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There were always worse ways to die. If Martin had learnt that sooner then he might still be alive.

University politics student Martin Fletcher flat out loved his degree, talking politics and showing people that politics could actually be fascinating instead of soul-destroying. Even though the line between the two these days were blurry as hell. 

Martin sank to his knees and just allowed the cold, salty seawater to gently splash over his knees, feet and ankles. He placed his hands on the soft, wet sand and just watched the waves lap over him.

The wet sand was soft and silky with small shells, rocks and even the odd baby crab littered through. Martin hissed in surprise as an ice cold wave lapped over his hands and he wasn’t sure how long he could rest like this before his hands and ankles turned blue.

Probably not long, but surely any death was better than dealing with Molly Ryan.

Martin shivered at the very thought of the crazy so-called artist who lived right next to him. He had only wanted to have coffee with her this morning like she had asked, because she seemed cool, interesting and a great artist.

It wasn’t long before he realised how stupid he had been, because all she had wanted to do was kill him, harvest his bones and grind them up for her pigment painting. He was just glad he was a politics student so he could talk his way out of there, and out of his death.

For now.

Martin looked through the icy cold beach. He hated how the grey cold water and grey sky met and it was impossible to tell where one started and the other ended. It was a constant weird mixture of both, and there wasn’t another soul on the rocky beach all the tens upon tens of metres away.

He simply had to find a few kilograms of bones for Molly and she would let him live a few more months. And hopefully, he could escape the nightmare of Hell’s Place before she came calling again. He shook his head. His friends had warned him about moving to Hell’s Place for his final year of university. Everyone warned him about the rumours where people disappeared, got murdered or twisted and weird things happened.

He really should have listened.

The shriek of a seagull overhead made Martin force himself up, and the ice cold water had already made his hands numb. He flicked his fingers but he could barely feel them.

He stood up and listened to the constant shrieking of the seagulls, a strong taste of seaweed and salt formed on his tongue and cold waves crashed into his feet. He forced himself to take a few more steps, he had to find some bones no matter what.

A friend of his who studied wildlife conservation once told him about all the bones and dead stuff you could find on beaches and in the water if you looked. She had to be lying because he had been searching for a bloody hour and he hadn’t found anything.

He pressed his feet into the cold, soft sand. His feet slipped through the sand without feeling any rocks, any bones, anything at all. He just needed a few bones and maybe he could live and not get murdered by Molly.

A part of him wanted to just run away and never return to Hell’s Place, but his dissertation, his coursework and all his stuff was at his house. Molly was probably guarding his house so he couldn’t just lose anything he had been slaving over for years.

He had to live.

Another cold wave lapped over his feet, Martin pressed them into the sand and he felt something large under the sand. He just grinned. This was amazing, brilliant and maybe he would live.

He knelt down, dug through the soft sand and he just grinned as he pulled something up. He cracked his neck from looking down for the past hour and he pulled the object up.

It was bone.

Martin giggled in delight as he pulled up a rotten seagull with some decaying flesh still on it. He didn’t even care at this point, he simply stripped it bare and washed the bones in the sea.

All the bones probably weighed at least a kilogram or two, it was a big seagull. It was perfect, it was just what Molly wanted, maybe he could graduate. He so badly wanted to see his parents smile, cheer and wave at him for doing so well in his degree.

He only wanted to graduate and live his life.

Martin got up and went to walk back to the beach but he couldn’t. His feet were stuck in the wet sand like concrete.

His heart pounded in his chest, his ears rang, he panicked. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” a woman asked.

Martin’s mouth dropped as a young woman covered in nothing but long strands of black and green seaweed rose out of the water. The woman’s face was narrow, pointed and her eyes were not human. Maybe a snake, maybe a monster, maybe a demon but she was not human.

“Give me back the bones,” the woman said extending a hand.

Martin shook his head. He couldn’t. He wouldn’t. The bones belonged to him and the seagull was dead. He needed to live, the seagull couldn’t be helped.

“I’m sorry,” Martin said. “There’s a crazy woman who says if I don’t get bones for her, she’s going to kill me,”

The woman laughed and it sounded like she was drowning. “And you think I won’t,”

“Come on please,” Martin said trying to move his feet. “I really want to graduate, I want to live and I want to make sure I can help people through politics,”

“Give me back the bones,” the woman said. “That is how you will live, or I can promise you, unlike a politician, that your death will be far worse than anything Molly Ryan will do,”

Martin tensed. How the hell did this seawoman know about Molly? Were they working together? Were they were friends or enemies? 

He tried harder and harder to pull his legs free. His skin tightened, pain pulsed up his legs, his skin chilled. 

Martin knelt down, he dug the sand away from his ankles but the sand flooded back in before he could pull himself free.

“Who are you?” Martin asked hoping knowing a little about the woman meant he could strike a deal and free himself like any good budding politician. 

The woman paced round him and Martin tried to follow her but he couldn’t because he couldn’t turn on his feet.

“I am Lady Oceania, technically the 9th because my mother is the True Lady Oceania and my sisters and four brothers have similar titles,” the woman said.

Martin really didn’t know how to help himself. She was a lady so did she need money? Power? Fame? If she was similar to all the aristocratic women his mother had tried to marry him off too as a kid then it shouldn’t be too hard.

He knelt down and bowed to her. “Lady Oceania, it is an honour to meet you and you are as beautiful as-”

Ice cold water splashed against his
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