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Editor in Chief ’s Note

Greetings, curious minds. 

Welcome to Speculate This Literary Magazine’s 
inaugural issue. Team Speculate hopes you find a home 
with the magazine and that your curiosity is satiated. 
Around 2018, I had a sudden urge to start up a magazine 
for those wanting to revel in creating something different. 
Some exquisite prose, poetry and art were rightfully finding 
publications online, however, it seemed the wackier and 
explorative works didn’t have as many spaces. For the 
time being, Speculate This remained, like many projects, 
on the ‘To-Do List’. Then a pandemic swept the world. 
Speculate This started whispering about now being the 
time to materialise. The whispering turned into bellows. 
Speculate This became a reality, rather something ranking 
low and wistfully biding its time. 

Here we are with our first-ever issue (with many more to 
follow, hopefully)! Our main goal is to collate speculative 
fiction fans so they can express themselves and push the 
boundaries of the conventional. Like the magnifying 
glass in our logo, we want to stimulate investigation and 
encourage creators to venture into the unusual. The 
magazine hopes to foster a community of daring and 
quirky individuals; we hope we’ve achieved that with this 
issue. 

Thank you to those who submitted their work to us. No 
submission is a waste of time. They eventually lead up to 
successes. 

I’d like to shower Team Speculate with immense gratitude 
for all of their efforts to help get this magazine up and 
running. We’re a little biased, but we all adore the look of 
this issue. I couldn’t have done it without them. 

Enough about us.

© Speculate This Literary Magazine

D. Sohi

What You Can Look Forward to: 

Some cats may or may not create trouble for people 
(Malkin is Missing and Man Sitting at the Back of a 
Bus). Alpha (Centauri) Mum: a human-alien pregnancy 
(someone tell Katy Perry, E.T. has a follow-up - with a 
twist). The robotic state technology has reduced humans 
to (We Are Robots), space travel (Life Races) and a post-
apocalyptic world got too near the sun, as depicted in 
Fevered Hope. 

And many more: Gothic settings, ghouls and mythical 
objects and submarines. Oh, and don’t forget murder . . . 

I hope you enjoy, 
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Resurgam
William Davis

Bestirring the silt in centuried murk 
What infernal hand now turns the screw 
Damned limbs that batten upon the helm 

Amidst the inchoate depths anew 

Possessed of neither form nor wit 
the cabin dank with glimmering rot 
Brass handles jerk like marionettes 
The wheeze of lungs that stir air not 

Resurgam moans and curates howl 
From trawling deep to carillon high 
Victoria’s armada from cannons weep 
What once lay fallow grates ‘I rise!’ 
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We Are Robots
Jason de Koff

We are robots,
The circuits and the springs,
no wires, instead the blood that,
courses through our veins,
soft, organic layers,
of amalgamated cells,
products of evolution,
is what the folklores say,
but unseen ahead,
the gray horizon,
that lies before our eyes.

With the screens and muted faces,
hard shell and vacant eyes,
avoiding obstacles,
maneuvering inside the lines,
painted faces, the mask that
hides the soul,
stations to keep us bound,
to walls in endless formations,
paladins of electronic ecstasy,
awaiting our salvation,
from the burdens of the noise,
that permeates our lives.

Endless searching with no anchor,
no tether that brings all together,
there is no need, for all we have,
is all we’ve ever wanted.
transfixed by saturated optics,
moving at light speed,
painting vivid echoes,
of long forgotten faces,
bringing forth a world,
permeated with ghosts of civilization.

Until the day the power goes,
and weakened lids arise,
to find our world is jelly,
a skin that binds,
around all things,
of flesh and metal both,
doomed to be reborn,
with the internal cries,
of lost lives,
we were robots,
but once were more.
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Fevered Hope
Jason de Koff

The empty swing tied to the tree,
stood motionless,
as the sun poured its nuclear excess 
below,
spreading the bare soil with hot butter.

The air was tangibly sodden,
with wavy undertones,
close to the ground,
ingesting the soup meant survival.

With no shelter for succor,
every pore cried relentlessly,
softening only moments,
the leathery shell of the soul.

This soul may be the last,
in this infernal furnace,
but heavy footsteps,
continued to move forward.

To meet the end,
on her feet,
or see what hope fulfilled,
could look like.
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Life Races
Jason de Koff

Floating through the nebula,
through long forgotten highways,
with stuttered flashings,
like raving echoes.

The slipstream moves,
with unknown purpose,
thrust and drag become,
equal anomalies.

Curving with time,
in the lone capsule of sleep,
mind shuddering sights,
beheld through slitted eyes.

Engaging with limbs,
from other raceway legs,
and sustaining the calls,
from the industry of life.
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Apparition Lunacy in Fairfield Hills 
Christina Ciufo

Charcoal veil hovers over abandon asylum buildings.
White fog slithers and hovers over the brown grass and 
weeds.
Trees weep scarlet leaves. 
Tree’s thin grey fingers reach and scratches the windows. 
A barn owl flies over the decrypted asylum and screeches. 
A stray dog wanders through the ground, howling at the 
full moon. 

Bricks are removed, tossed and scattered across the floor.  
Walls are smeared with blood handprints from patients, 
cursed to madness. 

A young woman’s shrill screams of her endless torment 
by psychiatrists and demons echoes throughout the 
hallways. 
Laughter of a young man whose mind 
and soul have surrendered to his volatile insanity. 

Disembodied voices call their profanity and 
disillusionment 
through the doorways, dampened, moss-covered 

hallways, and into the morgue 
where nameless patients slumbered.  

Lights flicker rapidly. 
A portending psychiatrist’s apparition, wearing a tattered 
white coat
stands at the end of the hallway. 
His marble black eyes emanating his derange, egotism. 
His mind is cracked and consumed with madness.  

The walls come closer and closer. 
Scarlet handprints appear, painting the walls with their 
lunacy. 

Patients’ voices and moans echoing from the abandoned 
rooms. 
Heart palpates faster and faster. Cold sweat, like a river, 
streams down. 

His ghastly face an inch. He grins and says in a composed 
voice, 
“Let us silence those thoughts and voices in your head.”
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The Witch of Saratoga
Christina Ciufo

When the witching moon 
is high above the darken forest
near Saratoga Springs, 
a grey smoke emanating 
a thyme and foxglove aroma
ascends from a small firepit
of a hut, the tips of the trees
and caressed the moon’s canary face. 

Fire crackles the chopped wood. 
Phantom cannon’s sound beyond the trees.
Ghosts of drummers beat their drums 
in session a Revolution song. 
Gunfire can be heard across the trees, chipping 
of the wood. 

Stray cats roam around and in choir, 
sing a song about Angeline Tubbs, 
the Witch of Saratoga, who dwelled 
in the woods, performing witchcraft 
and fortunetelling onto the anxious, curious 
American settlers during a time when Americans 
in arms fought against the King of England. 

