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The Third Child 

 

Leila stretched herself out in the hot sun and closed her eyes tightly – so tightly that 

all she could see were round black orbs. She sang to herself, conscious only of the sweet song 

of the birds as they flew high above her. She wished sometimes that she had been born a bird. 

They seemed so happy and free as they swooped down towards her and as they did it seemed 

to Leila that they were calling for her to join them. 

She had climbed long and hard to reach this mountain slope, her favourite place, 

hidden away from everybody. 

Down in her village the Elders were getting ready for the five-yearly gathering which 

involved the entire community. This ceremony, called Umsala, was originally motivated by 

the needs of primitive man to satisfy the Gods. Each member of the community was 

bedecked with a bird mask which, at the end of the ceremony was burnt, because of their 

association with the spirit powers. 

The infants of the village were painted from top to toe in white with red stripes around 

their heads. 

As the sun went down, the ceremony commenced with dancers, who were completely 

covered with feathers, whirling themselves around in and out of the crowds. As the 

drumbeats became louder, they began stamping with their feet and moving their heads up and 

down. There was the strong smell of roasting flesh. Then as the crowd began to join in, 

singing at the same time, the dancers started to writhe their bodies in even more wilder 

gyrations. 

Suddenly, out of one of the long huts that surrounded the village, came an elderly 

woman, carrying a gold tray high above her head, followed by two younger women. Tribal 

warriors appeared and made their way towards the older woman. The leader of the warriors 

took an object from the woman’s tray and started to scream at her hysterically. The woman 

continued to walk towards the centre of the crowd where the Village Chief sat on a raised 

dais covered with tiger skin. He beckoned towards her to sit at his feet with the two younger 

women at her side and then the whole crowd started to sway, intoning at the same time.  
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The warriors then began slowly and purposefully to leave the village and disappear 

into the distance towards the mountain range. 

Meanwhile, Leila, resting peacefully on the slope, had covered herself in palm leaves 

soaked in lotus blossom. She thought to herself that she never wanted to return to the village 

and although she loved her mother and sisters, she had recently felt trapped by the strict rites 

of her tribe. 

And then, suddenly, she became aware of the sounds of other things than those of the 

jungle. A feeling of fear overcame her and she rose quickly from her resting place, climbing 

as quickly as she could down to the village.  

She did not see the warriors approaching with their feathers waving wildly in and 

amongst the undergrowth, until they were almost on top of her.  

She screamed as the warrior leader lunged something at her heart.  

Then as the moon appeared, the crowd welcomed back the warriors to the village. 

Leila was being carried in above the warriors’ heads. Her blood was dripping down over the 

faces and bodies. “Umsala” and then “Umsala” again the crowd chanted. This was the 

fulfilment of the ceremony of the sacrifice of the third child. 

Later, much, much later on, when the embers of the fire were waning, thousands of 

birds flew down from the mountain range circling the remains of the charred body of Leila 

and the sounds of the wailing could be heard from miles around. 

 

 

© Joy Paul 
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Steady As He Goes 

 

Pumpkin-head, pumpkin-head be happy I pray, 

With these surgical skills as I whittle away. 

My scalpel is sharp, I hope that helps? 

I forget the advice of my mentor Phelps. 

But he’s out of the country, hidden away, 

Counting the coins of his pocketed pay. 

So I steady myself with a snifter of schnapps, 

Hoping my errors will finally lapse. 

Gripping your stalk I make an incision. 

God, I hope it’s not a hasty decision! 

My hands are unsteady and deadened with doubt, 

Creating a face, imposing a pout. 

An hour has passed, the deed is done, 

Better results could have come from a gun. 

The job is over and I walk away, 

Leaving behind a classic cliché. 

Surgery and spirits should never be mixed, 

As a face will result, that cannot be fixed. 

 

© Damian Kirstein 
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We Can All Use That Excuse 

 

 

“Why did you do it?” asked the police officer. It was such an obvious answer, why 

did he even bother asking the question? 

*** 

The CCTV footage made the case clear cut. Mark Fane and William Gospeth 

approached my wife on the way to the car park and asked her for her hand bag. You can see 

quite clearly in the black and white video footage played back to the jury that she greeted 

them with a smile and said only one word. According to both Fane and Gospeth that word 

was “Why”. Nothing aggressive not even a simple “No”. Just the word “Why” as if she had 

been puzzled by the question, but more than pleased to help. 

That moment her fate was sealed as Mark Fane put a gun to the left side of her head 

and what appeared to be a thick mist in the grainy black and white video exploded from the 

other side of her head. Her lifeless body plummeted to the ground. The video continued to 

roll in front of a shocked and stunned jury as the two spent much, much longer rifling through 

her possessions and body than they did killing her.  

The world of justice is an odd place now with all sorts of criminals in all sorts of 

situations having rights. Although callous perpetrators with overwhelming evidence, Fane 

and Gospeth have the right to a fair trial. What nobody expected, especially the police, was 

the intervention of experts in neuroscience. 

Several years earlier in America, Professor Sebastian Gladness had started research in 

to the anatomy of evil, why the brains of psychopaths appeared to be so different to those of 

most other people. He was keen for the justice system to treat these people differently. At an 

academic level this sort of made sense, but at a raw emotional level, no sense what so ever. 

Apparently, even before crimes had been committed his research had discovered why 

children later to become criminals behaved badly in the first place.  He discovered that to 

behave these children had to be taught the sort of socially automatic reactions the rest of us 

take for granted. Empathy, compassion, regret, and even guilt. They in a sense had a 

disadvantage or even what could be called a disability. 
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With the latest scanning technology in neuroscience it was possible to understand why 

the serial killer Graeme Swinfen who had murdered seven people, two of whom were 

children felt no remorse. When under police interrogation he genuinely couldn't see what all 

the fuss was about. He was puzzled why they would not just let him go home when he asked.  

When he was shown pictures of people in distress or fear the appropriate part of the brain that 

should react just didn't, just like it wasn't there. 

The wiring of the brain and crime was then further reinforced a year ago with the 

publishing of a paper by Dr Joe Baine. He was dealing with a teacher, Clive Transon, who 

was complaining of headaches while awaiting trial for violently assaulting several students. 

This was a high profile case in the media. The assaults were out of character and colleagues 

jumped to his defence saying how his behaviour had deteriorated very quickly over only a 

few months.   

Dr Baine had discovered a tumour pressing against the limbic system of his brain. 

This was responsible for his behaviour. Once removed he stopped being violent. Sometime 

later his violent behaviour returned, and sure enough so had the tumour. 

This case was a sensation because Clive Transon was cleared of all charges.   

It also appeared after a great deal of research and a very long legal case that Mark 

Fane and William Gospeth's brains are wired that way. They had become a sensation in the 

science community, they could be fixed rather than punished. Professor Sebastian Gladness's 

world could be achieved of treating criminals with medicine and not punishment. 

Pushed by a mischievous media for a comment, to their surprise, I said that I 

supported what was happening and hoped that my wife's death could be a positive thing 

bringing this change forward.  

