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            WHO ON EARTH IS HARVEY DUCKMAN?

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to this weird and wonderful gathering of our favourite Harvey stories from across the years. Some are old, some are new… all have been donated to showcase and celebrate our fab collective of slightly if not outright rebellious, and possibly unhinged, writers.

      

      If you haven’t encountered Harvey Duckman before, he spent his formative years in the shadows, watching, observing, learning his craft and honing his skills, allegedly along with a little, but not insignificant dabbling in the black arts. Stepping out from the shadows began in 2019. In Harvey’s first incarnation, he published an ominous thirteen volumes of mixed genre stories that were ultimately plagued by a myriad of trials and obstacles that would have given Odysseus a run for his money, some but not all admittedly compounded by the Covid lockdowns. He finally and welcomely met his rumoured demise in April 2024, with a sad farewell and a poignant Viking funeral on the banks of the River Tees one foggy morning, long after the lingering fallout of the pandemic had faded.

      

      A horn was blown, a single sad mournful note that filled the frigid air. Then the torch was lowered into the pyre of books that lay upon the funeral raft, and the raft was pushed out into the current… Harvey Duckman was no more… Then, just before the last watcher turned away, a glow of flame lifted from the raft. an ember in the air, or perhaps, just perhaps, a phoenix…

      Mark Hayes, The Passing Place, June 2024

      HARVEY DUCKMAN IS DEAD… LONG LIVE HARVEY DUCKMAN

      In July 2024, Harvey Duckman burst back into life with a brand new philosophy, a new home, new SOPs and submission guidelines, and a whole new set of anthologies, of which there are now seven, soon to be eight, published quarterly to a regular schedule with deadlines, each edition now dedicated to a specific if somewhat wobbly at times genre and filled with wonderful, original, human-crafted stories from a community that is caring, creative and thriving.

      As well as the main Harvey books, we have fun with a flash fiction challenge every month, culminating in Harvey’s Flash!Mob books, and insane 48-hour round robin writing challenges thrown in too.

      This collection is divided into our four main ‘basket’ genres: Dark Fantasy, Alternate Reality, Science Fiction and Urban Fantasy, but as you can see from the list of anthologies at the back, we have other baskets too in which we collect the wonderful stories sent to us.

      If you’re a reader, we hope you enjoy encountering our worlds… there are many more beyond these pages… and if you’re a writer too, why not check out our submission guidelines and think about joining us.

      

      Happy reading!

      CGH xx
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            THE TOWER BY MARK HAYES

          

        

      

    

    
      You never notice the tower at Southbridge when you first see the town.

      You never noticed the tower at all, most of the time. It has a way about it. A way that allows it to slip out of sight behind nothing in particular, even when you’re looking straight at it. For reasons that are hard to explain, when you’re looking at it your eyes would inevitably be drawn to something else. Mundane things would strike you as far more interesting than the tower ever could be. Not that it would be something you’d think about. You never really thought about the tower at all which was, I suspect, the point.

      Travellers, that rarest of commodities passing through town, would often find themselves bemused should the tower be mentioned by a local in passing. Much as the locals would be equally bemused if a traveller asked about the tower. Generally, they would assume such inquiries were about the inn in Market Square. This was, it must be said, not an unfair assumption. The inn was after all called ‘The Tower’ and had a neatly crafted, painted sign for the benefit of those who couldn’t read, hanging on hinges that squealed as it blew back and forth in even the lightest of breezes. This occasionally wrong assumption was seldom pointed out by anyone. After all, someone mentioning ‘the tower in the market square’, was likely as not referencing the inn, not the two-hundred-foot-high, slender, wand-like tower that dwarfed every other building in the town and had an evening shadow which should’ve fallen across the whole square.

      Well, at least, it would’ve done if the tower actually cast a shadow, but as the local explanation goes ‘it chooses not to’.

      The locals of course knew the tower was there. It’d be impossible to live in the non-shadow of a building so spectacular and be unaware of its existence, no matter how unobtrusive the tower chose to be. But the thing is, when you see something every day, which does everything it can to encourage you to ignore it, you learn to ignore it.

      Besides, “It’s just there. It ain’t like it makes a habit of moving about or anything,” Rudolf the baker’s lad told me once while we were taking an eighth day’s afternoon laze by the fountain across the square from the tower. A ritual young men of the town engaged in every eighth day in the hope that one of the young women of the town might join them. Which is something I can tell you from sad experience seldom happened, as the young women tended to gather by the other fountain across the square in the hopes, the wisdom of years has taught me, that one of the young men of the town might join them. Such has been the dance of courtship in Southbridge for generations, neither side willing to meet the other halfway. Though in fairness halfway between those fountains is the tower.

