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Content Warning

	 

	The Frangitelli Mirror contains horror themes, violence, death of a child, death of an infant, blood and gore, and paranormal violence. Please read according to your comfort level.

	 

	 

	
Books By G.R. Thomas

	 

	The A’vean Chronicles

	(In reading order)

	Awaken

	Surrender

	Allegiance

	Redemption

	 

	Child of Fear and Fire

	The Frangitelli Mirror

	 

	 

	
To my husband;

	my best friend, my biggest fan, your support,

	love and belief drive every word I write.

	 

	You may not have appeared in my books so far,

	but you are, and always will be my hero.

	 

	 

	
Glossary Of Magik

	 

	Actatos Adibaga Sabaoth Adonay-

	Spell to summon Bruxas and null all its power.

	 

	Actatos Adra Arata Alal de Bruxa-

	Spell to drive away a demon.

	 

	Alria Garia Ananus (to reverse, say Contrarum in beginning)-

	Spell to stop someone speaking.

	 

	Amatiano veru cedata-

	Spell to stop someone moving.

	 

	Agla Aglala- 

	Spell to stop haemorrhage: thumbprint their own blood on their forehead.

	 

	Actatos Alrax de Braxa-

	Spell to summon a demon to show itself in a non-threatening way.

	 

	Buona Jacumora-

	Spell written in your own blood, worn on your body to protect you from enemy.

	 

	Anul liberatum-

	Spell to deflect the power of a demon.

	 

	Nascondodmerato-

	Spell to hide something.

	 

	
Through nature we walk, in whispers we talk.

	 

	—Masciara Unknown.
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Description automatically generated]arkness haunted Rose Carbonelli. It brought fear and sleepless nights, staring wide-eyed at the bleak grip of night upon every corner of her room, listening to the door knob twist, the window pane rattle. Rose fought sleep, sometimes until the roosters crowed, before she allowed her eyes to give in. The velvety spread of a star-pricked night sky, so favoured by lovers, set Rose into a state of terror. 

	She craved daylight, the warm hug of the sun that kept the shadows of the night at bay. Daylight had, until recently, been a place of safety. But something had changed the day the crow with the gold-flecked eyes arrived. 

	It first appeared on a hot December evening when it was more than shadows keeping sleep at bay. Rose sat on the back porch, mosquitoes buzzing in her ear, tasting the blood of her bare feet. She itched her ankles, red spots raised and punishing with their irritation.

	The sun set late; its summer glow smeared the horizon in apricot and red. The crow made its presence known when it landed amongst the purple blossoms of a Crepe Myrtle tree that grew by the back porch. Its inky wings shone in the waning daylight; the gold of its eyes glistened like gems. It cried out, settled snuggly on the branch, and stared down at Rose; she stared back. It had not let her be from that day to this.

	The crow paced by her window day and night, sometimes it tapped the glass with its long beak, sometimes it just stared. 

	But really, it all began when Rose did something careless; something desperate. She had stolen. Each night since, as she lay awake, she chastised her younger self, who in 1915 had sought help where she shouldn’t. When she found the book, took the book, and read the strange words on its front page aloud; 

	Ticanim Invocatum.

	Rose had been seeking an answer; wondered if perhaps she was praying to a new God, one that would actually listen. Instead, she had invited in darkness when she had been seeking light.

	She had not spoken aloud any of the other words she read. She understood nothing of them other than that she had dipped her toes into something stinking of rot.

	The ensuing years had taken a toll. Rose was a shell of herself, but she suffered her lot resolutely. It was the only way to survive the darkness, the only control she had. Each night Rose scoured the book, tried to reverse what she had done, to understand exactly what it was she had done, if, in fact, it had ever been in her control at all. 

	She sought to return calm to the storm of her mind, but something was changing; not just by the rise of the moon did terror stalk her. Now daylight had her in the grip of fear, and it all coincided with the crow she had named Devil. 

	It had not always been this way, but when Europe went to Hell, something within Rose altered as well, as it did with everyone and everywhere. Yet, with Rose, it was more than just war. It was 1917, and she was nearly 18. For two years, Devil and the shadows had made themselves known, and life had thrown all its ugliness in her face.

	Rose sat upon the edge of her bed, rubbing her eyes, her back to the door, attention upon the corner to the right of the window. The small book slipped to the floor; its curled pages fell open.

	She slid to the floor, closed it, and ran her fingers across the cracked leather. She pressed the golden crescent, and across the outline of the crow that adorned the ancient cover. She licked her lips, looked up to the window; dawn, not Devil, looked in upon her.

	The morning light struck across the floor and onto the book as though Mother Nature herself was in on its secret. Rose drew a wearied breath and studied the book for the thousandth time.

	It was old, how old she couldn’t guess. There were no publication pages within, no evidence of the author. Its pages were yellowed, and it smelled of dust and dry rot, of the thousand fingers that must have thumbed through its vellum. It was written in many different hands, with notes throughout the margins. Rose opened the first page and bit her lip as she scanned those words.

	She flipped through, a page at a time, past languages she could not understand. There were sketches of things best left in nightmares, as well as herbs and vials of tinctures lost to time. She had wondered if it was merely a book of medicine, of old wives' tales, but this book didn’t feel like others. It had a weight to it that didn’t match its size, a feel to its pages that made one not want to close it. Day after day, despite her resentment of it, the book called her to pick it up and sink into its words.

	Rose recalled the day she had seen the book fall from the cart of an old woman who began appearing in town each Friday, selling her wares, dried herbs and fruits, knitted bits and bobs. Rose had been fascinated by her in the beginning. Something about the stoop of her stature, the way the lines on her face crisscrossed, her pewter hair in need of a brush. Mama had warned her away, as had the priest on Sundays. Rose, however, followed the woman who carried a black-eyed crow upon her shoulder. 

	One day she had set up her cart at the bottom end of the high street in town, catching the passers-by as they entered. Most gave her a wide birth, suspicious of her accent, the strangeness of her clothes, and the odd things she sold. 

	Rose was with her mother on a reasonably pleasant autumn day. At a time before things had become too hard, when food and money were still reliable. Mama had been caught by Miss Ray, the local gossip, undoubtedly relinquishing nothing but shallow details of their lives that would be fed instantly to the grapevine.

