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            HOW TO MAKE A GOBLIN TRAP BY NIMUE BROWN

          

        

      

    

    
      First, dig a small hole. Not too small though, as the goblin is more likely to get in if it looks comfy and inviting. Plan enough space for several goblins, just to be on the safe side. Don’t make your hole too hard to climb in and out of, and maybe put some steps up, in case a hedgehog falls down there. Although if a hedgehog does fall in, there’s always a decent chance a goblin will try and rescue it, but that makes for a complicated situation, so maybe don’t risk it.

      Put some bait in your trap. There are many things that you can deploy – snacks are always good. Snails and beetles are good too, but it’s best to either have these or the snacks, but not both, as your small friends might get into the snacks. No one wants to accidentally eat a beetle. Doing it deliberately is a whole other issue, but harsh for the beetle.

      Shiny things are a safe bet and combine well with other kinds of bait. Really cool rocks and unusual sticks may also attract a goblin. If that isn’t enough, you could try adding a cushion and a nice blanket.

      Does the hole look good now? Is the bait appealing? Do you want to climb into the hole and check out the snails? Or maybe look at the cool rocks? You should do that, and once you’re down there, you will probably be glad of the nice cushion, and the blanket. Did you bring enough snacks?

      If a goblin gets into the trap with you, then you can wrap them up in the banket to stop them escaping too quickly. They will probably appreciate this. If a goblin turns up, laughs wildly and proceeds to roll you up in a blanket, then you can still consider this to have been a successful goblin trap. Just a bit more philosophically complicated than you might have been intending.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DECAF LATTE, PLEASE BY TAMARA CLELFORD

          

        

      

    

    
      Monday morning and I’m at the coffee shop on my way to work. I try not to do this every morning, but I’m fooling no one.

      I am greeted by an unfamiliar face, a new barista. He is tall and gaunt and looks… sallow, I believe is the word.

      “Decaf latte, please.”

      I pick up my coffee and head to work.

      Unusual, I think to myself as I walk out of the shop. No conversation about ordering decaf in the morning, in fact not a squeak out of him. Anyway, good coffee, so who cares.

      Suddenly it is lunch time. I've got no memory of this morning whatsoever, and before I can properly recover, Jeff walks past my desk.

      “Hi, had a good weekend?” I ask.

      “Same as when you asked me earlier. Really glad you've dropped that Scouse accent though," he says with a quizzical look over his shoulder as he carries on walking.

      I've had some odd interactions at work, but that is in the top ten.

      Tuesday comes around, so I treat myself to a coffee. Still the new barista serving, obviously his first day went well.

      "Decaf latte, please."

      I get rudely awoken out of a daydream by Rob turning up at my desk telling me it's time to go to a meeting. I'm really confused as I don't have a meeting today till 2pm. Then I look at my watch and realise it is 2pm so I pick up my stuff and run to the meeting. I'm only a couple of minutes late, but it does start with the chair saying to me, "I'm really glad to hear you've dropped that Newcastle accent."

      I then miss the next ten minutes of the meeting as I try to work out what on earth she was on about.

      Wednesday and the new barista cracks a… well… on a normal face you would call it a smile, I think.

      "Decaf latte, please."

      No, it was more of a twitchy grimace, definitely a movement on his hollow grey face. Why do I feel quite so disturbed?

      On my way to work I make a pledge to myself that I am not going to lose the morning again. But the next thing I remember is Bev asking me if I want to get a sandwich for lunch.

      “Glad you've dropped the dodgy Yorkshire accent.”

      "What dodgy Yorkshire accent?" I ask, hoping for some answers this time.

      "The one you were putting on this morning."

      Nope, none the wiser.

      "I wasn't putting an accent on."

      "You were, it was dreadful. That Newcastle accent you were doing yesterday was even worse."

      Before I could delve any further, I get a look, a shove in the ribs so she can reach the cheese sandwich and she’s off.

      Thursday, clearly coffee again as why break the streak?

      This time the new barista just hands me my coffee with what is definitely a grin on his hollowed out grey face. Instead of cheering me up, I feel quite disturbed.

      As I walk to work, I look at the coffee and think about the new barista. There's something not right, you don't see such a gaunt hollow face in real life. I am just raising the coffee to my mouth when I get a bad feeling, remembering his grin as he passed me the coffee cup. For some reason I thought he was smiling in a deep Scottish accent. 

      Several things then just fall into place and instead of drinking my coffee I give it to Chris in the office. I don't like Chris very much and so he was a perfect person to do an experiment on.

      As I go to the kitchen to get a drink halfway through the morning, I hear Chris chatting to a very bemused Bev in a really bad Glaswegian accent.