Now rather than being held in prison, Fane and Gospeth were in the relaxed 

environment of relative luxury in a state-of-the-art hospital, no guards, no security. This same 

relaxed environment encouraged me to meet Fane and Gospeth to see the progress they had 

made. I wasn't convinced as they both appeared to make the staff feel uncomfortable, some 

staff looked positively nervous. 
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The meeting was surreal, I couldn't believe I was just introduced and left in a room 

just talking to them. We sat in low chairs with a coffee table between us. Didn't anybody 

remember why we were here, and the events leading up to this situation? 

I explained I had forgiven them and said I wondered if they felt any remorse for what 

they had done.  They both nonchalantly said no, and explained aloofly that their brains are 

wired that way and they couldn't help themselves. This diagnosis appeared to have given 

them the free reign to behave and do whatever they pleased.  

Once it was clear that we weren't going to be interrupted, Fane and Gospeth started to 

ask questions about how I felt, which at first I thought was concern, but then I realised that 

they were taunting me. Before they shot my wife they were arrogant, but now their arrogance 

had been authorised, justified by our society. 

The reason I was here was because I had written an article in The Guardian saying 

how I had found God, and as part of the healing process I wanted to meet them and forgive 

them. This delights the two of them, but in the wrong way. When I asked if they had read my 

article about finding God they started their taunts again. 

“So where was God? Didn't know he was lost?” Said Fane. 

“There he is behind the sofa!” Taunted Gospeth.  

I didn't doubt for one moment that Professor Sebastian Gladness was correct that their 

brains were wired differently, but it was of little consolation to me.  

I look them square on and said in a dry voice “I haven't found god”, then added, “I 

lied. Even the good guys can lie.” 

I had planned a speech, before I shot them but they felt untouchable, they wouldn't 

believe I would shoot them if I started to talk, and maybe I also thought I wouldn't. So I just 

took the gun out and shot Mark Fane in the throat, and he fell backwards taking the chair with 

him hitting the ground hard. The bullet went through his wind pipe and out through the back 

of his neck severing his spine. I didn't aim like that. He was just the closest, so I shot in his 

direction first. I assumed that would have killed him, but the police officer said he was still 

alive. So he must have lain on the floor choking on his blood watching, as William Gospeth 

ran to the back of the room desperately twisting the door knob and pushing the door to get 

away to no avail. Then to his relief finally realising the door opened outwards. That very brief 



8 
 

relief, before he fell to the floor crying as he realised he had just opened the door to a 

cupboard. I don't know how many times I shot him, but I was told by the officer that the gun 

was empty when they took it out of my hand. 

*** 

The police officer asked again. “Why did you do it?”          

This time I looked at him and replied, “I couldn't help myself. I had an uncontrollable 

and overwhelming urge for revenge. You see, my brain is just wired that way.” 

 

© Dave Bentley 
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Caught In the Eyes of An Angel 

 

Caught in the eyes of an Angel… 

This life so slow; 

So boring, so no 

I wouldn’t like to tell you of mine. 

I travel, I work, 

I strive and I toil 

But still no interest do I find. 

Do not get me wrong 

There’s damsels, there’s riches 

To inheritance I’m third in the line… 

But still I lie waiting 

My mind always saying 

Sweet ‘Mercy’ when will I be thine? 

I believe there is nothing 

Worth feeling, worth wanting; 

No emotion or possession so fine, 

That would send my mind reeling; 

My body left feeling 

“My word aren’t you one of a kind?” 

Before I unfold which 

Events have led to this: 

(my telling my tale of ascension). 
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I just want to say that 

I’ll always tip my hat 

To matters of love and emotion. 

Now where was I…ah 

Disillusioned by far 

With life uneventful and sour. 

I knelt down and prayed 

To God and I said 

“I want to know love by the hour.” 

I opened my eyes 

Looked up to the skies 

and felt the wind wash me with power. 

Then I looked back down, 

and lo had I found 

I was caught in the eyes of an Angel. 

She was quite a beauty, 

Hispanic and truly 

The curviest of lasses was she. 

But I noticed those later 

At the moment what mattered 

Was beauty and love I did see; 

In the eyes of a stranger. Believe. 

I know not description 

Or any known diction 

That can capture such a vision of truth. 
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My heart beat and pounded, 

My pulse wildly thudded 

I didn’t know what I would do. 

She looked right at me, 

Through me she did see 

For I felt her lovely green gaze pierce my soul. 

All the charity I’ve done; 

All the good I’d forgone; 

My spirit was bared on the whole, 

To the eyes of an Angel, at a moment in time. 

 

© Ethan Archibong 
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Electric Blue 

 

The first time Sister Hilda saw The Girl, she knew that one was going to be trouble. The Girl 

was an obscene shade of blue sticking out from the navy sea of newcomers in the registration queue; 

an eyesore begging for attention in her periphery vision. The other eleven year-old girls wore 

regulation navy blue pinafores, while The Girl was in an electric blue pinafore with a hem above the 

knee.  

Why do some girls cry out for attention and turn a school uniform into a mini dress? Sister 

Hilda could imagine what The Girl was going to be like: loud, opinionated, disruptive, self-absorbed, 

spoiled by her parents into thinking she was a little princess who could do no wrong and most of all 

trying to attract boys with a short and bright uniform. She was an ugly child, the Sister noticed. 

Everything about The Girl looked offensive and against God’s idea of perfection. 

As Sister Hilda concentrated on ignoring The Girl and registering the ones at the front of the 

queue, a burst of raucous laughter reached her ears. The Girl was laughing at some joke she made to 

the other girls. The Sister had met that type before. They all fell into line, sooner or later. She frowned 

hard, as if she could transfer her disapproval telepathically to The Girl. 

A little cough in front of Sister Hilda disrupted her train of thought. A gentle child with 

chocolate brown hair, parted in the middle in plats was giving a melting smile and peering at her 

through long eyelashes. Sister Hilda found herself dissolving into the dark saucer-like eyes and 

unusually for the stern Sister, responding with a smile.  

“And what is your name dear?” she asked the shy girl. 

The girl lowered her head, still smiling and looked at the Sister from under her eyelashes, 

“Mary O’Brien, Sister”. 
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Mary, of course she was the epitome of Mary. What else could she have been called? A nice, 

well brought up Catholic girl. Sister Hilda just knew she was going to get on well with little Mary. 

She looked down the registration list and found Mary O’Brien’s name and a put a big tick 

next to it. 

“Go to class 1b dear. It’s the first door on your right when you go down the corridor”, she 

said still smiling and nodding with encouragement at Mary and pointing her in the right direction. 

Mary, the dear sweet girl, smiled back and said “Thank you Sister”.  

What a nice child she was thought Sister Hilda. With a gladdened heart after the pleasant 

encounter, the Sister went through the next four registrations in a good mood.  

Before she knew it, the electric shade of blue was in front of her assaulting her senses and 

demanding immediate and rapt attention. The Sister’s expression froze. She took her time adjusting 

her spectacles, and counted the number of girls already registered in her book. She knew it was 

unnecessary to do a mid-way count as she had kept track of numbers all along. But she couldn’t bear 

to look at the madly grinning creature in front of her, with its buck teeth and blue plastic bow hairclips 

in the offensive bright uniform; a child clearly suffering from the disease of optimism. 

