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​The Pandora Effect

On a rain-soaked night, Eleanor Fitzgerald flees her family estate carrying a strange vessel, one that should never have left her husband's workshop. When a terrible accident cracks it open, she unleashes a nightmare that should have remained trapped forever.

Now, nearly two hundred years later, Lincoln, Evan, Kia, and Wilf, a local undertaker, find themselves caught in a desperate race to contain the nightmare Eleanor unwittingly let loose.

And they're running out of time...
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YEAR 1860:

Struggling against the rain, Eleanor hurried along the deserted carriage track, a strange vessel wrapped tightly in a blanket against her chest. Behind her, the bright lights of Fitzroy Manor House were now little more than a faint glow. "Please forgive me, Arthur," she whispered. "This is the only way." Beneath the blanket, the vessel began to vibrate, gently at first, then in waves and pulses. For a moment, the sensation filled her entire body. As suddenly as it had begun, it stopped. Then the vessel began to glow. Something was awakening. Eleanor wrapped the blanket tighter around it. “No," said Eleanor firmly. 

Ahead, she could hear the clatter of hooves against the rain-soaked gravel. Then a horse and carriage appeared around the bend. Straining to see through torrential rain, ‘Could it be him,’ she wondered. Looking towards the woods, then back at the road, she closed her eyes. “If it’s him, then it's fate,” she whispered.

Young Jake Gorman sat beside his father on the driving seat. 

Aware of something in the road ahead. "Can you see it?" asked his father. 

"Only just," replied Jake. "There’s someone on the road. I think it’s a girl carrying something in her arms.”

“A child?”

Squinting through the darkness. “No. I don’t think so,” replied Jake. “I think it’s just a....” His words were cut short as a flash of lightning illuminated Eleanor's body. The vessel in her arms pulsed violently and at that exact moment, the horses reared up. 

"Dad!". 

Jake grabbed the reins. Desperately, he attempted to pull the horses back in line, but they were too strong. Lurching one way then the other, for a second or two, it was as though the whole carriage might tip over.

His father’s hand shifted quickly towards the braking handle. Pulling back hard, the horses veered sharply to one side.

Eleanor stopped. The vessel vibrated harder as its metal framework began to glow white.

Jake saw the strange light. "What’s she carrying?"

"I don't know,” replied his father. “Just hold them, Jake!"

"I'm trying Dad!" Then the horses bolted. The wheels left the road, and this time the carriage tipped.

Jake was thrown forward. His head striking the old iron lantern mounted on the carriage side. Now filled with excruciating pain, Jake began to wonder if his brain might explode through his skull, then he heard Eleanor scream, "No!"

The vessel had slipped from her hands. Striking the road with a resounding crack, the jar didn’t shatter. For a moment there was only a single crack. Then suddenly, the crack expanded until it reached the topmost rim of the vessel.

A stream of white mist spewed from the opening. Hovering a few inches above the ground, it drifted aimlessly for a second or two, as though it were searching for something.

Jake lay stunned in the mud, blood running into his eyes. Every sound suddenly disappeared, even the thunder had lost its voice. Then Jake heard them. Whispers.

Mingling together as one voice, there must have been hundreds of them. The mist began to drift towards him.

"What..." he mumbled.

He felt something warm brush against his face, the mist.

Entering his mouth first, then his nose and eyes. Jake convulsed. Images flashed through his mind. Strange places, people screaming. Hundreds of thoughts and memories that weren't his. A thousand voices speaking all together as one. Then one voice above all the others, spoke to him. "Jacob Gorman." Jacob didn’t take kindly to the voice, it was harsh and cold, Jake's eyes widened. "W-who said that?"

The voice returned. "We have been waiting."

In an instant, the sound of the rain came rushing back. Like a world momentarily put on hold had suddenly sprung back to life

Jake gasped. Nearby, Eleanor lay motionless, blood pouring from an open wound on her head. More blood stained the road. The damaged vesssel lay beside her hand. The escaping mist hung in the air for a moment, before, slowly, it retreated into the broken vessel.

"Dad?" Jake whispered, his voice straining through the rain.

There was no answer. Again, only louder this time. "Dad?"

Crawling towards him. "Jake, stay still,” replied his father. “I’m coming for you boy. Just stay where you are.” 

The boy pointed towards Eleanor. “I’m fine Dad, but the lady. I think she’s hurt badly.” His father turned.

"Oh God." Eleanor was struggling to breathe, and now, every breath taken was far shallower than the last. 

