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Summer Solstice

by Srivalli Rekha



Summer Solstice
The sun is high in the sky, bright and hot. The treetops glitter like jewels, and the surrounding

blooms are vibrant and fragrant. I lay in the center, my arms and legs spread to soak the pleasure
of the day's heat. I could lie here unmoving forever. Still, my skin would be the same, pale and
soft with a touch of blush to add to my allure. 

I take a deep breath and pause. There's a fresh scent in the air coming closer. The sound of
crunching footsteps tells me all I need to know. It's another pesky worthless human intruding on
my privacy. The clicking of those flashy things annoys me to no end. 

I turn to my side, place my head on my arm, and smile at him. His eyes widen as his gaze
lingers on my exposed body. I see him mouth a wow and wink. 

"Will you stand there all day?" I ask.
He gulps and blinks. I giggle and blow him a tiny kiss. He walks towards me as if in a trance.

I tug his hand and that thing he is carrying falls to the ground. It doesn't break, though. Not yet.
"Let's dance, city boy." I murmur and rise. My movements are fluid as ever. We are in a

bubble, separated from the rest of the world. His mouth hangs open and he does as I bid, not
taking his eyes off the rise and fall of my bare breasts. 

"You are… an angel?" He whispers.
My laugh is low, soothing. "No. They don't like us." 
"Why?" The dazed expression is boring. I shrug, shaking my head to loosen my long tresses. 
"Are you real?" 
I laugh again; rolling my eyes would spoil the mood. "Maybe… maybe not."
We dance for a while, and I lean into him. He staggers, unable to support my weight. We fall

to the ground. He shrieks, scrambling away from me, eyes bulging at the sight of the furry thing
on my lower back. 

"You're…" Words fail him. Nothing new. 
What's with modern men? They don't last even until I've had my day's quota of fun. He is

trying to escape. Idiot.
In one leap, I'm on him, pinning his worthless body to the ground. Fear fills his features. He

squints at the sunlight in his eyes. His hands claw at my thighs. I rip open his throat with my
nails before he can cry for help. Not that anyone would save him. He signed his death wish the
minute he trespassed into my domain. 

I stand, crush that thing he took my pictures with, and drag his body to the special swamp
where we dispose of our prey. The decayed human carcass is not good for animals or the forest. 

⚜⚜⚜⚜
"Ciara, for God's sake! Take your head out of the book and get down." The exasperated voice

startles the girl. She looks up and blinks at the man outside the car window. 
"Oh, Dad, have we reached already?" 
He sighs, opening the door. The luggage is already on the ground beside him. "We reached

ten minutes ago, Sweetheart." 
Ciara looks at the sun sinking into the horizon. The sky is heavy with clouds, gray and

ominous, a contrast to the bright summer day she had spent traveling from the city to this old
village. She steps out of the car and feels a rush of cool breeze hit her full force. Trembling, she



rolls her shoulders inwards to make up for the lack of a jacket. 
"Come on now. Let's get settled before dark. We shouldn't be out after the moon rises." Her

dad's voice calls from a few feet ahead. He seems to be in a hurry. 
She runs to catch up with him. "Why not?" 
He rolls his eyes. "Superstition I suppose. Something about being kidnapped, lured, seduced,

and murdered by witches and spirits. Nonsense, of course. But the solstice festival is gonna be
amazing, and that's what we are here for."

"That's what you are here for." Ciara amends. But her amber eyes sparkle. Maybe she could
find more about the witches and stuff in the old library. Her aunt has promised that the library
has some ancient tomes, and Ciara has made plans to read as much as she could during her stay. 

"That day's your birthday, Ciara." He reminds her in a soft voice. 
Ciara looks like she wants to say something but refrains. She isn't interested in her 18th

birthday. But her father insisted she celebrate it with her friends and have a big party. The word
party prefixed with 'big' was enough to terrify her. When her aunt called to invite them to the
Solstice festival, Ciara saw it as a great way to escape her birthday celebrations. 

She steals a peek at her father as he carries their suitcases in both hands. He cuts a handsome
figure, she thinks, tall, tanned, and sharp features softened by a sweet smile and the silver strands
at his temples. 

"Whatcha lookin' at, little girl?" He breaks into a childish grin. 
"Dad! Stop hurrying and that slang sounds weeirrddd..." Ciara giggles. A low laugh reaches

her ears, and she turns around to see who it is. She stiffens when there is no one around. The
street is empty except for them. She wonders why the villagers are so scared of the forest spirits,
and if it is the very spirit that laughed. She feels a chill in her bones and trembles. 

"I'm hungry. Don't you want to eat?" Her father replies, oblivious to the surroundings. Ciara
shrugs. She scans the place, trying to absorb the atmosphere in the village now that the book
doesn't have her attention. 

The dusk has turned into twilight in no time. Even though the solstice is only a few days
away, the days are still shorter. Or maybe it is the clouds that cut short the day, Ciara muses. She
senses something odd around her. The strange silence is not comforting in the least. 

Boyd knocks twice on an old but sturdy oak door. He is about to knock for the third time
when they hear muffled feet. Ciara notices that most of the houses are similar in design, a two-
story building with windows and chimney pipe. Some houses have fresh flowers blooming on
the sills. Ciara looks up to see her aunt's vibrant window garden as she calls it. 

"My darling! You've grown up!" Ciara is pulled into a crushing hug before she can respond.
The scent of roses, cinnamon, and yeast brings a smile to her face. 

"Aunt Gyda, so good to see you." She replies, her words muffled by the lady's warm bosom. 
"Let me take a proper look at you, Baby." Gyda holds Ciara in her arms and inspects her from

head to toe. "Not bad, just need a little meat on the bones. Come on in, Boyd. Don't stand outside
for too long." 

"Phew! I thought you'd never say that."
Gyda gives them a tour of the house and offers Ciara the room with the flowers. However, it's

the other one that gets her attention. Gyda hesitates for a few seconds and lets her have it. 
The next hour passes as the siblings catch up, and Ciara slips upstairs. Walking to the

window, she notices the rusted locks. She pushes and shoves until the lock gives in. Then she
opens the window and peeks outside into the dark. A vast expanse of trees greets her. Her aunt's



house is at the end of the street. There is a large fence at around ten meters beyond which lay the
forest brimming with secrets, spirits, and witches. 

She can hear the sounds of insects, night birds, and animals from the dark woods. Ciara takes
a deep breath, and a delicious scent of wildflowers, grass, and something else fills her lungs. She
turns away from the window when a soft hum reaches her. 

Ciara can still hear her aunt's cheerful voice from downstairs. The hum grows a little louder as
a sweet voice wafts in from the forest. Ciara's eyes widen at the melody. She leans out farther
from the window to find the source. 

"Dinner's ready." Gyda bellows. The voice stops singing. Ciara stands for a few seconds,
waiting for the mysterious woman to start, but it doesn't happen. She mutters and goes down the
stairs, closing the window and making a mental note to steal some oil for the lock. 

The discussions about her birthday and the summer festival continue as they eat fresh bread
with chili soup spiced with wild herbs. 

"Aunt Gyda, do you know who sings here?" Ciara asks. 
The lady freezes and curses. "That blasted witch." She looks at the father-daughter duo and

warns them in a solemn voice, "Don't talk to women who look too beautiful to be real. Stay away
from the forest and those damned witches."

"Witches?" Ciara repeats, astonished, "You mean they are here?" 
Gyda nods. "Yes. Few, but enough to cause trouble. At least five men have gone missing in

the last two months; all of them tourists who didn't know any better." 
"Ooh, you heard a siren's song, Baby girl." Boyd teases. 
Gyda smacks him on the arm. "This is no joke, Boyd. You've got to be alert. Ciara might be

safe from them, not you. That doesn't mean she is free to roam around in the forest." 
Boyd laughs. "I have no interest in women, Gyda." He pauses and adds, "Nor in men. I've got

my Ciara, a good job in the city, and a caring sister who organized a party for her niece's 18th
birthday. That's enough for me." 

Gyda snorts. She mutters something about men being men and Ciara chuckles, knowing she'll
be more than happy if her father finds love again. 

With a promise from her aunt that they would visit the library as soon as it opened the next
morning, Ciara retires to the other room. She leaves the window open despite the chill breeze.
The clouds rumble far away. It will rain somewhere. The song starts again and Ciara smiles. She
drifts to sleep and dreams of dancing in the forest with a lovely naked lady as the sun sets behind
the trees. There's something else too, a drawing on the ground, fresh blood soaked by dried earth,
and something furry, like a tail.

Ciara shivers and slips deep into the covers as the dream becomes vivid and turns into a
nightmare of burning fires and headless bodies piling up in the village. 

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Is there anything better than dancing on an early summer morning with dew clinging to every

inch of my skin? Surrounded by my dears, I dance and dance, lost in the music of nature. The
sparkling emerald green leaves sway this way and that, sending waves of cool breeze to tickle
my bare body. Birds chirp, some enjoying my show, others annoyed by my moves. 

Rays of the sun touch me, turning the colorless alabaster into a delicate scarlet. The flowers
bloom; a shock of red, yellow, blue, purple, orange, and white scattered all around. The day
begins on a perfect note. 

I laugh, my head thrown back, my pale gold tresses teasing all the way down the hollow back



to touch my tail. Sigh! My movements come to a stop of their own accord. Standing on a felled
tree, rotten over the years, I turn around and move my tail. It lashes at the poor little bee, trying
to suckle nectar from a nearby wild bloom. 

My earlier question has an answer now. The best thing in this world will be for me to be rid of
this fuzzy foxtail. No one can identify us for who we are without the tail. Imagine how
wonderful it will be to go wherever we want. Of course, the forest is our home, and we come
back… after some good days with different men. 

I step down and sit on the mossy log, lifting the tail to place my bottom on the squishy green.
Bits of rough wood poke and scratch when I squirm to find a comfortable position. There's a
sudden glint on the ground as the sun's rays filter through the treetops. I pick it up and grimace.
It's a piece of glass, sharp and edgy, broken from a wrist toy that shows time. It reminds me of
another dead man I disposed of a couple of days ago. 

Some silly tourist he was; exploring the woods around dawn. That's our special time to dance.
Mesmerized, he said, by my beauty, and I invited him to join me. And boy, wasn't he excited?

The puny idiot didn't last for half a day. Disappointed, I aim and throw the glass into a far-off
swamp. It wouldn't hurt any animal in there. 

Damn these new-age men. They've become worse. My ancestors didn't have to try so hard to
marry a silly human male and get rid of the tail. They could find a guy, get rid of this fuzzy on
the back, and mingle with the human folk. None would know except an odd one who could be
tackled with ease. Those were the days when at least some men were honorable.

Men these days don't even commit to their fellow humans. Who'd care for a lost and forgotten
mythical forest spirit! We aren't even supposed to be real. My tail hits out again, this time at an
unsuspecting little critter, and kills it. Very well, can't save them all. 

Why can't I find another way to get rid of my tail? We'll have to keep looking. That cave we
found sure looks the one we are looking for. It might have the answer to my quest. That reminds
me.

Where in the Helheim* is Aeron? Has she found another guy and left me alone to mope? 
⚜⚜⚜⚜

Boyd looks around, wondering if he has chosen the right place to plan his daughter's surprise
birthday party. It would be just the three of them, but that's how Ciara preferred it. Gyda didn't
like the place being so close to the forest. One couldn't do much when the village itself is located
beside thick woods. 

He decides they'll have to adjust as the rest of the village is being decorated for the solstice
festival. He chooses a couple of bushes that need to be removed and hopes the villagers don't
mind. Boyd digs the earth when a soft cry stops him midway. 

"Who's there?" He calls in a tentative voice. 
There is no response except for a tiny hiccup. 
"Hey! Who's crying? What happened?" Boyd asks, poking his head around the bushes. He is

shocked to see a woman wiping her tears. She tries to move away.
"Wait!" 
Boyd walks up to her and looks at the most distraught eyes he has ever seen. "Erm… I

apologize for disturbing you. Is… there any problem?" 
The woman doesn't respond. She pushes her hair away from the face. Boyd spies an angry red

gash on her left cheek. 



"Did someone hurt you?"  
"Yes… and no." She whispers after a few seconds. She's still staring at his feet. 
"Pardon?" 
"Nothing. I'll… leave." She murmurs and moves when Boyd stops her. 
"No, please. Tell me your pain." 
"You wouldn't understand." She whimpers. 
"Try me. I've seen a lot more than you'd guess." Boyd says. He is so engrossed in the

mysterious woman that Boyd doesn't notice how the forest is silent around them. Even the trees
don't ruffle, though he can feel a chilly breeze on his face and arms. 

"I… I lost my son here. He was taken away. I tried to fight… to save him… but I was
helpless. This was my only reward." She points at the gash, and sobs. "I wouldn't mind a
thousand wounds if I could have him back." 

"Who took your son? What's the police doing? And what's your name?" 
"Aeron… the police don't believe in forest spirits and witches. They… think young boys and

men simply vanish." 
"So… you saw her?" Boyd asks, scratching his head. He doubts if the woman was delusional.

His city life has no space for superstition.
She shakes her head. "Sort of. One minute I was playing with my son, and the next minute,

the forest froze. A vague form appeared, and my son ran towards her. I tried to stop him. It… she
threw a dried branch at me and did this to my face." 

Boyd pats her shoulder when she cries again. "I'm sorry for what happened. I know it's not my
place to ask…" 

Aeron completes his sentence. "My husband died when my son was less than a year old. The
villagers think I killed him. Now they think I killed my son too. They get confused between
forest spirits and us helpless women with no one to care for. The only reason they didn't hand me
over to those burly men is that they fear me." 

"Pardon me for asking, but why stay here with them?" 
"Would you run away from your home because of some idiots?" She challenges and looks at

him with welled-up eyes. "I hope to find my son."
"Erm… is there any way I can help you?" 
She thinks about it for a while and nods. "Let me help you with whatever you're doing." 
He stares at her. It is a strange request. She gives him a small smile and explains. "It'll help

me take my mind off my constant agony. And looks like you would need help. The bush you are
trying to pull out is precious and rare." 

"Oh, boy!" Boyd grimaces. "I knew something like this would happen." 
"Why are you digging?" 
He tells her the reason and sees how the pain is replaced by longing. 
"That's wonderful. Please, please let me plan this with you. I won't join your celebrations, of

course." The yearning in her voice is hard to resist. 
Boyd waves aside her statement. "Nonsense. If you help, you come. That's the rule. Ciara is

the sweetest girl on this planet. You'll love her." 
Aeron touches his arm with her fingertips. Boyd misses the tiny sparks that flew from the

contact of their skins. The play of emotions on her face enthralls him so much that the forest's
screams of danger do not register in his mind. 

She nods with a grateful smile and a faraway look in her eyes. "It's rare to find a loving



family… I wish…" 
⚜⚜⚜⚜

The new day's light brightens up even the darkest part of the forest. I don't feel like dancing
much today. Aeron is making progress with her new man, and I have none. 

"Oh, Saoirse, mooning over another human?" 
I snort. Aeron skips towards me, bright and cheerful, naked as we'll always be. She sits beside

me, twirling her stupid tail in her hands. 
"Go away." I mutter, knowing she would do no such thing. 
"Stop pouting now. You'll get what you want." Aeron winks. 
I glare at her. Fine time to talk about it. Her latest prey is handsome and promising. Mine,

sigh! I have none. It's as if all the waste in the world is being sent to me. 
"Saoirse, come with me, sister." She insists. 
"Why? Go sing for your new lover. Leave me alone." I'm jealous and can't help it. My tail

moves behind me, reminding me of something I can never forget. 
She giggles, pinching my tail. "Your time's up, fuzzy." 
I shrug, not moving from my place under a tree. My hair is spread over my head. Aeron runs

a hand through it and bends to kiss the tip of my nose. Tiny dust faeries dance around, ignoring
us. 

"I found what you're looking for." Aeron whispers. 
"Not in no mood for games," I reply, hands on my waist. Did I grow rounder in the last few

days? I peek at Aeron and her slender waist again. We are built the same and yet are different.
She pokes my pale thigh and I slap her hand. 

"Oww! Just come, silly." She pulls me up before I agree. Might as well see what it is. 
We wade through the swamps to the other side. Aeron gestures towards the old cave with a

mischievous smile. "Race you." 
I grin at her as joy fills my insides, replacing despair. We shoot off to that one place that

promises me hope. We are still laughing as we walk deep into the dark cave. The sun doesn't
reach here. I move closer to the rock wall, letting the moisture seep into my skin. 

We reach our secret hideout, and Aeron points to a muddy end. Looks like she dug up the
earth. 

"Alva was smart. She left clues in a place no one would search." 
"Except you." I smile. 
She is pleased. "Anything for you, my love." She glides to the place and kicks aside a

scorpion. It hits the rock and dies in an instant. 
I squat on the mud pile, waiting for Aeron to speak. 
"Look at this." She points to the carving of what appears to be of a young maiden with the sun

behind her. "She is your answer."
I raise an eyebrow. 
"It's midnight sun, Saoirse. Summer solstice. A maiden born on the day has special powers

that get stronger as she grows. Her blood on the same day after seventeen summers will be potent
enough to take over the world."

"But…" I frown as she stops me midway. 
"This drawing here is a symbol, a ritual. Her blood colors it. Your tail falls off. Look at the

lying maiden and a tailless hulder." 
We look at each other as the silence in the cave echoes and pulses between us. 



"The village… that man… the new city girl…" I breathe.
Aeron tosses her hair and nods. "One for you. One for me. I know where to find her." Of

course she would. Eavesdropping is our birthright. 
A slow smile spreads over our lips, highlighting the red, the color of fresh blood. I lean to kiss

her full on the mouth. Aeron didn't leave me alone to find her way to ultimate happiness. My
dear sister and friend, she finds it for both of us.

We step out of the cave, dancing in delight. Our laugh reverberates in the forest. The birds fly
away, terrified. The animals scuttle into the bushes. Even the lions, tigers, and bears suppress a
shiver. We shoo them away with a wave of the hand. It's not their concern. Humans are born to
die. 

My tail twitches in unease. It knows its days are numbered. The stupid thing always has a
mind of its own, causing trouble when I am in the mood for some intimacy. Not for long. Not.
For. Long. 

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Ciara wakes up feeling exhausted. The nightmare continued until the early hours of the

morning, making her uneasy. Blaming her aunt for all that talk about witches and death, Ciara
decides she needs to find a book to take her mind off the scary images in her head. She gets
ready in quick time and pesters her aunt to take her to the library. 

They are now outside the only library in the village. It is also the largest building and the most
ancient one. Ciara stares at the hollow wooden frames and fears for the books inside. 

Gyda walks into a dusty room in the front, and Ciara follows. Soon they meet an old woman
with wrinkled features and a warm smile.  

"Oh, good morning, Gyda. Is this the young lady you told me about?" 
"Yes, Mrs. Bluebell. I'll leave her with you."
The old woman nods. "She'll be home by evening. You go now. Come, dearie. Go check

whatever you want." 
Ciara waves to her aunt and walks into a vast hall with a high ceiling. The shelves have

covered the walls from top to bottom. The sight of so many books and no one else but her and
Mrs. Bluebell is enough to make Ciara the happiest person on earth. No nightmare can reach her
when she's with her books. 

She checks out a few and skims through a few others. Ciara finds it strange that the library
doesn't have a single book about mythical creatures. The sound of soft snoring makes her giggle.
Mrs. Bluebells has fallen asleep at her desk. Ciara picks a book at random and sits near a
window. She reads a couple of pages about existentialism and loses interest. The tingling
sensation is back again. She tries to ignore it when a sudden knock on the window makes her
jump. 

"Shh!" A young lady whispers from the other side.
Ciara stares at the chestnut curl framing an oval face. The eyes are in the strange shade of

amethyst. Her lips are red, the color of fresh blood. The lady gestures to open the window, and
Ciara obliges. 

"Hello, I'm Saoirse. Is Mrs. Bluebells sleeping?" Her voice was low and soft, a gentle
whisper. 

Ciara nods. The lady grins. "I knew it. Give me a hand, please. There's a book I need to
return."

"Through the window?"



Saoirse gives her a sheepish grin. "I'm late by a week. She'd lecture me for longer than that." 
Ciara chuckles and moves aside, helping Saoirse inside. 
"I'll just leave it on the desk with a sorry note." The lady says, still smiling. 
"Don't you want another book?" Ciara asks. 
"I do! I'll send my friend to pick it up tomorrow. She's busy for a couple of days." She looks

crestfallen.   
"I could get it for you." Ciara offers, surprising herself. 
Saoirse brightens up. "You'd do that? That's so sweet of you. City girl, aren't you? Vacation?"
"Yes. Gyda is my aunt."                                                                                              
Saoirse's shoulders droop. "Oh."
"What's wrong?" 
"Nothing. We don't sort of see eye to eye. And my research topic makes it worse." 
Ciara waits as Saoirse removes an ancient book from her cloth bag and places it on the desk. 
"I'm researching Hulders. Fascinating creatures, you know. Your aunt hates them." 
"Hulders? You mean those witches? Do you know all about them?" Excitement bubbles in

Ciara. She thinks it is a wonderful coincidence.
Saoirse hesitates and nods. "They aren't witches. Hulders are forest spirits and loving

creatures. Let me show you something."
She pushes the sleeve of her dress to reveal a bracelet in foxtail design. "Don't tell anyone, but

I found this hidden in the book. The thick cover is hollow! You know Hulders have a foxtail,
don't you?" 

Ciara shakes her head, fascinated by finding treasure hidden in a book. "I know very little.
There's isn't even a single book here about any of them."

"That's Mrs. Bluebells for you. She hides them. It took me ten days to convince her to lend
me this. She's afraid that we'll not take care of the books. Can't blame her, either. These are far
too precious." 

Ciara nods in understanding. "I get that." She touches the bracelet and feels a strange sense of
happiness fill her. The metal glows as she trails her finger over it. 

"Oh, wow! This is magic! It didn't happen to me." Saoirse gasps and narrows her eyes at
Ciara. "Are you some sort of witch yourself, girl? A half-bred maybe?" 

"Oh, no, no. I'm quite ordinary. Too ordinary in fact." Ciara replies with a sad sigh. 
Saoirse tilts her head and looks at Ciara for a full minute. She then removes the bracelet and

slips it onto Ciara's small wrist. Light shoots from the bracelet, surrounding the duo in an
ethereal glow. 

Ciara is stunned. She peeks at the desk to confirm that Mrs. Bluebells is still snoring. 
Saoirse whispers, her eyes still wide. "You are special. When were you born?" 
"Summer solstice. I'll be eighteen next week." 
Saoirse's lips form a perfect O in red. "Do you even know what this means?" 
"Umm… no?" 
Just then, there is a thud outside the library. Someone opens the door, and Saoirse ducks to

hide under the desk. The glow fades around them, leaving Ciara in relative darkness. Mrs.
Bluebells wakes up with a start. 

Saoirse tugs at Ciara's pants and whispers, "Meet me at the edge of the forest in the evening.
I'll take this book back. We'll need it." 

Ciara gives a slight nod and watches her new mysterious friend slip out of the window.



Saoirse blows her a kiss before running off. 
⚜⚜⚜⚜

Aeron sings for her new lover in the village. She nudges me, and I join along, our voices
entwining melodies to hypnotize every living being in the vicinity. The trees sigh and dance to
the music. We are no sirens, but we have our strengths. 

The moon peeks from behind the clouds. I don't like cloudy skies in summer. But the coming
thunderstorm is a sign that the stars are aligned in my favor. 

A soft rustle of the bushes tells us some unfortunate human got hooked on our song. Well, I
can only hope he will last at least half the night. 

We continue to sing, adding tantalizing words, teasing the intruder to come to us. Soon, he
does, a little out of breath. He is carrying a light in his hands and shines it upon us. We are ready,
exposing our curves and hiding the fuzzy thing. 

"Whoa… I can't believe it!" He says more to himself. We let out a low laugh and beckon him
to come closer. 

He does, bringing with him the unmistakable scent of local ale. Another drunk human, but
still a man. Aeron sits and tugs him to the ground between us. 

"Freak! Am I getting lucky or what?" He slurs. 
"Oh, sexy, you are. Two to one. What say?" She whispers, opening his shirt. I run my nails

through his pants, tearing them on the seam. He is too dazed to notice. Aeron and I share a look
and pounce on him. 

We have a good time. Not for long, though. He gasps for air and struggles to move. I shrug,
grip his hair in a hand and expose his neck. Aeron takes a big bite, tearing through the flesh. We
let him bleed to death, drawing random designs on his body with our nails. 

There is too much blood. We like it at times. The moon shines on us, and I raise my hand to
see scarlet glistening on my white skin. It's arousing, and the man is dead. Too bad I say.

"Duh!" Aeron mutters and moves to rest her head on my chest. 
"We'll find more, sister. It was at least good no matter how short the time." I say, massaging

her scalp with my bloody fingers.
"I miss my handsome..." She sighs, takes my hand, and kisses it before adding, "But it's okay.

We'll be free soon." 
I nod. I'll be meeting my maiden again tomorrow evening. She's a delightful girl. Innocent

and sweet. Perfect for the ritual. I send silent thanks to Alva for her efforts to share her findings
with us after all these centuries.  

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Ciara can't wait for the day to end. She suppresses the sensation of being watched as she goes

home with a couple of books in her arms. She figures she'd have to make an excuse to retire early
again and go out to meet Saoirse.

Ciara had escaped through the window in her room the previous evening. It stands right above
a small extended roof. She could step on it and jump down without getting hurt. 

Saoirse had been waiting near the forest. They walked for a few minutes, and after confirming
that they were alone, Saoirse opened a page and chanted a few words. She guided Ciara's right
hand, the one with the bracelet, to draw symbols in the air.  

Ciara was astonished as the dried leaves rose from the ground and formed a heart in the air.
They then fluttered around her and sat like a crown on her head. 

"Wow! This is so exciting! Thank you, Saoirse, for showing me this." Ciara twirled and



hugged her new friend. 
"My pleasure, dear." Saoirse placed a soft kiss on her forehead. She held Ciara's hand and

reminded her to keep it a secret. "You can't reveal it until you do the solstice ritual." 
Ciara nodded, eager to follow the instructions. She kept the bracelet close to her heart and

hummed the tune she heard the earlier night. They talked for a while, and Saoirse dropped Ciara
home. She helped her climb up to the roof and go back inside her room. 

"Sweet dreams, darling." Saoirse called before vanishing. 
Lost in her thoughts, Ciara doesn't notice her father's preoccupation during their early supper.

Unknown to her, the unexpected meeting with a heartbroken woman fills his mind. 
"Are you both okay, Boyd and Ciara? Did you meet anyone in the village?" Gyda's sharp

voice brought them to the present. 
They shake their heads in unison and let out a nervous laugh. "I'm tired, that's all." Ciara

replies and yawns for good measure. 
Boyd shrugs. "I was busy with the arrangements."
He doesn't want to tell his sister about Aeron. Despite losing her son not so long ago, Aeron

wants to help him plan the surprise party for Ciara. His daughter may have her nose in the books,
but her heart's gold, just like her dead mother.

Boyd wants to help the woman recover from the devastating loss and smile again. She is
tugging his heart's strings, and though that has caught him unawares, he is enjoying it. Maybe he
could convince Aeron to go to the city with him and Ciara. Her sad eyes have stirred the long-
forgotten emotions in him.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
The number of strangers overwhelms Ciara. She has accompanied Gyda to the center of the

village. A maypole is being erected by the men, young and old. Women clap and cheer, flower
crowns adorning their hair. Even the men have flower crowns, though, to Ciara, they look more
like wreaths. 

"Lovely, isn't it, dear?" Gyda asks, sipping a glass of local drink. It is some sort of cocktail
mix made of vodka and gin and local ale.  

Ciara agrees, scanning the area for a quick escape. Saoirse must be waiting for her. The book
mentions they need to perform a small ritual for Ciara to activate her powers. Her fingertips
tingle each time she thinks of the magic in the woods. She is eager to perform the ritual and show
her new gift to her dad. She knows aunt Gyda wouldn't approve of it. 

"Where is dad?" 
Gyda is laughing with Mrs. Bluebells from the library. "He'd be there somewhere. Maybe

there's a surprise for you." She winks. 
Ciara suppresses a sigh. He has been dropping hints about a mysterious place, as if she didn't

know about the surprise. Once, he even spoke to her about a sad and lonely young woman
helping him. He said he would introduce them on her birthday. The thought makes her smile.
She loves her mother, but she also wants her father to be happy. 

"I think I'll search for him." Ciara says. 
Gyda grips her arm. "You stay right here with me, girl. He'll come when he should." 
"Don't wander about, Ciara. It's not safe." Mrs. Bluebells adds in a serious voice.
Ciara taps her foot, searching for a way to escape her aunt's grip without offending her. The

transformation in the village is unbelievable. What looked like an old and forgotten old place is
now brimming with colors and sounds. The village folk have welcomed her with huge smiles.



More than a handful of them whisper about the Hulders and assure her they were burning the
witches' effigies in the bonfire that evening. They believe that doing so would nullify the powers
of the forest spirits and even kill them. 

A flash of movement catches her eye. Ciara turns to her right and spots Saoirse waving at her
from behind a house. Ciara lifts her hand a little to show that she'd follow. 

"Aunt Gyda, I'll get a fruit punch. I'm feeling thirsty." Ciara says. 
She heaves a sigh of relief when her aunt nods and gestures towards the group dancing around

the pole. They are jumping like frogs. It's another tradition. "I'll be there." 
Ciara slips through groups of villagers and escapes through a narrow lane that leads straight to

the forest. She takes less than five minutes. Saoirse is waiting, dressed in a scarlet long skirt and
a pale cream blouse with frills. 

"You look so beautiful!" Ciara gushes at the sight and adds, "And smell just as nice. What's
this scent?" 

Saoirse laughs as if she's delighted by the compliment. "It's wild lilies. I use them for my hair.
But first, birthday girl, let's get you some magic and celebrate your special day." 

Ciara grins, "Yes, please. This is so exciting, I can't wait to see what happens!" 
Saoirse tugs at her arm with a mischievous twinkle in her amethyst eyes. "Oh, baby, you will

never forget this moment. I've made the arrangements. Let's go."
Ciara hops behind the lady, not realizing how the shrubs, branches, and creepers try to stop

her movement. Even the warning calls of the birds and monkeys sound like festive celebrations
to her ears. 

"We'll be back soon, right? Dad planned a surprise for me." Ciara asks when they walked
deep into the forest.

"Yes, yes, of course. I know what the surprise is." Saoirse replies, running her nails on the
tree trunks. Ciara didn't notice how the trees sport deep gashes from the silent assault. 

"You do? What is it? Tell me, please." 
"No, sweetheart. But I can tell you that the surprise is enormous. Come now, we'll be late.

This solstice eve will see a thunderstorm."
The mention of the storm distracts Ciara. She thinks back to the day of her arrival. "Oh! The

clouds have been threatening for a while now. Hope dad doesn't get caught in it." 
Saoirse tilts her head and gives Ciara an assuring smile. "Don't worry, even if he does, he'll be

taken care of. Today is your day to have a once-in-a-lifetime experience. Ready?" 
Ciara laughs. "I'm ready." 
The wind howls in protest. The trees spread their branches. They try to grab Ciara and save

her. The forest spirit is unconcerned. She knows how to handle their antics.  
"Good. So am I." Saoirse replies, rubbing her hands in anticipation. 
"Me too, sister. I'm married to my handsome man," comes a soft response from somewhere

behind the trees. It's too low for Ciara to hear, but Saoirse smirks. The time for the rituals has
arrived. 

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Boyd can't see anything except for her long tresses. The luscious waves surround his face. His

diaphragm feels heavy, as if someone has placed a heavyweight on it. He tries to move in vain. A
face presses into his. She peers at him with apparent fascination. Her smile sends shivers all over
his body. She is the weight, sitting on his chest, her calves stretched to the side, pinning his arms
to the ground. 



"You agreed to marry me." She reminds him. Boyd can only gape at her. His thoughts are
blurry. He tries to remember, and vague pictures of meeting Aeron come back to him. 

She handed him the famed local ale, and he gulped down two or three full glasses. That's
when things got weird. He felt dizzy and nauseous when Aeron suggested he rest for a while. 

Boyd frowns at her and forces himself to think about what happened afterward. 
"I know, handsome, I know. You didn't expect a scared and sad woman to be me. But then I'm

all you've got now. Ain't I more beautiful?" Aeron demands, brushing her hair on his face and
rubbing her breasts to his chest. 

She had asked him a similar question some time ago, and he had nodded, half-awake. She had
asked if he would take her and gift her freedom. He had agreed. Boyd knew for sure that he
meant he would take her to the city, not marry her if it could be called that. 

A memory of trying to stop her from putting a ring on his finger surfaced. He had failed. She
had kissed him hard enough to split the lower lip. The taste of blood was still on his tongue. 

Tears stream down his eyes. Aeron pouts. "I hope they are happy tears, husband." She leans
further to kiss him, and he evades it. Her mere sight is revolting, but he is helpless. 

"My daughter…" He wheezes. 
"She's taken care of by my sister. Don't you worry." She pats his head. 
"Noo…" He tries to move. He couldn't let his child suffer the same fate. If Aeron calls

someone a sister, it can mean only one thing. 
"You are no fun. Let's finish what we've started." 
"No!" He chokes. 
What she did to him wasn't something he wished to repeat. Before he had realized that she

was one of those witches in disguise, Aeron was on him, wanting to celebrate their 'wedding'. He
pushed, crawled, kicked, and swore, but the drink made him weak, and she was far more
powerful. What she called pleasure was torture to him. He didn't realize when he passed out,
unable to bear it anymore. 

Boyd shivers as the gory details fill his mind. Death is a safer choice, he decides. What about
Ciara? Is he already too late to save his only child? Is she suffering more than him? 

"Ciara… don't hurt her." He manages, gasping for breath. 
Aeron looks offended. "We don't hurt anyone. It's not our fault you can't withstand the

pleasure we lavish upon you. Anyway, Saoirse is taking proper care of your girl. I can hear them
speaking. They are close by." 

Boyd feels his breath stuck in the lungs. His baby girl is dying, and he cannot stop it. 
"Please…" 
Aeron shakes her head. "Handsome, it's time. No more talking." 
The clouded sky offers no consolation. They did say something about thunderstorms bringing

death on summer solstice eve. Thunders echo one after another, the urgency to rain clear in their
growl. 

Aeron wraps her hands around his neck and squeezes. He coughs and feels his eye bulge out.
She lets go without a warning and releases a defeated sigh. "Somehow, handsome, I can't do this
to you. I want to be gentle, and it's only hurting you more." 

Lightning flashes. She lifts his head a few inches from the ground and holds it in both hands.
The sun sets into the horizon behind the thick clouds. A thunderbolt shoots to the earth, intent on
destruction. The wind screams a ravaged cry. The animals have disappeared into their safe
homes when they saw they could do nothing to help. With one last kiss, Aeron twists and tears



Boyd's neck in two. Blood sprouts and pools around her. It touches her tail, turning the orange
fuzz into a muddy red. 

She stands and shakes her bottom. The tail falls off from her back. A roar of laughter reaches
her through the trees. She responds, sharing her delight and spreading the sound of her success.
She is free. 

"Saoirse, my sister, my heart, let's dance until dawn!" She calls and runs, vanishing between
the thick trunks. The dead lay all but forgotten amidst the celebrations. 

⚜⚜⚜⚜
"Mrs. Bluebells, have you seen Ciara around?" Gyda asks, raising her voice to be heard over

the cheering of the crowd. Everyone is enjoying the party dancing, singing, flirting, eating, and
having mindless fun. 

"No, dear. Where's Boyd, by the way? Maybe he took her along, and you didn't notice?" 
Gyda shakes her head. "I am to go with them. But maybe he had a change of plan. I think I'll

see for myself."
Mrs. Bluebell nods. "That's a good idea. Let me come too… If it's okay with you." 
"Please do. I have a bad feeling about this. Both of them have been acting strange. They say

it's nothing, and I've kept a close eye to ensure that they aren't escaping into the woods at night.
But one never knows." 

"The forest spirits are too clever for us, Gyda. Let's go. I suggest we carry a couple of torches,
just in case." 

They reach the edge of the forest only to find it empty. The decorations seemed to wait for
someone to celebrate. The duo search for signs and almost give up when Gyda spots something
peeking from behind a shrub. 

"Oh, my God! Boyd's cufflink. Ciara gifted him a pair last year." Tears flow down her cheeks
as she stamps the ground and yells, "You bloodthirsty witches!" 

"Calm down, Gyda, please. Let's go get some men and arrange for a search party." 
Gyda resists but agrees when Mrs. Bluebells points out that they aren't a match for the forest

spirits with inhuman strength. 
"If anything happens to my family, I'll kill those creatures. You just wait and see, Mrs.

Bluebells." Gyda's voice is filled with emotion. A thunder roars overhead. 
"Yes, yes, dear. Come fast. We need to hurry. The thunderstorm will be a hindrance." 
The two of them jog back to the forest, panting and breathless. They try to gather a small

crowd in vain. With too much drink in their blood, the villagers and the tourists are in no
condition to go anywhere. The bonfire is burning high, almost as if daring the sky to dampen its
flame. 

Mrs. Bluebells and another old lady restrain Gyda from marching all alone into the forest. 
"My family!" Gyda howls. She thinks she hears a laughter echo in the forest and lets out a

string of pained curses. 
⚜⚜⚜⚜

Heavy grey clouds cover the evening sky, glowing in red and orange near the horizon. Ciara
can still hear muted cheers and sounds from a distance. It is time for the bonfire. The longest day
of the year is ending, and people are burning the effigies of the witches and drinking themselves
to oblivion. 

The summer solstice festival is a roaring success despite the threat of forest spirits luring and
killing innocent men. Never did Ciara imagine her birthday would be like this, lying



semiconscious in the middle of the woods. 
Forcing herself to open her eyes, Ciara tries to stay in control of her senses. It is getting

harder as blood streams from her wrist into a neat drawing on the earth. 
A clap of thunder rumbles overhead. Would there be a storm on the solstice? She didn't know,

and she couldn't think. She couldn't move.  
"Ahh…" Her voice croaks. 
A lovely young woman bends towards her. Ciara sees her bare breasts sway a little, gleaming

golden in the light from a tiny bonfire. She forces herself to look at two amethyst eyes sparkling
with a feverous delight. 

"Sa… Saoirse…" She breathes, using all her strength. 
"It's okay, darling. Just a little more. Once your blood fills these lines, you'll stop hurting."

The woman coos and runs her hand through Ciara's hair. 
"No…" She tries to speak again. 
"Shh! Don't disturb me. I need to get the words right. Your sacrifice will be for naught

otherwise." Saoirse turns away and stands. They are in the center of a drawing that resembles a
sun. Saoirse raises her arms high in the air. A foxtail juts out from below her hollow back. 

Ciara tries to blink the darkness from her eyes. She has to see. She knows she will die. But
she wants to know why. She watches Saoirse even as her vision gets hazy. Her blood completes
the circle, which now glows like rubies. Tiny flames rise as words pour out from the woman. 

A powerful gust of wind lashes at them. The trees shake, shiver, and tilt, bracing for the attack
as the chill in the wind makes goosebumps appear on Ciara's naked body. The flickering flames
fight against the wind as Saoirse continues to chant. She is glorious, Ciara thinks. 

Animals shriek around them, but none dares to cross the lines marked by Saoirse. She holds
power from ancient times and is now draining the newfound power of Ciara. 

Ciara's lids get heavier with each passing second. She resists succumbing with all her might.
Saoirse cuts her wrist, bends to pick Ciara's bleeding wrist and rubs it against hers. 

A streak of lightning flashes across the sky. A thunderbolt strikes a nearby lone tree. Angry
flames erupt, and Saoirse smiles in satisfaction. 

Ciara sees the foxtail fall to the earth. Saoirse does a little spin, showing her back. It is smooth
with the hollow space filled up. Her wrist doesn't show the signs of a wound. 

"Thank you, love." She whispers and kisses Ciara. She then straightens and laughs. It's louder
than the thunder.

Ciara doesn't even have the energy to flinch. The echo hurts her head. She hopes to die soon.
Her last thought is about her father. He wanted her to meet someone. Ciara gathers enough
breath to pray that it's not someone like Saoirse.  

Little does she know her father has similar thoughts before he breathes his last less than
twenty five meters away from where she lies. If only they hadn't come to this village! 

⚜⚜⚜⚜
"That silly woman is planning a witch hunt." Aeron glares at the village. 
I smirk and pat the ground. "We aren't witches." 
She rolls her eyes and stretches beside me, winding her fingers through my hair. "Yours is

softer?" 
I laugh and turn to face her. "You don't listen to me. Try wild lilies next time." 
The sun is high in the sky. We lay unmoving and enjoy the feel of the rough earth. The tiny

stones and pebbles poke into our backs. The tails have been rid of at last. 



I spy a ring on her finger. It belongs to her dead husband. There's a metal foxtail bracelet on
my wrist. It glints as I move my hand. This is our way to honor the memory of the dead. My little
Ciara and her dad… too bad we don't miss either of them anymore. 

However, the menace of the woman has to be dealt with. We can't afford to get hunted and
staked for being who we are. Better to wipe off the traces of agitation before it flames bigger. 

"We'll settle tonight. Gyda can meet her brother and niece in the afterworld." I murmur. 
"My darling sister." Aeron says, moving a little to lay her head on my shoulder. I stroke her

smooth cheek, humming our favorite tune. 
⚜⚜⚜⚜

Author's Note:
*Helheim: Realm of the Dead located in Niflheim according to Norse Mythology.
Hulders are forest spirits from the Scandinavian and Norwegian folklore. They are seductive

and beautiful, luring men for sexual satisfaction. They are also deemed as helpful and kind
creatures as long as people respect them and don't comment about the tails.

Depending on the region, Hulders either have a cow tail or a foxtail with a hollow back. It is
said that the tail falls off if she can get a man to marry her and then kill him. And if the man
doesn't agree to marry her, she will still kill him.

Hulders love to dance in the early morning, and any man who spots them has to dance with
them until he drops dead. In most instances, any kind of interaction with the Hulders leads to
death, unless the human is a child and is polite and respectful. In such conditions, Hulders can
shower good luck and fortune on the person. However, people are warned against hoping for
another interaction with the Hulders.

Summer Solstice is a special day in the Norwegian, Danish, Scandinavian culture and is
called Midsummer eve. The celebrations last all day and extend into the early next morning.
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The Whispers of His Dry Lips
The grimy wind roared ominously, carrying with it a pile of insignificant debris and soot, as I

stood atop the abandoned and dilapidated residential building. Hunched-over and exhausted, I
had my hands full, desperately trying to keep my guts in place. My nostrils were still filled with
the legacy of malignant aromas. But this time, the sweet scent of repose was the truest
fabrication of my body. The swollen vein on my forehead throbbed in odd beats, depicting the
pulsating pain that was sucking the life out of me. I wanted to believe that there was still hope,
but when I looked closely at the two gunshot wounds, writhing with every breath I took, I
realized that the game had come to a bitter conclusion. Blood dripped from freshly dug meaty
holes, leaving behind a crimson path; a trail that always summons hungry wolves on chilly
nights. I was caught – without a doubt.

"Damn you S. Damn you all," I said, mumbling to myself, my chin pushed to my chest. But
those words carried no anger, as I had accepted my fate.

A rambunctious roar came from the bottom of the dilapidated edifice, indicating the arrival of
special units always eager to demonstrate force. If they had their way with me, the remains
wouldn't even fill a bucket. Four small-caliber bullets slept silently in my gun's magazine. The
free fall from the building roof would last just long enough to have my last memories be etched
with the screams of my pursuers.

Wailing – that sweet by-product of pain. Pain–the only thing I could create with these bony
fingers. Now those fingers were holding up entrails, so they wouldn't end up on my shoes.

I desperately needed a light – a few puffs of smoke would be enough for the end. Fate,
however, decided to put me out of the furnace and cast me into the fire when I realized that there
were only remnant scraps of withered tobacco in the pack. I crumpled the empty pack of smokes
and cursed God several times. He – after all – was not my divine creator or ally. That is exactly
why I lived the life of a vagabond. I did not find refuge in the embrace of conventionality such as
family or similar social constructs, which I loathed from the depths of my putrid soul. I coughed
up blood – it was mixed with an olive secretion that I had deposited in my lungs. It's to be
expected after years of inhaling burned shag.

Was it possible that I would end up on the dirty concrete of the suburbs – without the last
cigarette, without the spotlight, the media pomp, and the breeze of the frantic voices of an angry
mob? It looked like it – the edges of the roof fence narrowed like an eyelid of an infected oculus,
and the fumes of the high soot chimneys that evaporated from nearby factories completed the
gripping atmosphere of upcoming bloodshed. They were close – I tried to wipe the red liquid that
was dripping from my mouth with my sleeve, since my collar was running over.

The tin door swung open with a deafening bang. Flickering lights cut through the dusty air,
eventually setting their sights directly on my humanity-deprived face. The noise produced by the
wild dogs turned into a cannonade of meaningless legal phrases and hollow threats. I just kept
silent – on my feet and leaning against the fence. They surrounded me with rifles at the ready,
fingers on the triggers. They were dealing with a scumbag with nothing left to lose. So it
honestly came as a surprise that they were expecting this to end with mercy and no further
bloodshed. Evil is unpredictable – they didn't want to take risks.

The last look I shot them was a crooked smile drawn with bloody gums, decorated with a long



scarlet drool. I willingly fell over the protective fence of the roof. In the free fall, I madly pressed
the trigger, randomly firing towards the executioners, who were surprised by the brave decision
of the cornered prey.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Somewhat later, the coveted crowd of casual passers-by came to the place where humanity

withered peacefully. There is something perverse in man, which makes him stare at all the
gruesomeness of existence, the melody of violent death. No better place exists to adorn these
mosaics of destruction than the temple known as the human body. Especially when that temple is
crumbling; when its walls bleed and its beams crack. Suddenly – the hope of ending a demonic
existence was taken away by force. Only when my disfigured blood-caked body began to curl up
reflexively on the cold concrete, did I realize that death had eluded me. The temple still stood,
and the pagans were rightfully enraged.

Like a man suffocating under the tides. I gasped, trying to swallow as much air as I could.
The myriad of broken ribs decided to protest, barricading the halls and trying to seal them. I lost
myself in the world of burning agony, mixed with an abnormal dose of adrenaline that kept my
body from running cold. Looks full of contempt followed the man who was saying goodbye to
life, and some of the silent observers pressed their thumbs firmly with their forefingers, trying
not to stand in the way of God's will but to push it with prosaic superstition.

