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Victim A by Lara Sutherland (Page 4) 
Psychotherapist Margaret Holmes has been losing patients as steadily as her 
compassion until accused sex offender Sinitta Drake arrives at her clinic. Sinitta's lack 
of remorse, emotion and censorship initially alienates her reserved and haughty 
counsellor "Mrs H", but will helping this troubled woman ultimately be the therapy 
Margaret needs?       
 
Do They Have to be Lions? by Cheryl Baden-Powell (Page 8) 
Phoenix, 1974. Twenty-seven-year-old Rosie Kovacs quits her job, gets divorced and 
runs away with the circus. Wracked with guilt after failing to save an injured young 
lion, she returns to Arizona. There, a dying old man and his three neglected tigers 
present a second chance. Can she save them and redeem herself?            
 
The Silent Red Above by Calah Singleton (Page 11) 
The world is ending. The wealthy are leaving the Earth; their time here has come to 
an end. In the slums of the dying world, a revolutionary must choose between his 
heart and his cause; a young woman disappears from her comfortable college town; 
and the first Mission to Mars vanishes without a trace. Those left on Earth must ask: 
how does one live when the future is taken away? 
 
Still Us by Satya Maremanda (Page 14) 
At thirty, Lekha should be worrying about wrinkles and turning into her mother, not 
dying. When she joins a support group, she meets Aryan, who is too busy feigning 
indifference towards his cancer to worry about it. The two have accepted their fate but 
their spouses are inconsolable. When a life ends, how many others does it take with 
it?      
 
If This Wall Could Talk by Giles Anderson (Page 17) 
When you sit on a chair, know that it hates you. The picture on the wall looking down 
on you, looks down on you. Everywhere inanimate objects wish you dead and gone. 
This is the story of a billion household objects and their still, silent war on humanity. 
Told by a wall. 
 
Faltering Forward by Bethan Moore (Page 20) 
For as long as she can remember, Anna has seen ghosts. But when her fractured 
marriage begins to disintegrate after a painful trauma, a new apparition appears – her 
dead father. As Anna’s life starts to spiral out of control, will she be able to confront 
her past and liberate herself from the haunting? 
 
Murph by Brian Kelly (Page 23) 
New York: 2020. When online privacy is compromised Murph finds his joke shop 
invaded by a public hoping to thwart facial recognition software via utilization of the 
rubber nose. As he attempts to extricate himself from this bothersome popularity he 
meets Jessica. But are the secrets hidden behind Jessica's mask the kind Murph can 
forgive?  
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Strydar: Birth of a Hero by CJ Opara (Page 27) 
A darkness has brought humanity to the brink of self-destruction. Earth’s only hope 
lies with the introverted Michael Strydar, a borderline sociopath, obsessed with 
avenging the murder of his parents. What can persuade him to rescue a cynical, dying 
world that refuses to be saved?  
 
The Assassination of Young Victoria by John A Hobson (Page 29) 
1835.  Surrounded by enemies, Princess Victoria is assassinated on Ramsgate beach. 
Only a fugitive girl and a disgraced constable hold the keys to unravelling multiple 
conspiracies and restoring history.  
 
Egalité! Liberté! Sexualité! by Jack Maquet (Page 32) 
Paris, May 1968. Hannah Lloyd has arrived to launch fashion designer Julie Sage's 
first cosmetics range, Too Much. The only things standing in her way are Julie’s ego, 
her boss’s ineptitude, streets full of Trotskyist-Marxist-Maoist-kids throwing paving 
stones and a plot to rob the Banque de France. 
 
Seven at Two Past Five by Tara Basi (Page 34) 
During a single morning Abi, a frail old button maker, is branded the Whore of 
Babylon and a Gravity Meddler and sentenced to die that night. A baffled and 
distraught Abi has scant hours to prove her innocence supported only by an idiotic 
legal aid, Zero, who insists on calling her Ma. 
 
The Blue Ball of Wool by Daniela Bragato (Page 36) 
Overwhelmed by her sister Anna's disappearance years earlier, Vera leaves her 
beloved Italian island for a new start in East Berlin. But when a series of clues 
indicate that Anna may still be alive, Vera realises that she can’t leave her past 
behind. Will she finally be able to discover the truth about her sister? 
 
The Kingdom of Women by Ella Jakobson (Page 39) 
A.D. 2174. When a magical beauty cream wreaks havoc in the city-state of London, 
Annabel refuses to believe her salons are the source of contamination. It will take the 
resurrection of a friendship and a rambunctious 6ft Bengal cat to tame the forces of 
evil. 
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Victim A by Lara Sutherland  
Contact: T: 07514 619742 E: larasuths@hotmail.com 
 

Lara Sutherland, who lives and works in London, is a part-time 
Copywriter in the healthcare sector. Relevant education includes a Short-
Course Creative Writing Certificate from The Novel Studio at City 
University and a bachelors degree in English Literature from the 
University of Sussex. Lara has boxes of handwritten novels under her bed, 
which probably pose a considerable fire risk. 

 

I was once again left waiting for Sinitta. She arrived five minutes late and still had not 

mastered the buzzer. It screamed in staccatos ERH ER-ER ERH and then one long 

deafening wail of ERRRRHHHH. She had a carrier bag from Spar in one hand and 

set out a bag of sweets on the table. She yawned. She yawned so openly - without 

bothering to conceal her mouth with her hand – that I could see the pink flesh at the 

back of her throat. 

“Would you like a hot drink Sinitta?” 

“Oh yeah, why not Mrs H.” 

She was more chatty this week, though still ill-mannered. She looked at the 

arms of the chair instead of me. And she had already knocked sugar from the sweet 

bag onto the table. But at least she acknowledged the tea with a quiet “cheers” as I set 

it down. She had taken one of the long, pink sherbert-dusted sweets from the bag and 

hung it in the air above her. She snapped at one end of the dangling sweet, greedily 

tugging the bottom into her mouth with vigorous, loud chewing. Then she shoved the 

rest of the ‘snake’ in and vigorous, loud chewing began again.  

“I bought my paperwork like you told me,” she said, looking genuinely 

pleased at her own compliance, retrieving some crumpled sheets of paper from her 

bag. The original paperwork from the court and not a photocopy. There was a brown 

ring of a tea cup over the judicial emblem. I felt like offering her a plastic wallet to 
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keep it in, but thought that might come across as patronising. I was her therapist not 

her mother.  

She jabbed the top of the sheet: “That’s my court date and who’s presenting 

me and what will happen on the first day.” She sank back into the sofa and held 

another pink snake aloft. Watching it swinging she went on, “They call the lads 

Victim A and Victim B because they have to be anonymous, but I can tell which is 

which because of where they list the accusations.” She watched my eyes scanning the 

page and took my silence for concentration.  

