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FIREFLY LOVE

Under the depleted curve of a blue moon, the Bannits stood witness as 

two of theirs, deep in slumber, were embraced by petals of green embers. 

Amongst the fi ve pedestals lined along the clearing, the blaze rose high 

into the night in front of the one in the middle, which belonged to Khitr, 

Deity of Wrath and Mercy. When the fl ames died out, a strong gust of 

wind carried the ashes deep into the spruces.

With the warmth of the fi re gone, the resulting chill in the air caused 

the Bannits to disperse to their huts, their shoulders hunched, breaths 

visible, and feet scurrying over the grass and moss.

Khitr’s pedestal glowed green under the moonlight for a passing 

moment once the audience had left . Behind it, Hasea sat on her haunches 
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over the damp ground while she waited. She could sense the clearing had 

been vacated. The Mercy Flames had a way of making those who witnessed 

it feel hollow inside. It spared the ones it consumed from a miserable 

heartbreak in the future. But those who had sworn their love to each other 

should have been destined to have one or both run astray in the future, the 

thought left a bitter aftertaste in one’s mind.

Better to be spared the sight of an askew affection. Since they 

facilitated the way out, Khitr was one of the few deities worshipped by 

every settlement within the North Forest.

Hasea awaited her own trial. Khitr, known to appear in the gender 

of the ones they were visiting, had summoned her in her dreams. Though 

she had not seen Khitr in all their luminescence before, she was assured of 

their identity in her heart.

Khitr had materialized adorned in golden threads which flowed 

off their back in rivers, their long tresses blacker than the blackest nights, 

skin earthier than the soil which birthed the greenest grass, eyes little 

blue moons in full bloom. Their arms and feet were hidden in the flowing 

gown, and nothing else adorned them. Hasea did not think they needed 

any further embellishments, their aura blinding as it was.

“Child.” The word enveloped her like the air itself, as it had in her 

dream.

Hasea raised her eyes. There they were, gliding across the earth, as 

glorious in person. Hasea scrambled to adjust her legs so they folded at the 

knees, and bowed until her forehead touched the forest floor.

“My dear, sweet child. You know why you were summoned.”

“Is this where I say my decision, O Merciful One?”

“Do you not want to?”

Hasea graced the blue of their eyes with her blazing ones and 

nodded. Some of the soil smeared on her forehead sprinkled off. “I do not 

know how the days ahead will treat me. I do not know if the fear of what’s 

to come should be my guide. I beg your pardon, Khitr, for it may seem I 

am speaking out of turn. Perhaps it is my lack of years which gives me this 

absurd assurance…”

“I see, my child. I understand.” With a smile which flickered on their 

lips for a moment, Khitr dissipated into million little stars and became one 

with the wind around her.

...

Later that night, Hasea laid her head on her mother’s lap and curled 

her body into a foetal position. Laryi brushed her painted fingers through 

Hasea’s matted locks and pushed them away from her brows.

“Why are your eyes misty, my love? Did something happen?” She 

continued combing her fingers through her hair, separating the strands, 

while her daughter shook her head against the folds of her cotton skirt.

“Nothing out of the ordinary. But can I ask you something?”

“Anything.”

“Why do they choose to die? The tangled lovers? Khitr gives them a 

choice, don’t they? Why is death the answer they choose?”

Laryi stroked Hasea’s cheeks. “Have you heard of a firefly love? 
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Some loves just do not have enough strength to last as long as humans 

can live. They are fleeting, they die quickly. Khitr gives them the choice 

before things break down, because even though it is short-lived, a person’s 

attachment could last a lifetime. It could be very painful, or it could pass. 

Sad as it may seem, not everyone finds it in them to be able to endure it.”

Hasea turned her head and straightened her back on the straw mat. 

“But how does one know if they can endure it if they have never chosen to 

do so before?”

Laryi leaned down and kissed her forehead. “Isn’t that the question? 

Why do you think they do it?”

Hasea traced with her gaze the creases around her mother’s smile 

and eyes. After a while, she said, “I don’t know. I don’t understand.”

“You know, my love, not all choose death.”

“Are they happier now?”

Laryi smiled and shrugged.

...

Khitr visited her dreams again that night. “I learned you had more 

questions.”

A hollow laugh escaped her lips as Hasea crossed her legs and settled 

down in the void. “Why did you come to me? I do not have any connection 

in my life yet. I do not understand why everyone makes the choice they do. 

Is it that terrible to lose a kind of love? There are many other kinds that 

surround us still. Shouldn’t that be enough?”

“My dear child, I arrive early for everyone. Their answers then and 

in the aftermath are very different. When you do not have it, you cannot 

glean what it means to lose it. When you do have it, that you could lose it 

someday becomes the undoing of all.”

Hasea did not say anything.

“You are wondering about the ones who did not choose death,” Khitr 

said, smiling.

“Ma…” Hasea realized almost as though Khitr had revealed a placard 

before her spelling out LARYI in bold lettering.

“Yes, she chose one love over another. There have been several others 

like her as well. Some different love pulled them back. But the ones who 

choose death, they are not driven by love, no. Anger, resentment over what 

the future held for them, and the fear of having to live with that bitterness, 

of breaking the so-called tradition of the Flames, and the anxiety of having 

to possibly experience it all over again— those are their motivations.”

There was a fierceness in Khitr’s booming voice. Hasea could feel 

each word pulse in her blood, a subdued grudge prickling to come out. 

Under the rancour was a strong current of acute sadness. Her eyes pricked 

at that and she closed them. When she opened them again, she was alone. 

Two teardrops slid down her cheeks.

...

Seven days past, Hasea collided with the reason for the warning she 

had received.

She had been hopping from one tree top to another, a woven scarf 

wrapped around her mouth, nose and ears. It was her favourite pastime 
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before daybreak. Th e mist of that morning had not subsided enough and 

she had to squint to make sure she was aiming for a tree closer in height to 

the one she was perched on.

While making one such leap, there was a split second where she 

noticed something big break through the mist, and that something 

big noticed her as well. Th e two of them screamed but could not avoid 

crashing into each other. Scrambling in midair, Hasea caught the nearest 

bough with both hands and thrust her weight in the other direction to halt 

her vigorous momentum. A shower of needles dribbled around her, sticky 

with the mist, and clung to her hair, skin and scarf. She used her free hand 

to pull the woollen length off  her face while spitting out the signifi cant 

amount of mustard and brown fuzz she had swallowed from screaming.

Hasea tilted her head and narrowed her eyes to peer around the bark. 

Like her, there was a boy hanging off  of the opposite branch, doused in just 

as much green, if not more. He raised his head and caught her eye.

Grinning, he motioned with his chin at the branch beneath him 

before he released his grip on the one above. He landed without trouble 

and straightened up. “Are you going to continue?” His hands cupped his 

mouth when he spoke, and he used one of them to point skyward.

Hasea’s eyes followed the direction of his fi nger. Sunrays were 

beginning to melt the suspended clouds away. She looked then at the 

bough beneath her and back to the sun yawning the day awake.

She smiled and unfurled her fi ngers.
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� e wolf and the Redhead 
in the Tower 

She lets down her scarlet curls, they cascade heavy and silken to the fl oor. 

Th rough the window she sees lights fl ickering in the village. People do 

not visit, but she hears laughter and screams in the night, feels the tug of 

longing. Th e wolf waits below her tower, she sees his yellow eyes, knows 

his dark desire, feels the vibration in her thighs. His breath of decay drift s 

towards her tower door, it seeps through the cracks. Staring out of the 

window, daydreaming of love and freedom, she plays with her red locks. 

Th e witch says you have the moon and the stars to keep you company. You 

need no others.
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She lets down her scarlet curls, they bounce and swing around her 

shoulders. From her window she calls to wolf, her voice cracks, her throat 

dry. He arrives with fl owers in his teeth, he has groomed his musk-laden 

fur. He smiles, his teeth hidden, showing his eager tongue, kissing, and 

licking. He boasts of his conquests and promises her the moon and the 

stars. He howls to her of love and devotion, she devours his wild spice 

scent. When he slinks away sated, leaving blood, pain and regret, the witch 

reminds her, you have the moon and the stars to keep you company, you need 

no other’s love.