They failed.
The police gave way to paramedics and ambulances as they loaded their tools into armored

vehicles. They knew they were dealing with the embodiment of the hydra – that I was the one
causing sleepless nights in this dirty city. The fact that hydras often grow two heads when their
original one is cut off was ever present. The reproduction of evil was at stake, and although I –
the notoriously manic agent of Saturn – was physically devastated, everyone breathed an
uncanny sigh of disdain. Starting to question if even death could stand in the way of the
impeccable abomination and terror, which I sowed with every breath I continued to take. And
sometimes – even death was not enough. I laughed sourly, aware that the darkness awaited me
under its black wing.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
It was surprisingly cold in the hospital room, considering the recent arrival of spring. It

seemed to have forgotten to bring blossoming trees and to carry the blazing sun across the
gloomy sky. The earth was not ready to rise from hibernation. One sleeper, one traveler, one
agent, after an aeon seemingly spent in the blackness of his inner being – decided to return to the
world of the living. The world in which life blooms was – after all – the only world in which I
was truly useful. Because, besides everything, I could not further bring peace to the dead – only
the living – for only the living are subdued to death.

A sudden gust of air broke the sterile silence of the room.
After several months of lying in this shell, I looked through the tight bandages, finding myself

hammered to a bed of nails. Next to me – dressed in a doctor's coat – sat Inspector Sulomar,
waiting for a great awakening, and passionately writing something in his old diary bound in
black leather. We exchanged smiles, but our pale faces hid different intentions. I tried pushing
my wounded torso towards the inspector several times in an attempt to intimidate him. After
realizing that I could not overcome the tightened straps, I just exhaled and mumbled, asking my
onlooker for a cigarette.

"You'll get a full pack ... but only when your job is done," Sulomar said softly, pressing



Winston to his dry lips. After smoking half of it, he extinguished the rest and put an ashy stub on
the table not far from my bed.

"Here you go, for later," he said as he left the room. "Be a good boy then."
The smoke that spread through the hospital room was intoxicating, almost crystalline and

sweet in texture, and I – gagged with bandages – failed to inhale it, despite a manic desire for
that sweet grayish vapor. All I wanted was an adequate dose of nicotine to soothe the blazing
black thoughts. Ignoring the pain trying to dig its way to the surface of my body, like a fish on
dry land, I opened my mouth in agony. Wasn't that the most modest last wish of a man who
voluntarily threw himself into death's embrace?

But after all, I was not dead – I survived the fall. Like the necrotic Icarus from another world,
I returned from the dead and was given another chance. A chance to fulfill a part of the
agreement with Inspector Sulomar – a chance to be free after all. That day would come only
when our mutual business came to a close. Until that day came, I was his servant. A ghoulish
man who saw my inclination towards catastrophe and wet his lips with anticipation.

A tall, skinny bastard, with sunken cheeks and a permanent clean-shaven face — knew how
to awaken a deep-seated maliciousness inside me. His words, like the hiss of a venomous viper,
crept into my ear. Reverberating, echoing, taunting me until the job was done. Until the bodies
fell to the floor with a lifeless slam – divested of blood and air. Dead.

Only then — and sometimes not even then — would his voice be voided.
I was sure that he was not the first person I wanted to see with my newly reawakened senses.

As if released from a deep, artificial dream, his taunting visage was that of a lingering nightmare.
As much as I depended on the inspector, I thought there was something extremely disturbing
about his face. To read a person's face, to parse the fact from fabrication, you need a keen eye
and a bit of luck. It's in times of fatigue and distress that bits and pieces of the truth slip through.
The old greyhound, however, was as emotive as a concrete slab. Trying to read his true
intentions or catch him on a bad day was nigh impossible. People knew what he wanted them to,
and not a drop more. Always vigilant, only blinking when he truly needed to. That man never
slept.

The pain intensified once some fractured memories started to exhume themselves. I wondered
if even death itself – however absolute – would set me free. For a long while, I muttered to
myself in some sort of drugged-up stupor. I didn't want to see anyone at all. The dance with
death left me longing and broken. I tried to gather the spilled fragments of my consciousness into
a purposeful whole. I tried thinking about the upcoming days, but the creaking sound of the front
door forcibly being opened pulled me out of the emptiness of my mind.

The doctors came for a visit – as expected. I was still lying motionless, trying to figure out
why I was still drawing breath. Is the inspector personally responsible for the special treatment I
received from the hospital? Any sane man would leave a sadistic bastard to bleed out. No one
would protest if the police made people look the other way and left me to die. So why am I being
given special treatment?

What grand design was the ivory man molding that my survival was paramount? The same
mundane questions raced through my fractured skull like a swamp of cockroaches skittering in
the dark. I remembered the fall and the blurred faces that surrounded me as I lay in a pool of
blood and vomit. My breathing drawing closer to the fluids that came out of my body with every
haggard breath. I wanted the darkness to take me, but she was obviously sated. The horde – on
the other hand – was ready to dine. It seemed to me that they were licking their lips, slathering



them in saliva in anticipation of their promised meal. One face stood out in the crowd.
Yes – it was him. I glimpsed his eyes in the moment of my total weakness – a moment of

absolute collapse. He laughed – I'm sure of it! He laughed sadistically – perhaps deserved – fate.
It was as if he knew what the future had in store.

I started to breathe fast and furiously craved a cigarette when several men in white surrounded
my bed, looking at me with an uncertain curiosity.

"A miracle – this is a miracle," said the chief doctor in the intensive care unit.
"By natural law, you shouldn't be alive, sir ... Edward J. Mosural."
"Interesting surname. Where are you from?" the doctor asked, looking at the table hanging at

the foot of my hospital bed.
I kept silent. The doctor's questions were rhetorical. In fact – the question was whether the

devastated man would ever speak properly again – without further slurring his words with his
tongue. The nurse pumped me with enough painkillers to put a horse to sleep. Purely as a
preventive measure for the onset of penetrating cramps in my recently awakened muscles.

After the cocktail of medical liquids started to trickle in my veins, I could finally feel my
heartbeat, but it selflessly spread the promised pain that made the situation unbearable. Once
again, I thought a quick death would be the perfect epilogue to this story. And a cigarette – at
least one more before the curtain call.

The damage on my body was immeasurable. The doctor was right – only a miracle could have
saved me. The fact remained. Edward Mosural was alive.

I desperately tried to speak, but the lack of air prevented me from doing so. Then I
remembered – I tapped my index finger on the thin bed sheets several times, simulating the
movements of writing with a pencil. The doctor understood this unusual request and placed a
piece of paper next to my right hand. A soft click was heard, and a ballpoint pen was now
between my yellowish fingers.

In slow but persistent movements, I wrote the following words on the piece of paper.
"Cigarette – on – the table."
After reading these words, the doctor and his entourage turned to the hospital table, and then

they looked back at me in amazement.
"What kind of cigarette, Mr. Mosural?" the doctor asked, scratching his head.
"I believe that you have certain wishes, sir. But delusions after waking up after such a long

nap are a common thing. To be honest...," the doctor was interrupted by my manic tapping on the
paper. I underlined the word ‘cigarette’, widening my pupils in a daze.

"There are no cigarettes on the table. Truth be told – the table is utterly empty. Smoking is
also strictly prohibited here," said the doctor as he went to my bedside table to gently tap its
surface with a hand.

"You see? Nothing here." He smiled as he looked into my teary eyes.
"Also – how do you expect anything to be on the table when no one came to visit you?" the

doctor said, wondering.
The last sentence cut my rancid heart like a razor. No one was visiting? How, then, did the

pale Inspector Sulomar come to me – dressed in a doctor's coat and smoking – if no one was
here?

Damned cigarettes — I knew how many we smoked together. I clearly recalled the ashtray
overflowing with cigarette butts. It always stood on the very corner on Sulomar's desk in his
secluded motel room. Long nights filled with deep planning and thoughts about necessary



adjustments. Those were the altercations that included the removal of unwanted individuals – the
ones who were a certain nuisance to his divine plan, as he decided to call it. Their names were
neatly written in a small black book, and the climax of such nights was the moment when
Sulomar crossed some of their names out with a permanent black marker. At least one cigarette
was always burning there – the smell of that room was still in my nose, as well as the antithetical
odor of my antipode.

Memories began to rise like an inexorable and hungry avalanche. Once again, I asked for
paper and a ballpoint pen, this time writing the word SULOMAR sloppily, on the paper.

"This – I'll be honest – I don't even know what it means. Maybe you should rest, Mr.
Edward,'' the doctor advised and left the hospital room, with his other colleagues, where the
notorious life-eater Edward J. Mosural was housed.

I wondered how the instigator of my atrocities had managed to pass unnoticed by the workers
at the hospital counter. Elongated legs, scrawny torso, dressed in a pitch-black coat with nearly
bleached physiognomy – he was a perfect victim for grumpy nurses. Is it possible that his fingers
are in this pie as well?

After the doctor's visit ended, I was still lying in bed – static and brittle. I watched the fusty
ceiling, trying to figure out a way to put myself back onto the streets as soon as possible. But I
knew the dispiriting facts about the recovery process. The very thought of the livid stains
spreading like weeds over my back and lower extremities shook my hope of deliverance even
more. After all – if I ever left the hospital bed – the first thing waiting for me was an orange
jumpsuit. Maximum punishment. No hope for parole. The death penalty, if I was in the South.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
 The first night for my newly born eyes came without notice, and the rattle of the doctors'

bustling feet could no longer be heard from the hallway. It was as Moses' plague roared through
the hospital – everything fell silent. Even the unbearable noise of traffic remained outside the
walls of the large white building. I heard only my own tormented breath and the rattling of
thoughts that came from the depths of my profusely medicated subconsciousness.

In that moment of catatonic silence, it occurred to me that there was only one way to reduce
my prison sentence. And maybe – if the prosecutors were in good spirits – I could reach an
agreement and get parole after serving two long decades.

During the trial, I would have to tell the truth. The truth about that pesky, unnerving pig. I
would have to spit out the facts that include all the disgusting information related to my pale
employer and his excessive participation in the bloodshed that I brought to this hellhole, seduced
by the power of his vivid words and promises.

The goal and the means – the cigarettes, touches, and nakedness – this was not just my game.
The truth would be told.

No two ways about it. It was the path of salvation that would remove Judas forever and lock
him at the bottom of a secured hatch that would be hot enough to scorch his bones and not allow
him to destroy another life. Like he destroyed mine. I used to be different – I used to be human.

Still – the silence engulfed the hospital, and I could feel the presence accompanied by a well-
known scent. The nostrils never forget – it's the utter truth.

Unsettling clattering broke the makeshift tranquility of plan-making. The neon lights in the
hallway suddenly went out, leaving the very womb of the sinister hall in a pitch-black darkness.
Only a small table lamp struck back at the thick mixture of dark chaos that began to engross the
rim of the hospital room door. It started slowly, with a few gray clouds that soon turned into a



colossal opaque ash-colored mixture.
A couple of strained breaths later, someone, or something, knocked on the glass part of the

entrance with the tips of long but neat fingernails. Springing from the dark matter that gushed in
from the front of the door like an oil geyser. I closed my eyes, trying not to notice the unwanted
guest.

He wouldn't let me be in my form of dysthymic peace. The knocking turned into a scraping, a
clawing. And it wouldn't stop. The bony hand knew no fatigue, and the intensity of the
scratching was increasing every second. The squeaky, irritating sound eventually caught my eye,
so I looked – despite the discomfort – towards the front door.

On the other side of the glass, a human-like figure with a pale drunken face and sunken
cheeks, with a nonchalant movement of his hand, pressed his index finger to his chapped lips.
The intent was clear. Like a lighted candle, he stood in the middle of the living darkness,
radiating with inhuman pallor. Although stunned by the potent dose of painkillers, I could swear
that before my eyes, the oblong extremities of the ghostly visitor were twisting like dead algae in
a disturbed shoal. Teeth of an ashen hue were accompanied by an ominous smile, which was still
muffled in the middle by a swaying, bloodless finger.

The embodiment of insanity shone from the vortex – like some transparent fleshy lamp set in
the depths of a stormy black cloud. Penetrating gray eyes – sharp as shark's and as thirsty for
blood – stared lucidly in my direction without blinking.

I thought that the well-known visitor whispered something to me, but I could not hear the
words of the pale tall man – I could not hear the whispers of his dry lips. Cold sweat drenched
my bandaged face, and thick saliva formed in my mouth. I could not swallow the sputum that
was scraping my throat. I had to read the message intended only for me straight from a torn face,
which, like a newly removed snake's skin, gave the impression of crispy transparency, immersed
in a thick black smoke.

Withered like a pickerelweed planted in the heart of a ruthless desert, I was silently looking in
the direction of the unreachable and sealed exit. This was a show meant for my eyes only – just
for these blood-soaked pupils. And just like that, the visitor evaporated without saying a thing,
like a puff of tobacco smoke on a rainy night. He did not enter; for some reason, he decided to
stay out of the hospital room where I lay motionless and broken.

I went off. Bewildered and broken by the all-consuming pain with the roots in the frontal
lobe, I felt what could only be described as itching in the brain. Like a swarm of crawling,
fidgeting insects were nesting in part of my cerebral cortex – lightly nibbling on its soggy
surface. I fell into a state of invigorating sleep – with a message received, and with a pale,
impatient man waiting for me somewhere outside, in the wastelands of this god-forgotten world.

My job was not over yet – the hiss of a snake echoing inside my head reminded me of that.
And just when I thought it had passed, the abhorrent stench of musty breath crawled into my
nostrils yet again.

When I opened my eyes the next day, I turned my gaze to the glass, which showed atypical
greasy and sooty prints — as if a hot breath had adorned the entrance, accompanied by elongated
fingers that painted it abstractly. I tried to remember the events that marked my breach out of the
darkness, but all my efforts were in vain. Only fragments of a previous life flickered inside my
skull as I reconciled myself to the facts surrounding its continuation.

More than that, I was disturbed by the man I saw in the mirror.
Twisted cheeks matched perfectly with inflamed eyes and pale sunken face. The medical staff



removed the bandages from my head while I was blissfully unaware – there was no other way for
me to meet the bastard again.

I found myself staring into the glass, just to be welcomed by a reflection of paleness. I greeted
the monstrosity with a crooked smile and the thought of forthcoming deeds.

"You can't run away from what you are." I recalled Sulomar's words, which flowed along
with the smoke over his dry lips.

He was right – he was damn right.
☠ ☠ ☠ ☠
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Look into My Eyes
The first time Natasha saw the house was in the purple light of dusk. The two-storey exposed

brick building stood aloof at the end of a lane in a gated community, behind several rows of tall,
thin, ugly Asopalav trees. A verandah on the first floor of the house overlooked its wide front
porch and lawn. Natasha had known from the pictures that the house was big, but she hadn't
expected it to be so overbearing. 

She grimaced as she dodged a circling bat. The sinister mammal was a bad omen. She made a
mental note to find out if more of Count Dracula's kin hung out in the trees.

Neither old nor dilapidated, the house was cold and gloomy, like it had been deprived of
sunlight. The stillness and eerie silence evoked the feeling that the wind stayed out of its way. A
pall of sinister loneliness hung over it, conjuring the image of a haunted house waiting for its
next victim.

"Do you like it?" Sid's question jerked Natasha out of her reverie.
"It's big," Natasha said out loud, and daunting and uninviting, she whispered inaudibly.
"Do we really need such a big house?" she asked.
"We have talked about it, Nats. You need space to write. Soon, the kids will need separate

rooms. Besides, we got this for a song. Aren't we lucky?"
Natasha looked at the backseat of their car, where Adi and Dia were fast asleep. As usual, the

heart-warming picture of soft curls and drooling mouths of her five-year-old twin babies made
her smile. They were a handful when they were awake; refusing to sit still, constantly talking and
bombarding her with questions; 'why' was their favourite word.

Siddharth let the kids sleep in the car while he opened the door. The furniture had already
been set up. The movers and packers had done their job well.

"Ready to enter?" Sid raised his eyebrows and smiled. Natasha nodded, took a deep breath,
and put her right foot in. An odd sensation rippled through her body. Goosebumps sprang on her
arms, and despite the evening being warm, she shivered.

"Cold?" Sid asked. "Why don't you lie down, Nats? You look tired. I will bring the kids in
and keep them busy for a few hours."

Natasha felt weary. "We still have to unpack," she protested.
"Later. Rest first," he insisted.
The bedrooms were on the first floor. Presentiment thick and sure as the darkness had

descended on the house, Natasha noted, as she climbed the stairs. With each step, her
apprehension intensified.

Attributing her anxiety to fatigue and her recent appendectomy, she trudged on until she
arrived at the landing leading to four bedrooms. Natasha looked into them one by one and found
the master bedroom at the end of the hallway with their king-size bed. She lay down and was
snoring within seconds.

With the curtains drawn, the room was inky dark and eerily silent. Natasha's rhythmic
breathing was the only indicator that time wasn't standing still in that room. About an hour had
passed by when Natasha woke up with a start, convinced she was being watched. There was
someone with her in the room.

"Siddharth?" There was no reply.



"Who is it?" Natasha called out. Again, no reply, but Natasha couldn't shake off the feeling
that she was not alone.

She groped the wall behind the bedside table for the light switch. Just as she turned it on, she
heard the gentle click of the bedroom door closing. Could it have been Sid, she wondered.

She rubbed her eyes as they adjusted to the light and then looked around. It was a spacious
room with a high ceiling. Thick purple drapes were drawn across the French windows. A built-in
wardrobe lined the wall next to the bed, while the wall in front of the bed was completely bare. A
few family pictures would look great there, Natasha thought.

Natasha stretched as she slid out of bed onto the hardwood floor and walked out of the door.
She heard the TV and made her way to it.

The twins were watching Tom and Jerry while slurping soupy noodles. Kissing their cheeks
and taking a bite from each of their noodle bowls, Natasha went looking for Siddharth, who was
on the porch, talking on his phone.

On seeing his wife, he disconnected the call and took her in his arms. "Slept well?" He kissed
her forehead.

"Hmm," she mumbled into his chest.
"Good. Let's have dinner," he said.
"You mean Maggi!" she teased.
"How about a gourmet pork casserole?"
"Liar!" Natasha playfully pinched his arm.
"No, seriously. Our neighbour, Maya, showed up with a homemade casserole and invited us

all for dinner tomorrow night."
"Wow, not bad. We haven't been here for a few hours, and we have already secured a dinner

invitation."
Once the kids were asleep, Siddharth and Natasha began unpacking. When Natasha went to

set her alarm clock on the bedside table, she remembered the strange incident of the evening and
asked, "Sid, did you come up to the bedroom while I was sleeping?"

"No. Why?"
"No reason," Natasha mumbled, and continued unpacking.
After another hour, when they were too exhausted to continue, the couple shared a cup of

coffee and decided to call it a night. But sleep eluded Natasha in the dark, dingy, mammoth villa.
After tossing and turning for a couple of hours and cursing the late-night coffee for her

sleeplessness, Natasha decided to resume unpacking. Opening a carton of books, she started
arranging them on the bookshelves lining an entire wall of the living room.

The smell and touch of the old books calmed her, and soon she was engrossed in her task.
That was probably why it took her a while to notice the shift in the atmosphere. The air had
become still and heavy with the moisture of a looming thunderstorm. If the living room had been
silent earlier, now it felt like a vacuum. As Natasha involuntarily poked her fingers into her ears
to unclog them, the fine hair on her nape stood up. Beads of perspiration speckled her forehead
and upper lip, and her hands shook. She sensed someone was standing close behind her, staring.

Terrified and trembling, Natasha took a deep breath and turned, but she could see no one
there. Natasha didn't know if she should feel relieved or concerned. There was someone in the
room with her; she was certain of that.

She darted up the stairs. As she passed the hallway, she heard a faint though the unmistakable
sound of nails scratching wood. She turned towards the source of the sound and found a wooden



almirah standing neglected in the deep shadows of the hallway. Her legs walked of their own
accord towards it.

Can it be a trapped rat or bat? Natasha's hand hovered over the handle, but after a few
moments of dithering, she turned. She lacked the courage to find out what was making the noise.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
 
The next morning, Natasha was nursing a bad headache. It had been a difficult night. Her

sleep had been disturbed by a strange dream in which she was sleeping alone in the master
bedroom while being watched by thousands of pairs of eyes popping out of the walls.

After the kids went off to school and Sid left for work, Natasha tackled some household
chores, and then resumed unpacking. By the time the kids were back from school, Natasha was
nowhere near done.

In the evening, Siddharth, Natasha and their twins arrived at their neighbour's house for
dinner. Maya and Lalit were at least a decade older than Siddharth and Natasha. Maya, a petite
lady with a pixie cut and an infectious smile, and Lalit with his easy-going manner, made their
guests comfortable.

"Where are your kids?" asked Dia.
"We don't have kids," Maya replied without missing a beat. Natasha looked up at Maya, and

was relieved to see that the pain or guilt she usually noticed in the eyes of childless couples was
absent.

"Do you have toys?" asked Adi. The kids were impatient and bored.
"No, we are too old to play with toys," joked Lalit.
"Would they like to have their dinner in front of the TV?" suggested Maya.
Natasha nodded, and Adi and Dia enjoyed their favourite mac and cheese while watching

Peppa Pig. With the kids engaged, the adults were free to converse.
"So, have you been able to unpack and settle in?" asked Maya.
"More or less, but I have not been able to find a maid. I must have talked to half a dozen

women today, but no one wanted to come and work, even though I offered them more than the
market rate," complained Natasha.

"They must be afraid," came the nonchalant reply from Maya.
"Afraid? Why?" Sid asked.
"Because of the rumours."
"What rumours, Maya?" Natasha pricked up her ears.
"We thought you knew," Maya laughed, but when she saw the look of concern on her guests'

faces, she asked, "You seriously don't know?" Natasha and Siddharth shook their heads in
unison.

"What is it?" Siddharth asked.
Maya bit her lip and exchanged furtive glances with her husband.
Eventually, she sighed and decided to explain. "The original owners had a child. One day, the

child disappeared. The couple looked everywhere, even the police got involved, but the child
was never found. It was as if the house had swallowed the child. So distraught was the family
that the couple separated, and the house was put up for sale. Since then, people come and go, but
no one stays long. The rumour is that the house is haunted. Maybe that's the reason no maid
wants to work for you."

Natasha's eyes widened in fear. It was a subdued evening thereafter.



"No wonder, the house creeps me out," Natasha concluded on their way back.
"Don't be ridiculous, Nats. Such rumours often develop around houses that have remained

unoccupied and locked for a long time," reasoned Siddharth.
⚜⚜⚜⚜

 
Natasha woke up in the middle of the night, soaked in cold sweat and warm tears running

down her cheeks. Her nightmare was too vivid and personal. In the dream, her new house was
haunted, and Natasha was no match for the evil spirit that possessed the house.

Though she had managed to pull Adi from the clutches of the spirit, she could not save Dia,
who had got sucked in by the unknown, fathomless darkness, her cries for her mother echoing in
the house long after she had disappeared.  

"Mama," a voice broke into the dead stillness of the night, and Natasha gave out a frightened
cry. It was Dia.

"Come here, darling," she coaxed her daughter. A few seconds later, Dia lay on the bed
between her parents. Dia's hands were cold, as if they were blocks of ice. Natasha kept rubbing
her daughter's hands till sleep claimed her, without realising that Dia's hands never got warm.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
 
Soon, the family settled into a routine, and several uneventful days flew by. Natasha, with

Maya's help, had found a maid, Nancy, and a gardener, George, a married couple who agreed to
stay in the outhouse at the back of the bungalow.

Natasha was still wary of the house; the odd sounds of footsteps in the living room or
knocking on the walls in the middle of the night made her nervous, but she was relieved to have
someone in the house at all times. She had talked to Siddharth about the sounds, but he dismissed
her concerns with an irritated 'all old houses creak, Natasha. Live with it.'

Natasha would have accepted the argument had the house been old. But it had been built only
two decades ago by the couple who had lost their child. The structure was strong, and the walls
showed no outward signs of neglect; not even odd chips and cracks. Obviously, there was that
faintly damp and musty smell that lingered in any house that had been shut up for some time.

The staircase, the passages and the hallway were unfathomably dark even during the day.
Natasha kept the lights on at all times. Though Nancy scrubbed the window panes daily, they
seemed to block out the sunlight and even without a puff of wind, the doors opened and closed of
their own volition. Though the house was spic and span, to Natasha it seemed like it was
shrouded by enormous dusty cobwebs of grief, pain and death. Neither the kids nor Siddharth
shared any of her anguish. It was only Natasha who believed that every nook and cranny of the
house was trying to warn her off.

Natasha met a few more neighbours. Although friendly, they refused to let their kids play
with Dia and Adi in what they called 'the haunted house'. But they were more than happy to host
the twins at their own homes. 

Natasha had questioned her neighbours about the earlier inhabitants and the little child who
had died, but they either didn't know them, or didn't want to talk about it; though Natasha noticed
their flitting eyes and fidgeting fingers.

Dia had started coming into their bedroom every night. She was a sensitive child, and even a
slight change upset her; so they let her sleep with them.

One night, Natasha woke up to find Dia sleeping beside her, her soft curls hiding her face.



Natasha's arm brushed against Dia's hand. It was icy cold, so she covered Dia with a blanket.
After visiting the bathroom, Natasha went to the kids' room to check on Adi. She walked up

to Adi's side of the bed and patted his head. As she was about to leave, she noticed movement on
the other end of the bed, and a tiny hand peeped out of the blanket.

Natasha stifled a scream. Her eyes widened, and her breath came in short spurts. Slowly, she
inched towards the door and switched on the light. She let out a huge sigh of relief when she saw
it was Dia's little form that was sleeping beside Adi.

But the sight of Dia triggered another terrifying thought. If Dia is here, then who is sleeping
in her bed?

She ran to her bedroom. There was no one on the bed sleeping beside Siddharth. Natasha's
legs wobbled as she felt dizzy. She had to drag herself to the bed. Her heart racing, she put her
hand on the spot where Dia was sleeping a few minutes ago. It was unusually cold.

Dia must have left while Natasha was in the bathroom, Natasha tried to convince herself, but
couldn't.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
 
Within a fortnight of moving in, Nancy had helped Natasha arrange the furniture, clothes,

kitchen vessels and other knick-knacks. The only thing left to be stored away were the winter
clothes. Natasha opened the last carton that had Siddharth's jackets, her cardigans, and the
sweaters her mother had knitted for the twins.

She remembered the old wooden almirah in the hallway. The almirah was hand-painted and
looked ancient, its paint faded at many places, but the wood looked solid and pest-free. Natasha
opened it, expecting to find an animal of some sort. She remembered the odd scratching sounds
she had heard the first night, but to her surprise, the almirah was clean and empty, except for a
dirty rag doll. Natasha asked Nancy to throw away the doll, and together they packed the
woollens into it.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
 
One night, while Natasha was sleeping, she felt a soft nudge on her shoulder. She ignored it.

The next moment, she was violently shaken. Natasha sat up, her eyes wide open and her heart
thumping against her ribcage. In the dark, Natasha saw Dia standing by the door, clutching
something in her hand that looked like the stuffed doll they had found in the almirah a few days
ago.

"Dia, what happened, baby?" Natasha asked, concerned to see her daughter awake in the
middle of the night.

Dia didn't reply.
"Come to Mama," Natasha urged. Dia stayed silent. Then she turned and started moving

away. Natasha got up and followed Dia, worried that she might be sleepwalking.
Dia glided down the hallway. Natasha had almost caught up with Dia when Dia moved

towards the old wooden almirah kept in the corner of the hallway. The doors of the almirah burst
open, and Dia stepped inside, along with the rag doll. Before Natasha could figure out how she
fit inside the overstuffed cupboard, the doors closed behind her. Natasha ran towards the almirah
and yanked at the doors. They were jammed. As hard as she tried, she couldn't pull them open.

She refused to give up. When she tried again, the doors gave in and opened. Natasha looked
inside, but there was no Dia. She pulled out the jackets, sweaters and woollens. But Dia wasn't



there.
Natasha felt the ground beneath her feet giving way. She clutched the almirah door for

support.
Where is Dia? Where has she gone? Her fear for her child overwhelmed her. Her nightmare

had come true. Dia had been sucked in by this wretched house.
"What are you doing here, Nats?" The voice behind her startled her, and she screamed.
"It's me, it's me." Siddharth turned her around, and Natasha collapsed on his chest.
"What happened? Why are you so scared?" he asked.
"Dia, our Dia…" Natasha sobbed.
"What happened to Dia?"
"I saw Dia going inside this almirah, but she isn't there," Natasha blurted out.
"What nonsense, Natasha! Are you hallucinating? Dia is sleeping in her room," Siddharth

muttered, unable to conceal his anger.
Natasha was bewildered. Siddharth held Natasha's hand and took her to the kids' bedroom. He

switched on the lights. Adi and Dia were sleeping side by side.
Natasha couldn't believe her eyes. If Dia is sleeping here, then who went inside the wardrobe?
"I swear, Siddharth, I saw Dia going inside the cupboard," Natasha tried to convince her

husband. "And this isn't the first time something like this has happened. I didn't tell you before;
one night I left Dia on our bed, but when I visited her bedroom, she was sleeping there too. How
is that possible?"

"You tell me how that is possible? How is it that only you witness such strange happenings?"
Siddharth switched off the light and stormed off, leaving Natasha alone with her thoughts.

What is happening to me? Am I going mad?
The next day, Natasha emptied the almirah and asked George to move it to one of the unused

bedrooms and lock the door. She didn't know how to solve the mystery of her daughter entering
the almirah and being in her bedroom at the same time, but she was certain something was wrong
with that sinister piece of furniture. If it was kept out of her sight, she could forget about the
whole scary incident, she hoped. As if!

That night, when Natasha woke up to visit the bathroom, she decided to check up on her kids.
As she was coming out of the kids' bedroom, she heard a faint sound coming from the spare
locked bedroom, where George had put the almirah. Curious, Natasha walked towards the door.
The door rattled, as if someone was trying to open it from inside. Natasha's feet were rooted to
the spot as she continued to watch the door in fascination. There was someone on the other side
of the door who desperately wanted to come out.

Natasha dashed off to fetch Sid.
"Sid, get up." She roused him. "Come with me."
Rubbing his eyes, Siddharth followed her to the hallway.
"Hear the sound?" she asked.
"What sound?"
"Someone is trying to open this locked door from inside."
"I can't hear anything," Siddharth said, annoyance creeping into his voice. He was right. The

sound had stopped, and so had the shaking.
"Why are you hell bent on convincing me that there is something wrong with this house?"

Siddharth barked. "Let's not talk about it ever again." He left Natasha feeling helpless. The door
started shaking again. But there was no one to witness it except her.



⚜⚜⚜⚜
 
A few nights later, Natasha, engrossed in a writing assignment, took a while to notice the

sounds of someone climbing up and down the stairs. Natasha left her study and went out to check
who it might be. There was no one on the staircase. As she climbed the stairs, she heard a loud
click. Natasha hurried to the hallway. The bedroom door was open, with its lock lying broken on
the floor. It was the same room she had locked after George had shifted the almirah.

It was an unusually warm spring night, and the kids and Siddharth were asleep with their
doors closed and the air-conditioners on. No wonder they had not heard the lock being opened.
She entered the room. The air inside was heavy and stale.

The room was bare, save the old wooden almirah kept in the far corner, away from the
window, where even the moonlight didn't reach. The intruder had to be hiding in the almirah.
Natasha steeled herself and stepped forward, her heart beating furiously and her breath coming in
short bursts.

What if someone is hiding in the dark? What if he attacks me? Natasha thought, even as a
nagging hunch told her it was not a human, but a paranormal presence she was dealing with.

She stood before the almirah, summoning her courage. Gingerly, too tense to breathe, she
opened the door.

The cupboard was empty.
The hair on Natasha's nape stood up and a numbing chill ran down her spine. She sensed

someone was behind her. She turned slowly. Near the window, in the dim light of the sickle
moon, stood a tiny figure, her deathly pale face framed by loose curls, and her eyes, two sunken
hollows. Natasha didn't need to be told who she was. She was the same person whose ice cold
hands Natasha had been rubbing these past few nights, and who she had seen crawling inside the
almirah.

Nameless fear gripped Natasha, and instinct told her to run from the room. But before she
could move, the child glided to the almirah, stepped into it and the door closed behind her. It
happened so quickly that all Natasha could do was stand and stare. Eventually, she turned, and in
a numbing daze, she walked to her bedroom and collapsed on her bed.

Her worst fears had been confirmed. The house was haunted.
⚜⚜⚜⚜

 
Natasha invited Maya for tea on a Saturday evening, when Siddharth had taken the kids to the

mall. As they sat on the porch sipping tea, Natasha said, "You mentioned rumours about this
house being haunted. Have there been reports of any strange sightings?"

"You mean ghosts?"
Natasha nodded, too embarrassed to meet Maya's eyes.
Maya stalled as she circled her slender finger on the rim of her teacup.
"I have not seen anything, but some people claim to have experienced strange events," she

said, choosing her words carefully. "The previous tenants would hear a child sobbing, even
though they didn't have a child. My maid, who had once come here to clean, even saw an
apparition of a little girl."

Natasha drew a sharp breath and looked at her neighbour in fear.
"You have seen something too, haven't you?" Maya asked with a piercing look. "What have

you seen, Natasha?"



"Until last night, I would hear strange sounds, like someone climbing up and down the stairs,
the shower being turned on in the middle of the night, or furniture being moved in a locked
bedroom. But yesterday, I saw a small girl, who looked very much like Dia, with the same soft
black curls."

It was Maya's turn to gasp.
"What?" Natasha asked.
"Keisha!" Maya exclaimed. "Keisha was the little girl who went missing. She was Dia's age

and looked a lot like Dia."
Natasha slumped in her chair. Dia had mentioned Keisha frequently, but Natasha had

assumed she was a child from the neighbourhood. Now she realised Dia was friends with the
spirit of the child who haunted their house.

"What should we do, Maya?" Natasha was frightened and clueless.
"I think you should leave this house. I know it's been over ten years since Keisha disappeared,

and nothing has happened since then, but I am scared for you and your kids."
⚜⚜⚜⚜

That night, after the kids were asleep, Natasha told Siddharth about her conversation with
Maya.

"Have you taken leave of your senses, Natasha?" Siddharth growled.
"It's not just me. Many before me have seen the ghost of this little girl," Natasha replied.
"Then why has the ghost not made an appearance before me? Why is it avoiding me?"

Siddharth taunted.
"I don't have the answers to your questions. But I think we should consider moving out,"

Natasha pleaded.
"Natasha, this is not an old car that we can exchange, if we are bored with it. It's a house

worth millions. We can't just vacate it, and put it up for sale."
"This house has seen death."
"Haven't most houses?" Siddharth shrugged.
"Yes, but death lingers in this house with a long simmering resentment," Natasha quipped,

and turned to her side. Sleep eluded her for the rest of the night. She didn't know how to make
Siddharth understand the gravity of the situation. In this house, she felt the grief of the bereft
mother, and the envy of the little, unfortunate dead girl.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
 
A few evenings later, Natasha took a break from her work and stepped out onto the porch. In

the faint light of the sinking sun, the house looked its ugliest and scariest.
Natasha heard a faint ruffle in the trees. She turned and saw the ghost of the little girl

emerging. The girl stared at Natasha, her mouth breaking into a smile. It was not an evil smile.
Natasha gasped, for it bore a frightening resemblance to Dia's smile. The next moment, the ghost
disappeared, and Natasha wondered if she had imagined her.

Just as she was leaving the porch, she saw George returning from the market with fresh fish. 
"George," Natasha called out, "George, do you believe in spirits?"
The tall, thin middle-aged man with a smattering of white strands in his lush dark hair looked

past Natasha, as if considering her question.
"I do, Madam."
"Have you seen the spirit of a small child around this house?" Natasha asked. 



George looked Natasha in the eye, and in a solemn voice answered, "Yes."
So she was not alone. "Does she look like Dia?" Natasha inquired.
He nodded.
"Aren't you afraid?"
"Not all spirits are vengeful. She doesn't bother me." George shrugged.
"What will it take for her to leave us alone?" Natasha asked aloud.
"You may not like the answer." George turned and left.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
 
It was Sunday evening. Siddharth and Natasha were watching TV in the living room while

their kids were playing in their bedroom.
A little while later, Adi came to them, sobbing.
"What happened, darling?" Siddharth was surprised to see Adi in tears. He hardly ever cried.
"They are not playing with me," he said between sobs.
"Who are 'they'?" Sid was puzzled. Nancy and George had taken the Sunday off.
"Dia and Keisha," announced Adi, unaware of the shock he had given his parents. Blood

drained from Natasha's face while Siddharth asked, "Who is Keisha?"
"No time to discuss that now, Sid, come with me," she barked. Peeping into the kids' room,

they saw Dia playing with a girl of her own height. She had the same round face framed by black
curls. But where Dia had a healthy brown complexion, this girl was chalky white. Though she
was sitting on the floor, it looked as if her body was floating.

Siddharth gasped. "Is she…?" Natasha nodded, never once taking her eyes off the ghost.
Keisha lifted her eyes, as if she sensed being watched, and looked straight at Natasha.

Natasha wished she hadn't looked into those eyes. She had never seen someone with such
hollow eyes and white pupils. Keisha's pale lips curved into a smile. The smile was neither
cunning nor evil, but it possessed inhuman confidence and reflected bitter longing. Natasha was
afraid, and by the tightness of Siddharth's grasp on her arm, she knew he was frightened too. Dia
kept on playing with the ghost, as if she was just another regular kid.

"Mama, you know Keisha can appear and disappear without moving?" Dia's face lit up with
excitement. Natasha and Siddharth didn't know how to respond. They left.

"Dia?" Siddharth asked. "We can't let her play with the ghost, Nats!"
"We have to, at least for some time. You didn't see the girl's eyes. I have a strong feeling that

Keisha won't like her playtime being disrupted."
In the night, after Keisha had disappeared, and the kids were asleep, Siddharth told Natasha,

"I believe you now, Nats. I wish I had sooner." He ran his agitated fingers through his hair.
"I think we should leave tomorrow night," Siddharth suggested.
"Why in the night, Siddharth?" asked Natasha.
"I don't want the neighbours or the servants to know we are leaving. Also, the kids will be

asleep then. I don't want Dia to fuss about leaving her friend behind. I think it is best that Adi and
she don't know about our plans."

Natasha nodded. But she was worried how the child ghost would react once she knew they
were leaving the house.

Will she let them go away easily? Natasha pushed away the question from her mind and
concentrated on escaping from the accursed house.

⚜⚜⚜⚜



 
The next morning, Siddharth left for work, promising to return early, while Natasha packed a

few essentials into a small backpack. Anything more would have aroused suspicion. 

When the twins returned from school that day, Dia was slightly feverish. Natasha had Nancy
make them some chicken soup for dinner and sent them off to bed early. She gave Dia some
medicine for the fever and wrapped her in her favourite Peppa Pig blanket to keep her warm.

"The medicine will make Dia sleep soundly, and that's a good thing tonight," Natasha
whispered to Sid after she had put the kids to bed. The couple then watched TV as usual, though
they hardly registered the show; their minds preoccupied with their imminent departure.

It was after midnight when Siddharth stepped out of the house and started the car, while
Natasha switched off lights and closed doors. Then they went to the kids' bedroom, where the
twins were sleeping like little cherubs, oblivious to the massive storm raging in the hearts of their
parents. Siddharth went in first and carried Adi on his shoulder. It was Natasha's turn to go up
and get Dia.

Natasha entered the room where Dia was now sleeping alone under the blanket.
As Natasha reached the bed, a dense cloud obscured the moon, plunging the room into a

vortex of infernal darkness. A sudden menacing quiet engulfed them, and unnaturally chilly air
seeped into her bones. Natasha could sense the spirit behind her, from the way the hair along the
back of her neck was standing up. She did not want to turn and see the child ghost with her
marble white eyes and hauntingly yearning expression. By now, she would know that they were
leaving the house.

What if the ghost of Keisha doesn't let us leave? Especially Dia.
Natasha picked up a sleepy Dia in one swift motion, blanket and all, and turned towards the

door. The door to the bedroom was shut. She could swear it was open a few minutes ago.
Cold waves of fear rose inside Natasha. She felt the walls closing in on her, while the house

stood still, as if holding its breath.
Why had they underestimated the spirit?
Natasha emerged from her catatonia and jerked away her fear. She reached the door in a few

swift strides and turned the knob, not expecting it to work. But it did, and the door opened.
Natasha stepped out into the hallway and rushed down the stairs, like a deranged maniac. She

sensed the spirit following her, and for one spine-chilling moment, she thought the ghost would
overtake her.

Natasha heard the main door close behind her, but she didn't pause to look back. She darted
into the car, and while she was still pulling the door shut, Sid stepped on the accelerator.

Only when they had driven out of the lane did Natasha unclench her fists. Until then, she had
feared that the spirit wouldn't let them leave, and Dia would remain in the house as a ghost
forever.

Tears of relief rolled down her cheeks, and then she broke into unashamed sobs. Siddharth
took Natasha's hand and squeezed it tightly. They had defeated the spirit and escaped the house
unscathed.

Both the children, thankfully, slept throughout the journey. They reached Natasha's parents'
house early the next morning. Adi was fully awake and excited to meet his grandparents, but Dia
kept on sleeping.

"Dia, wake up, baby. See where we are!" Natasha announced, gently pushing the soft curls off



her daughter's face.
Dia opened one sleepy eye and looked straight at Natasha, a small triumphant smile parting

her lips. The pupil of her eye was white. 
☠ ☠ ☠ ☠



Anshu Bhojnagarwala

 
Anshu B knew she was meant to be a story-teller when her best bed-time stories as a child

were the ones she made up herself. And she could barely read then! She would just let her vivid
imagination take over. Not much has changed. Even today, she enjoys creating fascinating
characters and plots. And finds herself drawn to the supernatural and paranormal.

She has written a novella Tara which is available on Kindle. Do check it out –
 bit.ly/ebookTara 

Her short stories have been published in various anthologies by The Hive. 
She loves watching French movies and strongly believes she was a French national in her last

birth. She contributes to her fiction blog whenever inspiration strikes her. 
A staunch advocate of homemade foods, she has launched The Soul Kitchen, a small venture

where she sells gluten-free ladoos, healthy cookies and seasonal fresh fruit jams.
Connect with Anshu Bhojnagarwala on Instagram as @anshubhoj where she posts about all

things fun, quirky and also mundane.
⚝⚝⚝⚝⚝

 

https://t.co/yIxgGjF2r4
https://anshubhojnagarwala.wordpress.com/
https://thesoulkitchen.in/
https://www.instagram.com/anshubhoj/


 

Redivivus
by Benjamin Wylde

 
      



Redivivus   

I had come only a part of the way through my journey when I noticed the blood. My footsteps
depressed the cold and powdery snow with a pleasing crunch. There was a white blanket spread
out in front of me, disturbed only here and there by the trailing boot prints left by other
pedestrians and where the roving wheels of cars had worn the pristine white down to a blackish
sludge. Despite the snow, the cold was only a distant chill and there was no wind; my nose and
chin only lightly caressed by waspish sighs that barely roused a shiver. 

Thin icicles dangled from branches all bereft of leaves, and whatever thin rays of mid-
morning sunlight could penetrate the grey and incandescent cloud bank were reflected in small
and glittering pin-points of brilliant yellow luster. Its glow winked in my eye and my eyes darted
down quickly to the ground; the blood was speckled onto the snow in drops of vibrant crimson
that yellowed faintly at the edges.

I gazed at it; my interest mildly diverted by the contrast; the red laid against the white. I
wasn't thinking how strange it was. It didn't hit me until, as I walked on near shrubs and hedges
mantled with snow, my eyes peered down to the path and every three steps I noticed more
splashes. They had fallen in dribs and drabs; some were little more than spots, while others were
larger, fuller as they soaked into the icy, unblemished surface. 

I stared down at them, wondering if an animal had been injured, but I hadn't seen any.
Vaguely, my mind trailed to other explanations, everything from nosebleeds to a bitch-dog in
heat. Just further up the road was a border-collie, its wet nose pointed to the ground and
twitching eagerly. Its tail was wagging in frenzied anticipation and it took me a few seconds to
realise that it was following the trail of blood too. Like some gruesome treasure hunt, we both
had been drawn into the same curious game, and though the dog was excited, its tongue lolling
wetly out of the grizzled jaw, I felt oddly shaken. I thought my blood sugar might have been low;
I had had little for breakfast, my stomach was upset and I had barely managed through what little
I'd eaten. 

It was a strange feeling of exposure, as though I'd been made to take off my clothes there in
the street. I had never felt quite so nude in my entire life. It was the sort of thing that made your
knees weak and caused your balls to shrink. My cheeks were full with blood until they were as
red as the scarlet droplets at my feet. The air was silent even through the nuzzling of the dog's
nose into the ground, and I could distil a near perfect silence, whole and apart from the rest of the
world as though it had been nudged a few paces out of time, like the boot mark kept fresh by the
ice as though the foot that made it stay there continued to press its phantom impression. There
was no new snowfall, and the silver clouds barely seemed to move through that still air.

Before I could start to walk again, I became aware of a new sound. I heard it, perhaps only for
an eighth of a second, far away. I couldn't tell if it was only in my head. It might have been the
wail of a fox. The collie perked up its ears, whatever it heard and so muh more clearly than me, it
turned and scarpered into a bush, as though the devil trailed at its heels. I don't know why I
decided to follow it, I would like to say curiosity or boredom; those always seemed to me like
the most mundane reasons to do anything and, ones that could be remarked later as reasonable
excuses if something were to go wrong. Dogs follow their noses, but I followed my eyes and
ears, and what could possibly give me a better reason to follow the inexplicable than the



evidence of two of my best senses. 
I turned and found myself starting down Dorset Avenue. There were iron railings that had,

until lately, been painted a dark shade of green. The paint was coming away in thin, shell-like
flecks, exposing the orange rust beneath. Houses that had been erected along either side of the
street had fogged windows and flat, yellowing stones stricken with moisture, brown roof tiles,
and nearly all were adorned with grey satellite dishes. A water marked community notice board
hung; bits of paper wilting away miserably, the condensation trickling down along the interior of
the glass like tears.

Some dickhead sped by me in a car, blaring music from the stereo. I saw him for a few
seconds, his mouth gaped open, flashing rows of capped white teeth and grinning inanely. His
flat pink tongue lolled in the mouth and with one hand he slapped against the polished black of
the door paint, occasionally tapping the tips of his fingers in time to the beat of the music. I
remember I crouched low to avoid him, but I didn't know why. I just didn't want to be seen, like I
was getting caught in something I wasn't proud of. The gutters were strewn about with cigarette
packages, rolling shreds of paper and the remnants of a few chips, mashed into the slush and
asphalt.