Sister Hilda sighed and looked up when she could procrastinate no longer. She hoped her face 

was showing her sternest disapproval. 

“Name?” she snapped at The Girl. 

The Girl’s grin faltered for a second before she recovered and announced her name brightly.  

“Gloria Knight, miss”.  

The Sister felt as if someone had slapped her and she choked, “Glorious Night? Your parents 

called you Glorious Night?” She knew it; The Girl’s parents were not decent Catholics and advertised 

their copulating nights by naming their children after them! They probably thought the craze for 
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giving children stupid names to be ashamed of was a good thing. The Girl didn’t stand a chance from 

birth. Not with parents like that. 

“What kind of name is that? Are your parents even Catholic?” the Sister asked recovering 

from her shock. 

The electrocuted grin wavered, “That’s my name Miss. My parents are called Michael and 

Valentina Knight and they are both Catholic. We go to Sunday mass and everything!” She said, the 

eager words spilling out of the mouth full of oversized teeth and an alien accent. 

Sister Hilda frowned. Valentina sounded like a prostitute’s name to her ears. She felt bile 

come up to the back of her throat and she wanted to spit it at The Girl. Instead, she dismissed The 

Girl, “you are in Class 1b” and she didn’t bother to give The Girl directions. She didn’t deserve it, not 

with that irritating grin, overconfidence and sacrilegious name. 

As The Girl was about to follow her predecessors to the classroom, the Sister remembered 

that she’d forgotten to mention the dress in all the distraction about The Girl’s name. 

“You are meant to wear navy blue, not the bright colour you are wearing Missy. The uniform 

finishes below the knee, not above the knees. Your parents were informed in the summer what colour 

St Stephen’s uniforms are. They should have known better than to send you in the wrong colour!” she 

vented at The Girl and felt instantly better. 

“Miss my mother is a designer and she had spare cloth left over from one of her client’s jobs 

Miss, so she made me the uniform from the off-cuts. She said as its dark blue, it should be fine as I’ll 

grow out of it in a year anyway”, The Girl retorted, her horrible voice, strangling the words and 

making them sound wrong. 

“It’s the wrong blue and you will tell your mother that tonight. If you persist in wearing what 

you are wearing, you will be given detention. After three detentions, you will have a formal letter sent 

to your parents and you will thereafter be expelled. Do you understand that?” Sister Hilda glared at 

her. It’s important that boundaries are made clear from the start with girls like that, especially as the 
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other girls were staring at the open defiance of The Girl. Sister Hilda had to nip the insubordination in 

the bud and show the girls who had the power here. 

“Yes Miss” She said meekly. 

“Yes Sister is what you should be replying!” 

“Yes Sister.” The Girl echoed insolently and went towards the classroom. 

I will break her, Sister Hilda thought. Hadn’t she after all dealt with some stubborn girls over 

the years? The Girl will find her salvation in the conservative environment of God and this school 

rather than her avant-garde parents. Sister Hilda shuddered when she thought about the name the 

parents had given The Girl. She’ll never call The Girl by that name, that’s for certain. She decided to 

continue to think of her as The Girl and smoothed her habit, composing herself to deal with the 

registrations of the remaining girls. 

After registration was over, Sister Hilda went to Class 1b, her allocated class and sighed as 

she caught sight of a flash of vibrant blue in the corner. At least little Mary O’Brien was sitting at the 

front of the class smiling. Thank heavens for small decencies thought Sister Hilda.  

“Good morning children and welcome to your very first term at St Stephens school. Your first 

lesson of the day will be English. To see how much you learnt from your primary schools, I am 

setting a spelling and grammar test for you to complete in half an hour. If you finish the test sooner 

than that, put your hand up and I will come by and collect your paper. I’ll be marking the papers 

straight away so you will know your score.” The Sister said as she put test papers on each desk.  

“Your time starts now”, she informed them looking at the classroom clock. She went back to 

the teacher’s desk and looked over the student’s bent heads. Some were finding the test easy and 

scribbling away, she was pleased to see. Others were chewing the ends of their pencils thinking, 

including The Girl.  
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Little Mary was the first to finish and put her hand up. Sister Hilda smiled and started to read 

through the answers. They were a hundred percent correct. She knew her instinct was right that Mary 

was going to be no trouble at all. The next five students after that also had very high scores and so on 

it went with the scores getting worse the longer the test took.  

When half an hour was up, only three students were still doing the test. Sister Hilda grimaced. 

They represented the bottom of the class; the problem children. She picked up the three papers and 

studied them. One girl scraped fifty percent, the other forty percent, but The Girl was bottom with 

thirty percent. Her spelling was atrocious, as was her grammar.  

Sister Hilda called The Girl up to her desk and showed her the score she received.  

“Please Miss, my last school was an American school and we were taught English with 

American spelling.” 

“Well that explains something at least. You have a lot to do to catch up with the other girls. 

Your marks are dreadful! I cannot have you holding up the rest of the class. Pick up your chair and 

follow me” said Sister Hilda getting a thought of divine inspiration into her head and picking up The 

Girl’s desk. “The rest of you girls start the first reading comprehension exercise in your class books, I 

will be back shortly.” 

Sister Hilda marched out of the classroom with the desk and The Girl trotted behind with her 

chair. The other girls watched in total silence till they got through the classroom door before the 

gossiping erupted. 

They walked down the long sterile corridors till they came out near the church car park, 

which they crossed and turned left down some stairs. Sister Hilda noticed that The Girl was looking at 

the bright finger and hand paintings on the windows of this block. When they entered the building, 

Sister Hilda turned to the class with the hand paintings in the windows and spoke to Sister Beatrice 

who taught that class. After some discussion, Sister Beatrice looked behind Sister Hilda’s shoulder at 

The Girl, nodding her head. The other Sister smiled at The Girl sympathetically and asked her to take 
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her chair to the last row of the classroom. Sister Hilda followed behind with The Girl’s desk. The 

Girl’s chair and desk were noticeably bigger than the other desks in the class, but then they belonged 

to eight year olds and The Girl was eleven.  

The Girl now had glistening trails going down from her eyes to her chin. She sat down in her 

chair in silence. Sister Hilda waited for an outburst, but it seemed The Girl wasn’t going to oblige her. 

Perhaps she had learned to be obedient after all. It was about time The Girl gained some humility, 

thought Sister Hilda. 

The Sister returned to her classroom and called the noisy class to order. One girl put her hand 

up and asked the Sister where Gloria was. The Sister replied, “She’s in the primary school to catch up 

to the standard of the rest of you”. The class burst into sensational chatter and Sister Hilda smiled 

indulgently before calling for silence. 

At the lunch break, it was Sister Hilda’s turn to patrol the school playground with Sister 

Beatrice. 

“Did The Girl fit in the class?” Sister Hilda asked her as she spotted The Girl standing by 

herself at the corner of the playground.  

