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Recite the prophecy, respect it's promise. 
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The Full Moon Society will greet them all in victory.
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Prologue





Whitechapel, London - 8th November 1888


Constable John Smith had heard the scream and felt a complete sense of dread wash over him as he scanned the open square. Having worked the beat of Whitechapel, he knew the sound could have been nothing more than a drunken exchange or perhaps a working girl's punter making off without paying. That said, John was all too aware of the cloud of darkness, fear, and dread that hung over London because of the Ripper murders. Knowing the city was haunted by the brutal killings of Jack the Ripper, he feared the scream meant something far worse. 

His brief conversation with Inspector Frederick Abberline had put him on edge. The respected inspector had set him the task of scouring the streets as if he knew the monster would strike again. Hearing the scream, abruptly cut shorter than its source had intended, John tensed and pulled the wooden truncheon from his belt. Still hearing its echo over the sound of churning water from the stone fountain in the square's corner, he settled his attention on a dark alley across from him.

Fighting to calm his racing heart and steady his shaking hand, John reminded himself he was an officer of the law and began to stalk towards the alley. Careful to keep his footfalls light, he hugged the line of the building until he reached the opening. Taking a moment to compose himself, John heard a sound that would haunt him for the rest of his life, and beyond.

The first sound that disturbed the eerie silence of the square was a tearing noise, like fabric being ripped along the seams, but the immediate accompanying sound told him it was flesh. It was a curious, sickening sound—wet and gurgling—as he undeniably heard a woman's final breath, her desperate struggle to cling to life as it slipped away. Sickened by the sloshing noise, John stepped into the open alley and did his best to sound authoritative.

'Police, show yourself.' John's voice quivered as he made his announcement. 'Step out from there.'

Standing a little away from the mouth of the alley, John waited for any sign the source of the noise had heard him. Receiving no response, he inched closer and peered into the shadows. Nothing moved in the darkness. Somehow, the shadows seemed darker, and as he edged closer, faint sounds of ragged breaths carried on the air towards him.

'Show yourself, I say. Stop messing around.' The shadows somehow stretched from the alley, extending like fingers of darkness until they reached John's boots. Unnerved by the strangeness, he instinctively took a step back and turned his attention to the opening. As if growing from the shadow itself, a figure moved and began to take shape before him.

'Come out, slowly,' John warned, his voice trembling as the enormous figure emerged from the shadows.

What stepped out of the alley was not human. Although it had the shape of a man, the figure towered over John as it sauntered into the open square. Somehow, it appeared to be made of shadow, and even the dancing light from a nearby streetlamp could not pierce the darkness that cloaked its body. Putting space between himself and the creature, John's eyes widened as the figure shifted and its features gradually became visible.

As the shadows of the alley receded, drawing back into the enormous man, John glimpsed the tortured body of a young woman on the ground. Blood stained the walls and the ground around her mutilated form, and John was grateful her lifeless eyes gazed towards the heavens and not at him. Tearing his attention from the body, John stumbled backwards as the figure stepped fully into the moonlit square.

All charred skin and scars, a pair of lifeless eyes stared out from its sunken sockets. With broad shoulders and a narrow waist, the figure was powerful and imposing. A top hat perched on its head, and while shadows clung to it, the features it allowed to be seen revealed oversized muscles straining to break free of the ill-fitting Victorian top hat and tails. Despite the grotesque absurdity of a seven-foot-tall giant emerging from the shadows in an ill-fitting suit, John felt nothing but terror as he tripped over his own feet and crashed to the ground. There was no denying this behemoth, this demonic creature, was The Ripper.



'Leave us be, copper,' the enormous figure boomed, its voice reverberating all around. 'You're not on my menu tonight.'

'I'm an officer of the law,' John stammered as he crawled backwards. 'You... you need to stop where you are.'

'You lack conviction.' The Ripper scoffed, towering over him in two strides. 'You're not in charge. I am!'

Stamping down on John's leg, he heard his own bone snap and felt a wave of pain course through his body. Unable to hold back a scream, John rolled onto his front and dragged himself across the cobbled pavement, fumbling to pull the silver whistle from his pocket. Fingers trembling as adrenaline surged through him, he placed the whistle between his lips and blew.

Before the whistle could sound, The Ripper's enormous hand clamped around John's neck, hoisting him into the air. Although a grown man, John felt as weightless as a rag doll in the creature's grip. Dropping the whistle from his lips, tears filled his eyes as the demonic figure’s grasp tightened. Fighting to break free, John gripped the charred flesh and found it disturbingly warm to the touch. Suspended in the air, he was forced to meet the creature's lifeless eyes—an abyss of pure evil unlike anything he'd ever encountered.

Though The Ripper had the shape and features of a man, John knew it was far from human. The sinister aura emanating from the creature filled him with a dread he couldn’t explain. Clawing at its charred flesh, John saw a wicked smile creep across the demon's face.

'Who are you?' John croaked, his voice barely a whisper as he struggled against the creature's grip.

'I am the darkness,' The Ripper replied, its booming voice echoing across the square. 'And you are nothing.'

With a brutal blow to John's stomach, the creature hurled him through the air. Crashing to the ground, John collided with the solid base of the water fountain, the impact robbing him of breath. Dizziness threatened to overwhelm him as pain flared in every fibre of his being. His shattered leg and the blunt trauma to his head screamed in protest, and the encroaching fingers of unconsciousness teased the edge of his senses. Through the haze of pain, The Ripper's voice thundered again, filling the air as the enormous creature stalked closer.

'Your death will serve no purpose. I have had my fill, and this will be a pointless end.'

In one swift motion, The Ripper delivered the final blow. It was a brutal and unceremonious strike, unbefitting of a constable's end. Punching through John's ribs, the creature gripped his heart and squeezed until it surrendered. As the life drained from him, John was consumed by an oppressive darkness. In his final moments, he wasn’t overwhelmed by pride or reflections on a life well lived; instead, terror and pain consumed him entirely.

No longer able to see, hear, or feel, John was unaware of the spectral figure that appeared in the square. Death had arrived. Cloaked in a hooded robe that concealed its features, the Grim Reaper surveyed the scene. With a scythe in one hand, tapping its wooden base against the ground with every other step, Death marched purposefully towards the dead constable. Stopping by John's lifeless body, the spectre hovered briefly before tapping the corpse with the base of the scythe.

The moment the wooden handle touched him, John was wrenched back from the void. His eyes snapped open, and he found himself staring up at the Grim Reaper.

'What's happened to me?' John's spirit gasped, looking up at the embodiment of Death.

'Well, dear boy, there's no easy way to put this. You're dead.'

Death's voice was oddly calm and matter-of-fact. John eyed Death with an air of suspicion as he rose to his feet, stepping free from the body that still lay motionless on the ground.

'Just who the hell are you?'

'Oh, come now, look at your feet and you'll see what I'm telling you.'

Dropping his gaze to his own body, John recoiled in horror. Overcome with terror, he comically looked from his body to Death and back again. At last, his spirit settled its attention on Death and waited for an answer.

'How… why… who?'

'Don't worry, this is an entirely natural reaction. Here, let me make it a little easier to talk.' Pulling the hood from his head, Death revealed a floating skull that slowly began to take shape, as skin grew from the dark recesses until a human face stared back at him.

As the skin crawled over the skull, John watched in stunned silence as Death's face transformed into something more recognisable and human. A handsome man in his late fifties, Death now sported a neatly trimmed goatee and rich green eyes that scanned the empty London street. Taking a moment to compose himself, Death blinked his eyelids over the newly formed eyes and glanced appreciatively at his surroundings.

