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  Dream Eater for Sale

Caroline Barnard-Smith


Brightest blessings, Dearest Seeker. I extend to you an invitation to browse Starlight Collections Boutique, your one-stop shop for Dream Eaters (also Spirit Companions and Angelic Helpers—ask about my 2-for-1 sale!).

Do you struggle to reach the Astral Plane? Do you feel Hexed, Cheated, or Blocked in some way when you try to lucid dream? Perhaps you simply suffer from debilitating nightmares? My Dream Eaters can syphon all negative energies from the dreaming world and return your dreams to peace and equilibrium.

My captured Dream Eaters are AUTHENTIC! As per Sweet Dreamz seller regs, you will receive a tangible item upon receipt of payment.

I am an experienced Witch, Medium, Paranormal Investigator, and Keeper of Dream Eaters with more than 25 years’ experience. Thank you so much for your interest… Perhaps you were meant to find your way here. If you feel this post speaks to you, visit my website or feel free to message me. I’m always honoured to hear from true-hearted Seekers!
The cold flickering emanating from the TV pulled at the edges of Molly’s smile, made it appear warped and feral. She severely doubted she could call herself a true-hearted Seeker, but the website had stoked a small ember of joy she hadn’t felt in months. The antiquated forum was an eye-straining mishmash of purples and pinks. A garish title floating at the top proclaimed this glorious relic of the early noughties to be The Sweet Dreamz Club. 
Molly expected the site to be abandoned, left to float at the shadowy recesses of the interwebs like a barnacled ghost ship. She was surprised to find the posts were recent. People were discussing lucid dreams and how to trigger them. Others calling themselves dream-walkers offered to provide a link between your dreams and those of another for a modest fee.
Walk in another’s head, they promised. See the world through their dreaming eyes.
Molly had been about to click away when she saw the post titled, Dream Eaters for Sale, written by a self-proclaimed witch from Kent who called herself Lucretia. 
Maybe it was the lack of sleep. Maybe it was the aftereffects of running on coffee and fear for weeks, but something made Molly click the private message button.
Molly: Do these dream eaters really work?
The seller responded almost immediately.
Lucretia: Yes, they really work. I have several entities for sale. They are extremely powerful and not to be used as toys. Are you sure you’re serious, Dearest Seeker?
Molly sat up straighter on the sofa, torn between goading the woman on or inquiring why she was awake and eager to chat at such a late hour. If she wasn’t peddling bullshit, surely she should be soundly ensconced within her own lucid dream, flying around the lost city of Atlantis or chilling with movie stars.
She lifted a hesitant finger to her phone screen and typed, I’m not sure if I believe in this sort of thing.
The witch’s second reply took longer to materialise. Molly rubbed at the back of her neck, massaging away an uncomfortable prickling sensation.
Lucretia: It doesn’t matter that you believe, it only matters that you Seek. You found your way to me for a reason.
Molly supposed that was true, the reason being she was bored and sad and had absolutely no intention of forcing herself to sleep just yet. Her gaze wandered to the empty double bed floating below the ceiling. It was fixed between two walls, the sagging mattress caged by repurposed stair railings, the only access provided by a long splintering ladder. The bed was both a marvel of invention and an ugly monument to the squalling meanness of her landlord, a man who had wrested a student apartment from a damp garage with barely functional heating.
Lucretia: You are having nightmares.
It wasn’t a question, but a statement. Molly frowned down at the small, bright screen in her hand.
Molly: What makes you think that?

Lucretia: I gather impressions from people. Their passions and fears. Your fear is a scarlet blade that weeps as it cuts. Tell me about your nightmares, Dearest Seeker.
Molly’s first impulse was to close the site and turn off her phone. This overly familiar internet stranger was prying a bit too close to home. Her finger hovered over the screen. Finally, she typed, Why do you need to know about my nightmares?
Lucretia: So that I can establish which Dream Eater will be the most suitable. They each have unique personalities and temperaments. No two are alike, just as no two dreams are alike. Some Dream Eaters are skilled at softening dreams of death and dying. Some are able to vanquish monsters. Some merely provide a comforting presence in a bleak landscape.
This couldn’t be real. Surely the woman was nothing more than a grifter, trading hope and restful slumber to the desperate and REM-deprived.
Lucretia: Perhaps we could start with something simpler and work back from there. Why do you think you’re having nightmares?
This was turning into a bizarre late-night counselling session. Despite Molly’s misgivings, it was comforting to talk to somebody. Even an internet witch who sold dream eaters for a living. She was tempted to engage, but where would she even start? Grandmother’s death? Ryan’s swift exit? The baby? Ryan’s last communication before he disappeared was a text message. In the long grey hours before dawn, Molly would stare at that sad little missive and wonder how she would ever explain it to their daughter.
Here’s all I have left of Daddy—a one-line text with no punctuation. But he signed off with a winky face, so it’s all okay.
In Ryan’s absence, thinking about the baby made Molly feel nauseous in a way that ran deeper than morning sickness. She imagined the life knitting itself together inside her—a tiny wad of jelly forming skin and tender organs in the warm dark at the centre of her body—and immediately pushed the image away.
I’m pregnant and my boyfriend’s left me, she typed, pressing send before she could second guess herself.
If she had bothered to make any real friends, she was sure they would have advised her against having a child so young. She was only halfway through her art history course, still living in student accommodation. But when she’d peed on that little plastic stick and watched the second line appear with a trepidation that verged on horror, she had been in love and her grandmother had still been alive.
Lucretia: Yes, I can feel your grief. You do not grieve for your broken relationship though, not truly. Perhaps a buried, vital part of your psyche knew this man would not make a good life-mate. You knew you could raise this child alone, and make a better job of it. You grieve in a deeper way, for a different person.
Molly found herself nodding along as she read Lucretia’s words—small, neat text blinking within the fuchsia shell of the Sweet Dreamz Club website. Staring at the background for too long made her feel as if she was being slowly enveloped in pink and purple flesh. She blinked and began typing her reply.
Molly: You’re right. Ryan was a prick.
Ryan urged her to end the pregnancy shortly after announcing he was leaving her. Leaving her for someone at work, he’d said. Someone called Lana. In the small privacy of her thoughts, Molly had started spelling the hateful name backward. 
“What about your degree?” he’d said. “You have to put yourself first, Moll.”
Then her grandmother passed and the thought of termination seemed impossible. The baby was a hazy, amorphous object floating on the horizon, projecting uncertainty and fear, but it was too soon for more loss.
Lucretia: Are you ready to tell me about your nightmares, Dearest Seeker?
Molly allowed the message to fester in its glaring pink-flesh cocoon, unanswered for several minutes as she contemplated putting the nightmare into words.
It always started with the noise—that terrible, dry slithering on the ladder fixed to the bed. The noise, and then a shadow hauling itself over the brink to stare at her from across the mattress. Even though she’d had the nightmare many times, that first moment of recognition always shook Molly. It was her grandmother, dragged from the grave and bristling with cold malice. She was forced to watch, gagged and paralysed, as the old woman’s mouth fell open beneath flinty eyes, dripping with a black, oily substance. Shadow-Grandmother’s face was a waxy mask, the skin pulled back so tightly across her brittle skull it looked as though it would split and flake.
Then long, clawing hands reached for Molly, aching to rake and crush and dig. They clamped onto her legs. Beat after dreadful beat, hand over hand in time with the raging of her ratcheting heartbeat, Shadow-Grandmother climbed her prostrate body. All Molly could cling to was the knowledge that when her grandmother’s face finally loomed over her own, fingers sharp as winter branches clutching at the soft folds of her throat, it would end. When she woke, she’d inevitably find herself strangled in her blanket, the feel of her grandmother’s dust-dry fingers still on her neck.
Molly could almost feel Lucretia’s impatience leaking from the phone screen.
Molly: The dreams are about my grandmother, she typed. But in the dream, she’s not my real grandmother.
The thing that came at night—the Shadow-Grandmother—felt real though. It moved with venom and purpose, leaving behind a tangible sense of presence upon waking.
Molly: I know it’s not my real grandmother. She was always soft and warm. When I held her, she smelled like baking. Shadow-Grandmother is something else. Something ancient and spiteful that means me harm.
Molly stared at her own message, not quite believing she had been the one to write it. She hadn’t realised she believed those things until she’d punched them stark and clear into the luminous square of the chat box.
Lucretia: I am so sorry to hear that! It sounds as though some particularly nasty energy has attached itself to you, drawn by your raw grief. I do wonder if you’ve always had such vivid dreams? I’m getting the impression of talent from you. Have you ever dreamwalked?

