
The Gobbo and the Horn
By Gary Power

   Archibald Bland, executor for the estate of August Conroy was a miserly looking 

man with a narrow, pointed nose and a spasmodic tic beneath his left eye. With the 

build of a fleshed-out skeleton and in his oversized suit, he took the appearance of a 

gaunt crow. His face displayed little emotion as he peered furtively over his spectacles

at twins Daniel and Seth Conroy.

   In a tedious, droning tone he told them, ‘As beneficiaries of the last will and 

testament of the late August Conroy the following conditions were stipulated by your 

father.’

   The brothers were handsome young men and at first glance uncannily alike; with 

closer observation though Seth had a glint of mischief in his eye and Daniel a look of 

incorruptible innocence. They were momentarily distracted when a faint scuttling 

sound came from within a small ornate box on the desk before them. The young men 

glanced first at each other and then towards the mysterious container.
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   When silence came the elderly solicitor, now somewhat vexed, continued his 

instruction with a little more urgency: ‘It is a condition of your father’s will that you 

are to go your separate ways on this day December 21st, 1858, the anniversary of the 

21st year of your birth.’  He tugged a finger at his collar and, much to the amusement 

of the twins, took the resemblance of a tortoise craning its head from its shell. ‘With 

an inheritance of five hundred pounds each,’ he continued, ‘you are to return to this 

office in Arundel’s Market Cross in the county of Sussex five years hence to learn of 

each other’s experiences. Upon confirmation of that meeting the considerable residue 

of the estate will be divided equally between you both.’

   Another flurry of scratching came from the box, this time causing it to shudder on 

the table. 

   Barely able to contain his amusement Seth remarked, ‘…and which of us is to 

inherit the mouse?’

   For that he received a sanctimonious glare from the sour-faced executor. The old 

man appeared increasingly uneasy as he continued to read the conditions of the will. 

Raising a hand to conceal his worsening tic, he told them, ‘I have an amulet for each 

of you that your father stipulated should be worn until we reconvene five years 

hence.’

   Hesitantly, he opened the box from which had come the perplexing sound, but there 

was neither a small animal nor any other cause for the noise inside but instead what 

appeared to be two pieces of jewellery.

   To Daniel he gave a small, gold hunchback figure on a chain and to Seth a crude red

horn set in a silver base that was no bigger than a finger nail.

   Reading from the will the old man continued, ‘My gift to you, Daniel is a ‘Gobbo’, 

an Italian talisman known for banishing malevolent forces and bringing good luck. To

Seth I bestow a red coral horn or as it is better known a Cornicello, bringer of fortune 

and protector from the malevolence of the evil eye.’

   Whether it was Archibald’s eccentric appearance or the absurdities spouting from 

his mouth, Seth found himself unable to contain his amusement. ‘Gobbo?’ he roared 

and burst into an uncontrolled fit of laughter. Daniel watched his brother with a stifled

grin while struggling to suppress his own laughter. Archibald, not impressed by his 

client’s unruly outburst, stared in silence until Seth had composed himself again.

   Clearing his throat noisily, he continued, ‘If you will have a little patience, our 

business will soon be finished gentlemen. These pendants will afford you protection 
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on life’s journey. As you are aware your father had a fervent interest in the occult and 

accumulated many such curiosities. The Gobbo and the Horn were acquired while on 

a visit to Italy, specifically to the infamous Piazza Statuto in the city of Turin and, I 

might add, at great expense. Your father held passionate belief in such things and it 

would be a mark of respect that you honour his final wish. The spiritual energy within

these two pieces of jewellery is not to be taken lightly.’

   And so, after agreeing to the conditions of the will, and following a brief 

conversation, Daniel and Seth Conroy went their separate ways.

   Seth soon found himself in the company of a bunch of local rogues who promptly 

accompanied him to the St Mary’s Gate Inn for an evening of hard drinking at his 

expense. Having foolishly boasted of his good fortune he swiftly fell into a drunken 

stupor. Several hours later he was rudely woken in a back room by two thugs 

brandishing iron bars. Standing behind them with her hands defiantly placed on her 

hips was Shelagh Byrne, a local woman with a fearsome reputation.

