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Introduction


“I think people do kind of gravitate towards horror stories when times are tough, and times are scary — and that’s certainly true now… And when you finish, you close the book and you’ve had a place to put your fears for a little while. You’ve been able to say, ‘These problems are much worse than my problems.’ And then you close the book, and you can go to bed and sleep like a baby. At least that’s the theory.”


— Stephen King


Hail and welcome!


Shortly after signing the contract for this anthology, I had a vivid dream. In the dream, I was leading a group of fellow dancers down the suffocating confines of a darkened stairwell to the backdrop of an upbeat and random musical number. The dancers were the authors included in this anthology, as well as many characters from their stories, unanimously grooving our way toward the ground floor exit.


Choreographing the moves of twelve independent authors (Poe was especially cooperative) has been both a personal challenge and a joy. I extend deepest gratitude to the fabulous folks at Moon Books for taking a stab at such an unconventional project. This is my first venture into the realm of fiction. I’m best known for my two triptychs of metaphysical guidebooks and Oracle cards: my “empath’s trilogy” and my “shadow trilogy” – please see Meet the Authors toward the end of this book for more information.


Any occultist worth their salt understands that magick, just like reality itself, is a rainbow prism without absolutes. The title Black Magick is intentionally sarcastic, but harkens to a prevalent concept of “black” magick in reference to castings that decidedly interfere with another’s freewill, generally in an effort to cause harm, madness, bad luck, or otherwise propagate crappy conditions. This term and others similar have been sources of fear and superstition for as long as humankind has been aware of their ability to influence change by nonphysical means, and this general concept is the thematic thread that connects the stories in this anthology.


The diversity of this collection is truly exceptional. Styles explored within the tales include folk horror, dark fantasy, mystery, erotica, sci-fi, cryptism, the supernatural, abstract storytelling, queer themes, period pieces, and so much more, all carrying that common theme of baneful magick – a theme that is sometimes apparent and at other times covert. Through fiction, one may explore the “darkness” of humanity, of the unknown, and of fear itself. Consider yourself forewarned.


Please note that nothing here is written by artificial intelligence. AI is taking over creative fields at alarming rates – a horror story in itself – and readers can rest assured that everything contained herein is the creation of the human mind alone. Additionally, I’ve structured the stories in a way to make for an excellent cover-to-cover read, but all stories are standalone, so feel free to hop around!


This is the culmination of an anthological compilation launched in 2007, now alchemically refined through blood, sweat, and tears – and just the right amount of laughter. Now, a remarkable and humbling 17 years since we set foot on the dancefloor, the Black Magick anthology is born, and I couldn’t be happier with the result. It’s no longer my awkward problem child, but a strong, independent, blossoming bloodflower. It has been an incredible experience watching this project take shape and come to life. I hope it is one of many volumes to come.


Thanks for reviewing (or “starring”) this book online if the mood takes you, and for sharing it with others. I’m relying on you, beloved readers, to spread the word!


Happy reading, thanks for your support, and welcome to the spooky soirée.


Jai Sri Ganesha, Jai Mata Di, Aum Namah Shivaya,


Raven Digitalis


Holi Lunar Eclipse, March 2024
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Candle Magic


Storm Constantine


The candle was already lit when Felicia came home with the intention of enjoying her Friday afternoon off in peace. She hadn’t realised her flat-mate, Emma, was off work as well. A scorching day, too hot for May, and Emma was sitting on the floor lighting candles.


“Oh, you’re here,” Emma said, looking up. She sounded as disappointed as Felicia to find she’d have company for the day. The air in the room was thick with pungent fruity incense.


“Hmm. Had time in lieu. What are you doing?” Felicia went to open the windows.


Emma glanced at the candle. “Thinking...”


“Thinking...” Felicia nodded. There was a suppressed excitement in Emma’s expression she was familiar with. “Anyone I know?”


Emma smiled secretively. “You know what’s going on...”


Felicia shook her head and dragged her handbag, which was more like a satchel, over to the sofa. She slumped down and delved for her cigarettes in the depths of the bag. “I don’t think either of us know what’s going on,” she said, lighting up and inhaling with gusto.


Emma laughed again. “Poor Fliss, you’re just too practical!”


Felicia disliked the implication in Emma’s words. She knew Emma often thought her a dull, unimaginative creature. She took a deep breath. “Look, Em, I’m a friend, so I have to say it: you’re obsessed!” She waved her arm emphatically, scattering cigarette ash over the sofa and Emma’s lap.


Emma brushed the grey powder from her curled legs as if without thinking. Her expression had soured. “So grateful for your support!”


“Em, please!” Felicia groped behind the sofa for an ashtray. “What am I supposed to think?” She laughed nervously. “Next, it’ll be eye of newt and wing of bat; you’re crazy!”


Emma drew up her knees gracefully, pushing back her auburn hair. She reached towards the single dark green candle standing in a congealing pool of wax on the coffee-table. Her fingers were a fan against the flame. “It can be done,” she murmured.


A week previously, Emma had announced that she was in love. Felicia had known Emma for a long time and recognised immediately that her friend had fallen victim to yet another of the intense romantic fantasies, to which she seemed particularly vulnerable in the spring. Outside the window, even in the heart of the city, there was a thrumming vitality to the air. It was possible to feel the thrust of growth, and to be carried with it. Emma’s imagination certainly seemed drawn to greater extravagances. Felicia was used to this ritual behaviour. Sometimes she became impatient with it, at other times she was prepared to be understanding. For all Emma’s peculiar habits, she and Felicia got on together well, and Felicia had shared accommodation with too many people to undervalue that fact. Still, she and Emma were very different. Felicia had been in love three times in her life, and had once been engaged, but all her affairs had ended in infidelities and unpleasant scenes. Now, she was being cautious, and kept her few suitors at arm’s length, allowing them the occasional privilege of her company in a restaurant or club, and even more rarely the odd night of sex in the flat. To Emma, however, love seemed to mean spending endless hours alone, locked in desperate reverie, a condition encouraged by periodic sightings of the object of her desires. It seemed almost like a sickness, a ravaging fever that burned her out. Actual relationships had occasionally sprung from her obsessions, but they had possessed the life-span of a plucked poppy. Felicia doubted Emma had ever been out with anyone that she wasn’t obsessed with. Any other man who had the temerity to approach her was rebuffed instantly. Since Felicia and Emma had lived together in the flat – nearly four years now – Felicia had seen several beautiful young men go in and out of Emma’s room, and a couple of those had wanted to become permanent fixtures. It had always been Emma who’d sent them packing. Felicia had even been out for a drink with one of them afterwards, to listen to his woeful rantings of unrequited love. Once Emma had decided she no longer liked them, they might as well not exist for her. Still, until the moment they cut their own throats with an unwise remark or behaviour Emma found disappointing, her regard for them was merciless in its intensity. No wonder they felt so bewildered once they’d been rejected. Felicia often felt very sorry for them, but she stood by her friend’s determination not to stick with a relationship she was not happy with.