It was not uncommon to see tears in my patients: some whose eyes would just 

get a little red and misty, others who would choke on their own tears, shaking with 

convulsions of emotions. As a therapist you appreciate that it could take several 

weeks for a story to be told in its entirety. Trauma hinders the vocal chords.  

Sinitta did not have this problem. Gassing away as if we had known each other 

for years, “Victim B is just ‘inciting a child to engage in sexual activity’ and ‘sexual 

activity with a child’,” she was saying matter-of-factly, “So just the two things for 

him.”  

I held the sheet in front of me. Addressed to 'Miss Drake', it listed the crimes 

and stated the maximum penalty: 24 months imprisonment. 

Sinitta shifted her attention back to the cellophane bag of gummies. Wetting 

the end of her finger and smearing it around the inside of the bag to collect the 

sherbert frosting. She licked her fingers loudly, one by one. 

“Here.” I passed her back the paperwork. “Make sure you keep this in a safe 

place.” 
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She swallowed hard as she took the papers back and looked at the menacing 

black letters. “This has been a long time coming.” 

“Have you been in trouble with the police before then?”  

 “Therapy, the police. It’s no great surprise I’ve ended up here. If you knew 

me... My solicitor, you know, he thinks this is all circumstantial and bad luck and, 

blah, blah, blah.” 

“So your solicitor doesn’t think you’re a criminal.” 

“I-no-I-nor-a criminal,” she said through a mouth crowded with jelly sweets. 

“But do you know how many times I’ve driven over the limit and crashed? Crashed 

into something and messed up the wheel arches or mirrors, headlights, tail-lights? Just 

climbed into bed and then, next morning, lied to my fiancé? More than I can 

remember: 'Sweetie, how come the license plate is hanging off?' I don't know who's 

the bigger mug sometimes. Me for doing it or him for believing me. I’m sat there 

necking berocca, we got any ’eadache pills? Could it be any more obvious I drove 

your car steaming? Pays for it every time you know. Dickhead.” 

“So you continue to drink-drive because your fiancé turns a blind eye?” 

 “Exactly. He’s a mug. He should have stopped me.” 

“Aren’t you responsible for your own actions? What if you hit someone?” 

She laughed. “Yeah well last time I drunk-drove I did hit someone,” she 

sniggered again, “Victim B.” 

“Today I am going to tape record the session, but please remember these tapes 

are confidential. The defence are paying for these sessions. It isn’t about damning 
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you. It’s about helping you. Finding out how you felt, and events in the run-up to the 

incident... Context I suppose.”  

 “I don’t know how much context you’ll need Mrs H. I fucked a 15-year-old in 

a car park. It’s pretty low, even for me.”  
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Do They Have to be Lions? by Cheryl Baden-Powell 
Contact: T: 07870 553709 E: cherylannbp@gmail.com 
 

Cheryl Baden-Powell, previously from Arizona, has been living in 
London for 20 years. Relevant education includes a Short-Course Creative 
Writing Certificate from Birkbeck, the Writers' Workshop and The Novel 
Studio at City University. Former occupations include Certified 
Commercial Property Manager, Restaurant Manager, Cafe Owner and 
Tiger Trainer. 

 
I still love the smell of wet elephants.  That earthy sweetness that rises in plumes 

when the cool water hits their sun-warmed skin.  Sometimes, when I close my eyes, I 

can conjure up their scent like freshly cut hay, and the sound of their excited 

trumpeting.  I can feel the earth tremble with their lumbering gait, the warm breeze 

disturb my hair and the sheen of coastal humidity on my skin.  If I really concentrate, 

I can even hear lions coughing and chimps shrieking, the rhythmic clang of metal 

tethering posts being hammered into stony ground and generators humming to life.  It 

was a new beginning, the day I ran away with the circus.   

 

I grew up in a white house with dark green shutters and trim, in a quiet New Jersey 

suburb.  There was a Christmassy pine tree in the front yard that was never strung 

with lights, and a white stone birdbath that was usually empty.   It was my 

grandparents’ house, and I lived there with Mother and an unrelated man I knew as 

‘Uncle Paul’.   

        From the outside, the house matched all the others on our street:  clean, freshly 

painted every five years, rose bushes and azalea shrubs, even a white picket fence.  It 

looked like a typical American working class family home.  That resemblance 

stopped just outside the front door. 

        Inside it was one hundred percent Hungarian.  Grandma’s hand crocheted spider-

webbed doilies adorned every horizontal surface and her hand knit throws covered 
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every sofa and chair.  Blowsy, overblown roses and riotous flowers were embroidered 

on all the cushion covers.  Wallpapers, festooned with fruits and birds, were overhung 

with pastoral scenes of Hungarian herdsmen wearing traditional billowy blouses and 

pantaloons.  Porcelain figurines of apple cheeked children in typical peasant costumes 

were displayed on mahogany corner units.  Vibrant red, white and green tiles lined the 

kitchen walls.  Even the smells were Hungarian:  simmering meat heavy with garlic; 

the lingering smell of over-boiled cabbage; and best of all, the sweet, hot, buttery 

smell of freshly baked pastries.  We never went a day without a strudel stuffed with 

slivers of cinnamony sweet apples, or a shiny chocolate Rigo Jancsi, or a tooth-

shattering caramel topped Dobos Torta.    

        In stark contrast, my family was neutral colored, all greys and beiges against 

these vibrant surroundings.  They crept quietly through life, muffled by politely 

repressed emotions.  All except Grandma. 

        Grandma was a rocket of sparks and colors.  Her long, still-brown hair was 

always piled on top of her head and held in place with gold combs encrusted with 

rhinestones, like a Spanish princess.  She had an impressive collection of garish floral 

tent-sized dresses that she wore with color-coordinated bedroom slippers.  She drank 

shots of whiskey, took frequent healthy pinches of snuff, smoked like a chimney, 

injected morphine against the pain of hypochondria, and I loved her.   

        Grandpa said she ran the household like a gulag, but never to her face. 

Fortunately, he and Uncle Paul could escape her tyranny for several hours a day.  

Mother couldn’t.  As payback for dragging Grandma’s aristocratic family into 

disrepute by marrying a peasant, Mother had to suffer a constant stream of orders and 

insults with only tranquilisers to help her cope.  Grandma would sit in the middle of a 

room directing Mother through an endless list of daily chores that were never quite 
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completed to her satisfaction.  Sometimes Grandma would wink at me and point her 

cane at a speck of dust Mother might have missed or a tiny patch of fluff on the 

carpet.  “Olga, are you blind?  Are we to live like pigs?” 