	Distracted, her mother had not noticed fifteen-year-old Rose wander across the road, eyes wide, watching the old woman complain as she packed up. A constable tapped his truncheon impatiently in his hand.

	“No permit, no trade.” He spoke loud enough for the gossip mongers to feed upon. 

	In her haste, as she slapped her horse upon the rump, the old woman hadn’t noticed the tarp of her cart was loose, didn’t see the small book tumble to the ground. 

	Sunlight glinted upon something on its cover. Rose watched the old woman disappear over the rise of the road, the constable wander away, and the book left in the dust. 

	With her mother still humouring Miss Ray, Rose made her way over, looked down, and squinted as the sun glanced across something golden on the cover. Her fingers twitched. 

	Pick it up.

	Rose looked over her shoulder guiltily, but no one was there. 

	She checked her surroundings again. It was hustle and bustle. No one noticed the daughter of a seamstress, so she picked it up and ran her hands over the golden crescent embedded into thick leather, a crow, open-winged underneath. She flipped the cover open. The spine cracked, the pages within thin and water-stained, inked words illuminated in a practised hand seemed to leap from the page. Despite her youth, Rose instantly recognised this to be very old and unusual, something that the church would very much frown upon. She drew her fingers across the pages and flicked through the delicate paper. A strange feeling coiled within her, stoking the idea that she should keep it, that she should have it all to herself.

	“Rose? What are you doing?” Her mother had asked. Rose had startled, not noticing her in the haze of excitement. Rose’s fingers curled around the pages; her hands slipped behind her back. She felt strange, her thoughts somewhat separate from her body, and it was this strange sensation that made her slip the book into her pocket. 

	It was a week to the day that Rose knew she had made a mistake. The whispers had begun on the first night, movement out of the corner of her eye on the second. On the third night, she saw her brother Matteo staring at her through the open door of her room, wet, bloated… dead. She did not sleep that night. 

	The fourth day she threw the book in the hearth. It flew back out, landing at her feet, hot to the touch but not a mark upon it. The fifth night, Rose tossed it down the well out the front of Mr Wilson’s house in the middle of the night. By the time she had returned to her bedroom, there it lay, upon her bed, glistening beads of water upon its leather, otherwise intact. On the sixth night, Rose lay a rosary across the book. The chain snapped, and all the beads rolled away, some remained stuck in the grooves of the floorboards. 

	On the seventh night, Rose listened to the voices, watched the movements in the corner, and knew she was being haunted. 

	On the eighth day, Rose went in search of the old woman. She asked everyone, but no one knew who she was or where she had come from. On the way home, halfway down Banksia Lane, the cart was parked, the horse grazing, a crow sitting upon its rump. 

	“Hello? Hello? I need to return something you lost.” Rose’s heart beat furiously, whipped along by relief that this nightmare would soon be over.

	Rose rounded the cart, saw no one, rounded it again, and there the old woman was, stoking a fire that was not there a moment ago. Smoke curled from a robust flame, something delicious bubbled in an iron pot above it. 

	“Something I lost, you say?” The woman had an accent like Papa.

	“Yes, it fell from your cart last week.”

	“Did it now?” She stirred a little faster, then sipped noisily from her ladle.

	“Yes...” 

	“And you only saw fit to return it now?” The woman reached into her pocket and sprinkled something in the pot.

	Taken aback, Rose pushed her glasses up her nose and sought the right words, but they would not arise.

	“I…I…”

	“You looked upon what was not yours to do so, or… perhaps it was? Who am I to say such things?” The old woman shrugged and stirred her pot with more enthusiasm, uncorked a jar, drizzled the contents in. The pot bubbled faster; a rich meaty smell hit the air.

	“What’s done is done, young lady.” The old woman dipped her ladle again, sipped and smiled to herself.

	Rose pulled the book from her pocket and offered it to the woman; her heart kicked a little faster.

	“I’m sorry. I should have given it back immediately. Please accept my apology.” Her hand shook, the leather slippery between her fingers.

	“You are bound, I cannot take it. It has shown you a course. That is all an old woman can say.”

	Rose’s body shivered with cold despite a warmth in the air. Her teeth clenched, she sucked in her bottom lip, held her breath and set the book upon a log by the woman’s side, careful not to get too close.

	Rose backed away and felt something slap her leg. She shuddered as her hand fell upon the book which was back in her pocket. Her lips quivered, that same, not quite there, feeling engulfed her. 

	“That which has been seen cannot be unseen, my dear. That which has to be learned must be learned.” The woman tasted her brew again, this time chewing and nodding to herself. She sprinkled more powder from her pocket into it and stirred, softly mumbling to herself. 

	The wind whispered through the trees, and tugged at her fire. A black feather flickered in the woman’s hair. Rose’s fingers dug through her dress until she felt the bite of them on her thighs.

	“I don’t understand, and I don’t want to have it.” Her eyes were hot, the old woman blurred, she held the book out again. “Please, take it?”

	“You have opened the door, Dear. Now you must enter.” 

	Rose shook her head, and backed away. 

	“Follow the sign of the crow.” The old woman nudged her own crow gently, it squawked, looked at Rose and settled snuggly into the crook of the woman’s neck.

	Tears blurred Rose’s vision again, fear drove its way deep into her belly, making her queasy. Rose blinked until her eyes cleared, wiped her glasses clean on her shawl, and gasped. She spun around.

	The woman was gone, just the lingering smell of her potion upon the air.
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	The gold-eyed crow visited the day after the woman disappeared in plain sight. The same time as the shadows, and the sounds began their campaign of terror… the same time that Matteo began to appear every single day.

	It sat outside her window, feathers wind-tugged, its eye cocked so as to see Rose. 

	Rose held the book sandwiched between her hands; her middle finger wedged into a well-worn page. 

	“Go away.” she snapped. The crow fluttered from the ledge, and settled upon the arched wire of the front fence. There it stayed, cawing melodically with the magpies and kookaburras. 

	“That’s not what I meant, but better.” Rose flicked through the book, ran her fingers across the page, a flicker of something indefinable warmed the cold that normally gripped her.