You should you approach the hut 
with curious eyes into seeing the Witch 
of Saratoga, you will find the hut deserted, 
the firepit blown out, and witness her apparition 
walking through the woods, seeking to either cast her spells
onto you or tell your fortune. 
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Headless Nun
Christina Ciufo

In the mid-1700s beside French Fort Cove’s
shores, a young French nun named Sister Marie 
was walking through the woods, reciting 
the Lord’s Prayer when from the corner 
of her eye, she saw two sailors with 
tattered, semi-dirt covered clothes and 
cleaned shaven faces peering behind 
from the trees. 

They approached the befuddled nun. 
One of the sailors held and clutched 
onto the sword’s handle, soothing 
his vehement and avaricious nature
for gold. 

Their eyes gleamed, like coins overflowing 
a treasure chest, asking the naïve nun 
of the location of the buried treasure, 
but she said in a compassionate voice,
“Good men, I do not know what treasure 
you prey tell.” 

The two sailors’ tempters, like canons
being fired from the portside, began 
to flare from the nun’s refusal. The sailors 
in volatile, forceful voices, like demons 
screaming from the shadows, asked Sister Marie 
of the treasure’s location. She said to the sailors 
in a compassionate, yet unhinged voice,
“Men whose hearts are tainted by the Devil’s 
wickedness and souls become consumed 
by the deadly sin of Greed, I do not know what treasure 
you prey tell.” 

Dread overcame Sister Marie
with its’ veil. Her legs were shaking 
as she kneeled down in front of her assailants. 
The first sailor leaned over to the second sailor’s ear, 
whisper to him of how he should punish the nun. 
An adequate, impious grin appeared on his face. 

He walked towards Sister Marie. His rough
hand reached, grabbed and pulled 
the nun’s black veil backwards, exposing 
her neck to the blade’s curved edge. 

As the sailor lifted the sword high, 
a frightened Sister Marie whispered 
the “Our Father” under her breath, 
asking the Lord for her soul to ascend 
into Heaven. 

The blade cut through her neck, 
severing her head from her lifeless body. 
Her pale eyes looked upward at her murder. 
Her mouth was opened, attempting 
to reciting the last line of the prayer. 
With her head in their possession, the two sailors 
walked in broad daylight, still searching 
for the lost treasure. 

Tree branches snap from the distance.
A black shadow gliding through the trees. 

A solemn, melancholy 
feminine shadow walks 
through the trees. Her arms 
are folded and pressed against 
her chest. Her cold, pale hands 
clutch together onto a rosary bead. 
Its’ cross oscillates, oscillates and oscillates. 

A flashlight flash towards her;
Sister Maria, the headless nun, 
walking, praying, “Our Father,”
and in silence, searching 
for her lost head in the woods. 
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Crimes of Being a Queer
Jaspreet Kaur Taneja

I’ll let my white dress drift passing by
The bridge is where I am standing 
With another man like me but older

Whose life was a misery 
He told me of all the bright places 

The highest castle in the sky
I’ll dream up with him every future joy

Eventually he took my hand
And pulled his knife 
Cut my throat to death 

And did the horrible ritual 
Bared blooded monster he was
When he didn’t spare my eyes 

Plucked them in the jar
To remind him of inner joy 

Vengeance he got over his mother 
Who tortured him with her words 

Bastard was the son he was
And was called upon by her scrutiny 

Massacre photo album he had 
Given by his wretched father 

Who was insane as he
Made him the heir of his crimes
Now, all he does his horrible ritual 

To abuse young children 
Reminding the world

To never dare to defy your own sexuality. 
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Alpha (Centauri) Mum 
Noel Goodwin

I’ve never thought of myself as being particularly maternal, 
but holding my distended belly, feeling the life inside, I get 
a blood-rush of happiness. It’s all happened so quickly, and 
of course, it wasn’t a planned pregnancy. But then, people 
always make excuses for not having babies, there’s never a 
perfect time, never enough money coming in to bring up a 
child. And yet all my friends that have kids say none of that 
matters, you just get on with it, find a way to make things 
work. Well, here I am, up the duff, and I guess you’d say 
this is certainly an unusual position to be having a baby. I 
mean, how many people wind up pregnant after an alien 
abduction?

I don’t want to get into it, I don’t want to brag, but it was 
amazing. Not in a sexual way, although the thought of it 
does turn me on a little. Is that wrong? Whatever. It’s not 
important.  What is important is the fact I have a baby on 
the way. Sure, it’s scary. What if it has two heads or leopard 
skin? You know what? I don’t care. It’ll be mine. Mine. And 
if everyone else hates it, rails against it/him/her/they, then 
they’ll have me to deal with. If you try to hurt my child, 
I WILL KILL YOU. Snake-skinned, web-footed creature 
that it may be, I will protect my child. And I plan to keep 
it, the baby. No scientist is gonna take my kid away from 
me. That’s why I had to go public, why I’ve had to face the 
daily ridicule and the humiliation of the press, the public. 
I mean, sure, they all thought I was crazy at first, but then 
when I started showing, after the tests, well, then I became 
a phenomenon, a celebrity. And that makes it harder for 
them to get me. There’s no way some black-ops team can 
just whisk me away to a secret lab and cut me to pieces now. 
I’m too high profile, too much in the public eye. Really. 
Way too much. It’s actually pretty disgusting. Not just the 
way they hound you all the time, the way they follow you 
everywhere and root through your bins, but the way they 
make you look, and the words they use. I got papped again 
the other day. “Got Milk?” was the headline on the cover 
of the Enquirer, my once flat chest now lactating down the 

front of my shirt, varicose veins showing on my swollen 
ankles in yet another unflattering picture as I unload 
diapers from the trunk of my car in preparation for my 
baby’s arrival. It’s so degrading. But you gotta do what you 
gotta do right? I take the hit so my baby can stay safe.

My mother doesn’t understand of course. How can she? 
It goes against everything she believes in. Maybe if I’d said 
it was some sort of “immaculate conception” she’d have 
gone along with it. But I didn’t. I told her the truth. I tried 
to explain to her that this child will be really special. But 
she wasn’t having any of it. She pleaded for me to have an 
abortion. I left the house. And I haven’t seen her since. 
She hasn’t called me and neither have my brothers. I am 
outcast, a pariah.

So I’m on my own, and I deal with the shame and 
embarrassment of my very public situation for the sake 
of my child. I stay alert and watchful. I’m probably more 
than a little paranoid. I fear they may try to fake my death 
and take me somewhere to conduct hideous experiments 
on me and the baby that grows inside. I’ve hired security. 
Big hard, eastern European men that cost a small fortune 
to hire, paid for by the exclusives I gave to the vomitus 
national and international press. So I hope we’re safe for 
now. I will do whatever it takes to fend off those who mean 
us harm.

