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Foreword

 

On one spring day back in 2019, three women sat around a table in what was then RIVA, a local shop and tearoom. Over time, that group grew, and we became the RIVA Writing Group. Sadly, RIVA had to close its doors, but the writing group evolved into something bigger. Something magical. 

The Dragon’s Pen was born. 

What started as a spark of an idea has turned into an association not just for writers but for creatives of all kinds. We have almost forty members across two countries, and we host regular events both in person and online. We are breathing fire across the world, encouraging creation in every corner, be it with pen and ink or a paintbrush. 

This book is the first anthology created by our new association, though we had a test-run with the RIVA Writing Group. It’s filled with wide and varied stories, poems, and illustrations from writers and artists of all kinds. And each one answers the question of this year’s theme: what or who would you be if you could come back in another life?

Some are wild and imaginative, others more thoughtful and curious. We come from all sorts of different backgrounds, with our own ways of doing things. That’s why you’ll find some stories written in British English and others written in American English. There’s even a French one in there. 

The one thing you won’t find, though? Anything generated by AI. While we accept that technology has its place, that place is not here. Here, you’ll only find human creativity, pulled from several lifetimes of experience and from the depths of our souls. From where true art lies. 

So welcome to our lair. Dive into our spoils and enjoy yourself, whether you read it from page one right to the end or if you dip in and out as you feel. Either way, we hope you enjoy what we’ve shared with you here. If you do, we’d love it if you left a review on your favourite site, and we’d love it even more if you told all your friends about it. 

And if you’d like to take part in next year’s anthology, why not join us? There’s a dragon waiting to come out of you yet!

 

Until next time,

From all of us at Dragon’s Pen

dragonspen.com


The Watcher

by VA Eveleigh

C


ome on, then. Who or what would you come back as in another life?

The Watcher groaned as the words whispered through the air. Somebody had asked the question again. He reached to put his tea down on the coaster, pushing aside discarded papers and lunch remains, then he slapped his knees and got to his feet. 

“Come on, Sally. Time to go.”

Sally threw the dishcloth in the sink and wiped her hands on her apron, wandering in from the kitchen. “Really? I’m just doing the dishes.”

“You know the rules. We’ve got to go when the question is asked. We’ve been called. There’s no avoiding it.”

Sally sighed as The Watcher grabbed his notebook and pen, slipping them into his pocket. He’d need those if there was anything interesting to record this time. He doubted it, though. He’d been doing this job for so long that he had heard it all. 

“Where is it this time?” Sally asked. 

The Watcher narrowed his eyes to better hear the silence. “World number… 236. Some place called France this time. Come on, get in place. You know the drill.”

She joined him on the teleportation circle – a simple cardboard band placed on the carpet – and braced herself for the ride. “Remind me what we’re doing here again.”

“Oh, Sally. How many times? This is a vital part of The Watcher’s job. You’ll never make it far in the Reincarnation Department if you don’t remember what we’re doing.”

“Just one more time,” she pleaded. “I wasn’t blessed with a powerful memory like yours.”

Around them, the worlds shifted and blurred while they remained perfectly still. Sounds muffled, colours jumbled, timelines slotted into place. 

“Humans across the universe, in multiple worlds, in multiple timelines, often ask that question: what or who would you come back as in another life?”

“And why does that matter? Do they actually get the choice? I thought they got categorised according to…”

The Watcher sighed again. As much as he liked having an assistant, Sally could be tiresome sometimes. The swirling colours began to slow, first the reds, then the blues, and finally the yellows and oranges, slipping across the surface of reality like paint. The cogs of World 236 snapped into place around them, and Sally and The Watcher were assaulted by the noise of cutlery clattering against plates, of a hundred simultaneous conversations. Of laughter and sadness. Of the sizzle of steak and the glug of wine. 

“Customer satisfaction is of the utmost importance here at Reincarnation HQ. While a person’s reincarnation depends on a number of factors, we do try to give people what they want. And besides, the more scenarios we can file away for future use, the more options there are open to us. That’s our job, Sally. We’re Watchers. We don’t intervene or get in the way. We don’t even have a say in what happens to individual people. We watch and record.”

Sally turned up her nose as she stepped off the teleportation circle, slipping easily into the new world. “We’re just fancy otherworldly office clerks.”

“And without office clerks, nothing would run smoothly, in this world or any other. Remember that, young lady.”

“This is not what I meant when I said I wanted to work with the angels,” Sally muttered as she sauntered off. 