'How?' John stammered.

'Please, can we have questions longer than a single word?' Death replied with a hint of exasperation.

'I'm sorry, it's just that—well, surely you can understand why I'm shocked?'

'You're not the first, and you won’t be the last.' Death smiled. 'But I'm here for a different reason than you might expect.'

'What is that?'

'I'll begin by telling you it wasn’t your time.' Death rolled John's body onto its back and bent down to examine the lifeless face.

Seeing the moon reflected in the dead man’s wide-open eyes, Death lowered a gloved hand to John’s face and gently closed the eyelids out of respect. Muttering something under his breath, Death lingered for a moment before turning his attention back to John’s spirit.

'If it wasn’t my time, can’t I go back?' John asked, his voice tinged with desperation.

'It’s not that simple, my dear boy. I’m afraid not.' Death moved away from the body and stood at the edge of the fountain. 'The moment of transition from life has already occurred. There’s no way to send you back, and yet your soul has no judgement to be made.'

'Judgement?' John echoed, his voice barely above a whisper.

'A long story, dear boy, one for another time.'

'Then why are you here? If you're not going to answer my questions, is it just that you're here to take me to wherever it is I'm supposed to go?'

'You have no place,' Death sighed, his fingers trailing through the water, though no reflection of him appeared on the glassy surface. 'That is what has drawn me to this moment, to your death.'

'Speak sense!' John's spirit snapped. 'Nothing you're saying makes any sense.'

'Your lifeline was longer than this moment. I have seen you in passing and knew our paths were not destined to cross for many years to come, and yet here we stand.' Death toyed with his beard for a moment before continuing. 'Whatever stole the life from you has left a darker mark than I have seen in many years.'

'You mean the Ripper? He did this!'

'Is that what you call it?'

'It—no, him! The Ripper has been preying on the women in this city for the past few years.'

'That creature is not a "him". That thing is a demon, born from the fires of Sub Terra and roaming the earth, feeding off the living.'

'Sub what?'

'We don’t have time for an explanation of the world I inhabit—just enough to make you an offer.'

'What sort of offer?'

'You present me with an opportunity, one I have not come across in my time as the Reaper.' Death moved closer, standing almost nose-to-nose with John's spirit. 'Being taken before your time gives me the chance to offer you something: the opportunity to stop that thing before it kills again.'

'Then I'll do it,' John interrupted. 'I’ve seen what it’s done. It needs to be stopped.'

'Don’t be so quick to commit yourself to this. What I offer you is not a simple act of vengeance. I offer you the opportunity to be my hand.'

'Your hand?'

'I find it concerning that creatures like this can exist in the living world and move without leaving a trace I can follow. It seems I am in need of someone with a connection to that world, and so I find myself speaking to you.'

'Can I stop him from killing again? That’s all that matters.'

'I will give you the power to face it, yes. Whether you succeed will be down to you. All I can do is provide the tools—you must put them to use.'

'Then I’ll do it.'

'You wear that uniform well,' Death grinned as he replaced the hood over his head, concealing his face once more in deep shadows. 'Perhaps I should fashion you a new one.'

Without warning, Death grabbed John's spirit by the collar and lifted him into the air. Suspended above the square, John stared into Death’s eyes as the figure hushed in his ear.

'Do you forfeit your transference in service as Death’s Hand?'

'Yes.'

'You die this day to be reborn as my Hand, my Raven. Your oath is simple: protect the living in my absence, in honour of the balance. Permit no more killing by that demon and find your solace at the end of this path. Do you accept?'

'I do.'

Offering John a curt nod, Death released him. Falling to the ground, John felt different. As he landed on the cobblestones behind the frozen Ripper, he was no longer Constable John Smith. He was now the Raven.

No longer clad in his uniform, John had taken on the guise of Death’s Hand. A long black coat adorned with brass buttons hung over a waistcoat, layered with a mishmash of belts and buckles. He stood tall, his form shrouded by a dark hood. Concealing his face was an ornate plague doctor’s mask, its sharp beak gleaming faintly in the moonlight.

Accepting his fate, he turned to face the Ripper as the creature once again began to move. The Raven had been born.
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Chants In The Shadows





London, 1890


The Devil's Acre was alive despite the late hour. As the bells of Big Ben echoed along the tight streets, a heavy smog hung in the air, almost shielding the tightly packed houses from wandering eyes. Despite the chatter of voices, there was an unfamiliar sound in the air, as if the infamous London slum had a heartbeat of its own. 

Following along Old Pye Street, the sound grew louder, yet it still seemed distant. The clatter of hooves on the cobblestone roads drowned out the rhythmic heartbeat, while the flow of drunk men ignored the dark alley between two houses. For those who listened closely, the rhythmic thump-thump could be heard coming from the alley, just beyond the flickering streetlight's reach.

'It's the blacks and their mumbo jumbo,' a disgruntled man hissed as he hurried past the alley's entrance.

No sooner had the man taken a dozen steps beyond the eerie alley did he stop in his tracks. Oblivious to the world around him, a vacant expression crossed his weathered face as he slowly turned to face the alley again.

'Watch out, mate,' another man groaned, stumbling as the first man stood motionless in the middle of the walkway.

Ignoring the flow of people around him, the weathered man walked back to the alley. Pausing at its mouth, his expression remained blank and emotionless as a door at the far end slowly creaked open. Feeling his own heart beating in time with the rhythmic drums, he waited until a large man stepped out and pointed a thick finger at him.

The man stood well over six feet tall, his muscular frame straining against the cotton shirt he wore. Skin as black as coal, the whites of his eyes seemed to glow in the heavily shadowed doorway. As the figure beckoned, the weathered man obediently stepped into the alley, walking straight up to the muscular man and through the open door.

Checking to ensure they had been ignored by the flow of oblivious Londoners, the muscular man quickly followed, slamming the door shut behind him.

'We heard your venomous words,' a woman's voice hissed from the darkness inside the house. 'You still treat my people with such disdain and disrespect?'

The man looked around, his body betraying his instincts to flee. His eyes scanned the darkened space, slowly adjusting to the gloom, but he could make out little of the house. Urging his legs to respond, he felt a wave of fear as his body ignored him, continuing forward with purpose along a narrow corridor toward a flicker of candlelight.

'Wh... wh... who...' was all he could stammer, his tongue refusing to form the words in his head.

'Come into the light, then your tongue will speak the words you long to say.'

The woman’s voice carried a distinct Haitian accent, yet it was soft and welcoming. Moving along the narrow hallway, the man turned left, his eyes widening as he looked through the open doorway into the rear courtyard of the house. Where a kitchen had once been, there was now an empty shell. Bricks had been removed, and the exterior wall opened directly into the yard beyond.

Candles littered every inch of the floor, surrounding a large wooden table where a woman sat. A wide-rimmed hat, adorned with lace and leather, concealed her face as she looked down at the table before her. Allowing the man a moment to take in his surroundings, the woman clicked her fingers, and a line of candles burst into flame, lighting a path from the doorway to the empty seat opposite her at the table.

'Sit,' she commanded, and once again the man’s body responded. 'Loosen the spell on your tongue and speak.'

At her words, something seemed to release within him, and the man was able to speak again.

'What’s this black devilry?' he spat as he felt himself drop into the seat opposite the mysterious woman.

'The colour of my skin has nothing to do with this,' the woman hissed, her voice no longer soft and soothing. 'Well, perhaps it does. More so because people like you have disrespected it for so long.'

'You're slaves.'

