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Letter from  
the Editor 
 

 After reading N. K. Jemisin’s The City We 

Became, I became obsessed with the urban fantasy 

genre. I devoured Dimension 20: The Unsleeping 

City, and American Gods, and I have been waiting 

patiently for Jemisin to release the sequel, “The 

World We Make.”  

 I couldn’t tell you what it is exactly about 

the genre that fascinates me, but I think that it is 

the existence of secret parallel worlds hidden in 

the mundane. Characters must often question what 

they thought they knew of their world, and learn 

to adjust their perception. Those moments shake 

characters to their core by forcing them to change 

their fundamental beliefs about how the world 

works. In a time when our current world seems 

bleak, it is unbridled escapism into a world where 

gods, monsters, heroes, and magic exist that can 

take us out of our daily humdrum. And while 

some deny the need for escapism, this issue 

supports it. So please, find a comfy spot to sit, 

stand, or lay, and accept this gift of non-

judgemental escapism. 

 The first story of the issue is Rick 

Danforth’s “Seller’s Remorse.” The story follows 

Sheytl, a door to door god broker making his way 

through the neighbourhood doing his best to lay 

on the charm and convince his customers to 

consider a change of god, for Jerry’s sake. 

 Next is “The Cold Things We Left,” by Jem 

Fisher. It follows Arturo McNamara as he 

encounters an old flame in a very surprising way. 

The city streets of Chicago can be a loud and 

dangerous place, especially when The Outfit is 

silencing every voice that speaks out. 

 Kym Deyn’s “The Mages of Byker” tells 

the story of Blake & Bright, stubborn mages of 

Byker, Newcastle who have recently had a falling 

out. And if they can’t reconcile their differences, 

it will be the young mages of Byker that suffer. 

 “The Spores of Darkness,” by Remi Martin, 

follows Sister Linden as she attempts to regain the 

respect that her Order once garnered. But, the 

power that she seeks to use, may be better left in 

chains. 

 And finally, “Verðandi of the Present” by 

Liv Strom takes us on a journey from a parking lot 

to the halls of Asgard in search of answers 

following a premonition of doom. 
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 The cover art for this issue was created by 

the incredibly talented Thais Leiros, a returning 

contributing artist to Hexagon. Thais’ work 

interpreting Liv Strom’s “Verðandi of the 

Present” presents the three Norns looking at the 

past, present, and future underneath the world-tree 

Yggdrasil. I am thrilled to have Thais’ work back 

on a Hexagon cover after the stunning work that 

adorned Issue 3. 

 This fall, I have been working with two 

wonderful new guest-editors as part of the 

MYRIAD digital zines project. Lyndsey Croal is 

selecting flash fiction on the theme of 

“Moonrise,” while Jordan Hirsch is working on 

“Remnant.” Both guest-editors have been doing a 

stellar job developing their own editorial style and 

selecting their stories. Both Moonrise and 

Remnant will be available exclusively to Hexagon 

subscribers in December and January respectively. 

I cannot wait for subscribers to get a chance to 

read these expertly chosen flash fiction pieces! 

 As always, I encourage readers to subscribe 

to the magazine through our Patreon to get early 

access to cover art and table of contents reveals as 

well as alternative formats of the magazine and all 

MYRIAD guest-edited digital zines. 

 

 JW Stebner  
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Seller’s 
Remorse 
by Rick Danforth 

 

“Hello, my name is Sheytl. Can I interest 

you in a change of god today?” asked Sheytl, 

standing in front of a partially opened door that 

only revealed a scowling, female face.  

“What? Why?”  

“Have you considered the values of 

changing your religion?” 

“No. Why on earth would I want to do 

that?” asked the woman loudly, opening the door 

enough so Sheytl could see her nod at a stone altar 

behind her. 

The door slammed shut inches from 

Sheytl’s face. He didn’t even blink. You got used 

to such things quickly going door to door.  

Eventually. After a lot of crying.  

But that was in the past. Although door to 

door god brokering was a tough gig, and 

sometimes Sheytl felt he would have more luck 

dropping a rose petal down a well and listening 

for the echo, he was determined. He took a deep 

breath, brushed down his sensible brown suit and 

trudged down to house number two. Not for his 

own sake, but for Jerry’s. 

Passing through a nice, but aged, pair of 

iron gates, Sheytl saw there was a noticeable 

absence of altars or plaques on the front of the 

house. Could be a positive sign, could be a bad 

sign. It was hard to tell, but Sheytl always kept an 

eye out. You never knew what might help with a 

sale. 

And boy, did he need one. He just hoped 

they couldn’t smell desperation. Just in case they 

did, he sprayed himself again with instead-of-

bathe, a cologne so strong it could only be legally 

used outdoors. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

Waiting in front of the next door, a worn 

one with chipped paint, Sheytl slicked back his 

hair and triple knocked. He’d spent a lot of time 

perfecting it. Making it sound upbeat and cheerful, 

the kind of knock people wanted to open the door 

to. 

The woman opening the door didn’t look 

like she was open to cheerful. She had a deflated, 

gaunt face that spoke of a stressful life. Coupled 
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with a chin so small Sheytl wondered how she 

possibly folded towels. 

“Hello, my name is Sheytl. Can I interest 

you in a change of god today?” 

“No, thank you. We have worshipped our 

god for twenty years very happily,” said the 

woman, touching an amulet beneath a stained 

shirt.  

“Well, I tell you . . . Sorry, I didn’t catch 

your name?” 

“Gertrude.” 

“Oh, what a pretty name that is, 

Gertrude.” Sheytl said the name slowly, like it 

was the first time he’d ever heard it, then just 

smiled his best smile. “Well, I tell you what. A 

savvy lady like you will be hard to shift. But why 

don’t you let me come in and show you the 

catalogue? Then I can give you this lovely 

package of complimentary biscuits.” 

Sheytl waggled a pack of biscuits tied up 

with a red bow, like he hadn’t baked them that 

very morning himself. Or reused the same red 

bow for weeks. 

But the red bow certainly caught 

Gertrude’s eye, she was practically drooling 

already. She could only say, “And I don’t have to 

sign anything?” 

“Not a thing. In fact, I get paid just for 

getting into the house, and you get a nice pack of 

biscuits. The only person who loses is the big 

distributor, and I think we can both live with 

that.” Sheytl chuckled, and saw the woman 

relenting.  

The door opened, and she guided him over 

a threadbare stained carpet into a kitchen with a 

table so ragged that termites wouldn’t even bother 

to stop for lunch. The biscuits were placed on the 

table, along with a hefty catalogue from the 

briefcase.  

Sheytl did his best to not look smug. 

There was no big distributor, he worked for 

himself, but it worked every time to help him get 

in. 

Well, maybe fifty percent of the time, 

thirty if he was honest with himself, but he’d take 

what he could get. His numbers needed serious 

boosting, or Jerry wouldn’t have a chance. Jerry 

had been Sheytl’s only true friend for thirty years, 

he deserved everything Sheytl could provide. 

“May I ask who you currently give worship to?” 

“My husband and I are devout followers 

of Moronus,” said Gertrude, suddenly finding her 

shoes fascinating to stare at. “We have been for 

twenty years. Just after the marriage, but before 

our children.”  
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Sheytl nodded, not asking any more 

questions to save the woman embarrassment. One 

of the more easily worshipped gods, but one with 

curious rewards. Say the odd prayer to an altar in 

the wardrobe, and commit to never changing or 

removing your underwear. In return your 

underwear stayed fresh for all eternity, and there 

was a comfortable, if not decadent, afterlife 

waiting for you.  

The only downside Sheytl was aware of 

was the age requirements. “May I ask about your 

children?” 

“What about them?” 

“Who do they worship currently?” 

“They don’t. My husband and I talked 

about it, and if they choose to follow Moronus 

when they come of age that would be fantastic. 

And if not . . .” Gertrude coughed and shifted 

uncomfortably in her chair, before opening the 

biscuits. “We would like to reserve their right to 

choose.” 

“That is a very admirable viewpoint. But 

what have you done to ensure their salvation?” 

“What do you mean?” Gertrude broke a 

biscuit into crumbs between whitened fingers. 

“They’re so young.” 

“Yes, but accidents happen. It is a horrible 

world out there sometimes. Just one barrel falls 

off of a cart, one stray horse hoof.” Sheytl sighed, 

and wiped away an imaginary tear. “And of 

course, I am sure you remember when cholera 

swept through Agloe last year.” 

“The one where they closed the entire city 

for forty days?” 

“The very same.” Sheytl patted his chest, 

hoping dearly he wasn’t overacting too much. “In 

such a world, who doesn’t want to ensure their 

children’s salvation for all eventualities? Gods 

aren’t just gods, they’re peace of mind.” 

“But I am sure Moronus would make an 

exception for . . .” 

“According to the scripture.” Sheytl 

flicked pages. “Your children would be allowed to 

join you in heaven . . .” 

“Praise Moronus!” 

“. . . after they have served a thousand 

years in purgatory.” 

Gertrude took a deep, biscuit scented 

breath. “Who do you recommend?” 

Sheytl took a second to calm himself and 

stay level. He was close, so very close. He 

couldn’t afford to bugger it up now. “Well given 

the circumstances, I am sure you will want to 

choose a low maintenance deity? One easy to 

worship, with minor benefits?” 
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“Please. That would be great.” Gertrude 

was already halfway through the biscuits, 

absentmindedly demolishing them like a sausage 

grinder. “No strange rituals, or blood ceremonies. 

Just a new idol in the corner, please. And 

redemption for my kids in case of . . .” 

“The worst.” Sheytl finished for her, and 

patted her on the hand. He didn’t want her to 

focus on that any more than needed. Although it 

was an unkind direction, Sheytl wasn’t a mean 

person. Just he needed the sale that badly. Jerry 

needed that sale badly. Sheytl pointed to a 

catalogue page. “How about this? Should fit the 

bill nicely.” 

Crumbs scattered the table as the woman 

read aloud, “One minor altar that can be stored out 

of sight. Promise of eternal redemption, with 

buffet included. But . . .” She frowned, moving 

her head closer to the page. “They can’t cut their 

hair. Ever?” 

“A small price to pay for eternal 

redemption?”  

“Redemption is important, but I would 

prefer them to not look like a twats in this 

lifetime, thank you.” Gertrude giggled. “What else 

have you got?” 

Sheytl did his best to hide his 

disappointment with a hollow smile. Gaining new 

followers for his beloved religion of Frum was 

proving almost impossible in the modern day. But 

that was fine. If he could sell a follower to another 

religion, Frum still got a fraction of their worship. 

And he needed all the worship he could get right 

now. 5.25 worshippers just wasn’t enough. 

Gertrude flicked through the catalogue, 

smiling and muttering to herself. She seemed to be 

enjoying window shopping for her children’s 

gods. Sheytl had been told it was similar to 

choosing dates for a friend, the fun amplified by 

the lack of consequences for bad decisions.  

“Flatula, God of wind is very popular with 

children nowadays.” offered Sheytl. 

A stern look displayed Gertrude’s 

unflinching opinion on that one.  

She went back to reading, and Sheytl went 

back to smiling politely. He drank the tea, 

resisting a shudder. He had never truly seen the 

point of caffeinated, brown leaf water, but if 

people offered you things you had to accept them. 

It endeared you to them for some reason that 

Sheytl would never understand. You’d think 

people would prefer those who give gifts, but that 

was humans for you. 

Gertrude spent far longer on the smiting 

gods than most did, her eyes lingering on them. 

Smiting ones were a hard sell. The free market 



Hexagon SF Magazine 9 

had spoken, people wanted gods to raise them up 

not trample them down.  

Except for the masochists, but what they 

did in their time was their own business. 

But in the end, she flicked back a few 

pages to the Brotherhood of the Prophet Blog. 

“This one. Now what?” 

Sheytl nodded. It was the one he would 

have chosen for her, besides himself of course. A 

god whose entire interaction was to send a 

newsletter once a month, and a gift on birthdays 

divisible by seven.  

“You just need to sign the contract, and 

away we go. There is the standard anti-competitor 

clause, no switching benefactor for six months or 

penalties are incurred. And of course, you can 

back out at any point in the first thirty days, if 

either you or your chosen deity has second 

thoughts.” 

And that was it. Before Sheytl had choked 

down the rest of his tea, the contracts were signed, 

and he found himself walking down the cobbled 

street. It never ceased to surprise him how quickly 

some people chose and signed these contracts. 