“You’ll never learn, will you!” Felicia said, shaking her head, the remark softened by a smile.


Emma refused to be drawn into a sisterly spirit. She frowned. “I know what you’re thinking. ‘Not this again.’ I don’t expect you to understand, but...” She hesitated. “This time, it’s different.” Before Felicia could respond, Emma uncurled from the floor and began to prowl about the room.


Felicia didn’t know what to say, wary of encouraging Emma’s fixations, but nervous of upsetting her too much. Emma was touching things in a slow, deliberate manner; her beads hanging across the mirror, her crystal in its nest of velvet on the sideboard, her own throat. She and Felicia were the same age – twenty-seven – although Felicia always felt so much older than Emma.


“Perhaps we should talk about it,” Felicia said, aware that her voice sounded too shrill. Even though she’d opened the windows, the air in the room was hot; hot and damp and dark. The flat only got the sun in the morning. Later, there might be thunder.


“Talk? There’s little to say. I know what I want.” Emma turned and smiled a cat’s smile, lifting her thick hair in both hands. It appeared to be a studied pose, but Felicia had never quite convinced herself that Emma struck her regular dramatic postures consciously.


“Then, why bother telling me about it at all?”


Emma shrugged. “I thought it best to, in case anything happened.”


“What do you mean by that?” Felicia became aware of tension across her forehead, a frown forming. Perhaps it was caused by the humid atmosphere. “Sometimes you frighten me, Em.” She stubbed out her cigarette with swift, sharp prods. “What you need is a good time. Less mooning around, more real life.”


Emma ignored the advice. “There’s nothing to be afraid of. I will have him, Fliss...”


Felicia shook her head and gestured at the candle. “And is that what this is all about? Sitting here being witchy and dreaming dreams? Oh, Em, I can’t decide whether you want to be the Lady of Shalott or Cleopatra!”


“You always laugh,” Emma said nonchalantly, apparently unembarrassed. She came back to squat before the coffee table, her pale hand hovering over the candle flame, her eyes intent. ‘This candle, it is exactly the right colour...’ Her voice sounded portentous and full of intent.


Felicia sighed. Emma’s mystical leanings occasionally bothered her; mostly, they could be ignored. “It’s just a candle,” she said, and then jumped up too quickly from the sofa. Emma’s image seemed to vibrate before her eyes. She rubbed her face, finding her upper lip wet. “Can’t bear this heat! Want a drink?”


Emma shook her head. “I’m ok, thanks.”


Left alone in the room, Emma cupped her hands around the flame. She took a deep breath, held it, breathed out slowly. “Listen to me...,” she said to the flame. “Help me...” She closed her eyes and threw back her head, clasping her crossed ankles. The image of The Man was difficult to conjure, because she was distracted by the sound of Felicia humming loudly to herself in the small kitchen off the sitting-room. She couldn’t visualise his face properly. Traffic outside, the sound of children across the street as they played in the school playground; the clatter from builders working on the house next door: all mundane intrusions.


“I believe in what I want,” she whispered fervently, “And to believe is to make it true.”


“What did you say?” Felicia’s voice asked from the doorway.


At night, alone with the moon, it was easier for Emma to direct her thoughts. Arms by her side or across her breast, it didn’t matter; she visualised. Felicia had argued: “Okay, so he’s good-looking, but that doesn’t mean he’s a nice person.” Felicia would say something like that. She was attracted to men who were like herself; dependable and direct, scrubbed and neatly dressed.


Emma undressed in the dark and spread out her Tarot cards face down on the rugs in the pale light that came in through the shivering, gauzy curtains. Silvery incense smoke filled the room with the scent of jasmine. She picked a card and held it to her chest for a while, without looking at it. Then, she examined the picture. It was The Moon; signifying secrecy and delusion. No, Emma thought. It is mystery and magic. She scooped the cards up into their silk wrap and lit a cigarette, leaning back against the end of her bed. She felt the flat was aware of her, its walls listening to the beat of her heart, her thoughts. Felicia was out with all her secretary friends, drinking in wine bars, no doubt being chatted up by dull men. Emma always felt the flat manifested a different personality when she was in it alone. In her opinion, people like Felicia, for all their good intentions, killed any subtle atmosphere that did not fit into their narrow view of reality. Their presence suffocated mystery. They were like rotor-scythes ploughing through an overgrown garden, restoring order to something that had been precious and beautiful in its wilderness.


Tonight, Emma felt powerful and it burned within her like hate. If she stood up, her head would brush the ceiling. Her heart was projecting a net of luminous beams, each of which pulsed like a star at its tip.


She couldn’t remember where she had first seen The Man. She was aware Felicia privately scorned what she saw as Emma’s regular crushes on people, but Emma couldn’t convey to her friend how, this time, the invasion of her thoughts had been not only unwelcome, but somehow threatening. She was torn two ways by the yelping dogs of Resentment and Yearning. The last time she’d fallen in love had been devastating. The man had shattered all her dreams by being not only insensitive and coarse, but unintelligent. He’d confessed he’d not read a book since childhood, and the mirror of Emma’s hopes had cracked from side to side. He had been beautiful, but the beauty had been a scale on his skin, easily scratched off. Since then, Emma had vowed not to fall into the same emotional state again. She would retain her common sense and snuff out any mad desires before they took hold of her. She was too old now for childish passions. Felicia was always saying she should go for personality rather than looks in a man, but for Emma the two had to be intertwined. She had very precise standards. Still, this did not mean the right person wasn’t waiting for her somewhere. She must not make another mistake. Surely the intensity of her feelings now meant she might have found her soulmate at last?


Felicia did not know to what extent the current infatuation had affected Emma, because Emma had kept the details quiet. She could not confess to how she had become a fevered, feral thing; spending whole evenings following The Man from bar to bar, skulking in shadows, awed and sickened by what she saw as his unbearable loveliness. His face looked intelligent, his bearing was aloof yet intriguing. He was like a well-bred animal; graceful and aware of his own beauty without seeming arrogant. All this, Emma had discerned from a distance. For some reason, she could not employ her usual tactics and approach him. It was not fear of rejection exactly, but perhaps a fear of being disappointed again. She’d seen him looking at her sometimes.


“Where have you been?” Felicia would say when Emma came in late alone.


“Out.” A shrug.


“Who with?”


