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      “Professor! Professor, come quickly… we’ve found it.”

      The old scientist looked up from the manuscripts and charts he’d been poring over, and removing his pentafocal glasses, he sighed, and smiled benevolently.

      His young assistant’s enthusiasm, seemingly boundless, always raised his sprits, but after dedicating so much of his life to this research, after chasing so many false leads, running into dead ends and losing hope so, so many times, another false alarm was not going to make him feel any better.

      “Okay, okay, I’m coming.” He smiled again, easing himself up from his workstation. “I’m not as quick as you youngsters always scurrying around.”

      His assistant’s gaze flicked to the stub of the professor’s prosthetic leg replacing the one lost years before on a previous expedition. “I’m sorry, professor. I, I, I didn’t mean…” he stammered through an expression of mortified embarrassment,

      “Oh, stop it now, I know you didn’t mean any insult. I’m pulling your leg.” The younger archaeologist looked relieved. “Now, I assume this isn’t a prank… as you wouldn’t pull my leg, would you?” He chuckled at his own terrible humour.

      As they exited the tent, he welcomed the desert heat that warmed his ageing frame. He was approaching the end of his life. He knew it and had made peace with it a long time ago, but there was a hint of sadness that he would pass without achieving the goal of his life’s work.

      He flashed back to the Science Institute, a youthful, angrier version of himself. His theories ridiculed, his hypotheses dismissed as fantasy, and his determination to prove all of them wrong. He would show them.

      But how many times had the planet circled their star since then? And with every complete cycle, another year that proved them right, and himself wrong.

      “This way professor.”

      He followed his eager assistant down into the illegal excavation. Going deeper, the passageways became tighter and he had to flatten himself to squeeze through, making him regret the additional weight he’d put on over the past few years.

      As they reached the end of the tunnel, it widened into a space strewn with tools and a couple of workers, locals whose fear of the legends and ghost stories were outweighed by the offer of pay and not an insignificant amount of alcohol and narcotics. Which it appeared they were already making use of.

      A small crack in the rockface beckoned, emanating strange odours with only darkness beyond, but in the light from the cavern, one could clearly see steps, leading down into that darkness.

      The professor gasped. After all this time? Was this really it? He grabbed a headlamp and torch and began to squeeze through the tight opening, his prosthetic leg hampering his efforts. In frustration, he released the straps securing it in place, and pressed on.

      “Professor,” exclaimed his assistant, “your leg! And we haven’t finished checking the atmosphere, it’s been sealed for millennia, it could be toxic…”

      “Pah… my life’s work finally realised, and you think a funny smell and a missing limb, is going to stop me?” he laughed, as he plunged down the steps.

      Shrugging, his young protégé followed.

      The steps were of a strange design, the likes of which he’d never seen. Remnants of past lives, past civilisations adorned the walls. He was right. He’d been right all along.

      They reached a level area, in awe at what surrounded them.

      “I was right” he bellowed. “I was right. A highly advanced and technical civilisation existed millennia before our own. This must have been one of their temples, a sacred space. Look at the painting on the cave walls. Images of creatures we only have in fossil records…”

      “Professor, look at this… what is it?”

      Donning his pentafocals, he peered closely at the alien markings, obviously not images, not art, but symbols. Writing? He could hardly breathe.

      “I think these are hieroglyphics, an ancient form of written text, which proves this civilisation may have been way more advanced than even I postulated. Take 3D scans and images of everything. I have to get on to the university immediately.” He started to make his way towards the steps, then paused. “You know, this makes feel so happy I could dance.”

      And laughing as he did so, he danced a jig on his remaining five legs, his mandibles clicking in a rhythm of pure joy.

      His long suffering assistant smiled as he carefully copied the ancient and incomprehensible markings on the wall…
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      So nearly done now.

      I had long since packed the last of my things and made sure there was nothing of value left behind. Outside at the base of the Wall, my steed was pawing at the ground, impatient with the wait, coursing with the energy of a day going unused.

      Time had not been standing still alongside me in my indecision.

      I had long since known the time to go had come and yet still I stayed. Today, once again, I had thought to ride away before first light, like I had resolved these last two days, but here I still was.

      I hadn’t been able to bring myself to believe that Augustus wasn’t returning from beyond the Wall, that he’d be the last of the Arcani scouts to venture beyond it, and that I would be the last to have returned.

      But today was different. The dawn had flooded the sky with a bright red far more brilliant that the dying embers of the fading beacon.

      An omen – as clear as day.

      I saw now that I’d waited long enough.

      We had said to meet at first light… two days ago. Why had I waited so long? Why couldn’t I believe Augustus wouldn’t return? His absence was, in its way, the intelligence we’d been sent to gather. They were strong and growing stronger all the time. Waiting in the fort had been a strain, the barbarians could have come at any moment and the ghosts of times gone by never left me.

      The shame that it had come to this came over me afresh… Here I was reduced to hiding away in the strong-places of my ancestors, hoping to not be seen and hoping to have somewhere to go…

      The strain of the last few days had been better than this sickening shame. I saw clearly in the light of this blood red dawn – that is why I’d waited. It had been easier waiting than believing it really was all over. And easier again than choosing where next to go.

      The omen was right, I really did have to go, and soon. The winds today had that cutting sharpness of the first days of winter.

      Another omen then – the winds of change had begun to blow.

      I thought back to home in Dacia and all the barracks of my soldiering life. Winter had never been so bitter anywhere else as it was here. I felt the coldness of the land, and I felt the same back to it. This was not Romanitas, never had been, never was.

