
Chapter 1

The Goblin Story Book

[bookmark: _GoBack]A sinister goblin family delights in trapping babysitters to walk a horror maze. The maze walker is pursued by a sword-wielding goblin who is out to chop off their head and decorate the maze wall with it. The maze walker must find the key to open the door at the maze’s centre to escape the nightmare before the goblin catches them.

M
My name is Bruce Norman, and I am sixteen years old. Tonight, I’m babysitting for Mr. and Mrs. Fairchild of Highview Manor.
The Manor stands next to a church with an extensive graveyard at the end of our street. A tall, rusty iron fence separates the house from the cemetery, and a suffocating gloom hangs over the property, keeping uninvited guests at bay like a warning left unspoken. Cobwebs cling to the eaves, cracks mar the windowpanes, and peeling paint curls away from the window frames and front door, as if the house were shedding its past.
Decades of rain have etched long, ghostly trails down the grime-covered brickwork, streaks resembling tears that refuse to dry. The overgrown garden and general decay all scream “KEEP OUT!” like a sign nailed to the front gate.
Why would anyone willingly enter this eerie place, especially at night? Simple - money. That was my motivation. Turning down an easy fifty quid for just two hours of babysitting? Not a chance. And that’s how I ended up here.
Paul, the blond-haired, boisterous ten-year-old now tucked up in bed, asked, “Read me a bedtime story, will you?” He pointed to an old green book on his bedside table.
I’d hoped to head downstairs and finish tomorrow’s homework, but that would now have to wait.
“All right,” I said with a resigned shrug. I picked up the book - and a strange electric prickling danced across my fingertips.
“What the heck!” I blurted. I dropped the book back onto the table. My heart jolted, and I stared at my fingers. Fine green powder clung to the tips, resembling powdered chalk.
I blew it off instinctively, but as the dust lifted, my fingertips began to glow faintly green. The glow flickered -  like static buzzing in and out of existence - before finally settling into a soft hum beneath my skin.
I turned toward Paul, demanding answers. “What’s this green powder? And why are my fingers glowing?”
Paul giggled, his mischievous blue eyes wide and gleaming. He leaned in as if sharing a scandalous secret.
“You’ve touched goblin powder.”
I blinked. “Goblin powder?”
“That’s right,” he whispered dramatically, barely containing his glee. His grin stretched from ear to ear like he’d just pulled off the world’s greatest prank.
My stomach twisted uneasily. “Hmm, all right. Good joke,” I said, though my voice lacked conviction. The green glow dimmed, but the tingling clung to my skin like static, refusing to disappear fully. A faint chill prickled at the nape of my neck, irrational but persistent.
“You sure this stuff isn’t harmful?” I asked, sharper than I meant to be.
Paul remained unfazed. “Yes, I’m sure,” he replied airily. “Every babysitter before you has touched it.”
I stared at him. “Are you serious?”
His grin deepened. “Are your fingers still tingling?” he asked brightly.
I flexed my hand. “Yes, they are.”
“Oh good,” he said, like I’d just passed some invisible test. “That means the goblin powder is working.”
I narrowed my eyes. “What do you mean by that?”
“Nothing,” he cooed, all innocence - but his sly grin told a different story. A flicker of something - uncertainty? Amusement?—crossed his face before vanishing. “The tingling should stop soon. It always does. It’s not harmful.”
I wasn’t convinced. The tingling wasn’t fading.
“You’re sure?” I asked again, but something told me the answer wouldn’t change.
“Yes. Don’t worry. Everything will be just fine. The powder is magical - it lets you see goblins, you see. The tingling is just a harmless side effect. It’s my gift to all my babysitters.”
I raised an eyebrow. “To see goblins?”
He nodded. “That’s right.”
I studied him closely. That grin hadn’t faded. “Right. Well… thanks, I guess,” I muttered, trying to shake off the unease. But the feeling didn’t disappear as I glanced back down at my hand, still faintly buzzing. Maybe the powder was just glitter or something weird. Some joke the kid’s parents were in on.
I turned my attention back to the book. Picking it up again, I blew the remaining green dust from its cover and read the title aloud:
The Maze Walker by T.R. Fairchild.
I looked at Paul. “The author has the same surname as you.”
“That’s right,” he said proudly. “My great-granddad wrote it.”
“Wow! Clever of him to write a book!” I said, giving him an acknowledging smile.
“Yes, it was,” Paul agreed. “The story is about a goblin family living in Highview Manor.”
“Oh, I see. A fiction story,” I said.
Paul shook his head. “No, it isn’t.”
I gave him a long look. “You’re telling me goblins actually live here, in this house, with you and your family?”
“Yes,” he said simply. “My great-grandfather was the first to see them. That’s why he wrote the book.”
I hesitated, trying to keep my tone light. “I take it this is something your parents told you as a joke?”
“No, not as a joke,” Paul said, serious now. “Great-granddad told my dad. That’s how he knew about it. Dad pushed him to write down and record everything. Great-granddad turned it into an adventure story.”
“Okay, that’s... a good idea,” I said, chuckling inwardly. What an imagination this kid has.
Paul leaned closer, voice hushed now. “But when the goblin queen heard about Great-Granddad’s book, she flew into a rage. The book didn’t just talk about the goblin world - it revealed how to enter it. So, in revenge, she had him kidnapped.”
I frowned. “Hold on - how do you know that? If he disappeared, how would anyone know he was kidnapped?”
Paul didn’t hesitate. “Because word from the goblin world somehow got back to us. The goblin queen wanted us to know. She said that unless the book were taken off the shelves, Great-Granddad would be executed by having his head chopped off.”
I cringed. “Gruesome!”
“The books were unpublished straight away,” Paul continued. “Every copy was removed from the shops. The unsold ones were piled up and burned in the back garden.”
“Wow... That must’ve been a sight.”
“Yes, I suppose it must have been,” Paul mused, nodding solemnly. “And the ones that had already been sold? Dad somehow tracked them down - he put ads in the local paper and other places. He offered double the price. Most people returned them. Only a handful couldn’t be found.”
“Did anybody come looking for the goblin world after the books were destroyed?”
Paul shrugged. “I don’t know. Dad never said if anyone came.”
“Wow,” I said. “I’ve got to hand it to you; you’ve really built a story here.”
Paul’s expression darkened. “It’s a true story. Not a made-up one.”
That fierce conviction caught me off guard. Maybe he really believes all this. Lives it.
“Sure it is,” I said gently, deciding not to push. “But if you’ve already read the story in this book, why do you want me to reread it?”
“I’ve read it loads of times,” Paul said proudly. “Lost count, honestly.”
“You must really like it.”
He shifted under the covers to face me more directly. “I do. I also like my babysitter to read it to me every Friday night.”
That made me pause. “Every Friday?” I raised an eyebrow. “And you never get bored listening to it?”
“Never!” he affirmed.
“That’s some serious dedication.” I opened the book and flipped through the pages. “It’s short - only twenty-six pages, with a large font size?”
Paul nodded, his eyes lighting up with anticipation. A strange silence settled over the room, thick and oddly charged. I became aware of how still everything had become - like the house itself was holding its breath.
I sat down on the edge of the bed. A cold shiver ran up my spine, entirely out of sync with the room’s warmth.
Then, I heard a faint creak from somewhere deep in the Manor.
I froze.
Old houses make noises, I reminded myself. That’s all. Wood settling, air shifting. Perfectly normal.
But the stillness pressed in on me, heavy and watchful. I had the sudden, irrational feeling that something unseen had just taken notice.
A soft, distant noise followed - like fingernails raking across wood. I turned toward Paul. His face was perfectly calm. Waiting.
“Okay,” I said, my voice quieter than before. I flipped to the first page and cleared my throat. My fingers trembled slightly as I held the book open, and that eerie feeling of being watched hadn’t gone away.

Chapter 2

The Slim Green Book

I
turned to the first page and read aloud in my best bedside manner. I realised the story didn’t suit someone as young as Paul within moments, so I stopped.
“Why have you stopped?” Paul demanded, an edge of annoyance creeping into his voice.
“Well… because it’s too scary.”
Paul scrunched up his face. “Are you telling me you’re scared?” he said with a mocking grin.
I shook my head. “No. What I mean is it’s too scary for you. It’ll give you nightmares.”
“No, it won’t!” Paul protested. “I’ve never had bad dreams about it - only good ones.”
“Good dreams? From this?” I said doubtfully. “It’s a horror story. Not good bedtime material.”
Paul’s expression darkened slightly. “Who are you to tell me what I can and cannot hear read?!” he demanded. “You’re just the babysitter, and my dad pays you good money to look after me.”
He was right. “Yes, he does. And to my mind, this story is too scary for you.”
“If you want to look after me, you’ll start reading again,” Paul said. He crossed his arms over his chest, his bottom lip sticking out in a sulk.
Something about his tone made my skin prickle. It wasn’t just defiance - it felt practised, like a performance. Still, I relented. I didn’t want to spend the rest of my babysitting time arguing - plus, I had homework to finish.
“All right, since you’ve read it so many times and know what the story is about, I’ll read on,” I sighed.
“You’d better,” he snapped, his voice edged with something I couldn’t quite place.
It took another twenty minutes to finish the story. In brief, it was about a nasty, sword-wielding goblin who enjoyed chopping off the heads of babysitters and decorating a maze wall with them. The story warned that if a goblin scratched a human, they would transform into a Hoblin - part human, part goblin.
It was gruesome, poorly structured, and wildly unsuitable for a ten-year-old’s bedtime story. Yet Paul seemed to hang on every word, eyes gleaming in the lamplight like he already knew the ending, which he did.
“How can you sleep after hearing such a grisly tale?” I asked, closing the book and placing it on the bedside table.
“Easily,” he said, flashing a disturbing smile.
I shivered involuntarily. “Do you honestly think the story is true?”
Paul leaned forward slightly, eyes gleaming. “What do you think?”
I looked at him in surprise. “Of course not. Goblins are just the stuff of fiction.”
“You think, huh?” His voice was softer now, unreadable.
“Yes, I do think.”
“Well, my dad always tells me never to doubt the word of a Fairchild,” Paul said. “Since a Fairchild wrote the story, it must be true without further proof.”
A chill tightened in my chest. I frowned but said nothing, avoiding a pointless discussion. Maybe he was just trying to spook me. Still, something about the way he said “Fairchild” made me feel like I’d missed something important.
Standing, I switched the bedside nightlight on. Walking to the door, I opened it.
“Good night, Paul.”
“Good night, Bruce,” he returned, his grin lingering just a little too long.
I switched the bedroom light off.
As I was about to close the door, Paul called out, “I dare you to look for the book that isn’t a book in the library.”
His words - an eerie reference to the story I’d just read - hung in the air, stirring an odd sense of curiosity.
Was this just part of his game, or did he actually know something? The thought intrigued me more than it should have. I gave a half-laugh, trying to shake it off.
“All right, I will,” I said, gently closing the door.
Walking along the balustraded landing, I descended the creaky stairway, crossed the dim foyer, and entered the kitchen. I poured a soft drink from the fridge - after all that reading aloud, my throat was dry. I needed the drink, and maybe a moment to settle my nerves.
Since the story’s author - Paul’s great-grandfather - had based much of the tale inside this very mansion, I figured the details concerning its layout might be accurate. So, finishing my drink, I crossed the foyer again and entered the library.
I wasn’t sure why I was humouring Paul. Maybe I was just curious. Maybe Paul had gotten under my skin more than I wanted to admit.
I went to the opposite wall and stood before the leftmost bookshelf, one of two. I counted the tenth book from the right, on the third shelf from the top. The title on the book’s spine read: Goblins Rule - Okay!
According to the story, this wasn’t actually a book - it only looked like one. Paul’s cryptic remark, ‘Look for the book that isn’t a book in the library,’ echoed in my mind.
I gripped the book’s spine firmly at the top and pulled. As expected, the book tilted out, pivoting at its base on the shelf. A faint click sounded to my right. The bookshelf to my right began slowly swinging out in an arc across the floor, its hinges creaking, revealing a secret doorway.
Even though the story had told me this would happen, I couldn’t help but gasp in surprise.
I stepped across and looked down. A damp draft wafted up from below, carrying a scent of earth and something indescribable - like wet copper and rotting wood.
Stairs led down, disappearing into murky darkness. My stomach churned.
Was this really a good idea?
The story warned of sinister goings-on below, but I mentally chastised myself for being foolish. Why should I be worried? After all, goblins aren’t real… right?
Still, Paul’s cryptic remark lingered in my mind, tightening something in my chest. My throat constricted as I stared down the dark stairwell, yawning beneath the mansion.
The house was quiet - too quiet.
I stood frozen. Something about the dark below seemed to beckon, like a whisper without sound, pulling at the edges of reason.
I bucked up my courage. Just a quick look, then back upstairs to finish my homework.
I took the first step. The wood creaked underfoot. I paused, listening.
Nothing.
A few more steps, and I reached the point where the library’s light failed - beyond that, total, suffocating darkness.
Then I remembered the keyring in my pocket with a tiny torch for late-night lock fumbling. I pulled it out and clicked it on.
The beam felt like a floodlight in the narrow confines of the stairwell.
Slowly, I descended.
At the bottom, I found a narrow, low tunnel leading left. The ceiling just missed my head. An adult would have to stoop to pass.
Who built this place? And why?
As I hesitated, I heard it - the library shelf creaking shut.
I spun around and raced up the steps.
The bookshelf had sealed.
I pushed against it, hard. Nothing.
Then: a laugh.
“Got you!” Paul sang from the other side.
I gritted my teeth. “Paul, stop playing games. Open this door!”
“Can’t do that,” he said, much too cheerfully.
“Paul! Open this door right now!”
“You read the story. You know I can’t,” he teased. “There’s only one way out. You have to walk the maze.”
I swallowed. “Don’t be ridiculous. Open this door.”
Silence.
Then his voice returned, quieter. “You must find the key at the maze’s centre - before the goblin catches you.”
A cold shiver crawled up my spine. “It’s just a story, Paul. Goblins aren’t real. Now open the damn door!”
Nothing.
Then, barely audible: “That’s what they all said.”
A flicker of something - regret, maybe - on Paul’s face, before a harder look replaced it. “Sorry. I can’t. If you don’t walk the maze, they’ll change my sister into a Hoblin.”
Then a metallic panel slid over the door. I lunged at it, but the hum of a motor warned me it was too late. The panel sealed with a cold, mechanical finality.
I slammed my palm against it. How could I have been so stupid? I walked right into Paul’s little trap.
According to the story, the only escape was at the maze’s centre, where I’d find an exit door – but first, I needed to find the key to open it.
This can’t be happening.
But it was.
I turned and began making my way back down. I’d only taken a few steps before noticing a faint green glow, coming from the bottom, casting shifting shadows on the damp stone.
On reaching the bottom step, the source of the light revealed itself: fist-sized orbs suspended just below the ceiling, each glowing softly. No wires. No support. Just hovering in perfect formation.
I switched off my torch.
Reaching up, I touched the nearest orb. It was warm and smooth, its surface pulsing faintly, like a slow, steady heartbeat.
I tried to nudge it. It didn’t move.
Lowering my hand is when I saw it - my hand glowing green. A soft green mist clung to my skin.
I rubbed at it with my other hand. Now both hands glowed.
“Oh, great,” I muttered.
The short tunnel led to a black, wrought iron gate - the entrance to the maze, exactly as the story described. Beside it, a softly glowing green button sat embedded in the stone wall.
No going back. Only forward.
I approached the gate, knowing I had to press the button to open it. I did so.
For a moment - nothing.
Then, a rustling sound, distant at first, like dry leaves swirling in the wind. Through the bars, I watched the maze hedges tremble, then shift.
The maze moved.
Its walls scraped and shuffled, brushing against the red brick flooring as the layout twisted into a new puzzle. The noise rose to a crescendo, then faded into silence.
With a soft creak, the gate swung open.
I stepped through.
Behind me, the gate clicked shut with quiet finality.


Chapter 3

A Gruesome Discovery

T
he distant voice echoed, low and menacing, slithering through the hedges like smoke.
“Coming! Ready or not!”
The sound made my blood run cold. Gravelly, eager - too guttural to be Paul playing a prank. The storybook had predicted this moment in chilling detail. It said that once I opened the gate, another entrance on the far side of the maze would also open, unleashing a sword-wielding goblin with jagged teeth, his mind twisted by his mother’s magic and driven to hunt. For the key. And for me.
My rational mind clung to the idea that it had to be a man in a costume, maybe part of some elaborate trick. But deep down, that part of me that listened to the shadows and flinched at whispers knew better. This was real. Or real enough to kill me.
The gate presented me with only one path forward: right. I pressed on, following a worn, red brick pathway between two towering hedge walls of the maze.
The inch-long hedge thorns reflected light from the green orbs above. A few paces in, I reached a narrow opening on the left - a side path. I hesitated.
Should I stick to the main path or take the side trail?
The storybook’s warning clawed at my memory - how the maze reshaped itself, alive and treacherous, ensnaring wanderers in loops and false paths. A trick of the sword-weilding goblin’s mother, perhaps, who watched from the shadows and delighted in the maze walker’s fear.
Was this maze her amusement? A game rigged from the start?
I turned onto the side path.
The air thickened. The red-brick trail stretched forward, pressed tight between hedge walls bristling with thorns. The path felt old and forgotten, bricks cracked and mossy. Some were loose beneath my feet as if the maze disliked my choice and shifted beneath me.
I paused at the first intersection - a T junction. The hedge didn’t rustle. No breeze. No noise. Just waiting.
Left or right?
There were no signs, no hints—only instinct and desperation. I committed: always turn left.
The corridor twisted and bent, a drunken spiral. The hedges pressed closer. Shadows danced on the leaves in shapes that didn’t belong to me. The further I went, the more I felt watched. Judged.
I turned onto a sharp left.
A dead end.
I cursed under my breath and retraced my steps, every turn taking me further from anything familiar. Finally, I stumbled back to where I’d started. Sweat clung to my skin like a second layer.
New plan. Always turn right.
The path stretched longer this time, winding like a snake across uneven red bricks. I passed three corners, then a narrow right turn led me to another T-junction. As planned, I kept right, pressing forward.
And then, something stopped me cold.
A strange recess in the hedge wall further along.
At first, it seemed like just tangled leaves - or maybe a trick of the light. But the shape… it was too regular, too purposeful. What could it be?
As I stepped closer, the shadows parted.
I could see blonde hair snagged on the thorns. Strands fluttered as though breathing.
Then blood. Not dried completely - dark smears streaked along the red bricks like desperate fingerprints.
My heart pounded. Every instinct now led me to flee. But I stood frozen, breath shallow, pulse hammering.
I stepped forward, drawn by horror and a sick pull of curiosity.
And then I saw her.
A girl’s severed head lay in the hedge, held in place by thorns piercing her cheeks and temples. Her face, unnaturally pale, bore streaks of blood and grime, a stark contrast to the vibrant greenery surrounding her. Her eyes remained closed, her lashes stained red with blood.
She rested like a doll’s head left out in the rain, abandoned and motionless.
I froze, my mind scrambling to make sense of the horror before me.
Then her eyes snapped open. The thorns tugged at her skin as she rapidly blinked away the crusty blood.
I staggered back, gasping, and slammed into the opposite hedge. Thorns pierced my coat, raking across my back and arms. I winced, forcing myself forward again.
Her eyes - blue, bloodshot, impossibly alive - locked onto mine.
Her cracked lips moved.
“H…help me,” she rasped, voice like broken glass. Her words scraped the air, fragile and so wrong.
I stared, too stunned to speak. My stomach churned.
“How… how are you even talking?” I finally managed. “You’re just a head.”
“The goblin’s magic… keeps me alive,” she whispered, blinking more slowly, as if the effort cost her something.
My throat went dry. “Oh God… the goblin did this to you?”
Her lips trembled. “Yes. At his mother’s command. He… he cut my head off, and she forced him to display me like a trophy. The maze is… her gallery.”
I wanted to scream. To punch the hedge. To run until my lungs gave out.
Instead, I whispered, “Why would she do that?”
“She talks to me when she’s solving the maze. Laughs at my plight. So wicked. Asks me questions about the world I used to live in. Her son… he comes to taunt me. He says he likes the way I scream.”
Tears welled in her eyes and trailed down her cheeks, mixing with the blood.
“Please,” she sobbed. “Get me out. The thorns… they hurt so much.”
My instincts screamed at me to back away, to get out before I ended up like her. But I couldn’t just leave her here, alive and suffering.
“I’ll try,” I said, voice shaking.
I reached out and gently tugged at the hedge. Every time I freed one thorn, another sprang from the hedge, digging deeper into her skin. She whimpered, her jaw clenched tight.
After several tries, I stopped, panting. “It’s no use. It’s like the hedge is alive. It won’t let you go.”
“Alright. You tried… thanks. She… the goblin mother used a pink liquid. Sprinkled it on the branches. Chanted something. She told me it was a binding spell. The hedge will not give me up without a fight. Those were her words.”
I swallowed thickly. Magic. Real magic.
“I’ll find a way,” I promised. “There has to be something - fire, tools, anything. Once I get out, I’ll come back with tools - cutters.”
For the first time, her expression changed. Hope sparked behind the tears.
“You promise?”
“I promise.” I steadied my voice. “What’s your name?”
She hesitated. “It’s… it was Helen.”
“It still is. Hi, Helen. I’m Bruce.”
I pulled a crumpled tissue from my pocket and gently dabbed at her face.
I asked, “Do you remember how you got here?”
“Yes. I was babysitting a boy. He wanted a bedtime story. I read it to him. Then… something came over me. I couldn’t stop thinking about the library, about a hidden door. I found it.”
“And ended up here,” I finished.
She blinked slowly, pain flickering across her face. “Yes. That was three Fridays ago, I think.”
I felt my heart stutter. “You were babysitting Paul?”
Her eyes sharpened. “Yes. Do you know him?”
“I do. I was also babysitting him,” I said grimly. “The same thing happened to me.”
Her eyes widened. “Then you know about the green powder? My fingers tingled when I touched the book, like static against my skin. Also, my fingers glowed green.”
I nodded. “It’s a compulsion spell. It must be. Paul said it would allow me to see goblins?”
She fell silent for a moment before saying, “There are others like me in the maze. Their heads are in the walls, too.”
A chill ran through me.
“Two other babysitters. The goblin caught them and did the same thing to them. Be careful. He’ll come for you next.”
Her warning hung heavy in the air. I clenched my fists.
“I’ll find the key. And I swear - I’ll return for you and the others.”
“Be careful,” she said softly. “Oh, by the way. During my struggle with the goblin, I scratched his eye out.”
“So he’s injured and half blind. This gives me a fighting chance. Thanks for telling me.”
“I hope it helps,” she whispered, tiredness now in her voice.
I gave her a firm nod and forced myself forward, every step sharpened by the knowledge that the goblin, although injured, was now hunting me.



