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The Zombie Blackmailers of Panocadia Three 

by Dave Fragments 

My grandkids want to know about the real, not so spectacular and amazingly unglorious 

days of my youth. They want to know about my role in the zombie plague. So much to 

remember. So much to forget. I'm Governor General of Panocadia Three, the largest of 

the O'Neill habitats. I remember my childhood as a series of comic book pages, each 

page painted a lurid vignette of young lust and desire. Back then, I had a surly thirteen-

year-old vision of the future filled with cloddish self-discovery. I thought myself 

precocious in all governmental, sexual, scientific and parental concerns. Yeah. Right. 

Sure.  

Think of a bucolic day; a family at worship, a sunny Sunday swaddled in the 

fragrance of acacia; birds chirping in time with a preacher breathing fire and brimstone 

to his flock. Now forget it. The church was a quonset-shaped building that doubled as 

cargo storage when the earth supply ships arrived. Our cylindrical habitat rotated every 

few hours to create gravity. The first settlers of Panocadia Three would throw messages 

in metal tubes across the diameter. In a few years, the rich came and Panocadia became 

sophisticated… too sophisticated.  

My Dad arranged for Tiffany Nunez, his private trainer, to pick us up in the 

Church’s landing pad and take us to Ambassador Felipe Esteban’s plush State House in 

the fashionably rich Blue Sector for a day of swimming and communing with our bodies. 

I wanted to commune with Tiffany’s melon-sized tits and plump booty. My older 

brothers, Biff and Buster did so too. They were tall, dark, and swarthy like Dad. They 
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wore bike shorts and muscle shirts to show off their physiques and every few hours 

broke into sweaty wrestling with each other. Biff and Buster, pimple-ridden horn-dogs, 

actually believed that Tiffany’s floating transport became her mobile whorehouse at 

night. Like, get a clue guys, she wanted a real man: me. 

The congregation disgorged itself from the church, kicking a half dozen message 

tubes across the parking lot, launching them into the weightlessness that was the 

centerline of Panocadia.  

Tiffany and her interns, a dynamic duo of chirpy, smiling clown-boys, landed. 

Stepping off the floating transport in a belligerent smog of Old Spice and liniment, they 

were heard woofing, hooting and hollering like excited hyenas. Tiffany's spandex, more 

than supported her massive headlights at my eye level. She bounced. She flounced. My 

eyes followed their every move.  

"Hola amigos! The traffic is light, we best lift off quickly,” Tiffany yodeled. We 

could see Blue Sector rising behind her. I couldn't let such an overt display of cheeriness 

go unchallenged. I yawned, with all the nonchalance I could muster, and replied. 

"How thrilling. Another afternoon watching Biff and Buster wrestle the brutal 

eunuch interns. Muscles-for-Brains, and Absence-of-Intelligent-Life." I impressed myself 

with that smart-assed insult. My family's collective jaws dropped.  

Buster, only three years my elder, whacked the back of my head real hard. 

“Quit flapping your gums, pizza-face.”  

"Bite me!” I yelled back.  
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Dad smacked me and lectured me loud enough to be heard by Preacher Bosco, 

the Sisters of Perpetual Prayer, and the Ladies Auxiliary, who were setting up folding 

tables for their cupcake sale.  

Tiffany stepped onto her floater, one leg in and the other out. Buster leered and 

let his lust slither down his leg. Biff, the other lump of white meat, squirmed like a 

moray eel as he hid his stiffy with the bulletin. Troglodytes!  

I should have stayed silent. Instead, I pointed and snickered. 

“Hey Tiffany, you got two erections for the price of one. Buster wants to poke 

your petunia patch, and Biff wants to jerk-off between your silicone boobies."  

Tiffany gaped. Mom gasped.  

”Oops," I said.  

My words should never have been voiced; not on Sunday, not after church, not 

in the parking lot with Preacher Bosco, the Sisters of Perpetual Whatever, and the entire 

Women's Auxiliary carrying cupcakes and finding message containers, all within earshot.  

Dad kicked me square in my buttocks. I thought parts of my anatomy were going 

to fly out my mouth. Thankfully, I only traveled a few feet, smacking against the side of 

the floater before my Dad grabbed my ear and yanked. I was doomed to be Van Gogh 

with pen and paper: a one-eared novelist with a penchant for satire and sarcasm. 

"Send him home to read another book,” Biff said, scratching his hairy chest. 

"Shame on you, Boy! You're lucky we let you read adult books - and as for your 

spiky hair. Now you apologize so we can enjoy our Sunday outing, or I'll buzz cut your 
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stupid hairdo and take away your idols: Rowling, Proust, Susan, Yeats, Milton and 

especially Grisham."  

My editorial dreams crushed. My journalistic ambitions denied. I hunched over 

and put on my best sad face and blubbered out real tears of pain, substitutes for my lack 

of sincerity. 

"I'm sorry!”  

This was my moment of clarity, a moment when my aim in life became clear. A 

pen, a pen, my kingdom for a red pen, I thought. That day, I resolved to become an 

editor and make it my life's goal to write REJECTED on the written words and thoughts 

of others. In my mind, I saw my hand writing REJECTED in large red letters on Dad's way-

too-high-I'm-balding forehead. I saw my hand writing REJECTED on Tiffany's boobs, 

REJECTED on the abs of Muscles-for-Brains and Absence-of-Intelligent-Life. REJECTED, 

REJECTED, REJECTED like a stamp on page after page of life and the written word. That 

day, I formulated my need to demolish, to debase, to insult and to discourage all those 

who didn't meet my literary standards. 

But life is not a comic book and Fate had another destiny for me.  

History books show this parking lot as ground zero.  

Preacher Bosco noticed one of the metal containers that appeared to have fallen 

from somewhere else on the surface of Panocadia Three. This wasn’t a unique 

occurrence in an O'Neill Cylinder. However, this container was something else. I mean, 

who loses a canister marked biohazard? Who sends a canister containing the latest 
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biologic weapon and doesn't track it down? Who abandons the deadliest germ in 

existence to a stranger's casual inspection?  

Saboteurs, that’s who.  

Preacher Bosco picked it up, opened it and sniffed before passing it over to 

Sisters Rosaria and Dolorita of the order of perpetual dumbness to do the same. We 

always suspected Preacher Bosco of slight brain damage, but sniffing the virus in the 

metal tube, confirmed the diagnosis. It's not like it wasn't marked. The virus turned his 

brain into zombified mush, leaving him infected, twitching, soiling the ground with 

bodily fluids and then dying with a gasp that caused the Women's Auxiliary to shriek.  

The Sisters went white like their wimples as they fell over foaming at the mouth, 

voiding their bladders and emptying their bowels as their nervous systems dissolved. 

The Women's Auxiliary clutched their cupcakes and screamed even more, bumping into 

each other like a flock of frightened chickens. They screamed even louder, even wetting 

themselves when Preacher Bosco rose from the ground and attacked. Instead of 

running, they hit him with the serving trays. Cupcakes splattered across the parking lot. 

He infected them all and in twos and threes they fell, their brains turning into porridge 

as their spinal cords melted into pureed turnips. 

Their minds were now like those of the ravenous beasts that wanted to eat 

them.  

Cupcakes were off the menu. 

While we screamed, Dad figured it out. I wouldn't be living without his actions. 

He grabbed me, shoved his vid-phone into my shirt pocket and threw me into the 
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floater. He pushed Biff and Buster in after me. He turned to get Mom, but Preacher 

Bosco was dragging her by her hair across the parking lot to the already rising and 

hungry mob of the Ladies Auxiliary. She changed before our eyes, a nightmare I can 

never forget.  

Dad and Tiffany's assistants, Muscles-for-Brains and Absence-of-Intelligent-Life, 

grabbed baseball bats from a rack of antique Earth sports equipment Tiffany kept in the 

Floater and started hitting home runs. The thud of wood cracking skulls, splattering 

brains, breaking arms and shattering legs resounded through the parking lot. To my 

everlasting regret, I never did know the real names of those two muscle-bound guys. 

But the zombies outnumbered the trio, and zombie blood was infectious. Dad and 

Tiffany’s assistants fell dead, soon to rise in a frightening simulacrum of life. 

Tiffany had lifted the floater about ten feet off the ground before she sat my 

brothers and me in the seats. She handed Biff her com-phone and commanded us like a 

stern drill sergeant.  

"Tell the rest of Panocadia what's happening here. The habitat has to know. Start 

taking photos, sending messages and phoning. They need to know." She handed me a 

Vid-Cam with a telephoto lens. "Get pictures of that container. Lots of them. Post them 

to the Cloud. Take Vids of the zombies. Do it now!"  

Communication was our comfort. Biff, Buster and I became Paul Revere, warning 

of the redcoat legions of the dead ready to consume the blood of the living. We said 

things like: “Come my children, and you shall hear of the noonday flight of Biff, Buster, 
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Charlie and Tiffany.” It sounded like a law firm from Circus Farce. What irony! What 

drollery, but healing drollery in the face of our loss. 

The zombies, once our family and friends, raged at the bottom of the floater. 

They had one aim, to eat living flesh from living bones. Even the most virulent of viruses 

understands survival. Virulence spreads by touch. When the dead touch, they leave a 

residue of evil that infects the living, turns the brain to putty and creates a new victim 

craving flesh. A new vector to spread infection. That survival instinct, one brain cell of 

feeble, decided to cover rocks with blood and gore and throw them at the Floater. One 

rock with escape velocity and the virus would spread across Panocadia Three. Tiffany 

piloted the Floater to about 100 feet above the ground.  

The zombies scampered away in search of other victims. The inquisitive denizens 

of Gray Sector didn’t know to run. History calls them the prairie dogs. What else would 

you call people too inquisitive to be safe, too stupid to believe in danger? We watched 

the fools traipse into the parking lot and poke and prod the remains. The virus had 

already mutated. It was very smart and well-engineered. It no longer acted immediately. 

Instead, we watched as the unsuspecting prairie dog-people touched, wiped, kicked and 

did other stupid things. After a few minutes they drove away, only to twitch, jerk, and 

wreck. Zombified drivers were getting out of their cars so they could find more victims. 

Thus, it began to spread. 

The chatter on the Comm Radio turned into a chaotic babble as lots of voices 

screamed for help. Social media feeds, events updates, emails and Vid-News announced 

zombie attacks in all six sectors and the docking bay. Pictures and Videos of friends and 
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relatives overrun by zombies and survivors creating makeshift barricades, begging for 

help, appeared online. Whoever created this virus did a bang up job of synthesizing the 

almost perfect virus for a Panocadian apocalypse. 

Tiffany patched the Floater into the emergency Comm Radio and gave me the 

microphone. I sent warnings to the five Panocadian sectors and the other habitats. She 

flew us to the weightless central core as thousands of floaters lifted from the surface 

and hovered a few hundred feet above the ground.  

She picked her clients well. Uncle Felipe, object of my earlier scorn, bless his old-

money fortune and his great-great-grandfather’s drug-dealing ways, maintained a small 

army of guards for the gated communities of Blue Sector. More importantly, he kept a 

stash of laser-sighted energy pistols. One shot through the head would end a zombie. A 

miss wouldn't shatter the solar windows that covered a third of Panocadia's skies. 

Tiffany again became our brain, our guiding force, our resourceful leader. She 

discovered the conspirators among the panicked and hysterical floaters. They had a ram 

welded to the front end of their own ship and a skull and crossbones painted over its 

hull. Subtle, subtle. I tracked them for Uncle Felipe’s henchmen and the Law. I got the 

pictures of it sinking a taxi with three advertising executives inside. Tiffany activated a 

hidden mass driver and threw a flaming ball of plasma at it. The floater went down in 

flames. She recorded their crash beacon and our photos identified the conspirators. 

They were blackmailers, living in Brown-Down, the utility sector of Panocadia Three.  

After today, I’ll never refer to Tiffany as major boobage or my brothers as stupid 

again.  
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Traffic Control began to send instructions for orbits to match the rotation of the 

hull and prevent collisions. Half the police stations reported they had managed to 

stabilize their local situation.  

But the dead were cunning.  

The zombies began hiding and waiting for the living.  

In the days that followed, Administration and Security sealed off Brown-Down 

and sucked the oxygen out of it. We could import more domestic workers. Tiffany and I 

found the leaders of the perps, hiding in Orange Sector with a drug gang. All of them 

were willing to kill and loot. We didn't need no stinking trials for no poxy bastard 

blackmailers. Panocadia exterminated the traitors with familial shaming, summary trials, 

and most notably, forcibly stuffing the traitors into an airlock and blasting them into a 

nearby star.  

We made sure that the universe knew that death was how Panocadian Justice 

rejected zombies, rejected blackmail. Extermination put an end to any other blackmail 

schemes in any other habitats. 

It took two months for the remaining zombies to rot and fall apart, nearly one-

third of the population of Panocadia Three succumbed to the virus. Cleaning crews did 

systematically sterilized Panocadia Three from the inside out to the docking bay. There 

are certain administrative types still trying to figure out why each metal cylinder holding 

the zombie virus also contained the ransom demand printed on infected paper. No 

accounting for stupid, is there?  



13 
 

Tiffany, my brothers, and me - simple Charlie - were rewarded with large estates 

and ample yearly stipends. I stayed in communications, married Tiffany, had kids and 

grandkids, and got myself elected Governor General.  

With all that happened in those early years, I sometimes wonder, sometimes 

regret, sometimes doubt my own memories. As I said to begin with, I see my childhood 

as a series of lurid and bloody comic strips loaded with zombies and saboteurs. I wasn't 

good. I wasn't heroic. I was a snotty little kid fixated on heaving breasts who lost 

mother, father, and childhood in a single day.  

This then is my memoir. How I really, truly grew up too fast, became an orphan, 

and developed a rabbit-scared fear of metal tubes. Isn’t that precious? 

I still read the old newspapers and look at the ghastly images and Videos of the 

infection, the funerals, and when I do, I can’t help but wonder:  

What is this metal venture we call Panocadia Three?  

My home, numbskull, my home, is the answer. Retrospection is wonderful, 

marvelous, but a look at Tiffany and I feel young again, filled with surly visions, spouting 

cynical ideas, and getting in trouble with snappy responses. I rule my world with that 

REJECTED stamp.  

 

Dave Fragments retired to the countryside of Western Pennsylvania amid the deer and 

squirrels to write short stories and the occasional poem. He has published over 60 short 

stories in online publications and print anthologies plus poetry. For many years, he did 

research into coal liquefaction and heterogeneous catalysis. 
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The Train Set  

by Matthew Wilson 

Dear Santa, Please may I have a train set for Christmas?  

 I know you get this a lot -- but life's been really hard recently. I had to leave 

home in the middle of the night after mommy fell downstairs and blinded herself in one 

eye, at least that's what she told the quote - unquote - doctor. 

 That stinky ghost was to blame. We'd never be free of its hatred. Not unless we 

ran away. 

