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			Introduction

			Mark Morris

			As a reader of horror growing up in the 1970s, and as a young writer starting out in the genre back in the late ’80s and early ’90s, I have to admit that it never occurred to me at the time that the vast majority of books published and promoted for the mass market were being written or edited by white, male, middle-class writers, based in either the US or the UK.

			But pick up any major horror anthology from that era – aside, of course, from those specifically themed to be more inclusive, such as Kathryn Ptacek’s Women of Darkness series, or Lisa Tuttle’s Skin of the Soul, both of which I highly recommend – and you’ll find that around 90 per cent of the contributors fall into most, if not all, of those categories listed above.

			The narrowness of this particular demographic does not detract from the innovative and inspirational work being produced back then, of course. The half-century between 1960 and 2010 saw the emergence of many great writers – Stephen King, Ramsey Campbell, Dennis Etchison, Karl Edward Wagner, Peter Straub, Clive Barker, Michael McDowell, Stephen Gallagher, Stephen Laws, James Herbert and more – and the appearance of a whole slew of seminal anthologies, among them Kirby McCauley’s Dark Forces, Ramsey Campbell’s two-volume New Terrors, Dennis Etchison’s Cutting Edge, and Charles L. Grant’s Shadows series.

			Despite the high quality of much of the fiction available, however, it cannot be denied that not all horror readers and fans felt well-represented by what they were reading. It is often said that horror is a genre that appeals to ‘outsiders’, but whereas many horror writers of the latter part of the twentieth century will readily admit to writing fiction about, and for, the kind of kid they were at school – most commonly the ‘geeky, sports-hating bookworm’ – not many novels or stories from that era feature protagonists who identify as members of the LGBTQ+ community, or who hail from a different ethnic background to the one in which the story is set. Indeed, despite the sterling work of authors such as Anne Rice, Suzy McKee Charnas, Melanie Tem, Tanith Lee, and the aforementioned Lisa Tuttle and Kathryn Ptacek, even female horror readers of the time would have found books written by and about women a little thin on the ground.

			I’m happy to say, however, that in recent years the number of voices rising to prominence in the field has shown a far greater diversity, and the genre is all the richer for it. There are more women writing in the field than ever before, there are more LGBTQ+ themed horror stories being told, and with the work of authors such as Silvia Moreno-Garcia, Usman Malik, Mariana Enríquez, Junji Ito, Ryū Murakami, Attila Veres, Anders Fager and Luigi Musolino being brought to the attention of English-speaking readers, the genre is enjoying a breath-taking, eye-opening, mind-expanding explosion of culturally diverse work that can only feed and enhance the imaginations of generations of readers and writers to come.

			My particular reason for drawing attention to this new and refreshing diversity in horror – aside from the fact that it’s both important and topical – is that, for the first time ever, I have more female than male contributors in one of my anthologies. As an editor, my story choices have always been based purely on the quality of the work submitted to me; anything less, and I feel I’m doing both the contributors and the readers a disservice. And although establishing gender parity within genre anthologies is clearly an important consideration nowadays, there’s no getting away from the fact that, until recently, that has been something of a struggle, simply because around 75-80 per cent of non-commissioned stories submitted have come from the pens, or rather keyboards, of male writers.

			I’m happy to say that there are so many excellent female writers making a real impact in the previously male-dominated horror genre now, though, that the commissioning process is no longer a struggle to achieve gender parity, but more a case of jotting down potential contributors for future volumes because the current volume is full. As for my non-commissioned stories, I choose them blind – which means I’m sent them without by-lines, so know nothing about their authors. In the past, this has resulted in a roughly 3:1 bias in favour of male authors, again reflecting the fact that an overwhelming percentage of stories were submitted by men. For this particular volume, however, it turned out that all four of the stories I selected as a result of the open subs process had been written by women, which I found a heartening, and extremely welcome, outcome.

			Like many readers, I’m discovering newer, and more diverse, writers all the time, and my hope is that my discoveries will be further reflected in future volumes of this series. For now, I’m thrilled that this latest annual anthology of horror stories for Flame Tree Press – my fourth for them as editor – is the most far-reaching yet in terms of approaches, styles and story content. In Darkness Beckons you’ll find stories of human evil, of folk magic, of shifting realities, of phantasmagorical horror, of ghostly wistfulness, and of dying worlds. You’ll meet a multitude of characters in extremis, some of whom are seeking love, others peace, others redemption, others a way out, and yet others simply an opportunity to belong.

			Diversity is the watchword in horror, and more so now than ever before.

			Vive la difference!

			Mark Morris

		

	
		
			Saint Barbara

			Nina Allan

			Deb first encountered Barbara at the launch event for a collection of stories by a writer Deb admired, a native of Lviv and part of the loosely affiliated collective that had come to be known as Eastern Gothic. The audience were mainly turtleneck types: writers, film-makers and installation artists in the thirty-to-forty age range and mostly, Deb suspected, known to one another, though she was prepared to concede this was probably just her being paranoid.

			She noticed Barbara immediately because of how out of place she seemed. She looked older than those around her, middle aged in the way of women from Deb’s mother’s generation or even her grandmother’s. Her shoulder-length hair was grey and frizzy, the epitome of dowdy. She was wearing a suit in pink tweed – baby pink, or powder pink, an insipid shade made dull by the black thread of the dogtooth pattern woven through it, the kind of garment you might find at a jumble sale, or stuffed to the back of a wardrobe, reeking of mothballs.

			A teacher from Surrey or Surbiton, sometime last century. The suit cost a lot of money and so she keeps on wearing it. Twenty years ago it might have looked smart. Thirty years ago, anyway. Who wears stuff like that now? Deb felt perturbed by the woman’s presence, by the feeling she had that the two of them were alike: eternal, hopeless exiles from the tribe of turtleneck.

			She pushed the thought away. She was here to see Pohorska, whose works she had read in their entirety, those in English translation anyway, which was probably more than you could say for most of the turtlenecks. Pohorska, in a charcoal-coloured skirt and baggy sweater, read a passage from her story ‘The Wood Demon’ and then went on to answer questions in her sweet-toned, hesitant voice, as if she were questioning the veracity of every word she uttered.

			Most of the audience’s questions circled around Pohorska’s experience of living through a siege, facts that were already known from the multitude of profiles and interviews in the literary press. Deb wished someone would ask her about the stories instead, the uncut gems that made up The Snow Maiden, that sang and yelled their nightmares with hallucinatory brightness.

			She held back from asking anything herself, afraid that she was prompted more by the desire to have her voice heard than to learn the answer. As the interview came to an end she hovered next to the wine table, tormented by her irrelevance yet unable to rid herself of the conviction that she needed to be here. She had forgotten all about the woman with the frizzy grey hair, the frumpy teacher in the pink suit. Catching sight of her again in the aftermath of the event was a shock, an affront almost, like coming suddenly face to face with someone she had made a deliberate decision to avoid.

			Deb watched her approach with a feeling of dread. Cultural flotsam without social capital, the two people in the room none of the others wanted to talk to. Their drifting together seemed inevitable. The woman smiled. Deb clutched her beaker of chardonnay, appalled.