“Gloria was distraught as you can imagine Sister. She had a shock when she realised she was 

being demoted down to primary school. The poor thing couldn’t stop crying all morning.” 

“That is only till she catches up enough to be able to be in my class as you know Sister. 

Children are hardy; The Girl will get over it and knuckle down. You mustn’t be too soft on her”, 

Sister Hilda replied. 

“Perhaps you are right. The other girls were curious about her and she’s already a favourite 

among them”, said Sister Beatrice smiling. 

Sister Hilda wasn’t pleased. 



18 
 

In the afternoon as Sister Hilda walked across the cloister to take her last class of the day, the 

mixed-age singing class, she heard the most beautiful voice circulating around the trees singing 

“Once in Royal David City”, one of her favourite hymns. She looked up at the clear blue sky and 

everywhere around for the source of the voice. It seemed to be surrounding her. She quickened her 

steps towards the church and opened the door. The singing stopped abruptly as soon as she stepped 

inside. Some of her first years and some others who had opted into singing class were gathered around 

in a group. 

“Who was singing?” she demanded as soon as she reached them. 

No one answered, though a few of the girls looked down at the floor. 

“Well, who was it?” she asked again, her chest heaving to catch her breath.  

“It was me Miss”, said a quiet voice. 

Slowly a girl came forward. It was her! The Girl! Sister Hilda couldn’t believe her eyes. How 

could a sound so pure and angelic come out of something that impure and imperfect? 

“Was it her?” She asked the other girls to make sure.  

“Yes Sister”, said little Mary O’Brien, stepping forwards and giving her the melting smile. 

Sister Hilda smiled at Mary and then turned towards the offender. “You are not authorised to 

sing solo and without my presence and proper instruction. I give you detention for your insolence and 

disruption. You are to come to my office after this lesson and serve your detention till 6pm. You will 

be cleaning the pigeon excrement from the cloister walls.” The words rushed out of the Sister like 

bullets aimed towards The Girl. 

The Girl looked shocked and angry. Good, thought Sister Hilda. Who does she think she is, 

showing off and misleading the other girls? 

Mary was smiling at The Girl. The Girl looked back at Mary furiously. 
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“Organise yourselves into two rows, the taller girls at the back and the shorter ones in front.” 

Sister Hilda swiftly moved on, it is better not to give The Girl too much attention. 

Mary and The Girl were in the front row. 

After testing each girl’s voice, Sister Hilda commanded, “right here are the hymn books. I’m 

sure you know the words to ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’. Mary come and stand here. As the best 

singer in this group, you will do the solo part while the others sing the chorus. Altos to the left, bases 

to the right.” 

The girls reorganised themselves again. 

“Mary, sing the solo for me so I can cue in the others.” 

Mary, that sweet child, smiled back at The Girl and started to sing in her hesitant soprano. 

The Girl was at the back row now singing the chorus with the other girls and seemed sullen 

thought Sister Hilda. The good Sister smiled. Discipline was what The Girl needed and she was 

prepared to use it with toughness. 

After the lesson, she dismissed the class for the day and walked back down the aisle. A few 

minutes after she closed the church door, she heard the voice start singing again. It almost broke Sister 

Hilda’s heart to turn away from a voice that engaged her emotions so strongly and spoke of hope and 

purity. It hurt her even more to know that her beloved St Stephens School wouldn’t be winning the 

inter-school singing championship again this year. 

© Tania Dias 

 

                          



20 
 

Shakespeare Shorts 

Hamlet 

 

Ten-minute adaptations of the Plays of William Shakespeare 

Hamlet: played in the manner of a tragi-comedy 

Players: Prince Hamlet; Queen Gertrude; King Claudius; Laertes, son of Polonius; Horatio, 

friend to Hamlet; Fortinbras, Prince of Norway (6 actors) 

ACT I 

Scene: night, exterior, background, Elsinore Castle, mist 

Scene i 

Enter Horatio, in black, in mourning for the death of his friend Hamlet 

HORATIO Horatio. (bows to audience) The situation we have here is that my mate Hamlet 

has already snuffed it. Everything is in recall therefore as in the really modern drama for 

time-poor playgoers. It’s best you switch off your mobiles. Hamlet, though, dead as he is, 

keeps coming back to life – it’s totally doing my head in. (gestures to back of stage where 

Hamlet, in white, lies on bier) 

Exit Horatio to wings 

HAMLET (descends from bier, stands up and comes to front of stage) Evenin’. (points) That 

is the throne of Denmark. Who d’you think sits there, hmm? Him! My Uncle Claudius. He 

murdered my dad, King Hamlet the first, his own brother, and married my mum, Queen 

Gertrude. Him! There, you know the plot now, and you might think you can go home. Except 

. . . the play’s about me, Hamlet, and my revenge. 

Walks back to bier, hoists himself up, and sits facing audience. 

May as well be comfortable. Let me see now. First, I swear the guard at arms and Horatio my 

best mate . . . (to Horatio in wings) ‘hi, man’ (Horatio waves from wings) . . . I swear them all 

to secrecy as to my intent. Then I totally get up everyone’s noses because I take to dressing in 

deepest mourning black for my dad – and they, being Danes, are already depressed. I scare 

the living daylights out of the Lord Chamberlain’s – he, Polonius’s – kids, Laertes and 
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Ophelia. Proper scared they are. They tell their dad and he tells Claudius – the King, don’t 

forget – and Claudius is not pleased. Nor, indeed, am I. So I deliver my famous solo speech. 

And, by that speech, I cannot ever die: 'to be or not to be; that is the question, or, if you were 

Sir John of Gielgud ('to be or not to be that is the question’. (looks up) Either works. The first 

reverses the iambic foot (DA-dee instead of da-DEE); the second does not reverse the iambic 

foot and thus puts the emphasis on Shakespeare’s favourite verb to be: that IS. But you all 

know that speech and, if not, copies of the book, if I know our noble publishers, will be on 

sale after the performance.... 

The rest of the cast file in silently, heads bowed. 

HAMLET (in manner of boxing promoter) OK, meet the team. On my right: Queen Gertrude 

(bows); King Claudius (bows). The Lord Chamberlain, by the way, Polonius, has got delayed. 

He sends his apologies. And on my left: Laertes, right vexed since I done in his dad and sister 

(Laertes grimaces and bows) and, finally, Horatio, my best mate. (to Horatio who comes 

forward to join the cast) ‘Hi again, mate’. Horatio it is who continues this tale while the rest 

of us . . . um . . . rest. (dismisses cast with a wave). Off you go then and see you later for the 

bloodier bits.  

 

Hamlet comes right to front of stage, sharing his secret.   

 

HAMLET Well, you’ll never guess what I did next. Well, it’s not so much what I did as why 

I did it.... Indeed, several scholarly types is still trying to work it out. I pretended not to be 

int’rested in Ophelia, Polonius’s daughter. And if you saw Ophelia… (well, not now... before 

she drowned herself like). After that, there didn’t seem to be much point to life. But I did 

stage a re-enactment of the foul deed of murdering my dad to flush out the guilty party. Very 

much in the modern mode again, that. When the main suspect, he Claudius, leaves early. I 

follow, sword at the ready, ‘cos I mean to run him through – and now that you’re here 

(gestures to audience), I will.  