      Now it must be said that Rudolf the baker’s lad wasn’t a deep thinker. In the scheme of things he was a lad perfectly endowed in the brains department for rising early, kneading the dough, thinking about the lass who worked in the taproom of The Tower Inn, and trying to guess the likelihood of her coming by the fountain that afternoon. If, however, you wanted to discuss comparative philosophy, he wasn’t really the lad for you. So, his observations on the tower were little more than regurgitated local wisdom. The kind of wisdom common to most of the good burghers of the town. Much the same as if he’d looked up at a red sky one evening and told me, “There will be rain on the morrow.” But that said he was right enough. The tower, well… it was just there.

      You see, the tower had been a fixture in Southbridge and had been for longer than anyone could remember, and if pushed they’d probably tell you it had been there longer than their long dead grandfathers could remember. It was ‘just there’ and had been ‘just there’ for a long, long time. This in no way explained a damn thing about it to my mind, but then in fairness I wasn’t a local, and as the collective wisdom of the townsfolk would have it, you have to humour people who seemed a little over impressed by a two hundred foot tower of gleaming white stone, that somehow managed to be unobtrusive in spite of itself. They explained such interest in ‘the tower’ by that other piece of oft spouted Southbridgian wisdom “Outlanders… they be a bit strange in the head.”

      To give the locals their due, they’d seldom say such a thing in front of an Outlander. It was, however, exactly what they would say behind your back and whether you were in hearing range or not. Just so long as they weren’t looking you in the face at the time.

      It may seem strange to you that I was considered an outlander, born and raised, as I was, within half a day’s walk of the town. But Southbridgians are an insular lot, and to their mind to qualify as a local you had to be born within the non-shadow of the tower. This was an unspoken but nevertheless important rule in the collective consciousness of the townsfolk. While if pressed they wouldn’t admit it, a man could move into town within a few days of his birth. He could be raised there, educated there, work an honest job, meet his soulmate, marry, father children, grow old, die and indeed be buried on cemetery hill. But the good folk of Southbridge would still chisel into his tombstone, ‘Here lies John Dodd, a nice bloke for an Outlander, but he’d some funny ideas’.

      So Outlander I was, though I’d been coming to Southbridge since I was nothing but ‘a blooming hindrance’ according to my Dar. I’d ride into town perched on the back of Dar’s wagon when I was sent along with him because Mar didn’t want me under her feet all day. Of course, in those days coming to town was a great adventure for the youngster I was and I would tell him earnestly, “I’ll be helpful, Dar. I’ll help you unload, and, and, I’ll not get in the way or anything, honest I won’t…” And my Dar would grumble and complain for the look of the thing, but tip me a wink, smile and tell me later he liked company on the long wagon ride.

      Along the way Dar would tell me long stories that seemed to have little point but made me laugh anyway. It wasn’t that his stories were funny, it was more the way he floundered about in the telling of them, the way he kept losing his thread. He wasn’t a great teller of tales my Dar, but he told them with all the gusto and enthusiasm that only a father can have for a tale told to his son.

      On those long trips the wagon would plod along the occasionally passable road of hard packed earth, with the very occasional stretch of cobbles laid for a few yards. Once, the road was paved and cobbles merely formed the under layer. But that was hundreds of years past in the days of the old empire. Like so many things left over from the old empire, the road was on its last legs, the paving stones long since ‘borrowed’ for one building project or other by enterprising vandals. Yet even without the top stones, old empire roads remained better than others if you wanted to get from one place to another. Not that anyone went much of anywhere. The old empire had built things to last, even if lasting meant clinging on by its fingernails to the edge of a roof.

      The road ran along the bottom edge of the forest that grew wild and ragged beyond the farms of my family and our neighbours. In the other direction it went to Provincia, the old provincial capital back when the empire was still a thing. According to Dar, it was now a collection of aging ruins with a small village nailed round it, or perhaps he said ‘to it’. Though I’m sure he’d never been there himself. It was a good thirty miles away after all. Aside the odd tinker and the occasional travelling troop of entertainers who showed up from time to time, no one much came down that road these days. In theory Southbridge and farms like ours around it were all part of some duchy or other, but as whomever the duke may be no one sent any tax collectors our way, which no one seemed much inclined to mind. A few miles past the end of my father’s land the road turned south proper away from the forest edge and cut through the gentle hills before it came down into the northern slope of the valley where Southbridge nestled along the banks of the river.

      As you would expect, for a boy raised on a small country farm, my first sight of a town the size of Southbridge came as a shock. I’d have been five or six at the time, and had never been further than my mother’s yell from the farmhouse, though in fairness my mother could yell a long way. Up till then, the most people I’d ever seen at one time was during harvest when my dad would bring in a few labourers, or when a troop of gypsies passed our land, which was more often than not the same time. Southbridge was a thriving metropolis in comparison, all the more so on market day. But it wasn’t all the people, or the plethora of buildings built on top of each other that took my breath away. It was the sheer noise, the smell and the constant activity. From the hill side the town looked like an upturned ants’ nest, stretching either side of the white stone bridge from which it got its name. The bridge was another relic of the old empire, but in better repair than the road because even the dimmest procurer of stone thinks twice about taking down the sides of a bridge. The whole place was too big, too busy, too full of life, noise and smells that would turn a cow’s second stomach.

