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        Dedicated to my mother, Betty Slatter, whose voice it was that led me to love stories.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Authors Note

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        These stories were all written as part of the Daily Cabal web project some years ago. They appear collected here for the first time.
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      In retrospect, dear reader, it was a mistake.

      I should have known. Mere days after I finished the mech-monkey, I found it dissecting its real-life counterpart. Pinned it to the table with my set of German-engineered scalpels, and taken it apart. The dirigible from Stepney Marsh was running late, so when I arrived home with a sack of new books, the deed was almost done. I should have disassembled it then, but I thought I saw something in its eyes, something human. A desire to know, to learn, to understand why it was different to the soft, furry mirror that wailed and squealed and gave up life so quickly.

      All I could hear was my father’s voice, heavy with disappointment but no real surprise: Oh, Phineas. You’re so careless. Look at the mess you’ve made.

      So I tidied up the sticky, stinking corpse and threw it down the chute. I listened as it clanged along the shaft, whirled around the spiral bits, thudded into the sharp bends, then came the faint whomp as the flames gobbled it up.

      I was careful to clean all the bevelled and engraved edges of the mech-monkey, and under his glass nail (which I realised were too sharp by half). I checked his insides to make sure the clockwork mechanisms were all working, not misfiring in a way that might cause a psychotic episode. Turning him around, I opened the little hatch in his lower back where, each morning, I scooped three small loads of coal to feed his tiny internal furnace. The emissions came out as small, popping farts and, if I forgot to open a window, my workshop filled up very quickly with a nasty charcoal smoke.

      I kept it—it was useful for fetching and carrying, and it opened cans terribly well. Then one Tuesday I found it reading; it saw me and threw the book away, but it was too late by then. I knew.

      It probably would have been okay if I hadn’t got the next idea. I had been thinking about making a Galatea, but then I read about some sailors who’d caught themselves a mermaid and tried to bring her back to Portsmouth. They kept her in a barrel of seawater on the deck, but it seems she jumped ship just out of harbour, waved goodbye and ducked under the dark, cold sea.

      And I thought ‘What if?’
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      “Shoulda worn a better hat,” says my sister.

      “Yes, thank you,” I reply, a little testily. “Hindsight is twenty-twenty.”

      “Hey, don’t get cranky with me. I did not do this.” She makes a sweeping gesture with her hand.

      Stones as far as the eye can see, big and small. Stone statues, that is.

      “It could have been worse,” I venture.

      “How precisely?”

      I think about it. “I’m not entirely sure, but most things can be worse.”

      She surveys the damage and sighs. “I guess it could have been a parade or something. Something televised – now that would have made this worse.”

      I’m kinda touched that she’s being a bit more supportive than usual. The sisterly solidarity doesn’t last though, and she blurts, “But honestly, how did this happen?”

      “You said it yourself—hat failure. I wanted a walk in the park,” I say. “It was a beautiful day—how often do I get to Central Park? How often do I get anywhere? Getting hunted by heroes puts a bit of a blip in a social life. Anyway, I didn’t realise how windy it was.”

      “You know, every time you want a social life, we have to change address—and it’s not just cities, is it? It’s countries and continents. And what is it with you and parks, anyway? Can’t you be like a normal monster? You know, skulking in caves? The whole hiding thing a bit too hard for you?”

      “Easy for you, Stheno, you weren’t ever human. You don’t know what it was like. You don’t know what I lost.” I go to kick at a rock at my feet, realise it used to be a Chihuahua and stop.

      “And why can’t you go out at night?”

      “A park’s not the same a night. Honestly, what have you got for brains?”

      We look at the people I turned to stone. “Well, we all have to shift again—Euryale isn’t going to be happy. She’s still pissed about Stockholm.”

      “Hey, Stockholm, we got away with—the Millesgården looks amazing.”

      “You’re paying for the move this time. We’d better go via a bookstore and pick up a new atlas, maybe some Lonely Planet guides. Try and find a new city.”

      “Oh, somewhere with a nice park—”

      “Medusa!”

      “Okay! Okay!”
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      In this kingdom, even beggars can become something better.

      It is a promise that has led us all to this long line of supplicants, waiting for a hot meal and the opportunity to be chosen. I stand among the stinking hordes, darkly-hooded, hunched, ignored.

      A small man walks the line, making a selection. He reaches me; I straighten, pull the hood back a little; my eyes remain shadowed. He picks up the glimmer of skin, full lips, a finely-boned face.

      “You. Follow.”

      And I do, passing those envious unchosen, through bronze doors, into the great hall, empty as a skeleton’s ribcage but for the triple throne. The little man leads me to a small dark door. He ushers me through, does not follow. The door closes with the scratching of a key in the lock, and I am alone in a dimly lit room; alone with the Three.

      “Beggar-maid. Now is your chance to become part of us, something new,” whispers the male. He is well-made, but his skin is puffy. The women are pale, frayed. Obeying the lore, they have not ventured into the sun for a long time. This is no harem; they control him, this whole spectacle was their idea.

      Trying to infect themselves with gluttonous feasting on cattle-blooded peasants; committing pointless murders when the only thing that will make them like me is a bloodline, is evolution. It was false piety, foolish games—they didn’t think the Blood Mother would rise. But their prayers woke me and rise I did, painfully, unwillingly. I came.

      “No,” I say. “But it’s your chance to become something other.”

      My cloak falls back and my wings shake loose. The Three see the full glory of my face, luminous as the moon and framed by black hair, with white-as-snow fangs, red-as-blood lips. The face painted on temple walls; they’ve seen it so often they’ve forgotten to fear.

      “Stolen blood will not lengthen your lives.” My shadow grows, engulfs them.

      Their blood is flat, diluted. But it is enough after my centuries of sleep.

      The little man enters, later; he heard too many screams. He eyes the finely-dressed husks. He is pragmatic, clever, sees an advantage for himself.

      “There will be but one ruler here,” I tell him.

      He nods. “Yes, my Queen.”

      “Then bring them to me and choose carefully.”
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      The minstrel made a harp of my sister's bones, polished and shaped them as he needed. He used the silken threads of her hair for strings; plangent, guilt-inducing.

      It had seemed such a simple thing to push her over the seawall, to watch her founder and splash and drown. To think that was the end of it all. The wedding day came and I could not feel joy. I took no pleasure in my husband’s face, nor in the thought of our life together, of what lay ahead. Each time I looked at him and tried to smile, all I could see was him aging before my eyes, faster and faster, becoming death.

      When the minstrel arrived, his strange instrument on his back, I was grateful for the distraction. He plucked at the strings and it seemed they had anchors in my stomach for the noise wrenched at me. He played my shame, for all to witness; my sister's bones singing our story for wedding feast guests to hear.

      It was simple enough to take the harp from the minstrel's hands—he gave it up easily, as if he knew it was his only to borrow—and I walked from the hall. I took to the roads, earning my keep with the bones of my sister, singing over and over. I wear my guilt like a cloak, begging forgiveness as a beggar does alms.

      My days are cold and lonely, cut adrift from all things that might once have
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