			“Aren’t you going to get your book signed?” the woman said. Her voice was low and strong, with a gravelly undertone so at odds with the weak soprano Deb had imagined for her that she found herself glancing over the woman’s shoulder as if she suspected she had been the target of some sort of scam.

			Embarrassed, she looked down at her feet, planted either side of her backpack. On top of the backpack lay her copy of The Snow Maiden.

			“There’s a queue,” Deb said, which there had been, although it had mostly dispersed by this time, leaving Pohorska surrounded by turtlenecks, laughing together as turtlenecks do, each trying to achieve the perfect, performative blend of knowingness and humour.

			“Don’t worry about them. This is what you came for.” The woman grabbed her copy of The Snow Maiden and barrelled towards the turtlenecks, as if their presence in her space was entirely incidental. Deb followed, as if compelled, and she found herself thinking of a toy she had owned, a plush little pony on castors she used to pull along behind her by its leather bridle.

			She had been fond of that pony.

			The woman in the pink suit was standing in front of Pohorska; the expression on the face of the whip-thin, copper-haired turtleneck who had been there previously flipping from surprised to contemptuous to outraged in under three seconds. Her thunder stolen, and by a nobody. What the actual fuck?

			“My friend,” said the woman in the pink suit, “has read everything you’ve written.” She presented Pohorska with her own book as if it were a prize she had won, a gift she should be honoured to accept.

			“Whose name should I write?” said Pohorska. She stared at the woman and then at Deb. She looked tired, Deb realised. Probably she was aching to be away from here, back in her hotel room or wherever. Not having to talk.

			“Deborah,” Deb said, “with an ‘h’.”

			Pohorska made swift movements with her pen.

			“I loved ‘A Rose in Winter’,” Deb said. She wanted to tell her how the story had kept her awake into the small hours, that it had reminded her how endless and how terrifying a single night could be, even when on the other side of the wall your neighbours were soundly sleeping in warm beds. The moment passed.

			“Thank you,” said Pohorska quietly. She handed Deb the book, closing the cover. The newspaper critic who had conducted the interview stepped in front of her, angling his body deliberately to block her from view.

			He reminded Deb of Clive. Clive was ancient history but his presence lingered, a fact Deb found both curious and annoying.

			“Do you have time for a drink?” said the woman in the pink suit.

			Deb turned to brush her off – this had gone far enough – but when she met the woman’s gaze she found herself saying yes. She had been mistaken about her, Deb realised. She’s younger than I thought, or maybe older. She looks like that drama teacher we had, the one who ended up in a mental hospital, that same blazing gaze.

			To Carthage then I came, burning.

			“I didn’t catch your name,” Deb added. Who the hell are you?

			“I’m Barbara,” the woman said. “Let’s go, shall we?”

			* * *

			“But how did you know,” Deb asked her, later, “that I’d read her work?”

			“It was written all over you. You’re like the woman in that story of hers, the one who lives in a caravan and keeps the village where she spent her childhood inside a wooden box.”

			They were in The Plough, a pub just round the corner from the bookshop on Little Russell Street. The bar was so crowded they’d been forced to sit at the far end of someone else’s table, side by side instead of opposite one another, two schoolgirls sharing a desk. Barbara was drinking Guinness. Her pink jacket looked different from how it had looked in the bookshop. Something to do with the way she was sitting, leaning forward over her glass, sleeves pushed up around her elbows.

			Louche, Deb thought, and very nearly cool. She had no idea what she was doing here, or who this woman was. The lack of knowledge excited her. She knew this was out of character – spontaneous actions were not normally part of her repertoire. She was semi-convinced that her decision to leave with this woman was not in fact spontaneous, that she must have met Barbara before somewhere, that their presence here in the pub was the unexpected follow-up to an earlier encounter.

			What else would account for it? What else could?

			“You think you’re like her, don’t you? That writer,” Barbara was saying.

			Deb blushed.

			“You won’t admit it, but you do. You read those batshit stories of hers and for you they’re like music, the repeating leitmotifs and fragmented structures and disturbing imagery, all those things you like to talk about, and you think that because you understand her work better than most people – because that at least is true, you do – you think you can be the same sort of writer. That – be honest with yourself – you already are the same sort of writer. You aren’t, though.”

			Deb’s lips felt numb. From the vodka, she told herself, though that was not it. The word ‘batshit’, fresh from Barbara’s lips, was still flapping around inside her head like its own living avatar.

			Barbara’s lips were coated with rust-coloured lipstick, a shade that clashed with her suit in a way that seemed deliberately provocative.

			How can she know this? How can she possibly know any of this?

			“I’m not as good as her yet, I realise that,” Deb said. The noise of the pub was so loud she was almost shouting.

			“It’s not a question of good. It’s a question of risk. Olena Pohorska knows about risk. I’m not talking about coming under fire, or having to shelter in someone’s basement for six weeks. I’m talking about being honest with your feelings. You curate everything within an inch of its life. You won’t admit your fears because you believe fear is a weakness. You won’t admit to love, either. Where’s your sense of adventure?”

			“Love is not an adventure, it’s a disease. Something you catch, like a virus. I almost died of it.”

			“You won’t write about it, though. Why not?” Barbara turned in her seat, then leaned forward to kiss Deb on the mouth, a kiss delivered with such heat and such force it was almost vengeful, more a bite than a kiss.

			She drew back, her orange lips curled in a half-smile. “Will you write about that?”

			* * *

			Saint Barbara was the patron saint of miners, tunnellers, and artillerymen – of anyone who worked with munitions or with explosives. Her name day was December 4th, and her relics were kept in the Cathedral of St. Volodymyr, in Kyiv, the cathedral that appeared in Pohorska’s story ‘The Devil’s Men’.

			An interesting coincidence, though Deb had found that was often the way with stories: strands of narrative that seemed distinct from one another turned out to be connected. As if the writer was taking you into their confidence, encouraging you to look for clues to what was going on. Saint Barbara’s story turned out to be yet another sordid tale of misogyny, a parable about the seemingly insuperable male need to control women’s bodies and actions and lives. Of a father who loved his daughter so much he locked her up in a tower to protect her from, well, whatever, then when she had the gall to go against his wishes, arranged to have her tortured. When she still wouldn’t agree to be his prisoner, this so-called father settled the argument by cutting off her head.

			There was an altarpiece in the Church of Saint Barbara in Wrocław, painted by the fifteenth-century German artist Wilhelm Kalteysen, depicting various scenes from Barbara’s life. One of them showed her tied up, bleeding from the head, surrounded by her male tormentors, one of whom was taking a knife to one of her breasts. The image was remarkable: robust and full of energy. Like so much mediaeval painting it looked strikingly modern. Deb also found it utterly enraging, the figure on the far left especially, a dumb-looking lout with a shaved head, one hand clamped across Barbara’s mouth, the other raising a mallet, about to smash her skull.