I’ve hired my own medical team too. Though god knows 
what the birth will be like. Painful, I imagine. But then, isn’t 
it always? And it’ll be worth it, to bring a new life into this 
world. Hell, a new species. Maybe it’ll be the beginning of 
a new super-race. Maybe my baby will be a god. Or maybe 
the father of my child will whisk us both away to another 
galaxy to start a new life where we’ll be safe, away from the 
paparazzi and the CIA and the religious nut-nuts.

I do think about him, about that night. The fakers, the 
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crackpots, the conspiracy theorists, always claim that alien 
abductions are violent, violating experiences, but that’s 
not how I remember it. His touch was tender, my alien 
lover from another galaxy. Even the needle he pushed 
inside my belly button, the injection of the two individual 
brightly coloured, jelly-like fluids, was done with a care 
and gentle affection no human has ever shown me before. 
And he had such big eyes. Like frozen ponds of black ice 
that swallowed my mind whole, drowning my night-time 
terrors. 

When I awoke I knew there was a new life inside me. And 
I wasn’t afraid. Not of the birth. Not of my baby. But I was 
frightened about what the scientists and the politicians 
might want to do with my child. And so I made a plan. I 
went public. And now everyone knows. Even the doubters 
believe. I am having a child borne of an interstellar 
coupling. Just read the headlines:
“Pregnant man to give birth to baby spawned by alien 
lover!”

End
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Horror
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Artwork: Heedong Kim
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Unscouted 
Territory
John Adams

“Slow down a sec, Davey,” Henry said, trying to pass off his 
panting as a chuckle. He wiggled his flashlight beam to get 
the boy’s attention. 

Davey calmly stopped and turned. It was past midnight, 
and they were on their way back to camp from Davey’s 
third visit to the “pee tree.” Henry saw the boy’s face in 
the moonlight, lips closed, head cocked, not exactly 
disinterested, but not exactly curious either. 

“Just...” Henry struggled for words. He patted his chest 
twice and said, “The old ticker.” He was always careful with 
what he said around his scouts; kids today spooked easily. 
So far on the retreat, they’d been scared of spiderwebs, 
getting wet, branches that looked like snakes, an actual 
snake, and owl hoots. As scoutmaster, it was Henry’s job to 
not only help them stay safe but help them feel safe. 

Truth was, most of the boys—Davey especially—reminded 
Henry of himself at their age. He’d been quiet, too. ‘Timid,’ 
Scoutmaster Rick always called it. Rick had had a soft spot 
for Henry, palming him extra marshmallows around the 
campfire, giving him hints during nature quizzes.

The other boys hadn’t liked that. Not at all. 

Kids today were so well-behaved. Not like the shits Henry 
grew up with. 

One retreat, when Henry was Davey’s age, the other boys 
rubbed poison oak inside Scoutmaster Rick’s uniform, 
despite his allergies. Maybe because of his allergies. Rick 
barreled into the lake, screaming as the dirty water brought 
more agony, making everyone laugh. Everyone except 
Henry, of course. Henry just stood there, head cocked. 
Watching.

Much like Davey was watching Henry himself now.

Henry felt a trickle of sweat on his temple, despite the 

chilly night. He inhaled, but breath wouldn’t come. There 
was tightness in his chest, like hands pushing against him. 
He flashed to that day last year. The tumble at work. The 
joking to his coworkers that he was fine. The doctors 
cutting into his chest an hour later.

“Davey,” Henry whispered, stumbling. He dropped the 
flashlight. 

Davey just stared. 

An owl called. It didn’t faze the boy this time.

“Davey,” Henry repeated. He’d somehow fallen to his 
knees. “Go... to camp. My backpack... my nitrates. My pills.” 
He reached out, tried to grab Davey’s hand, to show him 
how serious this was. 

But Davey was just out of reach. 

And Davey wasn’t moving. 

Davey continued to stare at Henry, his face barely visible 
in the moonlight.

“Guys!” Henry croaked out. He tried to climb to his feet 
but instead fell back onto rough earth. “Guys, help!”

And for the love of God, it worked! The boys, his boys, his 
well-behaved Troop 4817, came. There were eleven boys 
in the troop. Eleven boys to get his pills. Eleven boys who’d 
earned CPR merit badges. Eleven boys who could save his 
life.

All eleven just stood there, heads cocked, neither 
disinterested nor curious. 

Henry stared at them, his eyes blurring. He didn’t hear a 
sound. Not even the owls.
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Man Sitting at the Back of a Bus
Richard LeDue 

I’ll take the blame for our neighbour, but not for the cat. 
That was Nick. He was driving and was in such a panic 
that he didn’t even hear the squeal. We cleaned it up with 
a snow shovel and garbage bag when we got back. Since 
we had already murdered its owner, no one cared. I can’t 
complain because Nick helped me with the neighbour’s 
body without questioning a single detail. This was our 
fourth killing, well my fourth because Nick was more of 
an accomplice. 

 Before going any further, I want to be clear that I 
only agreed to this because you offered money. I plan on 
getting out of here at some point and need some sort of 
income to start over. What do you mean Nick agreed to 
less money? Well, we had different lawyers anyway. Where 
was I? 

 Our neighbour had started knocking on our door 
at midnight, asking us to turn down our music. I know 
he worked a nine to five job, but I didn’t really care. We 
were surviving on whatever we stole from our victims. 
Unfortunately, most people don’t keep cash around 
their houses like they used to, and a corpse can’t divulge 
a PIN number for a bank account. I couldn’t wait to see 
what treasures awaited us in our neighbour’s house. He 
collected vintage records, so there was a chance we might 
be able to take a few months off. I was wrong about that. We 
only found enough to keep us fed for about a month.

 None of the murders were terribly personal, which 
we thought was a good way to keep the police off our trail. 
Patterns were dangerous. Even with our neighbour, he just 
was in the wrong place at the wrong time. We were running 
out of money and then he started to complain about our 
music. After the third time, we decided he was as good a 
victim as any middle classed person. You got to understand 
that the rich are awfully hard to murder because they’re 
naturally afraid of people who smell or look of poverty. My 
jeans were ripped, but not by a brilliant fashion designer, 

so someone of wealth knew not to look me in the eye and 
not to linger in my presence. However, those in the middle 
class, thought me just an eccentric who liked heavy metal. 

 Our problem was after the fourth murder, we 
thought we were experts on death. Well, we had gotten rid 
of four bodies and the police never questioned us, even 
about the neighbour. They were too busy looking for a 
motive, which was the mirage that kept us safe. We were 
smart that we only took the five most valuable records 
from our neighbour’s and a few other trinkets that would 
not be missed by anyone who didn’t live there. 

 Wait, what? What do you mean Nick said I was 
just the accomplice? Did he at least admit to killing the cat? 
Double my rate for this, and I’ll tell you where we buried 
the bodies. What?! Nick already said the same thing? Well, 
I can tell you where we hid the knives we used. That was 
my job, so Nick can’t give you that information. Name a 
price and we can work from there...



