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            THE WRAITH OF WRATH BY DAVIA SACKS

          

        

      

    

    
      There is a Line, and you do not cross it.

      Even if you are pure of heart and impeccable of spirit, and even if you take all the necessary precautions, and perform the rite flawlessly, you are opening yourself up to the boomerang effect when you allow rage to propel you across The Line.

      And so, I am very worried about my granddaughter who has been summoned to the deathbed of the Old Woman; summoned by the Old Woman; summoned to do her bidding and unleash the Wraith of Wrath.

      You see, the Wraith can only travel so far in pursuit of an enemy who is already dead; long dead in fact, as is the object of the Old Woman’s obsession. After that, the Wraith has no option but to return to that from whence it came. But it won’t return to the Old Woman, who has been on her deathbed for two hundred years now, seething with anger about something that occurred lifetimes ago. No, it will return to the one who performed the rite on the Old Woman’s behalf. And that will be my granddaughter.

      I have tried to explain this to her; I have tried to warn her. But you cannot reason with young people because they perceive themselves to be at the Age of Infinite Wisdom. They already know everything about everything. And you can’t learn anything if you already know everything. And having gotten a whiff of the fragrance of darkness, she is already feeling a tinge of the intoxication that accompanies the power surge that comes with crossing The-Line-That-Must-Not-Be-Crossed.

      Yet, I cannot help but wonder how she can look at me and not see the result of my having crossed The Line back when it was I whom the Old Woman summoned? How does she think I came to look this way? Does she think I was born like this?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LINE IN THE SAND BY KEITH ERRINGTON

          

        

      

    

    
      The yellow sea lapped at the red sand under the two suns and the seven moons.

      Tides were many and variable, as the moons circled the orange planet in peculiar, asymmetric, wobbling orbits. Once there were nine moons. Over millennia, one of the smaller moons fell. Then, in time, the planet’s gravity pulled down another moon. These impacts damaged and changed the central landmass; however, the single sea and the endless beach remained.

      The planet’s landmass covered half the planet and was surrounded by an endless sandy beach. Unknown geological processes had reduced massive orange rocks to tiny grains of sand. Sand, which when exposed to the planet’s atmosphere, turned red. In the water, another chemical process turned the sand yellow, which, in turn, gave the sea its colour.

      The beach here was miles wide, even at high tide. The sea would inevitably encroach on the beach during a tide before retreating. Where the sea had been, the red sand was now yellow. The sea was always trying to turn more of the beach yellow. With the many unpredictable tides, there was plenty of opportunity, but over the millennia, over the countless tides, an unspoken truce appeared to exist, and mostly the sea rose to a point where the sand was already yellow.

      Every tide, the sea hoped that it would be the one, the big one, but with seven moons and two suns there was no way of knowing. There was only hope. The beach, on the other hand, liked being red. It didn’t like change. Occasionally, parts of him would wash away and end up somewhere else, changing his shape. He did not like that especially.

      Millennia passed, eons. And then one year, one day, one hour, a curious thing happened, an astronomical event not seen in that system before. At that time, the two suns aligned closely together. Now, whilst it was true that this had happened many times before, what made this a once in the lifetime of the universe event was that all of the seven moons also lined up with the suns. This unique conjunction had a significant effect on the next tide. The sea rose, and the water gradually edged towards the red area of the beach. The beach was concerned. It had been a few years since the water had risen this high. And the sea kept rising. She was laughing, happy, joyful that she was swelling and rising and covering the beach with her water. Now the beach was worried. He could sense the sea covering him, rising up and blanketing him with her watery layer of yellow. The sea was now up to the edge of the yellow sand, and she smiled as she gently felt the water touch red sand. The beach gasped as he felt red sand slowly turning yellow and still the water was moving. This was faster than any time before. He felt more sand changing colour. It was not the tiny, incremental change of previous incursions; this was a giant leap. The sea kept rising, and the sand kept changing colour. For an hour or perhaps slightly more, the sea rose, gaining more and more ground, until a mile and a half of beach had been covered by her water. She was tired now, and sighed as she felt the gentle pull of the tide calling her back – it was time to ebb. The beach was shocked, but also wondrous. This was a huge change, so much red sand now yellow. His edges had moved. He felt less than he was. The sea relaxed and drew in on herself. The beach sighed and resignedly reflected on the nature of the universe. A new line in the sand had been drawn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DESERT LILY BY IVAN KOTZIG

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun was unbearably large and bright. Sand reflected it from every direction. He should have trusted the north-east path, following the falcons, instead of taking this shortcut. The last drops of water he’d held back were a reminder of the final hope he had clung to yesterday. So long ago.