Molly: I don’t think so, but I did used to dream about a town.
Before her grandmother’s death, before the pregnancy and Ryan’s affair, Molly had dreamed good dreams. Most of them were half-remembered ghosts, foggy and incomplete, but one was a recurring dream about a familiar town made up from scraps of her own life. During the long, numb months after her parents' accident, she had often met her mother there. In the night-town, her mother always smiled. She always wore her sea green coat, and she always had tiny blue daisies woven through her hair.
Molly hadn’t visited the night-town since the nightmares began. There was no comfort now in waking or sleeping. She wondered if she’d ever go back to the pub she’d conjured when she grew older, a place where she’d met old friends and lovers and where once she’d watched her grandmother mixing cocktails behind the bar in a purple and gold shaker.
Lucretia: Thank you for being so honest with me, Dearest One. I believe I can help. The entity I feel drawn to for you has been in my possession for a long time, waiting for a very special companion.

Molly: Where do you get them from? The dream eaters, I mean.
Molly imagined a vast metaphysical auction house, the shelves lined with Ouija boards and jewel-encrusted skulls. Sitting at the front, waiting on every word from the auctioneer, she pictured Lucretia, her hair a wild auburn tangle that rose high enough to annoy onlookers straining to see past it three rows behind.
Lucretia: Some I entice and trap myself. Some I procure from other collectors. Dreams are the entry and exit points for our souls and a Dream Eater can be your soul’s companion. Do you wish to take control of your dreams, Dearest Seeker?
Molly flashed back to her nightmare. The rasping footsteps on the rungs of the ladder, the stiff legs raking across her body. The leaf-dry hands holding her down. 
She paid the ridiculously hefty two hundred and fifty pounds asking price before she could talk herself out of it.

      ***Three days later, a small, plain parcel arrived. Molly parted the copious amounts of bubble wrap and pulled out a squat, clear jar wrapped in muslin. It came with instructions written on a thick piece of card in pin-neat handwriting. The penmanship surprised her. She had expected Lucretia’s handwriting to be a messy scrawl, replete with wild flourishes and heartfelt doodles.
Apparently, she had to perform a ritual.
The idea was ridiculous, but her only plan for that evening was another congealed food delivery with a side of reality TV. Molly read the instructions again and went to hunt for salt in the kitchen.
The ritual itself was vastly disappointing. She followed the instructions, placing the jar inside a ring of carefully laid salt and then—and this was the part that made her feel truly ludicrous—addressing the jar. The instructions informed her the entity trapped inside was called Jaspar. Had it introduced itself to Lucretia and offered this name, or did the witch make that up on the fly? But she’d come this far, she might as well continue the charade.
“Welcome, Jaspar,” she intoned. “I brought you here to aid me. I humbly offer you my nightmares. Please accept my offering, then pass back through the dreaming veil from whence you came.”
Having to say, “whence”, was almost too much. Molly finally unscrewed the lid and peered inside the jar.
She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting, but she wasn’t entirely surprised to find it empty. A grey residue clung to the sides and when she lifted it to her face, the sweet-sharp smell of dried vomit wafted back at her. Molly removed the entire thing to the bin and swept up the salt.
That night, the nightmare returned. Even in her sleep, Molly berated herself for wasting her inheritance money on an empty jar that stank like week-old throw-up. No wonder Shadow-Grandmother was so angry with her. She shrank into the corner where her bed intersected with the cold press of the damp wall and watched the figure loom in its usual place at the top of the ladder, fixated by the deep lines carved into either side of its downturned mouth. Molly braced herself, hoping she would wake quickly this time.
But something was different. There was movement to her left, something flickering between the bed railings. A second entity had entered the chat.
Gripped so hard by fear she could barely turn her head, Molly followed the thing’s progress as it squeezed between two wooden bars and poured through like pooling smoke to stand on the mattress beside her. No more than half a foot high, the shape was so black it looked like a jagged tear in space. Twin fire pits flamed in what she assumed was a face. 
The creature studied her for a moment. More solid now, its damp-velvet skin stretched across a compact, muscular frame built for leaping and scurrying. It fixed eyes hot and pitiless as the lit ends of cigarettes on Shadow-Grandmother and sucked in breath until its chest swelled to a pulsing, misshapen tumour.
“Molly.”
Her grandmother’s voice, thin as reeds scraping a dry riverbed. Molly looked back at her, eyes grinding in their sockets as she forced them to move, to witness. The creature wasn’t sucking in breath, it was sucking in her grandmother, devouring her. Shadow-Grandmother thinned and warped, coming apart in smoky tendrils to be consumed by the black hole with the brimstone eyes. The last thing Molly saw before waking was the look of surprise and despair plastered across her grandmother’s bleached-corpse face.