      I immediately phone the coffee shop to ask if the new barista is still working and if they do deliveries as I feel like having some fun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GOBLINS, GHOULS AND PUMPKIN SPICED LATTES BY CHRISTINE KING

          

        

      

    

    
      The Halloween Craft Fayre was a popular annual event in Springfield village. Visitors came from miles around for the spectacular display put on by the local people. Stalls groaned under the weight of Halloween merchandise, toys of rag doll witches, autumnal wreaths of orange and brown and yellow flowers, pumpkin ornaments and coffin shaped trinkets.

      Cheerfully grinning skeleton lights draped across the windows of the converted community centre. Locals were dressed as witches and wizards, and visitors joined in the fun wearing even more outlandish outfits, each one competing against the other to be the winner of the annual fancy dress prize. Ghosts competed with ghouls, goblins with witches, dark elves with evil fairies.

      The café in the corner of the room was doing a roaring trade in pumpkin spiced lattes, Green Goblin cappuccinos, Beetlejuice Hot Chocolate and various Screaming Spider inspired cold drinks for the children.

      The owner was a small, grizzled man with a sharp nose and spiky hair and very long, hairy ears. He looked very unpleasant and snarled at the customers who laughed at him as he snappishly produced their orders. It was all part of the fun and, besides, his cakes named Dracucarrot, Vampire Blood Velvet, Chocolate Bat Cake and Lucrezia Lemon cupcakes together with the Frankenfurter sandwiches were all to die for. He served everyone with only the assistance of well, his assistant, Igor (everyone laughed heartily at the name) and no one waited more than a minute or two to be served with his delicious food and warming truly inspirational drinks.

      His fancy dress was the most goblin-like of the costumes and when the local mayor called a halt to the proceedings to announce the winner, to no one’s surprise the Spicy Pumpkin Stall owner won, hands down.

      He accepted his prize with a surly smile.

      The Mayoress, seduced by several of his Bat Crazy Biscuits, tried to engage him in conversation.

      “You must tell me where your café is, Mr Oligoth? I would love to come and visit and indulge myself with more of your delicious food.”

      His smile revealed long sharp teeth and, really, thought the Mayoress, some of these costumes sometimes went a little too far.

      “Sorry, madam,” he replied. “I don’t have a café for the likes of you.”

      Which, she thought was frightfully rude.

      “Whatever do you mean?” she demanded.

      He stared deep into her eyes and even as he spoke, she found herself thinking of misty mountains and deep dark woods. His voice was gruff, hypnotic.

      “I only join in with you mortals once a year when no one notices what we look like and you think we are just playing at dressing up.”

      His hand swept around the room and suddenly all the stall holders seemed to take on a strange new reality she had never noticed before. The witches suddenly looked like real, green faced witches, the elves’ sharp eyes and pointy ears looked terrifyingly real. He laughed and the spell was broken and everyone returned to looking like normal people in normal fancy dress costumes.

      He bowed once more and, taking his prize, returned to his stall to carry on dispensing his culinary delights.

      The Mayoress was determined to purchase more cake when the Fayre was over but as she made her way through the remaining crowds and chattering children, she could not see anything remaining of the Spicy Pumpkin. Gone – except for a cake on the now empty stall with her name on the dome covering it. She smiled as she reached for it and saw it was her favourite. Death by Chocolate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TIME TO USE YOUR HEAD BY JOHN HOLMES-CARRINGTON

          

        

      

    

    
      “We’re out of seeds for the spice mix.” The voice came from inside the shop and wafted across the yard to the field beyond.

      Jack sighed. She was able to refill the dispenser herself, but he knew it was a job he could help with.

      He eased himself down from where he’d been resting, stretched then tugged and straightened his jacket. The evening air was chill, but it didn't bother him. Autumn was after all his favourite time of year. It was as he reminded himself when he was at his prime.

      Joints stiff from having been in the same position for so long, he shuffled round the side of the farm shop to the storeroom. A group of scavenging birds lifted from the rooftop as he approached.

      Jack shook his head. “I’ll deal with you later,” he growled as they flew overhead only to descend into the field behind him.

      The storeroom door swung easily as he bumped into it, and he moved slowly inside. He blinked, as his eyes adjusted to dimness within.

      He stared around at the shelves. Each one was filled with pumpkins, all huge shiny and orange. Jack felt a flush of excitement as he stared at their round fleshy shapes which seemed to glow in the half light.

      It was, he now realised, hot in here. More of a drying room than a store, a stove at the far side pumped out waves of heat to counter the seasonal cold. In the intense warmth he began to feel lightheaded.

      The sensation seemed to increase, and Jack began to panic. With a crash, he passed out, full length on the floor.

      As Jack came to, the door at the far end opened and a young woman wearing a long brown apron entered. Staring slowly round, she spied the prone shape close to the stove.

      She leaned forward and placed a jar on the floor. She grabbed his head and lifted it up. In her hand she carried a sharp knife which, as she bent over him, she plunged into his forehead. With a sawing action she carved around the circumference leaving only a small flap of skin to act as a hinge.