She lets down her scarlet curls, they fl oat to the fl oor as she snips 

them one by one. She wears clothes the witch has left  behind, smelling of 

sulpur and brimstone. Outside the slathering wolf does not recognise her 

scent. He opens his jaws and howls his longing for her to the moon and the 

stars. Th e villagers are alive with the joys of the moon festival, they dance 

in circles around the bonfi re. She sees the yellow of their eyes, the wolf in 

their movements. Turning away she shuns their welcome, aff ection and 

love. Th e witch is whispering in her ear. Just more wolves to be avoided. You 

need no other wolves.
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To Indigo Lost

Th e cost of my transgressions was the removal of all extravagances. No 

longer would they tolerate my, how does one put it, excesses, instead, 

imposing a life of abject ennui upon my poor defenceless self. And I was 

defenceless. Th is was the bargain I’d made to get there.

... 

When the spring came in bursts of colour to rival the stars, I stood 

by my windows and took in all that was and would be, well, for at least 

another year, as if them newborn galaxies awhirl in frenzied light. So much 

new life. So much reborn potential. Th ere were crimsons and golds, milk-

whites and sapphires, indigo, my favourite. It was on this latter hue, born 

of those understated fl owers who bloomed in the day with only ever the 
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night in mind, that I focused. Indigo held the key. Indigo held the answer. 

It always had. 

...

They allocated me a nurse the night I ‘took’ ill. There was never any 

chance of a doctor. The girl, for no woman was she, not yet, treated me with 

ill-afforded care. For this, I was grateful. Of course, she did not know what 

was wrong, nor why I slipped into such a deep malaise at her attentions. 

How could I tell her? Why would I tell her?

Our unorthodox companionship lasted well into the summer. The 

flowers were by now at their very best, as all things are before the onset of 

death. They reached for the sky like hungry chicks and went to bed like 

naughty schoolchildren, late and reluctant. 

The crimson roses went first, dripping from their petals into pools 

of blood. Veritable streams of the things littered the garden below my 

window, running like arterial veins downhill towards the city. I resisted the 

urge to pollute them. Next came the daffodils, which ought to have been 

first, but hung on with a tenacious will I rather admired. They dropped 

one by one like so many suns had before. After these came the primulas 

in all the colours one could wish. Last came the lilies, which curled in on 

themselves like clenched fists. The irises bloomed on.

...

Winter and all turned white. The landscape dissolved into one 

unending bridal gown, its wearer stranded at a bleak and lonely altar with 

not a groom in sight. My nurse came once a week ‘to be sure’ as she put it. 

There wasn’t any need, but I enjoyed the company. It was she who noticed 

the irises poking their little heads out of the snow as though it was still 

summer. In truth, I’d forgotten all about them and what they offered. 

“They’re beautiful, don’t you think?”

I shrugged.

“Well, I think so. It’s a miracle they’re alive.”

“How do you know they are?”

She gave men one of those bepuzzled looks humanity specialised in 

and pressed her nose to the window, steaming the glass like a dragon. 

“Would you pick them for me?” 

“You know I’m not supposed to.”

“They’re just flowers.”

She took a deep breath.

“A prison is not a prison if flowers bloom within.”

“Very poetic.”

“I have my moments.”

“So I’ve heard.” 

She bit her lip, but I waved her lapse away.

“Please.”

She gazed from the flowers to me and back. “Maybe tomorrow.”

She wasn’t due tomorrow, but came, anyway. When she stopped to 

pick half a dozen of the indigo blooms, I grinned a grin so wide it almost 

split my face. 

...
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The night came as a great dark shroud. Time to leave. 

I nipped each petal off and scrunched them between my hoofs. 

I rubbed and ground and pounded them until all that remained was 

indigo dust. This I carried to the window and then paused. She was there 

underneath the window, staring up.  

I had not reckoned on it, could not have accounted for it, but 

something primal stirred and I beckoned to her. 

She unlocked the cell to the same cacophony of echoing steel on 

steel as always. “I want to go with you,” she said

“How do you know I’m going anywhere? The doors are locked and 

barred. The windows are too high to jump from.”

“You could take the keys from my person if you had to.”

“And yet I have not.”

“No, you haven’t.”

She blushed in the moonlight, a lightening of her already pale skin. 

“So, can I? Will you?”

I sniffed back an unfamiliar emotion and inclined my head. 

She grinned like a whinnying horse. 

“Are you strong enough?” she asked. 

“I always was.”

“Sorry, that was the nurse in me. Although, I think we both know 

you never needed one.” She grinned again. “Why did you pretend?”

“To be here, now, with you.”

“You foresaw it.”

“Foresaw. Hoped. It’s all the same to such as me. I’ve never really 

dealt in exactitudes.”

She looked about my prison for a room of stone walls and bare 

floorboards. “How?”

“With these.” I offered the powdered irises to her. “Man may have 

imprisoned me, but in woman, I have my release. Watch.” I walked to the 

always-open window; they wouldn’t permit any glass as I might have used 

it to do something regrettable and blew the powder into the air. Their it 

circulated on an unfelt breeze before spiralling away into the sky. 

My nurse came to stand beside me, her eyes following my aim to 

where the darkness turned from black to purple. This expanded, loomed 

closer, until hanging right outside.

“I don’t understand?” 

“Sometimes, one must bruise what cannot be pierced to show it you 

mean business. The night is no different. My night, anyway.”

“You’re showing it who’s the boss?”

“Oh, it already knows, but like all teenagers, it often needs reminding.”

“Teenagers?”

“There are things much older than time. I am one of them.”

I took her hand, stooped low so as not to crash my horns into the 

stonework, and stepped from the window ledge straight into forever. She 

followed without looking back. 

...
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Th ose celestial entities who remembered me bowed their heads. Th e 

newer ones deferred to their elders. And so, we passed through eternity’s 

gates and swept onwards into the space between universes. She marvelled 

at every atom. 

I saw creation through her eyes, then. All that was and would be, all 

those things I had fi rst gone to earth to realise, were here all along. I’d just 

needed a second pair of eyes. 

She refl ected all infi nity when she looked at me and asked. “Will we 

meet God?”

“Daddy dearest? Perhaps.”

“It doesn’t matter if we don’t.”

I didn’t answer. I hadn’t when I left , and I still wouldn’t now. 

“Why did you stay?” she asked. 

“I was bored.”

“Of this!”

“Him.”

“So, you faked capture and pretended to be ill.”

“I faked nothing. In humanity, I met my match.”

“But you’re the Dev…”

“Th ey were worse,” I interjected. 

“And me?”

“Th e worst of all.”

“So, you knew?”

“Th at you tried to poison me? Yes, I always knew. It was because of 

you I realised I was no longer needed and had nothing left  to prove. If not 

for you, I might be there still.”

“I didn’t poison you.”

“Poison comes in many colours, tastes, bottles. Mine came in the 

shape of a nurse who learned to love the beast they’d locked away. As I 

said, some things need bruising to remember they’re lost and others to 

remember they’re found.”

She took my cloven hoof in one small, porcelain hand and together 

we touched the void. It was indigo, too, as bruised as my heart. 

Somewhere, an entity smiled. 
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Coronation

Th e veil had belonged to his father, and his father before him. Patiently the 

sheer white fabric, fashioned to a band of beaded quartz, hung on the oak 

frame of the mirror. It waited for Alejo’s decision.

“What happened to Eldren,” the Alanamon court might say. Th ey’ve 

always hated me.

“Marrying a tree-hopper!” “Couldn’t the prince have found a human?”

Eldren loves me, he reminded himself when the fear set in.

Standing before the mirror, Alejo’s maple-brown hands ran over his 

sleek, emerald dress and caressed a belt of braided milkweb Eldren had 

ordered specially weaved for the wedding. It hid his blade perfectly.
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They will kill you before they let you become queen, said his ego, the old 

friend who kept him safe all these years. They have killed lesser elves than you 

before. Eldren’s intentions may be pure. But more guards at the ceremony, a 

guest list constrained to close friends and family, will not save you. Run away!

He considered the advice, directing his thoughts to his beloved. 

The mirror caught his dream. The bordering soot coalesced into a broad-

chested, athletically-built man, face warmed by thick, black hair and 

amber eyes bearing more love than anyone ever had for Alejo. Eldren was 

so handsome in his silver hauberk.

Alejo said to the vision. You may be right, Eldren: the people fear 

what they don’t know and in time they’ll ‘get used to it’. But is the risk of 

death worth all this? His fingers touched the glass. Why can’t we run away 

and leave this whole place behind? We can make for the Ulderan forest, live 

amongst the Children of the Vine, and we could be happy.