 I had to change schools and leave my friends behind. We even left daddy, but 

that was brief music to my ears as mommy and daddy often shout at the tops of their 

lungs in their bedroom. There was a ghost in the house and every night -- they would 

roar to make it go away and keep me safe. 

 Ghosts hated noise, and after the complaints; so did the neighbours. 

 Mommy got a brand new house in the far west which she assured me was not 

haunted and found herself a great job. Daddy would come later as he was a busy man, 

and I was glad when mommy found an office friend. He said to call him Uncle Henry and 

held hands with mom on our long walks together. I realised it had been ages since 

mommy laughed like a little girl. 

 Things settled into a wonderful rhythm of trips to the zoo, and there were no 

more screams at night. No more noisy ghosts. 

 Then Daddy arrived one night as unexpectedly as we had left another. Mom was 

so happy with the surprise that she fainted right there on the front porch. Mommy and 
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daddy needed some alone time; I knew they had things to plan out. Change was 

difficult, but it was nice to have daddy home again. 

 Like some blood-hound, the ghosts sniffed us out, but mommy and daddy were 

there to shout them back into the walls. They used such strong language that they woke 

the new neighbours. Someone phoned the police when they overheard the threats of 

violence, but I knew the ghost was no match for mommy and daddy's unity. 

 Uncle Henry was suddenly a busy man too and stayed away. The last time I saw 

him, he seemed to have fallen down a flight of stairs too as no part of him seemed free 

of bandages signed with well wishes of sympathetic relatives. 

 A strange air descended over this home when mommy had assured me only 

happiness would remain. A new and peaceful start but sleep was hard to come by with 

all that shouting. Sometimes the ghosts were so strong, trying to break free from their 

bonds in the drywall that mommy and daddy had to throw things. One night daddy 

missed the ghost and hit mom in the face with the TV. 

 She would not call the hospital for some reason. My hugs were enough to ease 

her pain.   

 Please, Santa: Let me have a train set. I asked daddy for one, and those wicked 

ghosts possessed him with such terrible spite. Mommy was not home then, and daddy 

was unable to keep them out, alone. He cursed me for wanting his beer money; he 

threw furniture. He hurt me. Badly. 

 Mommy screamed when she got home; she scooped me up in her arm and ran 

out the house like a ghost was right behind us. I craned my neck to look over her 
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shoulder and saw nothing. Only daddy, smiling funny. 

 Mommy said I could not go to the hospital either. My arm would heal in time, 

and her hugs were a great pain relief. Yes, there was a problem with daddy and the 

ghost -- but she would take care of it. 

 Daddy vanished only three days after he found us again. Mommy said it was 

understandable; he was a busy man after all. When Uncle Henry returned, he helped 

with my loneliness, taking me on long walks to the movies. No, mommy says the ghosts 

will not invade uncle Henry's mind. He's made of stronger stuff. 

 Things are better now. A lot more peaceful and I can sleep two night out of 

three. Of course, it would be more... if not for that icky ghost. Mommy doesn't know, 

but it's still here. 

 I heard it moving in the cellar! 

 It rattles it's chains and howls for release. Kicking violently against the locked 

door. Mommy said the ghost was full of tricks, and I believe her. When it calls to me in 

the night; it offers sweets in exchange for freedom. Sometimes, it uses daddy's voice 

and calls my name but I'm not so stupid to take the key from off the wall hook and let it 

out. 

 Please, Santa: Give me something to occupy my mind from those anxious nights 

when the thing thumps its fists against the wall, trying to escape. To come for me. 

 No, I will not go to the cellar under any condition. I really don't like ghosts. 
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The Chalice 

by Paul Melhuish 

I lost my job a few years ago. I worked in sales and didn’t particularly like it, but the 

money was good. My wife was a manager in retail. She’d lost her job the year before so 

with me out of work we could no longer afford our four-bedroom detached house in the 

suburbs. Her mother, a Polish refugee from the Second World War, had gone into a care 

home leaving her squat, semi-detached bungalow, located in the small Bedfordshire 

town of Stilford, empty. Of course, I was pissed off at having to downsize but we simply 

couldn’t afford to live in relative luxury.  

50 Mannet Road. Dirty pale brick supported a rough-tiled roof where crows 

landed, cawing into the air as if to celebrate our arrival. The windows stared out darkly. 

There was a tight driveway leading to a tiny garage with a faded pale blue door. The 

front door wasn’t at the front of the house at all but located at the side. A grab handle 

had been fixed into the wall next to it; fitted by the council when Lucy’s mother still 

lived there. Ivy snaked up the brickwork, ruining the rose trellis put up against the 

bungalow’s side some years before.  

I’d been there many times before to visit Lucy’s mother, falling asleep on the 

sofa while mother and daughter gabbled away in Polish. The décor never changed. The 

place was covered with wallpaper that was from the seventies; all faded oranges and 

chunky square patterns.  

A small hall led to a cluttered kitchen. To the right, doors led to the bedroom and 

a living room where the window looked out onto a small, tatty garden enclosed by high 
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conifers. Everything was old and faded. Dusty. Her mother had moved out two years 

before and in that time everything had just been left to rot.  

The decay wasn’t the main thing that hit me when I looked around my new 

home. What struck me most was my mother-in-law’s Catholic paraphernalia. In every 

room, there hung pictures of Jesus Christ or the Virgin Mary or Pope John Paul the 

Second.   

In what was to be our bedroom, the Sacred Heart of Jesus looked at me. Rosary 

beads hung over the dresser mirror, and statues from Fatima and Lourdes adorned 

shelves and window sills. 

‘What a load of shit,’ I laughed picking up a glow-in-the-dark Mary from the 

dressing table. 

‘My mother doesn’t think it’s shit,’ Lucy spat back. Lucy had shown no religious 

preferences in our relationship apart from getting married in a Catholic church, so her 

words surprised me. I chose to say nothing more and we continued to work in uneasy 

silence. Lucy carefully placed the religious icons in boxes. I just chucked them in.  

The afternoon drew on as we emptied the two large, barrel-chested walnut 

wardrobes of her mother’s old clothes.  

‘Oh my goodness!’ she exclaimed. I looked up from what I was doing. Lucy was 

on her knees, sorting out stuff from the bottom of one of the cupboards.  

‘It’s Stephen’s chalice!’  
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She held up a blue satin bag. From this, she produced a bronze-coloured metal 

cup which had a stem and a wide mouth. The object could have done with a polish, and 

there were a few dents in it. Lucy held the chalice reverently.  

‘Who’s Stephen?’  

‘My brother.’  

I knew she had a brother who had died a few years ago. I never knew his name, 

and she’d not spoken about him. Her brother’s death wasn’t a subject I thought I could 

ever broach. She could get quite tetchy about her family’s past. This was one thing that 

always bothered me, the fact that she couldn’t, or wouldn’t, share such personal 

information about her family’s past. I was her husband, but she didn’t trust me enough 

to unburden her feelings towards her brother’s death. She hadn’t even told me his 

name until today. However, today my luck was in. 

‘He was a priest,’ she said. Then she turned to me with real venom in her eyes, 

her warning look. ‘Don’t mention him to Mum, you hear? Mum doesn’t talk about 

Stephen. None of us do. She gets upset if you mention him and she’s in no fit state to 

get upset.’  

With everything that had been in the recent press coverage about catholic 

priests you can probably tell what I was thinking. I knew better than to push the subject 

with Lucy when she was in one of her moods.  

‘So what is it?’ I asked, genuinely curious. 
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‘A communion chalice. The bishop gave it to him.’ She put the chalice back into 

the bag. ‘I don’t want the thing in the house. I’m certainly not sleeping in this room with 

it. I’ll give it to Father Joseph. He can have it.’  

Lucy never did give the relic to Father Joseph. The chalice remained on the 

dressing table.  

*** 

Another week passed.  

We put most of our furniture into storage and prepared to move into 50 Mannet 

Road. Two days before we were due to leave for the bungalow, Lucy made her 

announcement. I’d been packing the last few bit when she arrived home.   

‘I’ve got another job. Fixed term for six months.’ 

‘That’s great,’ I said. The interview had been the previous day. 

She sighed. ‘I start next week. The only snag is it’s in Newcastle.’  

‘That’s some commute,’ I joked.  

‘That’s the thing. I’ve found a flat up there. You’re going to have to manage at 

Mannet Road on your own for a while. As long as you visit my mum weekly and don’t 

change the house too much it should be fine.’ 

And that was it. That was our discussion on the matter. Lucy clearly didn’t want 

to hear any arguments from me, and she wasn’t going to change her mind. Our 

relationship had been cracking for a while now. As far as I was concerned this was just 

another big crack.  

*** 
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With Lucy gone, I should have been depressed. Mournful. Instead, I was as happy on my 

own. I could watch what I wanted on TV, eat crap every night out of tins or order a 

takeaway and get drunk. Lucy never let me do any of these things when she was around 

and I quite frankly the longer it went on, the more I resented her for it.  

The first incident happened one Saturday night.  

I’d been doing some agency work in Luton. Data inputting. I returned to the 

bungalow that evening with several cans of lager and a Chinese. November was here 

and hit Mannet Road with frost. It didn’t take long to scoff the Chinese before I turned 

my attention to the lager waiting in the kitchen. The neon strip bathed the worn 

Formica in a bright white light. I never drank straight from the can. Someone once told 

me that rats run across the tops of them in most warehouses. That may or may not be 

true, but I could never drink straight from the can after that. The old lady had left tea 

cups or tiny wine glasses that were too small to drink from. All our glasses were still in 

storage. 

My attention turned to the bedroom. There was always the chalice. I laughed, 

imagining the comedy blasphemy of drinking lager from a holy cup that should only 

contain communion wine. It would have driven Lucy mad but as she wasn’t here to 

protest there was nothing she could do about it.  

I went to fetch the dull bronze cup from its satin bag. It could probably hold a tin 

of Stella Artois easily. 

I took the chalice to the kitchen and washed it out. Taking a can from the fridge, I 

carried the chalice and the lager to the living room. Flicking on the TV, I pulled the old, 
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brown sofa chair right up in front of the screen. I cracked open the lager and poured it 

into the chalice. As the froth settled, I took a swig.  

I drained the chalice then filled it again. I drank swiftly and despite the Chinese 

I’d eaten I was beginning to feel slightly drunk by my third can. I poured another into the 

relic then held it out dramatically before me in mock solemnity.  

‘This is the lager of Christ, poured out for you.’ I laughed.  

I sat up quickly when I heard a crash from the room next door. I dashed to the 

bedroom to find one of the large wardrobes lying face down.  

 I struggled to see how this could have happened. As I scanned the room to see if 

someone had been in there, I fought down an uneasy feeling. Someone had pulled this 

down. However, no one was in here.   

I really struggled to get it back upright. I tried to figure out how the hell it had 

fallen over but couldn’t. Sod it, I thought, I’ll worry about it in the morning. I returned to 

the chalice and the TV. I drank until I passed out, waking up at four AM with a 

documentary about the war in Lebanon playing across the screen. I didn’t notice when I 

went to bed, but one of the pictures of the Virgin Mary had been turned round to face 

the wall. The next morning I just assumed I’d done it myself for some stupid reason: one 

of those things you do when you’re pissed.  

*** 

Lucy rang twice that week. The calls were awkward and full of pauses. I did begin to 

wonder if my marriage was over. Things had been passionless and tense between us for 

months. Neither of us had anything to say to each other anymore. The only words of 
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meaning my wife could bring herself to say were regarding her mother whom I’d been 

ordered to visit in her care home.  

Panni Hella sat alone in the living room of her wing of the bright residential 

home with a half-eaten sandwich on the table next to her and the TV playing quietly. 

She asked how the house was, and I felt a pang of guilt about drinking from the chalice. 

‘We found a lot of stuff in the house, Panni,’ I said. ‘Do you want us to keep it all? ‘Well, 

not all. But we can’t throw it all away. I mean, there’s some stuff that might be valuable 

to you.’  

‘Like what?’  

‘Lucy found a chalice.’  

On hearing this she slumped in her chair. She didn’t speak for quite a while. ‘That 

is my Stephen’s,” she eventually muttered. “It was given to him just before he went to 

the Middle East. “Mama,” he said, “I want you to keep it. Look after it until I come 

back.” So I did.’  

Although Lucy had told me not to talk to her about it, I couldn’t stop myself. I 

was curious to know more about her brother. ‘Stephen’s gone. Why have you still got 

it?’  

She looked at me with her large, watery blue eyes. ‘Because he never came 

back,’ she said.  

*** 

I still drank out of the chalice the following Friday night. I didn’t even think about it now; 

I’d got used to using the sacred cup as a beer jug. Half-drunk I drained the artefact and 
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went to get more lager from the fridge. When I got back to the living room, the 

programme had changed. I’d been watching a movie. Now the TV was showing another 

documentary about the Middle East. The telly might have been old, but it wasn’t 

supposed to change channels all by itself. I changed it back. As I did, at the precise 

moment I did a sharp thud from above made me drop the lager. I muted the TV and 

listened. There came another thud from above, then another. Footsteps.  

Someone was up there.   

I stared at the ceiling as whoever was in the attic walked back across the floor 

towards the loft hatch.  

I rushed to the hallway; my gaze fixed to the white, square hatch. Light from the 

kitchen illuminated the narrow corridor. I swallowed hard, gripped by an irrational fear 

that the hatch would open any minute, and someone would come down.  

Nothing happened. 

There had been footsteps. I hadn’t imagined it. Perhaps the loft space was 

shared by the adjoining house – but the lady who lived next door was too old to be 

getting up a loft ladder and going exploring. Perhaps she had a relative. Whoever was up 

there, I had to confront them. They shouldn’t be walking into my property.  

I pulled the steps from out of the spare room and erected them under the hatch. 

I’d never been up there, but Lucy had. I climbed the steps, the creaking of metal 

breaking the stifling silence. Gingerly, I pushed the hatch open to reveal the darkness 

beyond. There wasn’t a sound to be heard and yet I got the distinct feeling there was 

someone waiting in the darkness for me. They could see me, but I couldn’t see them, I 
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quickly felt around the opening: touching chipboard and scratchy loft insulation fibres 

before I found a switch stuck to an upright beam.  

With the space flooded in light, I dared to fully push back the hatch and peer 

inside.  

A face stared back at me; dark eyes looked into mine.  

I nearly screamed. My mouth was open, but nothing came out as I realised it was 

just a picture. An A4 size framed black and white picture of a handsome man with an 

open, friendly face. He was wearing a priest’s dog collar. At the time, I assumed the 

picture had been taken out of a box last time Lucy was up here. But I just couldn’t 

understand why she would have placed the picture here like this.  