      ***Molly was almost full term when she saw the dream eater again, her stomach swollen like hard fruit. The nightmares, the ritual, even the dream eater itself, had receded until all that was left was foggy, soft-edged reminiscence. She was handing in her essays on time. She remembered to take her folic acid supplements and had started searching for new apartments. Then her night-town returned in joyful, jumbled-up pieces, and one night after being lulled to sleep by her daughter’s fluttering kicks, she made it back to the pub on the waterfront.
It was unchanged. The same golden lights swam through their canopy of palm fronds. The same dimly illuminated interior beckoned her inside to a warm, cushioned place where her grandmother was waiting. Molly walked with her, following a coastal path studded with sea thrift and red campion. Gulls called to each other overhead, racing between stars the colour of liquid sapphires.
“Can you see the baby?” Molly asked, knowing that Grandmother absolutely could see the baby because in dreams, everyone knows everything.
When she didn’t reply, Molly turned to see her grandmother’s smiling face waver and disappear. She was alone on the empty path, the sky grown cold and quiet. The night-town shuddered.
Molly became aware of an unwelcome presence, an intrusion in her private oasis. The waves on her right had been lapping across a softly sloping beach, reflecting back starlight. Now they raged a dirty grey, growing so high and fierce they threatened to break over her head.
Then she saw it.
The dream eater stared back at her from a ledge on the cliff. It glowered, mouth set in a grim line, long hands curled to feathery fists at its sides.
The baby kicked Molly awake. She rolled onto her side, breathless and shaking, the taste of brine and blood in her mouth.
She would have explained the dream away. She would have resumed packing up the apartment and planning for her baby’s imminent arrival if it wasn’t for the hard and brutal fact that when Molly next saw the dream eater, she was awake.
Bored and sleepy at the launderette one dreary Thursday afternoon, sitting on a hard plastic chair and waiting patiently for her machine’s last spin cycle to grind to a halt, she saw him creeping against the wall.
He materialised at the edge of her vision, a smudgy rip in reality. When she turned to face him, he should have disappeared. He didn’t. The dream eater was flesh, or what passed for flesh in his world. Molly could count the tufts of hair erupting from his face like scrubby strands of coarse black grass. His grey muzzle twisted into a snarl, the filmy orbs of his eyes undulating like rising magma. The edges of the dream eater’s body were smoky and inconsistent and at the centre of him yawned a meaty pot belly, raw and tender as steak.
One of the machines spluttered to a stop, tearing Molly’s attention away. When she turned back, the demon was gone.
Jaspar began to torment her. She saw him at her doctor’s office, side-eying her from behind the water cooler. He skulked amongst boxes of fruit at the supermarket. He curled like a suckling pig in a crib at the baby store, long hooked thumb jammed in his mouth, lava eyes moving behind slitted lids as he feigned dreaming sleep. He was a wisp of black smoke curling back around a corner, a pair of burning coal eyes glinting from the depths of a badly lit stairwell.
Molly dredged the Sweet Dreamz website from her memory, found Lucretia, and tried to message her. She received an automated reply in response:
I do not accept returns or offer refunds. This is NON-NEGOTIABLE! If you are having problems with your Dream Eater, Dear Seeker, please remember that nothing in this realm or theirs is ever given freely. The Dream Eater expects a toll and will get angry when it isn’t paid. Brightest blessings.Lucretia

Molly was quite sure this particular piece of earnest advice had not been included in the instructions.
When the dream eater invaded her night-town again, Molly realised what the toll was. 
He was sat on a barstool, long grey tongue plunging suggestively into a glass of whiskey.
“What do you want?”
Molly’s voice sounded hollow and desperate inside the dream, like a scream echoing from inside a well.
“Why won’t you leave me alone?”
The dream eater leered at her, unfurled a long velvet-smoke hand, and gestured at the pub.
He wanted her town, her night world. Her comfort and escape. That was the price for sucking Shadow-Grandmother into his inky oblivion.
Molly looked around the bar, wondering if she could give it up. Grandmother was sitting in a corner with her knitting needles. It was her real-world grandmother, radiant as she had been in life. The corners of her translucent blue eyes crinkled when she smiled, one needle falling to her lap as she raised her hand in a half-wave.
Molly looked back at the dream eater and silently mouthed, “No.”
The baby came the next Saturday morning. Molly woke cramping in the night and called herself a taxi. She spent the next twelve hours terrified the dream eater would leap into her delivery room and show himself to the brusquely mannered midwife encouraging her to push.
That was the last time she thought about Jaspar for a while. When Sophie entered the world, she stared up at Molly with large blue eyes the colour of summer cornflowers, and all thoughts of nightmares and demons scattered from her mind.

      ***The new apartment was warm and full of light. After a week at home with baby Sophie, Molly had almost convinced herself the dream eater was banished from this place. Then she woke in the night to hear Sophie screaming like the world had shaken loose.
She knew this was normal. She’d read the literature. But the screams were panicked, a shrill alarm honed sharp by fear.
Molly rolled over to face the Moses basket beside her bed and scrambled to a sitting position, horror like biting poison swelling so fast and dense in her chest she thought she would vomit.
The dream eater was balanced on the edge of the basket.
The demon was an expanding shadow crouched over her daughter, expelling something rank and amorphous into her mouth. Sophie was still fast asleep, her tiny face red and wrinkled, eyes closed tight against her tears. She was screaming in her dreams, choking on inherited nightmares.
For the first time, anger replaced Molly’s terror. She lunged at the creature, but he jumped to the other side of the basket and resumed his task, mouth stretching grotesquely wide. When Sophie’s cries pitched higher, Molly threw back the duvet and stood to face him.
“I know what you want.”
One glowing eye, sharp and faceted as a ruby, rolled around to look at her. Great gouts of stinking vapour clouded Sophie’s face. It swirled around her snub nose and pale lips before draining into her tiny body like foul grey water emptying into a plughole.
“You can take it,” Molly screamed. “Take the dream, just leave her alone.”
The gushing smoke stopped, dissipating into the air and leaving only a fine, ashy mesh hanging between the dream eater and her baby. The demon crouched and leaped, landing heavily on Molly’s bed. It locked its flaming eyes with hers, drew a deep breath. Molly felt something shift and tug inside her. A wrenching movement like a worm waking in the ground. The thing reared within her, questing up and out, searching for an exit.
It burst from her mouth.
She tasted blood and the acrid burn of rank vinegar. A thick white haze undulated in front of her face, overlaid with a golden gauze that flickered like sunlight breaking across waves.
The dream eater sucked it all away, devoured every last smokey tendril, every lingering delectable morsel until his expanding chest bulged, the skin pulling thin as though he might burst like a fetid balloon. Finally satiated, he bowed and blinked out of existence.
Molly leaned over the Moses basket and gathered Sophie into her arms. She pressed her baby tight to her chest and sank back onto the bed, one hand smoothing the back of Sophie’s downy head. She tried to recreate her night-town, tried to remember what had been there and who she had seen. She knew something vital was missing, but the details were an icy hole, a ragged gouge in a deep whorl of her mind where she supposed the dream used to nestle.
She looked down at her daughter, calm now, her mouth moving languidly around a tiny thumb. 
It seemed a fair trade.