The Watcher bent to pick up the teleportation circle, which he folded precisely eight times – yes, eight – then slid it into his inside jacket pocket. He tapped it for good measure, then marched after her. The scent of fried onions sent him tumbling into childhood days at the seaside, hot dog in one hand and bucket and spade in the other. He pushed the thought away. He had a job to do. 

“Why is it always bloody restaurants?” Sally asked. “Makes me hungry. Look at that chocolate cake! Big enough to feed a lion.”

“I don’t think lions eat chocolate cake,” The Watcher replied, choosing not to look where she pointed. “And restaurants provide the perfect setting for the question. Wine loosens the tongues of the overly-fed.”

She let out the tiniest harrumph as she came to a stop at the table surrounded by raucous women. She and The Watcher would join them, invited by the question but unseen by the diners. 

What Sally didn’t realise was that they really did not have a choice. In the years since he was a mere junior Watcher, he had developed the teleportation system to make the journey more pleasant and easier on the gut. Without it, they would be ripped by some unknown force across worlds and times, quite without their say-so. They would be thrown violently at the question-asker and made to listen before being tugged back to their liminal space that he rather fondly thought of as The Waiting Room. 

“You should be bloody grateful,” he muttered as he took the empty seat at the table and leaned forward, listening intently. 

 


 


 

Death Can Wait

by Debi Waller

O


ur festive meal is in full swing. I love this bunch of people, from all walks of life. We all meet once a month for our writing group. It’s fun – we talk a lot, laugh a lot, and learn a lot. Tonight is the annual meal where we share a table at one of the local Chinese buffets, a rare treat for me. Laughter fills the air, and wine flows into glasses and then into us. Conversation topics vary until we get to this one. It’s a good question that someone raises, and around the table it goes.

“So, who or what would you come back as, if you had another life?”

This isn’t an odd question at all to me because I know exactly who. But… not quite the ‘come back again’ bit. You see, I had a dream, many years ago, a very striking dream. One I replay in my mind quite often. I’ve given it a lot of thought.

But here’s the thing: I’m not certain it really was a dream. It seems more like a memory, shaped in the form of a recurring dream that I only had once. 

It comes to my turn to answer the question. “I’ll pass on this one if you don’t mind,” I say, grinning at Jessica and then into my wine glass before taking another swig. The conversation continues around the table. We all listen, laugh, and enjoy the thoughts and ideas that come to life in the tales.

The evening draws to a close. We pay the bill and step out into the crisp night air, smoky wisps of breath leaving our mouths as we say goodbye.

“See you next year!” creates a general giggle from all. 

“Who’s coming to the New Year’s Eve party at Sally and Jim’s? Hope to see some of you,” I say. A few replies are exchanged before a small group of us head towards Julie’s car. She’s the designated driver for some of us, as the growing bump in her belly prevents her from consuming alcohol. I turn a little too quickly and step backwards off the kerb, losing all sense of balance. I fall and crash against something hard. My head jolts at an angle it shouldn’t, and everything goes black.

[image: Image]

“Abi! Oh my God, Abi!” cries Jessica, with the others all joining in a similar fashion. “Call an ambulance! Someone call an ambulance. Now!”

Jessica is a retired nurse and knows what to do while the others panic or stand around gasping in shock. Kathy pulls out her phone and dials the emergency number. Her French is pretty good. The others are relieved, as knowing what to say is key. The pool of blood is growing while Jessica is doing her best to keep pressure on the wound with the aid of her silk scarf, a present from her late mother. Time stands still for all of them.

Suddenly, the flashing of blue lights, the ear-offending siren so close it brings them all to attention. The professionals quickly take charge, whilst the group watches, none of them knowing what to say.

Jessica talks to the pompiers and nods as one of them asks her if she can go with them to the hospital. Turning to her worried friends, she says, “I’ll let you know as soon as I can...” She trails off before stepping up into the loaded ambulance.

[image: Image]

I walk towards him again, like coming home. It’s Az. My Az. I have loved him and he has loved me for thousands of years, but we’re destined only to meet for three days for every one of my lifetimes. It’s easy for me because I can forget – just reminded in dreams sometimes, leaving me with a hazy knowing. For Az, he must live with it, or should I term that differently?

It’s not dark here, but neither is it lit. It’s a strange kind of place, but I am used to it; the hidden memories are all very clear to me now. It’s solid enough, but there is no detail. There is no definition to this space. We are that space and can move within it, but it is insignificant. 

“Az, my love, my life, my death.” That’s how I always greet him. He stands there tall, shrouded in a long black cloak. He lowers the dark hood so that his smile is revealed on his pale, beautiful face, framed with long, curly, silver-grey hair. His crystal-clear pale blue eyes, though, tell me he is sad.

