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An
Introduction

Jo
Robertson

 


Come with me;
follow the path into the darkness. Listen to the sound the stones
make as you crush them with your feet, watch the shadows, see how
they dance as the wind caresses the trees.

 


It may be
midnight, it may be later. The moon is large and the frost brings
mist from the ground. In the stark light the trees are skeleton
arms stretching towards us. Anyone else would be afraid. But not
me, not us. The darkness holds us like a womb and the light would
burn us now.

 


Look, we cast
shadows on the frozen ground. They elongate and stretch towards the
trees. Watch how they dance on the edge of the forest. It is almost
as if the shadow beckons us forward, into the darkness. It would be
cowardly of us to turn back now, and who can tell what would be
waiting behind us?

 


Take my hand,
dear friend. Don’t let the shadows frighten you. I can hear the
tremble in your voice as we move through the trees but you
shouldn’t be afraid, there is nothing here that can hurt you.

 


Only the things
you imagine have the power to bring the shadows to life…

~~~~

 


Just the
Dust

by Joleen
Kuyper

 


Ashes. Nothing
left, just the dust swirling in the air. Too light to touch, but
choking and dark. It blocked out the light.

 


Her voice was
croaky, and it echoed as she called for help. There were no
replies. Her mouth tasted funny. Blood mixed with the smoky taste
of the dust. She swallowed. A wave of nausea came over her.

 


What happened?
The question came to her mind suddenly. Immediately, others
followed. She couldn’t remember anything else either. Who am I? She
wondered. For some reason the terror of that thought made her
shudder more than the situation she found herself in.

 


She tried to
move her legs. They were trapped under something. Whatever it was,
it was heavy. The air was still too thick for her to see. She
coughed, her chest hurt. She called for help again and again until
her throat hurt too. There was no answer. There was nothing; just
her and whatever was pinning her down.

 


Her head hurt
as well. A tear rolled down her cheek. I’m going to die here, she
thought. She sobbed until her head felt it would burst and a
mixture of tears and blood from her cuts rolled into her mouth. She
wondered if her own blood and tears dribbling into her would save
her from dying of thirst. She didn’t think it would.

 


Her throat was
too raw now to even shout and she didn’t think she had the energy
to cry. Strangely, as well as desperate and terrified, she felt
bored.

 


Think! She told
herself. I have a name, I have a life. I must have. No answers
came. The air didn’t hurt her nostrils anymore but she still
couldn’t see anything. She couldn’t be sure if it was dark or the
air was still clogged up.

 


I’m bored. What
would I like to be doing? She asked herself. Something with my
hands. Maybe I’m an artist? She wondered, then frowned. No. That
wasn’t right. Busy hands, always moving. Something to do with a
computer, she realised. I type quickly. A hundred words per minute.
How can I be so certain of that and not know my own name?

 


She felt like
drifting off to sleep, tried to force herself to stay awake.
Remember something else. Something that might help, she instructed
herself firmly. There must be someone looking for me, missing me.
I’ve been here hours, she thought. It must be hours. A mother or
father, brother or sister, friend or lover? A child? She wondered.
Am I gay or straight? How can I not know?

 


She tried to
think of celebrities, which images turned her on. Angelina Jolie
came to her mind. Lesbian? She wondered, but soon imagined both
Angelina and Brad Pitt in bed, with her. In her mind they had
faces, she did not. Bi, or bi-curious, she mused, forcing away the
fear at not knowing what she looked like. “How can I know who they
are and not myself,” she muttered in a coarse whisper.

 


She tried
touching her face to figure out what her features were. All she
could feel was the dust and scrapes. Her nose felt big, she
realised after she poked and prodded at herself more. And her lips
were narrow. She felt down. Large chest, medium waist. Her legs
were still painful, though it was more a dull ache now. She thought
they were long but she wasn’t sure. “Quite tall,” she muttered. She
still couldn’t picture what she looked like. Her hair was dry with
dust and matted with blood, and she couldn’t remember what colour
it was.

 


“What day is
it? What year?” she asked herself aloud. Hearing her voice helped
her concentrate. “What accent am I speaking in? Where am I
from?”

 


“Ten, ten,
ten,” she said suddenly. “October tenth, two thousand and ten. That
must be the date, today’s date. Or maybe a date important to me.”
She could see her hands suddenly, inputting the date into a
computer. Slim fingers. Today’s date, she thought.

 


“Seven, seven,
eighty-two,” she said after a moment. My date of birth, she
thought, something told her she was right. “I’m twenty eight,” she