Chapter 4

The Terrible Chair of Vines

I
followed the red brick path enclosed by the prickly hedge walls. After twenty paces or so, I reached another T-junction. I continued my plan of turning right and followed the path. After several wrong turns and doubling back, I arrived at the opening of a square enclosure, surrounded by the ever-present hedge walls.
I stepped inside and froze. A rest area — or was it?
A wooden chair stood in the middle of the red brick floor. As I stared, the silence was oppressive. Warily, I walked further in and looked around, relieved that the hedge walls had nothing rammed into them.
The chair intrigued me; it looked out of place. At first glance, it looked plain enough - weathered wood, one leg slightly splintered. Something caught my eye on top of the backrest. I stepped closer to look. I shivered at the sight of unmistakable specks of blood. Deep gashes - knife or sword cuts - scarred the top of the chair. The discovery screamed at me as a cold chill spread up my spine. In the silence, it whispered menace, as though waiting for someone foolish enough to sit. The storybook I read to Paul made no mention of it.
I was so engrossed in my thoughts that I jumped when a voice called, “Is anybody there?”
A muffled female voice, echoing from the far side of the square. Distant and strained. It wasn’t Helen’s voice.
 “Wh... Where are you?” I asked.
“I’m here, stuck in this damn hedge!” she called.
The voice came from the hedge wall behind the chair, but no one was visible. I stepped behind the chair, carefully avoiding it, and searched the hedge without touching it.
Nothing.
“I still can’t see you,” I told her.
“I’m held in the hedge, on the other side of the wall.”
“Oh, right. Are... were you one of Paul’s babysitters, like Helen?” I asked.
“That’s right, and just like Helen, I had my head chopped off by that maniac goblin!”
I winced. “I’m so sorry.”
“What’s done is done,” the girl said matter-of-factly. “The goblin must be stopped before any other heads are chopped off. And who knows, I’m hoping his death, if and when it happens, will break the spell keeping our heads alive.”
“You... want to die?” I asked, surprised.
“What do you think? I’ve lost my body; my head’s stuck in a hedge, held in place by sharp, ever-painful thorns. Suddenly, life’s lost its appeal.”
I swallowed hard. “I can see your point. I must do all I can to stop any more heads being cut off.”
“Good sentiment, but the goblin has a wicked sword and knows how to use it.”
“Yes. Helen told me. Is it possible to defend against him?”
“All I can say is you’d better find a way before he catches up to you,” she warned. “By the way, who might you be?”
“I’m Bruce. It’s Friday, and I babysat Paul.”
“I see. So Paul got you to read his ancestor’s story?”
“Yes, that’s right. His great-grandfather.”
“Let me guess. After reading it, Paul told you to ‘look for the book that isn’t a book in the library?’”
“That’s right. I did as he said; I felt compelled to do so and wound up down here.”
“It sounds like you’re the next in line for the chop if you don’t escape.”
My stomach clenched. “Yes, that’s about the size of it.”
“Unless I can find the key and the hidden door before the goblin catches me.”
“Good luck - just don’t waste time searching the hedges, though.”
I frowned. “Why do you say that?”
“Simple. The goblin needs the key as much as you do. The only way for him to escape the maze is by opening the door at its centre. It’s all part of his game fix. He’s a right nutter! He wouldn’t let the maze hide the key in an impossible place to reach.”
Her words encouraged me, providing some clarity in the chaos. “Right. I had better continue searching, then.”
“Best of luck. I forgot to mention, it’s worth knowing the goblin has a blind side.”
“Ah, yes,” I said. “Helen told me she blinded him in one eye. Well done, Helen.”
“Yep! Well done, indeed. During my scrape with him, I broke his non-sword arm. Snapped it good and proper when I fell on it during the scuffle. His bones snap nice and loudly. That arm is useless to him until it mends.”
I blinked. “Good to know. Maybe I have a fighting chance after all.”
“You’ll need it,” she warned. “Oh, and one more thing. If you find an enclosure with a single chair in the middle of the floor, don’t sit in it.”
I glanced back at the chair. “Why not?”
“Because it’s a trap! The moment I sat in it, vines sprouted from its armrests, strapping me in tight. I tried breaking free, but the vines were too strong. The goblin found me soon after… and cut off my head while the chair held me in place.” Her voice was sharp with urgency. “Be warned.”
“Thanks for that,” I breathed, cold sweat prickling my skin. “I’m in the clearing now, and the chair’s right behind me.” My pulse pounded. “What’s your name?”
“It’s Karen.”
“Thanks, Karen. I owe you for that warning.” I was just about to leave when a thought occurred to me. “Karen, how is it that you’re on the other side of the hedge? Didn’t he put your head this side of the hedge wall, in the clearing where the chair is?”
“You’re right, he did. The goblin rammed my head into the hedge behind the chair. Soon after, he carted my body away in a wheelbarrow, of all things.”
“That must have upset you even more?”
 “Well, yes, it did. But the strange thing was, I could see my body’s arms and legs still moving. Almost as if they were trying to climb out, but didn’t have a head to instruct them how to.”
 “So… your body was still alive, just like your head?”
“That’s right. Then, a  few days later, the maze reset itself. Everything jolted and twisted, sending me dizzy, and when it settled, I was here, on the other side. This happened when the goblin mother came to solve the maze and torment our heads. She is so sadistic!”
“Okay, that explains why you’re there instead of here. I guess this place really does shift around.”
“One last thing,” Karen hurried. “You’ll smell the goblin long before you see him. Like rotting meat left in the sun.”
“Thanks again, Karen. That’ll help me avoid him. I’ll go and hunt for the key now. And when I escape, I’ll bring cutters to get you and Helen out of the hedge wall.”
“That would be great! These thorns really hurt!”
“Okay, bye for now.” Turning, I gave the chair a wide berth, the image of vines snaring arms fresh in my mind, and stepped back onto the path. The other right turn waited ahead, and who knew what waited beyond it.



Chapter Five
The Search for the Key
T
he red brick path twisted underfoot. Every step forward deepened the silence, save for the faint rustle of leaves stirred by some unseen current. A chill clung to the air, seeping through my clothes as if the very walls were breathing.
Turning right into a narrow passage, overgrown hedges loomed on either side, their branches brushing my shoulders like skeletal fingers. The earthy scent of damp foliage thickened with every step. Beneath this smell lurked a faint, acrid tang—like decaying wood, something festering out of sight. A shift—barely perceptible—rustled on the other side of the hedge. Not wind. Not the natural sway of leaves. Something else.
The silence pressed in. Beneath the rustling leaves, there was something else—something barely audible. A scrape, sharp and intermittent, like a sword scraping red brick, or perhaps the quiet shift of shuffling feet. My pulse quickened—my imagination on full tilt. I strained to hear more.
A cold heaviness settled in my gut. The air carried the familiar damp scent of crushed leaves and earth but nothing more—nothing rotten, nothing acrid. So far, I couldn’t smell the telltale stink that Karen told me, which meant the goblin was nearby. But had it learned to mask its presence? Was it watching from somewhere beyond my senses, waiting?
Jaw clenched, I forced myself to keep breathing. No matter what shape the goblin’s attack came in, I had to be ready.
A sudden rustle snapped through the hedge behind me.
I spun, my heart leaping into my throat. My hands flew up in a clumsy, instinctive guard as I stumbled back a step.
The leaves parted, and a large brown rat scrambled out of the foliage, its legs at full tilt, running away from me along the red brick path. I watched it disappear into the base of the opposite hedge further along.
I let out a breath I hadn’t realised I was holding, chest heaving. My fingers trembled.
“Just a ruddy rat,” I whispered, though my voice felt too loud in the silence that followed.
But the damage was done. My nerves were frayed, strung tight as piano wire. The rat had gone—but the feeling hadn’t.
That something still watched.
Still stalked. Still waited.
I turned back to the dead end—and froze.
One of the vines had shifted.
It dangled lower now, just at eye level, like it had crept a few inches downward when I wasn’t looking.
No breeze. No sound.
Just that single tendril, swaying ever so slightly.
Creepy.
Then it occurred to me. Since stepping into the maze, this was the first time I had encountered hedge walls so wildly overgrown. Vines curled over the tops of the hedges like veins creeping along the ceiling, twisting into cracks and crevices as if searching for something unseen. Some hung loosely, swaying ever so slightly despite the absence of wind, while others coiled tightly, choking the red brick beneath them like parasites feeding off their host.
The path veered left into a dead end, and I stopped cold, staring at the impassable wall of green. The hedge loomed taller here, its twisting vines tangled like a net waiting to ensnare. The leaves rustled—not the gentle shift of nature, but something deliberate. Calculated. It was as if the maze was reacting to me, adjusting around my presence.
A ripple through the leaves. A scurry—and then nothing. Gone before I could be sure it was ever there. My breath caught, and my skin crawled. The hairs along my arms prickled. My surroundings had changed subtly in ways I couldn't pinpoint. Had that gap in the hedge always been there? Had the vines shifted slightly as though they were preparing to close in?
I wasn’t just lost—I was being watched.
If it was the goblin, it was playing a new game—and I didn’t know the rules.
I exhaled sharply, frustration bubbling beneath my skin. The scent of damp earth and decaying greenery, thick and oppressive, clung to the air as if the maze was breathing around me—pressing in like an unwelcome embrace. My pulse ticked louder in my ears with every breath.
Then, another vine shifted. I saw it move.
Like the other, it dangled lower at eye level, like it had crept a few inches downward for an ominous reason.
I took a cautious step back.
The vine twitched.
Before I could react, it lashed forward—quicker than a whip, coiling around my wrist with a force that made my knees buckle. I cried out, yanking instinctively, but another vine snapped out, wrapping around my ankle and jerking me sideways. I hit the brick path hard, the impact knocking the breath from my lungs.
“Let go!” I shouted, kicking wildly.
The hedge came alive, vines slithering down in tangled ropes, some thorned, some smooth, all moving with intent. One grazed my face, and I felt the sting of a shallow cut open across my cheek. Another wrapped tight around my other wrist, pinning my arms down. The thorns bit into my skin.
The maze didn’t want me here.
Or worse—it did.
Panic surged through me. I thrashed harder, ignoring the pain. One of the vines tried to snake around my throat. I twisted just in time, feeling it scrape past my jaw instead.
With a desperate growl, I drove my knee into the hedge wall. Thorns tore into my skin—sharp jabs through my knee and calf—but the impact split the foliage just enough for one of the vines to loosen. I wrenched my wrist free and clawed at the one around my throat, tearing it away with shaking fingers.
I scrambled backwards on all fours, heart thundering, lungs burning, as the vines snapped at the air where I’d just been.
Then—just as suddenly as it began—the hedge stilled.
The vines hung limp, retreating like serpents into their burrows. The only sound now was my ragged breathing and the faint drip of blood from the scratches on my arms.
I didn’t move for a long moment.
Then I whispered, “Okay. Message received.”
This maze wasn’t just watching me.
It was alive.
And it was hungry.
I staggered to my feet, limbs shaking. My hands, arms and legs throbbed where the thorns had punctured the skin, shallow cuts crisscrossing my forearms like angry red threads. I wiped my cheek with the back of my sleeve—blood-smeared, warm and tacky.
The hedge wall loomed motionless now, its vines slack and quiet as if they hadn’t tried to strangle me.
I stepped back, keeping my eyes alert, every nerve screaming. After a few paces, I turned and leaned against the opposite wall of the maze. The rough hedge scratched at my back, but I didn’t care. I needed the support.
My breath came in short, sharp gasps. I clenched my fists, forcing myself to count to ten, then again, slower. Panic wouldn't help me now.
“Okay,” I muttered under my breath. “Okay. That happened. You’re not dead. Just… keep moving.”
I peeled myself away from the hedge wall, heart still hammering, and began retracing my steps. Every rustle in the leaves every flicker of movement at the edge of my vision made me flinch, but the maze stayed quiet.
For now.
Back at the junction, I gripped the key in my pocket. The one I’d pulled from Susan’s mouth. It pressed into my palm like a reminder. I had to keep going. I had to find the centre.
I pushed forward along the longer route I had ignored earlier. My steps echoed faintly—a hollow, lonely sound swallowed by the hedges. The passage stretched ahead, narrow and winding, the walls pressing inward as if testing my resolve. I reached another T-junction. My plan, though shaky, still held. I turned right and followed the next passage, trying to steady my breath. Each turn I took felt like a gamble, and with each one, the isolation tightened like a noose around my chest.
Halfway down the corridor, I passed a single left turn but ignored it. I had committed to the route. I had to see it through. Still, a prickle of doubt nagged at the back of my mind. The walls looked the same. Had I already walked this path? Was the maze subtly shifting behind me?
Another dead end.
I stared at the hedge wall, willing it to part, to reveal something other than disappointment. But it didn’t. It stood silently, smugly, as if mocking me.
The weight of the maze bore down like a physical force. My thoughts blurred, looping back on themselves, feeding into the growing panic curling at the edges of my mind. A part of me—the part that clung to reason—started to fray. Was I getting anywhere? Or was this some cruel trick? A never-ending loop meant to trap me, break me, and keep me?
Grinding my teeth, I turned back. I took the middle path now on my right, hoping against reason that it would lead somewhere—anywhere.
The silence here was thicker, heavier. It draped around me like a shroud, muffling the sound of my steps, breathing, and thoughts. The hedge walls felt closer, taller, their leaves more jagged. Vines twisted like veins bulging from diseased skin, clawing toward me, their tendrils curling inward as if reaching for my clothes, my skin, my breath.
Then—faint, distant—a shift.
Not wind. Not the natural sway of leaves. Something else.
A whisper of movement beyond the hedges, barely perceptible. A presence.
My breath quickened, each inhale more shallow than the last. My pulse throbbed in my throat.
Still, I moved forward.
One foot in front of the other.
At last, I reached the end of the path and turned right. I only took five paces before I froze in place.
After taking ten steps, the hedge wall stirred—not with wind, but with purpose. The foliage twitched unnaturally, parting slightly to reveal a shape embedded in the greenery.
A head.
Another victim.
I stepped closer, nausea curling in my stomach. Her lips were sewn shut—brutally, crudely—with thick black thread. The stitches were uneven, some pulled so tight her skin bulged around them. The thread twisted into cruel knots at each end, where the needle still dangled beside rivulets of dried blood. Each bead of crimson was a frozen scream, a memory of pain. The air was tinged with the sharp, metallic scent of copper, thick and sickening.
“My god,” I whispered, my voice brittle with horror.
Her eyes flew open.
I stumbled back, nearly slipping on the moss-slick stone beneath me. Her gaze locked onto mine—wide, panicked, and filled with agony. They screamed what her lips could not: Help me.
I stood frozen, caught between compassion and fear. Then, slowly, I forced myself to step forward again. Her head trembled slightly as I approached, not in fear—but in hope.
She wanted the thread gone. That much was clear.
My hands trembled as I reached out. The needle was rusted and cruel in my grasp. I hesitated. What if pulling the thread made it worse? What if this was a trap?
But I couldn’t leave her like this.
Gritting my teeth, I began. One stitch at a time, I carefully pulled the thread free. Each tug opened another fresh drop of blood, as though her lips were weeping crimson tears. Her skin puckered and twitched beneath my fingers. The thread resisted at first, as if it had become part of her—but eventually, after an agonizing series of pulls, the last stitch gave way with a soft snap.
Her mouth parted, gasping for air in ragged, frantic breaths. She inhaled like someone surfacing from a long, brutal drowning. Her lips moved, testing the space, but they didn’t form words—only a gagging sound, raw and unnatural.
Something was lodged in her throat.
Her head rocked slightly in its leafy prison. She groaned, eyes wide with panic. Her tongue moved uselessly, and her jaw strained.
I didn’t wait.
I reached in, my fingers brushing against something hard and slick. It slipped under my touch, coated in saliva, but I managed to hook it with my fingers and yank it out.
A key.
Small, cold, tarnished with flecks of blood and grime—but unmistakably a key.
I stared at it in stunned silence. Then at her mouth—marked by cruel stitches, now parted and bleeding.
The key had been hidden inside her this whole time.
“Oh, thank you!” she choked out, her voice rough and barely coherent.
I swallowed hard, throat dry. “Did… did the goblin do this to you?”
Her face contorted. “Yes,” she spat. “The goblin. A horrible, smelly excuse for something that lives. I barely grabbed the key before he crept up behind me… and sliced off my head.”
A cold shiver ran down my spine. I looked at the maze around us, suddenly darker, more hostile. The idea of the goblin still lurking, waiting, made my stomach turn.
“How long have you been like this?” I asked quietly. “Trapped, lips sewn shut, with a key shoved down your throat?”
She blinked slowly. “Since Friday… however long ago that was. I’ve lost track.”
I felt a chill settle deep in my bones. “Today is Friday,” I said. “You’ve been here a week.”
Her expression cracked. “A whole week?”
“Yes.”
She exhaled sharply, her breath trembling. “God… it felt like forever. I came to babysit a boy named Paul. His parents promised good money. I read him a story, like they said… and the next thing I knew, I was down here.”
I nodded grimly. “Same thing happened to me. And to Helen and Karen. It’s a pattern—a trap.”
Her brow furrowed with worry. “You’re still whole. That means you have a chance. You have to keep going.”
I tightened my grip on the key, its cold metal biting into my palm. “If I find the maze’s center, maybe I can escape. If I can do that… I’ll come back. With tools. Hedge cutters. Something to get you all out.”
Her eyes lit up, fragile with hope. “Yes. Please. These vines… they hurt so much. Every time I try to move, they tighten. But if you can come back—”
“I will, Susan. I promise.”
She gave a small nod, blood still beading at the corners of her lips. “Goodbye—for now. I wish you luck. You’re going to need it.”
I turned away slowly, heart pounding, key in hand. The maze loomed around me, more alive than ever. Watching. Listening. Waiting.
And somewhere out there… the goblin still roamed.


Chapter Six

Cornered
I
 I turned right to avoid the dead-end I had come across earlier. Backtracking, I took another right turn, then left, and shortly arrived at a T-junction. It was here that I smelt something awful wafting my way. “What the heck is it?” I said in disgust, wrinkling my nose. Then I remembered Karen’s warning about how badly the goblin smelt. This could only mean that the goblin was close. But how close, and which way should I go?
The foul stench grew stronger; I took this as a clear sign the goblin was approaching. My heart raced as I tried to work out which direction to take. The only way to decide was to find out where the smell was strongest. I hurried away from the T-junction to my left. The air became thick with the putrid smell, making my eyes water. I could almost taste the rancid odour on my tongue. I rushed back, passed the T-junction, and sensed the strength of the stench to the right of the T-junction. It wasn’t so strong. The goblin must be away to the left of the T-junction, so I continued following the right.
Moments passed when I heard a voice calling: “I can smell your stink!” It came from beyond the hedge wall, somewhere to my left. I heard the same voice when the gate closed behind me after entering the maze. It had to be the goblin, and he didn’t sound that far away. I hurried away, searching for the maze’s centre while avoiding the goblin’s strongest smell. In doing so, I became completely disoriented. I did not know one way or another. I had no idea how close I was to the centre or how far away. Panic surged through me, and my heart raced; my breathing became shallow as I tried to regain my bearings. I hastened around the next bend and found myself back with Helen, almost where I had started the maze.
“You’re back?” Helen’s head said, her eyes wide with surprise.
“Oh my goodness,” I replied, exasperated and breathing heavily. “That’s because I am totally lost.”
“Oh dear,” she said. “The maze is so confusing. I lost my head trying to find the key. At least you’ve made a round trip and still kept yours.”
I gave her a worried look. “The same might well happen to me if I’m not careful. The goblin smell keeps interrupting my search. So I spend half my time avoiding him and his wicked sword.”
“Hmm, maybe that’s his plan,” Helen suggested. “To keep you away from the centre while he hunts you down?”
“Now there’s a thought,” I said after thinking for a moment. “But how does the goblin know where the centre is?”
“Perhaps he’s already found it?”
I nodded my agreement. “That sounds about right. After all, he must be used to solving the maze every time it resets. He’s well-practised.”
“If the goblin is trying to lead you away from the maze’s centre, why don’t you head towards the goblin rather than avoid him?” Helen suggested.
I thought about this. “Dangerous, but I’ll be more likely to get near the centre if that’s his plan.”
“It’s worth a try, but keep your eyes peeled for him. He’s awfully quick with that sword of his.”
“Yes, I will.”
“If you’re looking for the maze’s centre, does this mean you’ve found the key?” Helen asked.
“Yes, I found it sewn into poor Susan’s mouth.”
Helen’s eyes widened. “Oh, how terrible!” she gasped. “Grr! These goblins have a lot to answer for!” Helen said through gritted teeth.
I nodded my agreement. “Yes, they do, and they will if I have anything to do with it!”
Helen gave me a concerned look. “You be careful, Bruce. That goblin sword is awfully sharp.”
“I will,” I assured her. “Right, I had better get going. See if I have better luck finding the maze’s centre this time while avoiding the goblin sword. Bye, for now, Helen - again.”
“Bye.”
Leaving poor Helen, I hurried back along the passage and followed the next right turn. I continued to yet another T-junction, where I turned right. Every path looked the same, with no difference to give me an idea of where I was. Not having any marker, I could not draw an arrow at each junction to mark where I had passed. That would have helped a lot. Every turn I took was pure guesswork. My only thought was the goblin smell; I needed to find it and head towards where it was strongest.
I took many turns and met several T-junctions before finally smelling the goblin stink. As I cringed at the stench, I fully realised the danger of what I was doing. Following the goblin stink would not only lead me to the goblin - but also to his deadly sword. But I had no choice, so this is what I did. I took a deep breath and turned into the passage that offered the more pungent goblin smell. My heart pounded as I navigated the maze, the fear of encountering the goblin battling with my determination to reach the centre.
I did this several times, following the smell until I heard a scraping noise from the other side of the hedge wall to my left. I stopped and listened. The scraping noise also stopped. A sudden tingling sensation shot through me as I realised the goblin stood on the other side of the hedge. I kept still, silently listening. Then, after what seemed an age, a voice spoke from the other side of the hedge wall.
“Human, I know you are there; your revolting smell gives you away.”
I bristled at this. “You’re the one stinking the place out, not me!” I retorted, my voice trembling with anger and fear.
He chuckled. “Whatever,” he dismissed. “It won’t be long before I put your head in the wall. You’ll be my first human male trophy. You must feel honoured.”
“You’re a sick creature,” I said hotly, my voice shaking with anger. “What you have done to those three girls is beyond evil.”
“Nothing evil about hunting,” the goblin said keenly. “You humans hunt different species all the time. I’ve heard of the hunter’s boast of the stag, deer and lion heads mounted on your human hunter’s walls. What I do is no different. After all, you are a different species worthy of the hunt.” Then, as if to make his point, the goblin thrust his sword through the hedge wall. The blade’s sharp point appeared just an inch to the left of my shoulder. My eyes widened as I yelped in fright, taking a hasty step sideways, away from the blade.
The goblin chuckled. “Sounds like I nearly got you.” He withdrew the sword. “Perhaps next time or the time after that. I love playing this game.”
I had never had an attack on my life before and was startled into action; I must find the maze’s centre. I started to run. Each time I came to a dead-end, I backtracked and took the opposite turn. I had no idea if the goblin could keep up with me. I kept running until I finally had to slow down because I was getting out of breath. I followed a long passageway at a quick walk, took the turning in the middle, and found myself back in the enclosure with the chair. I was getting nowhere and sighed with frustration.
“Bruce?” Susan’s voice called from the other side of the hedge wall behind the chair. I hurried over.
“Susan, yes, it’s me.”
“I thought so. Why have you come back?”
“I was trying to escape the goblin and find the maze’s centre but found myself back here.”
“Oh, dear. Please be careful, or he’ll take your head.”
“I’m being as careful as I can, but the goblin stink lingers throughout the maze now since he’s pursued me. This means I can no longer judge where he is until he is close and his stink is extra strong.”
“Oh, Bruce, please keep away from his sword. He’ll have your head for sure if he catches you.” Just then, I heard a shuffling noise from behind me. I spun around and was shocked to see the goblin creature, sword in hand, blocking the entrance to the enclosure.
“A gust of foul wind rolled in. I froze. Something wasn’t right.”
Then drop the reveal:
“He’s here!”


