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Tara Moghbelpour

Sirens

Their bodies are never pretty.

It is not the mangled limbs, the crimson rivers that paint cold asphalt. It is the bugs.

Crawling. Infesting skin. Flesh their throne.

Flies are always drawn to the sour-sweet stench hanging under that white sheet —
completely enamoured by the sickening cocktail of decay and despair. Gathering thickly over
bones protruding through paper skin.

When a crash is discovered, emergency services secure the area and provide medical
attention to any survivors. Law enforcement and forensic investigators typically conduct an
examination of the scene, gather evidence and determine the cause of the crash. The dead are
not moved.

This has never bothered Finn, really. It is just procedure. Chief Jones had said that it gave
him the “right edge” for the job. Willow had said that it made him heartless.

This scene looks almost staged.

Light fog hangs low, rolling in like the breath of a sleeping beast: ancient, wet. Bathed by
a swollen moon, the car — a caved-in silver Ford — rests against the belly of a tree. Strips of
flayed metal splay across dewy grass, the sirens long faded. The passenger door hangs open,
red muddying the driver’s seat.

No body.

“Unlike you to be late, Dawson.”

Finn blinks away cobwebs, eyes flicking to the gruff voice.

Chief Jones stands with a heavyset posture, her boots chewing the gravel with the
patience of someone used to getting answers. Finn can only stare. Then, like he is supposed
to, he opens his mouth to tell her. Confess. Follow protocol.

When no reply comes, she simply sighs, already thumbing through a dampened notepad.

“We’re working on identifying the driver,” she mutters tiredly. It is the kind of tired that
sleep does not wear off, the kind that lives in her marrow. “Car’s unregistered. Stolen, maybe.
But that’s never stopped you before.” Squinting, she scans the wreck. “At this point it’s hard to
tell, but EMTs say driver could’ve wandered off — disoriented. But with this much blood ...”



ESU (QId) Roly Sussex Short Story Competition 2025 Moghbelpour

Finn’s jaw locks.

Jones sighs again, breath steaming the air. “No time like the present.” A tilt of her head
leads him to the roadside, where a folding table stands crookedly.

Finn’s boots squelch as he approaches the table. On it rests the contents of the car sealed
in clear plastic.

No ID. Just a packet of gum, half empty. A small collection of sea glass. A lighter.

Then ...

The storybook.

His gaze snags there.

Water-bloated, spine cracked with use. The kind of wear that speaks of someone lured.
Returning again and again. Searching for something.

He steps closer.

A collection of myths.

Heroes cast in bronze and flame; stories soaked with the blood of beasts. Dog-eared
pages illustrating monsters forged from seafoam. Weak. Then strong, envied, irresistible.

Untouchable.

Sirens.

Finn realises his fingers are hovering over the plastic. He retracts them. They twitch at his side.

Jones watches him. Says nothing.

He should tell her.

He does not look at the storybook again.

skekk

They were eleven when Willow first met the salt lake.

Hand in hand, they had ventured to the shore. Pieces of the sky still hung from the trees,
and the water underfoot was thick — dark, alive.

Finn hovered at the edge, carefully watchful.

It’s your job to take care of her, after all.

Willow still stepped forward, bare feet sinking into the mud, silt blotting out the hem of

her skirt. She raised her arms like a conductor calling forth a storm.
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“It’s not a lake,” she had whispered, eyes alight and breath uneven. She dipped
backwards, slow and deliberate. Her shoulders tipped into dusk, cloth clinging to her ribs. It
outlined the fragility. “It’s a doorway.”

Finn squinted at Willow; arms crossed tight over his chest. That sounded rather stupid,
even for her.

“One day,” she murmured, eyes closed. “One day, I'll be just like one of them.
Untouchable.”

Finn watched the lake swallow her shape, bit by bit. His throat tightened.

She was being pulled in too deep.

He opened his mouth ...

Branches snapped behind him. Their father came crashing through the tree line, voice
shrill with panic. Rushing to the twins. Right past Finn, straight to Willow. She was now
dragging herself from the water.

“Are you out of your mind?” He was already checking her temperature with the back of
his hand. “You’re flushed. You're dizzy. | told you, if your heart rate spikes—"

Willow shrugged him away with more strength than Finn expected.

“I'm fine,” she hissed.

He ignored her. “You are never to come out here again. Do | make myself clear?”

He did not so much as walk the two home as herd them, muttering about recklessness,
arrhythmia, and the cold, the cold, the cold.

But it lodged in Finn’s skull like a fishhook. That word. Doorway. Willow had spoken it
like worship. Like she believed the lake might open up and swallow her whole, transform her.
That it would be a kindness.

Just like in her storybook.

% skok

“Still no body, but ...

Jones clears her throat. “Finn.”
His name is clunky in her mouth — too careful, too soft, for a woman like her.

“Pretty sure we’ve IDed the driver.”
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He turns to face her. She is holding the storybook. It is still wrapped in plastic. He does
not flinch. Does not cry.

“I’'m ...” She falters. Clears her throat again. Slips the storybook into his hands, protocol
be damned. “I’1l handle the rest. You go home.”

Finn straightens. Gives a single nod. Walks. Each step sinks deeper into soaked earth as
he drags his body through tar. Somewhere, a bird calls once and is answered by silence.

The storybook sags, heavier than it should be.