Fantasy
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Talking to Walls
Kyle Tam

At the base of Herriford Castle, deep within the groves and 
past the emerald greens of the forest, Naraia leaned back 
against its solid battlements and closed her eyes. She could 
feel its surface, the stones had been worn down by time 
and the elements until they were pitted with grooves that 
scratched the skin raw. They were cold with the slick chill 
of first rain, almost without life save the smallest flicker of 
consciousness tangible only to Mother’s first children. But 
still, even the spark was enough. 

“Can you hear me, elder?”

There was a great silence at her question, filled only with 
the dripping of water against the wall. For a second, Naraia 
wondered if she had been wrong after all. It must have 
been at least a hundred, if not two hundred, years since 
there had been a call to arms. Perhaps the spirit of the stone 
had gone to sleep for good, nestled as they were within the 
chains of man. Then, in a voice of grating rock on rock 
scratching at the senses, the wall spoke. 

“WHO SUMMONS ME? ARE WE UNDER ATTACK?”

“Y-Yes!” The sudden outburst was enough to make Naraia 
jump backwards, before peering at the surface she had just 
been lying against. To the average observer, one whose 
eyes were made for the light of summertime, it was merely 
a pitted wall overgrown with ivy and worn away by time. 
But to Mother’s dearest children, those who paid heed 
to the whispering calls of the springtime and could pick 
out the stars hidden behind the thick cover of night, one 
could see the faintest outlines of a face’s features embedded 
into the castle’s foundations. If Naraia looked closer she 
could see the eyes and brow wrinkled together into a 
ledge and crowned with a bird’s nest, the chalk curve of a 
mouth drawn beneath a nose made from crudely carved 
perforations in the limestone. Her elder. Her ally.

“VERY WELL,” boomed the voice with gusto, the chalk 
frown curving upwards in a show of delight. In him was 
the spirit of the stones, the wisdom of age and the  “SHOW 
ME WHERE THE ENEMY IS!”

“Of course!” With all the decorum she could muster, Naraia 
pointed upwards towards the gleaming parapets overhead. 
Safely tucked away within the looming towers were the 
enemy, dining on goose liver and forging themselves 

on wine. They who reaped all the benefits of the natural 
world while it became ash and dust in their wake. “They’re 
in there!”

“... I DO NOT UNDERSTAND.” The voice became 
muffled, muted by the lack of understanding. It wasn’t the 
reaction Naraia had hoped for, nor was it anything close 
to what she had been expecting. A call against the humans 
was something that always galvanised the Sidhe and fae, 
no matter whether Seelie nor Unseelie. Brownies, dryads, 
hobgoblins, and even the inscrutable naiads and dryads 
would fight shoulder to shoulder in defence of the Mother’s 
blessings if it was against humans. It was a natural thing.

“It is mankind, elder, in the towers they chiselled from 
your body. Every day they send more and more to raze the 
forests and burn the land to fuel their insatiable need to 
grow.“ Even talking about their crimes was enough to make 
Naraia liable to burst into tears. How many of her sisters 
had been consumed in their hungry blazes? How many of 
her brothers had been shattered into pieces, just like this 
elder, consigned to lives trapped within human defences? 
“We must fight now, chase them out before any further 
harm can be done.”

“... THIS IS MY DUTY. TO PROTECT THEM.” Once 
again there was that plaintive whine, and it took a few brief 
moments for Naraia to realize it was not resignation but 
petulance. An actual complaint. The voice rumbled to life 
again, stone grating on stone and threatening to shatter 
her eardrums. “I AM THE STANDING STONES THAT 
REPEL ARROWS AND SHATTER SWORDS. I AM 
THE FIRMAMENT THAT BEATS BACK INVADERS. 
I AM THE ETERNAL SHIELD.”

With each cry the stones had rumbled a little more, shifting 
further and further out of place, the chalk line splitting 
and walls ever crumbling. It would be an easy enough 
thing to shift the unnatural, to make water flow within 
the cement and loosen its hold, but for what? To release a 
spirit pleased with its place, imprisoned in order to protect 
the interests of those dining on the shattered remains of 
his soul. To provide some measure of assistance to one that 
didn’t want to be helped. So instead Naraia walked away 
and reminded herself not to look backwards. There was 
nothing there for her now. Only the remnants of a spirit’s 
pride, scattered in the wind.
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Unseen Targets
Narayani Garg

The challenge they’d been given was simple. So simple that 
the youngest of the five assassins, Raya, had to take a step 
back to reevaluate her life choices. 

Her skills as a sorceress were unparalleled. It was why she 
was chosen to participate. To be a new Raven, a member of 
the queendom’s court of assassins - a loyal group defending 
the crown. No one had been selected in nearly ten years. 
Becoming a Raven was the highest position a peasant like 
her could rise to.

But this test was far beneath her. Kill a lesser prince in a 
neighbouring, defenseless little kingdom known for their 
blundering royals, despite their fortress-like castle. If the 
Ravens worked at this level, Raya’s efforts were better spent 
as a mercenary. 

Still, it was a prestigious position and one she intended to 
win.

***

The first assassin entered in the melee that started the 
younger prince’s birthday week celebrations. The royal 
sons - neither of whom were born with a sword in hand – 
didn’t participate, but Raya assumed the assassin hoped to 
be the champion and gain access to the castle. 

And win, he did. The victor of the tournament. The 
youngest prince, all bright-eyed, had stared at him in awe. 
Raya imagined his promised sword-lessons would give the 
assassin the perfect opportunity.

It was too bad poison filled the assassin’s goblet. 

***

The second setup was more elaborate. The next assassin 
arranged for himself to be Head Cook for the tournament 
feasts. A skilled potion-brewer, the death of the prince 
would have been guaranteed, had he drunk the right 
goblet. As it was, the sudden heart attack of a champion 
swordmaster was hailed a sad but random, incident. 

The celebrations continued with a dinner the next night, 
in honour of the younger prince. Both he and his brother 
looked spirited and light-hearted when they took their 
place at the High Table. 

It was the Head Cook’s job to serve the nobles. But he was 
nowhere to be seen, not five minutes into the dinner. 
The servant who had to clean up the spilt goblet behind 
the High Table chalked it up to the crown prince’s clumsy 
nature.

***

Raya was not the only sorceress in the competition. The 
third assassin wasn’t nearly as well-known as her, of course, 
and her magic was less refined. When her spell went wide 
and shrunk the cook to death, she had to wait for a new 
opportunity. 

It came the next day, at a fair set up for the princes. Various 
sellers set up their stalls, hoping to sell enough to survive 
the winter. The brothers were together, scouring the 
booths for trinkets. 

