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I am your shadow.
Your darkness.
I am a part of you, as you are me.

      

    



  	
        
            
             
 
You cracked my hardware
Ate my software
Now I'm programmed in your brain.
 
Gwen Harwood
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Note from Elle
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Thank you, dear reader, for picking up Midnight Special!

This story started as a dark horror romance but could be considered erotic horror, or even horror with romantic and erotic tones. I think of it as an erotic horror romance. There are multiple content/trigger warnings, and scenes that you might not find in a typical dark romance. To retain the mystery, read on, my friend! Otherwise, all content warnings can be found at the end of the book. Please take care of your mental health first and if anything doesn't sit well with you, please do not read this story. 

Bram Stoker's Dracula has been my favourite film since I was a child. I wished with all my heart to see the epic, timeless romance of Mina and the Count played out with an ending in which they end up together, somehow. Stop being a good girl and choose sin! Choose evil! Choose the fuckery.  Dracula and the many reimaginings of Nosferatu always left me heartbroken and wanting more. So, parts of this story are a very loose homage to that tale.

Our heroine Mandy is an author, and throughout the beginning of her story you will see glimpses of the book she is writing. These are excerpts from another of my short stories, titled Witch in the Woods which will be released on its own in its entirety at some stage.

A few things to note: I'm Australian, and we use Australian English/British English and sometimes the bastardized offspring of both. Some words may be spelled differently to the region you're reading from, but they're not incorrect.  Also, in Australia, the seasons may be reversed to where you live.

Aside from the tropical northern regions that have only a wet and a dry season, Australia experiences four distinct seasons: summer, autumn (or fall), winter, and spring. These vary greatly across the continent due to its vast size and diverse geography. They also happen at opposite times to those in the Northern Hemisphere: summer is December to February, autumn (or fall) is March to May, winter is June to August, and spring is September to November. Yes, Christmas in the middle of Summer for us!

Midnight Special is not precisely set in any real physical location however as I am an Australian, I write what I know.

Love, 

Elle

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Shape of Things to Come
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Prologue

When the screen looming above us goes dark, I blink in confusion. I don't remember this part from my many watches of the Shade Trilogy over the years. Could this be a previously unreleased Director's Cut? My stomach jumps in excitement at the thought of a new version.

In the dim cinema all around me, hushed murmurs and confused whispers rise up from the other seats, their occupants hidden from me by the inky darkness. Even the end-row lights are off. Only the unnatural, electric green glow of the exit sign is still illuminated, casting strange, distorted shadows.

Directly behind me, the arrogant-faced youth continues chewing his popcorn obnoxiously loud,  enunciating every crunch, his odorous shoes propped in the gap between my seat and the next, practically tucked under my arm. Once again I fight the urge to withdraw my fountain pen from my clutch and impale his hairy leg. I refrain.

He's been relentlessly haranguing me since the moment he realised I came to the screening alone, with clumsy pickup lines and attempts at poor-taste banter despite what must be a decade and a half between our ages. I don't understand half of the slang he's using, but he hasn't noticed, because his eyes have barely risen from my breasts.

The end-row lights abruptly snap on, their golden glow bathing the dark red carpets and illuminating scattered, rogue popcorn. On the screen, the scene that was playing before the mini-blackout resumes: an abandoned warehouse, mouldering crates and unrecognisable fight debris littering the concrete floor.

Something seems odd, and it takes me a moment to pinpoint it. When I do, the hairs on the back of my neck prickle in warning as the information processes in my brain.

The actors that should be in the scene are gone.

The warehouse looks like a still-life shot, the discarded objects and crates motionless. I would believe the film was indeed paused if not for the gently swaying trees beyond the warehouse's lonely window. Back and forth, the branches sway, the leaves fluttering in the gentle, unseen wind.

Behind me, a guttural scream rips through the darkness, raw and filled with pain. I jerk, looking around as some of my popcorn spills out, searching the dim cinema for the cause. My heart is jumping in my chest

Near the back of the cinema, two figures are standing, just in front of the closed double doors. It looks like an embracing couple- why the scream? 

I squint.

A tall figure materialises out of the darkness, holding a slightly smaller male shape, hugging him from behind. The embrace looks friendly, possibly romantic, until I notice the long, glinting blade penetrating the shorter man's stomach. Blood and gore are slipping down the silver metal, dribbling between his clutching hands. He's holding his intestines in.