Emma would lie. “Pat, Alison... you know.” She didn’t want Felicia to know she’d been on her own. Solitude was part of the condition. The pain conjured by the aching desire for The Man was companioned by an exquisite melancholy. She had to be alone, in order to surrender herself to the daydreams that filled her mind. At work, it was easy, because she could fantasise as she was hunched over her drawing-board. Nobody would bother her because she seemed so busy. In her mind, she lived out a hundred scenarios of actually speaking to The Man, different ways in which they could meet. She knew the best nights for locating him: Saturdays, Sundays, and occasionally on Wednesdays. He always seemed to be with people, but she couldn’t remember their faces. She didn’t know any of them. They were nobodies, eclipsed by his flame. At night, she dreamed of cards falling like leaves, twisting before her face, but she could never see their symbols. During the day, she would sometimes get angry with herself and say aloud, beneath her breath, “This is stupid! I’m gonna forget it. It’s pathetic!” And she would straighten her spine, empty her mind of wandering thoughts, apply herself to a mundane task, and imagine the yearning had gone. But then the night would come again and that strange magic would start stirring within her and she would say to herself, “I have to see him,” and find herself on the street, pulling on her jacket, her face hot, walking quickly.


Sometimes she couldn’t find him, and then she’d become a demented thing, knocking back drinks too swiftly, going into places that normally, she’d never dare enter alone. It was as if he knew. At the end of the evening, almost out of her mind, she would catch a glimpse of him; his tawny hair, his dark eyes, and that would be enough. Then she could go home again and light the candles. Sometimes, she wondered whether she really had seen him or not.


On Saturday, Felicia thought Emma looked listless and depressed. The fizzing euphoria, so typical of her infatuations, was absent. Could it really be different this time? She knew so little about Emma’s latest crush. She resolved to be sympathetic, and made them a pot of tea so they could sit down to a chat. “How many times have you spoken to this man?” she began, intent on building a dossier of facts about him.


Emma’s eyes skittered away from Felicia’s own. Felicia made a mental note.


“Well.... Once. He passed me in the pub. Put his hand on my arm.”


“Is that all?” Felicia tried to keep her voice low. “What did he say?”


“He said ‘excuse me’.”


Felicia took a sip of tea to smother an involuntary smile. Then she put down her mug. “Emma... how can I say this? You can’t be in love with someone you don’t know.”


Emma jumped up angrily. “Then it isn’t love! Something else!” She clawed her hair.


The outburst surprised Felicia. “What else?”


Emma stared at her fiercely with eyes that seemed to burn within. “I’ve been looking for something,” she said quickly, “looking for years. Now I think I’ve found it. I have to have him, Fliss. We have to have each other. I know it’s right. I feel it. I...”


“Hold on!” Felicia held up her hands. “Does he ever look at you, make any signal he’s interested in you?”


Emma swung around and began to play with her beads hanging over the mirror. “Of course he does.”


“Then perhaps you should simply make the first move. Go up to him. Speak. It can’t be that difficult. Pat or Ally would be with you.”


Emma was silent.


“Shall we go out together tonight?” Felicia suggested brightly. “We haven’t been out together for weeks! You’ve been seeing so much of Pat and...”


“I need some of his hair!” Emma interrupted hotly. “Then it would work better. I’d have a focus. I need to bring him to me.”


“Emma,” Felicia began carefully, “if you got close enough to him to pull his hair out, you could also say hello...”


Emma suddenly threw back her head and laughed loudly, causing Felicia to visibly wince. She saw something ancient standing there, something primeval yet essentially female. Emma thought Felicia lacked imagination, but she did not.


Although Felicia hadn’t seen The Man, Emma had described him in such detail, she felt she’d recognise him if she saw him. Tall, long hair, and, like Emma, a lover of the colours black and purple. Emma had found paintings in books with which to illustrate her descriptions. “His nose is like this, his mouth like this...” Felicia indulgently paid attention, inwardly rather appalled that a woman of Emma’s age could act so immaturely. This man might as well be a famous musician or a film star, seeing as Emma had built up her love for him on appearances alone. Still, Felicia comforted herself that Emma would soon tire of this paragon, once she got to know him. So far, all her infatuations had burned themselves out quickly, once the object of desire proved themselves to be disappointingly human and therefore unworthy of Emma’s attention. Therefore, in Felicia’s opinion, Emma must introduce herself to this new idol as soon as possible. What Emma expected from a man was, in Felicia’s opinion, virtually supernatural, and nobody could live up to that.


“Emma, tonight, you are going to speak to your fancy man, even if I have to drag you over to him myself!”


“Perhaps you’re right,” said Emma.


Felicia sighed. How could a grown woman be such a child?


Emma dressed herself in a long black dress that swirled like smoke around her ankles, and wore her rich, dark red hair loose down her back, almost as if it was a symbol of her own power. Felicia dressed in a short dress that hugged her figure and shouted at the night in tropical colours. Both wore jackets – Emma, leather, and Felicia something expensive in cashmere she’d picked up in town. She and Emma walked along an avenue that was fragrant with spring, an unlikely-looking pair of companions. Above them, the moon rose full and heavy. Felicia chattered on aimlessly about people at work, mostly because she could think of nothing else to say. Inside, she felt quite nervous.


Emma appeared serene, nodding vaguely at Felicia’s remarks, a slight smile on her face. She was imagining that a black panther walked on either side of her, and her hands were touching each one lightly between the ears.


They went from bar to bar, drinking, Felicia talking, an occasional friend pausing to chat; the evening stretched before them. Emma looked feverish, as if she was about to go into battle, and her eyes were never still, scanning faces. Looking at her friend’s strained expression and darting eyes, Felicia thought, I don’t really know this woman; she is a stranger. And bought them both another drink.


Emma raised her glass, smiled. “The elixir of life!” she said.


It was late, nearly closing time in the bar that had an extension until two, when Emma eventually spotted The Man. She hissed and grabbed Felicia’s arm savagely. “There!”


Bodies milled around them, obstructing sight. There was high laughter, the offence of conflicting perfumes.


Felicia peered. “Where?” Her face had gone shiny. She was beginning to grin back at the shaved-neck office boys lurking at the boundary of her and Emma’s space.


“Over there.”


Felicia giggled, and stood up. “Right, this is it. Come on!”


Emma pulled her back down onto her stool. “No!” For a moment, she sat silent, her head bowed, and then she looked. up. “I’ll go alone. I have to.” She swallowed the last of her drink, stood up and smiled shakily. “Well, this is it! Now or never!”


Felicia raised her glass. “Good hunting, then!”


Felicia let herself into the flat alone. All the rooms were in darkness. Felicia didn’t like the way the flat felt when it was dark. She turned on lights everywhere, and picked up the remains of Emma’s candle, which was nothing more than a green puddle in an old saucer on the coffee-table. Kicking off her shoes, Felicia padded into the kitchen and turned on the kettle. She felt light-headed, but not drunk. The night had been fun. Pity Emma had walked out on her. Hardly a sensible thing to do. No woman should walk the streets alone in the early hours of the morning. Luckily, Felicia had had enough cash left to get a cab.


