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Devil in My Shoes

By Jack Horner
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My heart is now presented without a black and tortured soul.

And I’m instructed by Lucifer to go and ride on home.

I will unhinge and remove myself from the ebony cross.

Extract the nails one by one and hold my hands aloft.
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Go on then, Diablo let your dog off the leash.

Ill stare into its gaping jaws and break its rancid teeth.

My black sheep fingers are burnt and still placed on a trigger.

You’re a darkened silhouette and a lonely standing figure.
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I’m onto you old Nick, I’m not afraid of this.

I will grip you and choke you, then silence your snake hiss.

I will drag you from my party and vanquish you as it’s my life.

You think that you can extinguish my candle in the night.
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So then darkened prince, you want to shine brighter.

Well, I’m the fierce dog now, I’m a battler and a fighter.

I will not be imprisoned or suffer in a golden silence.

The cemetery gates are ripped open, and I will dance without a shyness.
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So here we are then, Baphomet you played your final ace.

I’m healing your deceiving and I spit in your face.

Because you cannot walk in my shoes, you would sink below the water.

You’re nothing but a lamb I am sending to the slaughter.
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The Haunting

By Jack Horner
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The messenger arrived in a snowstorm,

cloaked in nocturnal shadows, hiding in the crevices of dreams.

Thunderbolts alerted me of its presence.

The Grinderman had arrived.
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Pins and needles punctured hollow peace.

Perforating the silent night breeze with screams.

Fermented fog punctuated by moonlight, as ice lacerated my sleep.

The shudder man waited.
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My hands burnt on the oozing wax, fixated on alluring chasms.

Twisters and hurricanes cavorted with my conscience.

I threw my ego into the pit of pleasure.

The gatekeeper bowed.
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Wolves howled at my impenetrable door,

bludgeoning bellows at gargoyle gates.

The faceless red cloak offered whispers of sanctuary and hope.

The shaman danced in a leopard carcass.
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I became a bit part in my own play.

Disembowelled daydreams suspended in a trance.

As the trap doors snapped in anger,

the dream catcher hovered.
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The aggravator removed the veneer and ripped up roots.

Magnetic forces pulled to sparkling voids.

Lies garroted and illuminated by fairy lights.

I’m guided by the sorcerer.
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I woke to chosen change, challenging fake film reel.

Pathetically posted propaganda and slander.

I relived the intrusive morning sun invasion.

The Ghost now hung from the frozen branch.

Bio

Jack Horner (aka Leon the Pig Farmer) is a Manchester-based Yorkshire beat poet who has a little more than a lot to say. An ex-serviceman who began writing to help him deal with a PTSD diagnosis in 2019, Jack began writing his thoughts and turning them to creative verse. After several local open mic events he was persuaded to take his verse to the stage and step out of his bedroom poet persona to showcase some of his material. His first impromptu live performances at Blackthorn festival near Stockport in 2019 brought great reviews and spurred him on to continue.
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The Blood Nurse

By Rosie Cullen
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We all called him The Vampire. A bit of a lame joke, I know. Every blood nurse who has ever worked in our medical centre has been given that nickname. But this vampire really did look the part. David was deathly pale with smooth alabaster skin, a slight build and jet-black hair, very striking really. Some of the younger receptionists thought him quite attractive and complained because he never flirted with them. Speculation grew that he might be gay, on the autism spectrum, or just very shy. To be honest, no one knew very much about him since he never spoke of his personal life; he held himself aloof from the office chit chat. Indeed, the only conversations to be had were professional, so we had no way of knowing his sexual proclivities. My gaydar is usually quite reliable, but I’ll admit David was an enigma; I popped him into the bisexual bracket. 

A couple of the staff playfully referred to him as Ed; they thought The Vampire was less Count Dracula and more Edward Cullen. He could have passed for that Twilight teen heartthrob any day despite his age. I keep all the staff details, so I knew that David was well into his mid-thirties even though he didn’t look a day over twenty-five. 