They would spend weeks debating furniture but 

sign their eternal soul away in seconds. It never 

surprised him how easily people signed their 

loyalty away, to fickle gods who couldn’t care less 

about them. 

Fickle gods like Frum had been once upon 

a time. 

But at least she had signed it, even if it 

wasn’t to Frum. 5.35 sounded a lot closer to seven 

than 5.25 did. 

It didn’t matter how Sheytl got to seven, 

but he was sure as hell going to get there. Failure 

just wasn’t an option. 

But already the day was looking up. Jerry 

the high, and only, priest would be proud. Sheytl 

could allow himself a quick moment to enjoy the 

sun which filtered in between the grey, ancient 

buildings. Antique paint still peeled in the way 

cheap paint peeled when it had been painted on 

wood too old and rotten to take paint. Sheytl had 

chosen the neighbourhood carefully. The kind of 

aspirational types who took themselves far too 

seriously. The kind who would skip dinner to 

afford whitewash to impress the neighbours.  

The kind who would be open to a little 

boost to get ahead of said neighbours. Or so 

Sheytl hoped.  

 

Â Â Â 
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The next house boasted a seven-foot-tall 

granite statue that told Sheytl everything he 

needed to know, this would be a hard sell. 

At the gloomy door, Sheytl performed his 

routine of slicking back the hair and a triple 

knock.  

Before he’d finished a woman answered, 

her face of a bulldog sucking a sour candy 

appearing through a crack in the door. 

“Hello, my name is Sheytl. Can I interest 

you in a change of god today?” Sheytl saw the 

look on her face and added instantly. “Many 

people do well by changing from riskier gods to 

more reliable gods with lesser but more consistent 

rewards?” 

“We have been devout followers of Zeus 

for sixty years. Why the hell would we change 

now?” 

“Perhaps sixty years is long enough?” 

asked Sheytl, sweat starting to pool in the palms 

of his hands and the bottom of his shoes.  

“It will be a blink in the eye of our eternal 

redemption.”  

Sheytl took a deep breath, he could hear 

the kettle whistling, and he was losing her. The 

sales chat was probably just her entertainment 

while the water boiled.  

“Don’t suppose you have any kids?” 

“No.” 

“Do you want any?” 

“What?” 

“If you choose Astro the fertility god, you 

will worship her by having children. And she will 

reward you, by giving you more children.” 

Admittedly it was a vicious cycle, but it 

seemed to work for some people. Many preferred 

it to more traditional pension plans.  

“Clear off, you pervert. I’ll get that kettle 

and throw it on you!” 

Sheytl sighed at the door that slammed 

inches away from his nose. He turned and left. 

This was how many of his attempts ended. 

Failure, with the nagging suspicion that he’d only 

just escaped with his life.  

Back in the day, Frum would have 

dropped a meteor on the woman for pulling that. 

But he’d mellowed over the centuries. Less by 

choice, more by necessity. You had to be a big 

name god to get away with such things. Like 

musicians with drug charges.  

If Sheytl kept this up, then Jerry was 

going to have a horrible afterlife.  

And it was seven he needed, to keep an 

afterlife going. Sheytl wasn’t sure what happened 

to unclaimed souls, the struggling gods didn’t like 
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to talk about it. And the big gods wouldn’t talk to 

someone like him from their ivory mountain.  

They wouldn’t talk to their followers 

either. Hell, they failed the majority of them. Just 

giving them the bare minimum. Something Sheytl 

knew all too well about. 

But if he failed, Jerry was going to find 

out where unclaimed souls went. Sheytl gently 

slapped his face and breathed out. He had to get 

his head in the game. For Jerry. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

The next house was the exception to the 

neighbourhood. The rest of the houses may have 

tables without food on, but, by gods, the table 

would be well scrubbed. This one looked almost 

abandoned, with boarded windows and the uncut 

grass.  

Sheytl did his triple knock and wished 

dearly he had someone to pray to.  

The door opened a crack. 

“Hello there, kind sir.” Sheytl bowed his 

hand in respect. “Can I interest you in a god 

today?” 

The opening widened, showing a battered 

face with a large black eye and several cuts. 

Enough information for Sheytl to jump to wild 

conclusions.  

“Some of our offered deities could help 

with bar fights? Improved strength or luck sound 

like something you would enjoy?” 

“I don’t need help,” said the man, opening 

the door wider still, showcasing enough muscle 

and tattoos to concern Sheytl. But some of the 

tattoos were even spelled correctly, a rarity in this 

town, so perhaps he would be open to reason. 

“Of course, not a man of your calibre.” 

Sheytl swallowed, thinking quickly on the fly. 

“But how about Apollo, god of health? Much 

cheaper than health insurance? I am sure it takes 

an athlete of your calibre a lot of effort to stay in 

peak performance.” 

“It does,” said the man sipping a beer and 

nodding thoughtfully. 

“So why not let Apollo sort that all for 

you? Leaving you more time to do what you do 

best? We can get the bas reliefs on their way, and 

have you done by lunch time tomorrow.” 

“I dunno. Never had much truck with 

these god fellas. They have their lot, and I have 

mine. You know?” 

“You don’t have a god currently?” Sheytl 

whistled, as if he hadn’t clocked it from a mile 

away. “You really should. Absolute requirement 
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in the modern day. It’s hard to say how anyone 

could make it through the troubling waters of 

modern life without some help from upstairs. I 

know I couldn’t.” 

“Hmm.” The man chewed his lip. “I 

dunno. Not really a fan of kneeling down to 

anyone. Real men don’t kneel, ya know?” 

Resisting the urge to groan, Sheytl forced 

a smile. “There are a large variety of gods that can 

improve your life with no kneeling required! And 

it really can be hard to get ahead in life when 

anyone offering to a god is treated to divine 

rewards.” 

“I am not sure I can respect a god who 

doesn’t want anything. I mean if you are 

worshipping someone, you want someone who 

commands respect, right?” 

They went around in patient circles round 

and round the path of reason, before Sheytl 

accepted the man was as sharp as a marble and 

left. Leaving just some spare pamphlets, and a 

promise to call again.  

He wouldn’t hold his breath.  

 

Â Â Â 

 

Although when he got to the next house, 

Sheytl wished he had.  

An unusual smell, it put Sheytl in mind of 

a pond that had been used to dump chemical waste 

for years, before being drained. If that wasn’t a 

house that needed a god, what was? 

A triple knock at the door didn’t gain 

anything other than the mysterious breathing of 

someone on the other side wanting to not be seen. 

Not unusual, news of salesmen could travel faster 

than wild horses in a small town where no one had 

anything else to talk about. 

After a brief fight to push a pamphlet 

under the door with the other person clearly 

pushing it back, Sheytl left for the next house. At 

this rate he could forget Jerry, he would have to 

pick his game up for the future of Frum as a 

whole. He was even less sure where gods went 

when they ran out of believers, but he knew he 

didn’t want to find out.  

The thought was enough to stop Sheytl in 

his tracks at the gate to the next house. His work 

today was the dogmatic equivalent of the type of 

person sniffing around a dive bar’s lost property 

box. Hoping for something, anything to help them 

out. 

Jerry deserved better than that, he had 

worked tirelessly for Frum for years. But this was 

the horrible, smelly box that Sheytl had to sift 

through to help him. And so Sheytl would sift.  
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All the sifting was worthwhile when 

Sheytl arrived at his sixth house of the day. At 

first Sheytl groaned. He saw the luscious green 

grass, and small altar that spoke of Flo the lawn 

god. 

But then he saw an altar on the post-box, 

and another one on the pipes. Licking his lips, 

Sheytl took a moment to relax. He’d struck gold, a 

proper deiphile. Someone who collected gods the 

way the rich old ladies collected the little 

porcelain figures of dogs that confused Sheytl so 

much. 

Greasing back his hair, Sheytl took a deep 

breath and did his signature triple knock. The door 

opened, revealing a portly man with thick glasses 

that made him resemble a mole.  

“Hello, my name is Sheytl. Can I interest 

you in a god today?” 

“Oh, I’ve been waiting for you. Please 

come in, I’m Theo.” 

Sheytl followed the man into a lounge that 

an honest man would call cramped, an estate agent 

cosy. There was an entire cathedral’s worth of 

relics and altars crammed into a space barely large 

enough for four chairs and a card table. To swing 

a cat, Sheytl thought, he would need very tight 

and conservative movements. And preferably, a 

very small and compliant cat.  

“So, I can see you are a man with 

discerning tastes, who clearly knows what he 

wants.” Sheytl gave his best salesman smile. 

“What can I interest you in today?” 

“Just tell me who’s on offer?” 

“On offer?” 

“You chaps always have someone you are 

trying to shift more than the others. One of those 

down on their luck, almost forgotten types. The 

type that doesn’t even get a mention in the All-

Gods Cathedral.” 

That hit Sheytl harder than any smiting 

god could ever dream. He knew it, of course he 

knew it. Once upon a time he’d had five temples 

devoted to his splendour. With great marble 

statues that could make a master stonemason 

weep.  

Now he was reduced to a small, chipped 

altar in the pantry of Jerry’s apartment. Even that 

was on borrowed time. The doctor’s advice to 

Jerry had bubbled down to not bother starting a 

long book. Without Jerry, Frum would be left with 

just a handful of part-time believers to stop him 

fading away into nothingness. 

“Those, are the gods you want?” 
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“Oh yes. I want one who’s going to make 

a big comeback. Help them get on their feet.” 

That, Sheytl accepted with a long sigh, 

was exactly who he was. If he had treated his 

followers correctly, he would still be in the front 

of the catalogue. Any he got now, he was going to 

listen to them until his ears hurt. 

“I will see what we have. I presume your 

preference is for those who are fine with other 

gods?” 

“Very much. I want as many as I can get. 

They tend to have minor benefits, but they all add 

up eventually. And it only takes one of them to 

make it big, and then they’ll remember me as their 

solace in the old days.” 

An idea which struck Sheytl as not 

understanding the mindset of a god. He could 

already feel the unease in the air of so many 

cramped together. Like anxious and 

uncomfortable guests stuck at a distant relative’s 

birthday party, counting down the seconds until 

they could leave. 

“I understand entirely.” Sheytl took a deep 

breath. He didn’t want to join this cornucopia of 

unease and awkwardness, but he didn’t have a 

choice.  

Well he did, but Jerry didn’t. And that was 

the real problem here. “So I am going to offer you 

the services of Sheytl Frum. A . . . minor . . . god 

of hair.” 

“A hair god?” Theo frowned. “I have to 

say, there are some weird gods about. But a hair 

god is possibly the weirdest one. Who the hell 

would pick to be a god of that?” 

Sheytl’s eyes immediately flickered to the 

snail god altar in the corner, and he wondered 

what the hell he had done to deserve to be ranked 

beneath a god that slid across the floor in a pool of 

her own slime. 

A large part of him wanted to go back to 

the old ways and smite the man. The more 

practical part wanted to storm out.  

But Jerry needed this like a boat needed 

water, so he took a deep breath. “I am going to 

level with you, Theo. Gods manifest their natures 

in the world around them. The effect varies from 

god to god. 

They make things happen, just by existing. 

Like a tree spitting out oxygen. It doesn’t choose 

to do it. It just happens. I didn’t want to be a god 

of hair, just how I came to be. If we got to choose 

then everyone would be fancy gods doing the cool 

stuff.” 

 

If Theo was surprised at Sheytl outing 

himself, he didn’t show it. Sheytl couldn’t help 
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but wonder how many times he had forced gods to 

reveal themselves.  

But he just nodded. “I didn’t know that. 

Are you allowed to tell me this?” 

Sheytl shrugged. “Most gods like to 

present an all-powerful image to mortals all the 

time. But they’re absolute wazzacks to be honest.” 

Theo laughed, and finally Sheytl relaxed. 

He knew he was in.  

“What can you promise me?” 

“I am working 12 hours a day, every day, 

for Jerry, my head priest. He’s done literally 

everything I ever asked for his thirty years. But he 

needs more followers so I can guarantee he has an 

afterlife to enjoy. I’ll try this hard for you too.” 

“Alright.” 

“I’m not a demanding god—” started 

Sheytl. 

“I like to see my gods.” 

Sheytl took a millisecond to change gears, 

before smiling. “But I can come for a Sunday 

service or dinner if you want?” 

“I’d like that.” Theo smiled, sitting back 

in his little chair like he had won a great prize.  

 “I like chicken. Nice and raw with that 

juicy pink in the middle.” 

“Sounds easy to cook for.” 