	Grubby marks blackened the edges, the writing penned on its face a little blurred in places, undoubtedly from many fingers scanning across the strange words. 

	“What is it you say?” she browsed through some more pages, nothing resonated with her, but something tingled in her belly when the book was open. Something strange washed through her; it was gone as if never there once the book was closed. 

	She held it to her chest and sighed, wondered if she would ever understand what the old woman had meant. She couldn’t seem to be rid of the book, had even grown strangely fond of it. Perhaps it was because it was something she had all to herself, something the war in Europe had not robbed from her? 

	Rose dangled her legs over the edge of the bed and watched the morning light probe the shadows. It made little progress into the corners, leaving them heavy, dark and watching. Her toes curled as they hit the cold of the floor, one stocking snagged upon the wood. 

	“Damn it!” The fabric ripped; her big toe revealed. She pulled the thin wool back over her toe, lifted the loose board next to her bed and slipped the book into the small hiding space.

	“Perhaps another day I will understand what you are.” 

	Rose slipped her boots on and a threadbare coat over her nightdress, then clicked her door shut, relieved to leave the room behind. The house was quiet apart from the tick of the clock in the sitting room and a gentle murmur across the hall.

	Her mother was yet to rise, still finishing her morning rosary as Rose slipped past. Rose grimaced; she couldn’t remember the last time she’d uttered the same words. If Mama only knew what had happened to her rosary beads, Rose would surely be pulled kicking and screaming to confession. Rose backtracked, and pressed her ear to her mother’s door. 

	“Oh, gracious Lord, please look kindly upon us. I beg you to watch over dear Rose, guide her back to your light.”

	Rose scoffed quietly. Light? She searched for it, ran to it, but light didn’t seem to show its hand, not with the eagerness that darkness did. Rose moved on, eyes upon every other corner, wary at each turn, searching for movement. She stoked the kitchen hearth on the way through, set the kettle atop its grate. Even the sooty blackness behind the flame seemed to reach under her skin. She turned away, wiped the sleep from her eyes, and headed for the safety of daylight. 

	Yet still, darkness followed Rose, it stuck to her like mud to a sole. As much as she pushed at what she saw, what she felt within the shade of a tree, the corners of her room, it clung to her very soul. It felt impossible to escape the coaxing, the fingers of shadow that licked along the walls, curled under her bed and sat there awaiting her attention. She refused to listen to the voice of the old woman, still, so crisp her memory, but she could not shut her eyes at night lest the shadows finally reach their claws out and touch her. 

	Rose pulled her coat tight and shuddered as the door slammed behind her. Winter… the seed of death, the bearer of the deepest shadow, hit her like a frigid wall. Its icy breath pushed at her, blew her down the back steps. As with every day, a morose repetition of the last, Rose urged herself into the day’s chores, bleary-eyed, and yawning. She lazily made her way down the yard, only half aware as she urged wakefulness on.

	 Dawn’s apricot glow faded into a cold, grey smudge, the air blustered around her ankles and smelled of rain. It was only when the building squall quelled for a moment that Rose noticed the silence.

	“Oh no!” Hands slapped to her mouth, her pace stuttered, eyes wide, disbelief a curtain of numbness. 

	The chicken coop door was open, the latch left unlocked the night before. Her task. One she did every morning and evening. Let the chickens out at dawn, lock them up at dusk. Her bottom lip quivered; her insides ran cold as she remembered she had fallen asleep late yesterday afternoon. The hand of darkness had wrought its power over her.

	Rose fell to the ground, cold and unforgiving, it yielded to her the fruits of her exhaustion. 

	Blood pooled in the life lines of her hands. Eyes squeezed tight, she willed this to be yet another nightmare. The wish was slapped away, truth a slick wetness coating her skin.

	The cold stung Rose’s eyes as she peered at her blurred palms. They burned around the edges, fear tugged for tears. They set forth, cutting hot ribbons down her freezing cheeks as she unwound her fingers, pulled her glasses from her nose and wiped the fog from them. She slid them back on, the frames as cold as ice. 

	Rose winced at the strings of red that whipped away from her skin, yielding to the gusts of a brewing storm; they were there, then they were not. Her own life felt as fleeting. She was here now, but for how long until the shadows won? 

	The crow circled.

	Her hand found the back of her neck, she rubbed at the familiar rise of fine hairs. Rose’s eyes snagged upon the willow tree Papa had planted when she was born. Then a sapling, now its shade owned most of the yard. Its naked branches swayed, raked the ground like skeletal fingers. The crow settled in its branches, using its wings to balance. There it gloated over Rose, silent, watching. She squeezed her eyes tight, willed it away, saw the book in her mind, knew in her bones it was all connected but didn’t know how or why.

	She looked away from the tree, refused to acknowledge the other thing that lurked in plain sight, in the light of day. But she heard its whispers.

	Ba...no…ba...no

	Fingers curled back in; she couldn’t help herself and peered back at the gnarled trunk. The shape faded away; its voice quieted. Her nostrils flared, the decay and desperation of it assaulting. Rose pressed behind her glasses, pushing at the vision that seemed to paint itself upon the inside of her lids. It was gone. She looked around, it was definitely gone, yet now her face smelled of blood. 

	Rose leaned down, picked up a carcass; the hen's head flopped, blood dark and dry, sticking its feathers into clumps. 

	Rose held it to her chest.

	“I’m sorry little one.” She stroked it tenderly, then gasped and held it away from her body, her mouth a little drier than before. She lay the carcass back down, rubbed her eyes, mouth agape. Did its eye blink? An image of jaws flashed through her mind. Rose yelped, rubbed her eyes again. The hen’s beak opened and closed; its lower lid slid across a dull, dilated eye. Rose thought she had made a mistake, that it was alive. She quickly checked the hen over, parted the feathers to find the wound she would tend, to nurse it back to health. A groan rumbled in her chest as Rose slumped; the ground shot its cold through her. The hen’s innards were gone, the feathers hid the gutting. 

	“How...” she scooted away, the hen once more a ruined, dead thing. The willow branches creaked. Rose snapped her head up. 

	The crow set off high above her house, blending into the stormy sky.

	Rose swallowed hard, scrambled back to her feet, and gripped the bridge of her nose between thumb and forefinger.

