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RED DEMON VERSUS THE WORMPEOPLEby Neal Privett

Red Demon carefully navigated the treacherous mountain roads in his jaguar convertible, the
thrill of another victory in the ring still resonating in his head. He groaned and massaged the
soreness in his arm with his left hand, kagghe right on the steering wheel. Sefior Guapo,
with his bleached blonde locks and gleaming silver tights, had been a formidable opponent.
The Americano was a pretty boy, but not to be underestimated. In one round, Senor Guapo
had camel clutched, pHeriven, andheadbuttedDemon nearly senseless and he now felt the
painful aftereffects of the match as he drove the long and winding mountain road home.

But despite the younger rivialstrength and agility, Demon had managed to pin him to the
mat and noweturned home a winner.

The luchador pushed the red sports car over the mountains as the moon painted everything in
a silver glow and the night winds blew dreamily through the open top. With his crimson red
mask and flowing satin cape, Red Demon wowdenbeen quite a sight for any passing
motorists. The public loved him. His career was pushing twenty successful years. The
ringécomic booksémovies. The Demon was flyin
were the best. Hearing his name chanted in tbkgohaudience was a sacred feeling. He

never grew tired of it.

The call came through just as Demon began the descent into the valley where his bungalow
waited. He groaned. He wanted rest more than anything right now, but obviously this call was
anemergency. Pushing thoughts of a hot bath and a goodssgjdep out of his head,

Demon snatched up the phone.

It was Professor HuertéRed Demon@

fiYes, Professor®

fiSomething terrible has happened! They have my daughter!

A cold chill crawled oveDemoris body like spiders in a tomil.am on it, Professor! Please
dond worry!o

Al know that you must be exhausted after youl
Al wi | | & sworoérdyoén
fiThey want the book, Demain!

iPr of essor é1l dasttoythat dachnaplebook!tNothing but evil can come from its
bloody pagesi

Al know now that you were correct, Demon! | have the text in my study. They left a

noteédemanding the book to be Il eft at the mo
tonight!o
iThey cannot get that book i n their possessi
threatenedi



fiThat is why | am calling you, Demon! Get my daughter back from those fiends and | will
destroy the book for gooal!

AiDon& worry, Professor! | will sae Anab
AiThank you, Demon! Report back to me when she is@afe!

Al will, sir' Red Demon outd The luchador ended the call and placed the phone under the

seat. All thoughts of sleep were forgotten. Now there was only the searing need to do his

duty. He leaned forward and stepped on the accelerator. Up ahead was the unpaved road that
led to the cavea taboo place for the locals. No one ventured that far out and certainly no one
dared to explore the dark recesses of San Carlos cave. He swerved to make the next left and
sped down a sandy side road with a great cloud of dust billowing sky high b&hind h

The famed luchador nearly slammed on the brakes when the forbidding cave appeared ahead.
It loomed at the base of the mountain like a moGsgaiping mouth, ready to swallow the
Red Demon alive and grind his bones into powder.

The jaguar rolled ta stop a few feet away from the entrance. Demon drew an anxious breath
and trudged forward, though his uncooperative legs felt like jelly. Somewhere, deep in the
darkness was the scienfisabducted daughter. And somewhere, lost in the forbidden regions
oftheeartb dar k i nterior waited something el seé

The book was known around the world as The N
madness in those who possessed it. The book was taboo and had been used secretively for
centuries for the expressnpose of summoning demons and otherworldly deities. They

wanted this bookéthe things in the cave. The
tome bad enough to kidnap the daughter of Me&xiooost prominent scientist, the esteemed

Professor Huerta, whtad dedicated decades to the study of one text: The fabled

Necronomicon. Written as a guide to summoning other diabolical worlds, The Necronomicon

was written in blood by the mad Arab scholar, Abdul al Hazred in the 700s. The text was

thought lost for centries, until it turned up in Europe and then in the United States, finally
arriving below the border much to the chagr.i
had warned the professor on more than one occasion to destroy it once and for all. There were
some things that man was not meant to know.

And now beings from the world far beneath the earth plotted to take the Necronomicon. With
it, they would summon The Old Ones; ancient, monstrous gods that had ruled the earth long
before man was a twinkle the eye of the cosmos and had retreated back to the cold stars
from whence they came. Not only would the perpetrators from the cave summon these
interstellar horrors back to earth, they would also open up dimensions closed for millennia,
raise the evil deh and unleash destruction on a scale unknown to mankind.

Red Demon could not allow that to happen.



The flashlighfs beam cut through the darkness of the cave. The shadows were thick. They
almost choked the breath from Dend®throat. But he continuexhward, deeper and deeper

into the earth. His heart trembled when he realized that the air was growing colder by degree
the farther he went and that the upper world under the stars fell farther behind with every
careful step he made. The cave was a sttaigot, at least for now. He wondered how he

would ever find his way back out once the tunnels split off into different directions, vanishing
into the mountain. Men had been lost forever following the disorienting curve of caves, their
bones disappearingto darkness to become powder in some lost chamber far from the world

of humans. Demon sighed and strengthened his resolve. He would not become lost. He would
not fail. The doctor was depending on him.

The fate of mankind itself depended on him.

The noments passed like the icy drops of water that fell from the ceiling. Time seemed to
stand still as the tunnel snaked through the ancient mountain. Soon the narrow confines of the
tunnel opened up into a great chamber and Demon could not help but passeamdawe

at the stalactites and stalagmites reaching up from the cave floor and down from the sparkling
ceiling. For the first time, the cave seemed to be another world, not just a forbidding hole
tucked away from the eyes of man.

But despite the steal beauty of this chamber, there still existed a gnawing sense of dread

that permeated all. The cool stream that flowed over the smooth stone floor almost glowed a

blood red in the light of Demds flashlight. The glistening moisture of the walls seetned

him at that moment the gleaming eyes of a thousand devils lurking and the rock formations
appeared to be their fangs, waiting to tear his flesh to shreds and rend his bones into powder.

The luchador, moving with a hawdon caution nurtured by yearsobw t hy opponent s é
and out of the ring, pulled his glittered cape close around his bare chest and continued down
through the cavern. Somewhere down thereébey
waited. Along with horrors unimaginable.

Demon wondered if thgirl was still alive. Of course she was. She had to be. Those things
only had one bargaining chip and that was Ana. They wanted The Necronomicon and she was
their only hope of obtaining it.

On the far side, the cavern began to shrink and finally desdeéntb a cramped tunnel that
turned downward into blackness. The strange beauty of the cavern was gone. Demon found
himself squeezing through a space unfit for humans, forcing himself down and down, as if he
were transgressing the outer boundaries of ittalf. A small trickle of water flowed beneath

him as the tunnel shrank even further and he was forced to push himself along on his back.
Demorts gut rumbled with fear when he realized that he was pushing along blindly and could
no longer see what wasedd.

The cold hard ceiling was now a mere two or three feet from his face. And soon the

frightened squeals and squeaks of startled bats assailed his ears. He cried out when a small
contingent of the winged mammals scurried from their roost, over his faceaekddwvn

the tunnel behind him. Demon fought down the revulsion and panic when one of the small
bats latched onto his mask and screeched as the luchador thrashed back and forth in an effort
to unseat the small beast. But a sense of relief came when aherereopped over his lips

and darted away into the darkness. Demon §pébs mio, mand



The anxious luchador inched his way through the remainder of the tunnel and came out on

the far side. Once again, the cave opened up into a larger chambersilelhbivonder.

More stalactites and stalagmites rose from the floor and hovered on the ceiling, giving the
cave the aura of the fantastic. I f this was
easel and paints down here and preserve this aesthetit erstus canvas for posterity.

Demon smiled. Not many fans knew that this massive bear of a wrestler was also an artist.
Wouldnd that shock his adoring public?

A reddish tinge danced on the formations when they appeared in his flashlight beam, and
Demonfound himself spellbound once again at the natural wonder of this place. But he had
no time for sightseeing. He took one more step, then froze.

Something moved ahead.

A shadow appeared along the wall, then vanished. Something alive was in this chamber,
watching him from behind a large rock. He could feel its eyes on him, observing his every
move. There would be no stealthy advance. They knew he was coming.

Demon moved closer. His voice echoed across the chafhlsee you! Show yoursef!

Pure terror vas not an emotion Red Demon experienced as a rule, but when the slimy,
creeping thing emerged from behind the rock and the luchador beheld its gleaming eyes, bug
like fanged lips, and pinkistvhite skin for the first time, he felt a stark fear rising frdegep

within himself that required every ounce of stamina and strength to fight back down.

The pitiful creature shielded its eyes from Dei@dlitashlight and the luchador was savvy
enough to keep the beam right in the ti@nigce as a precaution agaitiet potential threat.
Obviously, the beast was not accustomed to such a harsh light. For now, this simple battery
operated torch would be Dentsrbargaining chip.

The things voice was strained, as if it did not speak often. The sound of its words was a
gruesome melody that whistled from its tiny mouWh o é ar e éyou, stranger ?
youéwand here?

Demon pointed the light right into the thisgeyes and it fell backiThey call me Red
Demoaé

The thing shielded its eyes with a shetictioned arm anchoved a step closer agaiiv.ou
have come for the gir&?

Demon continued to hold the beast at bay with the light as he spoke. He silently prayed that
the batteries held outYes. Where is shé?

iShe i s safe. You, however étatheeupperavorldi Leave oul
fiNot without the girld
Before Red Demon could make a move, he was surrounded. The flashlight was knocked from

his grip and taken from him. A dozen or more of the weird creatures descended upon him
with tentacled arms sliding around his bare chest and arms, leaving a coalimg ohat
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smelled of rot and decay and other terrible andameablé¢hings that lurked hidden beneath

the earth that men walked upon. Even though the creatures moved slowly as individuals, as a
team, their speed was blinding. They reminded Demon of apughe met once while

diving off the coast of Acapulco. Long, suctioned tentacles shot from beneath the coral that
day to grapple an unwary fish and pull it to its demise in the salty deep. Now, Demon was the
fish and he was being pulled deeper into #necens to face his own brand of destruction.

But he would not go without a brawl.

His fist struck the thing closest him and vanished into the masgédiy-like flesh. The

creature moaned and temporarily released his arm. Falling to the stone @own Blipped
another creature over his head. The humanoid worm sailed helplessly through the air and
splatted against the far wall. The béasiime oozed down the stone behind it and came to
rest in a clear puddle. But before Demon could move agairgrp,d#linding pain shot

through his shoulder. He glanced around just in time to see one of thelw®wreatures,

with its beady eyes glowing a bright fluorescent yellow and its sharp ivory fangs embedded
in his flesh.