Jake couldn’t help it, yet somehow he felt the whole thing had been his fault. Feeling a stream of tears trickle down his face, "I'm sorry," he whispered.

Eleanor slowly turned her head. Their eyes met. “Is it destroyed,” she asked him?” For one moment, she seemed relieved. Then she saw something. Something deep within Jake Gorman’s eyes. A fragment from the strange vessel, buried deep inside the young boy’s soul. Eleanor’s gaze drifted towards the cracked vessel. A look of horror crossed her face. "Arthur..." she whispered. "No..."

Jake could barely hear her. "What?" 

The woman's eyes fixed on him. “Don’t listen to them."

Confused. "To them,” asked Jake?

"It’s Jake... Jake Gorman,” Elainor murmured, studying the young lad’s bloodied face.  “You’re Peter Gorman’s boy?”

Jake nodded. “Miss Eleanor... isn’t it?”

Painfully, “Yes, it is,” replied Eleanore. “And please. Don’t listen to them, Jake."

"She cannot help you now," said a familiar voice. Jake placed his hands over his ears. "Stop it."

His father stared. “Who?"

"The voices."

Eleanor gathered the last of her strength.

Pointing towards the vessel. "Destroy... it..." She begged. Then she was gone.

Jake sat in the mud as the rain fell all around him. 

The cracked vesssel glowed faintly beside Eleanor's now lifeless body.
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Present Day:

“Are you crying?” Evan asks. “Because if you are, I’m definitely out of here.”

I don't answer. Well. Not immediately.

“Christ, Lincoln,” he mutters. “Please tell me you're not crying.”

“I'm not crying.”

“You definitely look like you're crying.”

“That's because I'm sweating through my face.”

“That's not a thing...is it?”

“Well, it is tonight.”

Evan shakes his head then asks, “What’s with the buckets?”

For a second or two, I just stare blankly ahead. “Probably for collecting what's left of us afterwards.”

“That's reassuring.”

“Look. I'm trying my best here.”

“So, what now?”

I look at him then switch to a far more pressing probable. “Those bar codes are over sixty years old... so it's a hoax... right? Then for one horrifying moment something cold trickles down my cheek. 

Convinced it’s blood, I’m now picturing myself lying dead in the mud, eyes open to the rain, face half submerged in a puddle while tomorrow's headlines struggle to explain how two idiots ended up being mangled in Tommy's Yard with their heads resting in a couple of rusty old metal buckets.

Then Evan catches the look on my face. “It's rain, you idiot. Not blood.”

He says it with such contempt that I don't bother replying. Given our current circumstances, I feel I've earned the right to be confused, so I wipe my cheek and keep walking. A few moments later, Evan clears his throat.

“Sorry.”

“What for?”

“Snapping at you.”

I glance over. This time, he really does look genuinely sorry, for a change.

“Pressure does that to me,” he says quietly. “Makes me a bit of an arse, sometimes.”

“A bit?”

“Fine. A complete arse then.”

That at least earns the smallest of smiles.

We stumble through the rusting gates of Tommy's Yard together, united by the unspoken understanding that there's a reasonable chance neither of us will ever leave this place alive.

Unfortunately, that reminds me of the wager I'd stupidly made earlier.

My beloved Nissan GTR. My mechanical soul mate. If by some miracle we survived tonight, ownership of her would transfer to Evan so quickly I'd barely have time to say goodbye.

The thought hurts far more than it should because my brain has already activated its emergency defence mechanism. My safe place. Everyone has one, it's just that mine happens to be spectacularly useless.

Whenever life becomes too overwhelming, my mind wanders somewhere comfortable, somewhere familiar. It did it when I was a child whenever I was frightened. The difference is that childhood terrors usually involved maths tests, angry teachers and occasionally a wasp trapped inside the conservatory that no one can reach.

Fortunately, none of those things wanted to eat me. At least I don't think they did.

The point is that whatever was lurking out there in the darkness of Tommy's Yard appeared significantly more dangerous than all three combined. Then somewhere inside my head a switch flicked on. Suddenly, reality seemed muted. Like all my panic had been reduced to background noise. And despite every effort, I couldn't switch it off again. So, I simply stood there, staring into the darkness while my mind drifted elsewhere. This time it drifted to Granddad. Last Christmas.

“It'd be your nan's cucumber sandwiches,” he confessed.

We all looked up. “What about them?”

“The triangles.”

“What triangles?

"Sharpest food known to mankind. Nearly kills me every year," he said, eventually banging his head on the underside of the kitchen table. “Look. “Evan jabs a finger into my ribs. Then he does it again. “It’s back.”