      Even if he tried, those drops would cling stubbornly to the bottle’s surface, refusing to extend the clock. The clock of his life. As if he could muster the strength to hold the bottle upside down long enough to let gravity grant him one more precious sip. Drops. Drops. All he could think about, the only thing of value in this world. For him, now.

      Is he still walking in a straight line? The sand must end sooner or later. Sand. Sand. Sand.

      Is there really anything else, or are things just a dreamy imagination? What if we are nothing more than a speck of sand in a cosmic desert, and nothing else exists?

      He opened his eyes again, just a sliver, trying to filter the blinding, endless yellow. And then – there, a change in the monotony. It was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. Green. An olive-green stalk. Thin, wavy-edged leaves… and behold – two white flowers! Was this the most important moment of his life? It filled him with an immense sense of appreciation. The gentle goodbye he had always wished for. Fulfilled.
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      Interview transcript:

      Date: 11/31/65

      Ref: FFK-DJF-KDK-FKD-KKP

      

      ...

      

      Source: There wasn’t even the slightest clue that there was anything wrong.

      The excavator broke through without the slightest sound.

      My surveying gear toppled and slowly fell in. I was just at a safe enough distance not to go with it. Must have been a matter of metres in it. My luck was in, was the right side of the line that day.

      I remember I instinctively went to scrub my eyes in disbelief. Instead, I ended up clubbing my helmet, you just forget it’s there. It was for the best; I shielded myself from seeing the worst.

      As I saw it, one moment there had been 10,000 tons of excavator furiously chewing and churning through the regolith. And then there was nothing.

      Not even the slightest sound.

      I’ll never forget that silence.

      A whole section of the surface had collapsed. A giant sinkhole opening over an ancient lava tube. Just bad luck really. Might have been a moonquake, might have been an old meteorite impact fracture. But what does it matter?

      A plume of sandy dust was starting to bomb out of the hole. It was rising straight up and away. Gravity was barely steering its path at all, at least to begin with.

      Instinct came thick and fast. Should I try and help the crew? Might as well try and scrub my eyes through my helmet. It was time to run. I’m not proud of that – but it was the truth. Knew it then, know it now.

      Shock numbs you, doesn’t it? I didn’t feel a thing about it at the time. Just the thuds of my looping footsteps down the road we’d just ploughed. I needed to get away. Couldn’t make it across those broken highlands – so down the road I went.

      Good job I did.

      The ground started shaking after I’d barely started. Must have been more surface giving way – but I wasn’t wasting time to look back and check.

      And now the sand plume was starting to come down around me. At first it was like a filter on an old timey picture, then a snow globe but before long it was all I could see. A total white out. Nothing to see and nothing to hear but my own jagged breathing. I had to feel out a way along the surface of the road and hope for the best. I almost lost the trail when enough of that sand came down. Almost.

      Had to keep trying though – it was all I could do.

      

      Interviewer: You remember it very well, don’t you?

      

      Source: I’ll always remember that first time. You don’t know what’s coming, do you?

      You forget the rest of the accidents after that. They merge into each other. Part of the job really. Had to get those crater roads done quick. There’s a war on, don’t you know?

      Didn’t think I’d get to be old enough to look back. Let alone have anyone want to ask me about it.

      

      Interviewer: Do you often think of those accidents and what you saw?

      

      Source: I still get the nightmares. Can’t stop them, not at all.

      Last time I had one it was a full moon, and I wasn’t getting back to sleep so I took my binoculars out and had a look over her.

      I could just about make out those roads we’d worked so hard to make. Those thin lines criss-crossing oceans of sand.

      They looked so clean and so crisp from Earth. But I remember what it took to make ’em.

      It wasn’t pretty, that’s for sure.

      Still, there and then, looking at the moon on a balmy evening I couldn’t get over how beautiful she was.

      So beautiful.

      That hasn’t changed, even if she has. Even if everything else has.

      ...

      I wouldn’t go back though, not for the world. If that is what this is all about? I’m in a new line of work, don’t need the danger. No thank you.

      

      Interviewer: Thank you, that is all.

      

      [[[[[[[[

      Redact.