	“You’re exhausted, that’s it… you’re in shock.” 

	She took a deep breath and gave attention to the greyness of her once vibrant home. Corrugated sheets spotted with rust patched the roof where last winter the tiles had been ripped away in a sudden squall. The morning's gusts lapped at the metal, lifted it up and down, a rhythmic tap, tap upon the gutters. The entire back of the house leaned to the left. She sighed at the slackness of its shell, the sheer lack of will to stand for much longer. 

	She sometimes felt the same. Haunted, weak; wracked with a loss of control, no matter what her desire; her purpose. Rose knew that in the end her destiny was caught between the pointless feuds of men and the whim of a cruel Mother Nature... and something else altogether unspeakable. The book flashed into her mind again. The shadows were her irrefutable proof, the voices could not be unheard, the visions could not be unseen. 

	A life of love and a little comfort were small goals. Still, as the hands of time ticked mercilessly forward, with each rise and fall of a new day, with every moment she slept with an empty belly, Rose felt any semblance of such folly evaporate. Each night she lay, quilt bunched in her fists, eyes upon the right-hand corner of her room, book well hidden under the floorboards. All night Rose ignored the beckoning to listen, stuck her fingers in her ears when Matteo called her to play. Life would not be the same, not in this house, not whilst her mother carried on as if all would be well. Not while the corners held her attention, and the dead commanded her to notice them.
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Description automatically generated] bitter world clawed for Rose’s attention, sucked in its’ breath, and whipped hard against her frame. Each gust snatched soft, russet feathers from her grasp. Rose snatched back at the wind, screamed at it, tried to claim them back, but the wind was too clever, too quick, and her fingers too sticky with blood. 

	Nail beds tinged blue with cold, Rose’s skin flaked around the cuticles, worn and calloused. Lean, pale bones strained through meatless flesh. Old lady hands, tired hands, hands that longed for silken gloves, shiny rings and another warm hand to hold. She could not envisage a wedding ring sliding across such ugly claws. Her chin quivered, she averted her eyes from the willow tree, squeezed the sting from them and cast such thoughts aside.

	Rose moved her hands down, gripped her legs instead as the smell of death upon her fingers brought acid to her throat. She retched and shook with more than cold.

	“Why are you doing this?” she whispered, but no more did the willow hold the shadow. 

	“Rose? Rose? Where are you? Hurry up and come inside. You’ll catch your death.” 

	Rose stilled, hot guilt warmed her momentarily as Mama called from the house, her breath thin, almost lost in the gusts. Rose pulled back to the reality of the moment, bunched an edge of her apron and blew her nose. She became aware once more of her limbs, pulled herself up, eyes upon a wooden shed. Capped with a metal roof that curled at its edges, the coop leaned into the back fence, both holding each other aloft. 

	Thick bushland beyond was the only colour in a bleak day. A smudge of green and brown beyond the boundary, interspersed with skeletal trees that died each winter, born anew each spring. Rose couldn’t see her spring, imagined she’d never feel its warmth again. Body pressed against the weather, hair whipping her face, she moved towards the coop. The open maw of darkness behind its door set a clawing cold down her spine.

	Pulsing gusts pushed Rose onwards. One unwilling step at a time, arms wrapped about her body, she held her breath, not wanting to inhale death. The door of the coop banged with the rhythmic rise and fall of the wind, chomping at the world each time it opened, the darkness within too close, too unknown. 

	Please don’t be in there. She peered back to the willow. It was as any normal tree should be.

	Rose rested a hand on the door frame, the blood stuck her skin to the wood. She leaned in. Her knees stung when she fell at the coop’s doorway. A small cry escaped around her hand that pressed hard against her mouth. Bloodied carnage; headless chickens filled the belly of the coop.

	“You didn’t even eat them!” Rose sobbed. “You beast!” Unrestrained tears burned her cheeks, the warmth sickeningly comforting against the stabbing cold. Her hands bared down into the ground, nail stubs bit into her palms, and she pounded the ground until her fists pulsed.

	 “No, no, no!” Mud splashed across her face, and speckled the lenses of her glasses, but she didn’t care. Rose’s fingers ran across a pattern in the mud. They sank into fox prints that fanned out the doorway, a frenzied lacework of devils stalking the night. Defeat burned under her skin, an itch of that prodded, teased and coaxed at emotions that clouded her thoughts. She slumped against the coop; shawl caught in its wire. Frustration had her yank at the wool, its delicate loops snapped. Rose’s head felt suddenly too heavy and fell into her hands. She indulged the sobs, released the tension that squeezed her chest like a vice.

	“Why?” Her fingers hooked through the new hole in her shawl, grey fibres shredded away, captured in the glue of blood that clotted the creases of her fingers. The shawl was already threadbare, this new hole unspooling before her eyes, like the world both there and afar. Rose stared, bleary-eyed, past browned flower beds to the smoke pouring from the laundry room.

	Despite the loss of everything, hunger pains, and cold nights when the single hearth log burned out, Rose had never wanted for cleanliness. Her mother boiled their sparse linens and dresses every other day, wear aside, she was clean each morning, presentable to the world, as wretched as it was. 

	For a moment, just a fraction of time, Rose smiled, lifted her arm to her face, smelled the sharp starch of her sleeve. It mattered for that brief moment until the edge of her vision caught sight of another carcass at the outhouse door. 

	The serenity of calm peeled away, like a protective outer skin leaving her raw and angry. Rose pulled herself up and connected her boot with the coop. The metal roof rattled; the wooden frame shook. She yelped, grabbed her boot; blackness filtered her vision as pain sung in her toes. She hopped around, teeth gritted, shawl slipping from her shoulders. The wind caught hold and whisked it away into the arms of the willow. Rose screamed in frustration.

	Temper causes nought but anguish, Mama would say, but the rush of sudden emotion came so easily these past years. The taste of hastily spoken words, burning with ill feeling, held an addictive comfort, a strange sense of power. Words more suited to the docks threaded through Rose’s mind. She silently mouthed them, then screamed them into the wind until her throat hurt. Puffing, sweating; that release of profanity eased a portion of the fire that had taken possession of her insides. Rose set her pounding foot down, the wind obliged again, gusting more heartily, and she screamed some more. The way these vulgar utterances rumbled from her chest and rolled over her tongue felt so very good. 