As I watch, the dark figure jerks the blade out, and I see it's not a blade at all. It's a hook, grotesquely curved and long, sharper than it has any right to be. The man's insides become outsides and spill to the floor, hanging from him like fleshy streamers and coiling on top of his shoes. He attempts to scream, his voice emerging as a strangled whisper-shout as he stares down, then collapses face-first to the floor.

More screams erupt in the cinema, and then some uncertain laughs. My cocky harasser mutters, "It's a stunt, obviously. Idiots."

Some people near the back scramble up and away, heading for the exits, but many more hesitate, watching to see how things progress. Everyone here loves gore, after all; you don't come to a screening of the Shade trilogy if you're not a hardcore fan of death and murder.

The dark male form bends, apparently collecting something from the floor, then makes a sweeping motion with his hand. He's thrown something across the cinema.

A wet sound follows as the intestines plop against the youth's chest, stick for a moment and then peel off and fall. The youth chuckles, then pauses. 

The smell hits me like a slap. The iron tang of blood, the meaty stink of organs and perforated viscera. The young man's face crumples in disgust and horror, his sweaty skin pale and now smeared with a stranger's blood.

My pulse is now pounding in my ears, drowning out the rising screams and sounds of panic.  The movie-watchers rush for the exits in a manic stampede, trampling one another, but I am frozen. I turn around slowly and look to the back, to the silhouette.

The shadow descends a few steps, coming a little closer, and we regard one another.

I can see his dark clothing, hugging his lithe frame. Large, strong hands, one of them spattered with blood and terminating in the now-dangling hook.

I lift my eyes further and meet his gaze. Dark oblivion looks back at me- death, madness, possession. Of course, I can't see his face, but I don't need to. I know who he is. The hood obscuring the rest of his features is enough to make me instantly aware of his identity.

The Shade looks at me and does something he never did in any of his films.

He speaks. 

"You."

.
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THE GOLDEN CAMEO

INVITES YOU TO A VERY SPECIAL AFFAIR.

JOIN US AND SEE THE SHADE IN ALL HIS DARK GLORY

ALL THREE FILMS

ON THE BIG SCREEN ONCE MORE IN OUR

MIDNIGHT SPECIAL:

SINNERS AND SHADES

SHADES OF DEATH

ONE SHADE DARKER

TICKETS AVAILABLE NOW

OCTOBER 31

MIDNIGHT VIEWINGS ONLY

All ticket holders must be 18+ to enter.

Entry price admits one.

––––––––
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I READ THE AD ON MY phone screen again, my heart beating faster. 

The Golden Cameo, my local vintage-themed cinema, is showing all three of my favourite slasher films in a special-session midnight marathon. 

I quickly screenshot the ad and move the picture to my To-Do folder on my phone, feeling almost sick with my excitement. I open the screenshot and zoom in on the details, stroking my thumb over the names of my lifelong obsession.

I have been enthralled by the Shade films since I was a teenager. At the time of their release, the films were lauded for their clever practical effects, twisty plot points, and understated, realistic acting styles. But another element less talked about though no less integral to the film series' success was the dark antagonist himself, the Shade. Unlike most mainstream films, he wins, every time. He's never been captured, never been defeated and never, ever unmasked. 

Long-standing fan theories speculate that his ability to evade capture indicates he must be one of the other main characters, moonlighting as the villain, perhaps to be revealed in some grand finale in a fourth and final film. But the franchise was never completed; audiences outgrew the gory sprays of bone and red matter and moved on to more cerebral films. At the end of One Shade Darker, the final girl is facing off with him in an abandoned warehouse after a long, sexually charged cat-and-mouse game. The languid tension and the prospect that something other than violent murder is brewing between them made this film my favourite of the trilogy. He has cornered and tormented her several times already, using the tip of his hook to part the material of her shirt like butter, stroking it along her bare stomach as she waits with her eyes screwed shut for him to deliver either bliss or death. And the Shade has let her escape each time.

In the warehouse scene, the Shade approaches her with his meat hook, her shirt bloodied and ripped and her bosom heaving with exhilaration; their game is coming to an end at last. Final Girl has managed to ring the police undetected; red and blue lights trickle over them both and the Shade is forced to either finish her off but face capture, or flee, leaving her alive as unfinished business.

He chooses to flee and slash another day; clearly, a fourth film was intended. It was never made. 

The scandal that followed all the finished films made sure of it.

