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  Note from the Author


Thank you, dear reader, for giving this story collection a chance! I have long wanted to bring together some previously published favorites as well as stories that never found a home out in the world but that I think are worthy of an audience. I've roughly divided the collection by theme and you should feel free to dip in here and there as the mood strikes. Genres include ghost stories, sci fi/speculative, fantasy, retold and original fairy tales, animal fantasy, folk and general horror. A little something for everyone! 
I enjoyed creating an original illustration for each story and hope they add to your experience. I decided to go with a slightly looser, sketchier style for this book and am pleased with the result.
As you might expect from ghost and horror tales, there are some potentially disturbing themes. Please check the content warning list for details.






  
  Content Warnings


Stories may include themes disturbing to some readers so please proceed with caution.  
Content warnings as needed by story:
Vera: body and corpse horror, disinterment, violence, murder, spectral visitation
Knock Knock: spectral visitation, mention of mental health issues, violence, body horror
The Long Hallway: murder, claustrophobic theme, spectral visitation
From the Diary of…: animal and child endangerment and death, violence, murder
Forgotten: child endangerment and death, violence, murder, animate toys
Take My Hand…: violence, murder, spectral visitation, animal endangerment and death
Cotton: violence, murder, child death, body horror
Sisters: child endangerment and death, violence, body horror, cannibalism 
The Price: child endangerment, animal cruelty, body horror, violence
Howl: death and grief
The Guard: anti-LGBTQIA+ government sanctions in a speculative future, imprisonment, starvation
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  Prologue: Loud


The house is too loud. 
The refrigerator moans. You’re not sure what it’s complaining about. You think maybe it’s too full, so you empty it out, bin all the food, but it still isn’t happy. It hisses at you. You take your revenge by unplugging it.
The heating vents howl and rattle when the air comes on. One squeaks. You try opening them, shutting them, tightening and loosening them. There’s nothing to be done about it, so you shut off the heat.
The house is a little quieter now, but that just makes the other sounds more noticeable. The laptop whirs. You power it down. The router box hums. You cut the cord. The light overhead is blinking and buzzing. You flick the switch.
What is that dripping sound? The showerhead in the bathroom is leaking an infinitesimal amount of water. Enough to form a full drop every 53 seconds that explodes inside the tub like a bomb going off.
…51
…52
…53
…there it goes again. You go outside and shut off the main water valve.
There’s a tip-tapping at the window. Moths attracted to the porch light, a shining beacon in the darkness. You turn it off, then go back inside and switch off the rest of the lights for good measure. The floors creak as you pace around the house, attending to your task. Better stop walking and sit very, very, very still.
There’s enough moonlight streaming in to see by. You look around at the stillness of the house. You have shut down its vital components, but yet it seems to thrum with an energy just on the edge of hearing. You have an urge to burn it down to the ground to stop the noise, but the roaring and explosions of fire, the sirens, the barking of questions would be too much to take.
Uneasy in mind, you arise and stride to the front entrance to study the dark figures looking in at you through the peephole. Their eyes are black pits, dull and unreadable, but they themselves are so quiet—mind-blowingly, miraculously, marvelously silent. How restful.
You open the door and invite them in.






  
  Part 1: Otherworldly Visitations
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  Vera


“Rough manual labor. Hard worker wanted. Discretion a must.” 
Most balked when they answered the newspaper advertisement and discovered the exact nature of the job, but Martin Breedlove was a towering figure of a man and laconic beyond measure, so the work and its peculiar requirements suited him fine.
In truth, he never felt so completely at home as when he walked through the cemetery gates under the cover of night. The dead welcomed him, never lied to him, didn’t judge. Their bones and gristle droned with the sounds of decay, a quiet energy which hummed up through the soles of his hobnailed boots as he hunted for newly-dug graves. Corpses were simply vessels that had hosted a life from start to finish and were now at peace. Most of the time at least.