  
  Lawyer, Captain, Cook

Devin Oldham


What I remember most is the way the gentleman smelled as he stirred his pot in the galley kitchen; like moist earth, tilled of fresh grave it overpowered the stew. He was, bewilderingly enough, the only passenger aboard the vessel to whom I had not been properly introduced. 
The crew, as rowdy as freebooters are, seemed friendly enough. They had found my coinage sufficient, at least. And once I emptied my satchel and pulled out my pockets to show I had nothing more of value, they left me be. Some even seemed warm and sought companionship.
One such individual was a man known as Dog-Wailer Jim; he took it upon himself to deliver to my chamber a folded piece of burlap containing dried fruit. He’d revealed that he was store master of the ship and, for reasons that will forever remain a mystery, he took a shining to me. 
Over the following weeks, we had many long conversations into the night. One such night, I asked after the cook and seemingly from nowhere, Dog-Wailer Jim produced a half-drunk bottle of grog. At first, I assumed the drink to be in lieu of an answer, but after we each downed our cup, he spoke like the conversation had never lulled. I noted a delicate, well hidden fright forming as a tightness at the edges of Jim’s lips. 
“The French fella?” he asked. 
I only nodded, not knowing if he was French at all. As I said, I simply knew him to be the vessel’s cook and nothing more.
“He never sleeps, he hardly leaves the kitchen. His stew tastes like raw onion and he has a dark spot on the back of his shirt.” He shuddered. “It seeps and drips. I try not to eat what he cooks.” He held up a handful of the nuts and fruits that had become our favourite shared meal and threw it into his opened mouth. “He stinks, too.”
“Like a mouldy tomb,” I added.
Sadly, That was the last meal we shared. 
They found Jim’s body in the cargo hold, where he’d been ripped to shreds, as if by wild animals
But it was no animal; we all knew this because his keys had been pilfered. Keys that opened all locks aboard the ship, save the captain’s quarters.
Briefly, I was the primary suspect of the grizzly murder, but Jim’s fellows vouched for me. It seemed during the near month at sea, many of the pirates had grown to accept me as an honorary member of their crew. At some drunken gathering below deck, they even spoke openly about their criminal exploits. I, having trained as a lawyer in what felt like another lifetime, began giving them advice on how best to avoid the rope if ever they found themselves captured by one of the myriad British naval ships infesting the Caribbean this fine and hot summer. 
Jim’s vigil was held above deck, and even the ill-often seen captain stood with respect as the burlap covered body was heaved overboard. What a statue of a man the captain was. He wore boots nearly to his knees, and despite his dark and brooding features, he carried the appearance of a heroic legend like Lancelot. His jacket, long and tailored entirely for another man, flapped loudly in the wind. He caught me looking at him, and I returned my gaze to the bizarre funerary rite. The cook was the only notable absence of the affair. 
The very night of the funeral, be it from true hunger or a nostalgia for Jim’s company, I craved so strongly a handful of dried apricots that I crept from my quarters and made my way to the dry storage. Expecting only to find a locked room, to which the keys had been stolen, I instead came upon an opened door. 
Grunts and growls came from inside, and I crouched low in the darkness of the lanternless midnight. The moon spilled in from the porthole and drenched the storeroom in a pale blue light. In that light, I saw the cook. He crouched over a pile of supplies, once belonging to a merchant, now property of our captain and his men. 
The cook was shirtless, and the entire sheet of skin that had once covered the ropey muscles of his back had been flayed away. The tear looked old, yet had no evidence of scarring. The white bone of his spine could be seen through the black ichor and gangrenous mould covering the wound; it shifted and contracted like an albino snake. As he stood straight, the columns that made up his vertebrae squished thick, black jelly to the floor. It splunked loudly and with such a gruesome stink that I could not help but let out a whimper of disgust.
The man, though I believed at the time he was no man at all, turned. And, be it a trick of the moon or some otherness of his aspect, his eyes shone bright, like those of some night-born vermin.
I awoke facedown on the storeroom floor with a splitting headache. It seemed my good favour had run its course, and no amount of fraternization over spilled cups of grog could dissuade the crew of my guilt when they found me there. Admittedly, I had no good excuse for being in the center of the previously locked storeroom, unconscious, with Jim’s only keys in my pocket.
Thankfully, they took mercy on me and I ended up a prisoner in the ship’s brig: a tiny cell tucked away in the lower part of the cargo hold.
At first I proclaimed my innocence to anyone who entered the cell, but soon, I heard my own voice ranting of monsters and the cook being a half-man. I would awaken in cold sweats nightly, my throat hoarse from shrieking in my sleep. I dreamt of the black jelly, I dreamt of the smell. And in those horrid dreams, in only the way dreams could manage, the captain stood and looked at me, and he, too, had those same luminous eyes. I slept as little as I could manage.
They fed me scantly and gave me only enough water to keep me alive. I was feverish and delirious one night when, as the moon crested half-full and whiter than a carnation, a silhouette came to the chamber. Hunched and snarling, it leaned against the bars. I knew by its scent that it was the cook. Drool dripped from its slavering maw, and in the lunatic glow of my tiny glass porthole, his teeth were razor-sharp shards, and they numbered in the hundreds.
He spoke then, and his ethereal voice carried itself upon the air slowly, like molasses coating my ears.
“Pity, pity little English,” it said. 
I tried to call for help, but I had no saliva to form the vowels.
It leaned in close and pressed its face in between the bars until its eyes bulged unnaturally; they were a simulacrum of the moon themselves. “I can free you, if you wish.”
“In exchange for what?” I asked in a whisper. A deal with this monster seemed dire, but the prospect of dying, thirsty and alone in the brig of a pirate ship, seemed infinitely worse. After all, even he showed me a degree of mercy, more than he had extended to poor Jim.
He gripped one of the bars. His fingers ended in yellow, gnarled claws. With an inconsequential amount of effort he twisted the bar, and to my amazement the iron, bolted to the thick wood above, came loose. He twirled it like a baton.
“Anything,” I said, ashamed by the sound of my own weakness.
“The captain, though tough he is, wears a coat that isn’t his.” He twisted another bar free from the cell door. “Get it, give it, before the full moon.” With a final twist, he wrenched away a third bar, leaving a space wide enough for me to squeeze through. “Hurry, English, it’s coming soon!”
And with that, he was gone. Only the shadow of his odour remained.
Bewildered and moon-drunk, I collapsed again; I do not know how long I slept, but when I awoke nightfall had come and gone and come again. I squeezed myself through the gap in the bars, realizing with a deadening finality that no more food or water was coming; the brig was intended to become my tomb. So I had only one option, even if it may have been delivered by a vapourous nightmare that I had little doubt was an hallucinated fantom.
I stumbled as silently as I could through the tight passages of the lower decks. Finally, in the darkness, I found my way to the stairs leading to the deck proper. Terror loomed when I saw the moon, large and ominous, like a lidless eye which never blinked, but only ever watched me round and full. His moon. His full moon. The deadline had come.
I sneaked past the skeleton crew that patrolled the area and manned the sails. But they were few, and the task was easier than I thought it would be.
The door to the captain’s quarters was a cabin accessible only from above deck. A window made from many stained glass panels glowed yellow from the candlelight within; I loomed over it and pressed my cupped hands against the glass. The dark form of the captain sat in a chair facing the door, as if waiting for someone. He held a pistol and was naked save for his thick, strange-leather coat.