I know the name of the actor who was credited as having played the Shade. He was notoriously camera-shy, ironically, and was never photographed other than while filming. All published photos of him were used for the film's promotion and were always of him in character, his face hidden by the mask- never candid, never off the set. The Shade movies were his first and as far as anyone knows, his last. There were whispers that he was arrested on charges relating to occult practices not long after his meteoric rise to semi-stardom; some allegations relating to unsavoury rituals using human blood and hair, among other things, but he was released when the evidence turned to smoke, and he slipped back into the same murky obscurity from which he came. 

A few of the other actors he worked with mentioned that his presence left them uneasy, although he 'never did anything overtly inappropriate on set'. Other than the coverage of the so-called Satanic rituals, I always intentionally avoided looking him up or finding anything about him online. To me, he's just an actor. He's not the Shade. The Shade is a separate entity on his own, and I don't want to taint his magic with the essence of a mundane man. 

The Shade took the leading role in most of my teenage wet dreams, and many of my fantasies in the decades that passed since then, too. Something about that first, dark twist of desire stays with me; the sweetly forbidden knowledge that most girls wanted the hero, not the bloody touch of the villain. The idea of being wanted, and desired, by such a bad man, a near-inhuman man, did something to me that a white smile and a posy of flowers could not hope to achieve.

Trying to steady my galloping heart, I put my phone on charge and head upstairs to shower and dress for work. I write from within my dedicated home office, but it's crucial to my productivity that I carry out my morning rituals with the same attention to detail and in the same order that I would if I were heading in to attend a corporate meeting. Shirking my business attire at the end of a tiring day helps me to mentally separate my work from play. 

I pause on the staircase to the second floor, as I do every day. Hanging at eye level on the wall to my right is a gilt-framed original painting. On the canvas, a grand weeping willow spreads its branches within an old forest, tiny golden lights dotted throughout its bent boughs. Sheltered below the tree, a couple is entwined on the ground, their features indiscernible other than the man's powerful build and the woman's dark hair tumbling over her white dress. There is no title for the piece and the artist's mark is a simple, slashed D. I found it by chance in a thrifting and antiques collective and fell in love instantly, unable to resist the striking imagery and the savage attraction between the two lovers. The intensity of their embrace, the domineering poses and the brutal passion between them implies they could be fighting or fucking, or both. It is so tangible it drips from the canvas like an oil I can rub between my fingers.

I kiss my thumb and stroke it lightly over them, the final step to my daily worship of their violent delight.

I take my time in the shower, mentally running over today's tasks, cataloguing the crucial work and shuffling the rest down my mental list for later. Today is Friday and I want to finish on time for once. 

Lazy early morning light sprays into the room, gilding the walls and mirror in warm liquid gold. 

As my soapy hands glide over my body, my thoughts return to the Shade, and the excitement that rushes through me at the thought of seeing him on the big screen again. Unbidden, my fingers travel to my breasts, touching the peaks lightly while the hot water pounds my skin. 

Somewhere in the old house, a groaning floorboard murmurs in protest. It's just the home's old bones settling, but I imagine a dark figure creeping through my house. My breath quickens.

His heavy, booted feet are somehow soundless on the stairs, his gloved hands trailing up the banister. He pauses midway up to look at the Lovers, just as I do, and traces his fingertip over the place where I've pressed my kiss. 

My hands dip lower.

He reaches the top of the stairs, the rainfall sounds of my shower escaping through the partly open door along with curls of steam. He stands there for a moment, motionless, just one door between us, his dark silhouette hidden from me as I soap myself, oblivious.

I part my pliant thighs, bracing one hand on the cool, slick tiles on the wall.

The door creaks open slowly, making a tiny sound of protest but I don't hear it over the rush of falling water and my own breathy gasps. My back is to the door, my naked form bowed against the wall, my shape slightly blurred by water drops on the glass but not enough to hide what I'm doing to myself.

While I take myself under the punishing spray of water, a gleaming silver hook taps against the glass, tracing the outline of my naked body. I tip my head forward, pressing against the tile and moan.

"Shade!" escapes my lips and the hook jerks a little, producing a barely audible scrape as it drags on the glass. I think of what he'd do to me, catching me wet and alone in the shower. The ways he would punish my body, abuse me, use me. The things I would let him do.

The gloved hand reaches for the shower door just as I come, my orgasm crashing over me, my legs struggling to support my shaky legs when I collapse against the wet tiles.