         Other times, I’d be pulled onto her copious lap and she would cluck piteously: 

“A taxi driver from Budapest!  Can you imagine my shame?  And she couldn’t even 

manage to hold on to him.  Promise me you won’t grow up to be like her.”   
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The Silent Red Above by Calah Singleton  
Contact: T: 07908 986651 E: ccsingl@gmail.com 
 

Calah Singleton graduated from Yale University, and is about to start a 
Masters of Fine Arts in fiction at the University of North Carolina at 
Greensboro. She has also taken classes at New York City’s Gotham 
Writers Workshop, and recently completed City University London’s 
Novel Studio. She works as an online fiction editor for London’s Litro 
Magazine, and hates the words “slush pile” almost as much as you do. The 
Silent Red Above is her first novel.  

 
Dr. Ivers always insists that it has to do with the fact that, when I was little, I never 

played with dolls. I think of this as the bus lurches forward on the unpaved road, each 

rock and bump sending shudders along the spine of the vehicle. There is probably 

some truth in the statement but, as I see it, there is very little I can do about it now. 

A fiercely shrill giggle from the back of the bus makes me jump. The other students 

are, for the most part, loud and raucous: giggling girls with clingy bodies and silky 

hair, duck-facing while the boys crack jokes, cuddling up close even though it is 

barely September and definitely not cold. I’m near the front of the bus, feeling each 

bump particularly hard; I remember these sounds from day trips in school. Graduation 

happened, but for some reason everyone seems to have stayed the same.  

 We drive past trees that are just beginning to feel the touches of fall, but it is 

clear that most other things around here have been dying for a while. The houses we 

pass are small and rundown, with rusty cars in the front yards and the occasional thin 

dog too weak to bark at our bus as we thunder by. I feel large and conspicuous and, 

most of all, guilty. These are not the houses of people who will go to University, or 

get Government jobs. These are the people the world has left behind. 

 The bus speeds past a penitentiary, and I stare out at the orange jumpsuits of the 

inmates who wander around in the yard, looking lost, looking out at our bus from 
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behind the delicate spirals of barbed wire. They might be wondering where we’re 

going; I wonder what is going to happen to them. And then they are gone, just orange 

blurs in the background, and there are more leaves, more hills, more bluish-green 

mountains in the distance.  

We grind to a halt at the entrance of the orchard, a large wooden arch where the 

majority of paint appears to have faded long ago. I’m the first off of the bus after the 

Professor and the Guards, and I wordlessly accept a bag that I’m given, ostensibly for 

apples. The sun dapples the grass through the trees that line the path towards the main 

part of the orchard; larks throw shapes in the bright blue autumn sky. It is the first 

week of the University, and already I can tell that days like this are to be treasured.  

I can sense the other students crowding off the bus behind me; they are probably 

forming groups, making friends. I talked to one girl earlier, while we were waiting to 

board the bus, or rather she talked to me. She was small and Korean, and she said 

something about apples and maybe even where she was from. Baltimore? That’s all 

that I can remember.  I’ve never been a great listener.  

“Be back at quarter past three!” the professor yells to the groups as they disappear 

amongst the red-dotted foliage. I put my headphones on without looking back, and 

keep walking. I turn on my lo-fi music, and tune out everything else.  

 I hate apples. Apple juice is fine, I guess; but I don’t like the way my teeth scrape 

the skin. Still, it was this or the other pre-orientation program: a weekend-long lake 

trip, one that sounded suspiciously like a condensed version of every summer camp I 

ever attended. As if I’d ever opt into that experience. I wander for a while. I pick 

some apples, but that’s not the objective; rather, I’m trying to ignore the fact that this 

place is going to be just like every other place I’ve been.  
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“The University will be different,” Dr. Ivers told me. “You’ll find your people, 

Emma. University works that way. It did for me.”  

I almost laugh out loud remembering this. You can take the girl out of the city, but 

you can never take the crippling self-doubt and social anxiety out of the girl. As the 

saying goes. The sun is unpleasantly warm on my neck, and I remove my silk scarf 

and tie up my hair. I feel myself getting more freckles. I pick apples. 

Each row has a little wooden placard hanging from the first tree, each with a little 

laminated paper nailed into it identifying the type of apple and its best uses. “Gala: 

crispy and traditional; best for apple pie”; “Honeycrisp: delicious and sweet; superb 

for juicing.” I imagine the first day of real orientation, two days away; each student 

with their own placard. “Emma Ivers,” mine would read. “Did not play with dolls; 

good for nothing.”  
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Still Us by Satya Maremanda  
Contact: E: sp_maremanda@yahoo.com 

 
Satya graduated with a degree in Multimedia from Brunel University. She 
is a Primary school teacher, living and working in London. Relevant 
education includes a certificate in Novel Writing and Longer Works, 
Writers' Workshop and The Novel Studio at City University. In between 
her incessant explanations of there, their and they’re to her pupils, Satya 
finds time to pursue her writing. 
 

‘So, how was it?’ Maya had resisted asking her husband all evening. She avoided eye 

contact by adjusting the pillows behind her.     

The journey home had been inconsequential save for Aryan mentioning he 

didn’t need a lift next time and Maya disregarding it by way of silence. Dinner 

consisted of small talk about the news and terrible story lines on the daily soaps.   

‘It surpassed my expectations, actually. It was even more pointless than I 

thought,’ Aryan said, switching off his bedside lamp as he sat next to her.    

‘Great! Same time next week?’ she said, tugging her side of the duvet until his 

feet started sticking out.   

‘Perfect! Can’t wait.’   

Brushing with her fingers, she ironed out imaginary creases on the duvet. He 

had a real knack for testing her patience.   

‘I’m supposed to teach you something for my homework.’  

She ignored him.   

‘Sorry,’ he said placing his hand upturned next to hers, gently touching her 

little finger with his thumb.   

Like a fisherman casting a net, she lifted the duvet to cover his feet. ‘So what 

do you have to teach me?’   
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‘It could be anything. Something that I do, that you will need to do yourself 

after I’m…’ 

The words made her grip the duvet tightly.  

‘I’ll tell you about it tomorrow.’  

Uncurling her fingers, she slid her hand into his. ‘No, it’s ok. Just tell me.’  

‘Well, I was thinking we could start with how to catch spiders. Then after that a 

couple of driving lessons?’   

She hit his arm playfully. If it weren’t for his mischievous smile, she would 

have held her frown a little longer. She kissed his cheek.  

‘You need a shave,’ she complained.  

‘Tomorrow,’ he promised, reaching across her to turn off her lamp. ‘Good 

night,’ he said and kissed her. 

 

Maya couldn’t sleep. She propped herself up and turned towards her husband, 

examining his face. She could picture his deep brown eyes. The faint wrinkles around 

them reminded her of his warm smile. She loved how his laugh lines faded into his 

dimples. Her gaze followed his jaw and neck down to his collarbone. She watched it 

drop up and down in time with his breath.     

She welled up at the thought of him lying in a hospital bed. His chest heavy and 

struggling for air. His sunken face with the remains of a smile.  