However, I had heard footsteps up here, and this didn’t answer my question. I 

saw a red brick wall separating our side of the attic and next door. That scuppered my 

theory about the neighbours’ relative being up there. There were no other exits and 

nowhere for an adult- and those footsteps had belonged to an adult – to hide. I grabbed 

the picture, went downstairs and turned all the lights on in the house.  

*** 

Days passed. In the end, I put the footsteps down to my drunken imagination. 

One night Lucy rang me. I asked her what Stephen looked like, and she just put 

the phone down. The picture was still on the kitchen table where I’d left it. Annoyed, I 

began to drink out of the chalice again. Lucy would have done her nut in if she’d known 

what I was doing. Alone before the TV I gulped down lager from the bronze cup. The 

only light came from the television: speed-shadows cast across the lounge. To my right 
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the door opened onto the hall and an open bathroom door opposite. Orange light from 

the streetlamp outside glowed and illuminated the frosted glass pane but died before 

reaching me.  

As the beer flowed, I began to relax. Occasionally I would look into the darkness 

of the hallway and an uneasy feeling that someone was there played around in my 

mind. I refused to get up and look. To do that would be to admit fear, and I wasn’t going 

to be frightened by this superstition. I looked back to the TV. Then back to the hall. I 

found myself doing this at regular intervals as though trying to reassure myself but 

failing. After about an hour, I had this sense that I was no longer alone in the house. 

Something caught my eye to the left. 

The shape of a dark figure passed the lounge door. I could see the outline of his 

shoulders as he briefly blocked the street light’s orange illumination.  

‘Shit!’  

I leapt to my feet. I grabbed the remote control to use as a weapon. ‘Who’s 

there?’ I called out.  

No one replied.  

Only the sound of the TV could be heard. Chattering noises and background 

music.  

Someone had walked into the house. I had to confront them. ‘I’ve got a knife you 

know,’ I said despite the stranger having access to more knives than me as he was in the 

bloody kitchen. Frustrated, I shot into the kitchen, slamming my fist against the light 

switch. The neon bulb flickered, and I saw him, black-clad, featureless. I yelled out and 
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jumped back but by the time the light sputtered into life the kitchen was empty. I had 

seen him. I had! In that millisecond, I had seen a man in black. I’d seen the shape of his 

body, the upward thrust of his shoulders.  But in the garish light, the kitchen was empty.  

In the living room, the TV channel changed. More documentaries about the 

Middle East. About Beirut. Decapitated bodies found in sacks. I turned the lounge light 

on and the TV off.  

The chalice was on its side. Maybe I’d knocked it over when I’d panicked. 

Cautiously I searched the house. The back door was open, and there were footprints in 

the garden. I could see fresh compressions in the wet mud. They ended two feet from 

the house. Whoever had made them must have… flown away.  

That night, I slept in the car.   

*** 

I am not religious.  

I don’t believe in ghosts or the supernatural or any of that crap, but this thing 

scared me. I thought back to the wardrobe falling over, the footsteps in the attic; the 

photograph. I had to admit to myself that something was wrong, and it was linked to the 

chalice. Whenever I drank out of it, something happened.  

And now I had actually seen an apparition.  

And now I was sleeping in the bloody car, freezing my arse off as I looked at the 

dark, scary bungalow whose menacing windows threatened.  

*** 
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Okay. So now, I understood. The ghost – and I was loathed to use the word – didn’t like 

me drinking out of the chalice. So I washed it up and respectfully put it in the bedroom 

by Lucy’s side of the bed.   

I went into the loft and sorted through pictures trying to find more of the smiling 

priest that must have been Stephen. In the end, I took the picture up to Panni Hella and 

asked her straight out. She stared at the picture for some time before confirming it was 

her dead son. She didn’t cry or get hysterical. She just put it by the table next to her and 

thanked me for bringing her the picture.  

‘How long has it been since he died?’ I asked.  

‘He is not dead,’ she said, her voice flat and monotonous. ‘He is alive. 

Somewhere.’  

If that was true, that scuppered my ghost theory. If Stephen was alive then who 

the hell was haunting me? Or perhaps I was just losing my mind and seeing things? 

Another plausible explanation was this? Perhaps Stephen wanted me out of the 

bungalow and in his own unhinged way, was letting me know I wasn’t wanted there.  

News of me giving the picture to Panni Hella got back to Lucy pretty quickly. She 

rang me up to give me an ear-bashing, telling me not to interfere in her family’s past. 

After a brief row, I slammed the phone down on her. 

Pissed off with it all, I went into Stilford to get hammered and get out of this 

bloody bungalow for the night. I walked to a pub called The Crown and stood at the bar 

while a blues band played covers and a drunk woman in her forties danced sloppily on 

the floor in front of them. I had a skin-full that night and was two-and-fro from the 
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toilets. During one visit towards the night’s end, two of the locals - one a bald man with 

tattoos and earrings, the other with slicked-back greasy hair - commented that “Mary” 

was having a good time and they sniggered derogatively. Mary was dancing up against 

any man she fancied and nearly lost her balance twice. I studied her buxom form and 

tight low cut top. I thought Mary was an attractive woman, a woman I’d quite like to get 

to know, maybe spend some time with.   

The band was on a break; Mary slouched at the bar as she took a respite.  

“What’re you drinking, Mary?” I sidled up next to her the bar.  

‘How do you know my name?’  

‘Your boyfriend was telling me in the loo.’ I nodded to the bald guy with the 

tattoos.  

‘He’s not my fuckin’ boyfriend.  

‘I dunno. He’s not my type, but I reckon he’s quite a catch.’ That made her laugh 

As the band started she dragged me onto the dance floor and danced against me in 

poses of mock seduction. Mock or not, it was working. Soon we were kissing and found 

a corner to sit and snog and fondle and lick and feel like teenagers. Yep, my marriage 

was over all right. When the band finished, I said, ‘How do you fancy coming back to 

mine? It’s haunted.’  

A strange chat-line but it worked. 

*** 

I should have felt something akin to guilt, but I didn’t.  Despite the drink, we managed it 

three times until exhaustion finally set in. She sat up in bed and reached for her 
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cigarettes, fishing them from the pocket of her leather jacket I’d torn off her and thrown 

to the floor near Lucy’s bedside table. Lucy still had a few things there, some 

paracetamol, a comb, a picture of me in a frame. I must have left the chalice there on 

one of the previous nights for some drunken reason.  

She lit one, the chemical aroma drifting across the room.  Curious, she asked me 

about the pictures of the Virgin Mary and the Pope that between us, Lucy and I had 

forgotten to take down. I lied; said the bungalow was my mother’s and she was in a 

home. My answer appeared to satisfy her. With a long build-up of ash on her cigarette, 

she leaned over and flicked it into the chalice.  

‘I’ll tell you what,’ I said taking the bronze cup away, ‘I’ll get you an ashtray, eh?’ 

Untangling myself from the sheets, I padded naked into the kitchen and opened 

cupboards looking for something she could use as a better alternative. Before I could 

find one Mary’s violent screaming began to tear the house apart.  

I ran to the bedroom, but she’d already fled: running past me, clutching her 

clothes, and bolting stark naked out of the door. She was screaming as she ran up the 

road. As she vanished into the night, I knew there was no way I could catch or follow 

her. Running back into the bedroom, I saw that the wardrobe’s door was hanging wide 

open.  

*** 

‘Panni Hella, do you believe in ghosts?’  

‘I believe in God.’ 
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‘Yes, but do you believe the spirits of dead people come back to try to, oh I 

dunno, try to communicate with the living?’  

She looked me with those wide pale blue eyes. 

‘Why do you ask these things?’ 

What did I say next? That I was being haunted? That a ghost kept punishing me 

for using the chalice? No. That would just sound mad.  

‘There’s a chalice in the house,’ I said. ‘It’s Stephen’s. I want to bring it to here so 

you can keep it here.’   

‘No!’ I was taken aback by the force of that single word. ‘I don’t want it!’  

I knew then. The look on her face and the force of her words confirmed my 

thoughts: that she had experienced things in that house connected to the chalice. Sure, 

she’d never used it to drink lager out of or as an ashtray but maybe she’d had some 

supernatural experience with the object? Perhaps she put buttons or something in it 

one day or tried as her daughter had wanted to, to return it to the priest. I didn’t ask 

because I instinctively knew she wouldn’t tell me. Instead she said:  

‘When Stephen returns he will want it back. I shall give it to him then.’  

‘Where is he?’  

She sighed. ‘Disappeared.’ I let the silence hang, waiting until she felt like she 

could say some more. ‘He went with the Fathers to Lebanon. He worked in a seminary 

up in the hills above Beirut. The war started; Stephen stayed. One night, they took him.’  

I didn’t need to ask who. I knew about Terry Waite, Brian Keenan. They came 

home.  
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‘But Stephen never came home.’  

‘No,’ she said, eyes brimming with tears. ‘But one day he will. One day he will 

return home.’ 

*** 

I found Mary at the bar of The Crown that afternoon. When she turned and saw me she 

swore. A big guy with a shaved head, from the toilets, was sitting with her. It was mid-

afternoon, and the pub was quiet. It felt big and empty.  

‘Oh, fucking hell. Come to have another fucking laugh have you? Come to rub it 

in?’ She sneered. The big guy eyed me with contempt.  

‘Mary,’ I said. ‘I don’t know what you’re on about. What happened?’  

‘You must have thought it was hilarious. You and your mate. I must say the… 

what do you call it… the… the prosthetics were good.’  

‘What mate? What prosthetics? What the hell are you talking about?’ 

‘When you went into the kitchen and… what? Was that the cue? You go into the 

kitchen, and he comes out of the cupboard? Comes out of the cupboard without a head! 

I nearly had a heart attack. This fucking headless bloke walking out of the wardrobe.’  

I stood, beside her, dumbstruck. In my silence, the bloke slid from his barstool 

and confronted me. ‘I reckon it’s time you cleared off, pal.’  

*** 

I’d had enough.  

I respectfully put the chalice back into the wardrobe and never used it again.  
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But the ghost wasn’t finished with me. That night The TV came on in the middle 

of the night. That same bloody documentary. I stayed to watch it this time. The 

programme detailed how people – mainly westerners - had been kidnapped and 

subjected to vile and cruel treatment before being beheaded. It told of how their 

headless corpses were found in sacks. Just thrown away. And as each minute passed, I 

began to understand. I reckon Stephen thought I was a bit slow in getting it because a 

few nights later I heard this thump. I got out of bed to investigate and found a Bible I 

didn’t recognise on the living room floor. The book was open at Matthew chapter XIV; 

the beheading of John the Baptist.  

Stephen had sent me a message.  

*** 

I took the chalice to Panni Hella and told her everything that had happened.  

I glossed over exactly why Mary was there, telling her I’d had a friend staying 

over. I told her about the messages her son had been sending me.  

‘They…they…beheaded him, Hella. He died out there in Lebanon. I’m sorry but… 

he’s not coming back.’  

Gingerly, she took the chalice from me and held it before her. ‘He tried to tell me 

himself,’ she said. ‘I would find things moved around the house. I would find his things 

taken out of cupboards. I didn’t listen through. I never listened.’  

There was a lot of crying, but she thanked me, held my hand.  

‘Perhaps he’ll be at peace now,’ I said. For the sake of my own sanity, I hoped he 

was.  
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‘He will never come back to take this.’ She lifted up the chalice. ‘He said he 

would come back for it, but now he never will.’  

*** 

Oh, but he did come back.  

You see, I decided to bury it. I thought at least the chalice, which must have been 

important to him, would get a burial. One winter afternoon when the light was low and 

pale clouds drifted across a cold blue sky, I went into the back garden with the chalice 

and a spade. I began to dig. As I churned the first clods of earth from the dead, yellow 

grass I sensed someone standing behind me. I prepared myself for I knew who it was.  

I knew it was Stephen.  

I turned and faced him.  

‘Bloody hell!’  

He stood in the shadow of the house, but I could make out every detail. His 

brown shoes, his dark trousers, his black jacket and shirt. The white line of the priest’s 

collar. The expansive gash where his neck should have been was sticky black with 

flashes of red within the stump. No wonder Mary had screamed when this had walked 

out of the wardrobe. I composed myself and let the spade drop from my hand.  

‘Stephen,’ I said.  

His solid, pale hand pointed to the chalice standing on the grass. I picked it up 

and held it out before him. My hand was shaking; his was still. Somehow I presented the 

artefact to the headless priest.  

Holding on to his precious belonging, he continued to stand and regard me.  
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‘Listen,’ I said, mustering up what little bravery I could feel. ‘I never meant to 

offend you. I’ve been, well, a twat. I should have treated your stuff with respect, and I 

didn’t. So for that, I’m sorry.’  

He stood for a few more moments then turned and walked towards the 

bungalow. Just before he reached the door he turned again.  

This time the bright, warm smile of a man in his mid-twenties greeted me. In the 

blinking of an eye, he had found his head. Stephen was complete. It was as though 

taking the chalice from me had finished him. He nodded in thanks, faced the door and 

went through it.  

*** 

Lucy and I officially split up, and I moved out before she returned from Newcastle. She 

rang me up one night, irate, leaving a loud message on my phone.  

‘This is low even for you. What do you mean by leaving me a bunch of flowers on 

the mantelpiece arranged in Stephen’s communion chalice? That’s not funny. Not funny 

at all.  

I smiled to myself. Stephen’s last goodbye to his sister.  

He had left the chalice behind after all.   
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Sylvia’s Pictures 

by DJ Tyrer 

Sylvia sits alone in her room, drawing. She is up there with her pencils and her pastels as 

much as we will let her and more besides. Sylvia is obsessed with drawing, and it is 

always the same image. Over and over again. I don’t know if she’s disturbed, but it 

disturbs me. 

Sylvia isn’t my daughter. I’m not sure if that excuses my unease towards her or if 

it makes me a bad person for not trying harder. Sometimes, I feel like the wicked 

stepmother. Sylvia’s mother was Peter’s first wife, Cassie. She disappeared about a year 

after Sylvia was born. I met Peter when Sylvia was eight, and we married a year later. 

That was two years ago – after Cassie had been declared dead. She probably was. Peter 

admitted she was eccentric, and I’d always guessed that was a euphemism for insane. In 

my darker moments, I sometimes wondered if Sylvia is mad like her mother. 

Always the same image. Slight details in the background might change, but Sylvia 

draws the same figure in the same childish pose over and over. She draws it repeatedly, 

almost ritually, and has done so ever since Peter first brought me to meet her. In that 

first introduction, Sylvia had been down on the floor in her room compulsively 

scribbling: she barely lifted her head to acknowledge me. She brings them home from 

school, draws them in her exercise book. Sometimes the teachers worry about her. 

Her pictures have never really bothered Peter much. I guess that when he was 

bringing her up alone he was grateful for the peace and quiet. Now, he delegates that 

side of life to me and, as long as Sylvia isn’t any trouble, he is disinclined to worry. She’s 
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never any real trouble if you ignore her problems at school: her preference for doodling 

over working, her lack of interest. But, she never does anything really bad. Just draws. 