Then he rose like a spark of lightning. I ducked, but was slow and sick. The door opened and his flint-powdered hand beckoned me inside. Apparently, I was not whatever threat he was expecting.
The first thing I noticed about his chamber, as its warmth welcomed me from the doorway, was how ornate and beautifully dressed it appeared. Furniture with suede finishings and a gallery wall adorned with fine works of obviously stolen art. The captain had a higher level of taste than many of my now incredibly successful schoolmates from Cambridge. A pot of tea brewed on the hob of his private oil stove and the peppery scent tickled my nose, filling me with a painful longing for England again.
He spoke without looking up, only checking the firing mechanism of his pistol, scraping away a black buildup with his thumbnail. “I have killed so many men.” He spoke slowly and with a thick Spanish accent. It was an educated voice, and though he wore only a long-coat and nothing else, he commanded from me an uncanny degree of respect.
I said nothing in return, but hearing the shanty-songs of the crew as they checked the aft roping above us, I shut the door and stepped inside.
“Tell me, English, how many men have you killed?” he asked as he placed the pistol, loaded and ready to fire, on the high table beside the stove. “Hm?” And he made his way to the other side of the room, back towards the chair he’d pulled out to face the door.
“I have killed one man, and one child,” I said, honestly.
He perked up at this admission. With an incredible flourish, he spun to face me and sat himself in his lounge chair in one fluid motion. “Please, sit.”
I did not. I stood awkwardly, avoiding eye contact with the man and his nude body, now shamelessly spread.
“Hm, the killing of a child, that is a cold practice for an English lawyer,” he said.
I must have had a shocked look on my face, because he laughed.
“I know who you are. At least, I know who you purported once to be.” He leaned forward. “But tell me—who are you, really?”
I shifted uncomfortably and gestured to the tea. He nodded and I creeped over. I poured a cup and sipped. It filled me with a warmth that began in my stomach but found its way through my entire body, my mind, my soul.
“A man…dishonoured me,” I began. I made my way to the fainting couch that laid straight across from the captain’s favourite chair. “We agreed to duel with pistols. But I had…once had…do have,” I corrected, “a deep and ravenous rage within.”
The captain smiled; he reveled in my admission, his penis twitching at the thought of violence. I knew then that this was indeed a pirate, and the wall dressings were, in fact, only dressings. This man was an animal, this man was a cage that held a beast: like the cook…like myself.
“I turned quickly, and instead of firing upon the man, instead of playing by the silly rules of his…his stupid mind-games, I directed my shot to his eight-year-old son who watched from the crowd.” I relived the moment as I told it. “In the panic, I—well, I ran off, didn’t I?” My posture relaxed, and I now stared openly at his confidently exposed body. And he shrunk, ever so slightly; the dynamic of power had shifted a tiny bit in that moment. “That was the boy. I heard the father hung himself from grief.” I laughed. “I guess I won.”
“Fascinating,” he said. “You did not kill Jim.” 
I shook my head.
“You wept at his funeral. I thought maybe they were tears of guilt. But no, you loved him.” He waved his hand, desperately trying to regain control of the situation. Trying to regain control of me. “You are a killer. Like us all.” 
I shrugged. “When I shot that boy, I killed him as a man. I made the choice; I saw hell, and I stepped over the threshold,” I said. “In that way, we are alike.”
“But one of my men is different,” he added. And I knew exactly who.
“We are all doomed,” I said, “but him…” I paused. For the first time, I took notice of the details of the captain’s jacket. Its light, tanned leather was slick and black around the edges. The seams glittered and I swear the thread that patched the pieces together was woven of silver. Despite being treated and hardened, it had a thin layer of fur covering it entirely, as though it still grew from a beast’s hide. And in some places, it still bore pale blue veins, pulsing with living blood.
“He is doom,” he said, continuing my trailed thought.
“Right,” was all I could manage through my disgust.
Bang, bang, bang! 
Something rattled the door and the moonlit silhouette of a hunching monster loomed across the warbly glass of the window.
The captain rose with a flourish. The time of talk had ended. We were leaving my realm and entering his own. 
“I have faced down doom before, Englishman!” he cried. In a flamboyant twirl, he went for his pistol. 
Except it was gone.
All the bravado slunk away, and he groaned a sigh of defeat. I’d robbed him of the fight.
When he turned back to me, I had his own loaded pistol pointed straight at him.
“You side with a monster?” he asked. Not the voice of a man who was afraid, but that of a man who hated to lose.
I fired the shot.
At that moment, I knew that thus far it had been too easy. He dipped as soon as the trigger clicked. Gunpowder and smoke filled the air, and I was blinded.
He rushed me without hesitation.
Bang. Bang. Bang. 
The door splinted as the massive, hunched beast from the storeroom barreled itself through.
No—the monster was not the same. It was as if, since the last full moon, he’d undergone some sort of metamorphosis. 
The skin that had once been the cook drooped to the side and the black, skeletal jelly-thing emerged from the blanket. Its head rose from the mess of flesh, out of the blood and organs, up like a flower. The top was a thousand chomping teeth. Its head was black bone, slick with wet, foul ichor.
The captain had pinned me and, to my bewilderment, he was laughing in my face. He kissed me on the cheek and, with no effort at all, grabbed the pistol. As the beast tucked its too large body under the threshold, the captain loaded a bead with the incredible speed of…well, of a pirate.
A second shot rang out, but even the noise was different from my own. The precision of the blast was a marvel and shards of the stained black skull of the demon shattered in a brilliant fireworks display.
I grabbed his coat by the tails and yanked, attempting to free the man from the item the creature so desperately seemed to want. I pulled with all my strength and the captain howled in undignified pain. The coat had attached itself to him, like new skin healing over a bad burn. Again I heaved; the ripping sound was terrible. The cook, only half a face now, the hole in his skull pouring with gelatinous clots, let out the howl of a deranged wolf. 
The captain was bleeding severely, as if removing the coat was no different from flaying the man’s own back. But still, with alacrity, despite the agony, he reloaded the pistol.
The monster ignored me. For a brief second of clarity, I realized it thought I was helping it. I suppose, to some degree, I had been.
The captain turned to me once the pistol was loaded and smiled. “A fitting end,” he said, and placed the gun to his temple. 
“No!” I cried. But the shot never happened. The night-thing was upon him with incredible speed.
The gun fell beside me, still loaded, ready to fire. I never lifted it. I only watched, aghast, as the demon tore the jacket free from its wearer. Blood covered every inch of the room and me. I observed the entire rite, knowing that I was too much a coward to pick up the pistol and shoot at the beast. What good would it have done? I was adept only at killing the innocent, the tiny and confused.
When it was finished, the cook adorned his prize, and it knitted itself to his back, healing his black, festering wounds and reforming the approximate likeness of a man. He reached over his shoulders and as he tore out the silver strings that bound the garment together, his fingers sizzling at the touch. The most gruesome part was when he was nearly finished, he pulled free the captain’s remaining skin and threw it over his head like a cursed hood. That reformed his face, though it was a bit different from before. He possessed a fraction of the captain’s handsome guile.
When the affair had finished, the sun crested over the blue, waveless ocean. The monster trotted from the quarters and stood above deck, drawing a deep breath.
Unsurprisingly, with the newly gained charisma of the former captain, the cook had taken charge of the vessel in only a few weeks.
He had become the captain.
He had become my captain, and I sailed at his side as his first mate.
Over years of plunder and chaos, I grew not to like him, but to revere him, and even upon my deathbed, when asked, I had called him a great and terrible man.  