      Intel eval: Source claims not to have known cause of sinkhole or had direct eyes into it.

      Claim is possible, even plausible, but ultimately unprovable.

      Given the extreme importance we assign to the latest Sector 9G findings the source will be secluded in an ultra-high-risk lunar labour group until elimination.

      ]]]]]]]]

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE LONE AND LEVEL SANDS BY A.D. WATTS

          

        

      

    

    
      She came out of the tent to find the world changed. Their camp had been next to a great dune, the red-gold sand of the Empty Quarter undulating all around them like the swell of deep ocean. Now, a day and a half of sand-storm later, the dune was gone, the waves were gone. Instead, all was flat. ‘The lone and level sands stretch far away’ came to her mind from a school poem of long ago.

      Something interrupted the flatness of the horizon, though. She blinked and looked twice. An enormous shed stood where the dune had been, a building thirty feet high, eighty feet long, with walls of dusty grey concrete and a few small square windows high up. What on earth was it doing here? Then she saw the tracks, a railway line emerging from the shed and stretching away over the desert.

      Charles was already examining the structure, looking as puzzled as she felt. He found a door, opened it and disappeared into shadow. She followed him. Inside, a great engine filled the space, a bulk of dark metal looming over them. Charles shone an electric torch at it, touched the huge wheels, climbed up dimly seen rungs and swung into the cab.

      “Gertie, it looks intact! A Henschel DH110, I think. Pre-war. Those Germans knew how to do engineering, I must say. Still do.”

      “But what’s it doing here?”

      “No idea. None at all. Never heard anything about a railway in the desert. A mystery. The whole place must have been lying under the sand for years.”

      “Sayida, sayida!” Aisha was at the door calling her. Normally a calm person, the woman looked frightened.

      “What does your maid want?”

      “I don’t know. Charles, can we get out of here now? It’s dark, and smells unpleasantly of oil or something. You can come back later if you need to.”

      “Of course, old thing.”

      Outside, Aisha started to gabble in Arabic. Gertrude had never heard her sound so agitated.

      “What’s she saying?” asked Charles.

      “She says… She says during the storm last night she heard voices, the voices of the djinn. She says they come out of the buried city during storms. She says they mean us harm.”

      “Djinn? Arab demons, aren’t they? What buried city?”

      “I think she means the city of Al Jawara. You know, the legend, Charles.”

      “Not sure, I do, Gertie.”

      “The city paved with pearls and skulls, where the Dread Sultan sits forever on his opal throne. Thirteen hundred years ago, the angel Azrael punished him and his city for their impious, murderous ways. They’ve been buried under the desert ever since. So the story goes.”

      “Bet you’d like to discover that, old girl.”

      “If it existed, and if anyone knew where it was. Anyway, Aisha says the djinn want to entice us there and once there we’ll never leave. Djinn sense our innermost desires, she says, and will take any form to beguile us.”

      “Well, I’ll be on the lookout for some sloe-eyed houri beckoning me. In the meantime, Gertie, I’m happy with you.”

      “Oh Charles, now, really!”

      She spent the rest of the day in a camp chair reading Herzfeld’s Persian Archaeology, while Charles and his junior, Simpson, were busy in the shed. During the afternoon, she heard clanking and then the hiss of escaping steam. Finally, the locomotive chuff-chuffed out into the sunshine, pulling a tender and wagon behind it. All was painted black, no lettering or identifying marks. Charles got down from the cab and came up to her, grinning. Following behind, Simpson nodded politely to her, then started to pull boxes out of the men’s tent.

      Gertrude had not seen her fiancé so excited in a long time. “Charles, no need for a houri,” she said, “that machine has beguiled you and young Simpson both. I still don’t understand who would build a railway terminus in this god-forsaken place or why. And how did they get a three hundred ton locomotive all the way here?”

      “Must have been the Turks, dear, before the Arabs chased them out. It’s the only explanation I can think of. Suppose the Turks found treasure out here under the desert, not pearls and opals but the same stuff I’m searching for, black gold. Then they secretly built this place bringing everything by lorry from Riyadh. Maybe there was a road once. The parts of the locomotive arrived separately and they assembled her on the spot. Beautiful job if so. During the war? There were a lot of secrets around then. After the war, Turks had to leave and never got to use the line. Just think, Gertie, these tracks might go all the way to a well-head. Anglo-Persian Oil could move right in, buy the rights and start drilling.”