      I loved it instantly. Show me a child who wouldn’t.

      I remember that first visit to Southbridge vividly. Sitting on my Dar’s cart like a little prince riding a carriage into town. Looking down from on high at all the interesting and strange people milling around. Then watching Dar discuss the prices for his crop, the cost of his tac and other supplies, with the dozen or so stall holders around the market square, talking a language that seemed foreign to my ears as he haggled over the price of three yards of cloth and some needles for my Mar. Then he came back to the cart with a paper bag full of magic he called ‘toffee’ he had procured for me from a sweet stall. I remember trying to help him load a barrel of wheat beer at the end of an hour of trading with this stall or that and being roundly told to go sit back on the cart. I even remember sulking for a while, before I remembered the magic bag of ‘toffee’ and cheering up profoundly as I slipped some more of that magic into my mouth. The whole visit lasted no more than a couple of hours. Even with time for Dar to share a tankard of beer with another farmer or two outside the Inn. Then we were packed and heading back over the bridge and home. Those couple of hours seeming to stretch on forever, yet pass in moments. In the way such things do to a child.

      As we headed up the hill and Southbridge slowly faded behind us, my Dar turned to me, playfully jabbed me in my ribs and asked me the question he’d doubtless been dying to ask.

      “So, did you notice it?”

      “Notice what?” I returned, puzzled by his question.

      “The tower in the market square,” he replied, winking at me.

      “Was that the name of the inn?” I asked. A vague recollection of a sign with a picture faded by too many years in the sun came to mind.

      Dar laughed, smiled at me, and continue to laugh for a minute or so as he guided the cart further up the hill. Eventually he drew it to a halt on the cusp, turning it slightly to the side of the road so we were looking back down the valley. Then he pointed down at the town and directed my vision to the middle, where the market lay.

      “That tower!” he said pointing out what was suddenly the most obvious building in Southbridge. And for a moment, just a moment, I saw it plainly. The great rising circular tower that dominated the town that lay in the shadow it neglected to cast and raised up towards the havens…

      I was young, so I never asked Dar how come he could always see it so plainly, when the tower hid from the perceptions of others. Thinking back now, I’ve come to suspect it was something to do with him looking with the eyes of a child, the ones he kept in a small leather bag around his neck. But some mysteries are never solved…

      For those of you who have travelled a little further afield than a six-year-old farmer’s son, a little perspective on where Southbridge is may help you to get a clearer picture of the town. Though I appreciate travelling a half day’s cart ride from your home does count as both adventurous and worldliness in some quarters no matter your age. But to those who spread their fettle a little further afield, and who concern themselves with a world of kingdoms and empires, a bit more information may prove to be enlightening.

      The town of Southbridge is on the southern bank of the river Taine in what in the days of the old empire was the Comorian province. One of the last great provinces of the old empire created before it fell into decline. To the north lay the ruins of the old provincial capital of Comoria. Which as you may have noticed earlier was not very imaginatively named. This may have been an early harbinger of the decline of the old empire. When you run out of murderous butchers, or as the old empire called them glorious heroic generals, to name cities after your civilisation is starting down the slippery slope of decline. I will admit this is not the most eloquent of theories, but I believe when you start struggling to find new murderous butchers to lead your armies, someone else will undoubtedly find their own gloriously heroic leaders, or as the empire would have called them murderous barbarian butchers, and start chipping away at the shining light of civilisation, or the tyrannous oppressors, depending on your point of view.

      This is all ancient history of course, the old empire long ago declined to nothing more than a few cities with lots of history, vague feelings of superiority, and little else. Most people would be hard pressed to point out the empire on a map. Which is a shame since the best maps were of course still made in the empire. Possibly because when you used to own most of the world, you get very good at drawing pictures of it. At any rate it is over five hundred leagues from what remains of the empire to the old Comorian province, and most people living in Comoria would struggle to find the province on those same maps. Not for lack of intellectual prowess, I should mention, but simply because Comoria was now a collection of small kingdoms and large dukedoms.

      A word of explanation may be in order about the difference between a large dukedom and a small kingdom. A small kingdom is made up of several very small dukedoms. Whereas a large dukedom is one where the Duke is powerful enough not to bother with all that tiresome paying homage to kings and rules the land himself. Some large dukedoms are larger than small kingdoms, and most dukes of large dukedoms spend much of their time contemplating how to get the rulers of small kingdoms to accept them as king of their own realm rather than just mere dukes, despite the clear disparity in power between a large dukedom and a small kingdom. Often this involves convincing a small kingdom by means of war, usurping, beheading of small kings and taking of their thrones. Which generally leads to the small dukes of the small kingdom scattering from those kingdoms and trying to do some usurping of their own. Meanwhile the kings of small kingdoms look down their noses at mere dukes of large dukedoms and try to become larger kingdoms by means of marriage, patronage and alliance forging. All of which is just another form of warfare, particularly the marriage part. Though it has to be said, most kings are just as happy to use the more direct form of warfare, particularly if they don’t like the look of the prospective bride.