'We were slaves,' the woman corrected sharply. 'But that time has passed. We have our freedom now.'

'Shouldn't be the way.'

'Hush your tongue now, Charles.'

Feeling a cold chill at the anonymous woman knowing his name, he found his tongue once again unwilling to form the words in his head. Awash with dread, he was powerless to resist as the woman reached up and removed the ornate hat from her head.

'I'll fetch them,' the man who had beckoned him in boomed, his disturbingly deep voice reverberating off the walls.

'Thank you.' With a wave of her hand, the enormous man disappeared, leaving the two of them alone in the battered kitchen. 'And, as for you. Perhaps I should offer you an introduction.'

Lighting the large black candle between them, the man watched as the light from the flame seemed to crawl up the woman’s chest, inching toward her face. Slowly, she became illuminated by the flickering glow until he could see her completely.

It was not the face he had been expecting. Surrounded by candles and strange symbols, he had anticipated some wrinkled old crone shrouded beneath the hat. Instead, she was the exact opposite—youthful and almost pretty. Though he would never admit it to anyone, the man couldn’t deny finding a woman like her attractive. Yet it was her piercing eyes that held his attention. Although they reflected the candlelight, he couldn’t shake the feeling the burning flame resided inside her eyes.

'I’ll take it as a compliment that you find me beautiful, all things considered,' the woman spoke, though her lips did not move. Her voice echoed inside his head.

'Let me go,' he begged, again hearing his own voice in his head, his lips refusing to move.

'A phrase my people have begged for far too long.'

'Please.'

'You’ll find no sympathy in me,' the woman warned, leaning across the table, the shadows deepening across her face. 'Your pleas for freedom and escape remind me of the torture you inflicted on my people.'

'I didn't do nothing with the slavers,' The man pleaded. 'I ain't part of that.''I didn't do nothing with the slavers,' the man pleaded. 'I ain't part of that.'

'You all were.' This time her lips moved, and he could feel the warmth of her breath on his face. 'Ignorance does not excuse you from my vengeance.'

'Please.'

'Enough of your cowardly pleas.'

Pressing her face to his, he could now see the fire burning behind her eyes. As she pressed her soft palm against his cheek, he longed to pull away but still had no control over his own body. Powerless, he watched in disbelief as she leaned in and kissed him. Despite himself, he could not deny the intimacy of her soft lips and even felt a flicker of disappointment when she pulled away.

'Let that kiss linger on your lips, your last memory of the life I will now drain from you.'

Arousal gave way to terror as the woman pressed the blade of a crooked knife against his throat. Unblinking, she swiped the blade across his neck in one swift motion, smiling as the arterial spray of blood cascaded over her face. Deliberate in her movements, she placed the knife back on the table and picked up a curious black chalice, holding it beneath the flow of blood from the dying man's throat. She watched as it filled nearly to the brim before setting it down on the table.

Looking towards the door behind her victim, the muscular man returned, accompanied by six others dressed in black, their faces painted with white skulls. The paint was vibrant against their dark skin, giving their appearance an otherworldly contrast as they silently filed into the room and formed a circle around the table.

'Brothers and sisters, welcome. Let us begin.'

Speaking in her native Haitian tongue, the woman recited an ancient incantation, her words directed toward the chalice. As her voice filled the air, the battered room seemed to darken, the shadows growing longer and more oppressive. The flickering candles dimmed, their flames flickering weakly, as though starved of oxygen.

Once again, the rhythmic drums began from somewhere deep within the house as the figures gathered around the room began chanting. Ignoring their words, the woman continued her ritual. As she spoke, the blood in the chalice rippled. With all life drained from his body, the man's head had slumped forward, his lifeless eyes staring down at the tabletop.

'San koule sa a se pou mwen kòmande. Kò vid sa a se yon veso pou Simbi,' the woman whispered as she lifted the chalice from the table and held it to the sky.

As the accompanying voices reached their crescendo, the drums abruptly stopped, and the room fell into silence. Eyeing each of the voodoo-painted faces surrounding her, she nodded to each in turn before placing the chalice to her lips and drinking.

'Simbi. Simbi. Simbi.' The six figures chanted in unison as the woman consumed the congealing blood until not a drop remained.

Slamming the upturned chalice onto the table, she paused for a moment to compose herself.

Then, as if possessed by an unseen spirit, she launched herself from her seat, sending it crashing to the floor behind her. Her eyes rolled back into her head as her body convulsed violently. Trembling where she stood, she shook uncontrollably from head to toe, as though gripped by a supernatural fit.

When the spasms ceased, she dropped to her knees and raised a hand to halt the nearest worshipper who moved to assist her.

'No,' she hissed, her voice coarse and guttural, entirely unlike the voice she had used with the murdered man. 'Leave me.'

Fighting for balance, she pushed herself to her feet, using the table for support as she inched closer to the lifeless corpse. Her chest rose and fell in ragged breaths until she reached the body, tipping the man's head up to face her.

'You felt the kiss of death. Now feel the kiss of my life.'

Once again, she pressed her lips to his in a grotesque and eerie display. Her kiss lingered, passionate and deliberate, as though she were breathing life into him. After what felt like an eternity, she broke the embrace and stepped back. Any sign of weakness in her body had vanished, replaced by the grace and vitality of her youth.

'Simbi,' the chorus of voices declared as all eyes turned to the lifeless corpse in the chair.

'Let’s see who is the slave now,' she murmured, catching her breath.

Her gaze fixed on the man as he showed no signs of life. Willing him to move, she waited, and finally, his fingers twitched. His head slowly lifted, revealing bloodshot, milky eyes. The jagged wound across his neck hung open, raw and ghastly, as the living corpse took in its surroundings.

'Are you Charles?' the woman whispered, her tone now soft yet commanding.

'No,' the corpse hissed, its voice rasping from the gaping wound in its neck.

'Who are you?'

'Simbi,' he declared, rising unsteadily from the chair.

'I am Simbi,' she replied calmly, stepping to his side and placing her soft hand against his cold cheek once more. 'You are part of me, my slave, my zombi.'

'Yes.'

Licking her fingers, Simbi pinched them against the wick of the nearest candle, extinguishing its flame. Without another word, she strode to the open doorway, the resurrected Charles trailing behind her like an obedient pet. The painted faces followed in single file, their movements silent and deliberate.

Leaving the derelict kitchen behind, the group disappeared into the night, leaving only the faintly flickering remnants of dying candles as evidence of the Haitian ritual that had just taken place.
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Hiding In Plain Sight





'Another one, Jim,' John Smith barked as he slid the pint glass across the bar. 

Despite feeling no effects from the beer, there was a strange comfort in pretending. Forced into the shadows, John had struggled to find his place, and so the Kinder Arms had become his second home. Far enough from prying eyes that might recognise him, yet close enough to avoid complete isolation, John had settled into the dark pub with ease.

At first, the locals who frequented the corner pub had been wary of him. However, what little skill John had over his powers allowed him to blend into the shadows, existing only in the unconscious periphery of their minds. By the time he eventually revealed himself, there was no resistance. It was as if he had always been there—the familiar stranger.

'Need some company?' a young red-haired woman whispered as she struggled to balance on the barstool beside him. 'I've been lonely all day.'

'As tempting as that is, no thanks.'

'Not your flavour?' she teased, placing a hand on his sleeve. 'I know people who can cater to every taste, even the darker ones.'

As her fingers inched down his sleeve, John hesitated, unsure of how to respond. His indecision ended abruptly when he realised his sleeve had ridden up above his gloved hand, exposing his pale skin. Before he could react, her slender fingers slipped beneath the cuff, and he felt the warmth of her touch against his.