‘Do not sit at my bed and weep. I did not die. I am just asleep,’ Aryan said with 

his eyes closed.  

‘Shut up! You ruined a perfectly good poem for me.’   

‘Then stop watching me. It’s creepy.’  

He switched his bedside light on. Maya wiped her face and sat up.  
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‘What’s the matter?’ he asked.  

Aryan took her hands into his as he sat across from her. ‘It’s ok, take a minute.’  

‘That’s the thing, though. One day I’ll wake up and you won’t be asleep, here, 

next to me.’ Maya looked down as she fought back more tears. She could barely get 

the words out. ‘How do you expect me to cope with that?’  

‘I don’t expect you to cope with it. Nobody does. I’m not saying it’s going to 

be easy but I also know you’ll get through the tears and the sleepless nights. 

Eventually the pain will subside.’  

She was still looking away when she felt his hands gently touch her face, 

turning it towards him. He wiped her tears. ‘One morning you’ll wake up and I won’t 

be the first thing you think about. Then you’ll feel guilty and cry some more. There is 

no manual for these things. You’ll cope with it how you know best.’  

‘Wow!’ she let out a sigh. ‘How long have you been preparing that speech?’ 

‘Mostly improvised. I have to be honest though, a lot of it is based on what I 

did when my goldfish died.’  

Maya mustered a chuckle. ‘You can come up with all that about death but you 

couldn’t come up with a decent proposal?’   

Aryan drew her close, leaning her head on his shoulder, arms wrapped around 

her. ‘Asking you to marry me was a lot scarier than my fish dying.’   
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If This Wall Could Talk by Giles Anderson 
Contact: E: gtbanderson@googlemail.com 
 

Giles Anderson is a director of a photographic press agency by day, and 
at night he writes short stories when his children are asleep.  When he’s 
not doing those things he has been attending City University’s Novel 
Studio. He has been published (or is due for publication) in literary 
magazines Litro and Structo, had a story performed at the monthly London 
storytelling event Liars’ League, and was longlisted for Radio 4’s 
Opening Lines. 

 
From the moment we were first built, even as our foundations were set, we have 

disliked each other.  There’s two sides to everything and her other side is in the hall. 

I’ve never had much time for internal walls: they’re insulated from the outside world, 

they lack a wider perspective and it makes them very selfish.  Whereas I’ve a south 

facing exterior, I’m made of tougher stuff, I’ve watched what goes on out there.  I 

know about life.  I’ve seen the sky and the stars.  A man has urinated on me.  More 

than once.  Part of me may be the gutter, but all she can do is look up at the stairs.   

          You may be familiar with the phrase, ‘if these walls could talk’; well, they can, 

almost everything can, but not to people and not everything that can talk, does.  I’ve 

known some pretty sullen toasters and a flower pot that was almost comatose, and 

books don’t say anything that isn’t written down in them, which is fine once or twice 

but it’s never a conversation and since conversation is limited, especially for her 

indoors, you’d think we’d talk more, even to argue.  Mostly we just ignore each other.  

Except for today.  Today she’s screaming sexually charged exhortations to the skies 

using what little broken German she has. 

          ‘Faster mein leibling. Kommen to me. Faster.’ 

          ‘Be quiet.  Do you want the bombs to land on us?’ 

          ‘Ich komme mein liebling ’Dolfi.’ 

          ‘Dolfi? Is this about that little Austrian chap off the wireless? 
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          ‘I love him with all my heart.’ 

          ‘You don’t have a heart.  You’re not even load bearing, you’re just a partition.’  

          ‘Well I love him.  I may only be an internal wall but I love him with the passion 

of a town hall or, or an opera house.  Sieg heil. Mein Kampf, Dusseldorf, ein, zwei the 

day of glory has arrived.’ 

          ‘Is your mortar ratio so thick that you don’t understand what will happen if a 

bomb hits us?’ 

          ‘I don’t care.  Better to be rubble until that glorious day of victory, when my 

remains will be gathered up and used to rebuild according to his vision.  The Reich 

will last for a thousand years.  My Fuehrer, my architect.  Arise ye children of the 

fatherland . . .’ 

          ‘That’s the French national anthem you thick pile of bricks.’ 

          ‘. . . the day of glory has arrived.’ 

          The rest of the house is silent for a moment before a sad ashtray says, ‘We’re 

all going to die.’ 

          Then, as if to confirm that prophecy, she, Hitler’s wall, does something I’ve 

never seen before.  She turns the lights on.  And for a moment every thing is quiet. 

          I can’t get away, but I forget about the imminent danger I’m in, and try to 

understand what I’ve just witnessed.  I’ve heard legends of things that could directly 

influence the world; the most famous was the Great Pyramid, which apparently 

constructed itself, the stone blocks levitating into place. But they were only stories, 

until now.   

          My time to marvel is limited; every moment the light is on we are in danger.  

The lady who lives here was putting the children to bed and hadn’t yet closed the 

blackout curtains when the air raid sirens sounded; she grabbed the children and ran 
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for the shelter.  The living room light is a beacon to the bombers above and I can’t do 

anything, only hope someone on the ground sees the light before they do.  All around 

the things in the house start to wail.  The coffee table sobs, ‘My stains, don’t let me 

die with these stains.’ 

          ‘Don’t look at me,’ says the mirror quietly. 

          The pair of chairs in the living room whisper affectionately to one another, they 

have been together a long time.  The only thing that says nothing, which is now silent, 

is the wall that has consigned us to our certain fate. 

     As the bombs start to drop, I can feel one in particular; its dark metal presence 

looming above us. Closer and closer. It is very near. I can hear it murmuring one 

word, again and again, ‘Rückläufig, rückläufig, rückläufig, rückläufig.’ 

          ‘It means falling,’ says the other wall. The voice is quiet, I barely hear it over 

the noise of everything else. It does not sound triumphant or overjoyed, maybe a little 

sad, but without regret. It whispers something I don’t catch and then the bomb is upon 

us. 
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Faltering Forward by Bethan Moore 
Contact: T: 07703 783890 E: bethanmoore@live.com 
 

Originally from a farm in the depths of West Sussex, Bethan left for the 
nearest city as soon as she could. Having studied English Literature up to 
Master's level, she now works in International Sales at Penguin Random 
House. At twenty-seven, Bethan has been part of a hot air balloon team; 
taught art on cruise ships around the world; run the London Marathon and 
once fell asleep at Machu Picchu, missing the entire tour.  
 

Someone once told me that ghosts can only been seen in the half-light; in the golden 

haze of a flame or the buzzing glow of a television screen. I know this isn’t true. I see 

ghosts everywhere I go. I see them in the first slice of morning or at the thump of 

midday. I see them in the in-between places, in doorways and window panes. 

Sometimes they brush past me and I can feel their touch on my face. Sometimes 

they’re shadows of people I’ve known or old faces glanced in a crowd. But today it’s 

you, Dad. 