      Wars happen. Rulers change. Kingdoms rise and fall.

      Meanwhile most border towns change hands every generation or so, after the seemingly obligatory rape and pillaging. Then settle down to pay taxes to the new lord of the realm. Wiser would-be kings try to restrict the rape and pillaging to a minimum in order to avoid too much upheaval and get on with the import matter of taxation, which is another form of pillaging but more organised, and the profits flow directly to the king’s purse rather than getting distributed among the rabble.

      Southbridge, as you might guess, is such a border town. It borders the young kingdom of Sitifia, which has existed for longer than anyone can remember. The Grand duchy of Nordland, which is not particularly grand in size but has a duke whose ego is considerable. And the kingdom of Frank. Frank is currently ruled by King Frank the Third, whose grandfather liked his people to remember who is in charge, so took the unusual step of renaming the kingdom after himself. The third King Frank is, like his father before him, a traditionalist, at least when it comes to the matter of the naming of kings, so decided to name each of his children Frank with a view to keeping the dynasty going. This, so I’ve been told, is somewhat to the distress of Princess Frank, the current heir apparent.

      Exactly which of these three realms currently has Southbridge under its banner is doubtless a matter of heated debate between those rulers. Debate that has occasionally threatened to move to a more direct form of diplomacy via sharp bits of metal. Southbridgians themselves, however, seldom if ever express any opinion on the matter and consider themselves to be independent of all three, while remaining perfectly happy with the status quo regarding the town’s status. This in part is because the current state of affairs means none of the three kingdoms send tax collectors to Southbridge for fear of antagonising the others.

      Now, all this may strike you as an odd state of affairs. If it doesn’t, perhaps it should… But what perhaps should strike you as even odder, and I say this in plain view of my own hindsight, is that I, a mere farmer’s son, happens to know all of this. Perhaps it would help if I tell you that Political History, Structures and Relative Comparisons of Feudal Economic Structures, is considered an obligatory class in the old schoolhouse in Southbridge. That along with English, Maths and Thermodynamics.

      As I say, I say this in hindsight. It never struck me, or indeed any of my classmates as odd at the time. It was just the stuff they made us learn…

      Before my school days, trips to Southbridge were a rare thing. My Dar may have liked the company but my Mar liked chores getting done more and Dar could only take one of us along each time. Being the youngest of four, three sons and a daughter, and Dar only going to town once a month or so, made such trips a rare thing. Besides which, if Dar needed a hand with lifting stuff he would take my oldest brother Dan, whom Dar wanted to ‘learn the farm’ which meant, among other things, knowing the knack of buying and selling at market. It also meant learning how best to chew sticks of straw and the correct way to lean on gateposts. Things my brother Dan excelled at.

      Sometimes if he had Dan busy around the farm, which I always assumed meant there was a gatepost that needed propping up for a few hours, Dar would take Jeb for the heavy lifting. Jeb was good at lifting, as long as you told him what to lift and where to put it, in a steady slow voice. Jeb got his head banged as a baby, or so my Mar claimed. So Jeb was, as she put it, ‘solid but slow’ or as my Dar was more inclined to say ‘thick and idle’, but his heart was generally in the right place. Slightly left of centre, behind his rib cage.

      My sister, Patty, only went to town if Mar was going, which was generally about once a year. Most of the time she helped Mar around the house, and with the chickens. Beasts which require an inaudible amount of work considering they generally just scratch around the yard and squawk at you if you come too close. Patty, it seemed to me, spent most of her time dreaming of a handsome prince coming along to save her from the drudgery of it all. At least that was until she got a little older and started to think more in terms of a solid farmer’s son with land to come in to. Handsome princes being something of a premium thereabouts, while you couldn’t move for slow witted farmers’ sons, with fair looks, a few dozen cows, and a working knowledge of haystacks. By the time those farm boys started looking at her appraisingly, she had already appraised them all and knew their value down to the last sheep. She was nothing if not pragmatic, my dear sister.

      All this conspired so that while I was young, I got to ride into town once or twice a year at most when Dar needed company more than help. Thus due to its rarity, the sublime magic called toffee and wondrous wide-eyed staring at everything, didn’t wane for several years. I did however slowly get used to the sights and sounds of the town. Though I never got used to the weird way in which the tower could slip from your mind even when you were staring right at it. It must have been four years after that first trip, as we rode back towards the farm after a long day’s haggling, that I realised I’d never actually asked my Dar anything about the tower. For all the constant spill of questions when we rode to and from town. The tower, both singular in its inconspicuous presence and its imposing domination of the town, had never caused a single question to come from my ever-inquiring now nine-year-old mind. Not in four long years.