			Shut the fuck up, bitch. Deb could hear his words, quite clearly. It was the speaking your mind men hated – now, then, always. But Barbara’s story had a payoff, at least. On his way home from committing murder, Barbara’s father Dioscorus was struck by lightning and consumed by fire. Burned to a crisp, right there on the roadside. Hence Saint Barbara’s affinity with dynamite.

			Nice one, Babs.

			The name Barbara, Deb read, comes from the Greek word barbaros, meaning foreigner, or stranger, and this too seemed like synchronicity, a way of making sense of what was happening: a stranger comes to town, the inciting moment of so many stories.

			Deb had not spoken to or heard from Barbara since they had gone their separate ways outside The Plough, Deb to Tottenham Court Road tube and Barbara to who-knows-where. She had said nothing to Deb about where she lived. In fact she had let slip no personal details whatsoever, though she had promised to be in touch, snapping open her handbag and extracting her phone to record Deb’s contact details.

			Barbara’s handbag was brown and shiny with a gold catch, the old-fashioned, rigid kind, like something the Queen might have carried, yet the phone she took out of it was new, one of the recently revamped flip phones. There was something shocking about the appearance of such a gadget from this throwback of a handbag, so much so that Deb had initially mistaken the phone for a powder compact, or a pocket mirror, something small and silvery and refined from the 1950s.

			In the days since, she had asked herself repeatedly whether it was this moment of confusion that had made her forget to ask Barbara for her own number. I’ve lost her, she thought, without understanding why she would think such a thing, why she would care even, when Barbara’s existence had been unknown to her before that day.

			She’s an old woman, she told herself. That coarse greying hair. The pink suit and Thatcher handbag. The only way Barbara made sense was as part of a story, and when she came in from work in the evenings, Deb took refuge in the labyrinth of hearsay and speculation around the hagiography of Saint Barbara, a woman whose identity had been questioned and brought into doubt more often and more vociferously, it seemed, than that of other saints. There were those within the Catholic hierarchy, both now and in the past, who insisted that Barbara of Antioch had never existed. In ‘The Devil’s Men’, Olena Pohorska had repurposed an ancient tale of treachery to fit a modern context. Deb thought it might be interesting to try and do something similar with the legend of Saint Barbara.

			So little was known of her, so much of what had been recorded cloaked in pious mysticism. What interested Deb about Saint Barbara was not the Christian symbolism that was used to whitewash the reality of her terrible death, but the woman herself, her capacity for rebellion. Should her Saint Barbara be an activist? A terrorist, even? The possibilities were interesting, especially when you took account of what happened to her father.

			The thought of the young woman’s physical suffering rendered her speechless. Not only the pain, but what it signified, the stripping of agency from the oppressed by those in power. How might such evil be conveyed in words? Saint Barbara had been robbed not only of her voice, but of her identity. No single act of revenge seemed adequate as compensation.

			Deb went to bed thinking of Barbara, of the kiss she had bestowed – for there was no other word – with her hot orange mouth. You won’t admit your fear, Barbara had said, and Deb knew she was right.

			* * *

			When she returned from work the following evening there was a parcel waiting. A label stuck to the back gave the sender’s name, ‘B. Burns’, and an address in Queen’s Park. Deb undid the package carefully, trying not to tear the paper. Already she knew more about Barbara than she had a moment ago: her surname, where she lived.

			Inside the packaging was a lacquered box, its shiny black surface painted with an intricate gold overlay of pine cones and leaves. Inside the box were half a dozen photographs. All but one showed views of a street, a row of nondescript post-war houses with identical front gardens. In one photograph, a child wearing a grey school uniform could be seen, coming out of one of the houses. The final photograph appeared to be a close-up of the same child, a girl of eight or nine with fair hair and a serious expression.

			On the back of the photograph, someone had written ‘Chloe’ with a blue Sharpie.

			In Pohorska’s story ‘The Village Idiot’, the one Barbara had mentioned on the night of the pub, the wooden box was a pocket universe. So was this one, in a way, if you accepted the photographs as stand-ins for actual houses, for an actual street. Who was Chloe? Deb examined the photograph carefully, trying and failing to find in the child’s pinched features some echo of Barbara’s. The child seemed pale and maybe scared, uncertain of itself. Deb wondered what might have happened, to make her look like that.

			She was still wondering when her phone pinged. Do you like Asian food? read the text, together with a link to a Vietnamese restaurant on Kilburn High Street. 7:30 tomorrow eve if you are free?

			Deb felt her muscles relax, as if she had finally completed a task she had been dreading. It was only when she went to bed at around midnight that she remembered today was December 4th, Saint Barbara’s Day, and why the Christmas lights that had begun to appear in the windows along her street always caused her such anguish. They reminded her of Clive, of course. Of the Christmas she had spent alone in a dingy hotel room in the far north of Scotland.

			* * *

			“I should be able to get away for at least a couple of hours on Boxing Day,” Clive had said. “Perhaps all day on the 27th. Think about it. We can have our own Christmas.”

			The joy she had found in planning that trip, the underhum of excitement that transformed the whole of December from its customary troubled hiatus to a numinous shimmer. The endless journey north, the darkness hounding the daylight from the cobwebbed skies over Inverness. The arrival in Thurso, that bleak little garrison town that served as quarters for the technicians, contractors and army personnel who worked at the Dounreay nuclear facility ten miles to the west, its huddled streets and half-empty chain stores, like a glimpse of a desperate future many claimed would never happen but that now seemed inevitable.

			Deb had imagined walking by the ocean in the silver northern light; the low, pewter-coloured cloud, the rain-soaked, gusting wind had made a nonsense of such an idea, and in any case, she had not wanted to look at that sea, battering the concrete harbourside, more than once. There was something uncanny about the place, a sense of abandonment and thwarted desires that assailed her almost from the moment she stepped out of the train. But still, she had made light of such feelings, texting Clive from her chilly little room at the Station Hotel to announce her safe arrival and her hope that they might meet, if only for an hour, the following day.

			Clive was not staying in Thurso. He and his wife Clarissa and another couple were renting a luxuriously appointed barn conversion further up the coast. The house had won an architectural award, Deb had discovered when she looked it up online, and there was a celebrated gastro-pub within what was billed by the owner’s website as easy walking distance. Deb’s text received no answer, because Clive’s phone was switched off. He swore to her later this had been an accident, though of course it was not.

			Forty-five minutes in a gloomy tea shop, the day after Boxing Day. They held hands across the table, Now That’s What I Call Christmas playing on an endless loop through the tinny speakers.

			“I have to go,” Clive said, brushing scone crumbs from his trousers and on to the floor. “I was lucky to get away at all, actually.”

			Deb walked back to the hotel through the gathering dusk. She gazed at the lights in the windows, wreaths and stars, fairies and Father Christmases and in one instance, unfathomably, a Japanese bullet train, and realised for the first time that they were there not only as a reminder of the coming spring but as a warding-off of the devil, who seemed to be everywhere in that landscape, and ever-vigilant.