I rest my forehead on the cool wall, my eyes closed and breathing erratic. Water streams around me.

I catch a glimpse of a moving shadow reflected in the tile by my face and I jerk my head around to peer at the bathroom doorway.

There's no one there. Just the door moving slightly in a ghostly breeze. 

––––––––
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DRESSED AND PRESENTABLE in my collared white shirt and pencil skirt, I slick my hair into a high bun and head into my office. The golden dawn has birthed a beautiful summer day, the sun beaming its rays earnestly, encouraging the flowers to spill their perfumes into the balmy air.

I raise the sash window a few inches to allow the fresh scents entry, then set up my laptop for the day, opening my email suite and the programs I use most often.

As soon as I log into TeamShare, a chat bubble pops up.

Madison, seeking an update on my latest chapters. She's as polite as ever but underneath her professionalism, I detect a hint of subtle chiding. I press my lips together with a bitten-off groan and bury my face in my hands for a moment before straightening my shoulders, gulping my espresso, and replying. 

Half an hour later, I'm about ready to pick up my laptop and throw it into the wall. 

I get out my phone, open my messaging app and shoot off a furious text message to Geneva, my closest friend. She's also a writer, though she writes children's stories, but I know she will understand.

Mandy: Madison is at it again.

Geneva: What now?

Mandy: Chapter amendments. No biggie, just need to vent. Don't like the goalposts being moved on me. We're professionals and meant to be on the same goddamn team.

Geneva: Drinks tonight?

Mandy: Yes. And I have a proposition for you. See you at 6.

I put my head down and get to work.

Odesia had always lived in the woods. 

With her odd hair and her odd eyes and her odd ways, she was not so welcome in the village.

Her strange aspect made the local folk wary of her; as though her specific features were somehow catching and not just circumstance of birth. The story of her looks was only a rumour- no one had seen her uncovered up close, only stolen fleeting looks through her window and at a distance at that. But what had been seen was enough to make an outcast of her. 

Her pale eyes she had received from her mother; her chameleon hair had been a gift from her grandmother.  This the villagers knew to be true. And what of her pointed, black-tipped claws and her silvery glass teeth? Those she gifted to herself. But the locals didn't know that. 

Odesia was a witch.

Children whispered to each other when she crossed their path on Market Day, her hands hidden in velvet gloves and her hair tucked under her veil,  giggling behind their hands and tossing salt.  

Odesia was talented with herbs and brews and was the most talented soapmaker on this side of the Great Mountain. With her creaky little cart burdened by floral-spiced tallow soaps and pungent ointments, she would make the journey into the town, barter with the resentful townspeople and depart. She never spoke to anyone, never went to the tavern for ale and a meal, never visited the dressmaker for cloth or ribbons. Not that she was snobbish, because she was not- but she was aware she discomfited them and didn't wish to disturb the tenuous peace that had been established between them. It would be highly inconvenient to move now.

Sometimes, the children ventured to her hollow in the woods, daring each other to approach the cobblestone path and touch the first cool stone, a rite of passage. Sometimes, the very brave rapped quickly upon her old mossy gate. 

But sometimes, they knocked upon the oaken door of the cottage proper. 

If Odesia was within, she would send them on their way with a small fright - a lumpy toad leaping out of a knot in the cottage wall or a shower of stinging sparks bursting from the keyhole. Harmless tricks.

But if she was not in, well... the house would eat them. 

The rest of the day passes quickly, and I manage to rewrite with Madison's inclusions without destroying either my laptop or my writing career- because as intensely fulfilling as it would be to explain in detail what I think of her, this is not the hill I will die on today. 

When four o'clock rolls around, I sign off from TeamShare and close the laptop with a satisfying click. My work phone will be staying locked in the office this weekend. 

I pack up the rest of my things in my office, close the window and head upstairs to strip off my work attire, scooping it up and dropping it into the hamper. I pull a loose hoodie on, several sizes too large, and fluffy socks.

But then I hear a quiet knock and rustling downstairs, and poke my head out of the doorway cautiously, listening.

I live alone. 

An ill-fated relationship - and separation- in my early twenties saw me enter the property market earlier than most. When I'd married Sean ("the Irish way, 'Shahn'", as he'd introduced himself), the house had been rambling and run down, and a renovator's dream. I had sacrificed two years of blood, sweat and tears to make it the beautiful cottage it is today, not to mention the relationship itself. Sean and I parted ways amicably enough, with no cheating or betrayal, no lies or violence between us. 