   A brawny, dishevelled man with a deep scar on the left side of his face looked 

towards her. She nodded once and obediently he struck the side of Seth’s head with 

such force that his left eye exploded from its socket. The next blow shattered his jaw 

and sent several teeth flying from his bloodied mouth. The other man, a scrawny 

individual, set about him with a relentless and frenzied assault. When Shelagh told 

them to stop, the two men, like servile dogs, backed off.

   Taking a closer look, the feisty Irish woman lurched back when Seth opened his 

good eye and spat blood and phlegm into her face.

   Gripping the Cornicello about his neck and with a glowering grin, he told her:

   ‘You think you’ve seen the last of me, then think again, lady. You’ll pay for this one

day…and then you’ll know what sufferin’ is.’

   Prising his fingers away, Shelagh tore the pendant from him.

   ‘You save your threats for those that might be frightened.’ she told him.

   With one final rasping cough Seth breathed his last.

   ‘What do we do with ‘im now?’ asked the scarred man.

   ‘Bury him in Slindon wood, Frank. Make it deep though, don’t want no animals 

sniffing ‘round.’ She sauntered over to the other man and clutched her fingers tightly 

about his throat.
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   ‘Y’know, Saul, put a bit of meat on your bones and there’s a definite likeness 

between you and this man, Seth. How do you fancy slipping into his shoes and 

inheriting a fortune in a few years’ time?’

   His reply was a nervous grin and a mumbled, ‘…yeah.’

   ‘He lived in that river shack down from the Black Rabbit Inn. A right recluse, he 

was. Make an appearance in town now and then. Drink an’ curse and show your face 

occasionally an’ you’ll do fine. Five years’ from now and even his own brother won’t 

know the difference. Then we’ll all be rich.’

   Shelagh’s men took Seth’s body by horse and trap into Slindon wood, burying him 

deeply and celebrating their future fortune by drinking several tankards of strong 

Mead before slipping into a drunken stupor beneath the shade of a nearby Oak tree. 

By morning’s first light, they found the horse and trap gone and Seth’s grave empty. 

The soil had been pushed away as though from the inside.

   Too frightened to consider any other option, Saul spluttered, ‘Foxes, got ‘im…or…

or wolves. Dragged ‘im out the ground and eaten ‘im they ‘ave.’

   Frank, visibly pale and shaking, was staring into the hole and muttering inanely to 

himself.

   ‘We can’t say nuffin. Shelagh would ‘ave our guts.’ he muttered, ‘We’ll tell her, we 

did what she said. Keep it to ourselves.’

   ‘Got a long walk home.’ moaned Saul as he studied the tracks made by the trap. 

‘There’s footsteps comin’ from the grave. Someone stole ‘is bones and our wheels 

while we was sleepin’. Body snatchers I reckon. Got to be bodysnatchers.’

   The rumble of distant thunder and a fine mist of rain penetrating through the forest 

canopy didn’t bode well for their return journey.

   Looking like he might actually burst into tears, Frank just shook his head.

   Saul for his part made a convincing job of being Seth over the intervening years 

making an occasional appearance as his alter ego but staying clear of any meaningful 

conversation with the townspeople. A steady diet of Absinthe, Laudanum tincture and

the occasional visit to ‘Madam Vida’s house of Veniality’ helped him pass the time.
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   Shelagh continued to wear Seth’s Cornicello about her neck hidden amongst a 

heaving bosom and an abundance of other jewellery. She recalled that Seth had 

drunkenly muttered something about wearing it being a condition of his father’s will. 

When the time came she would get Saul to wear it so that he might conclude the 

business of the brother’s inheritance; and it pleasured her that the future looked 

decidedly rosy.

