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A warm welcome to Issue Two of Words Worth Reading

In this edition you'll find three brand-new, complete and exclusive short stories, and a brand-new, complete and exclusive novelette that introduces Stevie Beck. You'll also find a short story from the archives as well as Part 3 of the novel serialisation for Night Crawler. Part 4 next time.

One of the stories, Stevie Beck and the Egg Thief, replaces the previously advertised The Ace of Swords, which will appear in a future issue. 

Have fun reading the stories. I hope you enjoy them.
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This story started as an assignment for a writing course. I’d never tried science-fiction before so chose to set it in a near future world in the hope it would be easier to write. I was out of my comfort zone, but I really did enjoy writing the story.

~
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A flock of birds screeched and flapped outside the window. Marshall Jackson looked up from his crossword and knocked his ale over. The cold beer dripped off the table and soaked through his trousers. 

Nostrils twitching at the smell of cheap booze, he stood up quickly, rescuing his tablet from the liquid pooling across the surface, and kicked his stool over with a clatter. He would have sworn, but the Corporation didn’t allow swearing out loud. They always knew, and he couldn’t afford another hefty fine this side of pay day.

He righted the stool, shoved the tablet into his coat pocket, and pushed the stylus behind his ear. Tingles ran up and down his spine, warning him of...what? He hit a button on his wristband to stop the automatic alarm transmitting itself to Control. Until he knew what had set his pulse racing, he didn’t want Them knowing. 

Marshall went to the window. It was as dark as night outside, yet it was the middle of the day. Light flashed off the wings of the birds – blue, green, purple, black. They looked like starlings, but starlings hadn’t visited the city for fifty years.

Marshall tuned in to his memory banks. Starlings only came out like this in their hundreds these days, ahead of a storm. Once, they’d done it every evening before bedtime as the light slipped from the sky. Now they only did it when a storm was brewing. If they were starlings.

He swigged the dregs of his ale. It tasted of soap but it was all the Corporation allowed to be sold on licensed premises. He could drink what he liked in his own podule. That meant drinking alone, though, and Marshall hated to drink alone.

Within moments of him slamming his glass down on the table the robot was at his side to refresh his drink.

“No, thank you,” Marshall said. The robot jerked, turned her head, and looked at him. “Take the empty glass,” said Marshall. The robot whirred and jolted as she picked the glass up with pincer-like fingers and placed it on the tray next to the full glass. She looked at him again. “No drink, thank you.”

“THANK. YOU. FOR. YOUR. BUSINESS.” said the robot. “HAVE. A. NICE. DAY.”

Marshall snorted with laughter as he watched the machine in its ridiculous yellow shorts and matching cropped top wheel away.

He pressed his face against the cold glass of the window and realised the ‘great storm cloud’ was in fact a giant murmuration after all. 

That’s what starlings did, he remembered. They murmurated. But what had startled them? He watched, fascinated, as thousands of birds swooped against the purple sky making their beautiful undulating patterns. 

A symphony played in his head in time with the shapes they made as they gracefully moved up and down as one before heading off back to from where they had come. Almost as soon as they’d gone, fat rain drops splashed against the outside of the window.

Marshall sighed and pressed another button on his wristband. If there was a storm coming, he didn’t want to get caught.

His driverless vehicle reached the door of the Retro Bar at the same time that Marshall did. He climbed aboard and told it to take him to the station.

Sound surrounded him as the personal news reader reverberated around the interior of the small, glass vehicle. The tail-end of a news item caught his attention.

“...already flooding the plains outside the city...”

The plains outside the city? That’s where police believed DC Dave Winger was buried. Despite numerous searches, they’d never found his body.

“...floods have dislodged debris and uplifted trees,” continued the broadcast. 

Pictures were projected around the inside of the car, still images as well as silent film footage. The thought of debris being dislodged set his spine off tingling again.

“Deactivate news reader,” he said.

“NEWS. READER. DEACTIVATED.” said the wristband.  

Dave Winger was Marshall’s partner, until he disappeared in the middle of a top secret dark op.

“Change course,” he said. “Take me to Quadrant Six, Zone Seven.”

~
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Marshall got out of the vehicle and ordered a canopy above his head. Acid rain bounced around him, reacting to the thinner atmosphere, hissing and smoking as it hit the ground. He ordered a respirator, fighting the mild claustrophobia already creeping up on him. The canopy alone wouldn’t protect his lungs and eyes from the gases. 