      This struck me as rather odd. Which in fairness many things seemed to strike me. But all of a sudden, a dozen questions sprang instantly to my lips and spilled over each other in a garbled nonsensical outpouring of verbiage as we looked back at town from the hill as we always did.

      My Dar laughed. Then told me to slow down and start over with my ‘incessant questionings’.

      Several deep breaths later, as I tried to decide which of all my questions was the most important, I could feel them all slipping from my grasp. As if something was forcing me to forget them, even forget I was curious about the tower in the first place. With all the reserves of willpower a nine-year-old can muster I forced myself to remember at least one question, while holding my breath until I thought I’d turn blue, in order to get it out from between my lips.

      Then carefully, slowly and pronouncing every word as exactly as I could, I asked him the most burning question I could hold on to. “Dar, who lives in the tower?”

      My Dar smiled at me and turned to look back at tower again. Then, while holding the pouch around his neck, he smiled at me and joked, “I’m guessing you’re not referring to Old Harry and his wife down at the Inn in Market Square?”

      I gave him my best annoyed stare, while feeling somehow strained as if the question, even now it had been asked, was still trying to slip away from me. The pressure to just drop the question and forget it had even occurred to me was almost overpowering. I forced myself to breathe deeply once more and just nodded in reply.

      Dar grinned, though I can remember seeing his hand clutching even tighter at the pouch round his neck as he spoke once more, and seemed to visibly wince. “Then if you mean the other tower. The tower. Well then, that would be the wizard who lives there, son. The damnable wizard of Southbridge.”

      I remember wanting to ask him more, but the day was getting on and we still had far to go. Besides which, questions kept slipping from my mind. Even remembering him telling me about the wizard seemed a hard fact to grasp hold of. I had to force myself to remember what he had told me. I even made up a little rhyme to keep the thought in my head.

      
        
        The wizard lives in the tower

        In the tower the wizard lives

        The wizard lives in the tower

        I know ‘cause my Dar said…

      

      

      I’d sing that to myself for hours on end sometimes. I didn’t know why, though I have the strangest memory of Dar telling me the rhyme himself and making me sing it to him on the road back to the farm that day. Dar was strange like that when it came to the tower, unlike anyone else he seemed to think it was important for me to know things about it. Yet I gave it little thought at the time, nor did I think about that strange pouch he wore around his neck. The one with the eyes of a child in it, as he always told us. Though I never looked to see if that was really the case or not, not for many years, not until I understood a lot more about the world and the tower, and by then I was looking for something else.

      It was two years later, after harvest, because harvest always came first, that I was packed off to Mrs Broccoli’s boarding house for children, in order to begin my schooling. In those two years I doubt the tower occurred to me all that often. Though I would find myself singing that little rhyme to myself at the strangest times. The stream of questions I’d had that day never reoccurred to me. Thinking back now I would guess on some level I chose to avoid thinking about the tower just to avoid that feeling of being forced not to. I suspect that in this I was far from alone. I further suspect that is part of the trick to it all. The tower doesn’t like you thinking about it so makes itself hard to think about, and eventually you just get used to not doing so. Though I think Dar was always the exception to that rule. He only didn’t think about the tower because he chose not to, not because it made him do so. Not that I understood why that was the case back then.

      School was a strange new world. School and town life in general. I wasn’t the only country boy to find himself packed off with two changes of clothes and a bag full of pencils after harvest that year. Indeed, the influx of ‘sheep prodders’ as the town kids called us, was an annual event. So that first week I not only left home for the first time, to take up residence in a room full of beds and the stink of the unfamiliar, but I also joined my first gang. This too was part of a tradition in Southbridge. The prodders vs the bridges, a war that had been fought for generations with sly trips, digs in the back and scattered books.

      It didn’t help that us ‘prodders’ started our schooling two years after the townies. Nor that we did so in stints of six weeks at a time between harvest and sowing, while the townies attended school three days a week all year round. We started behind and were always rushing to keep up. Though I found applied logic, the theorems of dead Greeks, and composite chemistry, easy in comparison to most of my fellows, I still found myself behind the curve of townie education for the first year or so. Yet in time I found myself at the head of the class more often than not, a position, in the strange society that is a classroom, which brings its own problems. Being the smartest kid in the class and a ‘prodder’ to boot made me unpopular with both the ‘townies’ and my fellow farm boys alike. But I was the youngest of four and had grown up avoiding the disapproval, fists and feet of my siblings. As such I was equipped to deal with the results of my unpopularity and even though I was small for my age I’d worked on the farm for long enough to develop the kind of stockiness that lends itself well to the odd brawl when necessary. After a couple of fights with bigger boys who were unwise enough to judge strength by height alone, a truce was soon declared, followed by de’taunt and finally acceptance.