The kettle thumped and groaned to itself. Felicia put instant coffee and sugar into a mug. There was a click, followed by a disgruntled whine as the kettle switched itself off. As she picked it up, Felicia became aware of the intense silence of the flat beyond the kitchen. It seemed as if time had stopped.


Then the sounds came.


It was like flapping, something huge and dark, flapping. Felicia ran out into the living-room, convinced an owl, or some other large bird, had got in and was rampaging round the flat. The noises stopped the instant she walked into the room. For a moment, there was silence, and then she heard a muffled crash from the hallway, followed by an abrupt mew or stifled cry. Felicia stood in the living-room doorway, perplexed, the kettle still held in one hand. The hall beyond looked endless. Emma’s door was closed.


“Em!” Felicia called. The silence had come back, that thick silence she hated. The walls seemed vigilant, waiting. Felicia crept forward.


Suddenly, a great sound, a trumpeting, like a siren going off, blasted right through her. She realised it was a scream. Rapid, frantic sounds, like something beating itself against the door, came from Emma’s room. Then, again, silence.


“Em!” Felicia ran to the door, but was reluctant to open it, afraid. She knocked on it loudly. “Em, are you all right?” She put her ear against the door. She thought she could hear Emma’s voice. No words, just inarticulate sound; distress.


Are you brave? Felicia asked herself. Is someone in there with her? Is someone hurting her? She gripped the kettle more firmly, and put her hand upon the door handle. She expected the door to be locked, but it wasn’t.


Emma was alone, sitting awkwardly on the floor beneath the window, which was slightly open. The lamps were off, but the street-lights outside shone right into the room. Emma’s possessions, which she treasured so highly, had been strewn about the room, as if in fury. And over everything were shining droplets of a dark liquid; the walls, the floor, the bed. Near Emma, by the window, a large, dark puddle covered the carpet. Felicia’s gorge rose; at first she thought it was blood. But the smell in the room, the overwhelming stink of burnt wax, of a hundred candles recently extinguished, quickly advised her sensible mind otherwise. Still, she was aghast. “Em, what’s happened?” She glanced around herself, afraid some man would leap from the shadows.


Emma stared at her without expression. Her feet were bare; spattered with droplets of wax. It looked as if she’d been scratched.


Felicia advanced cautiously into the room, stepping over the mess. Emma owned over a dozen Tarot packs, and they seemed to have been scattered at random around the room. Many of the cards were torn. “What the hell have you done? Em... Em?” Felicia put down the kettle and squatted beside her friend. She attempted to pull Emma into a comforting embrace, but Emma struggled away.


“Get off me!” Her voice was unnaturally gruff. She seemed to have no whites to her eyes.


Felicia felt nauseous. The smell rising from the huge puddle of congealing wax at Emma’s feet was too cloying; sweet, but somehow meaty as well. Some cheap scented candles? No, surely not. How many would Emma have had to burn to produce such a pool? There were feathers stuck in it; feathers and unidentifiable dark lumps. Felicia looked away. She didn’t want to think about it. “Emma, where did you get to? You shouldn’t have come home alone. Why are you upset? What did he say? Wasn’t he interested?”


Emma blinked slowly and crawled along the floor on hands and knees. Then she squatted with her knees up by her ears, her mouth stretched into a grin. There was a dark oily crust around her nostrils, as if she’d been bleeding wax. “I went to him. I spoke...”


“What did he say?”


Emma sighed, her head rolling from side to side. “Everything. Everything that I wanted to hear.”


“Then why did you walk out like that?”


“We walked out together...”


Felicia stood up, brushed down her dress. “Emma, don’t lie! I saw you. You went out of that place like a hurricane! In fact, you knocked one girl’s drink all over her. I thought he’d told you where to go!”


Emma threw back her head. It looked as if she was laughing, but there was no sound. “We were together,” she said, in the same dull, low voice. “We are together now, and he is with me always.”


“Emma... Emma!”


Emma had clasped her knees, and began to rock gently. She sang an insistent refrain: “Together, forever, together, forever...”


Outside, the moon hung low in the sky like a bag of blood, mottled with cloud. A full moon, a lunatic’s moon. Felicia heard a dog whine in the yard next door.


Look into the candle flame, Emma. Make a wish...









Spanish Jones


Adele Cosgrove-Bray


Oxton Village was once one of the most affluent areas in England. Many merchants whose fortunes were made in the bustling port of Liverpool – which rivalled London in the bid to become Britain’s capital city – built their homes in Oxton on the Wirral peninsula, divided from Liverpool by the boundary of the ancient Kingdom of Mercia, more usually known as the River Mersey.


Charles and Amelia Porter were popular guests at musical soirées and summer balls, being generous hosts themselves. They were lively and charming, and always the glass of fashion; and their beautiful daughter, Annabelle, was presumed likely to win a fine husband from amongst the sons of Oxton’s wealthy elite.


Not all wealth is gained legally or fairly, and such was the case for Charles Porter, who earned a steady sum from the manufacturing of ships’ sails. Much more lucrative, however, was Mr. Porter’s illicit importation of fine wines and spirits.


Any illegal trade will inevitably bring a person into contact with strange and dubious souls, and so it came about that Charles Porter found himself shaking hands on a deal with Spanish Jones.


Tall and muscular was Spanish Jones, with a thick mass of curling black hair tumbling over his brown velvet jacket. His eyes were unusually large and dark, and he wore gold earrings and a heavy sword. His gnarled, scarred hands showed he was no stranger to the harsh rigours of a mariner’s life.


Charles Porter and Spanish Jones were sat in Seagull Inn on Hilbre Island in the Dee Estuary. They supped tankards of foaming ale, having closed their business agreement with a gentleman’s handshake.


“Unload the cargo at the rear of Hilbre, out of sight of the mainland,” said Charles Porter. He took another swig of ale. “There’ll be a light to guide you.”


“The goods will be delivered at midnight,” said Captain Spanish Jones, keeping his voice low. “And I’ll take full payment in gold then”.


“I am always as good as my word,” Charles Porter replied.


Spanish Jones scowled as he rose to his feet and prepared to leave. “You’d better be. I always take payment one way or another.”


Charles Porter was accustomed to such threats and took them in his stride. He had been in this line of business for far too long to react with concern. Besides, he was handy with a knife himself, and he had several loyal men stationed close by inside the little inn.


Midnight was almost upon Porter and his men as they carefully picked their way to the far end of Hilbre Island, where the Irish Sea crashed ceaselessly against ancient sandstone rocks. The curved sickle of a slender moon would keep their business veiled from prying eyes, and certainly the landlord of Seagull Inn would say nothing, his pockets being well-lined from similar trade.