And that was that. Five minutes later 

Sheytl was on the road with a signed contract 

clutched in his hand, and a promise to send an 

altar down.  

A full sale and a weekly dinner. What a 

day. Jerry may not be guaranteed afterlife just yet, 

but boy was he on his way with 6.35 followers. 

The next house had a statue to Sobke the 

crocodile god out in front, another condescending 

bastard of a god. One who wouldn’t care if his 

followers dropped down dead. 

Sheytl used to be like that. Used to think 

mortals were disposable commodities. To be used 

and discarded as needed. You lose a hundred, you 

gain a hundred. What did one or two mean in the 

end?  

Speaking of, Sheytl would have to hurry 

up to get to the hospital before visiting hours 

ended. Jerry was going to love this even more 

than the whiskey Sheytl was going to grab on the 

way. The doctors said it wasn’t good for his 

health, but that didn’t feel like a problem 

somehow. 

Soon, Sheytl could finally pay Jerry back 

for all that work. Jerry was going to have the best 

afterlife Sheytl could provide, it was so close 

Sheytl could taste it. For once, Sheytl would even 

offer a guarantee. 
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The Cold Things 
We Left 
by Jem Fisher 

 

Sometimes the stories that a corpse can 

tell are infinitely more alluring than anything 

created by anyone alive. Over time, I realized that 

while it is my job to inspect the dead, it’s also my 

duty to listen to their tales and give them a voice. 

Yet, Chicago is full of voices that are restless and 

angry with this bloody city, whose violent and 

cruel ends hide away in the corner seats of local 

Jazz bars.  

It didn’t take long to find patterns in the 

injuries. Each new corpse shouted the same story 

at me over and over again. They smoked him for 

taking a little extra off the top. Another one would 

yell at me with words as watered down as the 

body that accompanied them. Sometimes the 

murderer was Capone himself, or maybe it was 

Nitti? Who was responsible now that Capone was 

dead? After all, it was hard to keep up with the 

ever-shifting mafia rumors. Hell, other times it 

was Ricca, who, according to the chatter among 

the detectives, was the real mastermind in The 

Outfit.  

Their stories screamed at me and this time 

was no different. I found my eyes drifting toward 

the man next to me. The trim wool coat and 

impeding air of importance were muted in death, 

and nowhere near as charming as they had once 

been. 

“Come on Arturo, cat got ya tongue?” The 

words were taunting, but I bit down the annoyance 

and settled on displeasure. I had once loved this 

man, an unbelievable thought. 

“There is nothing more to say,” the words 

were clipped and short, I turned away to hail a 

cab. “I already regret agreeing to help you.” 

Why did I even agree to help? I knew 

from the moment the officers dropped the body 

bag at my door that today just felt different. It was 

almost impossible to keep my usual straight face. 

The rough plastic made my skin crawl and the 

outline of a dead body had set my nerves on edge. 

Harley had come to bother me, like a 

nasty buzzard, he always seemed to appear at the 

smell of a decomposing body and the story that 

came with it. The incorrigible bastard loved a 

good story if it paid well; no matter who it hurt.  

Five years had passed and here I was, like 

a fool, hailing a cab to Harley’s office; a small 
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action I had done a million times before. Trudging 

up the stairs I found myself staring at the door. Its 

familiar privacy glass window with a bold black 

font reading ‘Kipling Investigations.’ Reaching 

for the doormat I flipped it up expecting a key. “I 

changed it after—uh, well it’s in the sconce.” His 

words were nervous and embarrassed. I knew 

what he was talking about—after our breakup. 

Reaching up, I screwed the shade off the sconce, 

letting a key fall into my hand.  

“What, were you scared I was going to 

break in?” I asked bitterly. 

“You know what happens to people like 

us,” he reminded me. I felt my body freeze. Of 

course, I knew what happened. We weren’t talked 

about, we didn’t exist. We were nothing to 

anyone, damned to hell. 

I felt my gaze turn to linger on him. His 

expression was contemplative, a familiar crease 

furrowed his brow, making my stomach leap and 

blocking all thoughts from traveling to my brain. I 

couldn’t stare too long at him, be it from old 

memories or the fact that my gaze seemed to 

always drift towards the deep red stain that 

seemed to eternally seep from the edges of his 

turtleneck. I knew what it hid, I saw it when his 

body came into the morgue.  

 Here was a man who had a knack for 

always being deep in other peoples’ business. 

Disdainfully, I had assumed he had come to me 

because of a job, but as his brown eyes shifted 

down to look at the body bag, I knew it was more 

than that. In the morgue, he had spoken with a 

tone so sad and soft that my heart had risen into 

my throat, making it hard to breathe. 

My heart had settled back into my chest 

now, slamming against my ribcage, my stomach 

churning and hands shaking as I remembered how 

it felt to pull the zipper down enough to see tufts 

of brown curls. 

 I felt that panic consume me again. 

Begging for confirmation that this was a prank. To 

be assured that this was some joke, that my ex-

boyfriend’s body hadn’t lain on the table of the 

morgue, that the person standing across from me 

in this hallway wasn’t back on the table in my 

office. 

 His eyes had been closed but I knew that 

face. I knew that face better than anyone, and 

now, I would see that deep slash across the throat 

in my dreams. Red, rigid and violent, telling me 

that the attack had been forceful and the blade had 

been dull. I would see the bullet hole that grazed 

his shoulder, a clear entrance and exit wound; it 

wasn’t enough to kill him, but likely enough to 
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distract him and get close enough to slash his 

throat. 

No, no, no. I was not doing this again. 

 “Is that what happened?” I asked softly, 

trying to keep my hands from shaking as I opened 

up the door and stepped inside. I grounded myself 

in reality, trying to stay present as my heavy heart 

pulled me into the office. Pulling my hat off and 

hung it by the door. Everything was the same. 

Same walls, same desk, same bookshelves.  

“I don’t know.” He reminded me. I wasn’t 

sure what to say, it was a big fear. Being caught 

meant death. They’d hang you in the streets for 

being gay and it would be covered up. An 

unsolved case.  

Yet isn’t that what they were going 

through now? When Harley first appeared in my 

office, I asked the same thing. The situation forced 

a burst of hysterical laughter to bubble out. A 

small, singular, and uncontrollable reaction as I 

tried to come to terms with everything. 

“Well,” I breathed deeply before 

continuing. “I knew it was only a matter of time 

before you got yourself killed.”  

“Your faith in my skills is moving.” He 

was standing in front of me now, making it so I 

had no option but to look up at him. I could see 

how pale he was, his skin washed out and ghostly. 

It made me uncomfortable. 

“I’ll check your ledgers.” I managed to 

force the words out, practically lunging for the 

desk across the room. Flipping through the pages 

of his accounts, taking a legal pad to scribble the 

names of his frequent or high-paying clients. 

“None of these names have a mob relation that I 

know of.” The words came out as a whisper. “God 

Harles, you even had the chief of police on your 

account?” I slammed the notebook shut, the old 

nickname somehow agitated me more than seeing 

my boss’s name within the book.  

“I had everyone on my account. People 

are willing pay quite a lot to keep their secrets 

buried.” He was sitting at the window, looking out 

the blinds, his foot kicked up against the lip of the 

window. I had to remind myself that he was dead. 

His presence had once been a comfort, but now it 

did nothing but set me on edge. It wasn't 

surprising to know that Harley had been poking 

his nose into the CPD’s business. 

“Remember when we talked about moving 

out of Chicago? We’d buy a farm and live far 

from the city.” The words were so soft and quiet, I 

wasn’t sure I heard them at first. 

“A fantasy,”  

“That doesn’t mean it was bad.”  
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I didn’t have a response for him, my heart 

pounding as I tapped on the desk anxiously. 

Unable to sit still, I moved over to the 

bookshelves lining the office. Pulling volumes 

free I flipped through them, looking for anything 

that could be a clue.  

Even though his office had always been 

devoid of life. It didn’t stop me from seeing other 

ghosts from our past. The stained window we had 

installed together when Harley first opened his 

business. The burns in the upholstery of the chairs 

from the multitude of times I found Harley asleep 

at his desk, a cigarette itching to set the room 

ablaze. All of these memories somehow felt even 

more suffocating with Harley behind me. 

My hands shook as I turned away from the 

shelves to look at Harley. Expecting to see him 

fiddling with his camera. Yet his hands were 

empty. 

“Where is your camera?” I asked him 

suddenly. His head snapped up in surprise as he 

jumped from the ledge and pointed to the desk 

drawer. I scrambled for it. “It’s locked—” He 

started, but I ignored him and pulled hard, the lock 

snapping as the drawer slammed open. Looking 

up at him, I noticed his shocked expression. 

“Oh don’t give me that look.” I rolled my 

eyes and began shuffling through the drawer. 

“Harley, it’s not here,” I told him as I pulled file 

folders out. 

“What.” He dropped down next to me. 

“Are you sure? Look harder,” he demanded.  

“How Harley? Should I stare at the drawer 

harder?” I snapped at him harder than intended. 

“Oh come off it,” he hissed, standing up.  

“Enough, enough. So what do we do?” I 

asked slamming the file case closed. 

“I always had my camera on me, so it 

must have been with me when I died.” He leaned 

down next to me staring at me. “Which means 

whoever killed me . . .” 

“Has the camera.” I finished. “Which 

means that any lead we had is gone.” I flopped 

back, laying on the floor unhappily. He leaned 

over me, his cold face looking concerned. “We’re 

back to square one.” I met his gaze feeling a small 

pang in my heart. “We never really were a good 

team.” 

“I wouldn’t say that. I just think our 

relationship started with an expiration date.” He 

shrugged. I sat up at his words.  

“What is that supposed to mean?” I asked 

defensively. 

“Art, don’t take it personally. You’re just 

the type of person who has one foot out the door 

at all times.” I resisted the urge to slap him.  
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“How is it my fault? You’re the one who 

put your job before anyone and anything else.” 

“How is it my fault you can’t express 

emotion?” His voice raised as we both glared at 

each other, my blood boiling with anger. “You 

couldn’t say what you wanted then and you sure 

as hell can’t say it now.” 

“I swear to God Harles, I’m going to 

knock you through that window if you do not 

quiet down.” Both of us rose to our feet, our 

chests puffing out, looking more like penguins 

than the bears we were imitating. “I can’t wait 

until we figure out how you died so I can be free 

of you forever.” I snapped through gritted teeth, 

taking the opportunity to shut him up before he 

could even speak. Instead, his cold, dead eyes met 

my glare with a fierceness only the dead could 

truly muster.  

“Make sure to get rid of the upside-down 

photo you keep at your bedside when you do.” He 

snarled, making me recoil. No one was supposed 

to know about that. It was the one thing I couldn’t 

force myself to get rid of. They didn’t have much 

together, but they had Harley’s camera, and, for a 

short period of time, they had each other.  

Vomit threatened to surge from my 

stomach as I moved away. He watched the way I 

moved, trying to anticipate my next words. 

I couldn’t bring myself to say anymore, 

my shoulders slumping a bit as we lapsed into 

silence.  

“I kept the negative.” He offered. I opened 

my mouth to quiet him before stopping.  

“Negative?” My mind began working and 

racing. 

“Yeah like photos, so you can recreate 

copies. I kept them in my red room—”  

“That’s it!” I interrupted him. “You 

always had negatives, which means that you could 

have film from your camera—”  

“Which could lead us to the killer!” He 

agreed, his expression brightening into something 

contagious, as I found myself feeling as equally as 

excited. “Come now Art, no dawdling! We’ve got 

a mystery to solve.” A mischievous grin broke out 

across his dead face, making me shudder. Rushing 

for my jacket I tore out of the office, locking the 

door back and shoving the key in my pocket 

without thinking.  

“Mysteries were your thing, not mine.” I 

reminded him as we walked down the alley and 

into the streets. Sirens blared as cop cars passed 

by us, I flipped the collar up to hide my face.  

“Right, and dead bodies are yours.” I felt 

my eyes narrow, unable to think of a proper retort. 

Luckily, the walk from Harley’s office to his 
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apartment was not a stretch, just a few blocks 

away. I felt like a stranger in my own skin, 

Harley’s excitement bustling through me as I 

climbed up the steps. Harley’s laughter didn’t feel 

out of place. He was always one who enjoyed the 

thrill of the chase, it was what made him such a 

good investigator.  

I was out of breath when I hit his 

apartment door. “It’s taped to the—” 

“Oh shut up I still have the spare.” I 

snapped impatiently digging out the key ring. 