      Perhaps my fate would take me back home, even if the Army and the Classis had left Brittania now. All I knew for certain was that I was finished with here. It was time to go wherever the road took me. I’d find my fate in time.

      Still, what if Augustus was on his way?

      I strode towards the watch-tower turret with the beacon on top. The masonry was still strong even after long disuse so I could confidently bound up the stairs to the top. This tower would last for millennia yet if the barbarians didn’t strip the stone as well as the land. We built for things to last and yet, and yet…

      Up at the top I could see the land beyond the Wall rolled on and on. It kept going and going. Would it only end where the wind began?

      I took one last and final watch.

      No sight of Augustus.

      Taking out a cera wax message slate from my pack, I leant on the Wall – this furthermost and leastmost part of Rome – and started to write a parting message to him.

      I knew in my heart it wouldn’t reach him. No, I’d stash the cera away and there it would wait days, weeks, maybe even months till an illiterate barbarian found it. What would they do with it? They might as well eat the wax as read it for the good it would do them.

      Still, this final duty called for some final words.

      I scribbled hasty, hopeful words about making it to Londinium and escaping to Europa.

      But I hadn’t much to say, all my thoughts for the future left plenty of space at the bottom of the tablet.

      What should I say to what comes next?

      I looked out again beyond the Wall and out to the horizon. The wind was scything through the billowing grasslands ahead of me, sweeping the grass this way and that. But the grass didn’t stand strong to the wind’s clawing force, instead it simply moved with it. Supple and adaptable, the grass didn’t break and so it survived from age to age. Hadrian himself would have seen much the same scene.

      But there was nothing to see – it was all just so empty and harsh. How much more beautiful a forest would be, I thought. Good strong oaks all the way to the horizon. Or better still farms, and with it our Civilisation, our learning, our way of life; with baths, the Forum and bread for all.

      In my mind’s eye I saw it all, that impossible dream realised again. And with it our strength renewed. Legions once again marching to reinforce the Wall, marching down our long straight roads that led back all the way to a renewed Roma.

      But it was all gone now.

      Gone forever.

      When we’d arranged where to meet, Augustus had called this section of the Wall the valley of tears. How right he had been, how cruel the fates were.

      Who knew, perhaps the fates were laughing at me now? Maybe in the future there’d once again be heated houses this far into Britannia.

      The fates do love to play with us.

      But it wouldn’t be for me to find out, I was finished with here. I scribbled in the remaining space in the cera: AVE ATQUA VALE

      Farewell and goodbye…

      And with that, I turned away and fled, never once looking back.
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      She had always loved the charm of old buildings, the creaky floors, the soaring ceilings right down to the small delicate features that others would simply walk past, the history embedded in every crack and corner. So, when Charlotte went to view the house, her eyes were immediately drawn to the iron bars mounted on the ground. The boot scraper just off to the right of the pointed arch door lured her in with its decorative ironwork, ornate glass and medieval influence.

      Charlotte signed the lease without hesitation.

      She kicked a box gently out of the way and slumped onto the bed, dramatically blowing her wispy fringe from her eyes, and looking up at the high ceiling, she smiled contently. Her first night.

      Over the coming months, she acquired a fondness for the place but there was something she could not pinpoint that caused an uneasy feeling deep in her gut. She could manage the dust and the darkness in the corners; hell, she could even overlook the damp… but the wallpaper in her room caused her to feel unsettled.

      The décor featured floral patterns and gothic elements; however, the colours had long faded, and the edges were peeling away from the wall, as if trying to escape.

      One night, unable to sleep in the summer heat, Charlotte absentmindedly started to pick at the loose edge of paper. A small corner tore away, and in the dimmed lighting of the room the wall revealed washed out handwriting underneath.

      Curious, Charlotte sat up, reached for her phone under her pillow, activated the flashlight and looked more closely at the wall. The handwriting was small and shaky, scrawled in pencil. It seemed like a diary.

      Charlotte, now fully awake, leaned in closer to read…

      

      June 3rd

      I hear it again. Scratching. It’s inside the walls.

      

      June 5th

      The landlord says it’s rats. But rats don’t whisper.

      

      June 10th

      I saw the words change today. I swear I wrote something else here. But now it says: “Don’t trust it.”

      

      June 20th

      I don’t feel safe in the house; it seems to know my fears and preys on them.

      

      Charlotte swallowed hard, her fingers frozen on the torn wallpaper. Her heart pounded as she pulled back more, revealing another entry…

      

      June 24th

      It knows. The words are moving. Rearranging. Making me feel like I am losing my mind… perhaps I am.

      

      Charlotte’s breath caught in her throat. A cold draft whispered against the back of her neck and her body went rigid. The room was silent, but suddenly, she felt a pressure, an awareness. Like something was watching. The air felt heavy…

      Then… scritch.

      A faint scratching noise came from behind the wall where she was reading from.

      Scritch. Scritch.

      Slowly, she pushed back the duvet and got out of bed. She stood in silence. Perhaps it could be an animal, she thought, trying to make sense of the noise.

      Scritch. Scritch.

      

      She woke up on the sofa. The sunlight shone through the faded curtains; things didn’t feel so bad in the cold light of day. She went to the kitchen. Coffee first, she thought, then logic. Caffeine was necessary.

      She sipped the hot coffee, feeling the comforting warmth spread through her lips and down her throat. The rich aroma curled around her senses, a blend of roasted beans and subtle hints of caramel. As the heat settled in her chest, the slight bitterness mingled with the smoothness of cream, creating a perfect balance.