Eldren’s hand reached for Alejo. The wall stopped their touch.

“Let them talk,” you said as we laid bare in our bed, basking in the 

moonlight. “They won’t touch you. I won’t allow them. I’ll guard you myself, 

if that’s what it takes. We will figure this out together, but running away won’t 

solve anything. How can we change Alanamon for the better if we don’t stand 

up and fight?”

Easy for you to say, I thought. Maybe I should have said it. The mad 

crowd is tempered now, enraged by the mere idea of me, but what will they 

do when faced with an elven queen? Will you lock me away forever? Will 

you keep me as a prisoner, as a ward? Or would you abandon me to save your 

status, your family, yourself ? I know it is not like you to run from a challenge, 

but mobs are tempting.

Reasoning came to Alejo. But how is this any different from any other 

difficulty you’ve faced? Eldren faded away and memories of his life fell into 

the mirror. The crippling poverty of his childhood, the forced maturation 

from having to care for his family at an early age, and the struggle of making 

a somewhat peaceful life in this city as a palace servant. Eldren kept him a 

secret for as long as he could, but the family and the people learned of their 

affair in time.

“It’s just sex. Tension release. It’s all tree-hoppers are good for,” they said. 

“Disgusting freak! Tree hopper!” Said the heralds in the squares. You fought 

the rumors, but nothing changed. I’m sorry, Eldren. I love you, but this is too 

big for us both. I can’t do this.

Another memory leaked onto the glass. Eldren held Alejo close in 

the teal grass of the garden. Orchid petals fell around them, hiding them 

from the world. He gazed into Alejo’s eyes, stroked his cheek, and after 

stealing a few kisses from my lips, he said, why don’t we give them something 

to talk about? My father is stepping down. Marry me. Be my queen. All the 

powers of my state will keep you safe. Together, we will change the world. I 

promise you, Alejo. I will let no one harm you. 

I believed you then.

“Why give the critics the satisfaction?” he added. I felt your determination 

then. I can see it on my face. I remember that moment. I thought I would be 

the most beautiful, the most beloved queen the world had ever seen. 
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A knock came to the door, breaking the dreams. Alejo told them he 

was coming.

“Th ey will love me. Th ey have no choice,” he said to his refl ection. A 

drop of reassurance settled in his breast. A shield to guard the ceremony.

Th ere in that room, alone with the last reams of frayed sunlight, he 

took the veil and coronated himself. His loose, black hair welcomed it. 

Th e smooth texture of the braids soothed his tanned forehead. Th e sheer 

covering hazed his refl ection. Th is is who he was meant to be.
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Fall through the Ceiling

of my heart and lodge

in my lungs, in, out, in,

out you stretch from my ribcage,

falling, twisting up through arteries—

they can’t hold you back; they aren’t

as weak as I am. Fall

up the rungs of my esophagus,

bird in a chimney,

fl utter, beating your desperate wings

against my walls, the soot from our

despair dusting your back and running

like tears from your blackened

eyes. Fall, fall

away from yourself and into

me. I’m weaker than

you but I’m not half as weak

as myself. Fall into me

and beat your wings to the rhythm

of my heart.
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Gingerbread Man

Like biscuit, you snap the halves of her

a piece here and a piece there

A crow watches, takes a crumb

comes back to replace it with a button

which she sews into the place 

she made yours, then to trace

the hollow cut-out that’s left  

to remind her of the crack in your chest

where other people house paintings

within paintings, yours was a dungeon

with fancy clasps and a fi xed smile

fake frills, glassed eyes, and while

you were set stiff  with sugar glue

she still couldn’t catch you. 
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Alice In Her Party Dress

Alice sat before the vanity mirror and considered the refl ection staring 

fl int-eyed back, the resolution of steel in her pained eyes. Behind Alice, 

Alex lay slumbering, one arm hanging carelessly from the edge of the king-

size bed, her black-nailed fi ngertips brushing the carpet as she snored soft ly.

Alice stared deep into her own light grey orbs and contemplated the 

night ahead. Her heart ached momentarily for the love that lay behind 

her, oblivious to the short future ahead. Sighing, she reached for the deep 

purple mascara and started to ready herself for the events of the night. 

Whether it was the thought of what was to come, or the age-old anxiety 

kicking in, her stomach slowly churned. Poor Alex. Th e only love she’d 

ever found in this selfi sh, brutish world of bastards. Alex had kept secrets 
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for so long now, she’d likely forgotten the origin of the events to come, the 

payback and pain due to those responsible. Th e self-serving, self-involved 

narcissists that would reap the fruits of their crimes.

Poor Alex. If only Alice hadn’t fallen for a kindred spirit, a soul 

whose purity had been stripped and stained, even as Alice’s had been. If 

only Alex hadn’t been there, hadn’t seen. But it was too late. Th e time had 

come. All Alice’s endeavours would come to fruition tonight. She glanced 

at the sealed envelope and the crystal wand, sitting on the pile of Crowley’s 

meanderings beside her on the table. She only hoped her bequest would 

make a diff erence to the benefi ciaries. Make a diff erence to the lives of 

kindred spirits so that they never lived through the hell she’d endured. 

Sweet Alex. Alice had considered sparing her friend, her love. But no. 

Absolution would be found behind the fi nal curtain, the misted veil. She 

doubted that Alex would wish to continue aft er tonight. Aft er everything 

was done. No; this was the only way.

Sighing deeply, she fi xed her hair and applied her crimson lip-gloss, 

admiring the vampiric look it imbued. How appropriate. How ironic. How 

she would show, the bloodsucking bastards, fear in a handful of hours.

Eyes narrowing, a thin smile spread across her scarlet-slashed lips, 

and she nodded to herself, seeing the iron resolution of the façade before 

her smiling back.

‘Time to fi nish this, girl,’ she whispered.

Th e girl in the mirror stared back, deep into her soul. And shuddered.
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Baby, � ey’re Playing Our Song

Meet me Tonight in Dreamland

I dream of an eternity in loving arms. He lights my cigarette and behind 

the shivering smoke, his eyes like scalpel blades, fl ense tissue to reach my 

heart. We walk through the snow-burdened city, silent as his winter smile, 

and his kiss, when it fi nally, fi nally comes, is a burning star. He gives me 

pearl chokers, diaphanous scarves. He gives me a love most mystical. 
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Bewitched, Bothered and Bewildered

I knew nothing of passion before his touch. I see the feckless, reckless 

girls, skittish as brown mice, beguiled by him. We coil around them like 

serpents. In the dust and blood of war, we are spectres. Our bodies collide 

on soiled mattresses in broken rooms, on fl oors blistered and charred. Our 

needs are urgent, we are all-consuming. He lives vicariously through my 

reborn eyes. I envy his ancient heart. 

Moon River

He can hold me so close; I hear my bones grind. I ask who are we, in 

the eyes of the Divine? Our skin cold and pearlised by lunar caresses, he 

responds that we are frozen angels: enduring, perpetual as time itself. We 

are of the night. I straddle him on a black riverbank, my hands tearing at 

the sandy soil. His tongue and teeth search my moon-shadowed crevices, I 

crackle like fl ame-licked logs. He reduces me to embers. 

Time Aft er Time

Decades unfurl like the foxed pages of an old-fashioned romance. We slip 

through continents, seeking new enticements, new torments. Our love is 

still so young, so greedy. We have known decadence and austerity - slept 

days away in gilded mansions and mouldering fl ophouses. His eyes seethe 

like plundered oceans, pulling me to parlous depths. Pressed to a wall in a 

stinking alley, my mouth fi lls with him, I’m a shark too.

Bleeding Love

Th e world is only glorious in photographs, my fi ngers stroke the vibrant 

colours, gouge the golden orb that made them. We fear only that light, 

and being alone. We live in shift ing shadow and the midnight blue. Our 

union has grown, aged like wine, while we remain pretty and unbruised 

as the vineyard grape. He still intoxicates me, spilling across my lips as 

we spin and swoop like hunting bats in a calamitous waltz. He tastes of 

undiscovered spices and madness. 

Exile

Roaring at the start, swinging in the middle, now we move between the 

plagues of man, seeking the world’s darkest fringes to veil us. We fold into 

beds in deserts and forests, on freezing seas and night-trains to abandoned 

cities, pressing our palms to each other’s desolate chests. We have loved a 

lifetime and barely loved at all. His kiss holds the memory of hot chocolate 

in a snowfall, but I’ve been cold for so, so long.