'Shit!'

Before he could pull away, it happened. In an instant, the dark interior of the Kinder Arms vanished, and John was launched into the young woman’s memories. This wasn’t the first time. It had taken him several mistaken journeys—both through his own memories and those of others—to realise that touch was the catalyst. Knowing it was futile to resist, John surrendered to the flow, allowing himself to be carried wherever her memories would take him.

To his relief, John found himself in London on the banks of the Thames. Judging by the heavy, lumbering clouds overhead, it was autumn, and the memory wasn’t far removed from the present.

'Who are you?' the woman squealed, backing away from him. Her eyes were wide, her expression filled with panic.

'Come here, I’ll take you back.'

'Stay away from me!'

Turning on her heel, the woman sprinted away, clutching her dress to keep the tattered hem from tangling around her feet. Grateful for the lack of bystanders, John could only watch as she ran along the roadway toward a footbridge spanning the rolling waters of the Thames.

He sighed, watching her storm onto the bridge. 'No point in chasing you,' he muttered as she slowed, reaching the middle of the bridge. 'I’m your only way back.'

Even at this distance, John noticed the way her body language changed. It was as though she had heard him speak despite the hundred or so meters between them. Looking across at her, he saw the pure terror etched on her face—a look that told him she was desperately trying to comprehend the impossibility of what had just happened.



'Take your time. I’ll be waiting here.' Although he saw her lips move, he could not hear her reply.

Smiling to himself, John moved to the raised wall in front of him and rested his elbow on the worn stone. Giving the woman time to make sense of what was happening—if she could—he took the opportunity to admire London in her memories.

The moment he dismissed the woman, his thoughts drifted to his wife and son. Scanning for any sign of when he was, John noticed a portly gentleman toss a folded newspaper into a bin. Allowing the man to pass, John retrieved the paper and scanned the front page for the date.

'Impossible,' he hissed as he unfolded the newspaper and saw his own face emblazoned on the front page beneath a foreboding headline:

ANNIVERSARY OF MURDERED CONSTABLE. ANOTHER UNSOLVED VICTIM OF THE RIPPER?

Unwilling to read further, John tossed the newspaper back into the bin and returned to lean against the wall. Lost in thought, he collided with a well-dressed woman hurrying along the footway.

'Sorry,' John offered, but the woman paid him no mind as she stalked past, seemingly oblivious to his presence.

It was possible, John mused, that she hadn’t seen him. After all, this was not his memory, and not every interaction in these fragmented worlds elicited a response. His curiosity piqued by the old woman’s hurried movements, John watched as she approached the bridge but turned away, heading instead for the banks of the Thames.

Overcome with intrigue, John observed as the woman—easily in her fifties—glanced around nervously before vanishing into the deep shadows beneath the bridge supports. Forgetting the woman who had brought him into this memory, John hurried along the same path and followed where the old woman had disappeared.

Passing into the shadows, John felt a cool breeze of unease sweep over him as the heavy darkness enveloped him. A strange sensation prickled his skin, alerting him that something wasn’t right. Trusting his instincts, John closed his eyes tightly and focused on conjuring the plague doctor mask Azrael had gifted him when he had been resurrected as the Raven.

After what felt like an age of concentration, John finally felt the tight leather of the mask form over his face. Opening his eyes, he adjusted to the tinted lenses and found his senses heightened, the shadows less imposing as he scanned the area for any sign of the old woman.

At first, he saw nothing—no movement, no sound—as he ventured deeper into the bridge’s shadowy expanse. Believing for a moment that his senses had misled him, John was about to turn back when he heard it: the soft, unmistakable cry of a baby.

'Hello?' he called, his voice steady despite the tension tightening his chest.

'This is no place for the Hand of Death,' a sinister voice hissed from somewhere ahead.

Tensing, John scanned the shadows but found no source of the voice. Inching deeper into the cool, damp air beneath the bridge, he sensed movement just in time. From above, something shifted, and John instinctively dropped low as a clawed hand swiped through the space where his head had been.

'Who are you?' John barked, summoning the wooden escrima sticks into his hands. 'What do you want?'

'Only to feed.'

Dropping from the supporting beams above, John struggled to make out the dark figure unfolding in front of him. At first, he could see only bone and tattered flesh in the darkness. As the creature took on a more coherent form, John stepped back, watching in disbelief as the old woman who had barged past him earlier emerged into the dim light.

'What's the matter, deary? You look like you've seen a ghost.'

She gave him no time to respond. With startling speed for someone of her apparent age, the woman attacked. John immediately found himself on the defensive as she used her clawed hands to punch and swipe at his masked face. Dodging back from her strikes, he felt the scrape of her long nails against the leather of his mask. As she moved between patches of light and shadow, her appearance flickered between that of a human woman and something far more grotesque.

Where the shadows touched her pale skin, John saw her true nature revealed: a demonic creature of charred flesh and exposed bone. Unlike the Ripper he had faced in Whitechapel, this monster was wiry and skeletal, its decayed form a grotesque mockery of life. John was relieved as they stumbled out from under the bridge onto the banks of the Thames, where the woman's human appearance returned under the dim light.

To any onlooker, the strange fight would have appeared surreal, almost otherworldly. Grateful they were confined to the fragmented memories of the young woman who had brought him here, John intercepted the demon’s next attack, catching her taloned hand by the wrist.

'You're not supposed to be here!' John growled, shoving her back with a swift kick.

'That makes two of us,' she sneered.

John studied her carefully. Her plain, unassuming clothing suggested she worked as a nanny or nurse for a wealthy family, a guise that belied the darkness beneath. Yet it was her eyes that betrayed the demon within. Smoke seemed to swirl within her pupils, dancing behind the lenses of her glasses, invisible to anyone who lacked John’s heightened perception.

'What are you?' John demanded, levelling his escrima stick at her.

'You can call me Acheron,' she replied with a mocking bow.

Unsure how to proceed, John prepared to strike but froze as the sound of a baby whimpering echoed from the shadows beneath the bridge. His attention snapped toward the noise, his body tense.

'We'll undoubtedly meet again,' the woman chuckled. By the time he turned back, she was gone, leaving no trace of her presence.

Frustrated by the demon woman's disappearance, John heard the child’s strained whimper again and launched himself back into the shadows. Scanning the ground, he found no sign of a child until, at last, his gaze fell on a bloodstained blanket. If he’d had a beating heart, the dread of what was to come would have caused it to skip a beat. Instead, all he could do was steel himself as his gloved hand reached down to pull the blanket aside and expose whatever horror lay beneath the bloodied cotton.

Awash with apprehension, John gripped the edge of the sheeting and peeled it back. Before his attention could settle on what was hidden beneath, he felt himself violently yanked from where he stood. The young woman’s voice from the pub echoed in his ear as the world collapsed around him. In an instant, he found himself back on the barstool, facing the now terrified woman in front of him.

'What just happened?' the confused woman stammered, her voice trembling.

'Get her a gin, Jim. She’s going to need it,' John instructed, tossing a handful of loose coins onto the bar.

The landlord silently set about fulfilling the order. Rising from his stool, John moved closer to the woman, who remained frozen in place. Leaning in so only she could hear, he hushed a warning in her ear.

'You’ll do well to never tell anyone what you just saw. Otherwise, it’ll be the asylum for you—and trust me, that’s not a place you want to be.'

'Who are you?' she whispered, her voice barely audible.

'I’m nobody,' John murmured, slipping through the crowd of locals and disappearing out of the pub.

