	
	
	



The Courtyard of P’nrahl


In the ancient eldritch chambers of Amrac, deep in the bowels of the P’nrahl citadel I came to find it, The ‘Lumen Speculi’ elixir. 
With a heavy heart and shattered soul, I had become bereft of all hope and inclination to carry on life's journey. Bereavement had wearied my body and mind. Blood and cold flesh, spectral visions, oft became the unholy companions in my misery; regret and remorse, frequent unwelcome visitors to my minds table. Clouds of melancholy had filled the horizon and left no hope of the light ever to return. 
Alone in my burden I first sought solace in the forbidden wine of Alcacy. Its sweet comforting depths assuaged my affliction for a time, negating the extremes of emotion. Yet later, it soon faded into a useless dreg of impotency dulling my senses and producing an appalling demand on my constitution. In a further, desperate act of disregard, I sought out the forbidden evil weed of C’amduth, said to lead the way to the twofold path, death or rebirth. After much travail I was finally granted audience with the banished Shamen R’oth Dun in his remote coastal hermitage. He demanded no small price for me to obtain the illicit, nefarious weed. Met with a resignation of inevitable self-destruction I decided to surrender to its exquisite black fires and sensual ecstasies; and the inevitable all-consuming immolation of my soul.
[bookmark: _Int_XtuRO5wp]The venerable R’oth Dun was a tall man. Imposing, he held a glaive with a curved dull blade. His eyes were hidden most of the time within deep sunken sockets that like his thin-lipped toothless mouth, revealed nothing but black pits in stark contrast to the large pale dome of his brow and the bald top of his head. Clean shaven with regular features his skin was coated in a white paste that had dried in places and erupted in flakes like a snake shedding its skin. His ears were larger than most. What grey hair he had left was bound and coiled with coloured rags and brass thread. Around his neck dangled beads and small bells attached to thin cotton scarves that swung about him as he moved revealing the sallow flabby ripples of his flesh. As he moved a strange music of sorts was made with the tinkle and jangle of metal.
 From the sacred bone carved pipe of the shamans' ancestors, I inhaled deeply, the crackling crimson fire in the pipes bowl flared and as though in a delirious fever dream I felt my consciousness shift from the weighty confines of my flesh. Then, soaring upwards into a vast expanse of glittering firmament, it propelled my spirit to fantastically impossible realms of extra-sensory being. Like a shooting star I crashed down through kaleidoscopic nebula in a celestial ecstasy of colour, where sorrow and pain were unknown. Bliss upon bliss of unknown pleasures and unifying oneness with the universe where death itself had dissolved in the light of truth and love. My spirit soared like a dazzling luminous crest of a wave but then crashed down in an instant, and in the inevitability of cosmic balance the scene gave way to a nightmarish foray into a grey shadow filled interdimensional insanity. Time and space became distorted into unbearably frightful mockeries of realities I once held to be true. Seconds became aeons, minutes, vast universal eternities. Mighty dark colossal structures loomed overhead threatening to crush me under their weight, gigantic domes and towers, never ending cities of impossibly constructed architecture that defied all known laws of human geometry and physics. Abhorrent angles, loathsome displays of unholy order and distorted dimension. 
In a merciful eddy of fate, as quickly as I arrived, I departed and was cast into calmer, rational time streams, and began to sense the tremendous burden of a physical body and the sobering sensation of being. I returned finally to the known world in a fragile state of bewilderment and mental exhaustion. Opening my eyes a grey haze enshrouded my body.  I was able to gradually make out the form of my hand, trembling as it still held the pipe; threatening to spill the charred embers still glowing in its bowl. Purple streams of twisting smoke drifted upwards from it, coiling and writhing like poisonous vipers. Disorientated and agitated I attempted to move from the room and seek the sobering sea air outside. As I did so, I caught sight of the black expanse of starry void beneath my feet, whirling planets and spiralling galaxies. Weeping, distraught and disheartened I turned in a desperate search for the doorway, but I was met with nothing more than the same giddy expanse of the cosmos.  I resigned myself at last to surrender all hope, and casting off from the mooring of reality, I let myself float loose in the graveyard of stars and madness.