	When the flush of emotion settled and her breath was caught, she spotted her shawl snagged and flapping wildly high in the willow. She hitched her dress with a mind to climb for it, however, her mother’s more intemperate voice carried downwind again.

	“Rosa? Hurry up out of this weather this instant!” Shawl forgotten Rose grimaced; she hated when her mother used her Italian name, she only did it when she was impatient. It was the cause of so much bullying at school, the sound of it when Mama accented it grated on her ears. Rose actually liked the name, just not the sour stares of her classmates.

	 Rose reached down to her pounding toe. Old leather boot peeled away, stocking in hand, she winced at an emerging blue swelling ringed with red. 

	“Damn it.” She dabbed at the toe gingerly, a sharp breath sucked between gritted teeth as she forced the stocking and boot back on. 

	“Bloody bastard!” Rose yelped as her foot set back down, the ground tended to the pain with a now welcome, numbing cold. She set off, hobbling on the outside edge of said foot, scouting around the coop, hoping to find at least one chicken left alive. 

	“Chook, chook, chook?” Little hope lit her voice, “Come on, chook, chook, chook?” Around the far side, a flash of caramel caught her eye. A hopeful race of her heart instantly quelled at the sight of more bloodied feathers wedged in splintered wood at the base of the fence. Her shoulders slumped; her movement halted. Rose stood still and just stared. The wind whipped her apron up, it thwacked and snapped, the weather tugged it almost gleefully as her vision glazed at the nothingness they had left. 

	Rose curled her fingers in, her palms stung; hurt bristled inside and out. She snatched the edge of the apron from the wind and wiped her face and glasses again with the least muddied corner, making her way closer to the fence. There was a hole in the palings, another flurry of fox prints around it. A tuft of orange fur tangled in the grey wood. 

	“You evil creature.” Rose plucked one of the feathers from the fence. Soft white down at the base, a rich ochre towards the tip. This one had a brown spot.

	“Dear little Queenie.” She held it against her chest, her other hand pressed against the growl in her stomach. It was as though her body understood the gravity of the situation. 

	The mid-August weather sliced through her dress, wicked through her stockings, and a creeping cold settled beneath her skin. She shivered until her teeth chattered. Her eyes crusted with dried despair and watered anew. But tears weren’t going to put food on the table, weren’t going to bring prosperity back to her home. They certainly wouldn’t make people not do stupid things that broke your heart. 

	She sniffed, opened her fingers, and let the feather flutter away. Mama called again; her words almost entirely lost in a deep rumble of thunder.

	Rose sleeked her dress down to her ankles, wiped her hands on her apron and cleared her throat. Hands on hips, she counted the remnants of the flock and gathered up the corpses. She tried to forget their names, cast away pleasant memories of hand-raising fluffy chicks in the kitchen by the warmth of the hearth. She couldn’t look at them now, tried to ignore the stiffness of their legs, the glazed, unblinking eyes. Her little pets were now cold and hard in her hands. 

	Rose ran. Thoughts of life before 1914 flashed through her mind. Was it all just a fairy tale? A false memory? Had life not always been so miserable? The corpses swung like pendulums as her pace hastened, still hampered somewhat by the pain in her foot; feathered bodies banged against her legs.

	Once upon the back steps, Rose stopped to gather her breath, to calm herself lest Mama think her weak. She lay the carcasses atop the kindling box at the back door with a gentleness they could no longer appreciate. She patted them, knowing they could not feel the love, but something made her do it anyway.

	Reaching for the door, Rose’s body shuddered when something banged. The suddenness of the sound pounded in her head, rocked her on her feet. The coop door, it was just the coop door at the mercy of the storm. Relief washed through her as she watched the door flap open and shut. A spittle of icy rain began, slicing through the greyness of the sky. Despite the fact she didn’t want to go back to the puddles of blood and decay, she dashed back to the coop, secured the door, putting a stop to the rhythmic banging. It was too much like gunshots. Gunshots reminded her of war, and war was a dirty word. It had changed the world; it betrayed all that she knew; it slit her heart in two.

	As she turned to dash back, by pure chance, Rose spotted three chalky eggs nestled in a clutch of weeds at the base of the willow. She’d forgotten that the hens liked to lay in strange places, leaving her a treasure hunt every other day. The sight alleviated the tightness in her chest, mouth already watering at the thought of soft scrambled eggs. 

	Rain hardening, Rose quickly scooped them up, held them like precious jewels before wrapping them gently in her apron. She took a step and stopped; her boot dwarfed by larger footprints pointing towards the house. One step at a time, she followed them, numb, not numb, every part of her tingling, dread curled in her gut. Thunder rumbled more deeply. She hitched up her dress and splashed past the prints. Lightning forked beyond her house as she jumped the steps onto the back porch, coming to a stop near her father’s gardening boots. There they sat, old and cracked, cobwebs stitched across the top, soles caked in fresh mud. Thunder cracked above the house. Rose jolted once more. 
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	“God walks quietly, Rose,” Edith said as Rose pulled her boots off and threw them by the door. Rose rolled her eyes, quickly averting to innocence when Mama peered over her shoulder.

	“I felt those eyes, Bella. You ought to say an extra prayer before bed tonight.” A gentle smile softened new lines around Mama’s mouth; eyes sunken, ebony hair more silver-streaked each day. Edith’s chin trembled as she noticed the blood streaks upon Rose’s arms. She blinked, straightened from digging in the hearth, wiped charred hands along her apron. Edith cleared her throat and reached for the eggs. 

	“Well, the foxes have certainly eaten most heartily, and so too shall we eat a good breakfast. Where are the hens?” Edith’s voice wavered.

	“On the kindling box.” Rose slipped her glasses into her pocket, wiped her eyes on the damp of her sleeve and jutted her head towards the back porch. Relieved that there was no shadow upon it, she was instantly annoyed at her Mama’s lack of outrage. 

	“I’ll stew them later.” Edith stepped out to retrieve the birds; frigid air pushed inside, making Rose shiver more deeply. Edith treated the birds with the same gentleness as Rose had. Laying them by the sink, she draped a dish towel over them like a shroud. 