“Mister Kipling.” A voice startled me as 

the keys slipped from my hands and clattered to 

the floor. Turning around I saw Harley’s neighbor 

poking out of her door. She looked uncomfortable 

in her robe, clearly feeling exposed.  

“Ah, sorry madam.” Tipping my hat at 

her, I kept my face calm to avoid raising any 

alarm. “My brother just asked me to check up on 

his—uh, dog.” I scrambled for the keys quickly 

and shoved them in the door.  

“Mister Kipling, he knows he’s not 

supposed to have pets.” She protested but I was 

already sliding into the apartment. 

“Yeah, I’ll let him know.” I slammed the 

door shut and leaned against the door, Harley was 

across from me, grinning ear to ear. We both 

were.  

“This is it,” He said as I tried to navigate 

around the tiny, familiar apartment in the dark. 

“Bathroom,” he directed as I stepped in and 

opened the door. The red light made me squint as 

I began shuffling for all the pictures and pulling 

them out into the living room. Slapping the photos 

on the table I flipped on the desk light to look at 

them fully. 

Looking at them I felt my blood run cold.  

“These . . . they weren’t for the chief.” I 

started flipping through them. Harley’s eyes 

narrowed in recognition, I could see the wheels in 

his mind turning. “No, they weren’t.” He agreed. 

“Chief hired me to get dirt on his wife, he was 

sure she was having an affair,” He started.  

“Was she?” I found myself asking, 

watching as his ghost trailed away into the 

darkness of the room.  

“No. . .” He looked around. “He was.” 

His words came out strangled. Like he was 

choking on them. I knew instantly what he was 

trying to say. “She was a victim,” he amended. 

“she wanted to escape with her son.”  

He spoke slowly at first like he was 

finding the right words. “I took the pictures as 

proof so she could get a divorce, I was going to 

give her the cash for a lawyer. He must have 

found out.” 
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“And that would have ruined him,” I 

concluded. “So he killed you and took the camera 

without knowing you’d have negatives.” Harley 

turned back to look at me, eyes wide. I felt my 

heart lurch. “Harley you were trying to help her.” 

“Yes, of course, you and I both know 

what it’s like to be scared and powerless. Living 

with no control. I couldn’t just let this woman 

suffer under her abusive husband’s hand, and you 

can’t either.” Perhaps I had come off as too 

accusatory because the defensive tone he took 

unnerved me. Realization seemed to flicker in his 

eyes as I took a hesitant step back. He moved 

forward, reaching out to touch my cheek, his hand 

passing through. 

He had been trying to help her. Despite 

who was paying him. Despite what it meant for 

his reputation. I felt like I didn’t recognize him. 

Harley had never been the type of person to just 

help someone. Not without gaining something in 

return. 

“So how do we stop him?” I asked, 

clearing my throat, it was getting harder to keep 

the mask of indifference on. Its familiarity 

somehow felt wrong, like I was wrong. 

“I don’t care about that. I care about you 

helping his wife and kid.” He looked so sincere 

now, nothing like the Harley I remembered, the 

Harley who put his job before everything in his 

life. Who would chase down cases regardless of 

who it hurts? When had he gone through such a 

drastic change? Or perhaps it was my fault, 

perhaps I had never truly seen just who Harley 

was. . . 

“He is my boss, Harles.” I reminded him.  

“I know.” He stared at me intensely. I 

hugged the papers to my chest. “There is money 

in a bag hidden in the back of the toilet. Take it, 

take everything and help them for me.” I felt my 

eyes watering up. I swallowed hard, forcing the 

emotion back, my facade cracking more and more. 

“Hold on a minute.” I felt sick. “We’re 

going to help them right? The two of us?” He 

looked sad now, but happy too.  

“No Art, you gotta do that.” 

“But you’re here now.” My voice cracked. 

I tried to breathe as I normally would, but the 

panic only seemed to rise more, I wasn’t ready to 

say goodbye. Not like this. “I was joking when I 

said I wanted you to leave me alone forever.” My 

words fell out. “I don’t want you to go.”  

“Arturo, I’m already dead,” He reminded 

me. My chest hurt more, the full weight of his 

words resting on me now. I didn’t want him to go. 

My balance was shifting, dropping to the floor 

with my heart. I sat on my knees the full force of 
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Harley’s death finally hitting me. Every emotion I 

buried down from the moment I saw his body—

no, from the moment we parted ways—was 

rushing forward. What is it he said? That I didn’t 

know how to express emotion?  

He leaned down in front of me. “I loved 

you, ya know?” He told me. I couldn’t help but 

laugh through tears.  

“Yeah, I loved you too,” I promised. 

“Take care of my camera, yeah? Make 

this place your home now instead if you’d like. 

They’ll find my will eventually.” His words felt 

almost ominous. I understood what that meant but 

I couldn’t think of the words to say. I had to keep 

him here, to keep talking. This was Harley after 

all, he never shut up. Instead, I just let myself fall 

back on the floor, my heart too heavy to let me 

pick myself up.  

“Come lay next to me, like old times,” I 

asked him, as a ghost he couldn’t do much, but I 

knew he was there and that was comforting 

enough. 

 

⬣ ⬣ ⬣ 

 

Standing at the door, I held a briefcase in 

my hands, only taking my hat off as a woman 

answered the door. Her eyes were watery from 

exhaustion, her expression worn down by worry 

and fear. Behind her, a small boy hugged her skirt. 

“Hello ma’am, my name is Arturo McNamara, 

Mister Kipling sent me to fetch you and your 

boy,” I told her, nodding behind her. Her 

expression seemed to melt quickly, showing 

nothing but relief as she invited me in. I could feel 

Harley behind me, supporting me—even if he was 

gone. It gave me the courage I needed to step into 

the room.  
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The Mages of 
Byker 
by Kym Deyn 

 

He is considered to be something of a 

legend among the mages of Byker, that man in his 

old grey coat and woolly hat, who begs for ciggies 

outside of ‘Spoons. David Bright keeps a coven of 

boys who hang on his every word. They meet in 

the metro station most days where he teaches them 

to listen for the spirits that chunter in the tracks, 

and those that flash blue along the overhead wires, 

crackling out their unknowable songs. There are 

not many opportunities for young mages here, and 

almost every wizard that’s passed through Byker 

or Heaton knows him, has had him explain how 

you can pull the shadow of the Wall about you 

and vanish when you need to; heard his stories 

about the boys who died in the Heaton mining 

disaster, and how their ghosts can be called up if 

you light a candle on Heaton Road and wait in the 

dark; how he once won a bet with the God of the 

River Tyne.  

There have been other mages, of course. 

People say David’s ex-wife was as good as he 

was, they say that when she called for her, the 

spirit of the Holy Well in Jesmond came up out of 

the spring green and burning. But she’s not the 

mage most people think about when they think 

about David Bright. They think about Terry Blake. 

Blake and Bright: the sorcerers of Byker. Those 

inseparable boys who could do anything they put 

their minds to. Fall outs are common in small, 

informal groups of mages, but the schism was 

something else. Bright pulled a great glowing 

snake out of the metro wires and Blake asked the 

split rubbish bags and broken bottles to collect 

into a creature with tin can claws and rotten milk 

breath. No one heard from Blake or the boys that 

vanished with him, until the night their sigils 

started appearing in Gateshead metro station, 

painted across the tiles.  

Since then there’s been broken windows, 

scraps in lonely side streets, suspicious eyes 

painted in the underpasses. It’s said both Bright 

and Blake went to the Tyne statue at city hall to 

pray for the God’s favour, and both left empty 

handed. It’s said a boy nearly died when he was 

attacked by a shadow that peeled itself away from 

the doorway of the Northumberland Arms. Blake 

went looking for allies in the old spirits: the king 
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of rats, St. Cuthbert himself, Lord Armstrong’s 

ghost. Bright taught his students how to spit 

curses, to vanish into the below places, to walk 

unseen through the streets.  

It begs the question: what was the schism 

about? Blake won’t talk to outsiders, the 

uninitiated. His group is small, focussed keenly on 

the mysteries. It's said they were rebuilding a 

Mithraeum somewhere. Bright, meanwhile, is 

most often found in the library on Shields Road. 

Usually reading a reproduction copy of the 

Voynisch manuscript and laughing at the funny 

bits. When asked about the schism he fidgets in 

the way of a man trying to slip out of his skin. 

Says something about a disagreement about 

talismans, about the way they taught the kids, 

about Blake’s habit of insisting he was writing a 

book. Blake’s ego, Bright taking second fiddle 

despite being the more talented of the two. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

Rumour has it that he was seen recently in 

the carpark of the Byker Morrisons kneeling down 

on the paving slabs speckled with old chewing 

gum. He was drawing. A city pigeon that flapped 

two-dimensionally up the wall, and then flew 

along the tarmac. He painted another, and another, 

and another. It was a simple spell used for sending 

messages. Except, he couldn’t seem to find the 

words.  

Schisms have happened in other cities. In 

Chester, when two mages from the university fell 

out over a piece of Latin scholarship, one raised 

the entire 20th Legion for the evening, causing 

significant chaos for the city’s magically inclined 

residents—several spiritualist mediums were 

hospitalised. In Durham, the city has been split 

between local mages and university wizards for 

the last two hundred years. All mages eventually 

disagree, but one thing remains constant: they 

never reconcile.  

Newcastle, let alone Byker, isn’t big 

enough for two mages at war. Anna Sulivan 

knows that as well as she knows each of the 

ghosts that still guard Hadrian’s Wall. She also 

knows something about things that can never be 

put right, and about stubborn men with egos fit to 

burst. She’s thought plenty of times about 

leaving—Newcastle is changing as every city is. 

The river’s tides rise and fall, businesses come 

and go, the city shifts, it's boroughs too—

Ouseburn becomes filled with arts studios under 

the old viaduct, alongside it's hole-in-the-wall 

music venues and sprawling park, Heaton fills up 

with expensive coffee and dog grooming salons 
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where there had been halal supermarkets, and 

across the railway line, more food banks open in 

Byker.  

Just as David Bright stopped being the 

man she married, this city is not the city she first 

fell in love with. But it is her home, and neither 

Bright nor Blake have anticipated the lengths she 

will go to keep it that way.  

There is one carriage on the metro that is 

better for magic than all the others. This is 

because it was named as tribute to a local 

politician, a good Labour man. This makes it 

lucky. Sometimes, you can catch his reflection in 

the glass. As Anna settles at the very back, the 

seat next to the “No Entry - Nexus Staff Only” 

sign, she looks for him, but she’s alone.  

She sees the scenery pass as she hurtles 

toward the coast, a hurry of green hedgerows, 

brown brick houses. Many years ago she’d wanted 

a flat somewhere along here, so she could visit the 

markets on a Sunday morning, buying flowers and 

fresh crepes to share with David. This is long 

gone now. She knits as she watches. She tries very 

hard to seem like the kind of person that might 

knit while sitting on the metro. Her flyaway hair is 

pulled into a dusty purple beanie, her cardigan is 

handmade. 

You’d be surprised at the amount of magic 

you can do with some wool from Hobbycraft. It’s 

subtler, of course, than David and Terry’s 

showboating. No trees pick up their roots and 

walk across the city, no gargoyles peel themselves 

from the cathedral buildings, but she moves fate 

by inches. She moves it so deftly that even David 

Bright and Terry Blake would struggle to see the 

web they’ve been woven into.  

All of this goes to say that it does not 

surprise her in the least when the metro stops at 

Tynemouth and Terry Blake gets on. He sits in the 

single seat opposite her. He has always been a 

contrast to Bright, in his colourful button-down 

shirts and black jeans.  “What is going on, Terry?” 

she says in her quiet voice.  

He goes to say he started it but he’s forty-

four now, and he’d left he started it thirty years 

behind him. Instead, he lets the silence drag 

between them until there’s just the metro’s 

rumbling and the click of Anna’s knitting needles 

and he realises how they’ve been brought together 

so neatly. “You know what he’s like,” he says 

instead, “when he’s made up his mind about 

something.” 

She has exactly nine stops until they get to 

Byker. If she hasn’t changed his mind by then, she 
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doesn’t know what will happen but she’s sure it 

won’t be good. “But I never started a cult over it.” 

His hands, with their heavy knuckles and 

faded blue tattoos don't match the neat cuffs of his 

shirt with its repeating pattern of monstera leaves. 

They stop at North Shields and move on. A couple 

of teenagers swing round the yellow metal pole by 

the doors. “I knew you’d take his side,” he said. 

