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Maura McHugh’s short fiction, poetry, and essays have appeared in publications in America and Europe. She’s had two collections out—Twisted Fairy Tales and Twisted Myths—in the USA, and her first collection of original stories, the British Fantasy Award-nominated The Boughs Withered When I Told Them My Dreams, was published by NewCon Press in August 2019. Her short story “Raptor” from the Heartwood anthology won a World Fantasy Award for Best Short Fiction in 2025.

She’s written several comic book series for companies like Dark Horse and Atomic Diner Comics, and most recently Judge Anderson for 2000 AD. She also wrote the point-and-click video game, Outsider Games’ Jennifer Wilde: Unlikely Revolutionaries, an adaptation of Jennifer Wilde, the comic book series she wrote for Atomic Diner.

Maura also works as a screenwriter, playwright, a critic, and has served on the juries of international literary, comic book, and film awards, such as being a juror for the Méliès d’Argent Award at the Trieste Science+Fiction Festival in Italy and the Sitges International Fantastic Film Festival in Spain.

When I first asked Maura if she’d be willing to write a novella for Absinthe Books, I was very intrigued by her idea, which would deal with a journey through the Tarot—something that lends itself very well to Pallas’ personal journey in House of Wyrd, as well as the physical journey described in the tale. 

Pallas is called home to Ireland; her mother—a famed and eccentric artist—has gone missing. As she tries to find her, Pallas must realise certain things about herself and her mother as she remembers their own history and relationship, even as she navigates her mother Aly’s final work of art: The Path of Illumination. Rich in the imagery of the Tarot and the occult, House of Wyrd is something to be savoured.

I hope you enjoy the story as much as I did.

Marie O’Regan

Derbyshire

June 2026
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For Anne, my favourite sister.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

0



[image: ]


Imagine, if at age three, you held a sparkler in your clumsy hand.

You are fixed by pixie enchantment and seized with gut-whirling uncertainty. The flying sparks are wildly fascinating, charring the stick with ferocious appetite and scattering burnt-toast cinders. The knot of fire scorches towards your fingers. 

An intervention must occur, surely; a concerned, watchful adult or an interposing angel will swoop in to save you from harm.

Yet a dot of hot ash lands on your skin...

This paralysing swirl of glamour and danger always churned in the belly of Pallas Trismegistus Morrigan Aylward whenever she thought of her mother, Aly Wyrd: famous ’80s art provocateur and magician, who knew the value of a strong name, no matter if it embarrassed her daughter. 

Pallas, groggy from a hangover brought on by her latest personal disaster, felt the vibration of her phone on the bedside table before the ringtone kicked in: “This Corrosion” by the Sisters of Mercy, the beginning, where it sounds like angels are singing divine predictions, just before the smoke and the dirty leather promenade signals a different tune. 

The song had been a hit when Pallas was a child, but her mother would hum it during one of their “lightning adventures”—what Aly called the excursions when she yanked Pallas out of bed in their Shoreditch apartment without warning, bundled her into Aly’s polar bear coat (which Pallas realised was fake when she was ten), and into a car because “The spirits are calling, a grá.” 

They could end up at a party in a smoke-fogged room with Aly’s colourful friends and frenemies, at a mist-drenched stone circle under a blazing starry sky, or take a tour of an echoing industrial space as Aly inspected it for one of her events.

The musky smell of the face-tickling fur coat, the fumes of Aly’s Hamlet cigar along with the rocking motion of the car invariably put Pallas back to sleep, so one moment she was at home, and the next she was rubbing her eyes and adjusting to a new bemusing scenario. Sometimes the adults wore elaborate costumes with glitter and headdresses, and the lines between fantasy and reality blurred. 

Pallas would wake up back at home, trundle into the chilly, narrow kitchen, and find her mother fixing “eggs and everything”—the only dish she made well. She’d be wearing a kimono or kaftan over cowboy boots and thermal underwear, her silver locket dangling around her neck, and her black hair piled up on her head, speared in place with paint brushes. Her insomnia meant that her hands were already dusted with charcoal or dots of paint stippled her cheek. The record player wedged in the corner between the wheezy refrigerator and the vintage dresser would be pumping out one of her mother’s favourite wake-up tunes.

“Any interesting dreams, Pallas?” she’d ask, swaying to the beat, giant cast iron pan in her hand, a cafetiére of coffee and ashtray nearby on a shelf with mismatched charity shop china.

Pallas would perch on one of the uneven stools by the counter and tell her everything, sometimes with embellishments. Her mother would nod and stop to scrawl an image in her ever-present journal, so Pallas would have to jump down to save the bread under the grill or push the pan off the heat for a while. Resulting in the infamous “distraction burn” of every dish Aly cooked.