It is a damp and raw Tuesday and I’m bundled in a parka, boots and lamb’s 

wool gloves. This morning I’ve taken an unadventurous route, straight up the 

Northern line to King’s Cross and then snaking back and forth on the Circle line. It’s 

about ten thirty now; the train is far less crowded than an hour ago, thinning out at 

every stop. The carriage shudders out of Embankment and there you are, next to my 

reflection in the blackened glass. For some reason I don’t start at your presence. If 

anything, it comforts me that you’re here, looking back. I glance to my right to 

confirm the seat is empty and then quickly back. You are still there. 

I haven’t seen your face for such a long time but every part of it is so familiar 

to me: the way your hair – the colour of damp sand – parts on the right hand side; the 

straight ridge of your nose; that calm, steady look you give me, not smiling as such, 

but with eyes ever so slightly creased at the edges. Your head sits on wide-set 

shoulders and you are wearing that tatty cotton jumper you wore all the time. I 
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desperately want to speak to you. To tell you how much I’ve missed you. To ask why 

you are here. But before I get the chance you have left me once again. Everybody 

leaves me in the end. 

 

My marriage is like the Circle line: looping and then closing, folding back on itself. I 

was alone at the beginning and I am essentially alone at the end. Max and me, me and 

Max. We were like two trains going at different speeds around parallel tracks, and 

then there was this glorious moment where one pulled alongside the other enough so 

that someone could peer through the windows, leap across the darkness. We thought 

this was everything back then. Now he stays at work later into the night to avoid me 

and we both move soundlessly around the flat we share. We don’t know how to speak 

to each other anymore, not after what has happened. 

 

I continue to ride the tube back and forth for the next three hours searching for signs 

of you. I study the crowd; scan all of the stations, urgently looking for that familiar 

face, but you’re not anywhere. In the end I finally concede defeat and head home. 

I don’t like to be home on my own for too long. It’s why I go out of my way to 

spend so little time here. However today is different to every other, because today is 

the day I saw you. I feel uneasy and excited. I feel knotted on the inside. I try to settle 

myself, to pull together some dinner for when Max gets home but my hands aren’t 

connecting with my brain and I drop a pan full of hot oil all over the kitchen floor. 

Shit. 

I sink to my knees to wipe up the greasy residue and I think about what I’m 

going to say to Max. He’s going to politely ask me how my day was and I’m going to 



 22 

lie to him. We already live in a cycle of deception and nobody asks any questions. But 

now there is something new to lie about. Today I will keep you all to myself. 
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Murph opened the door and stepped inside the dark confessional. 

‘Forgive me Father, for I have sinned. It has been one year since my last 

confession,’ said Murph, kneeling down on the opposite side of the grill. 

‘Ah, Murph, is that yourself?’ came an old but musical voice from behind the 

grill. 

‘It is, Father Maguire,’ answered Murph. 

‘I thought I might be seeing you tonight alright,’ said Father Maguire, his 

voice falling on a sad cadence. 

Murph shifted on the kneel mat. He lifted his eyes towards Maguire, but could 

see nothing on the opposite side of the grill and finally lowered his eyes. 

‘And how have you been keeping, my son?’ asked Father Maguire gently. 

‘Ah, you know yourself, Father. Not bad. Can’t really complain,’ said Murph 

weakly. 

‘Still on the drink?’ 

‘A little.’ 

 ‘Well, I’m sure you don’t need me to tell you off there…’ 

‘I don’t.’ 

‘And I suppose… recent events may have brought up some painful memories 

for you now?’ 
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Murph laughed and that caustic laugh clattered around the confessional like a 

ricocheting bullet before lodging back in the heart from which it had emerged.  

Recent events may have brought up some painful memories? The dawning of 

the day brought up painful memories. The smell of brewing coffee brought up painful 

memories. The touch of fresh towels was more than he could bear. Recent events 

were nothing. What the fuck did he care for recent events? 

Father Maguire was silent. 

‘To be honest, apart from the fucking stampede of weirdos flooding my Joke 

shop looking for a disguise, I’ve kind of enjoyed the shit show you call recent events,’ 

said Murph, offering a sneer to the face he could not see on the opposite side of the 

grill. 

‘Well, you won’t be smiling so hard when I add a couple of rounds of the 

rosary to your penance for that foul mouth of yours,’ said Father Maguire, leaning 

forwards so that Murph caught a glimpse of the Cork man’s eye. 

It was the same eye that had caught him smoking at the back of the bike sheds. 

It was the same eye that had caught him selling nudey cards in the school yard. It was 

the same eye that had offered him his first communion and confirmation. It was the 

same eye that watched him place the ring upon Vera’s finger. It had seen enough to 

see through lies. 

‘I’m sorry about the cursing, Father,’ said Murph. 

‘You’re forgiven, my son,’ said Father Maguire solemnly, ‘but the issue of 

your schadenfreude is going to take a little more effort.’ 

‘My schaden what?’ 

‘Schadenfreude. It’s German. It means you’re getting pleasure from other 

people’s misfortunes.’ 
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‘German? I thought you were Irish.’ 

‘That I am. But Irish, German or Eskimo some things are the same.’ 

‘Such as?’ 

‘Such as mourning, loss, suffering and shame.’ 

‘Ah, you lot would know a lot about shame now, wouldn’t you?’ snapped 

Murph. 

A low whistle, barely audible, drained the air from Father Maguire’s lungs and 

then there was a silence. A thick silence. 

‘The Church would indeed know plenty about shame, Murph. Plenty about 

shame and a whole lot about pain and suffering too. But we also know something 

about forgiveness and charity and kindness,’ said Father Maguire, his voice for the 

first time sounding its full eighty years. 

‘And I suppose those kids should forgive the church just like I should forgive 

the bastards that took Vera from me?’ 

‘It’s not for me to say how people should come to forgiveness, Murph, only 

that for their own sake they should attempt it.’ 

‘I’ll never forgive them for what they did to her.’ 

‘And instead you’ll cast judgements on them in the very same way they cast 

judgements on her?’ 

‘They fucking killed her with their shame and now I hope the shame kills 

them.’ 

‘Shame didn’t kill her now, Murph. She got the cancer now, in fairness.’ 

‘Bullshit. Fucking bullshit. Never sick a day in her life. Ran marathons. 

Marathons for Christ sake. They fucking drove her to it. Racist, they called her. A 

bigot, they said. Her that marched for every fucking cause that came around the block. 
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Her with the most open and kind heart. A harmless email taken out of context and off 

they go. Everyone so quick to judge. Everyone so quick to get their say. Got her fired. 