			“You’re wondering why I put up with it,” Deb said. Seeing Barbara again had made her realise how much she had dreaded not seeing her. Barbara was wearing a high-necked blouse in silk brocade, her head protruding from the stalk of the collar like a frost-tinged flower. She looked, Deb thought, like the secretary to an executioner. The idea made her shiver. Barbara had ordered the squid with shitake and chilli, red rounds scattered on white.

			Barbara laughed. “I’m thinking how angry you must have felt, sitting in that hotel room, waiting for that man to call.”

			“The room was so ugly. Polyester sheets and flat-pack furniture, that Seventies varnished pine everyone had back then. And Clive really didn’t care – that’s what I realise now. If he thought about me at all it was just to feel guilty, or more likely worried, in case this turned out to be the time he was found out. I kept imagining how good it would feel, to switch off my phone and head back to London without telling him. I didn’t, though. I stayed.”

			“Are you going to write about it?” Barbara said.

			Deb shook her head. “I’ve been researching the life of Saint Barbara, actually. I thought I might try and write something about her.” She attempted to smile and failed. On her way to the restaurant she had tried to imagine how the words might sound when spoken aloud. She had been going for clever, flirtatious even. In Barbara’s presence they came out sounding hesitant, apologetic, the words of a nervous student agonising over her PhD proposal.

			“Can you make your story count, do you think?”

			“I hope so,” Deb said, and then added, before her courage failed her, “Who is the child – the one in the photograph?”

			“My goddaughter. She was eight when those pictures were taken. She’s ten now. Her mother was a friend of mine, a very dear friend. She died quite suddenly. Her parents came and took Chloe away, to live with them.” She named a street, a town. “They won’t let me see her. They say I’m a negative influence. No doubt they blame me for Dody’s death. You remind me of her. Dody. The same nervous, broken look. When I first saw you at the bookshop you quite undid me. And now we’re even. In terms of personal confessions, I mean.”

			“Is that why you spoke to me? Because I reminded you of someone else?”

			“Maybe. Partly. But we’re beyond that now, don’t you think?”

			Which is why when they left the restaurant, Deb knew what would happen, the outline if not the detail. Barbara’s flat was on the third floor of a tottering Victorian villa, a single L-shaped room, the tiny bathroom and kitchen tucked under the eaves.

			Books, expensive art magazines, a silver candelabra, its branches mossy with tarnish. An ancient-looking corduroy sofa. Improbably, a harpsichord. Barbara poured her a drink – amaretto, Deb thought it was – pungent with the scent of almonds and a kick like bourbon. The glass it came in looked very old. Deb had a suspicion that it might be Roman. She didn’t dare ask.

			“So, tell me about Clive,” Barbara said. “What happened next?”

			“Nothing. We carried on seeing each other twice a week for another five years. Then Clive was offered a job in the States. He was supposed to be there for a year, it was part of an exchange programme with an American university. He didn’t tell me a thing until the week he left. He said he would be in touch but that was the last I heard from him. I was ill for a while. I thought I could never recover. Then gradually I began to realise that I was glad. Glad not to have to think about him all the time, glad not to be in a constant state of panic and anticipation. I resisted those feelings at first. It was as if pain had become my comfort zone. But when I finally realised it was over, it was as if my life had been returned to me. Like being let out of prison.”

			“You must have been furious, though. With Clive.”

			“I wasn’t. I never have been. If anything it’s myself I feel angry with. For being such a fool.”

			“A man exploits you for seven years and you call yourself a fool?”

			“For wasting all that time, then.”

			“Do you always have to see the other side? Sometimes, there is no other side. You have to take on the anger. You have to let your soul become compromised by it. To not do that is a form of cowardice. You think you’re being strong, but in reality you’re just lying to yourself.”

			“I do sometimes wish she knew,” Deb said. “Clarissa, I mean. That Clive was messing around behind her back for all that time. I wish she knew that he was never who she thought he was, that her whole marriage was never what she thought it was. I hate the fact that Clive got away with it, that he slotted back into his normal life and no one knew a thing.” She took a sip of her drink. “So far as Clive was concerned, I never existed.”

			“You can say the word hate, then. I suppose it’s a start.”

			“There are things I still have. Letters, postcards, concert programmes. Photos.” Deb spoke softly, as if to herself, raising the ancient goblet to catch the light. “Can you imagine if I boxed it all up and sent it to Clarissa? It would be like a bomb going off.”

			The thought of blowing up Clive’s life. Especially now, years later, when he would believe he was in the clear. The idea was exhilarating, a hit of adrenaline so massive it made Deb want to laugh, to make a whooping noise, to roll naked in the snow. And it was not the picture of Clive’s life coming apart she relished – the yelling and the screaming, the clothes thrown into suitcases, the poxy one-bedroom flat way out in South Norwood, which, by the time Clarissa had finished with his bank account, would be all he could afford. What set her heart racing with a sense of vindication so raw it might as well have been rage was the thought of two worlds becoming one – the world Clive strolled about in, unbothered, and the shitty little space he had been happy for her to live inside. With Clive’s unmasking, the two would merge. Finally, Clive would be forced to admit to those snooty colleagues of his at the Courtauld that Deb was real.

			She put down her glass on a nearby table. Glass-topped, etched with a design of frost flowers, and as she knelt on the rug in front of Barbara she was conscious once again of her delirium in being free.

			This was who she was now.

			Her world had been the real world, all along, and when she undid the buttons that fastened the back of Barbara’s blouse she was not surprised by what she found nestled between her shoulder blades, the twin excrescences that many would have termed a disfigurement, a freak of nature, but that Deb regarded with wonder and a sense of awe.

			Wings, no larger than a pigeon’s wings, one more crumpled than the other and slightly askew, the few feathers clinging to the delicate, flesh-coloured radial bones soft and mottled as duck down.

			“They never developed properly,” Barbara said. “It happens.”

			One of her breasts was deeply scarred, the cleft flesh puckered and hardened as if from botched surgery years before. Her knees and elbows and collarbone were angular, pointed, vulnerable as a child’s. Are you an angel? Deb wanted to ask, a demon? though such distinctions seemed meaningless. All she knew was that Barbara was glorious, and that her wounds and imperfections were like badges of power.

			At one point she thought of Clive, and softly laughed.

			“Do you hate them, then?” Deb said, afterwards. “Chloe’s grandparents?”

			Barbara pulled on a dressing gown, yellow and shapeless, like one Deb’s mother used to have. Her hair was wild as a briar patch. She held her head on one side, like a crow: watchful and darkly intelligent and wryly amused.

			“I hate all little people. People who never question why they’re alive,” she snapped. “Dody used to say her parents were good people, but what they are is small people. Trying to force Chloe into their way of thinking, into their pathetic, limited lives, like they tried to with Dody. I wish they were dead.”

			“You don’t mean that.”

			Barbara glared, but said nothing. Her eyes were like flints. As Deb was putting on her coat, Barbara kissed her hard on the mouth, the way she had done in the pub the night they first met.

			Deb retraced her steps to the tube. Automatically, as if the route was pre-programmed, as if she was drunk. Her strides seemed weightless, her feet barely making contact with the pavement. The stars shone down, points of diamond hardness against the filmy orange gauze of the London night. The air seemed to seethe with alien signals, the universe massively present and insistently alive. From somewhere beneath her came the rumble of trains, forcing their way through the bedrock like metal worms.

