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Introduction

 Welcome to
Grown By The Wicked Moon, my first collection of weird and
wonderful short stories, and one which I hope will be the start of
many.

So what inspired me to write this anthology?
As a big Stephen King fan, I’ve loved his novels for as long as I
can remember, but there’s always been something about his short
story collections that I found really fascinating. In particular, I
remember reading his 1985 collection, Skeleton Crew, and
getting to the most grisly story in the book (and possibly in all
of his short story books): ‘Survivor Type’. This story follows a
surgeon who gets shipwrecked on a desert island, a man who is left
with very few possessions other than the heroin he’d been trying to
smuggle into the States from Thailand. As the days go by without
any hope of being rescued, the surgeon starts amputating parts of
his own body – using the heroin as anaesthetic – in order to have
something to eat.

Gross, right? But it was the way it was
written that really captured my imagination. The story is told
through the surgeon’s diary of his time on the island, which starts
off normally and deteriorates as time passes and he becomes more
hopeless and helpless. It documents his decline due to lack of food
and water, as well as his inevitable spiralling down into the dark
depths of heroin abuse. By the time the story ends, it’s obvious
from his entries that he’s gone completely mad: he can’t remember
dates, his sentences are left unfinished, some of them don’t even
make any sense, and he ends up amputating one of his hands, having
already cut off and eaten everything from the waist down.

The amputation and self-cannibalism parts
freaked me out, as they well should have – if the idea doesn’t
repulse you, you’d better start worrying about yourself – but I
couldn’t get over the documentation of his descent into madness; it
was just captured so perfectly. I’ve never forgotten that tale, and
I was amazed at how a writer could achieve this result with such a
short story. It wasn’t a novel, I hadn’t spent days getting into
the character and getting used to the situation, and I hadn’t grown
to like the surgeon or had time to get used to the idea that he
was, indeed, going insane. It took just minutes for me to be
engrossed in the surgeon’s story, and the after-effects on my mind
have lasted, so far, for almost ten years. It amazed me at the
time, and it still amazes me now. Short stories can hold a certain
power that many novels can only strive for, and I hope I’ve
achieved at least 1% of the effect that ‘Survivor Type’ had on me –
and I’m sure many other readers – all those years ago. Oh, and in
case you were wondering, none of my stories are that
disgusting.

In this book, you’ll encounter many a
strange tale, focusing on the sinister, the scary, the silly, and
the downright spooky. Inspiration from these stories has come from
numerous different places. Some are ideas that I wanted to include
in my Little Forest series, but decided that they’d have
more impact as standalone short stories; some are based on real
occurrences (such as ‘Apocalypse 101’, ‘Darkford Hall’ and ‘The
Park’), although my own experiences didn’t involve quite the same
level of paranormal activity; and some are based on dreams. ‘The
Etiquette of Being a Ghost’ came from a bizarre dream I had where I
was going back to college and had been enrolled on a course of this
name. When I woke up, I started thinking about the idea of a class
for ghosts, the end results of which ended up being ‘The Etiquette
Of Being A Ghost’, a story which took that one thought and ran with
it: if you had an etiquette class for ghosts, why would that be?
Someone would have to be in charge, there’d have to be some sort of
structure to the ‘life’ of being a ghost, and would you really want
to deal with that after a lifetime of stressful work, deadlines,
and taking orders from other people? The answer I came up with to
that question was an unequivocal ‘no’, and soon after, the story
had been written.

‘Apocalypse 101’ was based on my experience
at a zombie training camp activity day, run by ex-army guys in a
warehouse on an industrial estate. The whole experience – while
amazing – was completely exhausting, and I was bruised for weeks
afterwards (more so than when I’d been paintballing – I pretty much
suck at both activities). The zombies weren’t your average Dawn of
the Dead, slow-moving, brainless zombies, either. They were fast,
sneaky, and vicious. With all their padding and rubber masks,
though, they didn’t exactly look very realistic, which of course,
got me thinking: what if you went to one of these activity days and
were presented with the real thing? And so ‘Apocalypse 101’ was
created. ‘Darkford Hall’ was similarly based on an overnight ghost
hunt I attended at a well-known theme park in the Midlands.