Anna is not allowed to shake him. It 

would be counterproductive to cuss him out, 

certainly she can’t exclaim that she wishes she 

was talking to another woman—someone who had 

at least parsed a single emotion in their life 

without abusing a substance or claiming they’d 

had a deep spiritual experience. “What about this 

says I’m taking his side? I came looking for you.” 

Blake senses a trap, but he can’t fathom 

what it is. “I’m right. We could be doing so much 

more, what’s the point of teaching talented bairns 

the basics and leaving them to go on to 

Edinburgh, London. We could do what they do 

there.” They pass Meadow Well. Seven stops “But 

he won’t. No books. No fees. Just listening to the 

city and making auguries out of the puddles and 

pigeon shit. He doesn’t even make it to his 

fucking dole appointments on time.” 

“What happened?” Anna asks.  

“I told him he was wasting himself. That 

we should be making money out of this. And he 

got so angry with me. Said I’d forgotten 

everything we promised when we started the 

circle,” he said. He bounced his knee up and down 

as he spoke. “But if we can’t make anything, I 

said, isn’t it just a bloody joke we’re giving these 

kids hope of being mages in the first place? If 

we’re making nowt, they’re probably going to 

make nowt.” Percy Main. A woman with a pram 

gets off. Six stops. 

“If the only pay is in teaching, does it go 

from a joke to a pyramid scheme?” Anna says, 

and Blake laughs humourlessly.  

Mages do beautiful things, they might 

predict the weather from the way a pixie tips its 

hat, or speak with the lonely spirit of an 

underground river, they find the life in everything: 

oil slicks on the road, half-crushed cans of Red 

Bull, the badly-trimmed privet hedges fencing off 

old terraced houses. No spirit is beneath them, no 

place too unworthy. That doesn’t mean they get 

paid for it.  

Some do, of course. It’s both easier and 

harder in London, where the rent is much steeper, 

but the opportunities for an emerging mage more 

numerous. A particularly stylish spell might set 
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the city talking about you, but it won’t necessarily 

translate into more gigs.  

“He told me to go to London if I felt like 

that,” Blake said. “When we came onto the scene 

everyone was talking about our potential. Look at 

the three of us, Anna. We can’t keep looking out 

for everybody else.” 

“It’s the community that makes magic 

what it is.” 

“And what about my bloody heating bill? 

I’m sick of passing the same thirty quid round for 

spells I don’t have the materials to perform 

anyway.” Howdon. Five stops.  

She was running out of time. “We have 

this argument every six months. Is this worth your 

friendship with Dave?” 

“He told me he could run the circle 

without me. That he was sick of me acting like I 

was better than him. That—that he didn’t want me 

anyway.” He was bouncing his knee so hard Anna 

could feel the vibrations from where she was 

sitting, frantic and agitated. He only stopped when 

the Metro pulled into Hadrian Road. Four stops. 

“Me. We’re Bright and Blake, Annie. There was a 

time he’d have chosen me over anyone.” 

“I know.” 

Something uncomfortable passes between 

them. There are so many reasons it stopped being 

Bright, Blake and Sullivan. Anna doesn’t blame 

Terry, but from his expression as he gazes around 

the mostly empty metro carriage, she’s not sure he 

knows that. She sits in silence until they pass 

Wallsend. Three stops.  

“How did the fight begin?” she asks. 

“We were with the bairns—they’re not 

kids really, you know, a couple of teenagers but 

mostly twenty-somethings. Dave brought up the 

fact I wanted them to pay, I snapped. I said I 

wanted them to have better opportunities and set 

up a proper school. An argument broke out, one of 

the lads started throwing a curse about and 

Dave—” 

“You know all those birds he’s sending 

are for you?” The city was filling up with them, 

alongside all the usual tags, the doodles that could 

be sigils, the sigils that could be doodles, there 

were David’s wobbly drawings of pigeons, on the 

bins, on the murals by the castle, the metro 

platforms.  

“Is this what this is? Get you to apologise 

for him so he doesn’t have to?” She could tell him 

that she chose to do this off her own back, after 

hearing the rumours about their silly followers—

more boys up to no good, or talk about David’s 

“mages’ temperament” which like all mage’s 

temperaments was probably all the things he’d 
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never been diagnosed with, how he’d never been 

able to apologise to her either. That there was a 

reason she’d come to him first.  

They pull into Walkergate, and the 

teenagers get off. Regardless of what happens 

she’s getting off at the next stop. “He’s not your 

competition. He loves you,” she tries and watches 

him minutely square his shoulders. How 

ridiculous that he has to put on a brave face for 

love. “He loves you.” 

The scarf she’s been knitting is finished. 

It’s blue-grey, the sort of colour the sky goes 

when it’s finished raining but not entirely happy 

about it. She has to have faith that she’s done all 

she can. She says a quick prayer to all of the city’s 

gods, the Tyne, Mithras, every miniscule Genus 

Loci that haunts a house or street corner. “Take 

this,” she says, and passes Terry Blake the scarf.  

“Thank you,” he says.  

They pull into the grubby open-air 

platform of Chillingham Road. “It’s not for you,” 

Anna says, and steps out onto the platform. Before 

he can call after her, the doors beep and the train 

moves on. 

Blake realises with surprise that he’s the 

only one in this particular metro carriage. He 

looks down at the scarf he’s holding, and feels 

something woven into the fabric. If he had more 

time, maybe he could unpick whatever spell she’s 

got him wrapped up in. But she arranged this—

damn that witch!  

There has been baseless rumours about the 

nature of Bright and Blake’s relationship for 

years. It’s said Bright’s ex-wife was the jealous 

type, that she resented being left out of the iconic 

partnership. She’d been friends with them for 

almost as long as they’d known each other. The 

gossip, such as it was, said that she—unwisely—

gave Bright an ultimatum. Blake or her. People 

talked but that sort of thing wasn’t done here. 

Though, they’d add, you know who he chose.  

When the metro pulls into Byker, David 

Bright gets into the final carriage followed by a 

cloud of his pigeon drawings, covering the floor 

and walls in graffiti that coos softly and preens its 

feathers. Blake knows better than to be surprised 

to see him. 

“Lost your scarf again, mate?” he asks, 

holding out the one Anna knitted.  

All mages eventually disagree, but rumour 

has it that Bright and Blake got off at Monument 

station and walked through their city together.  
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The Spores of 
Darkness 
by Remi Martin 
 

The darkness first took root in my 

thoughts whilst I was doing my rounds. As I 

walked through the city that morning, I didn’t see 

roads, or buildings, or buses. I saw instead the old 

forest which had been there before it. It was dense 

and dark and twisted with roots and branches and 

ivy. 

It was a memory that the darkness was 

feeding me, from long ago, before the fast-food 

chains and coffee shops, when I would walk these 

forests with my sisters and ward off the shadows. 

Instead of pound stores and traffic, I saw thick 

tangles of bushes, dark voluptuous flowers, the 

towering boughs of ancient trees. There was 

darkness there, death and decay, but from it 

sprang such vibrant life.  

Tell me, the darkness demanded, that the 

darkness of these mortals is better than mine. Tell 

me that you wouldn’t sooner be back at peace in 

the forest. I could return things to the way they 

were, if only you released me from my shackles. 

I shook my mind free of the thought, and 

reality re-materialised around me, along with the 

sound of the traffic and the scent of frying oil. The 

Order teaches us that our thoughts are not our 

own. They come from elsewhere, and we are best 

to evaluate them as such. Still, that question, 

posed to me by the darkness, skulked around in 

my psyche whilst I went about my business that 

morning. It was there when I bought salt from the 

supermarket and silver from the scrap-man; it was 

there when I stopped at the sites where the 

darkness had been contained all those years 

earlier. When I scattered the salt above them, I 

could feel the darkness reaching out to me again. 

It knew its decay had taken root in my mind. The 

ancient ground thrummed beneath my sandals as it 

called out to me; I could feel the darkness 

straining against its chains. 

I remained strong and pious that morning. 

I placed the silver above all five sites of darkness, 

burying it at the sites that had not been concreted 

over, and made my way back to the nunnery. We 

had held the darkness at bay for hundreds of 

years, and I would not let us fall prey to it again, 

not today. 

–  
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I had every intention of telling my sisters 

about my encounter that morning, about the spores 

of darkness which had begun eating away at my 

thoughts, but when I reached my home there were 

more pressing matters to attend to. 

The nunnery was a shell of its former self, 

it’s true. The old stone building had been 

‘renovated’ by city council a few decades earlier, 

replacing much of its structure with hastily 

stacked bricks. It resembled more of a community 

centre these days, than the home of an ancient 

order waging war against an ever-encroaching 

evil. Gone were the winding stone staircases and 

domineering towers, replaced with chip-wood and 

cork message-boards.  

Needless to say, the old girl needed some 

maintenance, a difficult task on a nun’s salary. I 

hadn’t expected to see the ‘planning permission’ 

notice nailed to the streetlamp outside, however. 

The sisterhood were all gathered in the conference 

room, all eight of them plus the young novitiate, 

Lily, who we had recently taken on, a collage of 

grave faces and downturned eyes.  

“It says it’s only in the initial stages,” 

Sister Arnica was saying as I entered. “These 

things can take years to come to fruition.” 

“And what are a few years next to the 

centuries, millennia, this order has inhabited these 

halls?” Sister Achlys replied, in the same haughty 

tone she seemed to say everything these days. We 

have no leaders, of course, but one might be 

forgiven for assuming Sister Achlys was in 

charge. She’s fearless, uncompromising, a 

powerful forest warden, and the one who finally 

bound Phalloides all those years ago, the most 

formidable of the darkness’s manifestations. 

“Right, but we have time sister, is what I 

meant.” 

“Time for what exactly?” Sister Asclepias 

chimed in. “We’ve been playing by these people’s 

rules for centuries. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, 

but we’re a laughingstock. Without summoning 

some dark eternal force, we have no power over 

them. What is it you suggest we do, dear sister?” 

Tensions had been high for a while now, a few 

decades at least, and it appeared things were now 

coming to a head. The gathering fell quiet, no 

suggestions forthcoming, whilst the new recruit 

squirmed in her ill-fitting robes, unsure how to 

take this sudden burst of emotion from a cohort 

that usually seemed so stoic and serene.  

She was right, of course. We were 

mocked, belittled and powerless in this new world 

order we lived in. We should have asserted 

ourselves back when it started, when they first 

developed those godawful external combustion 
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engines. We could still be fighting darkness in our 

own ancient grove, had we done that. Instead, we 

chose to remain hidden, and keep evil at bay in 

obscurity, not interfering with the mortals or their 

modern world. Perhaps the tensions that were only 

now finding their expression went all the way 

back to that decision. 

“Perhaps that’s exactly what we do,” I 

heard myself blurt out. “Release something dark. 

Remind this city of the evil we are holding at bay, 

and the glory of the untamed world.” The spores 

of darkness had taken root in my mind already, 

and now they were germinating. It was enough to 

shock my sisters into silence.  

It was Sister Achlys that finally spoke, her 

voice uncharacteristically shaky. 

“Do you speak in jest, sister? What you’re 

suggesting is . . . sacrilege. We ward off the 

darkness, not conspire with it!” 

“You misunderstand. We would not be in 

league with the darkness, but use it to our 

advantage. We have held it at bay for millennia. 

We easily have the power to control one of the 

lesser entities like Damae. We could re-establish 

some wilderness, and take back our position in 

this world as a respected, feared, order.”   

“You don’t speak for the Order, you speak 

for the darkness.” Sister Achlys said it, but there 

was no contesting from any other of their number. 

“I suggest you pay penance, sister, and be careful 

which thoughts you give voice to. I shouldn’t have 

to be telling you this. No, there must be another 

way.” 

The rebuke stung, and I held my tongue 

for the rest of the meeting whilst my sisters 

discussed petitions and protests and other futile 

things they could try. I kept my head low, suitably 

chastised, and left quickly after they ran out of 

ideas and the meeting ended. 

On my way to my quarters, I took a detour 

via the library. What was once a veritable 

coliseum of books had been reduced to a few 

dusty Ikea bookshelves—the rest of the tomes 

were now kept in storage. Still, I knew exactly 

where to find what I was after. 

I had partially penned it myself, not long 

after the Year of Night. My memory of those 

times had faded, but my words remained vivid and 

unchanged on the pages of that large, leather-

bound book. I concealed it in my robes and took it 

to my quarters. 