Chapter Seven

The Fight with the Goblin
T
he goblin wore a black eye patch. This must be covering the injury Helen gave him. His left arm was heavily bandaged, no doubt because Karen broke it. Carrying these injuries left me baffled by how he managed to follow me so quickly. Perhaps he used goblin magic.
Fear and adrenaline coursed through my veins as I faced the goblin and his wicked-looking sword. What must I do to defend myself? ‘Always keep the chair between us. Yes. Good plan!’ I thought.
He levelled his sword and walked menacingly towards me, his good eye never straying from my face. Halfway in, he began swishing his blade back and forth while grinning from ear to crinkly ear. The goblin’s sword gleamed menacingly as he swung it in a deadly arc. As he approached the chair, he suddenly lunged at me. I was ready and jumped back, out of reach of the thrusting blade from over the top of the chair. But, in my eagerness to avoid being run through, I stumbled and fell backwards. The goblin grunted victoriously and rushed around the chair. With the sword raised, he brought it swiftly down towards my neck. I quickly rolled out the way, only just in time as the blade struck the red brick floor near my neck, sending up flashing sparks that stung my cheek.
The clang of the sword against the red brick floor sent a jolt through me. The smell of the goblin’s rancid breath filled the air, making my stomach churn. The goblin swung at me again as I scrambled to my feet, but I managed to duck below the blade. I quickly stood and kicked him in the stomach before he could ready his sword. He let out a howl as the force of the kick sent him sprawling to the floor, clutching his belly with the hand of the bandaged arm. Seeing my chance, I dived forward, landing on top of him, knocking the wind out of him while grabbing his sword arm. His bandaged arm wasn’t as badly injured as I thought because he somehow reached around and scratched the back of my hand with a jagged fingernail.
“Gotcha!” he smirked in my ear. “Now, it’s just a matter of time.”
I still had a good grip on his sword arm, realising he was no match for my strength. “What do you mean, you disgusting toerag?”
“Don’t you know anything?” he smirked while managing to sound surprised. “I’ve scratched you! My essence will soon be in your veins.”
I had no idea what he was talking about. Paul’s story did not mention any of this. “I’ve got to stop you chopping off any more heads.”
His smirk changed into a smug grin. “You think you’re up to it, do you?”
“Yes, I do. I’m a lot stronger than you, toerag.”
I had a good grip on his sword arm as he tried in vain to pull his arm away, but I held on tight. I struggled to my feet, pulling him up with me. He continued fighting against my grip, but it was useless; I was far too strong. He then changed tactics and tried biting the hand that held his sword arm. I pulled my hand away to stop him from sinking his teeth into me, but in so doing, my grip slackened on his sword arm, and he wrenched his arm free. I tried to grab his arm again, but he moved sideways and thrust his sword at me. I saw it coming and jumped back out of reach. With him free to use his sword, I dashed around the chair. The goblin followed, always ready to strike. I continued around while keeping the chair between us. We did this for two full circles until I stood again behind the chair, watching him staring back.
“You know, eventually I’ll get you,” he boasted, grinning wickedly.
I didn’t say anything. I was too busy thinking about how I might save myself. An idea sprang to mind; it was foolhardy, but I had to do something. I moved closer to the back of the chair, expecting the goblin to lunge at any second. I took another step closer, and sure enough, he thrust again, quicker this time, surprising me. The blade’s tip dug through my jacket into my left shoulder as I jumped back. It hurt like hell. I lifted my jacket’s lapel and saw blood oozing through a cut in my shirt.
“Hurts, does it?” he said, grinning wickedly.
Again, I didn’t answer. I had to ignore the searing pain. Instead, I managed to focus on my plan. I couldn’t afford to fail now. I stepped forward again, waiting for him to lunge again. His bloodlust now raised, he did so, but I sidestepped this time and managed to grab his wrist. I pulled him towards me, forcing him into the chair. This part, at least, had been my plan.
He cursed as the chair’s vines wrapped around him, trapping him. The vines creaked as they tightened around the goblin, and the smell of his rancid breath filled the air. As I watched, the vines seemed to purposely manoeuvre his body, pulling his head forward and holding his neck firmly across the top of the chair’s backrest. The goblin’s eyes widened in fury as the vines ensnared him, his curses filling the air.
As I watched the vines finish strapping the goblin in the chair, Susan called from the other side of the hedge wall. “Bruce, have you still got your body?”
I reached up and gingerly felt my neck. “Yes, my head is still on my shoulders, but the goblin dug his sword tip into my shoulder, so I’m injured.”
“Oh, dear. What’s happened? Where is the goblin? You’re talking like he’s not there?”
“He’s here all right; I’ve trapped him in the chair. The vines are holding his neck across the top of the chair.”
“That’s what the vines did to me when the goblin forced me into the chair,” Susan exclaimed. “Is he trapped good and tight?”
“The chair has him so tight he can’t move. Not even a little.”
“Good!” Susan breathed. “Now, Bruce, listen to me. I am going to ask you to do something so terrible you will probably say no, but I must ask.”
“What?” I wondered, listening carefully.
“I want you to take the sword and use it to cut off the goblin’s head.”
“What!” I gasped.
“I know it’s a terrible thing to ask, but once he loses his head, I’m hoping it will break the spell keeping our heads alive. We can’t go through life without our bodies. And these thorns digging into our heads are agony.”
I stood thinking about what Susan had asked of me. How could I be a judge and executioner? But, he was a creature of the Underworld, outside the laws that govern humanity. He has beheaded at least three beautiful girls. Although, technically, they weren’t strictly dead. But they were all three suffering from the pain of the thorns digging into their heads, not to mention not having their bodies. And what use is a head without a body?
“Please, Bruce, do it for our sakes. Rid us of this pain and suffering. How can we lead a life without a body?”
I gave in. Susan’s pleading directed my action. Automatically, I stepped to the goblin and wrestled the sword from his grip.
“Don’t do it!” the goblin snarled. “It’s murder!”
I stared at his neck, held across the top of the chair. “You said it yourself; we are different species – the hunter and the hunted. It’s either you or me, and I prefer you to lose your head than me.”
As I finished speaking, my fingers suddenly tingled, just like when I first touched the goblin book in Paul’s bedroom. The sword vibrated slightly in my grip and then became still. Strangely, I felt ownership – no, partnership with the sword from this moment. We belonged to each other, and I was to do its bidding. I raised the sword high above the goblin’s head.
“Don’t do it!” the goblin pleaded.
I paid him no heed as I brought the sword down swiftly onto his neck. The blade was so sharp that it chopped his head clean off and sliced through the back of the chair. The goblin’s head hit the ground with a sickening thud, rolling twice before coming to rest facing me. I stared wide-eyed at what I had done and felt suddenly sick. I let go of the sword, leaving it wedged into the top of the chair.
“Don’t you puke up on me!” the goblin’s head warned.
I couldn’t believe my ears. Even though I saw the goblin’s mouth move while it said the words, I still had to ask, “Who…who said that?”
“You know very well it was me,” growled the goblin’s head.
It was definitely the goblin. I saw its eyes blink, its lips move, and it had been the goblin’s voice. I was lost for words.
“Bruce. Have you done it yet?” Susan asked.
My voice refused to work.
“Bruce. Please answer me!”
“Yes… I have,” I managed. “The goblin’s head is lying on the ground, looking up at me. It’s still alive, and it spoke to me.”
Silence.
“Oh dear, I’m not to be freed from this nightmare existence,” Susan said. ‘Nobody in this damn maze can die!”
The goblin’s head began to laugh, long and hard. The goblin spoke after the hideous sound died away: “The spell cannot be broken. It is forever. In perpetuity! Hmm, I’ve always wanted to use that word. It’s a pity I could only find a use for it after I lost my body. Oh well, such is life.”
“Bruce, if you still have the stomach, do to him what he did to us!” Susan urged.
“What? You mean… push his head into the hedge wall?”
“Exactly!” Susan said. “It would only be fair, after all. The goblin did it to the three of us and would have done it to you, too, if he had cut off your head. So let the goblin suffer the same pain and anguish we are enduring because of him.”
I thought about this and decided it would be a good dose of justice. So, bending, I gingerly picked up the green-blooded head from the ground.
“No, don’t!” the goblin’s head pleaded.
“You deserve it, you monster!” I said, staring at his good eye. He tried biting me again, but I moved my fingers out of reach of his mouth. Stepping to the hedge behind the chair while holding the sides of the goblin’s head, I pushed firmly, and his head slid halfway into the hedge.
“Ah!” the goblin squealed as the thorns dug in. 
“Well done, Bruce!” cheered Susan. “I can hear his pain.”
Placing a hand on his nose while avoiding his gnashing teeth, I fully pushed the goblin’s head into the thorny hedge wall. Letting go, his head stayed in place.
“Good! His head is in the hedge, Susan.”
“Well done, Bruce!” she cheered. “See how he likes it!”
“I’ll get you for this!” the goblin growled.
“No, you won’t, not without your body,” I told him.
He glared at me with his remaining eye but stayed silent.
“Now, Susan, all I have to do is find the door at the centre of this maze. I won’t have to worry about this evil creature skewering me through the hedge wall with his sword.”
The goblin’s head bared its teeth at me but said nothing more.
“Your suffering will soon be over, Susan,” I said, giving her hope.
“Thanks so much, Bruce. Please hurry.”
I left the enclosure and searched for the maze’s centre. A good half an hour later, I eventually found it. The space was about ten feet square, surrounded on all four sides by the hedge wall. A sign on the far wall read, “The Centre.” But I couldn’t see an exit door. It must be hidden in one of the prickly hedge walls. Where else could it be?



Chapter Eight

The Hospital Visit

I
 carefully inspected the walls, but I couldn’t see any trace of a door. Where else could it be, I wondered? I stood scratching my head. “Where the heck is it?”
After pondering for a while, I happened to glance at the floor, and something caught my eye. “Hold on, what’s that?” I said, staring down. I walked to the centre and knelt for a closer look. “It’s a small circular disc painted red,” I said. Talking to myself was kind of a habit. Dad joked it was the first sign of madness. The disc lay snug in a circular groove in one of the red bricks. I lifted the disc, and it pivoted at one end. Straight away, I spotted a keyhole underneath.
“Ah!” I sighed with relief. “Where there’s a keyhole…”
Removing the key from my pocket, I inserted it, turned, and heard a satisfying click. Removing the key, I pulled at the disc, and a hatchway creaked open on the floor, pivoting at the far end. Pushing it up, I struggled to lower it to the opposite side. It was heavy because of the red bricks cemented into it.
Peering through the opening, I saw dust-covered stone steps leading into murky darkness - no more green orbs to light the way. The thought of green orbs made me look at my fingers, and I was happy to see the green glow had vanished.
Excitement and apprehension surged through me as I looked at the steps. I couldn’t help but wonder where they led. It had to be an exit, but leading down into the ground was a puzzle. The undisturbed dust on the steps meant nobody had passed this way in a long time.
Switching on my key-ring torch, I cautiously descended the steps. Upon reaching the bottom, I found myself standing in a low, musty corridor. The musty smell was overwhelming, and the sound of my footsteps echoed in the confined space. Cobwebs clung to the arched, red-brick ceiling like a veil, and the spiders’ eyes glinted in the torchlight. Walking slowly forward, I crouched slightly because of the corridor’s restricted height. The cold, damp air sent shivers down my spine. As I made my way, I watched the numerous large spiders in the centre of their webs, ready to entwine their prey.
I had travelled some distance when I felt something crawling on my neck and immediately slapped at the spot, squelching what must have been a spider, leaving an unpleasant wetness. I scooped it off, flicked it away, and pulled my collar tight from the front, covering my neck.
I continued walking. After several more minutes, I was relieved to find a flight of dusty steps leading upwards. I started up the stairway, carefully avoiding most of the low-hanging cobwebs. Reaching the top, I discovered another hatchway. By this time, my torch battery was down on power, and its light was dim. Thankfully, this hatchway wasn’t locked, and I pushed it open against the loud stiffness of its rusty hinges, letting it drop the last few inches, which caused a dust cloud to billow up. I waited for the dust to settle, some of it on my head. I put my head through the opening and shone my torch. The dim light revealed a small, stone-built, low, empty room – without a door.
“Great! This doesn’t make any kind of sense. What’s the point in steps leading to an empty room with no way out?” I muttered. The only explanation I could think of was that it might be a disused storage area. But then, how could this be? After all, I was told this led to freedom after solving the maze.
I continued to shine the torch and noticed a tiny glint of metal as the dim light passed over something fixed to the wall to my left. The ceiling was low, and dust covered the floor. Climbing up, I began crawling across the floor, but my movements threw up a dust cloud. I quickly yanked my hanky out and covered my mouth and nose, but not before I breathed dust into my nose. This brought on a fit of sneezing.
Once the sneezing stopped, I covered my mouth and nose again and continued crawling, but slower this time to keep the dust to a minimum.
Slowly creeping forward, I reached the wall and discovered that the torchlight had reflected off a small area of a metal lever not covered in dust. I pulled at the lever; it was stiff but eventually moved. To my surprise, a cleverly concealed stone wall panel grated open to my right. Much to my relief, fresh air rushed in. A wave of relief washed over me as I felt the cool night air. The gap was wide enough to get through, and I crawled out. I found myself standing on moonlit chapel grounds surrounded by tombstones. The fresh air carried the faint scent of grass and earth, a stark contrast to the musty corridor. I looked back at the panel I had just crawled out of and realised it was in the side of a burial vault, one without bodies. The chapel grounds were bathed in silver moonlight, the tombstones casting long, haunting shadows. I looked around and saw the manor house where I had babysat Paul on the other side of a dry stone wall marking the chapel boundary.
I looked back at the open panel. I didn’t know if it would close by itself if I left it like this. If it did, I couldn’t use this route to get back in and release the girls’ heads. A sense of urgency drove me as I realised the importance of keeping the panel open. I couldn’t afford to let those girls remain trapped any longer. I decided to put something in the way to stop the panel from closing fully. I looked about for a small stone. Finding one, I put it in the panel groove. The rough texture of the stone felt reassuring in my hand as I wedged it into the groove. Then I pulled at the panel, which slid along the groove, the stone preventing it from closing, leaving a gap. When I returned with some hedge cutters, my fingers could easily fit through to open the panel. I must get those girls’ heads freed as soon as possible.
I returned to the Fairchild’s grounds to retrieve my pushbike. As I did, a thought came to mind. If I reported the whole thing to the police, they could do things much quicker than I could. Much quicker. Having decided that this was the correct thing to do, I cycled straight to the police station, just a ten-minute ride. Parking my bike, I opened the door of the police station and walked across the reception room, stopping at the front desk.
“Yes, can I help you?” The uniformed desk sergeant asked as he looked up from some paperwork. His eyes went straight to my blood-stained jacket where the goblin sword had stuck into me. Dropping his pen on the desk, he got up from his seat. With evident concern, he asked, “What happened to you, son?”
Without thinking, I blurted, “A goblin stabbed me with his sword.”
The sergeant’s eyes widened, and then he frowned down at me in disbelief. “Now come on, son, you can make up a better story than that. You have been fighting, haven’t you?”
“Um, yes, with a goblin. I’ve just escaped after cutting the goblin’s head off using his sword. He’s murdered three babysitters and put their heads in a thorny maze wall.”
“…Cut their heads off?” the sergeant managed incredulously.
I nodded. “Yes, and the hedge thorns are digging into their faces. I promised them I’d get some cutters to free them, but that will take time. You could do it much quicker than me.”
The sergeant’s frown deepened even more. Frustration bubbled inside me as I realised the sergeant didn’t believe me. I needed him to understand the gravity of the situation.
He picked up his desk phone and dialled a number. After a pause, the sergeant said, “Ah, Doctor Sinclair. I have a patient for you at the front desk.” The sergeant listened and then said, “A teenage boy. Looks like a stab wound to his shoulder. I think he’s delirious because he’s telling me he had a fight with a goblin…Yes, a goblin. He’s also got a nasty scratch on his hand.” The sergeant listened and said, “Alright, I’ll bring the lad through to you.”
He put the phone down and lifted the counter lid. “Come on through, son, our doctor can look at your injuries.”
“Well, alright,” I said, walking through the gap in the counter. “My hand and shoulder hurt, but what about the babysitter’s heads?”
“Let’s get you patched up first, then we can deal with the ‘other’ thing,” he said sceptically. The sergeant led me along a corridor, and we stopped at a door marked with a red cross. He knocked once and went in, and I followed. The only other person in the room was a white-jacketed man sitting at a desk. He had a stethoscope around his neck, so this must be Dr. Sinclair.
“Can you remove your jacket, or do you need help?” the doctor asked, standing.
By now, my shoulder had stiffened, and the pain level increased. I tried removing the jacket but couldn’t lift my arm fully. “I need some help,” I said, wincing from the pain.
“Very well,” the doctor said. He was standing next to me by now and eased the jacket off my shoulders.
“Please take a seat,” the doctor told me, indicating a chair to my right. I did as he asked. The wound had stopped bleeding some time ago.
The doctor tried to inspect it, but my shirt obscured the wound. “I will have to cut around the wound because the dried blood has stuck your shirt to your skin. I cannot risk disturbing the wound by pulling your shirt off.”
The shirt was ruined anyway, so I didn’t complain. “Okay,” I said and unbuttoned my shirt without difficulty.
The doctor took a pair of scissors from a nearby stainless steel tray and cut around the shoulder wound where the shirt wasn’t stuck to my skin. Once he was done, he helped me remove the rest of the shirt, leaving the patch stuck to the injury.
“To remove the remaining patch, I’ll soak it in a sterile solution,” the doctor said.
It seemed reasonable enough, so I nodded. He brought over a bottle of solution and a small towel from a nearby cupboard. As he let the liquid drip onto the blood-stiffened fabric, he held the towel beneath the wound to catch the runoff. The cool water stung, but I gritted my teeth and let him work.
After a few minutes, he said, “This should come off now.” He gently peeled the softened patch away, revealing a five-centimetre slit on my lower shoulder. He dried the skin around it carefully.
“The bleeding’s stopped, but it needs stitches,” he said.
“You’ll have to go to the hospital for that. For now, I’ll dress it.”
He wrapped gauze and a bandage over the wound, securing it with a safety pin. Then he turned his attention to my hand.
“How did this happen?” he asked, examining the scratch that the goblin had given me with his fingernail.
I hesitated. “Got into a fight. Someone scratched me.” It was a half-truth.
“That’s better,” the sergeant said, giving me a nod.
The doctor studied the wound. “It’s infected. The hospital must treat it, or it’ll get worse.”
“Do we need an ambulance?” the sergeant asked.
“No, just take him in a squad car.”
The sergeant nodded and turned to me. “I’ll arrange transport. I’ll also need your details so I can contact your parents.”
I expected this and gave him my information. Mum and Dad will have to know.
It was the sergeant who drove me to the hospital. I sat in the back seat. He asked, “What made you think up such a ridiculous reason for your wounds? I’ve never heard such a cock-and-bull story in all my life. Honestly, fighting with a goblin!”
I knew he would question me about this at some point. He hadn’t believed what I said about the goblin fight. And neither did he believe me when I told him the babysitter heads were still alive and could talk. Frustration gnawed at me as I realised the sergeant didn’t believe a word I said. In answer to his question, I said, “Because it’s the truth.”
He gave me another disbelieving look in the rear-view mirror. “And why did you think I would believe you when you told me that three decapitated heads were still alive and could talk? I’ve never heard such a thing!”
I sighed. “Again, because it’s the truth. I’ll show you the three heads if you come with me. They are in great pain because of the thorns digging into the sides of their heads. We need to release them.”
“I’m not wasting my time chasing imaginary talking heads! I have serious police work to attend back at the station.”
I sighed again and sat back in the seat. I wouldn’t be getting any help from the police; that was obvious. It was a hard story to accept, I admit. The only way to prove my story was to take him to the maze, but that wasn’t going to happen; he had made that very clear.
At the hospital, my shoulder wound was cleaned and stitched. Also, because the goblin scratch on my hand was now red and itchy, the nurse applied a soothing balm to ease the discomfort. Unfortunately, it didn’t do much for the itch, so she wrapped a bandage around my hand to protect the wound and stop me from scratching.
After the doctor handed me a prescription for antibiotics and painkillers, he discharged me, and the sergeant drove me back to the police station. I signed a short statement about the fight with the goblin and wrote about the heads of the babysitters stuck in the maze wall. The sergeant, none too pleased, told me to clear off. I was happy to do so. I collected my bike and rode the short journey home.