The blood had become little more than spots and a little farther between. The snow was
diminished here, scraped away from the pavement, kicked up and trodden down, but still there
were the drops. If the 'bleeder' in question was on foot, there was no indication of whose
footprints they might have been. No stubbing of the toe, no scuffing, and it did not appear that
anyone else walking by had taken note of my odd discovery, or if they had, made no attempt to
sponge the blood off the street and out of sight. 

My eyes scanned the ground keenly, and I hardly looked up even as I was being taken on
some odd tour, twisting down lanes and wandering through thoroughfares without ever once
glancing up to see where I was going. Protruding branches, stiff as bone, scraped against my
jacket, and I hardly took notice. The walls around me were getting older; the pristine red bricks
were giving way to slivered fragments of rocky walls and pillars that slumped lazily to one side.
In between the cracks and divots, grew spongy clumps of moss and twisting vines that coiled like
adders made of thin wood. The snow was less disturbed here. I found myself in a churchyard; the
graves that stood around me were weatherworn, their words and epitaphs faded and some had
had their names scrubbed clean by the elements. Some leaned, while others stood erect, solemn
sepulchres that turned their heads up stolidly to the wind.

The church itself had no roof; a thick covering of black tarpaulin had been stretched across
the bare and exposed rafters, and tiles cracked and misshapen. The spire had no bell, and the
stone crucifix that vaulted above the ground was dismembered by one arm. The door had been
replaced with a wooden board tacked above the entrance. Graffiti was scrawled over the walls;
there were red loops, purple manifestos and blue curses. On one side of the wall, suspended
between fetishes of stone angels that were weeping mossy tears from their weather-wasted eyes,
was painted a message in white letters half faded from the rain and running in watery rivulets,
that boasted: 'FREE MONEY AND DRUGS.'

The ground was still stiff with the morning frost, but as I looked around, I saw it. It was
hunched over near one of the graves and raking through the dirt with fingers that were as long
and as thin as spider legs. The nails were cracked and encrusted with filth; the knuckles were
white as the fingers stretched apart, splayed as it grabbed great fistfuls of mud and stones. Its
flesh was dry and sallow, stretching tightly over the body, so that the elbows and knees - which



were tucked up to just below its pointed nub of a chin - jutted out so sharply that there appeared
to be an excess of bone compared to the leathered skin. I could see, and count, the protruding
vertebrae of its spine, lashed to it was the rib cage, the skin was so sunken in between the rungs
of bone, that I could barely make out the small nipples and it seemed to me that there was barely
any muscle, save for the wiry tissues that jerked and pulsed at the workings of the arms as it
drove itself madly down in the hard and unyielding earth.

The eyes had no lustre, but were rather two milky-white orbs that appeared almost gelatinous
in their heavy opaqueness, like the eyes of rotting fish. The lips were peeled back, exposing the
long, brilliant white teeth, and the receded meat of the gums. Its brow was wrinkled, the
emaciated cheeks were stretched like a drum over the high and jutting bones. It wore a pained
expression, like somebody in the grip of an all-consuming agony, as though a knife were steadily
being twisted in its gut. But there was something else too, more than just pain in those vacant
eyes, like it was deep in some concentration. Its mind was not only on the grave, but was looking
past it, its gaze driving down into the earth and toward the coffin beneath, to the rotting wood
and the corpse within.

It hadn't seen me; it was far off in its own little world. As I looked closer, I could see that its
frail body was covered in stitches. The sutures were swollen and an angry red, but an irritated
pink surrounded the softer and less inflamed flesh. From freshets between the sewn strands, I
could see the small beads of blood that fell and hit the snow in the short splashes that I had
followed to this God-forsaken place.

I stood, rooted to the spot, watching as the figure that seemed ripped straight out of a horror
film, continued to dig into that long-forgotten, lonely grave. My legs became so stiff, as though
they were made of stone, and for a brief moment I believed I would never walk again or that I
would never be able to stop seeing the spectacle in front of me. The thought was strange, but it
was all so unreal - was I dreaming? Would I wake up in a few quick seconds back at home in my
bed, my body quaking but still left with the comfort, knowing that it was a dream and a dream
only. 

I had been an ordinary sort of lad; I wasn't an idiot, but I wasn't special either. My life had
passed in a sequence of moments that could only be termed mundane. It was as though I were a
secretary, my fingers lightly skimming over folders of memory and all the papery, prerequisite
rites of passage; the first kisses and drunken nights, going to uni and getting a job flitted through
my mind as though my brain were a filing cabinet. Just another cream-cheese, on my way to
marriage and a family of my own, but at least those things were tangible, those were the things
you could reach out and touch, the things you could always count on to happen. But this... what
was this? What did it mean, and could I walk back out of it after I had just walked in?

I'd been so wrapped up in my own thoughts, I didn't notice that it'd seen me. Its face was
suddenly suffused with an expression of rage, the mouth was twisted in a sneer of vulpine
madness. The teeth were ground together, tittering and gnawing like an animal. It raised its arms,
and hooked its thin fingers into claws and launched itself suddenly from the ground with a
belting cry that was, in one part, the howl of a wounded animal and in another; the braying of a
lunatic. 

The creature slammed into me and the world was tipped at an angle; my head jolted upwards
as the ground slipped from beneath my feet and then came to meet me. My temples stung and my
face burned with the sudden cold from the snow. My face was half-buried in it as my attacker
unleashed a sudden furious barrage of punches, grasping and clawing at the bare flesh of my



cheeks. It drew its nails across, bringing thin corpuscles to the surface. I screwed my eyes closed
and waited for my death, which I was suddenly certain would come in that moment. There was a
dull thud, I was sure it was on my head but the feeling was little more than a tap and then I must
have fainted. My thoughts sank, consumed suddenly, and sucked into a black wave of
unconsciousness.

When there was light again, in the soft glow of a dancing ember flame, it all came into focus.
The shapes and the dimensions of a room were in front of me as I was thrust out of
unconsciousness and landed rudely in this waking space. I was lying on a long table, and
immediately in front of me were the muddied tips of my boots, my feet set slightly apart, my
body slackened and insensate as it lay fully reclined against the flat wood. It wasn't a candle, but
an oil lamp that was lighting the room. The walls were painted white, scuffed in places where
they had been thoroughly scrubbed, and the sickly sweet chemical stink of disinfectant intimated
a more disgusting variety of the clinical. It was held there, just beneath my nose, burning my
nostrils, thick and heady. The roof sloped down, and a thin set of depressions in the ceiling
indicated a trapdoor. My eyes drifted lazily, slipping suddenly from the roof to a spider's web
that was suspended in the corner. The light was glancing delicately off the silken strands; a fly
was caught and struggling, its small legs danced and the wings fluttered madly as it tried to
disentangle itself. In some curious way, it was a moment of premonition; as the world fell more
clearly into place, I began to feel not too dissimilar to the fly.

This wasn't a table; I was lying on a medical gurney. From somewhere behind me, a door
whined on its hinges and a woman swept into view in front of me. From the look of her; I
guessed she was in her late fifties, or perhaps even older; her face was so incredibly lined with
wrinkles, so thinly drawn they might have been pencil lines. Her heavy-lidded eyes, which were
drawn over like hoods to partially conceal the darkly iridescent eyes. Her figure was obscured
underneath a starch-white lab coat; the arms I could see appeared thin and rather weightless, with
the hands enclosed in heavy black rubber gloves. The calves were much thicker, and she was
roomier through the waist, her thighs spread out quite discernibly from the slender trunk. Her
hair was voluminous and hung loosely around her shoulders, falling in thick wavy strands of
black and silvery grey.

She glowered at me and sighed from between thin lips painted a deep red:
"Back again. You really are quite careless."
Her voice was soft but with a low rasping quality, and the small wrinkle that creased the

upper left-side of her lip was a telltale sign of her smoking. I couldn't smell anything on her; the
cloying chemical stink still clogged up my nostrils, but now a new smell reached my nose. It was
a pungent coppery odour; it stirred noxiously, swimming about beneath my nose like some foul-
smelling fish in a blood-soaked pond. I didn't know what she meant; her tone was detached, a flat
and breezy monotone, as though every word was expelled with a sigh.

I rubbed my dry, moisture-less lips together, soundlessly miming the words that soon came
out quietly in a thin drawl:

"I-I... don't know... Who are you?"
It was all I could think to say; I was so incredulous at the sight of this woman, who seemed to

have utterly resigned herself to something at once both vague and exhausting. There was
something repetitive about her actions, from the way she had entered the room, as though her
appearance had been timed to the second, wearily repeating the same ritual that had long ago lost
whatever appeal she had imagined it once possessed. There might have been hope in those eyes



once, but not now, now there was merely a dull, prosaic acceptance.
"Ah! Of course not," she sighed, "who are you then, or should I say 'who were you?' What

piece do you belong to?"
"Piece?" I mumbled, my lips now trembling.
"Yes, which piece? Are you the left leg? The third finger of the right hand? Or perhaps one of

the eyes; I would not have thought you would be a liver or a kidney, but the lungs have caused
me enough problems as it is."

Here she burst into a thin peal of laughter, but there was no real humour in it. I did not believe
that this woman had had much reason to laugh, and truly mean it, for a long time. 

"Not to worry though. We'll get it right, eventually. I'll dig you back out wherever you've
been stashed away."

She turned and for the first time, I noticed the little silver tray that she had carried in with her,
which she now deposited on a nearby workbench. It was covered by a small white cloth, which
she now threw off. Although I could not see contents on the tray, I heard the short clatter of
small metal devices striking against one another. An awful image of sharp-edged, ridged blades,
smooth or notched with pointed teeth, hovered into my mind like the scavenger birds that circled
Biblical cities, all hungry for flesh.

I could feel a suppleness in my joints; it was slowly creeping back into my extremities. To
prove it to myself, I flexed the phalanges of each finger, grasping the air as the white tips scraped
across the slick surface of the gurney. I found my wrists had been secured with thick leather
straps, and they gave a low groan as I exerted the slight effort against them, wringing some life
back into my arms. I craned my neck to stare at the bare expanse of my body. I wasn't wearing
clothes anymore. Even the shoes had disappeared from my feet, bare and caked with dry and
clotted earth, black and broken across in thin cracks like mosaic tiles. 

My skin was livid, and now I saw, marked with the same stitches as the creature, the dermis
was a patchwork of inflamed and bloody darning. Looking more closely, I saw how it was
tightened in places, where the flesh was stretched and puckered. But this was my flesh, my own
skin; I was inhabiting the body of the monster that had knocked me down in the graveyard. The
blood... the blood was my own. I didn't follow it; I made it. When I walked, or lurched through
the snow, maddeningly tearing at the flesh of my face, the white and lustre-less face that didn't
belong to me. The course nails digging into the hollow cheeks and making them bleed, creating a
trail for the ignorant second intelligence, working in quick and forgetful parallel to follow.

"It's not your fault, my darling. It's mine. To think that you and I have shared this
conversation before..."

Here her voice faltered, the low husky tones scratched and scraped together, like cracking
shards of ice breaking apart on the surface of a lake, as her words died away. Her eyes became
glassy; the wintery haze of a dozen memories, all reenacting the same dismal scenario for
months and months, coloured the dark eyes and made the corners of her thin mouth droop like
the gloomy lour of a Pierrot. The effect was curious, seemingly involuntary, as though her facial
muscles had failed her, but against the vibrant red of her lipstick and the heavy hooded lids, there
was something very grotesque about it. As though, for a moment, her face and the expression
with it, was ripped out of a horror film.

But as she continued speaking, her voice quivered slightly, its husk replaced by something
lighter and breathy, the smoke of her drawl was now a swift little breeze that came whistling out
of her as she spoke without once pausing to take a breath.



"This plague of ephialtes - oh - you must pardon the expression, haha! I can be ever so
dramatic. All that Greek literature, and what good does it ever do? Dead words from a dead place
in time, it's only all that boring academic study that tries to bring it back to life. It's so dry, I
simply cannot... Well, nevermind. You don't need to hear all that. Where were we? Oh yes! This
started because I wasn't interested in dead things. I wanted a family; I'd been a doctor and all,
with a successful practice, married to a man - do you know; he's been gone so long I don't even
remember his name anymore. And we were married all those years..." her voice trailed off.

She began after a pause, "I wanted a baby, I wanted to start a family. I got pregnant, carried
you to term - what there was of you - but when my time came, there were complications. It's all
such a long time ago, I don't remember all the jargon. Isn't it funny?" She scoffed.

"I can't say it now, but if you put me to the test, I could tell you in a heartbeat... isn't that
funny... I think I'm getting old. It was the umbilical cord. It got wrapped around his neck and
choked him. Mummy's body made you and my body killed you. No matter what was said
afterwards, I just couldn't stop believing that. Couldn't stop the endless thoughts; all that chatter
inside my head." She shook her head as if shaking those thoughts. 

Taking a deep breath, she began again, "What was worse was the interminable unfairness of
the situation. That I should struggle for nine months, through the morning sickness and all those
bloody hormones. For nothing! But never mind - he said - you can always try again, because
you're young enough... I didn't want another one, I wanted him. So I tried to bring him back. 

“It didn't work; the pieces were too little, you see. Much too small, the spine barely fused
together, the organs were only atrophied lumps of flesh - all except his heart. No, that was
strong. I had felt it when the breath was being squeezed out of him, I heard the thump of his heart
every bit as clearly then as I can hear him now. Oh, you are strong, my boy. Stronger than they
knew - but mummy knew, that's why mummy is going to bring you back. But I couldn't just
bring you back a baby, could I? 

“No... no, not only would I bring you back, but I would bring you back as a man. The
beautiful man that I had imagined in all those nine months I would make him real. I had the heart
already, but I needed more parts. I found them here and there, what I could not purchase I would
take from hospitals and the occasional morgue visits. There were other, less savoury aspects to
my work, but I couldn't really think about those. I had no time for things like guilt; I had to put
that to one side. My son was all that mattered. 

“The heart was the most difficult thing of all. I had to make it larger, to swell and combine it
with all the other pieces I had acquired. It took rather a lot, but I managed it after all." Her eyes
fluttered, suddenly moist with stale tears, as though some deep-seated well of regret had sprung a
leak.

"My experiments were difficult, though far from impossible. The real problem I soon
discovered; was you. You and all the others. I could never quite explain it; medically there is
hardly a precedent for what you are going through. But as far as I see it, with every little piece
that I acquired; every limb and scrap of skin, every organ and drop of blood, somehow carried a
little bit of the person it used to belong to. Saying it out loud never makes it any easier to believe;
I used to think it was all a lot of Christian Science nonsense, but wouldn't you know; there is a
grain of truth to it. In so long as the flesh is resurrected, a part of the person it used to belong to
comes back with it. Troublesome, but not wholly impossible to overcome."

She turned away from me and took hold of a small metal trolley, which was wheeled
squeakily alongside the gurney. It was covered by a heavy white cloth, which she whipped away



with all the speed and skill of a stage magician embarking on a wondrous feat. Beneath the sheet
was a small selection of glass jars; each one was the same shape and size as the previous. They
were large bodied, and the glass was thick, a small perforation in each lid was connected to a
collection of thin rubber tubing. Each jar contained some thick effluvium, coloured a sickly
brownish-red - the colour of scabs - and inside I could just make out some things that were
shaped like a pouch, small fleshy purses which floated, barely glimpsed through the murky fluid.
Organs - they were organs. The used up innards of all her previous 'subjects'.

And soon I would occupy one of those jars; whoever I had once been would become little
more than some used up, cast off, bloody piece of viscera, staring at the world through an opaque
glass shield. A museum piece, an exhibit as part of the veritable history of this woman's personal
failures. In that moment I had no name - my history was only the vague remnants of a life ended
and shunted into the wasted gristle-pit and reduced to nothing more than entrails. In record
offices you'd find me, my name and birth - the names of my parents - inscribed in black ink on
scraps of paper. But, now I saw out of a pair of eyes, now the feeling of hot and cold ran through
limber members of skin and bone. There was life in these veins, stolen life - my life - the life that
supported me... me. 

The anger surged white-hot in my chest, an ember flame of impotent rage. It made me want to
tear away the restraints at my wrists and run to her, take her face in my hands and bloody it, rip
away the taut lips and stamp out the heavy, piercing eyes. I wanted to litter the floor with her
teeth and smash those vile jars all to pieces. I balled my fists until the pallid knuckles turned a
sickly yellow colour; the nails gouged into the soft pad of my palms until hot blood seeped out
from between my fingers. I hardly noticed; the anger was still too near.

"Don't worry, my darling. Mummy will make it better," she intoned, as she prepared the
needle.

"He's just another mistake. A dull little accident victim, barely out of the cradle. But once I
cut him out and put in the new bits, you'll be a little more yourself. I'm afraid you will have some
fresh scars, but you're used to that, aren't you, dear?"

And as she slipped the point of the needle beneath the soft and yielding flesh, my mind fell
upon a single solitary point; and it was so strangely cheerful, that I was sure that I might have
given a little smile before I sank into my waiting oblivion - where would he walk to next? How
far would he get, where would his new thoughts and feelings carry him? Somewhere nice, I
hoped. 

☠ ☠ ☠ ☠
 



Benjamin Wylde

 
Benjamin Wylde is a writer of horror fiction living and working in Sheffield, South

Yorkshire. He is deeply interested in the juxtaposition between the queasily gothic terrors of the
19th century, and combining them with the visceral gore of modern horror tastes. He regularly
publishes his work on his Facebook page and has recently completed his first novel.

 
⚝⚝⚝⚝⚝

 

https://www.facebook.com/benjamin.wylde.182


 

A Legend of Truth
by Monica Singh

 



A Legend of Truth

Dark Moon Night - One Month Ago
Sainath's bare feet caught in the roots of a tree and he flew through the air, arms flailing,

before falling on the dry, dusty forest floor with a sickening crack. Excruciating pain like a
lightning bolt shot through his chest. A howl throbbing with agony escaped his throat. Wincing
at the sharp pain, what he presumed was from a fractured rib, he turned over and lay panting on
his back. 

Surrounded by a thick canopy of leafless trees, Sainath could see the far-off twinkle of stars
and the yellow crescent of a waning moon. Blistering icy winds blew through the underbrush,
and he shivered. Dressed sparsely in a black dhoti, the chill spread across his body and froze the
blood in his veins. 

His bhasm anointed forehead was a mass of red, angry scratches; rivulets of perspiration
mixed with the blood and ran down his face. Willing his body to move, he pulled himself up with
a grunt. Another streak of blinding pain shot through his chest. Fear coursed through his body
with frantic intensity.

I can't stay here. I have to keep moving. 
Long, matted dreadlocks, freed from their imprisonment of the top bun that was customary of

his people, cascaded down his back. His brown eyes, almost black in the dark, stared
unblinkingly through the gloom. The surrounding woods were deathly quiet. Neither a rustle nor
a flutter. The wheezing of his breath sounded unnaturally loud. 

In the distance, a twig snapped. The sound cracked the silence like a whip. Dread bubbled
inside him. Run! His mind commanded, but his body did not obey. It stood paralysed as he saw
the night move. 

A dark figure floated across the forest floor. A triumphant smile played on its lips. It gazed at
its prey with quiet contempt in its eyes. You believed you could fool me? Hide from me? Me! It
hissed. 

It waved a hand through the air and Sainath dropped to the ground like a puppet whose strings
had been cut. You should have known better. Long I have searched for you, and long shall you
suffer! 

The guttural cry of terror that rose within Sainath, did not reach his lips. The figure clicked its
fingers, and he saw no more. 

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Fifteen Years Ago – Kumud
The hard truth of being an orphan is that one knows one does not have parents. Or, if one

does, hoping for their return to reclaim a lost offspring, is foolishness beyond reason. 
Five-year-old street urchin, Kumud, refused to accept this as her truth. She had a vague

memory of being held in her father's arms; of being loved. She had been wanted once. It was
more of a feeling than a remembrance. But it was the only comforting thought in her otherwise
dreary days, and she treasured it. Of her mother, she had no recollection. 

Kumud's birthplace, the quintessential Mayong* village, stood at the outskirts of the Morigaon
District of Kamarupa*. Enriched by the waters of the Brahmaputra river; a lush green thicket of



woods had surrounded the village on two sides. Once, Mayong had thrived; not anymore. 
She did not know when the famine had begun; but, of its effects, she had become

uncomfortably aware in her short lifespan. A heat haze had descended upon the village like a
cosmic death sentence. The river that had been the village's lifeline had dried up. The woods,
once resplendent with greenery and wildlife, were nothing more than dried kindling now. Slowly
but surely, Mayong was dying, and so were its people. 

 
It had been two days since Kumud had any food. Another day, and she knew her body would

give up. She had come to the arid riverbank in search of game, or scraps; and had found none. 
 
Parched, hungry and exhausted, she had just given in to a stupor, when a pigeon fluttered

down before her figure, prone on the ground. Uncaring, it pecked the sand in search of grain.
Ravenous, she extended a hand, wishing it, pleading for it to come to her. To her utter surprise, it
did. 

Its beady eyes regarded her for a moment. Then, remarkably it waddled closer on its stumpy
legs. Even before her mind could contemplate what had happened, her body overpowered her
senses. Quick as a flash, she sat up and snatched the bird.

Agitated, the pigeon flapped its wings, but she broke its neck with a faint snap, putting an end
to its struggle. Kumud dug into the warm, raw flesh; feathers stuck to her lips and blood dribbled
down her chin. Unconcerned, she closed her eyes and chewed frantically on the meagre flesh. 

Within minutes, the only thing that remained of the bird was a small pile of bones beside her,
and the bloodstains on her hands and tunic. As she stared down at her scarlet-stained hands,
nausea overwhelmed her. Her stomach cramped horribly, and she doubled over and vomited. 

Clutching her aching stomach, she lay down in the sand and howled with rage. Why were the
fates so cruel to her! Why was she struggling to save this life that had given her nothing but
suffering? Better to be dead, she thought as the sun set at the horizon. Better dead than this
vulgar farce of a life. 

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Three Days to Dark Moon - Shantanu
A noise jerked Shantanu awake. He blinked; sleep gritted in his eyes like sand. He turned on

his side and the straw mattress he had made for himself, poked at his skin like needles. The
ragged grey tunic he wore was drenched in sweat. His dishevelled hair was also grey and his face
marked with premature wrinkles. 

He sighed and stared at the decaying roof of the abandoned barn where he had camped that
night. The structure was in a dilapidated condition and it looked like even a gust of wind would
lead to its caving in. Located at the very edge of the woods, it helped him avoid unwanted
visitors.

His entire body protested in pain as he tried to make himself comfortable. What comfort! This
infernal heat is going to drink the life out of this cursed village. 

He heard the sound again, and sat bolt upright. There was no mistaking it this time; there was
someone outside. His heart pounded in the chest as he grabbed the meat cleaver he had stolen
from the butcher's shop; he kept it with him at all times. 

Slowly, silently, he crept on all fours towards the barn doors. His clothes torn at the knees
provided little protection from the pricking of dried straw, and he winced inaudibly. The barn
doors were padlocked from the outside, but there was a small hole in the door that allowed him



to look out without being seen. 
The night foiled his plan, for in the dark he could only discern a faint silhouette. Cursing

under his breath, he tiptoed towards the secret entrance, a partition behind thick shrubbery that
grew on the side of the barn. Once outside, he tightened his hold on the hilt of the blade. 

"Who's there?" he barked, holding the cleaver stretched out in a defensive stance; the virgin
steel of the blade twinkling in the starlight.  

As the dark figure stepped out of the shadows, its features stood out sharply. Shantanu saw
the horrid face and let out a gasp of terror. The blade slipped from his fingers and he fainted. 

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Thirteen Years Ago - Kumud
"Stop!" Kumud cried. The man froze instantly. She disengaged her wrists from his slackened

grip and wriggled out from underneath him. Once free, she kicked and punched him in her fury;
her small fists incurring more damage than she was inflicting. The man did not attempt to defend
himself, nor did he show any signs of movement. 

Nursing the scratches on her knuckles, she sat in the dark alleyway and cried. He had almost
overpowered her. The aftershock of the encounter made her tremble. She despised the frailty of
her body. How is a child to protect herself from predators like him? 

Mastering herself, she approached the man and looked into his eyes. "Go home and bring me
food. If there is no food, bring me a baby. If it makes a fuss, kill it. Nobody must see you. Go
now, return quickly."

He nodded, stood up, and hurried away. She huddled in the alley and waited. He would
return; all of them did. A glance at the retreating figure illuminated the green vapour that clung
to him. Obedience. 

The aura, a vaporous effusion of light that surrounded a living person like a colourful
shadow, was a thing that only Kumud could see. The colours changed, constantly flowing and
merging into one another, based on a person's deepest, most unconscious emotions. Earlier, she
had believed that these were ghosts. But soon she realised the aura signified apparitions of an
infinitely more terrifying variety. Regret, pain, anger, loss, guilt and desire; she could see them
all. 

She understood people, and by using this exceptional insight into their motivations and
desires, their lies and deepest fears, she could control them. She didn't know why or even how it
worked. It just did. It was her silver lining, and she took complete advantage of it.

Presently, the man returned holding a small bundle in his arms. "It did not make a fuss," he
said. 

Kumud took it from him. "Go home. Forget about this. Forget about me," she commanded.
Dutifully, he slinked away without a backward glance. 

For a while afterwards, Kumud gazed at the babe. It had a faint blue aura; commonplace for
newborns. The world hadn't corrupted it, nor had it time to experience the world. Nor it will, she
thought, with a twinge of annoyance at the pity that threatened to poke at her resolve. She shook
her head. Survival was the law of the street, and she survived. 

In one swift motion, she twisted the babe's neck; death came instantly. Rising, she
disappeared into the darkness to build a fire. Raw meat was too bland for her taste. 

⚜⚜⚜⚜
One Day to Dark Moon - Shantanu
Shantanu regained consciousness in a strange cavernous space. He sat up, his mind still



groggy and fuddled. As his vision cleared, he was met with a strange sight. Thousands of candles
were lit in fantastical patterns all around him. A cold, brisk breeze blew through the space and
the light flickered as the candle flames wavered in unison. 

Is it a cave? A dungeon? He tried to stand, but his legs crumpled under him, unwilling. A
sense of dread crept up inside him, and the hair on his body stood up. 

An iron doorway stood at the far end of the dungeon, and he began to crawl towards it.
Suddenly, a ring of green fire erupted from the floor. He jerked away, startled. The fire died and
left behind a charred, smoking circle; at the centre of which, he sat. Intricate designs were carved
in the stone floor within the circle, with inscriptions in a language Shantanu did not know.

Abruptly, a brilliant emerald fire came to life at a distance, and the dungeon was bathed in a
ghostly green light. As his eyes adjusted to the blaze, he gasped. 

Strewn across the floor were bundles of incense and tottering piles of dead rats. Several bird
cages stood one atop the other, and large round eyes stared at him through the bars. Owls?
Present also was a collection of pearly white skulls that looked eerily human. Amidst the
paraphernalia of the damned, sat a woman. She was unclothed; adorning her forehead was a
swipe of bhasm and thick locks of matted hair hung limply over her face and around her
shoulders. In the gloom, they looked like snakes.

Her bare body was smeared with a slimy substance. Only her eyes seemed unmarred, and they
stared straight at him. Her dark bosom heaved with every breath and she swayed as if in a trance.
In her hands, she held a small, straw figurine; around which she was twisting a string while her
lips chanted. 

'tis the fruit of life, borne by thine own hand, 
by the guilt of your heart do I thee bind, 
witness to the crime, the river, and the sand
O' Holy Mother, bring death to this mind.
Shantanu stared transfixed. Is she a spirit? A ghost? With inordinate effort, he croaked. "W...

who are you? What do you want f... from me?" 
The deity of darkness clicked her fingers and a sharp tingling coursed through his body, like a

thousand needles stabbing at his soul. As he lay twitching, she walked over to him and crouched
at the outer edge of the binding circle. The glowing green eyes seemed to awaken an abyss inside
him. Another gust of wind blew through the dungeon, and an awful stench wafted from her body.
It was the smell of excrement. Shantanu retched a thin stream of vomit. 

"The things I want are beyond your limited powers of perception, mortal," she said in a
whisper. "For now, I will settle for the truth. Tell me about the child," the ghost demanded.

Something worse than fear seized Shantanu's heart. "W…what child?" Another click and he
felt the sharp sting of a whip across his back. He howled in pain. "I know nothing about any
child!"

"Shall I help you remember, then?" She seized a chunk of his hair in one hand, and placed the
other on his forehead. Instantly, Shantanu felt his feet leap off the floor. He was floating, no,
falling backwards through the thick sludge of an unrelenting void of time.

He fell face first on the sandy banks of the Brahmaputra river; the ghost by his side. She
turned his head roughly by the hair, in the river's direction and pointed at a familiar silhouette
that stood in the river, a few paces from the riverbank.

Shantanu groaned. He remembered that figure; he remembered this night. The worst night of
his life.



⚜⚜⚜⚜
Ten Years Ago - Kumud
Kumud watched from her hiding place behind the tailor's shop as a crowd gathered in the

village square. Some held blazing torches in hand, while others had pitchforks, knives and other
weaponry; bristling with rage and defiance. The night grew agitated with their restless murmurs
and angry catcalls. 

"We've suffered enough!" a stout woman shouted, the fury in her voice matching the anger in
her eyes. "Our men have been rendered mad. Our children have been taken from their beds. She
must be stopped." In the torchlight, Kumud saw that the woman was the baker's wife.

More females voiced the same concern. She's Shayṭān's brood! Come from hell to wreak
havoc in our lives. Kill her! It was time to free the populace from the clutches of the little witch.

Seething, Kumud retreated into the shadows. She'll have to do something. Pity, her voice did
not work on womenfolk. A flicker of uneasiness ran through her as she pondered over her
quandary. If they manage to banish her from the village, where will she go? There was nowhere
that was safe for an eleven-year-old girl; even one with supernatural means at her disposal. 

She did not see the silent figure that came up behind her unawares. "Hiding?" he asked, his
voice almost a whisper, and Kumud jumped in alarm. 

She hastily took a few steps backwards, her back to the wall. He is a demon! She thought
wildly, as she took in his appearance. Dressed plaintively in a black dhoti, his body was smeared
with bhasm. Strange symbols were painted all over his face and bare chest. Through the bhasm,
the sharp ridges of his ribs showed distinctly. His black eyes were ablaze with a dark energy,
while on his head sat a heavy knot of tangled brown dreadlocks. 

He extended a hand towards her, "Come with me. I will keep you safe." 
"Who are you?" she demanded, injecting her voice with authority. "Why should I trust you?"
The insistent command seemed to have no effect on the man. "Shouldn't you know already

that I mean you no harm?" he asked, smiling. "Or, should I believe that the rumours I have heard
about your abilities are just… rumours?" 

Kumud frowned. She did not like people talking about her powers of sight. However, she had
to admit that his aura, a mild orange, flecked with shades of deep oceanic blue, signified Energy
and Calm. Strength and Purpose; but no ill intent. 

She chewed on her lip while deep in thought. She could accept his offer of help, or wait here
for the angry tirade of the village women, who were sure to come for her, sooner rather than
later. Nodding, she grabbed hold of the calloused hand. 

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Twenty Years Ago- Shantanu
Shantanu sprinted towards the river. The figure was bending down, as if searching for

something on the river bed. A shrill cry tore into the silence of the night, and a chill ran up his
spine. The sound was muffled quickly and was replaced by a piteous gurgling sound. 

Shantanu stopped a few steps away from the figure. "What are you doing, Nanda?" he asked,
the despair plain in his voice. 

Nanda turned. The infant in her arms was a tiny mass of wrinkled skin. Undoubtedly, it was
their child. "I am releasing this child from the circle of life," she said, with not a hint of concern.
The child could have been a hank of meat, or a piece of wood. "It is cursed; destined for a life of
pain and suffering. I am merely the medium of its mukti."

"It's murder!" Shantanu wailed. "You presume to foretell a future you cannot see?"



"This is not murder, it is mercy. I see more than you can possibly hope to." Nanda's voice
reverberated with rage. "I have seen, the child is cursed!" 

"Nanda," he said, panic threatening to overwhelm him. "Give me the child." He stretched out
his hands; a gesture akin to a beggar’s.  

She stared at him. "I cannot." 
In the blink of an eye, Shantanu covered the few paces between them and snatched the infant

from Nanda's hands. He strode towards the bank, the tiny being in his arms crying reassuringly.
It lived! Nanda did not pursue him. She kept standing in the river, unable to move. Realising he
was alone on the banks, Shantanu turned. 

"If you love me, if you wish to have me, let the child go." Her voice was steel; thunder
boomed in the sky overhead as the river rose in anger. 

"Shayṭān has your mind!" He howled in anguish, shaking his head. "Listen to reason, Nanda."
"The child or me, Shantanu. Choose." 

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Dark Moon Night – Shantanu
Shantanu shut his eyes and covered his ears with trembling hands. He could not bear to hear

the wailing of that accursed child.
"No, no more. I beg you," he cried, his screams mingling with the ululating echoes of the

crying infant. The splashing of waves was swallowed into the void. He was back in the dungeon. 
The ghost bent over him, laughing with delight at his suffering, that horrible face grinning

with malice. "Who was the woman?" she asked.
"Nanda?" Shantanu shook his head, "Why?" 
The slap came out of nowhere. A scream tore at his throat as excruciating pain shot in his

face.
"Answer me!" the ghost commanded. 
Shantanu went rigid and obliged. "Alaknanda. She was… she was the most beautiful woman I

ever met. I loved her." His voice mellowed and a shadow of pain, sadness, and regret passed over
his face. "That night she went away, and I never saw her again."

"Was she truly the river goddess?"
"She claimed she was," he responded. "But, no one believed her. To her face, we humoured

her; but most claimed she was a witch, an evil entity, a supernatural being in human form who
came to earth and trapped me in her net."

"They said she died, and that is why the river dried up and the village fell to famine. They
said it was a curse."

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Four years Ago - Kumud
Sainath was the leader of the Bhavmayi sect of a band of priests called the Oja. For decades,

Mayong village had gathered notoriety for its association with these priests, who practised black
magic. Banished from the village due to their dubious lifestyle, they had made the woods their
home.

It was here that Sainath brought Kumud, provided her with food, clothing, and shelter. The
sect was small; about fifty priests who lived in mud huts and practiced their faith under Sainath
Guruji's enlightened guidance. 

The Oja worshipped the feminine God, Shakti or Kalika, the divine mother of all creation and
the supreme commander of death and destruction. Within the woods, the Oja's world seemed to



thrive on a different plane of existence. Mysticism and magic pervaded the very elements of the
land. 

Life at the camp was a luxury that Kumud had never experienced. She spent her days in
Guruji's exalted presence, absorbing his myriad teachings. To Guruji's pleasant surprise, the
street urchin was a model student, passionate to learn, and eager to please. She learned to
perform spells, from minor hexes to complex curses. At night, she sneaked into the woods and
practised her skills. 

As her training advanced, she learned transformation spells, to convert mortals to beasts;
conjuring and banishing spells, to call forth beings from other realms and bind them to do her
bidding. Within a span of four short years, Kumud became an accomplished master of all ten
siddhis of Tantravidya; a feat that none except Guruji had managed till date. 

At fourteen, Kumud was anointed the youngest high priestess of the clan. During devotional
yagnas, she began leading the prayers and wielding the sacrificial sword. At the altar, to appease
their God, neither man nor beast was spared.

Although Guruji remained uncertain of the origins of Kumud's powers of persuasion, he did
his best to hone, and later, make use of her skills to further his ambitions of expanding his sect. 

Kumud spent the next two years on expeditions to nearby villages and cities, in search of
potential followers. She was so adept at convincing people to join that their ranks quadrupled.
The men she initiated, remained loyal to her much more than to Sainath; a fact that he remained
happily oblivious of. 

As she matured into her seventeenth year, Kumud realised that she had garnered all that her
clan had to offer. It was time to breach the boundaries of the known, and venture into the
unknown. She approached Guruji with a request. 

"Amrtasiddhi," Kumud said, as she prostrated herself at her adopted father's feet. "Father, I
am proficient in all that you have taught me. Time and again, I have proven my abilities. Now, I
wish to seek knowledge of the Mandala ritual." 

Her face buried at her father's feet, she did not see the colour drain from Sainath's features.
Her powers had grown so significantly that Oja had become fearful of her. They had approached
him with their concerns; unpleasant rumours had also reached his ears, about missing clan
members and tortures inflicted upon those who objected to anything she said or refused to
comply with her wishes. 

This sudden interest in the ritual of attaining immortality came as an unwelcome shock to
him. The girl was powerful beyond measure already, she could not be allowed to go beyond. 

"What better evidence of my powers than the bitter defeat of that perpetual enemy of lesser
mortals, Death?" Kumud raised her head and the gleam of desire shone brightly in her green
eyes. 

"Nobody should conquer death, my child," Sainath murmured cautiously. "Our mortality
separates us from the divine Mother. Only She is eternal and omnipresent; we are but servants.
And servants ought not to compete against their masters." 

Kumud's face remained neutral as she absorbed her father's edicts. She nodded meekly and
left. The next morning, the clan woke to find Guruji's hut deserted. He had vanished. 

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Dark Moon Night - Present Day
"You do not recognise me," the ghost said. "But, why should you? I have changed much since

you last saw me."



Shantanu stared at her. The green eyes were faintly familiar. Could it be? "Na... Nanda?" he
croaked; disbelief etched across his features.

The ghost seethed with a hatred so potent that Shantanu felt his skin erupt in painful blisters.
"Oh, your precious Nanda is here, yes! But, not in the form you expect." She padded to the other
side of the dungeon where a large stone altar graced the shrine of a terrifying deity carved in
stone. 

"Some Goddess! How she begged me to spare her! Her end was... painful."
She flung something across the dungeon towards Shantanu. The object landed with a wet

thunk, two paces in front of him. Shantanu shrieked in horror and scuttled to the very edge of the
binding circle. Instantly, emerald flames shot up and scorched the skin on his back. But he was
oblivious to the pain. 

Nanda's green eyes stared vacantly at him from the severed head that now lay like a punctured
fruit on the ground. 

A dark pit opened up within his soul. He howled in misery. Nanda! Oh, my poor Nanda! He
tried to avert his face from the terror before him, but he couldn't. Nooooo…! 

"Oh, the fates are cruel." The ghost cackled maniacally. "My Guruji told me the Mandala
ritual required the sacrifice of love. Dominion over Death requires an offering of submission, he
said.

And I thought, of course. Who better than a mother? Mothers love their children, don't they?
Unconditionally, they say. White hot ripples of anger radiated off her as she paced at the altar.
"But look at my misfortune. Unloved and unwanted by the woman who bore me."

Shantanu's breath came in short, sharp bursts. This was the child, their child! The edges of his
vision started to blur. All he could see was the empty eyes of the woman he had once loved, and
the Shayṭān she had borne. 

"Months of preparation foiled. I had to improvise. Now, surely the man who took me in as a
child, protected me and raised me as his own, surely, he must love me. But, alas! He ran away
from me."

She swept towards Shantanu, bare feet floating an inch above the stone floor. From her left
hand dangled the severed head of a man. The strange symbols on the face were smudged and
bhasm had mingled freely with blood; this unfortunate priest must have been her teacher, her
master. 

"It was a tiresome search, but I found him in the end. How I revered him! He made me who I
am." She gesticulated wildly and the pathetic thing swayed from her hand like a totem. "He
never loved me," she said, petulantly. "No, he feared me. I was merely a tool to be used until it
was convenient, and then discarded." 

She flung the Oja's head, and it landed atop a series of burning candles; and instantly, the
dreadlocks caught fire. "What an utter waste of time!" 

Unconcerned by the acrid odour of burning flesh and hair, the ghost knelt outside the binding
circle and gazed into Shantanu's eyes. "Do you see how unfairly I have been treated? So much
power, so many servants at my command, and not one soul who loved me.

"I had almost given up hope, when something came back to me. All I had was a vague
memory, a half-remembered dream to go on by. But, I had to try."

A new, incomprehensible dread overwhelmed Shantanu's senses. His frantic eyes flicked
wildly from the burning pile of flesh in the distance to the ghost in front of him. His heart
threatened to give up as understanding blossomed in his mind. 



Nanda had been right; she had seen the curse. He should have let the thing drown. This
pariah is going to kill him. 

The ghost looked at him, green eyes unblinking. "Amavasya is a night of great power. Yes,
the divine Mother reigns supreme at the dark moon. On such nights, with appropriate rituals, one
can capture the deity and attain unimaginable powers. 

You abandoned me and left me to die. But, before that, you saved me from the clutches of a
madwoman; you loved me.

Soon, you will grace the altar of the divine Mother. The ritual decrees that the mortal vessel
be purified by consumption of the flesh and blood of the offering. Only then will it be worthy of
immorality. Your blood will purify mine. You will help me, father, will you not?" 

No! No! Please, no!
"No, do not cry, father. You won't have to suffer this worthless existence for long; I will set

you free. Remember what mother said? This is not murder, it is mercy." 
⚜⚜⚜⚜

Glossary:
1.       Amrtasiddhi: Attainment of immortality.
2.       Amavasya: The lunar phase of the No moon in Sanskrit. In old Indian culture and

beliefs, irrespective of religions, Amavasya is considered a time of great power.
3.       Aura: The distinct quality that seems to surround or come from somebody or

something.
4.       Bhasm: Ash or ashes; a grey powder-like substance that is left after something is

burnt. The residue left after burning incense or sage is considered auspicious in many
faiths.

5.       Brahmaputra: The Brahmaputra, is a trans-boundary river which flows through
Tibet, India and Bangladesh. 

6.       Dhoti: A type of sarong, tied in a manner that outwardly resembles "loose
trousers". It is a lower garment forming part of the national or ethnic costume for men in
the Indian subcontinent.

7.       Guruji: A very respectful and affectionate term for one's guru or spiritual teacher,
leader or master. 

8.       Kumud: A lotus or water lily. 
9.       Mandala ritual: A ritual that needs to be performed before one can attain

immortality by gaining Amrtasiddhi (fictitious). 
10.    Mukti: Refers to 'release' according to the Purāṇas — The word mokṣa denotes

release from the bondage of the mundane life and the repeated cycles of birth and death. 
11.    Oja: One who performs spells. See also (bej); Oja can also be called witch doctors

or healers.
12.    Shayṭān: Evil spirits that incite humans to sin by whispering to their hearts, and

leading them astray. 
13.    Shakti: The primordial cosmic energy. It represents the dynamic forces that are

thought to move through the entire universe. In Hinduism, Shakti is the personification of
the energy that is creative, sustaining, as well as destructive.

14.    Siddhi: Material, paranormal, supernatural, or otherwise magical powers, abilities,
and attainments that are the products of yogic advancement through sādhanās such as
meditation and yoga.



15.    Tantravidya: It is the Hindu science of expanding and liberating the soul. It
encompasses almost all the spiritual practices of the Hindus – like Pooja, Stotra, Mantra,
Yantra, Yoga, Meditation etc.

16.    Yagna: Literally means "sacrifice, devotion, worship, offering", and refers in
Hinduism to any ritual done in front of a sacred fire, often with mantras.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Author's Note:
This story is inspired from the tragic love story of Shantanu, the King of Hastinapur and

Ganga, the river Goddess, as described in the Epic Mahabharata. The names of the places
described in the story, refer to real geographical locations in India.

*A Legend Of Truth is a poem by Rudyard Kipling, first published as an introduction to the
story 'A Friend of the Family' in Debits and Credits (1926). Here, the poet claims that Fiction is
Truth's elder sister. No one in the world knew what the truth was till someone had told a story.

*Mayong (or Mayang) is a village in Morigaon district, Assam, India. Once considered the
cradle of black magic in India, Mayong is a tourist attraction because of its dark history. You can
read more about it here.

*Kamarupa, also called Kamrup or Kamata, is an ancient Indian state corresponding roughly
to what is now the state of Assam, in north-eastern India.

☠ ☠ ☠ ☠

https://www.outlookindia.com/outlooktraveller/explore/story/70184/step-into-the-land-of-dark-magic-in-mayong-assam
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The Voice
by Priya U Bajpai



The Voice
The winding trail with the cliff on one side and the river on the other make for a frightening

yet wonderful route. Huffing, I walk on the twisted trail. "I'm glad that we could finally do it," I
say as I stop to catch my breath. We meander around a pine tree, scramble over some huge rocks
and loose scree.

"You don't look glad." Sabrina chuckles as she follows me.
"Well, I'm just tired. Couldn't sleep last night." I roll my eyes.
"Accept it, you are growing old, Ki." She sticks out her tongue. "We've hiked for hardly

twenty minutes, but I concede it's peaceful here, and quaint too, with the sun shining through the
trees and a gentle cool breeze brushing my cheeks. As much as I hate to admit it, this was a
wonderful idea." She sighs, drinking in the beauty.

"I knew you wouldn't say no to me. No one can resist Kiara's charm." I laugh and take a bow.
She sticks out her tongue. To outwit each other is our game.

"My dad loved hiking," I reminisce. "When I was a child, he took me trekking through many
trails in these mountains, but never on the same one twice. It's amazing how many different
routes one can take through these hills. Coming here makes me feel closer to him." I blink away
my tears. She rubs my back.

"Jim hates it, though," I quickly add to change the subject.
"Have you noticed that I don't enjoy it either?" She makes a face as she waves her arms to

fend off a hovering dragonfly. "By the way, how is Jim? When is he coming back?" she asks.
"Ah! Don't ask. This is the third time he has had to travel for work this month. He is never

home. I hate his boss," I pout.
"There was a time when you were all praises about her." She correctly points out.
"Yeah," I shrug. "Things change. I bet she has unresolved issues."
"Whoa! Can you stop psychoanalysing for one minute, Sigmund?" she asks, placing her hand

on her chest. "Let's enjoy nature, shall we?" She points at the clear blue sky through the gaps in
the leaves of the lush green trees with their branches hanging low over the narrow winding trail.
"Now you follow, and I'll lead," she adds, trying to overtake me.

"Well! Earn it." I speed up with a triumphant grin. 
"Oh. Look at that strange bird." She points at a tree.
I stop to look, and she overtakes me.
"Argh!" I grind my teeth.
"How do you like a dose of your own medicine?" she taunts. We laugh and our sparring

continues. I like hanging out with her, being unapologetically me and indulging in banter. She
understands me and never judges me. Ever since she has moved, I miss her terribly. I miss seeing
her silly, smug face. 