We run a tight ship at this centre. We have to, it’s a large inner-city practice and I’m in charge of managing the budget. It was little things I noticed to begin with. A steady increase in David’s order for glass vials which didn’t quite tally with the number of blood samples being sent out to the lab. The way the blinds were always down in his room. The way David was first to arrive and last to leave. Then, when I checked on some figures, I could swear it wasn’t black coffee in his mug and that there was a reddish smudge at the edge of his lips.

I am not sure when I started to imagine there might be some truth to the moniker. Perhaps when I became aware that several patients, young girls in particular, seemed to swoon when they came out of his room. We’re not talking about anything remarkable you could put your finger on, just every once in a while. A couple did faint and had to be revived with a cup of sweet tea. I even joked light-heartedly about excessive blood loss and had the nurse sunk his teeth in to them? I’ll admit I have a vivid imagination, I read a lot of Stephen King and the like, but—it occurred to me, if you were a vampire then being a blood nurse would be the perfect job; like being a paedophile employed in a kindergarten.

Then one of our patients was murdered. It was all over the local papers. A young student, he’d been lured by one of those dating apps to a beauty spot down by the river late at night. It was thought to be an overdose at first. He was found with the usual injection paraphernalia, a needle still protruding from his arm. But on closer examination, it was discovered he’d been drained of blood—the by-line for the article had read, Vampire Killer Strikes.

I still can’t explain how I felt so sure that the killer was our vampire. The thought seared my mind like a bolt of lightning. I brought up the student’s medical record on screen. As if to confirm my suspicions, it was there in black and white. His GP had ordered a series of blood tests, he had an appointment with David the week before. I began to watch David more closely. I couldn’t help noticing he was glowing, as though he had been revived somehow, he seemed even younger than ever. I made a comment to him about how well he looked, made a joke of it, like he must let me into the secret. What supplements was he taking? Or, wink, wink, had he met someone—was that what was putting a spring in his step? He scarcely bothered to acknowledge my quips, just complained about the delay in the latest delivery of needles. I was narked by his lack of response, I’ll admit; I pushed it—straight out I asked, what did he think about the murder?

What murder? Was his response. 

The boy he’d seen just the week before. The boy who had been ‘exsanguinated’. I thought I might get his attention with that technical term, and I was right. He looked at me then straight in the eye, something he would never usually do. Usually, he avoided eye contact wherever possible. Everyone had remarked on this, and I noticed how dark they were, his eyes, how you could scarcely tell iris and pupil apart, like a black hole you could be sucked in to. I felt a shiver course right through me at that moment.

Then the corners of his eyes and lips creased into something resembling a smile, ‘Sounds very much like a vampire. Do you suspect me, Robert?’ 

I realised he was laughing—no, he was smirking, playing with me and deriving some satisfaction from it.

After the second murder—one of our female patients—I phoned the police anonymously and voiced my suspicions about him. Not that he was a real vampire, they wouldn’t have believed that; I simply suggested he should be a person of interest. I waited for an arrest to follow. It didn’t. Lack of evidence, I supposed. Obviously, the police weren’t getting anywhere. How could they? They had no idea what they were up against. 

Nothing happened then for nearly a year. Occasionally, David would look at me askance, out of the corner of his eye with that sly smirk as though he were laughing up his sleeve, goading me. Then another young student was lured to the river. A general panic was setting in. The police seemed baffled by the absence of any leads.

I knew then what must be done. I gathered the necessary kit together into a sports bag. Forged the scrawl of one of our doctors on a prescription—not difficult as you can imagine. It was for Rohypnol. Then I awaited my opportunity. 

I organised a little farewell-drinks do for a receptionist who was retiring; cards, present and speeches, the usual. After the last patient left the surgery, I enticed The Vampire out of his office to come and raise a toast; then slipped the drug into his glass of prosecco. I knew he wouldn’t linger long. Then I simply followed him back to his office on some pretext, picking up my kit bag along the way. I rapped on his door and poked my head around without waiting for a reply. He had already begun to slip under, a puzzled frown on his brow.

I laid him out carefully on the clinical bed. He was heavier than I had imagined. So very young looking; almost innocent, and not a hair on his chest.