In an instant, the memory collapses and I’m back in the scrapyard. My stomach follows.

“Something is moving between the heaps of scrap,” he tells me.

At first, it's only a shape. Then I notice its breath as it rises into the cold night.

I turn to Evan. "Look. See its breath?"

Evan glances over. "So?"

"If it's warm-blooded, there's a chance we can kill it."

Surrounded by an army of twisted metal carcasses, it sniffs the air once more then steps forward. Its jaw hanging loosely, it’s as though somebody had forgotten to finish assembling its face, then the smell reaches us. Like wet earth with a hint of rotten eggs. Followed by a side order of old cheese left to die in a forgotten cellar, the scent is so foul it begins to feel alive. In fact, so alive, I can feel my throat closing up.

In reality, this thing doesn’t even need to breathe on me. The terror does the work for it. Beside me, Evan barely breathes.

“What the hell is that thing?”

“You really don't want to know.”

The words that emerge are little more than a whisper, because if I say what it is out loud then the whole thing becomes real, and I’m dead meat. Which means this whole thing is now properly real and not something Wilf mentioned in a morgue while everyone laughed nervously before changing the subject.

Then the clouds begin to shift overhead, and for the first time all night, moonlight slips through, Stretching across Tommy's Yard. 

Suddenly, the creature emerges from the darkness. Cranked neck. Matted hair hanging in overly long dreadlocks. Skin that resembled a well pickled gherkin dried out by the sun. Every instinct I possess tells me that human beings were never supposed to stand this close to something like that. Then it sniffs the cold night air. Just once. Slow and intentional. Turning its head and looking toward us, I suddenly stop breathing altogether, and for a split second I think we're finished. 

“Christ. It’s seen us.” Evan blurted. 

Placing a finger over my lips, I let out a faint ‘shush,’ close my eyes then pray. Despite the cold, I’m now sweating and it’s making my T-shirt cling to my back. Opening my eyes and hoping the world has somehow changed, I saw the creature retreat into the darkness once more. Vanished. The only truly ridiculous detail being that it was carrying two metal buckets. One in each hand. My eyes stinging with sweat, “We can stand here and wait to die, or we can make the first move, “I tell Evan. Evan nods, “Sounds like a solid plan to me.” Slowly he reaches into his jacket pocket. Producing a half-eaten burger wrapped in stained paper, the sight of it is so bonkers, I nearly laugh.

But he's not interested in the burger. He's searching for something else. Something Wilf had shown us in the morgue.

And made of iron.  After a moment he finds it. A nail.

Unremarkable and extremely innocuous. A crude piece of metal that looked incapable of defeating anything larger than a wardrobe. Yet somehow several centuries of folklore insisted otherwise.

Evan stares at it. Then he looks at me. “Do you think it's all mapped out?”

“What?”

“Our deaths.” He shrugs. “Any of it, really. Fate. Destiny. Whatever.”

For a moment neither of us speaks “Finally,” I answer. “I think it's the Pandora Effect.”

“What?”

“The idea that once something is released into the world, you can't put it back.”

Evan absorbs that for a second. Then he sighs. “Right.”

“What?”

“We're definitely screwed then.” And at that exact moment, as though the universe has decided our situation wasn’t quite desperate enough, I realise something. Somebody is missing. 

Spinning around, the place where she'd been standing is empty.

“Kia?” I softly call out into the darkness. But there’s no answer, then I hear it. Something metallic, and it's scraping against the ground. Slowly. Patiently. As though whatever is out there has just found something new to carry home.

‘Kia’.
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I never really understood the Pandora Effect until I saw the Storm Glass for myself.

Everyone knows the story. According to Greek mythology, Pandora was the first woman created by the gods. Zeus gave her a sealed jar and being Zeus, also gave her one very simple instruction.

Don't open it.

So, naturally, she did. That's the problem with people. Tell us not to do something and suddenly it's the only thing we can think about. Inside the jar were all the evils of the world. Disease. Misery. Suffering. Fear. Every terrible thing humanity has spent thousands of years trying to avoid.

The moment Pandora lifted the lid, they escaped. Only one thing remained trapped inside.

Hope. Personally, I've always thought hope gets far too much credit.

It's wonderful when things are going well. Less useful when you're standing in the middle of a rain-soaked scrapyard waiting to be eaten by something that shouldn't exist.

Still, hope is often all we've got. So I’m going to get on with it.

The real lesson of the story isn't about evil. It's about curiosity. That irresistible itch humans have suffered from. The need to know what's behind the door. What's hiding in the dark or maybe the box marked ‘DO NOT OPEN’.