The faint sound of oars slicing through choppy waters reached the ears of Porter and his men, and a lantern was raised to guide Spanish Jones’s crew – not in to land, as those sailors supposed, but directly onto spikes of jagged rock.


Terrible sounds of grinding, splintering wood rent the night air, sending seagulls screeching into flight. The heavily-laden rowing boat swiftly took in water. The sailors struggled in the dark surging waves, thrashing their way towards the safety of Hilbre only to be met by Porter’s men, who ensured not one sailor surfaced to tell their tale.


Then Porter’s men formed a human chain and lifted the barrels from the sea, and hurried them away to Seagull Inn where the landlord waited with bowls of hot broth and a jug of mulled wine.


“Three cheers for Charlie Porter! A toast to Charlie the Knife!” And the men raised their tankards in praise of the smiling Mr. Porter and another night’s illicit profit.


The door of the inn smashed open as Spanish Jones strode in, one hand on his sword and a pistol in the other.


Charlie and his men laughed, and several mocking taunts were flung towards the furious captain.


“Well, you’ve got courage; I’ll say that much for you,” smirked Charlie. “Coming in here on your own…”


“Who says I’m on my own?”


Into Seagull Inn filed the very same black-eyed crew which Charlie Porter’s men had supposedly drowned.


Spanish Jones grinned. “A drop of sea water won’t harm my crew. You don’t know who you’re dealing with.”


The innkeeper’s face turned ashen. Only now did he guess the true nature of these resilient men.


Spanish Jones said, “Do it,” and instantly mayhem broke lose as the drenched men unsheathed a brutal array of knives and quickly slaughtered all but the innkeeper and Charlie Porter.


“Tie them up,” said the Captain.


“What are you going to do?” Beads of sweat were running off Porter’s face. His knees were shaking, all trappings of dignity obliterated.


Spanish Jones walked towards the bar and poured himself a tankard of ale. “We’re not going to kill you. Not yet, anyway. My crew are going to enjoy a well-earned drink in this worthy inn, and then they’ll be on their way with the property you tried to steal from me, plus any interest earned – which means anything else they take a liking to which might furnish their fine homes around West Hoyle Bank.”


A horrified cry escaped from the innkeeper. His worst fears had been confirmed.


“Gag him,” said Spanish Jones, grinning. “And now I’ve some business on the mainland. Didn’t I warn you that I always take payment one way or another? You’ve brought no gold to pay me with, so I’m off to Oxton, where there’s a fine girl named Annabelle.”


“You leave my daughter alone! Don’t you dare touch her! I’ll have your life for this!”


Spanish Jones chuckled. “You tried that once already. And as you can see, my crew are hard to drown.”


Spanish Jones laughed and turned on his heel, and strode out of Seagull Inn.


Charlie Porter tried to bargain with Jones’s crew, but they mocked his efforts and tied him and the innkeeper securely to chairs before rifling their pockets.


The trembling innkeeper was silent behind his gag. He kept his eyes on the floor as Spanish Jones’s crew systematically stripped the place of every valuable possession.


The two bound captives only managed to free themselves long after the sailors had gone.


The innkeeper, once freed of the gag, began babbling about selkies; about seals which can turn into men and walk upon dry land before returning to the ocean as seals. Porter thought him overwrought, or perhaps a little insane.


And, of course, neither man could complain to the authorities without confessing themselves as smugglers.


As for Porter’s slaughtered crew, well, the muddy bed of the River Dee has offered a soft resting place for many a corpse.


Charlie waited impatiently for the tide to turn and leave the vast expanse of sand exposed before he could hurry back to the mainland. The innkeeper’s ravings about selkies kept ringing in his ears as he desperately tried to hitch a carriage ride to Oxton, but fate seemed set against him and he had to walk most of the way.


He was too late. His daughter was gone.


A damp trail of briny water led along the hall and up the stairs into Annabelle’s bedroom, right to the side of her bed. Even the sheets were wet and smelled of the sea.


There was no trace of Annabelle – other than her voice which Charlie sometimes heard on the wind from beyond Hilbre Island, from the large sandbank known as West Hoyle Bank where seals lounge in the sun.


Charlie Porter took to rowing out there, until a sudden storm took his life. It’s said that his ghost is still looking for her, rowing a spectral boat around Hilbre Island and calling her name.


But it isn’t Charlie’s ghost that this tale warns of.


Indeed not.


“Come on, keep up!” Barbara pushed her curly brown hair out of her eyes.


“I’m doing my best,” said Ceri, “but it’s hard walking on sand in these heels.”


“Well, I did warn you. Just take them off and walk in your bare feet. You’re gonna break an ankle otherwise.” Barbara sighed and looked back towards mainland Wirral, where red and white sails glided along West Kirby marina. The car park beside it twinkled with reflected light, and the beach was thickly dotted with sunbathers and dog-walkers or kids queuing for donkey rides. The people looked so small from out here.


“That’s easier,” said Ceri, walking to Barbara’s side. Her perfectly made-up eyes looked out from behind expensive Italian sunglasses. Her thin cotton summer dress billowed around her tanned bare legs. “How much further is it?”


Barbara turned away and continued walking over the exposed sands towards the small island. “Not much further,” she lied. She knew that if she described the distance from the mainland to Little Eye, Ceri would start up with her usual whining.


“Those people are walking straight across the sands. You said we couldn’t do that.” Ceri began lagging behind again.


Barbara said, “Look, you read the information board yourself. You saw the map of the designated safe route. You’ve lived here all your life. Surely the words ‘quicksand’ and ‘estuary mud’ and ‘tidal channels’ mean something to you by now.”


Ceri pointed towards the three hikers taking a shortcut over the sands. “Well, it seems perfectly safe to me.”


“That’s what every idiot says before they drown.” Barbara tried to keep her temper. Perhaps persuading Ceri to join her on the trip out to the islands had been a mistake. Certainly Ceri’s mother would be furious if she ever found out, but then she always had been neurotically protective of her precious blonde daughter.


And anyway, they weren’t even walking the entire two miles to Hilbre, the furthest of the three islands. They were only going as far as Middle Eye, and Barbara had carefully checked the tide times so she knew they would be perfectly safe.


Well, they’d be safe now that Ceri had taken off those stupid high heels. Barbara had told her to wear something sensible. The problem was that Ceri didn’t own anything sensible. Most of her wardrobe comprised of micro-dresses, summer tops, and revealing bikinis. Even her jeans bore expensive European designer labels. The closest thing to Barbara’s recommendation of hiking boots was apparently a pair of strappy white sandals with four-inch spike heels.


“Oh, I’ve got sand under my toenails,” moaned Ceri, tip-toeing some distance behind Barbara.


