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The Mermaid


 


By Tanith Lee


 


 


Michael was a quiet man with never much to say for
himself. He worked at his father’s ironmongery business, which the old dad was
now too frail to see to, and had taken on some new lines in hammer and nails
and paint, which pleased the weekenders, who want their cottages all colours,
and to hang up their trophy knick-knacks, their shells and dried weeds, and
other dead hard things from out of the sea. It was the sea was the thing with
Michael too, for though he would never tell you of it, she had bewitched him.
As a child he was always on the shores climbing among the steep caves, fishing
off the Rock, or just sitting staring away out to where there is nothing, you
mind, but what the inner eye and the heart imagine. And it was the sea that
gave to Michael the one long speech I ever heard him make.


I had known him since we were children in the
village. And when I came back from the city, soul-sore and drinking down a
bottle a day, he was the first thing I saw that I knew, as I walked from the
train along the street. ‘Hallo, Michael,’ I said, ‘how are you doing?’ And
Michael nodded and said to me, ‘I’m going along,’ as if he had only met me that
morning, when it had been three years and more.


I began my writing then, up in the room over the
Widow’s bakery, and for all I was told Watch out for the Widow, she did me no harm except in the pastry way,
fattening me up. But it got me off the
drink, so maybe it was not so bad a bargain.


And as I sought my path back into the village, and
they stopped their jibes about the city and the stranger, I saw Michael here
and there, in his father’s shop, and in the pub sometimes of an evening, where
I drank my two halves slow as cream, or walking along the shore at dusk, by the
snow-blue water and under the ashy rose-petal sky, not grey, not pink, clearer
than a washed glass, that only the sea knows how to bring.


But Michael, as I say, was no talker. He would
stand his round, he would play his game of cards, he would put on the odd bet,
he would help you if you needed an item or two and had not the cash, and once,
when one of the holiday couples lost a dog, it was Michael went down and found
it under the Rock, and brought it in his arms. And when the woman held out a
bright leaf of money, Michael turned it gently aside.


But he would neither converse nor confide, not
Michael. Nor he never married. And he was a nice-looking man, dark and
blue-eyed and not yet much above forty. He could have had three or four but
they had given up on him and taken elsewhere. There was never any idea, mind,
that Michael had other tastes. He had even courted a girl, when he was a boy,
but nothing came of it.


And then, when I had been back a year, there came
the storm. It waked me at three in the morning. I had forgotten how it would
sound, the sea, when she was angry.


I stood in the window and looked down the village
to the shore, and there were the great waves like spiked combs and the sky
tearing at them, and this sound of guns the water makes, and the tall thunder,
and the lightning flash like a knife. It filled me with terror and joy, and I
put on my clothes and my boots and went out, and in the street I came on
others, drawn forth as I had been as if by a powerful cry. We
spoke of what boats might be out and if they had got to safety, but there was a
primeval thing upon us that had nothing to do with human sympathy or care. And
in the end I went on down the street, past the pub, which had opened itself up
again, and through the lane to the Rock.


And when I reached the place, the wind was rending
and it was like the edge of chaos, so I stood there drunk as I had not been now
in eleven months, with my mouth open, half-blinded, until I saw Michael was there
before me, down along the Rock where the spray was coming up and the water ran
black as oil. He stood with his feet planted, looking out.


‘Come back a way, Michael,’ I called, ‘She’ll have
you off, man, and into all that.’


He turned and looked at me, and I saw he had my
face, my drunkard’s face, and suddenly he grinned and he said, ‘Had me she
already has.’


But then a great bomb of water burst against the
Rock. I saw him go to his knees and I dashed forward, afraid he would be lugged
over and lost. But he was not and he and I pulled away from the edge together.


‘You’ve the right of it,’ he said, when we stood
back drenched on the track. ‘For she’s greedy tonight.’


There are moments when you foretell suddenly a man
will speak to you, that there is something lodged in his spirit, and now it
will be shown. It may be a diamond or a severed head and there is no means to
guess, but you must not gainsay him. Not for your own hope, you must not. And
so it was with Michael now. For he waited by me, and he said, ‘I could do with
a drink if Alec has the bar open.’ And then, making no move, he said, ‘You’re a
writer, you could write it down maybe.’


‘Write down what, Michael?’


‘The mermaid.’


So too when he puts the diamond or the hacked head
before you, you do not say to him, Bloody rot, man.


‘A mermaid is it?’ I said. ‘I always dreamed there
were such things.’


‘I dreamed it,’ he said, ‘since I was a boy, and
the dad told me stories.’ His lashes were strung with water so I could not see
his eyes to be sure of them. We huddled into a lee of the Rock. It was the pub
our flesh wanted, the warmth and the lamplight and the company, if not the
liquor. But our souls kept us there in the loud corner of the storm. We could
not go away, not yet, till he was done.


‘When I was sixteen it was,’ he said at last, under
the scream of the wind. The glass waves smashed upon his voice but could not
drown him out. That is how it is when a man must speak to you. Though he
whispers in the whirlwind, you will hear, like Job, or Moses on the mountain.


His brain, Michael said, was once full of
fantasies, day-dreams, and there were night-dreams too, very rich and
beautiful, often remembered, all to do with the sea. It had been that way with
him since he was a child, and his father told him sea-yarns of his fishing
days, and some wonderful lies besides which to the child were no more than a
proper truth, as perhaps in a sort they are. There were cities under the ocean,
of coral and crystal and nacre, and great beasts like dragons that could
swallow up a ship whole, and there were peoples, whose young girls swung upon
the waves, as if upon a garden swing, combing their green-yellow hair the
colour of canaries, singing, and if you stared you caught a glimpse of their
pearl-white breasts and of their silken tails, for they had no legs but were
fish from the belly down.


‘You know how it is,’ said Michael, ‘you’re coming
to think of girls by then, and you get the strange feelings – between sweetness
and sin. And it was those glimmer breasts on the waves, maybe. I’d dream of
them after.’


‘Nor would you be the first,’ I said. ‘That dream
began long ago.’


Michael smiled. ‘With the first fisherman,’ he
said.


We paused in the storm’s corner, and the sea cursed
us and all mankind. She was the very devil tonight, we said. And then he went
on.


It was near the end of the summer of his
seventeenth year, and he had been fishing but caught nothing, though it did not
greatly trouble him. He was walking back along the shores, with the tide behind
him, but he had nothing to fear for he knew its times better than his own body,
which was still a surprise to him. It happens now and then at that season,
seals stray in and lie along the rocks like tabby cats to sun themselves, and
in the afternoon water they play. He had seen them before and liked them, and
when first he came around the headland with the old tower, and saw the shape
out among the offshore rocks, he reckoned it was a seal, and went carefully.


The sun was westering, and the water gleamed and
the objects upon it and in it were dark. But then a big mallow cloud passed
over the sun and the light softened, and he saw that on the rocks there sat no
seal but a woman, naked as a baby, and with a hank of long hair down her back.


He took her for a holiday-making girl, who else
would be so brazen as to swim without covering, and this was strange, for he
had eyed the holiday girls all summer, and they him indeed, and he thought he knew them all, but this one was
different. Her hair was very pale for one, and then, although he was too far
off to see anything of her well, her skin seemed pale in the same odd fashion,
but perhaps this was a trick of the glare upon the ocean. Just at that moment,
the sun came out again, and she turned to a silhouette.


Michael stayed, wondering to himself if he had the
nerve to go near and take a fair look. He had never seen a woman bare, except
in his fancy with the aid of a few pictures picked up round and about. His
pulses were beating, and he tingled at the notion. But what if she saw him?
Could it be she would not mind? He had heard stories too of the loose girls
from the towns. Michael began to tremble at this, as a young man will, and many
an older man if it comes to it. He did
not know whether to go nearer or to take himself right away. And it was as he
was arguing it out that the girl herself decided to be off. Her exit was a
simple one. She merely dived from her rock into the sea. He beheld her pale
body and hair spring and turn over, and then the upending of something that
curved up like a bow against the shining sky, flickering a fan of silvered
paper upon its utmost end. Then everything was gone down into the blaze of the
water.


Michael stood amazed. And told himself he was
seeing things, then that he had seen nothing at all, then that it was a seal,
and next a girl, and lastly that he had looked upon that creature of the myth,
the innocent, sweet sin of his adolescent lust, the mermaid. ‘I never slept
that night,’ said Michael.


‘I never thought that you would,’ said I, softly. ‘But
did you tell a soul?’


‘Not one. What could I tell? The dad would have
thought me cracked, for all he claimed to have seen them himself in his sea
days. No, I was ashamed. I was afraid.’


‘And then, how long did you hesitate, till back you
went?’


‘Only the one day,’ he said.


He returned in the afternoon, to the same spot and
better, finding himself a vantage where the cliff comes down to the water and
there are the caves. He lay about along a ledge and watched for her and knew
she never would come, but as the sun moved over into the west and the sea began
to sheen, come she did, up out of the slick mirror of the water, pulling
herself he said like a live rope. And she sat upon a green rock and he saw her
clearly now and near enough, if he had gently thrown a stone, he might have hit
her. That was not near enough that he saw her face beyond the form of it that
was a woman’s, or the details of her body, beyond that she had a narrow back,
slim arms, two breasts upon her like little white cups and spangled with wet,
and her long hair, and that she combed her hair with a spiny shell, and that
below her flat belly she had no legs but a fish’s tail, which coiled over into
the sea-froth, glittering and tensing with muscle, and alive and
part of her.


‘She didn’t sing,’ said Michael. ‘That was all I
missed. She made no sound, though once a gull went by, crying, and she raised
her head in the way a cat does after a bird. But she was real as my own skin.’


And then his lust, for he did lust after her, this
made him do a pragmatic, cool thing. It made him look at her in dismay,
thinking that if she had no legs, then how might it be possible... But there
were some markings on her tail, he saw, like the flowering apertures of
dolphin. In a boiling rush of embarrassment, he knew what they were, and
because of it, not even knowing what he would do, he stood up and shouted at
her.


She moved her head, quite slowly, as she had at the
passing of the gull. There was nothing shy or timid in the gesture, but
something feral there was. Although he could not see her eyes, he saw she
stared at and beheld him.


It was a long moment. Every second he expected her
to fling herself over back into the sea. But she did not do it until he had
taken five or six strides down from the ledge. And then the curving body, the
flaunt of the tail, were limpid, nearly flirting.


It was as if she said, I know your kind, as you know mine. 1 say no, now.
But perhaps not, tomorrow.


For if the holiday girls were amoral, what must she
be, this fey half-being out of ocean?


He had seen her hair was green, too. Pale, pale
green like those cream peppermints you can buy in chocolate. Her skin looked
only lily white and her tail like the grey-silver foil that wraps up tobacco
and coffee.


Well, he would woo her. He would court her. And he
knew how it must be done. For where he would take the mortal girl a carton of
talcum or a bunch of flowers, he would bring this one the fish of his catch,
raw, as of course she would want them.


He had ‘some pains over it. Going out at dawn the
next day, baiting his line for the lovely dainty fish they call along the coast
fairies, and catching them – because he must; filling up a
crock with them, and carrying it down to the offshore rocks where she would
come back – because he would accept nothing other.


The water was mild as milk and the beauty of the
full-blown summer lay like a kiss upon the sea, the cliffs, the sky. It was a
magic time, and anything might happen in it. This he had always truly believed,
and now it had been given him to know it for sure.


When he went off he did not go far, only to the
shore’s edge where the wet sand sank between the claws of the rocks and their
emerald gardens, and everything of the land ran out into the water, which
looked blue now as the sky was gold.


She came early. He saw her, lifting her effortless,
spilling body from the sea. She scented the fish at once, and though she
acknowledged Michael with one upraised, untremulous glance, she hurried
instantly to the catch and began ravenously to devour it.


Even now he was not near enough to see her sharply,
only the suggestion of her features. And that she ate like a wild beast did not
alarm or disgust him. She was a creature of the sea, and she was hungry.


When she was finished, she did something exquisite,
too, as if to make up for the ravening. She rinsed her face with her hand, in
the cat-like motion that seemed most ready with her. And having done this, she
turned and stared towards him. She seemed to be considering, Michael thought,
if he was anything to her or not.


And then his heart jumped up like a hare. For she
made a movement, not cat-like, not creatural or oceanic. Lifting her left arm,
lightly and unmistakably she beckoned
him to come to her.


Well, he froze. He stopped there like a damned
stone and could not make himself try a step. And even as this happened, he
swore at himself with the terrible foul words he had gained with his sixteen to
seventeen years. But it did no good. And presently, without any sign of
displeasure or amusement, the sea-girl flipped over and was gone down once more
into the water.


At that, he ran. He pelted full tilt at the place
she had been, sliding and almost falling, and he was yelling too, pleading that
she would stay. But when he reached the spot, there were only the fish bones
lying there, some of them cracked by her teeth.


Michael looked out across the empty sea. From this
vantage the sun was down behind the headland. A shadow filmed the water, making
it transparent and opaque together. Again, before he knew what he did, Michael
began to wade out into it, silent now, and he said that tears spurted from his
eyes, he could not have said why.


Then from the sea, like a white bird, she darted
out. He caught the flash of her – like the lightning it was, so unlooked for,
yet expected. And her arm was raised, and it still beckoned, and he knew that
she wished him to follow her, and in that moment he had gone far enough that he
could do it.


Unlike half of the village he could swim, could
Michael, and he launched himself into the warm sea without another thought. ‘There
was never,’ he said, ‘another hour like that one. It was more, you see, like
flying than to swim. And all the doubt left behind on the land.’


He had her in sight, for she allowed it, keeping
herself above the sea, and he could make her out easily, the glint of her hair
and skin, and, every so often, the flare of her fish tail catching the last
sun. She went around the cliffs, under the old tower, and he decided she would
be going to the bluff beyond, which at low tide is set back from the sea, and
crumbling, full of galleries and carious chambers, unsafe and unvisited. It
seemed to him she would know this cliff, maybe it had been a land-haunt of hers
for centuries, for did not her kind live three hundred years at least?


Sure enough she turned towards the bluff, to which
the tide was now coming up, and swam in under a deep blind shadow that was
falling down into the water from the rocks. She vanished there into some hidden
channel, and then reappeared two minutes later above him, before he had got
himself frantic, on a high dim overhang. She had ascended so swiftly it was
like a challenge. Unable to locate the underwater passage, he dragged himself
out and pushed up the bluff-side, slipping and stumbling, on his two legs, to
reach her.


Between finally was a sort of tunnel, thickly dark,
fishy, and cold, smelling of the core of the ocean, which in its time had been
there very much, and when he had thrust himself through this, he found her cave
before him.


There could be no doubt it was hers. It was
littered with her things, her possessions, what she had borne in to tinker
with, for she too was a visitor. She
had her trophies of seaweeds, and a hoard of shells, and some keepsakes from
the beach, a broken glass in a plastic frame, a scent bottle, a crushed and
empty can of beer. Also, scattered about, were the familiar bones of fish, the
carapace of a crab.


There was no comfort in the cave. It was stone and
rock and slime and impending night. It chilled him right enough, but not
sufficiently to send him away. For she was there, somewhere, in the dusk.


‘I believe that I spoke to her,’ said Michael, ‘some
courting phrase.’


He trod over the bones and the crab, cautious not
to spoil the shells and glass and can, which were her toys, and then he made
her out, stretched on the stones before him in the darkness. She glowed, like
the phosphorus on the water by night. He gazed down, and she was less than
three feet from him, lying there, and he saw her as she was at last.


‘If I had thought,’ he said, ‘I would always have
reckoned it to be like dying. The drowning death. And the door opens, and you
see the face of God. All your days you’ve known you will come to it, and longed
for and feared it, but it will be. But then as the door flies wide, you see – it
is the truth you see. And truth is terrible.’


The image that shone up for him on the darkness was
the truth of the mermaid.


She was a mammalian female from her head and torso
to her lower belly, where she became the fish. But though she was a female, she
was not properly a woman. Her face was flat, with little fluttering nostrils
set without a nose, and her mouth was wide and lipless and through it he could
detect the thin fence of narrow teeth, each of which was pointed. Her eyes were
a fish’s eyes, round and yellowish, lidless, the soulless eyes that glare from
the net. Her hair streamed back and was not hair but a tangle of strange
rubbery filaments, and he saw she had no ears but there were the gills there,
flaccid as withered pods.


‘Even her skin,’ he said, ‘for skin she had, to her
waist, it was not like skin at all but the hide of a whale, thick and shiny,
and here and there algae growing on it and little mosses out of the deep water,
feeding on her.’


She stank of the ocean floor, of the fish she ate
and was. The tail of her was huge and sinuous, gleaming, twitching, and the dark flowers of her ultimate femaleness stared from
it. His gorge rose. He choked, but could not move away. He felt the trap; he
knew there was no escape for him. She was the sea, which is older than the
land, and he had gone to her and was hers.


And then she beckoned again, aimlessly, cruelly. It
was like the waving of the sea-wrack in the tide, some ancient gesture she had
learned, but it drew him closer, near to her, so he leaned and then he kneeled
above her, and he could no more have not done it than a man can keep from his
last breath.


She put her hand on him then, like his lover. He
saw her hand, thin, so he noticed its jelly bones, and the webs between the
three fingers which were all she had, and the long greenish curving nails. And
in this nightmare instrument, groaning and praying, partly out of his mind, he
watched his manhood rise erect for her. But when she drew him in, he shut his
eyes.


‘She was cold,’ he said. When he said this to me,
the word, the word cold, became a new word. Its entire meaning I did not
grasp, but in a book you would find it by those other words: Terror, Hell, Evil
and Despair. ‘My body worked as she made it do. I clung in my mind and prayed
and I do not know for what but I think I never called on God. She was cold, she
was cold. She was all the old fish-stinking filth-drowning of the sea. She was
the mud and the nothingness. She was the years of the world dying. Ah God. I
was fucking death.’


He does not remember the end, though he is sure,
Michael, that he served her as she required. He came up out of her, as from the
bottom of the ocean, and he crawled away and vomited, bringing out the poison,
but he could never rid himself of all. And somewhere as he writhed and spewed,
he heard a faint silken splash under the bluff, and knew that she was gone,
dived down into the deep of the evening tide, vanished, where the night and the
horizon touch.


The stars were out when Michael crawled free of the
cave and began his long walk homeward.


All the while he walked, in the clean air of the
cliffs, he told himself it was done now.


‘But it never was done,’ said Michael. ‘And never
will be done.’


We stood together in the lee of the Rock. The storm
was quietening and the waves sloping lower and lower. Sometimes with an angry
hiss they came up the granite for us, but her rage was turning away towards
some other place.


‘Hark there,’ said Michael, ‘Alec is doing good
trade.’


And from the village we heard a shouting and banging
of the piano in the pub.


As Michael moved out into the slow rain, I nearly
put my hand on his arm, to ask him or to tell him something. But I did not know
what that would be, for he had said it through and no wise sentence of mine
could change it. He had lain with the sea and could lie with no other. He had
coupled with death and lived with the memory of that. Each night that he lay
down upon his own belly did he feel that under him, that icy twisting and
smothering and drawing? And did he dream of them still, the hollow girls
swinging on the waves with their round annihilated eyes, their taloned fingers,
their silent songs?


‘Michael...’ I said.


‘What would you have?’ he said. ‘I’ll buy you a
drink,’ I said.


‘Thanks now, but no. It’s late. The Dad will want
me up for the shop bright and early. Good night to you.’


He did not say, Do you not believe me? Or never speak of this. He walked away up the lane as though we had
exchanged a few words over the storm. I took note of his progress, and when he
had disappeared from sight, I wondered too if he had said any of it to me, that
untalking man. But the sea is the thing now, it is she tells you. You have only
to listen, to hear.


 











For the Memory of Jane


 


By K T Davies


 


 


Huginn ok Muninn


fljúga hverjan dag


Jörmungrund yfir;


óumk ek of Hugin,


at hann aftr né komi-t,


þó sjámk meir of Munin.


 


Iron is as old
as us. We know Iron and all its tricks, and samewise, it knows us.


Iron does not
yield.


Though my claws
are blunt they are still as thick as an axeman’s fingers, yet the spare,
leafless branch does not yield or flex within my grasp like brother Ash or
sister Elm. I endure and tighten my grip on the leafless bow like Draupnir
around our Father’s finger.


The rain
hammers down, as hard as Mjolnir. It rings against my thin-feathered, wax-thick
skull; but old as I am, like the Iron tree on which I perch, I prevail against
the storm, lofty and unbowed.


I tilt my head
from earth to heaven. Though even my keen eyes cannot see it, I know that above
the bow of the sky lies Valhalla. Beyond the boiling clouds where heat and ice
wage constant war, where wings are seared or frozen on a whim, there lays the
starlit path that I long to fly once more. Oh, but it has been so long since I
crossed the bridge. I wonder; am I too old to fly the course? Are these wings
too stiff?


‘No.’
Thought answers and I thank my brother for his encouragement. My heart beats
fast and clean against my wish-thin breast and I remember. I am old, but
like Iron, I will not yield.


Below the
limbless tree, the screaming beasts roar ceaselessly upon a river of ash,
devouring air and spewing filth. I trace by eye their brutal tracks cut without
thought through the paths that guide the wise and the wild.


These ... roads
stink and spread like flood run, through glass canyons and stone cliffs. The
dead litter them; killed but not consumed by the roaring beasts with fire eyes.
I spy pigeon, cat, pheasant, and fox, all pressed into the hard packed ash. I
do not understand why they leave their kill to rot, but their loss is my gain.
I swoop down and glide between the roaring beasts, spinning runes in the air as
I go to guard me while I eat my fill. The riven flesh tastes like Jotun shit,
but an offering is an offering, and all that is spilled beneath the shadow of
the Raven Banner belongs to my Father.


And so I eat
the despair of the wild and wonder at the waste. ‘I do not understand the
City.’ I say.


Huginn’s
laughter is faint, but rings as sweet as a rill, as bright as a hammer against
an anvil. ‘You have the right of it there, foolish old bird, now get thee
hence. The shield maiden cannot wait forever.’


I sigh. I am
a foolish old bird, that is a truth, and in truth there is power. My runes
waver and dissolve in the blue tinged air. I let the wind lift me as the beasts
roar by, blind eyes burning against the dying day. Up I go, spiralling above
the City. I wonder, when did this happen? This dwelling place by the broad ford
has spread between blinks and now lies like a carpet of moss across the
gritstone crags where the kin of my kin have fledged for a thousand years. This
City by the broad ford has swallowed the valleys of green and grey that once
slept beneath the shadow of our dark span. I knew everything then. Every secret
of every dell, every song of every bird. Yet this place has always shifted like
mist, lying as it does on the edge of the Dane Law. It has always been a
battleground and now it grows too swiftly for this old bird to keep up. I
cannot remember it all and if I cannot remember, my lord will forget and turn
his face from here and we will lose another fief. I drift on a sighing breeze
and watch hungry giants crawling along the ashen tracks, snapping at the frayed
hem of our domain. If only I’d come here sooner, if only I’d forgotten it
entirely. For good or ill, the Raven Banner was hoisted here and the land was
claimed by axe and fire and so it has been lodged in my memory, mapped and
fixed and I must remember it.


‘Foolish,
Muninn. Now frame thi’ sen,’ Huginn chides.


I ignore him
and soar to the icy bow of the sky to freeze my tears before they fall. The sun
dips to the horizon, drawing a string of light taut against the curve of the
world, poised to loose stars into the sky, bright enough perhaps to light the
way home, for I have forgotten. As the tapestry of our tales grows ever more
threadbare and the green sward is broken, my memories are scattered on the
winds like plucked feathers. And so, reluctantly, I have come to the bitten
edge, to the very rim of the shield where I might find my memories of this place.
The wolf age is upon us, and no man will have mercy on another unless we
remember where, and who we are.


A twist of
pinions and down I go. The air tears through my flights, seeking weakness. Old
I may be, but I am wise to the wind and like Skidbladnir’s hull, my wings are
slight but strong enough : for now. I settle onto my leafless perch on the Iron
tree and brood until the rain abates and the Thunderer hammers south. I listen
to him annealing the fabric of world upon world, welding the then with the now
to forge the blade of tomorrow. In the distance, I see a spit of fire flash
from Asa-Thor’s forge, it is bright against the falling shadow of night.
Beneath me the bright runes of this dwelling place by the broad ford burst into
life. I am blinded for a heartbeat as the beads of my eyes are filled with
blazing gold, azure, and scarlet. I do not understand how these fires can burn
so unwaveringly. I do not understand what these runes painted in light mean.


‘That’s why yer
‘ere,’ Huginn says with another’s voice. In the distance I can hear wolves
howling.


I rise from my
perch, fly above the rivers of ash and the serried Iron trees now aglow with
cold fire. Like an arrow, I fly to the edge of a mirrored pool that lies placid
and unruffled before a cathedral of stone. The rock has been teased and primped
into turrets and spires and carved gods hunch in niches that run the full span
of its breast. These idols have long since withered to blunted nubs beneath the
touch of Njord and Freyr, as is only right and proper. These upstarts with
neither sword nor song should wilt before the gods of rain and wind. For good
measure, I shit on them as I fly over and caw my distain.


Glittering,
glass palaces trim the edge of the lake. In the bale light of deathless fires
it gleams like the boss of Surtr’s blazing shield. This is our doom. The land
is covered by undying fire and the giants wield not one, but a thousand burning
blades. I am too late.


Doubt cripples
me.


I fall through
air that has turned as thin as my hopes. My wings brush the dead edge of stone,
made of stone as I grapple with the breath of the Thunderer.


‘Seek stronger
tides,’ Huginn whispers.


And thus
reminded, I do, and let my beak lead me to warmer air where I rise until the
shield of Surtr is nothing more than a dainty broach pin, set against Midgard’s
night-drenched cloak. This is not the land of my Father. This is the land of my
father’s children and in this moment it is beautiful.


I wheel into
the wind; the tips of my wings questing for warm skeins threaded in the flow. I
find them, and let them draw me to the place I must go. I am the weft, forcing
myself through sweet-scented air redolent of lands far from here.


*


‘Not a bad
innings, though, is it? When you think about it, she’s nowt to moan about, has she?’


‘What? Shut up,
why don’t you? She’s not dead yet, you…’ Val hesitated. She wanted to say ‘fucker’
but, as she said, Jane wasn’t dead yet and the old dear didn’t like swearing.
Despite the morphine, Val knew that the old lady wasn’t asleep. She had a sense
for these things after working on D1 for so many years. Jane was holding on,
bless her. Val didn’t know why, she looked knackered, little more than a
wrinkle in the bed. She’d been a big woman in her prime, a nurse auxiliary in
the army. They didn’t have lifts then, they had to do it all themselves, under
fire. Now she was nothing more than a twist of cotton. Still, if she wanted to
stay, Val would make sure she was comfortable, never mind pillocks like Jo who
just saw full beds or empty beds, rather than the people in them. Jo wasn’t a
bad nurse, as such; she was just a rubbish person, no warmth in her.


They finished
making the bed in silence. When Jo left, Val smoothed the covers on her side
and then checked Jo’s just to make sure that the sheet wasn’t creased. They
were fine, but because Jo was always so perfunctory Val never felt like she
could trust her to do her very best. Her colleague’s disrespect pissed her off.
‘We have a duty to care for the dying, and the dead, come to that.’ Was
what she always wanted to say to her when she started talking about their
patients as though they were already dead, but she never did. Life was short
and she needed the job; and nobody liked a whinger.


Val picked up
the chart hanging on the end of the bed. There was nothing to fill in. No
medication and no change. Jane Frowe was 97 and dying of old age. That was it,
no cancer, no heart failure, nothing other than a steady and relentless
decline, no doubt accelerated by the death three months earlier of Harri, her husband
of seventy four years. There was a picture of the two of them, propped against
a vase of wilting flowers on her bedside cabinet. They’d been young when it was
taken, time and chemical reaction had pocked and faded the silvery edge of the
print, but the figures of a blonde haired girl and a one-eyed, dark haired
young man were still clearly visible. She was wearing a flaring skirt,
patterned with big, blousy roses. He was wearing an Air Force uniform, a bright
blur of medals pinned to his chest. The eye patch was a recent acquisition
thanks to ‘the krauts’ as Jane told her with a knowing wink.


That was how
they’d met, Harri and Jane, she’d told Val a dozen times how she’d found him in
the field hospital, as good as dead.


‘I took one
look at him, lying there like a wet lettuce and said, ‘‘Come on, frame thi sen!’’
Jane would laugh and slap her bird boned hand on the bed for emphasis. ‘And do
you know what, Val? He blooming well did, an all.’


Mrs. Frowe had
a cracking sense of humour and didn’t hold a grudge against the German pilot
who took her husband’s eye. Neither did he, according to Jane. ‘He always said
that it was the best thing that ever happened to him.’


Val laughed the
first time she’d told her. ‘You sure about that, Jane?’


‘Oh, aye. He
said it gave him time to think, lying in the hospital, and that if he hadn’t
lost it, he’d have never met me.’ Then they both laughed, the first time, and
the tenth time Jane told the story. She hadn’t told it for a few weeks now. She
was too busy sucking air into tired lungs to have time or energy to talk much
these days. Even when she was fully awake all she did for the most part was
look out of the window.


Val would never
admit it because she was a professional and you had to be realistic, but she
was going to miss Jane. In the month since she’d been admitted, Val had heard
so many of her stories that the day seemed empty without them. She’d learnt
things about Bradford that she’d never known things that would never make it
into a history book. The tales she told were old legends shared on dark nights
sitting at the kitchen table. There were stories about goblins and severed
heads, lost statues, hidden occult temples and ancient battles fought in
streets she’d walked all her life without a second thought. The old lady told
them word for word every time and in a dialect that she swore had been passed
down from the Vikings who settled here hundreds of years ago.


‘Vikings lived
in Bradford? You’re pulling my leg, Mrs Frowe.’ Val had said.


‘It’s true;
love, sure as I’m lying here. They kem ’ere ’cos it reminded ’em of their ’ome;
wet and miserable.’ Jane replied with a giggle, laying the accent on extra
thick for effect.


They’d had some
laughs before she’d started to slip away. It was horribly hot in the room;
stifling. Val couldn’t stand it, and she knew Jane didn’t like it either; said
it reminded her of the spinning sheds where she’d started work at 13 ‘doffing
off’ the bobbins. After the war she worked there as the nurse which was
apparently, ‘A right step up.’


‘Too hot in
here, innit, Jane?’ Val asked, expecting no answer. ‘D’you want me to open the
window, love? All right then.’


Val push-pulled
the paint stiffened window open and basked a moment in the cool air. Refreshed,
she hung the chart back on the end of the bed and checked that the monitor was
on and working, and that Jane was, well, whatever Jane was; somewhere between
life and death. After making sure that her nightgown was tidy and that her
white, cotton-fluff hair was neatly combed, Val crept to the door. She should
have left it open, but someone passing might see the window and close it
because of health and safety. Val had to laugh. As if the old lady could get
out of bed and jump out of the window.


‘N’night and
God bless, Jane love.’ said Val. As she closed the door she sighed her
acceptance that in all probability, she would not see her alive again. She’d
worked on D1 long enough to know when the dying were ready to let go and Jane
was getting ready.


*


Jane woke early
sometime between night and dawn when the world didn’t quite know where it was
and so lay still while it figured it out. There was never anyone around at this
time, just before shift change because the nurses were at their station,
filling in the handover sheets. She didn’t mind, just so long as she didn’t pee
herself. She had a mortal fear of peeing the bed, even though she’d never
minded others doing it when she’d been a nurse. During the war, pee was the
least thing to worry about finding in a bed, especially when she was out in
France.


‘Dear God,
Harri, d’you remember the mess you were in when I found you, you mucky pup.’
She wasn’t sure if she thought it or said it aloud.


Harri would
have laughed; and said, ‘Nay, lass, ‘ave slept sin then.’ When the morphine was
flowing she swore she could hear him speak, swore she could see the old
bugger; sitting in the corner. He’d come mostly at dusk, after the nurses had
been. He’d sit himself in the faded, blue hospital chair, framed by the row of
cards and sagging balloons sent by family who were waiting for her to die, but
who were too polite to say so. He’d fold his hands in his lap, fix her with his
bright bead of an eye and chuckling would call her a daft old mare. He didn’t
come last night after Val had gone, last night her only visitor had been a big
old crow, come to shelter from the rain on the window ledge. She didn’t mind,
it made a change from the pigeons.


Birds in mind,
Jane turned her head towards the thin blister of light bulging against the
false horizon of the window frame. The drone of traffic from Duckworth Lane was
warming up like a violin concerto being played by tone-deaf drunks. Time was
when she and Harri had sung and drunk their way the length of that lane, and it
was bloody long with a lot of pubs back then, in their heyday. The pubs were
mostly gone now. Fifty years she’d lived in this part of town and she
remembered every day of all of them like it was yesterday. ‘Mind like a steal
trap,’ Harri would say, and he was right. She’d lost three of seven kids and
her husband, but she’d never lost her memory, or her teeth.


Her visitor of
the night before returned, blotting out the light, the big old crow wick-whacked
a flurry of darkness against the half-open window as he landed heavily on the
ledge. They’d plonked her in the old part of the BRI, where the Victorian
stonework provided an ample perch for the … no, not a crow, it was a raven. The
hollow beat of her heart danced. She was a city girl, born and bred, and so any
wildlife out of the ordinary, even a carrion bird, was a rare delight, a touch
of magic.


Country folk
could never understand, nay, would think her daft. Crows, ravens, rooks and the
like were just pests to them, but not to a city lass who, barring a trip
overseas in the 40s, and the odd week’s holiday in Scarborough, had spent
almost her entire life living in the back to backs off Allerton Road,
surrounded by mills and factories that still ate the young to feed the beast of
industry. To Jane the mere glimpse of something like a fox or a raven
was a thrill. And this chap was a fine example of his kind. She craned her neck
despite the groan of tendons too set in their ways for comfort and blinked the
rheum from her eyes as she tried to focus on the bird. He was staring right at
her, bold as brass.


‘Yer a cocky
bugger, aren’t you?’ she said, her voice a papery whisper.


It cawed,
fluffed out its ruff of neck feathers, and tilted its head as though it was
thinking about what she said.


Had she breath
to spare she would have laughed, but her lungs were as light as the cotton fluff
she’d inhaled for sixty years. There was no substance, nothing left to draw
upon save the memory of breathing. For the first time in months she let a tear
fall. Stoicism was a hard skill to master, but three miscarriages had been good
teachers and she’d learnt well how to hold back the floods, but today she let
some go, it was time after all. Another dark shape rose into view, black wings
lashing the air as it landed and sighted her down the length of its angular
beak.


‘I see tha’s
brought thi’ girlfriend.’


The ravens didn’t
answer. They just watched her, two pairs of bright jet beads peering right into
her, right through her eyes.


‘’As tha’ come
f’me, then, eh?’ she thought she said.