*

   It was a bitterly cold December night when, 5 years later and with only a month to 

go before the meeting with Archibald Bland, Shelagh Clayton’s brutish henchman, 

Frank, found himself staggering drunkenly away from St Mary’s Gate Inn. He was 

relieving himself against the looming castle battlement walls when he became 

distracted by a grief-stricken cry emanating from a derelict building close by.

   Carefully stepping across the icy road and pushing open the front door, he called 

out, ‘You alright in there lady?’

   The whimpering was coming from the first floor but the old wooden stairs were 

splintered and rotten with mould. He climbed them anyway, treading as cautiously as 

a man of his stout build could in such poor light. Moving warily into a darkened 

room, he saw the silhouette of shadowy figure standing in the corner.

   ‘What’s up love? Someone not been nice to you?’ he asked.

   Her whining sobs drew him closer. The stench of something long since dead made 

him wretch. Probably a cat or rat rotting away somewhere beneath the floorboards.

   ‘I won’t let nothin ‘appen to ya.’ he said, ‘…but I do think we ought to leave here 

sharpish. It’s cold and damp in ‘ere…you’ll catch y’death y’will.’

   The figure shuffled into the light and revealed, to Frank’s horror, the face of a 

brutish man. His craggy face had about it a pale, deathly sheen and his left eye was 

covered by a blood encrusted patch.

   ‘Hearing things are you, Frank?’ growled the vagrant, ‘Sure sign of madness, that is.

Maybe I should put you out of your misery.’ And then lifting the patch to reveal a 

festering, eyeless socket added, ‘Remember this do you? You did it five years ago, 

almost to the day. Looks like you didn’t quite finish me off properly though, did 

you?’
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   ‘Seth.’ gasped Frank. ‘You wus dead. We buried you in the woods. Y…you wus 

dead. The animals ate ya.’

   Lurching forwards, Seth grabbed the big man by the throat and lifted him easily 

from the ground with one arm. With a thick, calloused thumb pressing against Frank’s

left eye he told him, ‘…an eye for an eye, Frank. That seems fair, doesn’t it?’ 

   The big man howled with the pain as Seth slowly increased the pressure. The more 

he struggled the more Seth tightened his grip on Frank’s throat.

  ‘I just did what I was told…’ cried Frank, ‘…it…it was nuffin’ personal. It was you 

or me. You know what Shelagh’s like.’ and then he let out a jarring scream as Seth 

ground his eye into the back of its socket.

   ‘Nothing personal.’ chuckled Seth, ‘Well, that makes me feel so much better.’ 

   Frank begged him to stop, but still Seth pushed harder and harder, laughing as a 

congealed, bloody mess oozed from his socket. ‘I’ve been biding my time, Frank; 

experiencing life in the big city; a dilettante of fine living, if you like. Looks like that 

pigeon-livered mate of yours, Saul has done a fine job being me while I’ve been 

away. I was a nobody in the big city, Frank. I did what I wanted, because back in 

Arundel I had the perfect alibi if I needed it.’

   Frank’s cries became whimpers as consciousness abandoned him. When his body 

went limp, Seth lowered him to the floor into a spreading pool of his own urine.

   ‘Dear me, Frank, I thought you were made of stronger stuff. I can’t stand here 

chatting to you all night though. Got more important matters to attend to, I have, so 

I’ll bid you farewell and leave you in the company of some friends of mine.‘

   Pausing to look back as he left he watched as several sewer rats scampered over to 

Frank’s body and start tearing at his flesh.

   ‘Don’t be greedy, boys,’ he called as the door slammed shut behind him, ‘There’s 

plenty of him to go around.’
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   On Monday 21st December, 1863 Daniel Conroy woke early in his hotel room to a 

flood of winter sunlight and an icy gust of wind. He’d arrived the previous evening 

and booked into the Norfolk Arms, a Georgian coaching inn set under the ruined 

battlements of Arundel castle. A gruelling detour had taken the carriage through 

barren and desolate woodland in the county of East Sussex. In a place known as 

Duddleswell he met an unruly crowd of revellers sat about a huge bonfire. They were 

drinking and telling bawdy tales of iniquity and wickedness. Having bid them 

farewell and crossing himself with the sign of the Lord he continued his passage to 

the market town Arundel. The seven-hour stagecoach journey from London, much of 

it through thick snow and treacherous ice, had been uncomfortable and exhausting.