We parted as near strangers. 

The person who knew me better than anyone else on earth had become unknowable. Where once we walked naturally in the same stride, our paces even in their rhythm and heading in the same direction, suddenly we were out of sync, jarring and bumping awkwardly against each other in an ungainly clash more akin to battle. His last words to me are haunting because of their banality.

We had been standing together in our little foyer, his last suitcase at his feet. He looked at my stoic face with his faded blue eyes crinkled in the corners, as though puzzled.

"I hope you find what you're looking for, Mandy," he'd said.

I had crossed my arms, my foot tapping anxiously- a nervous habit that rears its head when I'm particularly stressed. This hadn't been my choice. "What do you mean?"

Sean had stretched his own arms out, indicating the room- or the house, or the world entire, I didn't know- and dropped them helplessly back to his sides.

"You're never happy, not really. You're not even really here. You live half of your life inside your own head, dreaming and... waiting." He had gently tapped my temple with his forefinger-  the hands touching my skin that, up to then, had held me every night but now, never would hold me again. The thought had brought angry tears burning into my eyes. I refused to let them fall.

"Waiting? For what?" I felt strangely defensive, my voice harsh.

Sean had just shaken his head, a bittersweet smile curling his gentle mouth. "If I knew the answer to that I wouldn't be standing at the doorstep with my bags packed."

I shake off the painful memory with a physical twist of my shoulders, goosebumps rising, and take a quiet step out to the landing. 

Normal afternoon noises drift up to me. Distant cars passing on the far road outside, the faint beep of a reversing truck, a happy yip from a neighbour's dog. 

When we'd bought this place we'd had concerns about the size of the block- the upkeep of it, mostly. It had a lovely, sloping aspect, with a large parcel of greenery-shrouded land in a wide band stretching to the front and sides of the cottage, keeping well back from the road and effectively making the building a small island in the sea of green. Directly behind the cottage and down the gentle hill in the 'backyard' was a creek, small and fast flowing, the icy mountainous water whipping by. 

When Sean was here, he'd done the lion's share of the outdoor work, keeping the three acres of wild forest in check. When I let him go, I let the forest go as well, allowing it to evolve into a green and untamed jungle, spotted with ferns and wildflowers and the occasional brave fruit tree. I like it this way. Meandering paths through the growth made by my lazy daily walks now twist through the property, following my favourite routes. There has never been any grass even when Sean was in residence; instead, flowering groundcovers and pale green lichen rule the land.

The best- and worst- thing about the size and layout of the property was the isolation. From my sitting room, I could just barely see the road, and I'd have to go out of the house and walk a little way to see another house in any direction. It was secluded and private and if I ever needed help, it likely wouldn't come. 

I check that the front door is locked (it is) before heading to the glass and timber doors at the back. The rustling sound comes again as I peer through the glass panes framing the door. There's no one out there.

I open the door a crack and peep out. A feeble sound reaches my ears and a warm shape presses against my shin. A tiny black kitten leans against my leg, edging in the space of the opened door. I gasp and cluck my tongue.

"Where did you come from?"

I open the door wider and bend to scoop the tiny thing. It's very young, too young to be away from its mother, and skinny. The delicate arch of its backbone peeps out through its silky fur.

I tuck up the hem of the hoodie to make a pouch and plop the little kitten in, supporting its meagre weight with my hand cupped underneath, massaging lightly. She (I've decided she's a girl) curls up and then peeps at me with liquid gold eyes. Her tiny paws knead my belly through the material, hoping for milk. 

I go back into the kitchen with my precious cargo and rummage in my junk drawer for a plastic syringe. 

I have a carton of UHT lactose-free as well, a fact I silently celebrate. The kitten accepts the syringe eagerly, her little tongue whipping at the milk, a wild purr rumbling out from her. 

I take out my phone and snap a picture, sending it to Geneva.

Mandy: Change of plans. Meet here instead? Can you bring supplies?

Geneva: Of course!

Forty minutes later, Geneva and I are sipping wine and watching the kitten cuddle up to a soft raccoon-themed snuggle toy. She'd arrived, arms laden with kitten milk, food, toys, and litter, and after a quick check confirmed my gut feeling about the cat's gender. Geneva's been rescuing and rehoming for years.