She turns her head, and there it is, grinning right at me, eyes gleaming with mischief. "Hey,
old lady! Are you going to catch up or what?" She smirks. I gently punch her back, and we
chuckle. 

"I miss you, girl," I tell her, as I put my arm around her. 
"None of that sentimen…," she stops mid-sentence, as the weather changes without warning.

Ominous dark clouds charge in from all directions and conceal every bit of the blue dome.



Before we can express our surprise, the rain lashes at us. 
"Let's go inside that cave." She pulls my arm and drags me into a hole in the mountainside.
As we step inside the cave, I realise that it's a lot bigger than it appears from outside. Sabrina

wraps her arms around herself, and I brush the raindrops off my favourite beige sweatshirt.
Surprisingly, the cave isn't too dark. As I walk up to Sabrina, I notice she is staring at

something, almost transfixed.
"Cat caught your tongue. You shouldn't dangle it too much," I tease.
When she still doesn't budge, I follow her gaze. Right in the middle of the cave, there stands a

gigantic fig tree. I can't take my eyes off it. As I inch towards the tree, I feel Sabrina's hand on
my wrist.

"It's eerie, let's go." Although, a whisper, her words echo in the cave.
Coming out of my reverie, I chuckle. "You are so superstitious. Let's wait till the rain stops." 
As if on cue, thunder booms at a distance. 
"How did it even grow here?" Sabrina wonders aloud.
"Look at the roof. That huge hole is enough to allow light and rain," I point out.
"And the seed? There is hardly any vegetation inside, except for the wild grass and small

plants." She waves her hand, pointing around.
"An animal or a bird must have dropped it in here. It's a beautiful tree," I sigh.
"What are you talking about? Are we looking at the same tree? It's the most grotesque one I

have ever seen," Sabrina says, her eyes wide with astonishment.
Protruding roots are sprawling on the ground, constricting the tree's trunk like a tightly coiled

python holding a dark, sinister secret. From the twisted trunk burgeon numerous branches
bearing large, pale green leaves. The gnarled trunk appears to have multiple pairs of eyes
ceaselessly watching and waiting. It seems like the cave has hidden the tree for eons. The tree
seems to stand frozen in time, however, somewhere inside its trunk, darkness pulses and ticks,
stealthily, silently, like a morbid heartbeat. 

The crooked branches lower themselves on our arrival, almost welcoming us, their bony
fingers searching for something in obscurity. The tree is almost breathing, its roots heaving. Its
beauty is mesmerising, at least to me.

"Something is not right. It looks accursed," Sabrina whispers, still clutching my hand to stop
me from moving ahead. "It seems to draw us towards itself, as if it has planned this all along,"
she mumbles.

"Are you out of your mind? How can a tree do that?" Gazing at her, I ask.
"It's giving me chills; don't you feel anything?" She shivers.
"No. I'm rather happy for this shelter from the rain," I reply.
"It looks like a demonic tree," she persists. "Look at the branches hanging low like a claw

ready to gnaw at our souls."
"You need to stop watching horror movies. It's just a harmless tree. Look at these fruits," I

say, plucking one from the tree. "So succulent and juicy. I bet they taste awesome." As I
hypnotically raise my hand to take a bite, Sabrina knocks the fruit out of my grasp. 

"What's wrong with you? It looks rotten!" She flinches.
Her mobile rings at that moment.
"Hello… hello." Screaming into the mobile, she walks towards the exit, hoping for a better

signal.
"Let's go, the rain has stopped," she calls out, and resumes shouting into her mobile.



 "Fine," I grumble as I turn to leave, but not before sneaking a few fruits into my bag. With a
grin on my face, I follow her. As I turn around for one last look at the tree, I notice something
moving, slithering in the dark. It looks like something is waiting to come out.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
A Week Later-
A rusty throaty growl startles me out of my slumber. Was I snoring again? My heart is

pounding in its cage. My throat feels parched. Turning my head towards the nightstand, I
grumble when I don't see a glass. 

As I look at the empty space beside me on the bed, I wish Jim was here. Jim never forgets to
keep a water bottle and a glass next to me. I trace his pillow with my fingers. I miss his
fragrance.

'You make so much noise, you disturb my sleep,' he often complains as he rolls his eyes. I
wipe the smirk off of his face by kissing him. His smirk sets him apart, and makes me weak in
the knees. Sighing, I reluctantly trudge towards the kitchen.

As I pour some water into a glass, I notice the fig sitting on the counter. Hunger replaces
thirst. The sight of the juicy fruit makes me drool. Ignoring the glass, I move towards the fruit. I
hold it in my hand. 'Don't eat it!' Sabrina's warning rings in my ear, making the forbidden fruit
even more alluring. I can't resist; like Eve in the Garden of Eden. I take a bite of the succulent
fruit and grimace. A metallic taste originating at the tip of my tongue begins to spread like an
infection, seeping into my taste buds. It's disgusting. As I throw the fig in the dustbin, I hear a
bird chirping.

Curious, I check the time on my watch- 1:33 am. I read the notification – it flashes 10 minutes
of deep sleep. Argh! Wearing a smartwatch has its disadvantages. Number of hours of deep sleep
is inversely proportional to stress. Usually, I sleep by ten every night. In over three hours, I have
managed only ten minutes of sound sleep? I shake my head and sigh.

And why is that bird singing at night? What can it possibly be so happy about at this ungodly
hour? I look outside the window and see the silhouettes of trees dancing, as their leaves are
ruffled by a gentle wind. The sky looks cloudy. Concluding it's about to rain, I conjecture that
perhaps the lone bird can't sleep like me, and so it has decided to sing - either to entertain itself,
or to wake others. I chuckle at the thought, but the very next moment my chuckle dies in my
throat, when I spot a shadow on the window. Startled, I drop the glass from my hand.

"Shit!" Cursing some more, I start picking up the glass shards. My fingers and hand shake like
a dry leaf. Just then, my hair moves, as if someone has brushed it away from my face. And that's
when I hear the voice for the first time. 

Ki...ara…  There is no one else in the house. All the windows are closed, so it can't be the
wind playing tricks on me. 

Deciding that I won't let my imagination get the better of me, I resume picking up the glass
pieces. Once again, I hear the voice, Ki…ara, whispering in my ear as it calls my name.

Startled, I prick my finger on a glass piece. As I see a scarlet drop of blood ooze from the
wound, I put my bleeding finger in my mouth, and dash towards the bedroom, not before
grabbing a water bottle with my other hand. As I try to run, I accidentally step on a piece of glass
with my bare foot. 

Ambling, I reach the bedroom. I lay on the bed, head covered with a blanket. Beads of sweat
cover my face, and my body shakes in fear. The pain is nothing compared to the fear. Paralyzed
with terror, I don't know what to do.



The question surfaces, am I going insane? Or am I dreaming? Closing my ears tightly, I start
counting my breaths, just as I have instructed hundreds of my patients to do. 

Being a psychiatrist, I have several tools in my kitty. All I have to do is to find the right one,
and all will be well. The realisation hits me hard, that it is one thing to counsel others, but it is a
whole other ball game to treat oneself. It's easier putting others in a box - schizophrenia,
Alzheimer's disease, dementia. I have read the symptoms on paper, but it feels different. It's
different when it happens to you.

The glass piece is still embedded in my foot. Now that my heart rate is slowly returning to
normal, I can feel my foot and the pain too. I have to tend to it.

Slowly, pulling my blanket down, I draw my leg up to look at the wound. Blood is still oozing
from it, and the glass splinter is visible. This is going to hurt, I tell myself with gritted teeth.

Limping, I walk towards the dressing table, pull out the lower drawer and fetch the first aid
kit and a couple of sedatives. I close the drawer and limp back to the bed. Blood has dripped on
the bed sheet dotting it with crimson stains. I make a mental note to change the sheet after
treating my wounds. 

First, I look at my injured finger and note that the blood there has already clotted. I dab some
antiseptic around that wound. Then, I grit my teeth as I prepare myself to deal with my injured
foot. As I pull the glass shard from my foot, I squirm in pain. 

Tch Tch... Poor Ki…ara! 
The mocking tone sends shivers down my spine. It's the voice again, I shudder. It's so soft,

perfect for lullabies. Can something be so mellifluous, and yet so bloodcurdling?
I don't move, as fresh blood oozes out of the wound, now that I have removed the piece of

glass. My hands are moving faster than my mind. I want to get this over with, as quickly as I can.
Squeezing out a blob of ointment I spread it over the gauze and wrap up with a bandage. Once
done, I look at it. On any other day, such a shoddy job would have made me cringe. However,
fear has overridden my OCD.

What should I do? I ask myself.  
Grabbing the remote, I turn on the TV and crank up the volume. A stand-up comedy show is

playing on whatever channel I had last watched. The music blares on screen, and I hope the noise
will drown out the voice.  The chorus of canned laughter seems to mock me. 

I pop the sedatives and gulp them down with water.
As I sit watching the show, my mind doesn't register any of the jokes. A few minutes later,

my eyelids start to droop, and my head feels dizzy. After a long day of work, I need rest and
sleep. I can feel the sedative working on me, when I notice a tingling sensation around the
birthmark on my left arm, as if it's being scratched and scraped. I look closely to find tiny blisters
around the mark. As I bring my arm closer to my face, I notice the blisters moving, circling
around the red spot, as if they plan to march up to the mark and devour it. The blisters appear to
be rejoicing, dancing, and celebrating. Celebrating what? 

Ki…ara… Like worms crawling in my head, the voice wriggles in. I can feel its pain, a deep
gnawing pain, as deep as life itself. Against the backdrop of on-screen laughter, its pain seems
accentuated. 

Before I know it, I lose consciousness.
⚜⚜⚜⚜

The Next Morning
Groggy, I wake up in the morning, later than usual. My head is throbbing. As I raise my hand



to massage it, I notice dark brown mud caked on my finger tips and lodged in my nails. Or wait,
is that the dried blood from last night? I remember hurting myself on the broken glass. Possibly,
it's a bit of both, but where could the mud come from, I wonder. 

"Ouch!" I exclaim as I stand up, my left foot stings. I see the shoddy bandage from last night
and walk gingerly to the bathroom, where I take it off and turn on the shower. 

Feeling clean and refreshed in freshly laundered clothes, I examine the wound on my foot. It's
healing well. I replace the dressing with a couple of band-aids, before digging into my breakfast.

I'm still thinking about my nightmare, trying to sort out the real from the imagined, when I
receive a call from one of my clients.

"Hello, Mrs. Brown. How are..." I begin, but she interrupts me.
"He ... he is dead," she wails hysterically.
"Who is?" I ask, spilling coffee on my clothes. Crap!
"My husband. Last night someone... someone broke into his office. I just got the news. I can't

deal with it. Could you please come?" she pleads between sobs.
Leaving my coffee on the table, I change my clothes, and not just because I spilled coffee all

over them. As a rule, I always wear white on such occasions, for white reflects all the light and
energy and, in my opinion, is best suited for attending last rites.

Within an hour, I'm sitting next to Mrs. Brown, holding her hand and patting her shoulder. It's
painful seeing a client so distraught. Clients pour their hearts out to me, trusting me with their
deepest fears and insecurities, hoping I can fix their problems. But death can't be fixed, can it?
Still, I must do my best to help her cope with her grief and eventually move on.

"I know he is fine. He will come soon, won't he?" she looks dazed, her fingers shivering.
"He is such a charmer, such a smooth talker. Whenever I wanted to leave, he would talk me

out of it." Her gaze is at the door, waiting for her husband, hoping that he is fine. 
Grief counselling is the trickiest part of my job. She is clearly experiencing shock and

disbelief, which means she's at the first stage of grief; denial.
I allow her to say what she wants to, needs to, without interrupting her or her thoughts.
"What have I done to deserve this?" she asks. This is not the first time she has asked me this

question. It wasn't easy answering it the last time, and it is not going to be easy this time. I let her
talk with my arms around her, piping in with comforting sounds or words whenever appropriate. 

Someone whispers in my ear. "The body has been taken for an autopsy." I nod.
There are murmurs around - ‘he deserved that’, ‘after his affair with that woman, he was

accursed’, ‘did she do something?’ I hear people discuss in hushed tones. My job is not to judge
anyone, still I can't resist a furtive glance. It's inappropriate, if not indecent, to say such things.
However, I know very well that their guesses are not far from the truth.

A few months ago, Mrs. Brown approached me when she was in deep depression owing to
her husband's infidelity. I counselled her and prescribed medications. She became a regular
client, and I have been helping her cope. Usually, she is easy to handle, but not today. Today she
has been inconsolable. 

After taking the medications, Mrs. Brown retires to her bed. 
I scribble some instructions, names of medicines and dosages on my prescription pad. After

handing the paper over to her sister, I ask her to call me if needed. Leaving Mrs. Brown in the
care of her relatives, I head for the door. I experience relief as my taut tired muscles unclench.
My heart goes out to Mrs. Brown.

After having counselled her for months, I can't deny that a part of her must be relieved as



well. If not now, then maybe after a few months. Right now, her pain is too intense. I can predict
that after a few days it will come in waves and slowly, time will work its magic.

Feeling squeamish, I decide to take the rest of the day off.
⚜⚜⚜⚜

Later That Evening
News flash on my laptop – The tongue of the business tycoon Matthew Brown brutally

cut out after the murder.
Goosebumps run through my body as I see the pictures of Mr. Brown's office. A sense of déjà

vu sends shivers down my spine. Why cut the tongue? And Mrs. Brown's words ring in my ear,
'he was a smooth talker'. At this moment, I feel my own tongue rolling inside my mouth,
secreting a foul taste.

Being under the weather, I decide to go to bed early. But the phone rings. No prize for
guessing, it's Mrs. Brown. A quick call, and I'm out of the door, heading towards her place.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
A Few Days Later
I hear the voice again. Louder than the last time. I realise I wasn't imagining it. Or was I?

Hallucination, schizophrenia can't be ruled out. But it's too early to know. I haven't told anyone
about it yet. 

As soon as I hear, Ki...ara! I rush to grab sedatives. Knowing they worked the last time, I
pray for them to work again. With shaky hands, I pop the pills. I hear the voice chuckle. 

A putrid odour fills the room. A medley of dampness, woods and… Oh my god! Fig. Like a
lightning bolt, it strikes me, that in the cave, when Sabrina took the call, I slipped a few figs into
my bag. I remember eating one the same day; the tastiest fruit I have ever eaten.

And out of nowhere, I see flashing images, scenes from a few days ago. That epiphany is
followed by a weird taste in my mouth - a depressing taste and morbid texture. Almost like…
like the taste of tongue. How do I know what the taste of the tongue is? Absent-mindedly, I
mince my tongue between my teeth. 

 Ki…ara! The voice sings in my ears before chuckling again. You know how it tastes. The
leathery taste. You enjoyed it. Didn't you? It hisses.

The walls and ceiling are closing in. I scream for them to stop, gasping for air, but it feels like
they won't stop until I'm crushed to a pulp. Her voice is gleeful, laughing at me. 

A shadow floats in a corner, and as I try to look at it, it grows bigger and stronger, ready to
engulf me, overpower me. The world starts to dissolve into nothingness.

A tumult of emotions cut deep into my soul, the pricking guilt ceaselessly reminding me that I
not only killed Mr. Brown, but also ate his tongue, and the numbing fear seeping into my bones,
leave me to wonder what will happen next. 

I look at my hands. They seem blurry. I can feel them shake. It's controlling me, whatever, it,
no... no, she is. She's trying to control my thoughts. Slowly, my hands start to turn red, dripping
blood on the wooden floor. My stomach clenches with fresh knots, threatening to return what I
had eaten a while ago. My head starts buzzing like thousands of bees swarming frenziedly inside.
Buzz! Or hundreds of bells ringing at once. Clang! I can't tell the difference anymore. Clanging
against every nerve, threatening to explode my brain into millions of pieces. Do it, once and for
all, I pray!  Instead, she snarls at me ready to snap her sharp teeth. I flinch and she cackles,
laughing at my misery.

I close my ears, but her laughter reverberates inside my head, gnawing at my mind, sucking at



my brain, ready to devour my soul.  
We are one… soon we will be inseparable! And all the pain will stop. She promises.
My head starts pounding like a nail is being hammered into my skull. The excruciating pain

jolts me out of my hallucinations. Feeling disoriented, I sit on the bed. I don't know if it's the
sedatives, fear, or shock, but soon, I pass out.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Next Morning
Dark black roots are strangling me… slithering around my neck, tightening and choking me. I

thrash and flail. The harder I try to fight them, the tighter they grip my neck. My birthmark is on
fire.

Gasping for breath, I sit up. My heart is beating in my mouth. I take a moment to gather my
bearings. Then I realise I've been lying on the floor in my living room. I smell of sweat and soil.
My body aches, and I feel feverish. Am I coming down with something? 

To wipe the sweat off my face, I bring my hand up to it, when I notice dirt and gunk under my
fingernails. Sitting up, I try to get rid of the dirt with my other hand. That's when I see the mud
and leaves clinging to my shoes. Why the hell am I wearing shoes? What happened last night?

"God! What did I do now?"
I whip my mobile out of my pocket. The news flashing on the screen makes me want to hurl.
Joseph Matthew; murdered brutally. Eyes gouged from their sockets with a spoon.
A client of mine! I put my hand over my mouth. I have been counselling Joseph for the last

year. A few months ago, he confided in me about a one-night stand. He told me how guilty he
felt about it. His fiancé didn't know. His blue eyes brimming with tears, he had asked me what he
should do. 

Is it all connected? My mind questions, as it starts to join the dots - the fig tree, the voice,
infidelity.

Am I the common link here? Am I the one who is killing them? A million questions dart
through my mind, but not one answer surfaces. I know that the answers exist in deep dark
crevices of my subconsciousness. 

As I try to think, my tongue rolls in my mouth, and it hits me. The last thing I ate was… were
his eyes. The memory of the eyeball rolling in my mouth like a squirmy, squelchy ball shaped
gummy bear causes bile to rise into my mouth, and I hurry towards the bathroom. 

As I wipe my mouth, I ask myself, what do I do? I have killed people, but nobody is going to
believe my story. That's when the answer comes to me.

 I rush to call Sabrina.
"I think I… I killed them," I say after explaining everything to her.
"You can't… You of all people?" she mumbles in disbelief. "I don't believe… It can't be." I

imagine her shaking her head.
"I know what I'm saying, Sab," I insist.
"Oh God! It did smell damaged and deathlike…," she pauses. And after a few seconds, she

adds, "I… Meet me at the hiking trail, tomorrow," she says. The one thing I love about Sabrina
is, she never says 'I told you so'.

"What do you have in mind?" I ask.
 "It's best that you don't know. And listen, Kiara…" she pauses.
"Yes?" I ask with bated breath.
"Take care tonight. You are really up a tree!" 



 "You had to say that!" I quip, but she has hung up. 
The night seems to be the longest one of my life. I turn on the TV, trying to avoid the voice.

My eyes are drooping but the loud sound keeps me awake. I change the channel to an old movie. 
My throat is parched, but I try to focus on the screen. I know, sooner or later, I'll have to get

water. I run to the kitchen, and grab a water bottle and a wine bottle. I also grab a glass, any glass
I can lay my hands on, and return in a jiffy. 

Pouring some water in the glass, I drink it in one big gulp. 
Just then the power turns off. The sound of the TV, fan and AC die out all at once, and all I

can hear is my heart thumping louder and louder, until it feels like it is about to explode.
The sound of heavy breathing is amplified by the ambient silence. I can smell that hair-raising

musty odour of the woods… and figs. 
Just then I hear the voice again… Ki...ara. 
This time, I sense pain in the voice.
"Who… who are you?" Finally, I ask. I look around me, as if waiting for it to take shape. Any

shape at all, will make the suffering external. No form could scare me more than it being inside
my head, reading my thoughts, and manipulating me to comply with its own sick agenda. 

 Somebody is feeling brave today! The voice sounds as if she is gritting her teeth. Sussanne!
"What do you want?" 
To kill… kill unfaithful men. She whispers close to my ears. To kill! The voice sounds brittle

this time - almost on the verge of crying.
"Why?" I ask. A few seconds pass, but there is no response. 
"Why?" I ask again. 
Revenge! This time the voice is not as mellifluous. The guttural sound sends a fresh wave of

chills down my spine.
"Why me?" I cry. All I hear is her laughter in response, pitying me, or worse, challenging me,

or perhaps both.
"I don't… want to kill," I plead.
Tch... tch poor Ki…ara! She mocks me. 
I hear breathing near my ears, reminding me of her sinister existence. As if I could ever forget

that.
"Why me? Leave me alone, please," I beg, my hands folded and eyes brimming with tears.
That very instant the electricity returns. The TV starts blaring, but I turn it off immediately. I

have to ensure she has gone. Is it that easy? All I had to do was plead. Somehow, I'm not
convinced.

"Sussanne!" I call out in confusion, desperately hoping there will be no response. I wait for a
few minutes, or probably an hour. When I see or hear no signs of her, I sigh with relief. It has
stopped. All the time I have prayed for it to stop, and finally, it has. The disembodied voice is
gone. It's so quiet that I can hear my blood rushing through my veins. I want to rejoice, yet I am
scared. What if she comes back? The uncertainty is nerve racking.

As time passes, I get accustomed to the silence, and my uncertainty ebbs. She must have
gone, or she would have done something by now, I reason. Slowly, the tension eases, and I can
feel my muscles unclench. I long for a relaxing bath.

I fill the bathtub with hot water. Humming to calm my nerves, I take a scrub and rub my face.
Weeks of carelessness is showing on my face, which is dotted with blackheads. As the bathtub
fills up, the mist starts to rise. I splash water on my face, and when I look up, I see a handprint on



the fogged mirror. Assuming it to be my own, I wipe it clean. The long warm bath soothes my
senses.

As I step out of the bathroom, I see the walls smeared with bloody hand prints.
The house echoes with a scream. The disembodied voice has become my voice. It impinges

on my thoughts as I writhe in pain. It's like a worm slithering inside my brain, meddling with my
nerves, sending shockwaves throughout my body. My mind is whirring, oscillating between her
words and my own thoughts. I hear her convoluted plans. I see blurry images of dad, mom, my
old dead dog, Sabrina, Mrs. Brown, Joseph and Jim. Their faces slowly vanish, as if from a
vintage picture.

Somehow, I make my way to my bed and sit down. Panting I look up, straight into the mirror
on the dressing table.

A hazy blurry face stares back at me. It seems another semi-transparent face with prominent
features is superimposed over my own and the effect is grotesque. Ravenous hair frames my oval
face, a red penetrating glow replaces my soft brown eyes. I raise my hand to shield myself from
the horror, only to see that its reflection has blotchy skin and long black nails, filled with muck. I
open my mouth in shock, and the reflection of my tongue slithers out like a snake. My hands
grab my throat to strangle me. I am choking myself, but my body refuses to follow my
commands. My lips curl into a sinister smile, and her chuckle escapes my mouth. 

And then my hands let go of my throat. I crumple to the floor, gasping for air. Against my
will, my eyes close and a vision plays in my head. The memories flood in, dripping like blood,
trickling down the avenues of time. Drip. Drip. Drip.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Twenty-Seven Years Ago
A man is standing inside a cave. It looks like the cave I visited a few weeks ago with Sabrina.

The tree is not there. I look at the ceiling of the cave. There is a hole right in the middle. 
"It's beautiful," the familiar voice speaks from where I am standing. I realise I'm seeing the

scene through her eyes. It's a cloudy day, and not much sunlight comes in through the hole in the
roof.

Taking her hand in his, the man says, "I knew you would love it. Last month I came to this
place, to… to surprise you," he whispers and holds her in his arms. But the quiver in his voice
indicates he is lying. She doesn't seem to notice. At that moment, the sun peeps out from behind
the clouds and floods the cave with bright light. I see the man's face clearly. It seems familiar,
but there is treachery writ all over it.

Something doesn't feel right. Get out of there, Sussanne! I want to scream.
"Love you," she mumbles, turning towards him, and kisses him. 
Moments later, he stabs her in her gut with a knife. I can feel her pain, and I can hear her

thoughts. He betrayed me!
"Why? I ... I loved you?" she says, falling on him.
Throwing her almost lifeless body on the ground, he laughs, "I don't. I love someone else.

And I'm going to marry her."  
I can feel the pain of betrayal consuming her soul. Her fingers are holding his left arm. Her

hand slowly slides down his arm to his hand, revealing the red mark. A replica of the birthmark
that I have. Is that…? O God!

The man turns away and leaves without looking back. As I feel the force of life dwindle in
her, I can hear her resolve that she will make her husband pay. 



⚜⚜⚜⚜
Present
Was it my father who killed Sussanne? I can't believe it. My father, of all people? He was the

kindest soul I have ever met. He couldn't have committed that monstrous deed.
Anger erupts inside me. It can't be true.
 He did that to me. He killed me; you saw it yourself. 
She can hear my thoughts. How can I trust you? All you have done is, use me, manipulate me.

How do I know that you didn't meddle with your memories?   
You asked me 'why'. So, I allowed you to see my memory. 
I don't believe you.
I don't care! She snarls.
Even if it's true, why am I paying for the crime and sin of my fa… my dead father? 
She laughs in response. Someone has to pay. Pity! He is dead.
I will take revenge, she hisses from afar.
I realise that she has left, at least for now.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Next Morning
As soon as Sabrina sees me, she comes running and engulfs me in a tight hug.
"It will be alright!" She consoles me. It feels good to hear her voice. 
We start hiking. She talks about random stuff, trying to take my mind off of the whole thing.

How these weeks have changed everything and me! I feel too tired to talk about it. She
understands. 

"The sky is clear today, thank God for that!" She tries to make conversation.
"Hmm," I respond.
"It took me four hours to reach. Too much traffic today. Is it because it's Friday?"
I nod without listening.
"God! It's so hot. The sun pricks at me. I have a banana. Do you want one?" she rambles on,

filling the awkward silence. What she doesn't realise is that she is making it all the more
awkward for both of us. 

"Did you eat any…" she continues, but I interrupt her.
"It was dad," I mumble with a blank stare.
"Huh?"
"Dad killed Sussanne, the woman to whom the voice belongs. She was his first wife, and Dad

wanted to marry my mom," I confess. 
"How do you know?" she asks, her eyes wide with shock.
"It's hard to explain. But she showed me yesterday." 
"Is this why… O God! But it's not your fault," she says.
"Maybe that's why I'm still alive. Anyway, she is not open to discussion," I explain.
"You think she can hear us. Is she with us, even now?" Sabrina asks.
"I hear her only at night," I say, keeping my fingers crossed.
"Where did that tree come from? Does she possess it?" 
I don't know the answers to her questions, so I shrug.
Before long, we are inside the cave. I hear the sound of electric saws whirring away. A few

lumberjacks are cutting the tree.
"O my God! You are having it cut," I stand agape. 



"Yes! Seems like the only thing we can do. Since this is how it all began." 
Branches snap, and with a loud thud, which almost sounds like a groan, the tree falls.
"And how the mighty have fallen!" she smiles.
I still hear them digging. It seems like Sabrina gave them instructions to uproot the tree

entirely. 
I've mixed emotions about it. After suffering for weeks, I should be happy, at least relieved.

But a sense of gloominess sweeps over me. A part of me feels sad for Sussanne. Another part of
me is scared. What if she finds a way to return? Even if she doesn't, willingly or unwillingly, I'm
a killer. It's only a matter of time before the police apprehend me. I must have left fingerprints,
DNA, and who knows what other evidence behind. What if…?

Looking at my pale face, Sabrina hugs me, "It's over. It's over!" she exclaims.
"It's over!" I repeat, trying to convince myself.
A man yells, "Ma'am!" 
As we draw closer to the spot where the tree stood, we see that all the men are staring at the

base of the tree. We follow their gaze.
I cup my mouth and let out a shrill cry when I notice the pile of bones. "It must be her!" 
As we walk back to the car, I mumble. "She must have eaten it."
"Huh?" she asks, bewildered.
"It's the only explanation. Sussanne ate the fig, and the tree grew from the seed in her

stomach," I explain.
"Makes sense," she nods.
"At least, something makes sense to you," I laugh.
"And she is back!" Sabrina throws her hand in the air and hugs me.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Epilogue
A Year Later
Kiara looks out of the window, while talking to Sabrina over the phone.
"Can't wait to see you this weekend, Sabrina." Kiara takes a sip from her wine glass.
Jim holds Kiara's waist from behind and plants a kiss on her neck. Her laughter fills the

room.
"I gotta go, Sab." Kiara turns, jumps, wraps her leg around Jim's waist.
"Let me get that smirk off your face!" She kisses him.
Her face glows, the way it did the first time I saw her. She is unaware of the fig trees growing

around her house, which she herself planted a year ago, just like she is unaware that her Jim is
next. O! His smirk, his lips… yum!

It's not over, Ki…ara!
☠ ☠ ☠ ☠
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The Seer
"What is it, boy?" Thomas asked the bloodhound. Gauge was wound up tighter than a bridge

cable tonight, taking turns growling and whining, his snout pointed in the direction of their
church. His unfortunate neighbors across the valley. The interlopers, who'd moved into this
secluded little part of the Ozarks, spoiling the beautiful rustic surroundings, that were Thomas's
home, with their hideously white structure. The church was about a half mile away, down in the
valley, where Thomas could look down on them from his screened-in porch, where he observed
day after day the number of their congregation grow like a metastasizing cancer.

"Sumbitches are up to somethin' tonight, that's for sure." He said, feeling unseen strings of
tension pluck at his soul. Since they, The Church of the Grand Seer, moved out here last year,
Thomas learned to keep well enough alone. Usually they stuck to themselves, showing up every
Monday morning at nine AM to gather in the field and speak in tongues, their false prophet
bellowing sweet promises of salvation in their ear. But over the last couple of weeks, he sensed
they were planning something big. He had watched through the scope of his Marlin .22 as they
stumbled out of church after every session, flying high on something more than religious mania.
Coming in earlier in the day, staying later, some of them stumbling out looking bloody and
beaten.

Then the night rituals started. Bonfires big enough that Thomas Whitaker could see the blaze
easily from his little shotgun shack of a house. When he brought the scope up again, he'd seen
men and women both dancing naked through the fields around the fire, some of them practicing
abhorrent forms of self-mutilation, others copulating right there in the field. That was when
Thomas made his presence known, riding out to the church with Sheriff Marston to ask just what
in the holy hell was going on around here.

That was when he first laid eyes upon David Ballard, the ringleader of that shit show. A
handsome blonde man with hair down to his ass and a disturbingly keen intelligence to his eyes.
He'd anticipated their arrival; had all the paperwork lined up, had his congregation, which
included several townsfolk the sheriff knew personally, give a glowing recommendation. David
was doing something good for this place. He was giving people purpose again, and thanks to
some legal loophole about churches being tax-exempt entities in Missouri statutes, he was able to
set up camp here on the property he bought fair and square. Although he and his congregants
were obviously stoned to the bone on some kind of homemade nostrums; their movements
listless and pupils as big as dinner plates, the sheriff only shrugged; said there was nothing he
could do here.

Gauge let out a long, low howl as the wind picked up, and Thomas's nose, much less
prodigious than his hound's, picked up the high sharp coppery tang of freshly spilled insides. The
wind blew up from the south, from the direction of the church. After a quick inspection of his
property revealed there were no dead or dying animals nearby marking the source of the smell,
he knew it had to be coming from the church. And there had to be a lot of gore for it to carry
across the valley.

He'd watched perhaps fifty people go inside the church some two hours ago. It was
approaching ten, the latest they'd ever stayed out there, and nigh one of them had reappeared
from those big gaudy double doors. Feeling his bowels become watery at the prospect of



crossing the valley at night and confronting the troop, he grabbed his Mossberg, the shotgun a
comforting weight in his hands, loaded the gun with five deer slug rounds, putting one in the
chamber with a satisfying chi-clack. He didn't know what he expected to find down there or what
he even meant to do when he came to the church. But his instincts, honed sharp from two tours
of active duty, two tours that had him see intense combat, told him to investigate.

"Come on, boy." Thomas said, taking a comforting pull off his moonshine before heading out.
It was a fifteen minute trek through the woods to get to the main lot of the church. He walked

past several cars, all of them bearing the strange symbol of the church, an inverted cross with a
circle surrounding it in the form of a vinyl sticker. He'd seen the damn things growing in number
on the backs of scabrous trucks and cars around Buck's Point, which was the only township
within twenty miles of the valley. As he grew closer to the church, the smell became a miasma,
thick and penetrating. He was reminded of the first time he'd cleaned a deer as a boy, elbow deep
in guts, the smell of viscera strong enough to make his eyes water. It was like that now, and poor
Gauge was about to lose his damn mind; pulling against the leash, barking and growling at the
church like a thing possessed.

The church had no windows, which Thomas always thought was odd, so he made his way
around to the double doors. Feeling absurd, he knocked.

Several agonized wails responded in turn. Muffled cries of protest. The sound of something
metal meeting something flesh bearing. Thomas was about to swing open the door when
something heavy slammed into the huge oak doors, a corporeal thud causing the doors to shake
in their frame. That was when Gauge, finally having enough, bolted for the woods, yanking the
leash out of Thomas's slackening hands as he looked down and saw the crimson puddle
blossoming from underneath the door.

"What the goddamn…" He muttered to himself as he took a step back, and, shotgun raised out
in front of him, swung open one of the huge doors.

The man who stood before him was totally naked, covered almost head to toe in blood, shit,
and other unidentifiable viscera. He had a ball-peen hammer raised high in one hand, and despite
being a veteran of two foreign wars and a frequent visitor at the Buck's Point shooting range,
Thomas froze before pulling the trigger, two things hitting him at once. First was the sight of the
man's mutilated genitals, a red stump with a white vein of a urethra poking out from where a
penis should be, freely dripping some pink tinged fluid, one white testicle protruding from its
sack as it looked like someone had tried to castrate the man but was interrupted.

The second thing was that Thomas knew this man, only recognized him by the big gap in his
teeth and intense blue eyes, whose pupils were so big that they nearly occluded the man's distinct
irises. This was Harvey Woodbury, owner of the local ACE hardware store in town.

"Harvey, what in God's—" Thomas began before Harvey lunged with the hammer, screaming.
"DEMON! DEMON!" The man wailed as he moved forward to attack. Thomas's training

kicked in, and he pulled the trigger before ol' Harvey even made it out the door. The man was
blown back as a fist-sized hole was punched through his sternum, and Thomas could catch a
brief glimpse of the nightmare going on in the church through Harvey's chest cavity before he
slumped to the ground, revealing the abhorrent diorama in full.

Thomas took a step back, feeling the moonshine burn like hot tar in his belly as dread, horror,
and adrenaline caused his bowels to clench tight with invisible barbed wire.

He had been inside the church once, when he'd come out with the sheriff, was in awe of the
rich mahogany pews, the golden pulpit, a huge bronze sculpture of their symbol hanging high



above the altar via several cables. Almost all of it was now obscured by varying shades of red.
Not a single spot of the ebony panel flooring was free of blood, often with bits of white and gray
smattering the puddles, along with pieces of scalp, hair of all color and length still attached at the
roots.

Thomas watched as two men fought in one corner, wrestling with each other, grunting and
speaking in some strange language that sounded like a bastardization of Latin. One had a steak
knife wielded in his hand, the other weaponless but fighting with the fury of a demon
nonetheless, landing hay makers and pulling hair and biting at the other man's arm. Then the
knife wielder managed to slice into the pudgy midsection of the bare fisted man, swinging the
knife across the broad body in a savage arc.

Gray and purple coils fell from the big man's belly, spilling free from a maw yellowed with
fatty flesh for lips, their impact on the ground sounding with a horrible wet smack. The big man
looked stupidly down at his own spilling innards, not comprehending what he saw. The knife
wielder took advantage of his opponent's stunned pause and brought the knife swiftly across the
man's flabby throat, blood fanning out in a spray that cascaded down the rapidly deflating belly.

With a heavy thud the man crashed to his knees, but before he could even completely collapse
to the ground, the knife wielder was moving on, searching for the next target with fervent
intensity, grunting like an animal as he scrambled over blood spattered pews. Thomas watched in
stunned awe as he observed three more such gruesome duels unfold. Bodies in various states of
destruction lay in the isles, the losers of such barbaric physical competition. All of them naked,
all of their eyes wide and dilated.

Thomas was so taken aback by the gore and the congregants, who'd been reduced to some
primal, animalistic things far removed from Homo sapiens, that he didn't at first notice the pulpit,
and who stood upon it.

"Yes, that is it, my children. Prove your worthiness to the great Seer! They watch through my
eyes, see you fight for glory. Only those strong enough to conquer their sins will join me in the
great ever after." Came a booming, reverential voice gone nearly hoarse from hours of
commanding his terrible flock. The voice came loud and amplified through PA speakers
mounted in the corners of the wall. This was the distant, ethereal voice that Thomas had heard
echoing through the valley for so many nights.

"What in God's name…" Thomas said, taking a step forward. There he was, dressed in an
absolutely ridiculous getup of golden robes that sparkled and dazzled in the bright overhead
canned lights, which had been cranked up to full intensity to illuminate the madness unfolding.
David Ballard stood before what remained of his congregation, eyes wide with passion and
wonder. He watched as the knife wielder moved on to a woman whose breasts were both
missing, jagged floppy holes of tissue hanging about in their place. She had a fire poker wielded
in both hands like a baseball bat, the tip caked with a layer of skin and bloody hair.

She launched herself at the knifeman, the caked tip sinking into one of his wide, bulging eyes,
causing it to pop and rupture like a sour grape. The man seemed wholly unaware of the pain,
lashing about and cutting into her shoulder with the knife. The tip of the blade sunk itself deep
into her right shoulder and there it stayed while she drove the big man against one wall, both of
them slipping in the gore, she letting out a bestial roar, a raw, animal sound of rage. There was a
muffled crunch as the fire poker pierced the man's orbital socket and sunk itself into brain tissue
as she put her weight into the weapon. The crude sound of bowels being released followed
shortly thereafter.



The woman turned and shuffled up the aisle, slipping and shambling up towards the pulpit.
David Ballard's pulpit was encased in clear plexiglass, the walls smeared with blood where his
congregants had tried to get in during their madness, as evidenced by the woman who threw
herself at the plexiglass wall, moaning her pleas to join him.

Thomas couldn't help it, he pitched forward and vomited, the whiskey and the remains of his
breakfast coming out in a hot, acidic geyser. In between his retching, he heard David speaking
once more.

"Very good, sister Maybell, you've proven yourself to be a noble warrior against the tides of
sin. Shall you accompany me to the great paradise above?" He asked, great rivulets of sweat
pouring down his face as he spoke. The woman banged her head on the clear walls, babbling,
crying, sounding like a newborn.

When Thomas's gagging abated, he wiped his watering eyes and forced himself forward,
chambering another round into the shotgun, unsure of how he was going to put a stop to this
madness.

"Stop!" He screamed, speaking in the loudest voice he could muster. It was then the
ringleader finally seemed to notice the grizzled old man, who stepped through the puddles of
blood and piss and excrement, the gun pointed at the pulpit. "What the fuck is—" He began, but
the preacher screamed.

"INTERLOPER. HE MUST BE STOPPED! DEMON! DEMON!" He screamed, his voice
cracking on the last word. The woman turned, a small streamer of blood jetting out of her
shoulder with every movement of her arm. She regarded Thomas then, and he saw something
flicker in her eyes. Whatever substance she'd consumed that caused all this psychotic violence
was beginning to flicker out of her eyes, some small piece of sanity returning as tears marked
clean trails through the blood on her face.

But she'd gone too far now, too far over the abyss of madness, and with something like
reluctance she staggered forward, the fire poker trembling as she struggled to raise it.

"Smite him, sister. Smite him!" David Ballard snarled. Thomas took a step back. He vaguely
recognized the woman from somewhere, one of the residents of Buck's Point he was probably on
good terms with, before this silver-tongued devil moved to his small town and preyed upon these
gullible salt of the earth people, probably a wife and a mother, a good small town country
woman. Between the blood spattering her face and matting her hair, and the changed look a
person gets when they've done something truly heinous, a look Thomas had seen during his time
in war, the woman was unrecognizable to him.

"Put it down, miss, please." He said in a small voice. But she lunged at him anyway, the fire
poker jutting out. The blow would've connected, had she not slipped in the slick purple ropes of
the big man's intestines. She crashed to the ground, and there she stayed, a great painful wail
coming from her as she collapsed in blood and gore, whatever mad fever David had whipped her
and the other members into finally fading from her. She looked over at the knife sticking out
from her shoulder, as if just now noticing it, and her wail grew all the more loud, pain and misery
coming through in the vocalizations.

Thomas stepped over her, walking past the pews, past the congregants who still barely clung
to life, some twitching and gasping as they lay on the floor, some trying to get up but were
unable to gain a purchase in the slick mess, some clung to other recently killed members,
hugging their stiffening naked corpses to their mortally wounded bodies, trying to find some
modicum of comfort in the cold flesh in their last dying moments. Thomas ignored all this, and



instead focused on David Ballard, who watched him with venom in his glare.
"Attack him! It is your very final mission if you wish to see nirvana with your leader! They

watch through my—"
"Shut the fuck up!" Thomas yelled, and on impulse aimed his shotgun at the plexiglass

housing the man surrounded himself in. He fired, the gun barking and jumping as the deer slug
smacked into the plexiglass, causing the top half of it to erupt, the PA squealing feedback as
whatever monitor system the insane man had set up inside his protective booth was sundered.
Thomas kept approaching, stepping over a young man who couldn't have been over twenty,
reaching out for him, the left side of his skull caved in, one eye bulging out as he struggled to say
something that came out as a slurring two syllable drone, "Ummmmnuhhhhhumnuhhhhhhh".

Thomas walked up to the pulpit, his bobcat boots now stained almost completely red,
approaching David, who slunk down in the shards of his plexiglass tomb, a revolver in his hand,
but the gun was not pointed at Thomas. The barrel tip was aimed in the general direction of
Ballard's temple.

"Why did you do this?" Thomas asked. It was the only thing he could think to say. David let
out a high, shrill laugh, a sound that was the very embodiment of madness.

"Why?" He croaked in between great heaving gasps of laughter. "Because I could." He said.
Behind David was a large ornate serving dish filled with the last cupful of some bluish fluid. He
turned and looked at it, pointing to it as he spoke. "Because men, mortal men, are gullible sheep.
Especially your kind. The rural kind. The kind that live out here, disconnected from the real
world, thinking they know God and heaven and the world beyond this one." He rambled on. "I
shouted about being a prophet and they… they didn't even question it!" He said, and cackled.

"Why?" Thomas asked. "Why kill your followers? Why make these good people suffer?" He
asked, a single tear streaming from his left eye. "What…compelled you to do this?"

"I wanted to take as many of them with me before I went. I knew I was going to kill myself,
take myself out of this shitty, cruel world, but I didn't want to be alone when I did it. It was
people who caused me to be like this, and it was people I wanted to suffer, the same as I. So I
found some random shithole town on the map, and decided to conduct a big social experiment.
And it worked." David said, and raised the revolver to his temple, the barrel jittering wildly as
the hand holding it trembled. "It fucking worked. Now I can leave this world in peace, validating
my suspicions that my fellow men are as useless and gullible as I thought they were. I was God
to them. I…am God." He said, grinning.

Ballard squeezed his eyes shut, gritted his teeth, his fingers flexing on the trigger. A
thunderous boom rang out, but it was much bigger than the report of a revolver. It was Thomas's
shotgun that spoke, robbing this crazed monster of his chance to escape the hellish nightmare
he'd orchestrated. But Thomas didn't shoot to kill.

The arm holding the revolver was sundered from the elbow as the deer slug tore into the joint;
the hand falling away from the temple, the gun firing, the bullet ricocheting off the great metal
structure hanging above them, causing a dissonant droning hum to ring out that was lost to both
men's report-deafened ears. Only a thin strand of gristle connected David's upper arm to his
forearm, and he looked desperately at the revolver, at the useless half of his hand and forearm
still holding the gun, trying to will the ruined limb to do its job.

He scrambled forward, desperate to take his exit through the world, his planned rabbit-hole
escape into the blessed abyss. But then this man, this goddamn hillbilly, had to barge in and ruin
it.



"No." Thomas said, planted one booted foot on the ruined stump of his arm, knowing from
experience just how long a man could survive with an amputated arm. He had about four hours,
give or take, if he tied off the wound. Thomas's phone was back at his house. He stood over the
mewling, sniveling man then, debating what his fate should be. Every instinct, every atom in his
body told him to kill this monster, to erase his existence from this world. But no, that's what
David wanted. To kill him would be to give him his last wish.

He knelt down and began to search David, hands going through the many pockets of his
robes, unsure of what he was looking for until he found it. His hands closed around the glass vial
and pulled it free. He regarded it in the bright lights of the church. Phencyclidine, 400mg, 10x
extract.

"Fucking PCP." Thomas said to himself, shaking his head. He drugged these people on an
ungodly amount of PCP, told them to fight to the death, and watched them tear each other apart,
for his own amusement. He wasn't even like a traditional cult leader, who actually believed the
insane tales they spewed, and somehow this made what David had done all the worse. The man
simply did it for the kick of it, some great self-validating narcissistic gesture to prove that he was
smarter than everyone else, that he could die knowing he had seen his own beliefs come to
fruition, before taking the easy way out. And the bastard had chosen Thomas's community of all
places to carry out his grand final act.

He turned to David, who stared at him with black, venomous hatred.
"Kill me. You know you want to. Come out of this the hero." He said, trying to bait Thomas

into getting what he wanted.
"No." Thomas said simply, kneeling down and shoving the barrel of the shotgun into David's

mouth, teeth scraping metal as he forced the mouth open. "You're going to live, and you're going
to suffer." He said, biting off the cork stopper with his teeth and pouring the remaining half of
the PCP down the man's gullet. David choked and convulsed as the bitter chemical tincture went
down his throat, but he didn't have to swallow it for the drug to work.

Thomas got up and dragged the screaming man down off the altar, and through the lake of
blood, shit and piss that coated his church floor. He would drag him through the woods, back to
his house, where he would calmly call the sheriff, and let the law decide this man's fate. But not
before having a couple of hours to himself.

"You're going to live, and you're going to suffer." Thomas muttered the entire way back to the
house.

☠ ☠ ☠ ☠
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The Dante House
"What have I become
My sweetest friend
Everyone I know
Goes away
In the end…."
 
Pain.
That's the emotion seeping through Johnny Cash's raspy voice, Mina thought. And regret.