‘The Park’ was born in my mind about a year
and a half ago, when I visited the Buddha Park in Vientiane, Laos,
as part of a month-long tour around South East Asia with a large
tour group. I’d been lucky enough to see many amazing places in
Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam (as well as in China, Hong Kong,
Bali, Australia, New Zealand, and Dubai – places I visited with
just my friend), but Buddha Park was something else. I won’t go
into details now, as you’ll be able to read all about it in ‘The
Park’, but the place was awe-inspiring (and if you search online
for images of it, you’ll start to understand why).

Although (as is the case with many places in
South East Asia) it is a big tourist attraction, Buddha Park didn’t
feel as fake and gimmicky as a lot of the other places had, and it
wasn’t crowded when our tour group went to visit – there were just
a couple of other tourists like us, as well as quite a few monks
from all over the world. It was a gorgeous day, the park was
peaceful and beautiful, but a thought occurred to me as I was
walking around the giant statues: this would be the perfect setting
for a horror film.

Some of the stone sculptures were so huge
they literally blocked out the sun, and there was one structure
where you could enter through the gaping mouth of a creepy-looking
face to find yourself in the dark, shadowy rooms of the
claustrophobic building. After having these ideas in my head for
quite a few months, I finally decided to put pen to paper (or
finger to keyboard) and write ‘The Park’.

Some of the stories started a few years ago
when I took an online creative writing course with Oxford
University (these are ‘Screen One’, ‘Fire’, ‘The Big Smoke’, and
‘The Morning After’). As part of the course, we were given various
exercises to do each week, and these resulted in quite a few pieces
of work that included the beginnings of short stories and plans for
future stories and novels, as well as the opening to a novel. I
took these, reread them, tweaked them, and added to them. The story
‘Screen One’ is an extended version of an ‘opening to a novel’ that
I wrote for one of my assignments. You may have guessed from the
title that the main female character works in a cinema, as does the
main character Beth Powers in the Little Forest series.

I hadn’t yet started writing the series when
I took the online course, but I had an idea and some characters in
mind, and ‘Screen One’ was originally going to be how the
first book in the series – The Former World – started. If
you’ve read my first novel, you’ll know that it isn’t anything like
the short story, and that would be because I forgot about the
opening I’d written until I found it a few months ago. It was a bit
of a shock, finding my main character, Beth, acting extremely,
well, out of character, with her love interest sporting a
different last name and the antagonist being a completely different
person to who he’d ended up being in the series. It was like
discovering a parallel dimension of my Little Forest world, where
the characters, names and places were kind of familiar but slightly
skewed, similar to the fake house that Coraline finds herself in,
in the Neil Gaiman book of the same name, where her ‘other’ parents
look exactly the same apart from the buttons they have for
eyes.

Anyway, I changed the names of the
characters and the town where the story is set, and created a
completely different world for the story of ‘Screen One’ to play
out in. This story has more fantasy elements in it than I usually
include in my writing, but I liked how it turned out, and will
perhaps return to the town of Darkford for a future novel…

‘In The Stone’ and ‘Character Building’ are
both tales which include themes and ideas I’d wanted to explore for
a while; my Little Forest series is heavily based around the
afterlife, ghosts, and hauntings, but I wanted to investigate some
different types of hauntings in these tales. The haunted house is a
staple of horror stories and has been for hundreds of years, but I
wanted to look at the idea in a slightly different light: what if
it wasn’t deceased people who haunted buildings, but the actual
buildings themselves? What if there was something inherently evil
actually built into the stone the house was made from? The end
result of this line of thinking is the rather silly ‘In The Stone’,
where humans annoy the house to such an extent that it descends
into madness. ‘Character Building’ has a writer as the protagonist
(as does ‘Time to Change’), something which has no doubt been
influenced by a certain Mr King and his tendency to focus many of
his novels around authors. This character also gets haunted, but
not by dead people and not by a house, but by a whole town.