      As the top flopped down, she reached in dragging out a sticky clump which she dumped in the jar. She thumped the side of his head and more of its contents cascaded into the vessel. Sticky strands covered the floor, leaving an outline around the outside of the glass.

      The woman tucked the jar under one arm and Jack’s head under the other. Awkwardly she grabbed his body by its collar. She hefted hard and dragged it slowly out through the door, across the yard and back to the field.

      She was breathing hard as she straightened his head on its broom handle spine. Now propped up again on its support, she flipped the hinged top of his head back into place.

      Pausing for a moment, she slashed a rough curve in the front of his face followed above by two rough gouged circles.

      Jack smiled happily. A job well done.

      The woman patted his smooth face and headed back inside to her waiting customers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            VLAD’S PLACE BY PHIL SCULTHORPE

          

        

      

    

    
      When he saw a new coffee shop – to be named ‘Vlad’s Place’ – was opening next Tuesday, Stan was anxious to try it. He regarded himself as something of a coffee connoisseur and wanted to be the first of his crowd to pass judgment on the place.

      He was particularly intrigued by the notice in the window that gave the opening hours as After Dark Only. This suggested something rather different from the run-of-the-mill High Street chain.

      Accordingly, come Tuesday evening, Stan swung by to check the place out.

      It was tiny. Just a few booths. Decorated throughout in a rather kitsch manner, reminiscent of the way old 30’s Hollywood movies used to portray Transylvania.

      There was just the one barista. A middle-aged guy who Stan felt instant sympathy towards, for the man’s otherwise distinguished face was marred by something wrong with the upper lip. It seemed to catch slightly on his teeth, giving the impression that his mouth must contain larger canines than usual.

      Stan noticed he was the only customer.

      “You are my first of the evening,” said the man, in a rather precise and overly-mannered middle-European voice. Stan considered it was possibly put on to go with the somewhat hokey atmosphere.

      “You’ve given the place an interesting name,” observed Stan. “What does it mean?”

      “It means me,” the man told him, giving a slightly comical old-fashioned bow. “It is simply my name. I am Vlad Alucard.”

      “Oh. It’s just I had a recollection of having heard something like it once before.”

      “In my home country there are several variations of the name. Spelled differently, of course. Perhaps you have heard one of them. Now, what can I get you?”

      “I wondered whether you might have some Kopi Luwak?”

      “Ah,” Alucard breathed appreciatively, “the infamous coffee made from beans that have passed through the digestive tract of the Asian civet. Yes, I have that. It is very expensive, of course.”

      For a moment he paused and looked at Stan almost as if he was evaluating him. Perhaps considering whether this customer was worthy of an offer he was in a position to make.

      He must have determined Stan was, for he continued, “If you are a devotee of the exotic, I do have something even more unusual that I can offer you.”

      “More unusual than Kopi Luwak?”

      “Yes. Though oddly the beans in this blend are given their unique flavour through much the same process. However, in this case, rather than having passed through the digestive tract of a civet cat, they have passed through the digestive tract of a vampire.”

      “You’re kidding me.”

      “I never joke about coffee, sir. Nor about vampires.”

      Never having heard of this particular coffee before, Stan’s interest was piqued. He bet none of his acquaintances had heard of it either. That would be something to boast about – being the first person to try vampire coffee.

      “What is it like?” he asked.

      “An extremely refined taste, sir. Strong; full-bodied. Those who have tried it comment on how much it quickens the pulse and how well it gets the blood flowing.”

      “Invigorating, eh?”

      “Oh, very sir. After one single cup, the heart is pounding so vigorously you can see the carotid artery clearly standing proud in the person’s neck. It makes it easy to bite.”

      “Did you just say ‘bite’?” Stan queried.

      “Ha ha,” Alucard gave an embarrassed smile. “Just my little joke, you understand.”

      The way the man’s lip curled up to reveal his teeth when he smiled was very unpleasant to see.

      What a weird guy, thought Stan, and what a weird sense of humour.

      Still, this did sound an interesting coffee.

      “I’ve never come across it,” Stan observed. “You must be the only person in town who has it. Where do you get it from?”

      “I suspect this may be the only place in the whole country, sir, where you may drink this unique and special brew. As to how I obtain it – well, let us just say I am able to make my own private supply.”

      “Don’t tell me you keep vampire bats as pets and feed them the coffee beans?”

      “Something like that,” Alucard answered flatly. “Now, would you care to try a cup?”

      Stan said he certainly would.

      “I’ll bring it over you, just as soon as it’s ready.”

      “Then I’ll take a seat,” Stan said, “after all, there’s plenty to choose from.”