      She noticed that Simpson was lifting boxes into the wagon. Looking a little guilty, Charles said, “Simpson and I are going to take her out and have a look. We won’t go far. We’ll leave at dawn tomorrow and be back the following day by sunset at the latest. Want to come along? Don’t worry, we’ve checked her over thoroughly. She’s sound. Enough water in the boiler and more than enough coal. And we’re taking supplies for a week just in case.”

      She was tempted. The train might travel a hundred miles into a land that hardly any Englishman had entered, much less an Englishwoman. She caught Aisha’s eye. The woman was muttering to herself and staring at her.

      “No, no, my love,” she said. “I’ll mind the camp until you get back. Take photographs. Don’t have too many adventures.”

      The next morning she waved them off, but felt ill. By the following day, she could hardly stand. Sunset came but no Charles, no locomotive. That night, the storm returned but she was in the grip of fever and insensible. She barely noticed when camp was struck around her and gentle hands lifted her onto a stretcher.

      It was a fresh spring morning in Aden; early enough for cool air to flow into the room. The aide-de-camp was apologetic.

      “Miss Bell, I assure you. Lieutenant Dansey flew over the whole area you marked on the map. He couldn’t have missed the structure you described and certainly not those miles of railway track. Perhaps sand covered it all after the recent storm. Yes, yes, of course we will keep looking.”
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      Since I walk down it every day, I must have passed through Sand Lane a thousand times.

      Though I have occasionally wondered how this short, unremarkable route – which connects the High Street to Arlington Row – came by its name, I have never been inquisitive enough to look on the internet, or to go to the local interest section of the town library, to research the matter.

      I’m thinking now perhaps I should have.

      Sand Lane has always been, for me, simply a means of getting from ‘A’ to ‘B’. It has no charm, being an anonymous footpath cutting through the dense clot of Georgian and Victorian warehouses, and manufacturing premises, that make up this part of town. An area that is long overdue for demolition and redevelopment.

      Unless you enjoy the appearance of crumbling ancient brickwork, the high walls that form the sides of Sand Lane are devoid of interest. They are totally featureless, apart that is, from a single tiny window under the eaves of one of the buildings.

      The view from this window – if anyone these days bothers going up into the attic to which it surely belongs – must be extraordinarily dull. There would be only two things to see: the tops of the heads of people hurrying down Sand Lane, and the strange, incredibly narrow, opening that there is in the opposite wall.

      This opening, I guess, is only about twenty inches wide – perhaps less. It is honestly hard to determine whether it is a deliberate creation, or an accidental one – maybe a dead space caused by builders failing to properly align the walls of adjacent buildings.

      I have never seen anyone go into, or come out of, that narrow opening.

      Just as I have never given Sand Lane much thought, I realise I have been also uncurious about this odd, unnamed, crack in an otherwise continuous wall.

      Until today.

      Walking past five minutes ago, I noticed someone had painted a red line across the foot of the gap and stencilled underneath, in small black capitals, the words: BOUNDARY – DO NOT CROSS. A message which made me come instantly to a halt.

      In truth, there could be few words more calculated to draw my attention.

      All my life I have had a compulsion to cross thresholds and to enter forbidden territory. I reckon it must be in my DNA.

      Not due to any brave sense of adventure, I confess. Rather, I think, because I have felt always that there is something lacking in my makeup – a sense of there being a piece of me missing, for which I am forever searching.

      Why else would I have let myself be drawn – as a deeply impressionable youngster – into the orbit of that appalling creature, who presented himself to his followers as an all-powerful shaman? Someone promising to reveal the deep inner mysteries of this world and to enable a confused and fragmented adolescent to become whole.

      Ah, but that was another lifetime. Eventually I recognised him for the absurd fake he was and made an irrevocable parting from him.

      Even so, my fascination with perimeters, and the possibilities of what might lie beyond them, persists. Perhaps I shall never lose it.

      For the first time ever, I peer down this bizarre passage. Where could it lead?

      Envisioning the layout of the locality, I couldn’t imagine what route it might take. It couldn’t – like Sand Lane – be a shortcut anywhere. There are, after all, no other significant routes than the High Street and Arlington Row for it to be a shut cut between. And, while several alleys do cut through the shabby congestion of this tumbledown district, they have all been given an official name and none is so narrow – like this one – to be totally impracticable as a thoroughfare.