I won’t say any more here for fear of giving
the ending away, but like with many of my other stories, the main
character finds herself in a place – and a world – which she can’t
explain.

Some of the stories are ones I’d written
over the past year or so either as competition entries or for other
people’s blogs and websites (‘The Mind Of The Beast’, ‘Time To
Change’ and ‘An Afternoon Dispute’), which have since been tweaked,
extended, or completely changed for this collection. ‘The Vanity
Desk’ was simply based on a creepy idea I had involving reflections
in a mirror; I took this image and created the rest of the story
around it.

I really enjoyed writing all of these
stories, and I hope you enjoy reading them, whether you devour the
whole book at once or dip in and out whenever you want to read a
short snippet of spookiness. All of these tales have elements of
darkness in them, and all of them were written on cold, gloomy,
wintry evenings, where I raised and nurtured the strange notions
which had taken residence in my mind.

Like the night-blooming flowers in ‘The
Vanity Desk’, these stories were grown by the wicked moon.


 


Screen One

 I still have
nightmares about that evening. Not full on, apocalyptic,
wake-up-screaming-in-the-middle-of-the-night nightmares (I fear
those are yet to come), but ones bad enough to leave me with a cold
sweat and a general lurking feeling of dread once I’ve woken
up.

For all my joking and sarcasm, for all my
bravado and pretence of calm, thoughts of that night still make my
skin crawl. I saw a lot of strange and unbelievable things that
evening, some of which I still don’t quite understand, but the
image that’s burned itself into my memory the most, however, is the
spine-chilling, haunted look on that poor child’s pale face.

The very thought of it takes me right back
to that night; the night I met John Starling.

The night that changed everything.

 


***

 


I glanced at the clock on the wall for about
the hundredth time that night, and to my great relief found it was
time to lock up. I left the ticket counter and opened the heavy
door to Screen One, shuddering involuntarily as I turned the lights
on in the large, empty room. I hated the late shift; there wasn’t
much demand for midnight showings at the run-down, two screen Dream
Cinema in the small town of Darkford, and as usual, I was left on
my own.

I’d just got to the first row of seats when
I heard a door slam from the direction of the men’s toilets, making
me freeze in my tracks.

After a few moments of silence, I felt in my
pocket for my phone and realised with exasperation that I’d left it
in the locker room upstairs. I swore under my breath and wiped a
small trickle of sweat off my forehead. Then, pulling myself
together, I forced myself to walk towards the bathroom.

I got to the door with the grimy ‘Men’ sign
on it and listened intently for any kind of sound, but all was
quiet. Too quiet, in fact; I could actually hear my heart pounding
in my chest as I reached out and pushed on the cool, hard
handle.

I remember the door opening in slow motion,
as if I was in some old horror movie – I felt like the heroine of
the film who you very well knew should not be opening that door.
And believe me, I didn’t want to, but if I locked someone in the
cinema overnight I’d almost certainly lose my job.

Although it wasn’t as dramatic as a
knife-wielding maniac or an expanding pool of blood on the floor –
and certainly not as dramatic as the events that happened later –
the image that greeted me is the one I now can’t get out of my
head, no matter how hard I try.

In the corner of the room, huddled under the
only working sink, was a small boy of about six years old, and at
first glance, I honestly thought he was dead. But despite the
expressionless face and glazed-over eyes that seemed to be staring
straight at me, I noticed he was ever so slightly rocking back and
forth.

With great effort, I cleared my throat and
muttered a quiet, “Are you OK?”

No response. He didn’t even register my
presence.