"Foible," Geneva says.

"Hm?"

"Foible. It has to be her name," she repeats. "Your only weakness."

She's right. I'm a hardass for anything other than a cat, and especially a baby one, kneading biscuits on the flesh of my lap and purring at me with helpless eyes. A cat is the only thing on this earth I can't resist. I rub her tiny ear between my thumb and forefinger, feeling the delicate skin beneath the silken fur. 

"My Foible," I murmur, lost in thought.

"Are you alright, Mandy?"

I exhale through my nose without looking up from Foible. I knew she would be able to tell. She knows me better than anyone else. 

I open my mouth to answer, struggling to put my feelings into words, my hands twisting together. "I've... been thinking of Sean a lot today. Not missing him, exactly, but.. thinking of him."

"Oh, babe."

Geneva's the one who put me back together after Sean's departure broke me apart. Our final conversation, his words to me in the foyer, has ricocheted around my brain like a painful verbal bullet since the words were spoken. Part of the devastation of our separation was that I truly did not understand why he had to leave, or what he meant. I was happy. I was fulfilled.

I thought he was too. Before I met him, I thought I was incapable of love, of being loved.  I felt my heart was vestigial, like some undeveloped appendage, weak and struggling and unfit for the task of loving.

Yes, sometimes I would daydream, spend a little too long in the escape of my own fantasies, and when I came back to myself I'd catch him looking at me with a foreign expression on his face like he was looking at someone he knew he recognised from somewhere but couldn't recall their name. 

You know me, I'd want to shout.  He'd smile and wave it away when I questioned him about it. "Just thinking," he'd say. Later I realised it was these little interludes that were the beginning of our end, Sean questioning my desires and hopes for life, deciding they didn't align with him. I'm not enough for you, Mandy. Not enough to make you truly happy. He was protecting himself and cutting his losses. I shouldn't blame him for that, but I do.

I shake myself out of the past.

"I'm okay. I'm fine, really. I started thinking about that last day, when this little one was knocking at the door. It reminded me." I reach over and snag the bottle of wine from the heavy wood and glass coffee table, tipping it in her direction. "More?"

"Please."

I refill our glasses, pop the bottle back to the tabletop and steer the conversation to safer waters. 

"So... This morning I saw an ad by the Golden Cameo. They're running a midnight showing of all of the Shade movies. It's on Halloween night, adults only, and will have a licensed bar. Pleeeaaase will you come with me?"

Geneva groans. "Halloween? Damn it. I can't, I'm sorry. I have to go into town for a dinner meeting with the illustrator. It'll run late."

"Fuck."

"Why don't you go on your own? You often go to the movies alone."

"Yes, true, but that's during the day. I've never been to a midnight marathon alone. What if there are weirdos?"

She raises a pointed brow. "They'll all be weirdos. You are a weirdo. It's the Shade trilogy."
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The Witch In the Woods
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Magic is life. The essence of everything, contained within every drop of water, every stone in the riverbed, in the trunk and leaves of the trees. From the smallest ant to the enormous gliding creatures of the sea and the graceful gulls soaring above it; magic was within it all. 

It was in the bones buried at the bottom of her garden.

When magic was used frequently and in the same places, it left a residue.

Her mama had told her once, lifetimes ago, "Think of the greasy film on the wall behind an empty cook pot, my girl. The smoke from your cooking fire that billows out of your chimney. The strength your rabbit stew gives you to swing your axe and chop wood.  The aroma of the bubbling pot remains in the air long after the meal is eaten. Magic, the same."

Odesia had practised many types of magics, dark and awful, for many years and her cottage had sucked it all up like a hunk of bread in soup. Because magic is life, and life always found a way, the cottage grew certain tendencies and desires of its own. 

One of those, unfortunately, was eating people.  In her little front yard, hens and geese roamed about freely, scratching at the ground and eating grubs. Her milk goat hopped from its pen to the cottage roof and back again, bleating and screaming frequently, but the house never touched them. Whether the animals' exposure to the cottage grounds and proximity to the magic made them immune or somehow recognizable to the cottage, Odesia didn't know, but the cottage only ever took strangers.  Just another reason for the villagers to remain wary and respectful. To stay away.

But not all of them did.

Odesia was in the woods behind the cottage, picking lavender to be distilled for her next batch of soap when a delicate spruce brushed a small limb along her ear, carrying within its leaves the murmur of voices and heavy booted feet. Male voices. She listened to its message then caressed it lightly, in thanks of its warning. 