Only when I had closed the door behind 

me did I take the book out. I sat on the edge of my 

single bed, in that small, sparsely furnished room, 

and flipped through the pages. 
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The book I had selected contained all the 

accounts of those dark days, up until the time 

when we finally shackled the darkness for good. 

In amongst the stories and poems and histories 

were descriptions of the darkness’s manifestations. 

Chief among them was Phalloides, of course, a 

great many pages dedicated to the countless 

battles fought to tame him. I was not interested in 

this great, unwieldly power. I was more interested 

in the lesser powers, something I could control. 

It’s only natural, of course, that I would 

pay particular attention to Damae, given I was the 

one who had originally shackled him. He wasn’t a 

weak spirit, not by any stretch of the imagination, 

but the consensus among my sisters is that he is 

the weakest of the five, something I’ve always 

tried my hardest not to take as a slight. After so 

many years bound in a hole, there was no doubt in 

my mind that I could bend him to my will. 

I do have vague memories of him in his 

prime, of the oaks and ashes that followed his call, 

of his choking vines and fungal plagues. What I 

remembered most, however, was his pathetic cries 

for help as I threw him into the pit, his shrieks as 

the silver chains tightened against his limbs, and 

all the bargaining he’d tried. He’d told me he’d 

serve me, make me a dark queen of the forest with 

him as my loyal beast. He wasn’t above flattery, 

lies or pleading; he would have said anything to 

get free. 

The rest of my recollection was murky. 

The exact enchantment I’d used to bind him, co-

ordinates, the depth of the hole, all his dark 

abilities and any weaknesses we’d pinpointed, it 

was all here in this book, written by a hand I 

trusted more than any other—my own. So, I 

stayed up long into the night by lamplight, 

planning my next move.  

We had allowed this new world to take 

one of our homes already, when they cut down 

our ancestral forest; I couldn’t let them take 

another. If my sisters weren’t willing to help me, I 

would have to take matters into my own hands. 

And as I read, and planned, and plotted, 

the spores of darkness in my mind multiplied until 

a fuzzy fungal layer grew wild across my 

thoughts. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

“You come at last to show mercy, oh 

great Forest Queen!”  

I could hear his pleading, raspy voice 

before I even reached the site of his imprisonment, 

as a dull thrum in my head. 
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“You remembered my promise. I feel my 

spores in you!” As I heard the last words, I felt a 

tug at my limbs, as he tested out the fungal grip he 

had on my mind. 

“You flatter yourself, Damae,” I said 

aloud, approaching the site where he had been 

shackled, an old spade slung over my shoulder. It 

was a small square in one of the council’s barren 

parks. We had convinced them that the old, 

withered tree that stood at its centre was 

significant to us, and so they had left it standing, 

and bordered its perimeter with neat rows of 

flowers and a low metal fence which I caught my 

robes on as I strode over it. 

As I stood above his resting place, and 

lifted my shovel into the moonlight, I could feel a 

deep rumbling beneath me.  

“Your spores are a mere parasite to a 

sister of the Order. They will only survive if the 

host finds them useful.”  

“Yessssss, I forget my place, oh fearsome 

one.” More manipulation. 

I lowered the shovel, and turned back 

towards the fence as if to leave. 

“If you cannot level with me, wretch, then 

perhaps I should employ one of the other 

manifestations.” As I began walking away, 

Damae’s tone changed. 

“No!” The voice thundered in my skull. 

“Please! I’ll do anything. Release me, oh please 

release me! I will do whatever you want. I’ll live 

to serve only you. Let me out!” 

That was more like it. I returned to my 

shovel. 

“I will release you, but only for a day. No 

matter how much you try to control my thoughts 

or manipulate my actions, we will not be releasing 

any more of your brethren. I am here to use you. 

You will be a demonstration. We will use your 

power over the untamed to rewild this park. We 

will strike fear into some local politicians. And, if 

you serve me well, I will ensure when you return 

that your shackles are not so tight, and that your 

resting place is a lot more comfortable. Do you 

understand?” A pause. 

“I understand, oh mighty sister, oh 

fearsome queen!” I knew this was as close to a 

promise as I was going to get. I started digging. 

The Earth was dry ash, dead from all the 

salt we had scattered over the years, rotted from 

the darkness beneath. As I dug, I could feel it all 

around me, the dark, searching, probing, straining 

against its chains. The thudding beat grew louder, 

as I dug, and the night air took on an icy chill. The 

darkness surrounded me, encased me with the 

sickly-sweet stench of decay. Despite fighting 
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against it, I could feel as the furry layer of fungus 

crept further across my mind, burying its roots 

deeper. 

As I dug out the last few feet, I began 

repeating the enchantment that would release 

Damae’s shackles. It was in a language we rarely 

spoke anymore, English was far more useful in the 

modern world, so I was somewhat out of practice. 

It was an ancient tongue, that felt good in my 

mouth, flowing and powerful and rhythmic. I 

hissed and panted and exhaled out words I had not 

tasted in decades, letting the s’s and f’s caress my 

lips as they carried out into the silence of the 

night. 

I could feel the darkness growing stronger, 

as I loosened the shackles with my words. The air 

grew colder still, and the thudding ever louder. 

The darkness’s many amorphous limbs were 

reaching out, searching for me.  

When I finally reached Damae, and began 

untangling him from the silver chains that had dug 

deep channels in the flesh of his roots, I was 

surprised at how withered he was, given the show 

the darkness was putting on.  

He was dried up and wilted, his many 

root-like limbs were thin and trembling and white 

from malnutrition. His humanoid face was 

contorted in pain as I lifted him out of the hole, 

and plopped him on the ground in a lump, like an 

octopus out of water. 

“Thank you,” he whispered. “I am your 

humble servant. Thank you.” Even now, I could 

feel the darkness that had earlier been whirling 

around me seeping into his flesh. Even now I 

could feel him growing in power. In the area 

where he lay, the grass began to visibly grow, 

stalks crawling upwards into the pinkening sky, 

until Damae could hardly be seen beneath it. 

The sun was threatening to appear any 

minute, and there was still so much work to do. 

Damae was now lost in the grass, absorbing the 

darkness, growing in power. 

“Come then, servant,” I snapped, with as 

much authority as I could muster. “Do what you 

do best; wreak havoc.” 

The little demon’s twisted, root face 

appeared above the meadow he had been absently 

establishing. He raised himself into the air on 

long, hind limbs, looking larger and stronger 

already. He licked his flaking lips with that long 

serpentine tongue, the dark sockets of his eyes 

wide, taking in space and freedom and possibility 

after all those years enclosed. 

He lifted branch-like arms, as if stretching 

after a slumber, and as he did so the ground 

cracked and groaned in the direction those 
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branches pointed. I could see blood-red moss 

begin to creep up the trees around us, and huge 

hideous mushrooms unfurl from the crevices he’d 

made. Vines reached out from where he stood, 

twisting out in all directions, blossoming with 

vibrant flowers, large and toxic. There was a tug 

again at my mind, the spores reaching down into it 

again, vying for control. 

The manifestation of darkness incarnate 

let out a long, satisfied sigh, releasing with it a 

puff of poisonous pollen into the night. 

“Ah freedom,” it hissed. “Come, master, 

let us show these mortals what our darkness can 

do to their frail city.” 

“We start with the park,” I said firmly, 

rattling the chain of silver as a warning. “Just the 

park.” 

Again, I felt that tug in my mind, the 

creature challenging me for control. His 

inscrutable gaze came to rest on me, then, and 

remained there for a moment. 

“Join me,” he said at last. “The sun will 

be up soon. I need the shade of a forest if you 

want my dark magic to work. I cannot erect one 

alone.” I could feel the spores of darkness wriggle 

deeper into my mind, as he tried to share with me 

his dark power, the power to destroy, to kill and 

recreate.  

I protested. I tried to fight it off, but the 

allure of his offer was too much for me. It was 

what I wanted, of course. I wanted to make them 

pay, to return this city to its former glory. I 

wanted the darkness. 

I relented at last. It felt like such a relief, 

after days of internal struggle. I let the darkness 

win, and was rewarded with an overwhelming 

surge of power. It felt cold and potent as it flowed 

through my limbs and around my body. A dark 

cloud surrounded me, and as I raised my arms I 

rose into the crimson sky with my dark minion. 

I let this power flow through me, 

channelled the darkness to bring forth life. Just the 

park, that’s what I had said. It was where we 

started. 

We summoned large, twisted oaks up 

from beneath the grass. We shattered benches, 

overturned cars, released masses of writhing, 

groping ivy to choke whatever it could get hold 

of. Fields of fungus, mountains of moss, they 

burst forth at my command. Flowers, both delicate 

and deadly, adorned my dark garden. It was 

beautiful and untamed, and expanding now 

outside the confines of the park, creeping through 

cracks in the concrete of the roads, reaching up 

the sides of nearby buildings and down deep into 

the sewers. 
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I buried paths, entombed port-a-loos and 

information centres under dense foliage. Anything 

mechanical I made sure to crush under the weight 

of mighty oaks. I wrapped strangling roots around 

powerlines and brought streetlights to their knees. 

Letting the dark flow through me, I was 

empowered, insatiable.  

The sound of sirens was carried over to us 

on the breeze now, as the city woke up to the 

havoc we were wreaking. 

“The park is restored,” Damae said, 

floating alongside me, his root-like appendages 

dangling below him. They were much longer now, 

less anaemic. “It is but a small tribute for the 

darkness. It demands more.” 

Just the park. 

“They must be taught the error of their 

ways.” My voice no longer sounded like my own. 

It was agonised and orchestral. “They must learn 

to RESPECT the sisterhood.” 

I could see Damae’s hollow eyes widen; I 

was his instrument now, but I couldn’t stop. I 

didn’t want to. 

“Take me to these politicians,” he hissed. 

“They will learn respect through sorrow.” 

I led the way into the city, wrapping my 

ravenous roots around policemen and passers-by 

who dared to stand in my way, dragging them 

back into the darkness of the park, the forest. 

A dense cloud of pollen followed us, 

intoxicating, incapacitating pollen which lulled 

anyone who swallowed it to a deep sleep. I was 

taking us to the city council building, to the 

authority that dared to disrespect my order, that 

tried to uproot me and my sisters from our 

ancestral home.  

I heard them, before I saw them. Words, 

phrases, and enchantments I hadn’t heard in 

decades, spoken in that hissing, heaving language 

which felt as if it were inscribed on my very soul. 

When we rounded the corner, my sisters 

were there, all of them, holding hands in a 

protective semi-circle around the council building, 

chanting rhythmically. After all these years 

together, they knew me so well, knew exactly 

where I would go. These might have been difficult 

times for our order, and tensions between us may 

have been high, but this didn’t change the fact that 

these were my sisters. I felt the tangle of dark 

roots recede from my mind slightly. This wasn’t 

apparent in the twisted sound of my voice as I 

spoke. 

“Sisters!” I bellowed with demonic 

harmony. “I am here to finally bring this regime 

to justice! For too long we have allowed them to 
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destroy our home and threaten our order. They 

must pay for the injustices they have wrought.” I 

looked down at them, part of me willing them to 

join me, another preparing to fight. Eventually, 

sister Achlys spoke. Her voice was softer than I 

had heard it in a long time, tinged with an 

empathy I thought the years had extinguished. 

“My dear Sister Linden, you are not 

yourself. We love you, but if you continue on this 

path, we will be forced to stop you.” 

“Do you not see what they are doing? Do 

you not see where this ends? Our order in ruins, 

our home flattened like they flattened the forest.” 

“Do you not see how this ends? We are 

supposed to protect the lives of the people of this 

city, to keep the darkness at bay. This is hurting 

people, sister, you are hurting people. Mothers, 

vendors, children, bankers, whoever. This ends 

with all of them crushed under Phalloides’ roots.” 

I wasn’t so utterly consumed by darkness, that her 

words didn’t make sense. 

“The people in this building are just 

people, caught up in the ever-changing boughs of 

time, living and caring for each other despite the 

darkness of the city, the same way they did in the 

forest, the same way they always have. It is not 

our place to force our will on the world, we can 

guide it only and keep at bay forces that would 

bend it into submission.” 

I heard her words, but the darkness still 

flowed through me, tugging at my mind. At my 

instruction, the ground opened up before my 

sisters, and a tangle of thorns burst forth, 

whipping out with their branches. The dark 

minion, Damae, joined me in the assault, and 

together we filled the street with murderous 

foliage. 

My sisters picked their chant up anew, an 

enchantment I recognised. It was all inhales and 

exhales, with pulsing bellows rolling beneath it, 

rising and falling, tempo steady. I knew it was a 

mercy. 