When I first saw the pictures, I assumed they were meant to be her mother. I 

thought she was trying to perpetuate the idea of her. I think that’s what Peter thought, 

probably still does. It was a natural assumption: the figure looked rather like a woman in 

a dress, and her missing mother was an obvious candidate. It wasn’t a woman. 

“It’s the Raggedy Man,” Sylvia once told me. “He lives way off across the sea and 

he took Mummy away. One day, he’ll take me away.” 

I asked Peter, but he had no idea. It wasn’t a friend of Cassie’s that she might 

have a memory of, nor a character in some bedtime story he’d told her. He didn’t think 

talk of being taken away was anything to worry about. 

“She’s probably just talking about death,” he said. “You see what she’s like; she’s 

my little Goth girl.” 

That was true enough: Sylvia always wore a black dress and black shoes. She 

even wore black as a sullen bridesmaid at our wedding. The only actual colour she ever 

wore was a bright yellow bow in her washed-out blonde hair that had belonged to her 

mother. She loves that bow: she would shriek and yell if I took it from her to wash it. 

The figure in her pictures was yellow, too, with the occasional dash of red. The 

Raggedy Man wore a ragged robe and had a white face with just two black dots for eyes. 

Sometimes, he stood alone on a sheet of blank paper; at other times, Sylvia would add 

an expanse of blue to represent the sea or a sort of castle in yellow that she said was his 

palace. Despite the bright colour she employed, the figure had a sombre, sinister aspect: 
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in that, the figure reminded me of Sylvia. She has a sombre countenance and 

hauntingly-adult eyes that, I admit, I find sinister. 

I’ve tried all sorts of things to distract Sylvia from her art, but nothing works. I’ve 

tried to get her to draw other things, press flowers, do sport, read books – even watch 

TV – but nothing works. All she does is draw. 

I’ve got some news for her, though. Cautiously, I climb the stairs. I don’t know 

why she makes me feel so nervous. It’s silly. She’s just a little girl. I can hear her 

humming something: Beautiful Dreamer, I think. 

“Sylvia,” I say as I enter her bedroom. She falls silent. 

She doesn’t look up. There’s the slightest twitch of her head. That’s how she 

acknowledges my presence. She will only look up or speak to me if I really press her. 

“Sylvia, I have something to tell you.” 

She ignores me. 

I repeated myself. 

“What?” She still doesn’t raise her head, and her tone speaks of her annoyance 

at me distracting her from her work. 

“Come sit with me on the bed.” 

“I’m busy.” She is scribbling furiously, colouring in a picture of the Raggedy Man. 

“Sylvia, please, put down your pens for a minute and come sit with me.” 

With a sort of whole-body shrug, Sylvia slowly lays down her pencil and stands, 

steps over to the bed and sits beside me, leaving a twelve-inch gap to prevent intimacy. 
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She sits bolt upright, rigid; hands clasped tightly in her lap, eyes downcast, the image of 

a Victorian portrait. 

I scoot over to her and slip an arm around her shoulders. Sylvia’s already stiff 

body somehow manages to stiffen even more at my touch. 

“Sylvia, your Daddy and I are going to have a baby. I’m pregnant, you see, and 

you’re going to have a little brother or sister. Isn’t that wonderful?” 

Somehow, maintaining her stiffness, she shrugs but still says nothing. 

“Which would you like, darling?” I ask, using my cheeriest voice. “A baby brother 

or a baby sister?” 

“It doesn’t matter,” she tells me in a hoarse whisper. I hate it when she talks like 

that; it’s a horrible voice, like an old woman. 

“Oh, sure it does, Sylvia. I know it will mean some big changes, but I hope you’ll 

be happy about it.” 

She shakes her head. “No, it doesn’t matter because the Raggedy Man will come 

to take me away soon.” She pauses for just a moment. “You and Daddy better watch out 

or he might get you.” 

I can’t help but shiver. “And, will he take us away, too?” I ask. 

Another shake of the head and she tells me, “No, he’ll just get you.” 

“Okay, that’s enough, young lady. I don’t like you speaking to me like that. You 

need to respect me and your father. You need to stop this childishness.” 
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She stands and pulls away from me. It’s the fastest I’ve ever seen her move. She 

spins around and thrusts her head out at me. Her eyes blaze from her pallid face; her 

features a mask of loathing. 

“You’re not my mother. You’re nothing! My mother was a princess, but you, 

you’re a troll! Soon, I’ll join her and leave this... this… place behind! I hate you! I hate 

you! Get out of my room and leave me alone! Get out! Get out!” 

I do. I stumble out, tears running down my face, a mixture of anger and fear 

surging inside me. I stumble down the stairs and wait, shivering, sobbing, in the lounge, 

for Peter to come home. Above, Sylvia sits alone in her room, drawing. I feel as though I 

can hear the scratching sound of pencils being dragged across paper. 

When Peter finally arrives home, he refuses to be drawn on his daughter’s 

behaviour. 

“She’s jealous. That’s all,” he says. “She’s an only child. Then suddenly, her step-

mum’s pregnant and she worries about the baby getting all the attention. I mean, it’s 

not as if you and she really get on. She’s Daddy’s Special Girl, and she resents you for 

getting in the way.” 

“I try, Peter. I try so hard.” 

“I’m not saying you don’t, but maybe you just need to try a little harder, eh?” He 

yawns and changes the subject. “Right! Now, supper - then bed.” 

The only reason I don’t throw down his meal and storm off to bed is that I still 

feel a twinge of irrational fear about going back upstairs, getting closer to her. Suddenly, 

I realise that I hate the girl. 
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In the coming weeks, and so does the litany of complaints from the school. 

Suddenly, Sylvia is no longer the moody little girl who prefers to be an unnoticed 

shadow. Not anymore. Perhaps she’s striking back at bullies; perhaps it’s the hormones 

of adolescence. Frankly, I don’t care. All I know is that she’s awful. 

“She hit another girl,” Peter says, reading the latest letter from the school. “I just 

don’t know what’s gotten into her.” 

“She’s a vile little girl,” I say. 

Peter looks at me, aghast. “Sally!” 

“It’s true. I know you think of her as your Little Princess and all that nonsense, 

but you don’t have to put up with her as much as I do. All she does, day in and day out, 

is scribble those awful pictures. If she deigns to speak to me, it’s bile. I guess she plays 

up in school because they don’t let her draw.” 

He sniffs. “She’s just artistic. That’s all.” 

“Artistic?” I laugh. 

“Yes. Have you seen her work? Her pictures? They’re really good. They put me in 

mind of that artist, oh, you know the guy, did a lot of yellow... Scott! Steve Scott.” 

It’s my turn to sniff. “He was a lousy artist.” 

“If you say so. Regardless, she’s getting good.” 

“If you say so,” I retort. 

“You’re just emotional because you’re pregnant.” 

My hands fall to my bump. “Oh, yes, it’s all the baby’s fault.” 

“Hey, I’m not saying –” 
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“Whatever. I’m going to bed.” I started to stand and then paused, thinking of 

Sylvia. “No, I’m going to sit outside.” 

“It’s cold outside.” 

“I don’t care!” 

It is cold, but I sit out on the bench on the decking anyway. From above, through 

the narrow opening of Sylvia’s window, I can hear her humming Beautiful Dreamer again 

and I wonder just what it is she dreams about: does the Raggedy Man lurk somewhere 

in her dream’s dark places?  

There’s a sudden creak, the sound of the gate at the bottom of the garden, and I 

jump at it. I look up and stare into the shadows, expecting to see the Raggedy Man 

standing there! There’s nothing there, of course, just the gate swinging slightly in the 

breeze and the branches of the willow tree swaying. No spooky figure. Why would I 

think that? Am I going mad? Is Peter right to blame me? To blame the baby? 

I shiver - I tell myself it’s because of the chill - and decide to retreat inside. I wish 

I knew what to do. 

More time passes and my due date approaches and Sylvia is suspended after 

attempting to stab another girl in the eye with a paintbrush. 

“She ripped my picture,” she says, as if that justifies it. 

Peter coos over her and I just don’t have the energy to care anymore. 

“I wash my hands of her,” I mutter. Neither one of them seems to hear me. 

Sylvia retreats to her room to draw. Peter was right about one thing: she is 

getting better at her art. I avoid going in her room now, or looking in: her portraits of 
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the Raggedy Man seem disturbingly lifelike to me, if a figure in flowing rags and a pale 

mask can be said to be lifelike. As long as she stays in there, stays away from me and the 

baby, I can just about tolerate her. At times, I fantasise about leaving Peter, leaving her 

behind. 

Eventually, the baby arrives. My all-too-brief stay in hospital is a wonderful 

respite. Peter doesn’t bring Sylvia. 

We have a nursery ready, but I insist that the cot stays in our room for now. I 

can’t tell Peter, but I don’t trust Sylvia. Might she hurt Lisa? 

She certainly shows no interest in her new sister. Just keeps on drawing, alone, 

in her room. 

“Don’t you want to see Lisa?” Peter asks. 

“No,” she tells him without looking up. 

The next morning when I open my eyes, it is to see the Raggedy Man standing in 

our bedroom doorway: Sylvia has recreated him, life-size, across several sheets of paper 

that she has stuck to the door. 

“I did it for Lisa,” she explains, gaze downcast, but with the slightest twitch of a 

smile that tells me the scare was deliberate. She wanted to frighten me. 

Peter pats her head, indulgently, a blind fool. 

“He’s nearly here,” Sylvia whispers to me as she leaves. 

Shuddering, I leave as quickly as I can, return to our bedroom and tear down the 

hideous portrait; rip it to shreds. I fall to the floor sobbing, which wakes Lisa and starts 

her crying. Peter is downstairs and doesn’t care. 
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The next day, Peter leaves on a business trip. Why won’t he listen to me? Why 

won’t he stay? Why do I stay? 

That night, the bedroom door creaks, rousing me to wakefulness. 

“He’s here,” I hear a hoarse whisper from the door. 

I look up to see the silhouette of Sylvia framed in the moonlight. I hear a 

footstep on the stair. I pray she means her father has returned early, but I know she 

doesn’t. 

Lifting Lisa from her cot, I hold her close, sobbing, silently praying that He will 

leave us alone. There is the sound of swishing rags, then a shrill cry, then the house falls 

silent. Is Sylvia gone? Is He? 

I daren’t look. I daren’t move at all. 

I hardly dare breathe. 

 

DJ Tyrer is the person behind Atlantean Publishing and has been widely published in 

anthologies and magazines in the UK, USA and elsewhere, most recently in State of 

Horror: Illinois (Charon Coin Press), Steampunk Cthulhu (Chaosium), Tales of the Dark 

Arts (Hazardous Press) andCosmic Horror (Dark Hall Press), as well as in Sorcery & 

Sanctity: A Homage to Arthur Machen (Hieroglyphics Press), All Hallow's Evil and Undead 

of Winter (both Mystery & Horror LLC) and Fossil Lake (Sabledrake Enterprises), and in 

addition, has a novella available on the Kindle, The Yellow House (Dynatox Ministries). 

 DJ Tyrer's website is at http://djtyrer.blogspot.co.uk/  

The Atlantean Publishing website is at http://atlanteanpublishing.blogspot.co.uk/ 

https://3c-bs.gmx.co.uk/mail/client/dereferrer?redirectUrl=http%3A%2F%2Fdjtyrer.blogspot.co.uk%2F
https://3c-bs.gmx.co.uk/mail/client/dereferrer?redirectUrl=http%3A%2F%2Fatlanteanpublishing.blogspot.co.uk%2F


47 
 

Burned Toast 

by Michael McGlade 

Thunderheads choked the city of Falls Church. The roiling black sky contained the 

anticipation of gunpowder. A tree of lightning branched the expanse and the clap 

reverberated through the News 4 van as it exited Route 7 and entered the city limits. 

Working out of this news van for a year had brought them close: like a family. Richard 

sat in back, fixed his store-bought hair into a perfect middle parting and read over his 

notes. Bob and Jimmy were up front trading dead arms.  

“How come I’m always the one sent on these stories?” Richard said.  

“Something about you attracts them,” Bob answered. “Housewives love you, Dick. 

You’re kinda like a wet dog caught in the rain.” 

Bob and Jimmy chortled. Richard sniffed his armpits, spritzed cologne and took an 

antacid.  

“The stress is killing me,” Richard said. “Something always goes wrong on these 

jobs.” He dusted off the shoulders of his suit jacket, straightened his tie and checked his 

pearly teeth in the back of a spoon for traces of poppy seeds. 

The van parked. Jimmy, a chubby man in his forties, grabbed the sound recording 

equipment, and Bob straightened his bushy ginger mustache and took hold of the video 

camera. “It’s show time.” 

The air smelt of November rain and the ground slick with fallen leaves had made a 

patchwork on the sidewalk and across the lawns of this sleepy suburb. It had gone six 

o’clock, but there were no signs of life, nobody walking their dog, no kids playing tag, no 
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people on the porches or jogging down the road or laughing, sharing jokes. No sound of 

any kind, not even birds. The three men moved closer together, and Richard had the 

sudden urge to hold someone’s hand. Bob panned the camera across the street. White 

picket fences and manicured lawns. The eerie silence continued. The place had the 

ambiance of a deserted movie backlot. 

Jimmy was chewing his lower lip nervously, and Bob felt a slick of icy sweat on his 

lower back.  

“Where is everyone?” 

They were standing beneath a large oak and from within the branches came a 

rustling. Something came at them so fast it streaked. Richard would have jumped into 

somebody’s arms had they been offered. A boy landed on his ass with a whomp when 

he had tumbled out of the tree. “Ow! My coccyx! I think I broke it!” His friend up in the 

tree pointed down and laughed. They all laughed. 

“Roughhousing,” Richard said, “that’s what makes American kids the best in the 

world.” 

They approached a large white clapboard house on Hillwood Avenue and climbed 

the porch. Richard pressed the doorbell. The porch light buzzed, flickered and 

extinguished. Richard turned toward to the others.  

“Could be some sort of simple electrical fault,” he said.  

“It’s creepy,” Jimmy agreed.  

“We’re not trained for this type of thing,” Bob said. “We’re just cable news.” 

There were no lights on in any of the downstairs rooms.  
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Richard said, “I really hope nobody’s home.”  

He glanced back toward the door and screamed. There was a woman there.  

“Sorry to have startled you, Richard,” she said.  

“You’re Mrs Costigan?” Richard’s voice was an octave higher than normal. “The 

one who called in with the tip-off?” 

“Just call me Abigail,” she said. “I really am a huge fan, Richard. You’re number 

one supporter.” 

She had dark hair the color of printers ink which spilled all the way to her 

shoulders and she was stuffed into a crimson dress two sizes too small which had the 

unfortunate effect of causing comparison with a muffin spilling out over its casing.  