“Abi, my love, my breath, my life,” and we embrace. The sort of embrace that two souls who belong together but are separated for far too long embrace. The sort of embrace that means everything. Our souls join in that holding, and sparks swirl around us, filling the dim space with twinkling light that follows our entwined bodies. We spin and enfold in each other’s arms. It’s only for a few seconds, but it feels like hours. Time works differently here.

I look up at him, the corners of my mouth unable to contain the happiness, but he looks tired. I frown.

“Tell me what’s wrong,” I say, trying my best to be light-hearted, but I know this is something serious.

“My time in this role is drawing to an end. I need to find an apprentice, someone to take over from me.”

I ponder on this statement. “You mean… You mean that this is our last… encounter like this… Don’t you?”

“I don’t think so. Because my apprentice has already been chosen, she just needs to accept.” He stares at me like he’s never stared before, the piercing blue eyes making me shiver. 

I look into the depths of his soul through the small, sad windows on his face and see the truth. “Really... really?” I try very hard to keep the growing excitement out of my voice. “You do mean what I think you mean, don’t you?”

He nods. “Are you sure about this? I know we have talked about this before, but are you really sure? It’s the hardest job you can possibly imagine,” Az says serenely, but his aura gives away his true feelings.

“100% positive! And anyway, I’ve been telling you for centuries you’re going about it all the wrong way.”

“Then it is agreed. We have one year together. That’s the reward, of course. After that, it’s the same old deal, but this time you will bear the brunt.”

[image: Image]

Jessica enters the room quietly and takes her place by the bed. She has visited at the same time every week for a month. There is no change. Abi lies there looking peaceful, content even. But no change. The monitor blinks away, showing her heart rate. Everything appears to be normal, except there are no other signs of life. But Jessica is privy to something the other friends are not. Jessica knows of Abi’s thoughts about death. Her Death.

Taking hold of her hand, Jessica shuts her eyes and tunes in, as she has done since they were eleven, when they first met. It’s a bond they have never understood or questioned. A twin-like bond, but they aren’t related. She waits in her inner darkness until the images appear. 

“Oh, Abi, my darling Abi. You really are going for this, aren’t you?” Jessica whispers quietly to herself. Not sure whether to be happy or sad, she settles for somewhere in between. The scene unfolds before her. Abi has described it many times in different forms over the years, but all close enough to be The Scene. She doesn’t watch for too long; it feels like snooping. After opening her eyes, she still holds Abi’s hand. 

“It’s nearly time, isn’t it? I miss you.” A single tear rolls down Jessica’s cheek and falls onto their joined hands. She sits quietly for half an hour or so, not letting go of her dearest friend, her platonic soul mate, thinking of all the good times they have shared together over the last forty years.

[image: Image]

“Az, I want to have a go at doing things a bit differently,” I declare, a grin widening across my face.

“I know. I know, my love. You are very different to me, and your soul sparkles with colours and fire. Mine is sombre and dark. I think it always has been, apart from when I am with you.”

“Our destinies are intertwined and so cruel in a lot of ways. But we do have eternity on our side, so that is our gift to each other. So very many do not have that. Let’s not dwell on the negative, hey?”

“You are right, my love, my light. You are so right. We have been given this amazing time together, once in a death-time! Let’s make the most of it. So, what’s your plan? What do you intend to change?”

The space around us begins to alter. Subtle, but what has been dim, verging on the dingy, gradually turns into a translucent warm light with a pale spectrum of colours floating around us in anticipation. A light of hope. A light of love. A light of – dare it be said – joy.

“Az, please don’t get me wrong. You have had the hardest job that anyone could do. I… I really think you have done the best job…”

“But?”

“But times have changed. Perceptions have changed… or at least it’s time they did. People don’t need to be afraid of death. Or at least not afraid of ‘what comes after’. I know every person has their own trials to go through, but that passing-over bit? It needs some proper PR.”

“PR? What is PR? You have lost me, my love.”

“I’m sorry, what I mean to say is, the premise of ‘death’ is very negative. It needs to be joyous, a celebration, a—”

“I understand you. Times really have changed, haven’t they? But I haven’t. I think you will be teaching me more than I will be teaching you.” Az smiles at her, holding her gaze as they fall into each other’s souls again.