      She closed her eyes for a moment, savouring the way the flavours deepened with each sip. With every taste, the coffee awakened her, filling her with both energy and a sense of calm. Rats, she thought, had to be rats… and the writing? A past tenant playing a joke? And the rats? Nothing but good timing, for she was sure rats were nocturnal.

      

      That night, Charlotte went up the stairs to her room and, ignoring the writing on the wall, she slid into bed and decided to doom scroll on her phone till she fell asleep. Hopefully, she thought logically, the rats won’t disturb my sleep tonight.

      She fell into a light sleep yet became awoken by the scratching noises. She opened her eyes and froze; the heat of the summer day was replaced by the deathly darkness and cold of the night.

      The air felt heavy, the walls too close.

      She listened for the scratching again, determined to think it was simply the active rats or even mice becoming alive once the sun had set. But what she heard next made her heart jump into her throat.

      A dry, papery crinkling. It started with a slight resistance, a faint stretching noise, before giving way to a more distinct shhhrrrpp as the fibres separated. The fragile wallpaper crumbled with a tear, a whispery, fragmented sound.

      Frightened, she swiped her torch into action and shone it at the wall. The wallpaper behind her was peeling on its own. And underneath a message appeared:

      

      You weren’t supposed to see this.

      

      She somehow found the strength to get out of bed, her breathing visible to the eye, and horrified, she stepped back, heart pounding… only to hear a whisper right behind her ear.

      “Now, you understand.”

      The scratching stopped. A cold hand touched her shoulder. The iPhone shut down, plunging her into darkness.

      

      Charlotte had always loved the charm of old buildings, the creaky floors, the soaring ceilings right down to the small delicate features that others would simply walk past, the history embedded in every crack and corner, and now she was part of one forever. She smiled, picked up the pen and started to write on the wall, the new tenant sleeping comfortably that night, the first night in their new home.
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      It was an extraction job. And it should have been simple. In and out. The Kermasten Regime had kidnapped the world’s leading expert on Bioenergy. They were a disorganised, badly equipped bunch of radical terrorists. Not much of a challenge for Recovery Squad. Grab the professor and get him to a landing zone where a chopper would get him out of the country and take him home. There was some urgency, as he was working on a theory that would lead to developing incredibly cheap, biological energy sources. This was a hot potato as many invested interests were opposed to the idea of free universal energy.

      To begin with, all went well. The Kermasten compound was in a jungle clearing surrounded by fencing and watchtowers. A few crossbow sleep darts dealt with the lookouts, and wire cutters made a hole in the fence. One or two patrols circling the buildings were taken out with non-lethal force. Dennison, who was leading Recovery Squad, spotted the first signs that something was amiss. Turning the corner of a building, he encountered a guard heading his way. He ducked back around the corner and waited. There was a sudden soft thumping noise and then the sound of a body hitting dirt. He risked a quick peek. The guard was lying on the ground. Cautiously, he approached the body – it was dead, with a neat bullet hole in the back of the neck.

      Dennison spoke quietly into his throat mike, “No lethal force, repeat, no lethal force. Who shot the guard in sector five?”

      One by one, the five members of his team reported in. None of them had taken the shot.

      “We may have company,” Dennison advised. “Stay sharp.”

      Getting close to the old WWII bunker where the Regime were keeping their captive, Dennison saw more bodies. None of his squad was ahead of him, so what was going on? He caught a glimpse of a soldier in camo green squatting by the entrance, looking out. His kit was too sophisticated for the regime’s fighters. It looked like corporate merc gear.

      “Company,” said Dennison into his mike. “Four – take him out – non-lethal.”

      The soldier suddenly crumpled. Far back in one of the towers, Four would be loading another dart into his sniper rifle.

      Dennison moved forwards. To his right, two more of his team crept up to the bunker’s entrance, and on his left, there was one more. Another would cover their backs, while Four was on overwatch.

      A soldier started out of the entrance and was dropped by Four as he came into view. There was a shout from inside the bunker.

      “Action spotted – move it,” Dennison said.

      There followed a small gunfight. Dennison knew the enemy were playing for keeps, with real ammo. The stakes were high. Recovery Squad were only using sleep darts – but that would still take the enemy combatants out of the game.

      “Clearly, someone else wants to kidnap the professor,” Dennison whispered into his mike. “We can’t allow them to do that.”

      Making steady progress, the team cleared the bunker room by room, only stopping when Three was caught by a bullet that hit him in the leg. They left him limping his way out, where Four would help him back to the landing zone.

      Finally, they found the room where the professor was being held. Two soldiers were crouched near the door. Quickly taking them out, the Squad entered the room. It was a mess. Three dead regime fighters lay around the floor, and bullet holes riddled the walls. Computer screens were smashed, and the computers themselves had been burned with thermite torches.

      “Remember, we don’t need the data,” Dennison instructed. “We just need the prof.”

      “Err, boss?” It was Two. “In here.”

      At the back of the room was another door. Dennison walked through, and lying on the floor was the body of the professor. “Shot,” said Two simply. “No vital signs.”

      Dennison cursed. The Company had clearly been on a burn mission – remove the professor and all his work. It seemed a corporate threatened by his research had gone all in.

      “That’s it then,” said Five, the other squad member in the room.

      “Wait,” commanded Dennison, thinking rapidly and scanning the room. At the back were two huge blackboards. Dennison crossed the room to them and examined them.