The sound of my own voice kicked my brain
into action, and I quickly checked the bathroom cubicles before
going and crouching down next to the boy. My mind flashed back to
every horror movie kid that had scared the crap out of me when I’d
been younger: the child stars of The Omen, The Exorcist, The Ring,
The Grudge... I made myself take a long, deep breath. Working full
time in a cinema was evidently not good for my over-active
imagination.

I cleared my throat and tried again. “Are
you OK?”

This time there was a response,
although I almost wished there hadn’t been.

Slowly and mechanically, the child turned
his head to face mine – our noses were literally a couple of inches
apart – but his glassy expression didn’t change a single bit. I
actually remember trembling in fear; imagine a twenty-five year old
woman being scared of a six year old boy! But that’s the truth. I
was well and truly terrified. Whatever had done this to him –
whatever ‘this’ was – could still be in the cinema, and that scared
me way more than anything else.

I grabbed the boy’s cold, clammy hand and
pulled him up before quickly dragging him across the room to the
door, through Screen One, along the small lobby, and out into the
cold, dark, November night. I hastily punched in the alarm code,
backed away from the cinema doors and looked down at the boy.

To my horror, his expression was still the
same; the rapid movement, the wind, the rain, and the chilling cold
had done nothing to snap him out of his trance. I dragged him to
the nearest streetlight to get out of the shadows and almost
immediately felt a presence behind me.

“Are you OK?”

They were exactly the same words I’d
murmured to the boy just minutes before, and yet the tone of the
question and the unrecognisable voice – in a town this small,
almost every voice was recognisable – frightened me badly.

I held onto the boy’s hand tightly and
turned round to face John Starling. Of course, at that time, he was
just a stranger standing in the semi-darkness, his voice deep and
powerful. “Is that you, Billy? Billy Jones?”

My mind reeled; who was this guy and what
was he doing hanging around Darkford past midnight? And more
importantly, how the hell did he know this kid’s name?

“Who are you?” I whispered, my voice as
shaky as my hand that was still holding onto the boy.

The man smiled. “You’ll know soon
enough.”

I shuddered. He was far enough out of the
range of the old-fashioned street lamp that I couldn’t make out his
face clearly, and I felt just as in the dark regarding his words as
I did his facial features.

On top of everything else, the rain – which
was now falling down in thick sheets – made it difficult to see
even a few feet in front of me.

I slowly moved the boy behind me to shield
him – a move the man noticed, causing his smile to disappear. “So
how come you’re with the boy?”

I started backing away.

The man took a step towards me.

I backed even further away from him, heading
towards the cinema, and to my absolute terror, he followed me.

“I just saw you run out of there like the
building was on fire. Now you want to go back in?” His voice was
calm but loud in the early morning silence.

I looked at his silhouette, no longer able
to make out even the tiniest bit of his face, and I shouted out,
“Leave us alone!” as tears ran down my face, mingling with the
cold, bitter raindrops.

His answer was interrupted by an awfully
high-pitched and incredibly loud alarm piercing the quietness of
the night. Turning towards the cinema, my stomach churned as I
realised one of the three entrance doors was wide open, and the
space in between was filled with an incredibly large, dark
figure.

I could feel my eyes widening in horror as I
watched the man – I hoped to God it was a man and nothing worse –
smash the alarm control panel and start walking towards me and the
boy.

I was already so terrified that I didn’t
even flinch when the stranger behind me grabbed my hand, and when I
looked up into his face, I could now make out his neat, sculpted
features and his wide, blue eyes.

He glanced at the figure, turned back to me,
and yelled exactly the same word that had been filling every corner
of my mind for the past five minutes.

“Run!”

 


***

 


Run is exactly what we did. We ran into the
rain, the wind whipping our faces and bare hands as we hurtled
along the streets of Darkford, not daring to speak to each other or
even look back to see if we were being followed.

The child was struggling to keep up, and
after a few frustrated shouts from me, Starling leaned over and
scooped the boy up in his arms without even slowing down. With my
hands freed up, I found I could run faster, and before I knew it,
all three of us were huddling together next to the back entrance of
the town library.