The venom that pumped into hisobt worked fast.

Red Demon awoksometimdater.

At first, he did not remember his whereabouts. But slowly, the venom began to wear off and
the cave came into focus, as did his memory. He recalled why he now found himself in the
soft semidarkness othis subterranean world. Ana. He glanced around, but she was nowhere
to be found. A soft, translucent light permeated the chamber, allowing him to see. The light
was in no way bright, but it drenched everything in a dim illumination so that he wastnot los

in total darkness. He was thankful for that much. Some of the light came from strange,
flameless torches that appeared to be glued to the wall with some kind of adhesive substance.
These torches produced a whitee glow. The worms themselves also putt@ dim light.

Their bodies glowed softly in the cave, making them perceptible to Disreyas.

Red Demois mind throbbed and resonated with a strange haze and his body ached terribly,
as if he had taken a beating unsurpassed in the ring. Graduakglized that he was lying
on his back, chained to a stone slab.

A throng of the worrthings surrounded him. Red Demon groaned at the horror of their
physical appearance. The things were disgusting to look at, but the luchador could not turn
away. He laythere, a captive restrained, locked in the beady glare of the créalames

bulbous eyes.

They were not tall éperhaps a good four foot
exception of a pinkish tinge that permeated their slimy flesh. Theiebatkre completely

hairless. A row of perhaps three short, stubby arms lined their chests. These members were
suctioned, almost like the arms of a squid. They had no legs, only two similar, but larger,
appendages like the arms. They rolled across thefloereon these, leaving a revolting trail

of slime in their wake.
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One of them slithered closer and began to sg@éku should not have come hare.
Demon laughediS2 ét el | ome about it

fiThe girl will not go with you. She has a higher purpose. Withhleg, we will gain the all
powerful tome that will give to us the supreme power on éarth.

fiThe Necronomicort®

The wormthing took a step back and stared in shock at the chained wrggderknow of
this text®

fil can read, man! Yes, | knowofhi s ét ext . |t should hawe been

The creature snarledYou are a fool! We will gain control of The Necronomicon and with it,

we will call down the omnipotent Cthulhu from the stars! We will open up the gates of hell
and unleashll the demons to rain endless blood down on your world! We will unlock the

dark secrets of the crawling things and they will rise from the tombs and swamps of the world
to take their rightful place beside aghe thing paused and a cruel smile broke across its

face. Red Demon winced as a row of fangs protruded from its low@Nig will give voice

to the rats in the walls and conjure up &aroth and BaSagoth to make mankind fall to its
knees in fear! Fially, the worm men shall ascend to the upper world and rule as we have
been destined to do for untold ages!

AiThats quite a plan, amigo.  lpou torgot one thing,Red Demon said with a grin.
fWhat is that®
AYou still have to get past m!

The chambr burst out into wild laughter. All around him, the worm creatures cackled and
howled. Red Demon looked around and smiled agagugh it up! When | get my chance, |
am gonna break you all into greasy pieoes!

They looked so pathetic with their belli@sbbling and their slimy bodies contorting with
laughter. But despite physical appearances, they were a race of monsters not to be
underestimated. These weird beings had a plan for world domination, and unless Demon
intervened, they just might pull it off.

It was fantastic. These monsters had lived far beneath the earth for eons, unknown to humans.
Had they once ruled the upper world? Had mankind banished them to the caverns and pits of
the eartlis darkcentr& Perhaps they had once walked beneath thersilennia before

mankind was a blur in the cosnieye. Perhaps they had ruled alongside the horrible god
Cthulhu and vanished into the edstltore when their god returned to the stars wiibla
whisperedath to return one day and conquer whatwasc e hi s é

Red Demofis brain boggled at the unreal possibilities. There was little wonder that men went

mad with knowledge such as this and spent their final days laughing uncontrollably in a
padded room. And at theentreof all this madness was the bodlkat damnable book. These
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things could never get control of The Necronomicon. Whatever the cost, he could not allow
it.

Demon strained against his chains and his heart raced with adrenaline when he felt one of the
screws start to give way and pull frohetsoft stone. He pushed against his bonds with
everything he had, flexing thveell-developednuscles in his arms and chest until the screws
pulled free. Demon wrapped one end of the chain around his fist and jumped from the slab,
swinging the long lengthke a broad bladed axe. The end of the chain caught one of the

worm men across the head and its face vanished in an explosion of broken teeth and slimy
green gore. Red Demon swung the thick chain again and another monster went down in a
sickening pile oboze and slime.

Demon kicked out and knocked two more to the stone floor, then he flipped himself over the
heads of the advancing worm men and, using both hands, pulled the chain taut around the
torsos of at least four of the vile creatures. With higfmscbulging, the luchador squeezed the
chain until it cut through the worm bodies and unleashed a shower of black gut and yellow
slime that reminded Demon of a squashed caterpillar.

One of the creatures scream@astop himb

But Red Demon would not beogiped so easily. His fist caught the beast and knocked it flat.
Then he brought his boot heel down hard on the &ioganium and grimaced with revulsion

as its bloody brains exploded all over his red tights. Demon kicked the gory carcass away
from him ard leaped across the slab as the beasts came around the side after him. He kicked
and punched his way through them and headed for the opening into the adjoining chamber
where he stopped in his tracks and stared straight ahead in shock.

It was Anagitting on a stone seat, against the wall. But something was wrong with her. She
sat like a silent angel in the dull glare of the cave light. She stared straight ahead and did not
move or speak. She did not acknowledge Dampresence in the least.

He flipped a worm man over his shoulder and drove his fist into thedhiace. Several
more rushed into the chamber where Demon stood, but they all stopped and stared in awe at
the silent girl.

AYou cannot take harpne of the beasts screamed.

Demon glaced down at the base of Asahrone. His flashlight lay beside her sandaled foot,

as if it had been placed there as an offering by creatures who did not fully fathom what the
device was used actually for. He reached down and grabbed the light, flickihg switch

and swinging a swath of light around, right into the eyes of the subterranean monsters behind
him. Luckily the batteries were still good. The beam of light cut into the worm creatures like

a sword blade and they scattered to the far corngreahamber.

Demon grabbed the girl and pulled her towards ffilretés gob He carried her out of the

chamber and back to the narrow tunnel, where she finally awoke from her trance and began
to struggle fiPutme downb
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Red Demon did as she asked.
AThereds a better way out of hetsshe said, coming to her sens@llow meb

The girl led Demon back the opposite way, down a side passage that he never knew was there
before. The new tunnel led away from the main chamber and vanished into darkness before
opening up again into another dimly lit room. And there in the midst of the ghostly blue light

was a strange machine; cold blue metal of so
the cavern. A solid ton of metal rushed downwards, forming a longdeidal cannon, the

very tip of which was as slender as a @Gahumb. It pointed to a spot on the floor. The

device was unlike any earthly machinery Red Demon had ever seen.

Mnaéwhat is this? What do thes® monsters usS:

The drl stared in awe at the great machifi€his is a growth ray. They use this machine to
make monsters.

fiwhat kind of monsters?

Theearpiercingsound of a laser filled the chamber. Demon rushed over to the control panel,
but there was no one operdafiit. Some unseen force moved the lever and pressed the buttons
that brought the alien craftsmanship to life. An ominous red button glowed and pulsated as
the laser expanded and began to move. The cannon itself moved automatically, cutting a
trench into tle very rock of the cave floor. There was a commotion, as if the darkness down

in the shallow trench was moving. Demon gasped as dozens of crawling things squirmed up
from beneath the floor, finally free. The writhing, quivering army of insects and arachnid
were devoid of angolourand shined an almost solid white in the glare of the laser, which
drenched their hides in a crimson hue of unknown properties, but strangely enough did not
kill them. Instead, the red light of the laser had the opposite dffecrished the creeping
bodies and made them grow in size. Demon stood there, transfixed with horror as
cockroaches, centipedes, and spiders grew to
human being and beyond. In a span of mere seconds, RechDeumo himself cowering

beneath the towering might of super insects that rose from the cavern floor and hovered over
Demon and Ana with mandibles dripping saliva and claws that sliced the air and reached out
ravenously for prey.

The insects were blind.he heads were devoid of eyes. This was not an uncommon trait in
subterranean insects that frequented the deeper confines of caves. But this fact did not make
the giant creatures less deadly. In fact, much to Déragrin, it gave the things an almost
supernatural ability to hear and sense.

Ana backed towards the cavésrexit, with her eyes locked upon the clicking horrors that
glared down at the two helpless humans. Demon could hekboerredoreathing as she
tried to escape. A cockroach, as big now Hseestorybuilding stepped from the ray and
advanced towards the terrified girl.

fiCarefulp Demon whisperediDond mo v e € t h o €isee,tblt ihey gam hearaour

heartbeatd The girlbegan to cry uncontrollably and the sound caused the gianioach
antennae to wriggle and search and its mandibles to snap open and shut in anticipation of her
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succulent flesh. Red Demon reached out to Ana as she moved past but the girl broke free and
raced in panic for the exit, which may have well been a million miles away.

The cockroach lunged hungrily after the girl, but before it could wrap its pincers around her,
a humongous spider bounced out of nowhere and snatched Ana up in its mouth. She
screaned as the horrible white arachnid scurried up the wall and across the ceiling with its
juicy prize already vanishing in a cocoon of web.

Demon cried out in terror. He sprinted after them, but the roach, satisfied with a consolation
prize, grappled Demawith its razor pincers. The luchador was at the savage mercy of the
creature as it lifted him skyward. Trickles of warm blood rose to the surface of Beskom

and rolled down his chest. The smell of blood made the monster crazy and it roared savagely.
The sound was deafening. Dend@ears rang and he fought to maintain consciousness as the
roach squeezed tighter. In a second, he would be devoured. Ana would die also, and the
worms would move forward with their plan of world domination. It was not om\ptiospect

of death that Red Demon faced, but also the utter defeat of mankind. And there was nothing
he could do about it.

He was going to dieéfar beneath the surface
the hands of evil beings and the EldedS would return. Red Dem@neyes misted over

beneath his mask as the sounds of the ring escorted him into the next life. It was crazy, but he
could feel the mat and taste the salt of his own sweat. He could hear the bell ring and more

than that, he couldear the roar of the crowd as they cheered for him and chanted his name

on Saturday nights long past.

Demon cried out. His life could not end this way. The world could not end this way. He

kicked and screamed as the slavering mouth of the giant iosecedl closer and closer. The
creature was straight out of a nightmare or a really batbf@ie; the kind that languished in
therun-downsections of Mexican towns in old halbndemned theatres that boasted big rats,
broken seats, and sticky floors. Thediof flicks that ran and ran until the film stock

deteriorated into scratched, cigarette burned celluloid scar tissue that would hardly endure the
thousandth indignity of being fed through a projector once again and not for the last time.