 

Hamlet exits to wings  
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Scene ii 

 

Scene: lights on to reveal curtained-off area; we see Claudius on his knees 

 

HAMLET (to audience from wings) The wretch is on his knees, reason for which I do not 

wonder. But who can stab a man at prayer?  

 

CLAUDIUS My words fly up, my thoughts remain below. (rises) Words without thoughts 

never to heaven go. (lights off, fade)    

 

Lights up 

 

Hamlet comes to front of stage 

 

HAMLET ‘Twas all a ruse that – a typical Claudius move. But there’s more, and soon my 

sword is proper gored, by he who lurks behind the arras, arras being a heavy tapestry made in 

the town of Arras, France, if you be interested. Anyway, since it’s my mum’s bedchamber, I 

think’t can only be Claudius and take a stab at it. Turns out to be the Lord Chamberlain 

himself, Polonius. I might well have been in trouble again but Claudius sends me, 

diplomatically, to England. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, those well known characters, both 

turned his spies, came too, as minders. Bit of action now.... 

 

 

Hamlet goes to bier and lies down 

 

ACT II 

Scene i 

 

Scene: Elsinore Castle interior, smoking goblet of wine (the poison) on table, Hamlet prone 

on bier 

 

Enter Claudius, Laertes, Gertrude and Horatio (who observes from wings) 
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CLAUDIUS (pointing) He did it. He killed Polonius as well as Polonius’s daughter Ophelia, 

and who knows who else (pointing to Laertes) You must fight him. By the sword. And if you 

miss I will appear with this (takes up goblet of poison)  

LAERTES  (dips tip of sword in goblet) My sword shall also drink of this potion to be doubly 

deadly. 

GERTRUDE Ophelia is drowned...  

ALL We know! 

GERTRUDE (picking up goblet of poisoned wine). That’s my contribution over then. A toast 

to my brave boy! Goodnight. (falls) 

Hamlet starts to rise – holds hand to head – descends, falls to ground 

LAERTES (with irony) Ahhh, you’re prostrate with grief at poor Ophelia’s sad demise: I 

don’t think. 

HAMLET (aside to Horatio in wings) and...d’you see that? We ain’t got that Guildencrantz 

pair. Haha, they copped it earlier, ‘stead of me. 

LAERTES (draws sword) Right at you Hamlet. (stabs Hamlet) Take that. (Hamlet takes 

Laertes’ sword and rises) 

HAMLET Back at you, Laertes. (Laertes falls) (Hamlet kneels beside him to say in his ear) 

‘twas Claudius all along, you dope. I’m going to do him. (Hamlet rises again and stabs 

Claudius who falls. Hamlet stoops, raises Claudius’s head and places poisoned cup at his 

lips) ‘Drink!’ You are joining your brother – my father – this very night – together with my 

mother, your late wife. (Hamlet stands and counts on fingers) OK, Claudius, Gertrude, 

Laertes and (gestures) myself. That leaves you Horatio (points at him) 

(from the side of the stage, Horatio makes to come forward and grasp the goblet).  

HAMLET No you don’t. We need a witness. I name you him. 

Hamlet lies down on stage, making four bodies on stage 

HORATIO (comes to centre stage, gestures towards bodies) ‘tis tragedy all this. And my 

Lord Hamlet, dead. He’s really dead this time . . . 
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(to audience) 

  So shall you hear, repeatedly, in drama as in life 

Of carnal, bloody, and unnatural acts, that all involve the knife? 

(gestures) But now to welcome Fortinbras, our replacement Prince, come over specially from 

Norway, the Danes being all dead, and newly returned from war, I bid you wish him fame 

and fortune. 

Scene ii 

Enter Fortinbras (who runs in with sword drawn, sheaths it at sight of audience) 

FORTINBRAS (gestures) We call the noblest this our audience here.  

And now with rightful sorrow I do embrace my fortune among these untimely deaths to be 

your prince (bows, grips hilt of sword, bows again, unsheaths his sword fumblingly and exits 

at run). 

HORATIO (head turning to audience as Fortinbras exits) And so begins the murderous cycle 

once again... 

Of blame and counter blame, guilt and pain 

I say we should forget all that and live 

And to our players here, applause most generously give. 

 

Ends 

Adaptation © Sally Crawford 
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Rural Scene 

 

As goats wander along lonely lanes, darkness bathes and light dissolves. 

Before animals insects thrived in great delight, now moon has chased away sun and 

droppings fall. 

I eat my bread and cheese and drink from the same hole as the beasts. 

Hazy in the distance daffodils, daisies and dandelions bed down for the night, and in the 

fields creatures meet and banish need of sleep. 

A lone bat hovers like sunlight and glow worms disappear in lost continents. 

My goats are all I have; I’m proud to say that. 

Trample underfoot, let me leave the human race in never land, as delicate rain pierces oily 

sky and touches the planets many miles away. 

Let mole, slug and snail shower me in a treacle trail, as darkness descends over the hills. 

 

© Robert Langdon 
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The Real Miracle 

 

 The first time Caitlin laid eyes on me, I was swallowing razor blades. She told me 

afterwards my performance had been so convincing, she’d taken out her mobile phone, 

pressed 9 and 9 again, and in the event I started vomiting scarlet parabolas of blood from an 

inadvertent but no less lethal hole in my gullet, she would press the third and final 9.  

 

 Needless to say, that was entirely unnecessary and the razor blades came out one by one 

from between my lips, all threaded upon the length of cotton I had also swallowed. The 

audience rose to their feet, I took my bow and Caitlin and I started dating the very next week. 

I remember the first time I took her home and showed her around. The living room, the 

kitchen, the bathroom. When I got to the bedroom, I said, ‘This is where the magic happens.’ 

She laughed and flung her arms around me. Within three months, she’d moved in. 

  

 Three years later, I find myself standing outside our house, the one we bought together 

only a year ago, trying my utmost to open the front door. It won’t budge. It’s clear she’s 

finally followed through on her promise to kick me out and change the locks. I wiggle the key 

this way, that way, even try shoulder barging, but it won’t move. The lock doesn’t look 

different, but you know what locksmiths can do these days.  

  

 So, I think: it’s finally happened. The magic has died. Those blissful first few months 

when I would wake up with her sleeping peacefully by my side, and the sun would shine 

brighter through the curtains, and the first coffee of the day would have a deeper, earthier 

aroma than usual, and food would taste better, and the touch of her skin would send little 

electric shocks through my body. All of this. Dead. 

  

 All it took, it seems, was one late return home too many. 

  

 This evening, I swear, it was totally unplanned. For once, I wasn’t going to work 

overtime at the estate agents or perform another magic show. I was going to make a real 

effort. ‘Fed up of it only being me in this relationship,’ she’d repeatedly tell me. It was only 

ever to be a very quick drink at Jimmy Bob’s Wine Bar after work with Brian and Gav, and 

only because it was Gav’s birthday. The last thing I expected was to bump into old Adam 
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Cadabra. 