[image: Image]

Abi hovers over the old man slumped in his armchair. The television is blasting out the latest tragedy to have struck. Abi is very thankful for the huge team that supports their role, the team that filters out the ones for whom it is too late. The ones who don’t need their special touch. But that still leaves hundreds each day that she makes a personal appearance for, while Az watches on, invisible to all but Abi. This man, for example. At first glance, there is nothing special. But Abi is privy to information that makes this case different.

“Shhh, my friend,” she whispers to the elderly cat curled up on the man’s lap. The cat calms his gaze and settles back into the comfort of the warm lap he sits upon. The cat is well aware that the warmth is not from his human companion, though. 

The man looks up at Abi, a shimmer-form of his previous self, just outside the edges of his physical body. Abi smiles, her warmth radiating through him, and he relaxes. He’s been waiting for this day but does not want to let go. Who will look after his faithful Fred? The man stretches out his translucent arm to caress Fred’s head. He looks back at Abi, the big question loud in his eyes.

Abi looks from him to Fred and asks the question Fred is waiting for. Fred purrs one last loving purr and pushes his soul through his worldly form to meet the soothing hand of his companion. Together they follow Abi through the misty beyond. 

“Hi, Grandad. You’ll love this new place.”

[image: Image]

Several Months Later

Julie goes into labour a month early. It’s her first child, and she is scared. Really scared. Her fear of dying is overwhelming her, made even worse by the thought she could lose her baby or die with it. Blue flashing lights bounce off reflective surfaces as she lies in the back of the ambulance, her hands clutching her belly. “Dear God, please let her be okay. Please let us both be okay,” she whispers to herself as tears start rolling down her reddened cheeks. “Please… I’m so scared…” Her invisible voice trails into nothingness.

Her temperature is high, and the attending emergency nurse dabs a comforting cool cloth on her brow. He puts his hand on top of one of hers and reassures her.

“You’re going to be fine, Ms Peters. I’m here for you.”

She doesn’t feel fine. Something is wrong. Very wrong. She drifts off into sleep. But it’s not sleep. 

[image: Image]

“Julie?” Abi pushes through the mist to see one of her dear friends leaving her body, with the unborn child creating a cord between life and death.

“Abi!” Julie flashes a smile of joy before confusion rushes over her and pulls her backwards.

“Julie, take my hand, and I will help you. Come on, it’s okay, I have your back.”

Julie holds her hand out towards Abi’s, confusion and doubt filling her. “What is this? Why am I here? Why are you here? You’re in the hospital, in a coma! I’m so confused.” Her frown deepens, and her hand starts drawing back.

“It’s okay, Jules. It really is okay.” The aura around Abi is glowing brighter as every slow second passes. The outer layer starts to shimmer and spark, all colours of the rainbow sprinkling outward and filling the spaces not seen. Abi reaches her hand forward, comforting and kind. “Let me see…”

Abi holds the hand of her friend and watches as the previous events unfold in quick succession. She looks into Julie’s eyes and into her soul and holds them there in what feels like eternity for Julie. She sees her fears, the fear that has held her back all her life. Her fear of death. Her fear of the unknown. Her longing for eternal life because death is something she cannot even bear to think about. And yet here it is, staring her in the face. 

“You have a choice, my friend. You can come with me, and I will show you the glory of what is beyond. It is beautiful. More beautiful than you can possibly imagine.” As she speaks, Abi’s gaze is drawn to the golden cord that joins the mother to her unborn child. The child’s heart beats strong and loud. Almost too loud. “But I think you are needed elsewhere.” 

Julie’s tempted eyes follow the gaze of Abi’s. “My baby! Oh, my baby, how could I have forgotten you! That is impossible.” Julie pulls away from her ethereal friend, grabbing hold of the golden cord. The bond is still strong between mother and child, but the fear of loss is stronger.

“It’s okay, my lovely, it’s really okay. I had to give you the choice, but your job there has only just begun. You must stay and look after this angel. This is not your time, unless you choose it. You must stop fearing the worst. There is no ‘worst’; it just gets better. You will understand one day. I send you back with a message. Listen carefully and remember well.” Abi whispers into Julie’s ear in a tone that becomes more than words, more like a song or a melody. The message is delivered in a way it cannot be forgotten.

Julie grabs hold of Abi’s hands as she feels herself being pulled backwards. “Abi, is this real? What are you doing here? I don’t understand.”

“It’s very real, my friend. Very real. My name is… you don’t really need to know that. I think you know already. Talk to Jessica when you are well enough. She will explain.”

Julie frowns, trying hard to take it all in, still being pulled backwards. As their hands begin to part, Julie asks, “Death? Is your name Death?”