I’d just about got my breath back when
Starling – or, ‘the stranger’ as I thought of him then – took a
huge bunch of keys out of his pocket.

“What are you doing?” I asked, taking in the
silver objects in his hand.

He just stared at me, a slight smirk on his
face. “I’m getting us somewhere warm and dry, unless you have a
problem with that?”

I didn’t answer. Instead, I looked down at
the boy: his gaze was moving between me and the stranger, and I
took that as an encouraging sign. At least he was showing some kind
of human emotion now; that creepy robot impression had completely
freaked me out.

A few seconds later, the stranger had
unlocked the library doors and was ushering us inside. Once we were
in, I watched as he cautiously locked the door again, carefully
drawing the dead bolts and fastening the security chain.

“Are you expecting company?”

He grinned as he put the keys back in his
pocket. “What do you think? That man out there wasn’t exactly
chasing us down to have a friendly chat.”

I let out an exasperated groan as he walked
off down the corridor. My fear had pretty much gone now, and I was
feeling more irritated than anything else. I was soaked through,
and the adrenaline I’d felt when being chased had left me all fired
up. “Why was he chasing us? And who are you?”

The stranger stopped mid-stride and turned
round, that grin still plastered on his face. “The name’s John
Starling. Although most people just call me Starling, without the
John.”

He said it with such a dramatic flourish,
with his arms raised out as if he were about to curtsey, that I
couldn’t help but laugh. “That means nothing to me.”

The smile dropped off his face. “It
will.”

His eyes flickered to the boy, who had once
again attached himself to me; he was holding onto my hand with a
much stronger grip than I ever would have thought possible for such
a small child.

“We need to get him further inside, where
he’ll be safe.”

I pulled my gaze away from the boy and back
towards Starling. “Are we safe here?”

That grin was back. “Where’s safer than a
library?”

I could think of a million places that would
be safer than a library, but I kept my mouth shut. It was clear
that I was out of my depth here, and it was possible that the man
in front of me – the man called John Starling – was ever so
slightly crazy.

So instead of mouthing back, I followed him
down the corridor – the boy still at my side – and into the main
library foyer. Starling crossed to the desk, turned on a small
table lamp and gestured for me to walk over to him. I pulled the
boy along with me, inching along slowly in the dim light.

“Can’t you put the main lights on? We can’t
see what we’re doing here.”

Starling grabbed my arm as I reached the
desk. “No, we can’t risk anyone seeing that we’re in here. And you
need to keep your voice down.” He whispered the last line for
emphasis.

“And by ‘anyone’ you mean the man who was
just chasing us?”

Starling nodded. “Now, you know my name but
I don’t know yours. That’s hardly fair, is it?”

“My name’s Courtney. Courtney Hill.”

Starling smiled and bowed slightly at the
sound of my name. It was odd; I’d never seen anyone do that before,
apart from maybe in period dramas.

I looked him over. It was the first time
since we’d met that I’d been able to have a really good stare, and
what I saw was sort of confusing.

He had strong, chiselled features, the most
piercing blue eyes I’d ever seen, and blond hair that suggested
great quantities of bleach. It was an honest, trust-worthy face,
but it didn’t quite match the rest of him. He looked almost
military, dressed from head to toe in black: black t-shirt, black
trousers, giant black boots, black coat. No, wait, it wasn’t a
coat…

I leaned in to get a closer look. “Are you
wearing a cape?”

Starling looked down at himself, as if
confused that I was so shocked. “So what if I am? And keep your
voice down.”

I took a deep breath. “Fine, but you’ve got
to give me some answers. How do you know this kid? And who’s the
guy who was hunting us down?”

Starling jumped backwards, landing on the
desk perfectly. He spoke as he perched on the edge. “I’ve been
hired to save ‘this kid’, as you call him, from the man who was
just ‘hunting us down’. The man is the kid’s stepfather.”

I could feel my stomach tying itself in
knots. “Oh God. Please don’t tell me I’m involved in some kind of
kidnapping.”