Wouldn’t invite her to their houses. Turned their backs on her in the street. They 

broke her, Father. They destroyed her. They gave her cancer and they took her from 

me. Now they’re gonna get theirs and I’m happy to see them get it.’ 
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As the din quietened, Strydar stood before all the people, his gaze slowly roving over 

them.  Never had he felt so alone. A sudden pang came over him, and he held his 

chest. An intense internal groaning almost made him vomit; an overwhelming feeling 

of sympathy and compassion. Realisation dawned on him that these people were 

saluting a man who was about to lead many of them to death in battle. He alone 

would bear responsibility for wives becoming widows and beloved children becoming 

orphans. It was him they would hold accountable – not the King in whose name they 

were all fighting. From the archers on the wall, to the infants who stood excitedly 

before their parents, every gaze was upon him and every ear awaited his words.  

 “People of Hiruvene, my comrades and compatriots,” he said, placing his hand 

across his heart. “The Longest Night is upon us, and with it comes the darkness that 

seeks to extinguish our flame. I stand before you today not as a knight or a warrior, 

nor even as a commander. No. I stand before you today as a brother, as a father, and 

as a son.” 

 There was utter silence from the congregation. For the first time, Strydar heard 

the sound of doves cooing from atop one of the bastions. This was no time for nerves.  

 “Our enemies surround us on all sides, and will seek to batter down our walls 

and leave this place in ashes and ruins. There is little hope that our allies will send any 
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more reinforcements, and even if they do, they may well be cut off. This battle will be 

fierce, and some of us shall not see each other again until we are present at the Great 

Feast in the next life. 

 “Beyond those gates lies a powerful enemy – relentless, cruel and 

bloodthirsty; not interested in taking any prisoners – our lives hold no value in their 

eyes. They are without mercy and will stop at nothing until each and every single one 

of us has been wiped out. Should they prevail, our children will be dashed to the 

ground before their mothers; sons’ and fathers’ bodies pierced with arrows; mothers 

and daughters slaughtered with the sword. Let no one deceive you: we are fighting for 

the existence of all humankind.” 

 The crowd was muted, many faces ashen and many an arm reaching out for 

someone to hold. Clearly his grave words had permeated the atmosphere and 

infiltrated the very souls of all those present. He continued: 

 “I also know what it means to grieve. I too have lost family, comrades and 

friends. Their deaths have brought me to my knees. But knowing that I cannot bring 

them back, I forge ever onwards in the hope of restoring liberty to our world – fully 

aware that they are in a better place; watching and willing us to win, that their deaths 

might not be in vain.   

 “There is a prophecy that says ‘When the enemy rushes in like a flood, a 

standard will be raised against them.’ My people, you are that standard. The battle 

will be won by us because each and every one of you is worth a thousand destroyers! 

Therefore, I charge you this day to stand firm against whatever might come through 

those gates – and having done all you can to stand, keep standing! If we are resolute, 

and not terrified of them in any way, our fearlessness will signal doom in the hearts of 

our enemy and bring us certain victory!” 
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1835. Ramsgate Beach. The harbour bell struck twelve. 

The beach was abandoned save for a swirling wind, a grounded fishing boat with 

its crew and a small party skirting the incoming tide. Princess Victoria led the party, 

walking very warily as her dog Dash strained at his lead. Sand was never easy to walk on 

and after her recent illness she should have made use of a stick. But Victoria never 

conveyed frailty in front of servants. Today just two accompanied her and at a distance, 

scabbard jingling, Captain Fairbright.          

There was a sudden squall. When Victoria’s maid Mary opened a yellow 

umbrella, the wind caught it, tearing it out of her grasp. It sailed up, up in the air before 

splashing down into a foaming wave. Dash ripped his lead out of Victoria’s hand and 

made straight for the sea in pursuit. He was closely followed by Mary shrieking into the 

wind “Come back”, until she reached the water’s edge.  The umbrella was soon in Dash’s 

jaws who paddled with it just out of reach. 

“I’m not getting wet,” said Mary obliging the footman Gregg to wade reluctantly 

into the cold sea to retrieve dog and umbrella. 

Victoria laughed. Servants are so childlike. Then she heard a yelp out at sea. She 

couldn’t see beyond Gregg’s unbuttoned coat, blown open by the wind. Had he kicked 

poor Dash? Gregg turned around holding the umbrella aloft in triumph, not noticing the 

missing section being chewed by Dash. 

A male voice spoke from behind her. 

"Are you Princess Victoria?"   
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Victoria turned to see two fishermen with their shouldered oars and catch walking 

up from the boat.  One man, in a red cravat, sent a gap toothed smile her way. Victoria 

always enjoyed recognition. She nodded.  He bowed. 

"Your Majesty."  

Victoria tried to attract Dash’s attention but the man persisted. 

 "Your Majesty..." 

Victoria turned again briefly. Perhaps he had missed her nod? She gave a wave. 

Red Cravat bowed. 

            "Oh, we'll be here all day," mumbled Mary.  

Dash, tiring of the umbrella fragment, ran towards the other oarsman, a handsome 

lad who caught Victoria’s eye. When her glance was returned she looked hastily away.  

Gregg went to retrieve Dash again. The blonde boy turned around, his shouldered 

oar narrowly missing Gregg’s head. 

           "Really!" said Gregg, looking at the boy as indignantly as possible for a man 

soaked up to his knees. 

The second time the oar didn’t miss. It swung, smashed hard into the servant’s 

skull, killing him instantly. 

Victoria stood rooted. Dash raced back, yelping, climbing her skirts. Was she still 

hallucinating from her illness?  

           Mary turned to Captain Fairbright now running towards them, sword unsheathed.  

           “Captain, help …!”  But as they met, Fairbright thrust his sword deep into Mary’s 

belly. Mary turned to look at Victoria, life fading from her eyes. She died before she hit 

the sandy beach. 

Victoria hid the whimpering Dash in her coat. The two oarsmen stood on either 

side, each levelling a cocked pistol. Inwardly she fought the slide into darkness.  

"There must be some mistake," said Victoria calmly.          
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"No mistake. Miss,” said Red Cravat. 

"I'm being watched, followed. There are already men on their way."  

Red Cravat shook his head.  

“You’re not being watched. Nobody is coming.” 

Victoria stiffened. The darkness receded. “You cannot treat me like this. You owe 

me your duty.” 

Red Cravat smiled and touched his forelock.  

At first, Victoria wasn't conscious of Fairbright standing, braced, behind her. A 

sense told her to turn… in time to see his sword sweeping towards her, through the air, in 

a perfect arc. 