The new bird
nodded. ‘Yes, Jane, I have come for you. We are old, you and I. Come, fly with
me. Let us taste again the heedless joy of youth.’


Jane thought
she smiled. ‘Go-on then; hung fer a sheep as a lamb, as mi mother would
say.’


And so Jane
flew with Muninn the raven. And Muninn remembered.


Muninn
remembered the spinning mills, the blackouts and the air raids. She remembered
rationing; the old market; the backstreet cellar dives; the cinema with a dome
fashioned to rival the Taj Mahal. She remembered what the Taj Mahal was because
of a sweet young man called Rashid who’d worked in the dye house and had a nice
smile and a young family back in Pakistan who he missed more than life. She
remembered everything about the broad ford, about Bradford. Memories
connected and flowed from every person Jane had ever known to every person they
had ever known and on they went. A thousand memories flowed
through Muninn like wine flowed in the All Father’s cup and like him; she was
renewed by the heady brew. As the sun birthed bright and strong, Huginn rose in
tight wheels and joined them.


‘Harri, love!
Is that you?’ said Jane, her dark, glassy eye spying the giveaway smirk that
tugged at Huginn’s gleaming beak.


‘Well, who else
would it be? You had me worried for a bit there, lass. I didn’t think you were
going t’ wait for me t’ catch up,’ said Harri and they both laughed. Wing tip
brushed wingtip and they soared like arrows, up beyond the bow of the sky, far
above the broad ford.


 


Huginn and Muninn


Fly every day


Over all the world;


I worry for Huginn


That he might not return,


But I worry more for Muninn…


That she might not remember.
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People ask me
where I met Walther. They ask because we don't fit. You see me, I'm a big man.
I used to be a fit man and most of it's still there, although some of it's
hiding. I do bouncer work, club work. I keep my hair cut short, just off
military. It helps, in my normal line of business. With the stuff I do for
Walther, it doesn't help. Sometimes you can look as tough as you like, but the
other man's always going to look worse. This was one of those times.


Walther, now...
This time we met on the seafront at Bridling Spa. He didn’t fit there, but
Walther Cohen doesn't fit anywhere. He looks younger than me, and he's a lot
smaller; very thin. He's got a thin face, too, with a nose on it, and his hair
is always neatly combed over like his mum does it. He wears white suits. I
never saw anyone wear a white suit in the flesh before I met him, only people
on the television selling fruit or something. He usually wears a hat with it, a
kind of white trilby thing with a black band. This time, picture him with a
newspaper under his arm, and a golf umbrella. Just the man for the seaside,
right? Well you've never seen Bridling Spa then. Probably you've never seen any
seaside place these days.


‘Welcome,
Michael,’ Walther said to me, ‘to the last resort.’ We'd met in a car park with
a view of the sea, which was a kind of deep browny colour. Behind us there was
a tacky little cafe, which was closed. It was just after the season. The car
park was a quarter full, with a rank of motorcycles two-deep along one side.
Beyond the car park, on one side, was a caravan park, and it was still full of
stained, ugly pieces of junk that people had dragged here to the seaside.
Probably they lived in them all year round. I thought of those crabs, the
hermit ones, tugging the borrowed shells of dead animals around.


‘Don't you just
love it?’ Walther asked. The wind had a go at his hat and he clamped it to his
head. ‘A thousand families still at the seaside in October, all of them
beetling here in their little metal houses. The holidaying elite, don't you
think?’


I had seen
enough of his elite on my way here from the station. The off-season crowd at
Bridling Spa was here for gambling and cheep booze. The seafront chip shops and
amusement arcades were spilling over with beer-bellied shaven-headed men and
baseball-capped starved-faced youths.


‘Can you
estimate what percentage of the national benefits burden is here with us now,
in this town?’ Walther asked. He asked it quite loud, and there were enough
people in the car park that a few heard us. It would not be the first time I
had stopped someone beating him up. Standing there in his white suit, speaking
as elaborately poshly as he could, he was a living invitation to it.


He does this,
you understand. If it had been later in the day, he'd catch the drunk crowd,
and then there would have been trouble. The thought would not have stopped him.
‘Look, Walther, why are we here?’ I said.


‘A client,’ he
said, hopping down again, abruptly serious. ‘As always.’


We found a
table, one of those wooden-slatted picnic tables with the bench part built in.
Walter had a newspaper cutting and spread it out, holding it flat to stop it
being blown away. Somewhere off, from beyond the car park, someone shouted, ‘Oi!
Queers!’


‘Her,’ Walther
said. The photo was of a girl about ten, a school photo. Gina Brown. She wore
glasses and looked uncertain. The piece was small for a local paper reporting
that ‘Police Hunt for Missing Schoolgirl.’


I have no idea
how Walther gets his clients. He may advertise in the classified pages of some
strange periodical, or leave cards in telephone boxes for all I know. Sometimes
I think he solicits them, turning up on their doorsteps with impossible offers
of help. Those offers have helped, on and off, in the past. I know he's been
doing it since before I met him.


‘Missing
person? Not your normal, is it?’ I wouldn't have been able to say what his
normal was, but it wasn't this.


‘Not the first
time, Michael,’ he told me. ‘I've got a feeling.’


His feelings
are always right. You should know that.


‘You've got an
idea where she is?’


He grimaced. ‘I've
got an idea what happened to her. Not the same thing. She's from Draythorpe,
that's about twenty miles away. Came here with her family three months ago.
Vanished. Police have no leads, but I'd like you to make your usual enquiries.
With them. With the Woo-waa. I'll do my own digging. Municipal hall, paper
archives. That's today.’


The Woo-waa was
the internet. It was not that Walther was a technophobe, but the patience he
had for sifting for hours through paper records simply did not extend to the
web. He said that at least, sitting in the library stacks, there weren’t people
trying to sell you things all the time. It was one reason he called me up. I
did courses in computers when I was inside. I won't be hacking the Pentagon any
time soon on my little laptop, but I can Google with the best of them.


*


We met up that
evening in a dingy little pub. The day had been more eventful for Walther than
for me. He had a decent-sized bruise about his cheekbone, which he waved away
with, ‘Some fellow was kind enough to suggest I inspect the pavement.’


‘You bring it
on yourself.’


‘Do I?’ His
eyes were very clear, very pale blue. They genuinely pierced. It was one of the
things that made people uncomfortable about him. It made him difficult to lie
to. ‘In being myself? In avoiding becoming a Morlock like them?’


‘In rubbing
their noses in it.’ I'd read the book he meant, and I wasn't sure I agreed with
him on it. I always thought the Morlocks got a raw deal. They were the only
ones doing any work. Speaking of which: ‘I've drawn all kinds of blanks. I
don't reckon I've found out anything the police don't know.’


‘And what do
they know?’ he asked. ‘Come on, Michael. You've pressed the right buttons,
haven't you?’


He didn't mean
the Woo-waa then. So I have a few friends in the police. Friends isn't quite
right. I helped them with their enquiries, way back. I kept in touch. A few
phone calls and I’d had DS Hawker's Irish drawl on the end of the line, and two
hours later, she’d called me back.


‘You know,’ I
told Walther.


‘Other
disappearances. Missing persons,’ he said. ‘Nine children in the last fifteen
years.’


‘Walther, it
happens,’ I pointed out. ‘Kids run away. Kids get taken by ... well, by just
the normal sort of freaks.’


‘They do.
Especially in places like this.’ Walther bared his teeth in a grimace against
the general awfulness of it, which made him look like a rat. ‘Seaside places. I
wonder why? But that's just the kids. Come on, Michael. You're holding out on
me. What about the others.’


‘Well adults
disappear as well,’ I said defensively. He's not right as often as he thinks,
but he's right more often than anyone should be. When he kept looking at me I
shrugged. ‘Hawker said that this place was, what was it? Above the national
average. For missing people. Quite a bit above.’ I had some numbers I had
jotted down, and I pushed them over to him.


Walther nodded,
hands folding and stowing the paper neatly. ‘Missing adults aren't news. And of
course there are the ones who don't get reported to the police.’


‘So what are
you saying, there's some kind of serial killer?’


‘Maybe. Some
kind of. But you're right, people do just go for whatever reason. There's a lot
of noise in the numbers. Still. Missing people, Michael. Different from murder,
no? Murder leaves bodies, eventually. But missing...’ His eyes gleamed. ‘Tell
me the dates your police are working from.’


‘Most of it’s
closed files, but Hawker reckoned the local plod have been worried about it for
at least twenty years,’ I said. ‘Long time for a serial killer to get away with
stuff. Before then the figures are in line with everywhere else, give or take.
Like you say, there’s noise. What's our next move?’


‘We stroll
along the prom, prom, prom,’ Walther said. ‘Tomorrow's Sunday. A good day for
it.’


I knew Walther
was Jewish, and about as non-practising as you could get, but he liked to do
his serious digging on the Christian sabbath. I wasn't religious at all. Given
some of the things that Walther had unearthed, some people find that
surprising.


We checked into
a Bed and Breakfast. Between the lateness of the season and the vast swathes of
packed caravan parks, the old couple were glad for the business and didn't
complain.


*


We’re getting
nearer the difficult part, but I'll work up to it. I want to get it down right.


We went onto
the beach as planned. It was bitter cold, the wind coming off the sea with
nothing to break it. The beach itself was dirty dark sand banked up against
these big chicken wire cages filled with stones that were someone's idea of sea
defences. They were half-buried now. Every so often we saw the ends of posts,
rotting black, sticking up from the sand where there had been wooden barriers
cutting up the length of the strand. The beach was eating it all up, in its own
time.


Bridling Spa
had been big news a hundred years ago, Walther told me. ‘Victorians? They
couldn't get enough of it. Piling down here on the train, all the comfortable
middle classes. Bathing machines and donkey rides. And that. Lovely,
isn't it. Gothic.’


That was
the pier. Bridling Pier had been particularly impressive once, and there was
still a kind of gaunt grandeur to its wrought ironwork and fluted supports as we
approached it. Closed, of course. It had been closing down for decades. Ten
years ago the endmost section of it had broken up in a storm, and since then it
had just sat there, too big to destroy or overlook, trusted by nobody, the last
melancholy scar of the good old days. Its top was still rife with little
sun-bleached wooden buildings that had been shops, fairground attractions, a
theatre.


‘Quite a fuss
when they built it. They didn't have your Woo-waa back in eighteen
ninety-eight, but there was a local paper. Front page news, this was. They
pushed it through. Past objections.’


He always
wanted to be the showman. ‘Objections?’ I asked dutifully.


‘Sure,
objections. After all, when you dig foundations, you never know what you might
find.’


‘A body? This is
a haunting?’ 


‘More and less.
No body, no, but something… Beaches move, inland and out.’


We were at the
pier now, in its shadow. There was a rickety looking iron staircase spiralling
up, with a chain slung across it and a sign saying ‘No Admittance.’


Walther looked
back and smiled at me. ‘She was here, you know.’


‘The girl? Gina
Brown?’


‘Right. Her
mother said that she was playing here, under the pillars. Nobody else around.’


‘She went into
the sea?’


‘It's possible.’
Walther didn't think so, from his tone. ‘That's what they thought, at first.’


He would never
be hurried. Learning that had allowed me to work with him. Otherwise I might
have strangled him before now.


Then he had
grasped the metal banister of the stairs and vaulted over the chain, making
good time up the spiralling steps. They shook, and I was covered in flakes of
rust almost immediately, but I followed. It all creaked and rattled with every
step, and I hated it. Heights aren't my strong point.


At the top of
the steps was a barred chain-link gate, which seemed odd, as though the locals
thought anyone who had found their way onto the deserted pier should be
prevented from leaving it at all costs. Walther clambered over it
distastefully, his suit already striped with brownish-red smears. Again, I followed.
He was on his own recognisance now, and all I could do was to look out for him.


The promenade
of the pier was all that decades of weather and no care could have made it. The
wood creaked beneath my feet. The paint everywhere was peeling, off the doors
and window frames of the kiosks and shop fronts, off the signs, and the vacant
housings of fairground rides. It put me on edge. Something about all that
decayed jolliness, that flaking cheer, got on my nerves. 


‘Children get
up here, you think?’ Walther called back to me. He was strolling down the pier,
rolled umbrella like a cane and his other hand restraining his hat. 


‘Get most
places,’ I said. ‘So what? She got up here and fell off the end?’


‘It could
happen.’ Again it was obviously not what he thought. He paused at the front of
the pier’s theatre where a sun-faded poster behind cracked plastic announced
the last performance of The Amazing Mysto and Rita. It made me shudder
for some reason. A fat man in a fez and a tired woman in spangles, trapped there
forever, washed paler and paler, year in, year out. I wondered if the
advertised performance had ever happened or whether the collapse of the pier
end had closed them down.


‘Cave art,’
said Walther, meaning graffiti. Some local bloods had left their mark about the
theatre’s side, although even the abandonment had not given them courage to
deface the front. In fact the graffiti Walther had found stood out because
there was so little of it. Perhaps even the thugs of Bridling Spa could not be
bothered with this place.


‘When they were
excavating for the pier, they found something interesting,’ Walther said. ‘The
Victorians were unreliable archaeologists, though, so I can’t be sure.’


‘Sure of what?’
You have to tease these things out of him piece by piece, like cloth from a
bullet wound.


‘It was a site.
A henge,’ he said. ‘A wooden one. If someone had discovered it independently it
would have been in the literature, but as it was, it was just in the way. They
turfed it up and carried on. Thankfully some local bookworm made a note of it.
Some drawings. There was more on paper at the time, but it’s not here. I haven’t
found it.’


‘A henge on the
beach?’ I asked him. ‘What were they, holidaying cavemen?’


‘Beaches move,’
Walther said patiently, turning back to me. ‘I’ve told you. Coasts change.’


‘So what are
you saying?’


‘That this
might be a site. Ritual significance.’


I knew what
that meant. ‘But there’s a whole town here now. Someone would have noticed
something. More than just some missing people. And that only in the last twenty
years, Hawker said. It’s not exactly ancient history.’


Walther’s face
was without expression. It meant that something had occurred to him. He lifted
a hand for quiet. 


‘Hear anything?’
he asked, after a moment. I shook my head. He went to the nearest boarded-up
shop front, the faded painting still advertising ‘Candy Floss, Do-Nuts,
Bridling Rock,’ and put his hands to the ancient paintwork. He was testing
boundaries.


‘You like rock?
The sweet kind?’ he asked.


‘Take it or
leave it. Rots your teeth.’


‘But it’s so
very clever. It just goes on and on, and yet there’s something hiding inside,
from the very beginning, something shot through its very core.’


He was being
clever as well, and I generally left him to it on those occasions. When he had
something plain to say, he’d say it. Seeing I wasn’t rising to it, he grinned. ‘What’s
written in the middle of the rock, Michael?’


‘The place,’ I
said. ‘The name of it.’


‘The place,’ he
agreed. ‘On and on, hidden and forever. You’re right, of course.’


We turned back
then. He had decided that we were not going to get anywhere – not going to get in
as he always put it – that day. I felt uncomfortable, because that usually
meant coming back at night. I felt worse when Walther said, ‘I’ll need the
heavy kit for this. Reconvene next Saturday.’


*


Over the week I
reeled in two dog-ends of information, and this was with me searching the
Woo-waa every spare minute. Oh there was more; on the net there always is. I
had a mountain to sift through, because my terms were so vague, but I’m good at
the sifting. Bridling Spa turned up on the usual sites about missing people,
either alone or lumped with other seaside resorts. There was nothing new there.


The University
of Southampton’s archaeology department swam up, though, in one of my searches.
There was just an abstract for a paper from the early eighties, but in it was ‘…and
the similarity of this site to others at Thornbeck and Bridling Spa…’ and that
was the hook that had caught on Google’s feelers. I mailed the link to Walther,
and two days later I got a photocopy of three pages of the original by snail.
Walther had scrawled an introduction at the top, and highlighted what he
thought was important in green. This was some reconstruction of a site in
Hampshire and, as the man had said, apparently it was similar to several other
recorded sites, including Bridling Spa. There was no reference to where the
author had got that information, which had obviously annoyed Walther no end.
What we did get, though, was a picture.


It made me very
uncomfortable just to look at it. I couldn’t tell you why. The ‘henge’ that
Walther had mentioned was more like a complete wall of wood, according to the
reconstruction, with odd gaps in it at all heights which some athletic pagan
could have squeezed through. Inside the wall was a tree stump, and the tree
stump was upside down, roots in the air, to make a kind of altar or table. It
looked as though the tree was actually growing upside-down in the earth, and it
upset me a lot, for some reason. It just looked … wrong, more wrong than
any little academic’s sketch should have been able to convey.


Walther must
have felt the same way. He had put an arrow to the picture and the words ‘Isn’t
it, though?’


Buried in the
sand, underneath the pier. Was it still there? Or had it all been hauled up and
thrown away, rotten and black like the buried pilings.


My other
unexpected piece of luck was tracking down The Amazing Mysto, or sort of. He
spun off from a Bridling Spa search, and after a little digging I got a number
for him that I thought was his agent’s.


I rang it. Why
not? A tired-sounding woman answered. I told her I wanted to get in touch with
the Amazing Mysto and there was a pause.


‘Is this a gig?’
Although that was the line I had been going to play, something in her voice
didn’t encourage it.


‘I, er,
actually, I just wanted to ask him something, to talk to him.’


‘You’ll be
lucky,’ she told me. ‘Know a good medium, do you?’ It sounds harsh, written
down, but she was still upset about it, in her voice. Of course the instant
thought that came to me was, ‘Now you come to mention it,’ but it wasn’t the
time to bring up Walther.


The Amazing
Mysto, also known as Frank Tuxley Ward, had died two years before, and I was
speaking, apparently, to And Rita.


‘Bridling Spa,’
I said. ‘That was all.’


Another long
pause. I tried to remember the face of the spangly woman on the faded poster
and couldn’t.


‘He hated that
place,’ she said. ‘We both did.’


‘Why did you
play there then?’


‘You think we
could just turn work down?’ she asked me. ‘You think we was doing so well, if
we had to play Bridling Pier?’


I asked her
what was wrong with it. Was it a tough crowd?


‘It weren’t the
crowd. It were the place. It was hard. People dropped out all the time. Couldn’t
take it. It drove you. Sometimes people dropped out, you never saw them again.
It was like … if you didn’t get the crowd, if you didn’t do well…’


A longer pause.
I was looking down at the archaeologist’s little sketch and thinking that
Walther was right again, yet again.


‘It was hungry,’
said the woman’s voice on the phone. ‘You’d feed it, one way or the other. That
place.’


I tried to ask
her more, but she hung up, and then kept the phone off the hook for long enough
that I stopped trying.


*


Saturday next:
meeting with Walther at his place to help manage the heavy kit. I said hello to
his mum, and had half an hour of talk with her carer before Walther was ready.
His mum has no idea what he does, when he goes off of a weekend. She doesn’t
really get most things going on around her, really.


The heavy kit
came in an old suitcase, which we hauled to the train station and set off for
Bridling Spa. Walther was quiet most of the way, nose in a newspaper. 


‘Night work,’
he said. ‘Going to have to be. Too obvious otherwise.’


‘Tomorrow night?’


‘Tonight.’


I opened my
mouth to remind him it was still Saturday but his eyes, over the top of the
newspaper, stopped me. ‘The point of the Sunday is that, while it means nothing
to me or much to you, it means something to … some things. They remember.
Because this country has been Christian for a long time. It won’t make any
difference in this case.’


‘Because the
ghost’s too old? All that archaeology stuff?’


‘Half marks,’
he told me. ‘It’s not a ghost. There’s all the difference in the world.’


*


The heavy kit
is well named. Walther’s light kit is pocket-sized: dowsing rod, runestones,
mirror, some antique coins, chalk and a little child’s windmill. The heavy kit
fits in a suitcase and is for every eventuality, including industrial-strength
ghost-raising. Except it wasn’t a ghost. I had the idea that Walther was not
sure how to go about this, and would be shotgunning it a bit, throwing a big
net to catch what he could. In our room at the B&B he went through the case
sorting out what we would actually take. I packed it all in my rucksack: the
big electric motor and the wire, the instrument desk, the silver and the copper
rods and the rest. The only stuff he was leaving in the case was the religious
stuff: the exorcism kit and the holy water, all that. It was like he said, the
religious bit was all very well if your ghost believed in God, but he was
looking at something older here, whatever it was.


Even with God
left out, it was all still pretty heavy. Outside, the sky was going orange, the
streetlights and the neon of the amusement arcades taking over from the sun.
Bridling Spa was dead on arrival as far as a tourist spot went, but at the same
time it never really stopped. Even this late in the year it was lurching on
like a restless corpse. When we got to the pier there was a gang of yobs out on
it, bellowing their wordless cries to the vacant sky, and throwing cans and
curry cartons into the sea. Walther and I waited on the beach for them to go,
in the shadow of the pilings themselves. They gave no indication they were
going to, and I expected Walther to be annoyed. Instead he was waiting,
listening, expecting something.


There was a
shout from one of the youths up there, a shout of surprise and perhaps more.
Then there was an argument, a scuffle, and between the echo and their own
drunken force there was still not a word clear in it.


‘Morlocks,’
muttered Walther, huddling into his jacket more. The youths were fighting now.
I had the impression one of them had been ribbed about his sudden reaction, and
had taken it badly. A minute later and we heard them chasing thunderously down
the length of the pier, yelling obscenities. When they reached the chain-link
gates that cut off the main entrance to the pier we heard them shake and rattle
them, climbing up them and whooping, and from there their voices only receded.


‘What happened?’
I asked, because Walther obviously thought something had.


‘There’s
something here,’ he said. ‘It heard them. They must be out-of-town boys. I’ll
bet the locals don’t come here.’


‘What are we
dealing with here?’ I asked him. For answer he was clambering up the metal
stairwell again. It made a hell of a lot of noise, me coming up after him with
the lay-version heavy kit, but after the yobs I didn’t think anyone would
really notice.


At the top,
Walther was standing in his usual hand-in-pockets slouch, staring down the
length of the pier towards the untidy scaffolding that marked its termination.
I could tell that he could feel something. To me it was just dull: the crippled
flagship of a dying seaside resort, cold with a cutting wind that came from off
the sea, smelling faintly of sewage and rot. There was a moon out, most of one.
It showed the shabby little husks of better days that time had left behind.
Walther began stalking between them, with me following behind.


‘If it isn’t a
ghost, then what is it?’ I asked him. 


He grinned
round at me. ‘What if I told you it was Old Mr Predrick the funfair owner all
the time?’


I shrugged. ‘If
you want.’


‘What’s a
ghost, Michael?’


I didn’t say ‘a
dead person’ or ‘someone’s spirit’ straight off, because I was trying to
remember what little he told me the other times, when it had been a
ghost. ‘A memory,’ I said. ‘Only more than that.’


‘Succinctly
put. An autonomous memory, perhaps. A ghost is an imprint of an individual,
recorded in the psychic matrix of the world.’


‘Right. What I
meant,’ I said. He had stopped outside the candy floss stall and his grin
increased.


‘The motive
force for the imprinting is emotion, of course, and as people often feel quite
emotional about, say, dying unexpectedly, ghosts are usually of the dead, at
the moment of their deaths, but not always.’ He frowned. ‘Ghosts of the living
don’t last in the same way. I think they get reabsorbed into the donor psyche.
There hasn’t been much study...’


‘Why are we
talking about ghosts if it isn’t one?’


He was on the
move again, this time poking ahead of him with the umbrella. When he stopped,
on and off, I thought he was listening.


‘Because you
should appreciate, the world is a recording device for emotional stress. Ghosts
are simply individualised spikes on a general background track. Imagine a
place, if you will, where people have expended and invested emotion,
importance.’


‘This
henge-thing, with the tree.’


‘What did it
make you think of? The sketch?’


‘I didn’t like
it. You think they killed people there?’


‘Impossible to
say, but to build up a really strong standing wave of emotional investment, a
little death goes a long way.’ He stopped. We were outside the theatre. ‘So
places can have ghosts, too. Genii Loci. Spirits of place. Household gods.
Guardians of brooks and streams and trees. And … whatever we have here. Would
you be so kind?’


I kicked in the
theatre door. It had barely been secured. The foyer beyond still had some old
posters, layered with dust. The face of the Amazing Mysto goggled at us, along
with some kind of music act and a wrinkled comedian. 


‘On the stage,’
Walther directed. It was easy enough to find. The place sat about a hundred
people at most. The seats were threadbare, rotted. The ironwork of their frames
was eaten away by the salt air.


‘Doesn’t look
like they stripped this place,’ I said. There was even one of those electric
keyboard organ things, lying long-dead in a pit in front of the stage, that I’d
have thought would have been worth something ten years before.


‘I wonder…’
Walther was kneeling with the heavy kit, while I set up an electric lantern so
he could see what he was doing. The light was white and harsh and seemed to
drain away without touching the walls. ‘Maybe,’ Walther said, ‘the cost of
getting it out was too high. Or maybe…’


In the
shivering light he started making a circle, copper and silver rods alternating
and the wire strung between them. I got the electric motor out and made sure it
was working. Ten minutes of power was about all it was good for.


‘So are these
things alive?’ Walther asked. ‘That’s the question of two-hundred years of
study. Ghosts and genii, are they just an echo, or do they have their own
drives and motives? Only in the last few years has an equivalent situation
arisen, to give us our metaphor. Those computer programs, the robot ones, that
you let loose on the internet and they steal everyone’s credit card numbers.
That’s a bit like it. More and more complex behaviour, and you can make them so
they learn and react and look after themselves and all sorts, until you say:
where do you draw the line? Here is something that is entirely artificial, that
follows a complex set of rules, and yet … and yet … isn’t the same thing true
of us?’


‘So this thing
is making people disappear? And why only recently, if it’s been there so long?’


He had the
instrument desk out now. It was just a piece of wood with a thermometer, a
barometer, a compass and a few other dials I didn’t know. He grinned up at me.


‘Inside the
circle, if I were you. And fire her up.’


The quiet hum
of the motor put a current through all the rods and wires. Walther consulted
the instruments and then put in a few chalk marks on the boards of the stage as
well, shoring up the weak points.


‘The thing is,
places acquire a certain character,’ he explained. ‘And I rather think that the
character of this place is-’


‘Hungry,’ I
said, remember what And Rita had said. 


Walther looked
surprised, pleasantly so. ‘Very good. Offerings, Michael. They would have made
offerings here.’


‘Walther...’


‘I know.’


‘I can hear
music.’


It was very
faint, distant. It took me a while to realise that it wasn’t just my
imagination. I turned to the electric organ. It was silent and dark, and yet I
knew without doubt that had it been playing, and had I been, say, two buildings
down the pier, I would have heard it just like this. I caught the tune then,
and found myself with the words on my lips: ‘Oh I do like to walk along the-’


‘No,’ Walther
warned me. ‘Do not make yourself a part of it.’


As he said it I
saw something shift, at the very edge of the light.


‘A place, the
spirit of a place, can get used to certain observances,’ Walther went on.
Offerings. Respect. Chart me the history of Bridling, Michael.’


‘Hell, I don’t
know.’


‘Fishing
village, then probably some trade as well, then the tourists. Bridling never
stopped being an important place, until now.’


‘Important?
Fishing villages?’ I was looking all ways now. Whatever I had seen had gone,
leaving me only with an impression of something red, but I could hear it moving
about. It sounded like it was dragging something behind it, wooden on the
wooden floor.


‘Fishermen are
superstitious. Fishermen get lost at sea. They live with death and the need to
propitiate nature. It was probably enough. The problem is, Bridling Spa is
dying and, like a flea on a dead dog, our friend is getting hungry.’


He was still
fiddling with his instruments, and I was getting nervous now. ‘Walther-’


‘I think we
should be able to get a little manifestation out of him, see what we’re dealing
with. I want you to put the current up to the maximum when I give the word.
Then we’ll see if I’m right or not.’


I saw the shape
again, hunchbacked enough to make Quasimodo blush, keeping at the edge of the
light, but getting bolder. ‘Walther it’s already here.’


‘What?’ Walther
looked up, unawares for once.


‘Walther, if it’s
stealing children, how much more manifested do you want it?’


‘No, but...’


‘It’s here.’


He crouched
very still in the centre of the circle. Carefully I reached into the rucksack
and took out one of the heavier parts of the heavy kit: a length of lead
piping. It bore magic symbols that Walther had scratched into it, but it was
the weight that reassured me.


‘The problem
with genii loci,’ Walther said carefully, ‘is that they shift with the
character of their home. Two thousand years ago this would have been some local
god-image, no doubt.’


The thing that
was being dragged was a heavy club, as long as I am tall. The music was louder
now, all around us. Maybe, back when Walther meant, we’d have heard drumming
and chanting, but all the time in between had made its changes.


‘Put the
current up, all the way!’ Walther snapped, and I did so without thinking, just
as the thing rushed us.


I screamed. I
know I did. It hit the ring of metal and wire and there was a flash so bright
that I was blind for a second. A moment later I heard the scrabble of metal.
Walther was frantically packing the heavy kit. I saw that one of the silver
bars was melted half away, the circle broken. 


I heard a
noise, above Walther’s scuffle. It started low, but got higher and higher as it
screeched. It was angry. Perhaps it was hurt, if you can hurt a thing like
that. The scream of it went so buzzingly high it made my ears hurt.


‘Go!’ Walther
shouted. He had the lantern in one hand, the instrument board under the other
arm. I grabbed the pack and hauled it over one shoulder as he dashed for the
theatre door.


We nearly made
it cleanly but, even as he had his hand to the kicked-in door, I heard the
thing rush for me. It screeched words then, a demented, nasal battle-cry, and I
spun around with the lead piping in both hands. I saw it swing its club for my
head, felt the colossal force of the blow as the piping took it, then Walther
and I were out in the open air and running for the pier’s end.


It must have
stayed within the theatre. It could have caught us at the fence if it had
tried.


After we had
made the climb, got over and beyond that official boundary line of the pier, we
both collapsed.


‘Too strong,’
Walther gasped, out of breath. ‘I had no idea. I didn’t even need to summon…
Two-thousand years of feeding. We’re out of our league, Michael. We need help
on this.’


I looked at the
lead pipe, bent almost double on itself. Although I did not realise at the
time, I had broken three bones in my right hand, in the parry.


*


We went to the
local police and the town council. We met behind closed doors. They didn’t
believe us, of course. I still wonder, in fact, about some of those
councillors. I think they knew, or knew something. Who knows what traditions
get passed down, father to son? There were some families in that room that had
been local for a very long time. Maybe there was some memory, linking the pier,
the thing, with Bridling’s prosperity.


The police were
more open. Walther talked them into coming to the pier.


What they found
there, beneath the organ in the theatre... There was a lot I didn’t see, but I
remember the skulls, all the dozens of skulls, all split in just the same way,
that must go back to when there was no beach at Bridling, and they dragged
people to die at that tree-stump altar. What they found there shocked and
horrified them, men and women who had seen a lot of bad, in their line of work.
It convinced them, and it convinced them that it wasn’t something where
official channels would be any use.


Neither Walther
nor I had any complaints at that. We had both seen the thing itself, the Genius
Loci, far too clearly. The way it looked it owed to Bridling’s height of fame,
with its motley clothes, its hunch, the hook of its nose and chin, but what it
hungered for was the same as it always had been: its due, its sacrifice, by the
prescribed sacred methods. Its screeching cry told me just that.


They’ll tell
you now that, in the next big storm that Bridling caught, the pier finally gave
up, the bulk of it joining its end-section in the sea. I know for certain that
it had help because I saw the policeman who pushed the plunger down. I only
hope it’s enough. I won’t go back there just in case I might, standing by the
twisted stub of pier, hear that high, wailing voice, crying out.


‘That’s the
way to do it!’ it said, and I shall never forget.
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Kerys had made
the homunculus herself, but even she had to admit it was an ugly little thing.
It was constructed of simple modelling clay mixed with some of her own blood, a
lock of her hair pressed into its head, and wrapped around with a scrap of one
of her old t-shirts. The avatisation specialists at the Neville Institute had
given her all kinds of options; painting, knitting, even Lego, for God’s sake,
what was she, a child? She’d gone straight for the clay. Even though she’d
never been good at Art, or any subject at school for that matter, the sensation
of having something visceral moving beneath her fingers simply felt right.


The final
clumsy product sat on her bedside table as one of the Institute’s nurses busied
himself attaching electrodes to her scalp and checking the monitoring machines,
which lurked discreetly in the corners of her room.


‘Now you know
the drill,’ he said. ‘If you can’t drop off, give me a buzz and I’ll be right
in with something to help.’ He paused at the door, then returned and patted
Kerys’ hand where it clutched the duvet high under her chin. ‘You’ll be fine,
don’t worry. They say the third time’s the charm, don’t they?’


She gave a wan
smile in return. ‘I really hope so.’


The nurse
closed the door softly after himself, leaving Kerys with the monitors’ LEDs for
nightlights, the lumpy shadow of her mini-me sitting on the bedside table, and
the impatient weight of unslept dreams heavy behind her eyes.
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The spotlight:
that much was familiar to her.


It illuminated
the simple blouse and skirt which she was wearing and a circle of bare
floor-boards around her shoes – an old, familiar pair of plain black Mary
Janes; the ones she’d worn to her first ever audition.


On the heels of
that recollection came awareness of the figures sitting in the darkness outside
the spotlight.


Five women,
dressed variously in everything from classical togas to expensive business
suits. They sat in a row of large leather armchairs, cross-legged and
impassive. Behind them there was a vague hint of bare brick walls and
papered-over windows. Wherever this place was, it felt like an abandoned
warehouse. Was she in trouble?


 ‘Good morning,
Kerys,’ said the woman in the middle. She was taller and more regal-looking
than the others, with a bright poppy brooch pinned to her jacket and,
bizarrely, a loaf of bread on the side-table at her right hand. ‘Whenever you’re
ready, please present your pitch.’


Kerys blinked. ‘I’m,
uh. I beg your pardon? I don’t understand why I’m here? Who are you people?’


‘Don’t worry,’
said the woman to the left of centre, much younger than the first and possessed
of a supermodel beauty which glowed even through the bridal veil she wore. ‘This
is completely normal. It will come to you eventually. Just tell us a little
about yourself.’


Somebody hmphed
at the far end; a dark-haired woman with shadow-winged eyes who was glaring at
her without even the pretence of being pleasant.


So this was
an audition. Maybe that was why everything looked like the set of Dragon’s Den.
Her professional reflexes rallied. She was in a spotlight in front of an audience
who were expecting a performance. Never mind that this felt like a weird dream;
the lessons drilled into her by her mother through a thousand childhood talent
contests demanded that she perform.