This night was different. As he stood chest-deep in muck, knocking the mud from his shovel against the coffin lid at midnight, the coffin knocked back. He uttered a loud curse in his deep baritone, then swore again silently at himself. Body snatching was a stealthy business. The authorities were well paid to look the other way, but only if he was discreet and didn’t draw unnecessary attention to his activities.
Breedlove stood listening as long minutes ticked by, debating whether to abandon the grave and start anew, but that would mean hours wasted. It would be nearing dawn by the time he unearthed another body, and he didn’t get paid if he came back empty-handed. He balled one filthy, rough hand into a fist and rapped his knuckles against the coffin.
A faint scratching came from within.
That decided him. He’d never seen any evidence of it himself, but he’d heard tales of tormented souls buried alive, found with fingernails torn off and splinters in their hands from a desperate struggle to free themselves from their underground prisons. He wasn’t about to rebury someone who might have suffered such an unimaginable fate. He pulled a pry bar from one of the deep pockets in his greatcoat, methodically levered up the top of the coffin with practiced efficiency, then shoved the lid aside.
Abundant dark amber hair flowed loose and wild down to a sharply corseted waist. Breedlove swept his hands against his thighs to wipe away the worst of the grime before gently pushing strands of hair away from the face. Staring up at him, all soft brown skin and unblinking hazel eyes, was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.
Her skin radiated heat as though she burned with fever. He could feel it even through the heavy satin gown she wore. Cream and French lace and pearl buttons. Not a dress for burying. A wedding dress. He noted the thick band of gold on the ring finger of one of the hands arranged so carefully across her chest, a chest that never moved. No sign of breath or life.
Breedlove was not a superstitious man, nor an imaginative one, but rarely had he witnessed so uncanny a thing. He examined the inner lid of the coffin. There were thin scratches, though her hands were pristinely clean, her fingernails undamaged. He sensed movement from the corner of his eye. One white-booted foot flicked and shifted, but when he looked, all was still.
It is in some sort of stupor, he thought, or else, I am overtired and out of sorts and seeing things. Either way, he knew he would not leave her there beneath the cold and muddy ground, nor pass her on to his employers until he had unraveled the mystery.
She had a womanly figure, no fainting sack of bones here, but he had hefted much larger prizes from the earth and had no trouble lifting and setting her gently aboveground. He swiftly followed and turned to read the headstone. He rarely spared the markers a glance, uninterested in the person that once was, but he had to know her name:
Vera Masterson. Beloved wife and sister.
Vera. An unusual name, yet it suited her. It reminded him of verity, truth. There was a pureness to her expression that fascinated. Even her gown, though constructed of such fine materials, was simply cut and unadorned with the gaudy beading and excessive ornamentation which had lately come into fashion.
He glanced back into the grave and noticed a flash of white. Jumped down to investigate and found a filmy veil edged round with tatting in a simple looping pattern. Hair pins were scattered around the casket. Another puzzle. He assumed her hair had been carefully arranged, the veil attached when she was buried. How had it come undone?
Time was growing short. Dawn approached, and light was not an ally to such furtive work. He slid the lid back in place and returned to the surface, setting to work on pushing the mound of dirt into the grave to hide his handiwork. He couldn’t help glancing over at the bride between nearly every shovelful as though he might catch some sign of life, some movement. But she remained inanimate, skin softly glowing in the moonlight, eyes glistening.
After patting down the last of the soil, he retrieved an old tarpaulin he’d used to hold the dirt so it wouldn’t disturb the grass around the grave. Usually he would wrap the body in it, but he couldn’t bear to sully her dress. He removed his greatcoat instead and wrapped it round her like a shroud, buttoning up the front until it swallowed her whole.
Breedlove folded the tarp and threw it and the bride over his shoulder, his long strides making short work of the walk back to his handcart. He lay her in reverently, setting the empty baskets he used as camouflage against prying eyes gently atop her swaddled form. Instead of heading north toward the medical college, he turned east to the grimier side of town where those deemed less deserving spun out their brutish and all too short lives.