Glad to be free of the oppressive atmosphere, John wasted no time navigating the London streets. He walked quickly, putting distance between himself and the Kinder Arms until he found himself near the bridge he had visited in the memory.

Not knowing what to expect, John felt a wave of dread as he spotted a uniformed constable standing at the edge of the bridge, barring access to the shadows beneath it. Staying out of sight, John crept closer until he could overhear a strained conversation between two well-dressed detectives standing on the banks below.

'This’ll be another one for Abberline,' one muttered. 'S’like the others. At least it keeps it off our desk.'

'Get one of the Bobbies to wake him up,' the other grumbled.

Hearing the mention of his former inspector, John knew he couldn’t stay. But the unsettling sense of familiarity gnawed at him, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that he already knew what they were looking at.

Grateful for the clouds that masked the waning moon, he tried to peer into the shadows beneath the bridge. There wasn’t enough light to see clearly, but he could tell that the bloodstained cloth was the focus of the officers' attention.

Not wanting to risk being seen, John turned his back on the crime scene and slipped away, disappearing once more into the anonymity of nighttime London.
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Wake Up





John had found a small house, not far from his family, that he had claimed as his own. Although he knew he could live alongside the living, keeping himself out of their consciousness with considerable effort, the empty house provided not only somewhere to hide but also somewhere he could exist without the exhausting task of shrouding himself. 

Alone in the old living room, he could picture the family that had once lived there. While everything suggested the last occupant had been elderly, there were still echoes of family life. Although he did not need to sleep, John felt more connected to himself when he at least pretended to maintain a link to the living. That said, he had hidden away any children's toys he found upon taking over the abandoned house, unwilling to entertain the curious and painful paths his mind would follow when he was at a loss for something to do.

'Melancholy will get you nowhere,' Azrael's voice declared. John sat bolt upright, his wide eyes scanning the empty room.

'Show yourself.'

'It's only a fleeting visit,' Azrael replied, his voice somehow hovering just behind him despite no one being there. 'There’s little time, and I’d rather you simply listen.'

Rising to his feet, John scoured the room but saw no sign of Azrael until his gaze fell on the dusty mirror. Though he knew he was alone, he could clearly see the robed figure of Death standing behind him. Refusing to give Azrael the satisfaction of turning to face the empty space, John directed his questions at the reflection in the mirror.

'What do you want?'

'To guide you.'

'Why now? You’ve been content enough to leave me walking in the shadows like some ghost,' John replied, fighting to keep his voice level.

'You’ve adopted the shadows, wrapped yourself in them like a blanket.'

'Because I can’t risk being seen.'

'You can be so much more,' Azrael hushed, his voice barely above a whisper as his image began to fade. 'Accept the freedom I gave you when you became my Hand. Stop caging yourself in pity and sorrow.'

'It’s all you’ve left me with,' John barked, spinning to face the empty room.

'I left you with so much more.' John's attention fell to the familiar plague doctor mask now resting on the floor where Azrael had stood. 'Find out what it is to be my Raven.'

Moving towards the mask, John felt a flood of questions welling up. Since facing the Ripper, all he had managed was to navigate London blindly. Keeping away from the gaze of anyone he knew, he had let his instincts guide him. It was purely by chance that he had learned to momentarily shroud himself from the view of the living. The ability had emerged more as a sensation—a tickling at the edge of his senses—and it had first manifested at the most inopportune moment, when a drunkard had been trying his best to start a fight.

Admiring the intricate stitching on the plague doctor mask, John couldn’t help but smile at the memory of the drunk man’s dumbfounded expression when John had simply vanished before his eyes. Of course, unbeknownst to the man, John was still there, merely hidden behind whatever dark magic allowed him to linger after his death at the hands of the demonic Ripper.

'You’re going to make me do this alone, aren’t you?' John muttered.

A sudden noise startled him, and he turned his attention to the window. To his surprise, two birds sat on the windowsill, peering through the stained glass directly at him. Unnerved by the beady eyes of the jackdaw and the raven, John shooed them away as he moved to draw the curtains. Once again alone and isolated, he turned back to the mirror, meeting the haggard reflection that stared back at him.



His own face felt unfamiliar. The dark rings around his eyes and the dullness of his complexion betrayed his true existence. Looking at himself, there was no indication of life. John knew he was nothing more than an echo of a life he was desperately trying to forget. Tossing the mask onto the tattered chair beside him, John leaned on the mantelpiece and pressed his face closer to the mirror.

There was so much he didn’t understand, so much that made absolutely no sense, and yet Azrael had forsaken him to stumble alone in the afterlife. Being able to see himself—and having others able to see him—only added to the uncertainty of what he was. Wiping his hand across the surface of the mirror, John watched the dust dance in the flickering light as he stared deep into his own eyes.

'What about my own memories?' John hissed, pressing his hand to the glass, hoping to feel some warmth from his reflection. 'Why can’t I dive back into those rather than following scared rabbits by accident?'

The flicker of disgust returned as John replayed the vivid memory of the woman from the pub. Taking a step back, he dropped to his knees. Overcome with an all-too-familiar, unshakable loneliness, John felt hollow. Had he been able to cry, he would have. Staring into the cobwebbed fireplace, he felt directionless, with no understanding of what he was supposed to do aside from stalking his family from a distance.

Even the memory of his wife and young son filled him with sorrow. Cursing under his breath, John jumped as he heard the faint whimper of a baby somewhere upstairs. Startled into silence, he was certain it was the same sound he had heard in the woman’s memory, just before encountering the possessed old woman who had called herself Acheron. Tilting his head, John waited, straining to hear the sound again.

After what felt like an eternity, the unmistakable whimper of a dying child echoed through the air, and John sprang to his feet. Ripping open the door, he looked up the staircase and gasped as the house came to life around him. Where decay and dereliction had consumed it, the house now rewound before his eyes, restored to its former glory.

Bathed in the soft glow of a paraffin lamp, John turned just in time to see a young woman emerging from the kitchen, moving toward him. He stepped aside, more out of fear of disturbing the memory than politeness, and watched as she made her way up the stairs. Pausing halfway to catch her breath, John guessed she was no older than his wife. Observing her closely, he jumped as a familiar voice barked from behind him.

'You shouldn’t be up and about so soon.'

Snapping his attention around, John gasped as the familiar figure of the old woman appeared from the living room. Dressed almost exactly as she had been before, the portly woman approached to help the struggling younger woman ascend the stairs. Yet there was something different about her this time—something softer and kinder—as she took the weight of the younger woman and supported her up to the landing.

'Thank you, Amelia,' the younger woman wheezed as they reached the top step.

'You’ve just had a baby. You’re lucky I was here, or I’d have found you in a heap at the bottom of the stairs,' Amelia replied in a thick Cockney accent, her words soft and comforting. 'Let’s get you back to bed.'

'I think I heard her whimper. I should check,' the younger woman protested.

'She’ll soothe herself to sleep, my dear. Besides, I’ll get you settled, and then I’ll check on her myself,' Amelia reassured her.

'But…'

'No arguments!' Amelia insisted, helping the woman into the nearest room as John climbed the stairs.

He too had heard the whimper—the same one he had heard in the shadows of the bridge. Inching past the open bedroom door, he caught sight of Amelia assisting the panting woman back into bed. Unnoticed, John continued beyond the bedroom door to the next room. Despite this being a memory and despite his own death, John felt an otherworldly chill as he reached out with his gloved hand to push open the nursery door.

