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WELCOME TO MY SECOND short story collection!

The tales within these covers are from a variety of worlds; the Otherworld, Vintrig's Kingdom, Shakespeare, Nirunen and my imagination.

The tales in this collection are about Transitions and Choices.

There are Transitions between what is right and what you know to be wrong, shapeshifting from human to animal, from reality to virtual reality... 

Choices also play an important part in many of these tales. Which would you choose; darkness or light? Servitude or slow death? Deceit or imprisonment? Bravery or fear? To follow your destiny or hide away? To love or never love? To become the one you are hunting but never your prey?

Read, and be refreshed!

Freya Pickard, England, 2017
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SITTING AT THE MARBLE table, Luca gazed at the open book before him. The dull, grey light of late afternoon illuminated fading ink. The air smelt of ancient leather and brittle paper. Tall bookcases loomed on either side with dark bound tomes resting on dusty shelves.

The brown writing flickered before Luca’s eyes. He blinked rapidly to bring his vision into focus. His eyes felt gritty and he frowned, remembering the disturbed night; voices speaking out of the darkness. Unease crept across his skin as he recalled their suggestions. He had always heard voices but in this place of books they were clearer, more insistent.

He wanted to leave but the spidery writing lured him back, held him down in his chair. Before long, his vision blurred again and he stretched his lean frame against the carved seat. The white silk robes caressed his skin and he looked with pride at the silver embroidery upon the sleeves. The black belt at his waist gleamed with pale jewels.

Such opulence had never been his at the Temple. This was a far better life than murmuring prayers to a god who never answered. Gone were his days of threadbare tunics and running barefoot wherever the priests ordered him to go. Only the nightmare voices made him uncomfortable.

He sneered as he raised his brown eyes to the turbid sea far below. Those at the Temple claimed to be enlightened. He knew now they lied. Here, surrounded by books, he was the enlightened one.

The rain-pregnant clouds hung low and a violent wind made the waves foam with sudden whiteness. The clouds surged apart for a moment and let the sun’s light through; beams of yellow-gold shot through the break like a fan. For that short moment the clouds and waves appeared darker, more threatening. Then the clouds obscured the light and all was grey again.

Luca held onto a thought that rose up from his memories. Rain spattered on the window pane in a hard rhythm. In a few moments the sea vanished behind the wind-harried downpour. Everything inside the room was still.

The voices said that life was grey. Luca’s thoughts whirled faster. If life was grey like the clouds and the waves, then it was only illumination that made them appear dark. There was another thought rising up. Was illumination an illusion?

Luca hunched forward over the book, staring sightlessly at the window. If the light was an illusion, then there was nothing wrong in what he was doing. He became aware of losing something very precious, as if he was diminished.

He shook the feeling off and returned his thoughts to the voices. The memory of them ceased to be uncanny. Instead, he felt comfortable with them and smiled at the audacity of their suggestions. Such things would be inconceivable at the Temple.

Luca blinked in the gloom. The short afternoon had descended into night. He murmured soft sounding words and a globe of light appeared above the desk. He bent to his book again, looking forward to his time of rest when the voices would visit him.

Outside, the wind howled and rattled the window frame. The sea pounded against the cliff, threatening to undermine the place of books.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Trapped



[image: image]


THE WOODEN DOOR SLAMMED shut and we heard the sounds of bolts shooting home. The small lantern on the table flickered feebly, illuminating the centre of the room. I felt tears threaten and my throat closed up. Squeezing Uncle Cat Swinger's hand tightly, I stepped closer to him. He put his arm around me and ruffled my hair.

“You all right?”

“Yes.” I said thickly and sniffed.

“You're not going to cry?” He asked anxiously.

I shook my head, trying to be brave.

“Good.” Dracomagan stood beside me. “Can't stand kids who cry. Can't stand kids full stop, normally. You're different. You're all right.”

I felt better immediately and the tightness in my throat eased. “It's the way Uncle brought me up.” I told the woman as she walked past the hat stand to the table.

“Not bad, for a single bloke.” She remarked, picking up the lantern.

“Thank you.” Uncle said in that dry, flat way of his when he's not impressed. “I thought you said we could just walk in and deal with the sheriff?”

“Well, we did just walk in, didn't we?” Dracomagan turned on the spot, holding  the lantern above her head. The flickering yellow light threw alarming shadows across the ceiling, illuminating a number of violins hanging from the walls.

“But we've been caught and locked in here, wherever here is...” I could feel the tension and anger through Uncle's hand.

“It's a music room.” Dracomagan completed her survey, returned the lantern to the table and looked at me. “Can you scream, loudly?”

“Yes.” I told her. “I do when I see a spider but Uncle doesn't like me to scream.”

“Well, in a moment, I want you to scream as loud as you can.”

“Why?” Uncle demanded. “What good will that do?”

Dracomagan grinned, her pale blue eyes gleaming. “I've got a plan.”

I sat on the chair at the table with the lantern before me. Uncle stood behind me, holding a stringless violin in one hand and a dilapidated chair in the other. Dracomagan stood with her back against the wall to the left of the door. I stared at her, waiting for her signal. Even in the semi-darkness her leggings gleamed like dragonscales. Outside I could hear the tramp-tramp of the guards' feet as they passed each other outside the door and then continued separately along the corridor. Dracomagan's fist punched the air. I imagined the largest spider possible and screamed.

It was a glorious scream that shredded the air, making Dracomagan wince. I couldn't see Uncle Cat Swinger's expression but could imagine him cringing and hunching his shoulders. Several loud thumps behind me caused me to glance over my shoulder. I continued to scream as Uncle attacked the bookcase behind the table with the violin. The sound of splintering wood made me jump as I turned back to watch the door and my scream died.

“Help!” Uncle roared as the violin smashed. I looked back at him to see him nod at me to continue screaming. “Help!”

I screamed again as the sounds of booted feet ran towards the door.

“What is it?”

“Help!” Uncle bellowed and I saw the seat of a dilapidated chair fly through the air to crash against the far wall. “The crazy woman you've locked in here with me, is trying to kill me!”

As the third scream issued from my mouth, I noticed Dracomagan had a tight grin on her face, as if she was enjoying the situation. The wooden door opened inwards, concealing the woman from the guards as they entered. The first guard came running in and tripped over the length of cat gut tied between the desk leg and the hat stand. The second guard was so close to the first that he fell over the feet of his prostrate fellow, knocking the hat stand over. Dracomagan caught the hat stand with one hand and stood over the guards.

I stopped mid-scream and stared, shocked as she hit both the guards behind their ears and let the hat stand fall on top of them. Uncle Cat Swinger stopped shouting and hitting the furniture as he realised Dracomagan's plan had worked. I felt his large hand on my shoulder.

“It's all right.” He reassured me.

“Are they... dead?” I asked hesitantly.

“No!” He cuffed me gently round the head. “She's just made sure they're unconscious. They'll sleep for a while and wake up with a bit of a headache.”

“Oh, like you do
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