      “Ha ha.” Alucard’s lip snagged once again on his teeth as he smiled. “Your turn to make the little joke this time, sir. Actually, I always feel this is a coffee best experienced in a discreet, secluded spot. A place where quiet contemplation of its unique aroma and flavour can be undertaken in private. Might I suggest that booth at the back. We would not be disturbed there.”

      “We?”

      “Apologies, a slip of the tongue. I was meaning merely in the sense that there’s just the two of us here at the moment. Please take a seat in that booth and I’ll bring you your coffee over directly.”

      “I’ll just visit the rest room while you prepare it,” Stan announced.

      “Of course,” Alucard agreed. “There is soap and water should you wish to wash your neck – I mean, your hands. Oh, incidentally, please don’t be surprised by the lack of mirrors. I, er, haven’t got round to putting them up yet.”

      “That’s okay,” Stan answered over his shoulder, walking towards the rest room door, “it doesn’t bother me not seeing my reflection.”

      “Me neither,” Alucard replied, turning rapidly to the operation of his coffee machine, so his back hid from Stan the drool forming in his mouth from the sudden flow of anticipatory saliva.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A SHILLING’S CURSE BY LEE ARROWSMITH

          

        

      

    

    
      "Lu, am I back in range? Over.” The archaeologist released his left thumb off the talkback button. A burst of static and incoherent sound that might have been a voice stuttered out of the small black handset sounding like blip… blip… sch-nark… blip. He rested his left hand on the top of the steering wheel, exerting downward pressure, still gripping the walkie-talkie with it. Confident that the lightest of touch was enough with his SUV’s power steering, he lifted his right hand off the wheel and down to the dash. Flicked his headlights back to auto-on. Where they should be. “God damn that Valet.”

      The road ahead sprang into life, like his headlights had suddenly caught the render-engine-of-life out, and it was hurrying to catch up. The narrow-uncased road twisted its way through a dark elder wood. It was blue hour, the sun below the horizon although it always felt that way on the road to the old Diller-Heishman Mill. The tree tunnel through the wood forbade light. It always made him claustrophobic.

      “Lu? Y’hear me? I'm on my way back in now... I just passed that burned-out black elder tree. Maybe a quarter mile up the driveway, y’know?”

      "It's col... I need... I must be..."

      "Sorry pal, you're breaking up."

      "...cold [static] need it [static] must be..."

      The archaeologist laughed. “Hey, don’t worry, buddy, I got ’em to tripple cup your pumpkin spiced latte. It’ll be plenty hot for ya." He leaned forward, craning to hear the walkie-talkie. “Should be there in two minutes."

      Blip… blip… sch-nark… blip "...release..."

      Distracted, irritated by the walkie, he banged it on the steering wheel like that’d somehow help reception, he squinted through the windshield, trying to figure out what he was seeing. Something jagging and jittering. On the road. Ahead. "Release? I mean I’ve only been thirty. Come on, almost there."

      A cow sprang into view. Running. A heifer. Wide eyed, terrified. Pink nostrils flared, mouth mewing, screaming. He slammed the wheel right, avoided, then left, to miss a tree.

      “Fuck!” He threw the walkie to his right, onto the passenger seat. He stomped on the brake peddle. Stared in the rearview mirror. “What in the name of Christ is going on…?”

      The cow, painted red, grey and black by his brake lights, ran off into the dark, at full tilt. The archaeologist’s heart thrummed in his throat.

      “What the hell is that?” he said, absently, the flickering light on the road drawing his attention again. It was maybe three feet in front of the SUV, now.

      He slammed the gear selector behind the steering wheel into park and tapped the POWER button. The gasoline engine died with a whine. He didn’t trust electric out in the wilds.

      The archaeologist killed the courtesy lights so he could get a proper sense of what he was seeing. He stepped out and walked toward it, on the road. Small, dancing. A flame.

      He mumbled, “If I had a world of my own, everything would be nonsense, said Alice.” He pulled and flicked on a penlight, that he habitually carried in his cargos. Something there, below the fire, glowing. Round, disc-shaped. Maybe an inch in diameter. Baffled, he took out his iPhone, thumbed the camera icon and shot some video, making sure to get the context.

      Putting the penlight between his teeth, he looked at the phone’s screen, tapped and dabbed, played the footage back. He’d shot at 240 frames per second. “Okay, so what are we dealing with, here?” Zooming in, he could see a disc he recognised. Around it, the earth in the video, was red streaked mud. “Corroded iron… Fucking hell,” he mumbled.

      Excited, he pocketed the phone and mucus slimed flashlight, ran to the car, opened the trunk and unzippered his canvas kit bag. Pulled his pointing trowel. Reaching to the back of the trunk, he unclipped a red fire extinguisher.