‘Okay, well, my
professional name is Kerys Willow, and everybody says that I was singing before
I could talk. Last month I won the final of Britain’s Top Diva and I’m
currently in the process of recording my first album with Tim Byers, who
mentored me after the audition rounds…’


As if simply
mentioning his name had unlocked her memory, his words from the final briefing
came back to her:


Whatever it
is you think you see, he’d said, whoever it is you think you are looking
at – men, women, creatures – that’s not what they are. They aren’t anything,
remember? They’re abstractions. They’re not even Gods – they’re the scaffolding
upon which our dreams build the Gods. They are the Archetypes. Whatever they’re
fleshed out with comes from your own mind – which in your case means you’ll
probably end up getting interviewed by a bunch of bloody Disney princesses.


But they weren’t
Disney princesses. They were Goddesses, which only just confirmed how much
clever old Tim Byers continued to underestimate her.


Then she looked
down and saw the homunculus in her hand and remembered why she was here. Again.
Her third and final opportunity. Yet the third time was the charm, wasn’t it?


In cupped hands
she offered the little clay figure and recited the words which she had been
taught: ‘Most humbly I petition the Maiden in all her forms, that she may smile
upon me and bestow upon me her favour, that she may clothe herself in both my
living body and my dreaming soul; to speak with my thoughts, to act with my
hand, to burn with my heart.’


Kerys had no
real idea what any of this meant, but Tim had said to learn them as if they
were the lyrics to a foreign song, so she just parrotted the words and hoped
that she got them right.


It seemed that
she had. The woman in the veil nodded as if this pleased her. ‘And what do you
offer, that the Maiden may quicken you?’ she asked.


‘The gift of my
song,’ Kerys responded.


‘Then let us
hear your song.’


And so she
sang.


At first the
figures listened attentively while she performed the song which had won her the
final, but presently they fell to talking amongst themselves; which she thought
was a bit rude. The discussion became more animated and from the looks thrown
her way she understood that they were talking about her. Then it started
to take on the heat of an argument, and the ‘looks’ were accompanied by fierce
gestures at each other, and she knew that they were not just talking, but
arguing about her.


This was
different. The last two times she had dreamed herself into this room the
Archetypes had simply sat and listened. Polite, but uninvolved. Suddenly this
didn’t feel very much like an audition. It felt more like an auction, and she
was the prize livestock in the pen.


The dream’s
perspective shifted in response to her feelings; the geometry of her
surroundings twisted; the floodlight was no longer pooled on the floor around
her feet but above her head. She was at the bottom of a pit and the figures
were standing around the top, arguing with each other over the right to … what?
She couldn’t make it out over the sound of her own singing. Why couldn’t she stop
singing?


She tried to
tell herself to wake up but found that she couldn’t tell herself anything.
Control over her own vocal cords had been taken away. She was being forced to
sing like a mechanical bird for the pleasure of beings who were not human, no matter
what they looked like, and probably never had been. They appraised and haggled
over her, and this indignity angered her most of all. The singing was hers.
It was all she’d ever had, right from childhood, the only thing she’d ever been
really good at, and she’d finally found a way of using it to escape the shitty
little estate where her only other options were which feckless idiot she let
herself get knocked up by first. It was hers to give, not for others to take.


Use it to
escape this, then, if you’re so bloody talented, said a voice nearby. Tim’s
voice. Her mentor’s.


So she did. She
sang as loudly as she could, so hard that there was no difference between
singing and screaming and it ripped her throat like barbed wire and…
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She was woken
by the nurse gently shaking her and calling her name. Kerys felt utterly
exhausted; a familiar side effect of the intensity of the lucid dreaming
session she’d just put herself through, but familiarity didn’t make it any
easier to cope with.


The world
slowly sorted out its hard edges from the blurred fuzz of sleep while the nurse
busied himself detaching the electrodes. ‘Your readings are all nice and
normal,’ he said. ‘Looks like somebody had a busy night.’ He made a note on the
clipboard hanging on the end of her bed, and left the usual little paper cup
with its coloured pills on her bedside unit. Right in the empty space where the
homunculus had been sitting.


 ‘Excuse me,’
she said, ‘but did you move my little mini-me?’


‘No miss, I
didn’t. It’s protocol. Nobody touches a client’s homunculus but the client. We
do take procedures very seriously. Perhaps it was accidentally knocked onto the
floor?’


But it hadn’t
been accidentally knocked to the floor.


Her mental fog
evaporated in the blazing sunlight of triumph. The Maiden had accepted her
offering! As soon as the nurse had gathered his things and left she scrambled
out of bed, eager to tell Tim the good news.
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Her breakfast
strategy session was a very different affair today. Instead of debriefing last
night’s dream and picking over the symbolism with the clinic’s avatisation
specialists, there was laughter and the popping of champagne corks.
Important-looking men and women she didn’t know slapped her on the back or
kissed her on the cheek and said how very, very proud they were and how
much they looked forward to working with her, and Tim was there in his
signature trouser braces recognised by television audiences all over the world,
lapping up the congratulations with his perfect teeth in his perfectly tanned
face as if he was the one who had done all the hard work. After she’d been
paraded around the room a few times, he took her to one side and hugged her.


‘Brilliant,’ he
said. ‘You are completely brilliant. Don’t mind all this back-slapping. It’s
just for show. We knew you’d succeeded hours ago, of course.’


‘Really? How?’


He took out his
phone and showed her a graph with lots of squiggly lines and numbers which
meant absolutely nothing to her. ‘Your brain trace shows that you entered the
archetypal REM phase at eleven twenty-three, and it lasted for seventeen
minutes…’


‘That’s all? It
felt like longer, believe me.’


‘…in Central
and Eastern Europe people have already been awake for two to three hours, and
we are already seeing an increase in sales of something like four hundred
percent.’


‘That soon?’


He grinned and
nodded. ‘Those wacky Slavs who dreamed of the Maiden at any point after two in
the morning their time will have seen her wearing your face and heard her
singing your song. They won’t remember it, of course. They’ll have woken up
with a snatch of tune going through their heads which they’ll hear again on the
radio going to work, or they’ll have seen your photo on a website somewhere,
and they’ll have said to themselves “Yeah, I think I’ll download that.” It’s a
bit late for China and Australia, but the States is rocking up behind us in
five hours and then the ratings are really going to go mental. Hey, do you want
to see your Life Plan File?’


‘Are you
allowed to show me that?’


‘I am now,
honey.’


He took her to a
side office and from a filing cabinet produced a thick folder which he handed
to her. It was labelled:


Avatisation
Cand: ‘Kerys Willow’ Iteration 1.


Class &
trope: anima/maiden/cinderella (var. 4b)


She looked at
him. ‘Cinderella?’


‘Of course! You
are the classic rags-to-riches story. Girl from the estates with nothing going
for her but her magical voice. No Dad, sick Mum, why, it’s even better than
Princess Di, and she was pretty bloody damn near perfect. Have a look at where
we’re taking you.’


She read the
rest of the file, which mapped out the course of her life over the next several
decades. It was all there: the early rise to fame, collaborations with
established stars whose agents had already signed, the dalliance with a
gorgeous but unreliable young man (a shortlist of names was appended), the
inevitable crash and breakdown, the addiction, the rehab and relapse and rehab
again, the triumphant comeback, the celebrity marriage sponsored by OK!
Magazine, and then final recommendations for further avatisation into other
tropes more suitable to an older, wiser woman. The timescale was eerily
detailed, even to the final death of her mother and the funeral. From the
notes, bidding had already been secured for the photo rights from several
celebrity gossip channels.


‘What does it
mean, Iteration 1?’


He flapped that
away. ‘Contingency plans, honey. Nothing you need to worry about.’


‘But I will be
famous, yes?’ she demanded.


‘Kerrie, have
you not been listening? Fame is for has-beens. Your music is going to be played
and covered and sampled and remixed for ever. Your image is going to be on
student bedroom walls decades after you’re dead. Hell, we even have plans for
the making of your biopic and the star who’s going to play you hasn’t even been
born yet. You are the Maiden now. You are the walking embodiment of the
Cinderella archetype. You, my dear, are legend.’


‘Well in that
case I think I’ve earned the day off, don’t you?’
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Given the rare
luxury of a day completely to herself, Kerys decided to go exploring.


The Neville
Institute was accommodated in a Georgian mansion set in acres of manicured and
landscaped grounds. It was hard to believe that only a few hundred yards away
lay the bustle of city streets. Harder still to believe that this place had
been doing the same business for centuries. The mansion’s lower corridors were
a gallery of portraits of the rich and famous. Individuals who were instantly
recognisable world-wide: politicians, religious figures, rock stars. The
Institute had gone by many names in its history, and it filled her with pride
to think that hers would one day be joining them in immortality. For the
moment, though, she was tired of seminar rooms and focus groups and people
wittering on about mythological archetypes in the human collective unconscious.
It was a clear April morning and she just wanted to sit in the grass in a
t-shirt, shorts and flip-flops and make some daisy chains.


She saw the
young man sitting on a stone bench next to an ornamental pool in which golden
koi carp drifted lazily. He was dark-haired and clean-shaven, and reading his
own Life Plan File in the sun. She smiled, pleased at having found some
company, and plonked herself down beside him.


‘Hello Prince
Charming,’ she smiled.


He closed the
folder and smiled cautiously in return. ‘I beg your pardon?’


‘Oh nothing.
Don’t mind me. Just going a bit stir-crazy, is all. This place really messes
with your head after a while, doesn’t it?’


‘Yes, I suppose
it does.’


‘Kerys,’ she
said, offering her hand.


He shook it. ‘I
know. I saw you on TV. That was quite some performance. Well done.’


‘Thanks. I’m
sorry, I should probably know your name.’


‘Oh, that’s
alright. It’s not surprising. I’m in politics. Grassroots at the moment, but
you know this place,’ he waved his file with an ironic little flourish. ‘Tipped
for bigger things. Philip Leythwaite. Charmed, if not exactly Charming.’


She laughed. As
she did so, a small bird whirred out of the bushes and landed on her knee. It
had bright splashes of yellow on its wings and red around its face. It cocked a
beady eye at her, opened its mouth to unfurl a ribbon of the most beautiful
birdsong she had ever heard, and took off again.


‘My god!’ she
gasped. ‘Did you see that? I think that was a goldfinch.’


Leythwaite was
just as amazed. ‘Whatever’s riding you, it’s got some power behind it, that’s
for sure.’


Frowning, she
turned to him. ‘What do you mean, whatever’s riding me?’


‘You, know,
like voodoo?’ In the face of her obvious confusion he added: ‘When a voodoo
priest invites one of the Loa – that is, the spirits – to possess him, it’s
described like he’s being mounted, or ridden by it. You never heard of that?
You need to do your research.’


‘The only
voodoo I’ve ever heard of is Voodoo Child by Jimi Hendrix.’


It was his turn
to laugh, and she saw that he really was very attractive, with his dark hair
and his smart jacket and tight jeans. She felt like the pool: brimming and
bright with life.


‘So, Philip,’
she said, lowering her voice and looking directly into his eyes. ‘What’s riding
you?’


He smiled and
leaned a little closer, about to reply, but as he did so a mobile phone began
to ring in his jacket pocket. He checked the display and made a face. ‘Sorry, I
need to get this. You’re not going to believe me, but it’s the Home Secretary.’


‘Ooh, get you,
Mister Big-pants Politician.’ She waved him off and he wandered a little way
down the path, talking quietly.


Leaving his
file behind on the bench.


Kerys looked
down at the file and back at Leythwaite, engrossed in his conversation and
walking away from her, almost to where a bend in the path took it behind some
bushes. It wouldn’t take more than a few seconds to just flip the file open,
grab a quick glance at the précis, and close it again before he came back. She
wouldn’t even need to pick it up. It was lying right next to her.


A carp slapped
its tail against the water. The goldfinch shouted at her from the bushes. Kerys
ignored both of them and opened the file.


As she read it
she completely forgot about taking a quick glance. Her eyes widened in horror.


It was all
there, mapped out for him just as her life-narrative was for her. The meteoric
success in local party politics, feted by big business (the arms industry,
notably), mentored by the most influential political figures of the
twenty-first century, and all of it leading inevitably to Number Ten. Then came
the law and order crackdowns, the foreign policy pogroms, a popular nationalist
movement called ‘One State, One People’, probability calculations for at least
two assassinations, projected figures for labour camp populations, and ‘acceptable
attrition’ death rates for a range of ethnic and religious minori—


‘That’s
confidential material, you know.’


She screamed,
and jumped away. Leythwaite had been behind her, looking over her shoulder as
she’d read the secrets of his future. From his expression, it wasn’t hard to
guess what kind of mythological archetype was riding him: the kind that made
people wake up screaming.


‘In fact, I’m
pretty sure reading that is a form of treason. Do you know how many countries
in the world punish treason with the death penalty?’


‘Now, wait,’
she started, backing up.


‘No, I don’t
know either.’ He followed her. ‘But once I’m running the country it will be one
more, that’s for certain.’ He picked up a rock from the flowerbed and hefted
it. He grinned, and for a moment it seemed that his teeth had been filed to
sharp points.


Kerys ran.


She fled down
the path, back towards the house, screaming for help, knowing that any help
would almost certainly come too late.


Whatever was
riding him was also incredibly fast. It caught up with her in a circular patio
area dominated by a large brass sundial on a pedestal, and fetched her a blow
across the back of the head which sent her reeling against the stone column.
Dazed, she slipped around, hanging onto the brass blade of the sundial’s
central gnomon for support.


Something dark
capered behind his face; something which grinned with sharp teeth hungry for
blood. She wondered how many people in history had seen something like that
leering at them from the faces of Hitler, or Pol Pot, or even their own
fathers. Kerys could feel her own blood streaming down the back of her neck and
matting her hair – blood and hair which she had mixed into her homunculus and
offered to the Goddesses.


The glaring face
of the shadow-eyed woman came back to her from the dream, and she remembered
that there were all kinds of Goddesses.


‘If it helps,’
Leythwaite cackled at her. ‘Try to think of yourself as a trend-setter, my
little voodoo child.’


In response,
something just as dark and powerful welled up inside her, filling her as fully
as the brightness had just a moment before. She stood, wrenched the gnomon from
its place in the centre of the stone dial as if it were no stronger than
tinfoil, and pointed it at him.


‘I know you,’
she said. The words seemed to be coming simultaneously from deep inside her and
a million miles away. ‘You are the Brother-Killer, who sets neighbour against
neighbour, and bathes in the blood of its loved ones. You are Set, and Romulus,
and Cain. I name you, and curse you as you have ever been cursed since the
earliest of days.’


It quailed from
being recognised, then rallied, roared, and sprang at her afresh. She stabbed
with the dagger-like point of the gnomon, piercing its belly and ripping upwards.
Even as it died it struck at her, and she chopped with the brass blade until it
stopped moving. But the thing that was riding her would not be satisfied with
simply killing its enemy; the oldest of myths demanded more.


When the staff
from the house finally came running in response to the screams, they found a
scene which sent many of them backpedalling in horror, some vomiting at the
sight.


She sat amidst
the red ruin of her prey, whom she had dismembered and strewn about the stone
pedestal, on top of which she had placed his blinded and tongue-torn head.
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‘I’m sorry I
ruined your Cinderella story,’ Kerys said to Tim through the visiting-room
screen. Her voice was thick with the plastic mouth guard which she was forced
to wear at all times. There was no pretence at privacy. Three burly guards
stood close by; though not too close. In the short amount of her very long
prison sentence completed so far she’d displayed frequent and extraordinary
violence towards inmates and guards alike, and had already killed two. Her head
was shaved, and she was shackled wrist-to-ankle.


‘I wouldn’t
necessarily worry about that,’ he replied. ‘I have something you might like to
see.’ He showed the file to the guards who satisfied themselves that there was
nothing like staples or paperclips which she could use as weapons before
placing it in front of her.


He flinched a
little when he saw the state of her hands as she turned the pages. Her
fingernails, even cut short, had proven too dangerous, and so been pulled.


She read what
was there, and laughed. The sound made his flesh crawl.


Some of it was
news clippings: front-page headline stories about ‘Britain’s Deadliest Diva’
and her shocking transformation from girl-next-door to psychopathic killer,
murderer of a man who had been tipped as one of the nation’s emerging political
elite. She was routinely compared with the likes of Myra Hindley, Rose West,
and Joanna Dennehy. Feared not so much for what she had done as for the fact
that there was no simple reason to explain it. They never used her image as she
was now, with her shorn head, ragged fingers and blunt teeth. It was always the
glamour shots they used, as if the death which rode her now was inseparable
from the chaste sexuality that rode her before.


Her projected
chronology now included eventual parole, several novels, and the inevitable
movie.


Underneath her
name, the file was subtitled: Class & trope: anima/devouring
mother/morrigan (var. 1)


‘I told you we
had contingencies,’ he explained. ‘You’re still going to live forever.’


And the Goddess
behind her face smiled at him.


 


 











La Vouivre
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‘So what brings
you to the Loue valley, M’sieur? Walking, perhaps? You young ones usually like
to go exploring up in the steeper parts, climbing Mont Poupet. Or
fly-fishing? I can tell you where to buy a permit.’


Lucien was the
only guest left in the little dining room. It was a slow night in La Vouivre
pension. He had no skill with small talk and Madame La Patronne
seemed keen to enliven her evening with a chat. He didn’t mind eating alone, in
fact, he preferred it, but Madame had obviously decided that he must be lonely
and in need of cheering up. Soon she would probably tell him that she had a
son, or even a daughter, his age; although now that he saw her closer to, he
noticed that perhaps she might be younger than he had assumed at first. Good
cheekbones...


‘The pôchouse
was delicious,’ he said, carefully placing his knife and fork on the empty
plate. 


She beamed. ‘Freshwater
fish from the Loue; you can’t beat them for a good pôchouse. But you’re
not here for the fishing...’ She took the plate from him. ‘Dessert or cheese?’


‘Oh, I don’t
think I could—’ Lucien began 


‘A slim lad
like you? You need feeding up.’ It was obvious that she was not going to take ‘no’
for an answer. ‘The Île flottante is good, though I say so myself; I
always add a dash of kirsch to the crème anglaise. Or how about sampling
the local cheese? There’s Bleu de Gex ... or Cancoillotte.
Although that’s something of an acquired taste.’


‘Some cheese to
go with the last of the wine, then.’ He poured what remained in the pichet
of red wine into his glass. ‘And an espresso afterward.’ That would keep her
busy for a little while. 


Having talked
him through the local cheeses on the cheeseboard, she was soon back with his
espresso and a shot of local liqueur, Pontarlier anis, greeny-gold in
colour. ‘Oh the house, M’sieur. With my compliments.’


He thanked her,
raising the glass to her good health, and took a sip. It was fiery, with a
clean after-burn that had a tang of bitter herbs. He blinked as he swallowed,
hoping it would not make him cough.


‘Won’t you join
me?’ he heard himself asking. Was it the anis loosening his tongue? It
wasn’t as if he had a full evening ahead; there was no point sitting around,
waiting in vain for a call or a text that was never going to come. That chapter
in his life was over. And in his confusion and misery, he had just grabbed his
backpack, and taken the first train out of Paris going south. 


‘Well, thank
you; I won’t say no.’


She put the bottle
of spirits on the table, brought over a glass, and poured herself a shot before
sitting opposite him. In the muted light of the panelled dining room, it was
hard to tell how old she was; her hair, a dark amber, with the odd thread of
metallic grey, was swept up in a spare yet elegant chignon that accentuated the
strong curves of her cheekbones. ‘Bonne santé, M’sieur Dupuy.’ She
raised her glass to his so that he was obliged to chink and take another
mouthful. 


‘Do you get
many visitors in summer?’ 


She gave a
little shrug. ‘Some years are better than others. Most people want sun, sea,
and sand in August. But there’re still a few, like your good self, who don’t
care to battle down the autoroute to the south. So, was it the legend – or the
film?’


‘I – I’m sorry?’



She gestured to
a framed lithograph on the panelled wall which he hadn’t paid much attention to
before. It depicted a dragon with a woman’s head and bare breasts rising on
hooked wings over a waterfall to attack a fleeing man. ‘La Vouivre.’


He shook his
head. 


‘And you haven’t
even seen the film? Or read the novel? By Marcel Aymé? Oh well, it’s a few
years back now, you’re probably too young to remember it. La Vouivre is
our local legend. They say if you walk along the banks of the Loue at twilight,
you might see her fly down to bathe. She has a brilliant jewel, a joyau,
in her forehead, and she removes it and hides it carefully before stepping into
the water. And the instant the jewel is out, she assumes her human form: a
beautiful young woman.’


‘That would be
worth seeing,’ Lucien said, nodding. His words sounded a little muzzy in his
own ears. Am I drunk?


Madame leaned
forward across the table. The jewelled pendant she wore caught the light,
gleaming between her breasts. ‘Ah, but there’s the problem. So many young men
have said that and lain in wait for her. Some have even tried to steal her
jewel so she can’t change back. Because they say that the joyau is worth
a great deal of money. But she doesn’t like to be spied upon. Neither does she
look so kindly on thieves who take advantage of a woman while she’s bathing.
She turns the tables on them – and they drown.’


‘So she’s never
fallen for any of these peeping toms?’


‘Perhaps you’re
not aware of the name given to this area? It’s called the Val d’Amour,
the valley of love.’


Was she hitting
on him? Best to make excuses and retire. Lucien glanced at his phone,
pretending to check the time. ‘It’s late.’ He rose. ‘And it’s been a long day.’
No new texts.


‘Reception’s
poor here,’ Madame said. Did she miss nothing? ‘Variable, at best, just like
the TV. I always say it depends on the weather, but that annoys Josette. She
says I need to adapt to the twenty-first century! I just can’t be doing with
all this social media. Though if you enjoy your stay here,’ she added with a
sly smile, ‘I won’t object if you give us a high rating on one of those holiday
websites.’ 


*


The
oppressive heat of the kitchen makes me feel sweaty; the smell of cooking
clings to my skin, my hair.


The best
time of evening to go for a cool, refreshing bathe in the Loue; just as the
shadows are lengthening beneath the trailing willow boughs and few people are
about. 


Midges,
gnats have never bothered me. The scent of my ageless body or the eternal ichor
in my veins doesn’t seem to attract them. 


But I feel a
little lonely and in need of company. It’s been a while since my last lover
died. And there’ve been more than a few, although some merely pretty playthings
to keep me amused. 


It’s been
hard, reinventing myself again and again. Every time one of my lovers begins to
grow old, it’s necessary to go away, back to the source of the river at Ouhans
where no one remembers me. Just for a few years, long enough for people here to
forget. And then to come back after his death – for this is, after all, my
territory, my river – introducing myself as a distant cousin or the
illegitimate daughter of my previous ‘self’. Some of the older villagers peer
at me and exclaim over what a strong family resemblance there is and I shrug
and smile, not bothering to challenge their observations. 


And as long
as the notaire has set up the necessary legal documents well in advance so that
my ‘cousin’ or ‘daughter’ can inherit and carry on the ‘family business’, it’s
relatively easy to introduce myself back into the life of the village. 


But when I
venture into the village cemetery and see their names carved on the tombstones;
those that are still legible, that haven’t been worn away by the wind and rain,
I wonder whether it might be better to never share my heart with yet another
mortal again and spare myself the inevitable pain of outliving him. 


The river
calls to me, offering the promise of cool, starlit water. 


Time to go.


*


The bedroom TV
reception was poor, just as Madame had predicted, and the choice of channels
limited. There was nothing to watch but a live relay of a frenetic Feydeau
farce from a Paris theatre, all arch exclamations and frou-frou maids.
The alternative was endless back-to-back episodes of a dubbed US forensic
police procedural series, CSI somewhere-or-other or an endless political
discussion. 


Bored, Lucien
took out the sketchbook he had stuffed into his backpack in haste, and then
wished he hadn’t as he could hardly bear to look at the intimate and tender
little drawings he had made in happier times. Dani grinning at him above the
rim of a mug of Lapsang Souchong; Dani emerging from the shower wrapped in a
towel, mockingly holding up one hand as if to block out intrusive paparazzi;
Dani fallen asleep reading on the sofa, glasses sliding down, the book open. 


Why did I
bring this? I should rip those sketches out and tear them up. Even better, burn
them. Burn everything to ashes and start again. 


So why wasn’t
he taking action? He lay back on the bed, hands behind his head. The springs
creaked. Am I that much of a sentimentalist to want to keep them? Masochist,
more like. Rubbing salt in the wounds. The one thing I can be sure of is that
Dani isn’t thinking of me right now, soaking up the Mediterranean sun en
famille. 


Only an idiot
would fall for one of his lecturers. Especially one with a partner and family. ‘But
things haven’t been going well between us ... so I’ve moved out.’ He could
still hear Dani telling him. ‘It’s over.’ The oldest cliché in the
tangled skein of human relationships. And I fell for it.


His sight went
blurry. Fuck it all. Shouldn’t drink. Alcohol always makes me feel sorry for
myself. He blinked the stinging wetness away, trying to focus. A framed
print on the opposite wall caught his attention. By the weak light of the
economy bulb overhead, he peered at it and saw another dark nineteenth century gravure
of a winged woman-dragon swooping down on her unfortunate male victim. 


La Vouivre



She had the
right idea. Drown any troublesome lovers, especially the ones who try to steal
your most precious possession. 


He yawned. He
had been sleeping badly for so long since the break-up that drowsiness had
crept up on him unannounced. Must be the fresh air ... and the good food.


*


Shaking my
hair free from its pins and clips, I slip out of my clothes in the twilit shade
of the trailing branches of the weeping willow. I take care to tuck the ruby
pendant safely inside the folds of my dress. 


I can see
the lights in the village houses and the distant sound of voices through open
windows. The family staying at the gîte must be having a barbecue; the acrid,
spicy smoke (merguez, brochettes) drifts through the drowsy stillness of the
warm summer evening. Bats are swooping over the shallows, feasting on the
clouds of insects. 


I step down
from the bank and slide into the green water. It feels so deliciously cool
against my skin. I lie back, floating on the gentle current, letting my hair
fan out around my head like water weed as I gaze up at the darkening sky,
looking up at the first stars.


So relaxing
just to let the river ... my river ... cleanse me and soothe away the cares of
the day. It’s a mutually beneficial process; I care for the river and the river
I protect cares for me. 


And yet I’m
not entirely relaxed. I keep thinking of the new guest at the pension. Lucien.
Just a student passing through ... no point in hoping for anything.


But still
there’s something rather attractive about him. His expression a little lost,
even a little sad when he thinks no one is watching ... those brown, soulful eyes,
fringed by soft, black lashes.


He reminds
me of my dark-eyed Gustave. Gustave who died so long ago ... some years after
he’d left me and this quiet river life behind to go and make his reputation in
the capital.


 Shall I
indulge myself? 


I lift one
hand from the water and idly watch the droplets fall. The moon is rising. Time
to go back. 


*


Lucien found
himself walking aimlessly along the river bank. The countryside was undeniably
pretty, a shifting tapestry of soft shades of green: grasses; willow leaves;
gently rippling water. 


He stopped to
watch a dragonfly, gaudily bright, flashing through the reeds.


No one else
around. 


He could hear
the distant sound of children’s voices, delighted shrieks interspersed with
energetic splashing. He remembered that he had passed a campsite the day
before; there must be a beach area created for the campers to enjoy. 


Better to stay
here, away from the rowdy cheerfulness of the holidaymakers. 


He sat on a
willow stump and took out the sketchbook, opening it at a clean page. Then he
took out his battered tin case of water colours and box of brushes.


‘What are you,
Lucien, a throwback to the nineteenth century?’ He could hear Dani’s playfully
mocking comment. ‘No one uses water colours these days. Except elderly spinsters.
At least try acrylics. Or go digital.’


‘No one uses
them?’ he had answered. ‘All the better, then. That means my work will at least
be different.’


The sun was
still shining but his mood had darkened. There would be no more intimate
moments, just the two of them alone together. It had all been a lie. He didn’t
want to think about Dani any longer. He still felt too raw. 


I’m just
going to draw.


He settled
himself in the shade, pencil in hand. The gnarled, knotted trunk of an ancient
goat willow on the far bank had caught his eye. The twisted shape and the
knobbly, pitted bark intrigued him. Can I capture something of that rough
grainy texture? The pencil lead began to move over the empty page,
outlining, cross-hatching. 


*


Lucien set down
his sketchbook and stretched. He stood up, hunching his shoulders and then
relaxing them several times to ease the stiffness. 


How long
have I been here?


The quality of
the light had altered with the lengthening of the afternoon shadows. He pulled
out his phone to see what the time was and realised, only then, that he had
been so absorbed that he had neglected to check for texts all day. 


There were, of
course, no new texts. 


But there were
two water colours of the riverside, and several detailed pencil sketches of
willow bark. 


And until he
had taken out his phone, he had forgotten all about Dani. 


Lucien packed
away his things and, carefully carrying the sketchbook, set off back along the
bank toward the village. 


He passed a
field filled with rolled bales of hay, drying in the sun. Yet he didn’t catch
sight of a single angler. This stretch of the Loue was deserted, save for a
mallard paddling in the shallows, a moorhen or two, and the iridescently
jewelled dragonflies. 


‘They say if
you walk along the banks of the Loue at twilight, you might see her fly down to
bathe.’


The tranquil
riverside seemed too ordinary a place to be the home of a legendary winged
serpent-woman. 


His stomach
growled. Time I was getting back; dinner starts at seven. And, to his
surprise, he realised that not only had he regained his appetite, he was even
looking forward to Madame’s cooking. 


*


‘So you’re an
artist.’ Her gaze did not move from the water colours. 


‘Just a
student. Still learning.’ He found himself shifting from foot to foot, like a
child anxiously waiting for his teacher to mark his homework. He had laid the
day’s work on the bed and just at that moment she had knocked and come in,
bringing fresh towels. ‘My tutors say I’m too old-fashioned.’ 


At last she
looked up. ‘But these are good. You’ve really captured something of my – our –
river.’ 


‘I haven’t
really done it justice. I’ll have another try tomorrow.’ He was surprised to
realise that he wanted to go back to the river and paint. The enshrouding fog
of depression and self-loathing had lifted a little. 


‘You could make
a few euros selling those to the visitors here. Carrying on the tradition of
Gustave Courbet. Have you been to his birthplace museum over in Ornans? An
artist like you should go. You can see many of his Jura paintings there.’ A
distant look clouded her eyes as if she were lost in a vivid memory. 


‘I kind-of
followed Courbet here,’ he heard himself mumble. ‘I didn’t exactly intend ...
it just turned out this way.’ 


At first he had
been obsessed with the idea of stalking Dani. He had even gone to the Gare de
Lyon determined to take the train all the way down south to Nice ... but had
somehow managed to get on the Franche-Comte TGV instead. Freudian slip.
All his carefully imagined scenes in which he would just ‘bump into’ Dani on
the beach or at the cafe or local bar swiftly dispersed as the train sped on
toward the Jura. 


But when he
stepped out of the TGV onto Besançon station, the end of the line, he
noticed the museum posters:


VISIT ORNANS –
COURBET’S BIRTHPLACE


He had first
encountered Courbet’s work when studying the canvases at the Musée d’Orsay
as part of an assignment on the nineteenth century Realist painters who
influenced the Impressionists. It made sense to ask for directions to Ornans,
even if he had ended up in Chamblay, seduced by the delicious scents wafting
out onto the street from Madame’s kitchen. 


‘There’s river
trout for dinner tonight.’ She smiled at him and he sensed that there was an
unspoken invitation in her smoulderingly sensuous smile. ‘Don’t be late. It’s
best eaten sizzling hot.’


*


So the young
pensionnaire from Paris is an artist. Just a student ... but one with
considerable promise. And how do I know? Because my heart began to beat a
little faster when I looked at his work. 


He seems
more relaxed than when he first signed in at reception. Clean country air and
good food are working their homely magic. Hasn’t been feeding himself properly
for quite a while, I reckon. Still keeps checking his mobile for messages when
he thinks I’m not looking. Someone’s broken his heart ... but he hasn’t lost
hope yet. 


He’s pretty.
Sensitive eyes, regular features, nice hair, the silky brown sheen of sweet
chestnuts. Am I falling for him? Maybe just a little... 


Is he
falling for me? Or does he only see an older woman, a potential patroness,
perhaps ... but not a lover? 


I have a
touch more magic at my disposal beyond my home cooking. Perhaps the time has
come to put him to the test? 


*


Someone is
gently stroking his hair; a light, lingering touch. 


‘Mmm. That’s
nice. Don’t stop, Dani.’ 


Lucien opened
his eyes. Disoriented, still half-asleep, he gazed around the unfamiliar room,
dim with blue shadows. No-one there. 


Must have
been dreaming. In the still, sultry warmth of the August night, he had
flung off the thin duvet and even the sheet felt damp with perspiration. He was
alone in the pension bed. Dani was far away. It was over. 


He sat hunched
in the darkness, wretched and hurting. After a while he checked the time on his
phone: 02:32. Alone, in a strange place, in the small hours, with only bitter
memories for company. 


He had run away
from Paris because everything there reminded him of Dani. Yet there was no
running away from his memories.


*


Lucien cleaned
his brushes and carefully placed them back in their case. He had returned to
try to capture the effects of light at different hours of the day on this bend
in the river. A cloud of tiny gnats were dancing over the waters, caught in a
late, low ray of sunshine that turned their wings to scintillating sparks of
pale gold. 


Madame had
insisted on providing him with a baguette for lunch, filled with jambon cru,
tomatoes, and sharp, crumbly goat’s cheese. Aware that his funds were running
low, he’d tried to refuse but she’d merely said, ‘I’ll think of a way you can
repay me later’ with another mysterious little smile. Thinking of it still made
him uneasy. Did she mean...? 


He hurriedly
dismissed the thought and continued to pack away his things. 


I’ll need to
buy more Chinese White soon. And more paper. 


The sultry heat
of the afternoon had left him with a dry throat; the last of his drinking water
had been used for a final wash of colour. 


But what I
really want right now is a cold beer.


A distant clock
struck the hour; seven in the evening. Lucien checked that the water colours
had dried and set out toward the pension for supper. As he made his way
along the grassy bank, he realised that this country idyll would soon have to
come to an end. 


I can’t
afford to stay more than another night. 


His face burned
as he remembered what Madame had said as she handed him the sandwich that
morning. Did she mean she would accept a water colour in payment? Or something
rather more intimate? 


A woman was
sitting on the bank up ahead, her back against a gnarled sallow. As Lucien drew
closer, she raised one hand, gesturing to him to approach slowly and quietly.
It was Madame. 


What is she
watching over there in the reeds?


Lucien crept
closer until he could crouch down beside Madame and see what she was looking
at. 


A sudden brief
flash of intense turquoise startled him. 


A kingfisher
darted across the water and into a hole in the further bank. Enchanted, Lucien
held his breath, hoping that it would dart out again. Sure enough, it appeared
and shot off again like a blue and orange-feathered arrow. He glanced at Madame
and saw her nodding her approval. 


‘Fledglings to
feed,’ she said softly. ‘Watch. He’ll be back with more fish.’


The
bright-coloured little bird soon returned, a minnow in its beak, and
disappeared into the burrow in the bank. 