He could feellhe monstaks hot breath on his face now. He could feel the moisture of its

saliva and see the black pit of its gullet as he was raised higher and higher into tise fiend
mouth. A horrible clicking sound filled his ears and brain as Red Demon closed if®eye

the last time. Somewhere, far away in the back regions of his mind came the warm applause
from a full house for a match well fought.

The giant roach shook violently and the next thing Red Demon knew he was falling through
space. The cold hard aaw floor came rushing up to meet him and he landed on his back and
rolled, coming to a stop against the side of the worm@n@iabolical machinery. The ray

was still burning a crevice in the stone floor, still creating giants to rend and tear. A roar
ecloed across the cavern. A fight for the ages was happening over Bemcbimg head. The
source of his salvation was even now battling it out witHlésieatingroach for some

primitive supremacy beneath the earth: a writhing centipede as big as ativeoifioe

creature hissed and slithered about, wrapping its segmented body around tée roach
midsection and squeezing the life from its foe. Gobs of yellow blood formed around the
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roachts mouth and the crunching sound of its breakingskedetonsignallel the finish. The
centipede let the dead giant drop from its grasp and immediately turned on a large arachnid
hovering nearby.

Demon picked himself up and struggled to regain his breath. Nothing appeared broken;
however, there was little doubt that heulbfeel the pain later. The centipede and its new
arachnid foe were too preoccupied to notice Demon escaping, but the other insects were only
just realizing that a meal was at hand and not one of them wanted to share. A soon as the
colossal monsters smetl Demois blood and heard the steady rhythm of his heartbeat, they
lunged. Two bone white spiders, with round bellies and long pencil thin legs, shot webbing at
the running luchador, but he managed to dive and roll. He sprang back to his feet and headed
for the laser. Just as the spiders descended upon him, Demon swung the laser cannon
skyward and severed a large stalactite, hanging from the roof above like an icicle. The broken
rock came crashing downward, smashing the cannon and crushing the bloosibiiesty

into mush. The other insects scurried away, but resumed their fight to the death immediately.
Demon exited the chamber with its hissing horrors and found his way into the adjoining room
where the great spider had carried Ana.

fiPlease dofl let me be too laté,Red Demon prayed as he bounced over a large boulder with
his glittering cape flying behind him. There, against the wall, was Ana, struggling against the
thick webbing that held her tight. The spider had begun a larger web that reacbeitirte
above and the far walls on each side. Demon stopped and slowly navigated his way through
the room, taking care not to become entangled in the great ar@ctweioliiAna! | am here!

Hang onb

The girl turned her head and a smile of relief brokesecher beautiful facéRed Demon!
Help meb

Demon crawled beneath part of the web and reached Ana. He took a knife from his boot and
sawed through the strands that bound the girl and they headed for the far tunnel that led to the
upper world and freedonBut the spider returned, hungrier than ever, and angry over the

theft of itshardearnedood.

It sprang, knocking demon to the floor. Before he could react, the oversized arachnid was on
him, with fangs bared and dripping with venom. The sg@denomous weight held Demon

to the ground as it leaned in for the kill. One kiss, and Demon was through. But Red Demon
was not going to surrenderénot yet. He had
deep into the creatuiabdomen and twisted the bladpening up a large wound that bled
gallons of slime and blood. The sickening gore rolled down Désenm and covered his

chest. The arachnid slumped over, quite dead. Red Demon crawled out from under the
terrible spider and pulled Ana along with him e twaiting tunnel.

But the worm men were not through with Red Demon. A half dozen of the slimy creatures
rushed him. Ana screamed and ran from their clutches. One of the worms h&deder!
Do not let her escape!

Demon kicked a worrthing in the chest and knocked it down, then he-gileed another
and smashed in the face of yet another. The piercing pain of fangs ripping into his flesh
caused Demon to pause, but he did not stop. He lashed out and punched thiaevorm
flipped it over his head and into the oncoming rush of other worms.
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Demon launched himself into the air, caught a worm with his ankles and sent the beast
crashing to the floor. Its brains left a green puddle that grew larger by the second. Demon
stepped over the mess and took another worm down. He fought the dizziness away. Luckily,
the creature waghable to inject as much venom into his body this time.

He shouted to the gifiCome on! Keep moving!

Two more worms appeared from the darkneskdesperately attempted to stop the prisoners
from escaping. Demon was too strong, too fast. He stiff armed the next worm and vaulted
over another, pulling Ana along. Soon the two of them were racing down the dark tunnel, en
route to freedom.

Red Demorshivered when he realized that his flashlight was gone. There was a lot of tunnel
to transverse before they were safe, and the endless possibilities they could encounter in the
dark filled him with dreadfil lost the light, Ana. Making our way back to therface wod

be easy) Demon muttered.

Ana glanced behind them. Demon could hear the distant hissing of the worms as they gave
chasefiThey come. We must gnAna said in an emotionless, monotone voice. She took Red
Demon by the hand and led him throubk tunnel and back through the caverns.

Demon could hear the worms scurrying in the darkness behind them. He could hear them
whispering and calling to one anoth@durry! Catch them! She cannot escap&ha seemed
unfazed by the pursuers. She pullegl Weary luchador along with her and eventually they
reached the outer opening of the cave. The worms fell back at some point, when the outer
world was in sight and their frantic whisperings faded away into the night.

The moon had descended in the skyh®/time Red Demon and Ana left the cave. Demon
fell to his knees and breathed a long sigh of refi@racias a Dios! | began to think we
would never see the stars agaiHe glanced up at Ana. She stood there, staring upwards at
the firmament, as if seaning for something.

fAna? Are you alright®

The girl glanced at Demon as if she had been waked froma didédmat ? Ohéy e s . I
fine. Comeétaké me to my father.

Red Demois convertible pulled up at Dr. Huefsaranch house. The stars swirled ahe6d
hiding secrets and worlds unknown to man. The night held its secrets, too, and Demon had
much to learn still. He helped Ana from the car and escorted her to the front door.

The old man opened the door with a relieved look on his face and threwrtssround his
daughter. He sobbed with joy and held the girl to him. Then he brought her in and shook
Demorés hand repeatedly, thanking him before finally inviting him inside.

fiLet me make you some coffee, my boy! It is the least | can do for thevhmarescued my
daughter and &aved the worl dé
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Red Demonlaughedl f 1t i s all the same with you, Doc
shower and collapse into my bed. | have brought your daughter back. Take the Necronomicon

and burn it. Tonight. Take no mozhances. Next time | may not be able to help. Buenas

noches

fBuenas Noches, Red Demon. I wiol | do as you

Demon waved and hopped into his convertible and in a flash, the masked wrestler was
speeding back across the mountain to his bungalow in the valley.

Something woke Dr. Huerta sometime later. It was still dark and the house was cold with that
pre-dawnchill that always crept up the valley just before sunrise. He sat up in bed and tried

to shake the grogginess from his brain. The clock was ticking somewhere in the darkness. His
heart jumped when he heard the noise againét

Someone was in the study.

His blood turned cold all of a sudden. The N
they hereéin his houseéto steal the damnabl e
old man rose and took the pistol from his nigdmtsl. He checked to make sure it was still

loaded and made his way through the bedroom, and down the shadow choked hall.

Dr. Huerta stopped in front of the study.

A crash made him jump. Someone was in there. He took a deep breath and reached inside the
study, flipping on the lights. The old man rushed in with his gun raised. His jaw dropped.
Standing there, before him, was Ana. She held The Necronomicon in her hands. Huerta
glanced behind her. The wall safe was hanging open.

The old mafs heartsankiAn aéno épl e as edsaoe | | me it isn

Al am afraid it is, Fathebthe girl said in a monotone voidd.am taking The Necronomicon
and you will not stop me.

AANd you will take it to those creatures in the cave?

The girlts voice changed all of a sudd&he hissed, sending cold chills down Dr. Hu@rta
spine.fAiEnough! Get out of my way, old marmnads face became a blur momentarily and
then began to change. Huerta watched in utter shock as his dégler turned into dark
orbs and her face melteato the terrible visage of the conquering worm!

Dr. Huerta screamed, but his horror was interrupted when Red Demon burst into the room.
fiDemon! Where did you come from?

Al waited around, Dr . H ueseemaight Allthe éntotiolm g a b o u't

gone from her and | couldrhelp but note that back in the caves, she could actually see in the
darko
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Huerta looked mournfully at the creature who was once his daugBterAna. It would
appear that red Demon is rightThe old man turned to Demaf//hat do we do now®

Red Demon reached into his belt and produced aflialccurred to me while | was deep in
the caves. What is the one thing that will kill a skug?

Huerta thought for a momeriSaltd

AExactly. If only | had carried some with nireo the caverns.Demon shot a sympathetic
glance at the old mafil am sorry, Professor. But this must be domtuerta looked away

and nodded. Demon tossed the contents of the vial ovés Aax@e. The room was filled with

a gut wrenching howl of paimd in seconds, Ana was dead on the floor, melting into a putrid
pile.

Red Demon studied the dead creature on the floor and started to remove his mask. Dr. Huerta
grabbed his arm and stopped hiiNo, Red Demon. Stop. Why are you unmasking

yourselfd

Al él am retiricmmg after this night.

fiBut you did not lose.

Al killed your only daughter, Doctor. | am giving up my life as a luchador.

fiNo, my son. | will not let you. You saved the world from destruction. With that book, the
worm men would have summed up all the horrors of the cosmos to conquer and destroy.

iBut | could notosave your daughter é
iNo one could, my boy. Go nowéin peaceéand f|
you.o

Red Demon thought for a moment and fastened his mask ayai) Professon

Huerta reached for the bodi.ake The Necronomicon. Destroyif.he old man paused and
a look of terror came over his face.

fiProfesso Red Demon saidiWwhais wrong®
AThe Necr orso Ny aoené i t
THE END

NOW AVAILABLE FROM ROGUE PLANET PRESS
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IT CAME FROM THE SEAby Gary Murphy

Off the Solway Coastibout half a mile from the shore, Leland Brand and his friend Alan

Farthing were engaged in one serious fishing session, having been here in this region at least

three hours already. Sar, they had scored nothing worth writing home atlmpway of

catches. A few shrimps, or what they perceived to be shrimps if shrimps sojourned along the
belly surface of the Solway Coast in West Cumbria near Workington Town. The men, both
celebrating theififtieth birthdays this mont this summer, in fet, this July Alan and

Leland paused to have a break and devour theirialy commented on the shoreline and in
particular the great burial ground they coalzberve from their position tfeir small fishing
vessel in the water. They laughed and jokeseemed they were enjoying all this much
welcomed hot weather, this sunshine and the cool breeze, from the stable waters their
trustworthy dinghy floated on. Everything was going just hunky dory.

fiHow much did you pay for Daisy again, Alan? Best fieaiqpds you ever invested, if you
ask meb Leland jested, unsure if his friend was in the jovial mood.