			* * *

			Do godparents have rights?

			Deb typed the question into her search bar without knowing the answer and without a clear understanding of why she was asking it. She told herself she wanted to know more about Barbara’s situation, though she suspected that what she really wanted to know more about was Dody.

			It turned out that godparents had no rights, or at least not legally. All the family law sites concurred that if a parent or parents died, responsibility for the care of children would automatically pass to their legal guardian. The legal guardian might also be a godparent, but only if that had been specified in the parent’s will.

			Had Dody made a will? Deb’s questions were endless, and seemingly unanswerable. She looked again at the photographs in the lacquered box, the row of suburban houses, the street with its concrete driveways and dismal-looking trees. She was afraid, she realised, afraid of setting off an alarm, of breaking something with her prurience, though in the end her greed for knowledge proved greater than her fear of being caught looking.

			Did this exempt her from being a little person? She doubted it was that easy. She remembered how in Pohorska’s story ‘The Devil’s Men’, Nadiya finds herself caught between admitting the truth about who her husband is working for and understanding what has happened to her sister. For Nadiya, pursuing the facts about one part of her life would inevitably bring about the destruction of the other, and so she remains in limbo, watching the devil’s men ride out from the city night after night, not daring to look in their faces in case she recognises one of them as Mikhail, refusing to believe the shoe she finds in the street is really Lena’s.

			When Deb Googled the name of the street Barbara had mentioned she found nothing but property listings. Dody died quite suddenly, Barbara had said, her parents blame me. Deb typed in the name of the town, then added ‘Dody’. She told herself there was nothing to find, except that sometimes when you tempt fate, fate is tempted. Deb read through the linked articles, one at a time, searching for mentions of Barbara and finding none.

			“How can they blame you?” she asked Barbara, later.

			“By saying I broke up their marriage. By saying I drove him to it, that if Dody and I had never met, she would still be alive. Six bullets he put into her. The only thing that helps is imagining what ecstasy it would be, to fire them back at him. I think of the little park where it happened, and then I picture him rolling on the ground in agony, clutching his stomach. His blood blackening the tarmac. There’s no sound, just the swings in the background, the witch’s hat, the little roundabout. Do you know how many crimes take place in children’s playgrounds? People think of them as safe spaces, but they’re not. Why did you spend time looking up all this stuff, anyway? You only had to ask.”

			Deb found she could not answer. She remembered a terrible thing, a child from her primary school who had gone missing from the local recreation ground. Gavin Betts, his name was. She hadn’t thought of him in years.

			Dody Springer.

			Local artist, Dody Springer.

			Victim of playground shooting named by police.

			Grainy photos of the taped-off park, the nondescript street, net curtains in all the windows, cars parked at the kerb.

			“In a lot of countries, that man would be executed,” Barbara continued. “In some places, they would let me watch him die. That’s what love is – not only wanting him dead but watching it happen.”

			“I can’t imagine it,” Deb said. Her throat felt tight.

			“Then you have never been in love. Not really. If you had then you would understand what I am talking about.”

			* * *

			There were several online galleries of Dody’s artwork, pencil drawings so intricate and so crowded it was difficult to make out what they were of. Cutlery, clock parts, buttons and safety pins. The kind of small, cheap trinkets you find in Christmas crackers. One of the drawings was actually entitled Christmas Cracker.

			There was another that looked at first like a pile of autumn leaves, the individual elements overlapping and bunching and drifting against one another in an endless juxtaposition of similar forms. When she enlarged a section of the image, Deb realised the forms were not leaves after all, but moths’ wings. The drawing was called Everlasting Love. There was an option to add to basket, but when Deb attempted to do so the gallery informed her that this particular print was out of stock.

			Searching online for ‘playground shootings’, Deb read about a case that had happened in America; a doctor had paid her cousin to murder her husband. The husband had been fighting her for custody of their child. The husband, who was a dentist, was shot in the chest, just outside the entrance to a children’s playground.

			His blood was streaming from his wounds, Deb read, soaking through his clothing and staining the asphalt.

			Not just wanting him dead, but needing to watch. After the man was shot, the woman who had ordered the killing rushed to his side and attempted to give mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. Deb found it difficult to imagine becoming prey to such irrational impulses, even through the medium of fiction. And surely this was what Barbara had meant about making a story count. Deb’s unwillingness to imagine was a falling short, a reluctance to grapple with danger that would forever mark out her work as inauthentic, skating across life’s surfaces instead of diving in.

			Fiction that involved no risk, either for the reader or for herself.

			She examined the photograph of the woman who had been convicted. She stared straight at the camera, unaffected and seemingly unafraid. As if she had no regrets about what she had done, even now. She reminded Deb of Saint Barbara, whose fiery revenge had been conjured out of the depths of total erasure. From a pain so brutally enforced Deb could imagine that for Saint Barbara as for the American doctor there had been nothing left to lose.

			A joy in bringing down the house, a rediscovery of the power of the letter ‘i’.

			I, Deb mouthed under her breath. Such a steely little word, like an ice pick, and if I write Barbara into this sentence, she is here with me, too.

			This is what it is, to say how I feel.

			This is how we brought down the house.

			This is what happened next.

			* * *

			It’s not my car, Barbara said. I stole it.

			Stole it?

			Well, borrowed it. We can take it back later. The people who own it are in the Canaries until the end of January. They won’t even know it’s gone. And their alibi will be solid.

			Alibi?

			Even if the car is traced, they were never here. She pulled away from the junction and on to the dual carriageway. She drove with confidence, which surprised me. The fact that she knew how to drive at all surprised me. I always imagined her on trains, buses, on foot in her well kept brogues, in those frumpy Fifties outfits of hers, like the costumes worn by actors in BBC dramas set just after the war.

			Soldiers who never came home. Lovers unmasked as spies. Traders in the misfortunes of other people.

			I knew so little about her, really.

			The day was blank and grey, one of the vacant spaces between Christmas and New Year. There was nothing on the roads, or very little. I thought of the families hunkered down around their gas fires, desperate for movement, desperate for life, desperate to kick-start a war, even a small one between each other. Time worn thin, like an old pillowslip, I wrote later, liking the sense of the words even though I could not ascribe an exact meaning to them. Only a colour, a particular shade of grey, or off-white, the pallor of linen that has been washed so many times you can see gaps between the threads.

			I’m going to fetch Chloe, Barbara had said, when she called me earlier. I need to get her away from there. Do you want to come with me?

			The stories I write at this time of year are always the same: yellow-leaved and restless, with a side-serve of bleak. The murder rate rises at Christmas, did you know that?

			Of course I said yes. I would follow her anywhere. I don’t care what she does.

			The town centre was more or less deserted. Most of the shops were shut, or boarded up. In the windows of the Tesco Metro, anoraked figures moved slowly behind the glass like fish in a tank.

			I hate this place, Barbara said. I’d like to blow it sky high.

			How did you meet? I asked her. You and Dody?