Standing hands on hips and legs apart, he knew he should call it in. But there was no point in dragging anyone else out to this barren landscape in this godawful weather until he was certain there was something worth calling them out for.

In the valley a river raged. There was no river in the valley. “They’ve had a lot of rain somewhere,” he muttered. He looked through the goggles on the respirator mask to see uprooted trees and bushes rushing along in the swell. The respirator hissed clean, fresh oxygen into his lungs and kept the goggles free of mist. 

Marshall tried to get his bearings. It was more like a moonscape than the landscape he remembered. Last time he was here it was covered with heather and gorse. Even the trees had enormous ferns at their roots. Now there was...nothing.

He turned full circle and spotted a large boulder in the distance. The Agglestone Rock. Apparently dropped by the devil on his way to drop rocks on Salisbury Cathedral. The cathedral was long gone, but the Agglestone Rock still stood.

Marshall trudged through mud until he reached the forty-foot boulder standing on its end. No one knew how it had got there, for there was nothing like it for miles. 

With his back to the rock, Marshall faced towards the sea, which was much closer now than it had been when the devil had done his rock-flinging. He paced around to the other side so he was facing inland, screwed up his eyes, and peered into the distance. 

Now the scrub was gone he could see much further than before and...yes, he could see a grey shape in the distance. He made his way towards the old bunker.

The police had scoured this area for days looking for Winger after receiving a tip-off from a concerned citizen. Even the latest geo-phys equipment had failed to find any trace. After three weeks, the search was called off.

Most people thought the bunker dated back as far as the twentieth century, assuming it had been built during the Second World War. But it was much, much later than that. A lead- and concrete-lined underground chamber built to sustain a nuclear war when idiots ruled countries, a hair’s breadth from pressing the Red Button. But nuclear war had never materialised and these chambers lay hidden all over the country.

The bunker was clad in a ceramic shell to cloak it from any subterranean scanning equipment. Marshall stared. It had been concealed before the storm, behind the gorse, the heather, the scrub. But now it lay open to the elements.

Marshall could walk away and forget about it. Or he could call it in, give closure to Winger’s family, hoping there was nothing on the body to connect Dave Winger’s death to him. But how would he explain his presence here today?

He could come clean, admit they’d had a fight, but say it was an accident. Someone had seen two men fighting up on the plains around the time Dave Winger went missing, triggering the days-long search in the first place. But so far, Marshall had not been identified as one of the men.

Marshall decided to keep it that way. 

––––––––
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the end
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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 Mucky Duck is one of those stories.

We were given the prompt ‘living’ and that was all. We could choose whatever we liked and we didn’t even need to use the prompt. As soon as I knew that Geoff King made a ‘living’ as a hit man, I had my story.

~
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Geoff King tugged the thick woolly hat down over his ears and pulled the collar of his donkey jacket up around them. It was a dirty night. He’d sought shelter under a low-hanging tree but the rain was seeping in through his clothes and his feet were turning numb.

He stepped from one foot to the other and back again in an attempt to keep warm, blowing hot breath on finger tips that were turning to ice, shifting the shotgun from one shoulder to the other. 

Geoff made a half-decent living as a hit-man – when he wasn’t inside for aggravated assault. Jobs like this one would normally make him seriously consider a change of career. But this job, this job was personal.

A taxi pulled up outside the upmarket public house across the road and two people got out. Geoff melted into the tree as far as he could, catching a whiff of the bloke’s blueberry-flavoured vape. The woman flapped a hand in front of her face to disperse the smoke but didn’t pause in her constant chatter. They dashed into the Mucky Duck, hunching their shoulders against the rain, and the taxi splashed through a puddle as it pulled away, the driver already acknowledging his next fare over the radio.

The Mucky Duck, thought Geoff with a sneer, looking up at the well-lit shingle as it creaked in the wind. It was always the White Swan when he used to come here. But that was a long time ago.

~
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Two weeks earlier

Geoff could hardly wait to tell Linda his news. He sat in the prison visiting room nervously jiggling his right leg up and down, a habit that had got worse during this last stint. He stared at the hands of the clock crawling towards the hour in between watching the double doors that led to the outside, to freedom. 

There was a bit of a kerfuffle and prison guards appeared in the corridor, leading a line of visitors in. 