‘I’ve never
seen one so close to before,’ Lucien said, captivated. ‘I wish I could do a
sketch.’


‘Come back
tomorrow,’ she said. 


‘I have to go
home tomorrow.’ 


‘Stay another
day.’ There was something so calm, so unhurried about the way she spoke that
made Lucien want to do as he was bidden. ‘If you’re concerned about covering
the extra rent,’ she added, ‘I’ll happily take a water colour of that
kingfisher in exchange.’


‘But that’s...’
Lucien began.


‘And you can’t
paint if you have to leave tomorrow, can you?’ 


The clock of
the village church struck seven-thirty.


‘I’d better go
back,’ she said. ‘I left Josette in charge of the kitchen.’ She held out one
hand to Lucien to help her up. Her grip was light but firm, and for a moment as
their hands touched, Lucien experienced the extraordinary sense of gazing down
on the river from high above. 


Swooping
down from the clouds to skim above the misty river in the gathering dusk.


Madame let go
of Lucien’s hand and the flying sensation ceased. 


What
happened then? Lucien blinked, confused. My blood sugar must be low; I
haven’t eaten since midday. 


‘Does she
interest you, our local legend?’ 


‘Is this the
place?’ Lucien asked. ‘Where La Vouivre comes to bathe?’ 


‘So they say.’     


‘A fabulous
beast who protects the river. A kind of tutelary river goddess,’ Lucien heard
himself rambling on as they walked back along the bank, ‘yet one who punishes
those who try to steal her treasure.’ He stopped. ‘Why does she have to drown
the men who come across her bathing? Isn’t that rather harsh a punishment?’


‘At least they
die happy.’ Madame gave him a mischievous smile. ‘The legend says that she only
strikes if anyone tries to steal her jewel. Because without that jewel, La
Vouivre will be unable to turn back into her immortal form. And as she
protects the river, not only will she die ... but the river will become
polluted and perhaps run dry.’


Lucien’s phone
began to ring. He stood staring into Madame’s eyes a moment and then, aware
that the insistent ringtone was polluting the peaceful village evening, grabbed
it, fumbling to turn it off. 


His stomach
lurched. The caller was identified as Dani. And in his haste, he had cut the
call off. His finger froze above the screen. Call back? Ignore? Call back? He
didn’t know what to do. 


As he dithered,
a new voicemail alert popped up. Helpless to resist, he pressed ‘listen’. 


Dani’s voice,
husky and a little distorted by the poor reception, came through on his
voicemail. ‘Lucien? Just checking that you’re all right. First chance, too many
people around. Missing you. Maybe I was too hasty. Let’s meet up when I’m back
in Paris. Give me a call. No, wait, I’d better call you. Got to go.’ And the
message came to an abrupt end.


Lucien realised
that Madame was still watching him. 


‘It’s your
life,’ she said, her eyes cold and clear, ‘but from the look on your face, I’d
say you’re better off without that one.’


Lucien, still
shaken, didn’t know what to reply. Logic told him that Madame was right yet the
sound of Dani’s voice had stirred up a host of painful feelings that he had
come here to forget. 


Next time I
go out to paint, I’m leaving the phone behind. 


They had
reached the pension. As they crossed the lobby, Josette appeared,
balancing plates of crudités, on her way from the kitchen to the dining
room. 


‘Oh, Madame,
thank goodness you’re back. We’ve got two extra bookings for dinner.’


‘I’ll be right
there.’ But at the kitchen door, Madame paused and said, ‘Join me for coffee
after dinner, Lucien. I’d like your professional opinion on a little picture of
mine.’


He nodded, his
thoughts still with Dani. 


The appetizing
smell of fish, fried with almonds in brown butter, wafted out from the kitchen
but Lucien had lost his appetite.


*


Madame’s little
sitting room lay through an archway beyond the reception desk. 


‘Take a look at
that picture in the gilded frame,’ she said. ‘I’ll bring the coffee through.’ 


Lucien was
beginning to wish that he had not agreed to come; was she reading more into his
accepting the invitation than he intended? Ill-at-ease, he moved to examine the
picture by the golden aureole of light emanating from the table lamp beneath. 


The graphite
portrait had the air of a swiftly dashed-off sketch, done at speed to catch a
fleeting expression on the face of the sitter.


‘Well?’ she
said, reappearing with two espressos. She had removed the white chef’s jacket
she had been wearing earlier, revealing an olive summer dress beneath,
fifties-style, with a pattern of grasses embroidered in ochre around the hem. ‘What
do you think?’ 


Lucien looked
from the sketch to Madame and back again. The woman in the sketch was wearing
clothes from a much earlier time, the nineteenth century, he guessed, and her
hair was pinned up, curled and arranged in a more ornate style. Yet the
likeness was unmistakable. The artist had even caught something similar to the
knowing, world-weary smile that appeared fleetingly on her lips from time to
time. 


‘Is she – um –
an ancestor of yours?’ he asked, not knowing quite how else to pose the
question. 


‘I do resemble
this woman a little, don’t I?’ She turned to him, with the same smile as the
subject of the portrait. ‘But can you guess who made the sketch?’


‘It’s not an
original, is it?’ 


‘It might be.’
Now she was teasing him. 


He felt his
eyes widen. ‘A Courbet sketch must be worth...’ 


She placed one
finger lightly over his lips. ‘It’s priceless to me. I would never part with
it.’


‘Well, if it’s
a portrait of one of your ancestors, I can understand why you would want to
keep it.’ Dizzied by the sensation of her fingertip brushing his lips, he
struggled to keep his attention on the picture. ‘But why trust me? I might tell
a dealer that you have an original Courbet. Or worse, I might decide to take it
for myself.’


‘I’m a good
judge of character,’ she said, turning away to hand him his coffee. ‘I know I
can trust you to keep a secret.’


‘So why...’
began Lucien. 


‘Do a portrait
of me, as companion to this one. Charcoal, pastels, water colour, you choose.
We’ll call it payment for your extra nights’ board and lodging, if you like.’


‘But I could
never produce anything as good as this.’ 


‘Oh, I think
you’re underestimating your talent, Lucien. Stay on a little longer. You can
paint to your heart’s content here.’ 


He had half
expected her to lace his coffee with liqueur and pat the little sofa to entice
him to sit beside her. Just as Dani had done.            


Josette
appeared in a fluster, asking Madame to come and explain the bill to the
last-minute dinner guests. Lucien drank his espresso in one gulp and went back
to his room.


Would it
hurt to stay on a little longer? I could even take a trip up-river to Ornans to
see the Courbet museum. 


As he was
cleaning his teeth before bed, Lucien found himself wondering again about the
portrait. Is it just a coincidence that Madame and the woman in the Courbet
sketch look so alike?


He rinsed his
mouth out with cold water and spat peppermint-flavoured white foam into the
sink. 


Any other
explanation would be...


*


Lucien sat,
sketchbook at the ready, beneath the alders, watching and waiting. 


Two women
walking their dogs came along the bank. Children followed, chasing each other,
mock-fighting with sticks. Ducks bickered in the reeds until one chased the
others off in a furious flurry of quacks and water splashes. 


Time passed,
marked by the striking of the church clock, but still there was no sign of the
kingfisher. He began to wonder whether he had mistaken the place he had seen it
before with Madame.


Or perhaps
it only appears when she’s there. 


He dismissed
that thought and decided to paint a view of the opposite bank. But clouds were
gathering overhead and the troubled light filtering through kept changing,
mirroring his mood. 


When he left
the pension Madame was busy making baguettes for a party of cyclists and
had insisted that he take one too. When he laid down his brush for lunch, he
discovered that the crusty bread was filled with tuna, black olives, and
hard-boiled egg. 


A simple snack
tasted so good out here in the fresh air; even if there were little spots of
rain on the breeze. 


On a whim, he
took out his pencils and began to sketch Madame from memory. He could not stop
wondering about the portrait she had shown him the night before. The
resemblance was extraordinary. 


It has to be
a fake. A brilliantly executed fake. A homage to Courbet, a study in the style
of the artist, echoing the early pencil portrait of his sister. Because the
only other alternative is...


‘No,’ he
muttered. ‘That’s just not possible.’


He held his
sketch at arm’s length to assess it. Better done from life than memory.


The urge to do
a little research into Courbet’s life nagged; a quick search online might throw
up some clues. Instinctively, he put his hand in his pocket to pull out his
phone, only to realise that he had left it back at the pension. 


*


Tonight is
the night to put him to the test. He’s still torn between his old life and the
respite I can offer him here. With my support, he can paint in the way he wants
and take the time he needs to develop his talent. We can sell his work, maybe
even open a little studio. 


I go toward
the kitchen to continue with dinner preparations: Bresse chicken stewed in vin
jaune, tarte aux cerises. Josette is helping me again tonight so I feel less
pressure. 


And then I
stop in the lobby. I can hear the sound of a mobile phone ringing somewhere in
the pension. The sound goes on and on. I hurry upstairs, seeking out the
source, and realise that it must be Lucien’s phone. Why isn’t he answering? Is
he taking a shower? Or sleeping? No one could sleep through that annoyingly
insistent ringtone. I knock on his door, but there’s no reply. I try the door;
it’s locked. The phone starts ringing again. Fearing complaints from the other
guests, I take out my master key and unlock the door. 


The phone
lies on the bed, still ringing, the screen glowing blue in the darkness. As I
approach, it goes silent but I can still see the name of the caller before it
fades: Dani. 


Dani, the
name Lucien murmurs so intimately in his sleep. 


Why has
Lucien gone out without his phone? And why is he not back yet? 


I turn to
leave the room and the phone starts ringing over again. Such a hateful,
intrusive sound. Before I know what I’m doing, I pick it up and answer it with
a single brusque word. 


‘Yes?’ 


‘Lucien? Is
that you?’ asks a distant voice, the signal already breaking up. ‘I’ve been
trying to contact you. I want to see you. Did you get my voicemail?’


‘Lucien is
not available,’ I say. ‘Please don’t call him again.’


‘Who is
this? Am I speaking to Madame Dupuy?’ 


I smile
sourly; Dani has mistaken me for Lucien’s mother. I hang up. And then I turn
off the phone. Lucien is mine now. 


*


The phone was
on the bedside table. And he had left it on the bed. Someone must have moved
it. He checked the log. 


So Dani had
phoned. And someone must have answered, because it hadn’t been marked as a
missed call.


‘You’re better
off without that one,’ she’d told him bluntly yesterday. 


How dare she
interfere? A strange, conflicted feeling overwhelmed him. What has she
done? 


He ran down the
stairs, ready to confront her, only to see Josette crossing the lobby. 


‘Where’s
Madame?’ 


‘She went out.
She usually goes to Ouhans on a Thursday.’


‘Ouhans?’ 


‘The source of
the Loue,’ Josette looked at him as if he must be an idiot for not knowing. ‘With
the big waterfall.’


‘Excuse me,’
Lucien began, ‘but how long has Madame been in Chamblay?’


Josette gave
him another odd look. ‘As long as I can remember.’


‘But there’s no
Monsieur.’


‘Monsieur
Larine died. She inherited the pension from her great-aunt.’ Josette
went into the kitchen, calling back over her shoulder, ‘Or so my mother says.’ 


*


The afternoon
was still oppressively warm even though the sun was dipping westward. There was
no one in the little walled cemetery except for a few sparrows; the heat had
made some of the fresh floral tributes on family graves wilt. It took Lucien a
while to find the gravestone, for the polished dark granite inscribed in loving
memory of Alain Larine stood in a quiet corner. The late Monsieur Larine had
been born in 1935 and died in 2004. A May-September romance? 


Or is there
some truth in the local legends after all? 


*


As Lucien
hurried back along the river bank, he became aware of tiny spinks of sound
overhead, so high and indistinct they were almost inaudible. Glancing up, he
saw bats darting under the willows, skimming low over the water to catch
insects. 


The old
engraving of La Vouivre depicted her with hooked bat’s wings. A
terrifying image of a vengeful she-dragon, hearkening back to the medieval
carved beasts in churches or the wild-eyed, fire-breathing monsters painted in
the illuminated volumes produced by monks. 


He heard a
light, rhythmic splashing sound as he approached the bend in the river, the
regular stroke of someone swimming. 


‘Is this the
place where La Vouivre comes to bathe?’ he had asked her yesterday and
she had replied enigmatically, ‘So they say.’


I don’t
believe in monsters. It has to be one of the campers. 


He came around
the bend. 


A woman was
bathing in the Loue. By the fast-fading light he could still just see from the
pale form moving gracefully through the water, that she was skinny-dipping. 


He averted his
eyes. 


It was then, as
he turned away, that he noticed pile of clothes, discreetly placed behind a
tree stump, a towel lying on the top, embroidered with the pension’s
initials: LV. And he recognised the embroidered pattern of the olive cotton
dress Madame had been wearing earlier, the tan leather sandals. 


‘She has a
brilliant jewel, a joyau, in her forehead. She removes it and hides it
carefully before stepping into the water. And the instant the jewel is out, she
assumes her human form; a beautiful young woman.’


A sudden
compulsion made him sift through the clothes, searching. There it was, tucked
inside the dress, the jewelled pendant. And as soon as his fingertips touched
the stone they began to tingle, sending shocks up his arm to his brain... 


The sky
ripples. A rift appears in the clouds. Something streaks through the rift, a
sliver of lightning, long and sinuous, dully shimmering as it snakes down
toward the grey twilit water. It circles overhead and then alights on the bank,
in the shadow of the alders. In the gathering gloom, a single star of light, a
glimmer of brightness, shines out from the centre of its forehead, illuminating
its slender, elegant dragon’s head and the two silver eyes beneath. It lifts
one taloned hand and prises out the star-bright jewel from its forehead. The
dragon coils shiver, melting away to reveal the naked figure of a woman, tall,
half-clothed in long, ambered hair, streaked with silver.


‘Could you pass
me my towel, Lucien?’ She emerged from the water, naked, the water dripping
from her slender, pale-skinned body.


Trying not to
look, he slithered down the bank to wrap the towel about her shoulders. 


‘Why so shy?’
She gazed up at him, a glint of silver flickering in her eyes. ‘You must have
drawn nude models in life classes more than a few times at college.’


‘Is this where
you make me drown? Where you punish me for spying on you?’


‘Why should I?’
She raised one hand to stroke his face. Her touch, cool with river water, sent
another shiver of lightning through his brain. ‘You passed the test. You put
the joyau back. You’re a good boy.’ She went toward her clothes and let
the towel drop again as she bent to pick up the dress. She’s just a woman
... I must have been hallucinating. She turned to him, the bodice gaping
open at the back. ‘Can you zip me up, please?’ 


Flustered,
half-aroused, he obeyed and as his fingers brushed the nape of her neck, she
said quietly, ‘But now that you know my secret, Lucien, you can’t leave.’


Lucien was not
sure that he had heard her aright. ‘Oh, that’s a good joke,’ he said, forcing a
laugh. ‘You really had me fooled last night. But there’s no way that portrait
is the real deal, an authentic Courbet. I mean, that would make you over two
hundred years old and there’s no way that’s...’ The words tailed away as her
stare intensified. 


‘Oh, I’m much
older than that,’ she said. ‘The river and I are one. I can never leave this
valley. Much as I would like to.’


‘B – but that
story you told me,’ Lucien stammered. ‘About the jewel. The joyau.’


She held up the
pendant. ‘Here it is. My jewel of immortality. My treasure – and my curse. As
long as I keep it close to me, I can retain my mortal form.’ She fastened it
around her neck. ‘This is the twenty-first century, after all. But a
river is a living entity and needs constant tending. And now I’ll have you to
help me.’


‘Me?’ Lucien
began to back away. 


‘When you’re
not painting, of course.’ She smiled up at him. ‘We’re going to be very happy
together, here in Chamblay. You with your studio and gallery next to the
pension.’ 


‘Wait. Wait, I
haven’t...’ 


She wound her
arms around his neck and pulled his face down to hers, kissing him.


Lightning
scored through his mind, a dazzling, blinding sheen, obliterating everything
but the sensation of her mouth pressed against his.


When the kiss
ended, he realised that his arms were still around her. 


‘Of course, you’ll
have to cut all your ties with that other woman.’


‘Other woman?’
Lucien looked at her, bewildered. ‘What other woman?’


‘The one called
‘Dani’ on your phone log.’


He shook his
head, bemused. ‘I don’t recall ever having met anyone called Dani.’ The name
meant nothing to him. He could only see her face, radiant and smiling. 


‘Then you won’t
mind if I delete her from your contacts?’


Her upturned
face looked bewitchingly beautiful in the first glimmer of moonlight. His
drawing hand itched to try to capture that elusive, enigmatic expression. ‘Can
you sit for me tonight?’ he asked as, hand in hand, they began to walk back
toward the pension. ‘After dinner?’


‘Of course,’
she said. ‘Tonight ... and the next night, and the next. Now you have no need
to return to Paris.’


‘No need to
return,’ he repeated contentedly, wondering why he could ever have planned on
leaving her. And as he turned to kiss her again, the joyau in her
pendant caught the moon’s rays, glittering with La Vouivre’s bright,
eternal light, the radiance that had seared away his pain, and with the pain,
all memories of his life beyond the tranquil banks of the Val d’Amour. 
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It was cold and
damp, making Kings Heath more depressing than it usually was. Steve turned up
the collar of his jacket in an ineffectual attempt to stop the drizzle his
neck. He was more concerned with keeping his guitar dry than himself. He hugged
the case close to his chest and stamped his feet, trying to induce warmth into
them.


No-one wanted
to be out on a night like this. After the initial shouts and farewells of the
revellers leaving the pub where he’d been playing, the street quietened down.
Soon he seemed to be the only living thing around, not counting the rat he was
sure he’d seen scuttling in the shadows on the other side of the road. He
glanced at his watch. The night bus was late.


Waiting at
bus-stops was alien but for six months that is what he was destined to do. He
was too proud to ask one of the other band members for a lift. He had been
stupid accepting that extra drink, and he’d only been 5ml over the limit, but
it had been enough to strip him of his licence for half a year. 


It was just
after midnight when Steve finally saw the lights of the number eleven bus
oozing towards him along the High Street. He stuck out his hand and waited for
it to slither to a stop. The rattle of the coins he dropped in the fare box
echoed loudly but the driver barely glanced at him before extruding his ticket;
even the bus was sticking its tongue out at him for his folly.


Steve had
reached the top of the stairs when the bus lurched into movement. He staggered,
clutching at the rail before throwing himself into the empty front seat of a
deserted top deck. Rain rattled on the windows as the bus began its trundle
towards Moseley.


The two beers,
the lateness of the hour and the depression of the weather contributed to Steve’s
lethargy. His eyelids drooped. The vision of travelling in endless circles
entered his mind as he imagined sleeping past his stop.


Steve presumed
he dozed. The occasional ding of the bell, as a lower deck passenger requested
to alight, barely registered. No-one, though, came to join him on the upper
deck.


They were
passing Acocks Green railway station when he felt the tingle of apprehension
that jerked him awake. Staring from the window he could make out the façade of
the station as the bus slithered past as if the vehicle itself had decided that
stopping was not an option. 


He turned his
attention back to the road ahead. Traffic was sparse yet he had a distinct
feeling that someone, something, was behind him. He stared at the dark window,
examining the reflection. All he could see was a distorted version of himself
and the edges of the empty seats. He resisted the temptation to look behind
again, already knowing no-one was there. He moved the guitar case closer to his
thigh for protection; though whether his or its he wouldn’t have been able to
say.


As the bus
slowed for the roundabout by Yardley cemetery he began to relax again. Until
something brushed the back of his neck; a feather-soft touch. Instinctively he
reached up. His fingers came away sticky with cobweb. He saw no sign of a
spider nearby. Perhaps it had been on his coat when he caught the bus and the
warmth had dried it out? The slight breeze from the ventilation must have
wafted it from collar to neck.


The cold air,
when he dismounted at the stop close to Bordesley Police Station, was
surprisingly pleasant after the cloying warmth of the bus. He glanced up at the
rear window of the vehicle as it drew away and saw what must have been the bare
branches of the winter trees reflected and waving. He clutched the guitar case
closer and hurried home.


*


It was another
four weeks before Steve made that trip again. He had almost forgotten about it
as he settled in the front seat of the late night bus. The evening’s air had a
sparkle of latent frost and he could appreciate why poets likened the stars to
diamonds. They had a sharp, hard glitter about them. The gig had gone well and
he was in a good mood as he mounted the stairs. 


He wasn’t alone
on the top deck this time. A girl with a bright, knitted hat pulled down over
her ears sprawled on the back seat frantically texting. She didn’t even look up
as he sat down and he ignored her. She was just another traveller.


The feeling of
being watched crept up on him after the bus had paused at the train station to
take on passengers. He heard voices drift up the stairwell just before the
cemetery as several departed. Steve stared at the reflection in the window; a
double image of the girl. She was sitting bolt upright now, staring forwards.
It must be her he’d sensed watching him. He tensed but refused to turn around.
He didn’t want either to encourage her or give her the wrong impression.


Then without
warning she screamed and lurched along the aisle towards him. He turned to see
what the problem was. Her eyes were wide and scared. Her hat had fallen off
revealing tight braids. She breathed heavily. Every exhale was a small scream.
She stumbled as she reached the stairs and for a moment Steve thought she would
fall head-first down them. At the last moment she grabbed the rail and
slithered down the spiral. Steve was on his feet, worried for her safety.


The bus lurched
towards the kerb-side jerking to a stop. She was shouting, ‘It touched me. It
touched me.’


The driver was
half out of his cab as Steve reached the bottom of the stairs. A burly,
crop-haired man intercepted him on the last step. ‘You’re not going anywhere,
mate,’ he said blocking Steve’s passage.


Steve backed up
a couple of steps in the face of the belligerence. ‘I didn’t do anything,’ he said.


‘Don’t sound
like nuffink.’ The man gestured behind him to where the girl was crying to be
let off the bus.


‘Police will be
here in a moment,’ the driver said. ‘Station’s just down the road. Can’t open
the doors ‘till they’re here. Rules.’


Five minutes is
a long time. Steve knew there was no point in saying anything, he hadn’t done
anything wrong He knew the bus’s cameras would prove it, but there was no point
in saying anything. He was a black guy in his thirties and in the eyes of the
crop-headed passenger that made him guilty.


The doors
hissed and folded back as the cops arrived – one male, one female. She took
charge of the girl – he came for Steve. ‘You coming quietly?’ he said.


‘Are you going
to read me my rights?’ Steve asked.


‘Why? What have
you done?’


‘Absolutely
nothing.’


‘Then you’re a
witness. You’re coming to make a statement, ain’t you?’


‘Yes, officer.’
It was safer. If he didn’t go, it was likely he’d get done over before he was a
hundred yards up the road. His self-appointed guard wasn’t alone.


It wasn’t the
first time Steve had been escorted into an interview room and left to wait. It
had been a hazard of being a teenager in a city. Once he had been guilty; when
he and several mates had dared each other to nick stuff from Tesco’s. The biggest
problem was boredom. The walls were a uniform off-white and unadorned. The
furniture just as uninteresting. He had no choice but to sit and to wait. For
an hour.


Finally, a
slightly paunchy, detective with receding hair ambled into the room. He sat down
opposite Steve and observed him for several minutes. He supposed the attitude
was supposed to intimidate him but Steve found him a relief from the boredom.
He knew better than to break the silence first.


The detective
reached out to turn on the recorder and made the usual statements of time, date
and name. He said, ‘For the record, will you state your full name and address.’


Steve did so. 


Bates said, ‘This
is a witness statement. Will you state in your own words what happened on the
bus.’


Steve did so despite
not really knowing what had gone on. Only that the girl had started screaming
and rushing for the stairs.


‘Was there
anyone else on the top deck?’


‘Not that I
saw.’


‘So you
attacked her?’


‘I was no-where
near her.’


‘By your own
admission, you were the only other person on the deck.’


‘I didn’t touch
her.’


Bates signed
out, turned off the recorder and left the room. Another forty-five minutes
passed before anyone else came. This time it was the female cop who had got on
the bus. She said, ‘The CCTV images show that you did not attack the girl. You
are free to go.’


Steve nodded
towards the recorder. ‘Could you record that for me?’


She sighed and
did so. ‘We will be in touch if we need to question you further.’


To himself
Steve said, ‘I’m sure you will.’


Instead of
heading home to his flat, Steve left the Police station and set off back
towards Acocks Green on foot. He didn’t trust the busses any more this night.
He knew they were in radio contact with the depot, and he suspected all the
drivers on the night bus rota would know about the incident by now. Perhaps it
was paranoid to think that they would all be watching out to deny him travel.


He made his way
along the dingy back streets to his Grandmother’s house. Whatever time he
arrived, even in the middle of the night, she was up and ‘about to put the
kettle on’. The early hours of this Sunday morning were no exception. It was
almost as it she were expecting him. 


He welcomed her
fussing around, pouring him a mug of strong tea and producing a plate of toast.
She put butter and jars of jam on the table for him to help himself before
sitting down with her own tea.


‘Now ... tell
your old Grandmother all about it,’ she said.


He told her
what had happened on the bus and being carted off to the police station. ‘It
seems daft,’ he said, ‘but I had the feeling that there was someone else there.
Someone I couldn’t see.’


‘Have you had
this feeling before?’


‘Once. Last
time I took that particular night bus. It sounds stupid but as the bus pulled
away after I got off, I swear I saw these hairy legs waving at me from the back
window.’ He sighed. ‘It was probably just the reflection of tree branches.’


His grandmother
patted his arm. ‘Perhaps there was something there.’


‘What do you
mean?’


‘People settle
in cities from all over the world. They may think they leave their pasts behind
but the old ways still cling. What if the things that made the superstitions
came with them? What if the myths figures come with them?’


‘I don’t
understand you,’ Steve said.


Grandma reached
over and plucked something from his shoulder. ‘Where did this come from, boy?’


He stared at
the little piece of grey fluff. ‘It’s a cobweb. They’re all over the place.’


‘You bin
marked. Anansi wants you.’


‘What in hell
is an ansi?’


‘An-an-si. You’d
not pay attention to the tales your old grandma told you when you was a child?’


‘You mean the
fairy stories from back home.’ Though he’d been born in Britain, Steve had
always been taught to refer to Jamaica as back home. For his elders it was.


‘Who calls them
fairy tales, boy? All them stories ... they have truth behind them. Sometimes
it finds you.’


‘But Anansi?
That was just to scare us.’


‘An’ teach you
better.’


‘Grandma,
Anansi doesn’t exist.’


‘Then you
better watch yourself, boy. He’s a tricksy one, that Anansi.’


*


Steve waited
for the night service bus with some apprehension. It wasn’t just the memory of
the last time he’d used the route but echoing in his mind were his grandmother’s
words. And it wasn’t that he believed her stories; more the way that they had
reminded him of how scary they seemed when she had told them to him on dark
nights when he was five. Then he’d imagined the shadows in the corners of his
bedroom were the waving legs of the Great Spider coming to wrap him up in silk
and devour him. The shiver that wiped its fingers down his spine now was not
just because the night was cold.


Just after
midnight, Steve found himself once again on the top deck of the Outer Circle
bus; travelling widdershins. This time, though, he went right to the back. From
there he’d be able to see everyone that came up the stairs and not have to rely
on the distorted reflections in the glass. And no-one could creep up behind
him. 


The seats at
the rear of the deck were not his favourite place. The debris left by earlier
travellers was always greater there. A beer can was squeezed down beside the
seat, the remaining liquid inside sloshing and splashing the cushion as the bus
navigated a small roundabout. Another rolled into the aisle and back again
leaving a sticky trail. A mess of evil smelling chip papers and crisp packets
had been dumped. His fingers encountered discarded chewing gum on the back of
the seat in front of him. A tattered cobweb had escaped the daily cleaning and
clung to the top edge of the window. Steve was reluctant to put his guitar case
down in case it picked up something unsavoury, and very tempted to resume his
usual seat. 


He laid his
guitar across his lap, reluctant to put it down in case it picked up something
unsavoury. Despondently, he stared out of the window. Winter darkness swallowed
hope.


‘Not very
pleasant is it?’


The voice
startled him. Steve hadn’t noticed anyone come up the stairs. He didn’t
remember the bus stopping, either. Turning away from the window, he found a
short, skinny Rasta sharing the back seat. The man wasn’t young, the
dreadlocks, spilling from under his red green and yellow knitted hat, were
mixed with grey, as was the stubble on his chin. His smile showed gaps in his
teeth but his eyes were bright.


‘The young
these days have no manners. No respect for their elders,’ he said, shaking his
head. ‘No belief in the old ways.’


‘What do you
mean?’ Steve asked. He felt uncomfortable, trapped. To escape his travelling
companion he would have to push past him. The odour emanating from him was more
like dried twigs that anything more unpleasant.


He sighed. ‘Do
I really have to spell it out?’


‘I think you
may have to.’


‘Well, if the
driver take a look at the video, all he see is a crazy black man talking to
himself.’


‘You or me?’


‘You, of course.’
He shrugged. ‘I’m just a figment of forgotten beliefs.’


‘Who do you
think you are?’ Steve hadn’t intended to ask. The question said itself.


‘Anansi.’


Steve laughed. ‘According
to my grandma, Anansi’s a trickster. So, like I shouldn’t listen to anything you
say.’


‘Is true. Is
also true that Anansi always return his favours.’


‘So what kind
of favour do you want from me?’


‘I want off
this bus.’


‘Then just walk
off at the next stop.’


‘It not that
easy. It’s a long way from here to the doors for a little spider.’


‘If I see you
get off the bus, what happens then?’


‘I’m in your
debt.’


There didn’t
really seem to be much harm in seeing that this old man got off. ‘Which is your
stop?’ Steve asked.


‘Same as yours.’


‘Okay. What do
I do?’


‘See that web
in the corner? Pick it off and put it on your coat.’


‘You joking?’


‘No, man. An
act of faith.’


Remembering the
last time he rode this bus home, Steve decided that humouring the man was a
small price for not being marched off the bus again. That would be totally
embarrassing. He reached up to scoop up the dusty fragment of web.The strands
felt velvety smooth as he transferred them to the sleeve of his jacket. In the
dark glass Anansi’s reflection grinned at him.


‘Is that okay?’
Steve asked, turning back.


He was alone.
Steve shivered. It wasn’t possible. Seconds earlier the man had been on the
seat next to him and there had been no time for him to reach the stairs. The
idea that he had ducked down and crawled beneath a seat seemed ridiculous.
Steve wasn’t about to start looking for him. Instead he swayed along the moving
deck ready to alight at his stop.


*


Sunday Steve
slept late, rising in time to just get across town for lunch with his mother.
There were no excuses for missing this ritual. All his siblings were expected
to be there, even his married sister. Duty done he met up with friends in the
City Centre for a jamming session that tended to go on late. He’d intended to
regale them with tales of the weird old man on the late night bus, but somehow
the opportunity didn’t arise and he wasn’t prepared to stay late. He was
working the late shift all the next week.


The DIY store
where Steve worked was a huge, echoey aircraft hanger of a space. The shifts
were long with only the legal minimum of breaks permitted. He was on his feet
all day and weary by the time he checked out. His only desire was to get home
and slump in front of the TV with a microwave meal. 


There was no
shortcut to his bus stop, just a trek across the dark and deserted car park.
Shutters were down over the closed frontages and it was raining yet again. The
street lights beyond the edges of the parking area cast weird shadows turning
bushes into demons, winter-naked branches into the waving legs of giant
spiders. 


Something
startled him as it skittered under a hedge. A rat or a wind-blown wrapper,
neither sinister nor unexpected. Steve glanced around. He was alone; except for
the shadow that detached itself from the line of chained trolleys. It appeared
to salute him. Steve looked away, almost tripping over the kerbstone that
demarked the lines of parking spaces. Looking round again, the shadow had gone,
absorbed into the general blackness. He hunched down into his jacket and cursed
his imagination. It was a relief to step onto the brighter pavement and to stand
with the other three passengers awaiting a bus that was inevitably delayed in
traffic.


On such a
miserable night, Steve was glad to turn into his street and trudge the few
hundred yards to his block. He held the door open as Lily-Anne, the single
mother that lived in the flat under his, manoeuvred the push chair containing
little Rhianna out into the night. They exchanged a few words before the door
snicked shut. He didn’t ask where she was off to; it was none of his business.
In the rain-speckled brightness of a street lamp an old man with dreadlocks and
a Rasta bonnet sauntered past. He turned his head towards Steve and nodded.


The shadows in
the stairwell didn’t bother him. They were benign compared to those lurking in
the deserted corners of the outside world. He shivered as he pushed the door
open, stooping pick up the junk that had been pushed through the letterbox
during the day and wondered where that thought had come from.


*


The banging
woke him. The DVD he had been watching had come to an end long ago. He had
fallen asleep in his only comfortable chair. Disorientated, Steve took a moment
to realise the sound was coming from the front door. Dozy from sleep he
staggered towards it, the fog in his mind clearing just enough to wonder what
the time was. He squinted through the peep-hole to see a distorted face. It
took him a moment to recognise Lily-Anne. He fumbled off the chain and yanked
it open, half-expecting her to tell him that something had happened to the
baby. She looked scared. She rocked from foot to foot in a semi panic. 


Once the door
was wide enough, she thrust a bundle at him. ‘You gotta look after this for me,’
she said.


He grabbed it
by reflex. She turned and ran down the stairs.


‘Hey!
Lily-Anne!’ he called after her. Below he heard her door slam.


Perhaps he
should have gone after her but something in her expression suggested otherwise.
He backed inside his own flat and secured it with lock and chain before even
thinking to examine the bundle. It was too small to be the child though it was wrapped
in a blanket. He sat down and put it on the table before peeling back the
layers.


‘Shit.’


He stared at
the revealed handgun. Whatever the world thought about kids growing up in
Handsworth, Steve had never seen a real gun. He’d carried a blade as a teenager;
they all did, until one of his classmates got knifed in the playground. This
was different. It seemed to loom at him, big and black and ugly. Tentatively,
he picked it up. It was heavier than he expected. He wondered if it was loaded,
and put it down again quickly. He didn’t want this thing in his flat. He didn’t
even want to speculate where Lily-Anne had got it from, or why she had it. It
was an alien presence.


Steve became
aware of sounds from outside. Sirens screaming, coming closer.


The window of
his main room looked down on the street. He saw red and blue flashing outside,
heard slamming doors and running feet. The gun on the table grew in his vision.
They knew he had it. They were coming for him. He snatched it up and raced into
his bedroom, opened the window and threw it out. Rapidly, he stripped off his
clothes and clambered under the sheets. He could pretend he was asleep. Then he
remembered that the sitting room light was on. He dashed in and clicked it off,
hoping no-one had looked up and seen it go out.


Steve huddled
under the blanket. Stray thoughts churning through his mind. He could hear
muffled sounds coming from downstairs and a child beginning to cry. It occurred
to him that raids were done stealthily without the advertising sirens. They’d
be chasing someone. He’d better keep his head down. He pulled a pillow over it.
Then he remembered he’d picked up the gun. His fingerprints would be on it. A
bright white light passed over his window. They would be searching for it. They’d
find it directly below his bedroom. They’d come for him.