said aloud, gravity in her voice, as if it would unlock the puzzle
and set her free. Nothing happened.

 


I’m getting
somewhere, she thought. If I can just work out who I am and why I’m
here, maybe I can get out of here. She knew that she couldn’t
afford to go to sleep. Knew that could mean never waking up
again.

 


She tried to
focus on the image of herself tapping away on the computer keys,
remember what data apart from the date she was inputting. Am I at
work, she wondered, was there an accident? A terrorist attack
maybe? There must be someone looking for me! “Help!” she shouted,
her throat raspy and sore. No response, no sound, nothing. Just
dark emptiness.

 


“Six-o-six,”
she said aloud then. A train, a train home? What route? What line?
Victoria? “I’m in London,” she said, nodding to herself. “London,”
she repeated. It felt good, to know where she was. The tube. Some
kind of accident, I’m buried in a tunnel. They will come to dig me
out. Why don’t I have a mobile phone? She wondered. She had nothing
but the clothes on her back. No gadgets, no handbag, no purse or
wallet.

 


Where is
everyone else? If I was on the train it must have been crowded.
There must have been other people. They can’t all be dead, surely?
Panic gripped her as she started to fear being given up on, her
breathing became fast and shallow and she felt her eyes grow watery
again. Can’t cry, or I’ll get dehydrated, she told herself as she
brought her breathing under control, forced herself to calm down. I
have to figure out how to get the hell out of here, never mind who
I am, that can come later in a nice clean hospital bed with a
shrink or whatever.

 


She took a few
slow, deep breaths and leaned forward as far as she could until the
pain was too much to bear. Holding her breath helped a little.
Whatever was on her legs was metallic and very heavy. She thought
they were probably broken; she had some feeling in them but
couldn’t manage to move her toes. A memory came back to her of
having broken her leg at school; before being taken to casualty the
teacher had taken off her shoe and sock and asked her to wiggle her
toe. She could hear the teacher in her mind, speaking her name, but
couldn’t make out the word.

 


“Never mind
that,” she muttered to herself. “First things first.” She thought
that maybe it was a part of the train carriage that was on her
legs. It was heavy and though her legs were probably broken she
couldn’t feel any wounds in them, no jagged shards poking out. She
summoned up her strength and heaved, but she couldn’t get the right
angle, couldn’t manage to shift it even the tiniest bit.

 


Spots appeared
before her eyes as she exerted herself, and when they cleared as
she took slow, deep breaths again she realised the air was
clearing, there was a light in the distance somewhere. “Here!
Please, help! I’m trapped!” she called as loudly as she could
manage, which wasn’t as loudly as she would have liked. There was
no response, no movement. No sound. Just a light in the tunnel, she
thought.

 


She tried
lifting again, then using her hands to tug at her legs but she
couldn’t get anywhere. The silence disturbed her more with every
minute that passed. The light down the tunnel blinked a few times,
then went off. Complete darkness again.

 


There weren’t
any animals either, she realised. There should be rats or
something, surely, in the tunnels? There was nothing. Just her.

 


A wave of
nausea came over her again as blood trickled down her throat from
the back of her nostrils, and she gagged. Blood dribbled down her
nose as well now, and she wiped it away with her sleeve. It too,
was covered in dust.

 


She squirmed
around some more, feeling for something that might be able to help
her. A wedge of metal lay behind her head and she dragged it over
her, little by little, and jammed it under the other piece, then
rolled onto her side to push down on it with the weight of her
body. She felt the pressure on her legs give way a little and once
again reached for them with her hands, pulling them out. This time,
she managed.

 


Which way? She
wondered as she glanced around her. She wasn’t even certain anymore
which direction the light had been in; the darkness was
disorienting. She lay back down, her legs on top of the sheet of
metal now rather than beneath it, to get her bearings. She started
to crawl in the direction of the light, dragging her legs.

 


She was
definitely in a tunnel, she thought as she made her way along a
solid wall. It suddenly gave way, prodding with her hands she
realised she’d reached a flight of stairs. She hauled herself up a
couple, found it excruciatingly difficult. Her legs were a dead
weight behind her.

 




A few at a time
she made some progress. There was still no sign of anyone else,
dead or alive. Just the dust.

 


She reached a
plateau. A floor that was smooth beneath the coating of ashes, it
was easier to move along. She wasn’t really thinking about anything
but moving when the word iodine popped into her head. Iodine? She