      “Nothing,” he said. “Completely blank.”

      Two stepped up to his side and looked. “Boss, they had these at my college. They’re on runners, look.”

      Dennison examined them. Then he slowly moved one of the blackboards to one side. Then he moved the other. Two further blackboards were now revealed, and these were not blank. In fact, they were covered in notes, formulae, small diagrams, more notes, and in the bottom right corner, three words were written: “I did it.”

      Dennison reached for his camera.
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      “Why’d you do it”, Gary,” asked the desk Sargent. He’d known old Gary since he was a lad, running around the woods, birding. Gary had always been old as far as he was concerned. Probably from his outdoors life. Gary was a Pollarder, fencer, ditcher, even charcoal burner in season. A simple soul, in tune with the seasons and the woods. So, why on earth had he been daubing graffiti up on the Obelisk above town?

      “I never. It were hers. She done it. Her hand. Not mine”

      “Who’s she then? And why do you have paint on your hands?”

      “Cause it’s my fault her hand is free. I never meant no harm. I was just doing my job”.

      “Go on then. I’ll make us a cuppa tea then you can tell me all about it,” said the Sargent. It was a slow day and he liked a good story.

      “I was out Pollarding the elms for some withies to repair one of the fences. Marty was with me and we were talking about the boys in El Alamein so I didn’t see. See? It looked more or less like the withies just sticking out of the elm, just at Pollarding height. See? All whitish and thin and twiggy. See? So I just swung the billhook and lopped it off. It weren’t till I saw it lying on the ground once I’d lifted the Withies, I knew what I’d done.”

      “Saw what, Gary?”

      “The hand. The skelington hand. Leubella’s hand.”

      “Hey. The little woman those boys found in the Wych Elm last year? Why didn’t you tell anyone?”

      “I was frightened. Didn’t even tell Marty. Just took those withies and left it there… but it followed me… it followed me home. That night I heard it scratching at my windows trying to get in. Then I heard her asking, ‘Who put me down the Wych elm?’ On and on it went. Then I saw it had started writing on the walls. Asking the same question, ‘Who put Bella in the tree?’ I couldn’t stop it but I knew it were bad. So last night I followed it up to the Obelisk at Wychbury and I tried to stop it writing. I grabbed it and took it back to the Wych Elm down in Hagley and put it back in the tree… but she’s gone now.”

      “It’s alright, Gary. We’ve got her. I’ll go get her hand and put her back together, hey. But no more writing on any walls. We’ll find out who put Bella down that Wych Elm, easy as Pie.”
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        Time and time again

        He looked behind,

        Expecting to see

        Warriors

        Running towards him.

        Incredibly, it looked like he had somehow left them behind.

        To have got this far was more than he had expected.

        Imperial jewel, heavy in his knapsack, he pondered his next move.

        No obvious route suggested itself.

        Gregoria had said that she would wait, with a fast boat ready, if he should somehow manage to chip out the jewel from the Gold Statue’s navel. He had done it, but which way back to the harbour?

        Off to the left was an alleyway. He might as well try it. Having lost the map, he had now to trust to Fate.

        No. A dead-end. Damn!

        Turn back. Wait! A gap here he could slip through. A gap that led to another alleyway… and that alleyway to another… and that to yet another. With at the end of this one – saints be praised! – what looked like the Market Square which stood before the harbour.

        He breathed a prayer to his guardian angel. ‘Gregoria, start the engines, I’ll be with you soon.’

        Entering the square, a wave of bitter disappointment swept over him. This was not the Market. In fact it was another dead-end: a giant circular space that actually felt more like an Arena than a Market. The circle formed by a high wall it would be impossible to climb.

        Written on the wall, in vast, enormous letters of fire, his name:

        Andreas. How in Hell did they know his name? And then, forming letter by letter, as if being freshly written by some invisible hand, the following words appearing:

        Look around. Do you see anything you recognise? No? Because you, my friend, are lost.

        Look again and see the secret door that has opened to admit the Guardian of the Jewel. Prepare to face him. And suddenly the hideous stink of some ungodly beast assailed his nostrils. Rushing at him was a ravening, rapacious creature that seemed nothing but a whirling multitude of teeth and claws.
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      She stood in the narrow passageway between the armoury and the parking lot wall, looking again at the faint smudges on the walls on either side of her. Touching one of the brownish smudges, she then looked up above that and saw what looked like a fading sweaty palm print. Sophie Long, probationary FBI Special Agent, once again patted her side where her government issue sidearm 9mm Sigg, wasn’t. Not yet fully qualified, she could only carry a gun on the range, or on carefully monitored scenarios at the ‘Killing House’. Sophie and her training team were on a visit to a Marine Base at Quantico.

      Voices from around the corner grew louder. “He’s gotten clean-away!” “How on earth could he just have vanished!” “There’ll be hell to pay for this.” “But we aren’t even local staffers, just happened to be nearby when the alarms went off and saw him sprinting away with his loot!”

      Her team leader was first around the corner.

      “That ‘Loot’ was weapons taken from the armoury!” FBI Special Agent Jochaim Palmer, her training team leader, tapped at his ear-piece – a bad habit, Sophie thought – and added, “Just came through, the whole base is being locked-down and we’re ordered to…” He then pointed angrily at her. “…told you to stay in the parking lot, ‘Proby’. You’re not yet through your modules and turning out to be a real pain in the…” He stopped as she briefly put one finger on her lips and pointed with her other hand upwards and mouthed, ‘Up there, he’s up there!’