He’d been
expecting it, but the knock on the door still surprised him. He staggered out
of the bed almost tripping over the sheet. He’d better open it. It would look
suspicious if he didn’t. He didn’t want them breaking it down.


He didn’t
bother checking who it was, just undid the locks and yanked it open. A
policeman in a stab jacket stood on the threshold. It was the same one who has
arrested him on the bus. ‘We believe there is a felon hiding in these premises,’
he said. ‘We would like your permission to check your flat.’


Steve held the
door open, conscious that he was barefoot and dressed only in boxer shorts. ‘Yeah.
Come and look.’


The cop came in
followed by his female side-kick. He looked in all the rooms while she stood in
the sitting room. She noticed the blanket on the table. ‘Is this yours?’ she
asked.


Steve shook his
head. ‘I think it belongs to Lily-Anne downstairs.’ 


The cop picked
it up and sniffed it. ‘Why have you got it?’ she asked.


Steve fudged
the truth. ‘I found it in the passage when I got home for work.’


‘So why didn’t
you return it to her?’


‘She’s just
gone out. I held the door open so she could get the pram out.’


‘What time was
that?’


Steve thought. ‘About
nine. Maybe quarter past.’


‘Didn’t you
think it was strange she was taking a baby out at that time?’


He shrugged. ‘It’s
not my business.’


The male cop
came back in. Steve wondered how much of his things he had gone through. He
wasn’t going to object, even if they didn’t have a warrant. There was nothing
in his flat he wanted to hide and he didn’t want to be carted off to the
station for being obstructive. The WPC held out the blanket to her colleague. ‘Its
got oil on it,’ she said.


‘Bag it. There’s
no-one else here.’


He had to say
that for the record, Steve supposed.


‘We might be
back for a statement,’ the cop said as they left. 


Steve closed
and locked the door again. He leaned his back against it, his legs shaking. He
had no idea what was going on but lights were still flashing at the front and
white light from torches were reflected into his bedroom window. They would
find the gun he was sure. He couldn’t imagine why Lily-Anne would think he
could hide it.


He crawled back
into bed, pulled the blankets over his head and lay curled and unsleeping for
the rest of the night, trying to keep the sounds and lights from outside out of
his head. By morning his eyes felt gritty and his body lethargic. He opened the
fridge to find the only milk he had was on the turn and all was left of his
loaf was a couple of crusts. The newsagents opened early.


Steve pulled on
yesterday’s clothes and headed down the stairs. A uniformed copper was standing
at the bottom of the stairs, stationed outside Lily-Anne’s door. Steve ignored
him. He thrust his hands in his pockets against the air’s chill and kept his
head hunched down into his collar as he walked directly away from the entrance.
He didn’t dare look round even though he desperately wanted to go round the
other side and see if the gun was lying under his window. A foolish thought. If
it was visible it would have been found. If not, he would only attract
attention to it. 


On his return,
there was a police van sitting quietly outside, the kind that carried dogs. He
held his curiosity in check and supposed they’d found nothing with the
night-time search. Despite having watched him leave, Steve had to persuade the
officer on duty in the lobby to let him go up to his flat. He wanted to ask if
baby Rhianna was okay but didn’t dare. Showing too much interest might make
them suspect he was somehow involved.


In the evening
when he returned from work there was no sign of the cops. The van and the guard
were gone. From the front, Lily-Anne’s flat was dark. No-one at home. It was
almost as if the night’s excitement hadn’t happened. He wasn’t going looking
for the gun though. You never knew who was watching. The woman walking her dog,
the street sweeper picking up litter, the man clipping his hedge on the other
side of the road; any one of them could be staking the place out.


It wasn’t until
Sunday after the inevitable lunch with his mother, that Steve dared to walk
around the other side of the block. He stayed on the path and looked up to his
bedroom window, tracking the path an object would have taken if tossed out.
Beneath it was a scrag of bushes in a border bedraggled in its winter plumage;
plants with tough, evergreen leaves to withstand balls and bikes crashing into
them and never anything other than dull.


Steve stepped
off the path, his eye drawn by what was probably a plastic bag caught in the
under-branches. The muddy grass and the earth of the borders showed the
imprints of boots. He didn’t usually bother about litter but this time it
seemed right to gather it. He crouched down to reach under the bush. His
fingers encountered the velvety stickiness of cobweb. He drew his hand away.
The web stretched. He didn’t remember having seen a mass like this before
though he thought he had heard about it – a nest to protect spiderlings. It
seemed the wrong time of year.


Curious, and
because he liked the feel of web on his skin, he pushed his hand into the mass
– and froze. The tips of his fingers encountered something hard, metallic.
Steve suppressed a squeal as he withdrew the gun. Rapidly he thrust it into a
pocket. He glanced around, hoping that no-one had seen. Then he walked away as
rapidly as he dared. He couldn’t leave it there. It had his fingerprints on it,
more-so now. His one thought was to get rid of it. Was it luck that the gun had
fallen into the mass of old web? That the cops had assumed that there was
nothing in the centre? 


Steve could
feel the weight of the metal in his pocket as he walked. He was sure it was
pulling his coat out of shape, that it was obvious to anyone that he was
carrying. He got on the first bus that came along, not bothering to go upstairs
this time. He held his coat close and stared out of the window. In the city
centre, he headed for the canal. The towpath was almost deserted, joggers and
cyclists having given up for the day.


He stared all
around him, thinking how conspicuous he must look, before taking the gun from
his pocket and dropping it into the water.


*


He hadn’t
wanted to go straight back home, in case someone had seen him crouching in the
flowerbed. The longer he stayed away the more likely the memory was to fade.
When he reached his grandmother’s he found her surrounded by toys and books and
other small items. She was muttering to herself


‘What are you
doing, Grandma?’ he asked.


‘It’s Christmas
in six weeks. I have to decide what to give everyone. It’s not easy. You all
grow up too quickly.’ 


Steve picked up
a couple of the picture books. He still had his scruffy copy of The Very
Hungry Caterpillar somewhere at home. He flicked through one of the others.
It was an animal story with cartoon pictures.


Grandma said, ‘I’ll
keep that one here. Read it to your nieces when they visit.’


Steve looked at
it more closely. It was an Anansi story. The deer fleeing from a veldt fire
carried the spider to safety. Later the spider repaid the favour by spinning
webs to hide the deer’s faun from hunters.


‘As you’re
here, boy, you can help me. Brush them cobwebs away from the corners up there
where I can’t reach.’


‘Do you think
that’s a good idea, grandma?’ Steve said.


The old woman
grinned at him. ‘Don’t you worry, boy. I’ve already given the spiders notice.’


Steve glanced
out of the window. The now familiar dreadlocked ancient saluted him as he
sauntered past.
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Somebody famous
once said that art is the only way to run away without leaving home. Elise
found that funny. Peering from the crust of trees at the rear of the property,
she watched Belair House intently through a sparse curtain of fronds and felt
the irony of those words cling to her like oil on a canvas. What was it, she
wondered, about old buildings and secluded locales that so often married
together? Perhaps the one sought out the other during long moonless nights;
deserted mansions scampering across London on willowy legs, their overly
bristled feet creaking dryly in the wind as they went in search of dank
hollows. 


The mansion was
a monolithic blackness silhouetted against the amber pallet of a fading Monet
sunset. Its cold shadow unnerved her. Even when the house had still been a pub,
it had possessed an odd sense of eccentric imperium, but now that the new owner
had seen fit to vastly expand the faux Georgian architecture of the East and
West wings, the house had acquired a deeper sense of foreboding and unquiet
dread. Nervously fingering the jemmy stashed in the folds of her parka, Elise
reminded herself that it wasn’t really a crime to break into a place if you
didn’t intend to steal anything. She stamped her feet stubbornly against the
cold and blew breath on her hands. Though leaves still held court on
surrounding trees, the ground crunched noisily underfoot. She wished she’d
brought gloves. 


For her it was
the principle of the thing. When Mags had mentioned offhandedly over lager tops
in The Vic that their old drinking haunt was now privately owned by a publisher
of rare books, a familiar anarchic longing had begun deep in Elise’s gut and
nagged at her for the rest of the day. Now, as she peered out at the house from
the growing dark of the woods, she knew the only way to sate that longing was
by going inside. 


‘Not bad, Pyg’
she muttered. ‘Back less than a week and you’re already breaking and entering.
I’m sure Spring-Heeled Jack would approve.’


An owl hooted
riotously nearby and Elise resisted the urge to hoot back. Having left her
spray-cans behind, she pulled out a penknife and began carving on a nearby
tree, whittling a tiny representation of Spring-Heeled Jack into the bark. It
was the same image she always created, no matter the medium, but something
about the notorious nineteenth century bogeyman’s face etched into wood gave
him an almost regal quality, that familiar chiselled jaw reminiscent of a
nobleman’s portrait; the king of her heart. Elise carved a frame round the
vignette and thought back to her morning sabbatical. 


*


The gallery had
been quiet for a weekend. Forlornly attempting to lose herself amongst the
forest of Old Masters festooning scarlet-clad walls, Elise was reminded that
there was nothing for her in Dulwich. It was just a place. As good as any other
she supposed, if it weren’t for the memories. 


Mum had died
when she was terribly young and though Dad had done his best to raise her the
Christian way, he’d slipped more than once from the high pedestal she’d placed
him upon. He slipped an awful long way in fact, but those were the memories
that she buried the deepest.


Most people
returned to what they saw as home to visit family and friends, but as she no
longer had any of the former, and had amassed very few of the latter, it was
the Picture Gallery that had brought her back; that and Spring-Heeled Jack of
course. 


The ‘Baroque
The Streets’ festival had started a couple of years back. An open invitation to
the world’s most renowned graffiti artists, to descend upon Dulwich en masse
and participate in the creation of a vast outdoor gallery of street murals;
each piece representing its creator’s unique interpretation of one of the
Gallery’s classical works. For most of those artists it was a chance to
introduce their work to an alternative audience and perhaps add a little
primordial zest to an otherwise staid corner of middle-class London. For Elise
it was a chance to put her well-worn bag of aerosols to good use in defacing a
number of ugly childhood memories and perhaps, if she was lucky, completely
paint over her past.


She disliked the
word ‘graffiti’, despite it suiting her anti-establishment stance. She
preferred the term ‘street art’ as a more melodious counterpoint between the
mundane and aesthetics. Fiercely devoted to her vocation Elise still retained a
love of the more traditional forms and had made a beeline for the Gallery at
the start of the day. 


She wove her
way amongst the patrons to the far end of the Gallery, where the British
portraits were housed; her stud-laden knee boots and matted dreadlocks drawing
the occasional sneer as she went. 


In one
particular corner hung a tall and entirely sombre painting by Reynolds that
never failed to secure her attention. An obtuse-looking piece, all tannin and
drapes and suffused with a thick air of hauteur in the ‘grand style’, which lent
it a certain melancholic charm. It was the painting’s subject though that
continually gathered her eye. According to the guide book, Sarah Siddons had
been the most renowned tragedienne actress of her day and, as if in
confirmation of this, Reynolds had idealised her in the role of Melpomene; one
of the nine daughters of Zeus, and Greek muse of both song and tragedy. Elise
eyed the twin figures of Terror and Pity swathed in shadow behind her and felt
an odd sort of kinship.


Her mother’s
death had seemed somehow detached from reality, like something one only read of
in books; yet the wound it had rent upon her childhood psyche had never really
healed. Whilst she mercifully discovered the catharsis of art in her early
teens, her father had found the bottom of a whiskey bottle; drinking himself
into a stupor each night and becoming more of a fiend.


Having stood
entranced for some considerable time, Elise turned to retrace her steps. It was
then that she noticed the man watching her from the shadows: a middle-aged
wraith in a raincoat with a face like cut glass, thinning silver hair drawn
tight across his head in a style that had gone out of fashion long before she
was born. Their eyes met briefly as he emerged from the Reni exhibit and
crossed under the skylight. Returning his gaze to the paintings, he squinted
awkwardly at each one with all the enthusiasm of a myopic bookworm, the
sunlight clearly hurting his eyes. Noting the expensive shoes and tailored cut
of his suit, Elise surmised that he was probably a collector of some sort, and
paid him no further heed; until he sidled up next to her in front of Dobson’s
portrait of Richard Lovelace. 


‘Stone walls do
not a prison make,’ he muttered, peering at the brushwork. ‘Nor iron bars a
cage.’ 


Elise regarded
his unhealthy pallor with an air of distrust. ‘’Scuse me?’ she blurted.


The man cocked
his head at the Dobson.


‘I was
referring to our Cavalier poet here’s most famous of songs,’ he chided. ‘I take
it you’ve never read Althea, my dear?’


The brief
glimpse of dirty uneven teeth afforded by his smile turned her stomach and she
scowled in return.


‘I prefer
pictures myself.’


Ignoring her
rudeness, he continued.


‘You really
should, you know. Young people always make the mistake of underestimating the
power of words.’


His old man
condescension bugged her a little and she thought of telling him so.


‘Whatever.’
Stomping across the room, she was dismayed to see him doggedly follow in her
stead and she made a point of not looking at him as they stood together before
Raphael’s Transfiguration.


‘Magnificent,
isn’t it?’ announced her unwanted companion. ‘His last painting you know.’


Elise made a
face like a dog licking piss off a nettle. ‘Bit preachy for my taste,’ she
grumbled. ‘Christ up there above everyone else, like he’s somehow better than
us.’


The man in the
raincoat gave an all-knowing smile.


‘Take away Man’s
Christian God and his Saints and he will worship something else in its place.’


Having taken a
clear dislike to him, Elise treated him to another withering stare of
incomprehension.


‘Just something
my grandfather used to say,’ he explained, drawing the belt of his raincoat
tighter, as though the hazy warmth of the interior had no effect on him. 


‘Bit of a
weirdo as well was he?’ she muttered.


Ignoring the
jibe, her mackintosh-clad chaperone took hold of her hands, ensnaring them
within long clammy fingers which snaked out from the folds of his coat like
synchronised eels.


‘Forgive me for
not introducing myself.’ He smiled wanly, no real life in his eyes. ‘I’m Howard
Phillips.’


The skin of his
palm was odd, like that of a doll, and Elise suppressed a shudder.


‘Pyg,’ she
replied stiffly.


Those dead eyes
widened a little in astonishment. ‘I beg your pardon?’ he said.


‘That’s my
name,’ she sniffed, enjoying the look of consternation on his face. ‘It’s short
for Pygmalion.’


‘I see,’
Phillips said, withdrawing his hands and slowly digesting her answer. ‘Well,
whilst I’m all in favour of plundering the rich mythology of the ancient world
for more imaginative forenames, do I detect that your parents were somewhat
lackadaisical in their adherence to gender?’


‘It’s not my
real name’ Elise snorted, unimpressed by his prosaic speech. ‘It’s my artistic
name. You know? Nom de brosse an’ all that.’


‘Oh I see,’
Phillips fawned. ‘Then you’re in the business?’ He hopped excitedly from one
foot to the other. ‘What kind of medium do you work in, my dear? Pastel, oil,
or watercolour?’


‘Spray can,’
she grinned.


His disdain was
worth the entrance fee alone and Elise gave herself a mental pat on the back
for having got under the skin of this toff.


‘How colourful,’
Phillips said, slowly inching away.


Not to be
dissuaded from their verbal sparring, Elise followed him through into the next
room. Leaning lazily beside one of the Gallery’s three Tiepolos, she planted
her pierced tongue firmly against the inside of one cheek and made a loud
popping sound. 


The picture was
a sketch of a fresco: Virtue and Nobility putting flight to Ignorance against a
backdrop of clouds.


‘Bit sexist
this one,’ she observed wickedly, making little effort to stifle her grin. ‘Making
Ignorance a woman is so last century, don’t you think?’


‘At least they
knew their place back then and didn’t speak out of turn’ Phillips countered
moodily. Slapping his guide book closed, he moved to the next alcove and
continued to glower. ‘Perhaps this one is more suited to your somewhat
insurrectionary nature?’ 


Elise followed
his gaze to the Rubens – Saint Barbara fleeing from her Father; and felt
suddenly cold, as though an old ghost had awakened.


‘You remind me
of my dad,’ she muttered, hiding tightly balled fists.


‘Oh really’
Phillips purred. ‘Was he also an artist?’


Her eyes
hardened as she recalled the dry creak of bedsprings and stale smell of whiskey
breath in her ear. 


‘No’ she said
quietly. ‘He was something else.’


Phillips took
her silence as his cue for a further offensive.


‘That’s a pity,’
he smiled. ‘I believe it was Durer who said that ‘if a man devotes himself to
art, much evil is avoided that happens otherwise when one is idle.’


Overwhelmed by
memories, Elise staggered away. Phillips followed, flanking her in the centre
of the room, and made a brief pirouetted appraisal of the last collection of
paintings. Closing his eyes, he let out a seedy exhale of pleasure before
blinking milkily at her like an over-gorged lizard.


‘Well my dear,
this has been a most educational morning. I hope that I’ve instilled some
appreciation of the gap which exists between the art of a thing and the power
of words to fully describe it.’


Elise bristled.
‘I still prefer to make art, not read it.’


Phillips smiled
sympathetically.


‘To quote
Robert Henri, ‘‘the object isn’t to make art, but be in that wonderful state
which makes art inevitable.’’


She scowled,
wondering whether he would be still be so smug with her fist rammed down his
throat.


‘No,’ she
retorted. ‘The holy grail is to spend less time making the picture than it
takes people to look at it.’


‘That’s very
profound. Was it Picasso, or Degas?’


‘Banksy’ she
grinned triumphantly and made a dash for the exit.


*


A chorus of
pneumatic drills greeted her exit from the Gallery; Dulwich Council having seen
fit to upend yet another long stretch of tarmac in their vain quest for
progress. Crossing to the opposite pavement Elise darted through College Gate
into the Park and made her way through the lines of parked cars. Diving into
the trees she took a shortcut over to the boating lake, wanting to put as much
distance as possible between her and the lizard. The mumble of wooden slats as
she trudged across the boardwalk reminded her briefly of Brooklyn’s busy
streets and she felt a pang of homesickness for her adopted city. 


She let her
gaze fall on the black and white rendering of Murillo’s Three Boys, as
she passed by the Pavilion; one of the works from last year’s festival by the
London-based Stik. Elise enjoyed the simplicity of his figures, the central one
appearing to eye the empty picnic tables, scratching his head at the lack of
ice-cream laden patrons. On the adjacent wall was a more cartoon-like interpretation
of Tiepolo by the French artist, Noir. Elise held Thierry’s work in the
greatest respect ever since she’d got drunk with him one night and found out
about his illegal work on the Berlin Wall during the 1980s. She didn’t think
she would have had the balls to paint so freely under the constant threat of
being shot at by guards. Spring-Heeled Jack would have probably lit up a flare
on the wall and begun dancing a merry jig beneath a hailstorm of bullets. Elise
wished she could be more like him, resolutely sticking two fingers up at the
establishment and propagating her legend. 


Memories of
Phillips’ yellow teeth gnawed at her as she walked up Court Lane. Skirting The
Plough, she was glad of the colourful sight of Francisco’s Queen Bee in
the rear car park. Never one to toe the party line, Nunca (as he was better
known on the scene) had eschewed the general theme of the festival last year to
create a full-length piece entirely unrelated to the Gallery works. His
two-storey high insectoid matriarch had been carefully constructed over the
course of a single weekend. Six spindly legs protruded from matron-like skirts,
holding hot mugs of tea as though the insect were offering refreshment to the
pub’s incoming patrons. Elise found it oddly comforting.


Phlegm’s silent
Triumph of David heralded her arrival onto Goodrich Road; the
Sheffield-born artist selecting a solitary trumpeter from the source work by
Poussin. His black and white figure resembled a two-legged earthworm in drag,
carrying a mighty curved horn which reminded Elise of a gramophone. Phlegm’s
work was always so precise, the exacting nature of his brushstrokes a sharp
contrast to the bland whitewashed wall upon which the piece was installed.


The railings
around her old playground were corroded with age and seemed more suited to
keeping Liqen’s enormous Mandarin Chicarra penned in then to protecting
children at play. The Spaniard’s vibrant homunculus was an insane fusion
between grasshopper legs and oversized fruit, daubed across the end of a
terrace. A rodent-like mouth comprised the base of its face and the demented,
homopterous thing looked as likely to pluck a small child from the swings as it
was to begin munching on the nearby foliage. Elise loved it and hated it in
equal measure. Vaulting the fence, she hurried northward, keen to put the
fruit/fly behind her.


On Spurling
Road she passed Conor Harrington’s Duelling Pugilists, more by luck than
design. This was her favourite piece she’d decided, the depiction of two
bare-knuckle fighters in Georgian dress coming on like a towering Regency Fight
Club. Something about the juxtaposition between old and new fired Elise’s
imagination and she stopped to drink in the scene.


Having gorged
herself upon the banquet laid out by her peers, she headed east past The Vic,
where ROA’s hunkered canine creation leered down at her from the side of the
pub. The mammoth hound was bent in a pose that suggested it was taking a shit.
Having sampled the beers on offer with Mags the previous night, Elise tended to
agree with the dog. Ten minutes later, she was deep in the suburbs, beneath a
seldom used underpass rarely stirred by the churn of trains, where she had
chosen to install her own addition to Dulwich. 


Spring-Heeled
Jack had been her muse since she’d first picked up a spray-can, but despite her
continued enthusiasm, this newest depiction was not yet complete. Lighting
through the underpass was poor and she had been forced to rely on daylight;
though the long shadows limited her output and made it difficult to choose the right
colours. The advantage of this location, she reminded herself, was that it was
largely undisturbed. The whole point of the Festival was for artists to exhibit
their work where they might have the most impact, but this was something she’d
consciously chosen to ignore. Jack was hers and hers alone. Even now, without
the additions of his trademark cape and horns, his cavorting figure was every
bit the roguish misanthrope she had fallen in love with as a child. 


She had
depicted him leaping down from a wall, clad in thick leather boots and dark
jodhpurs; the sepia-coloured stripes across his deathly black oilskin giving
the impression of a hollowed out rib-cage. Elise didn’t need to paint in a
heart to know Jack’s was larger than life. He lived for anarchy and delighted
in chaos, jumping out from the shadows to belay the unwary. A dingy passage
like this was ideal for his purpose. Without Jack’s meddlesome ways Elise knew
she might still know the taste of stale whiskey and had begun worshipping her
adopted God long ago. With every brushstroke, she knelt before the altar of his
church. It was no accident that she had chosen Pygmalion as a name for herself.
Like the Cypriot sculptor of old, if she could have imbued her creation with
life so that he might come again, she would have done so without a second
thought. 


His face was
overtly impish, the jaw elongated, with pointed tips to his ears, so as to make
him seem almost daemonic. His pencil-thin moustache curled maddeningly upwards
like a nightmarish Dali, as though a thousand volts coursed through his body.
Yesterday, she had added clawed metal hands to his arms, reaching out towards
the viewer with glee. Now, as the day drew to a close, she began emphasising
the bold of his eyes, using such a vibrant colour that Jack’s manic glare
sought to rival the sun. 


Elise liked to
think that those dancing red eyes were the last thing her bastard father had
seen as he lay in the mud by the canal. The official version of events, as
given to her by the police, was that Daddy-dearest had been mugged on the way
home from the pub. They said that, unable to defend himself in his inebriated
state, he had apparently lost his footing and tumbled head first into the
water. They said witnesses had seen a dark figure fleeing the scene over
rooftops. They said kids were getting more and more daring these days. They
said they were sorry.


The fact that
the contents of her father’s wallet had still poked from his pocket had been of
no apparent interest to the police, and a label reading ‘case closed’ had been
attached to his malingering corpse with all the studious banality of a Car Boot
sale sign. 


Twelve-year old
Elise had known better though. In that stone-cold morgue, she had seen the
rictus look of terror upon her father’s face and known for sure that something
had come for him out of the dark. A need for answers drove her to the city’s
libraries, striving to uncover the many truths and bizarre accounts of Greater
London’s unexplained deaths. When her research had led her inevitably to the
legend of Spring-Heeled Jack, she knew with an inexplicable certainty that she
had found her saviour. 


Reports of Jack’s
appearances had been somewhat sporadic since the start of the twentieth century
but Elise had taken on the role of apostle. Travelling the world with her
paint-cans in hand, she had spread Jack’s anarchic influence across the globe;
installing his portrait in darkened corners and alleyways in an effort to
appease her personal Jesus. She adopted Jack’s values of anarchy and mischief
as her own. His creed of chaos became her mantra. As she had grown into
womanhood, so too had she sought to rail against the establishment, hoping that
perhaps one day Jack would see fit to step from the shadows again and steal her
away. 


*


Elise made her
way across the garden under cover of twilight. Behind her, the trees cast long
fingers towards the shape of the house, as if somehow seeking to join with its
darkness. The jemmy she had brought proved unnecessary. A half-open window on
the ground floor granted her access. Mounting the sill, she felt a queer draft
of air play out from within and froze, feeling an indistinct vibration from
somewhere deep in the house. The disturbance brought the sash down on her
trailing ankle, pinning it painfully against the sill and causing her to let
out a brief shriek of pain. Wrenching the window up, she gingerly withdrew her
injured leg and prayed her cry wasn’t heard. Fortunately, her heavy boot had
prevented much of the damage and she found that she was still able to stand.
Cursing the fact that she would probably limp for a week, Elise did her best to
ignore the dull throb and lodged her crowbar beneath the sash, preventing it
from closing and providing a quick exit if needed. 


The room
appeared to be a study judging by the large mahogany writing desk and
accompanying chair which stood disinterestedly with its back to the window.
Night-blinded, Elise inched cautiously forward until she located a door and
stepped gingerly out into the corridor beyond.


Drawing on
indistinct memories from her underage drinking, she figured she was heading
towards the bar, but she couldn’t be sure. A series of lit candles illuminated
numerous picture frames stacked up on the floor. Many she recognised as
original works by well-known painters, which she presumed had once held pride
of place on the walls before being confined to rot away in this damp airless
vestibule. The new owner obviously had no appreciation for art; preferring bare
nails on his walls. Elise’s Robin Hood gene itched at the thought of liberating
some of the pictures to a more appreciative audience. She reminded herself that
she’d not come here to steal, but rather trespass with abandon.


The corridor
did indeed lead to the bar, now filled with books rather than beer. Row upon row
of elaborate shelving now reached from ceiling to floor on two levels and the
room overflowed with a preponderance of texts. Further candles burned in the
corners and the merest hint of a draught gave the hall a cathedral-like air.
For a moment, she was a thirteen-year old girl again, beset with the urge to
explore. Tugging down one of the volumes at random, Elise plonked herself into
a nearby chair and began reading. 


The book was
dusty, speckled with mildew and age, but the name on the front cover was just
about legible, identifying the author as Edward Plunkett. The title was
unfamiliar, as was the name and mystified, she began flicking through the first
pages, which told her she held a first edition of something called The Gods
of Pegâna. From the brief introduction, Elise ascertained that Plunkett had
been the eighteenth Baron of a place called Dunsany. None the wiser, she
discarded the book and took down another. This one had no name whatsoever. The
crusty pages were stiffened parchment and filled with hand-drawn images of
strangely malformed creatures. Taking it for some kind of reference text, she
discarded it too and perused the rest of the shelves. 


She discovered
that the books were ordered chronologically; the publication dates decreasing
towards the rear of the room. Recognising several works by noted twentieth
century horror authors at first, she moved on to less familiar names. Here was
a collection from the Twenties, the same seven authors featured again and
again: Smith, Howard, Bloch, Long, Kuttner, Lieber and Lovecraft. Of these,
Elise recognised only two. Immediately below this section was an entire shelf
devoted to one August Derleth, each volume bound together with a dry, skin-like
material, which came off on her fingers. Exploring further, she found other
texts written in an unknown language, their covers adorned with indecipherable
symbols. 


At the furthest
end of the room, a last set of shelves partially obscured a tiny stone
staircase leading down to a cellar. The oak door at the base of the steps was
locked and its thick frame reinforced with a number of oversized hinges and
padlocks to prevent any possible entry. The door itself was covered with
spirals, interwoven in an almost lucid display that could not possibly have
formed in the grain of the wood. Elise had noticed similar whorls on the
bookcases and wondered if it was some form of ancient language. Returning to
the library, she carefully began examining the individual books for some clue
as to its origin. These last titles were unlike anything she’d ever heard of
before and the words made her feel queerly apprehensive: Liber Ivonsis,
Cthaat Aquadingen, The Eltdown Shards, De Vermis Mysteriis, The Book of Eidon
– their names were entirely unfathomable, each text sounding stranger than the
last and each one fuelling her growing unease.


A loud thud
from the staircase brought her heart to her mouth and, dropping the book she
was holding, Elise peered round the edge of the shelves. Watching the cellar
door slowly contort and swell, she listened to the terrifying sound of
something large and wet throwing itself up against the other side, and decided
it was time to leave.


Elise backed
away across the library and a familiar voice suddenly called down from above.


‘Why, Miss
Pygmalion, what an unexpected pleasure.’


Howard Phillips
stood atop the first floor balcony, his face illuminated by an ornate
candelabrum held out in his left hand. Climbing down from the first floor, he
stepped theatrically out into the centre of the library like a ringmaster
introducing his lions. Clad in pyjama bottoms starched within an inch of their
life, a plush, burgundy smoking jacket and thick carpet slippers, he sidled
forward like an emaciated toad emerging from beneath its stone. 


Elise stared
warily at him, prepared to run from this demented Noel Coward. The jacket was
too large for him, presumably a hand-me-down of some sort, and the monogram
sewn neatly onto the breast pocket bore the letters ‘H.P’. 


Phillips noted
the errant piles of books and tutted quietly. ‘I see that you’ve been reading
my books and sitting in my chair,’ he reproached her, sidestepping so as to
obscure her route to the exit. ‘Perhaps I should have left a bowl of porridge
out for you too?’


‘I’m no
Goldilocks,’ she replied, reaching into her jacket for the crowbar, before
remembering it was stuck in the window and silently cursing.           


Phillips strode
to the table and gathered up the discarded books, cradling them between his
overlong fingers. Holding them as one might a newborn baby, he ferried them
back to the shelves and lovingly slid each one back into place with an almost
reverential zeal. 


Elise began to
get a bad feeling. ‘So what’s with all the candles?’ she quipped, doing her
best impression of brash. ‘You forget to pay your electric bill or something?’


Phillips
stiffened but remained facing his shelves. ‘I am a student of the past, Miss
Pygmalion,’ he replied, in a soft voice, stroking the books. ‘If one wishes to
study the old ways, then it is wise to do so via the old methods.’


There was a
faraway look in his eyes when he turned to face her.


‘I think it
lends the place a certain ambience, don’t you think?’          


‘Yeah right,’
she muttered. He was still a dick, and she thought of telling him so. ‘Just
like something out a horror film. All we need now is a flash of lightning and
for you to sprout fangs.’


As if in
answer, another thud came from the cellar door. Phillips stepped closer to her,
his body wreathed in smoke from the candles.         


‘Oh, I think we
can do a little better than that, my dear’ he whispered.


The cellar door
banged again and something inside let out a saturate roar, its voice bubbling
eagerly as it thrashed against the wood.


Elise swallowed
dryly and prepared to make her escape. As if sensing this, Phillips stepped
aside and waved his hand at the door.


‘You are of
course free to go, my dear, but I’d much rather you stay on for a while. It’s
not often I receive guests.’


‘Oh yeah?’ she
replied nervously. ‘Then what’s that down in the basement?’


Phillips
chuckled. ‘All in good time. Do sit down, please.’


Unsure of
herself, Elise slumped dejectedly into the armchair, glad of the respite for
her foot. 


Phillips
turned, hands clasped behind his back, and solemnly paced the room, his reedy
voice become that of a teacher. ‘Your passion is clearly art, Miss Pygmalion,
but mine has always been the written word.’


He strolled
from one set of shelves to the next, inspecting them like a gardener nurturing
soil. ‘I’ve been in love with books all my life, like my grandfather before me,
and though I may not have acquired his talent for writing, I have seen fit to
devote my existence to the acquirement of those many texts which have
propagated the work he began.’


Elise watched
him uneasily, jealous of his strong family ties but still of the opinion that
the man was a nutcase.


‘You see, Miss
Pygmalion,’ Phillips continued. ‘I believe in the absolute power of words, in
their power to describe things to their fullest extent, and by doing so, gain
complete dominion over them.’


His face was
unholy as he approached her chair, lit from below by the candelabrum.


‘Words have a
power,’ he whispered. ‘A power to bring life to the lifeless. To that which is
no more or unknown. To that which might yet live again.’


His fervour was
unsettling and Elise got to her feet, ignoring the pain in her foot as she
manoeuvred round so that the leather chair stood between them. ‘Why is it,’ he
continued, hungrily circumventing the table and forcing her to begin limping
clockwise round the furniture in an effort to maintain the distance between
them. ‘That those heroic Greek tales of old still enchant us so much? That
those ancient stories of Norse Gods still resonate with us in this
technological age of ours?’


The thing in
the cellar became excited at his voice, repeatedly hurling itself against the
foundations of the house and loosing great chunks of plaster from the ceiling.


‘There is a
great energy housed within words,’ Phillips said, as dust rained down from
above. ‘An arcane force, that has brought these tales to life across the
centuries. That has turned story to myth and transformed men into…’


‘…legend,’
Elise finished, her thoughts straying to Jack and wishing he was here with her
now.


Phillips
grinned maniacally, wrapped up in his gospel. Grabbing hold of her wrist, he pulled
her towards the cellar, ignoring her repeated yelps of pain as her ankle
dragged along the carpet. Whatever was housed downstairs seemed to sense their
approach, for it let out a loamy dirge of excitement and attacked the door
again; cracks began appearing in the wood.


‘You see ... my
grandfather and his associates discovered something about those myths of old,
Miss Pygmalion. The best stories are those which are rooted in fact.’


Elise fought to
extricate herself from Phillips grasp, but he stamped down on her ankle with
the heel of one foot, the blow bringing fresh pain.


‘Belief is
rooted in fact,’ he preached. ‘And fact is the essence of being. So if a group
of like-minded men hold a strong enough belief in a thing, then they have the
power to bring it into existence. From the beyond, as it were.’


Elise stared at
him numbly, suddenly understanding that the two of them were more alike than
she could have ever guessed, or desired. What she had sought to make real with
her art, Howard Phillips had worked to create by the action of words.
Spring-Heeled Jack was her own personal project, but Phillips saw the potential
of his grandfather’s work and had continued to publish other authors who
expanded on his stories, cementing the myths within popular culture and gaining
new legions of fans. 


‘From small
acorns grow mighty oaks,’ Phillips giggled, but she was no longer listening. 