      It was in my second year, as the last few days of second harvest dwindled, that the headmaster of the school came to my father’s farm and took my parents off to one side. Dar, as I remember, looked less than happy about this, yet at the same time he’d an odd look of resignation about him. I didn’t know at the time but I’d been marked out by the headmaster as ‘a lad to watch’ whatever that meant. As such he had come to suggest to my parents I attend school full time and move into town to live at the school itself.

      I remember the argument that ensued. My Dar, whom I had seldom heard raise his voice before, was adamant that this was not going to happen. Mar was proud and kept saying ‘maybe it for the best’. But Dar just argued back that ‘no kid of his was going to end up in that damn tower!’ Which made no sense as that wasn’t what was being suggested but aside the raised voices I could hear nothing more that was said in that room. In the end the schoolmaster left looking disgruntled and no more was said about the prospect of me going to school full time.

      Seasons turned, as they are wont to do, and not much happened.

      Not much ever happened in Southbridge. Indeed, if the history I was taught at school was anything to go by, nothing ever happened in Southbridge. While we learned about the rise and fall of civilisations, war and political upheavals, these were all events of the distant past, in distant places. Southbridge existed in its own little bubble it seemed to me. A distant outpost of the old empire that even the old empire failed to recall. The town and the surrounding hamlets and farms, just plodded along in its isolated remote way.

      ‘Forgotten about, or perhaps just slipping from the mind of the world beyond the forest and the distant hills that surrounded the region, almost like the tower in the centre of the town slipped from the mind of those who lived there.’

      I wrote that in an essay for humanities, three years or so after that first visit to the farm by my headmaster. At the time it seemed an obvious insight. Yet it caused such a ruckus when I handed in that paper.

      ‘Old Kemp’ was a retired miller who spent most summer afternoons nursing a pint outside the Tower Inn on the philosophical benches with the other retired men of the town. In winter they would retreat to the warmth of the tap room and do much the same. But twice a week he taught humanities in the schoolhouse and droned on to a bored classroom in much the same way as he droned on to his friends at the pub, though with less actual interest in his subject matter.

      Many of our teachers were like ‘Old Kemp’, retired tradesmen and women who did a few hours at the schoolhouse imparting knowledge to the next generation of Southbridgians. Schooling is, it strikes me, the art of distilling old knowledge to young minds. The schoolhouse in Southbridge did this in the most literal way. Most of our textbooks were older than our teachers, or our teachers’ teachers come to that. ‘Old Kemp’ was in some ways the worst of them, as he could make any subject seem dry and dusty with age. Indeed, I only ever saw him excited by anything once and that was when I made mention of that tower in that essay.

      I was held back after class and made to wait while the headmaster was summoned. An occurrence that did not sit well with me. I was due to meet Rudolf and the others at the fountain and we were certain, despite all previous evidence, that a couple of girls from the other fountain were going to come over and talk to us this time. In fairness we were certain this stupendous event would occur most every day, yet it always failed to materialise, but as I sat in the empty class room, regretting ever writing that damn essay, I was entirely certain that this would be that sainted afternoon the girls would finally wander over. The one afternoon in the last three weeks I wasn’t going to be by the fountain with the other lads.

      In short, I was cursing my foul luck.

      The headmaster read my paper, then he read it again, fixed me with the kind of stare that make any school kid feel an urge to vomit when you’re getting it from the headmaster. Then he nodded to ‘Old Kemp’ who nodded sagely in return, stood up and left the classroom.

      All the while I just sat there waiting, a feeling of doom seeping over me, not least because I was certain one of the girls must have wandered over to the boys’ fountain by now. They may even be talking...

      The headmaster read the essay yet again. Then looked me square in the eyes and his face took on a look of resignation. As if there was some task he had to undertake that didn’t sit well with him at all. I remember feeling worried by that look. No boy wants to see a look like that on the face of the man with a cane in his office.

      Then he looked down at my essay, which by the way was titled ‘Comparative philosophical outlooks on the possibility of things not being what they seem’, a title I’d been proud of, but if you have a wit of sense about you will strike you as a strange title for an essay by a teenage boy from a small farming community, in some backwater which doesn’t even know what country it’s a part of.

      In fairness, that’s because it is.

      The headmaster folded my essay in thirds and then, of all things, tied it with some string before taking the time to melt some sealing wax and stamp it with his signet ring. Which was undoubtedly an odd thing to do. Then he stood, gave me that same resigned look again and told me to follow him, mildly cursing under his breath, “I suppose I’ll be the one who has to tell his Dar…” which I suspect I wasn’t supposed to hear.

      He led me out of the schoolhouse, across the square, and right past the boys’ fountain, which I was pleased to discover, if only on this occasion, was noticeably sans girls as ever. But that moment of passing joy, which was based on nothing more than my selfish desires, was replaced with a strange sense of trepidation as the headmaster continued on to the very centre of the market square.