      Possibly, I thought, as I stood there for a couple of minutes in contemplation, it might progress only to a dead-end, or maybe a yard used as a storage area? Certainly I could never remember seeing a similar opening like this anywhere else which might conceivably be its other end.

      Looking through the opening, I could not discern much. In the poor light of a grey afternoon, within a few feet, the way was enveloped in shadow.

      I could not resist the voice inside me that bade me enter. I knew the rational thing would be to keep walking and attend my appointment, even if a few minutes late, but instead, almost as if drawn by a secret force, I found myself stepping into the opening.

      That was, maybe, five minutes ago.

      Despite the stencilled instruction not to enter, nothing happened.

      At least not immediately.

      But once my whole body was squeezed over the line, I heard an enormous clang behind me. It sounded comically like the sound effect used in movies to accompany the decisive closure of a condemned cell door.

      So confined is it here, that it was an effort to twist round and look behind. When I did, I saw a heavy gate, a grille made up of solid iron bars, which now blocked the way back. How could I not have noticed something that size? What could have made it slam shut?

      I didn’t even have to try pulling it to know that it would be firmly locked.

      Here was a conundrum. Should I carefully pass down the confined, dark alley, looking for a way out, or stand at the gate hoping to catch the attention of a passerby I could ask for help?

      Except, as I looked through the bars of the gate, I suddenly realised, the Sand Lane I could see beyond was not the Sand Lane I had just stepped out of.

      It looked no different and yet, in a way that I cannot explain, it had taken on a taint of evil.

      My nose could detect a faint odour of decay, that I could not remember ever having encountered down here before and there was a new horrible greasiness to the air that was palpable on the skin. Uncomfortably, I was reminded of a horrible description I had once read of the environment in the vicinity of Auschwitz, when its ovens were burning.

      I instinctively knew that no one coming down this version of Sand Lane would mean me any good.

      What made me suddenly look up at the tiny window – just a second ago – I cannot say, but what I saw up there sent a shiver down my spine. Staring intently at me was a face. A face I recognised. The loathsome face of the man who blighted my young life.

      Memories of all those wasted years in the commune are flashing before my eyes. Horrible images of how I was debased – and debased myself – in thrall to that repulsive creature. How, for so long, I believed he was – as he styled himself – The Great Magician, the possessor of ancient knowledge giving him power over all things, animate and inanimate. Until, at last, the scales fell from my eyes and I realised he was, instead, a great deceiver.

      It can’t be him, I tell myself. It can’t be. He has been gone these ten years. I left him dead and deep-buried in an unmarked grave. A long, long, long way away from here.

      It can’t be him.

      This is all imagination. The magic he pretended to was nothing but his grandiloquence and my gullibility.

      And, yet, in my bones, I know that it is not imagination and that something wicked is on its way, to demand retribution.
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      Dear Sir,

      While it is not my place to deliver you legal advice at this time, I nonetheless consider it to be my duty. After returning to my home today I reflected on your words and drank a little brandy for courage. The situation you describe is intolerable! Immoral! Perhaps not technically illegal but there comes a point at which one must admit that the law is an ass, and that what one can get away is not always the same as what one ought to get away with.

      I hope that you follow my meaning, for I am reluctant to spell out the details for fear of this falling into the wrong hands. Also I acknowledge myself to be less than perfectly sober and thus capable of error. One should not offer legal advice when under the influence, a line must be drawn somewhere but I do not think it is here. No, Sir, the line must be drawn with regards to your actions.

      Even had I not progressed through a third of this bottle I should advise you to think carefully. I believe I said at much as lunch while we started on the port.

      It is my sincere and professional recommendation that you go back to your wife with all haste and beg for forgiveness. If she does express a desire to horsewhip you in front of the servants, beg for mercy – to comply would only provide further evidence of your debauchery.

      I know that you currently believe yourself to be madly in love, but last year you thought you were madly in love with a dancing girl, and a little before that was the incident with the butler. You may also recall the unfortunate business of your claiming to be in love with my sister, for which she has never forgiven you. I was more inclined to forgive you before you started on this most indecent affair.

      Go back to your wife, Sir, and let this be the end of it. Neither my sister nor my butler have fully recovered from your attentions as it is. I simply cannot stand by and watch you play the same game with my mother.

      Sincerely, but never yours,

      Archibald.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A LINE IN THE SAND BY REINO TARIHMEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Morning, Bob.”

      “Ugh?”