      “Waa? What?” Again, she put her finger to her lips and beckoned for him and the others to come to her, as she backed around the wall to where their vehicles were parked.

      Out of ear-shot, she hoped, she quietly explained. “He’s up on the roof, he…”

      Furiously, Jochaim shouted at her, “Bloody nonsense, there’s no ladder, no…”

      Everyone was shocked when Sophie put her finger this time on HIS lips, whispering, “It’s called ‘Chimney-ing’. We use it sometimes when we’re climbing in the Rockies. There’s faint shoe-marks on the walls, a sweaty palm print above them. You put a hand on each wall, stick your feet as wide and as hard as you can on the opposite walls and just, like, ‘wriggle’ upwards. Up the walls using friction. Like I said, he’s up there!” Again she pointed upwards

      “But that makes no sense. That’s the roof of the armoury where he’s just stolen… that’s just, that’s just… Brilliant! Brilliant! He’s hiding where no one would possibly think of looking, back at the crime-scene. Brilliant!”

      Sophie sighed. “I don’t suppose that one of those ‘Brilliants’ was for me, was it?” She cocked her head to one side as Joachim turned and tapping his ear-piece, spoke.

      “Central, this is Special Agent Joachim Palmer. I’ve figured out where your gun thief is, up on the roof of the armoury, probably going through a window or air vent he’s cased out. where no one would think of looking…” He carried on talking as he turned his back on her and ran back to his Range Rover.

      Sophie looked at her fellow team members. They raised eyebrows, shook their heads and shrugged shoulders in sympathy. One pointed at Joachim with one hand and made a motion with his other hand that is not acceptable in polite company.

      Back at his vehicle, Joachim took out his valise and opening it, drew a ‘Long-gun’, a sniper rifle with tripod, and set it on the Range Rovers’ bonnet, pointing over at the Armoury roof. He beckoned to them. “All of you, over here now. DOWN behind the vehicle! There’ll be a swift…”

      As he spoke, several armoured vehicles entered the lot and other agents and marines took up defensive positions. Senior officers arrived and held a swift conference. “The Armoury is the tallest building in this sector.” “So there’s nowhere we can have sniper or observer see who or what is on the roof.” “Could we draft in one of those Cherry-picker things?” “Wait a minute… Special Agent Palmer, did you say something about ‘Chimneying?” “Ermm, yes.” “So you’re good at that kind of thing, are you?” “Ermm, well…” Sophie saw her chance.

      “Sir, sorry to interrupt, that was me. Yes, I’m good at that sort of thing and I could certainly get ‘eyes-on’ up there but I’m still a probationer, not yet licenced to carry a sidearm and…”

      An older Marine officer with more ribbons and stars on his chest than could be easily counted, interrupted her. “What’s your score on the range?”

      “Ninety-fives and higher, Sir.”

      “Killing House?”

      “Same, ninety, ninety-five.”

      “Are you sure you’re up for this?”

      Sophie nodded. “Sir!”

      He turned to a nearby marine. “Give this lassie your belt and sidearm marine.”

      Joachim tried to interrupt. “With all due respect, Colonel, this probationer is…”

      “Seconded and now under MY direct authority, not yours and… give her your ear-piece, we’ll need her to be our eyes AND ears.”

      As Sophie buckled on her ‘seconded’ weapon and taking the ear-piece from a furious Joachim, the Colonel added, “At your own discretion, choose your access point but DO NOT GO ONTO THE ROOF without my say-so! Off you go, lassie!”

      The next half-hour was the single most enjoyable time of Sophie’s ‘training’. She’d relayed information, laid down some ‘covering fire’, thief apprehended, wounded but stable. Oh, the wonderful praises of her team, a begrudging compliment from Joachim… “Well done.” He looked like he was about to throw up. Followed the next month back at Quantico at the centennial, a military commendation, dinner at the top table, plus an invitation… “Should you ever decide to change your career…”

      The only down-side was, having been the ‘eyes and ears’ on the roof, she then had to chimney-down, still wearing her skirt. Looking at her assembled team in the passageway below, she had patted her borrowed side arm and shouted, “Any of you jokers takes a picture, I’ll show you just how good a shot I am!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE BOAT BUILDER BY KEN BRAITHWAITE

          

        

      

    

    
      Work had gone extremely well the previous year. The mould had finally released its lovely white glass fibre resin shape which rested on a large frame in the garden after being levelled and checked by some expert help from friends. Then had come the fitting out inside the boat which had taken up most of last year and this. Slowly the inside started to take shape, floors placed on stout Douglas fir cross members, berths created, then the ‘heads’ room in the bows and the engine. This latter took three months to align correctly and some sleepless nights from cramp after climbing in and out so many times.

      Now the hard part, I had to install on the instrument panel a very complex shape that demanded a very small shaping plane that was nowhere to be found in its place in the work bench. Where the devil was it?

      Drinking a strong cup of tea, sitting on my stool and staring at an almost blank wall, I had a delighted surprise. Faintly scribbled on a brick was a name, date and telephone number. Adjusting my glasses it came back to me, George Metcalfe. I had loaned him that very small shaping plane to carry out the very operation I needed it for.

      There was no reply when I phoned so I remembered his address in nearby Middlesbrough and I grabbed my car keys and drove over, hoping he was working on his boat.