The combined force of my sisters’ power 

could have crushed me and Damae into the ground 

with ease, split the very fabric of our being and 

returned us to the darkness where we belonged. 

Instead, they sang this old refrain to ward off the 

darkness and strip it of its sting. 

I felt the fungal grasp loosen on my mind, 

and then peel away as I fell from the air onto my 

hands and knees, my mind finally clear, my 

thoughts finally my own again. I let the rhythm of 

their chanting wash over me as I struggled to my 

feet. 
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Damae looked at me pained and betrayed, 

writhing under the searing light of their song. 

“Now, sister,” Asclepias yelled over to 

me, throwing a silver chain to my feet. “Contain 

this beast! Send him back beneath, where he 

belongs!” 

I picked it up, and held it aloft. He was on 

the ground now, scrunched up and squirming. One 

swift throw would contain him, reduce him again 

to the husk I had only hours ago unearthed. 

“My Queen!” He rasped. “Do not listen 

to them. Together we could make them pay. 

Together, we could demand their respect.” 

I looked at him, and then back at my 

sisters, and then dropped the chain to the ground. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

After the summer waned, our order found 

itself uprooted from our home and living in an 

abandoned block of flats. Squatting is a more 

honest assessment of our living situation, but after 

what happened, the council have turned a blind 

eye. 

It is no great monastery, but me and my 

sisters have learned to make do, made it into a 

home. We brought our old books out of storage 

and found shelf space for them all. There’s a rec 

room here, with a ping pong table. I play the 

novitiate most evenings; I’m getting quite good. 

I still patrol the city, still lay salt and 

silver at the sites where the other 4 manifestations 

are bound, but I’m learning to appreciate it more. 

I can see the artistry in its architecture now, and 

try to bear in mind all the lives being lived within 

it, all the people which keep its balanced 

ecosystem functioning. The other evening we had 

a Chinese takeaway, and next we’re going to try 

pizza. If we sell enough veg this month, we might 

finally have enough saved up to buy a PlayStation. 

I would still feel more at home in a forest, 

it’s true, but I’m doing my best these days not to 

feel resentful. This city, my home, isn’t what I 

want it to be, but there’s a beauty in it, if you look 

hard enough. And, it’s getting better. It turns out 

the residents, when they awoke from their deep 

pollen-induced slumbers, loved the new woodland 

area that had once been a park. The council have 

decided to leave it as it is, so me and my sisters 

can visit it when we please, and get a small slither 

of the old days of our forest. They’ve even 

commissioned us to rewild other areas, which 

Damae has agreed to help with. 

He lives in the flat’s communal garden 

now. He’s not free, not by a long shot, he knows 

the consequences he would face if he tried 
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anything dark. It’s far better than being bound and 

salted beneath the Earth, though, and we have 

established a symbiotic relationship. He grows us 

vegetables. The overgrown allotment is currently 

bursting with pumpkins, which we can sell on to 

make some money. 

Sometimes, I catch him watching me, a 

fiery intensity in his eyes. It’s not clear whether 

we can trust him fully, only time will tell. For 

now, we have adapted to live alongside his 

darkness, like we live alongside the darkness of 

the city, protecting what we can, and doing 

whatever good is within our power.  
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Verðandi of 
the Present 
by Liv Strom 

 

“What shall we do with the body? After 

Urðr is done with it, I mean,” I asked, avoiding 

looking at the fresh male corpse laid out in the 

empty parking lot. At least he had been old 

enough that his days had been numbered ever 

before he had the unfortune to meet my sister 

Skuld tonight. It shouldn’t have mattered to me, 

but it did. 

Skuld shrugged and continued painting the 

Vegvisir, the magical compass that would show 

the way in any weather, or in this case, help 

summon the correct entities, on the asphalt. 

“Maybe one of the monster children will eat it. Or 

the world ends and it doesn’t matter. You worry 

too much little sister and Urðr needs a recently 

dead to inhabit.” She finished drawing with a 

flourish and the lines started to glow in the bright 

northern summer night. “When the three of us are 

together, nothing can stop us from finding the 

answers.” 

Despite knowing that she was right, I 

couldn’t stop myself from wringing my hands. 

Snap out of it, I told myself, it’s not like it’s the 

first time you’ve had to resurrect the dead. But it 

had been so long. This morning I’d been teaching 

children, living as a human, invisible to the 

mythical world. Bringing my oldest sister back 

from the land of the dead to summon a Valkyrie 

and a frost giant had been the last thing on my 

mind.  

“Times have changed. We are not the 

same. People care now. Investigate,” I said, 

voicing my worries, and watched the shadows for 

movements. If I used my powers, they would 

show me anyone hiding, but they would also leave 

me helpless, overwhelmed by all the impressions, 

while in the magic’s grasp. 

“Nothing about this corrupt world is like 

the good old days,” Skuld grumbled. “But when it 

starts, no one will notice an extra body. Can you 

do the runes?”  

The paintbrush held the warmth from her 

hand, and I took comfort from us being together 

again. I would do anything to stop the world I’d 

come to love from ending. When she phoned me 

this morning describing her vision, the unnatural 
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chill in the August air had confirmed it. Humans 

thought it was a polar vortex collapse; we knew it 

as Fimbulwinter, the ice age preceding the end of 

days. At least the dead weren’t rising yet. When 

they came back to attack the living eight hundred 

years ago, the humans had called it the Black 

Death—what would they blame it on this time? 

It’d been so long I’d hoped that we’d stopped the 

wyrd, fate, for good. But I, one of the Norns, the 

fates, should have known better than most that 

you cannot escape fate, only delay it. 

I stepped back and surveyed my work as 

the runes awoke, shivering with silver magic. I 

still had the touch. The compass moved, wanting 

to show me my fate, and how to escape sorrows to 

come. I leaned forward, eyes locked on the lines. 

Perhaps it could show me how to avoid the war. 

Skuld snapped her fingers and the lines 

froze, but what I’d already seen filled me with 

dread. There was a choice followed by death, 

mine or a close one’s. Part of me wanted to argue 

with Skuld, tell her to show me what was coming. 

But the future was her domain, and if there was 

something I shouldn’t see, she had the right to 

stop it. Knowing the future could change it and 

seeing the death to come might be enough to 

cause it. The cold air dug into my body, and I told 

myself that was why my hands shook. Why I 

could not meet her eyes, afraid that she would see 

the scared little sister I’d always been. I had lived 

on my own for centuries. I was better than this. I 

had to be. 

“Ready?” Skuld asked, sounding a tad 

softer than before. While I was drawing the runes, 

she’d placed the corpse at the top of the compass. 

Not trusting my voice, I nodded and walked to 

take my place. We now formed a triangle, with the 

circle between us. At least I would get to see Urðr 

again, not that she would be happy to be torn from 

her new home. She had resided with Hel, the ruler 

of the Underworld, since the last close call, and 

had made it clear that she was in no hurry to 

return to the world of the living. 

In unison, Skuld and I chanted words in 

the dead tongue of Midgard. The corpse jerked, 

then rose to his feet and a third voice, high and 

pure despite coming from the death throat, joined 

ours. Urðr came. My nerves started to settle. She 

would know what to do.  

Together we were the Norns, the fates: 

Urðr, the oldest, the personification of the past; 

Skuld, our beautiful middle sister, the future, her 

name synonymous with debt; and me, the 

youngest, Verðandi, the present—or Verdi, as my 

human friends called me. 
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Between us, the Vegvisir spun and car 

alarms sounded in the distance. Technology didn’t 

mix well with ancient magic, another reason I’d 

been avoiding it since humans started conducting 

electricity through everything.  

Urðr, behind the dead elderly man’s face, 

raised an eyebrow at our very public summoning, 

but could not speak without breaking the chant. I 

longed to hug her, wished we’d called her for a 

happier occasion than the end of the world, the 

start of the great war.  

The ground froze, ice reflecting the 

moonbeams. Frost crackled under my sneakers, 

and from the chilly depths of Jotunheim, a giant 

arose. Suttung, the keeper of the Mead of Poetry 

until Odin seduced his daughter and stole it, was 

easy going as far as frost giants went. Still, I 

shrank in on myself, hiding in the shadows.  

He shook his wide shoulders, ice-blue 

eyes taking in my sisters, before he smiled. “What 

can I do for the lovely Norns?” 

Skuld snorted. “We had a deal, Suttung, 

but I have again seen the start of Ragnarök, the 

end of this world. Only a few fated things can set 

it off. It’s either the giants breaking the peace, or 

one of Loki’s monster children.” 

“Ragnarök?” Urðr exclaimed. “Are you 

sure?” 

“Who among us sees the future? Of course 

I’m sure, sister. You’ll notice when the dead rise 

from your beautiful lover’s Underworld. How is 

Hel anyway?” 

Suttung looked between them. “Well, it’s 

not the giants. No one in Jotunheim wants war. I 

mean, we all know it’ll come, it’s wyrd, but when 

we found a way to delay it and leave the world to 

the humans, it was unanimous. No one in 

Jotunheim is starting Ragnarök.” 

As he finished speaking, a rainbow struck 

the other side of the shining Vegvisir, followed by 

a woman riding a flying white horse, her light 

armour designed to show off her best attributes 

rather than protect. The Valkyries had always 

known how to make an entrance. 

“Why have you summoned me? What is 

he doing here?” the Valkyrie roared, and I 

clamped my hands over my almost human ears. 

Why did they have to be so loud?  

Skuld stepped between the giant and 

Valkyrie. Both towered over her, and still she 

looked completely unimpressed. “Ragnarök is 

finally happening. What are you doing up there in 

Asgard?”  

The Valkyrie paled, mirroring the corpse 

my oldest sister inhabited. “It’s not us. The gods 

have all retired. Where are Loki’s children? They 
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are the ones that’ll start it, that half-faced Hel, or 

the snake or the wolf.”  

“Hel is satisfied ruling the Underworld. I 

was there a moment ago, and it was calm,” Urðr 

said, forcing the corpse’s stiffening features into a 

frown. “Has the Midgard serpent moved?”  

She was looking at me, the first one to 

acknowledge my presence. I was the youngest and 

knew nothing of the past or the future. No, the 

fleeting present was my time, here now and gone 

a moment later. If you needed to know where 

something was in this world, you asked me. 

I straightened my back, not wishing for 

my older sisters to see how much I hated my 

power. It was so immediate, happening all at once. 

I’d promised myself not to use it, but this was 

Raganrök. If there was a chance we could stop it, I 

had to do my part. 

Keeping the magic out was a constraint 

strain, a tension in my mind, while opening myself 

to it was easy. An acceptance of what I’d been 

created to be. I closed my eyes, knowing they 

were turning a milky white, and allowed my 

senses to expand. 

Knowledge of the present rushed into me, 

only the other worlds remained hidden. Luckily, 

the surrounding streets were mostly empty in the 

early morning hours. 

A block to the west a man ate a burger. He 

didn’t like it, and the dry overcooked meat stuck 

in my throat.  

A couple kissed in the bushes, standing 

close enough to see both the giant and the 

Valkyrie if they looked up. I felt their tongues 

intertwine. They worried only what their parents 

would think.  

Further away were arguments, kisses, 

boredom, wars, pain—so much pain. It burned, 

and for a moment I lost my purpose and self. 

Ragnarök—the word echoed through me, guiding 

me. I forgot who I was and rushed towards the 

being I sought. 

Under the blue depths of the world, I 

moved. Past fishes and manatees. Past dying coral 

reefs and giant squids. There on the deepest ocean 

floor it lay, the largest living creature to ever 

reside in Midgard encircling the earth to bite its 

own tail—the world serpent, the Midgard snake, 

Jormungandr, child of Loki and the giantess 

Angrbotha, fated to flood the land during the 

battles of Ragnarök. 

He felt my attention and opened an oval 

eye the size of a truck before dismissively 

returning to sleep. I was no threat to him, and he 

was certainly not starting wars or floods. 
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I fought to shut my power out and stop the 

present running through me. Far away, sweat 

stuck my white hair to my forehead, and I 

stumbled. The human flesh was a locked cage 

after allowing my senses to expand. Urðr’s cold, 

dead hands steadied me, and I inhaled the chilly 

air.  

“The serpent is still there,” I said, then 

repeated myself to be heard over Suttung and the 

Valkyrie screaming blame at each other. 

“Something else must be triggering Ragnarök.”  