	Rose slumped at the small table by the larder, wiping the feel of dead things from her hands more forcefully against her apron. Cold hard limbs, clawed toes curled over in rigour felt way too fresh. Rose stared at the lumps under the dish towel.

	“I won’t eat them.” She knew it to be a lie as the claw of hunger was more painful than before. “I’ll not…”

	“You’ll be thankful to have anything in your stomach, Rose.” Edith sloshed her hands in some wash water, scrubbing them more briskly than necessary as though she, too, needed to scrub death away. “Your Nonna and Nonno ate whatever they could scavenge as children, don’t you remember the stories your father told you?” She wiped her forehead and sighed, “Oh, the poverty they endured. You may think us unfortunate, but I am forever grateful to have been born here, Bella. Despite everything, there is hope in this country.” Edith placed a bowl upon the bench, cracked the eggs with one hand whilst whisking with the other. Rose squeezed her lips tight, lest she said anything more, despite the fact she wanted to say so much, to scream, to yell about anything, about everything. 

	Instead, Rose fidgeted, ran a thumbnail along a crack in the table top. A thread of grime curled away, staining underneath the nail. She pressed a little harder, not caring about the pale scar left behind in the wood. The sound of Mama mixing, the whisk scraping at an increasing intensity, set Rose’s teeth to clench. The edge of her nail snapped away. A thin line of blood coursed the curve of the nail bed.

	All the while, Edith broke the cold draught of silence with a soft hum. A familiar tune, one that spun upon the long-gone gramophone years ago. Rose shook her head, watching Mama’s body sway to her song. She couldn’t fathom how Mama could relax like this, how she seemed to always find a spark of pleasure in the most mundane moments. A scream brewed in Rose’s chest. She wanted to hate the world; she, in fact, did hate the world and everyone who had hurt her. She didn’t understand her mother; she barely understood her sinfully, hateful self. 

	As though the world cared for just a moment, the storm quieted. The rain ceased its thrashing against the roof, and the wind released its hold of the windows and doors. A wedge of pale sunlight streamed in; a mild winter warmth sliced across Rose. Her body relaxed, muscles unwound, the thrashing pulse in her temple eased. The warm light reflected off the two remaining spoons they had left; its glimmer glanced across a silver frame that sat alone upon the mantle over the hearth. It held Rose’s attention, bringing selfish thoughts of her plight to an abrupt halt. 

	Her father’s portrait, the only photograph they owned, the singular item of unnecessary décor that remained. His proud expression in hues of cream and brown stirred a myriad of emotions within her. When he had volunteered for the war, Rose had been distraught. When he hadn’t come home, she was heartbroken. Now, every night she was wrought, watching the corner of her room, twisted with fear and anger.

	Rose made her way towards her father’s likeness and held the frame carefully. The cold silver was a satisfying weight in her hand. Mama’s humming ceased.

	Rose slipped her glasses back upon her nose, bringing Papa’s image into a more satisfying sharpness. Chest tight once more, she felt the weight of Mama’s attention. Rose sniffed away her feelings… private emotions she once shared so freely but now were locked away as securely as any safe. She found a clean corner of her sleeve, swept it in gentle circles across the frame until it shone haphazardly, tarnish long set in. It would have to do. Papa had the same dark hair as her mother, as Rose herself had. Rose and Papa wore a golden skin, a tone both admired and reviled, depending on which locals one came upon. The photograph, however, couldn’t capture the amber of his eyes, a deep rich sunset that she too inherited, unlike the brown of her mother’s.

	“It was those eyes that caught my attention. Oh, the way the sun caught them.” Edith’s shoulder brushed Rose’s. 

	“I’d never seen your father before; he was new to town after years working the docks abandoned by those who ran to the gold fields. He was still a young man exploring the world.” Edith’s eyes were closed, a smile lifted hollow cheeks.

	“And then he saved your life,” Rose finished the story.

	“Yes, Bella, it’s still a wonder. How I heard him tell me to look up from so far away… well, it was God’s work.” She smiled wider.

	Edith had recounted, numerous times, the day she was near-squashed by a ton of flour being hoisted up into the bakery loft. She promised she hadn’t heard those closest to her yell at her to jump out of the way. Edith insisted she had heard a voice in her mind tell her to look up. She saw the pully lurch and dashed to the side just as the flour fell. She had fallen, dusting herself free of flour and dirt, when her attention was caught upon a stranger, knapsack on his shoulder, walking towards her. Rose’s father. Edith, despite being put to bed for a week for her ramblings, just in case she’d hit her head, to this very day, insisted she heard his voice call to her. When he had leaned down to offer her a hand up, the amber of his eyes stole her heart. 

	Rose saw wistfulness hold Mama a moment, and wondered if she would ever feel that way? Eric’s face flashed through her mind; she felt the gentle pressure of a dozen stolen kisses on Sundays at the back of St Paul’s. Heat warmed her cheeks but was immediately doused with the anger she now coveted towards him. Anger felt safer, it hurt, for sure, but not the way love did. 

	Rose’s eyes cleared, Edith’s complexion had returned to the sallowness of hunger and exhaustion. Rose sat her father’s picture back upon an embroidered doily, the first one she had made with all its missed stitches and patch-ups. She was sure Papa had been proud of the effort. Edith and Giacomo were a little crooked, sewn in a faded red, a heart on each side of their names. 

	“I’m sorry for being ill-tempered,” Rose whispered.

	The whisk resumed for a moment before Edith looked over her shoulder, a gentle smile softened the worry in her eyes.

	 “Cut up yesterday’s bread, Bella.” Edith nodded towards the breadboard, “But mind you wash those hands first.” 

	“Yes, Mama.” Rose filled the sink with an inch of brackish water and rubbed a little lye soap into her skin. She winced as it seared into the needlepoint bites that dotted her fingertips, the torn nail an especially refreshing sting. 

	Rose sliced slowly through the stale loaf, wondering how many more times the blade would do so. The flour urn had one day’s bake left, two at best. 

	“What are we to do without our chickens?”

	“God will provide my sweet,” Edith answered. Rose cringed inside and threw the knife down. She slapped the bread onto a plate. 