      The centre that everyone walked around, and generally ignored.

      That odd pressure that was always there when you looked at the tower seemed to build up at the back of my mind again as I sought to question where I was being led. Which is to say I knew where I was being led. I knew exactly where I was being led. I just didn’t want to think about where I was being led, because it didn’t want me to think about it.

      I remember looking behind me for a moment and seeing my friends by the fountain. Not one of them was looking at me, very definitely not looking at me, as they too could see where I was going.

      I snapped my gaze back around and felt a stab of pain just behind my forehead, and my vision blurred bright white for a second. Then I realised I was now standing next to the headmaster in front of a door. I’d never noticed that door before. But then why would I have, it was a door in the tower and I never noticed the tower as such. So how could I notice the door?

      The headmaster looked down his nose at me a moment. And I realised something else, the pained expression on his face was the mirror of my own. He’d had to force himself to lead me to that door, force himself to think straight enough to do so.

      It was a perfectly normal looking door, I should perhaps add.

      Is that a disappointment to you? That the door just looked much like any other you could find on any other building in the town. It was not much different from the door on my Mar n’ Dar’s farmhouse if I’m honest about it.

      I think it disappointed me at the time, as I tried to focus upon it. I think I suspected it should look like some grim doom laden portal. It should have had gargoyles around it and a huge bronze knocker clutched in a dragon’s head. It should have been imposing. It felt imposing, but only because it didn’t want me looking at it.

      Aside that one peculiarity it was just a wooden slat door, painted white, with a small brass knocker on it. No different from any other door you could find anywhere. But I guess you don’t need to be imposing if no one can bear to focus their gaze upon you for any length of time without the overwhelming urge to not do so.

      The headmaster handed me my essay, still tied and sealed. Told me to wait where I stood, and then he reached out, knocked smartly upon the door, turned and walked away.

      I stood there clutching my essay, staring at the door that didn’t want me to notice it and not daring to look away in case I forgot it was there. I felt a strange sense of determination wash over me suddenly.

      All those questions I’d wanted to ask my Dar came flooding back. All the questions I’d not been able to hold on to. What was the tower really? Who was the wizard? Why did people forget about the tower? What was it all really about? Why did the tower make us forget it existed? Those questions and a hundred more.

      Time passed…

      It may have been mere moments, it may have been days. I couldn’t tell you.

      Then slowly, the door opened, and a hand waved me inside. What else could I do at that point but follow…

      And then, everything I thought I knew, turned out to be a lie.
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      The cottage… wasn’t really a cottage. Had never really been a cottage. A crofter’s hut, a shepherd’s lean-to, nothing more. No facilities, no electric, simply the oddly shaped field, slanting downwards into a closed, micro, valley.

      All in all, an oddity. Something with no place in the twenty first century.

      The field had borne crops once, but was now a tangled undergrowth of nettles and debris. He had not time to search the field, neither time nor inclination to clear the field.

      An oddity that would yield him an awful lot of money for an awful little amount of work.

      A debris-encrusted wooden door filled the doorway. The doorway was stone, old and rough-hewn, the wooden door – was, again, not what it had appeared at first sight. It was a rough, thin, piece of wood, hewn from an old, dark tree – an oak, possibly. There was neither handle nor letterbox, nothing that lifted it above the status of – being a large piece of wood.

      He grabbed at it and pulled – the wood screamed in distress, warped tightly into the doorway.

      He started back, frowning, shaking his head. It hadn’t screamed. The wood was stuck, nothing more. He went back to his van, fetched a large mallet and returned.

      The door cracked with the first strike. On the second it collapsed into three shard-like pieces.

      Musty air and shreds of fog or dried smoke wisped out of the doorway. The room within was small, warped wooden walls and rough-hewn stone corners. Pale light trickled in, showing a rough table filled most of the room.

      There was something on the table.

      Somethings.

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out his lighter. Stepped closer to the yawning doorway and flicked it on.

      With an almost audible whimper, the lighter seemed to implode.

      He tried again, but the lighter was dead, lifeless.

      The table remained in the room, things upon it.

      He shook his head, throwing the lighter into the field.

      The thought of going into the room without light – although now the gaps seemed bigger, the light streaming through.

      There was something about the table.

      It looked – unrealistically – as if it was too big to fit through the doorway.

      He could see what was on the table a little clearer – there was an animal skull, a bag of something, and what looked like a set of horns.

      The day was clouding over – or maybe stale smoke was filling the air. The cottage had a definite air to it, and not just of age and ancient wood and something dog-like.

      He moved into the doorway. The three shards of door lay within, each razor-edged but not fragmented. The floor was earthen, tight-packed, bone dry but not dusty. The table was a step within, two at most.

      He took two steps.

      It was close, within. Sunlight seemed to come from a long time ago. Dust fell and smoke rose from the earth and faintly, so faintly he doubted himself, he thought he could hear voices.