			I bumped into her at the butcher’s. Does it matter? Her eyes were fixed on the road. She went around a roundabout, the three spindly conifers at its centre strung with flashing blue lights. The street looked like it did in the photographs. In the downstairs windows, the glimmer of Christmas lights and TVs, that chilly electric glow, and I thought about Clive and me, how it had never really been anything, just a boring chance encounter between his ego and my need.

			How miraculous life is, and how vast. What a ghastly mess we make of things.

			Whatever happens, I said to Barbara.

			Don’t say it, she said. Wait here. This shouldn’t take long.

			She parked the car behind an unmarked transit van, then reached for her handbag, the same one she had been carrying the night we met. When I saw what she was taking out of it I felt the world shift sideways.

			I’m assuming that’s a replica, I said, though even as I spoke the words I realised I didn’t care, that I was only trying to cover myself, to get it on the record that whatever was about to happen had not been my idea.

			My heart was racing.

			Wait here, Barbara repeated. She slid the gun into the right-hand pocket of her jacket and stepped out of the car. I watched as she walked towards one of the houses, a single upright figure on an otherwise empty street. As she reached the front door it opened, and a child appeared. She was dressed for the outside, in jeans and trainers and a blue Parka. There was a rucksack strapped to her back. Barbara pulled the girl towards her for a second then pointed towards the car. I got out of the passenger side and came around to the pavement. So I could open the car door for her, I reasoned, help her with her stuff, I could do that at least, only before I had time to do anything a man started shouting.

			Get back inside. Right now.

			He was standing in the doorway of the house the child had just come out of, yelling and waving his fist at her as if she was a dog that had slipped its leash. I noticed he was wearing carpet slippers, the tartan kind you get from M&S, a comfortable, grandfatherly detail that seemed entirely out of kilter with the way he was shouting.

			The child ignored him and kept on walking, hunching her shoulders and dipping her head as if battling a strong wind. The man on the doorstep took a step forward and then stopped abruptly – perhaps he’d only just realised he was still wearing slippers. Then he rounded on Barbara.

			I warned you to stay away. I’m calling the police.

			I saw Barbara smile. The lipsticked, rapier smile of a wicked queen who has just handed over the poisoned apple. She spoke too quietly for me to hear what she said to him but it must have been spectacular. He shoved his face at hers, his lip curled, his features twisted in that same expression of outrage, of barely concealed hatred you will see on the face of any man who has been contradicted by a woman and is trying to work out whether he can get away with belting her one. The slipper-wearing grandfather was gone, or rather revealed for the casual deception he had always been.

			Another figure appeared in the doorway, a small, grey-haired woman in tracksuit bottoms and an oversized Smurfs sweatshirt. The Smurfs were all wearing Santa hats, embroidered with red sequins.

			What’s going on? she said. The man reached out his arm to block the doorway but she barged on through. We said no, she barked, glaring at Barbara. You’re to stay away.

			Go inside and call the police, Lilian, the man said. He did not so much as glance at her. The woman seemed not to hear. She swivelled her head, looking up and down the street. When she caught sight of the child she started screaming.

			Chloe, you get back here this minute.

			Barbara was reaching into her pocket. The man in the slippers seemed so intent on trying to stare her down he failed to notice. Barbara pulled out the gun. She aimed it straight at his chest. She looks like Ruth Ellis, I remember thinking – Ruth Ellis, as played by Miranda Richardson in Dance With A Stranger.

			Ruth Ellis who had been in love, and paid the price for it.

			The two of them, locked in the moment, and as Barbara’s finger tightened around the trigger there came the rumbling of thunder, the sound of the sky being ripped apart like a plastic shower curtain, the sullen light of the afternoon exploding in platinum fire.

			White lightning, and the clatter of wings. Gargoyles streaking from ruined turrets, as in a painting by Bosch. Barbara threw back her head and laughed. She fired the gun in the air, and in front of her on the pathway the man in the tartan slippers burst into flames.

			He went up like a firework. There’s no other way of putting it. The woman shrieked, her hands cupped around her mouth like a Hollywood scream queen’s. Then she dashed back inside. The door swung back on its hinges. I could see the doormat, a section of carpet. From somewhere inside I could hear the theme tune to Strictly Come Dancing.

			Barbara basked in the light from the fire, the gun plainly visible in her right hand. Smoke clung to her back in long drifts. When I finally took my eyes from her, there was Chloe.

			We gazed into each other’s faces. Her eyes, ageless as rainclouds, her cheek bruised with smuts.

			I’m sorry you had to see that, I said. My voice was trembling slightly.

			She shrugged. Don’t worry about it, she said. They had to go.

			She went to the car and sprung the boot, threw in her rucksack. Then she opened the passenger door and climbed in. I hesitated, just for a second, then got in the back.

			My clothes and hair were thick with the stench of barbecue.

			Barbara put on her seatbelt and started the engine. Not a bad little car, this, she said. I stared out of the window: the shop fronts, the headlights and pavements and street signs, all the London things I loved. The haloed shimmer of Christmas lights, of advertising hoardings, of planes passing over our heads, swiftly, silently into the unknown.

			Chloe and Barbara chatted together in the front of the car, their voices soft and companionable, with the occasional laugh. Their words were inaudible above the traffic but I did not mind. It was beginning to get dark, but I felt shielded and cheered by the knowledge that the year was on the turn.

			I always feel better after the solstice.

			I could hear the sound of sirens, but they seemed far away.

		

	
		
			Hare Moon

			H.V. Patterson

			Mom’s ragged scream woke me. I turned over in bed and locked eyes with my twin sister, Lia, as the scream became a wail. And then I heard Dad’s voice, a rumbling baritone, comforting her.

			“Jana?” Lia whispered, voice taut with fear.

			“It’ll be okay,” I said, getting out of bed. “Come on.”

			Lia, ever my shadow, followed me to the front door. It was slightly ajar, and our parents huddled just inside, clinging to each other. They didn’t stop us when we stepped onto the porch. We’d turned twenty last week; we were old enough to see.

			The headless hare hung from the door, a nail through each paw. Its blood was dry already, hours old. A jagged line ran down its belly, and its eviscerated guts and organs lay coiled in a stinking spiral on the welcome mat. Flies and ants feasted on the hare. Their quiet buzzing jarred my ears.

			Two guards stood at the foot of the porch. They nodded at me, rifles respectfully lowered. I pulled Lia back inside, shutting the door behind us.

			“No!” she said. “Why us? Why our family?”

			“It’s Ostara’s will,” said Dad. He and Mom reached for her, but she turned to me.

			“You said it would be okay!” Lia said, starting to cry. “You lied!”

			“I’m sorry,” I said.

			I held out my arms, and she collapsed into me. I held tightly while she wept, her tears dampening my nightshirt. Mom and Dad closed in around us, and the four of us huddled together, mourning.

			Eventually, the shock wore off. Lia was the first to break from our huddle.

			“I want to bury Harvey,” she said.