Strangely enough, they found an unmanned one full 
of pendants at the end. With no owner, they simply had 
some servants close it up to prevent looters. The servants 
noticed blood staining the grass and decided the owner 
had left to seek medical help.  

***

Archers were more dangerous than credited for, in Raya’s 
opinion. Their weapon made them patient and watchful. 
The fourth assassin exemplified that. Only on the day 
of the fair did she make her move. Unfortunately, her 
poisoned arrow flew false, hitting some pendant stall. 

She got her second chance soon after. The princes were 
known to enjoy picnics, and that night, the royal family 
went to the cliffs for the sunset. There were plenty of large 
trees around. Perfect ones for perches. 

Unfortunately, the archer happened to choose a branch 
that snapped, sending her tumbling down the cliff. 

***

Raya always preferred simple magics, however powerful 
she was. The switching of goblets, for instance. Or the 
slight nudging of the wind to redirect a target. She was 
especially in tune with plants. Like trees. 
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It was why she was warned of the older prince’s approach. 
The trees around her went quiet, both respectful of her 
power and unwilling to harm their kind prince. 

It was later she realized there was an ounce of fear in their 
frozen trunks. 

“Your queen’s latest batch has proven quite disappointing,” 
he greeted. “A swordmaster, a potion brewer, an archer, 
and a sorceress.” In the pause, Raya considered the stories 
of the naive prince. Or were they about the impenetrable 
fortress? Where no spy has ever managed to infiltrate. “And 
you, a palace maid.” 

It was said snidely, at odds with the genial smile gracing his 
face. The sorceress, for all her intelligence, was also proud 
of her power. “Not quite.” 

“Oh, I know. There’s always one of you. Cautious and 
observant. Always doing my job for me.” Later, when Raya 
would report to her Queen of their neighbour’s deceit, 
she’d remember the shadows dancing across a playful 
smile. “I like you better than most. Turning the assassin’s 
attempts against each other. Usually, I kill the last standing. 
Today, I will not. Go. Take your failure back to your Queen 
as a token of another failed competition.” 

***

The wind that followed his message was unnatural, she 
explained to the Queen. As a powerful sorceress, she knew 
this. The prince only played the part of a blundering fool. 
Neither the Queen nor any of the Ravens looked surprised.
Her Queen still accepted Raya as a Raven, as a symbol of 
her surviving the Dark Prince. 

The next year, it would be Raya, on the Queen’s behalf, 
who would send out a new set of five assassins, wondering 
if the younger prince had joined his older brother’s game.
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Swordplay
Neil Willcox

Quintilius had warned him. It had been Gaius’ first day in 
the armoury, and he was staring up at Frostbiter, a blued-
steel blade shining with ice crystals.

 “You can do almost anything in this job,” Quintilius had 
said. “So long as most of the soldiers get a weapon and some 
armour when the captains send for them. A bit of rust, a 
blunt edge, nicks and chips. Who cares? Half of them never 
come back, left for dead or maimed no matter the quality of 
their gear. But here’s something you must remember. Never 
put two magic swords in the same room.”

Gaius was just a tiny lad and he had looked up at the old 
armourer’s long moustaches and asked, “Why?”

Quintilius had stared for a time, perhaps trying to parse if 
this was insolence or curiosity. Deciding on the latter he 
had said, “Because they will fight each other and the gods 
help anyone who gets between them.”

Forty years had gone by and he still remembered. Now he 
was the chief armourer and he was the one who gave the 
speech. Or so he thought.

“Didn’t I tell you? Didn’t I say?” He paused, interrupted by 
a crash from the other side of the door, a scream of metal 
tearing. “Never put two magic swords together. They 
always fight!”

Aulus stared down at his shoes. “Sorry,” he muttered, head 
hidden under a too-large helmet. “Forgot.”

He was starting to regret taking all of old Quintilius’ advice 
so literally. The straps of his breastplate sagged, the mail 
was patched with rings of different sizes in a dozen places 
and his full-face helm had a large dent. He had cut a hole in 
the padding there so it would sit properly on the head. Now 
he was thinking he ought to have made a more complete 
repair. Or better still, got a replacement.

There was another smashing sound. He winced. “Which 
of them is it?”

“The long one, Sickle-Skewer, and, um, The Vortex Blade.”
He winced. Sickle-Skewer was the notorious murder blade 
of Count Marcus the Mankiller and The Vortex Blade 
had taken a hundred heads on a score of battlefields. Of 
course, it was the two deadliest weapons that had been put 
together, ready for the inventory. Of course.

He looked behind him at the makeshift group; beardless 
boys, stiff veterans, and Quintilia, the old armourer’s 
granddaughter who always seemed to be judging him. All 
kitted out in motley protection. The noise had quietened 
down. He hefted the enormous siege shield and unbolted 
the door.

The stone slabs on the floor were deeply scarred and the 
brick walls scratched and scraped. Racks and tables had 
been smashed into splinters. In the middle was a pile of 
broken steel fragments, sharp edges pointing out in all 
direction. The Vortex Blade, glowing a hideous green, 
stood upright between the heap and the door. It moved 
slightly, menacingly.

“Oh gods,” he said, as a slippery metallic egg slid down 
from Sickle-Skewer’s hilt into the nest of broken blades. 
“Oh gods, that wasn’t them fighting at all.”
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Fetch Her Egg
Joshua Kepreotis

Every year a young girl of 20 was taken. No one knew 
who it was, or why, only that it happened, and they never 
returned. So, with them, the story went. I’m telling you 
what I know, and how I became involved. 
Ms Fetcher had escaped such a fate when she was that 
age. Though she knew one day she would have a daughter, 
and not the means to escape the town she would have to 
raise her in. A farmer’s daughter, she married a travelling 
salesman who would be no help to her in this way.
So, in preparation, she fashioned together an egg for every 
man in town. For years, she collected the empty shells from 
breakfast, hiding them from her husband, for she could not 
be sure he was trustworthy. Slowly, slowly, she moulded 
them together to create big goose eggs, smoothing the 
sides to look brand new – not before placing something 
inside. 
This is where I came into it. I was made around the 50th 
egg. 50 or 51, I can’t be sure. My field of vision is limited. 
But she had us stored in a barn at the back of her property, 
in a bed of hay. It was quite comfortable. One by one she 
plucked us out of the enclosure, none the wiser as to what 
happened to our brethren. 
When it was my turn, she arrived dressed as a witch. She 
had wispy hair that looked like straw, a constant frown, 
and an upturned broomstick to lead the way. We walked 
together. I was in a bag she carried. She had drinks with a 
man, his name unknown, and gave me away in exchange 
for money – and a promise: that I only be opened at the 
closest possible time to his demise. I was, she said, a last 
resort. However, if I was opened by him before that, the 
spell would not last and the magic inside rendered useless.
One catch, she added, it must never be spoken of to anyone 
else in the town. The man agreed, bloodthirsty with greed 
– and immortality. Ms fetcher knew they would never tell, 
fearing the loss of power. And they never learnt that every 
man in the village had an egg.
 
