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Not every impending death makes a banshee scream—even when we know they’re coming. We are not just doom heralds, but protectors, and we serve the greater good. We are the ones sent when no-one else can make it, and even we are sometimes a step too late. Is this mission one fated to end in disaster, instead of joy?
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Screams for the Dying had its beginnings in the late 1990s, early in my career, but I wasn’t able to finish it for over a decade. I just couldn’t figure out how. When I did, I found I had this neat little stand-alone that didn’t seem to fit in any of the universes I’d thus far created.

Now, as I prepare to publish it in its second iteration as a stand-alone novel, I know it belongs in the same universe as The Songster and the Pirates, and the far-flung future of Shadow Life.

Now, there’s a universe that needs development... I’ll add it to the list.

The first stand-alone edition of Screams for the Dying was published in 2012, and it was incorporated in that year’s Anthology of Worlds. Both titles are now out of print, although Screams for the Dying can still be found in 2022’s A Collection of Death and the Undead.

This is its second, and hopefully final, edition as a stand-alone title, and I welcome you, once more, to another of my worlds.
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I had lived here from childhood to my thirtieth year but, in spite of the wattle dancing on the breeze and the eucalyptus-scented air that brushed across my skin, I knew I no longer belonged. My nostrils remembered the faint fizz of kelfa blossoms from the sun-drenched planet of Bolan, and my eyes recalled the darkness of subterranean living on the asteroid of Quorbet.

Now, as I stood, again, beneath the gold-flecked grey of the acacia and stared at the red earth of my home, I felt my homecoming a farce and found myself cursing the accurate wisdom of another older than myself.

I had doubted her when she said that few who had wandered as long as I had, could retain the links to the lands of our birth. It had been the truth.

I was different now. I had learnt so much. I had discovered the truth of legends and the reality behind fairy tales.

I knew there were creatures for whom death was but a step in the cycle of life, another stage in their own strange metamorphosis. Vampires, werewolves, ghosts, the fey; all were real. I no longer doubted the existence of banshees.

I had disbelieved that the banshee’s wail meant death, only to discover it true, and I had also found that not all impending death compels the creatures to scream.

Take the man now walking toward me, his dark face a picture of anxiety as he searches for his daughter. She has been missing for just over an hour. I know where she is hidden, but I will not tell him. He is about to die and, if he finds her now, she will die with him. I have discovered that banshees suffer prescience to a merciless degree, but never when they need it.

The explosion comes. I hear it as a dull ‘crump’ above us. Red rock hurtles through the air. It swarms as helplessly as ameleorites in a solar wind. I will be showered by pebbles and sharp shards. He is crushed beneath a boulder. Someone comes.

Someone screams; it is not I and yet ...

I feel the cry building, cyclonic, within me, a vortex of swirling emotion that I will release by parting my lips and letting my jaw open until it aches. I do not even know the woman who has come running up the path.

She kneels by the body of her husband, catching the last whisper of love as his hand feebly wraps about her own—and then goes limp in her grasp. Her cry of grief and denial is not as loud as my own.

There is a second thump of thunder. More rocks. More than shards and pebbles deluge the shelter of the acacia. I do not notice the first boulders that tear through its branches. I have not finished screaming. It is just as well the explosion came.

As the scream started, the woman turned toward me, her mouth hanging open in shock, and fear mounting in her eyes. A storm of rock engulfs her as the scream peters out.

The scream is like a whirlpool. It rises like a sea-tide, undeniable, unstoppable, and unable to be paused. It has a timing mechanism of its own. I always remember the last scene I see as the scream blots the rest of the world away. The reawakening is not so clear.

This time, I wonder if Kathryn, their little girl, is all right, then I begin to wonder what has happened to myself. It’s dark. Impossible, seeing it was daylight when the second rockfall detonated like an overzealous jury of Levites. Judgement Day.