An empty garret room awaited there. Its one saving grace was an old skylight with panes missing and stuffed with rags in a futile attempt to keep out the cold, but it was worth it for the light that seeped in even on gloomy days. On bright ones, he would drag his straw mattress into a sunspot and sleep away the daylight hours, basking like a cat until his next midnight mission.
Working men and women arose early by necessity, heeding the call of workshop and household service, but none gave him a second glance as he unloaded his cart. All had learned to keep curiosity and speculation to themselves while out on the streets if they wanted to survive.
Breedlove carried the woman up three long flights of stairs. Past rubbish and crying babes, arguments and lovers’ rendezvous, the chaotic and muddled business of living crammed cheek and jowl like livestock into holding pens. They made way for him, his scowl and silence and size too intimidating to be worth the risk of asking him what burden he was bringing into their shared abode.
A mattress and a wreck of a wooden chair were his only furniture. He laid her on the mattress, removing his coat from around the body so he could see her face and form, and sat down on the chair to watch her.
Vera.
He turned the name over in his mind. It felt too intimate to think of her that way, but Mrs. Masterson seemed rather formal for a corpse. The bride felt too impersonal, the woman disrespectful.
Vera.
He whispered the name aloud, rolled it around on his tongue to get the taste of it. He swore her eyes flicked over at him as he spoke, but when he bent closer, they were staring straight ahead at the cracked and yellowed glass of the skylight above.
Now they were away from the earthy, moldy stench of the graveyard, he caught a whiff of something sweeter, like walking past the flower stalls at Hightown Market. He straightened her gown, smoothing out the folds before he arranged her hands. Then he took his old gap-toothed comb and ran it through her fine-stranded hair, gently loosening knots and tangles.
He was no lady’s maid, but he’d watched his mother plait his sister’s hair many a time when they were young. The pattern came back to him after a few false starts. He tied the end with a strip of cloth torn from the ragged hem of his shirt and lay the braid over her shoulder where it trailed down to her waist.
She looked peaceful enough, except for those staring eyes. He dug two heavy coins from out of his meager stash and attempted to weigh down her lids, but try as he might, they would not close. He gave up the fight and sat back down so he could gaze at her in what little comfort the rickety chair offered.
No sign of decay or corruption marred her smooth skin, but then her death date was only a few days ago. Give it time. Strange they had the grave marker already prepared and installed. As though they had anticipated her death and made ready. Perhaps a lingering illness, a slow decline. Her face was remarkably serene, if so. He’d seen enough of the ravages of disease to recognize its signs in the newly deceased.
The impulse to save her from her earthly imprisonment and the cruel implements of his employers’ experiments had led them to the tiny piece of the city he called his own, but now what? He could hardly keep her forever, and his masters would be angry he had failed them. But the thought of a scalpel piercing that firm flesh, despoiling her perfect form was intolerable. Better to lose his job than deliver her up to such a fate.
His body rumbled with fatigue and hunger. It had been a long night. He took one of the coins that had failed to weigh down her eyes and bought a couple of hand pies from a street hawker. He wolfed them down in as few bites as possible, meaning to toss the scrap of old newspaper they came wrapped in before an irresistible compulsion overcame him. He returned to his loft, fished a small sliver of coal from the fireplace, smoothed out the greasy paper, and began to sketch.
He hadn’t drawn since he was a boy. It had been an obsession then. He’d dreamed of being a famous artist, a painter, a sculptor. All daydreams too far out of reach for one of his humble birth, but an indulgent mother had sacrificed to buy him scant supplies, and a penniless artist come down in the world offered him lessons as a kindness after noticing some raw talent in the boy.