When her daughter, Isla, was born and reached an age the 
girl-killer would come, disguised as a friend, she prepared 
her daughter about it. Ms Fetcher told Isla that if she was to 
one day wake up in a strange house to look for one of her 
large eggs.
Well, I was that egg. It was I who found myself inside the 
house of the murderer – thank you Ms Fetcher – witnessing 
his horridness, and not able to say anything. Nor move, for 

I had no arms and legs. Again, thank you, maker. 
I watched as girl after girl entered. He had drugged them 
somehow and when they woke on the floor, given keys to 
all the doors and told not to open the smallest one, they 
always ended up, well, dead. He had tricked them, you see. 
The door he told them not to open was, in fact, the front 
door. It was disguised to look like a closet. 
There was another door which had artificial light coming 
from underneath during the day, and moonlight at night. 
They would, inevitably, go straight for that one, and 
freedom. What appeared to lead outside was instead an 
opening to their own gravesite. Bodies of the previous girls 
had been chopped up and dumped inside.
It was horrible. Their screams alerted him, and he would 
add to his macabre collection. I tried to sway myself off the 
ledge of the mantlepiece, where he often had me, to end it. 
I was being tortured too. I yelled, but it rebounded within 
my shell. 
It remained that way until Ms Fetcher’s daughter, Isla, 
was brought in and dumped on the floor in front of me. 
She woke, distressed, like the rest of them, her dark hair 
sprawled out in front of her like seaweed. Just like my 
maker’s. She composed herself and realised where she was. 
She scanned the room and found me. I saw a smile form at 
the side of her mouth.
He gave her the usual speech. She nodded, placated him, 
thanked him for his trouble. He was taken aback, and I saw 
hope in his colourless eyes. Perhaps she could be different, 
he thought. Satiate his desires and needs. Would that stop 
him? No one knows. 
When he left, Isla came my way and went about taking 
me apart, using a knife she took from the kitchen. She 
placed each of my sections out in front of her and removed 
a device I had not known was in me. She connected two 
wires, clicked things into place and then put me back 
together. Her hands as dexterous as her mother’s. A family 
gift.
Instead of going towards the door that looked like the front 
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door, the girl, brazen and on a mission, went towards the 
dark closet door he told her not to open. She used the key 
and opened it, finding her way outside. I suspect, now, that 
she had wanted to bring the bodies of the other girls back 
with her so that their families could have proper burials. 
Nonetheless, she was out, and I was happy for her. Run, 
Isla, and say hello to my maker for me. But she didn’t run. 
She came back inside. What are you doing? I tried to call 
out. Why? Leave. Don’t be stupid. Or heroic. Get out!
She stayed and he returned, and all hope for her slipped 
away. He rejoiced that she had not opened any door and 
claimed her as his wife. He took the key from her, and with 
it, her chances of escaping. 
Isla Fetcher asked her husband-to-be for one pre-wedding 
favour. Why of course, he said. To build me a garden fit for 
our celebration, she said. He thought that was a great idea. 
We would need dirt, she added, and he agreed.

The wedding day was upon us and Isla had been at the 
house for 6 months. They decided the garden was to be 
made near the woods, a healthy piece of land that was also 
a safe distance away from the house.
She had worked out that if the door to the outside was 
indeed the forbidden door, then the door that looked 
like it led outside must be the forbidden room – with the 
bodies. She was right. When she went inside, she saw he 
had them chopped into pieces. She was indeed living with 
the girl-murderer. Isla gathered each part of every girl and 
used the large dirtbags to hide them in.
Day by day she hid a few body parts into a bag and left it 
by the front door. He took it, flung it over his shoulder and 
dumped it into their new garden. He was so smitten by her 
that he didn’t notice that while he was planting seeds, he 
was also burying the girls he had killed.

On the day before her wedding, she had him carry herself 
outside with the final bag of dirt. I don’t know how she 
escaped without him seeing her, but I bet it had to do with 
the kitchen knife she took the first day.
When everyone from the village had gathered outside 
the house, and she was nowhere to be seen, I knew her 
plan had come to fruition. All the complicit villagers who 
had known of his evil were invited. I saw her mother 
encouraging everyone to go inside, as though she had 
planned the marriage herself.
But where is the bride, he asked? Isla had insisted they sleep 
in separate rooms until the wedding day, never sharing a 
bed. The prize is worth the wait, she said. He asked around 
and no one had seen her. They all flooded into the house 
together. He searched each room, each room but one.
I can still see Isla walking away from the house and to the 
garden with Ms Fetcher. It makes me smile. I see the gadget 

in her hand and her thumb at the ready. Mother and 
daughter exchange a nod and daughter presses the button. 
It triggered the moment we, inside, were obliterated.
Or, this is how I imagine it went, for all I saw was his face 
near mine, ready to break me open, desperately clinging 
on. It was the face of death. A face he was familiar with.
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The Cowboy’s Curse
John Adams

Today was the day.
Lannie didn’t keep no calendar. Didn’t have no call to, 
ridin’ around on his lonesome from town to town, rustlin’ 
up work when he could and trouble when he couldn’t. 
Heck, most times, he didn’t even know what day of the 
week it was, ‘less he passed folks dressed in their Sunday 
best.
But he knew what today was. The day Pappy always warned 
him about. The day of the curse.
The curse ensnared the Lannington men hard. 
Brutally.
Relentlessly.
Senselessly. 
It got Pappy this day in ‘65. Uncle McKenna in ‘82. Lannie’s 
brother Tiller in ’91. Each on the same day. Each during 
their 26th year.
Lannie reckoned he was 26 by now. 
He also reckoned he could shake this dang curse the way 
he’d shaken every other responsibility in life.
What he hadn’t reckoned was that he’d take a hostage in 
the process. But there he stood, pistol trained on the ugliest 
gal he ever saw. ‘Course, she weren’t no innocent neither. 
She’d already stabbed him. Spit on him. Cussed him out.  
Lannie admired her spirit. And that were the problem.

—

Lannie’d meant to hop a train to Dodge. Squirreled away 
in some boxcar, far from other folks, he thought he’d have a 
chance against the curse. After all, it were just one day. Just 
twenty-four hours. He could ride it out by ridin’ it out. 
But, like most things in Lannie’s life, what he meant to 
happen weren’t what actually happened. He’d gotten 
distracted, dawdlin’ out teary goodbyes to Captain. 
Foolish, but tanglin’ that dang horse into this curse 
wouldn’t be no good. For neither of ‘em. Lannie tied up his 
old and only friend outside town, trotted toward the train 
tracks, trotted back to give Captain another sloppy hug, 
and promptly missed the train. 
By that point, the size of the moon in the sky told Lannie it 
was past midnight. Curse day. He’d raced into yonder town. 
Pantin’ and sore-legged, he busted into the first building 
he saw. He flicked a matchstick, lit his lantern, and took a 
gander. 
Books.