I once dreamed of an eternity…
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Everything and Nothing

Aft er a day of doing absolutely nothing, Mack meets up with the girl who’d 

spent the day doing absolutely everything. It is their fi ft h date, Mack’s 

choice, and he takes her to the Minotaur Cafe. She is less than impressed

“You know these places are unethical?”

He smirks at her. “Not this one. Th ey treat them well here. Th ey’ve 

got private areas.”

She rolls her incredible eyes and tuts. Th ey are comfortable enough 

now that they can let their ideologies mingle, although neither pushes 

things too far because both want some steaminess before risking a cooling 

off . Still, Bianca has sore points.
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“They still file down the horns,” she mutters.

“They were bred for it.”

“Well maybe that’s my point MacAllister. Maybe they shouldn’t have 

been bred for anything at all?”

“Ah, they love it.”

“Says who?”

“Just… you know…” He waves his fabulous arms at the great all over, 

the eternal beyond where the others who prove points hide in shadows. 

He’s stuck for elaboration. She sees she’s gone too far. She leans back. 

“Mad one today.”

She’s the girl who spends her days doing absolutely everything 

and today was no different. Today she engineered a chaos universe and 

modelled every microbe.

“How’d you get on?”

“Cultivated a one-form universe, cycled it through various millennia, 

got it to a precipice.”

“You actually did it?” He cannot hide his unbridled pride. “Single 

form?”

“Well…” She rocks her perfect hand from side to side, sort of. “Got 

it down to a single planet rather than species. There’s a fuck-ton on there. 

All the insects, birds, hot-bloods and cold-bloods, water things, and all the 

plants. All packed on one globe, not a shred of anything else anywhere. 

Uplifted a promising primate, got them knowing themselves, got them 

inventing useless shit like this.” She indicates the environs with a flick of 

her divine eyebrows, glares at the gaudy walls, the shimmering floor. “Then 

left them. Right on the edge.”

“Of…?”

“Of the end. To all of it.”

“But…?”

“Gah, they haven’t grasped that they’re solo. They still believe there’s 

others. Gods, aliens, founders, whatever. They practically depend on it.”

“That’s OK? It’s close enough?”

“Nah, Mack, it won’t do. It just won’t… it’s not…”

He reaches over, catches that phenomenal hand. She looks at him, 

properly looks and he gives her a winning smile that melts her. 

“You’ll get there, babe,” he says.

She snatches her hand back. 

“Don’t you babe me.” 

But she’s caught his smile and it’s nestled on her stupendous lips, 

where it cavorts like a festival reveller. He chuckles and she pulls a quick 

face. A widening of her breath-taking eyes, a down slant of her top-class 

mouth.

“I was so close,” she groans. “They were mostly on board for the first 

few millennia and then I fucked it, pushed it too far.”

“How? Come on, talk it out.”

“They proliferated too quick. Pretty much as soon as they’d clocked 

the roundness of their world. Everything else extrapolated in their busy 
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heads. Physics, motion, energy, heat. They started knowing stuff. Then 

they knew themselves and that was it. Fucked it.”

“Smaller sample next time?”

She leans forward, that marvellous neck, those wondrous shoulders. 

“There’s a balance. They need to be significant enough to find the 

universe, but not so big that they get ahead of themselves.”

“So… not a primate next time? Bovine? Ovine? Arachnid?”

“I have to feel it Mack,” she says, meaning it has to be her, based on 

her, the perfect model.

“You’ll get there, B.”

She snorts. “I’m not ready for a cutesy nickname. Not until you’ve 

properly tasted me.”

There she goes again, pushing it too far. Mack’s a lover, but not to that 

extent, not until he’s comfortable. She tilts her immaculate head, testing 

him. Mack’s sublime capillaries burst into an endearing blush response. 

She throws him a lifeline.

“How was your day? Babe.”

The blush blushes harder. He can’t stop it. He takes a beat, settles 

himself.

“Personal best,” he says.

“Get out…?”

He nods, grins.

“Tell me, tell me!”

“Well, it helps that I had basically no dream.”

He’s the guy who spends his days doing absolutely nothing, emperor 

of the bare minimum, king of zero, and Mack has it down to a fine art. 

“I got position-lucky too, for sure,” he continues.

“Take it Mackie, take all the luck you can get.”

“Exactly, right? So I wake up, sensed no tensions, no aches, nothing. 

Just slipped straight out of a dreamless void into an almost perfect comfort. 

I wanted to move my left leg and my neck needed a better angle, but I 

fought adjustment-urge like a trooper. Only did five blinks.”

“Five? Fuck me, Mack!”

“Right? Three blinks to flutter out of sleep, one to clear vision, one 

more to settle. Then nothing.”

“For how long?”

“Ten hours thirty-four. I think there were six or seven flinches but 

nothing major. I’ll get the final report later.”

“Oh, Mack, honey, I’m so proud of you!”

“Yeah?”

“Of course!”

“I can get it down to three blinks and twelve hours like Cory, I’m 

sure of it.”

“Oi, what have I told you about him?”

“I know, I know…”

“That fucker has zero grace, no style and the backing of a hot gaggle 

of atomillionaires. He’s a shiny egg, a basic maze, a flaccid bone. You’re a 

thousand times the man he is.”
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“Yeah?”

She cocks a dazzling eyebrow. “I’ve seen your duvets, your sleep 

positions. You keep it real, Mack. They’ll all tire of cocky Cory soon 

enough when they need something raw to shake things up. You know what 

they’re like.”

They were like folded grass, like sound waves, like bubble shine; fickle, 

easy, see-through. Bianca was right, as always. Words tripped from those 

spectacular lips as sweet as tumbling popcorn. Mack grinned at her. He 

would be the Nothingness champion and she would be by his side weaving 

the Harmonious Galaxies of the Promised. They had it all in front of them, 

an endless nowhere. 

“Come on then, champ,” she says. “Wrestle me a minotaur.”

They are like flavourful holograms, like ferns ad infinitum, like 

CCTV footage of treasured dreams, and even though he is a man who 

does nothing all day, come nightfall he wrestles minotaurs. Tonight she 

chooses for him, she chooses Titus, and she pays top dollar to take over the 

centre of the labyrinth where diners have abandoned meals to gawp, and 

ancient drones reanimate to live-stream for absent friends. The fight is a 

writhing ballet, a funnel of sand and rock. The fight is rough fruit bursting 

over gleaming marble, a memory being forged. The fight is cinched gold 

and bronzed satin, the fight is fair and hard as beast matches man, as 

flesh is gouged and hairs are wrenched, as horns and nails scratch love-

heart brands into the skin of the other. Sweat squeals against sweat, blood 

commingles and makes hybrid babies, fur meets tongue, teeth clash and 

eyes lock, fingers probe pains and joys, feet crush, cocks parry, knees seek 

sweet release then turn and dive back in. She is there, of course, watching, 

but all she can do is hold her magnificent hands to her chin of purity and 

stare, stare, stare.

The minotaur gives up and Mack wins. He has the beast pinned, its 

bull head locked into the pit of his glorious arm. He could strangle or snap, 

as the diners variously scream, but he does not. He loosens, he soothes the 

beast, he whispers to it. He strokes the snout of Titus and tells the Keepers 

to back the hell away. Bianca approaches, enthralled, and sits with them. 

Word spreads, the live-stream figures rocket ever higher. The beast buckles 

a few times, but Mack knows how to hold stillness more than most. Soon 

enough, the minotaur is sleeping.

Later, they make love. Bianca and Mack that is, not the minotaur, 

although the beast is clear enough in both their virtuoso minds. With two 

such impossibly incredible participants, you might imagine this to be the 

most erotic lovemaking ever to be witnessed, and should you have time 

and the inclination, you have my permission to indulge in those fantasies. 

But in truth you should know it was not that great. It was just two people 

awkwardly grunting, shifting, apologising, giggling, exploring, just like 

any new sexual union. But know this: there are bursts shared, pin-sharp 

pirouettes, sugar-rush gasps, calls from the eons. And for all those moments 

of entry and exit, of offer and begging, of unwind and giggles, of shame-

embrace, flesh-horror, fearmost-joy, they are both the everything and the 

nothing, which is all that can ever be asked.
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Dead Mind

Somewhere in my dreams, a battle in the castle.

Suddenly your dying screams… It’s such a hassle…

“I will still be here, always with thee.” “YOU LIAR!”