Their hands separate, and the light engulfs them both. Julie sees her friend nod and hears her soft reply. “It’s one of them, my friend,” she says before disappearing back into the brilliant white misty light.
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“So, how did I do?”

“Better than I would have. I think you are nearly ready.” 

This pleases me, but Az seems sadder than ever.

“What’s the matter?” I ask, entwining my weightless, almost transparent arms around him.

“The thing is, what I didn’t tell you was… we had up to a year. I didn’t expect you to be so good at this. It means…”

“Oh no! Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I wasn’t allowed to.”

“How much time do we have left?”

“Not long. Let’s not think on it. Let’s just be. Enjoy us while we still can. I shall miss you, but I’ll soon forget. You, however, will not. So, enjoy the job, and we’ll be together the next time around.”

[image: Image]

In the hospital room, friends are quietly gathered around Abi’s bed. They have said their last goodbyes, and now they watch as the doctor nods at them silently then turns to the machine that has been keeping her alive.
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Thirty-five Years Later

The day closes in. The window in the corner disappears into the wall as the bedside lamp casts long shadows around the room in anticipation.

Julie clutches her aunt’s hand; withered fingers, cold and frail. There is little time now to say final goodbyes. The ticking clock seems louder but slower, almost coming to a stop. Julie knows now. She has known for some time that a visitor is due. There is no surprise this time. 

Abi appears at her friend’s side, leaning over her shoulder, smiling not only at her dearest friend but at the one she needs to let go. Julie looks up and smiles back.

“Oh, Abi, it has taken me many years to come to terms with all of this, but now I have. I am so glad you are here. I’m so glad you have shown me over the years what I suspect others can only guess at. Thank you.”

Swirls of rainbow mist glittering with joy surround all three as Abi reaches forward to take Shirley’s hand from Julie’s. Not the frail one but the ethereal one, tingling with soul energy. She pulls Shirley up and out of her discarded human form, allowing her to take the moments she needs to say goodbye to this realm. Julie watches. What a privilege she has been granted, but there is a reason – there is always a reason for everything.

Julie stands and faces the two spirits and flings her arms around them as they disappear into the night.
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Many Years Later

“Julie? Look at me, my dearest friend.”

Julie looks at Abi with wise eyes that have seen too many years. But still those eyes yearn for more, for longer.

“It’s time to come with me at last.”

“I know, I know, but I’m still not ready,” Julie replies, even though she has been bedridden for the last eighteen months. She has outlived all her family, including her children. At 108 years old, Julie has outlived most of the people from her life, and she is now being cared for by people she considers strangers.

“Come with me, dear friend. I have a proposition for you.”

[image: Image]

I am at the end of this job. I know, I didn’t last very long, but I miss him too much. That time we spent together, it threw me. I thought this was the best job ever. I wasn’t meant to be the person for this job, though. I was just a stand-in until the right person became available. Julie is the right person. I know it, and she knows it, finally.

Az walks towards me, his reflection of human form not that much different from the Az I know and love. The soul is what I see, not the form. He takes my hand, and we walk into the bright, welcoming light together.


Meet the Author
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Debi isn’t a stranger to writing. 

Before moving permanently to France in 2004, she ran a graphic design, marketing, and print business in Dorset. As part of this business, she did copywriting for brochures and leaflets and wrote occasional freelance articles. She also published her own arts magazine for the South West of England for a few years. 

But fiction writing is very different.

With several stories brewing in her head over the decades, the Dragon’s Pen writing group finally got her putting pen to paper. It may still take another decade to get those stories out, but she’s made a start.
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The Other Me

by Nadine Castleman

The dinner conversation shifts— 
If you weren’t you,
Who would you be?

I drift.

Sometimes I wonder
What my life would be
If I had stayed Louise.

If analogue communication had flowed,
intentions not misconstrued.

If shame had not been spoken
over the crib,
the need to put things right
not so heavy.

Would there have been
a happy ending?
Two young souls
who loved so deeply
that becoming three
did not pull them apart?

No preoccupation with what if,
curiosity at bay

No quiet urge to prove,
to push,
to become more
than enough.

And yet, in parallel
such joy.

One family formed
in the wake of another.
Loving arms
carrying me through
a life I would never undo.

As the conversation moves on
we rest easy
being not the other me
but all of me.
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Nadine Castleman is a fine artist and printmaker based in rural France. Her work explores themes of memory, mortality, adoption, and the traces that remain as evidence that we were here. 

Her poem “The Other Me” reflects the quiet complexity of adoption – the parallel lives imagined and unlived, the what-ifs held alongside gratitude, and the wholeness found in embracing all versions of the self.
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