   After a breakfast of salmon kedgeree and fresh coffee he kissed the charm about his 

neck as he did every morning and trudged through several inches of crisp, virgin snow
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to the market cross. Aside from the tradesmen setting up for business, the small 

square was deserted.

   Noticing a commotion by the river, Daniel took a closer look. A local woman’s 

eviscerated body had been found under the bridge. Her name was Shelagh Byrne and 

it soon became apparent that few, if any, were going to miss her.

   With an inquisitive crowd gathering, the murder scene was cordoned off and 

attention deflected towards the seasonal festivities in the square. By midday the town 

was bustling with families and shrieking children throwing snowballs ignorant to the 

brutal crime that had been committed.

   The aroma of hot mulled wine and roasted chestnuts filled Daniel with a euphoric 

sense of Christmas. A lively choir was singing ‘The Holly and the Ivy’ with zealous 

enthusiasm and he found himself breaking out stridently into song as he passed by. 

After a while, and with hopes of meeting his brother dwindling, he decided to pay 

visit to a tavern for some lunch.

   As he crossed the square a hooded man with a patch over his left eye stepped in 

front of him.

   ‘Mr Conroy, I have some news for you.’ declared the man gruffly.

   Daniel was intrigued but cautious. He could see little of the stranger’s appearance, 

just a glint of bedevilment in his good eye and the evidence of a hard life on his 

weathered face.

   ‘Do I know you sir?’ he asked.

   The man seemed hesitant in his reply.

   ‘Quite possibly,’ he muttered, ‘…it’s my belief that we share a common interest.’

   Even from a distance the stench of his putrid breath and reek of stale sweat was 

quite obnoxious. If the man was a messenger from his brother then Seth had certainly 

fallen into bad company.

   After an awkward moment of silence and with a raucous burst of laughter the man 

pushed the hood from his head. Daniel found himself looking as though into a mirror, 

but the reflected face he saw was pale and sickly.

   ‘It’s me, Seth,’ the man declared.

   Shocked by his appearance, Daniel stood back. His pallor was grey and his 

yellowed teeth mottled with decay; he looked more like a penniless beggar.
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   ‘Fortune it seems has not found you brother, nor you it. The world has changed you,

I fear.’ he remarked. It pleased him to see that he at least still wore the red Cornicello 

about his neck.

   As though embarrassed, Seth looked to the ground and pulled the hood back over 

his head.

   ‘I have had time to organise the business that we have here. That old crow 

Archibald Bland is waiting for us nearby in his office in Tarrant Street. Best we go 

now for he is man of unreasonable impatience.’

   The meeting was brief and quickly completed to the brothers’ satisfaction. With the 

final part of their legacy secured they moved to an alehouse by the river Arun so that 

they could learn of each other’s experiences as stipulated by the will.

   Daniel found his eyes welling with tears as Seth recounted lurid details of his life. 

The intervening years had not been kind to him although much of his hardship had 

been of his own volition. At such close quarters the stale stench of his unwashed body

made the air about him quite suffocating. His eyes were bloodshot and his skin had 

about it a ghostly sheen. There was an iniquity about him that made Daniel feel quite 

uncomfortable.

   ‘My story is brief brother,’ said Seth, ‘…but none the less dramatic. So many times 

since we last met my destiny has been decided on the turn of a card, but as you can 

see that luck is no longer with me. Love has eluded me, but whores and gamblers 

have not. I fear much of my inheritance is already owed to rogues and money 

lenders.’

   Seth grasped his brother’s arm and pulled him closer; his bony fingers gripped 

tightly and pinched his flesh. ‘I have waited patiently and dreamed much of this 

moment.’ he said.

