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A Pirate and A Pocket Watch


The Storyteller folded his hands over his lap with a sigh. The Sun and The Moon settled themselves into the velvet seats opposite him, the carriage rocked into motion, and they were lulled into a calm that only comes from the end of an adventure. After all they had done to retrieve the pocket watch, after all the questions they had asked, The Storyteller knew it was time to give them answers. 

The Storyteller took a moment to breathe, walking the worn grass paths of his mind. No amount of distance between that moment and this one could make his heart ache less for his home. 
Some lost things could never be found. 
His companions took his hands, one each, warm to the touch and they asked for the truth. So he told.

We begin our story on the Isle of Thalos. 
At the time my story begins, it was home to a meagre three villages and a single port. Being the smallest inhabited island off the northeast coast of Zentria, each house was more than familiar with the next, generations lived under one roof and shared with their neighbours. We grew our own food and traded with the mainland only for what we could not make ourselves. 
And there was very little we could not make ourselves.

In the months of fire and amber there came a baby. Befitting of the season in which he was born, this child had eyes of gold. He was born on the most bitter cold day of the year, or so I am told. Although perhaps that was a lie told to a strange child by a scared mother, for when this baby stared up into his parents’ warm brown eyes with his golden ones, they called him the devil. He was too young to know much of evil, of right and wrong. He only knew he was himself and they hated him for it. Well, he was mostly himself. Except for when he was a mouse, or a dog, or a panther, but even then, he kept those golden eyes.
The Monster’s father, a cruel and unforgiving man by all accounts, had died only weeks before the birth of his son, and so the strange child was left in the care of his mother and aunt who were only human, and as such they were afraid. And so they kept him hidden, away from the other children, away from the elders, away from the traders and fishermen. But he crept to the heat of the campfires as a snake in the grass to hear the children sing stories and laugh, and he listened to the elders in their wise debates as a sparrow at their shutters. He watched the market bustle from above as a beetle or a bee and he sat alongside the fishermen as they worked with whiskers flicking and sunlight on his fur. The island knew little of him, kept sequestered as he was, but he knew all of the island. He knew every secret affair, every whispered gossip, he knew his people inside and out and they knew nothing of what he would become.

One night, he sat upon his sister’s bed as she told him of her dreamed up adventures and ripped the pages from their mother’s darkest diary to feed the hearth. He in turn shared his desires for fledged freedom in the skies over the bay and beyond.

When she ran away in the summer of his ninth year, his mother said it was his sin that had infected her mind, driven her to leave home. This was a lie. After she was gone, there was no wall between him and his family’s hatred and so, the nights became longer, the locks on his windows sturdier.

The sun was beginning to dim outside the world of his story, drawing down the curtain of night in the carriage where his lovers sat, hands in his. He wondered if he could have dreamt of this back then, if it was even within the realm of his young imagination. He knew little of what his sister had become but if her adventures had been anything like his, she would have loved every moment of it. 
His eyes latched onto the bandage wrapped securely around The Moon’s shoulder, stained with drying blood.
Maybe not every moment.

As The Monster grew, so did his power; the shift between one form and the next became second nature, as simple as breathing, and he learned he could become that which he had never even seen before, mermen and trolls and ghouls. He wished his sister had stayed long enough to see him be able to turn into their fantasies, to play knights and dragons with real fire. 
He began to change. A change that he could not control but felt almost natural to him. Like growing into your first pair of dress shoes, it felt like he was becoming more himself: first horns, then scales, then beautiful black wings and finally a spotted tail in soft blonde fur. 
Then the day came that his mother looked at her son and could no longer see him. That was the day the doctor came.
He was first outsider to set foot on the island in forty years and no-one but the residents of the Monster’s house knew he was coming. He was smuggled in during the night on a mahogany ship belonging to a fierce Pirate with a name lost to the seas. He carved what he needed from out of the boy, and was gone with his payment before the sun rose.
The boy woke the next day with a hollow chest.
His golden eyes the only reminder of who he was.
He had been stolen and he had the scar to prove where his monstrous heart sat no longer. His bedsheets scratched at the torn flesh of his chest and his mother’s hand rested like an anchor on his bed, head lolled in sleep. He woke her with a cry, begged her to return his monster, but she no longer kept it. It was in a watch in the pocket of a stranger in a foreign land. 
A rage filled him like that which he had never known before but would soon become well acquainted with. He transformed into what little part of the monster he still was. First, the black cat. He tore into his mother with teeth and claws, yowling until he was satisfied that her suffering might match his own. 
And then he flew. 
The crow had always been his favourite, and if that was all he had now, the cat and the crow, he was glad he could still fly.
He traced he north coast, where the sea and land danced at the snow-capped cliffs, followed the roads cutting through white and then green and then grey. He found his crew in cities squatted between mountains. He found that mahogany ship, the beautiful one that had taken his heart, and he slaughtered the Captain with the lost name. The Monster took on a new name to remind him where he had come from and he set sail, searching for what was stolen from him. 
Searching for the watch. His heart.
And he while he was searching, he found adventure, and The Sun, and The Moon. 