      The CO₂ hit the dancing flames at minus 110º Farenheit. The road went dark. He flicked his flashlight back on, used his left hand to hold the light steady as his right dug and tried to gently release the disc. “Come on you little son-of-a…” The disc sprang free, flipping and spinning, over and over. It landed beside his right boot. He knelt, tapped it to ensure it was cool, then picked it up. He stared at it in the palm of his hand. “I’ll be damned.” He shook his head. “James the first. Maybe… 1603. Inside a beaded circle.” He laughed out loud and spun on the spot. The coin glittered in his flashlight’s LED beam. “Look at you. You are one fine thing! Jeeezuz. Yes, you are fine.”

      It seemed immaculate. He wondered at fakery, but why would you? Out there. Such an idiosyncratic thing. Flipping the coin, it landed in his palm, its obverse was peculiar: worn with use, its image, which he expected to be the royal arms was unfamiliar. V-shaped base, two vertical lines like an inverted heart with a cross on top. Geometric. Unfamiliar but worn and in keeping with the expected age. An unknown variant? Maybe. Back in the car, he clicked the belt in, slammed the door, hit POWER and jabbed the walkie.

      “Lu! I just found us something amazing. We need to put a trench in across the road, tomorrow morning. I just got us a seventeenth century Irish shilling! Plenty of corroded iron in the mud, like an iron box or girdle had been put around it. How in the name of hell did that get here?” He released the talkback.

      Blip… blip… sch-nark… blip. “Free…” The voice now elated and deep.

      “Lu? What the hell is with you, anyway?” The archaeologist stepped on the gas, the car leapt forward, up the approach, twin headlight beams cutting the darkness. His right hand gripped the coin, elation gripping his soul. His left hand rolling around the steering wheel, this way and that, then finally coming to a stop, he flicked the coin, caught it with his left, and pushed the car into PARK and OFF in one swift movement.

      Walking into the old wooden place, its clapboards newly painted traditional red, he could smell fresh paint and dust. The millrace roared, the machinery, newly restored and reeking of grease, turned, coughing and clanking. He realised that’d been what he’d heard over the walkie. Maybe from behind Lu when he’d thumbed the mic. The machinery sang: Blip… blip… sch-nark… blip.

      “Lu? Where the hell are you?” He shook the large white paper bag in his right hand and the coin palmed and retained by his pinky and fourth finger, the penlight held by his thumb, index and third finger, in his left hand. He scanned the beam around, saw the mill machinery running. “What in the name of God’d you set that running for? The engineer warned us she needed to do the final certific-”

      “Stay away. No, keep it away!” A tiny voice. A boy, scrabbling in the dark, pulling his bare feet back, as if terrified of the flashlight beam. Like it’d burn him. “Please, keep that off me. Turn it off!”

      Shocked, jolted and already jittery after the cow and the fire, the archaeologist killed the flashlight. Giving his eyes a moment to adjust to darkness, he visualised the child. Played back the image retained from his glimpse of the boy. He was maybe seven or eight. On the floor, near the flight of stairs up to the loft. Blue cotton shirt, old black pants with one suspender cutting across his body to hold them up: hand-me-downs. A straw hat jammed on his head. Big eyes, terrified, like the cow’s. A long crop, a training whip used by dressage riders, on the floor beside him. Dirty feet, bare but caked in mud. He’d caught a lot in a moment. He had a trained eye.

      “You’re Amish? What’s your name?”

      “Y-yes. Caleb. I’m, I’m sorry. I had to hide in here.”

      “It doesn’t… from what? Was that your heifer? Did she attack you?”

      “Alice. You saw her? Did she make good her escape?”

      “She was sure as hell… I mean, she was running alright.”

      The boy whimpered. Crying, with relief about the cow, the archaeologist thought.

      “Your foot. It’s burnt,” the archaeologist said.

      The boy stopped crying. He said nothing and pulled his legs to his chest, hugging them.

      “What is it? Caleb, if you know what’s going on…? Did you put this out there?” He held up the shilling, holding it out between thumb and forefinger. “Were you messing with gasoline or something? Set it alight?”

      “How can you see my foot?” Caleb asked.

      “What?”

      “There’s none of your electric light in here. So, how can you see my foot?”

      The archaeologist said nothing.

      “The coin burned it,” Caleb said. “You know what it is?”

      “Seventeenth century shilling. From Ireland.”

      The boy made a strange sound. A moan maybe. “You know its name.”

      “It has a name?”

      “You called for Lu. You wanted to give it food.”

      “Lu’s the Mill site’s manager. He’s lived here for years.”

      “How can you see me, when there’s no light in here?”

      “I can see the burn on your foot.”

      “It was the coin. I stood on it. It burned me.”

      “It was on fire?”

      “It caught fire. Because I stood on it; your heavy machines had unearthed it, I think. It wasn’t exposed when we went to pasture, yesterday.”

      “The diggers? Churned the road? Ah, likely. But how was it on fire?”

      “It marked me.” The boy began to cry.