“Your dreams are the gateway to your soul,” she’d tell Pallas. “Pay attention to them.” She’d pause, and point a paint-daubed finger. “Especially when they’re odd!”

These were the magical highlights, the mesmeric sparkles in her child memory, when she and her mother moved between countries and locations depending on Aly’s latest art obsession, arcane research or next big show. It was a whirl of adventures, a carousel of people, and a lot of occupying herself with books, paints, and her imagination. It was when she made friends with Percy, an older, funny boy only she could see. His presence made her feel less alone when the adults talked intensely above her head about boring subjects. 

He’d say, Hello bright eyes, and they would chatter together for hours.

Later, her schooling locked Aly into one place and routines solidified. Pallas began to feel like an inconvenience. She suspected Aly loved her best when she was an easily impressed innocent who could be carried around like an accessory, but begrudged when Pallas grew into questions and tempers. 

London became their fixed abode, and Pallas began walking home from school when she was six years old, because the trek was easier than the humiliation of being quizzed by a litany of concerned parents about the whereabouts of her mother. Pallas could summon the precocious attitude of a savvy ten-year-old at will and adults were charmed by her confident yarns. Over time, Percy faded away like an over-washed face cloth.

And her father...he was the mystery of her childhood. If she queried Aly, her mother would declare: “You are my creation, Pallas, no one else’s.” It would prompt her into regaling Pallas with the story of how her namesake, the goddess Pallas Athena, sprung from her father Zeus’ head, complete and dressed for battle, after he experienced a vicious headache. “And I suffered more than a god during your birth!”

Sometimes Pallas would invent stories about her mythic father: he was an archaeologist in Timbuktu, a spice trader in Marrakesh, or a fashion designer in Cairo. One dull rainy afternoon when she was eight, she created fifty fake dads with the aid of an atlas and an ancient and incomplete series of Encyclopaedia Britannica volumes, mashing up curious trades with exotic locations. She wrote them down in a notebook and would meticulously mark off each one she used with the name of the dupe to whom she’d told the story. This was particularly important for school friends and teachers.

For a long time, she secretly decided she was the daughter of Aly’s dearest pal—other than Maggie Hawkins—the suave Aslan Aykurt, whom everyone called Kurt. He always brought gifts, listened to Pallas intently, and—most rare—Aly heeded his counsel. He was the one who advised her to build upon the critical attention she received from the group exhibition Magiciens de la Terre in 1989 in Paris to mount a successful solo exhibition. She listened when he advised her to use the proceedings to buy the decrepit Shoreditch apartment, an investment that vastly increased in value within twenty years. 

Once, Pallas overheard him raise his voice, a rarity that caused her young heart to pound, when he discovered Aly had missed a parents’ evening at school. She lingered by the doorway to the studio, the biggest light-saturated room, stacked with canvases, shelves of books, paints, brushes, costumes, fabrics, and a couple of mannequins (Tweedledee and Tweedledum). 

“Damn it Alison,” he’d barked, “I know you’re resolutely self-involved, but pay attention! She’s not a painting you can park on a wall and ignore. You wanted this!”

Most surprising was the lack of an outburst from Aly, but an inaudible conversation. Afterwards, either Maggie or Kurt would turn up for “the teacher torture”, as Aly termed it, and they watched Pallas squirm in mortification at her teacher’s opinions of her flights of fancy and ability to turn the classroom into a mutinous mob at a moment’s notice.

On her walks home from school, Pallas would glance up at strangers’ faces and wonder if any of them were her father. It was a lonely quest for a lonely period.

As she got older, she spent a lot of time gazing in the mirror, analysing the difference between her and her mother. Everyone emphatically stated that she was the spit of Aly—an expression that horrified and confused Pallas when she first heard it. Had Aly spit Pallas out of her mouth? They possessed the same thick, unruly brown hair (Aly dyed it black), flinty cheekbones and strong eyebrows—Aly called them her Frida Kahlos. But Pallas’ eyes were a swirl of hazel green, while her mother’s had an amber hue that people swore glowed when she was in a rage. 

If she must be an echo of her mother in feature and form, Pallas determined she would strike out on her own and resist Aly’s direction. It took Pallas years of therapy and self-reflection to appreciate that by taking this decision she acted exactly like her mother.

Pallas blindly slapped about to locate her hopping phone, sat up in her bed of shame, and gingerly lifted the cool glass to her ear. 

“The bellringers are belting my brain, Aly,” she said, her hoarse voice confirming a night of explanations, escalations and whiskey. “My tolerance for nonsense is low.”

There was a hesitation, and in that breath, Pallas knew it was not her mother, and
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