Abigail sashayed back into the house, and the others followed. The front door shut 

all by itself. There was no way out. 

*** 

Abigail entered the kitchen and stood next to the breakfast counter. 

“I watch you on News 4 every night, Dick. But you’re much paler in person.” 

He’d get Bob to add a little blusher before they went on air.  

“Let me give my number one fan my autograph.” Richard took out a blank 

business card and stamped it with a self-inking imprinter. He shook the card to air dry 

and placed it in Abigail’s hand. There was a spark of electricity.  

“That’s wonderful,” Abigail said. 

“I know,” he replied. “It’s an amazing time saver not having to write my own 

name. My cell number’s on there, Abigail … in case of a late-night emergency.” 
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Jimmy cleared his throat. 

Richard glanced at the toaster on the counter. “Is this it?” 

“Yes.” 

The tip-off they’d received told them to be wary of the nefarious toaster. Richard 

made the sign of the cross, and Jimmy chuckled. Bob was coughing, pretending not to 

laugh.  

The toaster had a silver body with white sides and a black lever. It was of the two-

piece toasting variety. It looked new or had been well cared for and seemed otherwise 

normal.  

“Looks like Dick’s gonna toast another bun,” Jimmy said in an oblique whisper to 

Bob. 

Then Richard had a brief discussion with the crew about the best place to conduct 

the interview. It was understood that the camera favored Richard’s left side and so the 

interview was ranged around those parameters. They decided to place the various 

objects and props on the kitchen table, which was a small round metal four-seater. 

Abigail set the toaster in the center; a loaf of bread and a brown paper bag alongside. 

Richard put in his earpiece and adjusted the volume. “We’re ready for the live 

feed,” the editor said through the earpiece. Bob and Jimmy took their positions, and 

everyone waited in silence. A low hum like an electricity pylon reverberated through the 

building. 

“I’m Richard Johnson reporting for WRC-TV local access news. Halloween may 

have been a week ago, but the ramifications are still being felt by one particular family 
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in the leafy suburb of Falls Church, Virginia, here on the outskirts of the DC metropolitan 

area. In this sleepy city of twelve thousand, evil has taken hold and appears to be toying 

with one family’s sacred meal – breakfast.” 

Bob moved the camera off Richard and onto Abigail. 

“Falls Church is a city notable for its supernatural proclivity,” Richard continued, 

“at least according to the users of ghost-spooker.com website where a couple dozen 

death houses are listed, as well as several unsubstantiated reports of Amityville-like 

hauntings and possessions, most notably in Longfellow Middle School where it is said 

that teachers have heard strange moans and giggles emanate from the bathrooms, 

believed to be not the shenanigans of loved-up rutting teenagers but the un-departed 

ghost of a former principal. 

“Tonight, we are joined by Abigail Costigan whose toaster is … possessed. Tell us, 

Abigail, how exactly is your toaster a vessel for The Dark One?” 

Bob and Jimmy sniggered. Richard stifled laughter.  

“I heard it speak.”  

“What did it say?” 

“It began with you’re going to die and I hate you, then a few days later it sort of 

softened and that’s when it began to ask normal things like what’s the weather like 

today?” 

Jimmy, the sound engineer, choked back laughter and the microphone on the end 

of the boom dipped into camera shot. Richard’s face remained calm and implacable, but 

the gesture he made with his hand, out of shot, was beyond even the realm of rudeness 
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that a stevedore could manage.  

“You say your toaster – for want of a better description, this gateway to the 

netherworld – asked you about the weather?” 

“Yes, but now it mostly asks to be regularly cleaned and emptied of crumbs,” she 

said. “Oh, Lord, but it sure does hate the crumbs.” 

“What does the voice sound like? Describe it.” 

“Kinda soft yet forgettable… I’d say a lot like Barry Manilow.” 

“Do you think it’s strange the Author Of All Sin, El Diablo, would have Barry 

Manilow’s voice?” 

“No, not at all. It would explain why he’s had a successful musical career spanning 

five decades.” 

The crew exchanged glances. 

Say something funny, the voice in Richard’s ear said. 

“You could say,” Richard said, “this kitchen is the hottest spot north of Havana.” 

Indeed, the kitchen by now had become searingly warm. A vaporish haze caused 

everything to shimmer, and the crew scratched away the beads of perspiration on their 

brows. 

“Oh, that’s just the central heating,” Abigail said. “It comes on at this time every 

evening. I like to keep the place cozy, so I can strip down to my skivvies when I get home 

from work.” 

“Your skivvies,” Richard questioned and a blank expression passed over his face 

while he was lost in thought. He noticed Abigail was watching him and that he hadn’t 
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spoken in a while.  

Get on with the story, the voice in his earpiece said. 

Richard cleared his throat, and it took another moment to shake the image he had 

in his mind. “Manilow!” he barked to the startlement of the others. “Um, you said, I 

believe, it spoke. May we hear Lucifer speak?” 

“We can try,” she said. “It’s a little shy sometimes.” 

The camera and mic moved closer. Abigail leaned to almost within kissing distance 

of the toaster. Richard moved closer. 

“Speak for us,” Abigail said. 

They listened. No one breathed or uttered a sound. They continued to listen and 

moved closer until they were all huddled around the toaster, listening. 

A bang loud as a gunshot stole through the house. Everyone jumped with fright. 

The toaster hadn’t moved, hadn’t made a sound. The bang had originated from 

somewhere else deep within the bowels of the building.  

Richard sat back, and the camera moved out for a wider shot. 

“What else does the Dark Lord’s toaster do?” 

“It toasts bread.” 

“Does it toast in a particularly satanic fashion?” 

Abigail retrieved the brown paper bag she had earlier placed on the table. Her 

hands were tremulous. She took from the bag several slices of bread that had been 

charred to a black crisp. She displayed the message that had been created in perfect 

white on the surface of the bread. It said Satan Rules. Another piece said Hell Fire and 
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Damnation. Richard examined a piece and noted that the message had been crudely 

carved into the burned bread with a butter knife. 

“Have you tried readjusting the toasting timer?” 

“Excuse me?” 

“The dial on the side right there, the one currently set all the way to…” He leaned 

closer, noticing that the dial was set to eleven. “That’s weird. I thought they only went 

as far as ten, and that’s an extreme setting probably only ever used for warming 

bagels.”  

“Yuck,” Abigail said. “Bagels, that’s the devil’s food. We don’t eat that kind of stuff 

here. We eat good wholesome American food here.” 

“Try readjusting the dial,” Richard said.  

Abigail tried the dial. “It’s seized solid.”  

Richard glanced at the crew, but neither of them knew how to proceed. 

Ask more questions, the earpiece said. We need another minute’s worth. 

Richard lifted a piece of charred bread. This piece said; you suck. He showed it to 

Abigail. “What do you think it means?” 

“Well, Dick, I think it’s a pretty accurate statement.” She pursed her dark rouge 

lips at him and smiled and licked her lips. He fell into her dark bottomless eyes. He’d 

been silent for too long, and he cleared his throat.  

“Does it still toast like that?” 

“Not so much,” she said. “Sometimes it does. Mostly in the mornings. I don’t think 

it likes being woken early. It can get quite grumpy.” 
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“Indeed, mornings are truly horrendous,” he said. 

“Maybe you just haven’t been woken by the right woman…” 

Richard laughed. “There’s only one way to find out...” 

Abigail laughed. She played with her hair.  

“Where did you buy your toaster?” 

“That’s the thing,” she said. “I woke up and it was just there, on the counter. Now, 

I asked around my family and nobody seemed to know anything, except my son who 

said it came from the Supersaver, but he’s always kiddin’ me and I don’t for one second 

believe that even if it was some Halloween prank they’d be allowed to sell haunted 

toasters in a store. I think there’d be legal laws designed to safeguard us against dark 

magic like that.”  

“It truly is an evil toaster,” Richard said. “I can sense an aura of darkness 

surrounding it.” 

The crew chuckled.  

“I never said my toaster is evil. I said possessed. It mostly only gets irate when we 

use wholemeal bread. It plainly doesn’t care for it, and truth be told, neither do I.” 

“Can we have a demonstration of its toasting?” 

Abigail leaned forward and touched the toaster. The toaster shunted forward six 

inches. Everybody gasped.  

“Sorry,” she said. “My hands can be a bit cold.” She breathed hot air onto her 

hands and snatched the toaster like you would a reluctant cat. The toaster jumped and 

struggled in her grip, but she held firm and after a moment the toaster became subdued 
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and she replaced it on the table. She put a slice of plain white bread in the slot in the top 

of the toaster and depressed the lever. It wouldn’t engage. 

“You see, it’s got a mind of its own.” 

She pushed the lever down until it clicked. A plume of white fire streaked from the 

toaster slot like ignited gunpowder as a dark column of smoke hung like a pall in the air. 

Abigail screamed. 

*** 

After the smoke had cleared, just two minutes later the toast popped out – perfectly 

browned. Abigail slathered it in butter and gave Richard half. She stared at him until he 

took a mouthful, and swallowed it. He shrugged at Bob and Jimmy: the toast tasted fine.  

“I guess the most important question is why do you still have the toaster?” 

Richard asked. 

“I suppose, it’s because it makes good toast.” 

“And there you have it, folks. Halloween may very well have been a week ago, but 

the ramifications of such close proximity to the Spirit World is still being felt by the 

population at large. This is Richard Johnson reporting for WRC-TV local access news.” 
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Mum’s the Word  

By Bryn Fortey 

Alan Chesterfield grew up with the pomp-rock of Meat Loaf and the shock-rock of Alice 

Cooper. “My name is Chesterfield, baby. Smoke me…” had been his largely unsuccessful 

chat-up line back when he still used it. He hadn’t used either line or name in quite a 

while now. 

     Marvin Lee Aday had become Meat Loaf. 

     Vincent Damon Furnier changed his name to Alice Cooper. 

    Alan Douglas Chesterfield turned himself into Mutha Mayhem. 

     He had paired the almost operatic excess of Meat Loaf’s Jim Steinman period with 

the shock-rock theatricals of an Alice Cooper stage show, touring the world with an 

extravaganza based upon his debut CD ‘The Last Public Hanging’. Magic and illusion, 

fantasy and horror, all blended within the epic pomp of his hi-octane music and 

culminating with the Mutha himself being strung up onstage. 

     A worldwide hit, it sold out everywhere, with the album reaching number one in 

every country it sold. Not even the unfortunate suicides and/or accidental deaths of a 

number of teenagers trying to emulate his onstage demise could stop the juggernaut 

from rolling on and on. But with the passing of time, it was inevitable that ‘The Last 

Public Hanging’ would run its course and executives at his record company were soon 

eager for a follow-up. 

     For Alan Chesterfield the millions he had already banked, while welcome beyond his 

most extravagant dreams, were not sufficient to sustain the inner being. He got off on 
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the fame and adulation and was well aware of the dangerous second album syndrome. 

Many singers had followed a smash hit record with a second that bombed. As had actors 

with films and authors with books, and such people sometimes never recovered from 

the blip, becoming mere footnotes in One-Hit-Wonders quiz questions. 

     It wasn’t a fate Mutha could contemplate, and he was more than confident that the 

‘Curse of the Spider Priest’ - an Ancient Egypt exploitation - would do the business all 

over again. ‘Song & Dance: Nile Style’ would be the first download offered from the CD; 

the stage show finale would be his mummification. 

     And this time a third element might well be added. Talks were at an advanced stage 

for a cinematic tie-in. 

*** 

The endless sand and blowing dust depressed her. The hot wind and searing daytime 

heat left her limp and dejected. With Europe bracing itself for the almost certain 

outbreak of war, Agnes Liston-Jones felt that a digging season in South Saqqara was the 

last place she wanted to be. But she was a dutiful wife and Robert wanted this last try 

for archaeological fame and glory. 

     First discovered by Karl Richard Lepsius in the nineteenth century, a small pyramid 

had been excavated earlier in the thirties by Gustave Jėquier, who had beaten Liston-

Jones to the punch in getting permission for the dig. But Robert was convinced the site 

held more than only the burial place of Pharaoh Qakare Ibi, 3rd ruler of the 8th dynasty. 

Something about a High Priest, if Agnes remembered rightly. All she wanted to do was 

get back to England before war was declared. Egypt would still be there when it was all 
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done and dusted. When that Hitler chap had been put in his place. They could come back 

if Robert still wanted to. 

*** 

Boz Crabbe had high-tailed in over to the UK for talks with Mutha Mayhem’s people. He 

was a writer/director/producer in the Ed Wood tradition of low-budget filmmaking and 

the prospect of substantial investment into one of his projects had him drooling. 

     Most of his work went straight to DVD, but ‘Spit in the Mad God’s Eye’ had somehow 

gained a theatrical release and won the previous year’s Platinum Pig’s Bladder award for 

worst film. Not that Crabbe minded; ‘any publicity is good publicity’ was his motto, and 

it had garnered him a little newspaper coverage when he announced ‘Revenge of the 

Vampire Mummy’ as his next production. And this, in turn, had led to interest from the 

singer’s management team. 

     “It was the Mutha himself who came up with the idea,” said one of the suits. “The 

album, which is already in the can, and the stage show, will both be called the ‘Curse of 

the Spider Priest’. We don’t want you to change your title or your storyline. What Mutha 

suggests is that you write his character, Amsunaton, the Spider Priest, into your film and 

let him play the part. In return, we will cover the costs of you filming over here. Then 

you can make use of the best technical and special effects people in the business.” 

     “I’ve already signed a contract for Gwen Youngblood to play Nefertiti,” said Crabbe, 

naming the Bronx songstress whose singing career was in terminal freefall. A contract he 

would break if necessary.   
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     “The rest of the cast is in your hands, Mr Crabbe. Mutha Mayhem’s name over the 

title will guarantee success. What we would like is for you to produce a roughly drafted 

script. One that Mutha can consider, and maybe put a little input into. How does that 

sound?” 

     Boz Crabbe didn’t like the ‘input’ bit, but he did like the crinkle of dollar bills or the 

British equivalent. Euros or pounds? He wasn’t sure, but it didn’t matter. And he could 

even keep Gwen on board. “That sounds just fine to me,” he responded. 

*** 

Robert had gone to fetch supplies, and hopefully an English language paper. Their radio 

had been on the blink, and Agnes was desperate for news from back home. For all of Mr 

Chamberlain’s assurances, she was not optimistic that hostilities could be avoided. 

     In theory, during Robert’s absence, she was in charge of the site. But in practise she 

left it to Fenuku, their Egyptian foreman, while she stayed in the shade. It was he who 

came running to her, all excited and jabbering. 

     “Calm down, Fenuku,” she told him. “You know I cannot understand a word when you 

jabber like that.” In all probability, it would only be some minor altercation between the 

labourers. The foreman should be able to settle it without involving her. 