  
  Apostolnik

J C Lee


On such a perfect morning, Lewis might have easily forgotten that he was here primarily for work, not leisure. The warm May sunshine tempered by the cool of the shade; the scents of locally grown oregano, rosemary, and basil that drifted from the small shops to his right and left; everything seemed designed to pleasure his senses as he strolled between the tall buildings bordering the narrow streets of the ancient city.  
Occasionally, he glimpsed a picturesque courtyard down a narrow cobbled alley, the delicious fragrance of roasted meats and Mediterranean spices tempting him to take an early lunch at one of the many small restaurants. However, when he finally gave into temptation and sat at a quiet table under the shade of an olive tree, he took out his sketchbook and decided to make do with a strong coffee. Food at this hour would only dull his senses.
His artist’s eye could not help but be fascinated by the juxtaposition of ancient beauty and modern tawdriness in this, the oldest part of town. From where he was sitting, he could see renovated terraces whose yellow stone facades shone tastefully in the intense sunlight. The doorways retained the traditional, attractively carved double doors framed within a Roman arch, painted green—always the same shade of moss or sage, he mused.
Shifting his gaze only a little, he was struck by the sight of a ruined dwelling: sealed off, gutted and crumbling, still displaying the ravages of war. Behind it there loomed a modern apartment block, probably no more than ten years old, whose dirty white paint was already flaking to reveal the dull, grey concrete underneath. 
Did people really live in buildings as ugly as this? He shook his head in disgust and made a series of rapid sketches, more out of habit than intent, before paying the bill and continuing on his way.
There was no need to rush. He knew his destination was nearby, if tricky to locate. The route led him past a number of tourist shops marketing the same over-priced trinkets and the occasional colourful displays of local artwork. Here he might halt to amuse himself at the expense of the old shopkeepers who mistook his browsing for genuine interest.
He had a particular strategy—his “mockegy” as he called it. He would pick up one painting after another, pretending to scrutinise them, listening in silence to the broken English of the store holders as they muttered their praises for the artist. He silenced them with a sneer and lectured them loudly on artistic taste, ridiculing the crudity of line and colour in each, the mundanity of the content, and the dishonesty of the images. Landscapes, townscapes, old men and women in traditional costume—they might appeal to the uneducated tourist but never to anyone blessed with an artistic eye such as himself. He had particularly harsh words for the garishly painted wooden icons and their asking prices of thirty or forty euros. 
“I’ll tell you what they’re worth,” he said to one frail old woman. “This one is fifty cents; this larger one maybe one euro. And that’s for the wood, not the paintings, which are worthless. Tell you what, I’ll take them back to my apartment and use them as kindling for my wood burner. Winters are freezing in New York, did you know that? So what do you say, huh?”
He left her red-faced and tearful, and winked at the small group of tourists skulking nearby, who appeared embarrassed but also fascinated by his diatribe.
But he was here to work, he reminded himself, not to have fun. Leaving the trashy art behind, he made his way along a series of narrowing alley ways, away from the tourist trail, into an ever more ruined and silent townscape where barbed wire stretched along the top of pock-marked walls. Although the civil war had ended decades before, this part of town bordered the green line that still divided the city. These ruins had none of the morbid beauty of the gothic that he was hoping to find in the ancient nunnery of Agia Varvara.

      ***For Lewis, art wasn’t a hobby but a gainful career. At first he’d struggled, barely able to survive on the few paintings he sold. That is, until he'd found his particular niche: fantasised sexual violence, stylistic enough not to be pornographic (although many critics disputed this claim) but sufficiently weird and lurid to appeal to wealthy clients with specialist tastes. Ones willing to pay well to see their bizarre fantasies captured on canvas.
Although there were a few gay women among his client list, most were men with imaginations as creative as his own, where women—young and slender, beautiful, virginal and vulnerable—were always the victims, raped, tortured and impaled by a bizarre range of male predators, ranging from depraved aristocrats to lascivious monks, from leering dwarves to voracious vampires. He had discovered the greater the flow of blood and bodily fluids in his paintings, the faster the dollars flew into his bank account. For as well as charging thousands of dollars for special commissions, his income was boosted by the hundreds of clients who subscribed worldwide to his private website, where they could view his gallery and purchase prints at lucrative prices. 
Lately, he’d used actual historical events as inspiration for his work, with sadistic soldiers in colourful uniforms committing their atrocities in a range of imaginatively brutal ways. And now, excited by the potential of adding religion to his particular mix of sex and sadism, Lewis was visiting this particular site for the first in a series of paintings that would feature the rape and torture of nuns.
He’d come across the story of the destruction of the convent of Agia Varvara early in his research. In 1204, while returning from the sacking of Constantinople, a group of Venetian crusaders had pillaged any Greek Orthodox monasteries they could find in the name of western Christendom. The convent of Agia Varvara had been home to over a hundred nuns, mostly young novices, all of whom they had subjected to horrific acts of sexual torture before locking them in the chapel and setting it alight.
Lewis had become fascinated by visions of knights in crusader uniform stripping and brutally raping young nuns, so much so that feverishly lurid images had infected his dreams, one of which he'd found particularly inspirational. In a series of initial sketches, he had drawn a young novice strapped to an altar table, naked apart from a long black veil covering her head, neck, and shoulders, a sword piercing her breast as she was raped by a masked crusader in full body armour. The sacrilegious nature of the image would, he was sure, enhance its lurid sensuality.
He did not usually find it necessary to visit historical sites for his paintings as the internet normally provided images enough. However, on none of the search engines had he been able to discover a single image of Agia Varvara and he'd felt a sudden urge to visit the actual site. Spring in New York had been cloudy and dull and he knew he deserved a holiday. And now that he was finally here, his excitement was mounting as he approached the site, anticipating the inspiration he would gain from actually standing within it, absorbing its atmosphere as well as visually studying it.