	“God will provide, of course, He will,” Rose mumbled to herself in a mocking tone as she watched Edith smear a thin line of beef fat into a hot pan. Rose had all but forgotten the taste of butter.

	Edith pushed the scrambled eggs gently across the pan, her movements smooth, as delicate as always. Her dress was worn, hems tattered from too many repairs, her beautiful, sweet mother looked more a pauper than ever, yet she held herself with a poised countenance, a dignified woman Rose secretly aspired to. Rose sucked in her bottom lip to halt her tongue as reality smacked her in the face. The dilapidated state of Mama was all the evidence she needed. God wasn’t providing for them at all. Rose’s grumbling belly was easy evidence of that, her mother’s state of dress, a professional seamstress, absolute proof. It seemed in 1914 that God went abroad and forgot about humanity. 
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Description automatically generated]he homely sound of bubbling water filling a teapot tempered Rose’s sour thoughts, however, an irrational jealousy struck when Edith slid a knitted warmer over the teapot. It seemed even that silver dome of metal had more comfort than they did. Rose’s wilful temper clawed to the surface.

	“I think God is too busy for the likes of us. If he cared at all, he would never have let Papa go to war.” Rose dragged a chair from under the table, its legs squeaked as she flopped down, most unladylike. 

	“Your father enlisted voluntarily, as have many good men, Rose. God had nothing to do with it.” Edith scooped a modest golden mound of egg onto one plate, the largest serving onto Rose’s. Edith’s face pinched; the only time any hint of anger coloured her complexion was talk of her father’s enlistment.

	“I don’t feel like saying grace,” Rose mumbled, not really knowing why she wanted to aggravate her mother so. It didn’t bring anyone back, not in the way she wished.

	Edith drew in a breath, mouth open to speak but then closed her eyes, clasped her hands and quietly prayed alone.

	Rose’s fork screeched as she pushed eggs around the cracks on her plate. Despite the urgent clench of her stomach, she couldn’t eat them just yet. She wanted to savour their richness, breathe in the aroma for as long as hunger allowed.

	“Have you heard anything from the bakery?” Edith asked, watching the movement of Rose’s fork.

	“They have no work either.” Rose sighed; her fingers tightened around the cutlery. “I’ve been thinking… I’m old enough now.” Rose swallowed, “I could apply at the munitions factory. Nellie Bailey went there last month. Her brother told me she’s making enough money to pay the rent.” 

	Edith rubbed her lips together and took a sip of tea.

	“That’s very nice, Rose, but that is too far away. I can’t have you moving to the other side of the city.” 

	“Why? Money is money. Why should it matter where I work. The girls are lodged together; it is perfectly safe and proper. I don’t know why you fuss so much, Mama!” Rose clipped her words the way she knew it needled Mama, apologies already forgotten. She had thought many times of moving away for work, away from the corners, out of the reach of the shadows. 

	“We will take in more sewing,” Edith said, annoyance oozing from her like a vapour. “We have discussed this one too many times. You know my thoughts about you leaving home. Who knows what could happen?”

	Rose’s attention fell back to the hearth, the dying embers of it exaggerated the darkness under the flue. What mother feared and what Rose feared were two very different things. She couldn’t tell mother why she wanted to leave, what she saw, about the book, Devil, the crow, that she was trying to find a way to right it all. The fire crackled. Rose looked to the back door to see small, wet footprints leading all the way to the hearth. 

	Matteo smiled at her, blue and bloated, his eye lashes wet and stuck together in the corners. Her brother appeared to her every single day, so far only in the kitchen, always by the fire, sitting, warming his cold grey hands. 

	“Sewing won’t pay enough, you know that,” Rose’s voice wobbled as she forced her eyes back upon her mother, trying to forget the day her brother was dragged from the river, trying to forget that she was supposed to be watching him. 

	“We may have to sell some things, just until your father returns and we have a stable income once more.” Edith took a tiny mouthful of food, chewed slowly, sipping more tea in between each morsel to stretch the meagre meal out. The fire sizzled and popped. 

	Matteo watched them with wide eyes, licked his lips as he always did, as though hunger remained in death. Initially, Rose had left a corner of bread, a cup of water, anything to keep him happy, to keep him away. Of course, they were never touched, and her mother had begun scolding her for leaving a mess for the rats.

	Largely, Matteo just sat there, trying to warm what would be forever cold. 

	Rose slammed her fork down. Matteo jumped; her mother flinched. 

	 “What do we have left to sell?” Anger slid across Rose’s tongue all too easily. “This war is killing more than the soldiers. It’s turning everything upside down. It’s destroying everything!” She fanned her arm around the kitchen, pointing at Matteo, who was blowing into his cupped hands. 

	“Just look at us? Look, Mama!” She pointed around the room.

	Peeling wallpaper, an empty larder, a dusty sideboard that once brimmed with floral porcelain. Rose wanted to scream and look at all the dead things, but she couldn’t, she wouldn’t. She knew that would be too much for her mother, yet the sight of their home set a flame under her anger. The bareness of their life, the lack of anything of comfort, the lost warmth of family sitting by the fire at night reading. It bellowed that rage into a small inferno. 

	Rose had lost the gentle ease she once possessed, an ability to see so easily the light in the dark, to feel joy at the smallest of things. Now she was an echo of her former self, haunted, the negative of the girl who once dreamed of her future as a beautiful adventure. 

	Edith’s movements had stilled, the hope in her eyes dulled. Rose bit her lip, stilled the vinegar of her thoughts.

	Perhaps it was the hunger? Perhaps the emotions, the visitations, maybe it was that she was living each day in plain terror? Maybe the book had nothing to do with anything. Rose snatched up her fork, fingers curled tight and shoved a mound of eggs into her mouth.

	Edith’s plate clinked as she placed her cutlery down, dabbed her mouth with a napkin. She slid her chair out silently, her movements considered as she disappeared into the sitting room. She returned with a glint of silver in her palm.

	“No! Not Papa’s pocket watch. Please, Mama? It’s the most precious thing he owned… uh … owns. Besides, it was Nonno’s.” Rose stood in protest, her chair crashed to the floor, the dishes rattled as her fist hit the table. Edith barely flinched, her eyes a little harder, holding Rose’s with a sharpness that made Rose’s chin tremble. 