wondered. What’s that about?

 


It was still
dark, though not as dark, but she still couldn’t see anything. The
only difference was that now it was grey rather than black. A
sickly kind of grey. She could just about see her hands, they were
covered with sores, blood oozed out of her.

 


Suddenly she
stopped; she heard something. Something scuttling, moving quickly
toward her. She screamed as it passed over her hand. A huge beetle,
maybe a cockroach. Just one. “Calm down, Lisa,” she said aloud
suddenly. “Lisa! My name! I’m Lisa!” A wave of elation hit her.
“It’s all coming back,” she thought.

 


“Calm down,
Lisa,” she muttered again. Someone had said that to her. A man,
older, her father perhaps? What had she been doing? She saw a
newspaper article. Nuclear hostilities a possibility. She felt her
panic on that day.

 



“Scaremongering,” her father had said. “They said that all during
the cold war, we’re still here.” She took the iodine tablets
anyway, the ones they sent out. Bought more on the internet, dosed
herself with them.

 


Conspiracy
theories. Ten, ten, ten. Today’s date. The end of the world. It was
all over the internet. She looked at her hands again. The sores
were getting worse, she thought. Even iodine couldn’t put off the
inevitable forever. She’d run for the tunnels, not to catch a
train. To hide from the blast. None of her friends had believed
her.

 


She looked
around again. Knew where she was. London, St. Pancras. Except there
was nothing there. Just dust. She heard another cockroach scuttling
around nearby. More of them, behind her now. They were coming for
her. She pulled herself further along, but they came nearer. She
winced as a piece of skin peeled off the palm of her hand. Heard
the roaches eating it as she moved onward.

 


Monsters

by E.J.
Tett

 


She prowled
through the house in the darkness,

relishing the
power that the night gave her.

She was a cat
burglar and a super spy

and a
vampire.

 


A sudden crash
of thunder made her jump and gasp,

lightening
flashed and illuminated the room.

She was hiding
behind the sofa, a frightened little girl.

She was fifteen
and vampires aren’t real!

 


The lightening
stopped, the thunder growled

and rumbled in
the distance like a monster.

Monsters are
real. She knew that.

She was a
werewolf, a demon, a witch.

 


Nothing to hurt
her,

not in the
darkness.

She owned the
night.

Now was her
time.

 


She crept up
the stairs,

avoiding the
fourth one

- that one
creaked. She was an Amazon,

a Valkyrie,
afraid of nothing.

 


She was here to
kill a monster. At the top of the stairs

her confidence
waned. Thunder boomed, loud enough

to wake the
dead. She held her breath and waited.

Pleaded in her
head.

 


Lightening
flickered behind the curtains

of the hall
window. On, off, on. Gone.

She moved
on.

Nobody can see
who you really are in the dark.

 


She opened the
bedroom door,

winced at the
creak,

though if the
thunder hadn’t woken him…

She was a
superhero, a Goddess and justice for all.

 


He slept in his
bed while a storm raged outside.

His skin was
wrinkled and covered in age spots;

his head was
covered in grey.

He was an old
man, a monster, and deserved to be dead.

 


She sang a
lullaby to him as she crept closer.

Softly,
sweetly, for him and herself.

“It’s raining,
it’s pouring, the old man is snoring.

Bumped his head
and he went to bed, and couldn’t get up in the morning…”

 


She hit him
with a bedside lamp. Hard.

Thunder
crashed, rain hammered at the window

and the
lightening lit up the room.

She was fifteen
and scared and monsters are real.

 


Roses

by Jo
Robertson

 


Roses. That’s
what it was.

 


She’d been
smelling it for days now in the old house and it was making her
stomach turn more and more. She pulled the sleeves of the cardigan
around her as she walked about the place. Dust danced in the shafts
of cold sunlight through the broken windows and the smell of age
that permeated the place made her wrinkle her nose.

 


But it was the
roses that bothered her. Sweet, cloying and insistent, as if
someone was standing directly behind her with a bunch of them. The
thought made her turn around quickly and she flushed at her own
stupidity when she saw nothing but the empty hallway behind
her.

 


She moved
through to the kitchen where she had left the plywood. There was so
much to do at the old house before James got there at the weekend;
standing around imagining things wasn’t going to help. She gathered
up the hammer, nails and wood and marched back to the hallway to
board up the broken windows.

 


The house had
only belonged to her a month, only a month since she had signed the
documents at the solicitors dealing with her Uncle’s will. She
hadn’t known him well and his death hadn’t affected her very much
until she had heard she would inherit his property. This old place
had belonged to her maternal grandparents and had stood empty since
their deaths eight years ago. Her uncle’s work meant he didn’t have
the time or the inclination to spend his weekends out here patching
