
      The Unspeakable Convocation


      

      
      
         The long pillared hall of ancient granite was mostly dark; flickering wall torches filled the air with more smoke than light. At the far end, a small circle of robed figures gathered around a faintly glowing circle inscribed upon the slate floor with a mixture of sea salt, ground marjoram and goat’s blood. 



One of them peered intently from under her cowl, her wrinkled face thin and gaunt, her rheumed eyes blinking behind a pair of overly magnifying spectacles. She drew a deep breath and with a pebbly voice spoke aloud as she opened a very large book that rested on a small podium before her.



“All ye who are now gathered here for the convocation, lend your full focus, call forth the depths of your wits, contribute all strength that your spirits possess! Tonight we call upon deep powers that shall brook no error nor lapse of attention!” She stared down at the aged and smoke-darkened parchment pages before her, and incanted. “Hearken, ye spirits, for in accordance with the pacts we have wrought with thee and under the guidance of the celestial aegis, I the Archwitch Melesuffis do call upon thee to fulfill what we require, by the Powers Alelagon, Besamiel, Cugaromances, Moltalenes, Grethentumuus, and Quurzam–um… Quurzambufax… no, that’s not quite right either…”



The other cloaked figures heretofore had been stolid as stone pillars, each taking their station by a fat flickering candle, but now they looked amongst each other with many sidelong glances as the Archwitch fumbled on with her book. At length, all of them were looking towards the same person, a short mousy woman who stood to the left of the bookbearer. She pointed at herself in consternation, giving the others a pleading look and shaking her head, but her colleagues all nodded commandingly or gave her encouraging glances. The short one gulped, then steeled herself and sidled closer to her superior.



“Quuaarzammbuffoon… or ballum? The writing is so faded… Oh!” Melesuffis exclaimed as the celebrant nervously edged closer to her commanding presence. “Ah, Tefaney, be a dear and tell me what this says here, I don’t know if that’s a faded ‘a’ or an ‘o’ with an umlaut over it…”



Tefaney stood on tiptoe and held up her dripping candle, peering over the ancient faded page which was densely packed with thick Gothick lettering in which every letter closely resembled all the others. The indicated name looked more like a radiator grill than an actual word. “Quurz.. Quurzam…” She began to hazard.



“With more feeling, dear,” said the Archwitch kindly. “Recall that you are commanding infernal presences and enjoining them to your service under threat of insufferable pain should they fail…”



Tefaney nodded glumly and cleared her throat. “Quurzam–we’re quite clear that that’s two ‘u’s, right? Quurzambalis, Quurzambalex–”



The congregants began to mutter tensely as the time ticked on, and the Archwitch sighed. “Oh, by the Seasons, that will have to do, dear.” She took up the book again. “By all the previously named Powers and… Quurzamböllox, we do adjure and compel thee to expeditiously carry out our commands, in accordance with the sacred pacts and celestial names, so mote it be!” 



The Archwitch shook her head, closed the book with a mighty thump that made Tifaney nearly drop her candle, and strode to inspect the center of the ritual circle, where a small whirlwind was starting to form, emitting sparks as it spun faster and faster. The congregants stared in fascination as it coalesced and danced, emitting trails of smoke that swirled around in comet-like trails. “Hurry, hurry…” whispered the Archwitch. 



At her words, the cloudy swirls came together into a disc that swirled with diminishing energy, solidifying as the crackling sparks illuminated the pillars of the hall and made the hair of the congregants stand up under their cloaks. Then, with an enormous pop, the candles flickered and went out and something fell with a great Slap! to the slate floor.



Holding her breath, the Archwitch reached into the sacred circle, and pulled up a wedge from the solidified disk. Everyone watched with shivering tension as she took a bite.



She spat it forth. “We are too late; I have failed you all,” she declaimed sadly. “The pizza is cold.”






      

      
   
      Sunday Morning


      
      
      
         
         Alone in the Light

      
      

      

      
      
         She is already sat in front of my desk when I enter the room. I walk past her, catching a glance of her hunched shoulders, round the desk, put my coffee mug on it. I scrape my chair from under the desk and sit. 



Another look at her. She’s stooping, I can’t see anything but her long, shaggy brown hair loosely falling over a frayed bluish pullover. I clear my throat once, as if to signal my presence, but she doesn’t even twitch. Mechanically, I reach for the mug, take a sip out of it, and put it back.



‘Coffee maybe? Something hot?’ I venture in my best soothing voice.



No answer. Not even a hint that she heard me. 



I squirm on my chair. It was never going to be easy, but I didn’t anticipate it would be that tough. Lack of experience, I suppose. I reach out for the green coloured file with her name on it, open it, leaf through the couple of pages, going through the motions. There’s not much to read at this stage anyway, but even the few recorded details threaten to sicken me.



‘Miss Burns?’ I say. ‘Daphne Burns. Is that right?’



No reaction.



‘Look,’ I say, ‘I know this is probably the last place you want to be in right now. But this has somehow to be done, and it’s crucial it be over as soon as possible so we can act and pinch the bastards who…’ I break off. I can’t utter the word. Too direct, too brutal, too explicit. I flounder for a roundabout alternative. ‘…did that to you’, I conclude blandly.



This must have registered somewhere in her mind. She slowly raises her head. Her face is partly hidden behind falling hanks of hair, but I can still get a glimpse of her swollen, bruised left eye and the cuts on her lips. The medical report mentions more, in addition to—



She looks at me wearily. ‘What do you want of me?’ she whispers. ‘Isn’t it obvious?’



‘Are you sure you don’t want anything to drink? Something hot would pick you up a little,’ I say, attempting to reach out to her as gently as I can. She gives a faint smile and shakes her head, ever so slightly.



I sigh. ‘I know this is another ordeal foisted on you, and I sincerely apologise.’ I stop, realising how hollow these words will sound to her. I sigh again. ‘Look, I don’t need all the… facts. I mean, just a quick once-over of what happened, where and most of all who. Who they were and how they look and anything, even the slightest detail, that could help identify them, really. They must pay for what they did.’



She stares at me with unfocused eyes. Then, unexpectedly, she flops on to the desk and breaks down into tears. I bit my lips. Somewhere deep, I’d like to stand up, walk to her and hug her, and explain to her that it’s over, that there are people round who love her, that all boys are not alike. That she’s not to blame, as so many victims think. That she was just at the wrong place at the wrong moment. But I also know that it’s not over, that it’s just the beginning of the tunnel, and that it’ll take years for her to reach a sense of closure, provided she finds the strength and resilience within. And that at this stage  any physical contact, even a simple brushing of her hand, would simply make matters way worse.



It’s going to be a long day.
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