Chapter Nine

My Family’s Scepticism

I
t was nearly ten o’clock at night when I finally got home. This was about when I had initially planned to get home after finishing my babysitting job, but under entirely different circumstances.
“There you are,” Mum said with relief as I walked into the hallway. “The police rang and told us you’d been in a fight and got yourself injured. We were so worried. And look at you; you’re covered in dust.”
I closed the front door. “Yes, I got injured, but I won the fight. I wouldn’t be here if I had lost,” I said, trying to sound confident despite my weariness.
Dad stood to the side of Mum, giving me a puzzled look. He didn’t say anything, though.
“The police took me to the hospital, and I got patched up, but the doctor had to cut a hole in my shirt, so it’s ruined.” I took the bundled-up shirt from a pocket, and Mum took it and gasped. “Oh my goodness, it’s got blood on it!”
 I pulled out the prescription from another pocket. “The hospital doctor gave me this.”
Mum took the prescription. After briefly reading it, she handed it to Dad. “There’s a late-night chemist in the high street, Denny.”
Dad took it. “I’ll go after I hear what Bruce has to say.”
I struggled to remove my jacket, my bandaged hand making it extra awkward. Mum gave a helping hand, and then her eyes widened, “Oh my god!” she exclaimed, seeing my shoulder swathed in a bandage. After pursing her lips, she said, “Come into the kitchen, and I’ll get you a hot drink and sandwich, and then you can tell us all about what happened.”
“It’s a crazy story,” I warned, following Mum and Dad. My older sister, Sophie-May, joined us from the living room as we walked into the kitchen. Alice, our younger sister, and our young brother Winston would be in bed at this late hour. Pulling out chairs, my sister, Dad and I sat at the kitchen table while Mum put the kettle on and made a sandwich for me.
The smell of freshly brewed coffee, the kitchen’s warmth, and being surrounded by family was welcoming, putting me at ease. When Mum finally sat with us, I unloaded my story over a steaming mug of coffee and a welcome ham sandwich.
When I finally finished talking, I was met with silence. Mum and Dad looked at each other and then turned back to me. Mum’s expression told me she didn’t know what to think or say while Sophie-May stared at me in complete and utter bewilderment. Dad wore a concerned frown.
“Are you for real?” Sophie-May asked incredulously.
I nodded. “I’ve never knowingly lied to any of you, and I’m not lying now—well, apart from the time I nicked half a bar of chocolate from you, and I told you I hadn’t.”
Mum and Dad looked worriedly at each other and then back at me. “Bruce, did Paul, who you babysat, give you anything to eat or drink that made you imagine the story you read to him was somehow real?” Dad asked.
I thought about this for a moment. “No, at least not directly,” I said. “After I left Paul’s bedroom, I went into the kitchen and poured a drink because my throat was dry after reading the story to him. But that’s a drink I selected out of many in the fridge.”
“So you weren’t drugged then,” Dad said.
“No, Dad, I didn’t imagine I fought a goblin. This wound in my shoulder is proof enough,” I said, my voice tinged with desperation.
“So… it wasn’t a person dressed up as a goblin?” Mum asked.
“No, definitely a goblin. No human could smell the way goblins smell,” I insisted, my voice edged with desperation.
Silence.
I could see they wanted to believe me, but they were somewhat sceptical, which was understandable.
My sister continued staring. “You honestly want us to believe you had a fight with a goblin?” she said.
I simply nodded. “There is a way to prove my story. First, we must go to the chapel and enter the vault. The panel is open because I stopped it from closing with a small stone so we could get in. Then we descend into the maze where the heads of the babysitters are.”
Dad fervently shook his head. “No way are we visiting a graveyard in the dead of night to break into a vault!” he said sternly. “Not to mention, if we were caught, the police would throw the book at me.”
“Dad is right,” Mum agreed. “It’s much too late to go visiting graveyards. I know you want to prove your story, so we’ll decide what to do tomorrow after a good night’s sleep.”
I was mentally and physically exhausted; Mum could tell, so she insisted I go to bed and have a good night’s sleep. Exhaustion washed over me, but the urgency to rescue the babysitter’s heads kept gnawing. I felt helpless. I wanted so much to rescue them, but I couldn’t defy my parents’ wishes. I consoled myself with the thought that I would release them early tomorrow.
I said goodnight and reluctantly trudged upstairs. First, I went to the bathroom and cleaned up as much as my bandaged hand would allow. Then, crossing the landing into my bedroom, I undressed and struggled into my pyjamas. The soft rustle of my pyjamas was a comforting contrast to the day’s chaos. Switching the light out, I climbed into bed.
I fell asleep almost as soon as my head touched the pillow, and the dream started soon after. In my dream, a shiver ran down my spine as I heard a gruff female voice calling me by name: “Bruce, listen to me—listen to my voice,” she commanded, her tone leaving no room for doubt. “The maze belongs to you now. You are the Caretaker.”
A picture of the woman speaking floated in my dream; I could see her clearly. A goblin’s face was illuminated by a dim, eerie light that cast shadows dancing across her features. She looked directly at me, saying: “It is your maze by right since you bested the maze caretaker in combat. Therefore, the maze passes to you. Listen to me. You will soon become a Hoblin. When this happens, I will have you brought to me. Soon after, you will be honoured to take over as the maze caretaker.”
I woke up with a start, jerking up in bed. ‘What the hell?’ I gasped, struggling to catch my breath. The dream was so vivid, the goblin’s face and voice so clear, it felt like reality.
I remained sitting, my mind racing over the words and image of the female goblin. It took time, but once I’d recovered, and after a moment more of staring into the darkness of my bedroom, I looked at the bedside table clock. It was just past one o’clock.
I sat for a while longer, staring into the dark while trying to make sense of the dream. Unlike most dreams, this one was clear; I remembered it in detail. Finally, pushing the dream aside, I lay back in bed. Eventually, I nodded off and slept lightly for the rest of the night.
The following morning, I took painkillers from the bathroom cabinet, swallowing them with a drink of water. My wounds, especially my hand, hurt enough for me not to ignore. After finishing in the bathroom, I dressed and went downstairs. The ache in my hand was a constant reminder of the previous night’s events, but Mum’s concerned gaze brought a sense of comfort. I found my two sisters, Sophie-May and Alice, and my brother, Winston, eating breakfast at the kitchen table. Mum stood at the stove, attending to a sizzling frying pan. She looked at me when she heard the chair scrape loudly against the floor as I sat down.
“How are you feeling this morning?” Mum asked, her voice tinged with worry.
I grimaced. “Well, I’m okay; apart from my hand, it’s throbbing.” I decided not to talk about goblins while Alice and Winston were in earshot; it might frighten them. My shirt hid the bandage covering my shoulder, although it did make the shirt bulky.
“What happened to your hand?” Alice asked with obvious concern, looking with widened eyes.
I gave her a reassuring smile. “It’s nothing, really. Just scratched it enough for the nurse to put a bandage on it,” I said, trying to sound nonchalant.
“Nurse?” Alice said, her eyes even wider. “What nurse? Did you go to the hospital then?”
Alice was always quick off the mark. “Um, yes,” I said, smiling still. “But don’t worry, as I say, it’s just a scratch.”
“Oh, okay,” she said, satisfied. She went back to eating her food.
“I’ll get you some painkillers,” Mum said, walking to a drawer.
“It’s alright, Mum,” I said. “I’ve already taken some from the bathroom cabinet. But they’re not having any effect, not yet anyway.”
Alice looked puzzled. “If it’s just a scratch, why did the nurse put a bandage on your hand and not just a plaster?”
“Um… because it’s a long scratch, and she didn’t have a plaster long enough to cover it,” I fibbed. I didn’t want to tell Alice the scratch had turned ugly, and a simple plaster would not have been good enough.
“Oh, okay,” she said, a slight frown disturbing her brow.
Mum smiled at me and went back to the stove. I could see the frying pan, which had bacon and sausage cooking in it. The smell of bacon and sausage filled the kitchen, a comforting reminder of home.
“Alright,” she said, stirring the pan. “As soon as everyone’s eaten breakfast, I’ll go to the chemist and get the stronger painkillers that the doctor gave you with the antibiotics. You’ll need those to stop the pain and any infection.”
After breakfast, Mum took Alice and Winston with her and drove to the chemist.
“Are you sure you want to do this?” Dad asked me after we discussed whether to visit the cemetery or not.
“Yes, Dad, I have to. We’ll need a torch and some hedge cutters,” I said, determination hardening my resolve.
“Very well, we will go,” Dad said. He turned to Sophie-May, who looked at us as if we had lost our minds. “Bruce needs to get this thing off his chest, so it’s best you don’t come with us.”
She blew a raspberry. “You’re kidding, right? Cemeteries are too creepy for me,” she said. “Have fun,” she quipped, shaking her head in disbelief at what we intended to do. Then, giving us a wave, she climbed the stairs. She called down from the top, “Don’t let the church vicar see what you’re up to.”
Dad looked at me. “She has a point?”
“We make sure he isn’t about,” I said. “And besides, the graveyard is out of sight of the vicarage. So he won’t see us.”
Dad gave a resigned sigh. “Very well.” Dad collected a pair of pruning shears from the garden shed and a torch from a drawer in the study. The cool morning air nipped at my face as we stepped outside, a stark contrast to the warmth of the kitchen. We left the house and began our journey to the cemetery. On the way, I told Dad about my dream last night. It was still vivid in my mind.
Dad looked straight ahead and said, “Dreams are strange things. Who knows what they mean.”
We travelled in silence for the rest of the journey.



Chapter Ten

Freedom at last
W
e drove to the cemetery. It didn’t take long. The morning was overcast; dark clouds threatened rain. Dad left the car parked in a side street, and we hurried the short distance to the chapel’s cemetery. There was no sign of the vicar as we passed through the gate. The cool, damp air of the graveyard contrasted with the warmth of the car, and the smell of wet earth filled my nostrils.
Armed with cutters and a torch, we followed the meandering path through the cemetery, arriving at the vault a few paces in on the left side of the trail. I could see that the panel was still open a fraction because of the stone I put in the groove to stop it from closing.
“See, there it is. The panel’s still open,” I said, a mixture of relief and excitement in my voice.
Dad bent to inspect it and then nodded his head. “Yes, son, I can see.”
I slipped my hand in the gap and pushed the panel open. “Shine the torch inside,” I urged. “It’s just an empty space, not a real vault. There is a hatch in the floor,” I said, pointing. “I left it open.”
Dad shone his torch and could see the hatch lying open. “Well, so you did. And I can see your crawl marks in the dust covering the floor. No wonder your jacket and trousers were so dusty when you came home last night,” Dad said.
“If the police aren’t going to investigate your story, then it’s up to us. So come on, son, let’s do this.”
Relief washed over me as Dad committed himself, igniting a spark of hope. Dad squeezed through the open panel into the vault and reached the open hatch on his hands and knees. I followed. After shining his torch into the hatch opening, Dad shuffled around, backed up and slipped his legs into the hatch’s opening, lowering himself onto the steps. I crawled over and watched him descend, his body brushing aside the spider webs as he descended the steps. When he reached the bottom, I lowered myself in and followed him.
Dad surveyed the tunnel with his powerful torch. The beam cut through the darkness, lighting up the tunnel almost like daylight. However, because the tunnel curved a little, we couldn’t see the steps at the other end.
“Are there steps at the other end?” he asked.
“Yes, they reach the maze’s centre through another hatch.”
“Hmm, is the hatch open?” Dad asked.
“Well, all I can say is, I didn’t close it when I came down into this tunnel.”
“Alright. We’ll just have to come back if it’s closed and locked. Follow me, son.”
The tunnel was too low for Dad to walk upright, so he crouched as he led the way. I could tell it was awkward for him to walk like this. As we made our way along the tunnel, Dad did his best to avoid the cobwebs. The smell of damp earth and mould filled the air. Finally reaching the end, we ascended the stairs leading to the maze’s centre. Thankfully the hatch was still open, and we climbed into the middle of the orb-lit maze. Switching off his torch, Dad studied the floating orbs.
“How’s that even possible?” Dad murmured, a mix of awe and scepticism in his voice.
“It is goblin magic, Dad,” I explained.
Dad reached up to touch one. “No, don’t touch them!” I hurried.
Dad looked at me, his hand hovering in the air. “Why are they dangerous?”
I shook my head. “No, not dangerous. I touched one when I first saw them. My fingers tingled and glowed green for some time afterwards.”
Dad lowered his hand. “Alright, I’m not keen on having my fingers glowing green.” After studying the green orbs a little longer, Dad’s attention was drawn to the spiky hedge walls surrounding us. “So, this is the maze you told us about?”
“Yes. Now we must find the three girls, to free them as promised.”
Dad frowned at me. “Okay, son. Your story is true up to now - but disembodied heads?” he said, his voice tinged with scepticism.
“I know it’s hard to believe, but the only way to convince you is to go and find them.”
“Okay, Bruce, you’ve been right so far. So lead the way.”
“Well, it’s a maze, so finding them will be down to luck,” I said.
“You found them, though, when you were last here,” Dad pointed out. “And besides, I’ve never walked a maze before.”
I nodded. “Well, being a maze, as I said, it’s a matter of luck. But in the end, we’ll find the girls.”
“Best keep together,” Dad cautioned. “Wouldn’t want to get separated in here.”
Leaving the maze’s centre, we turned right and followed a long passage until we came to a right turn, which we took. We spent the next half an hour taking left and right turns and doubling back on ourselves after meeting dead-ends. The damp, musty smell of the maze mixed with the earthy scent of decay, creating an eerie atmosphere. Then, finally, we came across the enclosure with the chair sitting in the middle.
“My God!” Dad said as he stared at the headless body of the goblin still entangled in the chair.
“This is the goblin I told you about,” I said. “I cut off his head and stuffed it in the hedge wall behind the chair.”
Dad slowly walked towards the chair with its grisly remains. “My God!” he repeated.
“So, you’re back!” snarled the goblin’s head from the hedge wall. “How’s the hand? You’ve got it bandaged, I see. Good! That’s the first stage - pain and itching. Am I right?”
I didn’t answer.
“I know I’m right,” he smirked. “Who’s that with you?”
“Never you mind, you evil toerag!” I retorted.
“Touché this morning. Proves I’m right.”
Dad walked around the chair and stopped before the goblin’s head. He stood, staring at it. The goblin stared back at him.
“What you looking at!?” the goblin demanded.
“You’re… alive?” gasped Dad.
“Course I’m alive!” the goblin snarled back. “Just because I’m missing my body don’t mean I’ll die, now does it?”
Dad slowly shook his head, clearly in shock. “I… I just don’t know what to think about all this.”
The goblin smirked. “Who is this smelly human?”
Ignoring the goblin, I called to the wall behind which I knew Susan’s head was mounted. “Susan, it’s Bruce. I’m back to rescue you.”
“Oh, how wonderful!” she exclaimed with obvious relief.
Dad’s mouth fell open. “There really is a girl here!”
“Yes, Dad. Just her head, though.” I worked the goblin sword free from the top of the chair. “I’ll try and cut a door in the hedge to get to you, Susan. It will be much quicker than looking for you in the maze.”
“Good idea!” she called back.
A mix of relief and anxiety surged within me as I went to the hedge wall four feet away from where I judged Susan’s head to be. “Right, here goes, Susan,” I called.
“Go for it, Bruce,” Susan called back.
Raising the sword, I sliced through the hedge with the blade. It made a zinging sound as it quickly cut through the hedge branches, much easier than I expected. I repeatedly slashed at the hedge wall until I felt sure I had cut it big enough to make a sizable opening for us to pass through.
“I think it’s big enough for us,” I said.
“I agree,” Dad said. “We’ll kick it out together. Two boots are better than one, son.” Dad stood beside me, and we kicked at the sliced hedge. I had to cut through a few more stubborn branches before the makeshift door finally collapsed under the onslaught of our boots.
Dad stepped through the opening first and kicked the prickly remnant out of the way. I stepped through and walked towards Susan’s head. Dad followed, and we stopped after finding her head rammed deeply into the wall. I gasped when I saw her. She had dark brown hair and bloodshot hazel eyes. She gave me a big smile.
“Oh, Bruce, you don’t know how pleased I am to see you!” she exclaimed, her voice trembling with relief. Her eyes flicked to Dad. “And you, of course.”
“This is my Dad. He’s here to help take the three of you to safety.”
The goblin had rammed Susan’s head into the hedge so deep it must have been pure agony for her. Several thorns dug into the sides of her head, each with a rivulet of dried blood running down her ashen cheeks. A mix of relief and anger surged within me as I saw Susan’s condition. I reflected then on how I had cut the goblin’s head off and was glad he now suffered the same pain as his victims.
“Good god!” Dad uttered in shock. He stared at her, traumatised by the terrible sight.
“Dad, it’s time to cut her free from the thorns,” I said, gently nudging him.
“Yes, of course.” He reached into a pocket and brought out the pruning shears.
“Let me,” I said, seeing the terror in his eyes. I took them from his shaking hand.
Dad watched as I carefully cut away the branches of thorns digging into her. She shed tears as I worked, but she bravely never cried out. Finally, I coaxed her head out of the hedge wall, freeing her.
“Oh, thank you so much!” she said and cried with relief.
As I held her head, Dad whipped out some tissue and wiped her eyes.
“Thank you,” Susan sniffled.
“Now it’s time to find Karen and Helen,” I said.
Susan gave a tearful smile. “Yes, they will be so pleased.”
I tucked Susan’s head gently under my left arm to free up my right arm. It was still stiff, but I could move it reasonably well. The three of us then went in search of the others. Susan was talkative as we searched, which was strange, having a chatty girl’s head tucked under my arm.
Finally, we got to them by calling Karen and Helen to guide us. We took shortcuts by slicing through the hedge walls. We found Karen’s head first, followed by Helen’s head. I held Karen under my other arm while Dad held onto Helen.
“Time to take you home, girls,” Dad said. All three girls cheered at the news. Then, while we searched for the maze’s centre, we happened upon the enclosure. The goblin snarled at us as we entered, and the girls cheered at seeing the goblin’s head stuck in the hedge wall.
“You know what? We will leave you there as punishment for all the wicked things you’ve done.” Susan said.
Dad frowned. “Do you think we should?” he asked.
“Yes!” the three girls hurried at once.
Dad pursed his lips. “Okay, if that’s what you want,” he said. “I suppose it is a form of justice.”
“No, it’s not!” the goblin retorted. “It’s wicked thinking; that’s what it is!”
Dad looked at him. “You had no compunction in cutting the girls’ heads off and letting them stay in the hedge wall. All the while knowing how they suffered because of those lethal thorns.”
The goblin didn’t have anything to say to this.
“Come on, let’s get out of this wicked place,” Dad said.
Leaving the enclosure, we continued our search for the maze’s centre. It took us a while, but eventually, we got to it. Climbing through the open hatchway, we awkwardly descended the steps and then along the tunnel. Dad had to crouch again.
Finally, reaching the end, we climbed the steps to the open hatch leading into the dusty false vault. Dad climbed in and crawled across to the open panel, where he placed Helen’s head on the grass through the open panel. “I’ll be back,” he told her. “I’m going to help Bruce.”
Dad crawled back to the hatch opening, and I handed him Susan’s head. Awkwardly turning, he crawled back to the open panel while I climbed into the vault carrying Karen’s head. When I got to the panel, Dad had just climbed out. I handed him Karen’s head and climbed through the opening to join him and the girls.
“Let’s brush as much dust off our clothes as possible,” Dad said. So, moving away from the three heads, we brushed ourselves down with our bare hands, sending dust clouds everywhere. Unfortunately, an errant wind blew the dust straight at the girl’s heads by the vault. They started frantically coughing. “Oh, sorry, girls. We tried to avoid that, but a gust of wind caught the dust.”
After they finished coughing, all three heads smiled at us. “No problem,” Karen chirped. “We’re just so happy to be out of that maze, feeling the fresh air against our cheeks.”
Dad nodded his understanding and smiled. “Okay, girls, shall we take you home to your families now?” he said.
“Yes!” they chirped in unison, grinning widely.
“Right you are then,” Dad said with meaning as he rubbed his hands together. “Come on, Bruce, you take one of the girls, and I’ll take the other two, and we’ll take them to the car.”
I picked up the nearest head, which happened to be Helen. Dad collected the other two girls, and we walked to the car. We only got a few steps along the path when we noticed an elderly woman walking her small dog toward us. It was too late to cross the road to avoid her; she had seen us and was staring at the three heads. As she got nearer, she stopped in her tracks. I was just about to suggest that the three girls remain quiet when Susan chimed, “What a lovely little pooch.”
The woman’s eyes widened. “D… Did that manikin head just talk?”
“Manikin? We’re not manikins,” Helen protested.
“Certainly not!” laughed Karen.
The woman gasped. “Oh, my gawd! I’m seeing and hearing things!” She hurried passed, giving as wide a birth as she could. “Too much sherry last night, that’s what’s making this ‘appen,” she said earnestly. “Harry said I drink too much of the stuff, and now I believe him!”
All three girls giggled.


Chapter Eleven

Happy Reunion

D
ad carefully lifted Helen’s head from the bonnet of the car, her expression one of serene contentment despite the oddity of the situation. He smiled reassuringly at Karen and Susan, whose heads rested on the car’s back seat and placed Susan’s head beside them.
“Everyone comfortable? He asked.
All three girls were grinning wildly. “Very much so!” Helen said, aren’t we girls?”
“Absolutely,” said Karen.
“Couldn’t be better!” said Susan.
“I should probably fasten you all in with seat belts,” Dad mused, “but that seems rather impossible. So, I'll have to drive slowly and carefully, avoiding sudden stops. We certainly wouldn’t want you girls rolling about, now would we?”
“No, we wouldn’t want that,” Susan agreed.
“The three heads chatted excitedly throughout the journey, animatedly sharing the day’s events and plans for when they returned home to their families. Their conversation flowed seamlessly, brimming with laughter and the kind of intimate friendship that transcended their unique circumstance.”
Dad navigated the car with the skill of someone well-versed in handling such precious cargo. As they approached Susan’s home, he came to a slow stop. Getting out, he opened the passenger seat and gently lifted Susan’s head, holding her steady.
“Goodbye, Karen and Helen,” Susan said warmly, her voice filled with affection.
“Goodbye, Susan,” Helen replied, her tone equally tender.
“Bye, Susan,” Karen echoed, her voice laced with an almost visible smile despite the detachment in her eyes.
“Goodbye to you both,” Susan returned, her tone thick with affection. “I hope everything works out for you. Love you.”
With goodbyes exchanged, I carefully closed the car door, feeling the weight of the surreal scene pressing down on me. The normalcy of their interactions stood in stark contrast to the bizarre circumstances, underscoring the strength of their bond. Stepping across, I opened the gate of Susan’s home, a simple act that carried a heaviness only we could understand. Dad passed through, his steps measured and deliberate, as he held the lifeline that was Susan’s head towards the front door.
“Are you ready to meet your family after so long away?” Dad asked Susan, his voice gentle yet filled with a fatherly empathy.
“Boy, am I!” Susan exclaimed with a mix of tension and excitement. “Please, press the doorbell.”
I did as she asked, feeling my heart pound in sync with the bell’s ring. The door opened, revealing Susan’s Mum standing there, her eyes wide with disbelief, her mouth agape. She seemed frozen, the shock of the impossible reality rendering her motionless.
“Mum!” Susan yelped, her voice desperate for recognition. “I’m home!”
Susan’s Mum stared, her brain struggling to reconcile what her eyes and ears told her. Tears welled up, and her lips trembled as she tried to speak.
“Mum, it’s really me. I’m home!”
Finally, Susan’s Mum found her voice, though it cracked under the weight of her emotions. “B… but what’s happened to your b… body?” she managed to stammer, her mind reeling.
“Lost it, I’m afraid,” Susan said simply, yet her tone carried the burden of her ordeal. “It’s a long story, Mum. Let’s get in, and I’ll explain everything that’s happened to me with the help of Bruce and his Dad.”
Susan’s Mum looked at me and then at Dad, her wide-eyed expression a mirror of her inner turmoil. Seeing her daughter alive but without a body was beyond her comprehension. Slowly, she raised her eyebrows in utter bewilderment, tears glistening as she said, “Come in.”
She backed along the corridor, her steps hesitant, as Dad stepped in, carrying her daughter’s head like a fragile treasure. I followed, each step feeling like a march into the unknown. “This way,” she said, showing us into the living room, her voice barely above a whisper.
“Where can I put you?” Dad asked Susan, his voice gentle, treating her head as delicately as if it were an heirloom.
“Um, turn around so I can see.”
Dad did so, a complete three-sixty. “For now, put me on the mantelpiece above the fireplace. I’ll be able to see everyone from there.”
I looked and saw household knick-knacks cluttering the mantelpiece. “Could you make a space, please?” I asked Susan’s mother.
She stepped across and removed some items from the middle. As she stepped away, Dad gently placed Susan’s head down to face out. “How’s that?” Dad asked, taking a couple of steps back.
“Perfect!” she said, smiling nervously.
Dad took a further step back and stood beside me in the middle of the room.
“Is Dad home?” Susan asked her Mum.
“No, afraid not,” her Mum said. “He’s at work. I’ll ring him.”
“No, wait, best not,” Susan hurried. “Not for a while anyway. Let me tell you what’s happened first. Bruce and his Dad must leave soon to visit two other homes.”
“All right, dear. If that’s what you want.”
“Yes, it’s best because two other babysitters’ heads are in the car, without bodies like me. They’re waiting to return to their families, so I had better tell you while we still have Bruce and his Dad. Susan took a deep breath, which seemed strangely odd because she didn’t have lungs. “Well, as you know, I babysat for Paul three weeks ago.’
“Yes, dear,” Susan’s Mum said. “And you didn’t come back - until now, minus your body. We thought we’d lost you.”
“Well, not all of me, just my body. If it hadn’t been for Bruce rescuing me – my head, I don’t think I would ever have come home. To cut a long story short, I was enticed into a maze by Paul after I read him his story about goblins living in his house. I discovered that the goblin was real and played an evil game where I had to find a key and open a door at the maze’s centre to escape. While searching for the key, the goblin hunted me with a wicked sword. I could escape through a door if I managed to find the key at the maze’s centre. But the goblin caught up with me before I found the key.”
“I didn’t stand a chance against him. He cut off my head without mercy and with a gleeful shout of triumph. Imagine my surprise when, after my head hit the maze floor, I didn’t die! I could still see and talk and even breathe. The goblin picked up my head and looked at me with a disgusting grin.
“You’re wondering why you’re not dead?” he asked.
“Y…yes,” I replied.
“Simple. It is goblin magic keeping you alive!” he replied. “You will make a fine decoration for the maze wall!” he told me. Then he stuffed me into the maze wall. The wall was a dense hedge with sharp thorns that dug into the sides of my head to hold me in place. I was in constant pain, like the other girls who suffered the same fate. We suffered like this until Bruce, our knight in shining armour, so to speak, and his Dad set us free.”
“Oh, my poor little girl,” her Mum cried. “I’d give you a comforting hug, but you…you haven't got a body.” Then, a thought sprang to her mind. “Is your body still alive, like your head?”
Susan blinked. “I… I don’t really know,” She replied. “I remember that when the goblin cut off my head, my body didn’t collapse. Instead, it wandered about with arms outstretched. I think it was looking for me – my head, that is.”
Her Mum looked hopeful. ‘So, do you think it is stored somewhere?’ she asked.
I couldn’t even guess what Susan’s Mum was driving at, so I said, “I completed the maze and killed the goblin. I didn’t see any of the three bodies of the babysitters.”
“Oh dear,” her Mum sighed. “If the bodies are gone, then….”
Susan frowned, not understanding either. ‘Oh, by the way. Don’t tell the police I’m back,’ Susan said, changing the subject.
“Why not?” her Mum asked.
“Because not having a body will attract too much attention. I’ll be treated like some kind of freak.”
Her Mum thought about this and then nodded, understanding. “Yes, I can see this would cause a stir, which wouldn’t be what we want.”
“Okay, well, we had better be going,” I said.
“Yes, we’d better,” Dad agreed. “We must take the other two babysitters back to their families.”
We walked to the living room door. “Thanks for rescuing me,” Susan called after us. I turned in the doorway. “I’m glad to have kept my promise and returned to cut you free from those terrible thorns.”
“Yes, they hurt so badly.”
“I’ll come back in a few days to see how you’re managing, if that’s all right?” I said.
“Yes, that would be nice of you,” Susan’s Mum said.
Dad and I closed the front door behind us and headed for the car.
It was a mixture of emotions for the other two girls’ families. They had their daughters returned and were thrilled to have them back. They all agreed not to tell the police of their daughter’s return to avoid a freak show by the media. However, I felt sure it would be some time before the families got used to their daughters without their bodies.
“When Dad and I finally got home, exhaustion washed over us. I took some prescription painkillers for my aching hand, and then Mum sat us down at the dining table. With my two sisters and brother, we enjoyed another of Mum’s tasty meals.”
“We spent the rest of the day relaxing indoors. I needed this reality check to get my mind back into the real world, away from goblins and bodiless heads. After a hearty supper, we went to bed one by one. I took more prescription painkillers and an antibiotic and then went to bed after an awkward time bathing while avoiding getting my bandages wet.”
Even though I was dog-tired, it still took me a little while to get off to sleep. When I finally did, I seemed to start dreaming almost immediately. In my dream, I found myself living in a shelter near the maze. It had a living room, bedroom, bathroom, and small kitchen. The sparsely furnished living room featured an armchair, a small table and chair, and a cupboard filled with hedge trimming tools and other paraphernalia to maintain the maze. A picture of a female goblin hung on the facing wall, her eyes seeming to follow me. Underneath the picture hung a sheathed sword with the name Slicer inscribed on a plaque beneath it. I felt an odd mix of curiosity and unease, as if these objects held secrets I was yet to uncover.
Then I found myself walking through the kitchen and passing out of the shelter’s back door. Turning right, I came across three pink dustbins and one green dustbin, all lined up neatly against the shelter’s wall. Each bin had a matching coloured lid. I lifted the cover from the green bin and saw it was empty. Replacing the lid, I turned to look at the three pink dustbins. An image of the three girls’ heads came immediately to mind, their bodies missing. A chill ran up my spine as I imagined what lay beneath the three pink lids. I stepped to the nearest one, my heart pounding in my chest. I hesitated, then grasped the handle of the lid. Dare I lift it to see what lay inside? As I hesitated, I felt a movement in the bin through my hand holding the cover. Quickly, I let go, my breath catching in my throat.
I remained perfectly still, fear gripping me. Then I heard it; faintly at first, and then more pronounced - a shuffling noise. Yes, it was a shuffling noise, and it was coming from inside all three bins. My mind raced, trying to make sense of it. What could it be? Dare I lift the lid to look? The noise grew louder, sending chills down my spine, and all three pink containers began to tremble. What was happening? I stared at them, my body shaking with fear. Every instinct screamed to run, to get far away, but terror rooted me to the spot. The shuffling noise increased, the sound echoing in my ears as all three pink bins rocked back and forth on their rims. Then, heralded by a deafening sound, its source unknown, the lids flew off each pink dustbin and out jumped…? My heart pounded, and then I awoke, sitting bold upright in bed, drenched in sweat.
My eyes stared starkly into the blackness of the bedroom, my body clammy with sweat. My heart pounded, and I strained to hear any sound in the stillness. Then I heard a voice. It wasn’t spoken aloud in the room for me to listen with my ears. Instead, the voice entered my head by another, unknown means. A chill ran down my spine as I immediately sensed goblin magic because I recognized the voice. The same woman’s voice had spoken to me in my dream of the night before. But, unlike the last time, now I was fully awake: Bruce. Come to the maze. Soon you will become one of us. This is your home now. You are the Caretaker. It is your destiny!
My mind raced, grappling with the implications of the voice’s message. Fear and curiosity battled within me. What did it mean to become one of them? And why was it my destiny to be the Caretaker?