Thalos Jax, Captain of the Chimaera, Monster, man, cat and crow, took the pocket watch from the Sun where it lay in her open palm. Her eyes were greener than the hills as she forced back tears. The Moon pressed a kiss to his scarred knuckles, taking in all of the man they’d fallen in love with. 
He held the watch close his chest and opened it, filling the carriage with a light so hot and blinding it turned the whole world white for one brief moment.
With stars in their eyes, The Sun and The Moon held each other close.

Curiosity Killed the Cat

There is a man by the window.
There is nothing particularly special about this man upon first glance; another dull-eyed dreamer watching the world pass by the frosted glass with frost-bitten hands wrapped around a steaming mug. He’s a regular, so regular in fact that I have wondered if he has a job… or a life. He arrives before my 11am shift and remains in his armchair by the window until I close up at 6. I’ve never actually seen him order a drink, but he always seems to have one in his hands, half empty and still steaming, and despite being in a boardgame café I have never seen him with so much as a pack of cards. 
He sits with his back to me and I have never seen his face. I think he has grey hair, or maybe its blonde? He could be slim, could be squat, I can’t seem to tell. There is a shroud of unknowing around the man in the window, a veil I cannot seem to pierce. When I cast my eyes in his direction and they slide over him, not letting me notice him, not really. Not enough to know his face.
Curiosity killed the cat.

It is the height of summer, the sweat beads on my forehead and runs down my spine. The air-con unit whirs uselessly above my head.
“Is it not to your liking?” Sandra asks, watching with her usual scepticism as I move another game from one rickety wooden shelf to another. There has to be reason, order. The strategy games together, card and dice drafting together but not near the RPGs, everything alphabetically ordered within its category. How do people cope without order?
I don’t dignify her with a response. I’ve explained this before.
I take a step back and inspect the shelf, looking for where else there might be errors. The shelves sit at the furthest end of the café from the door and with no open windows in this wall, at least there is no risk of water damage from the rain. The air-con unit drips. 
I clench my jaw, teeth grinding together, and I take a deep breath, hoping to remain calm as Sandra once again perks up with pointless chatter.
“Who’s the creeper in the corner? I didn’t see him come in…” she says.
 I cast a cursory glance around the café, eyes skipping over the familiar wood panel walls and hanging lightbulbs, landing on the man in the armchair. Avoiding the current of cold wind which comes through the door in the winter, the chair is positioned so that from most angles it is invisible. It’s the only fabric armchair in the place - the rest being leather which creaks with your every move – especially in this heat. It is the best seat, and it has the best view too; that must be why he sits there, unmoving.
I frown. He is wearing a thick black coat, the kind you might wear to a funeral. Just looking at him makes me overheat. 
Sandra sighs at my lack of response once again and makes her way over to the man in the armchair. She is still holding the empty mug she had been intending to take to the kitchen when she appears to start a conversation. It’s probably one of those horrible small-talk ones where she tries to learn enough about his life to satiate her curiosity without asking any questions that might get genuine answers because that’s ‘rude’, apparently. I tune it out and get back to my necessary shelf adjustments.
I hear a shattering – ceramic not glass. You can tell because the pitch is lower. I turn to find Sandra frozen in place, blood dripping from her palm where the mug’s shards had caught her on their way to the floor. I don’t notice the confusion on my face until my eyebrows start to ache. 
Neither of us move. 
The blood continues to drip. 
Then comes the scream.
 Not of pain, but of fear. She is running, the door swings shut with a thud behind her, the tinkle of the bell sounding long after she is gone.

The man in the armchair takes a sip of his tea (or coffee, I have never been close enough to inspect the contents of his mug) and shifts his crossed legs, swapping them over to stop the left going to sleep, I imagine. I see him move so rarely it is almost like watching a wild animal on the African plains; exciting, terrifying. 
I step on a miniature train car on my approach to the wild thing, as if the world is trying to stall me. I think that’s got to mean something, right? I side-step my expedition in order to return the piece the Ticket to Ride box; the first game I ever bought myself. 
That’s got to mean something.
My eyes wander to the corner of the room where he sits. Can he feel me watching him? Is he waiting for me?
Curiosity killed the cat.