      Nobody answered the door but I knew he lived alone so I walked through his garden gate and saw his almost finished boat but no George. I then noticed the garage door was ajar and calling his name, I pushed in where, to my horror, he lay supine with blood coming from a head wound. I grabbed my mobile phone, dialled 999 and the ambulance service were on their way after I had described the scene in as much detail as possible.

      I turned George onto his left side as gently as I could, protecting his head in my arms. His body was icy cold to the touch and I gathered workshop cloths to put over my own coat and pullover to retain some heat, then the ambulance people took over very quickly.

      George had a near death experience and was in hospital for five weeks where I visited him and we both agreed that he had my damned little plane and the writing on the wall had saved his life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE WRITING ON THE WALL BY CHRISTINE KING

          

        

      

    

    
      It started off fun enough, a team building exercise in the Lake District. Two nights in a cosy little hotel near Keswick, one of the days spent orienteering and being taken to a point twenty miles from the hotel with a guide, with instructions to get back to the hotel via two different routes. Two teams, two routes, first team back the winners.

      No one expected the weather to turn so foul, so quickly. Rain had been forecast so we were kitted out in wet weather gear, a rucksack, a packed lunch, torches and compasses. Our guide had the map but after two hours of torrential rain, poor visibility and the November skies growing darker with each passing minute, he knew he had to get us to shelter.

      He seemed concerned as we gathered round him as he shone his torch onto the map, protected within its plastic cover. I noticed he seemed reluctant, hesitant even as he pointed out a point on the map.

      “It’s a ruin,” he explained over the noise of the rain, “I wouldn’t normally go there but it’s going to have to do. I can’t raise my team on the walkie talkie so we’ll have to take shelter till I can contact them. It’s too dangerous to try and go any further.”

      We followed him over a hill and looked down on the cottage. It only seemed to have half a roof but the walls were standing and it represented a dry alternative to the bleak darkness of the Lakes at their worst. We got in through a partially open back door into an open ground floor, a kitchen without much in the way of cupboards, a half demolished wall between the kitchen and the other ground floor room and corrugated iron sheeting tied up at the windows.

      The guide had candles in his backpack and he lit them while we divested ourselves of coats, hanging them up as best we could on broken chairs and a hook on the back of the door.

      Rosie was shivering as she looked around at the ruin. “What’s that?” she asked, pointing at the remaining piece of internal wall.

      I followed her eyes and even in the darkness, illuminated by the weak glow from the candles, we could see in clear capital letters.

      DO NOT SLEEP HERE.

      HAUNTED.

      I turned to the guide, my unspoken question hanging in the air.

      His face, even in the darkness, looked pale, and he was choosing his words with care.

      “I would never normally stay here, but as soon as the rain stops, we’ll get on our way.”

      “What does this mean though?” Matt pointed at the writing on the wall.

      “Rubbish, of course, but none of us guides like this place. It’s just got a funny atmosphere.” He shrugged.

      We looked at each other, confused, not knowing what to do. But Richard decided to concentrate of practical issues. “Is there any dry wood to make a fire? There’s a fireplace over there we could try.”

      I picked up the rotten chair next to me and smashed it on the floor. “This is dry,” I said.

      Richard and Matt laughed and even Rosie managed a weak smile.

      We found torn paper on the floor and with the shattered chair we set about making a small fire. The chimney obviously needed sweeping but it was dry and soon we had a small blaze going. We sat around it, sharing our packed lunches, grateful we still had plenty of water in our bottles. Our guide joined us, giving up on the walkie talkie. “I’ll try when it stops raining. I’ll go back up the hill. We might get a decent signal up there.”

      “What’s the history of this place then?” Matt asked.

      I was curious but to be honest I didn’t really want to know. It was creepy enough as it was without inviting ghost stories.

      Just then, as if on cue, we all heard it. Footsteps on the ceiling above our heads.

      “Is there someone else here?” I asked.

      Feasible, I suppose, someone else could have been here, heard us all crashing in through the back door and gone upstairs out of sight.

      The guide and Richard got up and went to the foot of the stairs. Looking warily at each other, they went up, the beam of their torches bouncing off the walls.

      They were back moments later. Their faces ashen.

      We heard them again, the footsteps, sounding like someone wearing heavy boots walking just above our heads.

      “Who is it?” I whispered.

      Richard stared at me, his eyes wide with shock.

      “There’s no floor up there, no roof, just the plaster above our heads. There’s nobody there.”

      The silence that followed his words was terrifying.

      We listened intently to the rain falling with unrelenting ferocity. The tension in the room was palpable, all of us straining to hear those damned footsteps, relieved there was only rain noises but almost holding our breath waiting for the next step.

      Our guide was more pragmatic. “It’s okay,” he said, his voice steady. “There’s nobody there, we are probably just imagining things, brought on by tiredness and stress of wandering off our path.” He took a deep ragged breath. “I suggest we gather round the fire and try and get some rest.”

      We all looked at each other. Everyone was obviously unsettled and strained but the footsteps had stopped and the room seemed to get warmer. Whatever it was had stopped and as no one wanted to go outside, we took our guide’s advice and hunkered down on the floor. It was an eerie, forlorn building, lit up only by a few candles and the light of the meagre fire. We saved our torch batteries for whatever the night might bring.

      We finished our food and drank our water, before laying down together, our heads resting on backpacks, Rosie being careful to be as far away from the staircase as she could get.