Chapter Twelve

An Uncommon Wound
T
he following morning, when I came downstairs into the kitchen for breakfast, Mum could smell something off with my bandaged hand. She wrinkled her nose and commented, “What is that awful smell?”
This confirmed my own sense of smell, as I had noticed an unpleasant odour since I woke up. The stench was acrid, sharp, and distinctly foul, making it clear that something was not right.
Mum quickly and carefully removed the bandage covering my hand. We both recoiled in horror when she peeled away the last layer of gauze. The scratch given to me by the goblin had festered overnight. The wound was oozing a thick, yellowish pus, and the surrounding skin had wrinkled and turned an alarming shade of green. The sight was enough to vanquish any hunger pangs I had. The smell, now unmasked by the removal of the bandage, was even more pungent, an offensive blend of rot and decay.
Dad, hearing the commotion, came rushing into the kitchen. One look at my hand and his face turned ashen and concerned. He muttered something under his breath about gangrene, and without wasting a second, he grabbed his car keys. “We need to get you to the hospital. Now!” he exclaimed. His voice was urgent, almost panicked.
As we sped towards the hospital, Dad broke all the speed limits. I watched the speed cameras flash behind us, capturing what would surely be several speeding tickets. I could feel the tension in the car as we weaved through traffic, the urgency of the situation driving Dad to push the car to its limits.
The Accident and Emergency doctor examined me with a serious expression, carefully inspecting every detail of my hand injury. After the examination, a nurse came over and gently took a swab of the wound, trying to be as quick and painless as possible. Dad and I then waited in the cubicle with curtains drawn for the swab results. The sterile environment and the hushed conversations around us did little to soothe my growing anxiety.
As we waited, my mind drifted to a memory from the last term at school. A boy in my class had developed gangrene on the tip of one of his fingers. The situation had been dire enough that the doctors decided to amputate his finger at the knuckle to prevent the infection from spreading. The thought of losing my hand like that boy haunted me, making the wait unbearable. The fear gnawed at me, and I dreaded what the swab results might reveal.
The clock seemed to move in slow motion, and we waited over an hour before the doctor finally entered the cubicle. My heart pounded in my chest as the doctor began to speak. In a measured and reassuring tone, he told me that I did not have the dreaded gangrene, which brought tremendous relief. The weight on my shoulders lifted slightly, and I felt a glimmer of hope.
However, the doctor continued, explaining that I had a severe bacterial infection mysteriously turning my skin green. He pointed out that the infection appeared progressive, spreading outward from the wound across my hand. He warned that if we did not halt the infection in its tracks, it could spread to my arm, which sent a shiver down my spine. He admitted he had never encountered anything like this in his years of practice, describing it as an uncommon wound.
To get a second opinion, the doctor called in another colleague. The second doctor inspected the wound with equal puzzlement, reviewing the swab results and examining the discolouration and wrinkling of my skin. She, too, was at a loss to explain what was happening. Uncertainty filled the air, but the doctors remained determined to find a solution.
The two doctors stood at the nurse’s station in full deliberation on the best course of treatment for me. Their faces were etched with concern as they reviewed my medical history and the specifics of my condition. After a lengthy discussion, the lady doctor, who had been particularly attentive, excused herself and left the nursing station. The other doctor rejoined me in the cubicle.
With a reassuring smile, he explained that they had decided to prescribe me a more potent course of antibiotics. He emphasised the importance of discontinuing my current medication and starting the new prescription immediately. This stronger medication, he assured me, was necessary to combat the stubborn infection that threatened to spread to my shoulder wound.
As the nurse carefully cleaned and redressed my shoulder wound, the doctor gave me clear instructions. If the wound did not show signs of improvement within the next three days, I was to return to the Accident & Emergency department for further evaluation. On the other hand, if the wound began to heal as expected, I should visit my family GP in seven days to conclude the course of antibiotics and ensure my complete recovery.
Armed with this plan and feeling renewed hope, I thanked the medical team for their dedication and left the hospital, determined to follow their guidance to the letter.
However, after just another day at home, my hand wound had worsened significantly, and the smell had grown even more putrid. The colour and texture of my skin had now turned a disturbing, wrinkly green, spreading up to my lower arm, just below my elbow. The sight was horrific, and I couldn't ignore that it looked and smelled like goblin skin from a nightmare.
The implications were clear and terrifying; something was seriously wrong, but I kept a cool head despite the rising panic within me. Every glance at my arm sent shivers down my spine, and I could feel the weight of my anxiety pressing down on me. Yet, amidst the chaos, I knew I had to remain calm and figure out what to do next. Seeking help was inevitable, but for now, I needed to gather my thoughts and muster the courage to face whatever was happening to me.
Mum was in full-blown panic mode, her face a mix of fear and concern, which was entirely understandable given the circumstances. The whole family had gathered around, their eyes filled with worry and uncertainty. The pain in my hand had intensified, sending sharp, throbbing waves through my arm. Despite the discomfort, I was somewhat relieved that I could still move my fingers, which were outside the bandage. They remained flexible and responsive, untouched by any stiffness or loss of mobility, even though they had taken on a bizarre, wrinkly green appearance.
Everyone’s anxiety was palpable, but I tried to maintain a brave front. The sight and smell of my arm were disturbing, but at least I could still use it. I could see the questions and fear in my family’s eyes, but I knew I had to stay strong for their sake. We had to figure out what was happening, but for now, the priority was to keep everyone calm and focused. The following steps were uncertain, but we would face them together as a family.
Dad took me back to A&E at a calmer pace than the last time. He must have noticed the striking resemblance between the colour and wrinkly texture of my arm’s skin and that of the goblin he saw in the maze, but he hadn’t said anything.
Once at A&E, I saw a different doctor this time. He showed a detached, clinical fascination for what was happening to me and wanted to know precisely how I first came about my injuries. This, of course, was awkward. I couldn’t tell him the truth that a goblin scratched me because he would not believe such a fanciful story. I had learnt this from the desk sergeant at the police station. Indeed, he might even reproach me for being overly carefree about the severe nature of my condition. This forced me to make up a story about a wild fox scratching me with its claws while walking in the countryside. The doctor seemed to accept this explanation and, after giving me an injection, prescribed me another type of strong antibiotic. He also referred me to a skin specialist, which he admitted should have happened the first time I was here. He gave me the exact instructions as the previous doctor, and I went home with a bundle of new dressings for my hand and shoulder.
I continued my treatment with the new course of antibiotics for the following two days, diligently following the doctor’s instructions and hoping for the best. However, I awoke to a nightmare on the morning of the third day. My arm had turned entirely green and wrinkly, the transformation creeping up towards my chest and neck like a sinister wave. The sight was terrifying, and the implications even more so. It was clear that my condition was deteriorating rapidly.
Panicked, we rushed back to A&E, my heart pounding with fear and dread. The doctor, the one I had seen initially, took one look at my arm and promptly called in a visiting consultant. The consultant’s expression was grave as he examined me. Without hesitation, he ordered that I be placed in an isolation room, fearing that whatever was afflicting me could be contagious.
As I sat in the sterile, lonely isolation room, a dreadful notion began to form in my mind. I recalled the goblin’s malicious grin as it scratched me, and its ominous words echoed in my mind: ‘I’ve scratched you. My essence will soon be coursing through your body.’ The realisation hit me like a punch to the gut. The goblin had done this to me intentionally, and now its essence was transforming me from within.
Later, the goblin mentioned pain and itching being just the first stage. But the first stage of what? What was happening to me? My thoughts raced as I tried to decipher the cryptic warning. What on earth did the goblin mean by “first stage?” Each wave of pain and itching brought more questions and no answers. I felt a mix of anger, fear, and desperation. The isolation of the room mirrored the isolation of my situation—I was alone in this battle against an unknown, terrifying fate.
Over the next two days, my condition worsened significantly. Each passing hour brought more pain and discomfort, and I couldn’t help but feel a growing sense of dread. Finally, when I woke and prepared for a hospital bath on the third morning, my entire body had changed—I was green and wrinkly all over. The sight was horrifying; not even a single patch of human skin was left that I could see. The physical likeness was undeniable—I had transformed into a bloody goblin. The only thing that remained unchanged was my mind. I knew this because I still “thought” as a human.
The realisation was like a punch to the gut. As I stared at my body and my face using a hand mirror, I could feel my heart pounding, and a wave of despair washed over me. The sensations were alien and painfully familiar, a constant reminder of what I had lost and what I had become. The isolation of my thoughts was suffocating, and I struggled to come to terms with the stark reality of my situation.
My hands trembled as I held the mirror, the green, wrinkly skin reflecting a grotesque parody of my former self. Every inch of my body seemed to scream a silent reminder of the transformation I had undergone. The air around me felt heavy as if my very existence was pressing down on me, crushing the remnants of my humanity.
The memories of my previous life flashed before my eyes—friends, family, moments of joy and sorrow, all now tainted by the monstrous reflection staring back at me. I tried to focus on my breathing, in and out, trying to ground myself in the present moment. But the relentless pounding of my heart and the overwhelming despair made it nearly impossible.
The isolation room felt colder, the walls closing in as I grappled with the reality of my situation. I wondered how I could face the world again, looking like this. The isolation of my thoughts was suffocating, and I felt a deep, gnawing fear that I might never return to my proper form. Yet, amidst the turmoil, a tiny flicker of determination remained. I had to find a way to reverse this curse and reclaim my humanity, no matter how impossible.
I couldn’t let my family see me like this. Especially my mother. She would freak out. But what could I do? Mum and Dad were coming for their daily visit this afternoon. The mere thought of their reaction sent a chill down my spine. I could already picture the look of horror and disbelief on Mum’s face, her eyes wide with panic and her hands trembling as she tried to comprehend what had happened to me.
Dad would try to stay composed for both our sakes, but I knew the fear in his eyes would betray him. The last thing I wanted was to cause them more pain and worry. I needed to devise a plan to hide my transformation, at least until I could find a way to reverse it. My mind raced with possibilities, but none seemed practical or effective.
The clock was ticking, and I felt a growing sense of dread. I couldn’t lock myself in my room forever, but the thought of facing my parents like this was unbearable. Maybe I could wear long sleeves and gloves, cover as much of my skin as possible, and hope they wouldn’t notice. It was a flimsy plan, but it was all I had.
I took a deep breath, trying to steady my nerves. I had to be strong for myself and my family. Somehow, I had to find a way to get through this without letting them see the monster I had become. As the afternoon approached, I prepared myself for the inevitable encounter, praying that my disguise would be enough to shield them from the horrifying truth.
Despite everything, I took my shower. The isolation room had its own shower and toilet. Just as I towelled myself, someone knocked on the door. Without waiting for me to respond, the door opened. I quickly covered myself with the damp towel just as the nurse entered with a tray of dressings. She abruptly stopped when she saw me standing there, indignantly staring at her. She stared back, wide-eyed, frozen in surprise.  Then, letting out a scream, she threw up her arms. The dressing tray headed towards the ceiling as she ran out of the room. I quickly shut the door and had just enough presence of mind to jump into bed before someone came to investigate what caused the nurse to run out of the room.
“Come in,” I answered after another knock on the door.
The door opened, and a white-jacketed doctor with the obligatory stethoscope around his neck stood staring at me from the doorway. “Good morning Bruce,” he said and raised a questioning eyebrow while tilting his head. “What has scared the nurse so, may I ask?”
Is he blind? Surely he could see the reason? My face and upper body that he could see were green and wrinkly – enough to scare anyone, I would have thought. Apparently, not the doctor. I didn’t know anything good about the morning, but I conceded to years of polite upbringing. “Good morning, doctor,” I returned. “The reason the nurse screamed is because she walked straight in after knocking and caught sight of me towelling myself just after my shower.”
The doctor frowned. “Why would that upset her so?”
I stared at him in disbelief. “You can see that my face, neck and shoulders are green. Well, imagine that all over,” I said, waving my hand over the rest of me. “Come and have a look for yourself.”
He stepped into the room and approached the side of the bed. As he stopped, gaping nurses filled the open doorway, their eyes wide with shock and curiosity. If they wanted to look, so be it. I threw back the bed covers for all to see. The nurses gasped in unison, their faces a mix of horror and disbelief. “It’s a gigantic frog!” I heard one of them whisper, her voice trembling.
The doctor had heard the remark and threw a disapproving look at the doorway before turning back to my wrinkly green body. His eyes scanned me with a mix of clinical detachment and fascination. I suddenly became conscious of my nakedness and pulled back the covers, feeling a wave of embarrassment and vulnerability wash over me. The room filled with an uncomfortable silence, the weight of the situation pressing down on everyone present.
The doctor stared at me silently for a moment and said, “I see.” Then, after another pause, he asked, “May I look at your injured hand?”
I offered it to him. He removed the dressing, and the nurses at the doorway began to disperse while he inspected my hand. One of the nurses entered and closed the door. She picked up the tray and dressings, which were still in their wrappings.
At last, my wound showed signs of healing, but it still smelt rank. “Can we see the rest of your body again?” the doctor asked.
“Okay, but can you pass me my underpants on the chair first?” I asked.
He did so, and I pulled them on under the covers and then threw back the covers.
He studied me for a minute or two. Finally, he said, “This afternoon, we have some specialists in dermatology coming to speak to you, Bruce. Until then, we would appreciate your cooperation in staying in your room. We do not want this contagion to spread – if it is contagious. Of course, it might not be, but only the dermatological specialists will know for sure.”
“Okay. I understand.”
“In the meantime, your wounds need dressing. The nurse here will do this for you.”
The doctor left, and the nurse, unfazed by my appearance, began applying bandages. When she finished, she looked at me and said, ‘I think green suits you.’ She grinned, then winked at me and left the room.
That was weird.


Chapter Thirteen

A Hoblin
I
 stood staring at my reflection in the shower room mirror. Horror gripped me. It was just my eyes and my teeth that remained visibly human. Every other part of me was goblin green, including my tongue. I prodded my cheek and watched as the green skin dimpled before changing back to its wrinkly texture. The smell of dampness filled the air, adding to the unsettling atmosphere. The cold tiles beneath my feet sent shivers up my spine, grounding me in the reality of my transformation.
My heart raced as I ran my fingers through my coarse goblin hair, only to find that even my scalp had turned a sickly green. Panic began to set in, and I fought to keep my breathing steady. The transformation was spreading rapidly, and I felt a deep sense of helplessness wash over me.
I knew that no human medical doctor could help me. This was goblin magic at work, which meant I needed to find the goblin shack I saw in my last dream. In the dream a few nights ago, I opened a cupboard in a kitchen and saw a bottle labelled “anti-Hoblin brew.” I was sure I hadn’t misread it; definitely “Hoblin” and not “Goblin.” The dream felt so real, as if it guided me towards a solution. I tried to recall every detail of the dream, hoping it held the key to reversing this nightmare. My thoughts raced, a mixture of hope and desperation, as I clung to the vivid memory of the dream.
I remembered the smell of the shack—a mix of earthy moss and decaying wood. The dim light filtering through the cracks in the walls cast eerie shadows across the room. The memory was vivid, and I clung to it like a lifeline. If the dream was a message, I had to follow it, no matter how strange or fantastical it seemed.
Determined to find the shack, I knew I had to act quickly. Time was running out, and with each passing moment, the transformation seemed to progress further. I couldn’t afford to waste any more time. I had to find the anti-Hoblin brew and reclaim my humanity before it was too late.
Why a goblin would have such a brew was beyond my understanding. Perhaps it was just a dream after all and nothing more? It seemed so real, though. It was real enough for me to find out if the brew existed. I must try to find the shack. I cannot walk the street as I am, not in the daytime. I must go when it is dark; fewer people will be on the roads and footpaths. I will go tonight then and seek out this possible dream cure.
Dinnertime came. The same nurse who had winked at me and dressed my hand and shoulder carried the food in on a tray. She smiled and then put the tray on the trolley over my bed. “Is there anything else you want?” she asked, seemingly unconcerned about my appearance.
I smiled back. “No thanks, I’m fine. Thanks for bringing my food and coffee in for me.”
“You’re welcome,” she said, leaving the room and closing the door.
I ate all the food because I was hungry and then drank some of the coffee. Unfortunately, the coffee was too bitter for my taste, so I only drank half a cup. Soon after, I suddenly felt tired. My eyelids drooped, and my vision blurred. The need to sleep was too strong, so I pushed the trolley away and lay on my side under the covers. Then, as I snuggled down, I heard the ‘click’ of the door opening. A voice said, “He is ready for the journey.” It was the voice of the nurse who had brought me my food. I tried to open my eyes, but my eyelids were too heavy. Then sleep took me. A deep, dreamless, untroubled sleep that I welcomed.
~
‘What is that smell?’ I thought, screwing up my nose. ‘I must be having another dream.’
The smell was so real I felt sick because of it. It was a pungent mix of mould, rot, and body odour, seeping into my nostrils and making my stomach churn. As my eyes flickered open, I found myself lying on my back, staring at a grimy stone ceiling. Cobwebs clung to the corners, and a slow water drip echoed in the silence. Frowning, I looked to either side. “Where the heck am I?”
I was in a different room from where I fell asleep. Instead of a nice, clean, clinical hospital bed, I lay on a smelly mattress on the floor, with tufts of straw sticking out in random places through rips in its fabric. The clinically clean white walls of the hospital room were gone, replaced by grey, damp stone walls. I could see patches of black mould creeping up the corners and the faint scurrying of small creatures in the shadows. Then I noticed I no longer wore pyjamas. Someone had dressed me in a thin, coarse top and rough trousers. The only thing unchanged were my shoes. I struggled to my feet, and after swaying a little, I went to the door. It didn’t have a door handle, so that I couldn’t open it from the inside. It had a peephole in it, two-thirds of the way up. I bent to look through it, the cold metal pressing against my eye. I could see a narrow, low corridor with a door opposite.
I was now very concerned. “How did this happen?” I muttered, baffled.
I thumped on the door with my fist. “Open this door!” I shouted. My voice echoed down the empty corridor, swallowed by the oppressive silence. I waited for a response, but none came. I repeated the shout, giving the door an extra whack. “What is going on?” I shouted. Again, no response. I rested my forehead on the door in frustration and bewilderment, not understanding what was happening to me. The cold metal was a stark contrast to the warmth of my skin.
Eventually, I turned away and noticed the small window high up on the back wall had bars across it. Then, it dawned on me that I was in a bloody prison cell. “How the heck did I get here?”
A distant voice called from somewhere beyond the door. “Hello. I heard the guards bringing you in earlier.”
It sounded like a man’s voice, rough and weary yet filled with a hint of curiosity.
I turned to face the door. “Guards?” I said, alarmed at the thought. But then, who else besides inmates and guards would be in a prison?
“Yes, guards,” he confirmed. “You are now an inmate of Goblin Central Prison!”
“Goblin Central Prison!?” I blurted.
“I am afraid so.”
It took a moment for this to sink in. “What the heck am I doing here?”
‘You must have done something bad, in the eyes of the goblins anyhow, to be put in this wing,’ the voice said.
I was bewildered. “But I haven’t done anything!”
“If that were the case, you wouldn’t be here.”
I wracked my brains, trying to think why the goblins would imprison me, but I couldn’t think of any reason.
“Who are you?” I called.
“A fellow inmate,” he informed.
“But how did I get here? The last I remember, I fell asleep in a hospital bed.”
“Why were you in the hospital?”
“Well, because I fought with a goblin, he managed to scratch me. Two days later, I turned completely green.”
“Ah, I see. So you are a human?”
That seemed an obvious statement. “Of course.”
“Did you fall asleep just after eating or drinking something that didn’t taste quite right?”
I thought for a moment and then recalled the bitter-tasting coffee I could not finish. “Yes, that’s right. Why do you ask?”
“You were most probably drugged. Then, after falling into a drug-induced sleep, the Goblin Retrievers came for you.”
“Goblin Retrievers?”
“Yes. The goblins couldn’t allow you to remain in the human realm because you had become a Hoblin.
“A what?”
“A Hoblin. It is a synonym, two made into one. You have a goblin body but a human mind, emotions, intellect, thoughts, and morals.”
I gritted my teeth. “Is there any way back from this nightmare?” I asked with a hint of desperation.
“Not that I know of, sorry. Mind you, you’re lucky - it could have been the other way round.”
“What do you mean?”
“You could have had a goblin brain in your human body.”
The thought of that kept me quiet for a while. I was about to ask more questions when I heard what sounded like a bunch of keys rattling further along the corridor, followed by heavy footsteps somewhere way past my door. They seemed to echo as they got nearer.
“The guard is coming. Unusual time for him to patrol. We’d better stop talking now; he doesn’t like inmates chatting between cells.”
I returned to the mattress and sat on it, my mind in turmoil. ‘I am an inmate in a goblin prison - but what is my crime?’