From the yawning chasm of the blackness the gentle grey eyes of Piede de Vance came into view. Their soft features formed from a swarm of dizzying constellations. Thinking it to be another wild hallucination I reached out and touched his face.  His firm hand clasped my arm, and he whispered to me:
“ Moleem, it is I Piede. You are safe now, do not struggle my friend. Be still and I will guide you “

  It was they who had found me standing high up on the cliffs edge bare footed and half naked, deep in the nefarious clutches of the weed. After administering a vial of some metallic tasting liquid, I was pulled from the brink though lay for some days in Piede’s chambers, in a state of delirious fever. They took me in as one of their own and settled my condition to one of relative comfort. In the lore of herbs Piede was unequalled, and it was from the grace and wisdom of their knowledge I was brought back from the abyss. They had been confidant and close friend to my dearest sister Frien in her last days. I had seen Piede nurse Frien with the profoundest heartfelt care and attention, until she was forced to surrender to the inevitable effects of the moon fever.
 Their generous hospitality and counselling stabilised my condition. Initially I feigned appreciation and intimated a false cast of optimism upon my lot, but the shadows within persisted and soon adopted their familiar roles in the black melancholic play of my soul.
 I soon felt as though I had been torn from the arms of fate and became bitter and resentful of Piede despite all they had done for me and Frien. I was short and brusque in my words with them; it is true my limbs were still burning with the pains of divorce from the evil weed. Yet my uncivil manner towards Piede only served to deepen my own self-loathing and desire to exit.  With time I became completely detached to my rooms. Piede left food outside the door that I ignored. It seemed to me as if all the colours had left the world, and like a phantom the substance of life had already dissolved from me. The books on the shelves around me sat mute without appeal, on the rare occasion I ventured to them each lily-white page became a conundrum of meaningless gibberish. Without sustenance my senses soon slipped into a distracted haze of confusion.
 From the window I spent most days gazing vacantly through the rippled diamond panes. Occasional insects crawled over the cool surface of the glass frantically marching in futile mazey patterns, enticingly close to the real before their inevitable fall into the pile of other black curled up, desiccated corpses. 
 Sometimes I watched the children playing on the warm, soft verdant lawns in the dappled orange light of the sunset, though their shrill echoing laughter passed through me like the chill breath of a banshee's wail. A huge bush of crimson roses gently nodding their fragrant heads at the windowsill in sinister whispers bid me follow them, to walk their path of salvation to the setting sun, and tiptoe atop their heads like bloody stepping stones.
 It was soon after Piede assuaged my mounting state of distress with the promise of release the elixir would bring.  Arrangements were made with the keepers of the garden in P’nral, the venerable custodians of the citadel's arcane mysteries. In the courtyard, deep in the Chambers of Amrac preparations had been made for my transition. Guided by the wisdom of Mapheus the seer and astrologer supreme, my fate was laid out by the pathways of the stars and followed the strictest itinerary.
  Piede formulated an herbal draught of cunning potency that left me reinvigorated enough to venture out on the journey set before me. With a full scrip I was well provisioned with nourishing goods. As the evening star entered the constellation of the Zelator, the weary amber sun dipped below the tall black silhouette of the Agrine woods, a chill breeze brushed across my exposed shoulders. I flipped the hood of my cloak over my head and armed with my staff and lantern set out towards the mountain pass.
The white chalky path through the meadows was simple enough to follow in the keen glow of the lantern, but as I neared the mountains edge the geology changed and the path became uneven, flanked on either side with barren gnarly trees. Steadied by my staff I trod carefully over the path which was littered with rocks and obstructive roots that had broken through to the surface. I was forced to redouble my efforts just to maintain any equilibrium. Before long the path began to rise, I clambered over the smooth granite backs of huge boulders that had spilt over in places adding to my growing exhaustion. As the way finally levelled out, I had to stop and catch my breath.
 The lamplight revealed the path continued through a yawning fissure of pale blue crystalline rock rising on either side of me; its regular prismatic surface shone with a disturbing preternatural light. A cruel icy wind whistled through the crevasse, wavering in pitch as it weaved through the rocks, like some malignant daemonic piper contemptuous of my presence. My cloak flapped wildly about me in the incessant din, I carried on full of dread and while I walked dark shapes moved at my side, and I soon fancied distorted shifting faces appearing behind the crystals of the rock, flitting this way and that. Some of the indistinct figures followed my footsteps as though walking in unison, others stood still and placed their palms against the crystal surface, their blurred faces peering, like captives behind a wall of glass. I hurried on afraid to linger too long and determined that I should not be waylaid by the nefarious enchantments of the mountain's spirits.
The path continued to sharply ascend in the icy blackness and my mind wandered imagining its peak in the twinkling abode of the stars themselves. I began to follow an exposed precipitous route around the side of the mountain. The wind became a horrendous deafening roar and in the frozen chaos I feared my lamps light would be extinguished. I dared not look down and leant close against the mountains side as I struggled on. The state of my nerves already badly shaken were tested continuously.