Yes, if the top layer of the shame sundae was self-pitying pain, then the bottom one was self-
loathing regret. I'm no different, Johnny. At least you could sing your shame away. All I could do
was run.

The evening sun cast its golden rays on the valley, adjacent to State Highway 31, between
Belgaum and Goa. The mountain road, like a long, black rain-drenched adder, stretched in front
of her. Mina switched the air-conditioner off and lowered the window on the driver's side a
smidgen. The wind came howling into the cabin of her car. It brought blissful droplets of the
summer rain with it inside, dampening her frizzy hair. She felt the moistness on her face. Is it the
rain, or am I crying again? Mina sighed and squeezed her eyes shut. Will the rain wash away my
guilt? Her car had wandered to the center of the highway and was set on a collision course with a
truck that was hurtling towards her, its horn blaring.

Maybe I should close my eyes again.
The truck driver's eyes were wide with fear and anger. He was trying to swerve the

gargantuan metal beast away from the center of the road, hoping to avoid the eventual crash. He
was gesticulating like a possessed man with his right hand, beseeching Mina to change
directions.

I deserve this.
The wheels of the truck and her tiny hatchback swallowed the distance between the two

vehicles with greedy hunger. Collision was imminent. Mina thought she should start a
countdown in her mind. Loud screeches came from the truck; the driver was braking hard. But
the kinetic energy possessed by the truck as a result of the product of its colossal mass and the
square of its velocity would make sure that the vehicle comes into contact with her car within
seconds and would crush it like an empty soda can under a combat boot.

I deserve to die!
Four…
Three…
Mina shook her head once and looked into the truck driver's eyes again. Fear and anger. And

something else.
Two…
Mina recognized what it was; an intense will to survive, the most primal of programming

hardcoded into the human DNA. She gripped the steering wheel and swerved to the left, hard.
The hatchback cut across the truck and hit the gabion basket, bounced back like a ball thrown at
a wall, flipped once, and then once again before coming to rest under a small bridge built over a



mountain stream.
One.
Stars exploded in the inside of her eyes. There was a faint taste of rust on her tongue. Mina

shook her head once, trying to clear the sudden cobwebs that had formed between the crevices of
her brain. She had a concussion; that was a fact. And she was bleeding, another obvious fact. The
airbags had saved her face and chest from coming into lethal contact with the steering wheel. But
her left arm was broken; the white-hot pain searing from her wrist attested to that. Smoke was
seeping out from under the crumpled bonnet. The wipers danced their two-step on the
windscreen for a few more minutes before they decided to stop. The headlights went out at the
same time, and Mina knew that the battery had run out. How long had she lain passed out? The
engine was silent, and Mina knew it would remain that way until she had it towed and spent
good money on servicing the tiny metal box she called her car.

Groggy and in discomfort, Mina managed to open the door and tumbled out. Intermittent
stabs of pain from her left arm let her know that there were multiple broken bones. Serves me
right! I need to suffer. Her body was threatening to shut down on her, and that was not an
acceptable outcome given the present scenario. She wanted to get back onto the highway and
flag down a vehicle, hopefully, one not being driven by a murderer or a sexual predator. That's
how these campy B-grade horror flicks go, right?

Propping herself on the car's backdoor, Mina stood up, not unlike a character from one of the
many zombie movies and TV shows. I do feel like a reanimated corpse. She thought about
extricating her handbag from the backseat, but another staccato burst of pain from her hand made
her drop the idea. She could always get it later. First aid first. If only she could spot her mobile
phone amidst the darkness.

When did it become dark? How long was I out?
Questions came cascading through the cobwebs in her brain. What happened to the truck?

Why didn't the driver stop the vehicle and come to her aid? That's because he would've thought
that you were a suicidal psychopath, Mina. It was apparent that she had been inside her wrecked
car for at least a couple of hours. In her estimation, at least ten vehicles should've crossed the
bridge under which her car lay sputtering smoke. Did no one bother to check?

Grunting, Mina searched for her mobile phone – in vain. Distant flood lights lit up the trees. I
need to get to the road before it passes this spot. She held her left hand and started limping
towards the highway, shouting as much as her lungs would allow her to do, trying to attract
attention towards her. It was a BMW GT, shining like a silver arrow. It shot across like one too,
music blaring through its lowered windows and the driver sparing nary a second look towards
her.

"Fuck!"
Limping and stumbling in the dark, Mina made her way to the highway and stood in vain,

hoping to flag down a passing vehicle. After what seemed like an hour, but in reality, not more
than fifteen minutes had passed by, she gave up. If the Universe is conspiring against me, there's
very little I can do!

"Time to move from this spot," Mina said to herself. After hours of being silent, she wanted to
hear someone's voice, even hers would do. She had crossed a small hamlet just a few minutes
before she crashed her car, and, in all estimates, it wouldn't be more than a twenty-minute walk.
Indeed, she would find some help there. Hopefully, a doctor too.

Loosening the top three buttons of her simple cotton shirt, she fashioned a sling to support her



broken arm. Mina dragged her feet along the dark highway towards the smattering of pale-
yellow fireflies in the distance. Light bulbs! Never knew they were still in use.

Half an hour later, Mina was on the verge of tears. Those infernal lights seemed to get further
away with every step she took. She could've sworn that the village was not more than a kilometer
and a half away from her crash spot – a distance she would've covered in fifteen minutes, injured
or not. What was happening to her? Was she so disoriented that she had miscalculated the
distance? Was she being punished by a higher power for her betrayal?

Serves me right.
She turned back and saw faint wisps of smoke emanating in the distance. It was her car, no

doubt. That meant that she had walked quite the distance from the wreck – three bends and in an
upward direction. Why wasn't she getting any closer to the village?

Mina felt dizzy. She was dehydrated, and her left arm was paining so much that she would've
cleaved it right off her shoulder if she stumbled across a machete. Her walking speed was
dwindling, and she knew that it was only a matter of time before she lost consciousness again.

"Hey!" Mina shouted, summoning the last dregs of energy within her. "Can anyone hear me?
HELP!"

A creaking noise, from somewhere to her left, answered her cries, making her jump. The hair
on her neck stood up, and millions of goosebumps covered her sweat sheened body. Was
someone or something stalking her all this while? Mina turned towards the direction of the sound
and squinted her eyes to peer into the darkness. There were weird shapes, oddly twisted and quite
unnatural amidst the greenery. The fog in her mind cleared for a moment, and she realized that
they were just bars of an old iron gate.

A gate in the middle of nowhere?
Mina's heart rate jumped up a notch. A gate meant an owned property – either a house or a

garden. Either option promised the possibility of human beings. She heaved her tired and
partially broken body towards the gate. As she reached nearer, she could notice more shapes on
the gate and the stone wall near it. There were weird-looking gargoyles on either side of the gate.
The gate had a bizarre motif running all over – there were tiny metallic human beings in the
throes of passion or misery. Few were impaled over stakes, and few seemed to be gorging on
mounds of food and fine wine. A woman was being pulled apart by two winged horses, and a
man and woman were holding hands and, apparently, dancing – only, both were on fire. Mina
was shocked, but her morbid curiosity made her crouch down and look further. And there was
more. There were horned demons and angry-looking angels. Few tiny metallic figurines were
interlocked in various sexual positions, and a few were being decapitated.

What is this? This is one sick as fuck imagination. Who is this weirdo living here?
Another sharp burst of pain coursed through her like beats from an 808. Mina knew that her

hand was swollen and needed medical attention on priority. She raised her hand to open the
gate's latch when another creaking noise from a distance made her jump again. As her ill luck
would've had it, her half step backward made her right leg land on a stone and lose her footing.
Murphy's Law dictates the world, Rajat had once said to her, and Mina now realized how true he
had been as she landed on her left arm. Intense pain ripped through her, and the last thing she
saw before losing consciousness was a light from behind the gate and the name etched on the
black granite affixed to the wall on the left side of the gate – The Dante House.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Bliss!



Mina moaned as Rajat deepened their kiss. His two-day stubble tickled her neck as he traced
his way down from her lips. She closed her eyes and sighed; trust Rajat to turn her into jelly with
his ministrations. Her hands dove into his salt and pepper hair and grasped clumps even as she
arched her back in ecstasy.

A little bird started tweeting from the deepest fissure of her brain – 'Wrong! Wrong! Wrong!'
Oh, shut up!
'Asking me to shut up won't make this any right.'
The little bird was right. Fuck you, little bird!
'Heh, heh! I'm not just any other bird, Mina. I'm your conscience. To be precise, I'm your

guilty conscience.'
Mina's body sagged. Rajat either didn't notice or was way beyond the point of noticing. He

was moving at a frantic pace, trying to exhibit his love for her through his lovemaking. Mina
moaned, part in passion and part in disappointment. Disappointment at herself for breaching
Maddy's trust.

The little bird that was her guilty conscience decided to project Maddy's image into her mind
at that very moment. With a wail of despair, Mina pushed Rajat off her and collapsed into sobs.

"Wrong, wrong, wrong! This is all wrong. I'm a horrid, horrid person."
"Now, now! Don't say that, dear."
Who said that? It didn't sound anything like Rajat's voice. A sudden splitting headache raked

through her brain, displacing some of the fog collected inside. A sharp jab accompanied the
headache on her left side.

My hand is broken…
 I crashed my car…
Where am I?
The Dante House.
Mina blinked once and opened her eyes. Her out-of-focus vision managed to let her know that

there was someone toher right. She blinked again, willing her eyes to gain focus.
"Drink this, dear," the person to her right said, "It'll help you."
The person pressed a steel cup to her parched lips. Mina opened her mouth and allowed the

liquid to trickle inside. She gagged tout de suite; to say that the liquid tasted something vile
would have been an understatement.

"Don't worry," the person said, adding a chuckle to effect. "It's just an herbal concoction
that'll help you with the pain."

True to their word, Mina's headache abated, and the fog in her mind cleared. A slight feeling
of numbness spread through her left arm and her vision improved. The sunlight streaking into the
room through the fustian curtains made her want to close her eyes again and settle into a deep
slumber - preferably one without dreams and especially one without Rajat or Maddy.

"You seem troubled, dear." Mina turned towards her right and let her eyes settle on the person
speaking to her. It was an old woman, with more wrinkles on her skin than one would find on
withered tree bark. She had milky eyes, and she sat in a peculiar hunched way on a steel chair
placed next to the bed, favoring her right side. The woman was ancient, that was certain; Mina
pegged her age to be close to ninety than eighty.

The woman chuckled and said, "Yes, dear. I am old. Quite old."
Mina opened her mouth and croaked, "Where am I?"
"Well, you are at the place you need to be, dear. The Dante House is the home for the



homeless, a place for the placeless. For some, it's nothing more than a rest stop, and for others,
this is a sanctuary. I'm Helmi, the caretaker of this wonderful little place, and I'm at your
service."

"Such a strange name for the place," said Mina, feeling drowsy once again.
"Ah, yes!" said Helmi, a strange little smile playing on her wrinkled lips. "This place was

named after the Italian poet – Dante Alighieri. Why? I can't say for certain. You see, this house
was built some two hundred years ago by a Portuguese fellow. Maybe he loved Dante's works.
Anyways, I think we could talk about things that happened ages ago later. You need to rest now."

Mina nodded and said, "Yes, I do feel sleepy. Guess I should nap for a couple of hours.
Helmi, do you think you could call a doctor or an ambulance? My hand is broken, and it needs to
be taken care of, pronto."

Helmi smiled another of her strange half-smiles. She reached down to the floor and came up
with a bag made of some coarse brown material and presented it to Mina. "I'll call for a doctor,
my dear. In fact, one of our guests is a doctor. I'll ask him to come in and take a look at your
hand. But first, you need to select your room."

"My room?" Mina said, raising her eyebrows. "I'm okay here, Helmi. After all, I'll be out of
your hair once the ambulance arrives."

"There might be a problem with that, dear," said Helmi in a shaky voice. "There was a huge
storm last night, and the telephone pole fell down. We don't have a phone connection."

"Oh!" Mina said, flabbergasted. "Don't you have a mobile phone?"
"No, I have never needed one."
"Will anyone staying here have one?"
Helmi shook her head, "I'll ask them, but I don't have much hope. Most of the guests have

been with us for a long time, and I have never seen any of them use a mobile phone."
The first shoots of panic sprung inside Mina - virile and viridescent.
"My car," she sputtered, "I crashed into the roadside wall last night. My things are in the car.

My phone might be in it as well. Can you send someone to collect them, please? Also, I'd be
grateful in perpetuity if you can send word to the nearby village. Maybe, they could send a taxi
or an auto…."

Helmi looked confused but changed her expression after a moment and smiled instead. "Don't
worry, dear. I'll send someone. Now, you better select your room. You see, this is the infirmary
and is often occupied. Here…" She nodded towards the brown bag and said, "pick one."

Mina fixed Helmi with a strange look. What is this madness?
"What is this?"
"Just a bunch of keys to the rooms that are at the moment unoccupied," Helmi said in a tone

that implied her surprise at Mina's apparent inability to comprehend the obvious.
Mina shrugged and put her hand into the bag and came out with a key. It was one of those

ancient brass ones with an ornate bow. The key was attached to a dark wood key-chain, shaped
like a heart. The number '8' was embossed on the key-chain.

"Ooh, lucky number Eight," Helmi chortled, clapping her hands. Mina got a look at Helmi's
left hand for the first time. It was misshapen and shriveled. Polio, she thought to herself.

"Come on, dear," Helmi said in a sing-song voice, "off you go to sleep. The Lord knows you
need that rest."

Mina nodded and accepted the older woman's assistance in getting up. She didn't feel any
pain, but her body had suffered damage, and it showed by resisting normal movements. Holding



onto Helmi's shoulder, Mina limped her way out of the infirmary and into a large circular room.
Only when she stepped inside the room Mina could understand and appreciate the magnitude of
The Dante House's dimensions.

The circular room was like a hall of sorts and had eight doors placed equidistant from each
other. The hall was almost thirty feet in diameter and anywhere between thirty and forty feet in
height. Mina could see that the place was a four-storeyed building. She wondered how such a
massive building could lie hidden in plain sight as she hadn't come across any mentions of The
Dante House in books or news articles.

The innards of the place were old colonial in architecture, Portuguese influences being
prominent. More baroque than neoclassical or Gothic, with a vast dome forming the hall's roof
and colorful marble forming beautiful patterns on the ceiling and the walls. Curves and
geometrical patterns dominated the designs on the pillars and the top plates. Cartouches adorned
the headers above each door. The wooden furniture had intricate carvings and looked authentic
and antique.

Soft murmurings came from behind a few of the doors. Helmi chuckled as she led Mina
towards the door marked with a shiny brass '8'.

"Get some rest, dear," Helmi said in a soothing voice as she helped the younger woman to lie
down on the bed and covered her with a sheet. "You might get a fever at night. Nothing to worry
about, just a side effect of the concoction you drank. If you need anything, just pull this rope, and
I'll come in as fast as these old legs allow me."

Before going out of the door, Helmi turned and smiled at Mina. It was another of her half-
smiles. "If you hear any noises, don't get scared. We are in the middle of a forest, remember?
Also, don't go off wandering outside your room. A few of our guests are…ah…very private. I'll
see you soon, Mina. Sleep well."

Mina nodded, muttered her thanks, and closed her eyes. What is this place? Who is this lady,
Helmi? She looks Indian but has a Scandinavian name. And why do I feel that I have seen her
before? She is sweet in her own weird way. But I need to get medical attention soon. A little
sleep wouldn't hurt, though; I hope Helmi manages to send out someone to my car and the
nearby village.

Mina willed her mind to let go of the whorl of thoughts. After her constant agonizing over
Maddy and Rajat, the past few hours were the ones in which she had felt most peaceful in recent
days. Right on cue, her eyelids grew heavy, and her breathing became even. As she dropped into
the land of slumber, a thought or rather a question popped up before her world became black.

How did Helmi know my name?
⚜⚜⚜⚜

Mina heard a sniffling sound through the walls. It was a low, almost pathetic sound like that
made by a dog that had been tied too long in the rain. Faint murmurs seeped through the ceiling –
someone was singing a lullaby that sounded more like it was being whispered. There were
muffled conversations, clanging noises, and the odd rambunctious laugh. Amidst the din, the
sniffling sound stood out, like a choir girl singing off-note.

"Who is it?"
"Mummy…?"
"Are you lost, kid?"
"Is that you, mummy? Where are you? I'm scared."
"I'm not your mummy, kid."



"I want my mummy," the kid said and started bawling at the top of its lungs.
"Shut up, kid," Mina hissed, "I'm trying to rest here."
But the kid didn't stop. Instead, he or she started screeching. Mina winced and scrunched her

eyes tight while covering her ears using the palm and shoulder of her right arm. Still, the
screaming prevailed and started to penetrate her brain. Her body started shuddering, and she
could feel rivulets of sweat streaming on her skin. Mina realized that she was running a high
fever, just like Helmi said would happen. She tried to block out the sound and get some pleasant
thoughts inside her head.

She was running, barefoot, on the seashore. The golden yellow rays of the early morning sun
made the waves shimmer like liquid diamonds. Birds from the distant grove started squawking,
welcoming the dawn of yet another day. Mina was in love – with the beautiful setting around her
and the man who was chasing her.

Rajat!
He caught up to her, encircled his hands around her slender waist, and lifted her even as he

spun around. Round and round they went, wading into the waves – she shrieking like the early
morning birds and he laughing as he had never laughed before.

Bliss!
"Wake up, my love," Rajat whispered into her ears.
"What time is it?" Mina muttered as she opened her eyes and realized that she was in The

Dante House.
Fuck! Leave me alone, Rajat.
'Oh, hi, Mina. It's me, your guilty conscience. How are you feeling now?'
Can't you leave me alone?
'That would beat the entire purpose of my existence now, wouldn't it?'
What the fuck do you want?
'Oh, nothing. I just wanted to know how my favorite girl is doing. Hey, how is your hand?'
The second her hand was mentioned, Mina was struck by the most vicious pulse of pain

coursing through her, making her scream. She started thrashing around on the bed while
continuing to shriek. The door burst open, and Helmi thundered in, followed by a whippet-thin
guy with a beak-shaped nose and a receding hairline.

Helmi motioned the man to hold Mina's legs as she pried the younger woman's mouth open
and forced another cupful of the horrible-tasting concoction down her throat. Mina clamped her
jaws shut and waited for the potion to take effect. Only this time, it felt like her pain had
increased in its magnitude. She let go and started screaming again.

"Doctor, now," said Helmi as she grasped Mina's shoulders with a force that belied her age
and disability. The man with the beak fished underneath the mattress and came up with a pair of
leather restraints which he used to strap Mina's legs to the cot. Mina continued to thrash around
in agony. The doctor used more leather restraints to prevent Mina's body from quivering. Tears
poured from Mina's eyes as she endured the worst bout of pain in her entire life.

"My dear," Helmi said in a soothing voice, "your hand is injured in a horrible way, and much
to my regret, we are not in a position to requisition external medical help. Robert here is a good
physician. Unorthodox, but good. Shall I ask him to take care of your pain?"

Unorthodox? What the fuck is unorthodox? Is he a bloody Siddha or Unani doctor? What is
he planning to do to me?

"Dear!" Helmi's voice had attained stricter proportions, "You need to decide NOW! Robert is



a very busy man. What he will do will alleviate your pain, I promise you. But you should be
prepared for side effects. What do you say?"

Mina's face became white due to the combined assault of pain, fatigue, and fear. Helmi used a
clean white cloth to wipe the younger woman's face. In a soothing voice, she said, "Don't worry,
dear. You will be fine. I know!"

Mina gave up and said, "Yes." 
Helmi smiled at her and then turned and nodded at Robert. The man rooted around his valise

and came out with a sinister-looking scalpel. He tested its sharpness by jabbing the tip against
the inside of his index finger. Satisfied, he nodded at Helmi and turned towards Mina.

"This is going to hurt," he said in a raspy voice, "but you'll get better."
And without any warning, he plunged the blade deep into Mina's left armpit. As blood

squirted out from the wound, Mina screamed once and then lost consciousness.
⚜⚜⚜⚜

Disinfectant. Iodoform. Room freshener. Lime and lemon. Urine and fecal matter.
Putrefaction. Disease. Despair. A cornucopia of olfactory assault. Hospital smells.

Mina held Rajat as he sobbed like a child, not caring that an audience was around them. Mina
was crying as well. Inside, Maddy lay unconscious, her frail body looking nothing like the
receptacle of the vivacious spirit it contained. She looks so small, Mina thought. A spirit that had
given up on the receptacle. Where did the girl who used to sneak into Mina's second-floor hostel
room by climbing the drainpipe go? What happened to the woman who had a radiant smile as
she exchanged rings with Rajat and giggled like a teenager after their first official kiss as a
married couple? Whatever happened to the indomitable spirit which made her grin and say that
she was going to kick the Big 'C' out of her body? Who was this broken toy lying on the hospital
bed instead?

Rajat looked defeated, no, destroyed. Mina's heart went out to him. He resembled a child who
had strayed away from his mother in a fair. She wanted to comfort him, tell him that everything
will be okay. But how could she? Things were never going to be okay. Her friend, his wife, and
soulmate was on the verge of leaving the life she had blessed with her presence. The doctors had
given Maddy two months to live. Sixty days and Maddy would cease to exist. Just like that.

She wouldn't get to go to Brazil and cavort in the Rio carnival, she wouldn't get to see the
northern lights, she wouldn't get to learn salsa, and she would never get to become a mother.

"Shut up, you curse," a woman's voice hissed through the wall to her left. As a reply to her, a
baby started bawling its eyes out.

"Why won't you ever shut up?" The woman's distorted voice was laced with irritation and
anger. And hate.

"Hello?" Mina said, feeling apprehensive. She didn't want to annoy the woman any further.
"You are a mistake, that's all," the woman continued, as if she hadn't heard Mina at all. "A

momentary lapse of reason on my part. You are the snake around my neck."
Mina was shocked to hear the venom in the woman's voice. Wasn't the child hers? How could

a mother think of her own flesh and blood as a curse? The woman went on cursing and ranting.
Mina could hear her pacing the room like an impatient caged tigress. Thoughts about Maddy's
regret and anguish in not being able to conceive came rushing back to her. Along with them
came thoughts about Rajat. And then the cherry on the cake – about her grand betrayal.

Mina closed her eyes and counted backward from fifty. It was a technique her father had
taught her. She focused on nothing but her breathing and let the memories slide down from her



brain, one by one. Priority one was getting healed enough to leave the place. The Dante House
spooked Mina. She thought she could hear whispered conversations through the walls even when
she was asleep. Sometimes, she felt that they were talking about her. Whoever they were.

She had seen only Helmi and Robert since she arrived. There was the kid who was searching
for his or her mom, and then there was this woman cursing her own child. But there were more
voices and faces to those voices out there. Her hand had stopped hurting; that was a relief. Mina
figured that she must've slept for two days straight but felt like she had slept for almost two
weeks.

Deciding that she felt healed and rested enough, Mina stood up from the bed and walked to
the door. Her left arm was wrapped in bandages, and she could feel the metal splints beneath the
wrappings. The arm was immobile, but at least there was no pain. As she raised her hand to open
the door, Mina noticed something strange.

Hair!
There was hair on her right forearm. Thousands of two-millimeter-long hair were present on

her arm that was waxed only four days ago. It was the day before she left Bangalore. How could
it be possible? Usually, it took at least three weeks after waxing for her to get hair this long.
Mina pulled her robe up to check her legs. It was the same story there as well. How long have I
been here?

"Ungrateful little swine," the woman started cursing her baby again. "How many times do I
keep feeding you? Can't you see that I cannot even hold you in the right way? My breasts are
swollen, and my nipples are bleeding. How are you always hungry? Do you want to drink my
blood too?"

Mina lost it. She marched over to the wall from which the voice came and knocked on it.
"Hey, Lady! What the fuck is your problem?"

A harsh laugh came from the other side. "Mind your bloody business, birdie. This is between
me and this spawn of Satan."

"Why the fuck did you get pregnant if you didn't want the child?"
"Fuck you too!" The woman spat. She pronounced 'fuck' like 'fack,' something Mina did too.
"I never asked for this, okay? I had no access to a hospital, so I couldn't get an abortion. I'm

physically weak, and I can't even lift this hell spawn properly. Yet, I keep feeding it and cleaning
its poop. Sometimes, I feel like that's all I'm doing the entire time. How I wish this were
stillborn! But no, the thing is a picture of good health."

"Isn't this what every mother goes through?"
The woman laughed a mirthless titter. "No, no one has gone through this hell, and nor do I

wish it on anyone else."
The baby started bawling again, and the woman lost it. "Again? You want milk again? No,

you aren't getting any more. Cry all you want. Not another drop. None. Get it?"
The baby's cries increased in its pitch.
"Shut up, shut up, SHUT UP!"
"Hey lady, maybe I could hold your baby for a bit…."
"YOU MONSTER! YOU ARE HERE TO SUCK ME DRY. ADMIT IT… ADMIT IT…"
"Lady, keep calm. I'll get Helmi or Robert. Maybe the baby's not well…."
"YOU NEED TO DIE…YOU NEED TO DIE…DIE…NOW!"
"Lady, don't do anything stupid. I'm coming…."
Mina tried to open the door and, much to her horror, found it locked from the outside.



"HELMI!" She screeched, "OPEN MY DOOR, PLEASE."
"YOU WANT MY BLOOD, RIGHT? HOW ABOUT WE TURN THE TABLES ON YOU?

MAYBE I SHOULD DRINK YOUR BLOOD…"
"HELMI… HELP…"
"I'M GOING TO TAKE ALL MY BLOOD BACK FROM YOU, YOU BLOODY SEED OF

SATAN."
"NO! DON'T DO ANYTHING STUPID, LADY. HELMI…ROBERT…SOMEBODY

PLEASE OPEN THE DOOR TO ROOM NUMBER EIGHT."
"YOU HAVE MADE MY LIFE A LIVING HELL. NOW DIE…" The woman screamed.

"DIE…DIE…DIE…"
"NO…"
Mina heard a loud thud followed by a soft, single note of an infant's scream. The door was

wrenched open, and Helmi walked in to see Mina curled into a fetal position, her body wracked
with sobs.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
"How?" Mina said, her lips quivering. "How can a mother kill her own child?"
"Shhh!" Helmi whispered, patting Mina's arm. "Things happen for a reason, my dear. When

you look at the bigger picture, you'll realize that there is no rhyme or reason to anything. In fact,
none of us matter at all. We are all puppets in the hands of our master, dancing per his whims
and fancies."

"The woman, Wilma, is not all right there in her head. We tried our best to help her but to no
avail. The past year was quite rough on her. A bad relationship, an unexpected pregnancy, the
death of a loved one…the poor dear has been through hell."

"Does that give her the right to kill her own baby? An innocent life that came into this world
hoping that its mother will be there to cherish and protect it? How can you justify this crazy
woman's actions?"

"No, my dear," said Helmi, "I'm not condoning Wilma's actions. I'm merely saying that I'm
able to understand them. I'm eighty-nine, and unfortunately, I have been alive long enough to
have seen and known things that might just be beyond your capacity to understand. Wilma is not
a bad woman; she's no saint either. She's just flawed, as you and I are. Only, her flaws have
formed a crater deep enough to consume her."

Mina didn't reply. She mulled about what Helmi said, but her mind was not ready to wrap
around the reality of Wilma's actions. The old crone is right, after all. Who am I to judge? Are
my flaws deep enough to consume me?

As if she had read Mina's thoughts, Helmi nodded and said, "You aren't as broken as Wilma,
dear. You have issues, but who hasn't. Hell, I had my share of them when I was your age. Trust
me, you can resolve your issues, but you need to be strong. Very strong."

The old woman patted Mina's arm and said, "And, don't you forget that I'm right here for you.
Whenever you need to talk, just call me. Okay?"

Mina nodded and said, "There was a little kid, crying, a while ago. Do you know who it is?"
Helmi stood up and waved a casual hand at Mina, "Oh, that's just young Bobby. He's a

prankster, that one. Don't you worry about that rapscallion, I'll take care of him. You just
concentrate on getting better."

She breezed out through the door, closing it in her wake. Mina realized that Helmi had locked
her in again. Something was bothering her from the minute she had stepped into The Dante



House, and she had figured it out. Helmi's talks and actions always had the same implication –
she had no intentions of letting Mina out.

As she started pacing around the room, there was only one thought in her brain. 
I need to escape this nuthouse.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
"Are you my mommy?"
Mina peered into the darkness, towards the direction of the voice. It was the kid once again.

Helmi had mentioned his name, but Mina had forgotten it already. She had a feeling that there
was something wrong, very wrong, with The Dante House. It had been almost a week since Mina
had stumbled into the place, but she felt like she had spent at least a few weeks there.

First, there were the repeated bouts of tiredness and hunger. And thirst. Mina felt that she was
always thirsty. Sometimes, her body got muscular cramps due to dehydration that, seemingly,
lasted for hours, if not days. Whenever she woke up, she felt like she had run ten marathons
back-to-back, and then she had been fed through a meat grinder. There was pain everywhere
except, curiously, on her left arm. Her left arm was still in bandages, but she felt that there was
something wrong inside. She could still not lift her hand, but a more concerning factor was the
smell that emanated from within the wrapping. It was a gross, almost putrid stench. Helmi waved
off Mina's concerns and instead said it was due to the skin not being exposed to fresh air.

And then, there was the hair. Mina's body hair was growing at an alarming rate, which
perplexed her. Was she experiencing some hormonal change? Or was the excessive hair growth
due to the weird herbal concoction that Helmi kept feeding her?

Something was going on inside The Dante House, and Mina had a powerful feeling that she
needed to understand that if she had any chances of escaping the place. Of course, Helmi treated
her with kindness, but her insisting that Mina stayed inside the room didn't make any sense. Was
the old woman a witch? She did live in a bloody house inside a jungle, after all. Was this a
Hansel and Gretel kind of situation? Was Helmi intending to heal Mina before sacrificing her in
some witchy ritual?

"Are you my mommy?" the kid asked again. Mina stood up from the bed, walked over to the
wall through which the kid's voice was coming, and sat down.

"I'm not your mommy, kid."
"But you sound just like her," the kid said in a whiny voice that annoyed her. She could

imagine a malnourished, pasty-skinned boy of about eight on the other side of the wall. "She said
that she would be back. But I've been waiting for a long time, and she hasn't come back."

"I'm sorry to hear that, kid." Mina was sorry, but didn't Helmi say that this kid was a
prankster? "When did your mommy leave?"

"I don't know," he said, uncertainty in his voice, "A long time ago. Before I had hair on my
face. Helmi aunty calls it a moosh-tak."

"What? How old are you, kid?"
"Helmi aunty says that I'm going to become a teenager this year. How old will I be then?"
Mina shook her head. Nothing made sense to her inside this godforsaken place. Was this kid

kept locked inside his room, just as she was? Did his mother escape Helmi and The Dante
House?

"What's your name, kid?"
"Bobby Kapoor. What's your name?"
"My name is Mina Jogi," she said, hoping to build a rapport with the boy. It was apparent that



Bobby had spent more time inside The Dante House, and she wanted to know as much as he
knew about the place and Helmi.

"My mommy's name is similar to yours. It's Minnie, like the mouse."
"Do you like cartoons?"
"No, I haven't seen any. Mommy said that they are funny, but Helmi aunty says that they are

not good. Have you seen them?"
Mina smiled to herself and said, "Yeah, loads of them. My dad and I used to watch them

together when I was a kid…."
She stopped herself but knew that she had made a blunder.
Bobby sniffed and said, "I don't know who my daddy is. Mommy never told me. She said that

daddies are not nice people? Is your daddy nice?"
"Yes, Bobby. He was a good man. But my mom and dad didn't get along too well, you

know?"
"Why?"
"Because they belonged to different cultures. Different countries. Mom was a Norwegian, and

dad was a Parsi from Ahmedabad. After love conquered the differences and the light of passion
flickered and died, the differences came back with a vengeance. Mom left Dad and returned to
Norway…," Mina said and paused for a moment. Her mother had abandoned her as a child as
well. No wonder she felt a oneness with Bobby. He was all alone in this world, locked for what
seemed like years inside a weird house run by a strange woman who had, in all probabilities,
devious designs on him…and her. She resolved to include Bobby in her escape plan.

"I didn't understand your story," Bobby said, interrupting her train of thoughts.
'Don't worry about that, Bobby," said Mina, "where are you from? Do you have any

relatives?"
"I'm from here," Bobby said in a surprised tone. "I was born here, in Room Thirteen."
"What?"
"Room Thirteen. Green-colored walls, brown-colored bed, ten books, and seven toys. Helmi

aunty taught me to read and write…."
"Wait, wait, wait," Mina said, "Have you stepped out of your room?"
"No. Why do you ask?"
Mina's head started spinning. Was Bobby telling the truth? From what she had gathered, it

appeared that he had been kept locked inside the room for almost thirteen years. What the hell
was happening?

"Bobby," she said, her heart quickening, "do you know who lives in the room next to you?"
"In Twenty-One? No, that room has been empty for a long time. There was an old man – his

name was also Bobby. No, it was Bob. He died."
Fibonacci.
Mina realized that the rooms were numbered based on the Fibonacci Series. Was there any

significance? She had read somewhere that the Fibonacci numbers were a quite common
presence in nature - like the arrangement of leaves on a stem or the family tree of honeybees.
There was something called the divine number, which had everything to do with the Fibonacci
series. Was there some ulterior motive behind the very existence and structure of The Dante
House?

"Bobby, tell me this. Do you want to get out of this place?"
Bobby remained silent for a full minute. When he answered, his voice was clear, and he didn't



have any doubts.
"Yes."

⚜⚜⚜⚜
"Why can't I leave, Helmi?" Mina said, the corners of her mouth stretching into a snarl. It had

been almost two weeks since that fateful night of the crash, and she'd had enough of The Dante
House and Helmi.

"You are not yet ready, my dear," Helmi said, her voice straining with emotion.
"Explain it to me. Put it in words simple enough for me to understand. I'm not ready to spend

one more minute inside this infernal place."
Ever since she had informed Helmi about her tiredness and cramps, the older woman had

upped the quantity of the concoction she fed Mina. In addition to that, she insisted that Mina eat
larger portions of food and drink at least twelve liters of water every day. As a result, Mina had
to keep visiting the bathroom once every twenty minutes or so. She had this constant queasy
sensation and the urge to throw up quite often. In addition to the body pain and nausea, her left
arm was still immobile, and the stench that emanated from it had reached almost unbearable
proportions.

"Even if I explain, and trust me, my dear – I want to, you will not understand," said Helmi,
her eyes wide with sadness, "Please give me some more time…."

"How much more time? Thirteen years?" Mina snapped, "Yeah, I know about Bobby and his
mother. About how you have kept that poor kid imprisoned for thirteen years. Oh, and get this, I
even know about the old man, Bob, who died inside room number Twenty-One. You have no
intention of letting me walk away, you witch. If your endgame is to kill me, then do it already."

Helmi shook her head in the negative and said, "No, my dear. I don't want to kill you. In fact,
I want to help you. Possibly, save you."

"Save me? From whom? You?"
Helmi shook her head again and walked out of the door. Mina wondered why she never made

any attempts to leave the room.
She's poisoning me. Fuck, that must be it. My mind is going numb.
"No," Mina said out loud, "I'm going to survive this. I'm going to get out of here, and I'm

going to take Bobby with me."
⚜⚜⚜⚜

From the minute she decided to escape The Dante House, Mina had started plotting. She
stopped talking to Helmi and made no attempts to drink the concoction or eat the food in the
latter's presence. Once Helmi went out of the room, Mina dumped the concoction in the toilet
and ate only what she needed.

She had started to do light exercises again. Squats and crunches, stretches and jogging on the
spot. She had to regain her lost fitness if she had to make it out of the place with her sanity intact.
Mina tried to remove her bandages but found it next to impossible without any sharp objects and
only one functioning hand. She tried to bite through the cloth but gave up after realizing that the
only thing that was happening was she was getting a toothache. She also realized that the
bandages were replaced with fresh ones while she was asleep.

She was also gaining weight, despite throwing away most of the food. Her stomach looked
bloated and not in a healthy way. Mina knew that there was something seriously wrong with her
and needed a doctor's help as soon as possible. 

Bobby was suspiciously silent from the day she had fought with Helmi. Mina wondered if the



boy had been silenced or had just been moved to a different room. Either was possible. Mina was
getting agitated with every passing minute she was awake. She had to get out. Whatever the cost,
she would pay it.

As she finished her routine, Mina heard a shuffling noise from the room to her right. Room
number five, where Wilma had murdered her own baby in cold blood. She had no interest in
talking to anyone there, especially Wilma. She filled a glass with water from a pot and sat down
on the bed.

"Are you there?" a whispered voice asked. Mina did not reply.
"You think I'm a monster, yeah?" It was Wilma. Her voice was hoarse. Mina figured that the

woman would've damaged her vocal cords screaming.
"I can sense your judgment penetrating through the walls and coating me like a shit shower,"

Wilma said and cackled, "Or, you are still stinky."
How the hell did she know that I stink?
"I know what you are thinking." More cackling. This woman is deranged, Mina thought. "I

was blind, birdie, but now I see. My eyes have been opened."
"Do you want to get out of this place?"
That got Mina's attention. She walked over to the wall and stood in the way that helped

stretch her hamstrings. "Yes, I want to get out of here. Can you help me?"
"Why would I help you?"
"I can help you once we get out of here."
Wilma cackled once again. It was a harsh sound; her madness was slathered all over it.
"Who said I wanted to leave? My life is here, birdie."
"But I have to get out," Mina said more to reassure herself than to the madwoman on the other

side of the wall. "I have a life outside, a shitty one but still a life. There are people who need me.
My friend…"

"Your friend is going to die," Wilma said in a sing-song voice, infuriating Mina. "She is going
to die, or…is she dead already? Either way, you can't help her."

Mina was shocked. What was this crazy person insinuating? "What the fuck do you know
about me?"

"Hahaha…ooh…ooh…haha…ah…hahaha…" Wilma kept laughing away in a deranged
fashion. "What do I know? Birdie, I know every fucking thing. Maddy is going to die, and you
will never see Rajat again…hahaha…."

Mina slumped to the floor. Rajat…Maddy…how did Wilma know about them? Did they find
her bag from the car? Did Helmi send Wilma to collect her stuff?

"You and I," said Wilma, "we are the same. Different, but same. Same, but different.
Hahaha…different paths, same destination. Different speeds, same collision. Different dates,
same destiny…hahaha…."

"How do you know about Rajat? About Maddy? Did you read my diary? Answer me, damn
it."

"Gurlll…I have read you. Why do I need that tiny blue book?"
"Stop it. Stop it…," Mina said, gasping for breath. A dull pounding had taken origin inside

her head and was increasing in its amplitude. "You are not real," she blurted out, "None of this is
real…My messed-up mind is playing tricks on me…."

"Oh, my dear," Wilma said in a mocking imitation of Helmi, "You don't know how real this
is. Open your mind, birdie, and let the knowledge in. Whoever said that we human beings need



to be aware of our epistemic limitations is an idiot. Open your mind…open…your…mind…."
"No…Stop. Please, stop. I cannot take this anymore," Mina said, clutching her head. A wave

of nausea crashed over her, and she puked all over herself.
"You don't realize what's happening, birdie," Wilma's voice had softened. "Talk to Helmi;

she'll make you understand. I didn't, and I lost my poor baby. Don't make the same mistake I
did."

"What are you blabbering?" Mina asked, gritting her teeth as another bout of bile threatened
to come gushing out from her stomach.

"My poor Robbie," Wilma started crying. "I killed him. Don't kill your Robbie."
Mina's eyes went wide with the realization.
"No!"

⚜⚜⚜⚜
"How the fuck am I pregnant?"
Helmi sighed and shook her head. She had a sad little smile on her lips as she ran her fingers

over Mina's tummy.
"No, no, no. This wasn't supposed to happen. What am I going to do?"
"I'm here for you, my dear. I'll take care of you. Why do you think I have been feeding you

extra?"
Mina looked stunned, "You knew?"
"From the very first second."
"What?" Mina said, scrambling to assemble her thoughts, hoping to make some sense. "Are

you saying that I was pregnant when I came in?"
"Yes, dear. I knew, I always have known."
"But how is this even possible? I mean, Rajat and I…and that was only some twenty days

ago. What is happening?" Mina's brain let her know that it was quitting. Just like that. Nothing
made sense anymore, and her brain accepted it before she did. Mina started crying.

"Let it out, my dear!" Helmi said in a soothing voice, "Let it all out. Clear your mind, and
then I'll explain everything."

"No…" Mina said, standing up. "You'll feed me some more lies along with your herbal goop
and lock me away. I need to get going. I'm pregnant, for fuck's sake. I need to tell Rajat, tell
Maddy…."

"I'm afraid that's not possible, my dear,' Helmi said and stood up. She had a steely glint in her
eyes. "Why don't you stay here and let me tell you everything you want to know?"

"Let me go, you old hag!" Mina said in a menacing voice. "I don't want to spend another
second here. I'm leaving now."

Helmi walked towards the door and stood in front of it like a sentry. "I would urge you to
reconsider your decision, dear. It's for your own good. Please, trust me."

"I would trust her if I were you, birdie," Wilma's voice came through the walls, "But I am
you, and you are me. So, what the hell do I know? Hahaha…hee…hee…."

Mina stood up and started walking towards the door. "Move, I won't ask you twice."
"My dear, please…."
Helmi didn't complete her sentence. Mina grabbed the older woman by her throat and

smashed her head into the solid teak door. An audible crack reverberated around the room, and
Mina's fingers were covered in a warm, sticky liquid. Helmi's eyes rolled back inside her skull as
she went limp.



"Die, you bitch! Die," Mina kept smashing Helmi's head on the door. She started laughing as
blood and brain matter oozed through Helmi's fractured cranium. Mina let the old woman's body
fall to the floor and puked on its face. She snatched the keyring that was tucked into Helmi's
apron pocket and opened the door.

"Stupid little birdie," Wilma crooned. "You have killed the one person who would've helped
you."

"Shut up, you psycho!" Mina snarled and walked out of the door.
"Stupid little birdie thinks she's fleeing the cage, killed mama birdie in a fit of rage, sorry little

birdie's gonna come back, and lock herself in the cage again…."
Mina marched over to Room Number Five, inserted the key, and wrenched the door open. A

disheveled woman was sitting close to the wall that divided their rooms, rocking back and forth.
"Wilma?"
The woman looked up and smiled at Mina. "Hello, birdie!"
Mina recoiled on looking at Wilma's face. Insanity was streaking all over it, like a coat of

poorly applied makeup. Her lips were cracked, and her long, curly hair was in a mess, like an
overgrown bush of thorns. The eyes were crackling with manic energy; the woman was one hot
mess.

"You look just like me, birdie."
Mina stood in stunned silence. Beneath the veneer of madness, the face that looked back at

her was hers. Or a warped version of her own face.
"Hello, Wilhelmina Jogi," said Wilma, "I'm Wilhelmina Jogi."

⚜⚜⚜⚜
The ancient ceiling fan whirred around, dispersing tepid air inside the room. Mina stood at the

entrance, her mouth agape on seeing a twisted version of herself.
"How?"
"You should have listened to Helmi, Wilhelmina Jogi," Wilma said with another cackle

bubbling from her mouth.
"How is this possible? Who are you?"
"I'm you, and you are me, Wilhelmina Jogi. And, so was Helmi. Didn't you know that Helmi

is a shortened version of Wilhelmina?"
"What?"
"Oh yeah! You killed yourself, and you are talking to yourself."
Mina's head started spinning. "What is happening?"
"Don't you get it? It's the house. Time behaves in a different way here; each room has its own

temporal variance. Don't ask me to explain. All you need to know is, for every day you spend in
a particular room inside The Dante House, you spend a much longer time relative to the real
world. You were in Room number eight, right? Each day you spend inside that room is equal to
eight days outside."

"What?"
Wilma shrugged and said, "That's what Helmi said. What do I know? I'm just a maniac who

killed her baby."'
"So, I spent ten days here, and the world outside has moved on by eighty? What in the

fucking freak is this?"
"Eighty for you, fifty for me, one hundred and thirty for the person in the room next to

yours…you get the drift?"



Mina backed out of the room, shaking her head in disbelief. "No, this is not happening. I need
to get out. Maddy…"

"Maddy might be dead already, birdie." Wilma had sorrow etched deep on her visage. "We
shouldn't have cheated on her with Rajat."

Mina turned around and started walking towards the door. She needed to get back to Rajat.
He might need her. She needed him; their child needed him.

Wilma stood up and started walking behind Mina. "Where are you going, birdie? You do
know that there's no way out, don't you?"

"I'm getting out of here," Mina shouted, more to The Dante House than to Wilma, "watch
me."

"You can check out any time you like, but you can never leave…." Wilma crooned, out of
tune, her wheezing cackle interspersed within the lyrics of Hotel California.

As she was about to open the door, Mina felt someone grab her left hand and yank it hard.
She lost her footing and fell down on the carpeted floor with a thud. Furious, she looked up and
saw Robert glowering at her.

"You bitch!" He growled. "You killed my mother."
And just like that, another piece of the puzzle fell into place. Robert, Bobby, Baby Robbie,

Old man Bob – they were all her sons. Well, almost. In a sick, twisted way. Mina felt like she
had figured out the Dante House. All she needed was a little more information.

She stood up, startling Robert. The man was old and weak. Using her functional hand, Mina
hit him on his nose. Hard. He went down like Jenga. Mina leaped over him and ran towards the
door nearest to her, and started knocking. The door to room number Thirty-Four opened, and she
came to face yet another version of her own self. This Wilhelmina looked to be in her forties and
quite at peace with herself. She looked at Mina and smiled.

"Now you know."
Mina just shook her head and bounded up the stairs. She banged the door of room number

Two-Thirty-Three. A handsome young man, in his late twenties, opened the door and smiled at
her. On the bed lay his mother, another Wilhelmina, looking very sick and on the cusp of her
death.

"What's your name?" Mina asked the young man.
"Arr Kay," he said, "Robert Kapoor."
"I need to get out of here," she kept chanting to herself as she started to descend the stairs.

More doors opened, and more versions of her and her son started filing out. They heard her and
began to converge upon her.

An old man, much older than Helmi, limped towards Mina. "You cannot leave us, mother," he
said, "we won't let you."

Mina grabbed the first thing near her – a large iron ladle. She held it up and glowered at the
man, malice stamped on her eyes.

"Stay away, Robert," said Mina, the words coming out in a guttural growl. "I don't want to
hurt you, but you need to move back."