She straightened and turned to look in the direction of the path coming in from the village, through the dense woods. 

She couldn't see anything with her eyes but she pressed her index finger lightly into the palm of her other hand, fingers curling into a crooked C,  and then she could see them.

Three swaggering men from the town, malicious intent rolling off them in near palpable waves, clomping noisily along the earthen road. They weren't even attempting to be discreet- they wanted her to know they were coming. They wanted her to be afraid.

The three were strong-bodied and fair of face, cocky with the flush of their youth and masculine power. How typical. There was a sameness to their features, and Odesia thought they must be relatives. 

"Witch!" one called out. 

"We know you're in there, hag!" said another. 

The third hung back, quiet, a small smile on his face.

"The witch must be hiding. She never goes anywhere, other than to market." 

The quiet one strode to the oaken cottage door, silent and unassuming as it rested upon its hinges. Waiting.

In the woods behind the house, Odesia smiled.

"Let them in," she whispered. 

The door swung open slowly, creaking quietly into the murky light of the cottage.

I sit back, rubbing my temples lightly. The wine I'd consumed with Geneva last night had flown more freely than it normally would on a weeknight, my admission to thoughts of Sean leading to bigger pours of wine for both of us in silent agreement. It wasn't often I brought him up. Speaking of Sean was like a tongue constantly stroking over the tender hole where a tooth used to be.  Once you start it, you can't stop, and the sensation of loss and something missing only increases with each passing swipe. Best to avoid the area altogether.

From my lap, Foible mews and stretches, her tiny claws flexing and digging into the fluffy blanket I've laid to protect my work skirt. I've laid a bowl of kibble and water at the back door in case the mother is still in the area and comes looking for her kit, but there have been no signs. Tomorrow morning I'll be taking her to the vet for a look-over, immunizations, and to check for a (extremely unlikely) microchip. If she truly is a stray with no one looking for her, I can adopt and keep her with a completely clear conscience. 

I exit from my editing program and switch over to an internet browser. I type 'Golden Cameo', my fingers moving automatically across the keys. On the home page, the proud, bloody banner advertising the Midnight Special floats across the screen, the words dripping in chunky crimson font and smudged with desperate handprints. 

I add one ticket to the cart, hesitating as my eyes rest on the image of the Shade in miniature, pixelated and grainy on the laptop.  As always, his face is hidden, only his dark silhouette and the gleam of his hook available in any detail. And as always, my heartbeat increases, thumping enthusiastically, my blood thrumming in response to some unknown call.

I bite my bottom lip and then checkout using my debit card, my head filled with images of a dark, semi-empty cinema, and rows of vacant seats around me. An empty theatre would be preferable to sitting near- or worse, right next to someone I don't know. The hairs on my arms prickle just at that nightmare of a thought. 

A confirmation of my purchase appears on the screen along with my order number and instructions to check my email shortly for the official ticket. My stomach is doing somersaults of excitement now. A week to go, and I'll be back in the realm of my teenage fantasies.

I head to my bedroom and throw myself down on the bed, fiddling around on my phone for a while.

After a moment I become aware of a muffled thudding sensation, similar to knocking on a door, but from far away as though hearing the pounding on a nearby neighbour's door, which is impossible here. I pause the Instagram reel playing on my phone's screen and tilt my head to the side to listen.

The sound again, thump thump thump thump. Four heavy-fisted knocks in close succession. My heart races inexplicably and I go to my bedroom window, peering out and down. No unfamiliar cars in the pebbled driveway.

Thump thump thump thump. 

Louder now, more urgent. It sounds like it's behind me now, but there's nothing behind me but my bed. I spin and regard the room uncertainly. 

Thump-thump?

The noise feels like a question. A call. Won't you let me in? 

I drop to my knees and peer under my bed.

THUMPTHUMPTHUMPTHUMP

The floorboards under my bed jump and flex upward with the force, an unseen giant below pounding his fist on the ceiling below me, his unheard roar deafening. There's no sound other than the pounding on the boards and a ringing in my ears. My heart is in my throat, my fear choking me.  

Someone's downstairs. The only thing below my bedroom is the guest bathroom. 

I snatch up the nearest of the two golf clubs under my bed- the driver. It isn't as heavy as the sand wedge, which is the other club I keep under there, but it will
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