Seeing the wooden cot against the far wall, John scanned the room, noting nothing out of place. Stepping over the threshold, he realised how dark the room was. His attention finally settled on the far corner. Shadows, darker than they should have been, occupied the corner, defying the faint light that trickled through the cracks in the wafting curtains. None of the light penetrated the heavy darkness. Closing the door behind him, John allowed his heightened senses to take in every detail of the quiet nursery.

'Show yourself,' John commanded, glancing down at the newborn baby swaddled in a pale blanket, fast asleep.

'Reaper?' a soft voice hissed from the darkness. 'No, not Reaper! Something else.'

'And you are?' John asked, his voice steady.

He watched as the shadow in the corner collapsed in on itself, reforming into an almost childlike shape. Though featureless, the form bore a distinctly human outline, its size no larger than that of a pre-teen.

'Have you come to stop me?' the figure asked.

'That depends on what you’re going to do.'

'I need her,' the shadowy figure replied, pointing to the sleeping baby.

'That’s not going to happen,' John declared, stepping forward to place himself between the diminutive figure and the cot.

'But it must. Without it, I die.'

'You’re already dead,' John countered, moving to block the figure’s path again.

'I was born,' the figure protested, darting with astonishing speed around John to stand on the other side of the cot. 'I live as she does.'

'She won't live if you have anything to do with it.'

'I need to live.'

'What are you?'

'I am Acheron.' The name lingered in the air. 'I am the first to be born.'

'You'll be the last if you touch that child.'

'Wait!' Raising its hand, the shadowy figure grew, expanding until it matched John in stature and height. 'Why do we dance this dance? We both know you're incapable of stopping me. In fact, here she comes.'

'Who?'

As if to answer, the nursery door opened behind Acheron, and John saw the old woman silhouetted by the light from the hallway.

'Acheron is here to live, to be the first—by whatever means necessary.'

Lurching forward, John froze mid-step, unable to move, forced to watch the scene unfold. To his disgust, the old woman had no time to react as the shadowy demon seized her and began to climb inside. Twisting and contorting itself in the most hideous manner, Acheron forced its way into the old woman’s body through her gaping mouth, which hung open mid-scream.

Every inch of the demon disappeared into her, and John could only watch as the old woman convulsed violently where she stood. The darkness within her became visible, twisting her from the inside out. Her body contorted, adapting to the parasitic demon that had latched onto her soul. After what felt like an eternity, the old woman stilled, and something far more sinister replaced the once-caring look on her face.

'Don't do this,' John protested, straining against the invisible magic that held him frozen in place.

'Oh, you'll enjoy this,' the old woman hissed, her voice dripping with malice. Any trace of humanity had been replaced by pure evil. 'Watch me as I drain the life from this pathetic little creature.'

John fought desperately to break free, grateful only when the memory finally collapsed around him. Released from the invisible binds, he staggered forward and rested his hands on the old cot in the centre of the room. Somehow, he had walked through the house as the memory replayed itself. Now, standing in the derelict nursery—a room he hadn’t explored before—John felt the lingering presence of death and grief.

Looking into the cot, he found a pile of bound infant clothes beneath a folded newspaper. Leaning closer, his heart sank as he read the headline in the dim light:

BABY MURDERED. FAMILY MOURN AS NANNY MISSING.

'Abberline!' John barked, storming out of the nursery, leaving the pages of the old newspaper flapping in his wake.
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Treading Old Paths





The police station was exactly as John remembered it. Watching from across the street, he observed the uniformed constables buzzing in and out of the station like worker bees. From the shadows, he recognised a handful of faces—some familiar, many unfamiliar. Lifting his gaze to the upper levels, he focused on the office windows of the old Detective Branch, now renamed CID. Despite the change, many of the older officers still referred to the well-dressed detectives as the Detective Branch. 

Counting the windows, John rifled through his memories, trying to recall which office belonged to Inspector Frederick Abberline.

The shrill sound of a whistle shattered his concentration, and in an instant, the station sprang to life. Half a dozen constables burst through the doors, sprinting along the street toward the source of the sound. Ever attuned to the call of an officer in need, John resisted the urge to follow as the street emptied of uniformed men.

'Bet it’s another bloody body,' a passerby remarked to his companion as they marched past John without giving him a second glance.

Catching a glimpse of Abberline through an open window, John made his move. Stepping deeper into the shadows, he fastened the plague doctor mask over his face and worked to calm his racing mind. Dismissing the flood of tangential thoughts about how this might play out, he forced himself to focus. Concentrating, he shrouded himself from the consciousness of the world around him.

The sensation of the invisible veil enveloping his body was curious. Though he remained present, it felt as though the world moved a fraction slower than it should. Movements around him became laboured, almost sluggish—just noticeable enough to give him an edge. It allowed him to slip between people unnoticed, hovering at the periphery of their subconscious.

Crossing the street, he stepped through the open station doors. For a brief second, the world resumed its normal pace.

'Hey, you!' a burly Scotsman barked. Startled, John quickly cloaked himself again.

The wide-eyed expression on Sergeant McMann’s face made John feel a pang of guilt; the man would undoubtedly spend hours questioning his sanity. McMann, a typical custody sergeant, was brutish and thuggish with a formidable reputation among the regular denizens of the cells. Seeing the bruises on McMann’s knuckles, John surmised the sergeant had already had a productive night.

Setting aside the familiarity of his surroundings, John headed for the stairs, carefully avoiding any interaction with the meandering detectives. He was relieved to see that Abberline’s office door was open. Closing it behind him, John dropped the veil and stood waiting for the Inspector to react.

'Who?' Abberline barked, his head snapping up from the pile of papers on his desk.

Catching his own reflection in the window’s glass, John couldn’t fault the Inspector for his stunned expression. Dressed in a long coat with his hood up and the plague doctor mask concealing his face, John knew his appearance as the Raven was anything but friendly—or normal. He watched through the blue-tinted lenses as Abberline struggled to compose himself, noting how tired the older man looked.

'Don’t raise the alarm,' John hushed, sensing the rising panic in Abberline. 'Give me a moment, then I’ll be gone.'

'Remove that ridiculous mask,' Abberline commanded, rising from his seat.

'Stay where you are,' John warned, his tone firm. 'I just need to speak with you.'

'How did you get in here?'

'Enough of the questions,' John replied, suppressing the ingrained instinct to add "sir" out of respect for the man he had once served. 'I’m here about the baby you found this morning.'

'That’s not made the papers yet,' Abberline retorted.

Moving with surprising speed, the Inspector reached for a pair of handcuffs in the open drawer by his left leg. Anticipating the reaction, John countered swiftly; by the time Abberline’s hand closed around the cuffs, John was already standing behind him. Gripping the back of the Inspector’s neck, John held him at arm’s length, ensuring he remained facing away.

'I was not responsible,' John said softly, the mask muffling his voice just enough to keep their conversation from reaching the detectives in the corridor. 'But I think you know that.'

'Meaning what?'

'You wouldn’t have been engrossed in documentation from the city hospitals and midwifery chronicles if you thought the killer was a man.'

'Get to your point,' Abberline growled. 'You’re already in enough trouble for assaulting an officer.'

'I want to help,' John offered, pushing Abberline away across the office. Raising both hands in mock surrender, John gave the Inspector a moment to decide. If Abberline refused to listen, John knew he could make his escape. But more than anything, he desperately wanted his old superior to hear him out.

'You have five minutes,' Abberline huffed, pulling a pipe from his pocket and beginning to pack tobacco into it. 'After that, if I’m not convinced, I’ll take you to the cells myself.'