"How could you think of abandoning us, mother?" he said, shuffling towards her. "You are
like your mother, after all."

Mina swung the ladle and moaned with content as it came into a sickening contact with the
man's skull. He collapsed, face down, with a chunk of his cranium caved inward. The others
frowned and started muttering amidst themselves like the buzzing of angry yellow jackets.



Holding the ladle like a spear in front of her, Mina made her way slowly down the stairs –
jabbing at the face of a Wilhelmina or a Robert as they made to grab her. Downstairs, in the hall,
Wilma was still laughing.

"Stay away from me," Mina shouted as she took another tentative step backward. She hadn't
realized that she'd reached the ground floor, and her leg came into a jarring contact with the
landing, making her lose balance. With a roar, Arr Kay pounced on her, and down they went
tumbling onto the floor. The ladle slipped from Mina's hand and landed with a dull metallic
clang some ten feet away from her.

"Evil mother, you need to be stopped," roared Arr Kay as he landed a series of stinging blows
on Mina's face. He was a strapping young man, and he packed a wallop with his hits. One punch
landed bang on Mina's nose, shattering it on contact. Mina screamed as blood started gushing
from her nose, down her cheeks and neck, dampening her hair and the carpet below.

Another punch came into contact with her cheek, and she felt a sharp, stinging pain course
through her skull. Mina knew that she was outmatched in terms of sheer strength, and her
survival instinct kicked in. She let go of Arr Kay's shirt and plunged the thumb of her right hand
into his eye socket. Arr Kay roared in agony as Mina pulled her thumb out. A squelching noise
accompanied the withdrawal as the eyeball came out and hung from a bunch of nerves. The
young man stopped punching her and used his hands to cover his face while continuing to howl.

Mina used the opportunity to slip away from him. She stood up, a blood-soaked angel of
death, and cast a long look around her. All the Wilhelminas and Roberts stood in a loose
semicircle around her, their faces wearing a mask of horror. Grinning like a fiend, Mina walked
over and picked up the ladle. Arr Kay was down on his knees; his body bent forward as if he was
genuflecting to her. Mina grinned once again as she raised the ladle and brought it down with a
massive one-handed swing onto his head.

Arr Kay's body shuddered once and collapsed to the ground, where it started twitching. She
rolled him to face upwards using her feet. He was sputtering blood, and his eyeball hung from
the socket like a distended light bulb. Mina used the ladle to balance herself as she used her left
leg to step on his throat. Growling with contempt at her audience, Mina started to throttle the
young man. As he thrashed around on the floor, a few of the Wilhelminas were sobbing. There
was a loud snap, and Arr Kay stopped moving. Mina spat out blood on his face and turned
towards the door.

Wilma was still laughing.
⚜⚜⚜⚜

"Are you coming?" Mina asked the teenager who was staring at her with abject horror. It was
Bobby, and he shook his head in the negative.

"Suit yourself," Mina said, shrugged, and walked out.
And came face to face with herself.
"Excuse me," the new Wilhelmina said, not looking up. She was cradling her broken left arm.

"I need some help." She fainted.
"Of course," Mina said to herself, finally figuring out The Dante House. "Of-fucking-course!

You are my personal version of hell, aren't you?" She spat at the house. "I'm stuck in a fucking
time loop, aren't I?"

"It makes perfect sense now." Mina walked towards the generator room. "I'm being punished
for my sins. For eternity. Hahaha!" She kicked open the wilted wooden door and stepped inside.
"The accident is the starting point, isn't it?" She peered into the darkness, trying to find a



canister. "From then on, my entire life is rendered as a temporal probability inside this fucking
house, isn't it?" She found a fifty-liter can that was full. There was a box of candles and a
matchbox nearby. Mina pocketed them as well. 

Mina grinned as she lugged the can behind her towards the house. "Tell me, whoever is
punishing me, am I right? Once one version of me dies, another version will start from the
accident, right? Of course, I'm right. I'm fucking right."

She removed the cap and tilted the can on the doorstep. An acrid smell crept up from the
spilled liquid. "That's all my life has been reduced to, yeah? A fucking creep show inside one
room over and over and over and over…" She removed a match from the box, struck it, and
threw it on the wooden door.

Nothing happened!
"Diesel!" She said to no one in particular. She picked a sharp stone from the garden and used

it to hack away at her bandages. Within a couple of minutes, she had ripped open the wrappings.
Mina's eyes widened with a mixture of fear and revulsion on seeing the shriveled excuse of her
left hand.

"This is the last thing you'll ever take from me," she said, her voice coming out in a roar.
Picking the discarded bandages, Mina dipped them in the diesel and stuffed them into the mouth
of the can like a wick. Inside, Wilma's laughter had attained maniacal proportions, and all of a
sudden, Mina wanted to join in the fun. She lit a candle and used it to light up the wick. As the
wick started burning, Mina began laughing.

Tendrils of flame leaped up from the can and spread over the old wooden door, engulfing it.
Burning it. Dark fumes rose from the diesel fire, making Mina cough. She coughed, and she
laughed. Screams started emanating from the innards of The Dante House. Mina grabbed the
newcomer and, dragging her, walked into the burning house.

She did not stop laughing.
⚜⚜⚜⚜

"What have I become
My sweetest friend
Everyone I know
Goes away
In the end…..

☠ ☠ ☠ ☠
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Click Click, Bang Bang 
Sunday the 8th, September 1633
 
'Moth'r, art thee a witch?'
Anne Bailgrave wanted to query her mother for a few months. Abraham, her father, was a

man of immense moral zeal and devotion to God. Every week, he took her to Church. That was
until he had disappeared.

Abraham was a sombre fella who had grasped that man's inherent nature was sinful and
unscrupulous. That understanding had prompted him to examine his heart with a fervour to live a
pious and peaceful life. Anne had been paying her own trips to the church since he had vanished
last winter. The following summer, the sight of lonely children at the congregation was not
uncommon. Most children in her hamlet, Borsetshire, had lost their fathers. Fathers who had
gone to the opulent plantations to spread the puritan movement. Fathers who had gone to war.
Fathers who never returned. With clasped palms, the children yearned for their arrival.

Grief had brought people closer. She had made a few friends at the church. There were three
of them: Mary, Alice, and Charlotte. All three were several seasons older than her.

'Anne, why doesn't thy moth'r joineth thee to the Church?' ribbed Alice.
'Because the lady is a witch, and thee knoweth what hags can't step inside a church,' Charlotte

spoke out before Anne could answer.
 Anne's feeble protests were scorned even more. It wasn't the first time she'd heard such

remarks, and it wouldn't be the last, forsooth. Most of the time, she forswore their remarks as
cynicism. Her friends, on the other hand, believed what they claimed. So did their parents.
Borsetshire as a whole did as well.

The walk from the Church was long and lonely. None of her friends wanted to accompany her
to the hamlet's outskirts, where their majestic manor sat on a hill at the foot of the woods. When
she got there, she noticed that there was a string of patients waiting for her mother. Despite their
beliefs, the villagers sought Agnes' potions. She was a skilled apothecary with cures for every
infirmity. Anne beelined to her mother's workplace in a hurry. Agnes motioned Anne to the
chamber and assured to see Anne as soon as she was done with her consultations. 

Anne flung open the window in her room that overlooked the vast, unending forests.
Watching the sunset sitting on the windowsill was her usual pastime. In a matter of few
moments, her face was aglow with the dying orange rays of the setting sun before twilight
beckoned the Moon, which summoned the howling noises from deep inside the forest, deadened
by the deviously woven web of trees.

Agnes was irritated. She understood Anne required all her attention. Anne had been side-lined
since Abraham's absence and the arrival of young Anthony a few moons ago. She was as busy as
a bee at the Manor, even with three maids at her command.

'What art thou up to, Anne Darling?' Agnes inquired as she entered Anne's chamber with
Anthony in her arms.

'Moth'r, I wast drawing a sketcheth of mine own fath'r,' Anne replied.
'Darling, why don't thou putteth thy brush away for the night?' Agnes suggested as she sat

alongside Anne. She gestured to a maid to bring the meal into the chamber. Since Abraham left,



suppers were eaten in the bedchambers. Supper was served and devoured in no time. Anthony
slept soundly in her lap. It was time for Anne's bedtime story. Anne believed that thirteen-year-
olds are not old enough to not have a bedtime story. Agnes began narrating the Canterbury tales
from the book.

'This worthy lymytour, this noble Frere'
'He made alwey a maner louryng chiere...'
Clickety-Clackety
They suddenly heard some movement outside the window. When Anne glanced at the

window, her ears perked up.
'Did thou heareth that, Moth'r?'
'Aye.'
Clickety-Clackety
Clickety-Clackety
The sound grew louder.
'Who's th're?' asked Agnes. For once, all was calm.
'Phew, that might not but be a wild beast,' Agnes added, 'but w'rry not, Sweetheart, the walls

art high.'
Anne didn't say anything as she stared at her mother. How did her mother maintain such a

serene demeanour? Is it possible that Charlotte is speaking lies? She couldn't help herself and
had to ask her mother.

'Moth'r, art thou a witch?'
Agnes couldn't believe her ears when she heard what she did. Yet the shock didn't reach her

face nor her lips.
'From wh're didst thee receiveth that notion, Sweetheart?'
'Ev'ryone, even Alice, Mary, and Charlotte, sayeth so.'
Agnes asked, with her smile intact, 'So, thou believeth 'em?'
'Nay.'
'Good Girl.'
Agnes kept at Canterbury tales and galloped through the pages to the end. Anne, sleepy-eyed

and mystified, glanced at her.
'Sweety, I am not a witch. Th're art nay witches, w'rewolves n'r devils,' said Agnes as she

tucked Anne into her bed.
'I believeth these st'ries exist because we oft wanteth to inventeth unreal monst'rs and bogies

to standeth in for all the things we dread in real life.
'Witches and oth'r creatures art morely a fabrication of thy mind.'
With that reassurance, Anne dozed off.
Agnes rose with Anthony in her arms, his head was resting on her shoulders, and walked up

to the window to shutter it. Claw marks were seen on the mullion, casing, and outer threshold.
She glanced at the marks, closed the door and pulled the drapes. 

⚜⚜⚜⚜ 
Tuesday the 7th, August 1813
'Looking for your stiffest case yet? Pay us a visit.'
The only two tenants of 22nd Baxter Street's 21st residence are taken by surprise. In the wee

hours of the night, they receive a letter.



Dawson Hastings was fast asleep when it arrived. He had a sore day; he and his partner, the
brilliant detective, Duncan Whytehorse, had solved a perplexing case that evening. After
countless sleepless nights, Dawson deserved one where he slept like a log.

Whytehorse has other plans, his regular plans - a bottle of red wine, and time with his old
friend, insomnia. After every case, there comes a phase where he chases the white rabbit. It takes
him on various trips involving his drug-addicted wastrel of a father, deranged mother, and dead
wife. The last one is the most painful. When Dawson had discovered him rotting in the Scottish
hellhole of Aberdeenshire, he struck it rich. He graduated from finding chicken thieves in the
countryside to finding cold-blooded criminals of London.

A knock and a letter sliding under the door interrupts his train of thoughts. He steps out and is
welcomed by the eerie silence of the night with no trace of a man, nor a woman. 

'Dawson, wake up!'
As he enters Dawson's cabin, he exclaims, 'IT'S TIME FOR AN ADVENTURE FOR THE

SLEUTH BROTHERS!'
That letter presents yet another opportunity to pursue the other kind of rabbit - the truth. His

eyes twinkle with delight. And thus, begins the case of the missing manhood. 
⚜⚜⚜⚜ 

Monday the 9th, September 1633
'Lordings, this question will I askè now:
Which was the mostè free, as thinketh you?'
'Now telleth me, ere that you further wend.
I can no more, my tale is at an end.'
Agnes shut the book after finishing Franklin's tale. After a steaming supper of pork pottage, it

was another night of Canterbury tales.
'Good night, Sweetheart.' She kissed Anne's cheeks, dimmed the lantern, and departed her

daughter's chamber. 
Anne was sound asleep until she was startled awake by a familiar sound.
Clickety-Clackety
Frightened by the sound, her eyes darted to the window. It was wide open. A deep force from

within pushed her to shut the window. She moved across the chamber, trembling and white-
faced, holding an almost-dead lantern in her hand.

She left it on the windowsill and tried to shut the door when her gaze was drawn to a figure in
the fog, a black smudge on the wood's rim. There stood an ancient man-thing with the visage of a
gnarled root. He had a paralyzing white face and reddish-orange eyes, the colour of magma.
Alternate waves of coldness and warmth swept her. She knew she should bid her mother.

Anne let out a sharp and piercing scream.
'Moth....,' she tried, but all she got was a whimper. Her throat felt as if it had been lined with

pebbles. Horrified, she wiped her eyes. 
The man-thing was gone. Maybe it was all in her head.
She shut the window and turned back. The lamp was knocked from her hands by a fierce gust

of wind that appeared from nowhere. Maybe it wasn't. She sensed some fluttering, frantic
footsteps above her, descending the ceiling and walls. She ran towards the door, flung it open,
and rushed up the staircase to the third floor of the manor. 

Clickety-Clackety



Clickety-Clackety
The footsteps followed her. She could hear her own breathing. On the wall above her,

shadows swirled. They were getting darker and closer with each step she took. She got to
Agnes's chamber. With her hands splayed out in front of her, she slammed the door hard enough
to send stings of pain up her shoulders. The door burst open, jolting Agnes awake.

'Mo…Moth'r… the man… the monst'r… 'tis going to killeth me,' she shrieked as she hugged
her mother. 

                                                                 ⚜⚜⚜⚜    
Tuesday the 10th, August 1813
The sleuth brothers stand in front of the sign which was designed like an inverted spade. It

reads:
House number 13,
THE BAILGRAVES
Since 1552
The entire neighbourhood appears ancient, that one typically finds in the castle towns of the

yore. No. 13, on the other hand, evokes the feeling of being an elder among its peers. As if it has
been summoned not only to protect those who dwell there but also to intimidate anyone who
dares to look at it in the eyes.

A young girl in her late teens answers the door just as Dawson is about to knock. Her grin is
lovely, yet unnatural.

'Welcome, Mr Dawson! Welcome, Mr Whytehorse!' she says, maintaining her false grin.
'E—er—Thank you,' Dawson remarks blandly. As they walk inside the hall, it reminds them

of a royal art gallery.
Each wall adorned with strange hangings, and every chair and sofa upholstered. Shades and

fabrics are complementing but extravagant. Except for the three of them, the room is bare.
'It's almost supper time,' she utters, sensing their discomfort. 'Come, join us,' she says, leading

them to the dining room.
The dining room houses a long table that can accommodate twenty people. However, only a

fifth of that capacity is occupied. Four ladies, each at a different point in their lives, are seated.
The air around them is thick with tales and gossip. The eldest sits at the head of the table at the
far end. She notices the detectives, grins, and taps her fork on the table. The voices fade away as
if the tapping is a signal.

A more imaginative man would have flinched, but Whytehorse is pragmatic. There are four
pairs of eyes on him. A familiar grin adorns each face, which doesn't reach their eyes.

The soup is served on a platter that is oddly deep and broad. Dawson is taken aback by the
speed with which the service is delivered. The soup looks exceptionally heavy: it contains meat,
eggs, and pulses, and efforts have been taken to add some corn-based thickening.

'So, Mrs…Why are we here?' inquires Whytehorse, staring at the elderly lady.
'Not Mrs... Ms Esther,' she corrects him.
'Pardon me, Ms Esther. What is the case you mentioned in your letter?'
'Have your soup, Detective. We promised you the most difficult case you've ever worked

on. Get some food in your stomach, you'll need all the energy you can get,' she advises, dodging
his query.

Dawson is a little alarmed to notice that the table's middle-aged lady silently stands behind



him as he devours the very last spoonful. She places the main dish on his table, gets
uncomfortably close to his ear, and whispers, 'It's Beef Wellington Day, Dawson.' Her tone is
that of a babysitter conveying the promise of a favourite snack to a kid.

'Mr Whytehorse, it's been two years since you left Scotland; how are you finding life in the
United Kingdom?' Esther asks.

'Er… It's nice… really nice,' he says, surprised.
He proceeds to run everything through his mind in a methodical manner, as he has been

taught, and he theorizes the answer almost instantaneously. It is an antique home; she must have
been a wealthy heiress, and it's typical for wealthy people to have birds fly across the nation to
procure information. The entire dinner masquerade is intricate yet excruciating, amusing yet
exquisite.

'Mr Whytehorse, can you respect confidence?' Esther enquires.
'Yes,' Whytehorse responds gently.
'Follow me, there was an incident here two days ago,' she says as she rises from her seat.
They make their way to a third-floor bedchamber. There lay a man on the floor with a white

sheet covering his body down the neck. His face is blue and tilted to the side.
'This is Mr Booth, our steward; we discovered his body yesterday morning.'
Apart from the unusual blue pigmentation on his skin, there is hardly any sign to indicate he

is dead.
'Ms Esther, may I please remove the sheet?' Dawson asks.
'Yes, please go ahead.'
Dawson tugs the sheet from the top. The skin has an unappealing texture. There are no traces

of any kind of markings. Dawson stops pulling the sheet as it reaches the man's thighs. The
Man's manhood is missing. It seems like someone has severed it with surgical precision. 

⚜⚜⚜⚜ 
Tuesday the 10th, September 1633
Agnes was nursing little Anthony in the great hall. He fell asleep, still clutching her breasts.

Agnes gently unlatched her bosom from his grip and handed him over to Esther, her
chambermaid. Esther placed him beside Anne who was fast asleep in her mother's chambers on
the third floor.

Agnes noticed some disturbance outside the window.
Clickety-Clackety
Clickety-Clackety
'Come hith'r,' she called out.
The window was thrown open. A snarling, skeletal creature, half-man, half-beast entered the

hall. Two more stubby arms sprouted from its guts, totally drenched in blood. It crept towards
Agnes on all six limbs. As it approached her, its magma eyes gleamed brightly.

She snatched up her walking cane and slammed it against the monster's pate.
'How dareth thee try to killeth mine daughter!' she screamed.
The monster whimpered and crisped up near her legs, meekly. Agnes was enraged. She was

not going to let Anne die. Not now. When Esther re-entered the hall, she gave a disgusted glance
at the beast.

Agnes asked Esther to 'bring him from the undercroft.'
Ester returned, accompanied by a man. His decaying flesh filled the great hall with a foul



odour as he walked in. He left a trail of translucent liquid on the ground over which he moved.
The monster shrieked in dread. The man grabbed Agnes and kissed her on the lips.

'Abraham, this beast is out of controleth,' she whispered to the man.
Abraham let out a menacing growl and moved towards the creature.
'We can't alloweth h'r to kicketh the bucket, 'tis about timeth,' Agnes continued.
Abraham flexed his arms. His gigantic pincers ripped free of the putrefying skin. His clothing

and skin began to fray. His body splattered against the walls, exposing his true self, a large
Lambton worm with a long stinger, a scaly tail, a cobra-like pate with elliptical eyes and a short
snout, and two lizard-like feet with six toes each.

The creature took a step back in response to the horrifying sight. The magma eyes shook in
dread as it pleaded. Agnes averted her gaze. She knew what was in stock. A grisly death.
Abraham opened his jaws enormously wide, almost like an oyster, revealing rows upon rows of
razor fangs, letting forth a hideous, slavering growl. He bit off the creature's head in one swift
motion.

 Agnes motioned Esther to summon other maids. They only had a few hours to scrub the great
hall before Anne woke up.  

⚜⚜⚜⚜ 
Wednesday the 11th, August 1813
Dawson and Whytehorse stand in the garden shed of the mansion. The garden maid has

summoned them with a piercing screech.
Two additional bodies are discovered in and around the castle; each corpse missing a body

part. Vincent, a royal British soldier, is discovered dead with his legs and arms gone, while
Michael, a well-known sculptor, is found dead and without his hands.

'It's as if someone is putting together their own person with all these missing pieces,' Dawson
alleges.

'Dawson, it's a silly blunder to make assumptions before you have all the facts. It skews the
decision,' Whytehorse remarks with a smirk.

'So, what are your thoughts?'
'I'm already certain that there aren't three different mysteries here, but simply one.'
He asks the garden maid to arrange for the body to be moved out of the house and into the

backyard, where the other two bodies have been laid.
'Let's head back to the mansion,' Whytehorse hurries towards the manor, saying, 'I want to

have another look.' Dawson trails behind him.
He goes over from the attic to the cellar of the home, asking pertinent questions along the

way. After the inspection, they return to one of the front rooms with a view of the courtyard and
address Esther, who is enjoying her evening tea.

'Ms Esther, there is a sealed dungeon on the garden's periphery; might we have access to it,
please?'

'Oh, you mean the undercroft?'
'Yes, the old undercroft.'
'Certainly, you can,' she replies, sending one of her maids to fetch the key bunch from her

boudoir. After getting the keys, they make their way to their guest chambers to pick something. 
'I think I'll take one of these pistols downstairs with me in case we have an alarm.'
'An alarm?' asks Dawson.



'You never know, Dawson.'
'In that case, let me take out four rounds from the cylinder.'
'For what good reason?'
'You know how you are with the armoury, Whytehorse.'
'I know, why don't you just remove all the bullets in that case?' Whytehorse comments

sarcastically. 
'Whytehorse, you could kill somebody instantaneously with six rounds, but with just two

rounds, the probability reduces to a third; you get two clicks before the bang. In the event of true
danger, that bang is well worth it, mate. If not a legitimate spook, the clicks will save you from
jail time,' remarks Dawson.

'Care to join me, Dawson? Or are you still thinking about your inane probability theory?'
'Nah, let me get some rest while you roam over the estate looking for an obscure cellar.'
As soon as Whytehorse departs the bedchamber, the door opens; it's the beef wellington lady

from the previous day.
'Do you mind if I join you?' the lady asks Dawson.
'I should be pleased.'
Dawson feels at ease for the first time since they arrived at the mansion. She is gorgeous in

her dark way, her outfit is as exquisite as Dawson has expected, and her persona has a regal
quality about it. An hour goes by in a flash.

'This is a strange place,' Dawson remarks, squeezing her hand. She is conspicuously silent.
'In any case, I've never seen a more beautiful gown,' he says, trying to lighten the tone.
'Touch it,' she clutches his warm hand and presses it against her chest. Dawson almost loses

his assessment.
Knock
Knock
'I am coming in.' Whytehorse enters as Dawson swiftly takes his hand off her bosom.
She stands up. And with her lips close to his ears, murmurs, 'The second chamber to the left

next to the great hall. Come after midnight.' 
⚜⚜⚜⚜ 

Wednesday the 11th, September 1633
Anne was fast asleep on Agnes' bed with young Anthony beside her after another night of

Canterbury tales. She felt a burning sensation in her abdomen. She rose, gripping her groin and
writhing in agony.

'Moth'r!' she screamed. Nay response.
'MOTH'R!'
Nay response.
Little Anthony dozed soundly. It wasn't till she hopped down the bed that she saw the blood

dripping down her leg.
Her hands still grasped the groin as she walked out of her chamber. This was something her

mother had warned her about. She made bleeding footprints on the floor as she proceeded to the
grand hall in search of her mother. But where was Lady Agnes?

'MOTH'R!'
Nay response.
She dropped to the ground, exhausted. She let out a series of slow, pained grunts as her



ichthys belched a gout of blood knocking her back. 
Anne felt a sensation of demonic force swelling about her, seeming to enfold her, and

attempting to strangle her. Anne quieted down. She wished that the evil entity would kill her.
Her suffering was worse than death.

The hall's main entrance thumped open. A deluge of blood gushed in and swept her away.
'MOTH'R!'
There was a response this time.
Agnes jolted her awake. It was all a dream. Anne gasped in terror as she noticed something

moist in between her thighs. Red, nightmarish liquid had stained her robes. 
⚜⚜⚜⚜

Thursday the 12th, August 1813
Whytehorse tosses and turns around in his bed with his eyes wide open. It's another night with

his friend, insomnia. Another corpse is discovered in the boulevard, behind the buttery. One
could barely call it a body, a body with a missing torso.

Why? Who? How?
Thoughts swirl in his mind.
Then comes a shattering, ear-piercing scream from someplace inside the home, followed by

another, then another. It refuses to die down.
He springs out of the bed, clamps on the chamber lantern with vice-like strength, and makes a

beeline for the door. The door is locked. He puts the lantern aside and tries to yank the door open
with all his might. It doesn't budge. The shrieking continues unabated. And then it comes to a
halt with a ghastly gurgle. Whytehorse is exhausted after an hour. His wails remain unanswered.
Then, with the gentlest of tugs, the door opens.

He rushes to Dawson's bedroom, only to find it vacant. He sprints to the second chamber to
the left of the great hall. Dawson and the beef wellington woman are nowhere to be seen. He
senses some bustle on the mansion's upper floor. He dashes over to see everyone gathered and
stunned.

Dawson's unmoving corpse lay headless on the floor, lit dimly by a lantern's fading light.
A loud, braying cry from Whytehorse splits the gloom. 

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Thursday the 12th, September 1633
'Why art we doing this, Agnes?' Abraham asked, his voice tinged with sorrow.
'King Belhor hast the legitimacy to bestow divine familiars and distributeth lives; until he is

offered with tenders, sacrifices, and gifts, he wouldst not grant true answers to our desires,'
Agnes replied.  She grinned as she added, 'And this time, we will trap him for perpetual service.'

'He is our King, Agnes, the king of the demons,' Abraham protested.
'Enough with the King, Abraham. 'tis time for a queen of demons, Queen Agnes Bailgrave.

Nay more petty sacrifices for petty wishes; tom'rrow, 'tis time for the greatest sacrifice for an
et'rnal life of pow'r and familiars.'

'He gaveth me this life, my imm'rtal existence.'
'I gaveth thee this life,' she taunted. 
'He just gaveth thee this body when thee we'e near death; This 'life' wast given to thee by me.

Thee shall be a new man in a few years, free of decaying flesh and the threat of implosion. Nay
more rotting skin and decaying flesh. Thee shall liveth a life of whatev'r form thee chooseth.



Thee shall nay longer be just Abraham, thee can be anyone thee crave, any shapeth thee crave.
Nothing wouldst killeth thee, thee could regen'rate from a single blob of flesh, a single drop of
blood. Belhor made thee immortal, I made thee invincible.' 

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Friday the 13th, September 1633
The great hall was decked up in preparation for the arrival of King Belhor, Jehovah's supreme

ruler. On the floor, three concentric squares were painted in crimson red. The names of the
demons commanded by Belhor were carved onto each side of the squares - Adonai, Helomi, Pine
towards the east; Hellon, HeIoi, Hell on the south; Jod, Hod, Agla on the west portion; and
Tetragrammaton, Shadai, and Jab art on the fourth portion, which was the north.

Inside the squares, triangles were carved. Agnes stood in the heart of the star pattern,
sparkling with glee, beside a golden pole. Agnes was in her true form, that of a banshee - a
vengeful elf from Jehovah's depths. Her face was wreathed in a wild weave of hair, her body
draped in wispy rags that fluttered and streamed around her.

In the first node of the star, Abraham stood, with the book of Solomon in his hand. A
nostrum-induced Anne was chained and held in the second node. In her left node, little Anthony
lay in a cradle. On the fourth node, a wild Ram was chained beside which Esther stood with a
medieval sword in her hand. Other demons had gathered around the outermost square with
candles in their hands.

Agnes started the conjuring.
'O thee great and blessed being, my angel guardian, we requesteth thee to descend from thy

holy mansion which is Celestial, with thy holy influence and presence, into mine human abode,
that I may beholdeth thy glory; and enjoyeth thy society, aide, and assistance, both now and
forever hereaft'r.

Here art mine offers: a virgin, an unbaptized knave, and a holy ram.
I prayeth thee; and I humbly desire and entreat thee by and in thee name of great God

Jehovah, whereunto the whole choir of heaven singeth continually: O Mappa la man,
Hallelujah! Amen!'

O Mappa la man, Hallelujah!
O Mappa la man, Hallelujah!
The demons cheered in unison. Their cheers were cut short by a thunderous roar. As Belhor

entered through, the main entry door shattered into dust; he appeared in the form of an Angel, his
body covered in a fair cloud, his face pure and radiant, and a coronet of rose blossoms on his
head.

O Mappa la man, Hallelujah!
The cheers continued. Agnes grinned. Abraham continued,
'We conjure thee by whom all Creatures art obedient and by this ineffable name Belhor, God



of Jehovah, as thee enter, the Elements art overthrown; The air is shaken, The sea runneth back,
The fireth is quenched, The Earth Trembles and all thee hosts of Celestials, T'rrestrials &
Infornals doe Trembleth, and art troubl'd and confound'd togeth'r.'

I offer thee the virgin.
Anne's head rolls down, blood gushing out of her severed body.
O Mappa la man, Hallelujah!
I offer thee the holy Ram.
 With one swift motion, Esther did the deed.
O Mappa la man, Hallelujah!
I offer thee the unbaptized knave.
Esther moves towards little Anthony. Overwhelmed by the shadow, he sensed the danger. His

pudgy baby hands opened and closed instinctively, grasping at air. She picked him, placed him
on the stone on the floor. She brought the sword up and then down in a swift motion. Chop!

 O Mappa la man, Hallelujah!
The cloud hovered above Agnes as she closed her eyes. The coronet of blossoms gently

landed on her head as the cheers reached a crescendo.
All of a sudden, Agnes was engulfed by wicked heat. She lurched backward after a hoarse

caterwauling. Her eyeballs were gouged out, hung loosely from their sockets, and dripped a
whitish-yellow fluid. A garish fountain of blood burst from her cheeks. Her body caught fire as
the coronet of blossoms burned to shards.

A tremendous boom heralded the reappearance of the cloud.
'Ye fools, I am the KING of the demons, not the queen. How doth ye expecteth me to receiveth

into a mistress's c'rse,' Belhor proclaimed.
The demons on the periphery knelt in front of him. The demons within the square looked at

the burning corse of Agnes in horror. She let out a series of slow, pained grunts.
'King Belhor, the Bailgraves won't alloweth mine sacrifice wendeth in vain. Thee shall be

conjur'd again, to receiveth the trap in a male vessel. The perfect male.' 
⚜⚜⚜⚜

Friday the 13th, 1813
The great hall is decked up in preparation for the arrival of King Belhor, Jehovah's supreme

ruler. Whytehorse is chained and tied to a pillar near the entrance. The floor is marked with
squares, stars, and triangles with a golden pole in the middle. Surgical sutures and staples are
used to patch together a headless body which is tied to the pole. Each piece has been
painstakingly inserted, perfectly aligned, then meticulously cleaned to a white finish. 

Ms Esther, armed with a sword, stands at the star's north node. She shifts her gaze to
Whytehorse.

'Detective, we promised you'd find your toughest case here,' she taunts him, 'but we never
said you'd solve it.'

Whytehorse wriggles in his shackles, attempting to free himself.
'You see, Detective, let me solve it for you; we are constructing the greatest male vessel; a

man with the torso of a priest, manhood from a fertile gent, arms from an artist, limbs from a
soldier and…er…brains from the cleverest man of the kingdom,' she continues, 'I am talking
about you, Mr Whytehorse.'

'Unchain him,' a familiar voice alerts Whytehorse. He looks at the man fast approaching him.



'Dawson…?'
'No… no... no, Mr Whytehorse, that's not his real name,' she interrupts and orders the man,

'Abraham, don't crush it.'
It has been Abraham all along!
Dawson flexes his arms. His gigantic pincers rip free of the putrefying skin. A shocked

Whytehorse takes out his pistol and points at the approaching man-monster hybrid.
Click
Click
Bang
Dawson/Abraham slows down.
Bang
An irritated Dawson/Abraham reaches Whytehorse.
Dawson opens his jaws enormously wide, almost like an oyster, revealing rows upon rows of

razor fangs, letting forth a hideous, slavering growl.
⚜⚜⚜⚜
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Mother Promise
by Prachi Sharma



Mother Promise
Mother, you are the light of my life,
In your bosom, I would like to stick a knife.
The message takes a few seconds longer to reach my brain; the implications dawning on me

belatedly, groggy as I am. The note, innocuous, on a yellow Post-it is stuck to the fridge door.
Written with a fountain pen in a spidery handwriting penned by an unsteady hand.

I suppress the scream rising in my throat by clamping a hand over my mouth. It would wake
up Raj and lead to questions. Questions I did not wish to answer. With trembling fingers, I yank
the note off the fridge, crumple it, and throw it in the trash.

Someone is playing a joke- a very unfunny, horrifying joke. There is no other explanation I
can give for the note appearing like that, on that particular stationery and written with that pen,
out of nowhere, after all these months.

Especially when I know that the only person who could have written this is dead.
⚜⚜⚜⚜

I perform my morning ablutions, take a bath, and get ready for work. I kiss Raj goodbye; he
leaves for work later than I do; eat the scrambled eggs with toast and leave while he is out on his
morning walk.

It's a one-time thing, an extremely rare glitch in the space-time continuum. It won't happen
again. I convince myself as I take the elevator down to the basement parking lot.

My son died a year ago. The worst is behind me now.
I unlock the door of my Ford Ikon remotely, wrench open the door, park myself in the driver's

seat. Seconds later, I scramble out, bumping my head against the edge of the roof. Stuck to the
steering wheel is another Post-it, this one light blue in color.

Mother, I shall drink your blood and be born anew,
Taking from you blood, bone, tissue, and sinew.
I look around the parking lot. It is dark and mostly empty. Only a couple of other office goers

and I leave at 7 in the morning.
Then who could have put this here? And why? Do they think this is funny, writing me notes

purportedly from my dead son? One whose loss I am still mourning, even if only on the inside?
"Everything alright, Ms. Andrade?"
I nearly jump at the voice, and then flinch as a hand touches my shoulder. The hand is quickly

withdrawn.
I turn around. It is the neighbor who lives on my floor. Rihanna Panakkal, dark, pretty, with

tattoos, trendy clothes, and funky jewelry. She is a stylist in Bollywood.
"You okay?" she asks, her face a mixture of alarm and concern.
"Oh, I am fine. Just got spooked."
Damn. Why did I say that?
"I know. This place is so damn dark and spooky in the morning. Sometimes, the echo of my

own footfalls scares me," she says, shuddering a little.
I look at my watch.
"Crap, I have to rush. See you later, Rihanna."
"Bye, Ms. Andrade." She calls me Ms. Andrade, while I, by the virtue of being older, call her



Rihanna. I sit back in the car, remove the note and crumple it, and throw it out the window.
Whoever is playing a joke on me is gonna be disappointed, because I don't scare easy.

My son loved writing on that stationery, with the pen I got him, in that untidy, spidery scrawl.
Wait. Don't think of that.
Today is an extremely important day for me. The team I lead at the Center for Scientific

Research is wrapping up a project we have been working on for months. We present the result in
a week's time to a board of senior scientists and government officials. This can lead to two huge
grants from the Maharashtra government and the US government as well as awards for me and
my team. I can't screw this up because of some idiotic joke.

Johann wrote you the notes. He is back.
I shake my head, drink some water from my bottle, and then insert the keys in the ignition,

getting ready to start the car, when I see Rihanna pass my car in hers, her eyes on me, alarm and
fear writ large on her face. Before I can think of asking her the reason, she is exiting the lot.

I start the car and drive away, shaking my head. It's a strange day.
The drive to the office is uneventful. The rest of the day, in fact, is uneventful, except for the

fact that the project is successfully wrapped up. The team orders in food and drinks to celebrate.
⚜⚜⚜⚜

I get home at 9 in the evening, a little apprehensive but relatively relaxed. The breakneck pace
at which I have been working the last few months will now be replaced by a brief lull. In the
office, the work will be slow for a few days till the presentation. People will go home,
rejuvenate, and come back to another project with a rigorous work schedule.

Perhaps Raj and I will have a romantic weekend getaway. Lonavala or Lavasa or Khandala or
Matheran.

I am making Maggi with eggs and cheese for dinner—I am not much of a cook—waiting for
Raj to get home when I get a text from him.

Sorry, Mel. Working tonight. Don't wait up. Love you.
Raj works as a software engineer for a multinational, which means that he's often working

late or all night. He tiptoes into bed sometime during the wee hours, when I am in deep slumber,
and then he sleeps till noon.

Love you too, Boo.
I have just texted him back when the bell rings. It is nearly 10 pm.
Who can it be at this time?
I turn off the gas, rush into the living room, and open the door. Ri stands there, dressed in a

gray shirt and black pajama pants.
"May I come in, Ms. Andrade?" she asks.
"Hi. Can I help you?"
"I am sorry to drop in so late. I know it's a weird time. But I need to talk to you, Ms. Andrade.

It's important."
"Alright. Come on in." I let her in, closing the door behind her.
"Can I offer you tea, coffee, or something?" I ask her as she takes a seat on the sofa, looking

around the living room.
"No, thank you. I just… wanted to talk to you about something I saw earlier today. I may

have been imagining it, of course. But it shook me, nonetheless."
"What did you see?" I ask, taking a seat on the adjacent sofa.
"Well, I will tell you, but fair warning, you may feel compelled to hit me. Or kick me out of



your apartment. "
"What? Why?"
"I was, as you know, parked just one car behind yours. When I was buckling my seat belt, I

saw someone in the back seat of your car. Just the shape of a head and shoulders. I thought that
wasn't possible, because I didn't see anyone else in your car when I was talking to you. So, I
peered at the back of your car. Which is when... which is when the shape turned around. And it
was... I saw who it was."

Rihanna stops talking, her eyes suddenly looking away from me.
"Who was it?" I ask, blood rushing in my ears.
"It was... and you may find this hard to believe... Johann."
My heart stops for a minute. "But that's... that's impossible!" I exclaim.
"I know. That's why I thought I was dreaming or hallucinating. But it was Johann, alright. He

always had this intense way of looking at me. Only, his eyes were a strange color. Gleaming,
reddish blue. He looked at me for several seconds. I rubbed my eyes, shook my head. But the
vision didn't go away."

"Then why didn't you say something then?"
"I was in shock, and you were spooked. I didn't want to spook you further."
"I see."
Rihanna has to be crazy. That is the only explanation. My son died a year ago. Then how is

this possible?
But what about the notes supposedly from him?
"I am sorry, Ms. Andrade. I... I couldn't stop feeling guilty keeping you in the dark, so I had to

come and tell you."
"It's okay, Rihanna. But I'd like you to go now," I say. I know it is rude to dismiss her like

that, but I need time to think, and I don't particularly care. My head is filled with thoughts I need
to be alone with.

"I'm sorry to have upset you, Ms. Andrade. I just… thought you should know," she says
getting up.

"It's alright. Thank you for letting me know," I reply as I see her to the door.
⚜⚜⚜⚜

Rihanna was quite taken with my son. She used to bring him cakes, chocolates, books, and
clothes. She even ordered him an expensive chocolate cake on his last birthday.

Johann liked 'Ri Aunty' too. He was always 'Ri Aunty this' and 'Ri Aunty that'. I guess he
found her way cooler than me, because she indulged him way more than I did, not responsible
for how it ultimately would affect his upbringing. I guess that is why I have never particularly
liked her. But it does not explain what she saw in my car this morning. Even if she was taken
with Johann enough to still miss him after a year, seeing his specter in the back of my car is too
much.

Maybe she is just looking for attention. Maybe she is some sort of freak who gets off on
reliving other people's tragedies with them. But what about the notes? Exactly who is looking for
attention by writing those?

I realize I have no answers right now, and my brain is too fuddled to think of any. My
stomach growls with hunger at the same time, so I reheat the Maggi and eat it. I also have three
glasses of wine.

Feeling full and a bit tipsy, I retire to the bedroom. I am just settling in bed when I notice it.



Another note, stuck on the lampshade of the lamp by the side of the bed.
Mother, did you like this morning's surprise,
It was great fun, although not very wise.
This time, I don't even think—I get out of bed, rush to the door, lock it from outside, and take

refuge in the living room.
⚜⚜⚜⚜

Johann died about a year ago. He fell from the balcony. It did not help that our apartment is
on the fourteenth floor in a Mumbai high rise. By the time the watchman found him, he was a
mangled mass of bones, tissue, blood, and gore.

How many times, just how many times, had I asked him not to get up on the balcony railing.
It was quite high, but Johann, with his waify-thin body, was able to climb up and sit on the
railing, with his legs on either side.

Like he was a freaking monkey, and not a human being.
How many times had I told him he could tip over and fall down fourteen floors?
That day, he finally did.
I did not even realize when he fell, because I was in the bedroom, busy on the phone.
Having a freaking argument. With Raj.
"What do you mean, you cannot commit to me?" I yelled.
"Mel, there is no need to shout. I already told you that I do not like kids very much."
"Once upon a time, I did not like them either. But once you have them, it is easy to adjust."
"He's not my kid, Mel. Look, I like you too. I want to consider a future with you, but I do not

want the responsibility of a kid. I want to have fun with you, and kids come in the way of that."
Johann was the result of an ill-fated affair I had long ago. His father was never in the picture.
"Johann is a good kid. And I keep him in line."
"He will still be your first priority, Mel. You will be canceling trips and getting out of parties,

just to be with him, if he is sick or has a function at school or exams coming up. I am all for
committing to you. What I am, however, not signing up for is to take care of a kid."

"You do not have to take care of Johann!"
"But, as I explained, you do. And that will come in the way of us having a peaceful

relationship."
"But he is my son, Raj!"
"I know. That is why you have to choose."
"But I love you! I mean, I love you too! I cannot… cannot… think of living without you!" I

said, tears springing to my eyes. I hated myself at that moment—utterly hated myself—for
shedding tears for a man. But Raj was the guy. We had been dating for a few weeks when I
realized that I loved him.

"I want you badly too, Mel, but, as I said, I cannot think of becoming a father or taking care
of a child. I am not that kind of guy. Sorry."

Mom!
I looked around, thinking I heard Johann calling for me. But he did not call out again.
"What? What was that?" Raj asked.
"Nothing."
"Was that Johann calling out for you?"
"No, I don't think so."
"It seems pretty urgent. You should go, Mel."



"So, you can prove to me how much I prioritize my child over you? Are you that desperate to
get out of this relationship? Do you not love me? Are you afraid of commitment? Is that why you
are throwing this tantrum?" I ask him.

"No! I am not asking you to neglect your child over me. You just need to choose, that is all."
"Don't do this, Raj. Please don't do this," I say, shaking my head, trying not to show any sign

of weakness.
"Look, I know you will choose your kid. It's understandable—you are his mother. I am an

outsider, but he is your blood. Maybe this was never meant to work out between us," he says.
"But you will not reconsider, will you?"
"No."
"Fine then. Go screw yourself, you pathetic weasel of a man!" I said, suddenly feeling a wave

of anger surge through me.
I hung up without giving him a chance to reply.
Seconds later, I got another call—this one is from an unknown number.
"What?" I barked into the phone, thinking it was Raj.
It was the building watchman, summoning me to the lobby. My son was lying in front of the

building, right outside the main entrance, unrecognizable except for his clothes.
I couldn't save him because I was too busy trying to keep the one decent man I had found.
And that is why, of course, Johann must hate me, even in death. He had shouted for me,

probably when he was falling. I had ignored him.
He must hate me so much.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
"Mom?" I feel a finger poking my back.
"What is it, Johann?"
"Can I sleep with you?"
"No, Johann. Go back to bed."
"But I'm cold, Mom."
"Take a blanket from my cupboard."
"But I am scared, Mom."
"You said you were cold."
"I am scared too."
"Of what?"
"There is a thing in my closet, Mom."
"Nonsense. Mom has had a hard day. Go back to bed, don't disturb me now!"
"But the thing…"
"I checked; your room is clean. Now go to sleep, and stop being a little devil!"
No response for a while. I think he has gone back to bed.
"Mom?"
"Now what?"
"I am hurt."
"Johann, I swear to God…"
"I have a hole in the back of my head, Mom."
"WHAT?"
Moments later, there is a loud crash.
I open my eyes. It is dark but I can see the ceiling fan above. When I try to move my head, the



back of it hurts. My neck hurts. When I try to move my hand, it collides with something solid,
making me utter a loud "Aah!" in pain. My eyes water.

I still try to prop myself up, and somehow propel myself into a sitting position. I find myself
wedged between the sofa and the glass coffee table in the living room.

I think I fell from the sofa. But how did I get here?
Suddenly, the smell of rotting flesh assails my nostrils. The hair on the back of my neck

stands up. From where I am on the floor, my legs sprawled in front of me, I can see the entrance
of the kitchen. And in the doorway is a silhouette.

A small, waify-thin silhouette. Johann.
"Who… who is it?" I ask, finding my voice to be little more than a croak.
The silhouette walks towards me in response. I can see two glittering points of light, red in

color, right where the silhouette's eyes should be. I shift back a little.
The silhouette walks into the living room. In the dim light coming in from the street, I can see

it is my son. He is as when he was when I buried him—dressed in a little tuxedo, his face pretty
smashed from the fall. His flesh is mottled. His limbs hang at odd angles from his body. Maggots
crawl in and out of his orifices. His tuxedo is filthy with dirt and cobwebs.

I shift back a little more when I see what he has in his hand.
A jar full of live cockroaches.
"You are not real! You are not real!" I manage to croak. My heart gallops loudly in my rib

cage.
In response, Johann bends, showing me the back of his head, which is all red and raw, like a

burst watermelon.
"No! Get away from me!"
He stands up and grins at me. "I told you, Mom, there is a hole in the back of my head."
"You are not real! Get away from me!" I scream.
"Mom, would you like some cockroaches?" he asks, coming closer. The smell nearly chokes

me, but it is the roaches that send my heart rate through the roof. I hate cockroaches.
"Go away!"
"Here, Mom," he says, flinging the box at me.
Many things happen at the same time.
I move several paces backwards, and my head hits something. I hear the flutter of a dozen

roach wings, hear the click of pincers, see those disgusting brown bodies coming at me. I scream
so loudly that my own ears ring with the sound.

I somehow get up, when I hear loud thumping. I look around. The front door is shaking.
Someone is trying to break down the front door.

"Get away! Get away from me!" I yell, managing to get up.
I rush to the kitchen, grab a knife, run to the front door, and open it.
"Mel!" Raj yells at me, stumbling backwards when he sees the knife in my hand, panic writ

large on his face.
"Raj! Oh, thank God. Why were you trying to break down the door?"
"Because I heard you screaming!" he replies, still eyeing the knife in my hand. I let it drop to

the ground.
"I was… scared."
"What's wrong? Is there someone in the house?" he asks, looking over my shoulder into the

living room.