It is still summer, August to be more precise, so we can expect a break from this endless heat any time now. The man in the armchair has become a permanent feature. It should be comforting, knowing he will be there every morning, knowing he will leave moments before I do, knowing he will not touch my perfectly organised shelves. It’s almost nice to think that maybe he would put them back in the right place, that maybe he needs order in the chaos too. 
It’s almost nice.
Gemma is Sandra’s replacement and I like her significantly more. She brings me a KitKat every morning and never puts the games back in the wrong places. She even entertains my strange questions. Yesterday, we had a lengthy debate about the difference between a sieve and a colander and came to the sound conclusion that they were in fact the same thing in different sizes. 
She reminds me of my brother in a strange, hippy skirts and hair jewels kind of way.      
“He’s in again,” she says, pushing her John Lennon glasses up her nose and pointing to the man in the armchair through the kitchen window hatch. One of us should really be behind the counter but we’re having a slow day and there is more to do in the kitchen than out on the floor.
“He’s always there,” I say, pushing my sleeves up to my elbows and diving into the sink for lost treasure, finding my ring amongst the coffee-stained spoons and pulling it free with a victory yell. Gemma laughs in her soft, knowing way and I notice the kitchen lights catching in her green eyes. 
“I’m going to go see if he wants anything, he’s been here for ages,” she says.
 I want to stop her. I’m not sure why. I watch her patchwork skirts sweep the floors as she crosses the café until she leaves my line of sight. 
But I still hear the scream.

There has to be something about him. 
Having put the train car back in its correct place, I push the game back onto the shelf, feel it hitting the wall and my hand lingers for a moment. I bite my lip, tonguing at the snake bite piercings my mother hates so much. 
I watch too much horror, that’s what my brother would say. But something is just wrong with the man in the armchair. Why can’t I see his face? Why is his mug always full? I take a step towards him, despite my better judgement. The part of me that hates not knowing overwhelms the part of me that believes in monsters. 
Curiosity killed the cat.

It is Autumn, I bring it with me in gusts of golden leaves through the café door. I am not the first to arrive. Arjun is here, and so is the man by the window. 
Arjun is no Gemma. 
He is a hard worker, thorough and dry as sandpaper, I have not heard him laugh and I don’t think I ever will. I am content with this arrangement; at least he doesn’t have a problem with my shelves (or my earphones). I am listening to Avenged Sevenfold in the moment he decides to investigate. 
Convinced that the stranger had not in fact paid for his drink, (which seems a reasonable theory bearing in mind neither of us can remember serving him) Arjun shuffles over with all the authority of a kid playing dress up as a police man.
I know by now what will happen. 
I have no particular interest in keeping Arjun around, although I suppose the next one could be worse. I do, however, have an interest in knowing how the man by the window works. 
There is a brief exchange. I observe as best I can from the window hatch, too far from the armchair to catch any clear speech. This time I can see it, the terror on his face, as he takes one trembling step away from the man in the window. And then he is running. 

I am close enough to reach out and touch him now.  He smells like spice and fir tree; I suppose it fits the season. He is wearing that same funeral coat. I think I should be scared. He took Gemma from me; he took Arjun, he took Asher. But the not knowing is too much.
He sighs, the first sound he has ever uttered.
Curiosity killed the cat. 
But satisfaction brought it back. Asher always had to remind me of the second half of the saying. Maybe they will be right in the end…

The end of autumn is approaching but winter brings with it its own sort of beauty, so I am not disheartened. I finally get to wear my new sweater; one of those hideous grandad ones that’s so bad it’s almost endearing, and Asher turns up to work wearing one similar. 
They’re possibly the coolest person I have ever met, with their confidence and their poetry and their indie movie references. They understand me in ways no-one ever has. In some ways I think we are the same and in the ways we are not, I wish I could be more like them. 
But in the end they are just as curious as everyone else. 
“The guy in the window seat… what’s his deal?” 
The dreaded words, in one way or another. I steel myself against the inevitable.
“I’m not sure… but he seems perfectly content, so maybe just leave him.” 
I try to steer them away, try to distract them with the latest games purchase but their eyes are locked onto him, as if seeing him for the first time. There is no hope. They wave away my ramblings on ‘Mycelia’ (not ‘Mycelium’, which is more of a card game than a board game) and its cute little leaf tokens and whirlpool mechanism and… they’re gone. 
I don’t bother trying to listen. I don’t even watch them approach. I just take one shallow breath, tongue my piercings and wait. I hear the café door swing shut and the heavy clatter of running feet on the pavement outside. Asher is gone.
That’s the last straw.