			I hadn’t recognised Harvey without his head, but I’d never cared for the hares like Lia did. Lia had raised Harvey when his mother rejected him, and he’d been her special pet. I thought it was a mistake to name the hares, to grow so attached to something you knew would die to feed you. Besides, the hares unnerved me. When they stretched, they were longer than seemed decent, and when they stared at you, they saw too much.

			“Sweetheart, are you sure?” Dad said. “You don’t have to.”

			“I have to do something,” Lia muttered, sniffling.

			Lia wore her heart on her sleeve for the whole world to see. I felt things as deeply as she did; I just hid my emotions better. It was hard to be strong all the time. But I was the older sister, even if only by a handful of minutes, and it was my responsibility to make the tough choices.

			“I’ll help,” I said. Unlike me, Lia wasn’t used to handling dead bodies.

			“I want to do it myself,” she said.

			“Fine,” I said, a little shortly.

			Our hands were the only thing about us not identical: Lia’s were soft, her palms smooth; mine were calloused and rough from my lessons with Dr. Fetch and working in the fields. Digging would hurt Lia’s delicate hands. She’d regret not accepting my help.

			While Lia dug Harvey’s grave, I helped Mom make pancakes with huckleberry syrup and fatty strips of salty bacon. I savoured the tastes of smoke, salt, sugar on my tongue.

			We ate no hare. No one ate hare on the sacred day of Hare Moon.

			After breakfast, we spent the day together, playing board games and downing endless cups of coffee, tea, and cocoa. We didn’t say much, but our eyes spoke volumes, every glance a declaration of love. Instead of lunch, we wandered in and out of the kitchen, nibbling on cheese and crusty bread with butter. Somehow, I’d never realised before how lovely salted butter was, the blessing of it spread on soft bread. I licked my fingers, savouring the sensation.

			In the afternoon, I made cookies, desperate for something to do with my nervous hands. Baking wasn’t as satisfying as practising stitches under Dr. Fetch’s astute eye or grinding up plants for medicine. Dr. Fetch taught me anatomy as part of my training. She’d shown me skeletons of hares, humans, cats, and dogs, pointing out the similarities in structure all mammals share. Harvey’s paws and my hands both possess carpals, metacarpals, and phalanges. I loved watching the miracle of my fingers, my flexor tendons beneath my skin, all fifty-four bones and forty joints in my hands and wrists working together as one, just as every member of our community did.

			As God in his Heaven and Ostara in the Earth willed it. Amen.

			The hours bled through my fingers more quickly than I thought possible. Soon, the sun was a searing ball of orange fire setting the tops of the hawthorn trees alight. We dressed in our finest clothes and headed for Church, flanked by our guards.

			I couldn’t help looking back over my shoulder. The moon was rising behind our house, painting it silver. Lia squeezed my left hand, and Mom took my right as Dad pressed gently against my shoulders, urging me onward. We were all thinking the same thing as our home vanished from sight: one of us would never see it again.

			* * *

			We walked into our Church’s cool vestibule, down the centre aisle to the very front of the congregation. As I settled into my seat, I held myself straight and tall, my thoracic vertebrae pressing against the hard, juniper pew. My mind turned over what would come, what Dr. Fetch had whispered would happen if our family was selected. What I needed to do to survive. I wasn’t sure if I could make the choice if the moment came. My heart beat quickly, in time to my racing thoughts, and I was grateful no one could see the fear and grief lurking beneath my composure.

			A stranger, a young man about my age, pulled me from my thoughts. He smiled widely as he seated himself in the pew beside me. Outsiders were rare, but we received them graciously when they arrived in our community, guided by the hand of Ostara.

			“Hello! I’m Isaac,” he said.

			“Hello,” I replied. He waited, but I didn’t give him my name.

			“I’m really excited to be here today, on the Feast of Ostara! I’m writing an article about it,” he said, gazing around the Church. “This is a gorgeous building. It’s so similar to my grandparents’ Church!”

			I smiled politely. I don’t interact with many outsiders, but Dr. Fetch said they’re always surprised that our Church looks so familiar. I don’t know why. Our ancestors were Christian, and we still honour God the Father who created the world and Christ the Son who died that our souls might be redeemed. We sing the same hymns and read the same Bible our forefathers brought ashore after The Second Flood.

			Dr. Fetch arrived, clothed in dark grey, and sat on Isaac’s other side. Her silver-white hair was swept into an elegant bun at the nape of her neck, and her worn but vital hands were folded devoutly in her lap. Isaac introduced himself and started asking her questions about the Church and the significance of ‘Saint Ostara’. Dr. Fetch answered politely and neither of us corrected him, though it was hard to sit there hearing the Holy Mother stripped of Her divinity. Rendered a mere saint.

			“The Crucifix is…interesting,” he said, gesturing to where it hung above the pulpit. “Do you know how old it is? Who carved it? It’s very…expressive.”

			“It’s been with us since the founding,” Dr. Fetch said.

			During my lessons, Dr. Fetch often spoke to me about suffering. She’d told me that many outsiders shy away from Christ’s suffering. They minimise the holiness of pain, rendering Christ’s body without the stigmata or even displaying a bare cross without a body. Our Christ doesn’t hide the truth, the holy agony of his death. His face is contorted, and his crown of thorns drips painted blood. The wound at his side gapes wide, a loop of intestine trailing from it, slithering down his left leg, like the serpent twisting round the Tree of Knowledge.

			Reverend entered, cutting short Isaac’s impertinent questions. The congregation hushed. Reverend wasn’t a harsh man, but his very presence demanded respect. He’d led us through many trials and tribulations, as had his father before him, and his father’s father, and his father’s father’s father, all the way back to the second drowning of the world. His brown eyes were kind but firm. The rustling of his black vestments was the only sound as he ascended to the pulpit and began to speak.

			“Brethren, we are gathered here on this most Holy Day of Hare Moon, when we give thanks not only to God in his Heaven and Christ the Redeemer, but to Ostara, the Hare Mother, the Earth Mother, the Warren Mother, whose bounty nurtures us in this life, on this Earth.”

			“Hail Ostara, the merciful,” we chanted as one.

			“Ostara feeds us—”

			“—and we feed Ostara,” the words slipped from my lips. Beside me, Isaac scribbled furiously in a notebook, and I tried to ignore the disrespect, the blasphemy. He would be punished soon enough.

			After Hare Moon service, everyone filed out of the nave and into the community hall in the basement where the feast lay waiting. Despite my trepidation, the hall was still a cozy, protected space, filled with the delectable scents of food. Great platters dripping with every kind of meat but hare. Bottles of wine, cheeses, nuts, loaves of fresh bread. Salads heaped with all the bounty of the Earth, great steaming plates of roasted vegetables. Eggs in every form. The dessert table groaned beneath a wealth of cakes, cookies, brownies, and even specially imported chocolates.

			But I couldn’t enjoy myself because this year wasn’t like other years. My family walked to the raised dais at the front of the hall and sat at the table of honour with Reverend, Dr. Fetch, and Isaac. The guards brought us platters of food that I didn’t feel like eating. No one at our table had much of an appetite. Except Isaac, who sat between Lia and me and wouldn’t stop stuffing food and wine into his mouth, smiling between bites.