      ***Initially, however, he was greatly disappointed. It was smaller than he imagined, located along a dark, deserted back street, opposite a stretch of empty industrial buildings long since abandoned. Access was through a rusty metal gate enclosed inside a low wall, obviously added at a much later date when historical ruins had begun to be valued, especially those that lent themselves to narratives of cultural or religious nationalism. 
Yet the ruins were neither charming nor particularly picturesque and, now that he was here, he could understand why it was devoid of tourists or, indeed, of religious worshippers. Severed columns, broken arches, a haphazard scattering of cracked walls and foundation stones conveyed little sense of what the original buildings might have looked like. Nor were there the usual written signs, in either English or Greek, to offer the visitor any guidance or information. In the centre was a small chapel with a domed roof in the traditional orthodox style, probably no more than two or three hundred years old, Lewis estimated. It, like the ruins themselves, had no architectural merit. He sighed as he took out his camera, cursing out loud but determined to find ways to make the site work for him as an artist.
He began by snapping various images of ruin and desolation, some from a distance, others from close range. A brief check on his camera reassured him it was capturing the details well, even the shape and pattern of those ruins cast deep within shadow. When he entered the chapel, he was immediately struck by how dark and empty it was. And cold, too, genuinely cold. It must be a boon to visit in the scorching summer months, he thought, and actually shivered as he tried to steady his camera while videoing the interior in its entirety—the uneven paved flooring, the vaulted roof, the walls stained with age, the half-open doorway that afforded him his only light, and finally the stone altar table in the centre, open to view as there was no sign of the usual altar screen. Clearly, this chapel was no longer in use and had not been for some time. 
By now he was uncomfortably cold, but before leaving, he approached the altar. It seemed far more ancient than the chapel itself, so much so that he wondered whether it might be the original, somehow spared from the conflagration that had consumed the convent. Yes, he thought, this would be the perfect model for his first painting, the rape of the beautiful novice. Wishing to capture the sensation of its uneven texture, he closed his eyes and ran his hands across its surface. 
Strangely, it seemed to soften to his touch as he did so, growing warmer and more malleable, more like a coarse woollen cloth than stone. He opened his eyes and let out a sharp gasp as he swiftly withdrew his hand; for there, in front of him, spread across the altar, was the semi naked nun of his dream. He had been caressing her veil and she had been staring into his eyes, a look of terror on her face, as though he were her assailant. Stumbling backwards, he tripped awkwardly over an uneven paving stone, almost falling to the ground. By the time he steadied himself and looked again at the altar, the vision of the nun had disappeared. Greatly unnerved, he left the building quickly, relieved to find himself back in the relative comfort of the shade outside and perched himself on one of the large, random stones to recover his equilibrium. Clearly, he had absorbed the atmosphere of the site all too well. He’d intended to make a series of sketches to complement his photographic record, but quickly abandoned the idea. His hands were too unsteady and everywhere he looked about him he seemed to see the figure of the nun, naked apart from her veil, lurking in the shadows and watching him. He would have to return to his hotel and come again tomorrow, when he had fully recovered from his shock.
His heart still pounding in his chest, he left the site and retraced his steps back to the tourist trail. But this proved to be more difficult than he had expected. Soon he found himself in a street he didn’t recognise, full of empty and abandoned buildings, even more desolate than the streets he had walked down just an hour or so before. He turned into cul de sacs and ever narrowing alley ways, with no sign of life anywhere and was on the verge of panic when, suddenly, unexpectedly, he caught sight of a small shop ahead to his left. There were no other signs of commerce or habitation nearby. It was, indeed, a strange place to have a business. With some relief, Lewis stopped and gazed through the shop’s cavernous opening into its shadowy interior and stepped inside.
It was yet another venue selling artwork. But as his eyes became accustomed to the dim light, he quickly realised the art on display here was not for tourists. All of its subjects appeared to be religious. There were icons, but of much greater quality than those he had so far seen, with evidence of what looked like gold leaf in the haloes surrounding the heads of saints, Madonna and child. And they were painted on blackened pieces of wood of various shapes and sizes. As he looked closer, he felt sure much of the usual black colouring that bordered the images had the charred appearance of fire damage.
“Wood rescued from sacred sites.”
Startled, Lewis turned and glimpsed a small figure seated in a corner at the rear of the shop. It leaned forward into the light to reveal the ancient face of an old man, wrinkled and toothless, with glazed eyes gazing in his direction.
“They’re impressive,” said Lewis truthfully. “But I can’t see you selling many. Why hide away here? Don’t you want the tourists to find you?”
“I don’t,” came the reply. “I cater for more serious custom. Those who know and value my work know where I am.”
The old man’s English was good, if heavily accented. Lewis smiled ruefully. He and the old man shared something in common. 
“I’m lost, I’m afraid.”
He stopped as the old man leant further forward into the light, and he saw how his eyes were, viscous, cloudy and discoloured. But he was able to give Lewis some precise directions. 
Calmer now, Lewis looked about the shop. There was no need to rush away and there were multiple art works of reasonable quality hung on all three walls. To his right, at the back of the cave—for it truly seemed like a cave—there was a narrow wooden staircase leading up to an even narrower balcony. It would be so easy to rob the old fool, thought Lewis. And he was intrigued by something the old man had said earlier.
“Wood from sacred sites, you said. Tell me, did any of this wood come from the ruins of Agia Varvara?”
Something seemed to flash in the old man’s sightless eyes.
“Why do you ask?”
“I’m an artist. I’m interested in religious sites for a series of works I am planning.” This was true enough.
“You know something of the site’s history, then?”
“Only a little.”
“But you are intrigued by it.”
Lewis said nothing but watched the old man intently as he seemed to be making a decision.
“I have one such piece. Very, very old.” He paused. “It is said to be painted on a scrap of the original altar screen retrieved from the ruins after the crusaders left to continue their diabolical mission. No one knows by whom. It came to me quite by chance and I had to promise to keep it safe, never to sell it. I have it here, hidden away.”
“It must be priceless!” Lewis immediately cursed himself silently as he saw the old man’s expression harden.
“It is more than priceless. It is sacred…powerful. And as I said, it is not for sale.” 
“Of course, of course, I understand.”
In the silence that ensued, Lewis looked about him. What if the old man was speaking the truth about its age and origin? A plan was already forming in his mind.
“This one here. It’s very beautiful.”
He picked up a sizeable piece depicting the usual Madonna and child painted against a background of gold leaf. It was a decent piece of work, but in no way outstanding.
“I’d like to buy it,” he said.
The old man took it from him, holding it only inches from his face as he studied it, finally offering a price that seemed reasonable enough. Lewis took out the money, then asked, “If it is really here, could I take a quick look at this sacred work before I leave? It would honestly mean a lot to me.”
The old man didn’t seem surprised by this request. His face remained expressionless as he scrutinised Lewis through his clouded eyes.
“It is at the top of the wooden staircase,” he said, finally. “On the balcony above my head. You will find it on an easel, under the apostolnik.”
“I’m sorry?”
“The apostolnik. The black veil worn by nuns still in their novitiate.”
“Ah, yes.” Lewis recalled the name from his research.
He paid for his painting and, refusing the old man’s offer to wrap it, made his way up the stairs to the balcony, holding his purchase carefully under his arm. 
He found the easel in a narrow alcove at the top of the stairs to the right. It was completely invisible from the floor below. He smiled at his luck when he saw its size, but screwed up his face at the musty smell. Carefully, he placed his own painting on the wooden floor, against the wall next to the easel, and picked up the apostolnik, immediately letting it fall to his feet. Not only was this the apparent source of the unpleasant smell, but its texture, its whole feel, was identical to the one he had imagined so realistically in the chapel. Breathing heavily, he withdrew his cell phone from his pocket and shone the torch on to the painting, scarcely able to stifle a gasp of surprise. For, staring out at him, was an image of a young woman, a nun, who could have been the same novice he had seen in his vision—albeit from earlier, happier times. Her face was placid, serene, with a gentle smile and beautiful, generous eyes.
“Stunning, isn’t she? So pure and yet so sad.”
Lewis remained staring at her, speechless. Sad? He looked again into those eyes and, yes, he could see a hint of sadness there. The more he looked at the painting, the more it captivated him. “Yes,” he said finally. “Yes, she is.”
“Legend has it that only one young novice escaped death at the hands of the crusaders. Though not rape. She spent the remainder of her brief life fasting and praying to God for revenge. And her prayers were indeed answered when the ship carrying the crusaders home to Venice disappeared during a storm. On hearing the news, she died with a smile on her lips, her final words being a request to be buried in an unmarked grave among the ruins of the convent.”
“And this is her?” Lewis’s throat was dry with excitement. 
“Oh yes, I am sure of it.” He paused, then added, “Sometimes I feel her ghost comes to visit, as if to remember what she once looked like in life. Making the short pilgrimage from her grave—that was never discovered, by the way.”