Chapter Fourteen

A Death Sentence
T
he guard’s footsteps got louder, echoing along the corridor until they finally stopped outside the cell door. A key grated in the lock, and the door swung open. A guard stepped through the doorway, scowling at me as I sat on the mattress. Great! Another bloody goblin! I thought, my heart pounding in my chest. He wore an imposing leather uniform and stood holding a whipping cane. The musty smell of the cell mixed with the sharp scent of the leather.
“Stand up when I enter!” he barked.
 I did as he ordered. “What am I doing here?” I demanded.
The guard took three quick steps toward me, and before I knew what was happening, he whipped me across my mouth with his cane. I yelped in surprise and pain.
“Do not speak unless I give you permission!” he growled, stepping back.
The coppery taste of blood ran into my mouth as my upper lip bled. Raising a finger, I touched my lip and looked at the blood; at least it was still red and not green. I wanted to lash out and break the whipping guard’s nose with my fist, but I was still thinking straight even though I was angry. I felt sure the two or more guards standing on the other side of the doorway would give me an even worse whipping if I retaliated. Therefore, swallowing my rage, I thought it best to remain still and do nothing. I will not forget him, though, that’s for sure. Mind you, it was next to impossible to tell them apart; they all looked and smelt the same.
“Step outside!” the whipping guard ordered.
I did so and found three other goblins glaring at me, all with canes and wearing the same leathery uniforms. I also noticed they had sheathed daggers on their belts, making me glad I restrained my anger.
“Follow me!” snapped the whipping guard after walking before me. The five of us set off along the corridor; two guards marched before me and two behind. Several cell doors lined the narrow corridor on either side, their heavy iron bars casting dark shadows. The clinking of the guard’s keys hanging on his belt echoed eerily, mingling with the faint sounds of distant, muffled cries and the occasional water drip. The musty smell of the damp stone walls filled my nostrils, making me gag slightly. As we walked, my mind raced with questions. Why was I here? Where was I being taken to? The fear gnawed at my insides, tightening my chest with each step.
After about fifty paces, we stopped at the door at the end of the corridor. The guard with the keys selected one from the jingling bunch and inserted it into the rusty lock. The door creaked open, and we passed through. The cold metal door slammed shut with a resounding clang that made me flinch. We waited as the guard locked it again behind us.
Another cell-lined corridor awaited us, its dim lighting casting long, eerie shadows. After another fifty paces, we reached yet another locked door at its end. The guard with the keys, his movements almost mechanical, unlocked it with practised efficiency. We passed through and found ourselves at the base of a spiral staircase. The stone steps wound upward, disappearing into the darkness above. We began ascending, our footsteps echoing against the curving stone walls. The narrow staircase was lined with more closed doors, each one seemingly more foreboding than the last.
As we progressed upwards, I noticed the guards slowing. Their laboured breathing and sweat-streaked faces betrayed their lack of fitness. The climb seemed interminable, each step heightening my sense of dread. Finally, we stopped by a heavy wooden door at the top of the stairway. The guard, now breathing heavily, fumbled with his bunch of keys. He selected the right one with trembling hands and cursed under his breath when it slipped from his grasp. With a growl of frustration, he retrieved it from the floor and finally opened the door.
We passed into a small, dimly lit room with another door in the middle of the wall to the left. The air was cold and smelt the same as the corridors. A single window in the far wall let in a sliver of daylight, casting a weak, wavering light across the stone floor. I noted with interest that it wasn’t barred, just open wooden shutters that creaked softly in the faint breeze. The sound was eerily calming yet contrasted sharply with the tension in the room. The walls, covered in years of grime and neglect, seemed to close around us.
After the guard locked the door behind us, the whipping guard commanded, “Wait here!”
All four guards walked to the other door. The whipping guard knocked, and they stood waiting. The door opened, and after some spoken words, they entered the room beyond, the door closing behind them. 
I stood there, heart pounding, trying to guess what would come next. My mind raced with possibilities, each one more terrifying than the last. What awaited me behind the next door? The uncertainty gnawed at me, adding to the anxiety that had been building since the journey began.
Again, I glanced around the room, taking in every detail. The stone floor was worn and uneven, with patches of moss growing in the cracks. My eyes were drawn to the window again. The faint breeze let in by the open wooden shutters rustled some papers scattered on a corner table. I hurried to the window. It was just a square hole in the wall. I jumped onto its sill, clinging to the window’s brick surround. From here, I looked out. What I saw astonished me. An upper walkway with a patrolling guard had a turret at its corner. The drop from here to a green valley below was about sixty feet. I was in a medieval castle.
I dropped to the floor of the room and hurried back. Just in time, the door opened, and one of the guards stepped into the doorway. “Come!” he ordered with a beckoning finger movement.
I walked across and entered the room.
“Stand there!” he ordered, pointing with his cane. I did as he said, standing five paces back from a long table with three seated green-skinned goblins. Each of them wore official robes. The three of them eyed me with an appraising stare. Finally, the middle one started to speak. “We are the magistrates of this prison. We hold sway over the life and death of all inmates. Our agents have brought you here to answer the charge of wilful murder. How do you plead?”
I was dumbfounded. “Wilful murder?” I blurted.
One of the guards from behind drew his cane across the back of my legs. “Answer the magistrate with guilty or not guilty.”
The back of my legs stung like hell. I had better make a plea or suffer under their canes. “Not guilty!”
“Prosecutor, state your case!” the goblin in the middle demanded.
A goblin sitting in a chair by the wall stood and stepped forward. “My Lords,” he said while bowing to the three of them. “Ten days ago, when this Hoblin was a human boy, he was seen beheading the caretaker of the maze.”
“Who is your witness to this heinous crime?” the middle goblin asked.
“The brother of the beheaded caretaker, your honour.”
All three goblins returned their gaze to me. “This means you have willfully lied to the court!” the goblin sitting to the left declared.
“Well, in my defence, he was trying to behead me with his sword. So I was acting in self-defence.” I replied, fully expecting another whack with the cane across the back of my legs. But thankfully, it never came.
The prosecutor stiffened. “No, this is another lie!”
“Explain!” the middle magistrate said.
“The human trapped the caretaker in The Chair of Donation by The Vines of No Escape. The defendant coaxed him into it. Then, having trapped his helpless victim, the defendant took the Caretaker’s sword and mercilessly used it to cut off his head!”
The three magistrates gasped at this.
“If this wasn’t enough,” the prosecutor continued, “the accused also cut through The Chair of Donation with the sword, thus damaging it, probably beyond repair!”
“What!” the magistrate on the right yelled in anger.
“Yes, my Lord,” the prosecutor said. “A despicable, mindless act of vandalism. Not satisfied in committing these dreadful crimes, the defendant wilfully thrust the caretaker’s head into the hedge wall so that it was held in place by the hedge thorns!”
At this news, the mouths of the three magistrates all fell open as they gawped at me. Then, finally, the middle magistrate declared: “This means that the maze not only doesn’t have a Caretaker but now that the chair has been destroyed, there is no longer a means by which a future Caretaker can provide entertainment for our beloved Queen’s sister.”
I wondered what that meant but remained silent.
His fellow magistrates grimly nodded in agreement and then turned back to me. “Because of your actions, the Queen’s sisters’ entertainment schedule is interrupted!”
Every goblin in the room turned their head and glared at me. I felt as if I had sealed the fate of the whole goblin race – that is an assumption on my part that there is a goblin race living somewhere out there.
The three magistrates whispered briefly to one another before turning back to me. The middle one spoke: “A unanimous judgement. The penalty for your despicable crime is death by beheading at a time and date to be decided. Guards, get this dreadful creature out of our sight!”



Chapter Fourteen

The Warrior Elf

“Kangaroo court!” I growled at the door.
“What is a kangaroo court?” The voice from the other cell asked.
I gave it some thought to answer correctly. “It’s a court with no defence lawyer, just a prosecutor and his witness. They asked me if I killed the goblin, and I said yes, explaining it was self-defence because if I hadn’t cut off his head, he would have killed me—and others.”
“I know what goblins are like,” the other cell inmate said across the corridor. “I have had many dealings with them, and they are not to be trusted. They are without honour and do not value the life of other species.”
“Other species? Are you human?”
“No, I am an elf. My name is Ailwyn.”
Wow! I’ve been talking to an elf!
Ailwyn continued: “A death sentence is the only verdict the magistrates would reach for ending the life of one of their own, no matter what the circumstance causing its death.”
“Yep, that was their verdict. This means I’ve got to get out of here before the goblin guard comes for me. Although strictly speaking, the goblin in the maze isn’t dead.”
“I don’t understand,” said Ailwyn. “The goblin you killed cannot still be alive, surely?”
“I cut off his head, but he didn’t die. His head is still alive and very talkative.”
“But how can this be?” the elf uttered.
“I’ve no idea. All I can tell you is it has something to do with goblin magic.”
“What does a human know about goblin magic?” Ailwyn asked.
“Nothing,” I said frankly. “Not this human anyway,” I added.
Then I explained to Ailwyn what had happened to me from the beginning. My sister had a headache, and I babysat for her. When I finished talking, Ailwyn remained quiet. I thought he might have fallen asleep or something.
“Ailwyn, are you okay?”
“So you are an innocent,” Ailwyn eventually said. “You acted in self-defence and in a manner to save the lives of future babysitters?”
“Yes, and a fat lot of good it did for me! I am to be executed because of it.”
“Bad karma indeed,” said Ailwyn. “I, too, am under sentence of death. This block of cells is for condemned inmates. To my knowledge, no one has ever escaped.”
“Well, there’s a first time for everything!” I said with as much confidence as I could muster.
“You have a positive character; this is good. You will need it in this soul-destroying place. What is your name?”
“Oh yes, I forgot to introduce myself. I’m Bruce.”
“Well, Bruce, the cell walls are made from solid block stone, and the door is made of thick oak. Also, as you have no doubt seen, the locks are blanked off on the inside of the cell by a metal plate that cannot be jemmied off. So I, for one, cannot see a way to escape.”
“I’ll think of something,” I said.
“I wish you well,” Ailwyn said generously.
I fetched the chair from under the rickety table, placing it by the door. I gingerly sat down in it, mindful of my painful leg injuries caused by the guard's whip. I leaned back into the chair, hearing it creak as I pondered my plight.
I asked, “The guards must let us have toilet breaks?” My lips were still very painful because of the first whipping I received.
“Only first thing in the morning. If you need to go any other time, you must use the bucket provided in the cell.”
I looked around the dimly lit cell, my eyes finally landing on a bucket in the far left corner. It sat there ominously, its purpose clear. I walked over, my footsteps echoing against the cold stone floor, and peered inside, hoping it was empty. Fortunately, it was, sparing me an additional unpleasant experience.
“Do the guards open the door to give us food?” I asked, turning my attention back to Ailwyn.
“That is correct,” he replied, his voice steady and calm despite our dire circumstances.
“How many guards do this?”
“Two. One to give the food while the other keeps watch,” Ailwyn explained.
“Okay,” I said, thinking carefully about our predicament.
“And is it just a cane? Or do they have anything more deadly, like the daggers I saw on the guards earlier?”
“No. Just the canes and the sheathed daggers on their belts,” Ailwyn confirmed.
I nodded, my mind racing. “Hmm. Daggers against my father’s strength and my mother’s speed,” I said, more to myself than to Ailwyn.
“I do not understand; you speak in riddles,” Ailwyn responded with a hint of curiosity.
“What I mean is, I have my father’s great strength and my mother’s incredible speed. I will use both as weapons against them when the time comes,” I explained, feeling a surge of determination.
“You know your skills,” Ailwyn said, “but do I understand you intend to overpower two armed goblins with your speed and strength?”
“Yes,” I replied, my voice filled with resolve. “I’ve faced challenges before and won’t let these goblins take me down. My father’s strength and my mother’s speed are gifts I’ve inherited, and I intend to use them to escape this place.”
Ailwyn remained silent for a moment as if weighing my words. Finally, he spoke, “Very well, Bruce. If you believe you can succeed, I shall support you in any way I can. But be cautious. Goblins are cunning creatures, and they will not hesitate to use any means to keep us here.”
“I understand,” I said, feeling a newfound sense of purpose. “I’ll need to be smart and quick. When they come with our food, I’ll make my move.”
My grim determination seemed to resonate with Ailwyn. Together, we began to form a plan, knowing that our only chance of survival depended on our ability to outsmart and overpower our captors.
“I don’t see why I shouldn’t try. Being a Hoblin hasn’t affected my strength or speed. And since I’ve nothing to lose because they intend to kill me, why not at least try to overpower my guards? If they kill me in the attempt, then at least I died fighting. So there’s a chance.”
“Well said. But are you practised in combat?” Ailwyn asked.
“Not really. I’ve had a few school fights, but that’s all. Goblins are slow and unfit, from what I’ve seen of them. So I have a good chance.”
We remained silent for a while, the cold air of the cell wrapping around me. Then I asked, “Do you know if there are any other condemned inmates here with us?”
“Yes. The last execution happened ten days ago, so besides us, there is just one other in this cellblock.”
“How do you know this?”
“Because the bell tolls when an execution has occurred,” Ailwyn said. “I know this because I overheard the guards talking when they marched the last inmate to be executed along the corridor.”
“Poor blighter,” I condoled. “Who is the other inmate here?”
“I don’t know. I just know that the guards open another door at mealtimes, further along the corridor. Oddly, the guards stay with the other prisoner for some time before closing the inmate’s door and leaving.”
“That sounds a bit odd. You’ve never seen or spoken to the other inmate?”
“Correct. I have called to talk, but the other inmate is either unable to speak or disinclined to communicate.”
There followed another few moments of silence, the only sound the distant drip of water echoing through the stone corridor. I glanced around the cold, dim cell, the air thick with the scent of dampness and despair. Then I asked,
“When do they bring food?” I wasn’t hungry; I wanted to assess the guards who brought the meal.
“It has already gone.”
“When is the next meal?”
“I’m afraid you will have to get used to just one meal a day, and what we get isn’t much. Unappetising coarse-grained brown bread and a small bowl of watery soup.”
“Hah! Welcome to the Ritz!” I muttered sarcastically, shaking my head. “When do they bring it to us?”
“By my judgement, around mid-day.”
The day dragged on, the minutes blending into an interminable blur. We spent the time talking on and off about every subject under the sun, trying to distract ourselves from our grim surroundings. Ailwyn spoke of his family, and I shared stories about mine. Despite the circumstances, it felt good to connect with someone, even in this forsaken place.
We also delved into the intricacies of the Fae world, where we were both being held. I learnt it was very much like my world, but with the tantalising addition of magic. The laws of physics could be bent and, in some cases, broken entirely. Levitation, for instance, was an ordinary skill among the Fae, though not without its limits.
Ailwyn revealed he was a Major in the Elvin army, a position of great honour and responsibility. He spoke of battles fought and victories won, his voice tinged with pride and regret. Unfortunately, he encountered a marauding band of trouble-making goblins during a leave of absence to visit friends. A fight had ensued, and despite his best efforts, the goblins eventually subdued Ailwyn. In the struggle, he had killed one of the goblins, sealing his fate. Now he was here, like me, waiting for the chop. It seemed that was the goblin way—swift and unforgiving.
As the day wore on, the light from the narrow window grew dimmer, casting long shadows on the walls. Our conversation slowed, the weight of our situation settling heavily on our shoulders. Despite our grim prospects, I couldn't help but feel a flicker of hope. We could both handle ourselves in a fight, and if there was even the slightest chance of escape, I knew we would seize it.