Starling just shook his head, looking from
me to the child.

The boy was staring up at me with something
resembling wonder on his face. Wonder, or boredom. It could have
been either, to be honest. I’d never been that great with kids, and
reading their expressions wasn’t something I was used to.

He whispered to me. “I came through the
wormhole in my closet. It leads to the cinema toilets.”

I patted him on his head, then ruffled his
hair. “Sure you did, honey.” Looking back up at Starling, I lowered
my voice. “It’s best just to humour them.”

Starling’s smirk reappeared as he shook his
head. “I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but Billy-boy’s telling
the truth.”

I raised my eyebrows at him, letting go of
dear Billy-boy so I could put both of my hands on my hips.

Starling laughed, but there was still an
underlying serious expression on his angelic face. Hopping off the
edge of the desk, he reached out and took both of my hands in his.
“You don’t live in the world that you think you do.”

I tried to take my eyes off his, tried to
draw back and reclaim my hands, but I just couldn’t. It took me a
few moments to find my voice, but when I did, it came out so low
and quiet that I could barely even hear it myself. “What world do I
live in?”

He let go of my hands then and stood back,
arms raised as if gesturing at the library. “You live in a world of
books, of course! You’re surrounded by all kinds of marvellous
fiction.”

I groaned inwardly. “Yeah, I get it: we’re
in a library. What’s your point?”

“My point, my dearest Miss Hill, is that you
are led to believe that fiction is just that: fake, made up, not
real. It would never even occur to you that some of the things
written in these pages could actually happen. Do happen, in
fact, on a regular basis.”

“Right, right. Like the wormhole thing?” I
was trying to keep the sarcasm out of my voice, but I wasn’t being
entirely successful.

Starling smiled. “Yes, like the wormhole
thing… and demons, and ghosts, and magic, and… should I go on?”

I couldn’t believe this; I should be lying
in bed now, all snug and warm, not trespassing in a library with a
delusional kid and an even more delusional man. A man who wore a
cape, no less. “Sorry, mate, but you’re off your rocker.”

Starling’s smile didn’t falter at my
less-than-respectful observation. Instead, he stood to the side,
winked at Billy, and raised his right hand out in front of him.

All of a sudden, a glowing yellow light
appeared in the air. Just hovering in the air, as if it had all the
right in the world to be there. Starling moved his hand to the
right, and the light followed him. Same thing when he pointed over
at his left. The light looked like it was dancing in mid-air, for
God’s sake.

Billy was clearly loving it; he was clapping
his hands together and laughing in glee.

I wasn’t clapping my hands or
laughing in glee. Those things would have been far too complicated
for my body to do at that current moment in time. I was having
trouble just remembering to breathe. “What? I… what?”

Starling was grinning again. “It’s just
magic, baby.”

I was so gobsmacked I didn’t even feel any
inner rage at a strange man referring to me as ‘baby’. Now was not
the time for any of my trademark aggressive feminism. “How?”

Starling shrugged, and the light went out.
“I’ve got the power.”

“If you had the power, why didn’t you do
that before instead of stumbling in the dark to find a stupid desk
lamp?”

Starling shrugged again. “I was trying to be
normal; I didn’t want to freak you out. But it’s just power. I’ve
got it. So does young Billy’s stepdad. That’s why I was hired to
make sure he was OK.” He smiled at the boy. “Your father was
worried about you.”

Billy’s face lit up. It was beautiful, if a
little heart-breaking. “He was?”

Starling nodded at Billy before picking up a
book off the desk and handing it to him. “Why don’t you have a look
at this for a bit while I talk to Auntie Courtney?”

Billy took the book off him – it looked like
a graphic novel or something – and Starling steered me away from
the desk, his right hand on my left arm.

“Auntie Courtney?”

Starling shrugged, looking over at Billy to
check he wasn’t listening. “I figured the kid wouldn’t be so
freaked out if I made you seem friendlier.”