Daisy was the dingltg name.

Alan put his hand in his pocket and produced a pistol. It was a Luger, a gun his father had
thieved from a dying Germasoldier in wartime France many years before, and passed down
through the generations. Alan was smiling. He observed Léddralvilderment and actually
smiled more broadly.

He said fiEnd of the line, Leland.

Sternly, Leland warnediPut it down, AlanYoudl go to prison for life. Yodl never walk
the streets of Workington again. Yaliget a Council burial when you dienobody likes a

murderer. Butthatdoedn have to happenéyou c abdputitalst put

behind us. It will never®mentioned again. Please, Alan, ddre a dummy, we can talk. |
know what this is aboud.

fiOh, and what is it about, swindler?

fiThe corporation check | cashed out on Thursday. Thehiivelredandfifty thousand that

should have gone into youraccount whi ch admi ttedl vy, I stol eé We

guilty about i® | felt massive gui and | was going to redirect the capital to your account
first thing on Monday morning. Please, Alan, | know | acted like a thief and you have every
right to beangry and pissed off at nae.

Alan cocked the gun, when he sdidlow many years have we known each other, Leland? |
ask you, as an oldofriendéhow many years?

Pausing to consider, Leland finally saiébout thirty-five, since when we both started as
young bucks at the company in Liverpool, when we were both just a mere sixteen years old,

before we metourwive®-be i n London, Shirley and Annaés

-

C

t h e oiléland spotted anotherangié, | marri ed Anna and nepu marr

Alan, would they approve of your actios?
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AiShirl ey always thought you were adswmmmevel | i n
in the back one day. It turns out her suspicions have proven correct.

fiN O, N O, P L EOAe$aRd said\ jOs¢ beferAlan Farthing pulled the trigger and put

a bullet in the middle of his forehead. Shockingly, as the dead man spiralled over the side of
the vessel into the Irish Sea, a festooning spray of blood from the wound projected through
the air and struck his kidr and dowsed his face with coarse scarlet and fragments of brain
tissue, which only served to wipe the sly smile from his face and replace it with an expression
of consternation. He sat down and paused to reflect on better times, and his overblown,
impulsive actions. These were actions that might have forced him to regret one day, actions
he woud have to live withdown the coming yeadsnot in a million years would he ever

have considered himself a potenti alespteur der er
the odds which might have favoured more towards something to the contrary, theyedld

event had merely served to extricate any remaining innocence or integrity he had bolstered
within his 19stone frame. It was a deathly and macabre prophetwtsafulfilled here

todayd for he was exactly that todaya coldblooded Killer.

Casting Lelan® rod and other possessions into the water, Alan set about steering the dinghy
towards shore where he would anchor it and head home for an evening meahaifter a

showed a hot shower and a hot meal. Buwas he truly bothered? Absolutely not, since he

didn& get to be as high up in the Corporation rankings as he was now if haytiisg but

ruthles® he had to béuckingruthless (like all those otheés)yand justike heid butchered

his best friend in cold blood day, so had henplementeccommanddor others to be killed,

wi ped out, assassinated, struck offéit was p
death on a regular basis.

Tonight, he had sirloi steak and onion rings, passing on the chips, inste@dga course of
fresh vegetables and, oddly, a tin of hot Heinz beans. It went down very nicely.

And before he knew it, he was in bed.

Would he ever get to sleep tonight or should he get dregséa @nd go down the pub in
town to sink some wellleserved pints of Guinnés§&uinness wouldo down very well
noweé

Shit, but it was twentypast-eleven, and would the pub be open? Did he have any cans of
Guinness in the fridgethavlleeelpponderedéyes, the

But as he was pulling on his dressing gown, Alan Fartheayda noise fom downstairs.
Oddly, his thoughts returned is execution of Leland Braddhis best friend for so many
year® before the betrayal, of cousend pondered, crazily andrturoushy if it could be

the deathly presence Leland in the houseshirit or his (to belamned ridiculous) zombie
returned from the depths of the unforgiving Irish Sea. Chances were by now hisdiddy
have washed up on a shoreline in County Mayb.the Paddies deal with it.vitas their
problem now, not hidye was just the messenger, afted dlhie one who prepared and packed
the bloodtinged parcel.

That reminded him of something. He had a business appointment in County Kildare next

weekend cocerning the Corporatid@s Irish-sector recruiting team and their progress in
harnessing a solid workforce in the region. God always knew, the Irish were proud, hard
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working people, from either side of the border, North and South. Millions of pounds in

morey were invested in Belfast as well as in Dublin each year, courtesy of the C@mpany

ard it was always a fine investment for a reliable workforce and moneyspetit, indeed.

Visiting Ireland was always fun, many good times were had, the ladies were [grezlly

food and drink, great hospitality,-mbnthigye cult
visit to the Green Isle. But would the experience be the same, noadk#éled with his own

hands, a murderer himself, since it was he that pulledigget of the gun?

Farthingraisedhis voice,pausingto wipea solitary tear from his eyél know youye in here!

| have a gun andih not afraidtouseittwi | | b e y o@andhelaaghed,deigeirg é
mockery. The tactic failed miserably if beught to frighten thenseernintruderdownstairs.
fildm coming to get you! The police are on their way! ®ldoe arrested and sent to prison for
a very long time! Do you know who | am@rl Alan Farthing Alan Farthing of Bulbous
Electronics UKb

A peal of laughtesents hoc kwaves around the houseé

Farthing laughed again. It was a gruff, hollow laugh as he attempted to disguise the fear and
horror at being trapped in the hoéiser upstairs at least. Idea tidhéne looked across at the

telephone in ta corner of the bedroom, set on a small woodendaipiéeed, why not phone

the fucking police and tell them to get their arses around here fast as @oss#neethey not
TheLawvdi d t hey not do things |ike that? Great

Shit, this wasé@ happening to him. No damned signal. In fact, no damned telephone
connection. The line was dead. As dead as Leland Brand, his best friend, washed up half
eaten by rarine lifehis facial features not even resembling the face of Leland
Brandéfuckinmg melélt &bahapgening!l d n

Why did he kill Leland? Why was he so stupid? Like Leland said, the money was going to be

paid into his accounwhy kill him, why shoot him in the head, with all the blood, and the

drowning in the sea, lost at sea, dradyments of brain flying through the air, and the blood,

the fucking blood, the hole inhisfrietd head as he died, and the &
frigging nightmare, a nightmare happening right Bote himd to him!

He was panicking Cal m d o vetbreath® easily éng loreath at a time and fucking
calm the hell downé

Finally, clutching his chest to calm his racing heart, Farthing rested the Luger on the bedside
desk and felt rather vulnerable and faint. And then he turned around, sighing heavily.

fiHe | | o, oth® treature draped in seaweed said, its face blue and mouldy, its eyes pool

of black oil and sightlegs perhaps missing their eyeballs, Farthing could not tell ex@actly

and it reeked of the seas, the Irish Sea in particidab e | i e v driemdewhen ddaydl

was going to pay the money into your account
patiently your arrivab

Além sorry, Btn s o 0Or y é

A vile litany of perverted laughter filled the air, projected by a cocktail of invisible, hidden
water spirits, or those responsible for Leland Btamdvival and return to life, as the
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upstair®bedroom walls and floor reverberated with the obscene sé8nlad.a me
Leland spluttered@ s hame on you, murderer!

The laughter escalated to feyeich as Lelan@ hands circled the victiga neck.
The Irish Sea beckoned.

THE END
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HOLDING THE LINE by Paul Lubaczewski
PartOne

Nobody knew the sacrifice. Nobody knew what he did to keep them safe. It had to remain that
way forever. One must suffer, so that others can go through life, never knowing how close the
abyss is.

They called him AThe Laveryodycalled himtidWwhero dy knew
everybody calls somebody something, it soon becomes impossible to track down the root of

it. It just becomes something everybody does, or everybody says, Logic has long since left

the building on it. There are a million Skees out there that have no idea why they go about

their lives that way. Look at any popular phraBeere may be a reason for why you even

would cry over spilled milk, but nobody remembers what it is.

Line Man was a little man, he looked old, it wasdchtar tell how elderly, but definitely the
impression of age was there. It was hard to tell how old because of the hooded jacket he
always wore, no matter the time of year. If it was ninety degrees in the shade, he was still
wearing it, neone had a clue vett he looked like without it. The only features that you could

seein the depths under his hood were a large hooked nose that stuck out like a beak, and deep
sunken glinting eyes. His features seemstdr weaselike, what you could see of them in

the sladows of his hood that is.

Line Man was a town oddity, well, considering it was a small town and he was renowned past
that, even better, he was a regional oddity. Everybody knew of him, and everybody called
him the Line Man. He was a feature of the tommmatter how hot, no matter the time of

day, in his hooded attire he would just walk up and down the rural highway with its wide

berm through Bashford, going to the store and back, almost daily.

Occasionally and randomly his gloved fist would get thintst the air, and pointed back

down. It would just happen. He didndét tur n,
responding to angtimulusyou could see, he just did it. A human curiosity wandering the

hills of Appalachia, in the snow, the raamd the blistering heat. Always with his hooded

jacket and his gloves, often with the pouring rain dripping into those haunted, crazed, deep
sunk eyes of his.

Bashford was far from being a real town, it was just a place that had grown up and out of the
two-lane highway and now squatted on both sides of. No real sidewalks, no city hall, it was
just random shops, with huge elderly ancient parking lots that joined together one after the
other. Much of it was neglected, places built during the boom timkspsn by the grace of

God, nobody was spending any money to repair their parking lots, that was for sure. Half of
them were just gravel on top of potholes now. There were a few vacant storefronts, but
usually, the empty ones were younger buildingsupuby some optimist, who thought the

town needed a motorcycle shop, or another bank, or a professional building thbdogint

that it hadndét needed at all. The ol der buil
being run by the same fana$ that dealt out medications and hardware as had done it for
generations now. Not all of them were even t

like they needed the drug store. For whatever reason, an appliance store that had opened
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when there oyl two brands of black and white TVs available was still there, probably with
the same TVs.