   On the underside of his wrists Daniel noticed several scars and on his left forearm a 

tattoo of what appeared to be a crude and unholy depiction of a goat’s head.

   ‘I saw you singing along to the Holly and the Ivy.’ he scoffed, ‘How amusing to see 

a Christian man glorying in a carol with such Pagan roots, or were you in ignorance of

that?’

   There was in his sickly eyes the look of a man who had indulged in too much liquor.

Already it seemed the ale was making him bawdy and peevish.

   ‘So, tell me of your life Daniel and while you do I’ll get my favourite wench, Jan, to

fetch more ale. She is from Liverpool, brother, and if you tease her, she will lash you 
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with her spirited, scouse wit.’ Pulling the woman onto his lap, he wrapped his arms 

about her waist and slurred, ‘She has fulsome breasts don’t you think? If I squeeze her

tightly, then perhaps they will overflow just as the ale does from the tankards that she 

holds.’

   Those that were similarly drunk laughed at his vulgar comments while more 

temperate folk looked on in disgust.

   Daniel drew deep breath as he observed the sad desperation of his brother’s ways. 

Seth’s feral eyes had narrowed to a squint and he was staring as though into another 

world. His lack of social grace and appalling manners caused Daniel much 

consternation.

   With a heavy sigh, and to satisfy his part of the bequest agreement, Daniel 

recounted his own life.

   ‘I had the good fortune to share lodgings in London with a bright and scholarly 

gentleman and learned much of the way of finance. With my inheritance I invested 

my time and knowledge to reasonable success.’
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   Seth set his tankard heavily on the table.

   ‘…and of women Daniel…have you fucked many women?’ His voice was strident 

and drew disparaging looks from those nearest. He mocked their attention with a 

leering chuckle, hawking phlegm into his mouth and spitting it into the sawdust on the

floor.

   Daniel winced at his brother’s crude behaviour.

   ‘I am a God-fearing man Seth.’ he said, and then after a moment of thoughtful 

silence continued, ‘I married a wonderful woman named Eleanor. She was the 

daughter of a respected clergyman.’ With tears welling in his eyes he added, 

‘Consumption took her life just 6 months ago.’ Resting a hand on his brother’s arm 

Daniel solemnly told him, ‘She was with child, Seth. The grief that followed almost 

broke me.’

   The memory left him staring into space and for a moment lost for words. Seth 

showed little interest and even less compassion. He muttered sarcastically that ‘the 

lord moves in mysterious ways’ and taunted his brother by sniggering at such 

elemental irony.

   Ignoring his cynicism and with a reflective smile Daniel continued. ‘Now I live 

alone in a town house in the London borough of Greenwich. It is a large property; I 

rattle around like a stone in a bucket.’ He reached into his pocket and handed Seth a 

parchment card. ‘This is my address - you should visit me one day.’

   Seth snatched at the paper scraping his skin in the process. His fingernails were 

overgrown and ingrained with dirt. Daniel couldn’t help thinking that there was 

something of a beast about him.

   ‘I’ve noticed that you look at me in a critical way, Daniel. With pity I think.’ he 

scowled.

   Daniel tutted.

   ‘It is with love that I look at you, Seth, and concern. How you conduct your life is 

your affair. I suspect that your anger is sign of deeper pain.’

   ‘You fear that with this new wealth, I will once again spend my time with gamblers 

and whores. Is that it? Well let me tell you, brother, my plans run far deeper than you 

could ever imagine.’

   ‘Your destiny is in your own hands. I have no wish to be your keeper. But I am your

kin; if you need me, then I will be there.’
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   Seth laughed scornfully at his words. He drank heartily and boasted tales of 

gambling, fighting and lurid exploits with young women as though proud of his 

debauched existence. Seeing the look of disgust on his brother’s face, he slapped his 

hand noisily on the table.

   ‘I can see that I disappoint you Daniel, so let me bargain with you. Allow me to use 

the facilities of your lodging tomorrow and I will show you the seed of a changed 

man.’

   Reluctantly Daniel agreed.