 Sporadic pockets of snow began to appear, intermittently appearing out of the darkness like pale misshapen bodies curled up between the crevasses of the craggy landscape.  The temperature plummeted drastically the higher I went, the biting wind stinging my face and hands. Periodically fortifying myself on rationed morsels from my scrip-bag I wearily trudged on, being careful to sidestep the fallen rocks scattered over the path. I watched the flickering flame of the lantern stretch and bend at the whim of the frightful blast and each time my heart was torn with fear that my own light of life would be extinguished in the darkness.  
 My limbs were numb, my thoughts blown and scattered by exhaustion. I stopped and closing my eyes pictured myself stepping off the edge and plummeting into the darkness, for a while I wondered if I had. Disorientated, my mind drifted far away to fond memories of happier times; the smiling faces of old friends long gone, appeared like luminous spheres of warm yellow light and I was back in sunlit halcyon days of mirth and endless youth.
I dropped to my knees and sunk my weeping face into the shelter of the gathered folds of my cloak. The lantern slipped from my grasp, and I heard a metallic clatter as it struck the rock. I pulled myself squat into a tight ball struggling to generate some heat and temporary relief from the elements.
 It was then I heard the piercing howl of a mountain wolf, its deep haunting echo raced around the mountainside. Quickly jolted from my reverie, I felt for my staff and cautiously pulled myself up shivering but with a renewed vigour, alert in mortal terror. The storm lamp was mercifully still intact, its wavering flame seemed defiantly radiant. I pressed on and before long the pathway turned once more round the edge of the rocks, and I found myself at the mouth of a huge cavern, sheltered from the boreal gales frozen grip. As I trudged eagerly towards the caves entrance, I caught a glimpse of carved decorative spirals either side of the opening. Resting against the side of the entrance, thankful for the opportunity to recompose myself.
My blood warmed gradually and feeling returned to my thawing flesh. Rummaging to the bottom of my scrip I removed the last of my bread, chewing slowly as I contemplated the gloomy tunnel ahead. Then raising my lantern, I ventured onwards. The passageway was narrow in width and height and barely able to accommodate me in places so that I was forced to stoop and crawl. The irregular formation led me to believe it was some kind of natural fissure, perhaps carved in time over aeons by glacial waters or suchlike. Yet as I went on, I came out into a wider and more uniform tunnel in size and form and I noticed in places, the residual markings of tool work on the tunnels surface. After some time, I was startled to see ahead of me in the distance to my left, tiny yellow lights. With a mix of trepidation and relief I followed their eerie glow. As I approached, I saw that they were flaming torches mounted behind rust splintered braziers of black iron that lined the walls at regular intervals harbouring spectral flames that intermittently fizzled and spat like mischievous sprites with occasional bursts of fiery green and blue sparks.
 Led by the glow of sickly yellow firelight I ventured down the arched subterranean passageways; each footfall sent a thousand unnerving echoes into the distant labyrinthine blackness setting my nerves on edge. Above my head, shadows danced in a wild frenzy across the wet granite walls that glistened and flashed in a chaotic play of light. My heaving breath sent fleeting grey clouds of vapour trailing behind me. The unholy play of light was accompanied by the increasing miasma of vegetative decay and a sulphurous musty stench that rose in damp warm exhalations from the walls and ever declining floor.
  Lesser visited in the eyes of ordinary folk were those ancient ways, spreading beneath the earth like damp slimy wormholes. After navigating a dizzying multitude of such tunnels, I finally came upon the vast antechamber to the courtyard. 
The impressive, vaulted stone ceiling loomed above me like the scaly arched underbelly of some huge fossilised black beast and as with the ancient passageways themselves, was illuminated by the same ominous flickering flames; that danced like mad frenzied prisoners behind the black bars of the braziers. I stepped out into the circular courtyard itself, which was modestly proportioned and encircled by seven black pillars of onyx that supported the looming circular stone cavity above, framing a dazzling canopy of the night sky.  Each pillar was ornately carved, impossibly detailed, with a writhing frenzy of interlaced flora encircling the form of a twisted tree trunk which at once took the form of a torso, the caryatid stretching up their graceful smooth arms. All had been prepared as promised.  At the base of the pillars amid the depths of shadow, barely discernible, a faintly luminous moss encrusted the fallen stonework that lay scattered about like silent hairy creatures, glowing in strange and silent eerie green mounds.
As I ventured closer into the centre of the courtyard, there was a small garden. Upon entering I was struck by another pungent odour, the balmy damp air was infused with an irresistible sweetness of decay, like rotting fruit. The intoxicating waves of perfumed air rippled and washed over me. In an instant my thoughts disassociated from my body and seemed to move about the garden. For a second I perceived the dark outline of my body standing on one side of the garden, a spectrum of shimmering lights slowly encircling my legs.  Soon the eldritch gloom gave way to a strange kaleidoscope of colour playing softly about, emanating from small perforated conical copper lanterns scattered around, that twinkled in a charming spell of gentle sorcery. Their enchanting lights touched the tall dark stems and leaves of the numerous plants in the courtyard garden, which were silhouetted in the darkness. Some stretched their long protruding inflorescence like tendrils that resembled the clumps of thin wavering fingers. There were others with huge tubular heads that bobbed gently from side to side with lank flabby leaves dangling at their side in some hideous mockery of arms.