One thing Bashford did have was a small shopping centre. The only things in it that stayed
consistently open were the supermarket and the call centre that had its own separate building
connected by a parking. People would open up something next to tmnatles, and often

by the time the residents realized the shop was there, it was already closing. It all sat in a little

bit of flat space, a premium feature in Appalachia, below the town cemetery where

generations of residents had been deposited onltimgyraill. The cemetery had its own

cottage industry burying former residents, p
bear to have their final resting place be anywhere but in their beloved mountains would leave

the request in their wills.

Thecall centre was why Andy Potts knew about the Line Man at all. The company that ran it

was a national one, and they had needed some
family was from the area, and he had found a lovely little house really cheapilboutside

of Malvern, one of the many little towns in the region, so he had agreed to take the position.

He didndét have a wife and kids to worry abou
roots were. The money would have been good for Tekase he was living at the time, for

the Appalachian region, it was a kingds rans
some cash while reconnecting with his family

He first saw the Line Man, at least enough to note him, driving homevirark one

steaming hot afternoon. He had the air condition absolutely cranked in his little Escape, the
Ford AC turning the compartment into a veritable arctic wasteland. There the man was, just
patiently trudging along, carrying a couple of bags fromkitzgyer. It must have been at least

90 degrees out there, and the man was wearing a jacket? With a hood no less? Wearing
gloves? Andy was staring so intently he felt the gravel on the shoulder hit his tires and had to
jerk it back on to the road.

After that, he noticed hiroften always the same, no matter the weather, just trudging along.
Not speaking to anyone, not looking at anyone, randomly throwing a gloved hand into the air.
Nobody else seemed to notice him any either, nobody disturbedr¢laeydisturbed man, as

the Line Man wandered through the town like a hooded and shrivelled spectre.

The thing that finally drove Andy to even ask around at work was an attempt to interact with
the man. It was pouring rain, just coming down in waves, a storrhlraue gotten caught

coming across the bigger mountains that surrounded Bashford, and had stalled over the town
now, unable to get up the strength to force its way over the next mountain. It just sat there,
unleashing its load of water where it was. Andwshe man humping along, a dim figure in

the pouring rain. There was no mistaking him, though, even with the poor visibility. Once
Andy got closer, the gloved hands made it clear who it was. Andy made a snap decision,
pulling the car over off the side tife road, and slowed down. The little man went further

into the parking lot they were crossing but made no move to acknowledge Andy or his car.

Andy rolled down the window, and shouted out
need a ride?090

Forjustamoment , the man flicked his eyes in Andy
grew wide for only a moment and then narrowed. With not so much a word, the little man
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sped up splashing through puddles, refusing to acknowledge Andy anymore but trudging all
thefaster.

ACO mon, I dondt mean you no har m. But your g
shouted.

Without even turning to look at him, a cracked elderly voice came from inside the hooded
jackets to say only two words, nGo, away! o

Andy just sathere his foot on the break, completely flummoxed by the repudiation and

rebuke delivered in those two words by the odd man. Coming to his senses, though, he just
shrugged andsatdhi msel f, fAYour funeral buddy he® bef o
car pull back onto the road. He drove by the
even spare him a glance, staring straight ahead again before Andy just stepped on the gas and
drove away into the pouring sheets of rain.

It had roused his cwsity enough to make him ask around at that point, just too weird to

ignore. One day there were a few bodies sitting around in the leader lounge on break. Andy

|l ooked around, mentally checking who was in
of it doofus for mentioning something everybody else took for granted. He was looking for
someone he was pally with to ask.

Having decided that this crew was safe enough, he turned to the one team lead Billy who was
watching some amazingly terrible daytime® t he bi g screen, fiHey,
somet hi ng?o

AAww gee, Andy, and | was hopiné to find out
ABilly winked turning to |l ook at him, dwhat
Al gotta know. Whatodlsd tghuey dyeocau swel et hwatlhkei mage idr
AwWhat weird guy? | aindt never seen no weird
worried expression he | aughed and said, AYou

Line Man! o

5t

So, youodbveotmndkyedadloediimPcredul ousl y.

AOK, |l et me rephrase that, ever ybhoedywoknnbotws o
talk to a damned soul, my cousin works as a cashier at the Kroger, guy never says a word.

Puts his stuff on the conveyor, paysincash,lgaved Bi | |y repl i ed.

Ronnie, an LO3 who had started to eavesdrop
har ml ess. 0

AYeah thatdés true enough, | suppose. No crin

AWhere does he even |ive?0 asked Andy.
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ADond6t even rightly know really, 0 Ronnie sai
really. | guess up one of them little dirt roads that run off the highway and up into the hills
somewhere. o

—

Hey peo
o | Kk

O

, l e! 0 Bil |l y c aptforethe T\G asteverybbdyéurnedo o m g o
0o Any of yodall know where Line Man |
There was a susurration as people discussed it among themselves, until one of the new Level
46s, Andy thought his name was hdlerbeleaviFlats ai d,

Top, but I dondét know anybody thatodos ever be
AWell there ya go, Hunterdés full of it, o sai
reason you asked?0o0

AWell you have to aldaliitietmbartagsaed byteeifussd, 06 Andy s a
AThat he is buddy, that he is. 0

Andy kept tabs on Line Man after that, he wo
curious. It was a boring ride to work alone anyway, and the weird old man broke up the

monotony. He would find himself speculating on things, like where the guy got his clothes,

did he ever wash them they always seemed to have a sheen of human grease, compacted

sweat and oils and road grime, did he have family here, things like that.

Andy found himself turning to speculating on where the old man lived. From asking around
he ascertained that he most definitely did not live in town. But that in and of itself gave no
ideas, there were run down shacks tucked all over the hills from varioustinoesn For all

he or anyone knew, the old man could just be squatting in one of them. Maybe only a cot to
sleep on in a building that was one strong wind away from collapsing entirely.

Andy made a point now, of marking off in his mind the furthest pditsom t he Kr oger
ever seen the man, hoping to narrow it down.
completely harmless idle speculation if the answers are not soon forthcoming our curiosity,
unsated, starts to get the best of us. Andy becasessed with finding out where the old

man resided. If he had stopped to think about it, or if he had more than casual friends,
someone who was close enough to demand, AWhy
there. But a single man, living alone in thidderness of Appalachj@robably has entirely

too much free time.

He found workplace romances tacky, not to mention most of his attractiverkers were
already married, and wor kplace affairs were
religious, ® all of the invitations to church, and the social mingling that entailed fell on deaf

ears. This left the local bar scene, which had created some dating, but no close attachments,
more sex than emotion. The gist of it was there wasn®available to tehim he was being
ridiculous, and his time could be better spent in a million different ways. The true perils of
boredom and isolation are what we get into when we have nobody to bounce our flights of

fancy off of.
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Eventually, his curiosity reached avé pitch, and he took to slowing down on those rare
occasions when there wasndt anyone behind hi
Creeping along at twentfjve in a fifty-five, with half an eye on his rear view. Trying to see

any kind of drivewayladi ng of f, that might | ead to the

One afternoon his persistence was rewarded. It might have been a driveway once, but on the
day he spotted it, near twilight, all that was visible, was a single straight, andaveltrail
going off intothe woods. The trees loomed this close to the road, they were already linking

their | imbs over the spot where the trail st
woul d have been dark. | f 1t wasnbackoffeomg t he f
a better view of the trail, he would have ne
Now that Andy thought he knew where the old
he should do about it T h e g u yortdat noatted Andywva nt t

had offered to give him a ride in the pourin
anything to him except to tell him to go away. The thing was, he was almost considered a

town possession and treasure, something the people irethéel vaguely proud of. A lot of

areas are like that, some town oddball, everybody has a story about him or her, usually

greatly exaggerated. They were part of the very fabric of the area they resided in, they give an
area ambiance a&amad &rRapascters.malidos own from be
youol | miss i1ito drive through on the highway
including how the Line Man lived.

Maybe the guy was living in some old shack about to fall down? All alone oetithtre

woods somewhere. Somebody ought to know exactly where he was if only to tell social

services. He seemed pretty old, and the elderly were usually subject to health checks by the
authorities. It was practically his duty to check on the old guy.d¢arne convinced it was

in everybodyds best interest i f SOMEBODY <che

Truly amazing the little lies we tell ourselves so we can do what we wanted to do in the first
place.

Andy found himself now, making up exassto go through Bashford on his days off.

Looking for and hoping to catch sight of the Line Man on his way TO the Kroger, when

Andy knew hebéd have more time to go | ook at
road a bit up the mountainaswellls@e 6d only have to hike the pe
parked. Andy had no idea how long it would take him to get back there, but if worse came to
worse, he could always bolt down the mountainside and come out in Bashford eventually, so

h e wa s n éaboutwetting loste @he of the major advantages of a mountain, if you know
what 6s down from you. you always have a good

Parking the car, and locking it up, he hurried along the highway back to the trail. Cars

whipped by him, buffeting hinwith winds as he walked, and forcing him to go further and

further away from the road for safety. He was practically walking in the ditch by the time he
reached his destination. Looking at it now, it was clear that it HAD formerly been a

driveway. Hecowl see two tracks a vehiclebds width ar
leaf mould and the weeds that had grown up. Curiously, though, of the two tracks, only one
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showed any sign of being used. A thin line of packed dirt heading resolutely straight up the
side of the mountain at an angle.

Now he was sure that this was the way he set his own feet to the path. After a short distance,

the trees pulled away a bit, creating some open sky above him. The way was now being
encroached by wildflowers and grass. QueeAnne 6s Lace and wild swe:¢
into the remains of the roadway, the white and purple flowers lending an almost pleasant feel

to the whole affair.

The trail made its way around a bend and led into a wooded hollow in the side of the
mountan itself, a gouge left from some previous geological disturbance of some kind or
another. Andy now thought he could see, a doorway where the trail was leading in the
distance, but not the whole house because of the heavy forestation in the way.

When hegot closer, he was not greeted with the ramble down shack of his expectations.
Rather, what came more and more into view as he approached the wooded copse that held the
house, was some grand leftover of a bygone era of prosperity in the region. Mosgashazin

all, the house itself was in fine condition, painted it a dark grey, it practically blended into the
woods that housed it. Now up close, it looked in nicer condition than his own house in

Malvern really. Upkeep must be all the old weirdo did withdaigs, maybe the Line Man
wasnodét even the owner, but some really weird
worker on one of the nearby rail lines and had signed on as a custodian in exchange for room
and board for his retirement, it would explaie thame at any rate. It happened, a property

would change hands a dozen times over the years, for all Andy knew some out of state coal
concern now owned the place in a parcel land deal, and had the little man on the payroll
without ever having clapped eyes him.