   ‘You can choose some clothes from my wardrobe, Seth. Perhaps when you look like

a gentleman you will start to behave like one.’

   When time at the bar was called the two men stood up to leave but Seth hesitated at 

the door.

   ‘Come with me, Daniel, to the place on the river that is my home. See how I have 

lived these intervening years and perhaps you will experience a side to life as yet 

unknown. On such a glorious winter’s evening I will show you that the countryside is 

like another world.’

   ‘I will come Seth, but on one condition – that tomorrow we secure comfortable 

lodgings for you and then together embark upon a journey of salvation.’

   ‘If that is what pleases you Daniel, then we will do just that. Tonight though, I will 

take you to a place that will leave you a changed man.’

   In his heart Daniel doubted that he would see his brother again; within a week he 

would be gone with the spoils of his inheritance and on the road to ruination.

   Once beyond the town and away from the lurid glow of the gas lights the track 

became treacherous and difficult to follow. There was a dark and savage beauty about

the countryside. The surface of the river was glassy and the countryside frosted and 

sparkling beneath the silvery light of the moon. It was as Seth had said, like a fantasy 

world.

   Seth’s mood eventually lightened and it was with a wry grin that he told his brother:

‘You can walk on the water if you like.’ He picked up a stone and skimmed it across 

the icy surface. ‘I’m sure it won’t be the first time you’ve performed such a miracle.’

   Daniel couldn’t help but smile at that, but his amusement was tempered by 

mounting concern.

   Seth carried with him a pewter flask from which he took regular swigs. He talked 

constantly to himself, sometimes as though to an unseen companion. The bitter cold 
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was causing Daniel to shiver but his brother seemed curiously immune to the 

numbing chill.

   ‘The moon shall be your guide back Daniel.’ he said in a moment of lucidness, and 

then with a chuckle added, ‘…it has been so for me many a drunken night.’ Several 

times Seth slipped from the river bank and clambered back with all the grace of a 

circus clown. Daniel could only wonder what kind of miracle had prevented him from

drowning or being injured.

   ‘Have you no desire to escape the drudgery of your life Seth?’ asked Daniel. His 

patience was dwindling and now frustration tempered his words. ‘If I am honest I fear

the devil has taken grip of your soul. Have you learned nothing of value in these past 

five years? Compassion and humility perhaps? Or maybe to at least be honest and 

respectful of your fellow man?’
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   Seth didn’t answer but instead scowled at the ground and continued with a mumbled

tirade of blasphemy. They walked for a while in silence, crossing a bridge and 

following the river east from the town. Daniel stamped his feet as he walked in 

attempt to relieve the numbness that was creeping into his toes. It was only when they

reached the ruin of a ramshackle building set back from the river that Seth stopped 

and turned to his brother. 

   ‘This is where I sleep Daniel. I thank you for coming this far but with your damning

words I feel it’s time for us to part. If I am honest, we have little in common to keep 

us together. I shall light a fire here and it will keep me warm until the morning. I have

survived this far without your virtuous meddling.’

   Daniel observed Seth and shook his head. It pained him to see his brother living in 

such squalor. The absent years had driven a considerable wedge between them. His 

crumbling abode was overgrown by ivy and the walls daubed with obscene symbols 

of blasphemy. The most disturbing image was that of an inverted pentagram, an 

unmistakable sign of his brother’s spiritual decline. Scattered about the ground, half 

covered by the snow, were animal carcasses. There was malevolence about the ruin 

that caused Daniel much unease. In his heart he could feel that it was a sacrilegious 

place.

   ‘I told you before; I am a religious man now Seth. I know Satan’s sign when I see it.

I fear your descent has surpassed even my worst fears.’

   Seth looked back in a way that disturbed him. There was menace in his gaze. He 

edged closer and at the same time lifted a something from the ground.

   Clutching the talisman about his neck, Daniel backed away.

   Seth liked that and chuckled. He was like a slavering wolf, his eyes burning in the 

gloomy light.