			“I haven’t eaten a meal this good in years,” he said, grease dripping down his chin.

			“I’m glad you’re enjoying it,” Lia said, looking down at her plate.

			He probably thought her shy, but I could see the tears shimmering at the corners of her eyes. My heart twisted. How could I bear to lose Lia today, to lose any of them? I silently prayed to Ostara to make Her will known without my intercession, to take the choice from me.

			Our guards returned with dessert: piles of cakes, cookies, chocolates, and sweet wine. I bit into a chocolate. It was chalky and bitter on my tongue.

			There was no clock in the community hall, but I felt the press of time, of minutes passing. Some people danced, unable to control their exuberance. The young children started to fuss, their faces and fine clothes stained with chocolate. A couple argued, faces flushed with wine. A chair clattered to the floor. Grease and crumbs and icing smeared the walls, the ground, the very air. From the dais, above and apart from it all, the scene grew increasingly nauseating to behold.

			I was relieved when the bell rang, silencing the hall. A thousand pairs of anxious, curious eyes turned to us, wondering who wouldn’t return. Reverend stood and made a short speech I didn’t pay attention to. Finally, the hall drained, leaving us alone on the dais.

			“Isaac, we’re having a special afterparty celebration,” Reverend said. “Would you be so kind as to join us?” His benign smile didn’t reach his eyes.

			“Sure,” Isaac said, swaying a little as he stood. “I think I’m a little drunk.”

			“It won’t take long,” Reverend said, holding out his hand.

			Isaac beamed back at Reverend with all the trust a boy has for his father. He took Reverend’s hand, sealing his fate.

			Reverend led Isaac to a small door half-hidden by shadows. Dr. Fetch and my family followed, and the guards trailed behind. It was an ancient door hewn from white oak and secured with a padlock. An image of three hares running in a circle was burned into the door. Their sightless, ancient eyes watched us approach. I’d seen this door dozens of times, but I’d never seen it opened before.

			“Remove your shoes, everyone,” said Reverend, letting go of Isaac’s hand.

			We obeyed. Isaac fumbled with his laces and needed help.

			When all were barefoot, Reverend pulled out a brass key and forced it into the battered lock. The door creaked on rusted hinges. Lia grasped my hand and squeezed. I squeezed back. We saw a dark, narrow tunnel sloping downwards into the earth. Dad wrapped his arm around Mom, and she sagged against him. They looked as if they’d aged ten years in a single day. I gazed into Lia’s haunted eyes, identical to my own. My future grief looked back at me.

			Ostara, please, I thought. Please spare her.

			“Single-file,” Reverend announced, lighting a lantern. Behind us, the guards and Dr. Fetch lit lanterns as well.

			I dropped Lia’s hand as Reverend started down the tunnel first, followed by Isaac. I took a deep breath and followed.

			Reverend’s lantern flickered, casting fantastic shadows on the walls as we descended. The tunnel wound in a tight spiral, like a serpent coiling deeper and deeper into the earth. It smelled strange, not like dirt or musty air, but like dew-drenched clover on an early spring morning.

			Finally, we entered a small, roughly oval room. At the far end stood two wooden thrones and a small table. The thrones were tilted back, like lawn chairs. On the table were four small boxes wrapped in green and silver paper, a tray of Dr. Fetch’s surgical equipment, freshly sterilised and gleaming, and a large, golden wine glass. Reverend led Isaac to one of the thrones. Isaac blinked and opened his mouth to speak, but Dr. Fetch stepped forward smoothly and pressed a small, liquid-filled vial between his slack lips. Startled, he coughed, then swallowed.

			“What—” he tried to rise, but Dr. Fetch pushed him and he slumped onto the throne. Dr. Fetch’s tinctures worked quickly. Her scalpels gleamed in the lantern light. I knew Isaac would not rise again.

			Reverend set his lantern on the table and gestured for us to stand before it. The guards stood behind us, illuminating the room. I could see a half-dozen tunnels, none of them more than three feet high, branching out around us. I wondered where they led. I hoped we wouldn’t have to crawl through them; the very thought made my skin prickle.

			“We are gathered here beneath to give thanks to Ostara, the Hare Mother, Queen of the Earth,” Reverend said. “Blessed be God in Heaven, and Blessed be Ostara in the Earth.”

			“Blessed be Ostara,” we said.

			“We honour and love you, Ostara. We obey your Word and eat of your Flesh. For you, the flowers grow. For you, the Earth is fruitful. You are the nourishing of our bodies.”

			“Blessed be Ostara.”

			“We remember your mercy, Ostara. We were cold and adrift on the sea, and you rescued us. We have fed from your bounty, and now we will feed you.”

			He nodded to Dr. Fetch, who began threading a suturing needle.

			“We sew shut the mouth of the Outsider,” proclaimed Reverend. “We sew shut his eyes and his ears, for these secrets are not his to speak, his to behold, his to hear.”

			Isaac’s eyes widened, but he couldn’t move. Dr. Fetch started with his mouth. I admired her skill, the precision of her stitching. I’d practised on leather, cuts of meat, and the occasional injured animal. It wasn’t easy work. But her weathered hands were clever and sure, never missing a stitch. She only stopped occasionally to dab blood from her fingers. Blood is slippery. I’d dropped more than one blood-coated suturing needle during my training.

			She sewed up his pretty eyes next, and I wasn’t sorry. He kept staring beseechingly at Lia, and though she stood steadily beside me, I could hear the uneven catch in her breath. It was hard for her, hard for all of us. But that was the nature of sacrifice: it wasn’t supposed to be easy.

			A few quick stitches closed his ears.

			“We now sanctify this offering,” said Reverend. Dr. Fetch picked up her scissors and cut away Isaac’s shirt. His chest was startlingly white and hairless, like a boy’s. Dr. Fetch grasped her scalpel and began the incisions.

			I admired her work as she made a long, smooth cut from navel to groin. She cut through epidermis, dermis, subcutaneous fat, and muscle, then made a few vertical slits and carefully pulled the skin and abdominal muscle back in two flaps. Isaac’s exposed viscera glistened, untouched by the scalpel. Only the angle of the throne kept everything from spilling out onto the floor. Isaac was still living when Dr. Fetch dipped her hand into his abdomen and carefully examined the intestines. After a few minutes, she turned and smiled approvingly to Reverend, who nodded back. Whatever she’d seen augured well. Someday, I too would gaze into the hidden, secret places of a living, breathing body and discern what lay ahead: a good year, or a hard one.



OEBPS/image/9781787587328.jpg
Nina Allan

Peter Atkins
J.S. Breukelaar
Simon Clark

Brian Evenson

Mark Gatiss

Alyssa C. Greene

Carly Holmes

Amanda Gecelia Lang

Eric LaRocca {

Ronald Malfi [d "ed by
Helen Marshall

Lucie McKnight Hardy

Reggie Oliver Md[h Moms

H.V. Patterson

Sarah Read | New stories in the acclaimed
Angela Slatter anthology series
Simon Strantzas
. Stephen Volk