     “You come, Missy. You come. Pleeese!” 

     Fenuku tugged at her sleeve in excitement, reminding Agnes of a dusky Charlie  

Chaplin as he hopped, bow-legged, from foot-to-foot. 
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     “What is it then?” she asked, allowing the excitable little man to guide her towards 

where the men had been digging but, having stopped, were now talking amongst 

themselves.  

     “We find,” said Fenuku. “Where the Mister? He right! He right! We find….!”  

     Agnes looked down into a large hole, sloping into a shadow that contrasted darkly 

with the harsh sunlight she stood in. As she peered, her eyes growing accustomed to the 

gloom, she saw they had reached the bedrock. Carved into it were steps, leading 

downwards. 

So Robert had been right. South Saqqara did have more secrets to reveal. 

      The sputtering engine of their old truck interrupted her thoughts. “Here the 

Mister!” shouted Fenuku. “We find, boss. Like you say. We find! We find!” 

     Robert ran from the truck to stand beside her. “I knew it!” he shouted triumphantly. “I 

bloody well knew it!” 

*** 

Boz Crabbe had been surprised to find out that Mutha Mayhem was a total Ed Wood 

geek, knowing all of his films and even their original titles. Crabbe knew them too but 

was savvy enough to play second fiddle to a man with money. 

     “’Grave Robbers from Outer Space’ is a favourite,” said Mutha. 

     “Don’t know that one,” lied Crabbe. 

     “They changed ‘Grave Robbers’ to ‘Plan 9’. Did it all the time.” Mutha was on a roll. 

“’Night of the Ghouls’ was originally ‘Revenge of the Dead’. ‘Bride of the Monster’ was 

‘Bride of the Atom’. ‘Glen or Glenda’ was ‘I Changed My Sex’.” 
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     “Well, fancy that,” said Crabbe. 

     “Did you know,” continued Mutha, “that the Reverend Steve Galindo of Seminole, 

Oklahoma, founded The Church of Ed Wood in 1994. They celebrate Woodmas Day 

every tenth of October, Ed’s birthday.” 

     “Hey! You’re a walking Ed Wood encyclopaedia!” 

     And just as well too, thought Boz, giving thanks to all those know-nothing critics who 

had likened his work to that of the late filmmaker. This Limey singer, being a fan, had 

long wondered just what Wood would have done with a big-budget movie, and 

throwing money at a Crabbe Production was as near to getting an answer as was 

possible. 

     Was it just luck that they had both come up with Egyptian themes at the same time? 

Or had fate intervened? Kismet, baby, thought Crabbe, pure kismet.   

*** 

Agnes was genuinely pleased for her husband. Robert had always lagged behind the 

biggest names in the archaeology world but now it looked as if he would become one of 

them. It wasn’t a big site, this find, but maybe an important one. The stone steps led into 

a corridor that, in turn, led to a sealed burial chamber. Not a big one, and contained little 

in the way of treasure, which was maybe why it had never been plundered. Just a 

sarcophagus, eating utensils and what appeared to be some religious paraphernalia. 

     The corridor walls were decorated with hieroglyphics that Robert was intent upon 

deciphering. He had picked up earlier hints that a High Priest might have been entombed 
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in the area. Something missed by others. Now, if possible, he wanted proof of identity 

before announcing his find to the world.  

     “I thought it might be Ibi’s High Priest, buried near his Pharaoh,” explained a jubilant 

Robert after yet another day spent poring over the painted messages. “But it seems that 

the fellow, Khepadet by name, not only died before Ibi, but was executed at his order. I 

haven’t been able to work out why as yet, but it does appear that this High Priest was a 

wrong ‘un.” 

     Agnes couldn’t explain it, but a cold shiver ran through her body at the moment her 

husband put a name to the mummified remains that lay within the sarcophagus.  

*** 

In the same way Ed Wood had befriended and given work to an aged and faded Bela 

Lugosi, so Boz Crabbe usually found a part for Henry Sheldon, a veteran of the English 

stage whose promising Hollywood career had disintegrated in booze orientated 

disgrace. For years, he got by playing butler roles on American television but even that 

had dried up. 

     Sheldon had originally been going to play the High Priest in ‘Revenge of the Vampire 

Mummy’. Then all of a sudden they were shifted from a dingy Los Angeles backlot to a 

state of the art studio in London and money seemed to be no object. This English rock 

and roller had taken over his role, and he had been switched to playing Nefertiti’s 

father, the aging Pharaoh. A smaller part but with an increase in pay. The only 

drawback, from Sheldon’s point of view, was that he had to share more scenes with 

Gwen Youngblood. 
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     Boz Crabbe soon realised he had made an error of judgement in lending Gwen the 

books ‘Stanislavski in Focus’ by Sharon Carnicke and ‘A Dream of Passion’ by Lee 

Strasberg. He had signed her for the film for two reasons. First was the fact that she had 

done no acting before so she was cheap. Secondly, he hoped that her one solitary hit 

record from three years earlier might provide some sort of publicity. 

     Gwen herself had recently been dropped by her record company and was hoping that 

either an acting career would evolve, or a film appearance might reawaken interest in 

her singing. To her credit, she threw herself wholeheartedly into any challenge, and if 

that included bedding the director then so be it.  

     She had read the two books Boz had lent her from cover to cover, immersing herself 

in the Method School of acting. Suddenly she was as self-obsessed as Marilyn Monroe 

and as opinionated as Marlon Brando. Unfortunately, she could not act. 

     Henry Sheldon, sweating uncomfortably in his Pharaoh-like regalia, was badly in need 

of a large G and T. 

     “But, Gwen, honey!” Crabbe said, trying his best to be understanding. “All you’ve got 

to do is cross the room, kneel before the throne, and say: ‘But father, I love him’.” 

     “So you keep telling me, but what’s my motivation? What does the throne represent 

to the inner me? Why would Nefertiti demean herself like this?” 

     “Just do it for me, honey,” implored Crabbe. 

     “It’s called acting,” interrupted a cross Henry Sheldon. “Just follow the bloody script!” 

*** 

Khepadet!  
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     Agnes couldn’t blot the word from her mind. From the moment Robert first mentioned 

the name; it haunted her. She couldn’t wait to get away from this place, from this 

executed High Priest. To return home to England, regardless of the mess Europe might 

be heading towards. 

     Robert was too engrossed in the corridor hieroglyphics to pay any attention to her 

worries, and being left more to her own devices meant Agnes growing quite 

disorientated by the ghostly whispers echoing through the sand and into her head. 

     It sometimes seemed as if this Khepadet was calling to her. She knew it was mad. It 

had to be. The man had been dead for, what was it? Thousands of years? Agnes wasn’t 

sure. Whatever it was though, dead was dead. But still the whispers persisted. 

*** 

Mutha Mayhem, much to Crabbe’s relief, turned out to be more than competent in the 

role of Amsunaton the Spider Priest. Henry Sheldon would be fine as long as they could 

keep him sober during shooting. The British television star they had signed to play the 

romantic lead was really good. Crabbe’s only problem was Gwen and her total 

immersion in the Method style of acting. She insisted on being ‘motivated’, her new 

favourite word. She wanted to know about her character’s place in Ancient Egypt. 

     The Mutha guy was having problems too; it seemed. He wasn’t happy with the way 

his stage show musical was coming together. The songs, naturally, were fine, and he 

knew the special effects people would do their usual fine job, but something was 

lacking. The whole thing did not seem authentic enough. 

     “Know what I mean, Boz? It’s all in the detail.” 
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    “You with your show is like Gwen with Nefertiti. Trouble is neither of us has sufficient 

background knowledge. If only one of us was an Egyptian, hey?” 

     Mutha was on it like a shot. “What we both need is an expert! And I know just the 

guy! When I was writing the songs, I looked up some books to make sure I got things 

right. John Liston-Jones: grandson of a minor pre-war archaeological boffin. He works 

for one of the museums and has written books on Ancient Egypt.” 

     “Sounds good, Mutha, it might be the answer to our prayers.” 

     “He can sort out the producers of my stage show and keep you up to speed with 

whatever Miss Youngblood wants to know. I’m sure he’ll be open to a bit of well-paid 

consultancy work. I’ll get my people onto it.” 

*** 

It was getting stronger now, and Agnes felt unable to resist. They would be locking me 

up back home; she told herself, recognising the absurdity of her feelings but being 

unable to control them. There was an evil in this place. Calling her, summoning, 

demanding her compliance. 

     “I’m ill, Robert. You must get me to a doctor.” 

     “Not right now, old thing. It’s the heat getting you down I expect,” replied Liston-

Jones. “I’m starting to crack more of the code in the corridor. It’s something about 

Khepadet and Ibi’s favourite wife.” 

     This only made her feel more troubled than ever. “I cannot stay here any longer,” she 

said, her voice trembling. “I must get help.” 
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     “And so you shall, dear, I promise. Just a few days more, that’s all. I’ll soon be done. 

Then we can go and tell the world just what it is I have discovered.” 

*** 

As far as knowing anything about Ancient Egypt was concerned, these people were utter 

morons, realised John Liston-Jones, but for the fee that they were paying him he would 

play along. He had a vague recollection of seeing Gwen Youngblood on television some 

years before, probably the video of her one and only hit. An attractive girl, but none too 

bright. Luckily neither of the projects he was being paid to advise upon needed to be 

spot on in historical detail. But even so, Nefertiti speaking with a broad Bronx accent 

was an unintentional comedy he could have done without. 

     Liston-Jones led a quiet academic existence and these people with their shows were 

from another world. He had inherited a family interest in Egyptology, maybe because of 

the strange events surrounding his grandfather’s dig at South Saqqara just before the 

Second World War. His father had actually visited the site, though only as a tourist, just 

prior to his tragic accident. Nobody had been able to explain just why his car had not 

followed the bend in the road. 

      Maybe now, helped by the money from this consultancy, John could take unpaid 

leave from the museum and finance an actual dig at the site of his grandfather’s strange 

disappearance. There was probably nothing to find but it would satisfy a long-standing 

ambition to see for himself. 

* 
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Agnes was hardly aware of who she was or what she was doing. Nothing existed outside 

the wordless whispering that filled her mind to the exclusion of all else. 

     The call, the need, whatever it was, simply had to be answered. 

     Agnes left the tent, half-running until she reached the pit dug by the labour gang. 

Most of them had been paid up and were gone now. Robert was down there, with 

Fenuku and the few remaining workers, but that was of no concern to her. Without 

knowing why, she scrambled down the slope and then the carved steps, unprepared and 

uncaring. 

      The blood and carnage that greeted Agnes in the hewn corridor would normally have 

caused her to swoon with terror. The workmen, poor little Fenuku, her darling Robert: all 

ripped and torn into grotesque caricatures. But she didn’t even notice, picking her way 

over and passed the mutilated bodies as if they weren’t there. 

     Her shoes squelched in blood, and she nearly tripped over a severed arm, but Agnes 

staggered along the corridor, blind to everything in her rush to get to the burial 

chamber. 

     When she entered, the creaking door slammed shut behind her. 

*** 

Gwen was partly in awe of this John Liston-Jones guy. Scholarly. Educated. So unlike the 

men she usually came into contact with. And he’d not made a move on her, not yet 

anyway. 

     “Neferneferuaten Nefertiti was the Great Royal Wife to the Pharaoh Akhenaten,” he 

had said and showed her pictures of the bust held in a Berlin museum. When he’d said 
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he had photographs of Nefertiti’s bust, Gwen thought he meant breasts and had 

expected nudies. 

     He was telling her now about the cult of Aten, which Akhenaten and Nefertiti had 

tried to impose on the Egyptian people, a single God instead of many. It was supposed 

to be background information to enable Gwen to understand the character she was 

playing so that the filming could continue without her constant interruptions.  

     Partly in awe, and partly falling for him, she listened carefully, but understood little of 

what was being said. Gwen might not have known George Bernard Shaw’s ‘Pygmalion’, 

but she’d seen ‘My Fair Lady’. Casting herself in the Eliza Doolittle role, she saw the 

clipped toned John Liston-Jones as her personal Professor Henry Higgins. 

*** 

If the actual reality of the situation had been apparent, Agnes would have been 

screaming with terror and horror. Whatever had summoned her, controlling the 

headlong rush to reach this place, it still held sway as she stood and waited in the now 

closed burial chamber. 

     For one brief moment, surprise sparked in her mind as she saw a vaguely smoke-like 

figure seemingly rise from the still closed sarcophagus, a moment that quickly passed. 

She felt nothing unusual when her clothing fell away. Nor when she was laid flat upon 

the hard rock floor, and her legs were spread wide. 

     Then Agnes screamed as she saw a sudden image of Robert; his body ripped open, 

intestines dangling in obscene view, the whole corridor like a hellish slaughterhouse. 
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Then the picture was gone, and she screamed again. This time as a weight bore down, 

and something large thrust into her. 

     Her husband had been a gentle lover, and the only one she had known, until now. But 

this had nothing to do with love. This was rape. Brutal, degrading, and full of pain as the 

ghostlike figure forced itself deeper and deeper into her until she felt she would split 

apart. Until, eventually, it was over. 

     When Agnes regained consciousness, she was lying on the sand, her naked body 

covered by a smelly blanket, with the Egyptian, who had found her trying to trickle a 

little water into her mouth. She was delirious, had no memory of what had taken place, 

and could offer no explanation.  

     The site was flat, blowing sand and dust, with no digging or excavating having been 

carried out. Fenuku and the labour force had vanished, as had her husband. Nobody 

knew where, and Agnes’s memory of recent weeks had been wiped away. 

*** 

Filming had been going quite smoothly, and Boz Crabbe was quietly confident that this 

was going to be his cinematic breakthrough into the big time. The dual Mutha Mayhem 

and Gwen Youngblood acting debuts would bring in their particular fans; well Mutha 

would anyway, and others would come to sneer because of his undeserved reputation. 

But they would be shocked, all of them, because ‘Revenge of the Vampire Mummy’ was 

going to be a box office hit. There might not be any Oscar nominations, but commercial 

success was his priority. Art could come later. 
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     The only downer on the horizon at the moment was Gwen’s suddenly lukewarm 

bedroom performance. She had been such an enthusiastic participant up until now. It 

was a shame, but Crabbe could see the girl was falling for that John Liston-Jones 

character. It was ‘Born Yesterday’ all over again, with him cast in the Broderick Crawford 

role. Not that he really minded, but did he have to lose out to a posh English wimp with 

a double-barrelled surname! 

     Never mind all that though, tomorrow was going to be a tough schedule. They were 

going to shoot the attempted rape. Where Amsunaton, the Spider Priest himself, kills 

the old Pharaoh and attacks Nefertiti, only to be killed in his turn by Bek, the young 

Captain of the Guard. This was near the end of the film. Only the mummification and 

then the royal wedding followed.   