There is the smell of sap all around me. Tree-blood. The acacia has been shattered. Its trunk pins me to the ground. There are boulders all around, red monoliths clustered in some sort of one-off conference. There is pain...and...and voices.

“...don’t know what set the second charge off so soon. There should have been a five-minute delay.”

“Let the investigators work it out, meanwhile there’s a little girl who’s wondering where her mum and dad have gone.”

I sense the less-than-friendly arm that wraps around the engineer’s shoulder and hear the misgiving in his reply.

“I guess it falls to me to tell her, then?”

“It was your explosion.”

The voice was matter-of-fact, merciless. Cowardly bastard.

I wonder where its complacency will go once the third explosion comes. There is no scream, and I cannot foresee their deaths, but I know they will barely clear the area before the next shower of rocks is blown out of the cliff-face. It is a relief; the scream has not become part of someone else’s death.

Not that there is anything that can be done. Even if I do not scream the person will die. The scream may slightly alter the way death comes to them, but death will come anyway. Lying in the cover of the boulders that have piled themselves over the acacia and over me, I remember the starship, Anastasia. And I remember Marlon.

Marlon and I had booked a working passage, he as a communications technician and I as a hostess to the rich and famous. I had been around long enough to know the value of a little work. now and then. Most of the trip is a blur. The passengers were typical tourists and I had fended off the usual presumptuous passes made by rich men, both young and old, at a pretty woman in my position.

The journey even stayed uneventful, until we were almost due to touch base at the Fieroza docking station. I remember very little of the approach, and the disaster that befell the Anastasia soon after.

I do remember standing in the central tower of a starship—not some mighty war machine, but an equally sleek creation built for pleasure cruising and passengers—the Anastasia, I am sure.

The urge to scream had risen inside me, my mind already seeing the meteor which was soon to smash the tower’s control room. Afraid of what my voice might do to the clear titanium shrouding it, I fought the bubble of sound pushing against my throat.

Marlon must have seen it, maybe even sensed it. He had taken a step toward me as I tried to stumble back toward the door. My mind shook, unbalanced by a sudden deluge of visions.

I stood at the crux of a dozen futures, all cross-matched with the actions I could take, as they swirled and tangled on the inside of my unseeing eyes.

Marlon didn’t feature, nor did Nikita, sleeping in her downstairs bunk. Three futures clung most closely, the crushing blow of the meteorite, the vibrations of my scream tearing tower and ship to pieces from inside the passage I was so desperately trying to reach, and the great cracks that formed like ravines in the clear, titanium of the control room as the scream waves hit.

In the end I grabbed Marlon and shoved him through the door to the passage, stamping on the emergency locking mechanism as I let the scream go. Now there’s a joke—I didn’t let it go; the scream was already forcing its way into existence in spite of me, and the first terrified deck officer was slowly turning his head toward me. There would be no survivors from the control room to later say I had been the reason for their lack of vigilance.

None.

The scream ripped free, the perfect pitch to shatter eardrums and transparent titanium view screens. It rolled out of me in a single swelling wall of sound. The last thing I remember is the first deck officer rising out of his chair, the second deck officer and his mate glancing up from their consoles, and the captain shouting “Someone shut her up” followed by “Get her off my bridge!”

Beyond him, the meteor roared into view, expanding until it filled the viewscreen as proximity alarms started to wail. What happened after is lost to the wall of red-tinged black that covered my vision.

I heard the titanium splinter, and other screams join my own. I wondered if Marlon made it out of the tower shaft in time, and if he went to find Nikita in her bunk. We had been guests, Marlon and I, invited by the captain to his table, invited to share the view of the Fieroza approach and the joy of safe arrival at journey’s end. I wish I’d never accepted the invitation. I wish I’d had time to say goodbye.

I wish I knew I’d never have to scream again.

Unfortunately, what I have is forever. I was born a banshee, although I never knew. I matured in my thirtieth year, gaining immortality and losing all my dreams. My mother was long gone; she’d left when I was five.

At least I know, now, that
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