“Hey, I’m friendly! I’m usually real
friendly, when I’m not getting chased down the streets by a crazy
stepdad, anyway…”

“Look, I don’t know how long we’ll have, so
I’ll just lay it out for you now. Just promise me you’ll listen?
Let me finish? Not run away or make any more sarcastic
comments?”

I glanced at Billy and then back at
Starling. Whatever he told me, I wouldn’t run away. I wouldn’t
leave a six year old boy with a man who wore a cape and could
conjure up little balls of light at the drop of a hat. “Fine. I
promise.”

“OK.” Starling cleared his throat – rather
dramatically, I thought – and began. “Billy usually lives with his
mother, Hilary Jones, and his stepdad, Steven Cooke. By all
accounts, Steven is a complete bastard. Drunk. Abusive. He beats up
Billy’s mum regularly. As far as I know, he’s never laid a finger
on Billy himself, but that doesn’t mean that he doesn’t scare the
crap out of him, you know? Plus, Billy sees what Steven does to his
mother.

“It also doesn’t help that Steven’s into
black magic. Whether he got into the black magic because he was
drunk and abusive, or whether he’s drunk and abusive because he
does a lot of black magic, I don’t know. Either way, Billy’s real
dad – Matthew – found out about all this. He’s a very good friend
of mine and he hired me to make sure Billy was OK, so I’ve been
following him around. Steven found out about the whole thing, and
now he’s more drunk and more abusive than ever. His wife – Billy’s
mum – couldn’t take it anymore. She left to go to her sisters,
thinking that Billy was safe with Matthew. He wasn’t. He was at
home with Steven, and it looked like he escaped. So now, Steven’s
hunting us down, trying to get his hands on Billy. And me. And now…
probably you, too.”

He finished talking and stared at me
expectantly, waiting for me to answer.

How the hell did I respond to information
like that?

I took a deep breath and tried to organise
my thoughts. Several questions immediately popped to mind, and I
sifted through all the shock, disbelief, anger on behalf of Billy’s
mum, and mild hysteria to get to them.

“OK, first thing. Billy’s dad, Matthew… you
said he hired you? What’s your job, exactly?” I was eyeing up his
cape again, and he smiled briefly.

“I suppose you could call me a private
investigator.”

“And what do you call yourself?”

“Apart from Starling? I’m a ‘Keeper of the
Peace’.”

I was trying not to gawp at him. “You’re
kidding me.”

He glanced over at Billy. “I don’t have time
to kid.”

“Are capes standard issue for Keepers of the
Peace?”

“Jesus. Will you stop with the cape
thing?”

“OK, fine. So what exactly was your briefing
for this job?”

“Locate Billy, gather intelligence on Steven
Cooke, get proof if I could, and then – if I thought Billy was in
real danger – take him and deliver him back to Matthew. Which is
what I’m trying to do now.”

“How did you know he’d be at the
cinema?”

“I didn’t. I just cast a spell that took me
to the vague vicinity of where he was hiding. I didn’t know he’d
been in the cinema until I saw you leave with him.”

I tried not to focus on the word ‘spell’
that he’d just so casually thrown into his sentence. “How did his
stepdad know where he was?”

Starling shrugged. “He probably followed him
through the wormhole in his closet. He made it, after all.”

“Steven made the wormhole?” Starling nodded.
“See, that’s where I have a problem… I-”

Starling cut me off. “Frankly, I don’t care
whether you believe me or not, but he’s seen you with me. With
Billy. You’re involved now, and he’ll be coming for us. Soon.”

I tried to ignore the twisting feeling in my
gut. “How come you had a key to the library? Do you work here on
weekends or something?”

“I have keys to many places.”

“In Darkford?”

“Everywhere.”

“Do you think Steven will know we’re in
here? I thought we lost him when we were running; he probably
didn’t see us come into the library.”