The skill he’d acquired from hours of practice came back to him now. He knelt by the chair, using it as a desk, while he stared at her face and drew. He’d created a pleasing likeness when he was done. Closer to the reality than he would have thought possible, but inspiration strikes that way sometimes. When creation flows through, rather than comes from, the creator.
Breedlove felt as if he were but a tool in some greater artist’s hand. He stared in wonder from the drawing to his muse and back again. He had captured something melancholy, yet peaceful in the expression. What had her life been? She had lived long enough to be courted, to marry. Beloved wife and sister but not mother. Her time above the soil was cut short before reaching that milestone.
His fingers itched and danced. The sketch of black and grey was insufficient to portray her beauty. He longed for canvas and brush, paints and turpentine, but such items were expensive. He’d need more money, and more money meant more bodies. He lay the sketch beside her, a mirror image to keep her company while he was gone. Then he walked the long blocks to the medical college.
His masters were as displeased as he had expected. Much to their embarrassment and chagrin, they’d had to cancel their private exhibition. But he had never failed them before, as they grudgingly conceded. They were in a magnanimous mood; they would give him one more chance.
Breedlove listened, hat in hand, head bowed obsequiously in acknowledgment of their generosity, thinking cynically they would be hard pressed to find another so strong and silent and reliable, as they themselves well knew. If the public ever caught wind of where their specimens came from, these fine doctors might find themselves in a tricky situation indeed.
He left them with the reassurance he would redress his failure that very night. All the while they had scolded and rebuked, his thoughts had been with her. Had she awoken while he was gone? She would be frightened to find herself in a dirty, unfamiliar room. He never thought about it before, but now he was keenly aware of how unfitting his place was for such a gentlewoman—how unfitting he was.
There wasn’t much he could do about himself, but the room was another story. He spent a penny he could ill-afford on a used and ragged straw broom from an odds and ends stall. It was with a strange mixture of relief and disappointment that he re-entered his home to find the scene exactly as he had left it. He removed his greatcoat and laid it over the body to protect her from dust as he swept vigorously.
It hardly seemed to make much difference, but he was satisfied he had done what he could, gently peeling back his coat and rearranging the amber braid it had disturbed. So tranquil in death, if death it was, and yet her skin glowed and she smelled as fresh as ever. He sat on the floor in a corner of the room across from her, watching for any sign of movement or life, eyes growing heavy until he fell into a restless slumber.
She called out to him, Martin, Martin…
Reached out a delicate hand, warm and real in his and laughed, a pretty, tinkling sound like a light drizzle of rain against the skylight glass. She placed his other hand around her waist and swayed and twirled, a dance he had never learned the steps to, yet in this dream world he was graceful and handsome, confident and bold. Her eyes danced with delight. With love. She reached up on tiptoe, her soft lips pressed to his. A kiss, never-ending, never-ending…
He woke with a start, breath hoarse and shallow, gasping for air, suffocating, and leapt to his feet, panting. A dream, a nightmare, nothing more. Perhaps to be expected in his line of work and with a corpse lying mere feet away, only he had never had one before. Not like that.
The light in the room had grown dim. Evening time. He hated to go out and leave her alone in the dark, but candles were too dear to leave burning. He lay a hand over hers and promised he’d be back before she missed him. He chuckled at himself. Talking to the dead now, was he? Yet he couldn’t help one last backward glance as he left.
He was hungry and digging was tiring work, but he hated to spend money on food. The idea of painting her had taken hold in his mind. He would need every penny for art supplies. So instead, he found an apple, bruised and mealy, that had escaped notice along the street. Breedlove rubbed the worst of the grime off on his coat and ate it down, seeds and all. It was hardly sufficient, but it was something.
The city was rife with graveyards, but he knew better than to mine the same one twice in a row. It meant a longer walk, pulling the heavy handcart behind him, but he was used to it. He’d walked the length and breadth of the city countless times over. Death stalked its residents with such profligacy, he rarely had trouble finding a fresh grave but tonight, even greater fortune smiled upon him.