It's also got an astonishing number of people killed. Most of us know the old saying: curiosity killed the cat. What they don't tell you is that curiosity usually kills people too. And Harry was proof of that. He was alone in Maggie's house the night it happened.

No witnesses. Just Harry and the Storm Glass. The official verdict was a heart attack.

Natural causes so the case was closed. Except it wasn't.

Because healthy forty-year-old men don't usually collapse dead with expressions of absolute terror frozen onto their faces. I know something happened in that room. Something Harry saw. Something the police or forensics couldn’t explain. Or perhaps didn't want to explain.

I believed the truth was much simpler. Harry opened the Storm Glass. Why? Because he was human. He wanted to know what was inside. And whatever emerged from that old jar terrified him so much, his heart simply stopped. One look. That was all it took.

And Wilf knew it. The old man had known from the very beginning. Which made me wonder what frightened me more. What Harry had released...Or the fact that Wilf seemed to understand exactly what that thing was.
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Do you remember being so in love that you could hardly sleep? 

Your energy seems to skyrocket, your powers of concentration heighten, and persistent thoughts of the object of your affection consume your every waking moment. Best feeling ever, right?

With Valentine's Day nearly upon us, it was clear I might never sleep again, even though I wasn't the one in love. That's when I decided to visit Tommy's, just one last time, for Kia, my sister. Then Mom shouted up, shattering the moment.

"Try and get some sleep, will you? You're keeping us all awake, for God's sake."

Then I remembered the tone of her voice and that strange music.

Haunting and melodramatic, my sister said it could lure you into her very soul.

"It's like that," Kia had said. "When a person falls in love."

Seriously, I knew this wasn't going to end happily. 

Josh's letter made that much clear, and now, for some reason, I couldn't stop rereading those first few haunting paragraphs.




Diary Entry: October 15th, 1947 - 10:30 p.m.

Borley Hall

"Hello, Josh. Have you come looking for me?"

Shrouded in shadows, and half illuminated by the hallway light, I couldn't see exactly where the voice was coming from.

That was when I caught my first glimpse of her.

Hair as dark as a raven's wing, stirred in an unnatural breeze, settled gently against her bare shoulders.

"Alicia... is that you?"

"Of course it is silly. You weren't expecting anyone else, were you?"

Her voice was soft, it carried the faintest trace of sarcasm.

"Did you hear the owl as you came in, Josh?"

I said nothing.

"And this house... Well, we all know it's hiding something, don't we? I intend to find out exactly what that something is."

Then, she came closer. 

"So, ghost-hunting boy, would you like to come with me?"

"Lost for words?" she teased.

Then she stepped into the moonlight. For a moment I forgot where I was.

"You know," she said, brushing her fingers across the cold stone, "I can almost feel every century this pillar has witnessed."

She moved even closer then stopped only a few feet away.

"Soft and cool. The pillar, I mean."

Her smile lingered.

"Can you hear them, Josh? The voices of the dead... full of decay and rot."

I tried to answer no, but the word stuck in my throat.

"I can hear their words. An occupational hazard, you might say."

"Would you like to know my secret, Josh? Because if you do, you'll have to follow me into the darkness."

Then she darted towards the open staircase and disappeared into the gloom.

Like a lovestruck puppy, stupidly I followed.


Diary ends.
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Even now, months after reading the opening page of Josh's diary, I still haven't been sleeping well. To be completely honest, for the last couple of nights I haven't slept at all, and tonight is no exception.

I keep dreaming about her, even though her face has become distant, almost elusive.

Whenever I wake from those dreams, my whole body feels electrified, charged with static that makes the bedsheets cling tightly to my skin. I toss and turn until I somehow end up tangled on the floor.

After an hour of wrestling with what feels like Hulk Hogan, I finally give up. Instead, I sit by the open window and watch the foxes in the garden while I wait for the storm to pass.

As my eyes sweep across the horizon, I notice Tommy's. Ignited by an army of fluorescent lamps, it looms on the horizon. Two nights ago, the sleeplessness began again.

Watching from my window, I decide there and then that I’m going to visit the old place. Just one last time, for Kia. And that one last time is going to be today.

I haven't been there for ages. There was never really any reason to return.

Today, however, is different. So here I am on a cold, damp February morning, standing silently beside an entrance that’s now derelict and abandoned. And it's beginning to rain.

Great! 

I've always found it strange how quickly buildings decay. It's almost as though they need people inside them
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