      ***It proved to be a quick and easy job to swap the two paintings and drape the apostolnik quietly over the Madonna and child. Lewis called out a word of thanks as he descended the staircase, confident that the blind old fool would fail to notice the switch, especially as the dimensions of the two paintings were almost identical. He was right. “I will expect you back here soon!” was all he said as Lewis stepped out into the street. Unable to refrain from laughing, he followed the directions he had been given and hurried back to his hotel to study his prize.
His was one of the more expensive rooms; spacious, tastefully decorated, with matching mahogany furniture throughout. In one corner, there was a desk with a solid wooden chair; opposite, by the french windows that led out on to a small balcony, stood a large dresser. Lewis placed the painting there, carefully balancing it against the mirror, before opening the windows and shutters that kept the room in shade and stepping through them to enjoy the breeze outside. The third floor room was pleasant and airy and looked out over a maze of terracotta rooftops beyond the quiet street below. A neat, narrow garden ran around the entire hotel, protected by a low wall and pointed railings that gleamed in the afternoon sunlight. Slipping back inside, he smiled to see this same sunlight casting a bright halo around the face of the nun that had previously been in shadow. 
Dragging the chair over from the desk, he placed it a few feet in front of the painting and studied it closely. Leaning back in the cushions, he stared, once again amazed at the clarity of the image in front of him, fascinated by a technique that was evidently far more highly developed than that displayed in any icons or other early religious art he had seen before. And so realistic, almost photographic in its intensity. Yet the wood upon which it was painted was obviously so very, very old. Could it be an elaborate hoax, he wondered, like the famous Turin shroud? But such doubts soon disappeared from his mind as he gazed into the eyes of the nun. They were, indeed, very sad, beautiful eyes. Hypnotic, too. He continued to stare into them, unwilling or perhaps unable to look away as his mind began to empty and unwittingly he drifted into sleep.
The dream came upon him suddenly, like a physical shock, and was as vividly realistic as the painting itself. Lewis felt as if he were awake but inside a body and at a time that was not his own. There was noise—the screams of women, the raucous shouting and laughter of men, a whimpering and panting of breath that he knew to be his own as he fled in terror along stone floors, down narrow corridors, below vaulted ceilings. The smell of fear was all about him—in piss, faeces, vomit and blood. And beyond that, behind him, the smell of burning and the pungent stink of male sweat. 
He was aware of figures fleeing in all directions—young women dressed in black, faces streaked with the grime of smoke and tears and distorted in terror. With a sudden shock he realised he was one of them, clutching a veil tightly around his frail, female form as he squeezed himself inside a dark alcove, holding his breath, hoping against hope that the darkness would hide him from discovery. But he felt the flow of warm piss trickling down the inside of his thighs as he heard the clink of armour and smelled the rank sweat of a crusader approaching, calling out mockingly in a strange language, cajoling him to show himself, as though he were a child in some innocent game. But there was nothing innocent in his voice, only menace and lust. Fear and disgust—intense, physical disgust—overwhelmed Lewis as he realised what lay in store for him, in this young female body, if he were discovered. And as he looked up, he caught the eye of the soldier leering at him, his smile revealing rotten teeth, letting out putrid breath as, sword in hand, he leant down to grab his veil, his apostolnik, and drag him by the neck from the hiding place.
Lewis awoke from the dream as suddenly as he had fallen into it to find himself crouching in a corner of the room, his arms clasped around his knees, rocking back and forth and whimpering like a frightened child. Gradually, he became conscious of knocking at his door. It opened, and a maid entered. The room was once again in deep shadow. Without seeing him, she walked over to the balcony and threw open the shutters, which had evidently blown shut. The wind outside was fierce, much stronger now than earlier in the day. 
The maid turned and let out a shriek of surprise as she caught sight of him. Her look was one of concern as she spoke in Greek, asking a question he could not understand but whose meaning he could readily guess. Quickly he tried to pull himself together, rising shakily to his feet, forcing a smile and attempting to mime a stomach ache. She was young and pretty and had a small box of candy in her hand. He smiled again—this time, he hoped, more convincingly. She hesitated for an instant; then, still frowning, she turned and placed the box on a corner of the dressing table, when she caught sight of the picture of the nun. With a gasp, she drew back, placing her hands together, as if in prayer. Then, crossing herself several times, she turned and spoke to Lewis, once again in Greek, urgency in her voice as she performed some kind of mime, placing her hands together at the top of the painting then drawing them down slowly in front of it. He had no idea what she meant but wanted rid of her, so he nodded, saying “Nai, nai,”—“Yes, yes,” practically the only Greek word he knew. She scrutinised him, her expression serious, before nodding and turning to leave, pausing to cross herself once more as she shut the door behind her.
Lewis closed his eyes and let out a deep sigh. He was relieved at being alone once more, but, more profoundly, relieved at having escaped from the terror of his dream. Most troubling of all, however, was the lingering disgust he felt at having been in the body of a woman, and one who had been on the point of being raped. 
He looked again at the painting. The image of the nun couldn’t have changed, of course, but it looked different. Whereas before he had seen beauty and sadness in her eyes, now he detected a glint of mockery. On an impulse, he stretched out his arm to touch the contours of her face, but drew back suddenly as his fingers felt it give out an unnatural heat, as if the figure were alive. Instinctively, he stepped away from the painting, his heart pounding inside his chest. He thought of turning it to face the wall, but that would’ve required touching it again. He looked at his watch. It was still only late afternoon. The old man had said there was something powerful about this painting. He had also, somewhat cryptically, suggested he would soon be seeing Lewis again. Bewildered, disconcerted, Lewis mused the old fool had been right on both counts. 

      ***The sun was sinking and the shadows in the streets lengthening as Lewis hurried back to the shop. The excited anticipation from earlier in the day on approaching Agia Varvara had been replaced by a sense of mounting anxiety. Sweat dripped from his forehead and his whole body trembled as he passed by the ruins, recalling despite himself the vividness of the dream in all its horror. By the time he approached the old man’s shop, he was still shaken. Relieved to find the door wide open still, he was nonetheless bewildered when he stepped across its threshold. 
Instead of hanging on the walls, the paintings were now stacked in untidy piles on the floor. There was no sign of the old man. Instead, when Lewis called out, the figure of a young woman loomed into view at the top of the wooden staircase. At first, he mistook her for the nun and his blood froze. He would have fled in terror if she hadn’t called out “Kali spera!” to him, descending the staircase in quick strides that made it creak under her weight. 
“Good evening,” she repeated, this time in English, as her face came into view. “Grandfather told me to expect you.”
Lewis let out a long breath. She was much stockier than the nun, and although dressed in black, wore work clothes, with a headscarf nothing like an apostolnik. He felt foolish as she looked at him, evidently puzzled by his disquiet.
“You are the man who took the painting today, yes?”
“Y-yes, I am,” he stammered. “I was hoping to ask the old…your

      ***
      ***
      ***
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