From year to year, all I see is a sea of tears.

“Oh, my dear miss… I HATE YOU” I ate, without fear

Th at poisonous Iris… “WHAT TO DO?” I’m on fi re,

Since this virus runs through, my blood. Consequence—dire…

Auriane Loreley
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What happens is, I can’t die… I die, but I rise

From the dead right away… “WHY?” Bear, hear, at sunrise

—Th e sighs of my Absolute Immortality—

Every time, disappeared my mind reappeared, struck out, due to this 

poison.

“IT’S NOT A CRIME” To be near her, fi nd her, hear her

I need to climb to the sky. My dead body alive confers

In rhymes, a wish to die. HIGH-PITCHED CRIES, lost reason,

How many seasons pass by, from my cursed immortality prison?

In this ruined castle, where I rise and I die

“AH” I reminisce about memories gone by

When I close my eyes, your marvelous size haunts me…

(I love you! I LOVE YOU! I lOvE YoU… i LoVe yOu?)

When I open my eyes, your monstrous lies taunt me…

(I hate you! I HATE YOU! I hAtE YoU… i HaTe yOu?)

All I wanted—BE WITH YOU. Like we used to be.

Alas, you’re born to this world, as a mere mortal

While, I’m born to this world, as a mere immortal…

And I lost my mind ‘cause of you… “LET ME BE FREE”

Every time, disappeared my mind reappeared, struck out, due to this 

poison.

“IT’S NOT A CRIME” To be near her, fi nd her, hear her

I need to climb to the sky. My dead body alive confers

In rhymes, a wish to die. HIGH-PITCHED CRIES, lost reason,

How many seasons pass by, from my cursed immortality prison?

 I die, I rise, I die, I rise—there is no end…
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Lorcan, on a Date, Tells 
his Mermaid Story

Th e salad is for there, and the soup was for myself…we’re good for 

everything now cheers man. Th at was quick in fairness…

Tipping is more of a thing here isn’t it? I work in an Irish bar in 

Manhattan, and we make deadly money some nights. Back in Ireland I 

didn’t make nearly as much on tips, but the pay was way better - not great, 

but better.

It wasn’t really a bar it was a café/wine place, not super fancy like, 

pretty chill. Th is was when I lived in Galway, near the university. You ever 

been to Galway? You should visit it if you’re ever in Ireland, it’s a deadly 

city, great buzz.

Mairéad O’Sullivan
Mairéad lives in Co. Kerry, Ireland. She studied 

Anthropology and works in Hospitality. Recently her 

poem ‘Skywalk’ appeared in Th e Madrigal (May 2022), 
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2022).
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I’m from Dublin myself but I spent nearly five years there. It was 

meant to be four but I had to repeat second year. Mam and dad weren’t 

impressed! 

What did I study? Commerce and French. Nah can’t remember a 

word! How’s the salad? The soup’s good actually, I think they put some 

ginger in it.

Yeah you do see some things working in bars, and hear some mad 

stories. What’s the weirdest one? Good question! Let me think…

There was this one guy in Galway right, I swear to God he was going 

out with a mermaid, no seriously! I even saw her once.

This guy, Caoilfhionn I think his name was - yeah like ‘Keelin’ but it’s 

spelt completely differently. I think it means Thin-Blond - no really! He 

had like brown hair so they got that wrong, but he was real lanky looking, 

and always high as a kite on caffeine. 

He used to come in a lot, I mean a lot. He was doing a PhD or post-

doc on the history of maritime law, but like specifically around salvage, so 

like the stuff that washes up on beaches, and whether people can take it or 

not…

What was I saying…oh yeah, so Caoilfhionn brought a girl to the 

café to meet his friends, other research lads called Darach and Amergin. I 

kinda knew them to see around campus. Darach means oak, like the tree, 

and I haven’t a clue what Amergin means. Darach was a bit of a messer, 

nothing like an oak tree, and Amergin was like way more serious –

Yeah I’m not bad at Irish, I think only because my mam is an Irish 

teacher in a fancy private school. No I didn’t go there, they sent me to a 

different fancy school! 

Your cousin’s called Niamh really? Oh I bet people here struggle with 

that! Have you got Irish ancestry then? Where? Leitrim! Cool cool. Loads 

of Americans have Irish ancestry don’t they? I’ve got like third cousins in 

Boston, they always send us a Christmas card-

Finished thanks yeah that was super. 

So yeah my story. He brings this girl to meet the lads, and she’s sitting 

there. Real long black hair and these wide blue eyes…not bad looking I 

have to say. And she doesn’t say a word the whole time, and Caoilfhionn 

is telling the lads she’s a post-doc from Lithuania or somewhere and they 

met at a conference and she’s got really bad English, and Amergin’s like ‘we 

should go back to learning Latin and we wouldn’t have that problem’. 

Anyway, I’m tidying up the shop or whatever and I can’t help hearing 

all this, and I’m listening to Caoifhionn like ‘wait what?’ because that’s not 

the story he told me!

A few months before that he was in on his own, injecting the espresso 

into his veins cos he’d a big presentation coming up, and he was telling me 

about the night before. 

He was at home, out in Connemara -real windswept place out from 

the city, real looking out into the Atlantic Ocean, edge of Europe vibe. 

Irish speaking area too. He rents a cottage there from his aunt. 

So he hears a knock on the front door. It’s a real stormy night, wind, 

rain, the whole works, and he’s like ‘who’s out in this?’ and when he opens 
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the door there’s a woman standing there on the step, drenched with the 

rain, bollock naked – excuse my French – and he’s trying to ask her what’s 

going on and she hasn’t got a word of English.

He’s telling me all this and I’m thinking ‘drugs’, she’s obviously off 

her head like, but I let him go on. 

So he brings her inside ‘cos he can’t leave her out in the storm and he 

tries to figure out where she came from. And when he came into the café 

the next day he was no closer to figuring it out. 

I tell him maybe there’s some kind of commune after setting up near 

him, and he says well if that’s the case they’re not looking for her!

Yeah he rang the police – guards we call them – and that’s what they 

said, no-one was looking for her but they could call out if he was concerned 

and he said no it’ll be grand-

Sorry I must be boring the head off you with this story? You sure? 

Oh I think that’s our main course on the way over.

I’d the chicken curry, cheers thanks.

Sorry? No he didn’t think she was mermaid at this stage, just some 

girl with amnesia or something. Then I went back to Dublin for the 

summer, so I don’t hear about it for a while.

I see him again the following September and I’m like ‘dude what 

happened with that girl that just showed up?’ and he’s grinning from ear 

to ear, and I’m like ‘what does that smile mean Caoilfhionn?’ and he tells 

me that she’s still there, in his house!

Not only that but she’s like his girlfriend? He’s telling me she’s so 

sweet, and absolutely gorgeous and I’m like ‘but where did she come 

from?’ – he didn’t know and he’d lost interest in finding out. All loved up 

he was, and she still hadn’t spoken a word!

So all was going well right, but a guy like Caoilfhionn, he’s not used 

to that. On the one hand he’s the happiest he’s ever been, and on the other 

he doesn’t know what to do with himself.

We’d have events on in the café, quizzes and gigs and stuff. So 

Caoilfhionn is introducing the mystery girl to the lads and an open mic 

night starts up. About an hour in a girl goes up to the mic and sings ‘An 

Mhaighdean Mhara’. 

It’s an old song, in Irish, about a guy who marries a mermaid, but 

one day she returns to the sea, leaving her husband and young kids behind. 

Real sad, slow song, really beautiful. This girl was an unreal singer too.

 I looked over at Caoilfhionn’s girlfriend. She’d her eyes closed, 

like she was listening really closely, taking it all in. Then I looked over at 

Caoilfhionn, and he looked like a light breeze would knock him over, even 

more so than usual. All the blood was drained out of his face. And he looks 

over at the girlfriend…in sorrow? Look I don’t know, I’ve no idea, but in a 

job like that you learn to keep an eye on people, and I think he was looking 

at her in sorrow?

He’s in again a few days later with Darach and Amergin, and he’s 

asking them, because they’re in the folklore department, about mermaids. 

Darach is just taking the piss, but Amergin is telling him that in Irish 

mythology, if a man finds a mermaid’s cloak – and it’s usually a fisherman 
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in the stories – he could marry the mermaid, and as long as he kept the 

cloak hidden she had to stay on land. If the mermaid found the cloak she’d 

return to the sea, like in the song.