 

 Obviously, this was a stage name. To be quite honest, even as a twelve-year-old when I 

first met him, I was never convinced of it. Adam Cadabra? For a magician? Really? But I 

looked up to him all the same. He was, after all, one of the foremost conjurers in the country: 

a member of the Associated Wizards of Great Britain with Golden Wand Honours. Thanks to 

a very generous birthday gift from my father, he was to be my mentor and tutor, helping me 

prepare my audition into that society’s Southern Ring. As arranged, he arrived at our semi-

detached house one Saturday morning. I answered the door and craned my neck up to him, a 

giant of a man, six foot six, with a craggy, Mount Rushmore face, black suit with red tie and 

an alluring briefcase containing who-knows-what magical wonders. I still remember his first 

words to me. 

  

 ‘So, you’re the little Paul Daniels.’ He smiled, just a brief smirk, and offered his hand 

for me to shake. It was smooth and strong; typical of a skilled manipulator. I was in awe. 

  

 He followed me upstairs to my bedroom where I kept all my tricks. For my audition, I 

had plans. I was going to conjure silk scarves from thin air, and from those scarves, I would 

produce lightbulbs - all lit - and then three of them would go floating and dancing over the 

heads of the audience, all in time to the music which, I decided, would be ‘A Kind of Magic’ 

by Queen. Then the lightbulbs would go floating back to me, and I would put them in a bag, 

one of those silky cloth sacks that magicians use, and all of them would turn into one gigantic 

crystal ball. The image of the Queen of Hearts would appear within it, and from that I would 

pluck a playing card from thin air - the same card, obviously - then, with a flick of the wrist, 

since it was the flick of the wrist what did the trick, the card would morph into a bigger 

Queen, then a bigger one, then an even bigger one, then the card would be so big I’d be able 

to fold it into a box, out of which - POW - a real, living, breathing Queen of Hearts would 

emerge (my nine year old sister, who’d tentatively agreed, only after I bribed her with my 

pudding one evening), and I would take a huge bow, and I’d be the greatest magician who 

ever lived. 

  

 Quite how I was going to do all this was mere detail I would figure out in due course. 

  

 Anyhow, once I’d told Adam Cadabra about my extravaganza extraordinaire, he 
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shuffled uneasily upon my chair, raised a bushy eyebrow and did his little smirk again. He 

glanced quickly around my cupboards which were chock full with tricks and props my paper 

round money had been able to afford.  

 

 Finally, he spoke. ‘Less is more,’ he said, as if that were all there was to it. ‘Less is 

more.’ He clicked open his briefcase; my heart sunk a little when all he retrieved was a sheet 

of A4 paper and a biro. 

  

 We decided on a routine where I would take a walking cane, make it float about a bit in 

time to ‘Oxygene’ by Jean Michel Jarre, morph it into two flowing red and white silk scarves, 

then take a blue one, magically blend those three silk scarves into the Union Flag, but 

‘accidentally’ drop one beforehand so the flag ends up without any blue in it, so it looks like 

the trick went wrong. Then I would pretend to be confused (‘you need to learn to be an actor’, 

Adam told me), retrieve the blue silk from the floor, then conjure the flag as it should be. The 

end. The whole thing would take less than five minutes. ‘Less is more,’ he said once again as 

he handed me the notes he’d written. ‘Promise me you’ll practice that?’ I nodded. ‘And 

practice and practice some more?’ I nodded, not sure whether to be starstruck or 

disappointed. ‘Good lad.’ And then he left. 

  

 Anyway, I passed the audition - there were only eleven people in the audience - but it 

did the trick, no pun intended, since they admitted me as the youngest member of the society 

and twenty years later, I’m still there.  

  

 Adam Cadabra, however, must have had bigger fish to fry because I never saw him 

again. Until, that is, just a couple of hours ago, in Jimmy Bob’s, hunched over the bar, his 

large frame perched awkwardly on a barstool. I excused myself from Brian and Gav and 

sauntered over. ‘Hello?’ 

  

 He slowly turned his head from his whiskey sour and looked up. Even after all these 

years, he was as physically imposing as ever, but now his face was more lined, little furrows 

through his forehead and jowls, and what had once been a Brylcreamed shock of brown hair 

was now dishevelled, dryer and grey. 

  

 ‘Mr... er... Cadabra?’ 
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 His once-bushy eyebrows shot up. I froze, wondering if I’d said the wrong thing. After 

a few seconds he turned back to his whiskey sour, raised it to his lips, downed it, then looked 

back at me. His misty blue eyes met mine. 

  

 ‘The little Paul Daniels,’ he murmured. I smiled, relieved. Adam hiccupped and raised 

his hand, not at me but the barman. Five seconds later another whiskey sour appeared, as if 

by magic. ‘Lightbulbs and the Queen of Hearts,’ he drawled, little pricks of sweat appearing 

on his brow. ‘Hocus Pocus, piff paff pouf!’ 

  

 And he fell off his stool. It was one of those moments, those utterly unaccountable, 

unpredictable instances, where one thinks: I have no information about this. No life 

experience whatsoever about what to do or what to think in such a situation. Like the time I 

realised one of my magic tricks had gone so disastrously wrong it would inevitably end up 

with my willing audience volunteer getting soaked with warm, soapy water. Adam’s 

succumbing to gravity was one of those occasions. One of the foremost magicians in the 

country - or at least, at one time in the distant past - sprawled on the sticky tiles of a cocktail 

bar, his back on the floor, limbs pointing in the four directions of the compass. 

  

 It took me a second or two to respond. ‘Oh Jesus Christ, Adam, are you OK?’ 

  

 From out of nowhere Brian and Gav appeared. ‘Blimey Mark, what did you do to him?’  

 

 The two of them bent down and took an arm each, raising Adam’s considerable frame 

to a more vertical position with surprising ease. Adam, for his part, didn’t seem to mind - 

he’d started singing a song about the birds and the bees. 

  

 ‘Here,’ I said, guiding him towards a sofa. ‘Sit on something more comfortable.’ 

  

 Adam stopped singing as he sat down. ‘Magic is real, you know,’ he said. ‘What YOU 

do,’ he slurred pointing a shaking finger at me, ‘and what I USED to do, is trickery. Magic is 

reeeeeeeeeal.’ He drew out the word like my razor blades on a length of thread. 

  

 ‘Sure it is,’ I said.  
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 He looked at me, a wave of sobriety clouding his face. ‘It IS real, because once it’s 

GONE,’ he thumped his fist on the table as he raised his voice, ‘it’s gone.’ He put his large 

hand to his chest. ‘Annabel,’ he said. ‘I made her disappear. Now I want the pain to disappear 

too.’ He looked down at an empty cocktail glass. ‘And I can no longer be an actor...’ 

 

 ‘It’s always a woman,’ whispered either Brian or Gav to the other. I shushed at them to 

be quiet. 

  

 Adam turned back to me. ‘My lad. D’ya have a woman?’ I nodded. ‘Is she pretty?’ I 

nodded again. ‘Less is more,’ he said, shaking his head sadly. ‘Less of the gone time and 

more of the she time.’ He hiccupped again and scrunched his face. 