     Danny, the TV actor, brought in to play Bek, had the potential to be huge. Crabbe had 

already signed him up to a five picture deal. As for his relationship with Gwen, there 

would be starlets and wannabes aplenty fighting to take her place soon. Even his four x-

wives would come crawling to heel. 

     Tomorrow was going to be a big day at the studio. 

*** 

In spite of a substantial reward being offered, the Egyptian Police found no trace of 

Robert Liston-Jones. The few sightings that were reported all turned out to be mistaken 

identity and dead ends. Agnes, for all that she so dearly wanted to help, simply couldn’t. 

She could not even explain why they had been at the site for so long without digging a 

single spade of sand. 
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    The investigating officer was hugely relieved when the lady was deemed fit enough to 

travel. Out of sight, out of mind, he hoped. With her back in England maybe he could file 

this as unsolved and get on with cases he could find an answer to. 

     Not long after arriving home, Agnes discovered she was pregnant. 

*** 

John Liston-Jones had spent the previous evening offering advice to the producers of 

Mutha Mayhem’s stage show. Today he was a guest at the studio to watch the filming of 

what that deluded idiot Crabbe obviously considered to be his masterpiece. Neither 

enterprise had anything to do with historical accuracy. Some of his suggestions had 

been incorporated into set designs and costumes, but his main function seemed to be 

directed at Gwen Youngblood, who did appear genuinely interested in the real Nefertiti. 

     Unlike the version, she played in the film, which bore no relation to reality. 

     Today, for instance, this non-existent Amsunaton character was going to attack her 

after killing the Pharaoh. Then she would be saved by the Captain of the guard, who she 

would marry. 

     Utter bilge.  

     But for the sort of money they were paying him he would stand there and smile. 

*** 

Under the burning sun at South Saqqara, beneath the hot sand, something stirred. Down 

at the hidden bedrock, where carved steps had led to a debris-filled corridor, mangled 

remains were scattered. All around them were the bodies of those who had unwittingly 

released the evil that was lurking within the sealed burial chamber.  
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     Within that chamber, inside the sarcophagus, Khepadet’s mummy shimmered like 

smoke. Whispers filled the space; these whispers occasionally manifested into words, if 

anyone was around to hear them. 

     “Son of the son,” murmured the formless thing. “Son of the son, the time comes…” 

*** 

Boz Crabbe bossed the studio like a five-star General. This was the big showdown. 

Everything had to go just right. Amsunaton, now the mad vampire mummy, would 

decapitate the Pharaoh and drink blood from the severed head. Interrupted by Nefertiti, 

he would attack her too, with dialogue making it clear he wanted sexual satisfaction 

before sinking his teeth into her swanlike neck. Then the handsome young Bek would 

come storming in to save the day, killing Amsunaton by plunging a ceremonial snake 

carving into its heart. 

     Crabbe nodded to himself. As much as it pained him to do so, he had to admit it: 

these Limey special effects people were the business. The blood and gore were going to 

be spectacular. 

     Mutha Mayhem was in costume after having makeup applied to his face that could 

be seen through the dangling bandages. He had often been described as decadent and 

tubercular; an image carefully developed, but the part he was playing demanded he be 

even paler. It had gone well, this filming lark. So much so, he was seriously considering 

acting as a long-term career move.  

     Henry Sheldon, on the other hand, was confused. His career was either coming to a 

close or, if Boz was right, was about to get a little brighter. If this load of old tripe really 



74 
 

did put bums on seats, maybe a few more character parts might come his way. The 

money such roles might provide should be enough to ensure he could maintain his 

attendance at the private members club he frequented when in London. A place that 

served large gins and catered for unusual tastes.  

     The sooner he could get this stupid costume off the better. 

     I am a palm tree in an oasis in the Egyptian desert, thought Gwen Youngblood, 

holding her arms out and letting them sway gently in an imagined breeze. She held the 

pose for a minute, then sat down. One of her favourite acting anecdotes came to mind. 

Marlon Brando: in a class with other students, all of whom had been told to imagine 

they were chickens about to be bombed. The rest of the performers scurried around, 

clucking wildly while Brando merely settled in a corner and laid an egg. When asked why 

he hadn’t joined in the general panic, he had replied that he was a chicken, and what 

did they know about bombs! 

     Gwen would often picture herself being that smart. Being that chicken. “Cluck,” she 

would say, under her breath. “Cluck, cluck,” and strain out an imaginary egg, wondering 

all the time how she could bring such insights into her performance as Nefertiti. 

     John had been so helpful, though the background information he provided was 

secondary to the dark brown eyes he looked at her with. If he didn’t hit on her soon, she 

would have to make the first move. 

     Meanwhile, the object of her desires felt the beginnings of a migraine coming on and 

was wishing he had turned down an invitation to watch today’s filming. There was a 

fuzziness mixed with a dull ache, not his usual headache at all. Liston-Jones wished 
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fervently that he could be home, lying in a darkened room with a cold compress on his 

forehead. 

*** 

“Now comes the time,” whispered the creature in the sarcophagus, reaching out in a 

manner that paid no attention to distance.  

     “Son of my son, my loins, of my inheritance...”  

     The stale air in the chamber seemed to eddy in increasing circles. Pockets of 

movement where none should have been possible. 

     “Damn you, Ibi! Khepadet still lives!” The whisper was growing in strength. 

*** 

People were running around. Boz Crabbe was shouting orders. The oddball old actor 

playing the Pharaoh was taking his place on the set. Gwen, in costume, looked around 

until she saw him, and waved. John managed a half-hearted gesture in reply, thankful 

that he was sitting too far back for her to join him. 

     Oh dear! Some sort of kerfuffle? No, it was just Mamma Mayhem, or whatever it was 

he called himself, deciding he needed a toilet break. Off he went, bandages flapping, 

with Crabbe taking out his annoyance on the second assistant cameraman, who was 

waiting to carry out his clapperboard duties.  

     John’s pain erupted. Though it originated in his head, so strong was it he felt in total 

bodily anguish. He feared he might actually vomit. Getting jerkily to his feet, he followed 

the Mayhem person, staggering off in the direction of the toilets. 

*** 
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“So it starts!” roared the swirling smoke as it poured from the chamber. Through the 

rock it went, through the sand, out into the hot, pitiless sun. “Now!” it commanded. 

“Seed of my seed... Now!” 

*** 

Mutha Mayhem was back, standing in his position, ready to make his entrance. “Right! If 

everybody is quite prepared,” growled Crabbe, nodding at the second assistant 

cameraman. 

     “Silence on the set,” a man called out. 

     “Scene twenty-seven, take one.” 

       The clapperboard clicked together. 

     “Action!” instructed Boz Crabbe. Old pro that he was, Henry went straight into actor 

mode as the camera turned. Holding himself erect and regal, he entered via an alcove 

and crossed towards his throne. Turning sharply at the sound of dragged footsteps he 

saw that the damned fool of a Mutha had come in early, but since Boz had not called 

‘Cut’ he carry on with the scene. 

     “Amsunaton!” he exclaimed loudly. “I thought you dead, thrice-fold.” 

     Damnation! Sheldon thought when Mayhem missed his cue but continued towards 

him without speaking. “Cursed Spider,” he called, covering the lapse. “Vengeful 

Vampire. I’ll kill you myself, and this time let it be permanent!” 

     The mummy had reached him now and lifted a hand, the long fingernails of which 

were razor-sharp steel. The hand flashed, slashed, and Sheldon’s severed head fell to 

the floor. 
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     “What the…!” gasped the cameraman. 

     “Keep turning,” shouted Crabbe. He wasn’t sure what was going on, nor how it was 

being done, but it would be brilliant footage. 

     Gwen entered right on cue as the mummy drank from the dead Pharaoh’s head. It 

looked much more realistic than it had in rehearsals. “Father! Father!” she cried. “What 

have you done, vile beast?” 

     Instead of replying, as per the script, the mummy dropped the head and loped over 

towards her, knocking her to the ground. Before she could fully comprehend what was 

happening, her costume had been torn off, and the thing was standing over her, an 

erect penis standing out between the broken bandages.      

     Dragging her eyes away from the phallus, Gwen looked up at the mummies face. 

What the fuck! Totally bewildered, she saw it wasn’t Mutha looking down at her. It was 

John Liston-Jones! 

     “Go get him, Danny,” muttered Crabbe to the actor playing Bek, giving him a little 

push. 

     Timidly advancing on the horror, the hero became a victim when the mummy 

grabbed the wooden serpent from his limp grasp and plunged it deep into the man’s 

chest, macerating his heart. 

     Blood was spurting. Gwen was screaming. Studio employees were scrambling over 

themselves in a mad dash for the exits. Boz Crabbe, bug-eyed and staring, lurched onto 

the set, reaching out towards the mummy. “What’re you doing to my film?” he gasped, 

dying alongside his dreams as the monstrosity lifted him into the air and broke his back. 
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     Khepadet turned back to Gwen, looking at her through his uncomprehending 

grandson’s eyes, pulling more of the blood splattered bandages to one side, providing 

freer movement for his erection. Dropping onto the still screaming girl, he forced 

himself into her. 

*** 

By the time security personnel entered the studio, Gwen Youngblood was still screaming 

but John Liston-Jones was standing away from her. “What?” he kept asking himself. 

“What on earth was happening?” 

     The old man, playing the Pharaoh, had been decapitated. 

     Boz Crabbe was equally dead. His head was still attached, but his body had been 

splayed at a strange angle. 

     The young actor, Danny, had a wooden snake protruding from his chest. 

     And, though he was not aware of it, Mutha Mayhem’s torn and lifeless body lay in 

the toilet. 

     “Shit!” exclaimed the Head of Security, wishing fervently that the law could have 

allowed him and his colleagues to carry firearms. The police had been sent for, but until 

they arrived his men had better contain things. 

     John looked down at the bloodied bandages he was wearing. “Why?” “What?” 

     He looked up at the security men slowly edging in his direction. “What’s happening?” 

he shouted and started a shambling run towards them. 

     It had been good, thought Khepadet, his parched throat lubricated by running blood. 

A woman at his feet again: at his mercy. This son of a son had been a worthwhile vessel 
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but was now a liability. Reaching a smoky hand into John’s chest, he gripped his heart 

and squeezed the life out of him. 

     Gwen, the massacre’s only survivor, screamed even louder before the sound finally 

subsided to a sob. 

     The dead lay all around, but, deep in her womb, a new life was already forming. 
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Siphon 

by Kerry Lipp  

“Miss Pieta. This is an emergency. I’ve never seen anything like this before, and you 

should be here or at least send someone. This is absolutely worth your time.  This could 

change everything.  I’m begging you, get here now.”   

Penelope Pieta played the message three times before deciding that it was real.  

What had been discovered? She’d never heard anyone so frantic.  She wouldn’t send 

one of her people.  She would check it out herself.   

She could be there in a few minutes. 

 

*** 

One hour earlier 

Shelly Venus pictured the figurative gun to her head and shuddered as she 

prepared for her first siphon session.  Today was bigger than anything.  More important 

than her first day of school or losing her virginity, which she’d done a long time ago and 

didn’t much like to think about.  You were encouraged to lose it early these days. And 

any fantasies you had about that experience - or any others - got sapped early.  You 

either lost it before your first siphon session, or they took it.  Either way, it was no 

longer a big deal.  She couldn’t write about it in her diary because common people, 

people like her, were no longer allowed to have such simple luxuries as a pen and paper.     

 In the new era everyone used a keyboard, and signed with a finger on a touch 

screen. Not only was all of the technology monitored, but so was the content.  Pen and 
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paper were harder to obtain than even the most potent new drugs, and anything she 

wrote with a keyboard was automatically broadcast to the world.  Privacy was dead.  

The internet had come even farther and gotten even dirtier.   There were several 

websites that thrived on the diaries of young girls, and Shelly wasn’t going to be a part 

of that.  She kept it all bottled up inside.  She couldn’t type anything without the 

government knowing or voyeur companies broadcasting.  Welcome to 2066.  

 Anything she typed would immediately be tied to her either via user accounts or 

through her fingerprints.  Typing with a stick, or some other object, took five times 

longer and getting caught was punishable by death.  In this new world, the common 

people didn’t create art or entertainment. They only consumed it.    

 Shelly had only seen a pencil once in her life, a fragile stub with no eraser under 

glass at the Museum of Creativity.  She’d been there a few times, and never seen 

something displayed there out in the real world.  Everything outside was digital. Life was 

now floating screens and holograms and keyboards all connected to the internet and 

heavily monitored. The opportunity to be creative no longer existed.  The brave tried to 

be creative by resurrecting the long lost art of verbal storytelling, but much like 

monitoring writing and fingerprints, the government listened too.  You could be killed 

for telling stories whatever method. 

 A long time ago, you could watch a sporting event, like an NFL game, and hear 

them say that any description of the game was in violation of copyright.  This was just a 

formality, and this law was never really enforced.  But fast-forward 50 years and this law 

was not only enforced and carried a nasty punishment but also spawned similar laws.  
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The major one had to do with telling stories verbally.  If you wanted your child to hear a 

bedtime story, you had to plug into the internet and have it read by a disembodied 

voice. The price for making up your own story was death.  In this new technology-driven 

world, creativity belonged exclusively to the elite, and no matter how great an idea, it 

was impossible to transcend from the common to the elite.  The elite owned every 

creative idea and made sure they got them all during the siphon sessions.  And now 

Shelly was just about to undertake her first while not knowing what to expect. 

 She was sitting in the Waiting Room, wondering what it would be like to have 

her every creative thought since birth, zapped from her and channeled into someone 

else.  She didn’t consider herself a highly creative person, but her thoughts and 

fantasies, from her life experiences to the monsters that roamed the depths of her 

imagination, were all her own.  Like they should be.  But they were about to sucked out 

of her and given to someone else.   

Often it was thought that some of the most creative minds came from the lower 

class because those artists could represent the truth in a raw and rugged form of life.  

Through their stories, they could create an emotional bond, and sometimes a response 

within the audience, leading to cultural and political change.  Think about the impact of 

fictional works like The Color Purple. No one wanted to risk this anymore. So the 

scientists, the government - and the rich - came up with a way to tap and sap and use all 

of the creative energy of the have-nots. 

 This was why Shelly was to undertake her first siphon session.   

Have it at your scheduled date and time, and we’ll pay you instead of killing you.   
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That wasn’t the exact wording, but it was close enough. The figurative gun to the 

head.  She, like everyone else, had to sell her creative soul in order to eat, enjoy the 

entertainment and avoid death.  She wasn’t unique.  

Shelly Venus hoped that once her creativity was taken and evaluated, it would 

make it online and television – or even the big screen.  Those who had gone before her 

had said that once the ideas were gone, they were gone. And sadly, she wouldn’t 

recognize them, no matter how little they were altered. A friend of hers claimed that a 

recent blockbuster called “86, 86” was based on his idea of gamblers murdering a 

football player, number 86. She thought he was full of shit, but apiece of her hoped 

she’d recognize her own creativity somewhere down the line. 