"No. I was… I was having a nightmare."
"You nearly woke the neighbors. What kind of a nightmare were you having?"
"I am sorry for alarming you. Come inside, now. You must be tired."
Raj walks inside the place he has called home for months. He is walking into the bedroom

when he notices the coffee table on its side.
"Oh, I fell from the sofa when I was… the table got knocked over by mistake."
He looks at me, frowning.
"Were you sleeping in the living room?"
"Yes."
"Why?"
I guess lying is a bad idea right now. "Come to the bedroom, let me show you," I tell him. He

frowns again when he notices the locked bedroom door, but chooses to stay silent.
When we walk inside, I switch on the light and point to the lampstand. The note is gone.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
"Are you sure you will be alright?" he asks me, over breakfast the next morning. I have such a

nasty headache that I've called in sick at work. They gave me the weekend off, given that I have
worked non-stop for the last few weeks. Raj has to go back to work in the afternoon. Then he has
all of tomorrow free for having worked a double shift yesterday.

"I will be fine, Raj. I am just… having a hard time these days."
"I understand, of course," he says, taking my hand in his.
"What do you mean?"
"Johann's death anniversary."
"Excuse me?"
"It is tomorrow. You must remember, of course."
My heart misses a beat. How did I forget?
Is this why these things are happening? Is Johann really back? Does he really hate me so

much he came back from the dead to show it to me?
"Of course."
"Look, I understand if you want to be alone tomorrow. I am not working, so I'll take off

somewhere and come back in the evening."
"I need you here, Raj, darling. I swear I will not burden you with my grief," I reply. If dead-

Johann is planning some sort of hate crime against me tomorrow, at least I'll have someone to
protect me.

"You sure?"
"Yes."
Before going to the office, Raj has to go to the bank for some work. From there, he will leave

directly for office.
"What will you do till evening?" he asks.
"I don't know. Read. Netflix. Get rid of this headache, and maybe order something nice to

eat."
"You do whatever calms you down, okay?"
Raj kisses me on the mouth and leaves soon. The rest of the day is uneventful. I read a novel,

watch a movie on Netflix, and order pizza and choco-lava cake for lunch. My headache is gone
by evening, but as I am too tired to cook even Maggi, I again order Chinese from outside,
leaving some of it for Raj. He comes home, and we retire to bed. Hopefully, there will be no



more notes or nightly visits tonight.
⚜⚜⚜⚜

Mom, I am scared.
Go away, Johann.
Mom, let me sleep with you.
I said, go away, Johann!
Mom, sing me a lullaby. Let me sleep with you.
Go away, Johann, I need to sleep. As it is, you tire me.
Mom, I am cold and scared. Mom, sing me a lullaby. Mom, SING ME A LULLABY!
"Johann, shut up! Shut up, you little piece of…" I wake up screaming, in the dark, hands

flailing, legs thrashing.
"What happened? Mel, what happened?" Raj shouts, waking up beside me.
"Raj, he is here!"
"Who is here?"
"Johann!"
"Huh?"
"He is back, Raj, somehow, he is back, and he has…" I look around the room, which is when

I really freak out.
All over the room, on the walls, in large, red dripping letters, is written this: MOM SING ME

A LULLABY!
"Look! Look what he has written on the walls!" I scream.
"What has who written what where?" Raj asks, looking more confused than ever.
"Can't you see? On the walls?"
"The walls are fine, Mel. Nothing is written on them," Raj says, his voice grim. He is looking

at me in a way that makes me believe that he thinks I am crazy or something.
"I don't know what is happening to me," I say, burying my face in my hands. It is the truth.
"I think I do. You lost him a year ago today, and you are reacting to the trauma. I am not a

psychiatrist, but I know a bit about trauma response."
"So, what do you think I should do?"
"Let me give you a sedative, just for tonight, to help you sleep. Tomorrow, again, if you need

to, take it from me. Remember when I had months of sleepless nights? I still have some pills left
from that. Let me check if they are still usable."

They are. Raj gives me an Alprazolam, and I go to sleep after downing it with a glass of
water.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
When I wake up the next morning, my head feels a bit woozy, but I feel well rested otherwise.

Getting out of bed, I see that the time is 11 AM. God, did I sleep some?
There are no notes anywhere, no silhouettes with gleaming red eyes.
Thank God. Today is Johann's death anniversary.
I walk towards the washroom. The house is quiet—too quiet.
Something is wrong. Very wrong.
Trying to avoid the knot of dread in my gut, I turn left to open the door to the washroom.
"Mom, look, a bird!"
I crank my neck towards the living room so fast, I think I sprained my neck.
"Mom, come out here! I found a cuckoo bird!"



The words are Johann's, but the voice belongs to Raj.
I tiptoe down the corridor to the living room, and see a shadow on the floor right behind the

door that leads to the gallery.
Johann used to say that when he was perched on the railing.
The memory makes me rush to the balcony, and what I see makes my heart leap into my

throat. Raj is perched on the railing, his hands grabbing the top for support.
"Raj! What are you doing there?" I shout.
He turns his head to look at me, a goofy smile on his face. The smile does not reach his eyes,

and sends a chill down my spine.
"Mom, you came out finally! Look, a cuckoo bird!" he yells, his hands letting go of the

railing.
"Raj!"
"Mom, I wonder what it is like to fall down fourteen floors," he says, and tips his torso

dangerously to the left.
"No!" I say, rushing to him.
"Tell him, Mom, tell him!" Raj sneers, and in a moment, I see his pupils go red.
Johann has possessed my boyfriend.
"Raj, this is not funny. Get off that railing now!"
"Tell him, Mom, or he will jump."
"Alright! Alright! Raj, I… I… Johann…"
Raj again leans to the left, raising his hands in the air.
"I killed Johann! You happy now? I killed Johann! I pushed him!" I scream.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
"Fine then. Go screw yourself, you pathetic weasel of a man!" I said, suddenly feeling a wave

of anger surge through me. I hung up without giving him a chance to reply.
Getting up, I stormed around the house, trying to expel my anger, when I found Johann in the

balcony. The little devil was again perched on the railing.
"Mom, look, a bird!" he shouted, beaming at me, pointing at a koel sitting on the railing.
"Johann! How many times have I told you not to sit on the railing?" I shouted back, but with

anger. Suddenly, he seems like an easy target to take out my anger and frustration. I walk up to
him, making him lean to the left.

"But, Mom, the bird…"
"You like playing with danger so much, you little piece of crap!" I snarl, making him flinch.
"I'll get down, Mom…"
"Too late! You have always been nothing but a source of trouble for me! You never listen, you

don't respect me, you are worthless!"
"Mom, I'm sorry…"
"You are a useless piece of crap, Johann! Only one thing is good for you!"
Before I realize it, I am pushing him backwards. His small body puts up little resistance

against my bulk.
First, his hands let go of the railing. Then his left leg lets go. And when he tips over the edge,

his right leg lets go too. For a moment, his entire body is suspended in mid-air.
"Mom!" he screams, his eyes beseeching, his hands reaching out for me.
Then he falls. I retreat into the living room so that no one can see me. It must look like an

accident.



That evening, after his body was sent for an autopsy, I had called Raj with the news. He had
rushed to comfort me. The rest, as they say, is history.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
"Mom? Do you see the bird?"
My eyes open. A gust of wind hits my face, making my hair flap loudly against my cheeks

and nose.
I look down, and immediately, my bladder lets go. I feel the wetness between my legs, and a

large, colorless stain spread over the front of my nightdress.
I am standing on the edge of the railing—on the wrong side. My hands are grabbing the bar at

the top, my feet on the ledge below it. Further below are fourteen floors, and then cold, hard
ground.

"Mom? Do you see the bird?"
I turn my head to the left. Johann—the actual Johann, in his tuxedo, with his banged-up face,

maggots crawling in and out of orifices—is sitting on the railing, close to me, grinning a lop-
sided grin.

"Baby… please… I am sorry…"
"Do you see the bird, Mom? Answer me!" he barks.
"No, I do not see the bird, Johann!"
"That's because you are the bird, Mom!"
The next moment, I feel a pair of hands shove me. My hands let go of the railing bar. My legs

lose their purchase on the ledge. I am plummeting to meet the ground.
"Melinda!" someone shouts.
You are the bird, Mom.

☠ ☠ ☠ ☠
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Naani & the Shadows
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Naani & the Shadows
Naani twists the betel leaf into a tiny cone and opens her mouth wide, wider than it is

humanly possible; her teeth clamp down on the glossy, green leaf and it disappears down her
throat. I watch fascinated as her throat, that is covered in a crisscross of green veins and saggy
skin, swallows it.

"Naani, tell me a ghost story, please," Happy says, his frame, small for a twelve-year-old,
cocooned in the white blanket that both of us are meant to share. I tug at the edges of the blanket
and snap, "Happy, stop hogging the blanket, you retard!"

"Idhar aa ja, come inside my blanket, pumpkin," Naani pulls Happy towards her and turns to
me, "Honey, chota bhai hai. Don't talk to him like that."

"But, Naaaaaaniiiii… he always takes all the blankets, and there's practically nothing left for
me. It's so damned cold," I say, my accent is remarkably different from my Naani's. After having
lived in Florida almost all my life, this was our first trip back to India, to my Mum's maternal
home in Uttarakhand. Even though Naani would visit us for summer holidays every year, no
matter how much we begged, Mum wouldn't bring us back here. That was only until Dad left and
Mum lost her job to recession.

"When will Mummy come back, Honey?" Happy's small voice whimpers from under the
covers.

"She'll be back soon," I say.
"Did she really have to go the day we landed?"
"Happy, Mummy has gone for an interview," I bend forward and knock my brother lightly on

his forehead. "We need money to survive; and you and I don't make any."
I look at Naani, "Naani, what about that ghost story you were going to tell Happy?" I could

really do with a break from Happy's incessant 'Whys', 'Whats' and 'Whens'.
She clears her throat as I put my headphones on. It has been over forty eight hours since I left

Florida and I already miss the sun. I bet if Mum had tried a little longer to get a job back in
Florida, she would have found one. Did we really have to move continents because she thought
we were draining our savings? I had even offered to delay joining college and take up a job after
high school, but Mum was against it. And Dad, it was obvious Dad didn't want us now that he
had his new girlfriend, 'Kendra'.

So here we are in some remote town in the mountains, with a name I can barely pronounce,
and rains lashing outside. Our first night in India and I already hate it.

"… Promise me you won't tell your mother." It is when I am about to switch on my Spotify
that I hear those words. I turn around and see Happy looking at Naani wide eyed, nodding his
head and making a pinky promise.

"Tell Mum what?" I ask.
"Naani is not our real naani, did you know that, Honey?" Happy shrieks before Naani can say

anything.
I stare at naani, a sinking feeling in my stomach. I wasn't sure I wanted to hear this story. A

slight buzzing starts in my head. She is my mother's mother. There was never anyone else. Naani
calls my mum daily, she makes laddoos and goonjias for us, and by the time she left Florida



every November, I had gained five pounds.
"It is true, Honey," Naani says, a tremulous smile on her lips. "I am your mother's Mausi, not

her mother."
"So, you are Naani-Mausi?" Happy says, "How did that happen? And where is our real

Naani?"
"Hold your horses, my Gabbar. You wanted a ghost story, didn't you?" Happy nods, his face

a mask of curiosity and fear. "Then you will need to listen to it, listen to the whole thing. No
disturbing, okay?"

"Okay," Happy and I say in unison, and I crawl deeper into my blanket. There is a chill that
seeps into the room through the slats between the windows. The rain lashes mercilessly outside
and somewhere lightning flashes. For a split second the valley opposite our terrace lights up and
the jagged edges of the bare rocks that make up for the mountain overlooking our terrace, makes
me shiver through my bones.

"The year was 1979, and your Naanu, your real Naanu, was posted in the Kaziranga forest in
Assam. He was a Van Adhikari you see, and had moved there with your Naani, my sister,
Neera."

"What is a Van… van… adhi...," Happy struggles when I complete it, "Van Adhikari, you
mean?"

"Ah… you interrupted!" Naani tickles Happy and then says, "A forest officer. Your Naanu
had a deep love for the jungles and the wildlife in it. He also nursed a special hatred for
poachers. Believe me, because I once watched him beat a man within a breath of his life for
hunting rhinos." I can see Happy's eyes widen. For someone who spends more time on Animal
Planet than it is deemed healthy, he has just found his new hero.

"When Neera was eight months pregnant with your mother, I received a letter from her,
asking me to join her. She hadn't written much, except that she was a month from having a baby
and could really do with some company. I had just finished college and was waiting for my
parents to hunt for a nice boy to get me married to. It was the perfect time for a holiday."

When Naani sees me roll my eyes, she says, "Don't be smart, girl. There was no feminism-
sheminism then. Those were simple times." Naani's eyes glaze over and a smile plays on her lips,
"There was this boy from my college though, the blue-eyed boy, we called him… I wonder what
would have happened, if… No, no, I digress." Naani's takes on a faraway look and she blinks.

"Within a week of receiving the letter from Neera, I found myself standing outside an old,
dilapidated bungalow. If it weren't for your Naani, actual Naani, running towards me in a pink
cotton saree and a sleeveless white blouse, I would have thought I was at the wrong place. When
I saw Neera, at eight months pregnant, she reminded me of a cow, a white cow that was
decorated for sacrifice. Every part of her body was bloated; so much so that the Doctors had
advised her to drink lots of water, and take regular walks to fight the constant edema."

"Honey," Happy mouths the words, "What's edema?" I smile and take in a large breath, I then
hold it in my mouth until my face looks like a balloon; he giggles.

"Are you children listening or not?"
"Yes, Naani," we say in unison, "Oops, Naani-Mausi." Happy bites his tongue.
"The bungalow was on the edge of the forest reserve, a sprawling mansion that housed just

the three of us, and the only live-in servants were the watchman and his wife, Usha, who
preferred to stay in an outhouse by the main gate. Walls, that were meant to be painted white,
had ridges of filthy gray run down their surface like tainted wrinkles. Wide rectangular windows



flanked every single room and believe me there were too many rooms for just three people.
It had been two weeks since I had arrived there. Our existence, Neera and mine, had been

idyllic, to say the least. During the day, there would be countless servants running amok in the
house, doing our bidding. Neera would preside over her mansion like a Queen, even a single rose
bud looking morose got the gardener a good verbal lashing. They would drive Neera and me
down to Bokakhat in Jiju's jeep every Monday, where Neera would order the servants to pick
groceries and supplies, while we sisters would escape into the library and borrow books to last us
through the week. From Jeffrey Archer to Harold Robbins, from Alistair MacLean to Jackie
Collins, the library had them all."

Naani smiles and bites her lip, "Neera had always been the naughty one, a woman way ahead
of her times. I can't tell you the number of times she would scandalize Jiju with her salacious
ideas…"

I watch Naani raise her right hand and twirl an escaped strand of gray, her fingers unsteady
and her lips quivering.

…But nothing good ever lasts now, does it? It was the week when Neera was reading
'Sinners' by Jackie Collins and I was buried inside 'Shall we tell the President'; that it began.

It wasn't even five on a Wednesday evening when we heard Jiju shouting outside in the yard.
Reluctantly, I put the book aside and joined my sister. It was then that I saw Jiju thrashing a boy,
barely seventeen, with such vehemence that it shook me to the core. I had never known fear of
my sister's husband. He had always been nice to me, like an elder brother. But watching the
unadulterated fury on his face made my feet totter.

It was one of the servant boys who would come from the village to clean the backyard. Neera
ran up to her husband and stood between the boy and Jiju, her eyes matching the fury in his.

'Ravinder, what is this? You will kill him!' she said, her voice unusually loud.
'Get away from him, Neera,' Spittle flew from his lips and landed on my sister's paisley saree.

'He has killed a family of Rhinos, only for their horns. This bastard has taken their life because
these illiterate villagers believe that the powder from the horn will give them more children. As if
they don't have enough already!'

He pushed my sister aside and continued to thrash the boy. The boy fell to the ground
unconscious; it was clear looking at the angle of his arm that it was broken, and Jiju was beating
an almost dead horse. That is when I saw Neera look away from her husband, from the boy at the
precipice of death, from the surrounding chaos; she turned towards the right, staring deep into
the forest. Neera stood there, frozen in time, like a beautiful, distended statue, forgetting to
breathe. My gaze followed hers and I had to squint to see it. There, at the edge of the forest stood
a man, garbed in a shroud, long untended hair and eyes glowing like blue fire. He smiled at my
sister and Neera smiled back, just a little, just enough for him to register it. By the time I could
turn back towards the man, he had disappeared into the thick foliage."

"But, why would they kill the Rhinos just for the horns?" Happy whispers, his eyes drooping.
Naani stroked her hand on his forehead and continued to do so.

"Because bullets are cheaper than tranquilizers, and that bunch of illiterate Neanderthals
indulge in Kaala jadoo, black magic. They believe in invoking the spirits of their dead, to do
their bidding."

"Who was that man?" Happy asks, an enormous yawn lining his mouth. Naani doesn't answer
his question, instead, she says to no one in particular. "It is better he sleeps, I don't think he is
ready." But Naani has piqued my curiosity, and I need to know what happened to Neera and



Ravinder.
"I am ready," I say as a light snore escapes my brother's lips.
"I don't believe you have a choice, Honey." Naani smiles, still speaking out loud to the room,

instead of talking to me.
"Then tell me, Naani. Don't talk in riddles. Who was that man?"
"I didn't know it then," Naani says, her eyes misting over, "It was only later I found out that

the hills and forests around were inhabited by Aghori babas."
"What is that?" I ask, my phone is ready on Google, in case Naani can't answer me enough.
"Men who practice the dark arts… if only I had known, Honey," a tiny wail escapes my

Naani's lips, and she continues, "That night Neera's bed was twisted and turned. She was
delirious, feverish and mumbling something that Jiju and I did not understand. We decided to
take her to the hospital at the break of dawn; we sat all night covering her forehead with a wet
cloth. But the next morning Neera woke up, looking like sunshine against an overcast sky. She
even made my favorite goonjias for lunch and then at five thirty in the evening she decided to go
for a walk. I grabbed my dupatta, wore my chappals to join her, when she said, 'Choti, I will go
alone today.'

'But… but, Didi…' I protested weakly, because I was on the last ten pages of 'Shall we tell the
President?' and I was dying to finish it.

'Do you think I am some delicate doll? I used to go alone before you came, right?'
'Okay,' I did not need more motivation to acquiesce, '… not into the forest, only until the

village and back.' She nodded and walked outside with a spring in her step.
It was an hour later, just when I had started wondering about Neera, she walked in, shivering.

Her hands and feet muddy, her saree torn in places and her arms filled with scratches.
'Didi! What happened?' I screamed, holding her by her arms. She looked at me as if she didn't

recognize me, and after what felt like a lifetime she said, 'I fell, Choti. There was a thorny bush,
and I slipped, and… and… he was there.'

'Who was there?'
'He… that man…' Neera's eyes glazed over as she tried to remember who she saw until she

stopped shivering, shook her head, and said, 'No one…' She stayed in her room for the rest of the
evening, even after Jiju came back home. She said she wanted to rest, and I was just glad she
hadn't told Jiju that I let her go alone for a walk. His face from when he beat up that boy haunted
me."

Naani pauses to take a swig of water from the brass glass by her bedside. She hesitates, and
the glass hovers in her hand half a foot away from her mouth. She stares outside the window,
through the flimsy curtain, lightning flashes like disco lights and I think I see a shadow on the
parapet, the shadow of someone sitting by the edge of our terrace. A pit forms in my stomach
and I blink, but then Naani gulps the water and when lightning strikes again, there is nothing but
an empty terrace.

"What happened after that?" I ask, and Naani looks like she is a thousand miles away.
"Nothing…nothing really happened after that, except… except every time I looked up, I

would find my sister stare at me with such vehemence that I would fumble with whatever I was
doing then. One day when I was in my room, folding clothes, she stood by the door, darkness
shrouding her, watching me. I turned around and almost had a heart attack. It was midnight, and
I thought she had slept. By then I had had enough of her creeping me out, I said, 'Didi, tu chahti
kya hai? You called me here and now you stare at me like I am some unwanted servant. Do you



want me to leave?'
It was then that she slowly turned her head around and whispered to someone behind her. I

peeped into the darkness that had almost swallowed my sister, hoping to catch Jiju or even one of
the servants who stayed back, but there was no one except absolute, thick, viscous black.

'… Khana chahti hun…' was all I heard her say in a slithering whisper, when she ran, a
bubbling, hysterical laughter escaping her lips. As soon as she cleared my doorway, the faint
light from the corridor dispelled the darkness and I could see the faded yellow wallpaper on the
wall opposite. I followed Neera. My steps were tentative at first, until the urgent need to protect
my sister propelled me to run.

After fifteen minutes of searching, Jiju and I found her quivering by the empty well behind
the house, just outside the forest, whispering nonsensical gibberish."

There is a long pause; my mind takes a while to register that Naani has stopped speaking.
"Honey." She looks at me like she is surprised, surprised that I am still there, that I haven't

disappeared into thin air like a wisp, like perhaps… perhaps Neera had.
"Beta, you need to know that I don't want to, but I have to tell you what happens, and I am

sorry." A tear rolls down her right eye, and I almost reach across a sleeping Happy to hug my
Naani, but another flash of lightning strikes outside the window and makes us jump. In morbid
fear, we stare at the vast night flanked by the mountain opposite when Naani clears her throat
and looks at me.

"We need to continue," she says, and I can feel my hackles rise. I don't want to listen to the
rest of it. I just want to close my eyes and be back in our suburban home in Florida. Even my
sixteen years old self knows that there is something wrong, deeply wrong, here.

"The next day, when I stood in the garden, shivering under the midday sun, watching the mali
tend to my sister's roses, she came behind me and whispered, 'Choti… I am sorry.' Her hand
touched my shoulder lightly, and I jerked around to face her. I took a step back. Never had I ever
been as terrified of my elder sister as I had been in those days.

'Choti please…' her hand reached out to me, 'you don't understand, something is happening to
me.'

'What is happening, Didi?' I tried not to cringe, instead I placed my hand on hers. 'Why are
you acting so strange?'

'There is someone,' her voice choked, 'someone here with me, always touching me, touching
my hair, my breasts, my baby… and when I try to look for them, I can't… I can't find them.'
Neera burst into inconsolable tears, and I couldn't help but hold her.

'Didi,' I said, 'Let's go back. It is this place. It's doing something to you. Let us take the first
train to Mussoorie and Jiju can have a car pick us up from there. We will have the baby back
home.' I hugged my sister; her distended belly nudged between us like the baby belonged to both
of us. Neera bawled at my shoulder and nodded as I spoke. Just when she was about to say 'Yes';
she stopped shaking, the tears stopped, she straightened, jerked her neck, and then I saw her eyes
zero in on a large longhorn beetle that was scuttling about the hydrangeas next to her. The next
moment, a hand shot out, grabbed the beetle, and I saw my sister pop it inside her mouth. She
crunched on the hard shell, while its long antennas did a grotesque dance around her lips. She
slurped the rest of the beetle inside and smacked her lips; once satisfied, she grinned. The beetle's
blood smeared her perfectly white teeth like the scene of a massacre.

'Yeh kahin nahee jayegi…' Neera said, her mouth stretched in an inhuman grin, and walked
away."



I feel bile rise in my throat as Naani narrates this tale of my grandmother's descent into
madness. I wonder what I would have done had I been in Naani's place? Perhaps nothing,
perhaps everything. Perhaps left my sister and escaped the house of horrors in the middle of the
night, or perhaps stayed with her and slayed her demons. I don't know, but what I do know is that
my heart sinks at the thought of what would come next.

"The next couple of days went by without much happening, except a suspended anticipation
around the house that was palpable enough to touch, because the baby, your mother, was about
to join the household any day. Neera had stopped going for her evening walks, much to Jiju's
relief and mine.

One night, after an episode of torrential rains, the forest was unusually silent. An uneasy
stillness pervaded the surrounding air, and I tossed until I couldn't anymore. I threw the
bedcovers and got up. I walked up to the window and looked outside. My room on the first floor
had two windows, one facing the front and another facing the back of the bungalow. I don't know
why that night; I chose to stare down the window that faced the backyard, and into the edge of
the forest. The abandoned well that my sister was found cowering against, glowed in hues of
green, moonlight reflecting off the leaves and into the glistening stones that surrounded the well.

The boundary of the well was around four feet, and there were stone steps leading up to the
rim. Even during broad daylight, under the burning sun, the well had hidden its secrets in the
garb of darkness. It was so deep that even a powerful flashlight couldn't penetrate the thick black
that had taken residence within its depths. I had often wondered why the mouth of the well hadn't
been closed yet, and that night I regretted not voicing out my thoughts before.

There, right on the edge of the opening, stood Neera, looking down into the dark abyss. She
stayed as still as the forest did that night, and if I hadn't stared at her unblinking, I would have
written her off as a figment of my imagination.

As if they had a mind of their own, my feet ran down the stairs, barged through the backdoor,
jumped over the fence and kept running towards Neera until they stopped mid-stride. Through
heaving breaths and blurry eyes, I saw women standing around Neera. Some rational part of my
brain even counted them; seven in all. Dressed in white silk Mekhela Chador, the women looked
like they had stepped right out of their wedding. It was then that I realized Neera was also
wearing a white Muga silk saree. Her hair adorned in a jasmine garland, she stood on the top of
the well, the last amongst the brides. I watched the first bride take the three stone steps up to the
parapet of the well, turn to my sister, hold her face in both her hands, kiss Neera's forehead and
then topple down the well.

My sister stood there in a trance as one by one, the brides stepped on to the mouth of the well,
kissed her forehead and jumped inside. I couldn't believe what I saw, my legs refused to move. It
was only when the last bride had jumped in that I realized Neera had stepped forward. She
intended to follow the others."

Naani looks back at the window. The rain doesn't seem to want to slow down and thunder
rolls towards the mountains like an ominous warning. I can see another tear roll down her cheeks
as she stares outside our room. A part of me wants to hug her and tell her it is okay, that she
doesn't have to continue. And then the other part of me is furious at Naani, furious for telling me
this fantastical, horrifying tale that is our legacy. For entrusting the past to me, even though I
have no intention of seeing it through. In John Snow's words, 'I don't want it.'

Yet, filthy curiosity rears its head when I ask, "What happened to Neera, Naani?"
"Hmm," Naani grunts, still staring outside the window, "It was when my brain had frozen and



my legs were like blocks of ice, I felt footsteps whoosh past me. I hadn't seen a human run as fast
as Jiju ran towards the well and caught Neera right when she was about to topple over. He
carried her, as my sister lay on his strong arms like dead weight, conscious but immobile. Her
hair cascaded down the length of his legs and her neck was arched as though gravity pulled her
head down. Her eyes were fixated on the even line of trees by the forest. There, half covered by
the bark of a tree, stood a man, swathed in a long, black shroud, a long beard and glowing blue
eyes. When he saw me looking at him, he turned around and disintegrated into the night like
black smoke.

Before I could tell Jiju about him, he said, 'Pack your things, Choti. We are leaving tomorrow
night by train.'"

"Was it the same man from before… the Agh… Aghori baba?" I ask in my American accent
punctuated by fear that twists my throat and makes my words sound like a croak.

"Yes," Naani grits her teeth, "We spent the next day in a hushed rush, Jiju applied for
emergency leave, spent the rest of the day packing their things, paying off the servants, and
Neera slept almost all day long. She had no recollection of sleepwalking to the well and trying to
jump off it, and definitely no recollection of seven brides. Or where she got the white silk saree
from? In fact, they had written the seven women off as a figment of my imagination because all
Jiju had seen was Neera trying to jump in. Despite that, he had ordered two reluctant servants to
lower themselves inside the well, only for them to claim there were no bodies, at least none they
could see. But then again, they refused to be lowered beyond half-way, despite the money
offered to them. The watchman's wife, Usha, muttered under her breath that the well should have
been closed long ago.

That evening, walking around the garden, I looked back at the porch to find Neera sitting
there, drinking evening tea and caressing her stomach. She held a copy of her favorite book,
Pride & Prejudice, and a dreamy smile lined her lips. Almost like a child, she had forgotten last
night's events and was enjoying the moment. With Jiju still in their room packing, and the house
bustling with people, I decided that this was the perfect chance to corner the one person who
might actually know what was going on with my sister.

I walked up to Usha, as she was busy in the kitchen preparing food to carry along with us.
'Usha,' I said, 'what is happening to Neera Madam?'
Her body stiffened as I uttered my question, she turned around slowly, her face like a white

sheet, 'Choti Madam, I… I don't know what you are talking about.' Her eyes kept shifting to look
outside, the edge of the forest visible through the open windows. Nothing but deceptive silence
greeting us from the forest.

'You know what I am talking about,' my voice was low and I must have looked as though rage
simmered inside me, because tears ran down her eyes and she fell to the ground.

'Sir… Sir shouldn't have broken that boy's bones for killing the animals,' she whimpered as
she prostrated. 'Choti Madam, I know nothing more. The villagers won't tell us anything; we are
outsiders now because we work for you.' She looked at the open window one more time, and I
followed her gaze, only to see the daylight dying behind the thick foliage. But when Usha spoke
again, her voice had changed. It sounded nothing like the soft-spoken woman I'd known for the
past few weeks, but that of many people speaking from one mouth. My head snapped back to
look at her upturned face, her eyes had rolled back inside her head, the dirty whites of her eyes
rippling from underneath like a thousand worms wriggled to break free of the veil, when she
said, 'Evil is growing inside your sister, festering and feeding until it bursts out and spreads like a



stain.'
I stood there forgetting to breathe, as Usha's pupils popped back in place and her lips pulled in

an ear-to-ear grin. I watched her tongue slither out of her mouth and lick those lips in a slow,
deliberate motion.

'What does it want?' My voice was barely a whisper.
'A soul, once unleashed only a soul can satiate them.'
'Them?'
'Daayan… all seven of them, they are his slaves now, we all are!' Usha whispered and then

fell to the ground, her eyes closing and her body convulsing like she was hypothermic. Before I
could shake her into telling me more and stop talking in riddles, I heard Jiju call out to my sister,
again and again. And that is when I knew something had gone terribly wrong, something that
would change the course of our lives forever."

I freeze as I feel movement close to me, touching me. After holding my breath for moments, I
realize it is Happy shuffling in his sleep, his hand reaching out to find a human body, especially
Mum's. Even at twelve, my brother sleeps with his mother and on some nights, wets the bed.
Sometimes I think he is the reason my parents split. Almost all their fights would be because Dad
thought that my mother wouldn't allow Happy to 'man-up'.

I slide next to Happy and guide his hand on my stomach; I whisper into his ears that
everything will be alright, and he whimpers for Mum. His warm body feels like comfort in this
cold, cold night.

There is a thud on the door leading to the terrace, like someone has thrown their body weight
on the door. Naani and I jump and stare at it. The window right next to the door shows an empty
terrace, lit up for a moment under lightning.

"It is nothing, ignore it," Naani tells me and closes her eyes. She mutters something
intelligible under her breath and I wait. For a moment I wonder if she has slept. When she
speaks, her voice is barely audible, "Neera was not on the porch; she had disappeared. Chaos
reigned in the bungalow as all of us ran around the house and its periphery, calling out to my
sister. After more than half an hour of hunting for Neera, someone asked if she had gone for a
walk. Even though no one saw her, it was possible that my sister had decided to take a walk. Her
copy of Pride & Prejudice lay innocuous on the coffee table, but her chappals were gone.

A forest wide manhunt ensued, Jiju, his servants and the officers, everyone held onto a torch,
a lathi and calls of 'Neera' as they entered the forest. It was only Usha, and I left back in the
house. We avoided looking at each other, and after two hours of no news, I just couldn't stay
there with the woman who claimed that evil festered inside my sister. Carrying a flashlight, I
jumped over the fence in the backyard and ran past the well that had been walled in. I paused
right by the edge as the moon shone through the trees and crickets chirped around me. My heart
beat like hooves when I stepped through the trees into the woods.

I looked back; the bungalow stood small against the night sky, and through the first-floor
window I saw a forlorn Usha stare outside, right where I had stood a minute ago.

I took a deep breath and went in deeper. A few paces ahead of me, the trees gradually cleared
out and the surrounding foliage scattered. With the flora towering not higher than my waist,
under the full moon I had an unrestricted view of what lay ahead of me.

Moving silhouettes grabbed my attention as I turned to my right. Just when I was about to
shine the flashlight on them, I realized it was a herd of elephants and it would have been an
unwise thing to do. I pointed the light right ahead of me on the ground and walked slowly,



moving deeper inside the forest. Just like the forest had cleared for me, as I walked further, I
realized that the foliage had gotten denser and taller. Soon I found myself right in the middle of a
thicket of trees.

Low growls surrounded me, and I questioned the wisdom of my choices. Even during the day,
men feared entering Kaziranga alone. And here I was, under the moonlight, with nothing but a
flashlight for a weapon.

It was then that I heard a whimper, a tiny wail like that of a baby, coming from my right. I
could feel water in the wind, the smell of a pond in the forest, and the gurgle of a child. I shuffled
through the foliage; my eyes never straying from where the light shined. There by the pond,
glistening under the shaft of moonlight, lounged a family of rhinos, and right in the center of the
herd, lay a newborn, gurgling as a rhino gently sniffed the blood on it and another snapped the
still attached umbilical cord off its navel. A large, shapeless blob lay next to the child, and a
young rhino nudged the placenta with its snout."

"Mumma?" I say, my heart beating faster than the drums in Coachella.
"Yes," Naani smiles, "I don't know if the rhinos thought she was food, or were cleaning her

off the impure parts of her mother, but I did not wait to find out. I shined the flashlight right into
their eyes and picked up your mother as they stepped back in confusion. I did not run, instead I
walked back, slowly, never taking my eyes off the rhinos. But I needn't have worried. They
turned away and went back to doing whatever they were before the baby had come into their
lives."

I swallow, "What about Neera? Did you find her? Did she die in childbirth?"
"We did not find her, Honey," Naani sighs, "Your Naanu never left the Kaziranga post. He

never stopped looking for Neera, never stopped trying to find out what happened to her. He died
last month; his body was found by the same pond that your mother was. He died of a heart
attack."

"And you came back here to raise Mum as your own?"
"Yes," Naani wipes the unabashed tears that run down her face and puts a hand around Happy

and me, "Your mother is the best thing in my life, after you children, of course."
"Why did you tell me this story now?" I ask Naani, holding back a yawn.
A rational part of me still refuses to believe this fantastical tale of horror, and the jet lag is

finally catching up to me.
"Because of what Usha said. Because I think she was telling the truth. That the evil that

touched Neera, would not stop until it eats a soul."
"Do you think Neera is still alive?" I ask, rubbing my eyes. Fear settles inside my stomach,

but my body fights terror with exhaustion.
"Jiju would often confess to seeing Neera by the edge of the forest, looking at the bungalow.

When he would go down to get her, she would have disappeared. For the past month, since we
cremated Jiju, I have been seeing Neera by the valley opposite. She stares into the house, waiting
for something or someone."

⚜⚜⚜⚜
That night, as I sleep, I dream of forests and bearded men, of brides jumping into wells and

wailing babies who eat beetles; of a woman who looks like my mother, chewing on human flesh,
a dying Happy underneath her.

It is not the sound that wakes me up, although it should have, it is my Naani's uneven breaths
and the fear that hangs in the air, so tangible that my fingers cut through it.



My eyes open to find Naani wide-awake, a shotgun in her hands, staring at the door. Through
the glass window, I see the narrow shadow of a woman outside the door, and as lightning strikes
the terrace, I watch the shadow multiply into two, four and finally seven.

Shadows of seven women anchor outside the door facing the terrace, as it rattles in its hinges
and threatens to break free. I pull Happy on my lap, still half asleep, and look at Naani.

Without looking away from the door, she says, "Go back to sleep, Honey. That bitch thinks
she can finish what she started now that Jiju is gone, but she forgets, I am still alive."

⚜⚜⚜⚜
 

Glossary:
 
1. Naani: Maternal grandmother
2. Idhar aa jaa: Come here
3. chota bhai hai: He is your younger brother
4. laddoos: An Indian round sweet
5. Goonjias: An Indian stuffed pastry
6. Mausi: Mother's sister
7. Gabbar: Name of a fictional robber in Indian cinema
8. Naanu: Maternal grandfather
9. Van Adhikari: Forest Official
10. Jiju: Brother-in-law (Sister's husband)
11. Dupatta: Stole/Scarf
12. Chappals: Slippers
13. Saree: An Indian traditional outfit
14. Didi: Elder sister
15. Kaala Jadoo: Black Magic
16. Tu chahti kya hai?: What do you want?
17. khana chahti hun: I want to eat
18. Beta: Child
19. Mali: Gardener
20. Yeh kahin nahee jayegi: She will not go anywhere
21. Mekhela Chador: Traditional Assamese wedding wear for women
22. Muga silk: Wild silk found in Assam
23. Lathi: Stick
24. Choti: Young girl
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Insidious Thoughts
Wednesday, 3rd September
Adam isn't Adam anymore. I'm not exactly sure when I first noticed it. It's been creeping up

on me over the last few weeks – a feeling of disquiet whenever he walks into the room. Like this
morning – I was making a stack of hotcakes for breakfast, mashing banana chunks into the batter
in an attempt to get some extra vitamins into the kids. He walked into the kitchen behind me,
running his hand through his unruly chestnut curls and yawning. I turned to receive my morning
kiss, our routine the same every day for the last eleven years. And it was like he didn't see me at
all. Just walked straight on through the kitchen to the mudroom for his shoes and jacket. I
dropped the spatula on the counter and followed him, just in time to hear the back door slam
shut.

He wasn't running late, and we hadn't been fighting. But no morning kiss. I probably sound
crazy. Maybe I'm reading too much into it, but after eleven years, the absence of that simple
gesture hit me hard. Lucy ran into the room, crying because Austin stole her LOL doll and hid it.
I soothed her ruffled feathers with an extra dollop of ice cream on her pancakes, then hurried
them out to the school bus. But I couldn't put it out of my mind all morning. And it isn't the first
sign.

Last week he wore a pink shirt. This man has never bought himself so much as a pair of socks
since we moved in together. His entire wardrobe would still comprise AC-DC band shirts and
ripped jeans if I hadn't surreptitiously thrown them out and replaced them with other, more
suitable clothes over the years. He is set in his ways – blue or burgundy shirts for work, black
pants or a navy suit, dark jeans and an Eagles sweatshirt on the weekends. I remember a few
years ago suggesting that he go wild and try some pastel shades. You'd think I had suggested he
go to work in assless chaps. Yet here he was, unwrapping this new shirt I didn't buy him, putting
it on as though it was completely natural. He's not himself.

Oh, and the smell! I almost forgot. He doesn't smell the same anymore. I've always loved
snuggling up to him at night, that comforting scent of sandalwood combined with his apple
shampoo. It's just Adam – I could pick him out in a lineup blindfolded, I know him so well. But
not anymore. Lately it's all wrong. Like a bunch of grocery store flowers combined with a
heavier, muskier aroma. It makes me uncomfortable when I wake up and smell it, this unfamiliar
odor in the bed beside me. Like I'm sleeping with a stranger.

He's started jogging, too. Every evening after dinner. I know that's not really a bad thing; he
could do with slimming down the Dad bod. But we used to laugh at the keep-fit nuts in their tiny
shorts and vest tops, constantly checking their apple watch to see if they'd run enough to satisfy
Siri yet. When it started a few weeks ago, he was wearing his regular clothes and a pair of old
sneakers. But now there's a fancy pair of training shoes in the mudroom, and a pair of Lycra
leggings in the wash basket. Did you know they made leggings for men? They have a weird
pouch at the front for their junk. More shopping for clothes… the one thing Adam hates most in
the world. What's happened to my husband?

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Saturday, 5th September
Last night he showered straight after work. Usually, I have to remind him to bathe every few



days; he's not a sweaty guy, so it just doesn't occur to him without a nudge. He said he'd been
stuck working late and his boss was smoking in the office because of a stressful deadline. He
wanted to scrub off the reek of stale cigarettes. I've never seen Albert smoke, though. We go to
the company picnic every Memorial Day and attend barbeques and the occasional dinner party–I
can't recall ever seeing him smoking.

But why would Adam lie? What is he hiding?
I thought about looking at his cell phone while he was in the shower, but the kids distracted

me. When he came down, we played Candyland, Austin won and Lucy sulked. Adam was
tickling her on the couch to try and make her laugh, and things seemed normal again. Maybe I
am imagining things. For just a second as I watched I thought I saw a shadow cross over them,
but it was gone as fast as it appeared.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Sunday, 6th September
I woke up at 2 am and needed a drink of water. I don't know what made me go downstairs to

the kitchen; the water in the en suite is perfectly good; it all comes from the same well. For
whatever reason, I found myself standing on the back porch, looking up at the stars.

It was so peaceful, a slight breeze ruffling through the tall grass in the lower meadow, and the
occasional guttural call of a bullfrog in the creek beyond. The skies were mostly clear, just a few
wispy clouds passing in front of the large harvest moon.

And then it happened. A sudden bright light appeared over the tall pine trees by the shed,
rising at a great speed. It spun in circles, five rotations, and then moved impossibly sideways,
almost too fast to see. Now it was far to the right, hovering low over the Hemmingway's red
barn… So bright, outshining all the stars, brighter even than the sun. It hurt to stare at it, and I
found myself raising a hand to shade my eyes. It was blinking now, flickering like the Morse
code torchlight signals I used to send to my best friend as a child. Then there was another light,
high over Devilkill Rise, this one a more orange hue. For a while I stood frozen in place,
watching the two lights dance together. They cut a dizzying waltz across the heavens, dipping
low and soaring high before teleporting from one place to another. At some point I dropped my
glass, the cold water splashing all over my feet, glass shards exploding all over the porch. I
barely noticed. I was still standing there when I felt Austin tug at my nightdress, snapping me out
of my trance. My feet were bleeding from the glass, and I had to send him to fetch his father
down to clean my cuts for me. Adam was curt with me. I tried to explain about the strange light
show, but he was grouchy about being woken and cut me off.

"Just try to stick to daylight if you're going to do something stupid, Sylvie," he said with a
deep furrow between his eyebrows. He used to speak so gently to me. I broke my ankle a few
years ago and he would prop it up on the ottoman, plump my pillows and fuss around me like a
mother hen. Now it's like nothing I do or say interests him anymore. I won't mention the lights
again.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Tuesday, 8th September
Things have been strange today. The children were playing on the swing set in the side yard,

and I watched them now and then while I washed the dishes. Glancing up from the suds, I
thought for a moment that I saw… but no, it must have been some trickery of the light; maybe
the old Victorian glass distorted the image. It seemed like they had no faces. Just a blank mask



where their eyes and nose ought to be. I startled, letting the saucepan splash into the foamy water
as I looked again–and they were back to normal.

It happened again at bath time. I walked in the room with their towels, still cozy and warm
from the tumble drier. For a split second they weren't children at all, but two faceless monsters,
their heads bowed close together, speaking some alien tongue I couldn't comprehend. Then they
turned and saw me. In a flash they were back to normal, Lucy piling bubbles on top of Austin's
head like a fancy beehive hairdo. I think I'll go straight to bed after tucking them in; I feel like a
migraine might be coming on.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Wednesday, 9th September
This morning Adam left without saying a word; this is apparently our new normal. His shirt

today was a paisley cream and navy monstrosity, designed for a younger, more svelte man. More
shopping. More change.

I followed the kids to the school bus stop at the end of our drive. They giggled and chatted
together the whole way, but they weren't talking English. Maybe it's some game they are playing,
pretending to be from another country. Or is it that twin-talk I've read about in magazines? Eight
seems old to start up something like that, but I confess I know little about the subject. It's starting
to feel very lonely in our house, even when everyone is home.

I'm in our bedroom, writing my journal while Adam is in the bathroom. I can hear him talking
to someone, although he's alone in there.

"I think Sylvie is starting to suspect," he said in a low voice.
I think he is right.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Friday, 10th September
Adam is out of town on business until Monday. I spent my day in the library, researching the

weird lights in the sky. I felt a bit self-conscious. I didn't want people to think I am some crazy
conspiracy theorist. I don't believe in Ancient Aliens or pretty much anything they say late at
night on the History channel. I'm not even sure I believe in God anymore. We only go to church
for Easter and Christmas, more out of a sense of duty than any deeper religious fervor. I don't
know which is less likely–that the lights were some kind of alien life-form from another planet,
or a visitation from a heavenly messenger. I did find some interesting examples of similar lights
seen throughout history, though. In Nuremburg, Germany, in 1561 there was a sighting, though
on a far grander scale. They described the same darting and sudden movements, impossibly fast
even for a military airplane or drone. What the article described was some kind of an aerial battle
between numerous objects in the sky. Hundreds of them. I hope that isn't going to happen here.
Just two of the lights were scary enough.

Another book suggested a scientific explanation–perihelions or sun dogs. Some kind of a
weird trick of the eye that makes refracted light from orbs on either side of the Sun. I want to
believe it, but my lights were at nighttime, and couldn't have been from the Sun.

Spirit orbs are another thing. Some people see balls of light and think they are angelic
visitations. Perhaps that is what has happened to us–it would be comforting to imagine the lights
and weird goings on might be the result of heavenly intervention. I wish I could believe that.

I barely made it home for the twins. Again, they were babbling in that unknown tongue, and I
didn't like the way Lucy looked at me, from the side of her eyes. A sneaky, disrespectful kind of



look, as though I were no longer her mother, but someone inferior to her. She whispered into
Austin's ear and they both giggled, running off to the garden together. They didn't come in at
dinnertime, and it was dark when they returned; I was getting frantic with worry. I yelled at
them, demanding to know where they had been, and Lucy looked at me with a puzzled
expression on her face.

"We've been in our bedroom, Mommy. We were drawing you a picture, we didn't hear you
calling us."

She handed me a piece of paper torn from her sketchpad. It was a picture of our house, with
stick figures of Adam, Lucy and Austin standing outside. Green crayon pine trees stood tall
below two bright yellow suns, one on each side of the roof. I asked why I wasn't in the drawing.

"Silly Mommy," Austin replied. "You were the one taking the picture!"
I put it on the fridge, but it makes the hair stand up on the back of my neck. I feel like I am

fading away when I look at it. A view of my world without me. And everyone is smiling.
⚜⚜⚜⚜

Monday, 13th September
Adam came home late last night. I heard him stomp through the mudroom, chucking his

clothes straight from his suitcase into the washing machine before he came through to the den. I
was watching an episode of The X Files on some streaming channel or other. I wished I could
call Mulder and Scully to tell me what is happening to my family.