But if that was the case? Why was there only that little trail leading up to the place? There

had been a road, and it had been | et go to s
theydd have come out t o itdonamykteryoonlydoogechdsi on, r
curiosity even further than it had been, if that was possible. Before it had just been simple
nosiness, now, he had to see how this strange old man lived out here away from the entire

world.

Andy climbed onto the large porthat curved around to the side of the house, gaping at the
scrollwork painted a dark green, stunned by its intricate curls. This, was where a little man,
in greasy jeans and a hooded coat, lived? All by himself? The mere concept boggled the
mind. He stod at the door trying to peer in through the etched and frosted glass to see if he
could see anything inside.

Andy knocked lightly on the main door, still thinking, there must be someone else in this
beauti ful house, it ¢ ouhedenThdakndoking WwabliBetwith he Li n
silence and the creaking of the porch boards as he shifted back and forth. Andy gave it a few
moments, and then knocked again.

Still nothing.
Now, he was at a loss for what to do. Well, not really, nobody is reallyotdlddss that

often, they are just weighing options. Andy was more, in a position, where the thing he really
wanted to do was his | ast option, but he had
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wanted to do all along so he had to check offatiner options first. He also certainly

coul dndét acknowledge that he also had the op
once he had gone through the mental hoops of making his actions justifiable to his ewn self

i mage of fAnot Iledthendgornosyo, Andy tr

The ornate brass knob turned easily in his grasp, and the door swung inside, smoothly. It

made not so much as a squeak as it opened. T
even thought to look to see if there was any electricitying to the place. It was hard to see

in the gloom that the woods created inside, but what he could see, was just as ornate and
well-kept as the exterior had been. The entire thing was like stepping back in time to visit a

very rich uncle at the turn df¢ twentieth century.

AHel l o?0 he called out, not having any idea
Thankfully the house remained silent. He stepped into the place, his hiking boots only

making the gentlest of noises on the hardwood floorettitrance way. Now that Andy was

inside, he was faced with a decision, he had four directions to choose from, all of them

i mmacul ately decorated in a continued period
a mansion tour h e éhdck e¢ithekodthe raomscteeeithert$ide ottleeu | d
entrance, go down the hallway deeper into the first floor, or climb the stairs.

After considering it, he decided on the stairs. He had no idea how long the old man would be
gone, or if he himself would evbe able to work up the nerve again to come back. If he
wanted to see what the rooms | ooked I|ike wu
rooms on this floor he could Il ook at 1 f th
back door to Ifp out of undetected.

P s
e

Andy climbed the stairs slowly and carefully. It was foolish he kept telling himself, there was
noonei n the house, but he couldnét stop hi msel
light that oozed through the trees above &ma@asier way into the hall coming through the

large bay window at either end.

There was another floor above, but he suspected it was only attic space, as the stairs going up
terminated in a closed dark oak door. Andy was content enough to exploredhis fl
expecting that he might find the old mands b
the old man had just started squatting the building as he found it, the Line Man was just the

weird caretaker, or, and this seemed inconceivable, he mighbewbe actual owner.

Each door that he walked past Andy would try, but all of them seemed locked. They had

probably been locked when the house had been closed up and vacated, however, many years
ago. But he was still confident that one of them wouldopen t he Line Mands | i
here. Quickly it just became repetitive and automatic to try the doors, and it was when he

least expected it now, that one of the doors clicked open!

He lightly pushed the door open. The room inside was inky dark, atlyjdbe curtains to it

were drawn closed. Andy could just make out the outline of a large four poster bed, a dresser,
and a nightstand in the gloom. The dresser o
swung open.

Now, he tried to remember if lad seen a lamp at all downstairs, dratould find a light
switch in here. He groped around hopelessly in the gloom, hoping against hope for a switch
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to come to his hand. The doorway let in light to the room, but the musty gloom inside seemed
to swallow it up.

Andy turned to go back downstairs to look for a lamp when he heard the front door click
open again! It was followed by sure and confident footsteps coming inside, not someone
sneaking in as Andy had, but the measured easy tread of someone who belongdwehere

Line Man was back already!

Andy went quickly and as quietly as he could to the large window at the end of the hall and
looked out hoping to escape. No good at all! It was a sheer drop to the ground from here!
Maybe he could find something behine tthrapes in the room that was open! He stepped
back into that room while still trying desperately to not let the floorboards creak from his
weight.

That s when he heard the cracked el derly voi
KNOW YOUBRE HERE! 0

Andy froze. He had no idea what to do! The ol
h e dodibled back and had been coming behind him the whole time. Maybe it was actually
the police? Maybe theydd seen him pacek, and

seemed old and not like one of the young jarheads that counted as the local police force here,
those werestatepolice and not locals anyway.

ACome on down boy, and take your medicine! o
again, Adr & ntohweryeobu and you know | 6m bet ween
dragging things out! I dondot intend to hurt
Well there it was, there was only one open r

and probably t he dbstlimpodantly, she adman vae a theostairs,
between him, and the door. His shoulders slumped, and he turned and walked back down the
hall. It was just an old man, how bad could it be?

As he got to the top of the stairs, he looked down into the awtkaing eyes of the Line

Man, staring straight wup the stairs at him f
| thought it might be some local rapscallions intruding on my home and hearth. Well, you
might as well get down here,andsavemehavyy t o go up after ye! o0 hi
Andy.

Andy had no choice. He slowly made his way down the stairs to where the old man waited.

The old mandés face was split into an insane
be a threat. Andy edd see no weapon on the old man that might be used to ward off an

invader upon his home. 1t didndét matter, tho
dread! A little boy dread, that even adult n

about he mischief that lies in the little boy nature of all men.

When he finally reached the ground floor, th
couldnét be sur e, but now | am. Your mother
AWhat ? Umm yealhtl twhiyrrk It metadis I®im sorry | &
not broke, I mean the door was open, 0 Andy s
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THE LEGEND OF THEJOINT SNAKEby Mathias Jansson

A rusty key waiting

for a lock in need of oll

a creaking door

with secresymbols
revealing steep stairs
that fill me with fear
leading into a dark abyss

| descend with a feeling

of falling into certain death
but finally I reach the bottom
a chamber of limgone

with seven cells

and in the silence

| hear a disturbing noise

My torch reveals

a decapitated head

on the cell floor

with red burning eyes
and a whispering tongue

-Set me free

from this prison

of lead andsilver

my brother betrayed me
he dismembered me
in seven pieces
imprisoned me

for an eternity

but | promise you
gold and prosperity
if you will release me

With his mesmerising voice
he commands me:

-Set me free

and you will see

your dreams come true
openseven gates

and | will rise again
assemble like a joint snake
in the eye of Horus
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Like in a dream

| open the gates

and seven limbs

crawl out from the dark
| can see him raising
from the burning floor
Osiris the newborn king
of the underworld

Burningwith rage
he leaves his prison
to seek revenge

on his brother Set

Sixty years have passed

and old age and sickness

have embraced me

| am still waiting for him to return

to fulfil his promises

but | realize

sixty years is a lifetime for a man
butonly a second for an eternal God.

THE END
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THE HETTFORD WITCH HUNT byOafish J Rhodes
Episode Three: The Road to Damascus is Paved with Good Intentions
01.

Gary checked the contents of his plastic lwhgcolateand wine. He ran though the words in
his mind,fLook, | didnd mean for this to happenddtjust..0

He didri@ have a follow up to the statement, his experience with women mostly amounting to
Alison, Gary had begun to take it for granted that he would never need to construct a full
sentence without being interrupted.

He walked along the privet row towards the house of a girl he had recently kissed, not
entirely sure what his motives were for golmg assuring himself they were honourable.

Taking a deep courageous breath, Gary reached his hand up and knocked on the door. The
door swung open and there on the other side was a rotund man with a thick black beard.

fiDanp Gary observed.
AY ouére too late to be any helpbDan observed.

There was the sound of footsteps and from behinddJarge frame, Gary could see Jidie
tight clad knees descending the stairs. She pushed Dan to one side.

AiSorryo she saidfil think this morning is cancellethe house is on the blink again.

AYou might as well go hom@said Danfitoo many of us here already. We @omeed any
other energies in the houge.

Ala hardly call myself an ener@ysaid Garyfiunless exhaustion counts as energetic.
AExactlyp said Dan.

Julie pushed Dan to one side and smiled. Gagyes widened at the sight of her.

fiYou look great) said Garyfiyour neck is totally bettey.

fMust be the antibioticg said Julie.

AYou look very tired) said DanfiYou better get home fesome resh

Garys bloodshot eyes made a silent appeal to Julie.

fiYou do look tired) she told himjiand ifs pretty busy in here today anyway.

Gary smiled in what to Julie looked like understanding patience but to himself felt like relief.

02.
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Gary rubbed his eyes as he fumbled repeatedly to remove his key from his pocket. Yawning,
he stabbed with vague purpose in the effort to unlock his front door. On his fifth attempt he
managed to manipulate the key into the keyhole and the door swungopeziled by the

weight of his exhausted body.

He took another deep yawn, stretchedshisuldersand walked to the kitchen.

Mrs Fuller was sat at the table with Shelley. Shelley was wearing her dressing gown and an
expression of consternation.

fiJoan is here to help you get ready for your intena&elley announced.

Gary managed to arrange his face into an expression of gratitude whilst his body conceded
defeat and his shoulders collapsed into a sullen slump.

AThankso he saidfihow did yar knowd

fAlison called and asked if | could hedp.

Gary looked over to Shelley, Shelley mouthed the viisairyo at him.
Aldl just get acoffee,shall 1D Gary asked.

03.

The nearest library to Hettford (that had no danger of Dan being iastpavghort drive away
at Shackleford. It was a grey brutalist affair sculpted entirely from concrete and as a desire to
keep costs to a minimum.

The inside of it did little to counter the exterior fagcade of pragmatic simplicity as row after
row of metalshelves aligned themselves like tin soldiers preparing to battle with the entire
concept of aesthetics.

Yes, posters had been put up to counter the effect, displays had been lovingly crafted to sit
atop of the shelves and get people excited about redtbmgever they did not manage to
brighten the place up any more than laying a wreath of flowers on a coffin brightens up a
funeral.

What the Shackleford Library did boast however was an impressive collection of 1970s
microfiche of old records of the sounding villages. Carrie was finding them all deeply
fascinating. She was more used to internet research and so was able to enjoy the research for
its methodology alone.

She had found the archive for Hettford births and managed to find a referencéomithex
village church. She didhhave an exact year for either of the sisters births she decided to
practice on an easier target. Pulling up the cards for the year ds®ath, Shelley began to
scan through the slides. The slides moved on in chrgiwalloorder, the baptisms were often
weeks apart and so it was not a chore to flick through them. She soon came upon the slide
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that should have held Garydetails. The slide read simpilRecord held by church, please
consult vicar if this is you.

filnteresting) said Shelley aloud.