And they were trying to fi gure out why he was asking them about 

mermaids, and he wouldn’t say. But I soon found out. 

Th is curry is amazing do you want to try some? Here, try a bit…nice 

isn’t it?

Where was I? Oh yeah Darach and Amergin left . Caoilfh ionn leaves 

the table and takes a seat at the counter, near me. 

He’s sitting there, half talking to himself, nursing his chai latte, half 

talking to me, and I can barely make sense of it. He was like:

‘I have to let her go.’

‘You what?’, I said.

‘She’s trapped, I have to let her go.’

I say nothing then I just let him talk. 

‘I love her, I do…but it’s not right, I have to let her go.’

He goes on like this for a good ten minutes. I slip him another chai 

latte, on the house. He drinks half and leaves. I lock up, not knowing what 

to make of it.

He comes in again the next day, and I nearly didn’t recognise him. 

Totally diff erent guy compared to the day before. He was like, happy? Not 

even, he was ecstatic, delirious.

‘What’s the craic?’ I ask him.

‘I broke up with her.’

‘Really? Th is is the happiest looking break up I’ve ever seen.’

‘She didn’t go.’

He sits down, orders a coff ee and explains to me that the night the 

girl showed up at his house, earlier that day, before the storm kicked off , he 

went down to the beach near his house collecting seashells. It’s a thing he 

likes to do when he’s stressed.

Anyway he found some weird thing in a rockpool. He brought it to 

the marine biology department and a pal there told him it seemed to be a 

cloak made of sealskin, wherever it came from.

Caoilfh ionn put it in his shed and forgot all about it until he heard 

the song ‘an Mhaighdean Mhara’, and realised that the girl had shown up 

the same day…

So what did he do? He handed it back to her and said ‘this is your 

cloak isn’t it? I’m sorry, you’re free now.’

And you know what she said?

‘Who do you think put it there you eejit?!’

Wait, she could talk?

I know yeah! Mad isn’t it? I wonder if they’re still together…do you 

fancy a dessert? I was thinking of getting the cheesecake, we could share it 

if you like?
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� e Vanishing Wizard

Crackle. Spit. Pop. Where had I heard that noise before? Th e accompanying 

smell of smoke snapped my sleepy brain to attention. I rolled off  my blanket 

and leapt to my feet, scanning the sky. Th e shrubs to one side were ablaze, 

fl ames licking their way across the foliage towards where the horses were 

tethered. Snorts of fear from the animals added to my sense of imminent 

danger.

A tell-tale shadow fl itted across my fi eld of vision, momentarily 

obscuring the moon.

“Dragon!”

I snatched up my blanket and my bag of essentials, sprinting for the 

horses. All around, the camp seethed with frantic activity. Th is was not 
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the first time we had dealt with a dragon attack - my mind flicked back to 

the smoking ruins of the homes we had fled months before - and it likely 

wouldn’t be the last.

I was yanking the reins of my horse’s bridle out of their quick-release 

knot, when the shadow passed overhead, much closer this time. A gout of 

flame rent the night sky a few dozen feet away, setting a small copse alight.

Then a different sound; low chanting from a voice I almost recognised. 

The fiery whirling column, snaking its way out of the dragon’s mouth, 

ceased abruptly and a brilliant shaft of light flashed down in its stead. 

It struck a point behind a nearby fallen tree, and then a head appeared, 

yelling wordlessly. The dragon had dropped into its human form.

“Grab it!” I shouted to my nearest companions, as I sprinted back 

into the camp. Erin and Tasha struggled with the creature, attempting to 

bind its wrists, while its feet flailed about erratically, almost catching one 

of them in the head.

 I located and loaded my crossbow before heading back. By this 

time, our assailant’s struggles were beginning to subside, and the women 

had managed to secure its wrists.

It snarled at my approach, still more beast than man, eyeing the 

weapon in my hands.

“Dragonbane,” I warned, managing a nonchalant tone, despite the 

painful thumping of my heart.

The creature strained in one last attempt at escape, then slumped in 

Erin’s grip, defeated. I kept my weapon trained, not trusting its apparent 

surrender.

A figure stepped forward, face obscured by a deep hood. The wizard 

who had forced the dragon’s transformation. The hairs on the back of my 

neck rose. I didn’t trust wizards. Not since… But I refused to think of that 

now.

Before I could speak, there was a shout from behind me and I 

whirled around. Flaming debris from the burning bushes was drifting into 

the camp. I leapt into action, scooping up dirt and flinging it onto the 

scuttling flames. I could hear Tasha’s voice calmly instructing people to 

waft the drifting embers away from the horses. By the time we had the fire 

mostly contained, I was covered in smouldering ash, smoke and sweat, but 

the camp was safe.

I returned to where Erin and Tasha had tied the dragon to a tree. 

There was no sign of the wizard.

“Where did they go?” I asked.

“We were keeping an eye on this thing,” Tasha said, nodding towards 

the dragon. “And making sure none of the sparks got too close. Whoever 

it was just vanished.”

The sun was now sneaking up over the horizon to bathe the scene in 

weak, yellow light.
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I raised my voice.

“Gather everything up and saddle the horses. We’ll need to deliver 

our unexpected guest to the local Wizard Guild’s chapter.”

There were mutters of protest at this detour, but there was nothing else 

for it. We couldn’t let the creature go free, to terrorise other unsuspecting 

travellers. Why hadn’t the wizard stayed to take control of the creature? 

Though their lack of consideration didn’t surprise me, not based on my 

past experience with wizards.

Tasha volunteered to take responsibility for our prisoner for the next 

part of the journey. It hissed and spat at her when she replaced its bindings 

with chains woven through with twine soaked in dragonbane extract, but 

it was powerless against the herb. That would stop it transforming back 

into a dragon again once the wizard’s spell wore off.

We rode back to the road and turned north, while the sun was still 

low in the sky. The twelve of us were accompanied by the angry hisses and 

growls of our charge, and I made sure to keep my crossbow handy. No one 

seemed keen to talk and we rode in strained silence.

The appearance and disappearance of the wizard had me rattled. It 

was all too reminiscent of a time, years before, when a wizard had similarly 

saved my life and then vanished from it without a word. That time, though, 

there had been two years between those events, during which he had 

become an integral and beloved part of the life he had saved. The thought 

of him still stabbed through my heart like a blade, even after all that had 

happened since.

The wind blew fresh against our faces, blowing away the night’s 

tension. In the distance, I saw the tall spires of the Wizard’s Guild come 

into view. There were two towers, like bookends, rising from amongst the 

surrounding trees.

The usual bustle of activity I would expect at a Guild chapterhouse 

was absent as we rode into the courtyard. Nobody came out to meet us, 

there were no students training or servants going about everyday chores.

“Stay here,” I told my companions, as I dismounted and approached 

the door of the left-hand tower.

Before I reached it, the door swung open and a figure appeared from 

the shadows. The height and stature were the same as that of the wizard 

who had saved us from the dragon, and the same hooded cloak hid their 

face from view.

“Why did you leave earlier?” I demanded. “You could have saved us 

the trouble of having to come all the way out here.”

The wizard cleared their throat and spoke in a deep voice that 

sounded both familiar and false.

“I had urgent business to attend to. I thought you might head in the 

other direction and take the dragon to a chapterhouse further south.”

Something about this wizard niggled at me.

“Come into the light and show your face.”

The figure sighed heavily and obeyed. As the hood was pushed back 

to reveal an all-too-familiar bearded face, I gasped.
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“Evalon!” Surprise gave way to anger. “What the hell do you think 

you’re playing at?”

He sighed again, shoulders hunched. His eyes scanned the group of 

curious riders behind me. “Could you come inside where we can talk in 

private?”

“No.” I stood my ground, arms crossed over my chest.

His voice had evened out to the soft burr I remembered from so 

many nights curled together in my bed. I steeled myself against those 

happy memories, stoking the fire of my pain at his betrayal.

“Whatever you have to say, you can say it in front of them.”

He still wouldn’t meet my eye. His gaze came to rest on the captured 

dragon and his lips twisted into a snarl that rivalled the beast’s.

“The short version is that a pod of dragons wiped out every wizard 

here - my home chapterhouse. I was called to take up this post, until some 

new recruits could be found and sent to join me.” He finally raised his eyes 

to meet mine, his expression blank. “I had to leave in a hurry, and I didn’t 

want you to follow me in case there was still danger here.”

The breath left my body in an incredulous huff.