"Where are the kids?" he asked as he walked to the sideboard and poured himself a large
scotch. That's another thing; he's started drinking more.

"They've been in bed for hours, Adam. You know their bedtime is 8 pm."
"Ok, whatever. I just thought they might want to see me after my trip, that's all."
"How was your trip?"
"Fine. I got what I needed to do done. I may have to go to D.C. this weekend, though. And

I'm going to have more late nights for a while, with the merger."
He's never had late nights before. He chose the job because he wanted a 9-5 routine. He told

me before the twins were born that I'd never have to put them to bed without a kiss from their
daddy. I guess that's gone now too.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Tuesday, 14th September
I picked them up from the bus stop, but I kept my distance. I don't feel comfortable when they

speak like that. It makes me feel insignificant. I miss the cheery chatter as they had milk and a
snack in the kitchen nook, school bags higgledy-piggledy in a pile, shoes kicked off across the
hallway. Now they hang their bags on the hooks, shoes placed neatly in a row beside the door.
They disappear up to their room, whispering and glancing at me and nudging each other. If this
is a phase, it's a horrible one.

Adam was late again tonight. He went for a jog even though it was gone nine when he got in.
He's taking two showers a day now, but he smells worse than ever. I can hardly bear to be in the
same room with him. I saw the shadow again while he slept last night – it was moving slowly
over the bedroom ceiling, creeping up towards the headboard, spreading itself slowly over him
while he snored away. I couldn't breathe as I watched it; my heart raced, and I felt like someone
was sitting on my chest. I couldn't take it anymore and shook him awake – and immediately the
shadow disappeared. I think it came from inside him. I didn't sleep for the rest of the night. I am



dreading bedtime.
My head aches again.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Wednesday, 15th September
Not-Adam dropped the Not-Kids off at school today. I was barely able to keep my eyes open

after another poor sleep. Last night I checked in on Austin and Lucy. They were tucked up in
bed, the nightlight on, the room exactly as normal. Except their faces were blurry. It was like a
pixelization on a computer screen–or a Minecraft character from their game. No eyes, nose,
mouth, eyebrows… just all gone. Yet their chests still rose up and down. Somehow, they were
breathing with no noses. I stood in the doorway, staring for almost five minutes until I felt Adam
step behind me. He put a hand on my shoulder, and I fought the urge to cringe away from his
touch.

"Cute when they're asleep, aren't they?" he said with a sly smile.
That's when I knew for sure. They are all in on it.
I spent the afternoon making a safe place for myself. I went through each room

systematically, getting rid of anything dangerous and hiding it in the various drawers and baskets
of our guest room. Nobody really goes in here except me; I use the little desk for writing letters
and paying the bills. I took all the sharp knives out of the kitchen block; those are all under the
folded sheets in the closet beside the boiler.

I found Austin's little league baseball bat in the mudroom, as well as a cobwebby set of golf
clubs we inherited from Adam's Dad that were in the garage. I hesitated, but took all the tools
too. And the hand axe from the woodpile.

Finally, I went to the gun case, half afraid Not-Adam might have changed the code. But no,
it's still 03/24/2009, our anniversary. I took all the bullets and hid them in the storage drawer
under the bed. The Glock went under the pillow, but I didn't load it. Part of me still hopes those
strange sky lights will come back and fix whatever they did to my family. And if they do, I can't
risk Lucy and Austin finding a loaded gun in the house.

I also took all the keys out of the doors around the house. It's old, so all the locking
mechanisms use the same style key. I put them on the top shelf of the closet, except for the one
in the guest room door. I think I will sleep in here tonight. It's the only way to make sure I
remain myself.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Friday, 17th September
My head is throbbing. I haven't left the guest room in two days unless I'm home alone. I told

Not-Adam that I had a killer migraine and just needed to lie down in the dark. It was partially
true. This headache has been plaguing me for weeks. He seemed unconcerned, like his mind was
on other things. Who knows what they are planning to do… I heard them all chatting in the
living room in their secret language, sometimes laughing. It's nearly nine thirty, but I don't think
bedtime has a meaning anymore.

At one point Not-Adam went to use the bathroom, and he was talking to himself again.
"She's been acting really weird lately. I think she probably already knows. It's just a matter of

time really… we haven't exactly been discreet. Let's see how the weekend goes, but I think I'll
have to do it soon. I can't keep this up much longer."

Oh God. He knows I know. What is he going to do? I'm so afraid. I want to hide in the bed,



but even with the door locked I don't feel safe, so I've put the pillows and quilt on the floor
behind the door. It opens inwards, so he can't get in without waking me.

I'm thinking of loading the gun.
⚜⚜⚜⚜

Saturday, 18th September
I could just leave! I didn't think of it before, but there's no reason I can't just jump in my car

and drive away. I could go to my sister in Delaware… No. They'd guess I was there. I checked,
the bank balance in the savings account is really low–there should have been at least $6,000, but
there is only $900. Apparently Not-Adam went to Las Vegas last week instead of Baltimore, and
paid for the hotel and car rental from our account instead of the company credit card. Isn't Area
51 somewhere out that way?

He said he was going to D.C. this weekend to the head office, but the bank record shows he's
checked in to the Sheraton in town, just twenty minutes away from home. I rang them and asked
if there was any event there this weekend, and they said they are hosting a convention for
Andromeda Media Group. That's a star system, isn't it? Or maybe a galaxy, I'm not sure. Are
there others like my family in town? Body snatchers of some kind…

Oh God, what if Adam, Lucy and Austin are gone forever? What if these monsters haven't just
taken over their bodies, but are wearing their skins like an elaborate costume?

My entire family might be dead and yet still living! I can't bear to think anymore.
The twins knocked on my door a few times during the day, but I didn't open it. I told them I

was still sick and to just eat peanut butter sandwiches. I watched them from the window when
they went outside. They were picking flowers, collecting samples?

Their faces were like lumps of clay, completely featureless. Maybe it hurts to maintain the
disguise. Could my real husband and kids be held captive somewhere? Did the bright lights take
them away, leaving these fake versions in their place? I wish I knew the answer.

When I opened my bedroom door a crack, I saw a tray outside. A small bunch of flowers in a
mason jar of water, with a peanut butter sandwich cut into wonky triangles and a glass of milk. I
shut the door quickly and locked it.

They won't get me that easily.
⚜⚜⚜⚜

Monday, 20th September
Not-Adam broke the lock on the guestroom door when he got home last night. He was furious

that I didn't come out all weekend to look after the kids. Apparently, the kitchen was a mess,
with jam spilled on the table and ants everywhere. He demanded I open the door, and I told him I
couldn't and to go away. So, he kicked it in. I panicked at the loud thumps and the way the
dressers shook as he threw himself against the door. I loaded the Glock and crawled into the
closet, holding it in front of me shakily, like a talisman of protection. I steeled myself to be ready
to use it, reminding myself over and over that he just looks like my husband, it's Not-Adam, Not-
Adam… even so, when the door burst open and he half fell into the room, I was unable to pull
the trigger. His eyes widened when he saw the weapon.

"Sylvie, what on earth are you doing? It's me, Adam, your husband, for God's sake! Put the
gun down. You're scaring the children!"

I didn't move; the gun still trained on him as he walked warily around the bed, hands raised in
placation. I closed my eyes as he drew closer, trying not to breathe in that awful scent that seems



stronger each day. I felt him tear the gun out of my hands, opening it and cursing loudly.
"Jesus Christ! It's loaded! You could have killed me, Sylvie. This isn't funny anymore. I'm

taking you to see the doctor tomorrow; this is absolutely nuts."
He pulled me out of the closet and I jerked away, scratching at his face as I tried to escape his

grasp. But he was too strong, and he yanked me up, dragging me into our bedroom.
He forced me to take two sleeping pills and watched me until I fell unconscious. I tried hard

to fight the drowsiness, but the lack of food and sleep left me vulnerable, and I couldn't keep my
eyes open. The last thing I saw as I passed out was the shadow, watching me from the ceiling
above, waiting for its opportunity to pounce.

As soon as the Not-Twins were put onto the school bus, Not-Adam ordered me into his car. I
didn't dare disobey, or maybe I couldn't… who knows what they did to me last night while I was
asleep. He drove me to Doctor Wilson, spending most of the journey in silence. I sat on the hard
plastic seats in the waiting room, watching a small child play with Duplo blocks at the little Lego
table in the children's area. The mother smiled at me, and I tried to smile back. Maybe she didn't
know, or hadn't seen it yet. Her child looked towards me, a rippling, flesh-colored mask where
his face should be.

Dr. Wilson seemed human still. Or maybe adults are better at controlling their appearance. I
knew I would have to be really careful not to slip up and admit anything to her. I felt distinctly
Not-Sylvie as I plastered a smile on my face and answered her questions. I don't think Doctor
Wilson is one of them, but I couldn't risk warning her because Not-Adam was in the room. I
couldn't even tell her about the headaches.

We left her office with a prescription for anti-anxiety meds and drove home via the pharmacy.
He poured me a glass of orange juice and watched to make sure I took the pill. He didn't go into
work, so there was no getting away from him all day. At one point, he went to the bathroom and
was arguing with himself again.

"It's not the right time. I don't feel safe leaving her with the twins. You'll have to wait a little
longer. I promise I'll do it soon. I just need to wait till she is more stable."

He ordered pizza for dinner, and we all sat around the television in the den. The twins were
wearing their faces again, and when they spoke they did it in English. But I wasn't fooled
anymore. The shadow watched over us all.

I think I will have to do something soon. This can't go on much longer.
⚜⚜⚜⚜

Thursday, 23rd September
Getting harder to write. I think they are changing me. It must be in the pills. I try to hide them

under my tongue, but Not-Adam checks and makes me swallow them, anyway. I've been making
myself sick in the bathroom after each one, but who knows how fast their alien technology starts
to work.

The lights are back again too. I see them in the daytime too now. They buzz angrily over the
house. I am a prisoner here, there's no way I can escape without them following. I am less and
less myself with each day that passes, stretched thin, my mind foggy. I think I am starting to
understand their conversations. It sounds like English to me now. I might think I had imagined it
all, except their vacant faces. My head feels like it might implode.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Friday, 24th September



I am Sylvie. And I am Not-Sylvie. The difference between the two is blurred. I can't fight it
anymore. I am losing.

Not-Adam is staying home all the time now. He watches me almost constantly; it was hard to
sneak away for long enough to arm myself. I waited till he walked the Not-Twins to the school
bus and I hurried upstairs to the closet where I had stashed the knives. I would prefer the Glock,
but he took that away and I don't know the new combination for the case.

I was sitting at the kitchen table when he trudged back into the house. He looked at me and
sighed heavily.

"You know, don't you?" he asked.
"Yes," I replied, my fingers clutching the small paring knife under the table. 
"I'm sorry, Sylvie. I never wanted this to happen. I tried to fight it, but it was too powerful. I

was in the middle of it before I even realized. I never wanted to hurt you or the kids."
He walked over to me, sitting down in the chair on my right. The shadow sat over us both.
"Is there nothing we can do to save ourselves? What about the kids? They're so young, they

don't deserve this."
"I wish there was. But Sylvie, I can't. It's over for us now. There's no going back now. I've

changed too much. I'm not the man you married anymore."
"I thought so." I looked at him through tear-filled eyes, my headache reaching a crescendo of

searing, agonizing pain. He reached out to take one of my hands, and I struck.
I slammed the knife into his neck so fast he didn't see it coming. Blood blossomed from the

wound, and his eyes widened in horror. His left hand flew to his throat, grabbing the wooden
handle and pulling it from his flesh. It clattered to the ground, and blood sprayed out from the
wound. A red mist hung in the air between us as he began to cough and splutter. His head
slumped forwards, hitting the table hard, and his body began to shake and spasm. And then it
was over.

I left Not-Adam in the kitchen, went upstairs to change my blood-stained clothes. I have
selected a new knife from the closet.

And now I must wait. It's just me and the shadow here now, and my infernal headache. We
wait together in silent enmity, ready for the final battle for my soul. The school bus will return in
three hours.

Not-Lucy and Not-Austin will be coming home.
I am ready for them. 

☠ ☠ ☠ ☠
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Leaving It All Behind
I leave it all behind and drive.
The road is pitted and cracked, often littered with carcasses in various states of decay, heat-

bloated corpses spilling their steamy insides. It occurs to me this stretch of highway is paved
with bones and tallow, more guts than tar.

Red and blue lights flood my car. Looking into my cracked rearview, I see the fractured
prisms of flashing lights. Shit. I pull over to the shoulder and turn the interior lights on. With my
hands on the wheel, I watch the officer approach with one hand on his holster, the other on his
shoulder walkie. Fear spreads inside me like an ink cloud.

He taps on the window and I lower it.
"License and registration."
"There's a problem, sir?" I ask, retrieving my documents.
He's silent and I notice he's unbuttoned the strap on his holster. I hand him my paperwork and

static crackles from his walkie-talkie.
"You're a long way from home."
"Yes, sir! I am."
"What brings you out here?"
"Just traveling."
His eyes go from my license to my face and back again. His expression says, 'Traveling, or

running?' as he hands my documents back.
"There's been trouble here lately; bad trouble and I don't like that, not at all. You see, this is

my neighborhood."
I don't know what to say. A heavy silence hangs between us, interrupted only by a car zipping

past us.
"When'd you get into town?"
"Just now, why?"
"There's been some funny business here. Started days ago, if not longer; bodies started turning

up," he touches the brim of his hat then says, "murder."
"That's terrible."
"They were all stabbed in the neck with what appears to be a giant needle or prick of some

sort."
Again, I've no reply.
"This is purely a precaution, but would you mind getting out of your car for me to take a look

inside?"
His gun is now partially removed. He's not asking, he's telling me to get the fuck out. So,

that's what I do.
"You just sit on the hood and don't do anything stupid. I've got backup on the way."
"I don't understand…"
"It's just a formality. I was on my way here to set up a roadblock and there you were with

your out-of-state plate. Once I find nothing you can be on your way."
I sit on the hood, listening to bugs chirp and click in the overgrown grass by the guardrail.

Clearly put off by my presence, their chaotic chatter grows in contrast to the steady rush of drain



water falling about forty feet into the ravine below. The ravine empties into a river that rushes
off, twisting and turning into a sprawling wooded area.

My wife loved the water. She'd sit out on the beach listening to the surf and…
The officer interrupts my thoughts, "What do we have here?"
From under the seat, he pulls out my wife's handbag where she kept her yarn and knitting

needles. I forgot that she'd keep a bag in there, so she always had something to do wherever we
went. It's not until I see the change in the officer's expression that I realize that I'm in big trouble.

The officer lifts a long needle out of the bag, then drops it back in as he reaches for his gun.
The moment I realize he thinks he's found a murder weapon, I turn and jump, plummeting
toward the water below.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
My wife was beautiful when I met her, both inside and out, but time and an unquenchable

thirst for fulfillment tend to strip away common sensibilities. Just as wallpaper eventually peels,
so fades the smile that once meant everything, for time, although able to heal all wounds,
eventually crumbles even the sturdiest of foundations. Ultimately, she made me happy, yet failed
to challenge me.

"You're a fool!" my friend exclaimed when I confided in him with such musings, "You've
everything."

He told me this as we're sitting in my living room watching football on my fifty-five inch,
drinking beer from a frosted glass and yet I found him, be the fool, or quite possibly simple-
minded, because as we talked, I felt dead inside and wondered how he couldn't possibly feel the
same. Perhaps he was content and unassuming, whereas I'm an animated husk feeling nothing in
a world ripe with passion. I could feel myself dying one second at a time.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
I'm carried by the turbulence, relieved that I've no choice but to go where the water takes me.

I whip past trees lining the riverbank and large stones that haven't moved in hundreds of years.
Above, the sky is calm and cloudless. Staring into the tranquil unmoving heavens, I realize the
police will know where this river ends, and it's likely they'll be waiting for me.

I drift for what seems like an hour until the sky grows pink around its edges. Swimming to the
edge of the river, I look out across rolling mountains of green in every direction. Nowhere
appears to be a welcoming place to be, so I continue in that very direction.

⚜⚜⚜⚜  
Adultery was out of the question. Understanding that all physical desires eventually cool, I

would not subject my family to such a common cruelty. Dissolution of my family, the way my
son would look at me, would wipe away any solace I may've found in another's arms. Besides, I
was beginning to feel that it was my fault that I felt as I did. Trapped between emptiness that I
couldn't satiate and obligations impossible to ignore, I began to fantasize of death, to experience
the freedom that existed when all expectations, needs, and desires ceased to be.

Sometimes when driving I'd close my eyes and count to ten, letting my hands drop from the
wheel; the seconds in the middle more prayer than feeling. When I walked alone at night, I often
felt the cold steel finality of a barrel pressed to the back of my head and thought of how I'd enjoy
the split second that came just before the bullet tore through my brain. Fantasize as I might, the
end never came.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Shivering in the crisp night air that collected below the canopy of pines, I make my way to a



small cave. I do not know how to start a fire, but I need to take shelter from the wind. I have to
crawl in order to enter its jagged black maw, but once inside I immediately warm up.

The wind whistles through all the cracks and crevasses; a welcome song to chase away my
thoughts. I close my eyes, letting the music resonate off the cave walls and take me away to a
time when things weren't so hard, but try as I might, I can't get there. Deep in the bowels of the
surrounding darkness I hear the soft rattle of chimes and just as I closed my eyes when driving, I
descend now blind into the darkness praying.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Climbing the corporate ladder at work brought respect and money, yet did little to fill the

gaping hole inside me. Bonuses and raises were like dirt thrown on top of a casket. It was
hopeless. I was a drone, never to be fulfilled. As that realization became clear to me, the question
of what to do about it drifted further and further away.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
The blackest, deepest parts of the darkness tremble and shake as if alive. Hot breath blows

across my face as I trudge ankle deep in something that clanks and rattles. Reaching down it
feels like I'm walking through stones, but, as I run my fingers over the splintered and dented
surfaces, I know I walk through a sea of bones.

Another huff of hot hair makes the hair on my arms and neck rise. The air carries with it a
guttural moan and the rank stink of spoiled meat. I sift through the sea of bones and grab one that
feels sharp and jagged. My fingers also seize what appears to be a flashlight lying atop some
clothing. Lifting the light, I press the soft button on its side and a beam of light flickers at first
then erupts across the cave. About six feet away, a pair of eyes are absorbing and radiating the
light back at me. They blink on and off twice, then come at me streaking like taillights on a
speeding car.

I want to run, but my vision is limited to the small cone of light I hold in my hand. Bones
snap and crack under the weight of the charging beast, its breathing growing louder. I curl up in a
ball and feel a massive weight strike my back that rips through my clothes and shreds my skin. I
scream as hot blood rushes from the wounds soaking my clothes. Instinctively, I lash out with the
jagged bone in my hand. I hit something warm and hairy. My weapon sinks into flesh and the tip
snaps off.

The monster howls, its breath blowing back my hair and peppering my face with thick ropes
of spit that hang from my face in vile smelling strands. I run despite the searing pain in my back.
I try to hold my light steady, but the creature is in pursuit, roaring and shaking the ground as it
gains on me.

White light explodes behind my eyes as I strike my forehead on a rock. I stagger as blood
spills down my face; I can taste it as it washes over my lips. The darkness spins and I fall on
loose gravel. I can see the murky shadow of the predator approaching. Jaws clamp around my
ankle. Crying in pain I kick with my other foot, striking the beast. It lets go of my leg and I roll
away. Then there's nothing, only falling.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
I worked late and missed most of my son's baseball game. My wife texted me he'd hit a

double and a triple and that upset me. I was angry I'd missed that; I could feel it building to a
boil, but there was still time to make the last few innings and see his last at bat.

I took a back road to save time. Poorly lit and pocked with potholes, the road made for a
bumpy ride, my headlights bobbed up and down, never giving me a clear view. It was



treacherous, but would save ten minutes though, so I didn't care. Out of nowhere, a pair of
headlights came streaking toward me, smacking into my rear panel, sending me spinning. Left,
right, front and back were all blurred together, direction all but nonsense.

My car slammed to a halt when it hit a tree, causing my head to strike the steering wheel. The
truck that hit me screeched to a halt, and standing in front of the vehicle's lights, a silhouette
approached.

Dizzy and confused, I stumbled out of my car. Blood ran from my forehead, filling my mouth
as I tried to talk. The slow, roiling rage inside me escalated.

Bathed in light, the shadow asked me if I was all right. My head was ringing as I studied its
shimmering nondescript form. On my knees and spitting out blood, I knew true hate. If I could
stand at that moment, I'd have killed that thing. I'd reach up into the light, grabbed hold of its
shadowy neck, man, woman or child, and squeezed as it kicked and scratched to live. It's what I
wanted to do. Instead, I passed out.

⚜⚜⚜⚜  
The repeated slapping of cold water on my face wakes me. I'm face down in a bed of pebbles

on the bank of an underground river, or perhaps I've died, and this was the river Styx. However,
reality quickly sets in, because rather than hearing the creak of the Ferryman's boat, the
unforgettable roar of the beast fills the cavern. He's coming to finish me.

Unable to stand on the loose rocks, I crawl toward a spot of light on the ground. Looking up, I
see a hole in the cave ceiling. Sunlight hits my face; then something eclipses it, putting me back
in darkness.

"You're cooked," comes a voice from above, "Arlene gets her man."
"Help me!" I shout as the pebbles beneath me tremble. "Something's after me."
"That's Arlene. She'll drag you back and add your bones to her collection."
"God sakes, help me!"
A massive roar loosens a small rain of slimy sediment from above. Studying me from across

the river is a glowing pair of eyes. They narrow into slits as they inch closer. The small cone of
ceiling light reappears, showing that Arlene is a bear. Her hairless, scarred snout has tracked me
by the scent of my blood seeping from my shoe.

The bear snaps its jaws with an audible clack and charges through the water. I back up as far
as I can, but I quickly hit the cold cave wall behind me. I curl into a ball as the earth shudders
around me. Sensing the monster upon me, my body tenses and all the things I've done in my life
flash before me when a massive blast rings out, causing my ears to ring.

The retreating bear whines, and looking up, I see an old man dressed in leather skins. His hair
is gray and wild, pulled into a loose wad that's tied atop his head. His beard is thick, long and
unkempt. He holds in his hands a smoking shotgun.

⚜⚜⚜⚜     
The memory is vivid. A car hit my dog and sped away after Bandit's limp and broken body

bounced off its bumper. My eyes were too full of tears to catch the vehicle's license plate as it
sped off. Bandit looked up at me with his mischievous stare, the one he used when he stole food
off the coffee table.

"No, buddy," I told him, as I smoothed the fur on his head straight, "You're a good boy, you
did nothing wrong."

His chest heaved with every breath, and blood spilled from his snout. I reached for my phone,
but I had left it in the house. I couldn't leave Bandit. He'd started to whimper and convulse in



pain, each breath threatening to be his last. Holding him tight, I kissed his neck, the fur there wet
with blood, and then slid my arms up around his head. At first his quivering body protested, but
after telling him he was all right, the spasms acquiesced. Then I snapped his neck, releasing him
from his suffering.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
"It's too dark to follow me," the Wildman says, "let me put this on your wrist."
Before I can answer, I feel cold steel cuffs lock in place around my forearm.
"What the Hell?"
"I've rescued many explorers from these caves. They get lost, stuck or hurt and sometimes I

find them before Arlene does."
As I slide the shackle up and down my forearm, I realize this man's voice appears to be

coming from all directions.
"Why'd you handcuff me? This thing's attached to a chain."
"Trial and error," the voice from everywhere replies. "We've a long way to go to get out of

here, and if you get lost or fall, I'll be able to find you. Think of it less as a leash and more as a
lifeline. Once I used a rope and the woman fell in hole. She let go as she plummeted. I never
even heard her hit bottom."

Behind us, an angry roar ricochets through darkness. Wildman pulls my chain and says that
we best get a move on.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
I'm traveling through the bowels of some colossal beast; pulled blindly by shackles through

winding tunnels of damp heat. Geysers of rot stinking fumes lend the air a pungent bouquet. It
surprises me that despite being led through Hell, it feels good to be led, to be steered around
danger without a conscious thought. My guide is silent, but the ever-present reverberations of
animal hunger make up for his muteness.

The beast is stalking; I feel her stare on my back as the cuffs cut into my wrists. I'm unsure if
my eyes are open or closed and can feel the darkness clinging to me as if alive and hitching a
way out. At last, I hear the Wildman say that we've arrived. Looking up ahead, I see daylight.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Startled, I truly look at my rescuer for the first time. He wears a tunic of tanned skin; his own

flesh is dark as well and worn to the point of looking painful; a cluster of calluses and scars
connected by patches of rough skin. His hide is a unique matrix that brings to mind a rag doll I
had as a child.

His face is so full of hair there's little skin visible except for the deep wrinkles that surround
his glassy eyes, the eyes of a lizard that hasn't slept in weeks. His grin is a mural of missing teeth
with those that remain being yellowed and worn.

We stand in front of a thatched home built beneath a canopy of trees; the roof made of many
tarps, patch-worked together, much like his skin. The structure has a chaotic feel, the walls
uneven, a sheet of clear plastic acting as a door and large gaps between the timbers are stuffed
with handfuls of mud.

The Wildman chuckles like a broken Coo Coo Clock.
"Is that your place?"
He cocks his head like a dog being denied a treat on his nose.
Holding up my wrists I say, "You can let me out of these now."
His simple-minded expression turns sour, and my blood runs cold.



"C'mon man, this is creepy! Let me go."
A sickening sound parts his lips as he starts to pull me towards him. I dig my heels in the

ground, but his wiry body possesses uncanny strength. Howling, he stomps his foot excitedly as
I'm pulled slowly toward him. 

Losing ground, I decide to charge at him. His arrogance turns into wide-eyed shock as I barrel
toward him. Ramming into his chest, I tackle him and we tumble down a hill of overgrown
weeds. He lands on top of me and begins striking me in the face and chest.  

Each blow ignites stars in my head. I swing my armored wrist, hitting him in the head with a
satisfying thud. As the Wildman gets his bearings, I roll out from under him and he jumps on my
back, trying to wrap his arms around my neck.

Tucking my chin in, his forearm hits my mouth with such force my teeth slice open a large
wet gash in my lip. Opening my mouth, I bite down on his filthy, foul smelling arm until my
teeth grind into his bones. He yanks his arm free, but a large chunk of muscle and skin are left
between my teeth, still tethered to his arm by a long clear strand of sinew.

Spitting him from my mouth, I come up behind him and wrap the chain around his neck and
pull. He starts to flail at me, his fingers pulling at my clothes as he tries to find a grip, but I yank
harder, his neck creaking. Now, he thrashes his legs, gurgles and shouts unintelligently. I pull so
hard I hear ringing in my head. I'm using such force I can't believe his head is still attached to his
filthy body. Finally, he emits several chilling wheezes until at last his body stops twitching. I
keep pulling.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
The gray sky was decorated with millions of ice shards, no bigger than dimes, giving the

atmosphere a metallic sheen. I took one look back at my house, because it felt like the right thing
to do given what remained inside. Then I started my car and left it all behind.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
I drag him behind me, making my way to his home. Pushing the green stained sheets of

plastic aside, I enter. Tears flood my eyes at the stench, and I gag several times before vomiting.
Hanging from the crisscross series of branches that support the roof are meat strips, cut and torn
into different lengths. Daredevil flies buzz in-between the cured flesh and crawl over the blood
and fat smatterings that have collected on the dirt floor.

In the corner of an uneven homemade shelf is a collection of cans and bottles filled with
various trinkets appearing to be mostly scavenged metal scraps. It takes some effort to drag the
Wildman's body over, but I manage and empty each container, spreading the myriad of items
across the dirt floor. I find some change, an arrowhead, assorted screws and bolts and some
silver and gold fillings, but no keys.

If I can find a saw, I'll cut his fucking arm off and be on my way. No way I'm dragging this
body through the woods. I'm looking for something that'll do the trick when I hear growling.
Despite my quickening pulse, I quiet myself and listen. Then she roars with such force the hut
shakes. I pull the Wildman's body toward me; hand over hand with when the chain goes taut as
the body becomes caught on a snag. Another thunderous growl causes the ribbons of flesh meat
to swing back and forth, knocking several flies to the ground.

Approaching the corpse, I see its loincloth caught on something. As I bend to investigate, the
wall across from me trembles and explodes inwardly, peppering my face with sticks and mud. As
the dust settles, I can see Arlene is furious for having been cheated of a meal.

I can't run too far because the Wildman's body is stuck. Yanking the chain succeeds only in



making his corpse twitch like a marionette. The bear takes notice of the Wildman's dancing flesh
and sinks her jaws in the dead man's belly. His arms and legs jerk as if alive every time Arlene
tears away a hunk of flesh. The snapping and gulping turns my stomach.

Suddenly, no longer satisfied with her lifeless meal, she looks up at me. Her teeth and fur are
stained red and fatty strands of yellow hang from her chin. She charges and I whip the chain at
her, the steel links smacking her in the side of the head, causing her to stagger. I run toward the
hole in the wall where she made her entrance. Passing the disemboweled Wildman, I see what he
was caught on before; the handle of a hatch.

I've a better chance in the hatch than outrunning the bear, so I grab the handle, slick with
blood, as Arlene closes in. I lift the lid and jump into darkness.

⚜⚜⚜⚜   
As I fall, I watch the hole grow smaller and smaller until suddenly the chain goes taut, jerking

my body and popping my arm from its socket. The Wildman's body is blocking the light,
plugging the hole. My toes barely touch the soft, uneven surface beneath. It's just enough to keep
pressure off my straining shoulder socket.

The bear makes short work of the body above; each swipe brings a new ray of light followed
by a shower of blood. Quickly, the corpse becomes so mutilated it breaks apart and rains down
around me. I fall, turning away from the chain that's plummeting toward me, and I find myself
face to face with a partially decomposed head, a few maggots spilling from its fleshy socket.
Standing proves difficult on the unsteady ground and once I get to my feet, I can see I'm atop a
mountain of bodies. Above me Arlene growls in frustration, fruitlessly swiping the air with her
massive paw from the entrance to this body dump.

Lying beside me is Wildman's bloodied loincloth, a piece of his hip still bleeding inside it.
Also, inside his clothing is a key pinned in place. I remove it and free myself from my shackles.
Arlene protests angrily and looking up, I give her the finger.

Climbing gingerly down the pile of bodies, I notice many, if not all, of them are stabbed
through the neck. It seems I've solved the long-standing murder mystery. Once I reach the firm
earth, I can see a pinprick of light to my right. I make my way toward it, remembering my last
night at home.

⚜⚜⚜⚜ 
The last evening at my house driving away, the image to me is as clear as a painting, although

brushed in dead-color, monochromatic, and yet deep in composition. Yet, in my mind, the
surreal sequence of events that night plays out in my mind much more distorted, like a projection
on a stained and tattered movie screen swaying in the wind. The point at which I broke can be
argued to have happened years ago, but on that night I've little recollection of why I'd struck my
wife. What had she done or said that led to such an act? It hardly mattered and I know, still I
wonder.

Such a vile indignation should have extinguished my rage, but it only fanned its flames. When
she struck me back, I became lost in the white heat that was years in the making. What happened
next is lost to me. I can't recall in my mind's eye the sights and sounds of what followed.
However, I can recall, with sickening clarity, the feeling I had when I squeezed out her last
breath with my bare hands.

My son slept upstairs and the choice I made I stand by to this day. It was the most human
thing to do, and he felt nothing. He would continue sleeping and never wake up, remembering
life the way it was before his father had murdered his mother and enjoyed it.



Avoiding tolls and highways as best I could, I drove for days paying cash for gas and food. I
wanted to disappear, dissipate like a dandelion in the wind, but then came the blue and red lights
in my rearview and the hunt for a murderer that wasn't me.

⚜⚜⚜⚜
Bones snap beneath my feet as I make my way toward the light. The brighter it gets, the more

death I see littered on the ground.
At last, I emerge from the underground tunnel about four hundred feet from the Wildman's

crude shelter. Looking around, I see lush hills and tall pines shielding this place from the world.
In the distance, I hear the soothing rush of the river that carried me here.

Before me up the hill is the Wildman's makeshift home in all its disfigured glory, now with a
hole in the wall compliments of Arlene. In my mind I picture it fixed, patched with fresh timber.
Perhaps I'll even put in a proper door; however, deep down I know it's not to be.

Lumbering toward me is Arlene, her face red and her belly not quite full. I turn from her and
face the stink of death that wafts from the tunnel; I close my eyes and start counting to ten, the
seconds in the middle more prayer than feeling.

☠ ☠ ☠ ☠



Matthew Piskun
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Thank you for reading… ❤❤❤
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Note from The Hive
Dear readers, 
 
Thank you for picking this book. When we decided to create a publishing collective at the

wee end of 2019, we never envisaged how big it would become in just over a year. Our first
offering, Route 13: Highway to Hell, was released on March 13, 2020, and from then on, we
haven't looked back.

Blood Runs Cold followed soon after, and our third anthology, Tea with a Drop of Honey,
came smack in the middle of the pandemic, and we would like to think that, through our humble
offering, we put a sliver of a smile on your lips and a dollop of joy in your hearts. We followed
that with #Love – an anthology of twenty stories that explored the different facets of the
wonderful emotion we call "Love."

#Love was also the first offering from The Hive Publishers to be published in paperback
format. In another first, #Love was the first book from us to be a part of a Literary Festival
(Catholic Club Litfest 2021 in Bangalore). 

When we set out to decide the theme of our fifth anthology, there was only one clear option.
We returned to our roots and decided to bring out our second horror anthology. Unlike our first
collection of horror stories, we wanted to take our reach truly international. We received close to
seventy submissions from all across the globe – right from the United States to the United
Kingdom, India to Australia, and from Canada to Serbia.

The writers who submitted their stories are a mix of old and young, veterans and the
inexperienced, from the fans of H.P. Lovecraft to the devotees of Clive Barker. Trust us when we
say this– it was an absolute pleasure to read the stories and downright torture to select the best
from the lot. Selecting thirteen stories from sixty-odd is not a joke. 

Trail XIII – The Path to Perdition contains thirteen stories that explore the nooks and
crannies of the myriad of emotions that are encapsulated within the giant sphere that is horror.
Each story falls under a different sub-genre of horror.

We have stories about monsters, and we have stories about the monstrous, we have gore, and
then we have tales that take the subtler route to creep you out. We have stories based on myths
and legends, and we have stories based on the horrors we face every day. These stories will take
you across the world on one exciting and scary ride. 

We thank Kiran Manral, author, novelist, and Venita Coelho, author, director, & artist, for
graciously agreeing to provide us with cover quotes for the book.

We thank our ARC readers Venky, Roshni D’Souza and Sarves for their constant support.
Read the stories, relish the delectable flavours of horror, and cry, soar and fall with the

characters brought alive by our contributing authors. Share your views by writing a review on
Amazon and Goodreads, and show us some Love by recommending the book. 

Once again, thank you for your continuous support and Love. 
 
The Hive Publishers
August '21

⚝⚝⚝⚝⚝
 



About The Hive
The Hive Publishers is your neighbourhood boutique publishing collective dedicated to

publishing anthologies of short stories, a category typically underestimated by traditional
publishers. Established in late 2019, we endeavour to bring out anthologies across various genres
every year.

As our motto states, we are a collective "for the writers, by the writers." It started one day
when a bunch of writers wondered if the days of Poe, Wilde, Doyle, Maugham, and Lovecraft
would ever come back. Since when did the art of great short storytelling die under the weight of
five-hundred-page novels and reading challenges? That question haunted us. Tired of searching
through rows upon rows of books in bookstores for some fabulous short story collections, we
decided to do something about it.

While the classics are still present in that dark corner of both the physical and digital libraries,
we noticed a dearth of contemporary short stories. Being writers ourselves, we understood that
many writers are not able to showcase their amazing talent of story writing only because they are
not able to churn out novel-length works and that traditional publishers have the tendency to turn
their noses up towards short stories.

 So, for the love of storytelling, we decided to establish The Hive Publishers, a non-
traditional publishing collective focused at this point only on anthologies.

What started as a collective of passionate writers is now a thriving publishing entity that
proudly presented its first anthology on Friday, the 13th March, in a genre that not many
traditional Indian writers dare to tread; horror.

Route 13: Highway to Hell, our first ambitious offering, was an anthology containing 13
Horror stories from 13 different and amazing writers. Route 13 has received rave reviews from
readers and reviewers and spent eight consecutive weeks at the #1 spot in Amazon's hot new
releases.

Following close at the heel of Route 13 was Project #2, an e-book carefully curated by The
Hive with a selected collection of mini tales by our patrons. It is, of course, aptly named, The
Best of Mini-Tales, Volume 1.0.

Now, if you are someone who prefers thrillers over horror, we served up a seventeen-course
meal of chills, thrill, and drills (literally); with our Project#3, Blood Runs Cold. And what you
received was a mixed bag of your favourite writers coming back from Route 13 and patrons of
The Hive whose stories were handpicked and painstakingly reviewed at multiple levels to
entertain your dark side.

Of course, Blood Runs Cold boasts of a bonus section with a curated collection of thriller
minitales because we just can't let you get off that easy.

However, during the transition from horror to thrillers, we feared that The Hive could be
typecast into a bucket and a dark one at that. As you would have realised by now, we are
anything but suitable to be fit into a box.

So, we decided to surprise our patrons with our next project, Tea with a Drop of Honey. A
collection of stories that would soothe your soul. Quite like its namesake. Not only did we
manage to get twenty-eight fabulous writers on board to bring you a cornucopia of feel-good
stories, but we also managed to do our little bit by donating part of the proceeds of the sales

https://www.amazon.in/The-Hive/e/B085T7DM6P/
http://mybook.to/Route-13
http://mybook.to/BloodRunsCold
https://mybook.to/TeaWithADropOfHoney


towards the upkeep of Prani – The Pet Sanctuary. 
We followed a cup of hot Tea with a box of candies – an anthology of twenty short stories

that celebrated romance in all shapes and forms - #Love. This book is the first from The Hive's
stables to come to you in both e-book and paperback formats. 

We are delighted to present you our fifth anthology – Trail XIII: The Path to Perdition. We
went back to writing what we love the best, i.e., horror. 

Of course, our next anthology (we are already brainstorming) could be any of the genres
we've tried or something entirely new. 

Check out our social media handles to see if you've guessed it right. 
⚜⚜⚜⚜

What Is in it For Me? 
The question of who we are will go a long way in letting all you know what is in store for

you. Are we a publishing entity that would publish anything and everything as long as our
patrons paid up? 

No!
Are we a publishing entity that forces the contributing writers to buy a certain number of

books? 
No!
Do we charge anyone for getting their work published? 
Hell, No! 
We are a bunch of writers who are passionate about the craft and enthusiastic about giving a

platform to our fellow writers to shine. If your work is good, we will publish it. As simple as
that. We don't just stop with bringing out anthologies. We have a couple of thriving Facebook
groups through which we give opportunities for budding writers to hone their craft by
participating in our weekly #Minitales and #TinyVerses events. 

As evident in our last five projects, we love having you on board with us. Because we believe
that no story should remain untold. So, if you have a story to tell, follow us, The Hive, engage
with us, banter with us, and entertain us with your fantastic tales.

Our engagement is one of the highest among the publishing platforms out there. Come, join
us at The Writers' Nook and La Galeria. Follow us on Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter and stay
tuned for the frequent Clubhouse sessions we host in which we discuss the various facets of the
art of storytelling. 

As the Carpenters once crooned, "We've only just begun…"
 
Buzz!

⚝⚝⚝⚝⚝
 

http://mybook.to/EternalLove
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https://instagram.com/the_hive_of_writers
https://twitter.com/The_Hive13
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The Case of the Séance

~by Ell P

 Chapter 1 – The Multiple Homicide
The scene feels like a Quentin Tarantino movie; bloody, surreal and goddamned unbelievable.

The constables around me turn away; some painfully green, some gagging and some throwing up
their breakfast. I bite my lips, this is a bloodbath, literally and figuratively, I think.

The timing couldn’t have been worse. Just when I am scheduled for my year-end vacation, I
land smack dab in the middle of a death scene that looks like a giant grinder ran through the
room, taking three unfortunate teenagers along the way.

"Sub Inspector Raman!" I snap. He turns around, wiping his mouth off his sleeve. Bits of
regurgitated idli dangle in the corner of his lips.

"Have enough photographs of the scene been taken?"
"I…I don’t know, Madam Inspector. Everyone…everyone is…they can’t look at it, Madam."

He says, retching again.
"Raman, are you wearing bangles on your wrists or have you suddenly grown a vagina?" I

ask, spitting on the floor, my spit falls not an inch away from an arm, an arm dressed in a Hello
Kitty sleeve.

"No…no, Madam Inspector." He stands straight.
"Then do your fucking job. Get the pictures taken, and then we need to solve this goddamned

jigsaw puzzle." I look around, pointing at the assortment of limbs. "Attach these bloody parts to
the right torso!" Venom drops from my lips, I crave for a smoke but then I remember my
promise to Akshay.

"Hey!" I shout at the other constables. They turn to me, their backs straight; their faces green,
and their eyes wide. "Someone take a statement from the parents, if they are done fainting, that
is."

An hour and two smokes later, I am back in the room. The forensics team is in; it is freezing
cold at four in the morning. The Medical Examiner, along with other constables, has managed to
put the right limbs together with the right torso.

Three sets of parents wait outside in the living room, there is a lot of wailing, shouting and
heaving. Raman is out there fumbling and tumbling over words to console them. One of the
fathers, I don’t know which one, is screaming at Raman, as though it was the Bangalore police
that left three teenage girls alone and then let loose a giant grinder in their room.

I try to garner a sense of sympathy, some compassion for these parents who have lost their
child. But I find none. They need to stop the sniveling and let us deal with this shitstorm.

"Anything?" I ask the ME.
"I will have to autopsy the bodies before I give an official statement." He removes his gloves,

not meeting my gaze.
"Gupta…" I say. "Don’t give me this bullshit. Your autopsies will take days; what the fuck

am I supposed to do until then? Attend Christmas parties along with the parents?!"
"First off, it is Dr. Gupta for you Inspector Rhea Rao." He looks up at me. "Secondly, I said I

can give an official statement after the autopsy, it doesn’t mean I can’t give you my initial



opinion. There won’t be any Christmas parties, after all."
"Then get on with it…" I look down into his bespectacled eyes. Gupta is a short man, a whole

half a foot shorter than me. His balding head is the first thing I see every time I look down at
him, and then those somber, brilliant eyes.

"The limbs haven’t been cut, they have been pulled out." He lets out a breath. "The girls died
of excessive bleeding. Can you imagine the strength it would take to be able to do that, pull one
limb after another, pull it hard enough to tear it out?" An involuntary shiver runs down my spine,
I look at the girl’s terror stricken faces.

Tina, Priya and Jennifer are their names, barely fifteen. According to Tina’s mother, they
were having the first sleepover of December at Tina’s place, immediately after their vacations
started.

I look around the room; splatters of blood cover practically everything, even the ceiling. The
room is like any other teenage girl’s; filled with posters of pop stars and movie stars. Most of
whom, I do not recognize, especially with the rapidly congealing blood that smears those posters
like muck.

There is one wall with a collage of Polaroid photographs of Tina, mostly with Priya and
Jennifer and some along with a larger group of teens.

Fifteen, I think. Adi would have been thirteen this month, not much younger than these girls.
It has been three years, yet my heart constricts in physical agony every single time I think about
my son, and his accident ridden, mangled body.

A loud wail from behind me shakes me out of my thoughts. It is one of the mothers. Going by
the long aquiline nose, I assume it is Jennifer’s.

"Jenny…my baby!" She wails. She has managed to break through the caution tape and barrel
her way into the crime scene.

"Get her out of here!" I hiss at Raman, who stands behind the mother, still fumbling. But
before Raman can even hold her back, she is at my throat, constricting my airflow, telling me to
find out who did this, especially if I want to keep my job.

The constables come running; trying to pull her off me, but it is adrenaline that gives her
supernatural strength. I stand, immobile.

I remember how I wanted someone to kill, wanted someone...anyone to be destroyed when I
lost Adi.

I may not understand grief, but I understand fury. And right about now, I did not mind being
strangled to death, if it made the mother feel even slightly avenged. The constables pull her away
too soon, right before the welcome veil of blackness is about to descend on me. I grit my teeth.

Another man pulls her away from the grip of my constables. He shoves his face close to mine,
and spits his words out.

"You will find the killer of my daughter, if you want to keep your job, Inspector."
His eyes stare down at me from his Gucci spectacles, as his Rolex-ed hand cradles the

woman’s head to his neck.
"You will not sleep, eat or drink, until you find who did this." He continues. "I will personally

ensure that."
I stretch myself to all of my five foot six inches and look into his eyes, "You corporate

pimps," I spew. "With your cushy jobs and fat fucking bank accounts, are you telling me how to
do my job? My entire station wouldn’t be standing here, working at this unearthly hour, if you
had done your jobs as parents. So, shut your pie-hole and let us fund the fucking monster who



did this, Mister."
I leave him with his mouth hanging and walk away.
"Madam Inspector, should we book them for assault on a police officer?" Raman whispers

loud enough for them to hear.
"No." I say and turn around to look at another constable waiting on me.
"What is it, Srinivas?" I ask.
"Madam, we found this on the floor." He says, handing over a board. "It was hidden under all

the blood and body parts." Even though it is smeared in red, I instantly know that it is a Ouija
board.

He continues. "It is Gundurao, Madam Inspector."
"What?" I ask, examining the board.
"My…my name is Gundurao."
"So?" I say, still distracted with the board.
"You…you called me Srinivas."
I ignore him and focus on the object in my hands. I had dabbled enough in psychics,

mediums, spirit boxes and Ouija boards for a year after Adi’s death, to recognize it.
Yet, this board is different from those five hundred buck pieces I had picked up from corner

stores in Brigade road. This one is old, rather antique with Roman numbers, strange symbols and
words written in what can only be Latin.

A shiver runs down my spine again, and this time the stimulus is from outside. The room has
dropped in temperature. It is freezing in here and my khakhi uniform does nothing to stop the
hair on my nape from standing ramrod straight.

As if pulled by an invisible string, I look up at the ceiling again. Handprints hidden beneath
streaks of blood call out to me. It has to be one of the girls, I think. I stare back at the hands,
lying on the floor, precariously placed next to their rightful torso.

The size isn’t a match; none of the girls have fingers as thin and as long as the prints above
me. None of the girls have nails that can leave the prints of a talon.

✴✴✴
 
Grab Route 13: Highway to Hell to read the rest...

http://mybook.to/Route-13
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