Books.
More books.
“Dang library,” he muttered. 
Still, as hideouts went, it could’ve been a might worse. He 
barricaded the single door with bookcases and reckoned 
he could keep that fancy window in view without too 
much bother. All in all, this weren’t such a bad place to 
protect yourself...
...As was evidenced when he turned and nicked himself on 
the woman’s rusty knife.  
“Don’t move, cowboy.” Her voice was tight. The gob of spit 
she lodged at him, not so much. 
“I don’t want trouble,” Lannie said, wiping his cheek. 
“Just borrowing a book?” She was teasin’ him. Amused. 
Almost flirtin’. Lannie didn’t like it. Especially today.
He drew his pistol before she could crack another joke. 
“I just need a place to hole up, lady. Twenty-four hours. 
When the clock hits midnight, I’ll skedaddle.”
She didn’t look a-feared. She didn’t quiver or quaver none. 
But she also didn’t look stupid. It was the middle of the 
night. She was a woman with a knife. He was a man with a 
gun. He weren’t goin’ nowhere. And neither was she.
The hostage sighed, more annoyed than anything, and 
tossed him her knife. “Coffee?” she asked, only maybe she 
weren’t askin’. 

—

His hostage’s name was Ellery. She was a plains librarian, 
ridin’ around on her lonesome from town to town, 
bringin’ folks books and a sour attitude. Her beige blouse 
was pungent, her coffee was worse, and her language was 
worse still. But they made the most of their day. Gruntin’. 
Talkin’. Even laughin’ once. Almost. Maybe.
The curse finally struck around midday. 
Lannie was watchin’ out the window when Ellery brushed 
against him. His grubby hands, previously untouched by 
any woman, twitched. He looked at her, thinkin’ what it 
would be like. To have someone. To have her. She weren’t 
so ugly.
That was all it took. Lannie saw a flash through the 
window and had just enough time to wonder if it were his 
imagination before he felt it. The arrow didn’t make no 
sound. It didn’t shatter the window. It didn’t break Lannie’s 
skin. 
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But it pierced Lannie’s heart, nonetheless. A whimper 
escaped his throat. He turned to Ellery and fell instantly. 
Brutally. 
Relentlessly. 
Senselessly.
In love. 
Just like Pappy on Valentine’s Day ’65. Uncle McKenna on 
Valentine’s Day ‘82. Tiller on Valentine’s Day ’91. 
Cupid’s curse ensnared the Lannington men hard. Lannie 
himself? He weren’t no exception.  

This story originally appeared in SERIAL Magazine. 
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Malkin is Missing
Dave Idisanie

Late August, the day of Prince Harry’s coronation. They 
had made it a public holiday, but the curfew meant there 
would be no street parties. Most people weren’t in the 
mood to go out anyway, but Laura had put up trestle tables 
in her garden and there was some bunting tied along the 
fence that made it seem like the old days.

She walked back into the house and picked up a bowl of 
potato salad for the grown-ups and then a giant packet of 
Pringles for the children. Inside, the house was cool and 
dark: another power cut. Ellie was crouched over a phone 
uploading screen grabs of the live feed for her friends. 
Max, who was too young to understand what was going 
on, looked on with awe as his older sister’s fingers flashed 
over the buttons.

Laura tried to remember if she had been at all interested in 
the news at Ellie’s age. Perhaps it wasn’t so much the news, 
as getting first on a trend that she and her friends were 
always watching for. In fact, Ellie probably knew more 
than she did about what was going on in that mysterious 
digital world that seemed to spread and engulf more and 
more of real life.

“Max, Ellie, we need to get things ready”. Reluctantly, they 
stirred themselves and, following her direction, began to 
lay up the table.

“What are we having to drink?” asked Ellie cautiously. 
There was an intermittent ban on fizzy drinks, depending 
on which parents were coming.

“It’s lemonade. Don’t you remember my love, you helped 
me squeeze all those lemons yesterday.” said Laura.
“Home-made lemonade!” shouted Max, running excitedly 
towards the house. “Home-made lemonade, home-made 
lemonade.”

The Greens had been out of power for a year now, but there 
were still power cuts, so they were keeping the drinks cold 
in the larder. With great ceremony, Ellie brought the jug 
out and placed it on the table with the other food. By now, 
neighbours were starting to drift in through the open front 
door bearing trays of foil-wrapped samosas, chipolatas, 
and family packs of crisps. The ones with children were 
known to her; the others were strangers. They stood 
awkwardly a few feet from each other, while Max and Ellie 

played a game of chase between them. The conversation 
was always the news of the day. Someone mentioned 
the removal of the Green government, but most people 
wanted to avoid politics and were happy just to talk about 
Harry’s sudden return from California and what it would 
be like to have a bachelor king. No one mentioned the 
army’s role in his coronation.

Laura was chatting to a local mum, Kath Miller, when Max 
came up to them.

“Malkin is going to miss the party. Is he ever going to come 
back?” His bottom lip was trembling, and it was obvious 
that there was going to be a scene before long.

‘Who is Malkin and why is he missing the party?’ asked Mrs 
Miller. She was a big woman with an air of unstoppable, 
calm confidence which drew children to her.

“It’s not a person, he’s our cat,” said Laura with a nervous 
laugh. “He has been missing for two days now. With all that 
has been going on, I haven’t known what to do about it, 
but the children are very upset.”

“We’ll have Malkin back before you can say knife,” said 
Mrs Miller. “Me and Max are going to organise a search 
party, aren’t we Max? He probably went to the coronation 
and got lost.”

“Malkin has gone to meet the king,” said Max, smiling at 
last.

“Yes, that’s right,” said Mrs Miller. “He’ll be coming back 
any moment now. We’ll put up signs and we’ll call his 
name and, if we all look together, he’ll hear us calling and 
come out and say hello. That will be nice, won’t it? We’ll 
be walking along and Malkin will jump out and say hello.” 
Max nodded his head. That would be the nicest thing he 
could imagine.

Soon, with a bit of emotional blackmail, Mrs Miller was 
rounding up all the adults into a Malkin search posse. The 
party was winding down anyway, and it was a relief to feel 
they were doing something at last, even if it was only to 
help a small boy find his cat.
“Right everybody, are we all set? We’re off to find Malkin.”
There was a cheer, and then people were heading for the 
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door, picking up missing shoes and lost children along the 
way.

When they got outside the house, they spread out in a 
thin line across the road. Ellie’s friends were going down 
the pavements on either side pinning up photos, which, 
mysteriously, they had already downloaded and printed 
out.

“If Malkin sees the sign, he’s going to come home,” said 
Max who seemed confused by who they were intended for.
Up ahead, there was another of the new army roadblocks. 
A jeep was parked across the road and blocked their 
entrance to the Broadway. The adults slowed, unsure if 
they could go on, but Max ran forward, pleased to see 
some more possible helpers.