 The fantastic, varied forms of the plants were animated into a delicious dreamlike fantasy of delicate floral pantomime. In one awful moment of disorientation, I realised that I was looking down on the garden from a great height.  As the colours shifted and danced about me, they left trails of light in the air that whirled about in spirals before exploding into showers of radiantly spectacular golden droplets that fell to the ground in a slow dreamlike parade before disappearing into the ground. 
  The precious collection of exotic plants was carefully tended by the venerable keepers of the garden and contained the rarest of specimens. Many souls had been lost in the painstaking endeavours endured in their recovery and transportation to the garden. In type and form they varied wildly, their common characteristic shared the predilection to bloom only in starlight. The purple spired flowerheads of exotic alien flora, the heavy perfumed pillow- petals of the deadly Hethalrea. The flower shunned even the weak orange glow of our nearest dying star Palthema,  choosing  instead to unfurl her fragile diaphanous pink petals that opened like delicate palms, in a divine reception to the celestial starlight above.
For a while I returned to some semblance of normality on the edge of the courtyard, standing between two of the black columns. Appearing from opposite sides, two indistinct pale figures appeared. Clad in flowing gowns of white gossamer, they moved gently about the circumference of the courtyard, their closer proximity unnerved me as I noticed no feet were touching the ground. Their silky translucent coverings were vaguely luminescent, shifting and waving in the evenings perfumed air. As they approached me, I could see they were not human.  The shapes hovered and moved closer, and I could now make out they were formed of a glowing mesh of ethereal interlaced web-like structures, that possessed no focus of identity, moving of their own volition. 
As one of the forms floated behind me the other stretched itself out and seemed to gesture with a flick of an extremity an invitation to follow. I was led to the centre of the garden following a narrow stone pathway. As I neared the centre my presence seemed to prompt an increase in activity from the plants encircling me. At first, they rocked gently from side to side and then their movements became wildly animated throwing up straggly flailing tendrils into the air. The bulbous inflorescence of their heads began to pulse softly and regularly in a dizzying spectrum of uncanny hues.
 As I turned to take in fully the scene around me, I felt the earth beneath me shudder and give way. My legs buckled and my staff and lantern fell into the tangled undergrowth. As I fell backwards, the impact seemed delayed as though I had passed through water. The air seemed to thicken around me. I looked up and between the thin veil of clouds, the dazzling raiment of the stars shone through the circular opening of the courtyard. I called out, but my mute fledgling voice fell from my lips into the darkness. Now nestled in a shallow pit I ran my fingers into the earth and found the soft tubular roots on which I lay and shuddered as they began to squirm and wriggle across my back. Soon the roots began crossing over my body gradually binding me to them. I watched as some of the swollen glowing heads of the swaying flowers rose up only to burst in an instant, sending puffs of shimmering silver powder floating into the night air. As they swirled and hovered around me, I became aware that my resistance had subsided, my limbs settled into a state of languid release.  
In a numbed torpor I gazed at the wonder of the stars that soon hung so close to me they were within reach, and I motioned to stretch out a hand and touch them. My action was halted at once by the realisation my arms were bound tight. I raised my head enough to see my body enshrouded in roots and vines. Some of the finer creeping tendrils had broken my skin and were inside me now. 
  Around me the plants bustled and jostled in a frenzy of uncanny celebration. At times they moved in complete synchronicity like a wave, rippling in a great circle around me, then in the dizzying whirl a limb from the roots brushed past my side then shot into the air.  It hovered over me, a giant orb at its tip bobbing from side to side. Behind it the clouds parted in the heavens revealing the dazzling firmament of stars once more. Through the thin green membrane of its covering, within the orb, there was a pulse of cold white light which slowly beat away. Like a giant eye, it suddenly opened. Parting in segments, its thin-skinned petals fell open from the side like flaps of loose flesh. Then the thing moved towards me. I now realised the light emanated from a further receptacle within it. Two transparent inner orbs had merged, and where they met and crossed into each other, a Vesica Piscis of liquid light burned with a sharp cold light. 
The light drained out of the orb and raced down the length of the stalk. I watched the light trace its way towards me, glowing like a luminous shuttle down the dark channels of its body into mine. I felt a warm rush like pure sunlight flood through my body, and I smiled then cried in the joy of it. The stars came closer again this time as I felt the cold light of their beauty upon my lips and cheek. I held one in my hands and kissed its sacred brow and in the embrace passed through to the other side. 