My feet are glued to the hardwood; screw my courage to the sticking place and all that. One deep breath.
“Excuse me.”
He turns. 
			My scream fills the empty café. 



Midnight

“Cap, I think you should come take a look at this…” Officer Tom Crosby piped up, snapping Blake out of his downward spiral. Three hours of silence in a dark, out of hours office had brought back a few too many ghosts. It was one in particular that haunted Police Captain Oliver Blake, however. He scrunched his eyes shut, wiping the image of his son’s glassy blue gaze from his mind. There was work to be done.
Crosby’s face looked grave in the pale light of the flickering monitor, his hands shaking as they gripped his mug of stale coffee. He didn’t take a sip; it was more for comfort than for taste. He had been poring over the CCTV from that night for nigh on 8 hours now, frame by frame, second by second, and by God was it clear in his sunken, bloodshot eyes. 
Blake marches  over to his subordinate’s desk, turning his nose up at the cheerful clutter than was strewn across it. He had made quite clear what a waste of time he believed the CCTV to be; claiming that any killer worth his salt wouldn’t be stupid enough to walk himself onto camera, and this being the fourth such body to turn up mangled in a week, the guy must be practised. Crosby on the other hand was committed to the methodical approach, and as such had volunteered for the job.
“This better be good Crosby. You’re wasting precious time.” 
Pushing away a loose copper hair from his wildly unprofessional haircut, Crosby pointed to his glowing monitor, frozen on a still of London Park, where the most recent body was found. Captain Blake’s eyes skipped over the pool of gore that had once been 36 year old Vanessa Thorn and latched onto the figure flickering at the edge of the image, a figure he knew better than his own. Days pushing swings in that same park came flooding back to him as the figure turned its face to the camera; it knew it was being watched.
Blake’s perfect posture slumped, breath hitching in his throat, bile climbing up from his stomach as his blue eyes locked onto that familiar glassy gaze, shining in the lamplight of the midnight park.
He had been such a gentle boy. 






Chalk Wishes
The first wish had been easy. 
There had been no question in her mind as she’d let the scarlet drip from her palm to the chalk circle, the copper of her own blood filling her nose. 
‘I want him back’
She had said, dropping her offering into the centre of the chalk, five points, candle wax speckled on the hard concrete. It demanded she take a life to give a life and she didn’t question it as she plunged the knife into that cashiers neck and watched the life flow from his 5 o’clock shadow. 
That night her wish was granted and her brother was returned to her. It was too good to be true, but she didn’t let that stop her.
The second wish was for his happiness, that he be granted all good fortune and wealth, that he might live to a ripe old age with never a care in the world. For this it demanded another soul and despite her hesitations she found herself drowning in yet another scarlet lake, this time a homeless man at the bus stop who was unfortunate enough to toss her a smile. The wish was granted within the hour, a gleeful phone call about lottery numbers later and her brother was on a flight to Barbados. 
The third wish had been for her own good fortune; she reckoned after all this hard work she ought to reap some of the reward, but for this it asked something different. With a voice of dying flames it hissed ‘In 10 years you will pay your fee,’ and it was gone into the shadows from which she had drawn it. 
10 years down the line, she’d had the most perfect life she could imagine and now she stood in a tube station with a baby in her arms as rumble of a train sounded its arrival to the platform. The bright white lights of the station flickered and dimmed. She knew today was the day, she could feel the shadows watching her, tracking her every move, reaching tendrils of blackness towards the bundle in her arms ready to wrench it out of her grasp. 
The train rumbling ceased. No-one was coming. She and her love were alone here, lights exploding above her, plunging the station into darkness; the same darkness from which it had been conjured.
There was a breath on her neck, heavy and hot. It was here.
“You know what I want.” Its voice came from everywhere, pressed in on her until she had no breath left in her lungs. She pulled her love closer to her chest and curled around it, she would not let it go easily. 
The tears ran hot down her cheeks and splashed on the soft skin of her bundled baby; it opened its eyes, curious and gentle and the colour of blood dripping onto chalk. It reached out it’s pale hand, the darkness reached back. 
“The babe is mine.”