Barbara waited while Ceri caught up with her again. “There will be some rock pools further along. You can wash your feet in those.”


“But the water will be all salty!”


“Well, yeah. The sea has that effect.” Barbara thrust one hand into her jacket pocket and pulled out a can of cider. That was something else for Ceri’s mother to disapprove of.


“The view is nice though, isn’t it,” said Ceri, looking wistfully back towards the mainland. The familiar coastal buildings looked like a miniature village from here.


“I can’t believe you’ve never been out to the islands before,” said Barbara.


“You know how Mum is.” Ceri gazed curiously at the immense sky arching overhead. The pattern of small white clouds seemed to mirror the ripples left across the sand by the retreating ocean. Three black-headed gulls pounded overhead.


Barbara opted not to reply. Ceri’s mother was one of those tedious people who had been born with a silver spoon in her mouth and pomposity infused through her brain. She thought Barbara a bad influence, mostly because Barbara’s parents lived in a council house and they both worked in factories. Interestingly, Barbara was a university student while Ceri had dropped out of college and was now unemployed.


They reached the first of the rock pools which surrounded Middle Eye. Ceri hesitated, still holding her sandals in one carefully manicured hand. The jagged rocks were strewn with dark green seaweed which might hide crabs or squelchy creatures, and the sharp barnacles and cockle shells would easily lacerate her bare feet.


“Just stay on the sand and walk round the rocks,” said Barbara. “We’re going round the back of the island anyway. There aren’t quite as many rocks on that side.”


Ceri was not convinced that this was altogether true but, short of walking back over the sands to Little Eye and then to the mainland all by herself, there seemed little choice but to proceed carefully.


The rock pools were fascinating, like tiny underwater cities cupped by red sandstone. The water was perfectly clear. She could see fragile shrimps flee from her shadow. She wanted to stay and look at them for longer but Barbara quickly grew impatient.


The grass-topped bulk of Middle Eye loomed closer. As Barbara had promised, the boys were waiting. They must have been here for an hour already at least, because Ceri certainly hadn’t seen them crossing the flat, open sands.


The two young men were sunbathing on the rocks at the base of Middle Eye. They barely glanced up as the girls approached them. They were probably a few years older than Ceri or Barbara. They were wearing old, badly faded jeans. They didn’t seem to have brought shirts with them. They were deeply tanned, lean and wiry, with shoulder-length black hair and dark eyes to match. They might have been twins. Certainly they looked like brothers.


“Hi,” smiled Barbara as she climbed over the fallen rocks to join them.


Ceri hung back, wondering how to navigate the rough ground without injuring her feet. Besides, she felt increasingly uncertain of the wisdom of meeting these two strangers out here, in the middle of nowhere. Barbara had been singing their praises for days to persuade her to come, but now that she was actually here, Ceri felt nervous and awkward as if she was doing something which she knew to be wrong. It was okay for Barbara; her expectations were different due to coming from a lower social class. Or at least that’s what Ceri’s mother frequently vocalised.


Barbara sat down next to one of the boys. “Come on, Ceri! Just watch where you put your feet.”


One of the dark-haired strangers said, “What’s up? You shy?”


“It’s her shoes,” said Barbara. “She came out in high heels and now she can’t walk in them.”


They laughed and watched as Ceri tentatively picked her way through the rocks, hissing under her breath as her feet became bruised and scratched. The seaweed against her skin felt revolting; cold and wet and slimy. She tried not to think about it.


She sat down on a flat rock a short distance from them. Barbara had already offered them sips from her open can of cider, which they readily accepted. It didn’t look as if they’d brought anything of their own to offer in return, which seemed a bit tight-fisted. There was clearly no hope of chocolates and flowers.


One of them said, “What’s your name?”


“Ceri.”


“Barbara said you’d never been out to the islands before. Is that true?”


“Yes.”


He leaned up to watch her more closely. “Why’s that, then? You sound local.”


“I am; I’ve always lived here. Mum says I’m not to come out here because of the tides.”


A slow smile warmed his face. “So you’re not supposed to be here now?”


“No.” From the corner of her eye, she could see Barbara allow the other boy to put his arm around her shoulder. Their heads moved closer together.


“And yet you came out here to be with us?”


Ceri blushed and nervously fiddled with the hem of her dress. “No.”


“So you walked all this way in your pretty summer dress and your high heels just for the scenery? Even though your parents forbade it?” His wide grin showed he was teasing her.


“Parent, actually. My father died.”


“How?”


“A sailing accident. He drowned.”


“Here, in these waters?” He ran one hand through his floppy black hair.


“Further up the River Dee. He was sailing his yacht. No one knows exactly what happened. Missing presumed drowned.”


“When was that?”


“Three years ago. You ask a lot of questions.” Ceri noticed how the ridges of his ribs showed through his tanned skin. He was lean, like an athlete. His arms were long and well-toned without looking heavy.


He shrugged and glanced towards his look-alike and Barbara. They were now stretched out side-by-side on the rocks, locked in intense kisses.


Ceri looked away from them, shocked by Barbara’s behaviour. Or was she really shocked? Her mother would have said she ought to have been. She leaned forwards and brushed the drying sand from her feet, while trying to work out how she truly felt.


“Do you always paint your toenails?”


“Yes. Usually. Why?”


“It looks nice; very feminine. I like that in a girl. I’m a bit old-fashioned at heart.”


Ceri smiled, feeling a little more relaxed. “It’s just a matter of taking pride in yourself.”


“I quite agree,” he said, from beside her.


Ceri gasped. “How did you…? I mean, you were sat over there and now you’re here.”


He leaned back on the rock next to her. “Perhaps you were too busy with your feet to notice me move.”


That seemed unlikely but she wasn’t going to argue the point and make herself looked foolish. “What’s your name? You didn’t say.”


“Joe.”


“Joe what?”


He shrugged. “Joe Jones.” He smelled of the sea and of dry sand warmed by the summer sun. Fragments of broken shells were in his hair and on his smooth skin but it didn’t seem to trouble him.


Ceri watched as the island ranger’s Land Rover sped along the sands behind Middle Eye, heading towards Hilbre. The ranger lived alone in Telegraph House, which the Victorians had built on the remaining foundations of long-gone Seagull Inn.


“Do you come from Wirral, Joe? Your accent sounds more Welsh somehow.”


He laughed slightly, leaning back and closing his eyes against the sun’s fiery rays. “I travel around a lot.”


“What do you do for a living?”


He smiled. “You could say I’m a fisherman.”


Ceri frowned, puzzled. “There isn’t a fishing industry around here. Anyway, your hands look too soft for someone who works on a trawler.” She glanced over to Barbara then hurriedly looked away again, her face flushing crimson.