Starling was shaking his head. “Doesn’t
matter. He’s got powers. Locating his stepson shouldn’t be too hard
for him. It just takes a bit of time, a bit of energy, and he’ll
know we’re in here.”

I gulped. “Then why are we still here?
Shouldn’t we keep moving? You can let us in somewhere else with one
of your mysterious keys.”

“And then what? Move onto the next place?
And the next? My job is to keep Billy safe, and the only way he’s
going to be safe is if I eliminate the threat.”

I glanced over at Billy. “You’re going to
kill his stepdad?”

Starling raised his eyebrows at me. “You
want the evil, drunken, abusive black magic man to live? To get
away with it?”

“Well, no… I mean, yes! You can’t just go
around killing people! It’s very, very illegal and you could
end up in prison and everything!” A thought suddenly occurred to
me, and I tried to take in a deep breath so I wouldn’t totally lose
it right there next to the check-in desk. “I’d be an accessory! To
murder! I’m too young to go to jail!”

Starling didn’t seem very worried. “Well,
technically, I don’t exist, so they can’t throw me in jail. And
speaking of jails, if you were thinking that it would be a good
place for Steven to end up in, don’t bother. A prison cell wouldn’t
hold a man like him; he’d bust his way out of there in less than
ten seconds, and he’d probably kill all of the prison officers
while he was at it, just for fun. So don’t start blathering on at
me about the justice system and how only God can give and take away
life, alright? Believe me, I’ve heard it all before.”

I was gawping again. The prison stuff was
screwed up, yes, but it wasn’t that information I was currently
focusing on. “What do you mean, you don’t exist? You’re right
here!”

Starling looked over at Billy again before
glancing at the main library doors. He was getting agitated. “He’ll
be here soon.” He turned back to me and placed his hands on my
arms. “Look, I need you to help me, OK? I want you to take Billy
and go and hide in that room back there.” He nodded towards a door
behind us that said ‘Study Room’ on it. “Just make sure Billy’s out
of the way while I deal with Steven. If I live through it, you can
have all the answers you want, I promise.”

I was gawping yet again, but I couldn’t help
it. “If you live through it? What the hell happens to me and Billy
if you don’t?”

Starling looked at the boy again before
turning his attention back to me. “There’s a back way out through
the study room. You take Billy, and you run like hell.” He fidgeted
in one of the pockets of his trousers, bringing out a crisp, white
business card. “This is Matthew’s card – Billy’s dad. If you get
out of the library, call a taxi and haul ass over to the address
listed here. He works at home, that’s his private residence
address. Just get Billy back to him.”

“Does he have powers like you, too? Can he
protect us?”

Starling grinned. “Not like me, but yes – he
has powers. Oh boy, does he have powers.”

Well, that was encouraging, at least. Not
that I wanted Starling to die, of course, but it was always good to
have a Plan B.

“You’d better hide now; I think he’s nearly
here. I can feel it.” I watched in awe as he let go of my arms,
only to lift one of my hands up to his mouth. He kissed it gently,
staring into my eyes the whole time. “Good luck, Miss Hill.”

Dazed, I walked over to Billy and took his
hand, leading him over to the study room. Once we were inside, I
half-closed the door, leaving it slightly ajar so I could peer out
and see what was going on. I left the study room lights off – so as
not to attract attention – and held onto Billy’s hand as I looked
out over the library foyer. I could just about make everything out
in the glow from the table lamp.

As soon as I glanced over at Starling – who
was looking all fierce and powerful, despite his cape – the main
doors burst open. And I mean burst in the literal sense; they
actually exploded. I watched, open-mouthed, as pieces of wood
landed in various spots around the foyer, and as wisps of smoke
rose high into the air, curling around the literary banners and
light fittings. Starling hadn’t even flinched.

The man who walked into the library – and to
be honest, I almost expected him to be flying or floating along the
ground or something – didn







































































cover.jpg
:ANWIN by T

A SHORT STORY COLLECTION

JESSICA GRACE COLEMAN