The sound of
the creature filled her ears, its eldritch mind burrowing into her brain,
whispering dark arcane secrets. It needed something from her she sensed, to
make it finally whole.


Phillips
grabbed her shoulders and threw her down at the door.


‘She is here!’
he cried as the timber splintered and burst.


An inhuman
bellow reverberated through the door as a long greenish tentacle pushed its way
through, reaching for her.


‘You are the
key I’ve been waiting for’ Phillips chuckled, watching the tentacle wrap itself
round her wrist. ‘Over the years, my publishing empire has brought the Old Ones
the worship they craved, but it takes real human fear to open a doorway between
our world and theirs. We thank you for that.’


Elise glimpsed
something massive through the hole in the door, layers of undulating, putrid
flesh sporting tiny mouths without teeth. Twisting her wrist violently, she
managed to free herself and wrenched a long splinter from the shattered hull of
the door, driving it down into the flesh behind Phillips’ kneecap and causing
the old man to emit a high-pitched shriek as he collapsed on the steps.


She ran then,
as hard and fast as she was able, clawing her way back up the steps and limping
across the crumbling library. Masonry fell from above and behind her, as the
creature burst forth from the cellar. She ploughed through the open door,
hobbling down the corridor into the study. Elise retrieved her crowbar from
where it lay on the floor, shaken loose by the tremors, and used it to smash
through the window. Hurling herself out, she ran hell-bent for the trees. 


An inhuman roar
burst forth from the house and the voice was quickly joined by others. She
realised to her infinite horror that there was more than one of the things.
Reaching the safety of the undergrowth she took off down the road, not daring
to look back.


*


Dawn found her
huddled at the base of her painting, Spring-Heeled Jack standing watch over her
in the dark underpass as she slept from exhaustion. 


Stirring from a
nightmare of smothering tentacles, Elise jolted awake and cried out, her ragged
voice echoing through the dark tunnel. Off in the distance, the terrible sounds
of Howard Phillips’ Elder Gods could still be heard rampaging their way through
the streets of West Dulwich, the accompanying screams a clear indication of the
human banquet they’d found. 


She burst into
tears and clawed desperately at Jack’s brickwork with trembling fingers. More
than anything now, she wanted him to be real, to come to her rescue. This was
anarchy of a kind she had never envisaged and Jack would surely know what to
do. But he was only art on a wall; a collection of bitumen stencils and masonry
paint, a teenage girl’s wanton dream. She lay down on the pavement and wept.


Fires burned in
the distance, bright patches of flame like mini-sunrises on the horizon. Elise
watched the smoke-filled skyline and retched on the stench of death in the air.
Curling into a ball, she hugged herself against the cold morning dew. 


Something
stirred in the brickwork and she jerked fearfully away from the movement,
scurrying crablike across the cement floor of the underpass to the opposite
wall. From beneath the supporting struts of the roof came a rough scraping
sound, like bricks sliding slowly down over one another. She glanced at the
mural – at Spring-Heeled Jack – watching her intently. She had painted those
eyes in such a way as to always look down upon passers-by, but the more she
stared at the piece, the more she felt sure that Jack’s gaze rested solely on
her. Leaning back against the wall, she tugged thoughtfully on her lower lip
just as a train rumbled overhead and the fluorescent lights flickered. In the
brief strobe, Spring-Heeled Jack moved. She was certain of it this time, the
whole position of his body changed, so that when the lights came back on, he
was peering down at her, resplendent with his cape round his shoulders. 


Elise didn’t
remember painting that cape and felt suddenly scared. Not daring to move lest
she break the spell, she watched as piece by piece, the bricks began to rattle
in place, detaching themselves from the hub of the wall and clumsily rotating
as Jack clambered down from his perch. 


The sound of
his boots was like a demolition, clattering noisily against the pavement.
Poking a long cement tongue out from between paint-splattered lips, he tasted
the London air for the first time in over a century and let out a crass
high-pitched giggle that Elise felt in her teeth. 


He peered
westwards, towards the screams and destruction. Then he lumbered eagerly
forward into the daylight, the devilish look in his eyes signalling his
mischievous intent. 


Clambering to
her feet, Elise limped forward to stand beside her live action hero; no longer
afraid. The gigantic brigand peered down at her for a moment, as if deciding
her fate, and then bounded away, traversing the road upon vast springs as he
headed for West Dulwich and something altogether more fun.


Elise did her
best to keep up, commandeering a child’s BMX from a nearby front garden and
pedalling as best her ankle would permit back towards the main high street. By
the time she reached Lordship Lane, Jack was almost half a mile up ahead.
Stopping to catch her breath for a moment, she scoured the street for signs of
life – and noticed something missing. Along the back wall of the Plough, a vast
hole had appeared in the brickwork, the plaster walls beneath clearly visible
where Nunca’s mug-laden Queen Bee had vacated her hive. In the air above
Elise’s head, she noticed a tiny cloud of bees, rising on dust-thin painted
wings as they buzzed industriously about in the dawn light. Away ahead she
heard what she thought was the clink of a mug and clambered back onto the bike,
following the erratic trail of tea on down the high street. Something large and
shaggy loped into view between the buildings and let out a wolfish howl as it
headed west, answering Jack’s call to war. She heard the sound of rendering
brickwork on the wind and smiled at the thought of the graffiti army Jack was
bringing to life.


By the time she
reached Belair House, the battle was well underway with Jack and his
paint-splattered band of artistic impressions driving the Elder Gods back into
the grounds of the house. The driveway was a war zone, littered with
smouldering flesh and loose bricks. Beneath the house’s immaculate Georgian façade,
Spring-Heeled Jack held a tentacled thing high above his head before hurling it
gleefully through one of the windows. A guttural roar sounded from within as
the enraged creature righted itself and came clambering back into battle, only
to be set upon by Liqen’s insectoid horror and wrestled unceremoniously to the
ground in a pool of peach-coloured goo.


Grinning from
ear to ear, Elise stood by the gates and watched ROA’s dog worry at the many
ankles of a multi-limbed cloud of flesh desperately trying to climb up the side
of the house. By the tree-line, Conor’s bare-fisted pugilists dragged a large
bat-like creature with detached yellow eyestalks down out of the air and set
about mashing it to pulp with their fists. 


Elise ducked
just in time to see a large stone mug explode against one of the gateposts,
showering her with lukewarm, sugary tea. A large slug-like creature slithered
into view, spitting viscous brown fluid at her from the metallic spines on its
back. Retreating, she watched the Queen Bee drop down from above and
begin pounding the creature. A brief hiss escaped the slug’s neck as its face
imploded between two mugs of tea and it collapsed to the floor, blackened ichor
scorching the gravel beneath.


As battle
continued to rage, Elise saw other paintings join the front: Remi Rough’s Girl
At A Window attacked two Elder Gods with her spray can, whilst AP’s
L-Plated Three Graces ganged up on a human-faced spider creature over by
the patio, beating it into submission with one of its own torn-off legs.
Clearly outnumbered, the tide turned against the house’s otherworldly denizens
and in less than ten minutes, only one God remained – a towering octopus-faced
figure with cloven hooves which stood atop the roof of the house and roared its
defiance. 


Bounding up
onto the edge of the roof, Jack looked down upon his army and let out a wild
battle-cry, willing them onwards. From the garden below came a plethora of
squawks and chittering screams, as the army of street paintings began to scale
the sides of the house. Uncertain of victory against this combined onslaught of
art, the Elder God turned and fled from the rooftop, crashing un-ceremoniously
down onto the rear lawn and lumbering desperately away towards the trees with
the grafittied mob in pursuit.         


Elise watched
Spring-Heeled Jack leap down from the roof and flex his metal talons back and
forth with practised ease as he came to stand alongside her. They watched the
flames began to lick hungrily at the ruined shell of the house, a great fire
rising up from within. 


Howard Phillips
lay curled on the lawn, whimpering pitifully to himself. Observing the wretch from
a distance, Elise saw just how wrong they had been.


‘True legends
aren’t created by making art into a reality, are they Jack?’


The brickwork
giant remained silent, watching the ruined house crumble to ash.


‘It’s about
turning real life into art’ she finished. 


In the
distance, sirens could he heard coming steadily closer. The urge to run was a
deep thrum in her chest as Spring-Heeled Jack reached out one shining claw,
calling her to him. For a moment, Elise hesitated, unsure of whether to trust
this Victorian prince of mischief and the path which he walked. Jack smiled
wickedly and gave her a nonchalant wink, hinting at the legend she might become
in his company. Unable to resist her sense of adventure, she put the
smouldering ruins of Dulwich behind her and grasped Jack’s taloned hand tight
as they became art once again.


*


Several months
later, a small gang of kids trouped wearily home along Brick Lane, their
clothes muddied by football. The end of February had brought an icy wind to
London and many of them were white-faced and bleary. Passing the Hanbury
junction, one of them gasped and as one they stared down the abandoned side
street at a large mural being painted on a nearby wall. The more curious of
them moved closer, finding the artist to be a little grey-haired old man with a
face like a ferret, who was feverishly adding layers of paint to the mural like
a man half-possessed. 


The image was
that of an elephant’s head, devoid of tusks, but beneath which hung a squirming
mass of grey tentacles. Noticing the children standing there, he came over to
speak to them.


‘Do you like
it?’ he asked, wiping paint from his face.


‘I love it,’
murmured the eldest, admiring his handiwork. 


‘What’s it
called?’ asked another. 


‘It’s called Cthuluphant’
he answered proudly.


 With dusk
descending, the kids headed home and the old man returned to his work, content
in the knowledge that his newest fans would most likely return with their
friends.


‘Small acorns’
he whispered.


 


 











The Cupboard of Winds


 


By Marion Pitman


 


 


The first thing
I noticed was when the radio cleared its throat. I don't sleep well, and tend
to leave the radio on all night, so when I wake up at five in the morning, it's
there. I was just wishing I could sleep for another couple of hours, when in
one of those pauses between discs, I heard this throat-clearing. First I
thought, that's odd; then I thought, the presenter must have left the mic on,
or not realised the piece has finished. Then a voice said, ‘Are you awake?’


I realised then
that I must be still asleep and dreaming so I said, ‘No.’ And saying it woke me
up.


The radio said,
‘Good. It's about the draughts.’


‘What?’


‘You must have
noticed how draughty this house is. Haven't you wondered where it's coming
from?’


‘Uh.’ I'm
talking to the radio. It's talking to me. I must be dreaming. OK, it's
one of those dreams where you think you've woken up but you haven't. ‘Yeah.
Yeah, it's a very draughty house. I've tried putting stuff round the doors. It
doesn't seem to come from the windows. Maybe it's air currents. From the
radiators. Um, who are you?’


‘Who I am
doesn't matter.’ I'm listening to the voice now; it's male, cultured, hard to
tell the age. ‘Just find out.’


Then the music
cut back in. I decided to get up and make a cup of tea, and go back to sleep,
so that when I woke up I'd know I was awake.


It is a
draughty house. It doesn’t worry me most of the time; I prefer older buildings.
This one is from around 1890, terrace house, well built, original windows; you
accept they’re not going to be airtight, and it also means I don’t worry so
much about carbon monoxide poisoning from the boiler. But the conversation in
the dream stayed in my mind, and I started taking more notice of all the random
little cold air currents around the place. I had vaguely assumed that they were
coming down the chimneys, and escaping through imperfectly blocked off
fireplaces, or as I’d said in the dream, air movement created by the radiators.
Then I started noticing how they would spring up when it was quite still
outside, and the direction – well, more often than not they came from the
upstairs landing. Hot air rises, I thought, so I suppose cold air sinks. I
didn't entirely convince myself, though.


That was when
Danny and I had the conversation about living together. I wasn't, to be honest,
entirely sure I wanted to; but when Danny said it wasn't going to happen in
this house because of the draughts his exact words were, ‘If you think I'm
moving into this fecking icebox with the Arctic gales you must be joking.’ 


I got riled,
and, well, I suppose we both said things that were not very polite. It wasn't
quite, ‘If you loved me you wouldn't care about the draughts’, but anyway, it
put an end to the relationship. Which in the long term was probably a good
thing, but the long term is the long term. 


Whatever, it
made me more pissed off about the draughts and not long after that, when I'd
spent an evening drowning my sorrows a little, I decided I would track down the
draught once and for all. It had to be coming from somewhere. I lit a scented candle,
and with that in one hand and a half full bottle of vodka in the other, I went
upstairs: the draught was definitely coming down the stairs. 


When I got to
the landing I moved around, and waved the candle about – none too steadily, I
suspect, and none too safely either. It was plainly blowing from one side of
the landing. It was, in fact, blowing from a large cupboard. You'd think it's
an airing cupboard, being where it is, but it's not, and it's too shallow from
front to back to be a lot of use for anything. It tended to fill up with stuff
I couldn't be arsed to throw out, or that I use once or twice a year: Christmas
decorations, board games, old greeting cards, the remains of a coffee set of my
great –aunt's, a broken tennis racket, magazines I'm going to throw out when
I'm sure I don't need to keep them; you know the sort of thing. 


Now here's the
problem. This cupboard is on an inside wall, and it doesn't have a chimney. So
there couldn't be a draught blowing out of it, right? OK, so I put down the
candle, which promptly blew out, and opened the cupboard door.


Inside was
quite a large space, dusty and untidy, and still containing the things that
should have been in there, but considerably larger than when I last looked. In
the middle, sitting on a heap of old magazines, was a tall, pale woman. 


I was so
gobsmacked I didn't even have the brain function to scream.


She looked up,
rather startled, and said, ‘You can see me,’ then she spotted the vodka bottle,
and said, ‘Ah, you have brought a libation!’


I handed her
the bottle. It seemed the obvious thing to do. I was a bit shocked when she
drained it in one swallow, gave a deep sigh, handed me back the empty bottle,
and said, ‘That's better. I haven't had a libation in centuries. Have you come
to worship me?’


‘Umm, no, I
don't think so.’ My head was still trying to get round the huge space where my
cupboard used to be. ‘Er... Who are you?’


‘Who am I? Good
Hera, you've brought me a libation and you don't know who I am?’


‘Well. It
seemed the ... the right thing.’ What am I talking about? I thought.


‘You're right,
of course. I am Aura, Goddess of the Breeze.’


‘Oh!’ I said
before I could stop myself. ‘You're the draught.’


‘Or,’ she said,
with narrower eyes, ‘Goddess of Draughts. Yes.’


‘What are you
doing in my cupboard?’


‘Your cupboard?
My dear woman, this cupboard's been here a great deal longer than you have.’


‘Oh yes.’ Well
I could hardly deny it. ‘Have you lived in it all the time it's been here,
then?’


‘A good while
longer than that. If you humans choose to build houses on ancient sacred sites
you have to expect to make allowances. We've still got to live somewhere. A lot
of the pantheon took themselves off, but I thought, no, why should I? Britain's
a remarkably breezy place – draughty if you prefer – so I feel at home here.
Have you any more libation?’


‘Um, I think
there's some gin downstairs. Why don't you live in the drinks cupboard?’ Again
the words were out before I could stop them.


She shrugged. ‘It's
too cramped. And until now I've had a bit of privacy in this one.’


I went down to
get the gin.


While I was
going, I thought – or the vodka thought – that I must – must – ask her
to leave. It was intolerable. She had no right to be in my cupboard, even if
she had been there for hundreds of years. She had no tenancy agreement. She
could drink the gin and go. I'm not sure I was being very logical, you
understand, but it seemed to make sense at the time.


When I came
back, Aura was still there, as a part of my mind said she wouldn't be. She was
reading an old copy of Marie Claire.


She looked up. ‘You
realise I've read this three times? Why do you never put anything new in here?’


‘Sorry.’ I
poured the gin into two glasses, and said, ‘Do you mind if I join you?’


She looked
surprised, but said, ‘No – no, if you wish. Do you want a blessing or a boon?
Because I don't do much of that any more.’


‘Well...’ It
was kind of awkward, I realised. I was sobering up a bit and the fact that I
was sitting drinking gin with a personified draught was doing my head in, but
it was still awkward. Asking a lodger who doesn't pay the rent to move out is
difficult enough for me. ‘Well,’ I said again, ‘I don't suppose you'd consider
finding alternative accommodation?’


‘What?’ She
frowned. ‘Oh! You want me to leave?’


‘It's just that
the house is awfully draughty.’


‘I must say
you've got a nerve. I've been here for over a thousand years, and you're asking
me to move because it's draughty.’


‘If you put it
like that...’


‘You do
realise, don't you, that I keep the imps away?’ She looked at me rather
sternly.


‘Pardon?’


‘The – what do
you call them now? Gremlins? Brownies? The small creatures that move things.
Haven't you noticed while you've lived here that things are always where you
left them?’


In fact, I had
noticed, but I'd thought in my ignorance that I must be getting a bit more
organised. ‘Oh,’ I said, ‘that's you, is it?’


‘The lesser
creatures keep away from the neighbourhood of a deity. I may be a minor
goddess, but they still avoid me.’


‘Right. Well,
that – that's good. Yes.’ I considered whether that was worth the draught. Then
I thought of something else. ‘Um ... someone ... the other day...’


‘Yes?’


‘A voice. From
the radio. It told me to find out where the draught was coming from.’


Aura stiffened,
the glass of gin in her hand, and said, in a remote voice, ‘Leave me.’


‘What?’


‘Leave me. The
rage of gods is not for mortals to witness.’


I stood up, and
made to shut the cupboard door. Before I did so, I remembered to put the bottle
of gin inside.


*


Fortunately
there was some cherry vodka in the kitchen that I'd forgotten about, and I had
a couple of glasses to steady my nerves. I finally steadied them enough to pass
out for a few hours, even without the radio. In the morning; well, all right,
afternoon, fortunately it was Saturday, I woke up rather carefully, with a
definite sense of looming menace. At first I thought it was just the sense of
looming menace with which I always wake up, then I remembered, there's a
goddess of draughts in the landing cupboard. I felt my way carefully downstairs
– I wasn't able to open my eyes fully yet – and made some tea. 


After several
mugs of tea and a bowl of cereal, I was sort of awake, but I couldn't exactly
say I was coping. I kept saying to myself as I washed and dressed – aloud, in
the hope it would sound more plausible, ‘There's a goddess of draughts in the
landing cupboard and I've asked her to leave. On the one hand she keeps the
wossnames away and I can find things, on the other hand it's bloody draughty
and it's ruining my love life, and she's drunk all the gin.’


Eventually the
moment arrived where I had either to panic and leave the house, possibly never
to return, or to confront the cupboard. I took a bottle of cooking sherry, went
back for some magazines, and went upstairs.


She was still
there. She looked up from a copy of New Scientist that I'd put in there the
week before, and said, ‘It's that bloody Aeolus, isn't it? Not satisfied with
bundling us all up in a bag and giving us to that idiot Odysseus, he's been
chasing us round ever since, trying to get us back under control. He's the god
of air, you see, that's how he's able to take over the radio. Airwaves. He
wants you to drive me out, then he can chase me back to that bloody cave. I
mean, it's not the bloody Hilton in here, but it's better than a bloody cave.’
She unscrewed the bottle top and took a mouthful of sherry. ‘The libations are
a damn sight better too.’


I noticed,
without paying attention, that while we were talking, the draughts dropped a
bit; but when she started to get angry about Aeolus, half a gale blew out of
the cupboard.


‘I brought some
more to read,’ I said hastily, handing in a bag of miscellaneous Radio Times,
free newspapers and Big Issues. She looked somewhat disparaging.


‘They'll do for
the time being,’ she said. ‘I realise no-one's going to come and recite to a
lute in here...’


I asked her, ‘Why
is Aeolus talking to me? I mean, if he can't persuade you to go back to the
cave, what can I do? By the way, I mislaid a new toothbrush this morning.’


‘He has no
shame. If he hasn't persuaded the imps back in, he probably stole it himself.
Maybe he's promised them theocratic immunity. He can't force me out, you know.
But if I leave, well, where would I go? It's not so easy to find somewhere to
be inconspicuous in London these days. Property prices are so high, everyone's
making use of every inch of space. Finding another cupboard no-one opens from
one week's end to the next is almost impossible. Ten to one I'd end up in the
bloody cave.’ 


‘I see,’ I
said, the way you do when you have no clue.


She poured some
cooking sherry into the gin glass. ‘Well?’ she said, ‘Are you going to let me
stay? You can't let that autocratic son of a demi-god drag me back – can you?’


‘Er... Well...
I... Uh... The phone's ringing, I'd better answer it.’ I fled downstairs,
feeling cornered. I hate being appealed to.


The phone call
was Danny. ‘Hi sweet,’ he said, ‘how's the icebox?’ Diplomatic, is Danny.


‘Fine,’ I said,
‘I've been talking to the draught.’


‘Sorry?’


‘Never mind.
How are you doing?’


‘Oh fine, things
are great. Just thought I'd see how you were, wondered if you were doing
anything tonight?’


‘Uh. Well,
nothing really.’


‘Fancy going to
the pictures? I, ah ... I thought you might like to see the new Star Trek
movie. If you haven't seen it.’


‘No, I haven't.
Yeah, that'd be good.’ Well, I did want to see it; and I also wanted to know
what Danny's motive was in asking me so we arranged to meet at the cinema. 


I went back
upstairs, but the cupboard door was shut, and I left it that way.


Danny's motive
turned out to be nothing unexpected: he was feeling lonely, and missing regular
sex, and his default setting was still to ring me up. He wasn't any more
inclined to move in, although he was willing to brave the draughts for a bit of
nookie. On the way home, I realised that he was still hunky and probably still
good in bed, but that I couldn't be bothered. I started to say goodnight, and
he got pathetic on me, and tried to pretend he really missed me, and all that,
and I got irritated. 


I said, ‘Look,
if you want to come in for a shag, say so. Don't make out it's going to be
romantic when it isn't, all right?’ I like to know where I am with things.


Instead of
telling the truth, he chose to take offence, and stomped off. I was mostly
glad, but between sexual tension and anger I was too wound up to sleep, so I
put the radio on. I was just starting to relax, when Aeolus' voice interrupted
the Rachmaninov. ‘Well, you see how things are now. Do you want it to go on?’


‘What? Oh, yes.’
I was irritated again now. ‘Why is this so important to you? I mean, it's been
a ridiculously long time, why can't you just let it go?’


‘Time is
nothing to the gods. Let it go? I'm the god of winds. How can I have any
credibility if I have no winds to be god of? You mortals simply have no idea.’


‘Have the rest
come back? Are all the others in the cave? Why is Aura so important?’


There was a
certain amount of silence, then the voice said rather stiffly, ‘Boreas came
back. Zephyrus … is thinking about it.’


‘So who's in
the cave at the moment?’


Silence.


‘No-one, right?’


Abruptly the
Rachmaninov began again.


It was
infuriating. On the one hand, I would really like a draught free house. On the
other hand, hounding someone out of a cupboard I didn't use much felt rather
mean; and Aeolus was getting on my nerves. I felt also massively indignant at
being involved in this absurd quarrel; all I'd done was live in a house with a
cupboard.


The Rach
stopped again; ‘All you have to do is tell her to leave. Tell her. Then it's no
longer your problem.’ This time he was replaced by Bach which continued until I
fell asleep; my dilemma still circling around in my mind. 


Over the next
three days, I left the radio off and stayed away from the cupboard, and two
mugs, six pens, a box of biscuits and the steam iron disappeared. On the third
day I bought a new bottle of gin; and once the evening came I turned the radio
on, and said, ‘Look, this isn't funny. You have no right to hide my things, or
promise the imps theocratic immunity. You're causing me far more trouble than
she is. I will not be bullied.’ The Chopin played on uninterrupted. I
gave it half an hour, then went to the landing with the gin.


I opened the
door; Aura was sitting on the floor, leaning against a side wall, playing
patience with an old pack of cards advertising Woodbines. I offered her the
gin, and she narrowed her eyes at me. ‘Where have you been?’ 


‘That's a nice
thing to say. I didn't have a libation. I only managed to get to Tesco's this
afternoon.’


‘Hm. Very well.’
She poured herself a large measure, and graciously offered me back the bottle;
I took a small tot in a glass I'd brought with me, and said, ‘If I agree to let
you stay here, is there anything you can do about the imps?’ 


‘Hmph. There
might be.’


‘Because at the
moment I've got the worst of both worlds, imps and draughts.’


She sniffed in
answer.


‘Aeolus says
all I've got to do is tell you to go. He says then I'd have no more problem. Is
that right?’


‘You don't want
to trust him, you know.’ 


I took that as
a yes. I said, ‘I don't. But then, can I trust you?’


‘Well.
Possibly.’


‘Because if I
can, I've got a proposition.’


She cocked a
haughty eyebrow. ‘A proposition?’


‘Yes. Why not?
If you can get rid of the imps, then you can stay. If you can stop … gusting
in the evenings and weekends. Blow all you like while I'm at work, and
I'll bring you libations. How about it?’


She drank more
gin, and stared thoughtfully into the glass, then gazed out of the door.
Suddenly she stiffened, and my head swung round to see what has caught her
attention: six biros and three odd socks were whizzing past us on the landing,
an inch or two above the floor. 


‘No shame!’ she
shouted, ‘no shame at all! He'll do anything! Promise them immunity, will he?
We'll see about that,’ and a gale blew out of the cupboard, nearly knocking me
over, and blowing the socks and two of the biros on to the floor. The rest of
the biros scurried off into the spare room. 


I realised I'd
left the radio on in my bedroom; the cultured, rather superior voice of Aeolus
boomed out, ‘I will not tolerate insubordination!’


‘Insubordination!
Who do you think you are, Zeus? You gave us away, you know. You handed us over,
and when that sailor let us out, that made us free breezes! You don't have any
right to press me back to that bloody cave!’ She glanced at me, and said, ‘Lie
down, or hold on to something.’ 


It was the sort
of tone you don't disobey. I lay down on the carpet and held on to the
stair-post. 


The blast that
followed must have been quite high on the Beaufort scale. I was pressed against
the bannister rail, with no chance of moving, and bombarded by random small
objects, as a storm of tiny, angry voices swept past. I shut my eyes and
tensed. After some time, the hail of small objects diminished, the voices were
silent, and gradually the wind dropped, and everything became unnaturally
still. When I was sure it wasn't going to start again, I relaxed, let go of the
stair-post and cautiously stood up.


The house was
not, as I'd expected, turned upside down. A lot of small things were out of
place, but the furniture was still standing, and nothing was broken. I looked
into the cupboard: Aura was very pale, and looked as if she were asleep. I
pulled the door to and tiptoed away into the bedroom, where the radio was
ominously silent. I turned it off and unplugged it. I would have to sleep
without it.


In the morning,
the tooth brush, the mugs, the biscuits, and the iron were sitting in the
middle of the kitchen table, beside a heap of pens, pencils, socks, and some
notebooks and envelopes I hadn't missed. Since then, not so much as a
paper-clip has mysteriously vanished. The house is draught-free at evenings and
weekends, except that sometimes in the summer, if it's hot, a delightful cool
breeze might drift through. Once a week I buy a bottle of libation for Aura;
sometimes I leave it in the cupboard, sometimes we drink it together. I've
taken up a couple of chairs. Danny hasn't rung, and I'm OK with that. The only
annoyance is that I have to listen to the radio on the computer – if I turn the
set on, every wavelength is full of an angry silence.


 


 











Blood*uckers


 


By Chico Kidd


 


 


Thirteen years
ago, I was a rookie beat cop, green as an Irish pub on St Paddy’s Day. I was at
the ass-end of the food chain, so guess who drew all the shit jobs. Fact is I
didn’t really mind too much. They say the real reason so many Weres are drawn
to law enforcement is we still want to run in a pack. Though if you ask me I
think it’s just ’cause we like chasing stuff. Lunch, bad guys, whatever. Yeah,
I’m grinning like a crazy just thinking that.


So, that day it
was like a hundred and two degrees in the shade. You coulda fried an egg on the
sidewalk. You know; if you fancied a quick death from cholera. I’d gotten roped
in for the grunt work, securing a crime scene. Deploy the yellow tape, clear
away the rubberneckers and the journos, and don’t fuck with the detectives or
barf on the DB.


Back then we
had a sergeant called Stu Stevens, and he was a fat bigoted old asshole who
made no secret of his opinion that I needed to be restrained to stop me
snacking on the vic. Lucky for me the LT, Tomas Romescu, was a bit more savvy
about Weres and decided to treat my sense of smell as an asset to the
department. Said sense of smell did tend to find ripe corpses tempting, but I
prefer a burger.


It was Stevens
who showed up first, which meant that the day officially sucked. He ignored me,
which made it slightly better, but I couldn’t ignore him. Crap.


‘Sarge!’ I
called to his fat sweating back. Which was rank. Would not fancy sinking
fang into that.


‘Whatcha want,
Rin-Tin-Tin?’ Subtle, see?


‘Pretty sure I
know the vic.’


He waved me
over, and I ducked under the tape to join him. The techs, red-faced and boiling
in their white suits, made thumbs-ups, and Stevens squatted, knees cracking, to
turn the body over. I wasn’t delighted to be proven right, even if the late
hooker hadn’t exactly been my BFF. 


She was a
hooker I knew by sight as well as smell. Finding a dead ho; not so unusual.
Finding one who was a vamp that’d had herself drained, now that’s something you
don’t see every day. All that was missing was a neon sign saying ‘Weird Shit’.


‘Talk to me,
Martinez.’


‘Name’s
Cristina Palmieri. She’s Family.’


The sergeant
looked up at me, startled. ‘You’re shittin’ me.’


‘Heard Guido
gave her marching orders three months ago.’


‘And you know
this how?’


I shrugged. ‘Wendy
Lee in Organised Crime.’


‘What are you,
gym buddies?’


No, we hunt
fat jerks like you and chow down on ’em, you ass-hat. ‘She’s a Were’.


‘Jeez,’ Stevens
hauled himself ponderously to his feet like an overweight alligator heaving
itself out of a swamp. ‘You’re like a bunch a fucking Freemasons. Whaddya do,
compare tasting notes?’


No way was I
telling him that Wendy got that off of Marty Vincenzi in Vice. He wanted intel,
let him get his own fucking grapevine. I resisted the urge to bite off his arm
and beat him over the head with it, and said, ‘Word on the street, she was a
bit of a rebel. Maybe someone got tired of cleaning up after her.’


‘Cleaning up?’
Stevens repeated. ‘As in – grrrr?’ He did that thing people do when they’re
trying to mime ‘vamp’ showing his teeth and making his hands into claws.
Dick. ‘Was she a fanger?’ 


‘Some people
get off on it,’ I said. ‘Can’t hardly call the cops if the vamp sucks up more
than they asked for.’


‘Hunh,’ he grunted,
turning to greet the ME, who had just arrived. She nodded to me, then hunkered
down by the body. Now she smelt nice. And not in the salivating kind of
way at all.


‘Oh for—’ She
got back to her feet and glared at Stevens. ‘Nobody thought to tell me the vic
was a vamp? I can’t tell you jack here. This babe was cold before she
died.’


‘Doc,’ I
ventured. ‘I don’t see any bite marks.’


The ME looked
at me. She had red hair, freckles, and a serious Factor-50 habit. ‘Oh, you’re a
Were.’ I nodded. Not many people can tell. She smiled, and squatted down by the
dead vamp again. ‘Smell anything?’


‘Just the crap
in this alley,’ I said, and suddenly realised that was fucking ridiculous. ‘No
vamps. No humans or Weres, except us chickens.’ What the hell?


‘Hmm.’ She pulled
the corpse’s skirt up carefully. ‘Nada on the femorals. Have to get her back to
the ranch to look for punctures. Any ideas, Officer—?’


‘Martinez,’ I
supplied. ‘Taz.’


‘Taz. Okay. I’m
Dr Riordan. Jules.


Stevens
interrupted, probably pissed that the foxy ME was talking to the grunt and not
to him. ‘Vamp blood’s on the streets now. That’s motive right there.’ As if
someone jonesing for a fix would suck on a ho. Dumb fuck.


‘Have fun
talking to the Mob, sergeant,’ said Riordan, shooting him a look that woulda
stopped Mike Tyson in his tracks.


‘I’m still not
smelling a perp,’ I pointed out.


‘Jeez.’ He
rolled his eyes. ‘Then what fucking good are you, Martinez?’


The doc got to
her feet, going ‘Whoa, head rush.’ 


I moved towards
her to steady her and at that precise moment my vision went crazy-ass for just
a split second. The alley turned into a negative image, and in that flash I saw
something crouched over Cristina’s body that burned into my mind like a brand.


There was a
blur of fangs and talons and wings, all leaving sooty trails on the air, but it
moved impossibly fast, and it scared the living crap out of me; something that
doesn’t happen very often to a werewolf.


Then Jules
Riordan was steadying me as much as I was hanging onto her and asking me if I
was okay. She and Stevens were staring at me as if I’d grown horns and started
dancing the can-can. I was panting like I’d just run a marathon.


‘What the cold
holy fuck was that?’ I growled, my skin crawling with an un-seasonal need to
change and run. Not after something tasty for dinner, but into some dark den
and slam the door shut and bolt it after me.


‘What did you
see?’ the doc asked.


Stevens made a
noise between a howl and a groan. We turned to see a stream of blood fountain
out of his neck, and he crashed to the ground into exactly the same spot where
Cristina had been lying. Everyone jumped out of the way cursing except for the
doc, who went onto her knees and slapped a dressing onto him. There was utter
chaos for about five minutes with people yelling ‘Officer down!’ and ‘What
happened to the fucking DB?’ Then paramedics rushing around and everyone
getting under everyone else’s feet. 


I’ve never
changed outside of moontime but the fight-or-flight was zapping adrenaline and
wolf-hormones round me like the Road Runner on steroids. It drained away so
fast that the next thing I knew was I was leaning against a dumpster feeling
crusty with sweat and Jules Riordan was holding fingers up for me to count.


‘Officer?’ said
a tentative voice. I looked up, still a little groggy to see one of the CSIs
peering at me owlishly. He was wearing big specs and looked about thirteen
years old. Mac Taylor, he wasn’t.


‘Yeah?’ I wasn’t
feeling very sociable yet.


‘I’m Mike
Nkembe.’ He stuck out a hand. I took it and he hauled me to my feet. ‘Did I
hear you say you saw something back there?’


‘Yeah.’ You and
every other breathing body here. Laughing their asses off. 


‘I did too. I
was a ways down the alley with the UV light, and I…’ his voice trailed off. ‘There
was trace, but it was black.’ 


I had one of
those light bulb moments, and glanced over to the meat wagon. They were just
getting Stevens onboard. ‘Mike, do me a favour. Catch that meat wagon and run
your UV over the sarge before they fuck off into the sunset.’


As he trotted
off I saw the LT’s car pull up at the end of the alleyway, and exhaled in
relief. Whatever the hell it was that had punctured Stevens it had done me one
favour at least. And hey, Sarge, that is the kind of shit the werewolf
is good for.