She began to formulate her approach as she trawled with a similar lack of success for the
Bellows sisters.

04.

Garys eyes were stretched as wide as he could get them. Mrs Fuller seemed oblivious to his
obviousexhaustion.

AiYou see, is all about preparation. People doalise how much preparation goes into
teachingd

fiPreparatiory Gary repeated.

fiSo, say you have a class full of 30 children and one of them speaks Polish. How are you
going to make surthat the Polish speaker can access Chaucer as well as tide rest?

Gary took a long swig of his coffee, the bile in his throat was rising and the sensation of
artificial wakefulness was causing him to feel nauseous.

fiDo the Milless Tale® Gary suggeste

fiNot quite, yodre going to have to plan resources that let that child access what you are
doingo

AOK,0 said Gary.

fiSo how would you differentiate for a Polish speaking clild?
Gary tried to hide his yawn breathing deeply through his nostrils.
fiLearn to speak PolisbMe suggested.

fiNo, no, no, nothing that hard. Have a look at ¢his.

Mrs Fuller pulled a large folder out of her bag and as she opened it, Gary was hit with the
idea that it was going to be a very, very long morning.

05.
The radio was the only audible sound at the Discount News Newsagents. Paul had been left

to look after the shop which, Tajel told him, would help him prepare to apply for a job as
assistant manager.
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There had been a rush on papers in the morning anatieeon milk only slightly after that.
However, for the last half an hour no customers had visited and Paul was sure that if he tried
to read his book, someone would instantly barge through the door to interrupt him.

He was reluctant to even sit dowdeally, he would have liked to go and make a cup of tea
but Tajel had left him in a position of responsibility and he was not about to betray that trust.
No matter who sh gone to visit.

He opted to do a quick check of the shelves and make sure dispheys looked good.
Walking out in to the aisle of the shop, Paul fancied that he heard something moving.

The refrigerated drinks cabinet had made plenty of noises that had scared him in the past. It
had the habit of making knocking sounds that sedrekrily like footsteps. However, that

was not the sound he heard. This sound was the definite clank of solid object against solid
object.

Paul took a deepreath;his nerves were jarred but his brain was sending a clear message to
them all to relax. Tén came the rumbling, quiet at first, then louder and louder as if it were
growing ever closer.

Paubs eyes glanced up at the ceiling as if to check some giant monster was not descending
from there to destroy him.

As he lowered his eyes Paul was stilable to locate the source of the mysterious sound.
Finally and in desperate befuddlement, Paul glanced down at his feet. Lying only an inch
away from his store brand trainers was a can of Energy. The label read Industrial: Run Off
This. Paul looked oveat the giant fridge, neatly stacked and properly stocked. He looked
down at the can again and then codldlp but glance over his shoulder.

06.

Gary looked at the huge pile of paperwork that Mrs Fuller had left to helpdrgpare for
his interviav. He took a deep breath and attempted to read through it.

He could feel the caffeine coursing through his blood stream and into the neurons that
facilitate concentration like a colony of hectic ants. Gary found himself unable to keep track
of the wordghat were in front of him.

fBollocksp he said.

Impatiently, he stood up and went to look in the fridge for a beer to help him relax. There was
nothing there. In his cupboard was a small drop of gin that he took straight from the bottle.
The drive tosleep was insurmountable, Gary opened Shalleypboard. She generally had
vodka, which though he didrenjoy, was within his price range to replace and might just do
the trick.

The plywood door swung open to reveal more plywood shelves, each of dhdinghdried
food with wholesome sounding names like quinoa and milled linseed.
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Gary sighed and realised that he would have to remain awake a little while longer. He put on
his shoes and headed out of the house.

07.

Julie was upstairs, Dan and Miltstared at the fruit bowl as if looking at it any longer than
they already had might suddenly unveil some hidden knowledge that was lying quietly
behind the medium density plywood that supported it.

Al think the spirit well is the whole housesaid Danfil think a witch opened ib.

filt would have to be a prettgng-lastingspellp said Milton.

AOr not because maybe Gary cast a spell so he can see her naked or s@amething.

Al think Gary has already seen her naked and &dbimk hed need a spetb see it agai.

Awell, what if he doesi know hés doing it®

fANnd what if a passing bird happened to drop a spirit well out of its ass. Are we even sure
that they exist anyway?

ALook, | didnd want to say anything but the other day | founteaspaper article about a
benefit cheat called Henry Turlough who had eleven children.

fiSo what®

fiSo Gary was number seveian told him.

fiThat proves nothing.

fiSo what if Henry Turlough is also son number seven, that makes Gary a waaredd
fiPerhaps if we lived in an Iron Maiden song it woakgid Milton.

fiNo, in reality. Look at Juli@& necko

Dan raised his palms in the air as if he had conclusively proved his point.
fWhat about it8

filt cleared up, how much do you wdo bet that he kissed her onaGit?

fiAre you going to ask becauginl bloody not

Al might do, its pretty importand

fltés bullshito
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Al checked the birth marriage and death recordan told himfiGary is definitely number
seveno

fiThe chanes of this are pretty slim.

fiNot around Hettford théye not. Throw a stone and ya@ithit some unlikely genetic flaw. It
comes with the lack of migration and job opportunites.

AA stilted economy is very different to host of children being bonviaardso
fiNot a host said DanfiJust one. Gary.

A noise from upstairs, the sound of a footstep on a creaky step. Signified the end of that
particular conversation.

08.
Shelley walked into the church. The minimalist architecture of the buitlithgot detract
from the craftsmanship of its masonry; neat grey stone pillars supported antique wooden

beams. The acoustics of the chapel magnified the simple act of pushing open the door.

Shelley took a deep inhalation and that echoed around the oooi@he glanced around, half
hoping to find the building empty.

The vicar approached, in his full vicar regalia, his dark hair was beginning to thin at the
hairline but other than that he had changed very little since the last time she had seen him.

fiGood day my dear and how is your husband?

Shelley had to think for a second, then she had to suppress the twitch of a smile.

fiHeds finep she told himfiwe just seem to get closer and cloger.

AWell, thats very reassuring to hear. | ha@eseen youn mass for a whil@.

fildve been away doing research most Sundéys.deen going to a church near the college.

The lie dropped as easily from Shefieynouth as if it had been rehearsed, which it had. She
was expecting that particular hurdle.

Al was just wondering if@ be able to get a look at the baptism record for my husbanie We
trying to track his father down. Also, al here, | was wondering if you might have any
information about the famous Bellows sisters.

The vicar scratched hidim as if he were attempting to remember any other duties he might
be able to attend before getting to either of Shédlegquests.

He nodded and then shook his head, as if he were having some kind of internal debate.
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flém afraid all records prior toy arrival are missing. They were last checked out by a man

of the name Mr M Burroughs who seems to have purchased them. From what | can make out,
it is the reason the church still has a roof.

fAh,0 said Shelleyfinterestingd

filndeed) agreed the ar,fbut not terribly helpfuldn afraido

Shelley smiled.

Altés helpful enougl,she told him.

Al do have record of the Bellows sisters though, dleeghotocopies but they might do.

fiReallyd

Shelleys smile was so wide it could have won over the most cold hearted and desolate ghoul
in the industrial sector. To a watieaning village vicar, it was near atomic.

09.

Dan and Milton were both talking with their hands to illustrate the science dfvseils.

Dan was making a waving motion to signify radius and Milton was actively explaining the
inference of Daé movements whilst adding his own impromptu actions. In short, they were
bullshitting their way through it.

AWe carit be sure of the impadtwill have 0 said Milton,fit could be the fruit bowl, it could
be the whole kitcheo.

fAOr,0 added Danfit might be the whole house.

fWe dor@t know, is the long and short ofdtMilton concluded.
AWhat we do know is0.

Altés not safe Milton finished.

fiNot at all safg) Dan confirmed.

fiSo, we recommend you try to find somewhere else to sleep whilst we find out exactly how
bad it iso

Milton pursed his lips and nodded in what he hoped was a combination of assuring sympathy,
sincee apology and an indication of his perceived gravitas of the situation.

fil cand just find somewhere she saidfildn not exactly ricto
fiFamily membenq suggested Milton.

fiBoyfriend o Dan chipped in.
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fildl see what | can doJulie told them.

Alt would be for the besi.

Julie escorted the two men to her front door whilst her mind tried to juggle the mental
preparation for begging and packing (two tasks no person should be asked to perform within
48 hours of each other) within the next houd #me idea that she might just stay where she
was and see how things go.

Dan and Milton stepped out of her front door. Each of them was instantly knocked to the
ground by the force of flying red wine bottle. They rubbed their heads and moaned loudly.

fiThis is exactly the sort of thing we were talking absiaid Milton.

fiAt least the bottles are still intagDan observed.

fiYou can keep themsaid Juliefias a thanks.

AiThanks) said Milton.

Even he wash sure if he was being ironic.

10.

Gary ambled about the Discount News Newsagents as if it were the grass plains of early
Pangaea, a veritable Eden of alcoholic distraction. Eventually he settled for something he

could actually afford and took arff-brandbottle of bourbon unto the counte

Paul glanced furtively about as Gary reached the counter. When he was sure that there was
no-one else around he blossomed into a welcoming smile.

AAmM | glad to see yousPaul smiled.

Gary checked the still air to see whether or not Paul had edladjuestion mark in the

sentence. Satisfied that it was a statement and not a question Gary realised he was stumped
either way and tried to shrug in a nonchalant manner.

AANnything in particular@ Gary asked.

AYeah mate,&ve messed up. | mean evenry standards e messed up.

AiPerhaps by yours but probably not by mirsgid Garyfiwhat have you doné?

Paul paused and glanced around a second time. Tajel was out sothbalidrio worry
about her overhearing him. It was other customersiaatly concerned him.

fiYou know how éve been getting into Thorny Crowrs?

nYeso
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Gary thought back to an incident in which Paul had caused a bit of a stir in a long robe and
roller-skates.

AANd you know how I like the wizard?

Gary nodded.

fWell, I bought a book of spells from your mate aéwetIbeen trying a few of them oait.
AON Tajeld

Paul looked shocked.

fiNo, nothing like that

AOK, so then what?

fil tried to summon the spirit of Saul to talk to. | miss lim.

Gary pursed hips uncomfortably. Paul carried on speaking.