up windows and re-hanging doors.

 


Up the ladder
again, nails held in her mouth, wood and hammer under her arm she
worked for most of the afternoon, until the fading sun forced her
down for the evening. She was halfway down the ladder when the
smell drifted across her face in a sickly cloud. Roses again. She
stood in the dusty silence watching the specks spiral to the ground
in the dim sunlight. Roses, strong and so very sweet… she held her
breath until she was out of the dining room and back into the
kitchen .

 


She woke the
next morning with a pounding headache, the airbed she was sleeping
on had half-deflated and her hip-bone ground against the bare
floorboard painfully. She groaned and sat up. Why had she decided
to stay here when there was a perfectly good hotel five miles down
the road? she asked herself as she pulled herself to her feet.
Money, it was always money. James had argued that they should just
sell the place, make a tidy profit and buy their own little place
in the city – something they’d never dreamt of affording. But one
visit to the house had changed her mind; there was something
gloriously homely about the place, vast as it was. From the porch
that ran around the house to the sweeping, beautiful staircase that
dominated the hallway, to the overgrown but rangy gardens, she had
fallen in love with the whole place. She couldn’t explain that to
James, he loved minimalism and contemporary lines and it had taken
a lot of persuasion to convince him that to renovate the place
would be the ultimate plan. She still expected another fight this
weekend. Although she’d spent the whole week boarding up the cracks
and painting over the intimidating old flock wallpaper she knew
that this was no more James’s house than the little apartment in
the suburbs they’d shared had been hers.

 


The thought of
another painful discussion about their marriage made her headache
increase its assault. There were things that needed to be said that
neither of them wanted to say, but she feared that this house would
be the issue that would force those words to the surface.

 


She walked down
the stairs and the smell of roses hit her straight away. She waved
her hands in front of her face to try and disperse it and carried
on towards the large dining room. She stopped in the doorway
suddenly, a small cry forcing itself out and echoing around the
high ceilings.

 


Rose petals
trailed across the floor to the centre of the room. Where there
would be a table in future lay a pile of petals, bright orange
ones. She ran to the middle of the room and kicked the pile of
petals, scattering them across the wood floor and sending them
dancing through the air on the light breeze.

 


“James?” she
shouted “Are you here?” …Silence answered her. She pulled her phone
out of her pocket and punched in his number, as it rung she
listened out for the telltale noise of his ring tone echoing
through the empty house and betraying his location.

 


“Hello?” he
answered. She could hear typing in the background; he was in the
office twenty miles away – just where he was supposed to be. She
spoke to him briefly, trying to steady her voice so he wouldn’t
worry .Once she had hung up she began to walk around the house,
looking for places an intruder could have entered. There was
nowhere. Other than the small windows she had boarded up the house
was solid, secure and perfectly quiet.

 


She sat in the
kitchen drinking tea from a chipped mug. The house wasn’t haunted,
that was ridiculous. Nobody had got in – the windows were thick and
she would have noticed broken glass. There was nobody else in the
house – the floors were old and creaked as she moved about the
house, she would have heard someone. Besides, the house didn’t feel
bad. She smiled at herself for sounding like a new-ager, but the
place felt good, not like the cramped apartment she had called home
for the last three years. This place felt like it could be
home.

 


Hammer in hand
she prepared to carry on with working as if nothing had happened.
She tried to ignore the nervous fluttering in her stomach as she
walked about the place. She glanced into the dining room and
gasped. The petals were gone, not a trace of the flowers remained,
except for the scent which was so strong her eyes began to water.
She coughed as the scent permeated her throat and burned. She
turned on her heels and ran for the front door, but had not gone
more than three steps when the cloying scent disappeared without
trace. She stopped and turned around slowly, hearing the
floorboards groan under her feet as her weight shifted. The room
was empty. Once again it smelt of dust and neglect, just like the
rest of the house.

 


No, wait. She
stopped herself from leaving the room as she noticed the thing on
the floor. It was tiny, no more than an inch across. She stooped
low to study it and touched it carefully with her fingers. They
came away red, the consistency of the spot was sticky. Blood.
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