“And the danger you left behind? What about that? Our village was 

destroyed by dragons not two weeks after you left. We all survived, luckily. 

But we’ve been travelling ever since, looking for a new place to call home.”

“I know,” he said. “I’ve been following you.”

“So that’s how you knew about the attack this morning.” It didn’t 

excuse him, though. “I expect you think I should be glad of your protection.” 

I heard Tasha clear her throat behind me. “And I do thank you for your 

assistance.” Evalon winced at the formality of my words. “But you didn’t 

think I deserved an explanation?”

“I’m sorry.”

I didn’t know how much I needed to hear those words until he spoke 

them.

“So, what happens now?” I asked.

He spread his arms to encompass the buildings around us.

“I have to stay here, to keep the chapterhouse going. The Guild are 

due to send some more wizards soon, but they’ll need training before they 

can be left here alone.” He pointed over my shoulder at our captive. “And 

that thing is still to be dealt with. So, my time will not be my own for some 

weeks yet, if not longer. But I know of a town not far from here that needs 

good, strong people like you. They suffered a dragon attack themselves, 

not long back. The town was largely undamaged, but they lost a fair few 

folk to the flames. You could likely find a good welcome there.” He glanced 

at me, almost shyly. “And, perhaps, once things settle down a bit - I could 

visit you there? To talk more?”

Two impulses warred within me. I was so tired of travelling, of 

sleeping with the fear of waking up to fire, of harbouring resentment 

towards this man, who stood before me with his heart in his eyes. 

“Yes,” I heard myself say. “You could do that.”

Giving in never felt so good.
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Elemental Law

I’m head down in a not-very-helpful expert’s report for one of my bigger 

clients when there’s a tap at the door - an apologetic trainee.

“Th e papers for your three o’clock, Mr. Holland.”

My three o’clock. Bollocks. New work or not, I don’t want this 

meeting. I already know it’s going to be a waste of time. I frown, fl ick 

open the fi le. It’s almost empty, just a note booking the appointment - ‘Ms 

Damselmere: Mr Jon Holland requested’ - a website printout and the front 

page of a FaceBook account.

“Hey, excuse me!” I call aft er the trainee. No reply. Th ere’s nothing in 

here. No wonder he scarpered.

I sigh and skim through the handful of pages. Th e Lake Damselmere 
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Nature Reserve. Owned by a Trust. Designated a triple SI. All very nice, I’m 

sure. Three mile walking trail around the perimeter. Noted for its bluebells 

in the spring, autumn colour, unusual range of damsel and dragonflies. 

Lovely. Bugger this.

My desk phone rings and it’s reception saying the client’s here.

“Great, thanks,” I say, not meaning either word. I grab my jacket, 

gather the papers together. I stalk along the corridor, walls decorated with 

artistic photographs illustrating our work, our ‘corporate values’. Close-

ups of water droplets. Shots of a wind farm against the sky, arrayed like a 

steel henge.

As I open the door, my new client lifts her head - wide-set eyes, deep 

auburn hair. 

I give my suit jacket a tug. “Ms Damselmere? Jon Holland.” I offer 

her my hand. She rises fractionally and shakes it, a cool, swift touch. I try 

not to stare. Her hair is dark red with the gloss of autumn leaves beneath 

the surface of a lake. Autumn leaves? What am I thinking?

She settles back into her chair with fluid grace. ‘Yes. That is correct.’

I sit down at the table opening my file, notepad and pencil at the 

ready. “May I take a first name?” 

“Ms Damselmere is fine, thank you.” She smiles.

My new client looks about mid thirties, if anything a little younger 

than me. But something about her clear gaze makes me feel like a trainee 

again.

No first name, I should write that down. The point of my pencil 

snaps and it thuds into the paper with a skid. I lift it, click the end for a 

fresh point. Steady.

Is the name an alias? I’ll need ID for the money laundering checks. 

But for now, she’s a new client. Doesn’t matter that I just want rid of her. 

‘So, how can I help?’

“I have heard, Mr. Holland, that your courts can oblige people to 

undertake or desist certain actions. I wish them to do so.”

“The courts have power to make orders against parties in a case, yes. 

But tell me what is it that brings you here. How can I help?”

“My lake is being poisoned.”

‘“Poisoned?”’ People are poisoned. Fish can be poisoned. Lakes are 

polluted.

“Yes.”Her voice is round, the accent unplaceable, smooth as a pebble 

dropping into still water. I shake my head. There’s something wrong with 

me this afternoon.

I shuffle my papers. Time to take control, Jon. I open the iPad in the 

middle of the desk and switch on the big screen on the wall.

“Let’s take a look at some photos of the location,” I say. I pull up 

the FaceBook page for the Lake Damselmere Nature Reserve, log in and 

suddenly realise that was a mistake. A walking group I’m still ‘friends’ 

with met there recently. I used to go out with them, meeting at a pub or a 

National Trust carpark, boots and sticks and North Face kit, a backpack 

with a flask of tea and an emergency Mars bar. It was one of my reasons 
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for moving back north. The Lakes, the Peaks, North Wales, all within easy 

reach. But that was years ago.

“Is this the place?: I ask. My voice is sharper than it should be.

“Yes, that’s my lake,” she says, looking amused by my rudeness.

I’m annoyed, with her, with myself. I can feel the heat rising in 

my neck to my face. This isn’t me; I pride myself on my smooth tongue, 

unruffled calm. I turn back to the webpage on the screen. There’s little 

more here than in my useless printout.

“So what has happened?” Time to get some information, do your 

job, Jonathan, I tell myself, pencil at the ready.

“My lake has been poisoned.”

“Yes. Do you know what with, or who poisoned it?” I flinch at that 

word, ‘poisoned’, and hope she doesn’t notice. 

“I believe there was another spill from the factory upstream. The sign 

says Jackson Brothers Furniture.”

Chemicals from furniture making. I’ve read about this before. The 

flame retardant compounds are high in bromide or something. “When 

did this happen?”

“I saw the damage two days ago. Dead fish. The aquatic insects all 

dead. The scent of rot. I followed the trail of death up the streams. Others 

saw it too. There are people at the lake now, testing the water. Getting into 

boats and taking samples with jars and bottles.”

 Jars and bottles, water samples. The Environment Agency perhaps? 

So why was this woman here? ‘Do you represent the Board of Trustees?’

“No.”

“You say Lake Damselmere is your lake, but you’re not the legal 

owner?”

“Owner? No.”

I try again. “The courts require a certain degree of connection to a case 

before they let you bring it. It’s called ‘standing’. What’s your connection to 

Lake Damselmere?”

“We belong to each other. You must understand that. I am her 

protector. As she is mine.”

Environmental law attracts more than its fair share of eccentrics, but 

why did I have to get a nutter today? Even as I form the thought, I know 

she’s not really crazy.

“I can’t advise you properly without some key information,” I say. 

“What’s your connection to Lake Damselmere? Apart from the name. Do 

you live near there?” Perhaps it’s a local name. Is this a land law case, or 

some old claim in equity?

“The name comes from the damselflies that make their home in and 

around the waters. And yes, I live there too.” She smiles again at my efforts. 

It’s infuriating. But when I look again, I notice: her face is a little too pale, 

the eyes shadowed, the skin drawn too tight.

“So, you say you’re a protector? How were you appointed?”

“I wasn’t appointed. But I am both protector and protected.”

“Sorry, I didn’t catch that. Again, please?” I cling to the language of 
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law, but I’m floundering. Her eyes are the colour of woodland ferns after 

the rain.

That smile again. It’s as though she knows.

“You did hear me correctly, Jonathan Holland. I could have taken 

this case to any number of lawyers, but I chose you. I have watched you for 

a long time.”

I shiver a little, as though a cool breeze has stirred the air, the scent 

of rain. For a moment I wonder about the wisdom of meeting her alone.

“I saw you as a young man, collecting all those bottles, making all 

those notes, all those little strips and sticks. Watching so anxiously.”

I shift in my seat, uncertain where to look. My Masters dissertation 

has never been published. The pH tolerance of caddisfly. A copy must 

be languishing in the University library. I have one at home - black cloth 

bound - last used as a makeshift doorstop.

But she hasn’t finished yet. 

“I watched you as you read – Aldo Leopold, and Thomas Berry, and 

then Cullinan and Boyd. And as I watched I could see the ideas twining 

through your mind, the tendrils of dreams reaching out. I could see you 

writing and planning, hoping, yearning.