      “I said good morning. Nice day to be out on the beach, walking the dog. What’s with the ‘thousand-yard stare’?”

      “Errr… well, it was…”

      “Everything okay?”

      “Not really sure…”

      “You okay, bud? Anything I can help with?”

      “Well, Woofer… disappeared.”

      “What? You mean he’s run off? Probably chasing rabbits through the dunes again. He’ll be home when he’s hungry.”

      “No, Steve. I mean, he just disappeared. Like ‘poof’. Gone. Vanished into thin air.”

      “Bob… you been drinking, bud? It’s only 6am.”

      “Nope. Look. See this line drawn in the sand? And the words ‘Do not cross’ in 10ft tall letters?”

      “Err… now you mention it, sure. Probably kids just messing about.”

      “Steve, you see those tracks? Those are Woofer’s. He was chasing the ball I threw for him. You see the ball over there, sitting on the sand?”

      “Err yeah, sure…”

      “Well, Woofer’s tracks stop at the line.”

      “Not sure I’m following, bud.”

      “I threw the ball for Woofer to fetch. That ball over there. Woofer went after it and vanished. One second he was there, then he wasn’t… and his tracks stop at the line. I’ve been standing here for thirty minutes now wondering what the hell to do. And now the tide’s coming in and washing away the line.”

      “Aww Bob… you aways were the joker, bud… Tell you what, I’ll go get the ball for you, then you can tell all the guys down the bar how you got Old Steve to play fetch.”

      “Ugh? What? Steve. No!”

      “C’mon, bud, a joke’s a joke, but don’t you think you’re taking this a little too fa…”

      “Shit.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE SAND LYNE SALOON BY BENJAMIN DOUGLAS

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucas had driven to a motel near Syracuse west of Dodge City, to a free Lyne-Dancing course he’d won in a draw he couldn’t remember entering. It went horribly wrong! Hit from behind, a hood put over his head and cable-ties around his wrists and feet. He heard shouting, raucous laughter, shooting and cheers.

      The hood was torn away. “Ouch!” His pockets had all been emptied. There were maybe eight or more weirdos in a bunch, all dressed in old-time cowboy gear. Lucas, a Deputy Sheriff from New Mexico, could smell weed and it was obvious that four or more of the bunch were very late-stage junkies and crack-heads. He saw to his horror five corpses hung on the side of the saloon.

      A woman jeered. “Another ass-licking poo-lisemann gonna get his! Wadya think Sandy?”

      Sandy moseyed-over theatrically on his cowboy boots with four-inch heels!

      His drawl almost hid a city accent. “Only a wuss like you small town hick-Dep-uu-tie Sheriffs would fall for what we got planned! You got a choice of guns and rigs. We stand 30 feet apart, at lines drawn in the sand. If’n you can out-draw me ‘Old-style’ at noon today, in front of the ‘Sand Lyne Saloon’ you’re free to go.”

      ‘Yeah, right!’ thought Lucas. His Grand-daddy’s old pocket-knife was in his fob-watch pocket and hadn’t been found.

      The old guy Peety, who had met him on the highway, sat astride a horse. He threw a lasso. It went around Lucas’ shoulders and down to his feet ‘Uh oh!!’

      Jerked onto his back, Lucas was then dragged to the rear of the saloon. Dazed and bruised, he was tied to a post with yet another cable-tie. Peety led his horse into a stable and joined the others for a drink in the saloon.

      Lucas looked up at the sun. ‘Not long to noon.’ Taking his knife, he cut himself free and ran over to the side of the barn, stopping when he spotted wild ‘Loco Weed’. He picked a bunch, rolled it into a ball and gave it to the horse. Steeling himself, he ran his hands down the legs of the six dead Deputies. One corpse had been shot in the back, probably he’d figured out the scam and made a run for it. In his boot Lucas found that Deputy’s ‘Back-up’, a two shot derringer.

      Finding cable ties in the saddlebag, he re-tied his hands and feet, fastening himself again to the corral post, the Deringer up his sleeve.

      Later Lucas stood at a table inside the saloon.

      Sandy spoke. “See Dep-uu-tie, all single-action guns, pull back the hammer to cock the gun AFTER you draw, or it won’t go BANG!”

      Lucas nodded and put on a left-handed rig, even though he was right-handed. A Remington rifle was hard in Lucas’ back. Lucas picked up a Colt .45. It was empty.