AAnyway, | tried a spell to talk to him and it difliseem to work, ddihtell anyone about
this... Right®

ARight.0

fAnyway, | tried the spell and nothing happened. But since then, weird stuff has been
happening. The shelves fell down on their own, a can ofiStayourite drink dropped out of
the fridge and rolled five feet in my direction and when the shelves fell down | found an old
note in Sauks handwriting. dm really freaked oub.

It was Garygsturn to glance about and hope thatame was looking. He thought back to the
note that Alison had shown him after she had been inldll@uise. He wagnentirely
comfortable with the idea of a spectral Saul running around the village.

AWhich spellbook did you use?Gary asked.

fiMerlinG Book of Magio) Paul replied.

Gary smiled, a look of relief crossing his face.

fiThank God, do@i worry mate, that one is complete bollocks. Whatever is going on is not
your faulto

Paul nodded, appreciatiye Then he looked slightly indignant.

fiMilton told me that was a good ope.
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fiMilton likes to play on words, his definition of good when it comes to magic is probably a
bit different to yours

Al was enjoying that too, until | thought it had worked.

fiTrust me, the ones Milton has that actually work are well outside of our pricedange.

Paul nodded.

AiThanks mateé.

He undercharged Gary for the bourbon as a sign of his appreciation. Then when Gary had left
the shop and he was sureome wadooking he put the difference into the till from his own
pocket, so Tajel wouldihbe mad at him.

11.

A plate of biscuits sat in the centre of the table. Dan had lain out a large piece of paper which
he had given the title, plan of attack. He had emitthe words in fountain pen and rendered
them in his finest calligraphy. Next to it he had drawn a picture of a large breasted
Shakespeare wearing a dress to signify Julie.

AThis is an hous work®d Milton enquired.

Al had to make the tea as well gnat the biscuits out. Anyway, what have you come up with
thats so great®

fl...0
Milton raised his eyebrows.

filove got nothing either. | d@nbuy the idea of spirit wells, | think we may have just come up
with that so we didd look stupido

AltGs a brilliant idea) said Danfireally convincingd

fiCertainly better than fairies.

Al think we can both agree that it is something more sensible than either of thosé things.
Awitchesp agreed Milton.

AWitches, we get rid of the witches and we Baft with less possibilities.

Milton nodded vigorously for a second and then narrowed his eyes.

AYoude talking about the Bellows sisters, right?

fiYes, who els@.
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Milton shrugged.

fAilém just recalling recent conversatiais.

AWedl deal withGary when wée sured

fGood becausdrh not even iffy yet, let alone anything close to sure.

Al am willing to bet he is the seventh son of a seventh son. That could be why the witches are
getting more powerful, thése tapping in to his potentiahergyo

Milton scratched his chin in deep meditation as if he were sucking a lozenge made entirely
from complex differential equations.

Alf he is really a natural wizard, maybe we should be using him. He could probably snap his
fingers at the sisteand theyd go away. There hadrbeen a practising seventh son singe...

Milton tried to think of someone. As he did so, he noticed Dan was opening his mouth to butt
in.

AChuff knows wherg Milton finished.

AThats not a sensible soluti@an wasusing his most measured tone of voice.

AANd why not? You and | have never had any luck with them f@heis never had any luck
with them, your entire family history dating back two centuries can basically be summarised

with phrase didé@ have any luckyetting rid of the witches.

fiThat doesé@ mean, fire up a powerful witch and let him run riot around town. Yodtdon
solve the palm oil crisis by giving a machine gun to an craago

AWhat® asked Milton.
fiOrangutans caé use machine guns Milh,0 said DanfiThey just caf.0

fiSo what? We should boycott certain brands of crisps and moisturisers and hope the witches
find a different source of oi@?

AExactlyo said Danjfithat is exactly what we should do.

AWe dor@t buy moisturiseg Miltoné voice was brimming with despair and frustration.
AWe buy crispg) said Dan.

fiHow does any of this get rid of the witchés?

fiWe get rid of them, triangulate their location with milk and burn them out. Théhkwew
if we have a palm oil crisis aour hand

fiThere is a palm oil crisi@said Milton,fité just in no way analogous with witches.
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fiWitches are bad and so is industrialised palm oil produdction.
AOK,0 said Milton,fletés not buy any more criss.

AThats not what | meant andy know ito

fiThat what did you mean?

It was the wrong question to ask Dan at that point and the answer took much longer than
Milton would have expected.

12.
AWhere have you beea?

Gary looked over to Shelley, who was sat sipping hot coffdeedtitchen table. Gary held
aloft his bottle of bourbon and waved it from side to side.

Al couldnd sleep, too many stimulants. Needed the antidote.

fiwell, dord sleep nowdve got good news for yodi.

fWhich isD

Al found the baptism records ftite Bellows sisters and Sarah Bellows was baptised indJune.
Gary tried not to look completely blank but failed with gusto.

AWhich meang) said Shelleyfiwe can bind one of them on Midsumrieeve. So, if st

the one who has you trapped in the vilatherés a fifty-fifty chance yodl be able to get to
your job interviewo

AHurrayo said Gary.

He began to pour bourbon into a ceramic mug.

AiThank you) he addedfiYou shouldi@ be wasting your time on nte.

fltés not a wasté,said Shelleyfilém not going to stay in the village
forever, just till my thesis is writted.

AOf course) said GaryfisoD
fiSo neither should yod.
Gary drank his bourbon and poured himself a second generous measure.

ALetés celebrate upstaitsShelley said to him
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Gary hesitated for a second and then drank the rest of his cup. He followed Shelley up
towards the bedroom.

13.

Julie was sat at the end of ted; her bag was fully packed with the various essentials and
essential oils that she felt would be necessary for a short trip away.

She had tried calling her mother earlier in the day but not managed to get through. She picked
up the phone next to her beadaher finger hovered for a moment as she garnered the
courage to make the call.

The keypad beeped noisily over a gentle sigh and Julie finished dialling the number. Her
mothes phone began to ring.

A click on the other end of the line signified thia¢ call had been answered for a second,
Julie heard her moth&rvoice sayhello.o

The sound of her mother was replaced by a sudden burst of high pitched static. Julie yanked
the phone away from her ear as the noise reached an uncomfortable frequency.

She heard her bedroom door creak. It slammed shut. Julie turned to look at it, there was
nothing to have caused the slam. She stumbled over the bed and pulled at the handle. There
was no lock on the door but it was firmly shut, it could not be openedatier how she

heaved against the brass fitted handle. Julie placed one leg on the wall to create extra force
but it was to no avail, the door simply would not shift.

Glancing around the room in panic, J@ieyes fell upon the phone, still screamingeatin
a static pitch.

She slammed down the receiver and held it there, trying to recapture some sense of control
over her surroundings. Then she lifted it to hear the same long shrill keening sound. The tone
raised in pitch, higher and higher untippped and went dead. Julie looked down at it in

horror and amazement. She ran back to the door and tried the handle one more time. Then she
slumped to the ground with her back against it, reached out with her left hand and yanked the
blankets from her bedwaddling herself in them as if they the only solution to the situation

in which she found herself.

14.

There was a cobweb on the light on Gargeiling, he had never previously noticed it. As he

lay with Shelleys head curled into his shoulder iasvthe only thing left in the world he

could focus on, his eyes were ready to sleep, his body was ready to sleep but sleep continued
to evade him even in a pesbital state that almost universally guaranteed a swift transition to
the land of nod for Gary.

Shelleys hand was rubbing his chest, over and over again.

fiYoude an odd oneé,she told him.
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fiSo | heam he said.

AA real mysteryo

AHmMmM O said Gary.

It was not a conversation he felt especially willing to run with. He had been called odd so
many times throughout his life that it hardly registered with him. He remembered that in his
relationship with Alison the linguistics had slowly transitioned from mysterious to socially
awkward. Anyway, she was the one doing a Ph.D. in witchcratft.

fiYouére the one doing a Ph.D. in witchcrafbe told her.

AiThe history of witchcraf§ she told him.

AAnyway 0 she addedjldve started to think | should have written it on you.

Gary could feel his body tense up at the level of attention he was dettimghelley.

fiStudies of a lowkey no marlg he suggested.

fAiDid you know that your friend Milton has all of the churches recards?

fiMilton will buy anything that he thinks will help with the humt.

fiHe has your baptism recoed.

AWell then, hé taken more of an interest in it than | have.

AYes but he has the only record of your baptism. The library microfiche of it says to request it
directly from the vican

AWhy are you looking at my baptism recood?
Al was practising to try and find thgellows girls, &d never used microfiche befobe.
fiHow do you know my date of birth?

Al know how old you are, | know what month your birthday is and | know what year this is.
Ités not a difficult riddle to solve. Why are you asking so many questions?

Além not, just wondering how you knewGary said.

Al might be stalking you | suppose, it would be a bit weird though as | already know where
you are all the time and \ire already sleeping together. Mayldé&dut some of your hair off
while you slep, you never know.

fiDond say things like that unless ye a trained barbérsaid Gary.

fAiYour pubic hair, | might clip it off and put it in my file with all my other victims.
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Gary was suddenly very awake. He looked down at Shelley in didgttestace was a broad
charming smile.

AYoude hopeless as well as mysteriaushe giggledfino wonder you have relationship
problems. dm just trying to helm

Al know,0 said Garyfilém just too tired to get jokes or subtlety.
AiGo to sleep theashe told him.

Shelley cuddled in a little more and stroked his chest. As he closed his eyes the thought going
through his head wdtere we go agaio.

15.

Having feared the worst was about to happen for nearly an hour, Julie was emotionally
exhaustedbut ready to accept that she wasn any immediate danger. She stood and tried
the handle of her door a final time but found it firmly locked.

Going to her white plywood wardrobe, she pulled down the thin steel rail that held up the
array of black angurple clothing that she owned, letting the garments fall helplessly to the
floor.

Julie took the steel rail to the door and tried to pry it open using the clothes rail. The steel
bent as she pushed her weight against it. Nevertheless the door refsisiétd Jalie looked
around her room for anything else that might be of use. Her eyes fell on her dresser, looking
for a pair of tweezers or anything else that might enable her to unscrew the lock. After the
tweezers broke on the first attempt she trigaia of scissors and managed, slowly and
tediously to turn the screw in the lock.

It was not quick but Julie maintained her effort until the screws that held the door handle in
fell out, one by one. Julie, removed the haéglfgate and pushed the logiechanism

through to the other side.

Despite her effort and there being no physical barrier to thé&dopening, it refused to shift.

Julieds eyes fell on the dresser one more time. She picked up a dark red tube of lipstick and
on the window of herddroom wrote the single wor@HHELPOin block capitals.

It was already getting dark outside, orange street lights flickered reluctantly to illuminate the
small empty road but any hope was better than none.

CONTINUES NEXT WEEK
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