      Thought he could hear the clash of steel on steel and taste long-dried blood in the air.

      Shaking himself, he bundled up the – on closer inspection quite large – leather bag, the skull and the horns, and headed out of the room.

      The doorway seemed a distance away, like the table was further in, deeper down, than it had appeared to be.

      He broke free and headed to the van, sliding the door open and all but dropped the items on the floor.

      The bag fell softly, lightly, but with something within.

      The horns clattered down.

      The skull rolled.

      Fell out of the van.

      He bent to pick it up – a human skull stared up at him.

      Polished clean, licked clean, bleached white but still –

      Eyes stared back at him, eyes of green and yellow.

      He shook his head – the empty-eyed skull stared back at him.

      He heard a creak and turned to look – a board, part of the wall, was collapsing into the room.

      A second followed it, a third.

      The building collapsed back in upon itself.

      Dust billowed out.

      The bag rustled, the rustle of paper, something with no place in the twenty first century.

      The horns crashed against each other, rutting in the van. The skull – green eyed and yellow eyed and empty eyed – stared up at him.

      He looked at the bag. At the horns. At the skull.

      Stared – fire – smoke – mist – fog – the bellowing of stags, the rutting of deer – the clashing of steel –

      He turned and ran.
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      Moonlight glinted off a razor-edged sickle in the reeds, as the barge pulled close to the riverbanks.

      “You watching, boy?” came the grainy voice of Delphine, behind me.

      I gritted my teeth, and turned away from the murky window, to find her in the gloom. The Harvest Land’s oldest survivor was watching me from beneath her tattered hood. She was crouched on the far side of the mouldy shack, with a hand pressed to the door.

      A hashed together pistol swung from her belt. Delphine called it the last resort. Sometimes I wondered what the point of it was since the creatures out there didn’t seem to notice when a bullet went in them, let alone die.

      “I’m watching,” I said, trying to keep the agitation out of my voice.

      “Good, because you gotta tell me the second they make their move, or we’re dead.”

      “I know. You tell me every time.”

      Delphine cast scathing eyes at me, lifting what would’ve been an eyebrow, except now it was a scar. Most of her face was. “I promised I’d get you to the Syphon, didn’t I? That means you listen to me. Fifty years I’ve searched for it. I didn’t need to bring you along at all.”

      “Well I paid enough for it,” I muttered.

      “It was a paltry amount, Gero. You begged me to take you with me. So if you really want out of the Harvest Lands, you keep your mouth shut and listen.”

      “That’s all I’ve done since we…”

      Sloshing water made me look back through the window. The barge came to a stop on the banks, and a makeshift ramp dropped into the foul-smelling mud. One of the crew whistled for the passengers to disembark. That was a big mistake, I thought, even if it did work in our favour.

      The glint of metal caught my eye again, making me tremble. I forced myself not to shout out a warning, remembering we’d been holed up in this festering shack for almost a week now, living off the floorboard grubs, stale bread and rancid water. We needed bait to get out, and it’d just turned up.

      “Anything?” Delphine asked as she shuffled around behind me.

      I held up a hand and fixed my eyes forward, trying not to lose control of my bladder, as the passengers crept along the banks. You’ve already been spotted, I thought, trying not to wretch at the guilt chewing my insides.

      Panic spread through the passengers when from out of the ferns, lurched the Harvesters. Their hunched forms were bundled up in brown robes, clagged with blood and grime. Beneath their straggly hair, were faces hidden under a mess of bulging veins that crawled into their mouths like centipedes. Each wore a makeshift basket on their backs, filled with the spoils of a recent harvest.

      My skin itched with sweat as they circled their prey. Silver reflected off the brown water, as the blades came down, crashing against the ribcages of those unfortunate enough to get caught.

      Screams ripped apart the silence.

      The stench of blood, mixed with the stagnant river, drifted in through the broken glass. More harvesters materialised from the reeds, cracking their victim’s ribcages open like shells. Blue light escaped into the air. Fireflies, they called them, the only true light besides the moon, in the darkness of the harvest lands, and we all had it inside of us.

      One man tried to scramble away, but he was cut down and his chest was opened up. His killer had a wicker basket-come-bucket on its back to capture the fireflies, and I always wondered why the Reapers never gave them the same equipment.

      Then again, no one really knew who the reapers were, just that they ruled this land, and wanted the light. I smoothed a hand over my chest.

      Everyone wanted the light.

      Escaped fireflies drifted into the air. There were so many. Most of them got away. All this slaughter for a few fireflies hardly seemed worth the carnage, but I watched, almost paralysed as metal scraped and tugged at flesh and bone.

      The Harvesters’ dull eyes started to focus on the blue lights. “Now,” I cried. “They’re chasing the light.” When I turned, the door was open. Delphine was already gone.

      Two-faced bitch! My body jerked forward, and I went tumbling out of the shack. Tepid mud splashed around me, and the
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