  

 Oddly, I understood his mangled attempts at communication. I had indeed been gone 

too often this past year. Working late at the office, putting in the occasional - oh, OK - 

frequent, cabaret show. We had a new mortgage to pay. Could Caitlin not understand this? 

  

 Adam obviously had taken my private musings for doubt at his words. ‘Watch this,’ he 

said. Somehow or another, he’d got hold of my house keys. They must have fallen out of my 

coat pocket. Either that, or he’d picked me. He held up a Chubb key, no more than two inches 

in front of his nose. 

  

 ‘Hey fuckin’ PRESTO!’ he yelled, making the other three of us jump. The key did 

nothing as Adam’s face broke into hysterics. He fell back into the plump cushions of the 

armchair and yawned, showing two rows of yellow teeth. 

  

 ‘That’s enough now,’ said the barman who’d appeared from thin air, like the 

shopkeeper from Mr Benn. ‘Come on Mr Fitzgerald. You’ve had enough for tonight.’ 

  

 Adam didn’t complain. Clearly this rigmarole was routine. He rose to his feet, wobbling 

only slightly. He didn’t even turn back as he broke into song, Perry Como’s ‘Magic 

Moments’ this time, as he staggered across the lounge and out the door. 

  

 A few seconds silence passed, then I turned to Brian and Gav. ‘My mentor,’ I 
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explained. ‘He taught me everything I know.’ 

  

 I only stayed another thirty minutes and had one orange juice - I promise, that was all - 

and now I’m back home, and I can’t get in. I’ve tried calling Caitlin, but both her mobile and 

the landline just keep ringing. I really wish I’d learned David Copperfield’s ‘Walking 

Through Walls’ trick. Then I might be getting somewhere.  

 

 God damn it, I think. She really has locked me out for good. Just for luck, I barge the 

door one more time, when the world spins one-eighty degrees and I end up sprawled on the 

hallway floor, my face nestled between a pair of pink ladies’ slippers. Caitlin is looming over 

me, having opened the door the same moment as my shoulder barge, her hair wet and 

bedraggled down to her waist, a fluffy bath towel protecting her modesty. 

  

 She presses her slippered feet upwards into my chin. ‘So there you are,’ she mutters. 

‘Pissed again, I see?’ 

  

 I need to explain fast. ‘No no no. Not drunk, but I was held up, I promise...’ Caitlin puts 

her hands on her hips, waiting for the excuse this time. ‘I bumped into a very old friend, 

which was really bizarre, then came straight home but I couldn’t get in.’ I scramble to my 

feet. ‘Look, the door wouldn’t open.’ 

  

 ‘So I heard,’ she says. Maybe I’ve got away with it after all. Caitlin sidles past me to 

the door, now on its latch, and examines the lock. ‘Give me your keys.’ 

  

 ‘Here.’ I hand them over. 

  

 She tsks. ‘What have you been doing with them?’ She holds up the Chubb key. It’s bent 

along its shaft by at least thirty degrees. ‘No wonder it didn’t work. You clumsy clod. Now 

we’ll have to spend money we don’t have getting a new one cut...’ She shuffles off, back up 

the stairs, to the bathroom. 

  

 I examine the key. Adam, I think. You crafty old jester. I think of him, that towering, 

stone-faced old conjurer. My mentor.  
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 Then I think of my lady. She’s still here. Still with me. The real Queen of Hearts. No 

sleight-of-hand, trickery or misdirection required. That’s the real miracle. 

 

 I click the front door shut and follow her upstairs. 

 

 

© Michael Thomson 
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The Nascence of Compassion, 1 

 

It will be an inclement animal that bites my sorrowing, 

Fangs and claws lustily seeking recompense. 

When all the floods of water have leaked out of me 

And the mud tides have fallen, 

I will bear a new star - 

Tiny charity forgiven, 

Hope restored. 

I am the luminescence they left behind 

In a hailstorm, 

Repulsive, crust-strewn parts 

Dismembered 

To find the arc seeking 

Sorrow of sin. 

Heart  rending beatitude creaming grace 

I am not who you long for. 

 

A turbulent beast gnawed at my serenity, 

Molars and maws frantically claiming revenge. 

After the drought sucked me in 

And the dust scape shattered 

I bear an old scar, 

Faith’s expansion cast out 
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Enmity claimed. 

I was the coal stained brightness they found 

In the horrors of the moon, 

Contracted, dissolving pieces 

Disappearing 

To find the ice craved 

Numbness. 

 

 

 

 

 

© Katie H 
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The Converted 

 

   

Noise. Running. The sound of distant screams. Michaela continued her rapid escape 

down the corridors of the laboratory, tottering on her too high heels. She hadn't even had time 

to remove them in her panic. Blood smeared her face and hands, although whose it was she 

didn't know. She swung round the corner. Two of the demons were waiting for her, beguiling. 

 

 “Michaela,” one said. “Michaela, please put the knife down and we’ll let you go. We 

won’t even call the police. Please, Michaela.” 

  

She ignored their persuasive words. She'd heard them all before. They were always 

like this. Always waiting for her to fall into their trap. 

  

She had the knife ready and raised before they could continue. One she got in the 

stomach, ripping through flesh and organs, then pulling the blade out, covered in fresh blood. 

The creature fell to the ground, writhing and groaning. The second demon had turned to make 

his escape, realising that he could not fool her into relaxing her guard. This time she reversed 

the knife, bringing the handle up and smashing him over the back of the head with it. He went 

down instantly. 

  

Michaela paused for a few seconds. Time enough to wipe her knife of some of the 

gore on one of the demon's shirts, but not long enough to be a risk. The demons were clever, 

taking human shapes in an attempt to confuse her, but she knew what they were really like. If 

she let them they would drag her away, subjecting her to unspeakable torture before they 

finished her off. And then she would become one of them. 

  

She continued racing down the corridor, heading towards her next point of safety. 

Sam's office should be a good place to rest and luckily she had a copy of the key. It could be 

her next bolthole to plan how she was going to get out of this mess. As she ran, she heard the 

shrieks in the further corridors subsiding. The demons must be feasting well. She felt a brief 

pang of sorrow for her friend Nicole, whose demonic form she'd had to finish off earlier that 
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day, but then she pulled herself together. Now was not the time for grief. Grief would come 

when she was able to escape this godforsaken building. 

  

The lab had been sent into lock-down by the crisis. Michaela was yet to be sure 

whether one of the staff had been idiotic enough to lock them into a building with a bunch of 

raving demons or whether it had been a demonic plan to trap them. 

  

She rounded another corner, this time a hallway full of research laboratories. She 

peered into each window, searching for the creatures. She couldn't afford to let one of them 

go. They might return to find her later. She began systematically searching the rooms for any 

sign of demonic activity. In room 2B7 she found what she was both hoping and fearing to 

find. Hiding in a cupboard, hoping to be spared, was one of the lab technicians. She believed 

his name was Peter, although she couldn't quite remember. 

  

The expression of relief on his face turned to one of confusion when Michaela 

dragged him forcefully out of the cupboard. 