Joe watched them too, but he seemed merely amused. “Yeah, my hands are soft. See,” he said, sliding his palm over her calf, “no calluses at all.”


“Keep your hands to yourself,” snapped Ceri, nervously pulling her leg away.


“Relax; I won’t bite.” He smiled enticingly.


“Your breath smells like raw fish.” She wrinkled her nose in disgust.


“Yeah, but my kisses are like fire.”


“Oh, get lost! Back off, will you? I’m not like Barbara.”


He laughed but didn’t move away. “No? How come she’s your friend, then?”


Ceri refused to reply. She was angry with herself for having been talked into meeting these boys. Perhaps her mother had been correct about Barbara after all. Right now, Barbara was half naked. Ceri ignored her small tinge of envy at Barbara’s confidence.


“I say, that’s a splendid barnacle next to your ankle! The sand is spiffing at this time of the year! And the kelp is simply divine!” His camp mockery grated on Ceri’s nerves.


“Oh, shut up.”


He laughed again and sat up, turning to face her. He quickly slipped one arm across her waist and with his other hand he pushed her shoulder backwards. He used his weight to force her down. Ceri struggled but he just laughed and tightened his grip.


“You know this is what you came out here for. If you were so bloody pure you wouldn’t be here. Or do you like playing hard to get?”


The fragrance of cold fish forced her to quickly turn her head away. She grabbed his ear and a fistful of hair and tugged hard. Joe swore angrily and tightened his grip.


“Get off me!” She struggled and shouted, “Get off me now!”


“Are you ok, dear?”


A woman’s voice rang out from the grassy summit of Middle Eye.


Joe sighed and let Ceri scramble to her feet. She shouted, “Get away from me! No means no!”


“Hello down there?” The voice called out again.


Ceri looked up to see three women in hiking gear staring down at them from the cliff top. Ceri shouted, “Hello!” She backed away from Joe as quickly as she could, ignoring the pain in her feet.


Barbara was entwined with the other boy. She seemed totally oblivious of their unexpected audience. Joe sat calmly on the rocks and smiled charmingly at the women high on the cliff top. His expression revealed no embarrassment or alarm.


One of the women called out, “Would you like to join us? We’re heading back to the mainland. You can walk with us if you like.”


“Yes, please,” replied Ceri, shaking and thanking her lucky stars that these three women had arrived when they had.


“Alright! Walk onto the sand and we’ll meet you by the steps which lead down from the summit.”


“Thank you; I will,” Ceri called out. Then she turned to Barbara and said, “Are you ready to leave?”


Barbara didn’t even seem to hear her. She was totally naked now, her thighs wrapped tightly round her lover’s grinding hips. Ceri repeated her question but got no reply. She snorted in contempt and walked proudly away from the three of them.


“I’ll see you again, Ceri,” said Joe. He was leaning casually against the rock and smiling as if amused by some private joke.


“Like hell you will,” she said, as she walked away.


The three women were hurrying over the rock pools towards her. Once they saw that she was safe, they slowed their pace. They asked if her friend was ok, and Ceri told them Barbara had chosen to remain behind and that she was no longer any friend of hers. They expressed no judgement on this.


“What’s your name?” asked one of the women, who had introduced herself as Lizzy.


“Ceri; Ceri Porter.”


Lizzy’s eyes widened slightly, but Ceri was used to this reaction. After all, the Porter family name was well-known among the Wirral social elite.


Ceri was absolutely frozen in her light cotton dress. No wonder hikers usually wore several layers plus waterproofs. The changeable sea breezes had stolen the heat of this languid summer’s day, and Ceri was shivering.


The three women, however, didn’t lecture her about safety. Ceri was relieved. She felt foolish enough as it was. They talked about easy things, like bird watching and recipes and quilting, until they reached the mainland. Ceri’s feet were badly blistered by the time they walked up the concrete ramp leading onto West Kirby promenade, despite one of the women having given her a spare pair of socks from inside her backpack. They even kindly phoned for a taxi for her, to ensure she would arrive safely home. She thanked them profusely, of course, and then hurried back to the security of her comfortable life.


Ceri did not phone Barbara that evening, or the next day or the next. In fact, she only saw Barbara again when her face peered out from page four of the Wirral Globe. The small headline screamed, “Local Girl Drowned!”


Lizzy Porter frowned at the darkness shrouding Middle Eye. The full moon cast spectral light over mercurial waters which lapped the necklace of rugged sandstone rocks encircling the island.


Everyone was pulling full-length black robes over their ordinary clothes. Jenna had sewn these, her spiky burgundy hair bowed over an old-fashioned treadle machine for hour after hour.


Gerry lifted the ceremonial sword from his guitar case, which had proved an ingenious way of transporting the weapon without attracting unwanted attention. The blade glinted in the low light as he took a compass from his pocket and began checking cardinal points.


Gale was hunched over a thurible, trying to ignite the charcoal. By her feet lay a pile of sage wands for cleansing the area of negative influences. The sage had been grown in her own garden, and she had tightly bound the harvested bunches with silver thread. She wasn’t confident of how effective they would be on this airy, windy island, but their use would be symbolic at least.


Hefin stood looking out to sea, sharp breezes tugging at his short, white hair. His robe only reached to his calves. He considered such garments to be superfluous but the others were keen on them. His eyes searched the waters as if trying to penetrate their inky mass. He felt uneasy. He had been against attempting this ritual but had been outvoted. And they were probably breaking a local bylaw by remaining on Middle Eye overnight.


Lizzy asked, “Are we all ready?”


“Not quite,” said Gale, still coaxing the incense into life. The rushing sea breezes were not making this any easier. Suz knelt down beside her to lend a hand, her shoulder-length black hair blowing across her heart-shaped face.


The rest began to take positions to form a circle, the tough grass brushing their calves.


“I think we’re gonna have to watch our footing,” said Gerry. “The ground is very uneven. We don’t want any twisted ankles.”


“I’ve brought a First Aid kit,” said Anne. “Still, it’s something to be aware of, especially in the dark.”


“We have company,” said Hefin, still looking out to sea. “Some seals.”


Suz asked, “Are they seals or selkies?”


“We’ll know soon enough,” said Jenna, rising to her feet and carrying the thurible into the circle.


Lizzy said, “Ok, everyone take your places, please.”


Reluctantly, Hefin joined the circle. He wished his late wife were here to advise them. Margred’s style of leadership had been very different from Lizzy’s. Margred had always insisted that the Craft was a way of learning, but these younger witches had brought in many ideas which were no more than religious dogma. In protest he had resigned as the group’s chosen High Priest, a role which Gerry had eagerly accepted despite his insufficient experience. As Hefin took his place in the circle, he spontaneously decided that as soon as this ritual was over he would announce his retirement from the coven.