“I chose you for the lawyer you wanted to become.”

...

I leave early after the meeting, make some excuse to my team. My 

mind is roiling; I wander the city. The rain has paused; the streets and 

benches still wet. I follow Deansgate down to the Cathedral, loop back 

up past the Art Gallery and end up in St Peter’s Square. All these solid, 

confident buildings. No-one notices another man in a suit.

The evening draws in. I end up back at my apartment. I lock the door 

and check the windows.

How could she know?

I go to the fridge and pour myself a beer. How did she know? She 

wasn’t wrong. I had read those books, thought those thoughts. Long, long 

ago.

Focus, Jon. I take a swallow of beer. It’s a mistake; swills angrily in 

my empty stomach. I don’t need a deluded client with an alias and a train-

wreck of a case right now.

I wince at my own words. The case isn’t a train-wreck. Who’s deluded 

is debateable. Once upon a time, there was a young man who studied hard 

to learn the law so he could protect the plants and animals he loved. The 

man got a job, made partner and earned money. The End.

I grab my laptop. All my old files are here. Things I wrote years ago. 

I cringe. Pieces for the college law review, for the student papers. They’re 

crassly done, no nuance. But there’s a conviction there. A passion that 

dissipated somehow. I had read Stone’s “Should Trees have Standing?”, and 

my answer then had been a resounding “yes”

There had been a case recently. A quick search pulls it up. R (on the 

application of Hungerford River). I read it again. It’s a strange ruling. The 

High Court found for the Claimant, but there’s an obiter dicta, an aside - 

as though the River could represent itself. Impossible.
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Where had that passion gone? Siphoned out of me by the billable 

hours, the environmental impact statements, the seminars on carbon 

markets.

A lake polluted by industrial spillage. The pH too low for aquatic life 

to survive. Risks to human health as well as the ecological effects. Impact 

on the local community. There are the bones of a good case here. Could be 

quite high profile. We’ll need expert witnesses, but if there are people on 

site, we should be able to get the data.

We could bring the claim as a tort. It’s a private nuisance, maybe 

even a public nuisance. Didn’t she say ‘another spill’? If this has happened 

before…

We’ll want evidence of ownership. What is her connection to the 

place? We’ll have to bring the Trustees on board. Sounds as though they 

have title. I can contact them in the morning. If I’m taking it. Sounds as 

though I’m taking it.

There’s a hint of rain lingering on the air. Damp earth. At the 

periphery of my vision I see a glimmer of colour, the metallic sparkle of an 

insect’s wing. Of course I’m taking the case.

Who is she? How does she know? My head is filled with eddies of 

snatched phrases and half-remembered images. Underlying the swirl, there 

is a well of anticipation. I have a suspicion I know the answer, and I’m not 

sure that I believe it.

The lawyer I wanted to be.

...

The case gathers a momentum of its own. I have a team of associates 

and trainees assigned to me. I work long hours, stay late, bring papers home 

at the weekend, but it’s not an intrusion. All those reports and statements 

have a place in my life. I sleep well. I give up the gym to run in the chill 

early hours.

I have one further meeting with Ms Damselmere. This time, we’re 

not alone.

Three of the Trustees attend to represent the Board. The conference 

room is crowded, the seats at the table full. One of the trainees makes space 

for her.

She’s wearing a suit in an unusual mossy-green with all that hair 

twisted up into an elegant, 50s-looking style. Her scent is light, bluebells 

in the rain, but she is even paler than before. Purplish shadows make her 

eyes almost too large for her face. She seats herself in a chair with that 

unsettling grace.

She has given me the names of two expert witnesses, a professor at 

the University and his post-doc. They are here today; the professor has 

been leading a survey study of the lake for decades. He and his post-doc 

were on site the day after the spill. I lead them through the law, through 

our claim, asking questions, clarifying.

She says little. I can feel her gaze upon me. When I glance over, she 

smiles. My gut twists. I am already more than halfway to being in love with 

her. Love? Not the modern version. Something more elemental than that, 
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something with the joyous intensity of re-conversion. Something that 

recognises the true nature of her. Something more akin to worship.

...

So here we are. Parties, lawyers, experts, all waiting outside the 

courtroom.

“She’s not here, Mr. Holland.” The trainee has sidled up to me so 

quietly I flinch.

“Is there a number to call, Jon?” my associate asks. I shake my head. 

I don’t have a number for her. I’ve never taken any ID. I’ll have nothing 

to show if we’re audited. I suspect when the time comes, billings will find 

that the only address we have is a ruined chapel I’ve come across when I’ve 

walked around the lake. I’ve done that most weekends since she first came 

into the office, dug out my old walking boots and my North Face kit and 

tramped round the paths. I never expect to see her.

“It doesn’t matter,” I say. “We’ve got three of the Trustees here. 

They’re Second Claimant but it’s their case now. We don’t need her.”

Opposite the courtroom, there’s a row of gothic-style windows, 

stone tracery, leaded panes, points of stained glass. The sunlight dapples 

onto long tables, solid wood.

“Mr. Holland?” It’s the trainee again. I remember what it was like. 

The whirl of novelty, the eagerness not to be wrong. How every encounter 

hurt, pressing on the raw newness of my qualifications.

“Counsel says you’ve left Hungerford River in the bundle. He’s asking 

if you want him to mention it?”

“Tell him no. There’s no need.”

“Right, Mr. Holland.”

Why had I left it there? It is a sign, maybe only to me, of what 

this case could be, might be underneath. In some places, trees and rivers 

do have standing. They’re legally people. Which is no stranger than a 

company being a legal person, once you think about it. But companies 

have boards and directors to act for them. Trees and rivers need guardians, 

human guardians to speak and act and sue on their behalf. Or, if you read 

Hungerford River, maybe they don’t. Maybe they can do it for themselves.

This case isn’t going to be the next in a line of precedent from 

Hungerford River. The Trustees are the Second Claimant – all well within 

the recognised limits of English law. She doesn’t need to be here.

The courtroom door opens, a robed usher appears.

“All parties in Jackson Brothers and Damselmere to Court 44.” We’re 

on.

There’s a faint scent of loam, of rain on fallen leaves, and bluebells.

The lawyer I wanted to be.

...

I decide that morning to drive to the lake. It’s been weeks; much too 

long. The evenings are shortening and there’s a nip in the air. The damselfly 

will have long finished their dance.

It’s forecast to rain so the trails will be quiet. I pack a rough picnic for 

myself; I know just the place for it. I hesitate before adding an extra cup, 

but hope isn’t supposed to be sensible. That’s why I go when it’s raining.
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Every turn in the roads, every sharp bend, every hedgerow; I know 

them all, the lanes slipping beneath me as I drive. Th e sign, half buried in 

hawthorn. 

As I pull into the carpark, it starts to rain. I lace up my boots, pull on 

a wax jacket, stow the car key in my backpack with my fl ask.

Th e air is fi lled with fi ne droplets and a faint mist is settling. Th e 

loamy smell of the soil rises, the trees breathing around the path, leaves of 

yellow, orange, auburn. Every colour is dimmed but the scent of the wood 

is uplift ing. I breathe deep, letting the damp air fi ll my lungs. From the 

path, the banks slope steeply and in the spring they’re a wash of bluebells. 

Further round, there’s a sandy section where you can reach the water’s edge 

with ease. Th ere, the damselfl y court their mates with displays of fl ight and 

winks of colour. I am learning to identify the diff erent species.

Th e path ahead twists, winding its way around the lake like a mother 

fi ts a child into the curve of her body. Th ere are ferns amongst the fallen 

leaves, moss glowing green. As I walk on, the mist recedes before me. I 

cannot see another soul. Even the creatures and the birds are quiet, 

sheltering perhaps as the rain increases.

Endless circles on the lake surface, widen and disappear, overlapping 

with each other. Th e ruined chapel is about half a mile ahead, just two 

walls left  standing. But a little shelter and stones to perch on.

When we won, the court ordered an injunction and funds for 

restoration. Th e work is nearly complete. Th e high levels of conductivity 

- toxic levels of bromide ions - are falling, and the pH is creeping back 

towards neutral. I have stayed in touch with our expert witnesses. I talk to 

other lawyers who are trying to make the law do what we dreamt it could. 

I don’t take all my cases home, but I don’t resent the ones I do.

I have never seen her again. Perhaps a glimpse. I wonder if those 

purplish shadows have faded as the water clears.
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