John had rehearsed this conversation in his head, but now he found himself lost for words. He struggled to find his voice, knowing that giving the Inspector too much information would only increase his suspicion. After all, how could he possibly explain the truth?

'You’re wasting my time,' Abberline interrupted, lighting the pipe and placing it between his lips. 'The cells are calling.'

'You’re looking for a woman, mid to late forties. She goes by the name Amelia—or used to.'

'And you know this how?'

'The baby beneath the bridge—it was drained of blood.'

That declaration unsettled Abberline. Pulling the pipe from his lips, he pointed it at John accusingly.

'Nobody but the killer would know that.' His tone dripped with suspicion. 'Mind explaining how you came across such information?'

'Trust me when I say there’s more behind this mask than you need to know.'

'I’m a detective. It’s in my nature to understand things and their details,' Abberline scowled, wearing the familiar expression John had seen many times when he’d walked the station as a young constable. 'I’m not going to take the word of a masked stranger when the evidence is clearly there on my desk.'

'Fourteen,' John replied, the number hitting Abberline like a brick wall. 'That’s how many babies you’ve found in similar circumstances. If all the evidence were there, you’d already have her at the gallows.'

'Enough,' Abberline snapped, slamming the smouldering pipe onto his desk. 'Tell me what you know and where to find this Amelia woman.'

'That I don’t know,' John admitted, shuffling through the piles of papers on Abberline’s desk. 'I can’t explain how I know any of this, but I’m not lying when I say it’s her.'

'I need more than a name,' Abberline retorted. 'London is too easy a place to disappear. A middle-aged woman who used to use that name is nothing.'

'It’s a start,' John declared as he moved to the window and pulled it open. 'You set about finding what you can, and I’ll look for her my way.'

'What do you mean, your way?' Abberline asked.

'The less you know, the better,' John replied, glancing down at the street below. 'Rest assured, we’re on the same side.'

'A masked man who breaks into a police station. You’re either a madman, or something else.'

'I’m something else. Just be glad I’m on your side.'

'Why?'

'That’s for another time.'

Not giving Abberline a chance to respond, John launched himself out of the window. Landing in the shadows, he knew he couldn’t conceal himself from Abberline, but the rest of the figures meandering the nighttime street remained oblivious to his movements. Quickly, he slipped into the anonymity of the night.

Grateful to be clear of the police station, John removed the mask from his face and watched as it evaporated into nothingness. Taking refuge in the very square where the Ripper had murdered him, John admired the remnants of the shattered fountain. Perching on the broken stone, he reflected on how often he had visited this site. He relished the fact that this unloved part of the city had been so neglected that no one had bothered to repair the damage caused by the demonic Ripper.

'Are you going to talk to me if I ask?' John hushed, ensuring he was alone in the open square.

'Fleetingly,' Azrael answered, appearing in the fountain much as he had during John’s battle with the Ripper.

'And yet I have so much to ask.'

'You are destined to find the answers yourself,' Azrael replied, his hood still concealing his skull in darkness.

'Why?'

'It’s not as I would have liked, but it is the way it must be,' Azrael sighed. 'The balance must be fair. I’ve already tipped it dangerously close by allowing you to become my Hand.'

'Where is the thing that killed me?' John asked, his voice low.

'The Ripper? He has taken to the shadows, hiding for now.'

'I made my oath to you. I will honour it.'

'You already are.'

'What?'

'The Acheron you met in your jaunt into that poor woman’s memories.'

'Was that you?' John interrupted, falling quickly silent as Azrael tilted his head to one side in frustration.

'Your senses are not yet attuned to the call of evil. You are simply acting on your newfound instincts.'

'It was only an accident she touched me.'

'Was it?' Azrael mused, amusement clear in his voice. 'Fate brought your paths together, and my gift to you allowed you to find the Acheron.'

'But it’s not the Ripper.' John tossed a piece of shattered stone across the empty square in frustration.

'That it is not,' Azrael agreed. 'But for now, it is your duty to protect the living from the darkness. The Acheron is just another scourge that needs to be dispatched.'

'What is it, this Acheron?'

'It is a parasite. In order to live, it must have a host. In this case, it is that poor woman you met in the memory. She is no more evil than you or I...'

'I’m not sure what I am,' John groaned. 'I saw the look on Abberline’s face. He didn’t trust me.'

'Do you blame him?' Azrael countered. 'To him, you are a masked stranger.'

'Well, I could hardly show him my face, could I?'

Catching John by surprise, Azrael launched from the fountain. Landing on the cobblestones, a scythe materialised in his hands, and Azrael appeared poised and ready to fight. The sudden change sent a cold chill through John as he struggled to see anything that might warrant such a reaction from his maker.

'What is it?'

'I must go!' Azrael declared, his voice devoid of emotion. 'Something has happened.'

'I can help.'

'This is not your fight,' Azrael boomed as he began to fade away, leaving John with only the whisper of his final words. 'If you trust this Abberline, use him to find her. She may yet be saved from the demon.'

Once again alone, John felt the weight of the world pressing on his shoulders. In the fleeting moments he had shared with Azrael, the figure of Death always left him with more questions than answers and more frustration than calm. Even now, hearing that his actions were part of his adaptation to whatever the Raven was supposed to be offered little comfort. How much control did he truly have over his decisions or the path he was on?

Awash with frustration, John stalked across the square, paying no heed to the dark courtyard where he had discovered the woman’s body over a year ago. Aside from the shattered stone fountain, there was no sign left of the heinous murders of that fateful night. The city had all but forgotten the wicked curse of the Ripper and, even worse, they had forgotten the memory of the officer who had fallen and the innocent woman whose body had been mutilated beyond recognition.

'Curse this place, and curse you, John Smith,' he spat as he left the square.
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Slave Masters





Simbi awoke, her body slick with cold sweat. Eyes wide, she scanned the small bedroom and fought to calm her racing heart and ragged breaths. Disturbed by the violent dreams that had plagued her through the night, she was grateful to see the glimmer of sunrise peeking through the curtain covering the window. Placing her hand to her chest, she could almost feel her heart pounding to get out. Taking a deep breath, she waited until her heart rate slowed enough to ease her racing mind. 

'May I enter?' a deep voice enquired from outside the room.

'I'm fine,' Simbi croaked, her quivering voice betraying her completely. 'If you could fetch me a drink, that would help.'

Hearing heavy footsteps retreating from the door, she knew she needed to compose herself. Although she knew her brother would follow her anywhere, it would not do for him to see her so unnerved and shaken. Wiping her face on the sheets, Simbi snatched her journal from the bedside table and jotted down a handful of notes about her vivid dream.

'Water,' her brother announced as he pushed open the door.

Sobo was three years her senior, and yet he appeared much younger. Though not a simple man, Sobo’s senses were not as attuned as Simbi’s. He had suffered at the hands of the voodoo rituals their family had forced them to endure. Loyal and protective, he had vowed to follow his sister wherever she went, walking behind her as a steadfast companion.

'Thank you, dear brother,' Simbi said with a faint smile, closing the weathered journal.

'Another dream, or a vision?' Sobo asked, perching on the end of her bed.

'I'm not sure,' Simbi confessed, turning the journal towards her brother and opening it to the page she had just written on. 'I've been feeling something new with the spirits lately, something unfamiliar.'

'Is it that face you talked about—the man in the dark?'

'Yes.'

'But it’s been over a year since you mentioned him.'

'He’s been there.'

'Why haven’t you told me?'

'Because I didn’t see him until I started thinking about it. Well, I think it’s a him, at least.'

'What do you mean?'