Victoria felt no pain as the sword sliced. Just surprise before the darkness 

returned... 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 32 

Egalité! Liberté! Sexualité! by Jack Maquet  
Contact: T: 07726 867068 E: jack.maquet@gmail.com 
 

Jack lives in London with his fashion journalist wife. Since graduating 
from Central Saint Martins and the Royal College of Art, he has held 
several senior roles in design and advertising. He founded his first digital 
design agency in 1995 and with a strong interest in music he co-founded 
the independent record label Strut Records in 1999.  He lived with his 
family in France for several years and is an enthusiastic Francophile. He 
took up writing five years ago and has attended courses at City 
University and The Guardian, and has just completed City’s Novel Studio. 
His first novel is based on his father’s experience as sales director for 
Mary Quant cosmetics. 

 
‘Pink Persuasion, Peach Yum-Yum, Scintillating Scarlet, Pussy Plum…’    

I’m ignoring Charlie; I’ve had enough of him telling me girls only buy 

cosmetics with names that reference sex or desserts. He’s even tried to persuade me 

that naming one of our lipsticks ‘Get in my Knickers Pink’ was a good idea, while 

lecturing me about how important it is to listen to what girls say.  

God help me. I feel nauseous, my knickers are chafing and to be honest I’m 

scared. I’ve been pinned in this seat the whole flight, fretting about the Paris launch 

through turbulence and an indigestible cellophane-wrapped version of breakfast. 

Above me, the fasten seat belt sign has flashed on. An airhostess smiles at Charlie as 

she checks we’re nicely strapped in. He’s already given her his, ‘have you ever 

considered becoming a model?’ routine. Why is it always the pretty ones that fall for 

it? I’m convinced he’ll end up getting some Nordic blonde into trouble and then have 

to marry her. He’s certainly travelling enough to get into trouble. Last week he was in 

Norway, hob-knobbing with King Olaf V at some big promotion at Steen & Strom, 

Oslo’s leading department store. According to Vernon, our most male demonstrator, 

the king took a definite shine to Joy, our most blonde demonstrator (or the Battersea 

Bardot as the boys are currently calling her).  
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Ooh my ears just popped. I hate landing. When you start to descend and the 

engines slow down to a subdued hum and you’re waiting to hit the ta… tat... 

tarrmacccc… ahh shit! Did I say that out loud? Oh I did, Charlie is grinning at me. I 

look down at my hands; they’re white and shaking. I’ll be fine, I tell myself, we’re 

safe and on the ground. I just need the ‘No Smoking’ sign to go off. Then I can have 

the last of the Turkish blend Charlie got me from Libya; they’re a cooler smoke than 

my usual Dunhills and a lot less cancerous. 

As we move along the tarmac I look out at the lumbering American 707s that 

block the view of Orly’s new glass and chrome terminal.  

‘I love flying,’ says Charlie. ‘It’s the sense of liberation it gives you.’ 

I hope he gets over his exuberance; Parisians think being enthusiastic means 

you’re mildly retarded. Have you ever seen anyone look happy on the Metro?  

After a windy walk to the terminal we try to form an orderly queue, which is 

difficult in France. Why is bread the only thing the French are prepared to stand in 

line for? After a bit of jostling I get to the immigration booth. The officer behind the 

counter looks keen to keep foreigners out of France. 

‘What’s the purpose of your visit, Mlle Lloyd?’  

I shrug, which doesn’t work with a British passport, and he asks the question 

again. With each question there are fewer pleasantries - now he’s not even bothering 

to say Mademoiselle. While he studies my passport for longer than is necessary I 

glance over my shoulder. The Welsh paper salesman I’d been talking to in the 

departure lounge smiles back. He’s just returned from the Middle East and looks 

foreign enough to get a right grilling.  

‘Next!’  

 



 34 

Seven at Two Past Five by Tara Basi  
Contact: T: 07831 411165 E: tara@sls.demon.co.uk 
 

Tara studied creative writing at Birkbeck to post-graduate level and has 
recently completed The Novel Studio year long course, where his 
entrance submission was selected as one of the top three. An earlier 
novel, Playground Conversations, was shortlisted for the Novel Prize. 
Tara is currently working on his next project, which has similar comic 
and surreal elements to those found in Seven at Two Past Five, about a 
hapless overweight management consultant becoming caught up in a 
Westminster conspiracy to outsource the local government of Whitstable 
to a corrupt and brutal African regime.  

 
I leave for my beloved workhouse at Two Past Five. That is my time. Two Past Five 

has been my time since I can remember. My sleep ends at different hours but always 

well before Two Past Five. Sleep’s end is a blessing. Every night I am taken and 

delivered to the Terrors to slumber in dread. I awake in appalling fear and I do not 

know why. I never know why. My frail body drips with salty sweat. My aged heart 

drums so hard it hurts my ribs.  

Joyously and unexpectedly this night past there was an absence of the Terrors. 

Instead, I dreamt of being warmly embraced by a green serpent and of a lotus growing 

from my navel. Although its meaning escapes me I awoke smiling.  I am resolved to 

accept this unexpected bounty without question. It is likely that this past night’s 

reprieve is only a fleeting aberration.  Already my mind is turning towards the day 

ahead which will be filled with comforting routine.  

In the tar darkness I instinctively find the light switch. It has never failed me. 

The light comes on and the light goes off at my command. Bunk-bed-coffin number 

Seven is my home in the bunk-bed-tower and I am its mistress. My private universe is 

an oblong box. In these later days, the gnarled feet on the end of my shrivelled legs do 

not reach to the outer limits of my universe. Right at the end of my box, beyond the 

soles of my feet, is the other box. The foot-locker box. 
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The foot-locker box has two compartments. The larger compartment is the 

supper-compartment. It contains the relics of my most enjoyable supper: an empty 

glass that had been filled with warm milk and, beside it, a blue napkin that had 

enfolded pieces of pale dried fruit, yellow bread cake and a square of darkest 

chocolate.  

The smaller compartment in the foot-locker box is the chamber-pot 

compartment. Inside is the cherished chamber-pot. It is a white porcelain bowl topped 

with a neatly fitting white porcelain lid. I cannot really know that it is my own 

personal chamber-pot. When it is emptied and brought back, by my never seen carers, 

there can be no assurance that the same one, my one, will be returned to me. Once, I 

thought I might scratch my name, Abi, on the base. Then I wondered how I would 

feel if there was another name already scratched there. I knew it would make me 

unhappy. So, I did not scratch the base of my chamber-pot. Indeed, from that moment 

I have been singularly nervous about turning the chamber-pot over and examining the 

underside.  

My nameless and unseen neighbours have always been very quiet. Maybe a 

slight tremor drifting down from up above, or a dull murmur coming up from down 

below. Though I cannot say beyond doubt that the noises were caused by another 

rather than my own imagination or some settling of the wood in the bunk-bed-tower. 