 Essay
 I decided to attempt to write a fantasy short story. It follows a character called Moleem who has suffered the recent bereavement of his twin sister Frien. Moleem is overcome with sorrow and feels unable to continue living without her. This leads him to explore drug use as a means of release from his anguish then later euthanasia. In this essay I will discuss the reasons I chose the theme I did, what effects I hoped to achieve for the reader and a personal exploration of my own writing style and the influences that have shaped them. I will further venture to discuss the narrative techniques I have used to convey the necessary effect of the story upon the reader. 
     In regards my choice of genre I think it presents in a dark high fantasy style with a nod to the Romantic tradition in literature. The natural locations such as the wild mountains and subterranean caverns in the story are dramatic and present an opportunity for the reader to see a visceral emotional response with the main character in the story. Like all stories the style and theme are the outer garments to the real story underneath and as Alisa Cox mentions ‘drawing on fantasy images, you may find yourself probing a deeper truth than can be expressed through reality’ 1 
During the worldbuilding stages of the task this became apparent as I encountered intriguing insights regarding my personal choices from plot to
imagery regarding personal connections to the story. I was forced to confront the deeper symbolism behind (initially) routine choices.

1 Ailsa Cox, Writing Short Stories: A Routledge Writer’s Guide, (New york:2007) p.92.  
     The story naturally began in third person subjective and the single character viewpoint, and as I wanted the character of Moleem in the foreground of events this felt appropriate as I needed a way to express his thoughts and feelings. This creates empathy of the character with the reader. As writer Damon Knight says, ‘This kind of reader identification with the protagonist is hard to achieve in any but a single viewpoint.’ 2  The concept of self was an important aspect to the story as I wanted to explore the theme of transmutation at various points. For example, when Moleem takes the forbidden weed and later when he is absorbed by the plant, I wanted a direct human response that I could only find in the characters reaction and feelings about what was happening to him. 
     I did not deliberately set out to write a tragedy, but it became apparent once I completed a rough plot outline. Author Christopher Booker suggests the tragedy plot allows more than any other, an intimate exploration of how the character has turned into a dark figure and secondly how the negative power has brought them to their destruction. He says:
     So horrified has part of them become at what the dark component in their personality has led them to that, in self-disgust, they turn their violence on themselves, bringing about their own destruction. Thus, do we see at the heart of tragedy how the dark power in rebellion against the whole, in the end works to bring about its own destruction. 3
     Though in the case of my character Moleen it is perhaps a final salvation and liberation from the dark power, however self-generated, which he finally experiences. 
 2 Damon Knight, Creating Short Fiction, (New York:St Martins Griffin,1997), p.129.
  3 Christopher Booker, The Seven Basic Plots: Why we tell stories, (London: Continuum 2009) p.224-228.
     The opening lines ‘In the ancient eldritch chambers of Amrac’ already act as an indicator of what we can come to expect from the tale. The language has adopted an archaic tone with words such as ‘eldritch’. There is reference to a fictitious ‘Amrac’. The writing draws on the influence of fantasy/ horror writers like H.P.Lovecraft and particularly Clarke Ashton Smith, both wrote in American pulp magazines such as Weird Tales in the 1920’s and produced works that often crossed over with similar themes of cosmic horror with strange, fantastic settings.  Both tended to often use rather obsolete vernacularisms particular to their own select circle of contemporary writers. For example, in ‘The Dunwich Horror’ Lovecraft writes ‘the mountainous blasphemy lumbered upon it’s eldritch course’. . 4
     Ashton Smith in the opening sequence of ‘The Abominations of Yondo’ describes the desert of Yondo: ‘..strange winds, blowing from a gulf no astronomer may hope to fathom, have sown it’s ruinous fields with the grey dust of corroding planets, the black ashes of extinguished suns.’ 5
      It was my intention in the story to convey a comparable sense of otherworldliness and decayed grandeur to the setting, for example describing the entrance to the courtyard:    
       The impressive, vaulted stone ceiling loomed above me like the scaly  
arched underbelly of some huge fossilised black beast and as with the ancient passageways themselves, was illuminated by the same ominous flickering flames.