'I hear wings and see eyes, but it’s not the normal spirits. I know he doesn’t belong—there’s something different about him.' Simbi tapped her thin finger on the page. 'He has a touch of death about him. Not quite dead, not quite alive.'



'One of your zombi?'

'No.' Simbi lowered her gaze to the single word dominating the page. 'Whatever this Raven is, I’m not sure he sees me yet. But the spirits tell me he will.'

Seeing her brother struggle to read the writing on the page, she offered him a warm smile and closed the journal. Taking a sip of the tepid water, she failed to hide her reaction to its dirty taste. Stifling a laugh, Sobo took the empty glass and moved to the open bedroom door.

'I’ll wait downstairs. There’s good news waiting for you.'

'Good news?' Simbi’s demeanour changed instantly.

'There’s a gift waiting.'

'Tease!' Simbi barked as Sobo closed the door, leaving her alone.

Despite her excitement at whatever awaited her downstairs, Simbi paused to look again at the notes she had made about her dream. Grateful her brother could not read her words, she couldn’t shake the feeling that the recurring Raven in her dreams was a warning from the spirits. Though his attention was always elsewhere, she could feel him searching the darkest corners of her dreams. She knew it was only a matter of time before his beady eyes turned to her and the rituals she performed.

Rising from the bed, she moved to the cracked mirror mounted above the sink in the corner of the room. Admiring her reflection, she looked deep into her own eyes and spoke to the unresponsive glass.

'Mama, why does it feel so lonely?' Simbi murmured. She knew there would be no answer—there never was—but it always helped to speak to herself in the mirror, to clear her thoughts. 'Every time I call the spirits to these bastard men, they never last. I know their bodies are old and weak, but I want them to thrive in our image so we might right the wrongs they inflicted on us. What am I doing wrong?'

Receiving no answers, she pressed her forehead to the mirror, staring deeper into her brown eyes as if the reflection might reveal something. Seeing nothing in the blackness of her pupils, Simbi hissed at herself before stepping back to get dressed and join her brother downstairs. Replacing the battered journal on the bedside table, she quickly changed from her nightgown into a more fitting black dress.

Sobo knew his sister was troubled. Not only could he see it in her posture, but he could feel it in her aura. While Simbi had been gifted the dark connection, Sobo’s sensitivity allowed him to sense the turmoil in her heart. Busying himself in the kitchen, his gaze occasionally fell to the parcel sitting on the table. Though tempted, he knew better than to interfere in matters his sister controlled. That said, like an impatient child, he couldn’t stop his eyes from scanning the brown paper and twine.

'Who delivered it?' Simbi asked as she sauntered into the kitchen.

'The same man as last time. He just handed it over and said you’d be happy with it.'

'I’m sure I will.'

Standing at the table, Simbi caressed the smooth paper neatly wrapped around the contents. While her brother brimmed with curiosity, Simbi suspected she already knew what the package contained. Sensing his excitement, she briefly considered making him wait, but deep down, she too was eager to see the contents with her own eyes.

Unwrapping the parcel, Simbi revealed a plain wooden box beneath the paper. Devoid of any adornments, the latch securing the lid was a simple piece of polished metal hooked through two loops. A small card had been tucked behind the latch, and Simbi read the short note aloud for her brother to hear.

'The Society seeks to support your activities as always. We trust this will be suitable for your needs. It was difficult to acquire, but we trust your honour for our shared journey. Signed on behalf of F M S.'

'Who are they?' Sobo asked.

'Friends.'

'That’s not helpful,' Sobo huffed, falling silent under his sister’s stern glare.

'They’re allies, for the moment—providing us with resources and victims as we need them.' Sensing her brother’s questions, Simbi returned her attention to the box as she continued. 'The reason for their alignment to our cause is fleeting, I’m sure of that. But while they are with us, I shall use them to our advantage.'

Unlocking the box and lifting the lid, Simbi uncovered the awkward shape concealed beneath a thin veil of red silk. Pulling the fabric aside, she gasped as her gaze fell upon a muddied and stained human skull. As if freshly dug from the earth, clumps of dirt clung to the ivory bone.

Taking the skull in both hands, Simbi lifted it free from the box and held it in front of her. She admired the deep recesses of the eye sockets, noting the years of decay and debris that filled the cavity where the brain had once been.

The stench of death was not unfamiliar to her. Inhaling deeply, Simbi could almost taste the damp earth and rotten decay that accompanied the skull.

'Who is that?' Sobo asked, watching a worm wriggle from the left eye socket and retreat into the gap between the upper and lower jaw.

'This is Lord Damien Ford,' Simbi replied, noting the confusion on her brother’s face.

'He killed Mama and Papa.'

'That was slavers,' Sobo protested.

'He sent them!' Simbi hissed through gritted teeth, her voice laced with fury as memories of that night resurfaced. She remembered vividly the night she and Sobo had been torn from their home and sold into slavery. 'It was his company, working on his instructions.'

'Bastard,' Sobo barked, his anger flaring as he saw the sadness on his sister’s face.

'With this, I can find the remnants of his family and bring them into the fold, making amends for the pain, misery, and evil they inflicted on our family and our people.'

'Will his family even know what he did to us?'

'What does it matter?' Simbi’s voice was no longer calm; it was laced with anger and hatred. 'The deeds of a grandfather are answerable to the greedy offspring who benefit from them.'

Placing Lord Ford’s skull on the table, she admired its macabre beauty. Despite never having met the man, she remembered vividly the night his men had arrived in her village. Fuelled by greed, they had made short work of overpowering the elders before turning their attention to the younger generation. At the time, Simbi had not understood the muted screams of the women in the village, but it had not taken her long to grasp the horrific reality.

It had been so long ago, yet the memory felt fresh. Closing her eyes, she could almost smell and taste her home on the night of her captivity. Cursing under her breath, she replayed the moment her mama and papa had fought back against the invaders. Even after slavery had ended, the scars remained, carved deep by the atrocities inflicted on her family. Simbi had been fifteen when she and Sobo were shipped to England at the hands of Damien Ford. Now, one hundred and sixteen years later, she would finally right the wrongs he had caused.

Casting the painful memory aside, Simbi wiped the tears from her face and felt relief as her brother refrained from pressing further. Replacing the skull in the wooden box, she closed the lid and secured the polished wedge back into position.

'We will gather tonight and see if we cannot raise his spirit from the depths of whatever hell he inhabits now.'

'I’ll call for the others.'

Sobo moved to leave but stopped when Simbi grasped his muscular arm.

'‘Tis for us,' Simbi insisted, looking up at her brother. 'This ritual will be for me and you—nobody else.'

'But, shouldn’t we…'

'You are a kind soul, Sobo. Kinder than me, that is for sure.' She released his arm and offered a gentle smile. 'For now, this will be our little secret. In time, I will let our brothers and sisters know. But for now, this is for us.'

'I understand,' Sobo replied, though she could see he did not. Still, she knew he would not argue.

Letting him leave, Simbi remained alone in the quiet kitchen, her gaze fixed on the plain wooden box. The zombi she had created thus far had all led to this moment—the time she could exact her revenge on the man who had cursed her family to slavery and pain. Smiling to herself, she braced for the night’s ritual. She knew it would be draining and challenging. Never before had she been so emotionally connected to the very soul she would summon from the afterlife.

Tapping her fingers on the box, she leaned in close and whispered to the lifeless skull it contained.

'Death is too peaceful for you. Tonight, you will see the fury of my hatred.'

Leaving the box on the table, Simbi followed her brother out of the kitchen, allowing an eerie quiet to descend on the now-empty room.
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