   ‘Are you fool enough to think I invited you here to talk of old times brother…are 

you truly that naive? I want everything you have. I want everything you are. And 

before the night is through, I will have just that. It’s true that father wanted us to 

travel and experience the world before receiving our inheritance. And we both know 

of his passion for occult artefacts. But the amulets were my doing, and they’ll bring us

together in a way you couldn’t possibly imagine. You see, I also have a keen interest 

in the occult although my leanings are of the darker variety. I thought my 

performance all those years ago in the solicitor’s office was sublime. That greedy old 

goat Archibald Bland was on my payroll, and a nice little wage he had from me too.’
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   Daniel stumbled over a hefty object as he backed away. He fell heavily, hitting the 

back of his head on the ground leaving him momentarily dazed. As he struggled to his

feet he saw on the floor before him the half-frozen body of a man.

   The flesh of his abdomen had been opened as though with a surgeon’s knife. His 

intestines, glistening and raw, had subsequently spilled from his ruptured belly. The 

man had a look of crazed terror about his staring eyes, as though he had survived just 

long enough to witness the moment of his own evisceration.

   ‘Ahh.’ chuckled Seth, ‘my other self - Saul, another of Shelagh’s cronies who 

underestimated the potency of the amulet and my association with, let us just say, 

unholy forces.’

   Daniel tried to crawl back into the shadows but Seth, with an expression of 

unhinged madness on his face, pounced with shocking speed. A glint of metal flashed 

in the moonlight; instinctively Daniel held up his hand and felt a rusty blade slice 

through his palm.

   He stared in horror at the blood streaming from the gaping wound in his hand and 

then incredulously at Seth. ‘You are truly possessed, brother. You need more help 

than I can afford you.’ Seth lunged again, this time striking Daniel’s chin with the butt

of the knife. Daniel fell heavily to the ground. The blow left him stunned for a few 

seconds. When he came too he found Seth standing over him with a crowbar in his 

grasp.

   ‘How similar we are and how that likeness will be my fortune. I was murdered 

Daniel,’ he said, and then gripping the pendant about his neck continued, ‘…but by 

this miracle I returned, and soon your fortune will be mine.’

   Seth looked briefly to the river. He pointed to a large hole in the ice.

   ‘There is your final resting place Daniel. The river will freeze over again and there 

you will remain for winter’s solace. After the thaw your bloated body will no doubt be

taken as mine; few will mourn or be interested in my apparent demise. I imagine that 

some will even celebrate. Oh, and as an act of true kindness my fortune is bequeathed 

to you…or should I say, to me. Archibald has already been working on the finer 

details of that. I will take residence in your house in Greenwich, the prodigal son 

returned if you like. Worry not though brother for I will be a spirited replacement for 

you. The women there will find you a much-changed man.’ he mocked as he clutched 

a hand to his crotch.’
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   Daniel could feel his strength returning but feigned weakness so lulling Seth into a 

false state of confidence.

   ‘You have become a heartless man, Seth. My love for you, like the lord’s, is 

unconditional though. I will pray for your soul, for you act in ignorance of the 

consequences.’

   And then with eyes closed, and raising his right hand he declared, ‘The kingdom of 

God is within you already - Luke 17 verse 21’

   Daniel’s virtuous words and propitious manner filled Seth with rage. He brought 

down the iron bar towards his brother’s head. Daniel looked back without flinching, 

showing no fear in the face of such diabolic evil.

   The weapon struck ground just a hair’s breadth away.

   ‘You think you’re so perfect don’t you Daniel?’ he sneered, ‘Not for long though. 

Our time for talking is gone. Time stops for no man – not even such a saint as you.’

   Seth dragged him to the edge of the glass river. It was pointless for Daniel to resist; 

on land his brother had the advantage of his unnatural strength - on the ice though 

things would be different.

   For a moment Seth gazed at the moon as though glorying in the moment. His skin 

had about it a greyness that was deathly and there was a darkness in his eyes that 

lacked any soul. With frightening ease, Seth grabbed Daniel’s ankles and pulled him 

towards the gaping hole in the ice.