Geoff watched out for Linda among the familiar faces. She was right at the back. He wished he could greet her with a hug, but that wasn’t allowed. Still, there would be time for that soon enough.

“They’re letting me out!” he announced after they’d greeted each other.

“When?” asked Linda, eyes wide.

“Next week!” he said, a big grin stretching his cheeks until they ached.

“So soon?” said Linda, astonished.

“Yes! Isn’t it great?” He waited for her reply. “Aren’t you pleased?”

“Of course I’m pleased...” 

“I can feel a ‘but’ coming on,” he said as his smile dropped.

“But...But...Oh Geoff!” she said, and promptly burst into floods of tears.

Geoff’s instinct was to go to her, to comfort her. But the prison guard caught his eye and shook his head with a stern look on his face, and Geoff stayed where he was.

“What’s happened?” he asked.

“Oh, Geoff!” she repeated. “It’s...it’s...Kofi!”

“Kofi?” he asked. “Kofi Appiah? Is he all right?” Geoff and Kofi had been best mates since school. “I haven’t heard from him. Did something happen?”

In between sobs Linda told Geoff her story, and Geoff felt his hackles rise.

“He raped you?” he said. Now it was Geoff’s turn to be astonished. Furious in fact. “You can’t be serious?”

“And he emptied your flat!” Linda wailed. She blew her nose into an already screwed up and sodden tissue. The prison guard stepped forward holding out a litter bin for her.

“Why would Kofi do any of those things?” asked Geoff. “I don’t believe it!”

“I wouldn’t lie to you, Geoff,” she sobbed.

“No, of course. I didn’t mean...I meant...”

“Why do you think he hasn’t been to see you?” she cried.

Hmm, she had a point.

Geoff didn’t really know what to think, or believe. On the one hand, he couldn’t believe that Linda would make something up like that. On the other, he didn’t want to believe that his best friend could do something like that either.

He used the rest of his time inside thinking up various scenarios and the different things he would do once he found out the truth.

~
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Two weeks later, Geoff pushed the Yale key into the lock and let himself into his flat. He hadn’t told Linda the exact date they were releasing him. He wanted it to be a surprise. He also wanted to process the state of his flat before he acted on any of his plans.

The solid door swung open to reveal a stripped hallway. All the furniture was gone. There were no pictures on the wall. A heavy clock that once ticked deeply was nowhere to be heard. As he walked from room to room he saw that Linda had told him the truth.

He breathed in through his nose and held his breath for a long time before blowing it out again. He knew what to do. He knew where to go. He knew his friend’s favourite pub. And once he’d arranged the gun, he’d make his way there.

~
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A bright yellow Ferrari pulled into the car park. Geoff couldn’t miss it. He recognised the driver instantly as the doors lifted into the air and his friend – his former friend – and another bloke got out of the car. The two men exchanged words, then Kofi went into the public house leaving the other one watching his precious car. 

Geoff watched Kofi’s progress through the bay windows of the pub, shaking his head at the number of places that left the curtains or blinds open when it was dark outside and the lights were on inside. 

When he had a clear shot, just before Kofi leaned in to nuzzle the neck of someone Geoff knew – very well – Geoff lifted the shotgun, aimed, and fired. The window shattered, glass scattered everywhere, and everyone inside the pub ducked. 

Normally Geoff would have scarpered without hanging around, but this time he sat down on the kerb, placed the gun on the wet ground beside him, and waited for the police. He didn’t have to wait long before the sound of sirens cut through the night air. And at least it had stopped raining.

~
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Less than twelve hours after being released from prison, Geoff King was arrested again and charged. But not with murder. Kofi had moved at the last moment, thus evading what could have been a serious and possibly fatal injury. 

Several hours later, Geoff was formally charged with attempted murder, being in possession of an illegal firearm, and criminal damage, and he was locked up on remand pending further investigations.

He had a lot of time to ponder his actions, but it didn’t take him very long to realise something,

If Kofi could afford a Ferrari and an associate to mind it for him, why would he need to rob a flat filled with second-hand mis-matched furniture? 

But more importantly, what was Linda doing in the pub with a man who’d allegedly raped her...?

––––––––
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the end
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stevie beck and the old annexe
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I originally wrote The Old Annexe as an assignment for a workshop. I never intended for it to be any longer than a few thousand words. But as the mystery grew, I realised it needed a lot more time and space.
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