      Another voice, old but familiar to the archaeologist, cut through. Behind them. Spinning, the archaeologist saw a dim light. Orange and glowing, moving towards them. A jack-o-lantern. “Lu? Ah, you goofball. So all this is trick or treat crap, right?”

      “He’s coming now.” The accent was Irish, sing-song. “I’ve kept ’im all these years, trapped he wus, in a girdle of iron I made for’im, ’sides water’n’all. Evil canna do wi’ iron n water. No. By my sides no. A coin I made him inta, a game it was. Let me be it did, by my sides yes. And then yous came.”

      The old figure, bearded, stooped, the face, indistinct, the ember in the jack-o-lantern jittering held before him. The boy whimpered as the figure came closer.

      Angry, confused, the archaeologist shouted, “What the hell is all this. Who are you?”

      “He be Stingy Jack,” Caleb said, in a whisper. Tears spilling down his cheeks.

      The archaeologist knew the legends of Jack-o’-lantern of course. What American didn’t? Surely this was some kind of Halloween prank. One of those haunted houses run by students for local charities.

      “Annoyed wi’me, after all d’years trapped, he’ll be. Oh my days a wandrin’ll be done.” Jack laughed, gurgling like a drain. Delighted at the prospect of rest.

      Was that it? Stingy Jack-o’-lantern had been wandering the earth for four hundred years and finally he was going to Hell?

      The archaeologist soon had his answer. His hand seared. He heard as much as felt his flesh cook and crack. Dropping the coin, it burst into flames. Looking at his hand, it glowed and he recognised the symbol, at last. The Sigil of Lucifer. From the floor, a voice, the child’s voice, but not.

      The boy looked at Stingy Jack. “Finis tuae deceptionis, Jack." The archaeologist’s Latin was good enough for him to know what that meant. The end of your deception, Jack.

      Then the Boy’s gaze fell on the archaeologist. “In aeternum servitudo, pro te.” Forever servitude, for you.

      The archaeologist’s hand, alive with burnt nerve endings, went numb. He felt his body follow suit, from the feet to his neck. Before he lost awareness, his final thought was trivial and stupid but so very human… He wished he’d finished his pumpkin-spiced latte.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            RULE OF THREE (AND THE WRITER’S INNER MONOLOGUE) BY KEITH ERRINGTON

          

        

      

    

    
      How many stories have started “it was Halloween”? Or ended, “it was just a dream”?

      <Hey, listen, if it’s good enough for Alice in Wonderland…>

      Well, this writer is lazy, so it was Halloween. And it was all a dream…

      …maybe.

      

      Once upon a time,

      <Told you I’m lazy.>

      I was walking through the woods.

      <Cliché alert!>

      It was dark and misty despite a full moon,

      <Cliché!>

      for ominous dark clouds were gathering.

      <Look, I’m not going to point out every cliché - it’s going to take far too long. I am sure you lot are bright enough to figure out the lazy writing for yourselves>.

      I was going to visit my grandmother who lived with three bears in a house made of sweets.

      <No, I wasn’t wearing red or carrying a basket.>.

      I’d stopped at the market to trade my cow for magic beans…

      <Oh dear lord, that’s not a fairy tale, that’s a pantomime! Oh no it isn’t. Oh yes, it is! It’s behind you! Etc, etc.>

      …and that had made me very late. Suddenly, there was a weird noise, just the sort of noise a goblin might make. Ahead of me on the path was a strange creature. It looked very much like you might imagine a goblin might look like. I stopped and looked at it. “What could it be?” I asked.

      <It’s a bloody goblin, obviously! Gah! Even I’m getting tired of this writing style.>

      It was a goblin.

      <Sheesh! Told you.>

      I wished it, “Good day” and walked on.

      <What?!>

      Now, I found myself walking deeper into the forest.

      <Of course you did.>

      The darkness was closing in and I felt a distinct chill in the air. In the distance I heard a faint swishing sound, like someone was wearing a white sheet and wafting it around them. Then I saw it! It was dreadful and ghoulish in appearance.

      <That’s because it’s a ghoul, you numpty. Have you even read the title of this collection?>

      It wafted closer. Closer and closer it came until I was face to white-amorphous-blob-face with the apparition. “I haven’t got time for this.” I said out loud and walked straight through the other worldly being..

      “How rude!” I heard it say and then it was gone.

      <Rrrriiiiiiigghhhttt.>

      Finally, I reached a glade surrounded by a ring of mushrooms. In the middle was my grandmother’s house. The house was made of gingerbread, icing sugar, Oreos and Snickers bars.

      <Oh, for goodness’ sake.>

      I walked up to the house and the door opened even before I had knocked! Perhaps I should explain that my grandmother is a powerful witch.