“Have you seen my cat? He’s called Malkin.”

The soldiers seemed uncertain of how to react.

“Have you seen a cat, lads?” said the sergeant. He had a soft 
Northern accent. “Little boy has lost his cat.” There was an 
awkward silence.

“Is that your mam there?” Max nodded. “Tell her to take 
you home. It’s not safe to be out today”.

“Mum, what is that man doing.” Max was pointing behind 
the soldiers and Laura saw suddenly that in the middle of 
the road, a man was lying, sprawled face down. He was 
wearing a box-fresh pair of trainers, but his leg was at an 
odd angle and on his top half, his t-shirt was torn and 
stained.

“He’s asleep,” said Mrs Miller confidently. “He’s been 
looking all over town for Malkin and now he’s taking a rest.” 
She was turning out to be a fabulous liar. Laura scanned 
Max’s face for any sign of suspicion, but he seemed happy 
not to question the story. After all, thought Laura, it’s no 
more strange than Malkin walking around reading the 
signs on the lamposts.

She gave Mrs Miller a quick smile of complicity. ‘Thanks 
Kath,’ she mouthed.

And now, from behind the barricade, an officer was 
running towards them.

“What are you doing here?” He was shouting. “Clear the 
road, now. Now! NOW!”

With unspoken consent, they just turned and began to 
walk home. The other adults drifted away to their own 
homes along the street so that by the time they got back 
to the house, it was just her and Max and Ellie. She put 
the kettle on and started to tidy up the party things. Then, 
pretty soon, the tea was ready and she brought the pot out 
into the garden with a tray of biscuits and slices of bread 
and jam for the children. The excitement of the expedition 
to find Malkin had cheered them up. Ellie was explaining 
to Max about the signs they had put up and they were 
arguing about whether the cat could read them, or would 
need to be brought back by someone else. The sleeping 
man was all but forgotten. After a bit, the children went 
upstairs to play some games. Laura stayed in the garden till 
the pot was cold and then, just as she was getting up to go, 
here was Malkin himself, high-stepping regally along the 
garden fence, with an air of supreme satisfaction over the 
trouble he had caused. Laura closed her eyes for a moment 
and gave thanks. Thank God, thank God. After all, what 
could an ordinary person do in a crisis except look after 
their own and pray they were safe from harm.
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Turned on a Dime 
Shaurya Arya-Kanojia

It’s funny, maybe even uncanny, how things can turn on a 
dime,
When anguish and agony spawn from moments that are 
meant to be sublime,
It was one such day, when, before the world awoke, in the 
early morning hues
We put on our best suits, our matching ties, and our 
polished shoes.
As the twelve of us, uncles and aunts and teenagers and 
children,
Laughing and cackling, every second a ray of happiness 
so golden,
Started our road trip on the bus, which would take us, to 
where I, this story’s unfortunate protagonist,
Was going to tie the knot to my beloved, my sweetheart, 
my dearest.

As we rolled along, down the main street where the jam 
was stiff and long,
A boy sitting in front of me, who fed on mischief and 
deviltry, and perhaps thought of himself a little too strong,
Found himself agonisingly bored, and maybe was 
inwardly thinking of slashing us with his imaginary 
sword,
Decided to pull a prank whose price, as it turned out, was 
a little more than what I could afford.
He pulled down the window to his side, inhaled deep and 
wide,
Snorted and spat unashamedly, wearing a big smile and 
his face smeared with pride.

The trajectory of the blob of his spit was such, that it fell 
and touched 
The windshield of a ridiculously expensive van driving 
by, and when the driver, whose face was contorted much,
Saw that the blob that sat, which funnily landed in the 
shape of a hat, 
Had come from the bus, in which the twelve of us, sat,
Happy and excited and singing loudly, he started honking 
at us angrily,
And I, who hadn’t seen the boy committing what I would 
say was a felony,
Happened to look over at the driver who, like a turd, was 
flipping me the bird.
And was calling out profanities, in inaudible and 
incomprehensible words.

“Go away,” I cried back because today I didn’t want to take 
a crack
At a cheapskate who was trying to talk smack.
He drove past us but in the next moment our bus,
Screeched and stopped in its tracks, and the passengers 
kicked up a fuss.
I happened to see the man, who until a second ago was 
driving the van
That looked like it belonged to a royal clan,
Was pounding at our bus’s door, with an anger that came 
from his very core,
And I knew, if he were let in, he’d give me one hard punch, 
maybe even four.
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While we feared the worst, the man kept hitting the 
glass door until it burst,
And, after unlocking the door through the hole in the 
glass, entered, but at first
Found himself surprised, and I thought maybe he 
realised,
He stood against a mass of twelve, and he probably felt 
demoralised.
But just then he spotted me, and it seemed all his 
inhibitions broke free,
He came charging forward, the expression on his face 
spelling angry.
Meanwhile, the real perpetrator, the one who’d opened 
up this crater
That boy whose blob sat on the van’s windshield, 
remained seated as a mute spectator.
Enjoying the show I was sure, for in it he must have 
found entertainment galore,
And he didn’t utter a word, and he didn’t say anything 
anymore.

And the driver of the van, once his eyes spotted me, gave 
out a holler,
“You, I’ll get you,” he cried in pained anger, before 
grabbing the collar 
Of my suit, and I was scared, though not of the heavily 
muscled brute
Standing over me, harassing me, his aggression so acute,
But for the creases on my clothes, and I knew then that 
my woes
Wouldn’t end, because my wife, my dearest, would 
inflict on me unimaginable throes
And no matter if she was the bride, she wouldn’t give a 
hoot
Seeing me show up at my wedding in a crumpled, 
tattered suit.

But how could I, for the life of me, explain to him this 
tragedy,
“You spat on my van,” he growled, and I told him he’d 
been wrong to see
Because it wasn’t I who spat, adding that it was a 
shameful, disgraceful act.
That I was the groom for the day, and a nervous one at 
that.
I told him there was no way I was going to corrupt my 
wedding day
With a stupid prank, one that was, in all honesty, 
unexciting, colourless and grey,
He pulled me up to his height, even though I tried to 
resist with all my might,
And barked into my face words that bordered on obscene, 
all right.

The unfairness, the unjust behaviour, finally caused a tear
In my fabric of patience, and it was definitely more than I 
could bear,
And, before the brute could start dragging me along like 
a cart,
I spun him around, and gave him a solid blow to his nose, 
one that he undoubtedly took to his heart
Because, fifteen minutes later, the brute now as 
frightening as a gator,
Had locked me in a cell, and I wondered if this day could 
get any greater.
And that’s how me, your protagonist, now in a mess that 
wasn’t my creation,
Found myself on my wedding day in a police station.
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