      Sandy said, “Mine is empty too…” tipping a box of shells onto the table. “…you first.”

      Outside, Lucas stood at one line in the sand and Ringo stood at the other.

      “At the first stroke of 12 Po-lees-man, we draw and you die! You draw afore that clock strikes, Peety here blows your spine to smithereens!”

      Lucas had said not one word.

      “Hey Dep-uu-tie, you the strong silent type? A-fear’d to die and struck dumb?”

      Lucas shook his head. “I’m looking forward to meeting my maker. Just not today… Psycho.”

      Sandy scowled as the crowd, drinking and jeering looked on.

      Lucas wriggled his arm, moving the Derringer down his sleeve.

      The horse whinnied and started to kick on the corral walls, distracting Sandy and Peety the rifleman. Lucas spun, shooting both the rifleman and Sandy. He drew the .45 and fired into the crowd. One guy fell.

      “POLICE! GUNS ON THE FLOOR. HANDS ON YOUR HEAD!” Lucas had them all hog-tied in a few minutes.

      Lucas thought, ‘My girlfriend, FBI Special Agent Sophie Long arrives this weekend. I still can’t dance but man have I got a story to tell!’
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      “I’ve just rented it!” she yelled.

      Another chapter in the novel that is her life, in fact in any novel you have ever read, so when I saw the photograph of it, it was perfect.

      It was small, yet determined, its back protected by the copse of silver birch. I just knew she could drop the junk from her past in the yard for it would never be allowed across that threshold.

      It was a space that would give her a hug, whose walls would listen.

      It could be in the Rockies, by a Scandanavian lake or buried in a glen, but of course I cannot tell you where because it is a secret.

      A hideaway to find time in its patience, to use its tranquillity to recover from battle. Most important he must never know where it is.

      It is not far from the war-zone, a war that hinted its onset when one morning she felt no refreshment from her morning dip in their pool, negative dust settling on her shoulders before they dried.

      Wars begin with a final impetus. This one with ‘diagnosis’ followed by ‘prognosis’, ugly, blunt yet pragmatic words that always lead to a cascade of consequence.

      He would have to get rid of his toys. Yes! The sports car that never leaves the garage would have to go, the holiday cottage, the sail-boat and forget about South Africa this year. Most of all, and this was the most difficult, she wanted a divorce.

      Sympathies at this stage might have been said to be even, he loved her, they had been together for a long time, she was his rock.

      On the other hand, she was tired of the buffeting, the calming of his insecurity of which he was totally unaware, the camouflage required to hide the gap that had grown wider and wider.

      She blamed herself for this. They did split for a time due to previous suffocation (he still tells her to fasten her seat belt) but they took a two-man tent to France and joyfully if temporarily rolled into capitulation. This time however, she was determined it was to be for good.

      So here they were in their slit trenches, he with his sniper’s rifle and hand grenades, she with an ever growing white flag on which she eventually wrote ‘TAKE EVERYTHING!’

      The camp-following lawyers slipped into the shadows. Occasionally she hears the last desultory shot from his remaining ammunition, knowing soon it will be silent.

      So you can see how the cabin will be perfect as long as we don’t tell.

      I am invited, but already know there will be not one spec of materialism on its sparse pine floors, no voices except from the trees.

      I know her hair, which is even darker now, will shine after her shower, that she will be gazing across the paddock over the rim of that large red cup of coffee, waiting for the hare that lives in the hedgerow.

      Then sweeping her keys from the old table, calling the dogs, they will pile into the ancient pick-up and bounce down the track, dust-motes in the sunlight, turn right onto the highway and be gone.
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      From the cliff top, looking down on the beach, it appeared to be just a line in the sand. Something drawn with a stick.

      But having walked down, I realised that what from above seemed a line, from nearby could be recognised as a sentence carefully scratched out.

      You will regret coming down today to read this.

      Why?

      Of course, this afternoon is forecast to be the highest Swirl Tide of the century.

      Because of the beach’s configuration it is easy to be cut off. People have died.

      Feeling water rush over my feet, I suddenly realise it’s my turn.
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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…

      

        

      
        Rum & Rosemary (from the Dark Urban Fantasy basket), a delightfully quirky collection of dark and urban fantasy, rich in stories rooted deep in ancient folklore and legend, some set in the here and now with a sprinkling of the supernatural, some in weirdly unsettling places with just an edge of the familiar.
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