  

“I heard the screams,” Peter said, somewhat disconcerted by the crimson blood 

smearing Michaela's face and body. “I didn't know what was going on so I hid in here. What's 

happening?” 

  

Michaela ignored him and raised her knife. She could take no chances with this one. 

He might very well be telling the truth and have hidden, separated from the demons, but this 

could also be one of their cunning tricks to try and fool her. 

  

Peter turned to run but she managed to pin him as he reached the door. The knife went 

in over and over again until he struggled no more. It was done and in a way it was merciful. If 

it really had been Peter, then at least he was now safe from being converted. They couldn't 

change you if you were already dead. 

  

Out of the door again. She'd almost reached her destination. Sam's office was at the 

end of the row of rooms. Each room she looked into seemed to be clear. Every empty space a 

relief from the massacre. When she finally reached the room she was looking for she pulled 

out her bunch of keys, unlocked the door and slipped inside. Immediately she fell upon it 
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with her full weight, turning the key in the other side with trembling rapidity, in order to 

prevent any unwanted visitors. She left the key in the lock. No one would be able to get in, 

even if they usually had access. 

  

For the first time in hours she allowed herself to rest, lying on the corporate carpet, 

breathing heavily. She would stay for an hour to regain energy, then she'd continue, 

attempting to reach the control room where she hoped to partially release the lock-down. At 

the moment there was no way in and no way out. No way of escaping a building filled with 

creatures that wanted to destroy her. And she'd take down as many of them as possible. She 

didn't want the demons escaping into the public. That would cause utter chaos, although she 

had the impression that they were out there already, waiting to convert others. Brutal 

murderers, war criminals, there might even be others who were more unassuming that were 

hiding a demonic curse. At least she could do her small bit for humanity here. 

  

The hour passed slowly. Although Michaela was exhausted, she couldn't let go. Every 

noise heard in the tense silence could be a threat. The creak of a pipe, the drip of a leaking tap 

in the lab next door. All made her start, as though a demon might be waiting for her, just on 

the other side of the door. 

  

In an attempt to distract herself she unpacked and repacked her sizeable handbag 

several times. She knew it was not the most suitable item for carrying weapons in, but as the 

laboratory's head of PR it was the only thing that she'd had with her. She hadn't wanted to 

steal anything from the infected, even if it was more suitable for her needs. Within the bag 

itself she'd collected several potential weapons that she hadn't yet had a chance to use. A few 

glass vials of acids were wrapped in tissue to prevent them from breaking, as were the knives 

that she'd collected, including scalpels, which had been used for medical and scientific tests. 

  

Michaela also took off her heels and discarded them, inspecting the state of her feet. 

In the adrenaline rush she hadn't realised how much the straps had been digging in and they'd 

left bloody, swollen marks on her feet. She decided to put the shoes in her bag. The heels 

could prove a useful jabbing tool in an emergency. 

  

When her hour was up, she carefully unlocked the door, placing the keys back into 

her precious bag. The corridor seemed to be clear of demons and people and she decided to 



38 
 

continue. A few yards down, through a door and into another identical corridor, she came 

upon a group of demon victims, apparently not yet turned, which she skirted carefully. As she 

passed, they seemed to recoil from her. She ignored them except to glance at their disturbing 

injuries. It was clearly the attack of someone insane. Every one of them was covered in blood 

and some had had flesh torn from them. Michaela could see the marks where teeth had been. 

  

“Don't...” one of them began in a feeble voice. “Please don't drink our blood.” 

  

Michaela shuddered and moved on. She had to get to the control room before she, too, 

was turned. 

  

Another couple of corners and she came across more victims. Two men, this time, 

mercifully dead. One had been disembowelled, the other lying face down on the ground. 

Michaela didn't care to turn him over to examine his injuries. 

  

Every hallway was designed to be uniform and she was definitely unfamiliar with this 

part of the building. She took the relative luxury of consulting the map of the building that 

she always kept with her in her bag. She'd been working at the lab for three months and she 

still found the building an absolute maze. It soon became apparent that the control room was 

on the next level up and that there was an emergency stairwell through a nearby lab. 

  

Michaela found the room she was looking for and slammed through the door, knife 

raised and a bottle of hydrochloric acid in her hands. The room was mercifully empty and she 

was able to get through to the other side, where a door was marked “Fire Exit”. She prayed 

that she would be able to make it safely to the control room. She'd seen no one else who was 

uninfected. No one else that she could trust. 

  

She launched herself up the stairs, taking two at a time, hoping that the echoing sound 

of her steps did not attract unwanted attention. Gently opening the door at the top of the 

stairs, Michaela stepped into another lab only to find the startled eyes of yet another lab 

technician, or more likely, a monster waiting for her. She couldn’t stop to find out but slashed 

the knife across the victim's throat. The body fell, gurgling to the ground, almost soundlessly. 

She was about to continue when she realised that the brief pause to fell the demon had alerted 



39 
 

her to an unexpected noise. She could hear uneven steps echoing up the stairs and heavy 

breathing, the sound of a demon. 

  

She turned around, as quietly as she could, knowing that her only chance was to make 

it to the control room and lock herself in. Moving away from the still twitching corpse beside 

her, she headed toward the lab door and entered the corridor. The steps came quicker now 

and she sprinted on her bare feet down the hallway, hoping she was not making too much 

noise. Just a few metres more. Just a few. She could hear the demon's emergence from the lab 

now. She couldn't even bear to look back. It felt as though he was breathing down the back of 

her neck. She sped up, but so did the creature. 

  

Just a few steps now, just a few, but he was closer, he was almost upon her. She could 

see the door to her right, reached out her arm towards it. And she was grabbed and swung 

forcefully against a wall. Sam, or Sam's demon form was holding her, a knife to her throat. 

But why did he not strike? Why wasn't he converting her? 

  

Michaela thought for a moment, then began to laugh. Sam must have survived. He 

must be like her. 

  

“Sam,” she cried out in relief. Sam's only response was to press the knife more tightly 

against her neck. It dug in now, a faint sting that she couldn’t ignore. 

  

“Sam, it's me,” she said imploringly. “I'm me. I haven't become one of them, I swear. 

Sam...” 

  

Sam's face showed no mercy. “Then why is your mouth covered in blood?” 

  

Michaela carefully raised a hand towards her face, frightened of what Sam might do. 

She moved her fingers to her mouth and touched her lips with quivering fingers. When she 

looked at them they were coated in red. Now that she thought about it her mouth had the 

metallic tang of blood, although she'd put it down to the habit she had of chewing the inside 

of her mouth when stressed. 
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“You don't even know that you've been turned, do you? You've been feeding off 

human flesh and you haven't even realised,” Sam continued, still with a hard look in his eyes. 

  

Michaela's look of horrified comprehension just had time to manifest itself before 

Sam moved with his knife. Her mouth was half-open as though about to plead for her life or 

plead her innocence. Sam wiped the blade on his blood-stained shirt. Another demon dead. 

He turned, and continued toward the control room, whistling cheerfully. Soon be out of here. 

Very soon. 
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