Maybe that is the reason. Maybe it is mercy, or madness—some misguided way of
preserving what he had failed to protect. Some kind of twisted closure. An olive branch to the
dead. Too little, too late.

1ts your job to take care of her.

He reaches his car. The boot is locked.

A simple fact, a clean line between before and after.

He does not open it.

Not yet.

Instead, he stands beside the vehicle. Rests his forehead against cool glass. Closes his
eyes. Something uncoils in his chest, a kind of unfathomable ache that does not announce
itself with tears, but with silence. He exhales once, as if to steady his bones. Grief can come
later. For now, he has a job to do.

He unlocks the car. Turns the key. Drives without headlights.

And the lake waits.

skekk

They were seventeen, maybe eighteen, when Willow answered the pull. Tried to open that
doorway.

He could barely remember the argument. Only the aftermath.

Willow strode forward, as she always did. Barefoot and undeterred. The lake lay out
before them, swollen with stars. As if it had been waiting just for her.

Finn called after her, but she did not turn.

No, she was stupidly acting against what festered in her chest. The sweet rot.

In a single moment, her head dipped under. The lake swallowed her soundlessly.

Finn froze. One heartbeat. Two.
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Then he was moving. Sprinting, then diving. Diving into murk. No ceremony, no warmth.
Just cold hands pulling at his ribs, dragging him under.

Down there, the world lost its shape. No up, no air. Just silt and memory.

He did not find Willow. He collided with her. Call it familial instinct, maybe. Fate.

In the movies, drowning was always this loud affair. Thrashing limbs. A desperation to live.

Willow was still.

Her hair bloomed like ink. Eyes wide, mouth open.

Finn grabbed her from under the arms, kicking hard as he tore through the deep. The
surface gave, then resisted, then broke with a gasp that split his throat raw.

He hauled Willow to safety.

Clawing the earth, fingernails filling with sludge, Finn pulled her up the bank. Without a
moment’s thought, he was rolling her over and hitting her back until she retched. Hacked up
the drowning. Spat slop in ribbons, thick and threaded with pondweed. Her throat blistered,
as if the lake had bloomed in her chest and was now rotting its way out. The slack-jawed
mouth of it hissed behind them. Unsatisfied.

With rags of briny skin shrivelled on her bones, death had brushed her lips and let her go.

Finn anchored his forehead into the dirt — on land, in breath. Relief was a tangible
weight. Next to him, Willow lived. Eyes burning. Almost creature.

But not enough.

Lolling on the bank, with lungs and veins filled with bitter blue, the girl with salt and
seawater in her soul turned to the lake. Her voice cracked open into song, strained from
breathing saline.

Her back to Finn, the water was the only thing worth being heard by.
ok ok

The wind is alive when Finn returns.

He casts his gaze on the lake. That damned lake. It breathes with the fog, a tomb craving
devotion. Grieving a stolen daughter. The willing canvas of a sky bruising at the edges. His
neck snaps up. Daybreak, soon. He must hurry.

The trunk creaks open.

She is heavy.
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Heavier than Finn remembers, but maybe that is just the weight of silence. Dense,
unspoken words that had festered between them.

Nothing close to perfect.

At home, there was never any room for Finn to be an angry person. He wonders, not for
the first time, if that is what pushed them apart. Where bitterness curled, a muffled thing. Too
many things swallowed. Always taught to be quiet, to take care of her. To understand. There
could be only one temper — she and their father took turns.

But resentment ripens and, when it splits, it spills.

He had said something. Something low, something cruel.

Didn’t mean to. Did.

She had only stared. Dry-eyed, still — for once, still.

Then turned. Took the keys. Peeled off into the dark. Silver Ford. Their father’s old car.

And he had let her. He had let her.

Black cloth bunches at the knees as Finn carries her. Thick with dried gore, the fabric
clings like shrouded skin. He shifts her in his arms, but the weight does not ease. Some things
never do.

A film of rot lines his lips, but he swallows. It is nothing that he cannot manage.

It is hard not to yearn for a simpler time. Where they would sneak out to the lake after
school. She would paint his nails with mud, and he would let her.

Nothing close to perfect, no. But siblings, nonetheless.

The lake lies in wait, in expectancy. Always willing to take.

He steps in. One foot, then the other. Does not flinch from the cold, though his bones scream.
It is the type of cold that hollows before softening. He walks until submerged to the hip.

Then, Finn lets go.

Unable to save her in life, he saves her in death. Returns her to the only thing she had
ever truly loved.

The lake closes. Accepts her, this time without struggle. Not a ripple, not a bubble. A
doorway. As if it had only ever been waiting. As if e were the fool, only delaying the inevitable.

Staggering back to the shore — chest burning, throat full of iron and algae — he drops to his
knees. Claws at the skin of the earth. Retches nothing. Remains crouched long after it is done,
fists sunk into the bank. Oil boiling in his gut. Blood that is not his black beneath his nails.

1ts your job to take care of her.
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No part of him feels lighter. Only less human.

Heart stopped in someone else’s chest, rotting the moment he lost his purpose. His use.

Eventually, he rises. Walks back to the car. Stares at that storybook resting in the
passenger seat.

He stays there long after the moon shifts. Long after the reeds still. Long after he has
anything left to give.

skkok

On the drive back, he does not check the rearview mirror. Does not turn on the radio.
But somewhere deep in the stillness, beneath the muck and mourning—

Something sings.