Chapter Fifteen

The Other Condemned Prisoner

T
he stinking gag between the girl Hoblin’s teeth was too tight. It not only hurt but also made it impossible to utter anything understandable. All she could do was grunt and groan. This, of course, had been the gag’s purpose on both counts. Such was the brutal nature of the goblin’s thinking. The goblin had also tied the hoblin’s hands behind her back to stop the gag from being removed. The rough ropes chafed the wrists, leaving raw, red marks.
When it was time to feed the condemned hoblin, the goblins needed to remove the gag and hand restraint. The goblins watched until the meal and drink were consumed. The hoblin would forfeit what remained of the meal and the following day’s meal if she uttered a single word while eating.
After finishing the meagre rations, the goblins put the gag back on and rebound her wrists behind her back. This was how the Hoblin had spent the last nine days of incarceration. Having her hands bound denied her any chance of a restful sleep, allowing her only to manage to doze off in short, uncomfortable bursts. Her body ached from the constant strain. When the time came, she would be marched off to the chopping block, where her head would be lopped off. This was the punishment for insulting the goblin queen. The queen ordered that the hoblin be gagged to prevent her from speaking. This must be the case right up to the execution time.
When the hoblin prisoner arrived at the cell nine long days ago, another inmate, several cells away, kept calling out, wanting to talk. However, being gagged prevented any interaction. He eventually gave up trying. The Hoblin’s muffled shouts and screams echoed faintly in the cell, relieving some of her built-up frustration, though no one else could hear her. Having a loving heart and a strong need for companionship, she desperately wanted to talk to the other inmate. The cell was cold and damp, the air thick with the scent of mould, decay, and urine from the bucket in the corner. The stone walls seemed to close in on her, amplifying the sense of isolation.
Moreover, she did not know when the goblins would summon her to the chopping block. Each creak of the cell door and each distant footstep sent a jolt of fear through her. The uncertainty gripped her every waking moment. The fear was a constant companion, making each day feel like an eternity.
As the days passed, the Hoblin girl’s hope began to wane. She tried to stay strong, thinking of her family and friends, but the isolation and fear were taking their toll. She longed for a kind word, a gentle touch, anything to remind her that she was not alone. But the goblins were relentless in their cruelty, and the gag and wrist restraint remained firmly in place. She felt utterly alone in this horrible, foreboding place.
~
That night, I hardly slept. Not least because I woke up several times feeling sick after inhaling the dank smell of the mattress. More than once, I felt something wriggling under the threadbare mattress cloth. I guessed bedbugs were the cause.
Early morning sun finally filtered through what little patchy cloud cover I could see through the small window. Then, ten minutes later, I heard the guard rattling his keys along the corridor. Footsteps echoed, stopping outside the cell. The door opened, and I stood and remained still.
“Slop out!” a guard snapped.
I could only think this meant I had the chance to empty the bucket I had to use during the night. So I walked over to the wall, picked it up by the handle, walked to the doorway and stepped out into the corridor. With one guard in front and another behind, we marched to the other end of the corridor and stopped outside the latrines.
“Go!” the guard pointed with his cane.
I took my bucket and emptied it into the toilet, then rinsed it under a wall-mounted tap. The running water made me realise how thirsty I was. I dared not drink from the tap, fearing the guard’s whip and possibly catching an unpleasant disease from the tap water.
“Finish!” the guard snapped.
I was marched back to my cell, carrying the bucket. The door slammed shut behind me. I stood for a moment, letting the booming sound of the slamming door fade from my mind, and then I put the bucket back against the wall. I was glad for the chance to rinse the bucket; it no longer smelled so rank.
I walked to the rickety table and sat on the chair, careful not to lean too heavily on the tabletop. As I listened, the guards went to two other cells for the occupants to visit the latrine.
After the last cell door slammed shut, the guards left the same way they had come.
Silence prevailed.
“In about half an hour, the guards will be back with water to drink,” Ailwyn called from his cell.
I felt glad to hear his voice and hurried to the door.
“Hello, Ailwyn. Good, I’m thirsty. No breakfast, though?” I asked. Ailwyn mentioned yesterday that we only got one meal a day, but I thought it was worth asking to ensure I had heard him correctly.
“Afraid not,” Ailwyn said. “Barely subsistence food, without taste. The bread is grainy, and the watery soup is barely edible. Mostly potato peelings and gristle.”
That did not appeal, even though my stomach rumbled for want of food. I didn’t know what gristle was, but I guessed anything to do with the goblins was bound to be, at best, unappetising.
I stood by the door, talking with Ailwyn for half an hour. The sound of the guard’s keys rattling along the corridor stopped our chatter.
When the guards opened my cell door, a bucket of water stood on the floor just outside the cell. The nearest guard thrust a tin mug at me. “Get your ration of water and drink it quick! Just one helping. We don’t like hanging around for the likes of you.”
I didn’t want to give him an excuse to walk away before I had my ration, so I dipped the mug into the surprisingly clear water. I couldn’t save some for later, so I gulped it down. The cool liquid soothed my parched throat. I returned the drinking mug, and the door slammed shut for the second time.
The upside to the two visits was that I assessed the guards—only two of them for each visit, as Ailwyn had said. One held the bucket while the other wielded a cane. Ailwyn told me this is how they deliver the soup at dinner. I could take out the cane-wielding guard with a hard punch to the nose before he drew his dagger. Then, I’ll take out the other guard similarly before he reaches for his cane or knife after dropping the soup bucket.
But, of course, this plan hinged on how the guards brought the soup to the cells. If more than two guards came, I’d have to re-think. I doubted I could take out three of them before one thrust a dagger between my ribs.
That was the theory, anyway. It was risky, but I couldn’t see another possible chance of escape. If I failed, then at the very least, they would give me a severe beating.
While Ailwyn and the other mystery inmate drank their water, I sat at the table, relieved to quench my thirst finally. My eyes roamed over the cell and then absently over the table. Suddenly, an idea sprang to mind, and I sat up straight, the chair creaking in protest.
“Now, there’s a thought!” I whispered eagerly.
Bending, I inspected one of the table legs. It sounded solid enough. Standing, I upturned the table and examined how the legs attached to the tabletop. I couldn’t see a joint, just the heads of a few nails holding the leg.
“I wonder,” I whispered.
I wiggled one of the legs, which was solidly in place. I did the same to the next leg and then the third leg. “Ah-ha!” I grinned. This leg was a little loose. I wriggled it about, pushing and pulling until finally, groaning in protest, the leg came away from the table. I held it out in triumph. “A club!” I declared.
The end of my club had four twisted nails sticking out, which was too dangerous, even for dealing with goblin guards. Using the strength my father gave me, I pushed the nails flat against the club’s surface against the stone wall. Satisfied, I swung the club from left to right several times to get a feel for its weight.
“Yes, I can bash one or two goblin heads with this, for sure.”
A plan quickly came to mind. Turning the table upright again, I propped it up against the wall and replaced the leg where I had removed it. The table didn’t fall over, which was good. I took the chair over to the door and called Ailwyn. We chatted away the morning until we heard the guards enter the corridor.
“We should stop talking now,” Ailwyn said. “The guards are bringing around the bread and soup.”
Now was the time for action, but it all depended on the number of guards. I waited, sitting at the table, ready to grab the table leg I had left propping up the table on the outer edge, within easy reach. The footsteps grew louder as the guards progressed along the corridor. My cell was the first of the three, so I guessed I’d be served first. I was right. The guards stopped outside my cell. I heard the rattle of keys, then the key grating in the lock. The door swung open, but I remained sitting, anticipating the guard’s next move. My heart pounded, each beat echoing the footsteps I’d heard moments earlier.
As expected, the guard with the whipping cane angrily stomped in, barging past his comrade holding the bucket of soup and tray of bread. He raised his cane, ready to lash down at me as he neared. But before he had a chance, I ducked and quickly grabbed the table leg. Straightening, I swung the table leg, striking the side of the guard’s head. He flew to the side, crashing against the stone wall. The guard lay on the floor, groaning and struggling to get up.
The one holding the bucket and tray of bread gawked at me, his eyes wide with shock. Quickly recovering, he dropped the bucket and tray and grabbed the handle of his dagger. But he was too slow; I was on him within three strides before he could draw the dagger. Unable to swing the club because he stood in the doorway, I thrust its end into his face, crunching his nose. He screamed, clutching his bleeding nose. Dropping the club, I grabbed him by the back of his scrawny neck and slammed his forehead against the stone door frame. His forehead split open, and green blood gushed out. He fell to the floor and stayed there, unmoving. Blood pooled around him. I could see shallow chest movement, so he wasn’t dead.
Turning, the first guard managed to reach his feet. Neither the hit from my club nor the impact with the wall had knocked him out. He drew his dagger and, with a snarl, staggered towards me. I tried to step away from the blade’s thrust, but my feet tangled with the prong body of the goblin I had just knocked out. I couldn’t entirely avoid his blade, and he sliced into my non-injured shoulder. I grabbed his wrist before he could do any more damage. Groggy, he struggled, but I quickly removed the knife from his grip. Without thought, I thrust it into his chest.
Wide-eyed, he stared at me before collapsing to the cell floor.
I had killed my second goblin.
I stood for a moment, surveying my handiwork. The bucket of soup had dropped but landed fully on its base, standing upright just inside the cell. Only a splash of soup wetted the floor. Calmly, I carried the soup bucket and placed it against the cell wall, out of the way. I then pulled the goblin from the doorway into the cell, using his body to mop up the soup splashes.
After gathering the fallen bread and putting it back onto the bread tray, I placed it next to the soup bucket. I didn’t know how long the goblin with the split nose and forehead would take to wake up and raise the alarm, but I guessed it would be a while due to the severe injuries. To stop him from raising the alarm, I removed his dagger, threaded his belt from his waist, and used it to tie his hands behind his back. Then, ripping a piece of cloth from the mattress, I stuffed it deep into his mouth and used the belt from the dead goblin to tie around his mouth, buckling it tight at the back of his head to stop him from dispelling the gag if and when he woke.
I hurried to the door and looked towards the end of the corridor. The ruckus hadn’t drawn the attention of any other goblins. Relieved, I returned inside and removed the keys from the downed goblin’s belt. Trying each key, I finally locked the cell door. With that done, I walked along the passage, guessing where Ailwyn's cell might be.
“Ailwyn. Which cell are you in?” I called.
No reply.
“Ailwyn, it’s Bruce. Which cell?”
“Here. This one!” His voice came from two cells on the right. I hurried over, unlocked the door, and pulled it open. Ailwyn stood staring at me, slim, about my height, humanoid with pointed ears, and wearing Elven clothes.
“At last, we meet. Still game for the escape?” I asked.
He nodded immediately. “Of course.” Ailwyn stepped out, then paused. “Wait. Before we go, we can offer another to come with us. This way.”
We hurried further along the passage. Ailwyn looked through the door’s peepholes until he found the correct cell.
“This one. Open it.”
I did as he asked, pushing the door open. We both looked in. I was surprised to see another Hoblin, a female, gagged with her hands behind her back. She backed away, fear in her eyes.
“Do not fear us,” Ailwyn soothed. “We are here to offer you a chance of freedom.”
I stepped inside and slowly went to her. “Let me remove your gag and untie your wrists.” The fear in her eyes faded, and she nodded. “Turn round so I can untie you.” She did so. I untied the gag and then the knotted rope binding her wrists.
She shook her hands free, turned, and pulled out the ball of cloth in her mouth. “Oh, thank you, that is such a relief.” She stared at me for a few moments. “Who are you?”
“We are inmates just like you, attempting to escape. I overpowered the guards. I have an escape plan. Do you want to come with us?”
“Escape?” she uttered, staring wide-eyed at me.
“Yes, a chance of it anyhow. We must hurry! Do you want to come?” I pressed.
She nodded slowly at first, then more vigorously. “Yes, please,” she said.
“Good. Follow us!” I said. “We must be quick!”
Turning, I hurried out of the cell. Ailwyn and the hoblin girl followed me along the corridor.


Chapter Sixteen

The Attempted Escape
A
s quietly as possible, I unlocked the door at the end of the corridor using the bunch of keys I had taken from the guard. Opening it slightly, I peered through the gap. No goblin guards in sight. Pushing the door open a bit more, I had another look. Confident we were alone, we entered the next passageway, locking the door behind us. The corridor was dimly lit, with flickering torches casting eerie shadows on the stone walls. The air was damp and musty, carrying the faint scent of mould and decay.
Hurrying along, we reached the door leading to the spiral stairway. Unlocking it, we stepped through, and I closed and locked it behind us. The stairway spiralled upwards, disappearing into the darkness above.
“We must get to the door at the top of the stairway,” I whispered, pointing up.
Ailwyn and the Hoblin girl nodded, and we started the climb. Each step we took echoed in the confined space, and my heart pounded with fear of discovery.
Finally, we reached the top without mishap. I inserted the key into the door lock and turned the knob as quietly as possible. I pushed it open slightly and looked through the gap. To my surprise, across the room, a goblin had just entered from the magistrate’s kangaroo court, his hand still on the door handle. We stared at each other for a moment. He wasn’t a guard; he wore the attire of an office worker or the goblin equivalent and was elderly, judging by the deep wrinkles on his face. His eyes widened in shock, and I could see the fear in his gaze.
Shoving the door open, I rushed him, landing a punch to his jaw and feeling the crunch of bone as it shattered. Grabbing the back of his head, I rammed his forehead into the stone wall. He fell limp to the floor, his body crumpling like a ragdoll.
“By the Sword of Atron,” Ailwyn breathed, arriving at my side. “I’m glad you are on our side!”
“Our lives are forfeit if we are re-captured; that was the quickest way to deal with him,” I said matter-of-factly. “Let’s check the room.”
Ailwyn opened the door, and the three of us rushed in. It was empty, save for a few scattered papers along the long table where the magistrates had sat and a few chairs.
“Okay, good. No more surprises,” I said. Going back out, I pointed to the shuttered window. “This is how we get out. It’s dangerous, but not as dangerous as having our heads chopped off by the executioner.”
“Fair comment,” the girl Hoblin said. “Are we going to climb through the window then?”
“That’s the idea.” I stepped to the window and opened the wooden shutters, which a goblin must have shut since my last visit.
“It’s do or die,” I told them. “A long drop awaits us, scaling the wall from the window. We’re heading for the valley below, a thirty-foot climb. So if we don’t fall to our deaths climbing down, then our chances of getting away increase, I’d say.”
“I agree,” Ailwyn said, his expression determined. “Especially because I know this valley and surrounding country. But we had better get a move on. It won’t be long before the soup goblins are missed.”
“Do you want to lead the way?” I asked Ailwyn.
“Very well.”
I turned to the Hoblin girl. “Before we risk our lives, what is your name?”
“I’m Courtney.”
“Okay, Courtney. I’m Bruce. Good luck,” I offered. “You follow Ailwyn, and I will follow you. Let’s do it!”
Ailwyn jumped onto the window sill, his eyes wide with urgency as he surveyed the wall. He quickly jumped back inside. “A guard is patrolling the walkway above. He will see us.”
“We have no choice,” I said immediately, my voice edged with determination and fear. “We’ll wait until he walks away, with his back to us, then make our descent. The guard will see us when he returns. Hopefully, we will have made good progress down the castle wall by then.”
Ailwyn peeked over the window sill to look outside. Once he saw the guard pass, he leaned out for a better look, his breath catching. He dropped back into the room, his voice low and urgent. “The gaps between the stone blocks of the wall are deep. They will provide good finger and foot holds.”
“Yes,” I agreed, a cold sweat on my brow. “That is what I saw when I looked out.”
Ailwyn nodded at me, his expression resolute, then carefully looked out the window. We waited for what felt like an eternity for the guard to return and show his back to us as he walked along the castellated walkway.
“It is time!” Ailwyn whispered, his voice tense. He climbed out of the window with a swift, fluid motion. Courtney surprised me by nimbly leaping onto the window’s sill, her eyes wide with fear yet filled with determination. She crouched while watching the elf start his descent, then climbed out after him. I followed, my heart pounding in my chest like a war drum.
As we cautiously made our way down, the gaps between the stones provided a sturdy hold on the wall, but the danger was palpable. A stiff breeze blew against us, threatening our precarious grip, but it wasn’t strong enough to dislodge us. We made steady progress down the wall, our breaths shallow and ragged. We had reached about halfway when a voice yelled from above, shattering the tense silence: “Oi! Where do you think you’re going!?”
I looked up and saw the guard peering over the walkway at us, his eyes wide with disbelief and anger.
“Isn’t it bloody obvious?” I called up to him, my voice echoing off the stone walls.
“Come back up, or I’ll ring the bell to call out the guard!” he threatened. “They’ll shoot arrows at you, for sure.”
“Come on,” I said as I looked down at the others, my voice barely concealing my panic. “Let’s keep going. We’ve got nothing to lose and everything to gain if we escape. The sooner we reach the valley floor, the better.”
So, ignoring the threat of being shot full of arrows, the three of us continued our escape, every muscle tense, every heartbeat a countdown to freedom or disaster.
I glanced back up and saw the guard running towards the turret. I guessed that would be where the alarm bell hung. We kept up our pace downwards, the adrenaline pumping through our veins. Soon, the clatter of an alarm bell rang out from the direction of the turret, echoing through the valley.
“Hurry! Hurry!” Courtney cried, her voice filled with urgency.
I looked down at her. “Best not to hurry; we need a steady footing and grip. We are more than halfway now; it will not be long before our feet touch the ground.”
She took several deep breaths to calm herself and then continued her descent.
We had only progressed a little further when we heard another shout from above: “Target practice!” called another voice.
I looked up just in time to see two arrows striking against the wall a few feet above and to our left. Not very near us, I was relieved to see.
“They’re shooting at us!” Courtney cried out. She had stopped her descent and clung to the wall’s face in fright. I could see the terror in her eyes. I looked up and saw two guards readying their bows for another volley. Again, they fired, but their aim was way off, the arrows hitting the wall several feet from us, this time to our right.
I looked down at Courtney. “I don’t want you falling to the valley floor, so concentrate on your descent,” I told her calmly. “These goblins are not very good with those bows.”
“Maybe not,” she responded hurriedly. “But they might get lucky.”
She had a point.
I looked back up and saw them drawing their bows again. They released the arrows one after the other, and I could see them flying toward us. When they hit the wall, they were a little nearer this time.
I looked at Courtney and was relieved to see her moving down the wall, but she was hurrying. Such haste could lead to a mishap. I desperately hoped it wouldn’t.
I could hear the guards clearly: “Aim straight, you moron!” said one to the other.
“Me aim straight!” the other protested. “What about you? You couldn’t hit a blinking barn door!”
“I’ll see about that!” he said, challenged. I looked back up, and both aimed their bows at us. They released the arrows, and I tracked them. They hit the wall three feet above us, ricocheting off the stone. One went harmlessly to the left, but the other came straight at me, directly at my head. In an instant, I let go of the wall with my right hand and grabbed the arrow, catching it in the air just an inch from my eye.
“Bloody hell!” I breathed. “How the heck did I do that?”
“You are a Hoblin now,” Ailwyn said from below. “This means your human strength, speed, and response to danger have increased - perhaps tenfold.”
“Oh boy, am I glad about that!” I breathed, letting the arrow drop harmlessly away. I continued my descent.
“Did you see that?” one of the guards gesticulated with a pointed finger. “He caught my arrow!”
“Yeah, I did,” the other replied. “Blinking cheek. How the heck did he do it?”
“Dunno,” said the guard, scratching his chin in befuddlement. “Come on, let’s send a few more their way. He can’t catch ‘em all.”
“Aim better this time!” the first goblin snapped.
“My aim is as good as yours, so shut it!” the second goblin growled back, his eyes narrowing in concentration.
The arrows continued raining down on us, two at a time, like deadly hailstones. Some arrows hit the wall stonework, creating sparks, while most flew over our heads. It baffled me how the guards could be so poor at shooting. None except one came anywhere near us. The one that came closest skimmed off the wall about four feet above me, heading off to the left, out of harm’s way.
We made steady progress towards the valley floor, every muscle tense with the fear of a sudden, fatal misstep. Now and then, I glanced down to check if any goblins were making their way through the valley to intercept us, but the coast seemed clear. Finally, much to our immense relief, we reached the valley floor.
“Follow me,” Ailwyn urged, his voice urgent. “We must hurry.”
Courtney and I followed Ailwyn downhill, our breaths coming in ragged gasps, until we hit the vee of the valley. Then we ran across course grass and jumped low shrubs, following the meandering stream like it was our lifeline. We continued for about twenty minutes until Ailwyn slowed and stopped close to the water’s edge, all panting heavily.
“We cross here,” Ailwyn said, pointing to a line of stepping stones across the stream.
Following Ailwyn, we hopped from one slippery stepping stone to another, our hearts pounding in our chests. We managed to reach the other side without getting our feet wet. With the same urgency that brought us here, we hurried up the valley slope through dense brush, which seemed to go on forever. Once through, we zigzagged through a heavy cluster of trees with many low-hanging branches getting in our way. Finally, we reached the crest of the valley, occupied by still more trees. Here, we stopped to take a much-needed breather, our chests heaving with exertion.
After a few moments, Courtney puffed, “Why aren’t they chasing us?” Her voice trembled with a mix of relief and lingering fear.
I studied the slope of the valley but saw no movement. “I don’t know,” I answered. “That bell ringing must have alerted the whole castle!”
“Yes, it most probably did,” Ailwyn agreed. “But know this. It takes time for slow-minded goblins to put together a posse. However, they also have learned from past mistakes when someone escapes in such situations. So, they have a small group of trackers ready at all times of the day. These are their fastest runners trained in stealth to chase and keep track of escapees until the main goblin posse catches up.”
I quickly turned, scouring the valley. “You mean there are goblin scouts on our trail?”
“I can’t be sure, but I think I saw movement behind us when we escaped along the valley floor.”
Courtney became flustered. “Oh, dear. What shall we do?”
“The goblin scouts operate in a relay system,” Ailwyn explained. “One or two keep track of an escapee’s position while the other reports to a slower pursuing posse. So, to answer your question, we have to lay a trap for the nimble-footed goblin scouts who are tracking us – if indeed they are. They don’t excel in combat; they are mostly poor fighters, so we should easily overpower them. Then, once we capture them, we bind them. This will stop them from relaying our whereabouts to the main posse.”
“Good plan,” I said. “But, I thought you told me no one had escaped the prison before?”
“From the condemned block, no one has ever escaped until now, thanks to your daring and strength. But several escapes have occurred from the less secure main prison over the years.”
“Okay,” I said. “I’ll hide and wait for the goblin scouts. Then, while you two continue, I’ll try to stop them and bind them using the forest vines. There’s plenty of it among these trees, and I’ll use the trees to hide and lay in wait.”
“Oh, dear, Bruce,” Courtney worried. “They might catch you.”
“It’s not likely. These are just scouts, not battle-trained soldiers, as Ailwyn said. Don’t worry; I’ll catch up with you once I’ve captured and bound them or dealt with them another way.”
“Another way?” Courtney queried.
“If I have to kill them, then so be it. Rather them than us.”
Courtney pursed her lips but made no further comment.
“Find a good place to hide and keep as quiet as possible; goblins have keen hearing,” Ailwyn advised.
I nodded.
“Courtney and I will continue then,” Ailwyn said. “We will travel in this direction for twenty minutes in a direct line,” he said, pointing. “Then we will stop in a natural clearing and watch for.”
Courtney gave me a nervous smile. ‘Be careful,’ she said.
“I will,” I replied.
Turning, Courtney took off after Ailwyn. I watched them until I could no longer see them because of the hindrance of the trees, memorising the direction they took.
I looked back along the trail we had followed. It was mainly straight and nothing more than a deer trail, if deer existed in this Fae world. I had a good view along the trail for fifty yards before it turned slightly to the left. After this, bushes and trees hid it. I chose a broad tree near the track that allowed me to see anything approaching along the route.
As I settled myself, the stillness of the woodland engulfed me.
I felt relief knowing Ailwyn led Courtney out of immediate danger. The thought of the goblins cutting her head off sickened me.  She was safe, at least for the moment. I knew she had a better chance of surviving while I stayed behind to confront the looming threat of the trackers.
My mind raced with thoughts of what might come next. The forest around me was dense, with shadows cast by the tall trees, creating an eerie atmosphere. The faint rustling of leaves in the breeze and the distant calls of forest creatures added to the tension. I scanned the surroundings, every muscle tensed, ready to spring into action at the first sign of danger.
Suddenly, the rustling grew louder, more insistent. Was it just the wind or something more sinister? My heart pounded in my chest, each beat echoing in my ears like a war drum. The shadows seemed to shift and move as if the trees themselves were closing in on me. A twig snapped nearby, and I spun around, eyes wide, breath held. As I watched, a small animal came into view and scurried away. A sense of relief spread through me as I turned my attention back to the track. The silence that followed was deafening, a heavy weight pressing down on my shoulders.
The minutes stretched into what felt like hours; my senses heightened to the point of pain. Every sound, every flicker of movement in the corner of my eye, sent a jolt of adrenaline through my veins. The anticipation was almost unbearable. I could feel the presence of something lurking just beyond the edge of my vision, hidden in the inky blackness of the forest.
To counter the tension, I thought about Courtney. I couldn’t help but admire Ailwyn’s courage and calm demeanour. His knowledge of the terrain and his quick decision-making had been invaluable. Courtney, too, had shown remarkable bravery. Her fear transformed into a steely resolve. But now, it was up to me to deal with the trackers. I had to ensure they didn’t get close enough to threaten our escape.
As I prepared to face the inevitable confrontation, a surge of determination coursed through my veins. The weight of our mission pressed heavily on my shoulders, threatening to crush me, but I knew I couldn’t falter. The safety of Ailwyn and Courtney and the success of our escape depended solely on my ability to hold off the pursuers. I took a deep breath, steeling myself for the battle ahead, praying that my courage would be enough to see us through this perilous night.
Time seemed to stretch endlessly. Another ten minutes crawled by when suddenly, I saw movement at the furthest point on the trail. Was it a deer or another woodland creature? I remained perfectly still, hidden from sight, my breath shallow as I watched. Two or three more minutes passed, and I heard the distinct crack of a branch snapping somewhere down the trail. Could it be the goblin scout? If it were, it wasn’t being as stealthy as Ailwyn had led me to believe. I waited, every muscle tense, senses alert. Then, after what felt like an eternity, I saw movement halfway down the track. Whatever was approaching stayed off the trail, using the woodland as cover. If it was a scout, it was failing miserably at being stealthy.
My eyes darted across the track and surrounding woodland, searching for any sign of danger. More movement caught my attention—low-hanging tree branches rustled, and a bush stirred as something made its way by the trail. I braced myself for whatever was coming. Then, through the darkness, I saw the source of the disturbance—a goblin. It had to be a scout. But why was it making it so easy for me to spot it? Could it be that foolish? I watched as the goblin moved along the trackside, seemingly oblivious to its surroundings. It crossed the trail, heading straight for the tree I stood behind. Just as it came within a few paces, the horrifying truth dawned on me.
While I had been distracted by the goblin’s supposedly clumsy attempts at stealth, another goblin had silently sneaked up behind me. The first indication of its presence was the sudden entanglement of a net thrown over me from behind. Panic surged through me, but I quickly realised the net was too light and flimsy to restrain me. It hung uselessly from my head and shoulders. I pulled at it, and the net ripped apart. The goblin started wide-eyed at the feet of strength. While distracted, I shot out a hand and grabbed him by the neck, Lifting him into the air, his feet dangling. I pulled the goblin to me by his throat and wrapped the net around him using my other hand. I had just finished binding the net ends together when the goblin looked over my shoulder and grinned. ‘It’s about time you blinking showed up,’ he said. Before I had time to turn and look, something hard hit my head from behind, and I slumped to the ground. My vision blurred, and my head ached, ready to explode.
“Got him!” I heard a voice say, although my hearing was quickly fading. Then I lost consciousness.