*


Lieutenant
Romescu, Tom to his friends and LT to rooks like me, was one of the smartest
and nicest guys I ever knew. Also one of the ugliest. If you said he looked
like a Neanderthal, you’d be insulting the cavemen. He was also the only person
I didn’t mind calling me by my given name.


‘Teresa, update
me.’ His voice was like gravel with a bit of honey in it. I made with the
update. ‘Why do you think this critter took the body?’


This being a
no-brainer, he was testing me. Hell, I was learning from the best, so I
answered the questions like a good little werewolf. ‘Didn’t want it autopsied.’


‘Why?’


‘Thought Jules
here might find something?’


He slurped from
his mug. The man was a tea-drinker, for fuck’s sake. ‘So, something that feeds
on vamps, but doesn’t leave any obvious bite marks. Dr Riordan, input?’


‘Might have
been too small to see without a magnifier. The body was seriously desiccated.’


‘How is
Sergeant Stevens?’


‘Stable,’ the
ME answered. ‘Single puncture to the jugular.’


‘Any theories?’


She shook her
head. ‘You’re the detective.’ I hid a smile, which promptly bit me in the ass.
The LT swung his massive head around to fix me with an inquiring glare.


‘Martinez?’ 


Fuck! I blurted
out the first thing that came into my head. ‘Not Family business, sir.’ 


‘Talk me
through it.’


‘Okay,’ I said
slowly, trying to get my thoughts in order. Shit! My first major crime scene,
and I screwed up. ‘Our vic is Christina Palmieri. Kicked out by her Family and
murdered by person or un-person unknown. Perp is not a vamp, but he – it –
sucked her dry.’ 


‘The sergeant’s
wound was made by a single claw or fang,’ Jules put in.


‘And this perp
is visible under UV,’ said the LT. ‘But you saw it as well.’


‘Only for a
moment. It kinda messed me up.’


Mike the tech
chose that moment to interrupt. ‘Lieutenant Romescu, sir.’ He looked sideways
at me with a sort-of grin. ‘The sarge’s shirt was covered in that black trace
stuff.’ 


Jules’s cell
also decided to give off a tinny version of the Indiana Jones theme, and she
hauled it out of her pocket. ‘Riordan.’ A frown. ‘Damn it!’ An explosive sigh. ‘I’m
on my way.’ She closed the phone, turned to us, and spat out, ‘Sergeant Stevens
just died.’


Helluva way to
get the fat fucker off my case.


‘Well, Doc,’
said the LT, ‘looks like you get to do an autopsy after all. And Teresa, you
get to observe.’ 


Not to be
cynical, but cops tend not to pay a lot of attention to hooker-killers. Even a
weird case like this. So I get to see Stevens, fat as shit, buck naked, and
dead, being sliced and diced. The day just sucked harder by the minute.


On the plus
side, I got to hang with the hot ME.


*


‘You ever
witnessed an autopsy, Taz?’


I shook my
head. ‘Seen my share of DBs, doc.’


‘Yeah, well,
don’t try to tough it out. If you need to toss your cookies, try not to get it
on me. And keep your eyes peeled for that black… stuff.’


It looked like
it really hurt her to use a vague word like that. I smirked. ‘You need to come
up with a name for it, doc.’


‘Jules.’


‘Jules. Call it
something sciencey.’


‘Sciencey,’ she
repeated. ‘Like what?’


‘I dunno,
charcoalium? It looks like a charcoal drawing, powdery, ya know?’


‘Hmm.’ She
rolled her eyes a bit. ‘I am not calling it charcoalium. “Black powder”
will have to do.’


Sergeant
Stevens, minus a lot of blood, was the colour of wax. Man, he was one hairy dude.
He looked like the Pillsbury Doughboy with a pelt. 


‘Crap, I only
get that furry at full moon,’ I remarked.


 ‘Subject is a
Caucasian male, forty-six years old, morbidly obese,’ Jules said into her mic,
then looked over at me. ‘Can you see the black powder?’


‘Yeah, lots of
it round the wound. Cuts off right where his collar was.’


She ran a UV
over the area and nodded. ‘You wanna see if you can scrape some off?’ I gloved
up and complied. The stuff flaked off easily.


‘Weird.’ I put
my tongue gingerly to a bit of residue on my finger.


‘Taz! What the
hell are you doing?’


‘I’m not
getting anything off of it, Jules. No smell, no taste, nada. It’s like it
cancels everything out.’


‘That makes no
sense.’


‘I know.’


Slice and dice
time. I looked away, not out of squeamishness, but hey, cut the dude some
slack. I pretty much hated his guts, but believe me, I didn’t need to see them.


Turned out I
was gonna miss out on that treat, anyhow. But fuck me if the alternative wasn’t
worse. Jules had hardly gotten out ‘Making the Y incision’ when somebody
started banging on the door. Hard, like they really had a beef with that
sucker. ‘Let ’em in, Taz,’ she said without missing a beat, so I had a silly
smile stuck on my face when the door opened. 


Bad idea.
Earned me a barked ‘Fuck you grinning at, rook?’ Detective Jorgensen. Blond,
fireplug build, aggressive. Shit, I could not catch a break that day.


‘Nothing,
Detective.’


‘Then wipe it
off and come with.’


‘Where to,
boss?’


He sucked his
teeth, as if he thought the question was the dumbest thing he’d heard all day. ‘Upstate,’
he finally growled. ‘Your dead ho vamp has a twin, and the hicks in Hicksville
even managed to hang onto the body. You’re my driver, so hustle.’


‘Detective!’
Jules interrupted. He sighed a Darth Vader sigh. Dick. 


‘What’s up,
doc?’ I rolled my eyes at her behind his back. Like an ME hasn’t heard that
before.


‘Officer
Martinez can see some black powdery trace around the wound. Can you tell me if
you can, as well?’


‘Listen, Doc,
just because Martinez has some kind of weird asshole x-ray vision doesn’t mean
I do too.’


‘Detective,’
Jules said patiently, ‘it’s not racist to assume that another Were might have
the same ability. Just tell me, yes or no?’


Jorgensen
stomped to the autopsy table and peered at the late Sergeant Pillsbury. ‘How
about that?’ He gave me a scowl, as if he suspected me of having infected him
with weird asshole x-ray vision. ‘You were right, doc.’ Then he spun on his
heel and headed for the door.


Jules nodded. ‘Thank
you, Detective. Interesting to know.’


‘See you later,
Jules?’ I said as I hurried after the retreating Jorgensen back. She nodded, I
grinned, and two not-very-friendly Weres snagged a car and headed off into the
rush-hour traffic, air-con on full blast. At least a detective could pull
enough rank to score a decent SUV out of the motor pool and not the kind of
rust-bucket that bottom-feeders like me have to put up with.


‘Upstate’ in
Jorgensen-talk turned out to be so far up-goddam-state that I thought we were
going to end up in Canada. Asshole didn’t even offer to share the driving, so I
was cranky as all hell and seriously jonesing for java by the time we got
there. He left me to park, muttering ‘Let’s go make nice to the rednecks’ as if
he was expecting the soundtrack to blast out the Duelling Banjos from Deliverance.
Still as I was expecting something more like Fargo without the snow, I
was hardly any better.


We met up with
a large motherly sheriff who looked a bit like Kathy Bates. Her nametag read
Bellini and her accent was straight out of the Bronx, so screw us city cops for
making assumptions. Somehow, she looked cool and clean. Shit, I wished I knew
her secret. I’d started sweating the instant I got out of the car, and my hair
felt like a swamp.


‘Coffee,
detectives?’


My tongue was
hanging out, so I gave her my politest ‘Yes please’ while Jorgenson was fucking
around with the one-upmanship by informing her that I wasn’t a detective. What was
his problem? Guess the jerk just plain didn’t like me. There’s no law saying
Weres have to stick together, despite the pack instinct, or even like each
other. And I’m lovable. No? So it must be him.


*


‘Case of the
curious corpse.’ Bellini was obviously a crime fiction fan. I get too much of
real thing, but hey, whatever floats your boat. She hauled out a drawer
containing Hooker #2. ‘Meet Lillian Lane, detectives.’


‘Do your thing,
Martinez,’ drawled Jorgensen, pretending not to care. Fuck knows why. His eyes
were sending out a different message. I wished we had Jules along. Okay, not
entirely for her medical skills. Down, girl! ‘What did your ME come up with?’


Lillian was
only a Christina-lookalike in the sucked-out vamp line. Her hair was blonde
with mousy brown roots. And no sign of black trace on her.


‘Not a mark on
her,’ said Bellini. ‘Not even a puncture wound. Tox screen came back negative.
No obvious cause of death.’


Except for
having all her blood drained away.


‘Where was she
found?’ Jorgensen asked.


‘In a dumpster.’


‘Any blood at
the scene?’ The sheriff shook her head. ‘Anything else?’


‘Well yeah. She’d
had sexual intercourse just before she died.’


Jorgensen
opened his mouth, then closed it again.


‘DNA?’ I asked.


‘Yeah.’ She
wrinkled her nose. ‘And that’s where it gets weird.’


By that time I
would’ve strangled her, never mind Detective Jorgensen, who looked like he was
about to burst. ‘What?’


‘To quote the
doc, there was something “funky” about the DNA. And this is a guy who’s always
down with the scientific gabble.’


Crap, we had
to get Jules up here. She had to be better than whatever superannuated old
dinosaur they had for an ME.


Behind us, the
door opened, and I jumped. Jorgensen snickered. I gave him the evil eye, since
giving him the finger wasn’t an option.


‘Sheriff.’ It
was a young dude, white as white bread. Seriously, I woulda took him for a vamp
if I couldn’t smell the humanity on him. Albino pale, light grey eyes,
straw-coloured hair fine as silk. ‘Hi. You must be the NYPD. I’m the ME here –
Derek Finn.’


Hand-shaking
ensued. I revised my picture of the doc in this burg. 


‘Define ‘funky’,
doc,’ said Jorgensen.


‘Excuse me?’


‘As in ‘funky’
DNA.’


Finn smiled. ‘Off.
Freaky. Weird. I only got the samples back from the lab this morning. They get
backed up.’ 


‘Seriously?’ I
thought it, Jorgensen said it. ‘You guys spend your time testing crap from
inbred mountain men?’ I felt like doing a facepalm. Way to piss off the locals,
Jorgensen. I settled for glaring at his back.


‘Lab’s like, a
coupla part-timers, every cop in the county sends stuff to them. It’s not
exactly CSI.’


‘What was funky
about the DNA?’ I asked. Jeez, now I’m being Responsible Cop. 


‘Whoo. What
wasn’t. I’m not an expert on vamp DNA, but the whole thing just seems
loony-tunes to me.’


Jorgensen was
looking like he was about to erupt. I was getting pretty antsy about the
thesaurusing, too. ‘Doc, just spit it out.’


The doc sighed.
‘Are you cool with weird shit?’


‘Give us some
weird shit and we’ll tell you,’ I suggested.


‘There’s
evidence that our vic had rather rough sex before she died.’ 


‘Right,’
Jorgensen interrupted. ‘Two vamps fucking, why should that be weird?’


‘What’s weird
is there was no semen. The sample we sent was off of some kinda powdery stuff
that you can only see under UV. It’s vamp DNA all right, but the lab said there
was something at the chromosomal level that they’d never seen before.’


‘So you think…?’


‘There’s this
local legend,’ Doc Finn began apologetically.


I rolled eyes
in unison with Jorgensen. ‘Give me a fucking break,’ he growled. ‘We rolled all
the way up here for a fucking chupacabra?’


‘Vamps in the
woods,’ said Finn, colouring. It looked like a rash on his fair skin. ‘Dude,
don’t quote me. The story’s been around for years. They’re supposed to have all
sorts of powers, like making themselves invisible, stuff like that.’


‘Yeah, yeah.
This is relevant how?’


‘They kill
people by screwing them.’


Shit. Mulder
and Scully me and hand me some silver ammo for my piece.


‘You mean they
don’t drink blood, they – what? Absorb it?’


‘It’s just a
story. I didn’t think it might be true.’


‘But it is
true.’


We all spun
round to see who else had decided to drop in. It was getting like Grand Central
Station in the room. The vamp stared back at us. He was tall and slender, with
the shiny black hair of an old-time movie star. I hate it when they do that
silent sneak-up-on-you thing. 


‘Who the fuck
are you?’ snarled Jorgensen. The sheriff put a hand on his arm, but he shook it
off. She nodded at the vamp.


‘Councilman
Harper,’ she said. The vamp smiled, treating us to a glimpse of fang. We don’t
deal with them much in our division, it’s mainly Vice. The Families pretty much
stopped murdering each other years ago, and of course there are plenty of
perfectly law-abiding vamps. I’ve never heard of a vamp cop, though. They tend
to stick together, so finding one here was – I was gonna say weird, but I’ve
kinda overused that word – so far out there that it was on the way back.


‘Councilman?’ I’m
guessing Jorgensen was talking to the sheriff, but it was the vamp who replied.


‘Detective. It
is Detective, no?’ His voice was on the high side. Not menacing at all. Not
fooling anyone, either. ‘Sheriff Bellini, I apologise for not contacting you
sooner. I’ve been away on family business.’ You could hear him emphasizing the
lower-case f. 


‘Don’t beat
yourself up about it,’ the sheriff replied, and went on to introduce us like we
weren’t standing in a basement room gathered round a very dead hooker. That
stupid song from Transylvania popped into my head. The vampire and
the werewolf should be friends… Shit, Martinez, think of a fricking Muppet
song or something.


Harper the vamp
nodded to us as if he hadn’t noticed we were Weres, or maybe had but was too
polite to say so. ‘We had no idea one of the dark brethren had gone rogue.’
Brethren. Who says ‘brethren’? Jeez. ‘Or we would’ve taken steps ourselves.’


Jorgensen
huffed out a sharp breath. Never seen the guy at a loss for words before.


‘All the time
we thought it was just a story,’ Doc Finn piped up. 


Harper smiled
wryly. ‘We thought it was better that way. We are not proud of our feral
cousins. Until now, we’ve been able to contain them.’ Feral? Regular vamps are
bad enough, and why are we only hearing this now?


‘So,
Councilman, what’re you gonna do about it?’ asked Bellini. Kudos. Telling them
to clean up their own shit. That I like. 


‘I will inform
you when we have secured the perpetrator,’ Harper said.


‘Excuse
me!’ Jorgensen poked a finger at the vamp. ‘Securing the perp is what cops
do!’


The vamp was
unfazed. Never seen one fazed, to tell you the truth. ‘Unfortunately,
Detective, in this case we will have to use techniques that only vampires are
capable of.’


‘Such as?’


‘Finding him,
first of all.’


‘I saw him,’ I
interrupted.


That got almost
a faze from Harper. An eyebrow-raise, anyway. ‘Where?’


‘Crime scene.
He made off with the vic.’


‘That’s …
disturbing.’


‘Yeah, yeah,’
said Jorgensen impatiently. ‘Refining his technique, all serial killers do it.’


You need more
than two vics for a serial. But I wasn’t about to point that out. Only found
two. Fuck knows how many more there could be. Man, it could get worse.


‘Does this perp
have a name, Councilman?’ the sheriff asked.


‘If ferals have
names, they don’t share them with us.’


‘So how do you
plan on catching him?’ Jorgensen was dangerously close to going ballistic.
Harper the vamp either hadn’t noticed, or didn’t care.


‘I don’t plan
on doing anything more than contacting some friends in the city who are better
suited to apprehending this feral than I.’


I wondered how
old he was, something I often do with vamps. Talking like an English professor
usually puts them around the century mark.


‘Councilman,
I sure as fuck hope you aren’t telling me I got a bunch of vampire
vigilantes in my city.’


‘Nothing so
melodramatic, detective. If you will give me one of your calling cards, I will
give my friends your contact number. Your young colleague’s encounter with the
feral will also be of great help.’ 


Wait, what? ‘How’s
that?’ The vamp squinted at me.


‘You have…
learned how to see the feral. And your assistance will be essential in this
weather.’


People used to
think that vamps burst into flame in sunlight, but they do get wicked sunburn,
like third degree burns. If someone invented vamp factor sunscreen, they’d make
a fortune.


Jorgensen was
less than pleased. ‘I’m a Were too, dude. You picking a rook over someone who’s
been a cop for nine years?’


‘But you
have not seen the one we seek.’ He pulled a cell phone from his pocket. ‘Excuse
me, gentlemen and ladies, but I have a telephone call to make.’


And that’s how
you hand his ass to a NYPD detective with nine years’ experience. 


*


So I wound up
in a windowless office being briefed by two vamps dressed like Feds – shades,
suits, sound systems. Their names were Smith and Jones. Of course they were. I
learned how feral vamps got that way, and it was just too freaking disgusting for
words. 


‘Just as your
condition is the second stage of lycanthropy, Officer Martinez, what we call
the dark brethren or ferals, have reached the third stage of vampirism.’ That
was Jones. He was slightly chubbier than his pal Smith, and his voice a little
higher. I nodded helpfully, waiting for the punchline. Pretty sure I wasn’t
going to like it.


‘While the
majority of vampires never drink human blood,’ Smith continued for him, ‘But
any vampire who drinks nothing but human blood is in danger of reaching
the third stage, if triggered.’


Nope, pretty
sure I don’t want to hear this. Still, I fed them the question. ‘So, what’s the
trigger?’


Jones’s mouth
twisted. ‘Sexual congress with a human,’ he said brutally, ‘during which the
vampire drains his victim’s blood entirely.’


The room came
and went briefly. Either barf of suck it up, Martinez. ‘Okay, pretty sure that
doesn’t happen very often.’ 


Smith scowled
at me. ‘It does not happen at all, Officer. ‘The ferals in Jefferson
County all changed well over a hundred years ago.’


Doesn’t really
make the sitch any better. ‘Why can’t humans see them?’ More importantly, why
could I … sort of?


‘The ferals are
outside their visual spectrum. You, as a Were, can see a little further into
the ultraviolet than humans.’ Huh. I only had a glimpse of the thing, and it
fucked with my head. Also, freakily fast. I scowled. Jones smiled without
flashing fang.


‘Officer
Martinez, we appreciate that seeing the feral caused you momentary
disorientation. The simplest way to counter that is to drink sangua. Also, you
will be pleased to hear, ferals are far more allergic to silver than we are.
Just a touch will cause fatal anaphylactic shock. Your superiors will no doubt
be willing to authorise you the appropriate ammunition.’


This just gets
better and better. I’m supposed to get out of my head on sangua, something I
couldn’t afford if I wanted to, then roam the streets spraying silver bullets
around? Screw that.


‘My colleague
is not suggesting you consume a substantial amount,’ Smith said reassuringly. ‘As
you are a Were, just a small quantity of the active ingredient will steady your
perception to the required extent.’


Still don’t
fancy tracking down a homicidal supervamp without backup.


‘We aren’t
asking that you go out alone, Officer Martinez.’ Crap! He read my mind!


Before I could
find out what crazy-ass kind of support they had in mind, my cell started
ringing. It was the LT. 


‘Sorry, guys, I
gotta take this.’ I stood up and turned my back on the wannabe-Feeb vamps.


‘Teresa, get
your ass in gear. I’m sending you an address where you need to be. We have a
situation.’ Crap, I hate that word. It usually means cluster-fuck.


‘Yes boss. What’s
happening?’


‘Your
super-vamp. I need you here five minutes ago.’


*


What I found
were five black-and-whites with their sirens howling parked all over the street
between an Irish pub and a parking garage, and a dozen uniforms crouched behind
them aiming their weapons at the entrance. Between the sirens and a lot of
confused shouting I couldn’t tell what the flying fuck was going on. So I just
drew my piece and Groucho-ran to join the LT, who was yelling furiously into
his radio.


‘The perp’s
holed up in there,’ he told me a moment later, ‘with at least four DBs, one of
my officers, and the new ME.’


The bottom fell
out of my stomach. ‘Who?’


‘Sal Davies and
Doc Riordan. Talk to me, Teresa.’


Fuck. Not
Jules. Fuck. I tried to set my thunderstorm thoughts in order. ‘I need silver
ammo. The vamps said I can see this feral motherfucker if I have a shot of
sangua.’ 


‘Devon,’
Romescu said, and a uniform I didn’t know handed me a clip. My hands were so
sweaty I fumbled and nearly dropped it. My guts were twisting. ‘Sangua, Teresa?’


I told him what
the vamps said about visual spectrums. He sighed. ‘The things we do. Devon, get
into that bar.’ Turned back to me. ‘Teresa, are you sure you want to do this?’


‘Never surer,
LT,’ I lied. Fight or flight was revving me up, and flight would’ve won hands
down if it hadn’t been for Jules. Devon handed me a shot glass, and I tossed down
the contents. It tasted like pennies and spices, and I felt its buzz
straightaway. I blinked, and my sight sharpened, like watching a movie in 3D.


‘Go,’ said
Romescu. ‘We’ve got your back.’


My heart was
thudding so loud I could hardly hear anything else. The sirens receded into the
distance. I felt both slightly drunk and amazingly clear-headed, and even on
the dingy ramp I was seeing more colours than I’d ever seen before. My legs
felt like spaghetti. I swallowed hard, tasting the coppery remains of the
sangua, and tottered downwards. I had to make sure I kept my head still because
if I moved too fast my vision went sparky. Steady my perception, my ass.


It was just
your garden-variety one-level underground parking. There were concrete pillars
and maybe a dozen cars, entry-level Beemers and the odd SUV. It all made for
plenty of things to hide behind. I could see the upper half of a beat cop lying
very still, and a crap-load of blood.


‘NYPD!’ I
shouted. Squeaked. My voice sounded like the fucking Chipmunks. ‘Jules, it’s
Taz, where are you?’ No reply. Shit. ‘JULES!’


‘Don’t shoot,
Taz!’ She was there, thank fuck, thank God, thank Buddha, thank whatever.


‘Are you okay?’


She appeared
from behind one of the pillars, hands in the air. I sighed with relief. She looked
more than okay. ‘Don’t shoot,’ she said again. ‘You’ll see why.’


‘Come on, come
on, get over here,’ I panted. ‘Guys, hold your fire.’ 


As soon as she
got near enough, I grabbed her arm and pulled her clear. In her place, I saw
what I’d glimpsed at the other crime scene, and my breakfast bagel tried to
lurch up my throat. Fuck. Some things shouldn’t ever be seen.


With my wacky
enhanced vision, the feral vamp, the third-stage critter, looked like a zombie
would look if death had gotten creative, and not in a good way. Its flesh was
peeling, bruise-coloured and swollen into random grotesque lumps. Its vamp
teeth had grown crazily into arcs that penetrated its lower lip, and the
fingernails were great curves of talon.


None of that
was the worst.


The feral’s
eyes, unlike other vamps’, were clear and sad and human, and I realised what
the third stage of vampirism was: it was to become human again; and to know the
enormity of every single thing the vamp had ever done in its long, long life.


It looked at
me, and I met its stare, horrified. ‘Kill me,’ it said indistinctly. ‘Please. I’m
sorry. Kill me.’


Suicide by cop
isn’t usually a good idea, not least because of the shitload of paperwork it
generates, but I pulled the trigger and the silver bullet caught the poor
fucker in the chest, and that was that.


You’ll see
why. That’s what Jules said. And that meant she had some wolf in her. I
didn’t know if that was a good thing or not.
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‘Gimme a V!’
yelled Brunhilde.


‘V!’ responded
the squad, throwing their arms into the air.


‘Gimme an A!’


‘A!’ Hands
triangled together above their heads. 


‘Gimme an L!’


‘L!’ One arm
straight up, the other straight out to the side. 


‘Gimme an
H-A-double-L-A!’ Brunhilde’s pom-poms shook a metallic flurry of blood-red and
gold in the stadium lights. ‘What’s that spell?’


‘Valhalla!’ 


‘What’s that
spell?’ 


‘Valhalla!
Gooooooo, Vikings!’


Whooping and
cheering, the Valkyries launched into an exuberant display of high-kicks,
split-jumps, cartwheels and hand-springs. They wore shiny gold breastplates,
pleated red and gold mail skirts, and headbands with upswept gold foil wings. 


‘And we’re
back,’ came a voice over the loudspeakers, Kvasir in the announcer’s booth at
the top of the bleachers, ‘for the fourth quarter in this thrilling contest
between our own Asgard Vikings and the Midgard Serpents!’


The crowd
roared. Pennants flapped. Horns blew. Down by the 50-yard-line, a bunch of
shirtless Einherjar body-painted the team colours bumped their muscular chests
together, brandishing tankards that sloshed froth into the three rows behind
them. Nobody objected. Fans waved homemade banners – GO VIKINGS, I (HEART) YOU
SIGURD, STOMP THE SNAKES!


Kvasir went on
to wax eloquent about the long-standing rivalry between the two team captains,
quarterbacks Thor and Jormungandr. Theirs was a bitter grudge-match going back
years, and would probably only end if and when they killed each other. 


Over on the
Midgard side of the stands, the scene was much the same, though done in dark
green and silver, the banners read CRUSH THEM and SERPENTS RULE!, and the
fashion statement of choice was big foam snake-heads complete with fangs. 


The score was
tied. Injured players were regularly carted off the field. They’d be back on
their feet the next day and raring to go like nothing had happened. Indulgent
blind eyes were turned to the heavy wagering going on. Similar indulgence would
be afforded later to the inevitable riots and wild parties. 


From the line
of scrimmage came loud war-shouts and the thunderous crash of battle. Helmed
heads cracked together. Armoured shoulders met like shield-walls. Spittle
sprayed and hot breath grunted. The fallen tumbled, groaning, to the torn turf.
Ravens wheeled above and wolves skulked, yellow-eyed, in the shadows beyond the
goal posts. 


Back and forth
they went, in violent conflict. Then Thor, with a mighty hammer-blow that he’d
named his signature move, drove Jormungandr heavily to the ground. Hrothgar
passed to Beowulf, but the Dragon tackled him at the ten.


‘Fumble!’
Kvasir, even amplified, could barely be heard over the tumult. ‘Wiglaf for the
recovery … he’s at the five … the two … touchdown! Touch-down, Vikings!
That was epic!’


As the
spectators went wild, either in celebration or protest, Kvasir started relating
the story everyone in the Nine Worlds already knew, about the infamous
junior-varsity match when, after Beowulf tackled Grendel, Grendel’s mother
charged onto the field to attack the team. People would be talking about that
one for ages. 


It proved the
surge the Vikings needed. They scored three more times before the end of the
game. Wagnerian music burst full-volume from the loudspeakers. Immediate fights
broke out, jubilant Asgardians and outraged Midgardians, and others who just
always enjoyed any excuse for a good brawl or drunken free-for-all. 


Skadi waited a
while, giving the evening’s festivities a chance to get fully underway. A
purpose far more serious than football had brought her hither from the
mountains. Only an errand so grim could, in this season, lure her from the
snowy slopes. 


She came
seeking not revelry, but revenge.


As she waited,
she made ready for the upcoming challenge. She girded herself with underwire
bra, hoisting high the proud mounds of her bosom. Fine mesh stockings encased
her strong legs, and she donned her sexiest, most stylish dress; silver and
snug-fitting with a slit up the side. Onto her feet, she buckled absolutely
kickass killer heels. 


Thus attired,
she adorned her lips and eyelids with cosmetics, and brushed out her long locks
until her fair hair shone like firelight. 


Then she made
her way to the best party, where all of the cool kids would be. Held, of
course, at the home of Odin, Asgard High’s student body president and
all-around Big Man On Campus. 


The scene was
much as she’d expected. A great bonfire blazed. Vikings and Valkyries frolicked
in the pool and the steaming hot tub. The Einherjar guzzled and gorged. There
were kegs of beer, vats of mead, jugs of wine. An entire boar turned on a spit,
sizzling with grease and dripping with juices. 


The house
itself had many doors and a roof shingled in gold. From the open doors, and
windows, throbbed a heavy, pounding beat. 


As Skadi
approached the front gate, heels crunching on rainbow-coloured gravel, her gaze
caught the glow of a cigarette ember in the shadows of a large ash tree.
Glancing that way, she beheld a wicked grin, and felt her curves closely
scrutinised from head to toe. 


‘Hwaet,’
he said by way of greeting, flicking his hair back from his brow. ‘Skadi,
right? Jotunn High skiing champion?’


She nodded. 


‘I’m Loki.’


‘Oh, I know who
you are, Loki, Laufey’s son.’


His eyebrows
climbed, with a bit of a swagger. ‘Yeah?’


‘Yeah. You used
to go to Jotunn, too. But they kicked you out.’


Loki looked wounded.
‘Kicked me out? No, no. I transferred to Asgard.’


‘Someone must
have pulled some very long strings.’


‘So, they still
talk about me over there?’


‘They certainly
do.’


‘Glad to hear
it. That’s what counts, isn’t it?’


‘You say that
as if it’s anything to be boasted about?’


‘Why wouldn’t
it be?’


‘Have you
forgotten Angrboda?’


He raised both
hands, palms out. ‘Now, she dumped me.’


‘She tells it
differently.’


‘Yeah, well,
she would.’


‘And what about
the time you stole our mascot during the big game at Hrimthurs Wall?’


‘You can’t
claim that’s why your team lost. We were kicking your butts anyway. The mascot
thing was only a … a prank.’ 


A squirrel ran
halfway down the tree trunk, chattered something obscene, then scampered to
safety as Loki shot it a warning look. 


Skadi watched
it go, and did a mild double-take at the sight of several other animals up in
the branches. An eagle with a hawk on its head, weird enough; but three or four
stags? She shook her head, focused on the ground, and took a reflexive step back
at the sight of a nest of snakes writhing around in the roots and puddles
beside a leaking sprinkler head. 


‘Don’t listen
to that little snot,’ Loki said. ‘You want a drink or something? I’ll introduce
you around.’ He did the hair-flick again, and the grin, and Skadi did have to
admit, he was far from unattractive.


She reminded
herself that he was also nothing but trouble. He’d known who she was. Could he
also know why she was here? If she walked into a trap...


If she walked
into a trap, then she walked into a trap. And on their dishonourable heads be
the shame. 


Loki stubbed
out his smoke and tossed it into the rainbow gravel. ‘Come on in.’


‘Out of
curiosity,’ Skadi said as they went through the gate, ‘how did you steal
our mascot? That horse is a monster! Nobody can get near him.’


‘I … have my
ways,’ Loki said, reddening. 


‘Tell me,’ she
urged. 


He coughed,
rubbing fitfully at the nape of his neck. ‘Trust me, snow-bunny, you don’t
want to know.’


Before she
could further press the matter, two guys and a girl ambled around the corner of
the house. 


The girl was
gorgeous in a carefree, natural way that put all Skadi’s careful preparations
to shame, with flowing hair, limpid eyes, a lush figure swaying unrestrained in
a loose and gauzy gown. She wore chunky jewellery of amber and ivory, and not a
bit of makeup. A fluffy cat, striped and indolent, nestled purring in her arms.



One of the guys
resembled her enough to be her twin, complete with similar clunky jewellery and
a shoulder-length wavy mane. Homespun cotton pants rested dangerously low on
his hips and suggested rather strongly that he didn’t bother with other, more
restrictive garments either. Or shoes. His eyes smouldered half-lidded, his
mouth was a ripe sensualist’s, and a cute little gold-bristled pot-bellied pig
trotted snuffling at his bare heels. 


Ah well, she’d
seen stranger things, and had a feeling the night was far from over yet. 


‘Hi, Loki,’
said the girl. She had a whispery, half-sultry and half-dreamy voice. 


‘Yo, dude,’ the
guy added, his voice the male equivalent of hers. ‘Who’s the lady?’


‘Freya, Freyr.
This is Skadi.’


Freya extended
a slim hand, bracelets clinking. ‘Your aura is so blue … not just any blue but
glacial … so clean, so clear.’


‘Nice to meet
you. Real pleasure.’ Freyr also extended his hand.


‘Thanks.’ Skadi
briefly touched them both and felt a warm, almost dizzying, rush from each.


The other guy
with them, some scrawny underclassman, stood there awkwardly with a basket of
freshly unearthed mushrooms. Or maybe truffles.


Loki leaned in
to inspect the basket’s contents, then gave Freyr an approving thumb’s-up. ‘Looks
like Gullinbursti sniffed out a good crop, there.’


‘Only the best,
dude. Only the best.’ 


‘Hey, is that a
ship in your pocket, or are you just glad to see us?’ Loki asked Freyr. 


‘Old joke, man,’
he said. 


‘But funny
every time.’


‘So say you,’
said Freya, petting the cat. She smiled at Skadi. ‘Are Jotunn boys as shameless
as these?’


‘Pretty much,’
Skadi said.


Freyr started,
losing a portion of his lazy cool. ‘Jotunn? You got to Jotunn High? Whoa … oh
wow … do you know Gerdr?’


‘Yeah,’ Skadi
replied. ‘Why?’


‘Oh wow, oh
man, dude.’ He swiped his hair back from his temples, where beadlets of sweat
suddenly glistened.


Freya sighed,
not un-sympathetically, and touched her brother’s wrist. ‘Would you just talk
to her already? The crystals aren’t going to get any more favourable.’


‘Talk to her?’
For someone not wearing a shirt, Freyr did a good job of trying to loosen his
collar, gulping. ‘I can’t … I mean … I mean whoa … she’s so, like … so foxy and…’


‘Wait, wait,
wait,’ said Loki. ‘What’s this? Freyr has the jitters? Over a girl? Freyr?
Freyr-the-Playr? You’re kidding me. You’ve dated half the babes at
Asgard, half of them at least.’


‘This time it’s
different,’ Freyr said. ‘Ever since I saw her, I just … dude … but whenever I
think about trying to talk to her, I … whoa…’


‘Well, you can’t
keep on gazing at her from afar, mooning and moping, driving past her house and
following her to the mall,’ said Freya. 


‘Mmm, stalkery,’
Loki remarked.


Freyr groaned. ‘I
know, I know. But what if she, like, shot me down? What if she’s seeing
someone? I don’t know what I’d do. I’d … dude, die or something. I mean, it’d
be a seriously major bummer.’


‘I don’t think
she is,’ Skadi said, not sure why she was feeling sorry for him or urged to
help, though she also held no particular grudge against him. ‘Seeing anyone,
that is.’


Loki,
marvelling, shook his head. ‘I don’t believe it. Freyr, struck love-stupid.
What next? A wolf swallows the sun?’


‘Want me to go?’
the underclassman spoke up. ‘I could take her a message, maybe.’


‘You could?’
Freyr blinked. ‘Wow, yeah, man, you could … that’d be all right … that way, if,
she, like, wasn’t interested, it’d soften the blow … and if she was, then...’


‘Then you’d
look like an insecure idiot,’ Loki began. 


‘Then all would
be well,’ Freya interrupted. 


‘You’d do that
for me, Skirnir? Be my, like, wing-man?’


‘Sure. Glad to.
Though … could I borrow your car?’


‘My car? My
car?’


‘How’s it going
to look if I go on the bus?’ Skirnir asked. ‘Seriously. I’ll be careful. You
know you say that car practically drives itself.’