      <Oh, now you tell us! Could you not have started with that maybe? I’m off to visit my grandmother… THE WITCH!>

      I walked in and my grandmother was seated at the table. She got up and greeted me with a warm hug.

      “Now young man, you must have walked miles, and it’s a dark and dangerous path through the forest which is full of evil creatures. Are you alright?”

      <Early punchline warning.>

      “Yes, it was nothing. I met a goblin and a ghoul. They weren’t in the slightest bit scary, I wasn’t frightened at all.”

      “Gosh you are a brave boy! Let me make you a nice hot drink.”

      “Ooh thanks, that would be lovely”

      “Here we go. A warming pumpkin spiced latte.”

      A look of horror crossed my face, I screamed in terror, “aaaarrggghhh!” and ran from that cursed place and didn’t stop till I saw the lights of my house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE HOB GOBLIN AND PUMPKIN-SPICED LATTE BY BENJAMIN DOUGLAS

          

        

      

    

    
      “So let’s get this straight. Julian, you’re not a horse-whisperer, you’re…”

      “A Goblin Listener. In fact, I can see and hear leprechauns, spirits, dervishes and other supra-natural creatures”.

      Ms Damson Walsh, the Site Manager on the new ‘Costa Del Caffeine Café Restaurant’ development stared.

      “Look. I’m not saying I don’t believe what my neighbour, your Jamaican mother-in-law says about your, err, abilities but I do believe that here, things that could not have moved, moved. Could not have caught fire, did catch alight and tripped me up, arse-over-tit on a level floor? Pardon my French!”

      Julian smiled. “I understand. It surfaced at puberty. Everyone including me thought I’d gone mad but I was able to explain the what’s and why’s of the inexplicable stuff that surrounded us. My folks just said, ‘It’s not your fault, let’s keep this to ourselves and if ever you do find a pot of gold at the end of a rainbow, we’ll split it fairly!’”

      Damson let out a belly-laugh.

      “Haa! I guess from the fact that you’re still a ‘Quick-fit Fitter’ means no pot of gold as yet?”

      “Yup, unfortunately.”

      They looked down into in what should have been the basement floor of the new ‘Costa Del Caffiene’ café restaurant but which was in fact a hard earth floor supporting an ancient hearth. Every attempt to clear it had failed. The next morning, everything was back in its place! Spooky. There’d also been several weird accidents and injuries to the workforce.

      Damson said, “I asked you over today, as the workers aren’t here.”

      Julian nodded “I could hear these two old Goblins…” he pointed to an apparently empty space where dust was rising, “…arguing like Billy-O they were, as I got out of my van! Now, that ‘Hearth’ as you’ve called it…” He gestured. “…is in point of fact a ‘Hob’ where a family in old-times would cook. What I hear and see are both Hob Goblins, one is THE resident Hob Goblin Grundly-Goatskin by name.”

      “Hobgoblin? That’s a Real Ale isn’t it?”

      “Yup and that reminds me, I’m late for lunch at the local Wetherspoons” He glanced at his watch. “The upshot is that he, Grundly-Goatskin, was tasked to guard the old Hob, see to a few chores and in return eat from the pot. The family probably passed away or moved on generations age. He’s been sulking ever since and never moved on. Goblins are loyal critters but can be very mischievous. His mate Wassan-Geld here, is trying his (or her, you can’t tell), level best to convince him to move to some sort of Retired Goblin Home under the Town Council Offices. Dozens of them are quite comfy there, losing planning applications, councillors expense forms and the like, into the waste-bins and shredders. Explains a lot doesn’t it! Old Grundly-Goatskin won’t budge easily but… I have a plan. I’ll explain later. Say, do you fancy a Wetherspoons curry? It’s a Wednesday.”

      Damson smiled “It’s a date!”

      The two ran over to Julian’s ‘Quick Fit’ van and off they sped. Out of earshot of the two warring Hob Goblins who were now well into a real punch-up.

      The next morning Julian’s Jamaican mother-in-law, Dalia, sporting a stunning head scarf with jewelled band and wearing a beautiful flowing dress of every colour of the rainbow, walked with stately stride down the newly dug ramp, to the old Hob Goblin’s lair. She held a large bag. Low winter morning sun illuminated all but a dark corner of the excavation, where old Grundly-Goatskin muttered and swore at this unwelcome newcomer.

      “Wat’s dis old bag’n er bag doin’ in moi plas! In moi plas… wat’s dat? An dat, an…”

      Surprised and scarcely able to believe what he saw, this strange foreign woman was setting out cooking pot, wooden spoons, knife, fish, vegetables and jars of… he shambled slowly over, knowing that she could not see him and sniffed at the oils and spice jars.

      “Aaaaa wat is dat wunerful smel?” He gazed in delight and admiration as Dalia quickly lit a fire from some broken old timbers and set her old cooking-pot full of exotic and fragrant food right on HIS Hob!