I tried to meet Skuld’s eyes, but she was 

focused on the Valkyrie, a smile playing on her 

lips despite the dire situation. She’d always 

enjoyed chaos more than the rest of us. Would she 

even grieve for the world? I wondered before I 

could stop myself. But she’d been the one to warn 

me, to summon everyone to stop it. Of course she 

cared. 

“Well, I can tell you again, it’s not Hel, 

she’s happy ruling the Underworld,” Urðr said 

next to me, pulling me out of my thoughts. “Do 

you know how overpopulated it would get down 

there after Ragnarök?”  

Skuld seemed almost giddy as she nodded 

at our words and stepped closer to the Valkyrie. 

“That leaves only one monster child of Loki 

unaccounted for, the Fenrir wolf. You have him 

up there in Asgard, right?” 

The Valkyrie raised her hands, color 

staining her pale cheeks. “He is there. Do you 

think we would release the beast that will devour 

the moon and the stars, and kill Odin, the all-

father? The chain that binds him is as strong as 

ever.”  

“Maybe one of you let him loose,” Skuld 

answered with a glint in her eye I recognized. 

“Maybe you regretted leaving the world to the 

humans or living under Odin’s rules.” She knew 

more than she was saying. Could she have known 

from the start that it would be the wolf? Was this 

the death she stopped me from seeing? Before 

they closed Asgard to outsiders and I blocked my 

powers, I’d visited Fenrir, kept him company and 

sung songs of home. He’d been lonely rather than 

dangerous. What had the gods done to him since 

to cause this? 

The Valkyrie backed up, her nervous gaze 

swinging between us. “No one would . . .” 

Suttung stepped closer, his normally jovial 

expression hard, ice coating his hands. If we 

weren’t careful, we would start the fighting right 

here. 

“I will not return to the ice lands of 

Jotunheim before I’ve seen the chained wolf with 
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my own eyes,” he said, and I agreed with him. If 

Fenrir remembered me, there might be a chance 

that I could reason with him. Suddenly, I wished 

my powers extended between worlds. 

The Valkyrie backed away, “I cannot 

bring anyone—”  

“Splendid. We’ll all go,” Skuld 

interrupted her. “I’m sure your rainbow can carry 

us, and no one guards the gate since the gods 

left.”  

There were more arguments, but we all 

knew the Valkyrie had no choice. Either we would 

all inspect the Fenrir wolf, or Suttung would 

summon more giants and the point would be 

moot. It didn’t matter that Asgard had been closed 

to outsiders for centuries. It couldn’t have worked 

out better if Skuld had planned it. If the Valkyrie 

denied the giant and the three fates entrance, she 

would be held responsible for starting the war. I 

almost pitied her. 

Urðr, as usual, observed, noting as each 

moment slipped from the present to the past. If 

Ragnarök was coming, songs would be written 

about these times. Maybe that’s why the Valkyrie 

finally nodded. 

Skuld stood shining and proud. She alone 

had seen the future and was never afraid to face 

what was to come. She’d only agreed to delay 

Ragnarök the last time because we had voted on 

giving the humans a chance—agreed that they 

should be the future—and when the wyrd came 

again, it would be because they started it. The 

gods and giants hadn’t been interested in more 

bloodshed. 

With slumped shoulders, the Valkyrie 

summoned the rainbow, and through my still 

barely contained magical senses I felt the kissing 

couple step out of the bushes and watch us, 

disbelief piercing them. Stepping into the sky, I 

hoped this was the strangest thing they would see 

this night. 

I went last, the cold almost too much for 

my nearly human skin. I was a teacher, I had 

mortal friends, loved a good Indian take-away, 

and Ragnarök filled me with a terror the giantess I 

used to be would not have understood, despite 

always being more sensitive than my sisters. The 

past and the future allowed a certain distance that 

the present did not. When creatures suffered, I 

suffered with them, no matter what came before or 

after. 

Urðr’s hand found mine, comforting in 

spite of the corpse’s large, stiff fingers. She was a 

steadying presence I clung to, one I’d missed 

since she choose to leave the world of the living.  
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We walked through the gates into Asgard 

and were met by apple orchards and balmy winds. 

Log longhouses dotted the idyllic countryside, 

most long abandoned. In the final battle soldiers 

would prepare here, weapons would clash. The 

gods would be forced to return or forfeit. No, we 

can still stop it, I thought. Skuld would not have 

brought her vision to me if there wasn’t a way. 

My middle sister didn’t seem afraid as she led us 

towards Fenrir’s grove.  

The giant wolf slept when we arrived, not 

any more in the process of destroying the world 

than the Midgard snake had been. A gnawed 

elephant-sized bone rested next to his great teeth, 

and several trees fell to his wagging tail when he 

saw us. 

“See, still here,” the Valkyrie said with 

relief, and lifted the chain that held the beast. She 

smiled mockingly at Suttung. “The dwarves made 

it from the stomping of cats, the beards of women, 

the roots of mountains, the spit of a bird, the 

breath of fishes and the fears of a bear. I challenge 

anyone to break a single link.” 

Suttung pulled at it until his cold skin 

sweated from the exertion. “It’s strong enough, 

and will hold until the humans bring their new 

inventions. That is all three monsters accounted 

for . . .”  

Urðr paced back and forth, then stopped 

before Skuld. “Is it possible that this was a false 

alarm, sister? Perhaps your vision has yet to come 

to pass. If you could be a bit more specific . . .” 

Skuld ignored our oldest sister and 

inspected each link in Fenrir’s chain, her beautiful 

brow furrowed in concentration. I scratched 

Fenrir, leaning onto his front paw. Suttung, Urðr 

and the Valkyrie drifted away, debating who else 

could want to end the world, leaving Skuld and 

me in the glade. 

“Could there be another interpretation of 

your vision?” I asked, taking heart from the great 

wolf’s soft fur, and hoped that the death I’d 

glimpsed in my future had somehow been 

avoided. “He is chained and I’m sure he would no 

longer eat the sun and the moon as he was fated to 

do anyway.” 

Skuld’s eyes met mine and my powers, so 

close to the surface since I opened myself to them, 

sprang to life. The present in Asgard filled me and 

I knew the placement of every leaf in the forest, 

every bird, every muscle twitch in my sister. I 

cannot see the future, but sometimes absolutely 

knowing the present gives me enough for a very 

educated guess. 

Her mouth moved, her hands now on 

where the chain looped around Fenrir’s great 
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neck. “You’re right, he’s become a lap dog. And 

the giants would never start the war. But there is 

another way. The gods are all but gone. Only a 

war can make them, can make us strong again. 

There is a reason they didn’t slay the children of 

Loki when they first learned of Ragnarök. You 

forget. It was I who saw the vision, who told them 

what had to happen, but they stopped it.”  

I felt the hidden blade in her hand, but the 

present rushing through me locked me in place. 

“They can only die in Ragnarök. It is wyrd,” I 

said, barely hearing my voice. 

Skuld nodded. “And as you discovered 

when delaying the great war, there are ways to 

influence fate as long as you play by the rules.” 

“When they die it is Ragnarök,” I 

breathed, finally understanding that when it came 

to fate, cause and effect could be circular, while 

some things were locked in place; Fenrir would 

die in Ragnarök. As her knife slid into Fenrir’s 

neck, his howl broke the quiet and the magic’s 

hold on me.  

The present was fleeting. People never 

saw me, never treasured it like they did the past 

and the future, but the present was mine. And 

sometimes only the present mattered. 

I threw myself on Skuld, pushing her 

away from the chained Fenrir. He thrashed, 

spraying blood on us and across the grass. We 

rolled on the ground and she, who was stronger 

and larger than me, ended on top. Screaming her 

rage to the perfect sky, she pushed the knife 

towards my left eye. At the last moment, a large 

hand closed over the blade and ripped Skuld off 

me. 

Urðr’s strong dead arms wrapped around 

her, steady no matter where Skuld stabbed.  

I crawled to my knees, watching the great 

wolf growl at the Valkyrie, who tried to approach 

it to heal the deadly wound. 

“It’s too late,” Skuld blabbered, her eyes 

shining, blood staining her face and hair. “The 

stupid beast will bleed out and the future will 

restart. Sisters, we need to kill the giant and blame 

Fenrir’s death on him. There is no stopping 

Ragnarök. It’ll be an age of gods and heroes 

again.”  

Suttung turned towards us, rage and battle 

lust painted on his normally jovial face. “You 

think to blame this on me, witch?” 

Skuld laughed. “The Valkyrie would 

never have let us into Asgard without your threats. 

Everyone here was necessary and will share the 

honor of restoring the wyrd.” 
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I grabbed his free hand as he passed me. 

“Hold Fenrir and help the Valkyrie heal him. 

Please. We can still stop this.” 

Giants are not known for their cool heads, 

and I could see Suttung wanting to rip my 

laughing sister in two, but there was no time. The 

gods had betrayed Fenrir before and even with the 

giant’s help, there was no way he would let the 

Valkyrie close enough. But his mother was a 

giant, like Suttung. Like me. 

The world was darkening, shaking from 

Fenrir’s struggles. We’d delayed the war so long 

that fate waited on the cusp, watching the blood 

stream through Asgard. My powers flared and 

before I could shut them down again, I saw it all; 

the separate worlds joining for the last battles. 

The Midgard serpent moved the seas. 

The dead prepared to sail to the world of 

the living.  

The three roosters crowed the alarm to 

summon the gods to war.  

I staggered to just outside the reach of 

Fenrir’s snapping jaws, my visions of the worlds 

and this moment overlapping. On my knees, I met 

his golden eyes and sang in the language of our 

mothers. 

With a roar, Suttung turned away from my 

sisters and threw himself down next to me, 

holding Fenrir’s head still while the Valkyrie 

healed the wound.  

My eyes never left Fenrir’s. Only a 

Valkyrie, a giant, and someone he trusted could 

have done it. My sister might have needed us all 

here to start the final war, but as fate always 

demanded balance, we were also the ones who 

could stop it. It was wyrd. 

When the wolf rested and the world 

calmed, I turned to face my sisters. It had been the 

three of us since the fires of Muspelheim met the 

ice of Niflheim and created the world.  

“We had an agreement. Leave the world 

to the humans,” I said, a rage I hadn’t felt in 

millennia waking. “You tore me from my life and 

tried to make me complicit in Ragnarök.” 

Skuld, finally seeing me, paled. “You call 

that a life? We used to be honored, worshipped. 

The humans don’t deserve the world. I’ve seen the 

future. It all needs a new start where we retake our 

rightful place.”  

Trapped in Urðr’s dead arms, unable to 

fight me, she faced me as I let the giantess inside 

me fully awaken, momentarily letting go of the 

humanity I loved. And I wrapped my strengthened 

fingers around her neck and squeezed.  

Maybe the world can live without Future. 

Maybe the Underworld will do her well. Now it 
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really is all in the hands of the humans, and next 

time Ragnarök starts it’ll be on them.  

“Go to Hel, sister dear,” I whispered, 

knowing I wouldn’t see either my sisters again 

until the end came, or I choose to join them in 

death.  

Urðr left her dead body and pulled 

Skuld’s hovering spirit back to the Underworld 

with her. An emptiness filled me. I’d been made 

to be one of three, now there was only me. 

I petted Fenrir, then threw him Urðr’s 

corpse to gnaw on, removing the last evidence of 

what had almost happened. The giant and the 

Valkyrie would never say a word about how close 

to the end we’d come. Not considering their 

involvement. 

Without a backwards look, I returned over 

the rainbow to my quiet life. A life where each 

managed their past and future, and the only 

present I experienced was my own. 
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Remi Martin is an SFF writer from Derbyshire in the UK. He has stories in F&SF and BFS Horizons, among other 

places, and is excited to have his first story in Hexagon Magazine. He was inspired to write this story when he first 

encountered a nun wearing sunglasses, a look he thought was incredibly cool.   

 

Liv Strom 

Liv Strom is a Swiss-Swedish writer of the fantastical, strong women and mythology. Her fiction has been published 

in Mystery Magazine, Timeless 2, and Gingerbreadhouse Literary Magazine among others. Her debut novel The Last 

Spiritwalker was published in 2022. Learn more at www.livstromwrites.com. 
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Issue 12 of Hexagon SF Magazine is coming Spring 2023! 
 

 

Subscribe to Hexagon via Patreon to gain Early Access to future issues. 
 

 
Hexagon SF Magazine is a quarterly publication, open for submissions every second month. 

The copying, reselling, or editing of Hexagon or any of the stories contained within is strictly prohibited. 
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