign. “I bet there’s another staircase.”

The doors on the other side of the room were unlocked and they led onto a foyer that was a mirror image to the other one. Brendan jabbed at the elevator button and the out of service sign lit up. Olivia was already at the door to the stairwell. She didn’t remember any lifts that went right up to the roof anyway. That last floor was always a flight of stairs.

As they emerged onto the roof, Olivia blinked at the bright, hot sunlight. She wished she’d brought her shoes with her. The asphalt beneath her feet was boiling. It didn’t matter, though. Her feet would get used to it and she knew where the shoes were. Right now she was more concerned with seeing if there was a signal up here for Brendan’s phone.

Brendan, however, seemed more concerned with the flower in his buttonhole.

“Well, well, well,” said a female voice.

They turned to see who Olivia presumed was the manager standing behind the stairwell door at the edge of the building. With her were four henchmen, and Elvis.

On the woman’s nod, the four men grabbed Elvis and held him over the side.

“Let him go!” said Olivia.

“Oh,” said the woman, sucking on a cigarette in a slim cigarette holder. “I don’t think you really want them to do that, do you?”

“No lizard creatures up here?” said Brendan with a sneer.

“They don’t like the sun, dear boy,” said the woman, licking red sticky lips that matched red-painted talons.

“Please let him go,” said Olivia. “I’ll give you what you want, but not until you let him go.”

“But there are five of us, my dear,” said the manager. “And only two of you. I can kill you all and just take it.”

“It won’t let you take it,” said Brendan, patting his lapel down again. “It has to be given with generosity or it won’t be given at all.”

“Dear boy,” said the manager. “It is an inanimate object. If I want it, I can take it.”

“Try it,” said Olivia, wincing as she stepped onto another hot patch of asphalt.

The woman held out her free hand, but a bolt of orange burst from the necklace and licked at her hand.

“It won’t let you take it by force,” said Brendan.

“Then you must give it to me,” the woman replied.

“I will, willingly,” said Olivia. “But let him go first – and not over the side.”

The manager breathed in through her nose for a long time, then she exhaled and nodded at her men.

They hauled Elvis back onto the roof, looking only a little worse for wear but minus his wig. 

“Now!” shouted Brendan, startling everyone.

Two grappling hooks suddenly appeared over the side of the wall and five men and one woman wearing wedding outfits swarmed onto the roof, taking madam and her men completely by surprise. The henchmen shrank inside their clothes. As soon as they morphed into their lizard forms, the sun got them and they shrivelled up and died.

~
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As the last of the sun dropped below the horizon and the newlyweds danced to Love Me Tender, in the Queen of the Night Ballroom the queen of the night bloomed right on time, for one night only. 

Olivia touched the string of pearl necklace with her free hand and felt it burn ever so slightly.

“Don’t forget to tell me all about it,” she reminded her husband.

“Tomorrow,” he said, nuzzling her ear. “Promise.”

––––––––
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THE END
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the battle of stubbins bridge
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In 2023, I started a writing challenge. The challenge was to write 12 short stories in 12 months. I joined again in 2024. The Battle of Stubbins Bridge is one of those stories.

We were given the prompt ‘hysteria’ and 1 1,200-word exactly target. We could choose whatever we liked and we didn’t even need to use the prompt. I had no idea what to write a first, and then I remembered the black pudding throwing championships I’d recently read about, and an idea was born.

~
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Flora’s eyes widened with surprise as an entire black pudding flew through the air and missed a pile of Yorkshire puddings on a trestle table at the other end of the sports cage. It was swiftly followed by another one, and another. 

A loud roar erupted as the first Yorkshire pudding finally toppled and fell to the ground before rolling into the gutter. The third black pudding had hit its mark. 

“What on earth is going on?!” she said to no one in particular.

‘No one’ heard her over the hysteria.

She glanced around and saw people queuing up to throw more black puddings.

“They’ve all gone completely mad!” she exclaimed.

“Coming through!” shouted a voice from behind. Flora spun around to see a young woman heading her way, a platter piled high with more black puddings in her hands. 

There were various brightly coloured gazebos dotted around the small park surrounding the multi-use games area and the woman seemed to be heading towards one of those.

“Can I help?” asked Flora as the woman dashed past.

“No, thank you!” called the other. “I can manage!”

“Don’t worry about our Lily,” said another voice at Flora’s ear, this time a male voice.

Flora turned again and came face to face with a broad chest that had a university t-shirt stretched across it.

Raising her eyes until she met the lad’s intense blue ones, she found herself stammering. “I...er...it all seems so...busy.”

“That’s student rag week for you,” he said, stepping back and holding out a hand for her to shake. “I’m Richard Lancaster.”

“Oh...er...” she stammered, taking the offered hand. “Flora Yorke.”

His eyes crinkled and he started to laugh.

“Did I say something funny?” she asked, feeling a little affronted. She pulled her hand back and tried to discreetly wipe the palm on her jeans. All of a sudden her hands felt clammy.

He noticed the gesture and laughed again.

“Sorry,” she said. “It’s not you, it’s me. My hands start to sweat whenever I get nervous.”

He stooped down and muttered close to her ear, “Am I making you nervous?” He wiggled his thick, dark eyebrows up and down, but there was a mischievous glint in those brilliantly blue eyes.

“You didn’t say what I said that was so funny,” she said quickly, changing the subject.

He pushed his fingers through his thick, dark hair, glancing about at the kerfuffle that was going on around them. “You said your name was York,” he said. “I’m a Lancaster. It’s like the War of the Roses all over again, especially when we think about today’s special event.”

“Ah,” she said. “It’s spelt different, with an ‘e’ on the end. But I see what you mean. But what’s today’s special event?”

He waved an arm towards the hustle and bustle, students queuing up and throwing black puddings at the now precarious pile of Yorkshire puddings. There weren’t many of the latter left.

“That, my lady, is today’s special event.” He laughed again and bowed, in a most chivalrous fashion. “It’s our very own black pudding throwing championship.”

Flora turned to face him again. “You’re having me on!”

He held up his hands in his defence. “I swear, it’s true.”

“But what’s the point? What are we supposed to do?” she asked him.

“Well,” he said, folding his arms and stroking his chin. “First of all you have to put your name down. It’s a pound a pop. All proceeds to charity, of course.”

“It is rag week,” she replied.

“Then you get three goes to knock as many Yorkshire puddings off the platform as you can, using black puddings.”

“That’s far too easy!” she snorted.

“You reckon?” replied Richard, those thick, dark eyebrows shooting up behind his thick, dark fringe. 

His eyes started to search the park until he found what he was looking for. He gently grabbed her by the shoulders and turned her to face where a crowd of people were clustered around another trestle table with clipboards and forms. The woman she’d seen earlier was there too. 

“There,” he said. “Go and see Lily Stubbins. She’ll get you registered and you can put your money where your mouth is.” He grinned at her and they started to walk towards the registration table. “And there,” he continued, “do you see those two blokes next to Lily, the ones wearing gingham blazers and hats?” 
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