The whole idea was demoralizing and mentally crushing, but the alternative was 

death: sensational and brutal without trial.  Shelly, like most, was regretfully willing to 

sacrifice her own creativity in order to stay alive. Sure, lots of people refused the 

sessions:  channel 666 was filled with the slaughter of those who refused the siphon, 

running twenty-four hours a day.  The depiction of violent death was supremely 

popular; introducing the masses to what one-hundred diamond-tipped drills could do to 

a human body, what a barbed iron maiden could do when rapidly and repeatedly 

opened and closed, or just how precise and painful a new laser could be.  The deaths 

were not pretty, and they were not quick - and they were on everywhere. Not just on 

televisions and cell phones but broadcast on billboards, the sides of buildings and in 

some places, even the skies.  Like a worldwide screensaver for stationary objects. 

Unavoidable.  And watching one, just once, would haunt you forever, make you swear 
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that you’ll never refuse a siphon as wave after wave of these crude executions flooded 

the masses like a blood tsunami.  

Shelly wasn’t ready to die to protect her ideas and then lose them anyway.  She 

would rather her creativity entertain the common people rather than broadcast her 

own death.  Hell, in a few months or a few years, she might even pay to see her own 

ideas brought to life.  How’s that for fucked up?  Like raiding a farmer’s crop, starving 

him out and selling him back his own food. 

 She wondered what they would take from her.  She thought of all her life 

experiences, shuddering at the worst - like the loss of her virginity - and smiling at the 

best: that time when sex finally became fun.  

 “Michelle Venus,” a nurse called from her kiosk. 

 “Here,” Shelly said, tiptoeing toward the nurse’s station. 

 “Right this way,” the nurse said gently gripping her arm.  “I know this is your first 

time.  And I know you’re nervous, but it doesn’t hurt. I assure you. We’ll take good care 

of you.” 

 The nurse led Shelly into a room: “Have a seat, and the doctor will be in shortly,” 

she said as she left the room. 

 Shelly sat with anxiety’s tingling fingers massaging the inside of her belly.  She 

looked around the room.  Even though her friends had told her what to expect, she still 

wasn’t sure, and the machines menaced like sinister specters.  Her friends, both males 

and females, had told her that they hook three different siphons up to your brain, your 

heart, and your sex organ.  Her vagina. She cringed.  The school of thought was that all 
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creativity and fantasy were tethered to those three body parts.  All three birthed hopes, 

dreams, fears and desires. They said it didn’t hurt, at least not in the sense of physical 

pain, but Shelly knew how to measure the damage of pseudo-voluntary soul rape.  As 

she looked at the equipment and tried to figure out how each piece worked, the door 

opened and the doctor stepped in. 

 “Good afternoon, Miss Venus.  I’m Dr. David,” he said walking past her into the 

room.  “And how are you today?” 

 Shelly hesitated, then nodded, “Ok, I guess.”  

The doctor was jovial and business-like.  She wondered how someone could be 

so matter of fact about siphoning out dreams and aspirations.  She guessed his job was 

similar to an abortion doctor.  The first few probably stung, maybe even nauseated, but 

soon enough it all became normal.  Shelly wondered how abortion doctors treated 

patients.  A systematic approach by an emotionally-neutered individual toward an 

inexperienced and likely hysterical patient.  Shelly realized that the doctor had 

undergone the same procedure in his youth and judging by his age, he was probably 

part of the first wave.  In this world, even doctors were considered common people.   

 “Please remove your clothes and lie on the table, Miss Venus,” the doctor said, 

and he began turning on his instruments.   

 “Does it hurt?” she asked. 

 “Not in the traditional sense, but when it’s over, you will feel a little numb.  It’ll 

take some getting used to.” 
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 “What about the actual procedure, with all of those…those things?” she said  

gesturing to the clear hoses the doctor was trying to keep from tangling. 

 “There is a fair amount of pressure involved, but nothing that you’ll consider 

painful,” he smiled. 

 “Can you feel it?” 

 “Feel it?” the doctor asked. 

 “Can you feel it leaving your body? Can you feel all of your creativity and your 

ideas and everything, can you feel it being sucked out like an exhaled breath or 

something?” 

 “Don’t think about it like that,” he frowned.  “In a few minutes, you’ll forget you 

ever had them in the first place, and it won’t matter anymore.  Everyone goes through 

this.  You know the rules.  Your first siphon session takes place at sixteen and then 

monthly after that.  Think about all you get in return.” 

 “Still seems like shitty deal to me,” she muttered without thought; the words out 

before she could stop them. 

 The doctor snapped his head around and gave her a hard look.  He saw the 

surprise and the instant regret on her face and let it go. 

 Shelly stood naked and unashamed in front of the doctor. He watched her climb 

onto the table: an unusual device which had been divided into three sections, each 

section specially designed to make that part of the body the most comfortable for the 

siphon.  Head. Heart. Genitals.  

The three sources of creative desire.   



87 
 

She lay on the table; head fit snuggly into the top third, body cozy in the middle, 

and legs dangling comfortably from a set of gynecologist’s stirrups.  She took a deep 

breath as the doctor approached her with the first siphon.  He tapped into her mind 

first.  She didn’t know how it worked, but it looked like a simple hose with a suction cup 

attached.  The doctor placed it firmly in the center of her forehead and flipped a switch.  

The hose hummed to life, and Shelly felt the pressure but no pain.  Silently she said 

goodbye to all of the words she’d never write, the paintings she’d never paint, and the 

emotions she’d never express. 

 The doctor checked his watch and glanced at the door. 

 “We always start with the head.  It houses the most ideas. The heart and genitals 

are a bit of a jumbled mess, but the head and brain, that’s where everything comes 

together.  

“Everything ok so far Miss Venus?” 

 “Fine,” she answered as tears rolled from the corner of each eye.  They were 

taking everything from her.  And for what? Just what the fuck for? For food? 

Entertainment? Bullshit.  The only reason she wasn’t fighting was because she’d seen 

first-hand what they did to those who fought.  Torture, humiliation, execution. She 

could only choose between dullness and death, and she had chosen dullness.  Fighting 

was futile, but she still felt like a pathetic coward. If only there was some way to fight 

back. 

 Shelly flinched when the doctor held her breast in one hand and attached the 

siphon to the soft skin just above her heart. She felt no pain, but something penetrated 
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through the tissue and sternum to tap into her heart.  It pumped out creativity with 

every beat.  

 “And the last one.  Forgive me Miss Venus, but just like the others, this one 

won’t hurt. Just more pressure.” As the doctor readied the last siphon to her most 

intimate place, the door swung open, and a woman walked in, wearing sunglasses and 

zebra fur coat.  

 Shelly gasped at the interruption, reaching to cover her exposed skin. Her shock 

felt as physical as the creative rape she was submitting to as she recognized the 

superstar actress Penelope Pieta. She was one of the hottest around. She’d been in all 

sorts of movies, had a television series, and even wrote children’s books.  She was a 

mega busy body, which Shelly supposed was easy when you had an infinite pool of 

creativity from which to dip.   

What was she doing here? 

 “Ahh, Miss Pieta.  My nurse got in touch with you?” 

 “Yes. Yes. I dropped everything to rush all the way over here. Now just what is 

it?” 

 Shelly tried to sit up, unsure of how to handle the intrusion, and not liking it.  The 

doctor saw her beginning to stir and clicked a button on the remote he held in his hand.  

It sent a paralyzing jolt of electricity through the table.  Shelly’s muscles clenched for a 

moment and then she collapsed, conscious, but struggling to move. 

 “According to the preliminary work performed by our nurse, and our progress so 

far, we are adamant we are currently working with a bona fide creative genius.  She 
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appears to be on the same level as ingenious luminaries like Leonardo Da Vinci and 

William Shakespeare.” 

 “There’s no way.  That’s not possible.  There has to be a mistake.” 

 “No mistake. Come take a look at what we’ve siphoned so far.” 

 He led Penelope Pieta over to where the machines were working.  She gasped as 

she instantly recognized all of the creative potential being sucked out of Shelly.  

Penelope could make out several novels, lines of dialogue, unique gestures, paintings, 

sculptures, book covers, poetic phrases, and most of all an inexplicable cadence to 

express unbridled emotions. Most people were good for one area - and usually not that 

good at even one.  Most of the art and entertainment created nowadays was 

composite.  A pinch here and a drop there from just about everyone who underwent a 

siphon session. What they saw before them was literally unheard of in the modern era.  

Some believed that no true geniuses had arisen because the world was constantly being 

sapped of the creativity and dumbed down by progressively regressive forms of 

entertainment. And yet here was this girl. Shelly Venus.  

“Are you ready for the best part?” the doctor asked the actress. 

 “There’s more?” 

 “All of this is only based off two siphons. I have yet to attach the third to her 

genitalia.” 

 “So you’re telling me that this is only two-thirds of her full creative potential?” 

 “Exactly.” 

 “Holy shit! And you called me?” 
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 The doctor smiled. 

 “Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!” she chirped and kissed him on the cheek. 

  “You’re my favorite actress,” he said.  “I’m glad you’re here.  I’m sure we can 

work something out.” 

 “Yes. Yes,” she said. “Now please hook me up.  I’m so excited.  I want the rest 

straight from the source.” 

 “Okay. Okay. Let me stop it.  I want to make sure you get as much as you can as 

pure as you can.  It’s even more powerful that way.”  He flipped a couple switches, and 

Shelly felt a little of the tension and pressure abate – but still she remained paralyzed 

from the electric shock. 

Scanning the room as best she could, she watched and listened to the doctor and 

Penelope. She couldn’t help being flattered, but she was also pissed off.  It was like 

somebody holding Picasso at gunpoint, and forcing him to paint and then stealing the 

art and all the credit.  Now she thought she sounded pretentious.  A genius? She knew 

she had some decent ideas, but nothing to justify what they were freaking out about.  

Honestly, she couldn’t fathom it.  We all really are our own worst critics; she thought 

and wondered what she could’ve become in a less shitty world. 

 And then she remembered something else.  They’d only attached two siphons so 

far.  They still didn’t know about the last part.  About the rape.  They didn’t know about 

all of her dark ideas, fantasies and emotions.  Let’s see what this pampered bitch does 

when she gets a taste of the underworld.  With the remaining creative energy she had 

left in her head and heart, she put it all into the deepest, darkest, most horrifying 
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images she could conjure.  Images so twisted her guts wrenched at the wicked thoughts.  

And then she made them worse.  She wanted to pump all of that inky black right into 

Penelope Pieta’s psyche. Penelope Pieta would be her one and only canvas.   

 Shelly watched as the actress shrugged off the zebra coat, and took off the 

clothes beneath.  Naked and stunning, she climbed up on the table next to her and gave 

Shelly a sweet, glimmering smile.  And then she lay back as the doctor attached all three 

siphons to the corresponding parts of these two women.   

 Shelly bit her lip, Penelope smiled wide, and the doctor flinched as he opened 

the flow between all three hoses. 

 The flow, expelled so strong and the greedy recipient so eager, it was like playing 

tug-of-war against someone trying to lose.  The creativity hit Penelope like a full blast 

fire hose.  She was in ecstasy for a moment, already thinking about all the ways to turn a 

profit from this girl's desires, but then the darkness hit.  All of those repressed memories 

from that rape, the one that took her virginity, so long ago.  All of the incestuous, 

merciless, violence, her inability to control any part of it, her fantasies for revenge, to kill 

them all, to kill herself, to rape them back with razors, violent twisted urges, the desire 

to have it done all over again and again until she was bleeding and dead, all of this, 

some thought up on the spot, but most visions slowly simmering, bottled inside of Shelly 

with no creative outlet to vent since the day it had happened.   

 Dr. David watched in fascinated horror as the clear liquid that carried the 

creativity flow darken from clear to pink to blood red to sludge black.  He didn’t move. 

He couldn’t move. He was too shocked to move.  He only watched. 
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 Shelly pushed at her heart, brain, and vagina, forcing out a thicker, stronger flow: 

like giving birth to a monstrous baby.  She was pushing out so much that blood vessels in 

her eyes blew, shit flew, and her back teeth splintered.  She screamed like a burning 

Salem witch and her skin wrinkled and shriveled like a raisin in the sun as she continued 

to use every last ounce of herself to push and push and fucking push.     

 The creamy white skin of Penelope Pieta began to change, first to light orange 

and then an unhealthy red-purple-black.  Sickly blood leaked from some of her pores 

and her feral eyes bulged.   

 “Turn it off. Turn it off. I can’t take it.  Turn it off,” Penelope screamed.  “These 

visions are awful.  How can they be in someone?”  

 “Fuck you, you thieving bitch,” Shelly Venus spat through snarled lips and loose 

teeth. 

 The doctor, brought back to life by Penelope’s screams, fumbled with the 

switches.  In his haste to shut everything off, he switched them to full blast and for two 

seconds the siphons went taut as the flow exponentially increased.  

Shelly felt her body mass becoming more and more dense as she expelled her 

creative soul.  Once those dark fantasies were completely gone and inside of Penelope 

Pieta, she began to smile. She felt relieved.  Not only had Shelly purged her own dark 

fantasies, she’d fought back against the privileged thieves as well.   She hadn’t planned 

on this, but she’d done all she could.  Maybe this would lead to something.  She turned 

her head to watch. 
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 Penelope flailed her arms and ripped off the siphons.  Creative juices flowed all 

over the floor, dousing the doctor.  The hose spurting black goo dislodged from her 

vagina and dancing like a summoned cobra, sprayed into the doctor’s face and mouth.  

He felt the darkness.  He felt the fantasies.  Embraced it all.  The most twisted and 

primal desires that only a creative genius, amped up to level ten could be capable of 

idealizing.  And he loved it. 

 He looked at Penelope Pieta lying there horrified and ghastly, yet strangely 

attractive on the table trying to get to her feet and at the withered genius girl a few feet 

away.  He pulled out his remote and sent an immobilizing charge through Penelope’s 

bed.  She shook, then collapsed.  He picked up a siphon, and this time drank from it, 

sucking as though he were bonging a beer, drank until he almost drowned, and then let 

it spray all over, feeling it course both over and through his body.  He caught a coherent 

thought in the flow as he gulped.  He heard Shelly Venus say to herself something about 

turning Penelope Pieta into her one and only canvas.  He liked that idea.  Flooded full of 

this vile darkness and diseased creativity, Shelly watched him, now feeling completely 

numb, emotions and creativity stolen, some now in Dr. David, some in Penelope Pieta, 

and far too much splattered on the floor.   

Dr. David let out a primal scream and went to work on his masterpiece.  

Penelope Pieta truly was entertaining.  As Shelly watched it all, the numbness slowly 

dissipated, Dr. David executed some shocking and creative ideas.   
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