      The rhythm of the rain was soothing and I drifted off to a fitful sleep. My dreams were nightmarish and I awoke in the early hours, the silence telling me that the rain had stopped. Relief flooded through me at the silence but then it was broken. Footsteps. This time they were accompanied by the unmistakeable sound of crashing china. We had seen some broken dishes when we came in but I hadn’t given them a second thought, but now, they were being picked up and thrown at the only solid wall in the place. I screamed when the sheet of corrugated iron was wrenched from the window and hurled with immense force into the middle of the room next door.

      My scream woke the others and in the confusion that followed I saw it, as clearly as I could see my colleagues, a dark shape looming large in the other room. I heard it in my head, above the noise of the crashing iron, above the noise of everyone getting up, pulling on boots and coats above the high pitched keening wail from Rosie, I heard it. “Get Out.”

      I needed no further bidding. I stood up, pulled on my still damp jacket and with shaking fingers grabbed my backpack. Without waiting to fasten my coat or pull on my hat, I ran outside into the freezing night, thankful it was no longer raining.

      The others joined me in seconds and we stood together, Rosie and I still trembling, the men pale and shaken by what we had just witnessed. We gazed at the cottage, listening to the noises coming from within. None of us wanted to investigate further. We backed away, tripping over our feet, stumbling over the wet grass, slipping and sliding to get away.

      The moon was full as we ran away, up the hill we had descended a few hours earlier. It was a clear night and as we reached the summit, I turned to look back, shivering at the sight of that eerie, forsaken pile of stones.

      I could still hear, in the silence of the night, the faint sounds of the activity below. Then we heard the crackle of our guide’s walkie talkie coming back to life. The relief of being out of that place was accompanied by overpowering emotion realising we were within reach of civilisation again.

      Our guide was talking to someone while we, shell shocked and dazed, followed him as he led us towards the trail illuminated by the light of the full silver moon.

      The four of us looked at each other as we listened to our guide arranging transport to come and pick us up and even though we knew we were only an hour away from the warmth of that hotel, I was filled with the disturbing feeling that I would never feel safe again.

      Resolutely, I turned my back on that cottage and told myself never, ever look back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LO! THE GRAFFITO COMETH BY PHIL SCULTHORPE

          

        

      

    

    
      Leaving my street and turning left to the bus stop, I regularly pass a long, high, whitewashed wall. Over the years, despite the notice warning against the offence, it has become covered in graffiti. Some rude; some philosophical; some funny; some just a person’s name, drawn in an impressive colourful font.

      Despite many people considering it an anti-social practice, I cannot deny I’ve often felt the urge to scribble something up. Perhaps driven by the same impulse that, presumably, drives the other authors: to leave some mark – no matter how small – on a world from which, otherwise, I shall one day depart, totally unnoticed.

      I have never dared to do it.

      Yesterday I observed the wall was being repainted, the Council presumably having decided it had become an eyesore. Returning from the office that evening, I saw the work was finished: the wall was once more pure pristine white.

      My first thought was how naively optimistic the Council officers must be to expect the wall to remain long in that condition. Surely it would be only days before it was once more adorned? My second thought was how much I should love to be the first person to write something new on it.

      As I walked the last few yards to my front door, I considered the practicalities. To try to escape detection, I surmised, it would be necessary to go out just before dawn – in that brief interval between the Metropolis finally falling exhausted into bed and it waking up for yet another gruelling day.

      Then, as if the act of opening my door also opened something in my mind, I realised exactly what phrase I could write, should I but dare.

      I decided, there and then, to do it.

      I remembered there were a couple of magic markers in the kitchen drawer. I got them out then went early to bed, hoping to get a little rest before my escapade.

      Awoken at a ridiculously early hour, by the alarm I’d set, I dressed hurriedly and left the house on my nefarious adventure.

      Keeping to the shadows as best I could, I hurried down the street. But, turning the corner, I came to a dead stop. I was too late. Somebody had got there before me.

      The weird thing was that they had written up exactly the same words I had planned to put.

      Except, whereas I would have contented myself with a small handwritten version, they had painted the message, in neon letters, each twelve inches high:

      This Wall Requires Graffiti!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GREAT AUNT LILIAS AND THE SECRET OF THE SHED BY DAVIA SACKS

          

        

      

    

    
      Great Aunt Lilias seldom spoke. Mostly, she would communicate by glaring at me with her pale grey eyes and indicating what she wanted by jutting her chin in the direction she wished me to go or the thing she wanted me to fetch. The majority of her time was spent stirring the large black pot that hung over the fire in the kitchen, and occasionally making her way along the path that led to the shed that lay, barely visible, in the thick underbrush behind the cottage.

      I once asked her what was in the shed, and she had replied with a stern glower, wagging her index finger back and forth in front of my face, making it clear that the shed was off-limits.

      But the time I woke from a terrifying dream with a profound feeling of foreboding, shaken to the core, I approached Great Aunt Lilias and told her about it. I feared she would dismiss me with a grunt, but she squinted, placed her withered hand on my shoulder, and abruptly turned and headed down the path to the shed. I tried to follow her, but she spun around, eyes wide, and made a sound that can best be described as a lion’s roar, which stopped me in my tracks and sent me scurrying back to the cottage.

      When she returned a short while later, she ladled out some potion from the big black pot, plopped it into a bowl, and thrust it at me. As I began slurping it, she nodded and smiled. Well, to say she ‘smiled’ was a bit of a stretch. It was more a lopsided curling of her upper lip. But, coming from Great Aunt Lilias, it was akin to a beaming ear-to-ear tooth-fest from anyone else.