4 Howard Phillips Lovecraft, The Call of Cthulhu and Other Wierd Tales, (London: Vintage, 2011) p. 118. 
5 Clarke Ashton Smith, The Emperor of Dreams, (Great Britain: Gollanz,2002) p.5.    

     I decided that to achieve some level of plausibility in the story I would need to rely on strong imagery and detail with descriptive passages to transfer the sensations of horror and awe being presented to the reader. 
  
Describing the flora of the courtyard:
Some stretched their long protruding inflorescence like tendrils that resembled the clumps of thin wavering fingers. There were others with huge tubular heads that bobbed gently from side to side with lank flabby leaves dangling at their side in some hideous mockery of arms.
     The metaphor of the leaves as arms adds to the effect of providing a human element to the plants, creating an uncanny aspect to unsettle the reader. I have placed plenty of emphasis on creating atmosphere in the story as a basis for that feeling of authenticity to the story. As Lovecraft himself said: ‘Atmosphere is the all-important thing, for the final criterion of authenticity is not the dovetailing of a plot but the creation of a given sensation’ 6





6 Howard Phillips Lovecraft, ‘Supernatural Horror in Literature’, (New York: Ben Abrahamson,1945), p.16. https://archive.org/details/lovecraft-1945-sup.-horror/page/n5/mode/2up  

     Overall, I think the story achieves the effect in terms of establishing its identity within the genre of fantasy. I am aware that using outdated archaic diction in the narrative would potentially alienate many modern readers, though the effect I wished to achieve was to use such language to add flavour and take the reader back a distant Romantic landscape of chivalry and heroism. I am also conscious the story can tend to become adjective heavy when I am in the flow of description, and this will need further consideration. On reflection I would also have preferred a deeper exploration of the main characters thoughts and philosophy as I think his was a shallow presentation on balance, perhaps restricted by the word count.
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