A dead drunkard, sprawled in the gutter, starved or frozen or both. He’d never stumbled upon such a fresh corpse before. From the looks of the man’s clothes and long beard, he’d been living rough and was unlikely to be missed. If he took this offering, he could get back home all the sooner. Vera was calling to him. He missed her already. He would rather be gazing upon her stone beauty than wandering the streets and shoveling half the night away.
Breedlove glanced around. No one else about. The temptation was too great. He loaded up the body and headed to the college. The night watchman there accepted the package as usual and handed him his wages. When he subtracted his weekly rent and the bare minimum for food, there was far too little left to buy paints and brushes. Art was a rich man’s game.
A rich man. He knew of one. A portrait painter, much sought after by the highest ranks of society. He knew where the man lived. The famous studio in the garden was often pointed out by guides to gawking tourists. Compulsion directed his feet there.
It took but a moment to vault the high wall, enter a door that had been carelessly left unlocked, and rifle about for what he needed amidst such a surplus, he doubted the artist would notice anything amiss. Still, as he stumbled home with his contraband, he was stunned at what he’d done. Life had been a hard slog, but he’d never stolen before. Except for the bodies, of course, but that was a job, paid for by respectable men even if the work itself was not strictly respectable.
Any guilt or regrets he had fled when he saw Vera lying in the pool of moonlight cast down through the skylight. There had never been anything so beautiful in all the world and never would be again. It was his duty to record it for posterity. He arranged his paints and prepared his canvas as he waited for the sun to rise. Debated poses. Decided on a three-quarter view, but those eyes… those eyes should be directed out at the viewer, at the creator, at him.
When there was enough light to see by, he began with the undercoating, washes of shape and color, building layer upon layer upon layer, too impatient to allow time for proper drying between application. Fumbling at first, unsure, until some long-ago muscle memory surfaced, guiding his efforts. He worked through the day with no thought of rest or hunger, the world narrowed down to brush, paint, and her. The work was far from finished by twilight, but the broad strokes were there. He lit his last two candles to better see as he worked as far into the night as he could before his strength gave out.
He awoke to daylight and a clearer view of what he’d accomplished and was amazed at the details he’d managed in the dress, her hair. There was only the face left to do, the most important part. It flowered on the canvas as naturally as a rose in bloom under his hand. Uncanny was the word that floated round his brain as he worked. Uncanny was the effort he’d expended, the speed at which he’d worked, and the skill which was surely far beyond his own.
As night fell again, he added the finishing touches. A gleam in the eye, a slight smile about the elegant lips. He propped the finished canvas up in the seat of the chair with a guttering candle in front for illumination. He leaned back against the wall and gazed at his work, more than satisfied. Now he would have a memento when her body inevitably decayed. Her beauty immortalized, perhaps even displayed somewhere all might gaze upon it.
The idea disturbed him. No, no one should ever gaze upon her again. No one but her portraitist. He was afraid they wouldn’t see, wouldn’t understand the miracle that was this woman, this Vera, this unfortunate bride. And yet, how fortunate she had been found by one who did appreciate her, who hadn’t dressed her in her wedding finery only to discard her in a muddy hole in the earth for eternity.
He chided himself. Foolish thoughts. Lack of sleep, lack of food. Vera Masterson had fled and left this container behind. That’s all it was. She was no longer a woman, a personality, a soul. He was as familiar with death and decay as any man living and no sentimentalist. He would doze a little, regain his strength, then take her back—take it back—to that empty box built to embrace this forlorn object. He’d no right to keep it. What had he been thinking? A temporary madness. A nap, a decent meal, and everything would return to normal.
She came to him again in his dream. Brushed her hand along the rough planes of his face, a gentle swipe of her thumb across his lips. Then she kissed him ever so softly along the sharp bone of his jaw. She was dressed in black now. A figure of mourning. Much more appropriate.