      On the night Great Aunt Lilias left for the Otherworld, she grabbed my hand, rather roughly, I might add, and pressed something cold and metallic into it.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      She bestowed one of her grey-eyed glowers upon me and growled, “Don’t ask foolish questions!”

      And then she vanished into a large, thick, acrid puff of black smoke that smelled like burning tyres, and left me choking and gasping for air.

      Great Aunt Lilias was never one to make a particularly memorable entrance, but she certainly knew how to make a memorable exit.

      When the smoke finally cleared, I opened my hand and beheld an oddly shaped key. I immediately concluded it was the key to the shed and that Great Aunt Lilias was passing its secrets on to me.

      I hurried down the path, and sure enough, the oddly-shaped key fit into the oddly-shaped keyhole in the oddly-shaped lock. As the door swung open, I could barely control my excitement, imagining what mysteries were about to be revealed.

      But as my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I was puzzled; there was no crystal ball, no book of spells, no deck of tarot cards, not even a Ouija board. The room was completely empty, save for a rickety old rocking chair.

      Suddenly, I heard a deep male voice.

      “Sit,” it instructed.

      “Who are you?” I asked, as I obediently sat in the old rocking chair, trying to avoid the many splinters on the seat.

      “I am the Keeper of Secrets and I have a secret to reveal from Lilias,” the disembodied voice replied.

      “Oh! What is it?” I asked, eagerly.

      “In due time,” he said. “First, we must sing!” he proclaimed.

      “What?”

      “We must sing! Lilias sang with me all the time! She was a wonderful singer! But now she’s gone so you must take her place! Come on! Sing with me!”

      And, gleefully, almost to the point of giddiness, he burst into ‘Singing in the Rain’ as I sat in stunned silence.

      “I don’t heeeear you!” he chided.

      I hesitantly joined in.

      “Louder!” he commanded.

      I took a deep breath and we belted out the rest of the song at the top of our lungs.

      I was so glad when the song was over. He was a dreadful singer and singing with him had been pure torture. He couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket! I understood now why Great Aunt Lilias was so sullen.

      “You have a secret for me?” I prompted.

      He responded by launching into ‘Tiptoe Through the Tulips’.

      After we butchered that, we followed it with a gruesome rendition of ‘Am I Blue’.

      My ears were ringing and my nerves were jangled.

      “Would you please tell me the secret now?” I pleaded.

      “I can’t say it out loud,” he said.

      “What? Why not?” I asked.

      “Because it’s a secret!” he said, as if stating the obvious.

      “Well, then, how do I…?”

      “Read the wall,” he whispered.

      As I stared at the wall, I gasped as writing began to appear.

      Slowly. One letter at a time.

      “Water… Onions… Turnips… Potatoes… Salt… Paprika… Chicken…”

      “I don’t get it,” I said, “You said you had a secret for me from Great Aunt Lilias!”

      “Well… it’s the secret recipe…” he said. “Just don’t forget to stir the pot!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE AMBIGUOUS MOTHER BY NIMUE BROWN

          

        

      

    

    
      Archaeologists and linguists in film can usually read and understand text in ancient scripts. This creates unfortunate expectations.

      “So, Professor, can you tell us what it says?” the young television presenter asks me.

      “Well, it’s certainly Latin,” I reply.

      “And…?”

      “It’s difficult. That might be an O. But most of that first word is missing, although I can make out that the second word says mother. You can see damage here and here, making the words harder to read… and that word… I’ve never seen before.”

      “What does that mean?”

      I sigh. “A name perhaps? Jargon or slang? If there is only one example of a word, we simply can’t translate it.”

      Somewhere behind me, another TV person says rather too loudly, “So much for experts!”

      I ignore him and take a quick photo of the text.

      Two hours later, I am none the wiser about the mystery word.

      Sometimes context is everything. If this is a badly eroded inscription on a temple wall, I might interpret it as follows: Divine mother, protector of livestock, bless us with your generosity.

      However, if this is a badly scratched phrase in a back alley, it might be fairer to suggest something like: Octavian’s mum smells like livestock and will shag anyone! Other interpretations are available.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT HARVEY DUCKMAN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        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.

      

      

      
        
        Justice For Pluto (from the Sci-Fi basket) is a brilliantly quirky collection of science fiction tales, packed with spaceships and stasis pods, aliens and artefacts, sentient AI and space exploration, planetary science and more…

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: X (Twitter) icon] X (Twitter)

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

      

    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Writing On The Wall
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        What Might History Say About Us by Reino Tarihmen
      


      		
        Writing on the Wall by J. R. Whitbourn
      


      		
        The Wall Remembers by Sarah Spence
      


      		
        Saving the Future by Keith Errington
      


      		
        Withies and Words by Helen Fullerton
      


      		
        The Writing On The Wall by Phil Sculthorpe
      


      		
        Writing on the Wall by Benjamin Douglas
      


      		
        The Boat Builder by Ken Braithwaite
      


      		
        The Writing on the Wall by Christine King
      


      		
        Lo! the graffito cometh by Phil Sculthorpe
      


      		
        Great Aunt Lilias and the Secret of the Shed by Davia Sacks
      


      		
        The Ambiguous Mother by Nimue Brown
      


      		
        About Harvey Duckman
      


    


  
  
    
      		Writing On The Wall


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About Harvey Duckman


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image-3-wall.jpg
Mr Harvey Duckman Presents...

A COLLECTION OF TINY STORIES
WRITTEN AND PUBLISHED IN JUST A FEW WEEKS







OEBPS/images/hd-logo-on-white.jpg