      Well hidden, Damson, Julian and small band of invisible Goblins looked down. Julian relating in a whisper what the Grundly-Goatskin and the nearby Goblins were saying.

      Grundly-Goatskin, not caring now what dust he raised, danced, stamped wildly, singing at the top of his grotesque voice. His Hob, after all these years, his Hob now had a “Fire, wunerful las wi wunerful grub” for him to taste… just a little, she’d not notice. Dancing, cavorting, beside himself with joy.

      Dalia stirred and tasted with her wooded spoon. A pinch more of spice, she smiled and placed more wood onto the fire.

      Lifting the pot with gloved hand, she set it down away from the Hob and in time honoured fashion (it was winter after all and she was cold), as she had done since she was a girl, turned her back to the blazing flames, lifted her dress hem up to her back, bent over and enjoyed the heat playing on her ample and naked buttocks.

      Grundly-Goatskin’s scream was audible to all of the hidden audience. The dust that he kicked up as he ran up the ramp and onto the dusty street was as clear as the clatter that his clogs made as he raced towards the Town Council Offices.

      That day, all were agreed that Dalia’s food was the finest that they had tasted. Man, Women and Goblins alike.

      Damson and Julian were wed soon afterwards and held their reception in the Coast Del Caffiene. The Pumpkin Latte was particularly fine they all agreed. Whilst at the Town Council Offices, apart from all of the other (quite normal) but inexplicable, missing documents, computer glitches, trips and falls and so on, the kitchens reported missing food, cookers turned on, plugs pulled out and odd spices finding their way into the food. Spooky.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE HEALTH VISITOR BY MARY CARR

          

        

      

    

    
      She had to stand on tip toes to reach the doorbell and jabbed it twice for good measure. She could hear footsteps and stood back as the woman wrestled with keys and several bolts, before opening the door a crack and peering at her.

      “Good morning, I am your health visitor, Miss Hobbe.”

      “Oh.” She opened the door fully and stood blinking on the threshold.

      “Mrs Simmons?”

      “Sorry yes! Of course. Er… call me Rosemary. Sorry! I was just having a nap while baby was quiet.”

      Miss Hobbe brandished an ID and pushed past her into the hall. She wore a neat blue suit and shiny patent leather three inch heels. Her mass of bushy curls was scraped back into a bun, which threatened to come apart at any moment.

      She raised her horn rim glasses, which were on pearl chain around her neck, to consult her clip board.

      “Baby Damian.”

      “Yes!”

      Miss Hobbe stared at her, pointy nose quivering above pursed red lips.

      “Oh right! He’s just through here in the lounge.” She flapped a nervous hand.

      Miss Hobbe muttered something and pushed past her into the lounge. Baby Damian lay in an ornate lacy cot with a crucifix wedged behind his pillow.

      “Any concerns?”

      Rosemary tried unsuccessfully to avoid her gaze.

      “How do you mean?”

      “His health? His development?”

      “Well…”

      The gimlet green eyes skewered her with a look.

      “He does seem to be growing rather fast.”

      “Some of them do that.”

      Miss Hobbe put a finger out to blob in a romper suit. He grabbed it in one fat fist and bit hard.

      “And his teeth have come through.”

      “So I see. Unusual at this stage.” She stared at the baby which stared back with equal malevolence.

      “Father Peter said…”

      Miss Hobbe harrumphed.

      “And sometimes he sounds as if he is talking.” Rosemary looked at her pleadingly.

      “You’ve not been getting much sleep, have you?”

      “Well no!” She rubbed her fringe out of her eyes and stared at her crumpled pyjama bottoms. “So, you think he’s alright then.”

      “Perhaps,” Miss Hobbe suggested brightly. “You might make us a nice cup of tea.”

      Rosemary trotted off to the kitchen and Miss Hobbe lifted Damian out of his cot, replacing him with an enchanted log from her shoulder bag.

      Time was when a goblin had difficulty stealing babies but now all she needed was a badge and a clipboard.
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        Harvey Duckman and The Robinson House Writers publish a short collection of flash fiction every month. To join our Flash!Mob mailing list, as a reader or a writer, check out our website, stories, articles and submission guidelines at www.harveyduckman.com
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        We also publish a quarterly themed anthology, available on Amazon in paperback, hardcover and Kindle.

      

        

      
        Folly & Madness (from the Steampunk basket), a wonderful collection of splendifferous steampunkery, rich in steam-powered dirigibles, clockwork automatons, dystopian inventions, blunderbuss pistols, gas lamps, tentacles, gears and goggles, corsets and candlelight.

      

        

      
        Death +70 (from the Post-Apocalypse/Dystopian basket), a disturbingly dark collection, rich in zombies and plague, wasteland raiders and alien invaders, lost tech and ancient lore, nuclear Armageddon, the end of the world and beyond…
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