Chapter Seventeen

The Chase

T
he voice was distant, but I could hear it clearly: “Her Majesty isn’t going to be happy if we don’t find the Hoblin girl.”
“Don’t I know it!” another voice hurried. “Her Majesty is sending out her Personal Guard no less to hunt her down.”
There was a silent pause.
“You sure about that?” said the first voice, surprised.
“I heard the captain talking at the Base.”
“Blimey. We’d better get a move on and find her then. What are we to do with this one?”
“Tie him up and leave him for the Guard when they come this way. The Hoblin girl is more important. We gotta find her if we want to keep our heads.”
“Yeah, I get cha.”
I felt my legs lift, and something began happening around my ankles.
“Oi, wait a minute, I think he’s coming around!” said the voice near my feet. A sharp pain radiated from my head, accompanied by a sticky, wet sensation running down my neck. Blood? And why were my eyes closed?
“Well, whack him over the head again,” replied the other voice.
“I can’t! I’m tying his feet.”
Suddenly, the memory of the goblin scout’s trap came rushing back, and I realised my dire situation. If I don’t act quickly, I’ll get cracked on the head again! I opened my eyes. A goblin stood a few paces away while another twisted netting around my feet. I kicked out, my feet driving into the goblin’s stomach. He yelped and doubled over, clutching his midsection.
“Don’t just stand there; stop him,” the injured goblin snarled, his voice dripping with venom. The other goblin sprang into action, lunging towards me. I rolled away, my ankles still tightly bound by the vine, making standing impossible. The goblin’s gnarled fingers found their mark, gripping me around the neck.
Desperation fueled my next move. I reached up with both hands, seizing the goblin’s ears in a vice-like grip, and yanked him down. To my astonishment, his lightweight form crumpled easily under my grasp. With a swift motion, I wrapped my forearm around his neck, pulling his head against my chest. The goblin thrashed wildly, his claws scraping at my arm, but I held firm, squeezing harder and cutting off his air supply.
A frantic choking noise escaped his lips as he struggled to free himself, his movements growing weaker. I could feel the tension in his muscles diminish, and with one final, forceful squeeze, I heard the sickening snap of his neck. The goblin’s body went limp, and I let him fall to the ground. His head lolled at an unnatural angle.
Reaching down, I pulled at the stubborn vines entangled around my feet, my eyes never leaving the other goblin. He picked up a stone, his movements frantic. He threw it, but I rolled away just in time. The stone thudded against the tree trunk behind me. My shoulder pressed against the rough bark as I tore off the last of the vines. Frustration boiled within me.
Jumping to my feet, I rushed the goblin. He was already scrabbling for another stone. Grabbing him by the scruff of the neck, I slammed him against the nearest tree. The satisfying thud echoed through the forest as I hammered his head against the trunk, the bark scraping against his skin. His shouts turned to whimpers and then silence as his body went limp.
“Bloody goblins!” I muttered, letting him drop like a sack of potatoes. My head pounded a relentless throb that made the edges of my vision blur. I felt faint, the adrenaline slowly ebbing away.
I sank next to his lifeless form, taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly. I reached up to touch my aching head and pulled my hand away, smeared with blood. I wiped my hand on the coarse grass and leaned against the tree. The solidity of the trunk provided a small comfort. “That’s better—just a few minutes of rest. My eyes fluttered closed, and the forest sounds faded to a distant hum as exhaustion overtook me.
I must have fallen asleep because, the next thing I knew, a familiar woman’s voice called to me: “Bruce, wake up. The Queens’ Guard is coming. Wake up!”
My mind swirled in the haze of lingering dreams, and for a moment, I thought I was still dreaming. But the voice persisted, piercing through the fog of sleep: “Wake up, Bruce, or the Queens’ Guard will capture you!”
My eyes snapped open, and I squinted against the light filtering through the canopy above. The forest around me was eerily quiet, save for the distant rustling of leaves. I struggled to my feet, my body stiff from the rough ground. Every muscle protested as I moved, the pounding in my head reminding me of the recent battle.
“Bruce, you have to hurry!” the woman’s voice urged again, panic clear in her tone.
I turned to locate the voice’s owner, but she was nowhere to be seen.
“Where are you?”
“I am in the castle, watching you through my crystal ball. Now hurry and follow the others before it is too late.”
Magic! Whoever she is, she’s using it to locate me. Her urgent tone spurred me into action. I forced myself to focus, shaking off the last remnants of sleep. The Queens’ Guard must be formidable, so I made myself scarce.
“It is too late. Hide before the Guard see you!” she said.
I heard the trampling of many feet marching along the trail. They were fast approaching; it was too late to run. I had to hide, but where? I ducked behind a broad tree, my heart pounding in my chest. Then I saw them—a line of goblin soldiers following the trail. They wore leather armour, shields, spears, and swords on their belts. Each shield displayed what seemed to be a royal crest. These must be the Queens’ Guard, as the voice warned me. I ducked low and scrambled behind the undergrowth, my breath coming in shallow gasps. I was too close to their downed comrades, and they wouldn’t spare me if they caught me. I had to escape.
Remembering Ailwyn and Courtney’s route, I dipped low and hurried through the woodland, every rustle and snap of a twig sending waves of panic through me. I froze when a voice called out, “I see movement!”
“Where?” another voice called back, sharp and alert.
“Over there!” the first voice insisted.
My pulse quickened as I heard the soldiers crashing through the undergrowth, getting closer. I crouched lower, my mind racing for a plan. The forest felt like it was closing in on me, the shadows deepening with every passing second. I could almost feel their eyes on me, searching, hunting. I needed to move, but every step seemed to echo through the trees. I took a deep breath, willing my trembling legs to carry me further. I couldn’t let them catch me. Not now.
I scrambled behind a tree and peered around to see a soldier pointing in my direction. “There!” he called.
The other soldiers were looking. They had left the track and were gathering around the bodies of the two scouts.
I remained perfectly still.
“Whatever I saw has stopped moving,” said the soldier.
“Alright, go and check it out. Crazz, go with him.” ordered the one in charge. 
The goblin who had pointed lowered his arm and started walking in my direction. Another soldier joined him.
‘Mustn’t let them find me, but where do I go? I can’t stay behind this tree; they’re bound to find me.’ I scanned the forest frantically, spotting another tree about thirty yards into the woods. I had to move fast. Crouching low, I made my way towards it, using the tree I had hidden behind as a shield to obscure my movements from the two soldiers. My heart thundered in my chest as I reached the new hiding spot. I pressed myself against the rough bark, gulping air, then risked a glance back. They hadn’t seen me. The two goblin soldiers had split and now walked parallel to each other, about ten metres apart. One was heading straight for me. If I stayed where I was, he would undoubtedly spot me, and I would be at the mercy of his spear.
I looked around me; there wasn’t anywhere to go without a high risk of being seen. I couldn’t outrun them, not in my condition. There was nothing for it; I had to fight. But I needed a weapon, or I was done for. I scanned my surroundings and saw a fallen tree to my right, surrounded by broken branches, some stout enough to use as a weapon. It was some distance away, though. If I went for it, at least one of the soldiers would surely see me. But I needed a weapon; a sturdy branch would give me a fighting chance.
Taking a deep breath, I started to run, keeping low. My head swam, but I pushed forward, each step a struggle. I made good progress, though I braced for a soldier’s cry at any moment. Miraculously, I reached the fallen tree unseen. Are those soldiers blind?
I scanned the ground urgently for a weapon. Several broken branches lay scattered, but most were too small, long, or thick. The nearest one, about four feet long, was twice as thick as my arm. Though stripped of smaller branches, it seemed too heavy.
As I crouched, desperately searching, a shout rang out: “Crazz, over here! Looks like one of the Hoblins that escaped the prison.”
I spun around, seeing the furthest goblin soldier running toward me. Desperation surged as I reached for the broken branch. To my great surprise, I easily picked it up using just one hand. How was this possible? Then I remembered Ailwyn’s remark about my human strength being increased tenfold in the goblin world. Good! Very good!
The soldiers, now together, were about twenty paces away, staring at me with confusion and concern. “How is he strong enough to pick up that wood?” one asked.
“Dunno,” the other replied. “It must weigh more than he does.” He pointed his spear towards me. “Come on, we got a job to do. I’ll go head-on, and you flank him.”
“Alright. Don’t forget, though, we can cut, but we don’t kill. The captain wants him alive. If we kill, the captain will have our guts for garters. The captain is under orders from the queen about the two Hoblins that escaped, this being one of ‘em by the looks of things. Her Majesty is keen on capturing them, especially the female Hoblin—alive.”
“How do you know that?”
“I heard the captain talking at the base.”
“Gotcha!”
I watched as one of the soldiers moved away, making an arc around me. When he was in position, they signalled to one another, and both goblins advanced from different directions with their shields up and spears aimed at me. I gave myself some space and swung the branch over my head in rapid circles, forcing the soldiers to stop short, just out of range.
The one in front drew back his throwing arm and flung his spear at me. It flew low towards my legs. My reactions were unbelievable. I quickly stepped aside and, still holding the branch with my left hand, caught the spear with my right as it flew parallel to me.
The two goblins stared in disbelief. “How the blinking heck did he do that?” asked the one who had thrown the spear.
“Dunno,” said the other, perplexed. “But you’ve given him your weapon.”
I held the spear midway along its shaft, feeling its balance. I had never thrown a spear before, let alone handled one, so I decided now was a good time to try. I dropped the branch.
“I believe this is yours,” I called to the goblin soldier who had thrown the spear at me, attempting to skewer my leg. Raising the spear above my shoulder, I drew back my arm and threw the spear with all my might. It sailed through the air so quickly that the soldier didn’t have a chance to dodge it. It hit him square in his right eye socket, the force of the spear lifting him off the ground. He flew several feet backwards and only stopped as the spear’s flight was interrupted by a tree trunk. He was left dangling from the tree, two feet above the ground, the spear firmly embedded in the tree.
The other soldier looked nervously at me and then at his comrade impaled on the tree. “Best I get some backup,” he said with a nervous edge. He turned on his heels and ran toward the other soldiers.
Time for me to make my escape. I ran from tree to tree while checking behind to see if the soldiers were following. Finally, I took a breather behind a large oak, my head aching and my balance unsteady. Peering around the tree, I could see the goblin soldiers. I had put distance between myself and them. They were more concerned about removing their dead comrade from the tree, so I must take advantage and continue my escape.
I headed diagonally to my left, toward the trail Courtney and Ailwyn had taken. I couldn’t go quickly because my balance wasn’t so good. I didn’t want to stumble and twist an ankle. If that happened, I couldn’t warn Courtney that the queen had sent her guard to capture her. The goblin queen must have it in for Courtney, so I must warn her. In my haste to follow Courtney's direction, I tripped and collided head-first into a tree. I crumbled to the ground and fought against the pain and numbness encompassing my body. But it was a losing battle as darkness took me, and I fell unconscious.




Chapter Eighteen

Back to the Maze
“He’s coming round at last!” said an irritated, distant voice. My head ached as it had never ached before. I struggled to open my eyes. When I eventually did, my blurred vision slowly focused on a wrinkly green face peering over me.
My mind was fuzzy, so it didn’t register what I was looking at, apart from being a face. I groaned with the throbbing pain of my head. I tried to place a hand on my temple, only to discover my wrists were bound together. Then the smell hit me - it was unmistakable. I was in the presence of goblins. I’d been re-captured. Damn! They must have carried me to wherever this is.
“I want his head as a trophy in the hedge wall of the maze,” another voice said with excitement. “After all, he is the one who chopped my brother’s head off, so I have the blood right to do the same to him. And it was me who found him first after the Queens’ Guard left him trussed up like a turkey.”
So the goblin who I cut the head off has a brother.
“Why do you think they left him?” the other voice asked.
“Because they went after a bigger prize.”
“What prize?”
“They went in search of the Hoblin girl, you moron.”
Courtney. She’s in danger still. The warrior elf took her to safety.
“Alright. No need for insults – dog breath.”
I remember now. I tripped and knocked myself out on the tree. The goblin soldiers must have found me, tied me up, and left me to go in search of Courtney. But who were these two goblins, and what did they want?
“Knocked him out!?” the other voice said in disgust. “More like they almost killed him!”
“It’s a shame they didn’t. Save a lot of trouble. Anyways, once his head is chopped off, I’ll be the maze’s caretaker.”
“Your mother thinks differently.” said the goblin that had peered over me but had now straightened.
“But I’m the only son she has left, making me the eldest if you follow my meaning. This gives me the right to accession, making the caretaker’s job rightfully mine.”
I watched as the other goblin shook his head. “Your mother will plead the Right of Vengeance. That is her right, and it is a sacrament. It even overrides the queen’s ruling because she is her sister. Can’t cut off the Hoblin’s head when she claims her Rights. You know that as well as I do. Your best hope is if the Hoblin refuses the job, then it will be yours.”
The other goblin huffed. “That’s not going to happen. He’d be a fool not to take the job. If he refuses it, Mum will have no more use for him, and my aunt, the queen, will have his head chopped off.” He sniffed loudly. “Why is my mom doing this to me?”
“As I said, that’s a question you’ll have to ask her. But from where I stand, the answer is clear.”
“What do you mean?”
“Can’t you see? She’ll gain a Hoblin as an employee. Hoblin’s are valuable for their strength, lightning speed, endurance, intelligence and other factors that certainly discount you as a contender for the caretaker job.”
Just then, the two goblins looked behind me.
“Who are you to run down my son Brimble?” growled a female voice from behind.
“Mummy!” Brimble celebrated.
“Hello, son,” she greeted warmly. “Your friend here wants to wash his mouth out with soap. If I hear him talking like that about you again, I’ll have his head!”
Brimble sounded defensive of his friend. ‘He was just larking about, Mummy. He didn't mean any offence.’
‘Maybe, maybe not. I’ve yet to decide,’ she said ominously. ‘Ah, good!’ she rejoiced, her tone changing. ‘You managed to find the Hoblin. Well done, Brimble, my capable son. You make me so proud.’
The other goblin coughed. ‘I helped Brimble find him,’ he said. I guessed he was trying to redeem himself.
‘I don’t want to hear you speak again.’ she warned. ‘Be grateful you’ve still got your head.’
The goblin bowed respectfully and remained quiet.
 ‘Now, let me inspect my prize,’ said the female voice. The owner of the voice stepped into view, and I gasped. It was the female goblin I had dreamt about and the one who warned me about the approaching queen's guard. ‘H… how did you get into my dreams?’ I asked.
‘Simple. Goblin magic. Now be quiet while I inspect you. I don’t take kindly to damaged goods.’ I remained silent while she inspected me, pinching and pocking me from my toes to my head. I kept quiet, waiting to see what happened next.
‘Good! Not damaged in any way. Well, apart from the bloody injury to his head. That will heal. We must take him away before my sisters soldiers return and try to claim him. By the way, Brimble, did you see the other two escapees?’ she asked.
‘No, ‘fraid not. No trace of ‘em. They must have got clean away.’
‘Pity. No matter, it was this one I wanted. My sister can grieve for the loss of the other two.’
‘The queen isn’t going to be pleased that the female Hoblin got away,’ Brimble pointed out.
‘You let me worry about the queen,’ his mother said. ‘Right now, I have a pressing question for this Hoblin.’ She looked down at me, studying me for a moment. ‘Well, what’s it to be? Do you want the job of the caretaker?’
I stared back at her. ‘What choice do I have?’
She grinned at me, which wasn't a pleasant sight. ‘Pragmatism! I love it!’ she said. ‘But you still haven't said the ‘Yes’ word. Let me clarify your situation. If you say yes, then you look after the maze for me. A cushy number. But if you say no, my son Brimble here becomes caretaker, and the executioner will cut off your head. Brimble here will pick a nice spot in the maze wall for it. Probably next to the head of his brother.’
It was a no-brainer. ‘Yes. I’ll take the caretaker job.’ I said.
She gave me a mirthful smile. ‘Thought you would. Come on. Get up and follow me.’
‘My ankles are bound,’ I pointed out.
‘Brimble, cut him free, and be careful with your dagger.’
Brimble gave me a distasteful look and sliced through the vines binding my ankles.
I struggled to my feet and then held out my arms to have the vines cut from my wrists.
‘No, your hands remain tied for the time being,’ she said. ‘You are quick on your feet, so you must remain handicapped,’ she said.
 I stood for a moment until I felt steady enough. Then my head thumped again, and I groaned with the pain.
‘What is it?’ she asked.
‘My head. It's hurting like hell!’
‘That’s easily sorted.’ She stood beside me, raised her hands above my head, and uttered a short incantation in a gibberish tongue. Her hands glowed green, and I felt soothing warmth spread down through my head, relieving the pain. She lowered her hands. ‘Better?’ she asked.
‘Much better,’ I said.
‘Good, follow me.’
We trekked through the woodland for ten minutes and arrived at a weird-looking off-road vehicle. A goblin chauffeur sat in the driving seat, patiently tapping his fingers on the dashboard. We got in, and I found myself sitting between Brimble and his friend. Brimbles mother sat facing me in the opposite seat, nearest the driving section of the vehicle. She tapped on the dividing glass between her and the driver, and the vehicle started to move. We followed a wide track through the woodland, twisting and turning for about twenty minutes. During this time, the conversation was at a miniMum. Finally, we arrived at a long, two-storied, grey-stone building. We all got out and followed her to a double door. She swiped her hand over a pad in the wall. The door opened, and she walked through. I was shoved through from behind, nearly colliding with the female goblin. I looked back and saw it had been Brimble who pushed me. I glared at him. I could tell by his expression that he was not a happy goblin. Surely he must realise I didn’t have a choice in taking the caretaker's job. It was either that or have my head chopped off.
I followed his mother through a long, orb-lit corridor lined with numerous doors on the left side. Finally, she stopped at the third door from the end. Opening it, we entered what I could only describe as a small underground railway platform. An elongated green bubble of a vehicle with windows waited on the tracks. Its doors opened as we approached, and we stepped in. We sat on comfortable cushioned seats. It was just us, no other passengers on board.
No sooner had the doors closed when we started to move, slowly, silently picking up speed until we were speeding along.  I kept quiet and sat grasping the seat armrest, my wrists still bound. The journey took perhaps ten minutes. When the vehicle stopped, we got out onto a small platform and walked to a door near the end of the platform. The female goblin opened the door, and we passed into another long, orb-lit corridor. We walked to the end, stopping at a locked door.
‘There is only one key for this door, and I own it.’ She produced a key from nowhere; it just appeared in her hand. She unlocked the door, and we passed into a furnished room with three doors leading off.
‘This is where you will be living, as the new caretaker,’ the female goblin said. Then, turning, she said to her son, ‘Brimble, release his hands.’
 As before, Brimble drew his dagger and cut through the vines after giving me yet another dirty look.
I rubbed each of my wrists.
‘As you can see, this is the living room.’ She stepped further in, and I followed. ‘The bedroom is through that door,’ she said, pointing. ‘The bathroom is through that door, and the kitchen through that one. Now listen to me, because this is very important. If you allow the maze to fall into disrepair, you will be sacked and your head chopped off. Am I clear?’
‘Couldn’t be clearer,’ I said.
She gave another mirthful smile. ‘Very good. I wouldn't want that to happen. We will leave you now to become acquainted with your living space.’
‘Will I be instructed in how to maintain the maze?’ I asked.
‘Of course. I will be back tomorrow to show you the procedure.’ With that, she and the other two left the room through the same door. Brimble was the last to leave, glaring at me as he closed the door. I heard the key turn in the lock.
My wrists ached from the tightness of the binding, and I rubbed them again as I looked around the sparsely furnished living room. It had an armchair, a small table with a chair underneath, and a cupboard, which I opened. I guessed it contained hedge trimming tools and other paraphernalia to maintain the maze. A picture of the goblin female that had just left hung on the facing wall. A sheathed sword hung from a brass hook under the picture. I knew it was Slicer because I had dreamt about this place. After escaping from the maze and returning home, I had seen it in the dream that night. I had dreamt about this room and pink and green dustbins outside. I wonder if they are really there. The female goblin had spoken to me in the dream, telling me I was the new caretaker. It seemed ages ago, but now I remember the dream clearly. I also remembered the anti-Hoblin brew I had seen in a cupboard in the kitchen in the dream. Could that also be there?
 I stepped closer to read the inscription on the plaque under the sword. I nodded silently to myself; it read Slicer. The same as in the dream I had. I had no idea how it got here; someone had retrieved it from the maze and hung it under the picture. Perhaps it had been the goblin female. As I stared at the blade, strangely, I felt it tugging at me. Then, strangely, its voice whispered in my mind: ‘Take me. We are one.’ I was reminded of the sensation I felt when I held it last. When I used it to cut off the head of the goblin caretaker. As I continued to stare, gripped by its jewel-encrusted beauty, I raised a hand and gently caressed its multi-coloured hilt. So many jewels of all colours embedded into the handle glinted back at me as if in welcome.
‘Take me. We belong to each other,’ it whispered in my mind.
I wanted so much to grasp the hilt and slide the sword from its scabbard. But, somehow, I knew that doing this one simple thing would be an act of commitment that I could not return from. I struggled to get the words passed my lips: ‘Get out of my head!’
Saying those words had a positive effect on me. I lowered my hand with a supreme effort without grasping the sword's hilt. Then I staggered back, away from the terrible calling. I diverted my eyes and stared into the room, fighting the call of the blade. Finally, I hurried to one of the doors to escape the swords calling. Opening the door, I rushed in and slammed it shut.
I leaned against the door with my eyes closed, glad to be away from the enticing call of the blade. I took several deep breaths, letting the last out slowly. The voice in my head was now gone, thank god. Then, finally, I opened my eyes. I was in the small kitchen. I could see a worktop, sink, and hob on one side and wall cupboards on the other. Stepping forward, I opened the wall cupboards. The first had plates and several mugs. The second had goblin tinned food and packs of what I could only think of as dried meat. The third cupboard had a large bottle labelled ‘Anti Hoblin Brew.’ I stood staring at it. Without a doubt, this confirmed the dream I had was true.
I continued to stare at the bottle, wondering. What exactly did ‘Anti Hoblin Brew’ mean? For instance, could it mean poison? That is to say, if a Hoblin drank it, he or she would die. Or did it mean, if a Hoblin drank it, he or she changed back to being a human?’
An urge gripped me to snatch it out of the cupboard and drink some, to rid myself of this terrible green affliction, one way or the other. My hand hovered next to the bottle. But, no, I cannot risk it. If it is poison, I will die. So, reluctantly, I closed the cupboard door, leaving the bottle undisturbed.
I could see the back door at the end of the kitchen from where I stood. The four dustbins were through the back door, along the outside wall. At least they were in my dream, and my dream has proved correct in every detail so far. I needed to know if they were there for sure, so I walked across and opened the back door. I stepped into a small, plain concreted backyard, surrounded by high, red brick walls. I looked along the wall adjacent to the back door. As expected, the four bins, three tallish pink and one green stood against the wall.
As I stared at the three bins, wondering what was inside each, I became aware of a faint shuffling noise. I stood and listened. Yes, the noise was coming from where the bins stood. Maybe an animal was trapped behind one of them – or inside? I stepped closer, and as I looked between the bins, I realised the noise was coming from inside all three pink bins. What the heck could it be? I tentatively gripped the handle on one of the pink dustbin lids. After much hesitation, I lifted the lid a fraction, but not enough to see inside. I could hear the noise much more clearly now - a shuffling noise. With my nerves on edge, I lifted the lid until I could see inside the bin. To my horror, I saw a fully clothed, headless female body. It was a tight space in the bin, but the body was mobile, shuffling aimlessly around in circles like some grotesque automaton. I slammed the lid back down and quickly stepped away. ‘Bloody hell!’ I gasped in horror. ‘It's still alive – just like the heads!’
I stood gawping at the bin for I don’t know how long. Then I looked at the other two bins. Did they hold the bodies of the other two babysitters? I must find out, but I dreaded looking inside. Hesitantly, I put my ear to one and then the other. I heard the same shuffling noise coming from each of them. I didn’t need to look inside to know that what I saw in the first bin mimicked the other two pink bins. I stepped away. In the unlikely event that I got out of this dreadful place, I could tell the girls’ heads that their bodies were still alive. I wasn't sure what comfort this would offer them, but at  least they would know. Gripped by shock, I went back into the kitchen, ensuring the back door was firmly closed after me.
Without thinking, I pulled the chair out from the kitchen table and sat down. My mind was numb with shock. I sat there for a long time, perhaps hours, I do not know. Then, when my brain finally started to work again, I thought about escaping from this dreadful place. There must be a way out of this nightmare.