Do not abandon me, she whispered. I do not want to be alone.
Smoke roused him. The candle had burned down and set the corner of the canvas aflame. He flung the picture down from the chair and himself on top of it, smothered the fire and ruined his waistcoat with the still-wet oils. Anxiously, he held the painting up to the dawning light. A minor black smudge marred a section no larger than his hand. He had done more damage with his attempt to put it out. The face was no longer pristine, the flawless skin wiped away, canvas white as bone visible underneath.
He would have wept in frustration if he was the type of man who wept. Having never shed a tear in his life, he went to work repairing the damage instead, afraid it would never look as good again but determined to try. The hours flew by as he restored her beauty. Finally, he held up the finished work to compare with his model. Perfection.
Breedlove lay a hand against the cadaver’s cheek and rubbed his thumb across her lips as she had done to him in the dream. He stopped short at the kiss. His madness did not extend quite so far yet. She was warm still. Not with the fiery burning she had radiated at first, but the natural warmth of a living, breathing woman. The horror of consigning her back to the worm-infested earth came over him along with a great weariness.
With effort, he tore himself away, nearly tumbled down the stairs to the street, stopped the first pie seller he saw, and bought all she had left in her tray. Returning to his room, he crouched, feasting like a wild animal, crumbs and filling flying, and felt some semblance of sanity return.
A knock at the door brought alarm. Had someone found out? Tipped off the authorities? None of his neighbors would have aught to do with coppers, but perhaps the surgeons had grown tired of him and wished to punish him for his failure. His word against theirs would carry no weight and he would be left holding the bag.
Ridiculous fears—no one knew, not even his employers—yet he didn’t answer the summons. A slip of paper was pushed under the door. Waiting until footsteps receded, he cautiously retrieved it. It was a note from the medical college. They had an offer for a prestigious lecture. Another body was needed without delay. A large bonus awaited if he was successful.
Fools, he thought. Where do they think I’ll get a body in broad daylight?
His eye fell upon that very thing laying before him. His mind went to war. Here was an opportunity, an excuse to kill two birds with one stone, satisfy his masters and earn more coin than he might see in a week or a month, while at the same time, be rid of this relic and the weird hold it had established on his imagination.
It might even be for the woman’s own good. If she was in some catatonic state, surely the first cut of the knife would wake her, possibly leading to her restoration to friends and family. What a joyful reunion it would be. A second Lazarus. A miracle. And if she were well and truly dead, then what harm did it do? Her soul was already fled. The woman who visited him in his dreams was no more than a figment of his tired brain.
No less than three separate times, he wrapped her in his coat and lifted her from the floor, on the verge of smuggling her downstairs, but always unable to take the fateful step. He decided finally to go out hunting instead in order to postpone the time of reckoning. If he found an opportunity, an out-of-the-way cemetery, he could weigh the risks and take a chance.
Convincing himself this was a more sensible plan than using a corpse ready to hand, he entered the bustling streets. It was no easy task to weave in and out of traffic with his cart, but he knew the city well, the backways and byways people avoided or ignored. Those alleys and narrow streets where only the desperate loitered.
It was in one such dark passage where he spotted a man. Another drunkard like the night before. A common sight, for who wouldn’t drink in times such as these if they had the coin? But this one was very much alive still, weaving and singing a seaman’s chanty. The sailor stumbled and fell, hitting his head on the rough cobblestones.
The victim beckoned him over, groaning and crying pitifully for help. Breedlove stared at the blood pooling on the ground. He approached cautiously and examined the man’s head. The skull was crushed, grey matter showing.
A kindness, he thought.
A kindness to speed the man on the journey he had embarked upon without further pain and suffering. He laid his huge palm across the man’s nose and mouth, stifling breath. The man jerked and danced under his hand like a marionette on a string, but Breedlove was relentless, fixated on this solution, this alternative to giving up Vera to be butchered like a sacrificial lamb.