	“No, you won’t sell it!” Rose’s chest tightened; she pushed her glasses back up her nose, but her vision clouded with anger. 

	“I’ll… I’ll shovel shit at the blacksmith’s if I have to!” The pulse in her head rushed until she couldn’t hear anything but the panic within. Her head spun. Rose leaned onto her hands to steady herself. Heat clawed under her skin. Everything tingled.

	“You will watch your mouth, Rosa.” Edith’s brows arched, her eyes steely, but her voice remained annoyingly calm, it lacked the heat that Rose cultivated so very easily. 

	Edith flicked the watch open and closed a couple of times. Candlelight deepened the dark crescents ever-present beneath her eyes. She pressed the watch over her heart. The sight of its perfect shine between her fingers a memory of nights when Papa would tuck Rose into bed, flick the watch open and say, “There now, my angel, the hour for sleep has come.” He would shut it, but not before letting Rose hold it in her tiny hands, wide-eyed. Rose liked to raise it up to catch the candlelight, just so, until it glittered like a star. Fingers curled over the table top; she recalled the heavy silver in her palm, could feel the filigree pattern engraved into its casing. 

	Rose watched her mother’s fingers trace that same pattern, as though she had the same recollection. Edith sighed, her eyes softer, smiling at a secret memory before the emotion drained away and the lines around her mouth deepened. Edith’s arms dropped, but she held tight to the watch.

	“You simply can’t sell it, Mama, please?” Rose’s head hurt; a creeping feeling clawed the base of her skull. The hairs upon her neck awoke anew. 

	“Please, Mama…” her voice faded. 

	Edith cleared her throat, eyes flitting between the watch and Rose.

	“Rose, Bella, your papa has been gone two years come this September. His presence, his income, his love… we are left wanting.” Edith’s voice hitched; her breath shaky. She took a sip of tea, set the cup down with a trembling hand. The thumb of her left hand rolled her wedding band around, its silver tarnished like the photo frame, like her, like their entire lives. 

	“They said the war would be over quickly, that our men would be fine. Well…” Edith held the pocket watch to her heart again. The dying hearth crackled softly behind her, its flame dulling to embers. Matteo was no longer there. Cold now clutched at Rose’s ankles, her toes curled in.

	“Clearly, things have not gone as expected. Apart from those first few letters when he arrived in France, we’ve had no word of him since he left. We need to be realistic; pragmatic, Rose. We have to survive for him, be ready when he returns.” Edith blinked rapidly and cleared her throat once more, but those deep brown eyes betrayed her. Tears were diamonds upon her lashes; the angles of her face hardened by shadow and a flash of emotion.

	“Rosa, do you suppose your papa wishes to return home to an old watch and our bodies decaying along with our Matteo in the grounds of St Pauls?” The stark reality of her words stung as keenly as a slap in the face. They forced Rose to sit back down. The room felt small, the air heavy, and it drew those diamonds down Edith’s cheeks.

	Rose flicked a crust of bread around her plate, picked it up and chewed it slowly. It served to suppress another rush of regrettable words and tempered the biting hunger within. It tasted sour, matched perfectly with her temper. Edith sat back down, leaned back in her chair, poured another cup of tea for herself, and they finished the meagre meal in silence. 
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Description automatically generated]ishes clunked in the sink as Edith washed whilst Rose swept the floor. The rhythmic swish, swish drew Rose’s mind away awhile, to sunsets by the river, picnics after church on Sundays, cordial spilled down pressed dresses. The image of Eric Wright, her absolute best childhood friend offering her a handkerchief to clean it up brought a warm flush to her skin. Prior to fifteen, she would have grabbed it, shoved it in his face, run away and giggled as he chased after her. Now though, things were different, and not in the way she had envisioned, not the way her heart had hoped for. Her nails dug into the broomstick, she swept harder and faster, yet his face stayed planted in her mind. 

	“Here.” Edith pulled the broom from Rose’s grip and slid the watch back into her hands. 

	“We’ll have no floor left if you keep that up.” She gently folded Rose’s fingers over the watch. Her hands warmed as they sandwiched between her mother’s.

	“I will finish tidying up. Put on your Sunday dress and head up to the haberdashery. I hear Mrs Wright is taking goods in lieu of money for a while. Such a good Christian soul she is.” 

	Edith looked to the ceiling, nodding a quiet prayer of thanks.

	“That watch should buy us enough thread and candles for a good while.” Edith looked to the flour urn; Rose caught the fleeting guilt wash pale across Mama’s face. Edith turned away and began sweeping the floor, hiding her emotions as best she could, as she always did. 

	“We may be able to purchase some more chickens sooner rather than later and, perhaps, purchase the watch back if Mrs Wright hasn’t sold it before our fortune turns about.” The sweeping slowed, then became almost as frantic as Rose’s efforts. 

	“I’ll ask Mr Wilson next door if he might spare us some eggs in exchange for housework in the meantime. He’s very lonely since Mrs Wilson passed. I’ll drop by later today to ask.” Edith herded a small tuft of dust into a corner and leaned the broom against the wall, ran her hands down her sides and took a deep breath before turning around, a warm smile plastered across her face. Matteo appeared behind her; he slid his hand into Mama’s.

	“It is a little colder than usual today.” Edith pulled away, and rubbed her hands together to warm them. 

	Rose’s fingers curled tight around the watch, she pressed it against her chest, watched Matteo’s shoulders slump, his smile wane as he faded away. Her heart thumped hard; her nostrils flared. The moist pungency of death infused Rose’s senses once more, Edith none the wiser of what mingled amongst them.

	“Hurry now. All will be well, Rose. I’m quite positive a letter will arrive before you know it with word of your papa.” She waved Rose away.

	“Get along now before this storm turns any worse.” Edith peered out the window, its edges caked white, only the middle clear enough to see through. Mama didn’t see the face that stared back.... an unknown corpse hung with patches of leathered skin and tufts of black hair. Rose’s skin crawled; she looked away and it was gone when her eyes flicked back up. Something within her pushed her to take notice of these things, to give them her attention, despite the gut-churning fear of it all. 
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