   Once on the ice Daniel kicked at Seth’s ankles and brought him crashing down. 

Seth’s chin took the full impact of the fall and several shards of ice splintered into his 

face; it was a crushing blow that would have left most men unconscious. But Daniel 

underestimated his brother’s almost inhuman resilience. Seth recovered quickly and 

with blood dripping from his face continued to drag him towards his icy grave. The 

shrill cry of a screech owl cut through the freezing air as Daniel fought fiercely back. 

Seth was a man used to brawling though and took the upper hand.

   In desperation Daniel kicked out again but Seth caught his foot and twisted it back 

on itself. Daniel screamed in agony. Giving him no time to recover Seth heaved him 

through the hole and into the freezing water.

   But for Daniel the fight was not quite over; he reached up, grabbed Seth’s arm and 

using his own weight as an anchor, dragged his brother beneath the ice.

   Entangled and struggling, they descended into the deep and unforgiving darkness of 

the river.

16



   With ironic timing a thick bank of clouds passed like a veil before the moon and 

brought an eerie silence to the land.

   The tranquillity, lasting only a few minutes, was suddenly shattered by an eruption 

of ice and water. And it was with a lingering, resonant growl that a solitary figure 

slowly emerged from the river.

   

   Snow was falling in sweeping waves as a horse drawn carriage pulled up to the 

entrance of the Norfolk Arms. As though to greet them the wind whipped up a 

spiralling funnel of snow that for a moment took the appearance of a swirling ghost 

and then disintegrated into a soft explosion of white cloud.

   Aided by a stick and limping to his left side, a cloaked figure descended the icy 

steps from the foyer followed by a young porter struggling with a weighty case. The 

steeply inclined high street was thick with ice and treacherous to walk on.

   The man, who had several abrasions on his face and a livid bruise on his chin, 

reached into his pocket and handed the porter a handsome tip.

   The young man’s eyes opened wide at such extraordinary generosity.

   ‘Thank you, Mr Conroy, thank you. I…I hope you enjoyed your stay with us. 

Perhaps if you return you’ll remember me; my name is Oliver.’

   The man returned an amused grin.

   ‘I did enjoy my stay, Oliver. My time here has been very…enlightening.’

   ‘Did you fall sir? I noticed that you are walking with a limp…an…and your face….’

   The boy’s curiosity was as unrelenting as it was entertaining.

   ‘On that matter, all I can say is that ice is an unforgiving adversary. My advice to 

you is that you give it much respect.’

      ‘ …and your brother? You mentioned that you might learn something of your 

brother?’

   ‘You are full of questions.’ Conroy replied, grinning broadly as he climbed into the 

carriage.

   Despite his lean stature, the young porter eventually managed to heave the 

passenger’s bulky case onto a luggage shelf. The bitter wind whipped about him and 

chilled him to the bone but still he waited patiently until the man was settled 

comfortably, noting that there was already someone inside; an older man with a bony 
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face and large crook nose. It intrigued him that the two men greeted each other with a 

cordial handshake as though already acquainted.

   Grasping the unusual talisman around his neck, a small hunchback figure from the 

base of which protruded a vulgar red horn, Conroy beckoned the porter over and told 

him, ‘I did meet with my brother, and I benefited much from our time together.’ And 

then, leaning forwards so that the young man alone could hear, he spoke briefly to 

him before slinking back into his sumptuous leather seat.

  A sudden gust of wind whipped the snow into a blanket of white that smothered the 

carriage causing it to rock from side to side. With a resounding crack of the driver’s 

whip the horses reared onto their hind legs and broke into a brisk canter forcing the 

young porter to retreat swiftly from the road. When the snow settled, young Oliver 

found the carriage to be gone. But the haunting timbre of Conroy’s parting words still 

lingered in his ears.

   With an iniquitous glint in his eye and a haunting chuckle Conroy had told him,

   ‘…I learned that the Devil looks after his own.’
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