In the end, killing proved easier work than hours of backbreaking digging and seemingly was no more hazardous. He expected shouts or questions, accusations to ring out at any moment, but nothing stirred other than a stray orange tabby, flicking its tail as it watched the scene with avid curiosity. He wrapped the sailor up in his tarp and loaded him onto the cart.
At the college, the surgeons came down to inspect the delivery. They looked from the broken skull to Breedlove and back again. May have had suspicions, but a very important personage was expected. Someone with an interest in the burgeoning science of autopsy and with influence at court. They held their tongues and paid him triple the usual price.
Reaction set in as he wandered home. First stealing, now… well, murder seemed a little strong, didn’t it? Mercy killing more like, but lines had been muddied, crossed. It was her. He had always got by, kept out of trouble. Resurrection men were viewed as a necessary evil these days rather than the rank criminals they had once been. They were helping advance the cause of science, medicine, discover cures for the myriad of diseases humanity was prey to. A noble profession, if one thought of it that way.
Breedlove didn’t feel noble. He felt sullied, depressed, and more determined than ever to return the woman to her grave, destroy the painting, and forget the whole thing had ever happened. Maybe he would even move away from the city. He’d heard they needed strong men for farm labor down south or in the smoky factories up north. Life might be easier away from this city which chewed up and spit out all but the well-to-do.
By the time he walked through his door again, he had made up his mind to have done with her. By the time he strode across the room and gazed upon her face, his resolve had crumbled away.
A witch, he thought.
She must be. No woman had ever had this effect on him. He had been a loner, only occasionally seeking relief where lonely men do. He turned to the portrait and peered closely. The face was not as perfect as he remembered. The white of the canvas was again showing through on the jaw and cheek facing the viewer.
He felt compelled to repair it but was too exhausted and downtrodden in mind, body, and spirit at that moment to tackle it. He lay down on the cold floor and fell asleep.
She was there again, but this time, she was not alone. The two drunkards were her escorts, one on either side. They were dressed in the finest evening togs, such as he’d seen toffs wearing out on the town, a sharp contrast to their shabby beards and straggling hair. Her delicate hands were curled into the crooks of their elbows as she laughed up at them. They smiled down at her in indulgent admiration.
When they saw him, their merriment ground to a halt. They looked him up and down with contempt, then stared and stared, as still as statues. They did not point or accuse him in so many words, but he knew it was in their thoughts: There is the man who has done us a grave disservice.
He awoke, both horrified yet morbidly amused at the curious turn of phrase his mind had conjured up. A grave disservice. How apt. How true. He had robbed them of their natural rest, their dignity, their rights. His head throbbed. He was a common thief, a grave robber, and yes, a murderer. What a long way fallen from the artistic dreams of his youth. Little better than an outcast, whose one artistic masterpiece was destined never to be seen by an admiring public.
He picked up the painting and examined it closely, sucking in his breath and whistling in astonishment between his clenched teeth. The white was not canvas. It was clearly paint. A miniature schematic of jaw and cheek bone, of teeth, of the skeleton beneath the skin. How was it possible? He swore it was an exact likeness of her when he painted it, a mirror image.
A sudden terror struck him, that the cadaver’s face would also have decayed to reveal the structure within. He whipped around, expecting to see her beauty gone. But she lay still as ever. A perfect effigy, untouched, unchanged.
With shaking hands, he picked up a brush and painted out the bone, covering it over with blushing skin. When he was done, he curled up in a dark corner of the room, as far from corpse and painting as possible, and slept like one dead.
She did not come to him in his dreams, but when he awoke, the painting was worse than ever. Bone, tendons, nerves. Like illustrations he’d seen in the surgeons’ medical books. Fury rose in him. Paint flew again. Perfection achieved. He sat against the wall, holding the canvas in his hands and stared as little by little, almost imperceptibly, the fresh layers melted away and the underpinnings that should not have even been there in the first place emerged again.