The circle of seven witches faced each other.


Lizzy breathed deeply and concentrated on the task ahead. She had found no precedent for this ritual, so she would have to improvise. The prospect did not sit easily upon her shoulders yet she felt responsible for the protection of her relatives, even if she had been excluded as the embarrassing oddball of the Porter family.


Lizzy raised her arms and cried, “Guardians of the land and sea, our sacred circle calls to thee; join us beneath this starry night, and help our magic to take flight! Guardians of ancient Mercia, to work our magic here we are; help us cleanse this sacred land, of the murderous selkie band!”


Hefin raised an eyebrow, and silently confirmed his retirement decision. He was tempted to point out that Wirral had originally been considered part of Wales and not of Mercia, but this could wait. He set aside his inherent scepticism and tried to focus on the intent of the ritual.


Gale carried the smoking thurible slowly round the outside of their circle. The frisky wind quickly dissipated any fragrance other than that of powerfully pungent briny seaweed.


Gerry then followed in Gale’s footsteps, holding the sword above his head and visualising a vibrant ribbon of protective white fire flowing from the blade as he walked slowly around them all.


Lizzy then raised her arms again and cried, “Guardians of the four quarters, grant our sacred circle your protection!”


Muffled laughter caused Anne to scowl, and she wondered who the culprit might be. She ran her gaze around the circle but nobody was smiling.


Lizzy called out, “Spirits of this sacred land, witness this; our moonlit rite! Spirits of the ancient sea, help us cleanse this place tonight!”


Gerry turned his head to one side. He had definitely heard quiet voices below the summit of the island. He had made absolutely certain that their group was alone on Middle Eye before the tide had cut them off from the mainland.


Jenna and Suz peered into the darkness surrounding them, but they could see nothing other than the silhouettes of rocks and the heaving mass of the silver-flecked charcoal sea.


Gerry said, “Stay inside the circle, everyone. No selkie will be able to pass through it.”


Mocking laughter erupted from several points around Middle Eye.


Lizzy firmly said, “Ignore the selkies completely. Come on, everyone, focus on our work. Gale, the sage bundles if you please.”


“Oh, well, actually,” replied Gale, “they’re over there.” She pointed towards her backpack, which lay several feet outside of the protective circle.


There was a slight pause, then Gerry said, “Well, there are no selkies on the summit with us, so it’ll probably be ok. I’ll come with you just in case, and then we’ll have to cast the circle a second time.”


Hefin sighed and calmly left the circle. He collected the bundles of sage and handed them to Gale, then returned to his place without saying anything. Gerry felt annoyed. The trouble with Hefin was that he just didn’t do things by the book.


“Won’t we have to re-cast the circle now?” asked Gale.


Hefin replied, “The circle is as good as it ever was.” He knew no one would argue with him over this issue, at least.


Gale quickly handed around the smouldering wands. Now each witch held one, and the sharp scent of burning sage filled the air.


“I prefer it with a spot of roast lamb, myself.”


More disembodied laughter echoed through the shadows.


Lizzy said, “Don’t be drawn into conversation with them. We’re not here to make friends. We’re here to cleanse this coast of selkies. Remember how many people have drowned in the Dee Estuary! Remember the selkies’ curse on my family!”


Lizzy gathered her strength, then raised her arms and cried, “Spirits of this sacred land, witness this; our moonlit rite! Spirits of the ancient sea, help us cleanse this place tonight!”


“Didn’t she do that bit before?”


“Yeah, I think so. Why does she keep waving her arms about?”


“Guardians of the Wirral coast,” cried Lizzy, “banish now the selkie host!”


“What a cheek.”


“I know. We were here first.”


The witches concentrated on holding the visualised image of their protective circle foremost in their minds. Lizzy scowled with effort, feeling small beads of perspiration sting along her back. She called, “Leave this place of land and sea! Selkie host I banish thee!”


“Are you banished yet?”


“Nope. Still here.”


“Me too,” said a third voice.


“She’s a rotten poet.”


“Don’t you know it.”


“Oh, don’t you start. One naff poet’s enough, surely,” said a sixth selkie.


“Maybe if we drowned her she’d shut up.”


“I like the gurgling noises they make.”


“I like the mad struggles, then how they go all limp when they accept what’s happening.”


“I like that look in their eye; the pleading and the sorrow.”


“I like….”


“Yeah, we all know what you like!”


The vivacious laugher sounded much closer to the coven now.


The seven witches stared at the darkness around them, clutching the remains of their smoking sage bundles. Gerry strode forwards, wielding his ceremonial sword.


“Oow, what’s he got there, then?”


“Didn’t that bloke off Star Trek have one of those?”


“You mean Lord of the Rings, surely.”


“He doesn’t look much like Aragorn. Too short and fat.” This was a girl’s voice.


Selkies climbed up the steps which led up to the summit of Middle Eye. More selkies approached from the opposite end of the small island, up the rocky cliff face where a metal post hammered into the ground marked the route from the sands. The naked selkies were pale skinned, with thick dark hair. They seemed perfectly comfortable with their nakedness, and they looked entirely human – though their eyes were unusually large and dark and glowing, as if illumined by a strange black inner fire.


Lizzy declared, “Stand fast! They cannot break our sacred circle.”


“No?” A broad-shouldered selkie stepped around Lizzy and walked steadily towards Gerry.


“He’s broken the circle!” gasped Anne.


Gale cried, “How can that be? It’s not possible!”


A young male selkie smiled at Gale and moved closer. She held out her stick of sage to ward him off but he sharply knocked it from her hand. As he walked towards her, she instinctively began to back away.


Gerry gripped the ceremonial sword with both hands. He had absolutely no training in the use of any weapon, but he most certainly intended to do his best if he had to. “Don’t come any closer! I will use this sword!”


The powerfully-built selkie grinned and moved forwards. “Will you, now?”


Gerry stepped back and stumbled slightly on an uneven clump of thick grass. The selkie moved faster than Gerry could think. He felt blinding pain shoot up his forearm as the selkie struck with a vicious kick. Gerry’s arm instantly numbed and he dropped the sword, which was scooped up by the selkie and hurled far out into deep water.


Anne found herself facing two male selkies. She tried to back away from them but was soon at the cliff edge. She looked around desperately but there was nowhere to run to, and the other witches were also surrounded by selkies.


“Leave me alone!” Anne stared at the two naked selkies who were moving closer to her. Her foot slipped and for split second she lost her balance.


One of them said, “Why should we leave you alone? You’re in our territory. And you don’t mean us well.”


“But that’s different!” Anne was frantic. She was very aware of the open space directly behind her. “You drown people!”


“Not straight away,” said the other selkie, smiling.


And then she fell, and the two selkies dived into the waters and began their games.
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