My first strike was tentative. I am not a medical man myself; you understand. The blow must have glanced off a rib, scarcely broke skin.

His eyes shot open. A look of shock and alarm. He realised he had been rumbled. I could see it in the pits of his eyes. Before he could retaliate using the superhuman strength which I knew he must possess, I struck the stake again. This time with all the force I could muster, determined to make no further error.

What surprised me was the amount of blood, not just from the heart but gushing from his mouth. His eyes began to rim red, truly demonic. There was blood everywhere. So much of it, a glistening pool around my shoes.
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I’ve been locked away in a secure unit. The court, the judge, the psychiatrists all concurred I am insane. I pleaded mitigating circumstances. An act of self-defence on behalf of society, that was my contention. There were some arguments put forward by council that I had been unduly influenced by the sensationalist press and media headlines following the yet unsolved Vampire Killer murders. But that did little to change the verdict. 

There was a very moving address by David’s mother from the steps of the courthouse to the press, which really swayed public opinion against me, but I knew she must be one of them. Of course she is. They still haven’t caught The Vampire Killer. They won’t, because I’ve already dealt with him in the only way possible. I’m advised it’s unlikely I will ever be released. I am resigned. Philosophical, you might say. Incarceration is the price I must pay for ridding the world of The Vampire’s evil.

Bio

Rosie Cullen was born in Dublin and now lives in Manchester. Her career has included theatre stage manager, front of house, and puppeteer but principally writing for theatre, film and TV. She taught scriptwriting at Bournemouth University whilst also facilitating creative writing in prisons, psychiatric institutions, and to other writers with limited access to writing workshops. In recent years she has concentrated on prose; from flash fiction to a saga novel, The Lucky Country published Spring 2021. A series of historical crime fiction is in development.

https://rmcullenauthor.wordpress.com/about/
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Who’s There?

By Amanda-Jane Bayliss
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Not a breeze

Not a soul
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Who’s there?

No one knows
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Backwards and forwards

Forwards and backwards
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Weathered tattered rope

Moving without force
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Unoccupied

Splinted seat
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Moving without wind

Moving without body
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Who’s there?

No one knows

Bio

Amanda-Jane Bayliss (West Yorkshire, England) works at her local college supporting students with their studies. She also encourages them to follow their dreams. During lockdown, Amanda-Jane practiced what she preached by submitting her work to publishers. She is an experimental poetess who likes to dabble in every form of poetry. Her favourite writes leave readers in suspense and clinging on for more.

Ambrosial Literary Garland, OpenDoor Magazine, Journey of the Heart, Trouvaille Review are some of the publishers that have published Amanda-Jane’s work. Her other successful submissions can be found at www.facebook.com/groups/moresuccessfulsubmissionsbyamandajane/
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A Visitor in the Night

By Yaqub Abdullahi
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Have you heard of the small village of Ayeloja, where strange things happen? You probably grew up listening to Mummy's stories about scary creatures lurking in the darkness. But she never told you this. No one talks about it.

In Nigeria, it is mandatory for university graduates to take the National Youth Service Corps (NYSC) program. The program is one year long, where you get posted to different parts of the country to render services like community help, and teaching in understaffed public schools. Many are usually deployed to remote areas, like Ayeloja. This year, there were four of us—youth corpers, as the natives call us—in that village.

It started in late November, when the early Harmattan breeze carried dust and dirt alike, twirling and bending the pine trees surrounding the corpers' lodge. The river of Ayeloja lost its sparkling white-water beauty and turned into a frightening red colour. Blood.

That morning, Feyi—a fellow youth corper—and I took our buckets to the river. It was a long trek from our lodge, down the narrow road filled with bushes and overgrown weeds. 

River Ado was the only source of water in Ayeloja. The river, a glistening flow of clean water, serving the whole village. It was the sweetest water I've tasted, the kind that makes you feel refreshed when you drink after a sunny, hectic day. 

But that morning, a dense crowd of panicked villagers surrounded River Ado. Their voices filled the air. When Feyi and I
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