Numb at first, rage slowly rose in him at this insidious decay. He gathered the will to rise, to act, smashing the painting across the back of the chair and ripping the canvas. He tore the wood framing apart with his bare hands, breaking the longer pieces against his knee, and feeding all into the fireplace, setting it to burning merrily with a lit match and a shaking hand.
A choking smoke, a horrid miasma, filled the room. He climbed the chair, pulling down rags from the broken panes in the skylight, so the dreadful fumes had somewhere to go.
Night had fallen yet again. How many days since he brought her home? He no longer knew or cared. Tonight she would go. There was some black magic at work that he would have no further part of. Not even bothering to wrap or disguise her in any way, he swept the bride over his shoulder and barreled down the stairs past shocked faces, beyond caring about any speculation he might engender. All that mattered was returning her. He would face any consequences later.
Filled with an unnatural energy, his long strides in front of the heavy handcart made short work of the journey. There had been no rain since last he stood at her graveside, so the soil was still loose and shifted easily. He had never dug so quickly in his life and was soon lifting her down on top of the discarded veil in the empty coffin.
Where once he might have reverently placed her and arranged her just so, he now tossed her in and pulled the lid into place, driving down the nails with the flat edge of his pry bar, driven by an anger that increased with each strike.
Her fault, her fault, her fault, he repeated with each blow.
He vaulted himself out of the hole and scooped the soil back in, smacking it down flat with his shovel and smoothing it out so no sign of disturbance could be seen. He expected relief and yet, instantly he missed her, yearned for her. It took every molecule of strength of will he possessed to walk away as a misty drizzle began to fall.
She would be cold and wet. So alone. No one, nothing to appreciate her beauty but the burrowing insects who feasted. With every step he took, he felt as a man split into pieces, half of him striding the earth above, half of him nestled beside her below.
Not pausing to collect his handcart or tools, he stumbled home. The few pedestrians about in the early morning hours made way, hurried across the street pulling their black umbrellas low as though to hide from him. Some even made the sign of the cross, chilled by the expression on his face.
He paid no mind. His thoughts were with her. The smooth satin of her gown, the soft fineness of her hair as he had braided it, the staring eyes which never closed, not even in death. He cursed the ill fate that had taken him to her grave when he might have set out in a hundred other directions that night. Unearthed any other corpse but hers.
Whispers abounded as Breedlove climbed the stairs to his room. A bold hand reached out to grab his arm, but he brushed it away as though it was no more than a bothersome fly. He slammed his door, shutting out the mutterings and speculation. He meant to throw himself down on the mattress where she had lain, to sleep and sleep and sleep in hopes of escaping to a dream, any dream where she would appear to him in any form, loving or disdainful, spectral or real. He stopped in his tracks.
It was there. Propped up in the chair. The painting. Whole and neat like it had never been slashed and burned, her face a grinning skull with bare wisps of hair and flesh still attached. A bony hand lay outspread against the surface as though it reached out to him. He lay his own against it. It felt of warmth and flesh. The scent of spring flowers wafted gently.
The paint was dry and set, but even as he watched, faint cracks appeared in bone. Spidery webs spread out forming crazy patterns like the glazing of an old porcelain doll. Decay was not done with her image even now.
Pounding at the door barely registered. The rush of bodies. A melee. He vaguely recognized men, some his neighbors, some from up and down the street. A gang had gathered to demand answers about the gentlewoman he’d been seen with, plunked over his shoulder like she weren’t no better than a sack of potatoes, as one old cat screamed in his ear.
Let me take the painting, he pleaded.
What painting? Are ye daft? they hooted, and indeed when he looked again, the portrait was nowhere to be seen.
They pushed and prodded him down the stairs. He was too stupefied to bother resisting, but when they reached the street, he heard her calling.
Martin, Martin…
No one had called him by his first name, his true name since his old ma passed. It was Vera, calling for him. She was lonely. Lonely and afraid.
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