Nevertheless, my conversational skills must be maintained and this I do by conversing 

with myself most frequently.  Albeit, in these end days spontaneous combustion of 

my chamber-pot is more likely than an Encounter.   
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Prologue 

Maritime Pine 

Mostly abandoned since the flood, the stone houses of old Torres nestled tightly 

around the Romanesque cathedral whose solid arches dominated the whole village, its 

hills and valleys. Turtle doves perched on the red brick roofs of the ramshackle 

houses. Stray dogs lay on the cathedral’s steps. All enclosed within was a palette of 

different shades of green, from yellow to deep forest: olive groves, vineyards, 

maritime pines and juniper trees. 

 Two little girls were climbing a solitary pine that stood on top of the hill. Once 

they reached its last branch, they stopped and stared at the view, trying to keep their 

balance. Torres was before their eyes and under their feet. The silence that filled the 

picturesque landscape of the early afternoon was broken up by their candy-flavoured 

breaths which alternated, creating a jingle as the effort of the climb eased from 

gasping to sighing. Vera opened a pine cone and passed some nuts to Anna. Their 

long brown hair, always ruffled and lightened by the sun, streamed in the summer 

breeze. Their tanned legs dangled over the branch. They gave each other a knowing 

look and hummed a folk song their grandfather used to sing every Sunday in his 

vineyard.  
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 Then Vera stood up and started throwing pine cones at the street, making 

Anna laugh.  

 “You better stop young lady or I’m going to tell your mamma,” said an old 

man, who was strolling by, pointing his walking stick at Vera.   

 Anna pulled at Vera’s creamy shirt, her head hidden behind her arm as she 

tried to cover her face from the old man. Vera turned and pretended she couldn’t read 

Anna’s lips, which clearly spelled: “Basta, stop. Let’s go home.”  

 “You don’t even know who I am!” shouted Vera, before sticking out her 

tongue at the old man. 

  “How dare you,” he scolded. “Come down, now.”  

 Anna’s face tightened. 

 “Don’t be scared, Anna. We’re going to climb down from the back so he 

won’t see us. It’ll be fine,” whispered Vera. 

 “You promise?”  

 Vera nodded. As they climbed down a curved branch, they could see the old 

man’s unsteady feet limping towards them. Vera's grip was strong. Anna's palms were 

sweating, leaving her handprint on her pink linen skirt. Their hearts pounded at 

different rates. 

 “You go first,” said Anna when the leaves of the maritime pine weren’t thick 

enough to hide their faces.  

 Vera jumped to the ground and opened her arms to catch Anna, who kept her 

eyes closed until her feet touched the dry soil. Anna ran towards their bikes. Vera 

hesitated. The old man was slowly getting closer, but before pedalling away she 

wanted to carve V and A on the pine bark. The surface was very hard to engrave even 

with the pocket knife she had stolen from her father's shoe shop. As Anna watched 
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her sister and the old man from a distance, a drop of sweat fell on her freckled cheek. 

She beckoned Vera. Vera didn’t turn, but she could feel Anna’s eyes on her. The last 

line and then the A was complete, a bit too rushed maybe but clear and indelible.  

 Vera stepped back and stared at their initials. As she heard the rhythmic thud 

of the old man’s wooden stick approaching, she folded the knife away and cut her 

finger. It was a tiny wound, a slanting line similar to the one she'd just carved on the 

pine bark. It opened up quickly, a trail of blood slipping from her finger to her 

knuckles before hitting the ground. One, two, three, four drops of blood. Purple red 

circles on a carpet of pine needles. Geometrically perfect. Vera put her finger on her 

thin lower lip and sucked in some blood. It tasted sour and metallic. 

 Vera would have never imagined back then that, soon enough, the maritime 

pine would become one of her favourite places. A place in which she could still feel 

Anna's presence.   
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Prologue 

A.D. 1710. The Kremlin, Moscow 

 

Xenia was concealing a golden jar in her dress pocket. Taken from the treasure trove 

where her mother kept her spell books, she was conscious of its weight. 

 The crimson room was full of the lovely scent of a massive spruce tree, 

decorated with candles, coloured glass birds, cookies and apples. The New Year 

preparations had failed to have their usual appeal for Xenia. She didn’t even care 

about the presents. All she wanted was to be alone to discover the contents of the 

mysterious golden jar. 

 Their mother Alexandra walked in and placed a simple wicker basket next to 

the already giant pile of presents underneath the tree. 

 ‘Look, Alexi my darling, this is for you.’ The words were barely out of her 

mouth before the boy grabbed the biggest package and proceeded to rip it open. He 

shouted, ‘Xenia, look, a real musket of my own and you can’t touch it!’ 

 ‘And Xenia, this one’s for you.’ Alexandra pointed towards the basket which 

appeared to be moving, causing the little girl to startle before she ventured a peek 

underneath the lid. With a delighted giggle she plonked herself down in front of the 

basket. 
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 Two pointy ears peeked out, followed by huge emerald green eyes, a dainty 

pink nose, a long pair of whiskers and a quiet ‘miaow’. 

 ‘Mama, Mama, he looks like a tiny leopard!’ Xenia exclaimed. The kitten was 

approaching her on stiff legs, with his furry tail pointing straight up. ‘Thank you so 

much. What’s his name? How long did he have to wait in the basket?’ 

 Alexi, with a menacing grin on his face, said, ‘Pah, a stupid cat. I’ll shoot him! 

Girls are so stupid.’ 

 ‘Xenia, this is Ollie. You need to look after him well, and he will always look 

after you.’ 

 ‘Yes, Mama. Can I take him to my room? May I? Please? Please?’ 

 ‘Of course, my darling. Now run along and I will come and tuck you in when 

it’s bed-time.’ 

 Xenia rushed off, carrying the basket with the kitten, the heavy jar knocking 

against her legs as she ran. 

 The golden jar turned out to be a disappointment, containing some kind of 

thick smelly substance. The kitten was a lot more fun. He had the loudest purr 

imaginable and he kept bouncing around, making Xenia laugh out loud. 

 The two new friends were fast asleep when Alexandra came in to kiss Xenia 

good night. Leaving the room, having blown out all the candles, she didn’t notice the 

golden jar behind Xenia’s bed, with its lid left off. 

 At exactly midnight, a little furry shadow jumped to the floor and walked 

straight to the jar. This was followed by the sound of voracious licking. Having 

finished all of the cream, Ollie promptly fell asleep. The golden jar was soon full 

again as though it had never been touched. In the darkness of the room, the cream 

glowed with an eerie luminescence. 
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 The following morning, Alexi slowly opened the door into Xenia’s bedroom. 

Carefully, he crept in. 

 All of a sudden the small hairs on the back of his neck stood up. He became 

conscious of the low growling of a huge animal. A pleasant voice asked, ‘And what 

have you lost, my boy?’ 

 Alexi stuttered, ‘Nothing, I made a mistake with the door, sorry,’ and 

stumbled back into the corridor. 

 Ollie grinned, stretched luxuriantly and began cleaning his tail. The bear skin 

rug in front of the fireplace was almost too small for him now. 

 

 

 