‘This isn’t
going to go well,’ Loki said. ‘Trusting this junior varsity nobody with your
wheels? What about the car show? Surt’s been working on that hot-rod flame
chariot of his all year.’


‘Hey man,
whatever, I can deal with Surt. And if it gets me a chance with Gerdr, who
cares?’


‘Your funeral.’



‘Yeah, yeah.’


Loki turned to
Skadi again. ‘I can’t bear to watch. Let’s go get that drink.’


‘Later, dude,’
Freyr said absently, his full attention on Skirnir. ‘Okay, so, say that I did
loan you my car.’


‘Stay out of
trouble, Loki,’ Freya said.


‘As if.’ He
winked. ‘Don’t forget, you promised to teach me that falcon trick.’


They said their
goodbyes, then Skadi followed him as he entered the house. The music was
louder, and the party had spread through several rooms. 


The band had
set up in a centre-most chamber. Across the bass drum was scrawled, in black
runic lettering: The Skalds. The lead singer, spiked of hair and pierced
of lip and eyebrow, wore ripped jeans and arm-rings of studded leather. He
howled poetic sagas into a microphone.


‘That’s Bragi,’
Loki said. ‘He’s pretty good. I don’t have much of a talent for kennings,
myself. Flytings and insults are more my speed. But you should hear him when he
busts out his electric harp. He shreds on that baby.’


‘Idunn’s
boyfriend, isn’t he? Is she here tonight?’


‘Who, Idunn?
Yeah, she’s around somewhere, probably making sure everybody stays hydrated and
healthy with her apple-a-day reminders. You know her, huh?’ 


‘Heard of her.’
A rime-frost of ice crept into her tone, despite her efforts of nonchalance. 


Crafty Loki was
no doubt far from fooled. He’d recognised Skadi as Jotunn High’s ski champion,
after all; he must also be aware of her other connections. Maybe her presence
here intrigued him, amused him. Maybe he just wanted to see what would happen
next. 


A great revelry
of laughter rang from the feasting-hall, where the drinking was heaviest and
mead-benches lined the walls. Two Einherjar attempted kegstands on a long
table, and others guzzled mead in contest from horn-shaped funnels. Sigurd,
with Brunhilde riding astride his shoulders, faced off against another Viking
with Valkyrie astride; the girls, shrieking giggling war-cries, swatted each
other with oversized foam-rubber axes. 


Loudest among
the laughter was a jovial, booming roar like mighty thunder. Loki rolled his
eyes at the sound of it, reaching into a nearby cooler. ‘Thor, obviously.’


‘Obviously,’
Skadi said. She accepted the can of Heidrunn Lite he handed her, opened it, and
took a sip as


 she surveyed
the room. 


Thor, in an
Asgard High sweatshirt with the sleeves and collar torn away to expose his
brawny arms to the shoulders and his powerful chest to the collarbones, was
unmistakable even before she saw the hammer tattoos on each bicep. Mjolnir in
ink, Mjolnir in duplicate. When he flexed, which he did at any opportunity,
jagged bright lightning-bolts flashed around the hammers. Those standing near
enough could even hear the rumble, and those standing too near might get a
jolting static shock. 


When he saw
Loki, Thor’s laughter didn’t stop, but a baleful reddish light burned from
beneath his thick brows. 


‘He looks like
he wants to wring your neck,’ Skadi said. ‘What’d you do this time?’


‘Ah, he always
looks like that. Not my fault he doesn’t have a very sophisticated sense of
humour.’


‘Weren’t you
the one who talked him into wearing a wedding dress and a veil to crash our
Homecoming pep rally?’ 


Loki snorted with
mirth. ‘Yeah … awesome moment, truly epic … one of my best, if I do say so
myself.’


‘No wonder he
wants to wring your neck.’


‘Like I said,
not a very sophisticated sense of humour. Sif, either. That time I cut all her
hair off, that was a joke.’


Sif, of course,
was another Skadi recognised. Thor’s girlfriend was not one of the Valkyrie
cheerleaders, but Asgard’s top female athlete in her own right, a track and
field star. She stood tall and strong, poised and confident. A shining braid
the colour of ripe wheat had been coiled and pinned at the back of her head. 


‘You cut off
her hair?’ 


‘It was a joke,’
he repeated. ‘And I fixed it. See? You can hardly tell the difference anymore.’


‘Don’t you ever
think that, one of these days, they’re going to get tired of your jokes?’


‘Oh, they keep
threatening that they’ll … I don’t know, pants me and tie me to the flagpole,
or chain me to that big rock out in the quad. But I’m not worried. They’d have
to catch me first.’


The high
chamber was smaller, and somewhat quieter, with conversational clusters and
less chanting of, ‘Chug! Chug! Chug!’ Loki made an exaggerated shushing gesture
as he ushered Skadi in. 


Odin, of
course, she knew on sight and by reputation. Popular enough to win student body
president in a landslide; cool enough to be in on the fun high school hijinks
instead of an uptight hall monitor and prefect like Tyr; going steady with
Frigg, the wholesome beauty queen who formed the centre of the Asgardian social
scene. Between her connections and Odin’s own network of informants, nothing
went on that they didn’t know about.


The BMOC’s
attire was of a moderately prep-school style, with two white wolves embroidered
on the breast of his polo shirt and the sleeves of a grey cashmere sweater
loosely knotted at his neck so that it draped his back like a thick cloak. 


‘What’s with
the eyepatch?’ Skadi asked in a murmur. 


‘Oh, that? The
way I heard it, he really wanted to be class valedictorian, as if he didn’t
have enough going for him already. Said he’d hang upside down from a tree and
give his left eye for straight A’s. So, Mimir, the crazy old librarian, took
him up on it.’


‘Ouch,’ Skadi
said. 


He shrugged. ‘Could
be worse. Most guys would have said their left nut.’


Two slim, quick
youths with hair the glossy black of raven’s feathers darted up to Odin,
tapping him upon the shoulder. Odin tipped his head to listen to what the
youths whispered into his ear, then turned to regard Loki and Skadi with the
keen gaze of his remaining eye. 


‘Loki,’ Odin
called, the effect silencing all within earshot. ‘Who is this you’ve invited to
our party?’


‘I didn’t
invite her,’ Loki said. ‘She just showed up on her own. You can’t blame this
one on me.’


The set of
Frigg’s mouth conveyed her doubts on that account, but she said nothing.
Instead, Asgard’s queen bee studied Skadi, evaluating her on fashion, poise,
posture and hairstyle. Skadi lifted her chin, knowing she had done well to garb
herself in her wardrobe-glory for this confrontation.


‘I am Skadi,’
she announced, taking a bold stride forward. ‘Skadi Thjazisdottir. I come with
a grievance.’


‘I knew it.’
Loki smirked. ‘Oh yeah, this ought to be good.’


‘Well, well,
well,’ Odin said, steepling his fingertips together. He didn’t even have the
decency to look concerned, let alone contrite, guilty or ashamed. ‘Suppose you
tell us, then, what is this grievance you bring.’


‘I’m here on
behalf of my father. When you and some of your friends were on one of your road
trips, you stopped at his diner. The Ox and Eagle, do you recall it?’


‘I may recall a
restaurant by such name,’ Odin said. ‘We were only looking to get something to
eat, after such a long journey.’


‘It was five
minutes before closing time,’ Skadi said. ‘He’d already shut down the kitchen
for the night, cleaned the grill. He offered to make you some sandwiches,
instead, but you’d have none of it.’


‘As I further
recall it,’ Odin said, ‘we invited him to sit down and join us for a meal. We
said that we’d buy him dinner as well as our own, but what he did was serve us
some cheap frozen burgers while making a thick slab of prime rib for himself,
and charging us triple the price into the bargain.’


‘For which,’
Skadi said, ‘you ruffians, you bullies, you started trashing the place and
roughing him up. Him, an old man, and outnumbered besides.’


‘That would
hardly convey a positive image and glowing endorsement of our fine school,’ Tyr
said. ‘I’m surprised this wasn’t brought to the attention of the debate team or
student council.’


‘Some drinking,’
admitted Odin, clearing his throat, ‘may have been involved.’


‘But, when the
outnumbered old man didn’t prove to be so easily beaten,’ Skadi went on, ‘when,
in fact, he began giving you a sound thrashing instead, you begged him
to let you go. You offered to bribe him. Then you threatened to blackmail him.’


‘We were only
goofing around,’ Loki said. ‘Kids. Guys. Goofing around. Things got a little
carried away, that’s all.’


‘Goofing
around?’ cried Skadi. ‘By telling everyone he tried to kidnap Idunn? Like he
was some sort of filthy pervert, chasing after high school girls?’


‘Idunn had no
idea,’ Frigg said. ‘She was very upset when she heard of it later.’


 ‘You Asgard
hot-shots think you can go anywhere and do anything you like, without
consequence,’ Skadi said. ‘You humiliated my father, nearly ruining his
business and his reputation. What do you have to say for yourselves?’


‘Go, Vikings?’
snickered the trickster.


‘Loki!’ snapped
Odin, Frigg and Tyr in unison. 


‘All in all, it
was perhaps a regrettable incident,’ Odin continued. ‘We may, indeed, owe some manner
of apology, compensation and atonement. Would you grant us a few moments to
discuss it? In the meanwhile, Loki will be glad to entertain you.’


‘Get him to do
his party piece,’ one of the slim, black-haired youths said. ‘I thought it
hilarious. Remember, Muninn?’


The other
nodded vigorously. ‘I certainly do, Huginn. When he tied a cord strung between
the beard of a nanny-goat and his own...’


‘How about we
save that for later?’ Loki interjected. ‘I did promise Skadi I’d give her the
tour, and we haven’t finished yet.’


‘By all means,
then,’ said Frigg. ‘Please do.’


He swept with a
flourish a most lavish bow, then ushered Skadi from the high chamber. 


‘So,’ he said,
chortling. ‘Old Thjazi’s your dad. Did he and your uncles really have to settle
their inheritance with an eating contest?’


‘Don’t you take
anything seriously?’ Skadi asked, ignoring his question. 


‘Not really,
no. Where’s the fun in that? Oh, hey, check out the little weirdo in the
corner. That’s Heimdall. He’s got nine moms. Don’t ask.’


‘Nine moms?’


‘I said, don’t
ask. And he’s a band geek. I mean, he plays the gjallarhorn, for crying
out loud. You probably saw him at halftime, marching around out there with the
other unfortunates in their uniforms.’


‘I get the idea
you don’t like him very much.’


‘Why, just
because I had a perfectly good prank in the works with Freya’s favourite
necklace, and he had to butt in and wreck it? He dances like the whitest white
boy in the Nine Worlds; who knew he could swim like a seal? That’s more Njord’s
department.’


‘Njord? The
sea-god?’


‘Sea-god,
beach-bum, whatever you want to call it. He’s over there, by the way. The one
with the tan and the shaggy hair hanging down in his eyes.’


‘He’s kind of
cute,’ Skadi said, as much to irk Loki as anything else. 


‘If you’re into
mussel-shell jewellery and herring, maybe, I guess. Once, I caught an otter
that had just caught a salmon. Two meals for the price of one. Let’s see … who
else is here? You saw Frigg, and Tyr, making sure nobody has too much fun. Did
you hear about the time he stuck his hand in a wolf’s mouth?’


‘Was that your
doing, as well?’


‘Only
indirectly,’ Loki said. ‘In a round-about kind of way.’


‘Right. What
about that girl?’


‘What girl?’


‘That one,
there, the one who keeps staring at me.’


He grinned
again. ‘Not narrowing it down much, snow-bunny. You were getting a lot of
attention before the word started going around. It’d be easier to spot who isn’t
staring at you.’


‘Glaring, then.’


‘Glaring?’ He
slid a subtle, scan of the room this way and that. ‘Who, her? What’s-her-name?
Sigyn? Don’t worry. She glares at everyone.’


But the girl
named Sigyn, Skadi noticed, did anything but glare when her gaze fell upon the
handsome, wicked bad-boy. Then it went wistful and suffering, and Skadi
understood. 


She might as
well have had the truth writ large on her face. I (HEART) LOKI, just as the
fans had waved banners for Sigurd. Hers was the desperate hope that, some day,
he’d notice her; and the glum soul’s certainty that of course he never would. 


To all of
which, Loki passed in utter obliviousness or unconcern. 


‘Now, if you
look to your right,’ he said, adopting a tour-guide tone, ‘you’ll see more of
the Asgard Nerd Squad … the blind-as-a-bat kid with the glasses is Hod, the one
with the big stupid orthopaedic boot is Vidr, those three busybody know-it-all
told-you-so gossips are the Norn sisters, and...’


Skadi caught
her breath. ‘Never mind them; who’s he?’


Without even
looking, Loki said dryly, ‘He must be Baldr the Beautiful, and don’t get
your hopes up, snow-bunny. He’s out of your league. He’s out of everyone’s
league.’


‘I heard that,’
Baldr said. 


And he was
beautiful, that was for certain. Male-model handsome. Flawless skin, perfect
white teeth, better-dressed than anyone else in attendance but carrying himself
in a way that conveyed comfortable assurance and ease. Skadi felt her wits
freeze, then give way in the inexorable grandeur and slow-motion manner of
glacial ice calving off to crash into the cold northern sea. 


‘Baldr! Buddy!
Hi!’ Loki said brightly, flashing his own teeth. They were as white, if not
nearly as perfect, as Baldr’s … and quite a bit sharper. ‘Any adventures under
the mistletoe lately?’


‘You’d be wise
to watch your mouth, Loki. I’m still mad at you.’


‘From the Yule
festival? I swear, it was an accident.’


‘Accident? You
nearly got me killed, putting poor Hod up to throw that dart at me.’


‘Total fluke.
Lucky shot. One in a million. He shouldn’t have been able to hit the broad side
of Midgard; there was no way I could’ve known. Besides, it didn’t turn out all
bad. You totally could have scored with that Goth chick.’


‘Hel?’ Baldr’s
perfect, beautiful eyebrows made perfect, beautiful arches on his perfect,
beautiful forehead. ‘She’s hardly my type.’


‘I’m just
saying.’


‘You’re always
just saying, and always just saying too much. Which is what I was just
saying. Watch your mouth. It’s going to get you in trouble.’


‘From you?
Pfah.’ Loki scoffed. ‘What, and risk mussing your hair? Sure thing, pretty boy.
I’ll keep that in mind.’


‘Hi…’ Skadi
belatedly managed to say. 


By then,
however, Baldr had turned away with a sigh of impatience and disdain. 


Loki gave her a
smirk. ‘Told you that you were out of his league.’


‘Thanks a lot.’


‘But, if you’re
looking.’


‘Don’t flatter
yourself.’


‘I always
flatter myself. It’s part of my charm.’ 


‘I wouldn’t go
out with you if we were the only survivors of Ragnarok. I’d sooner hang a snake
over my head while I slept. Or, better yet, over yours.’


Loki drew back
a step, feigning shock. ‘What did I do? Did I ask you out? Was I hitting
on you? Ski-jumping to some conclusions, there, aren’t you?’


‘What did … you
… my father … why I’m even here … ugh! You really don’t take
anything seriously!’


The
black-haired freshman youths appeared beside them so suddenly it was as if the
pair materialised out of thin air. ‘Odin would like to speak with you again,
Skadi,’ Huginn said. 


‘Indeed, to
everyone,’ said Muninn. 


Just then, the
Skalds ended their current number with a shriek of instruments that sounded
like the scraping clash-clangor of many sword-blades. Bragi, with the
microphone, requested the attention of the entire party, bidding them be
summoned at once to the main hall. 


It was soon
done. The Asgardians gathered, some Vikings and Valkyries yet dripping from
their frolics in the pool, others with their mouths grease-smeared from
feasting or attempting to refasten their disarranged garments. Idunn stood with
Frigg and gave Skadi a silent look of remorse for her unwitting part in the
previous events. Freyr and Freya were there, though the underclassman Skirnir
was not; presumably, Freyr had consented to loan him the car. 


Odin,
resplendent in his wolf-logo polo shirt and neck-knotted sweater of grey
cashmere, took the stage. He held high a commanding hand. His lone eye held a
stern, flinty shine. Coached by Bragi and Kvasir, who were both good with
words, and advised by Tyr’s law-lore and Frigg’s social counsel, he spoke. 


He told the
assembly of what had happened on that ill-fated road-trip, how the bounds of
fair hospitality had been disregarded. He told them how Thjazi had been
misused, abused, wronged and maligned. 


‘This is not a
shame that we want staining our honour and school pride,’ Odin said. ‘We must
make amends to Thjazi. I say that we shall hold a fund-raiser, the proceeds to
go toward rebuilding, repairing and restoring his business. And that,
furthermore, we lend our own volunteer efforts to the cause.’


The declaration
was met with much acclaim and approval. Idunn offered to host a bake-sale of
her prize-winning apple pies, and Bragi said on behalf of the Skalds they could
conduct a benefit concert, and several other such suggestions were put forth. 


‘Will this
satisfy your grievance, Skadi Thjazisdottir?’ asked Odin. 


‘If you also
let the truth be far-known,’ she said. ‘I would have my father’s name cleared,
and his reputation.’


‘It is only
fair, right, and just,’ said Tyr. ‘I agree.’


‘Then let it be
settled, unless any among us have further amendment to make.’ 


Loki’s arm shot
immediately straight up over his head. ‘I think we owe Skadi a token of esteem
and apology as well. She did a bold thing in coming here to speak for her
father.’


‘What are you
up to?’ Skadi asked him, eyes narrowing. 


‘She did do
that,’ Odin said. ‘What do you suggest?’


‘Well, she’s
looking for a boyfriend.’


Skadi gaped,
gasped and sputtered. Mingled reactions, mostly of amusement and some of
outrage or astonishment, swept the hall. 


‘Or maybe just
a date,’ Loki went on. ‘The Idavoll dance is coming up, and I know plenty of
guys here who don’t have dates yet either. I say, we gather our most eligible
bachelors and let her take her pick.’


‘Whatever you’re
playing at,’ Skadi began, still sputtering. 


‘No, sincerely,’
he said. ‘It’s the least we can do. The Idavoll is the best dance of the
year.’


‘He speaks the
truth about that,’ said Frigg. ‘We’d be delighted to welcome you, and I’m sure
you would have a wonderful time.’


‘And I’m just
supposed to go to your dance with…’ She waved her hand in an arc. ‘Someone
here? Whoever I want?’


‘As long as
they’re single,’ Brunhilde said, entwining Sigurd’s arm in both of hers. Other
Valkyries murmured in agreement. 


‘And as long as
they’re willing to stand forth in the first place,’ Sif said. 


Freya purred a
laugh. ‘For a date with fair Skadi? Look at her. I daresay we’ll have no dearth
of participants.’


Odin glanced at
Tyr, who shrugged in a helpless way that said it was well out of their hands
now … the girls had seized eagerly upon Loki’s idea and seemed ready to run
with it. 


‘All right,’
said Asgard’s BMOC. ‘How?’


‘How,’ Loki cut
in, ‘about we make it a little more interesting? They all stand behind a drape,
with nothing showing but their...’


‘Loki,’ Frigg
warned. 


‘...feet, I was
going to say feet anyway!’ His sharp teeth flashed in their wide, wicked grin. ‘And
then she must choose based only on what she can see.’


‘Fine,’ said
Skadi. She jabbed a finger at him. ‘But you won’t be among them, sly
one.’


He folded his
hands to his chest. ‘Oh, Skadi. After all we’ve been through together, all we’ve
meant to each other.’


‘I could
satisfy the rest of my grievance by demanding you do your party piece with the
nanny-goat and the string!’


Loki winced. ‘Fair
enough. I will not set myself, nor my feet, nor any other body parts, to this
contest.’


Freyr likewise
begged off, for how would it look if Skirnir’s errand to chat up Gerdr on his
behalf was successful, only to have him then promised to go to the dance with
someone else? Thor was spoken for, as were Odin and Bragi, and many of the
Viking football players by their Valkyrie cheerleaders. 


In the end,
however, a group of unattached Asgardians were duly collected, while Skadi
accompanied some of the girls to the restroom to powder their noses and chat.
By the time they returned, benches had been set along the wall with a drape
hung in front so that it fell to the ankles of those who stood bare-foot upon
this makeshift platform. 


Loki had not,
Skadi saw, pulled some mischief of deceit. She supposed Sigyn, lurking near him
with her sad, soulful eyes, would have found a way to interfere or make protest
if he had. Or done something to assure Skadi chose anyone but him. 


Not that Skadi
would have had any intentions of doing so. She knew full well whose feet she
wanted to select from those on display. Maybe Loki had thought he’d have a nice
joke at her expense, throwing in that last-minute condition to make it a
challenge. But he was not so crafty as he believed. 


Those feet
there, for example, could only belong to Vidr; they were mis-matched, one
smaller and slightly twisted, looking weak and lop-sided without the built-up
heel and sole of his special boot. And those, painstakingly neat and groomed
but in other ways unremarkable, must be Tyr’s. The pair with toes inward-turned
and a nervous quaver, she guessed were the feet of Hod or Heimdall. 


Some of the
feet were, to be sure, quite well-formed and handsome. She might have had a
difficult time deciding among them, did not one pair surpass even the rest. 


Why, Baldr
could not help but have feet as beautiful as the rest of him. Flawless feet and
perfect, without blemish; free of any scar and smooth of any callus; strong
toes and supple; the nails like polished crescents of moon-ivory. Lovely feet
that might have been sculpted with all the best skill of a craftmaster’s art. 


‘I choose
these,’ she said, indicating the most beautiful pair of feet. ‘They look like
they can dance.’


Odin gestured.
Huginn and Muninn drew back the drape. Skadi first saw that she’d been correct
about Vidr and Tyr. She then saw that she had not been correct about Baldr. 


His feet were
handsome, yes, but not the most beautiful of all. Those, those belonged to
another. Those belonged to fit, golden-tanned Njord. 


‘Congratulations!’
Loki said, clapping Skadi cheerily on the back. ‘You two should make quite the
couple. And now, I don’t know about the rest of you, but I want another drink.
Let’s have some music! This party’s only getting started.’


‘Music!’ called
Odin. ‘Mead and wine!’


Bragi sprang
again to the stage, swung his electric harp into position, and raked his
fingers over the glittering strings. He launched into an edgy rock version of Heimskringl.
Kegs were tapped. The bonfire was rekindled so that flames leaped high,
Valkyries and Vikings celebrating around it. Thor scooped up Sif and tried to
throw her in the pool; she held on and toppled him in with her, sending up a
great splash. 


Amid it all,
left to their own devices and largely unobserved, Skadi and Njord looked at
each other. 


‘Hey,’ said
Njord. 


‘Hey,’ Skadi
replied. 


There was a
pause. 


‘You surf?’ he
asked. 


‘Ski.’


‘Water?’


‘Downhill,
slalom, cross-country.’


There was
another pause. 


‘How about
wind-surfing? Sailing? Snorkelling?’


‘Hiking,
skating, ice-climbing.’


‘My family’s
got a beach house.’


‘Mine has a
mountain lodge.’


Yet another
pause passed. 


Njord exhaled a
slow breath. ‘This isn’t gonna work, is it?’


‘Probably not.’


‘Want to give
it a try anyway?’


‘Sure,’ said
Skadi, smiling. ‘Might as well.’ 


She held out
her hand to him, and Njord took it. 


And so began
the saga of the snow-bunny and the surf-bum.
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Evening light
lay in rhomboids on the bare concrete walls; the air rank with urine and rot.
From the darkness occasional skittering and scrabbling could be heard. Rats,
probably. 


Adam cleared
his throat and moved closer to a broken window, feet brushing against mounds of
plaster and rubbish. Outside shadows lay across the concrete and tarmac
quadrangle with its island of vandalised swings and the battered sandpit
containing more broken bottles and dog muck than sand. 


‘Paradise Walk,’
he said to himself, eyes narrowed. The square was hemmed in by shabby apartment
blocks, their facades covered in graffiti. He found it hard to imagine anywhere
less like paradise.


This wasn’t his
turf, of course. He lived up the road from here; not far away and not much
better, but at least not here. He and the other brothers wanted to expand their
operations, however, and for that to happen they needed to branch out to new
neighbourhoods and make changes in the order of things. 


Like the denizens
of Paradise Walk, Adam was an outlander or rather his father was. He and his
sister had been born in the city, but regardless of such technicalities his
family’s arrival in the country was still too recent for him to escape the
immigrant stigma or the clutches of bottom rung neigh-bourhoods. One day though…


There was
movement in the gathering gloom. A girl stepped into view heading across the
quad. Adam felt his gut tighten; one of the locals! Everything about her
screamed foreign origins, the hue of her skin, her dark hair and the way it had
been braided. What sort was she? He couldn’t remember what they called
themselves, but he and the brothers knew them as the Ronnaz. They were from the
old world, just like the Vätts and all the other freaks and weirdos living
hereabouts.


The girl was in
the middle of the quad now, walking purposefully, her back straight, glossy
curls bouncing. The clothes she wore were so typical of Ronnaz: long, prim
voluminous grey skirt, green blouse and black cardigan. Her hair had been tied
with the white ribbons their women often wore, decorated with forest-green
embroideries. He clenched his teeth, swallowing hard. Their very existence was
an insult to him.


In a world that
always kicked downward, those at the bottom of the heap had to clamber over
each other to get anywhere, sometimes just to survive. And when the weight of
all those above was too much to bear it was always easier to put the boot into
the pathetic souls floundering below. 


Adam knew this
and he knew the score. Life was without fairness or pity. Only the determined
could hope for success or respect. That was simply how things worked.


*


Råhanna brushed
a strand of silver hair from her eyes and sighed. Her hollow back was stiff and
her shoulders sore. She shifted position and grunted in pain; today it was her
knees that hurt the most. She was standing behind net curtains her rheumy eyes
following the receding figure of her granddaughter Ronda with a mixture of love
and sorrow. 


Råhanna didn’t
like Ronda going out in the evenings, but there was going to be a school trip
tomorrow and the girl had forgotten she needed a packed lunch. Apparently it
had been mentioned in the newsletter, but Råhanna couldn’t read Swedish well
and Ronda had forgotten to tell her. Luckily Mahmoud’s Store was open for
another hour, so she’d given Ronda a little money and sent her to buy a drink
and the things to make favourite sandwiches.


While the old
woman’s eyes were trained on the girl thoughts of the old country swirled
through her as they so often did in the long summer evenings. She still
recalled how life had been before she and her people were forced to move into
the cities. If the land hadn’t been poisoned; if the men hadn’t come to cut
down the trees and spray the fields, polluting the waterways and the earth. But
they had and she and the others had been left with no choice but to abandon
their old lives.


Råhanna had
done her best to adapt, they all had. But she’d never fully been able to fit
into to this new world. Instead she lived a half-life of sorts, mastering a
smattering of their language and a handful of their ways. They’d all been
forced to give up so much just to survive and secure some sort of future for
their children. Yet somehow they’d managed with varying degrees of success.


Soon after her
arrival she’d met a local man, Emil. He was a good person and one of the few
who didn’t care what she was, but loved her for who she was.
Their son had still been very much one of the old people to look at, but he did
well at school and managed to go places in the city. He married Ronda’s mother,
a human from the other side of town, and then moved away from Paradise Walk.
She’d been so proud of him.


Ronda’s mother
was a bright girl, open-minded and friendly, with golden hair, pale blue eyes
and a ready smile. When little Ronda arrived there wasn’t much to hint at her
legacy and though she had the colouring and looks of the old people all seemed
well. 


Then the
accident. Just a chance thing, the truck driver losing control like that. Råhanna’s
eyes stung, tears tracing silver tracks across her wrinkled cheeks. There’d
been so much sorrow over the years. 


After that poor
Ronda had returned to Paradise Walk and Råhanna had dedicated the remainder of
her life and energies to giving the girl the same chances she’d striven to give
her son, though it was getting harder all the time. The city was a treacherous
place, so many dangers lurking in unexpected quarters. The old world had been
dangerous too, but always more honest and purer in its cruelties than human
society. 


There weren’t
so many of the old people left now and where there’d once been co-operation and
a bond, they were now divided by fear, mistrust and the constant need to fight
over too few opportunities. Living cheek by jowl in embattled enclaves they
treated one another with the same suspicion and animosity as they did other
groups of outlanders. She still had a few friends, but not many. 


Råhanna caught
her breath; she hadn’t been paying attention. There was no sign of Ronda. She
must have entered the alley. Nasty dark place, but the only way to Mahmoud’s
store. 


Ronda will
be alright, she’s a good girl. Everything will be fine, she told herself,
and drew back from the window into the gloom of her living room.


*


Ronda had
crossed the quad with determination and purpose, but once in the shadows of the
alley she tried to make as little sound as possible. Her shiny black shoes with
their polished silver buckles stepped lightly across a carpet of compacted
filth. On either side, great, hulking buildings towered over her, while
directly above a narrow strip of clear dusk sky failed to penetrate the gloom
with anything more than the faintest light. 


Her stump was
aching tonight. It did that sometimes, but she didn’t really want to rub it
here because if anyone was watching they would see and maybe guess what she
was. If her mother had been one of the old folk she would have had a proper
tail, like a fox’s, but all she got was a bump at the base of her spine with a
scattering of reddish bristles, which she plucked whenever they grew back. 


She was going
to be a doctor when she grew up. She’d make good money and live in a fine
suburb. Then she’d pay for a private operation to take that stump away and
nobody would be able to tell where she was from anymore. She’d marry a human
and her children would go to good schools and spend summer holidays at a fine
summer house. 


The thought did
a little to cheer her, but there was a sinister quality to the gloom tonight as
if the buildings themselves were full of malice. Before long her fear got the
better of her again and thinking she caught a sound somewhere ahead she stopped
to listen. 


Silence. 


Ronda strained
her ears, holding her breath. 


Definitely
silence. 


She was a
bright girl and knew that fear was just in her mind, but still she couldn’t
shake the feeling she was being watched from the shadows by hateful eyes. And
there were real dangers, Vättar for example. They were another group of old
world outlanders and there was no love lost between them and her people. 


She set off
again, coming to a crossroads in the alley. This was the most dangerous place.
There’d been a mugging here last month, an old lady knocked down and robbed.
Ronda quickened her pace, telling herself she’d soon be at the square where Mahmoud
had his shop. 


But what was
that? Up ahead something stirred in the shadows.


*


The doorbell
rang for the second time in the space of a minute. Råhanna sighed. She’d better
answer. But who would call at this time of night? Had Ronda forgotten her key?
Not like her, she was always careful with things like that. Råhanna shuffled
into the hall, her old worn slippers slapping against the laminate floor. 


She peeked
through the spyhole. Nikki? What was he doing here? His face was pale and grim.
Fumbling with her keys she opened the door and Nikki towered over her, in an
old dark suit, his violin case slung over his shoulder. Once a beautiful young
man, he was now withered and round shouldered, his skin and clothes damp to the
touch. His real name was Näcken. Not just a name either; Näcken was what he
was, or had been. But here in the city he was Nikki.


Despite his
age, Nicki’s voice still retained an echo of its former, sonorous power: ‘It’s
Ronda,’ he said.


‘What’s
happened?’ Råhanna asked, her own voice cracked and hoarse.


‘Something
terrible. She’s in the alley.’ Nikki replied. 


Battling to
keep her dread within manageable bounds Råhanna put on her leaf-pattern scarf
and dragged a shawl of forest green across her shoulders.


They went as
quickly as her legs would allow, though she had to lean on Nikki for support.
Ronda was lying face down in the muck of the alley, alive, but bloody, bruised
and filthy. The back of her skirt was ripped open and the stump of her tail
exposed.


Råhanna’s tears
splashed across the front of her blouse as she and Nikki struggled between them
to get the girl home. Once back in the safety of her flat she cleaned her
granddaughter, dressing her wounds and putting her to bed, but the child couldn’t
settle.


Råhanna
shuffled back to the living room where Nikki was sitting in one of her worn
armchairs. 


‘What will you
do?’ he wondered.


‘Can you still
summon the magic, Nikki?’ She asked, her face skull-like in the gloom.


‘I … I don’t
know. Not like before certainly. We were immortal in the old world. Here we’ve
grown old. Everything has changed, our beauty has faded…’


‘Can you still
summon magic?’ Råhanna interrupted, enunciating each word slowly and
separately. 


Nikki sighed. ‘I
suppose I could try. What did you have in mind?’


‘A lullaby to
begin with. Something soothing to send my Ronda into a deep, healing sleep.’


Nikki nodded
and opened his violin case. He positioned himself outside the girl’s bedroom
door and began to play.


When Råhanna
woke an hour later Nikki was beside her with a cup of tea.


‘Did it work?’
she wheezed.


‘You tell me,
you’ve been flat out and snoring loudly enough to make the windows rattle in
their frames.’


‘And Ronda?’


‘Sleeping,’ he
confirmed with a smile. 


‘Good.’ 


Råhanna felt
different; the ache in her knees didn’t seem so bad. Had it been the Nikki’s
tune? Yes, the healing sleep. He could still do it.


‘I need to find
out who did this, Nikki. Do you remember the tunes that made us dream the
truth?’ she asked, sipping her tea.


‘That might not
be necessary,’ Nikki said quietly. 


‘Why not?’ 


‘When I found
her, this was lying next to her.’ He fished a pointed grey cloth hood from his
pocket and placed it on the coffee table before Råhanna.


‘Vättar,’ she
breathed. 


‘It is a Vätte
cap, yes,’ Nikki agreed. ‘If they’re behind this there is nothing we can do.’


‘Nothing? You
underestimate us, Nikki. I want to see what happened, I want to know exactly
who they were and what they did.’


‘The magic
might not work. I could send you into a dream, but we can’t be sure that what
you see will be the truth. It might simply be a dream, some fantasy that
matches your suspicions,’ Nikki objected.


‘Do it anyway.
Please, for me.’


Nikki took out
his violin again and began to play and Råhanna slid away into trance. When she
awoke it was to a cold fury that threatened to shatter her fragile body. 


‘Did it work?
What did you see?’


‘Contact the
head of the Vättar community. I want a meeting with him in a neutral public
place. Daylight, plenty of humans about. And police.’


*


Råhanna walked
across the cobbled square of Skärholmen Shopping Centre. The day had started
fine and was warm, but clouds were gathering. 


There’d be rain
later. 


She was heading
for the cluster of tables outside Maria’s Café where Nikki was waiting for her
with some others. Her knees had become so much better she didn’t need her stick
anymore and stepped towards the group with determination, back straight. That
was good. She wanted to make a strong impression.


Grandfather Vätte
was seated at a round table outside the café, his dark eyes glittering beneath
wiry brows on either side of a long curved blue-grey nose. He’d made an effort
for their meeting, grey beard well-brushed, and his traditional dress of grey
suit and pointed hood pressed and starched. 


When she
reached the table he got to his feet to welcome her. Respectful. 


Two of his men,
also in traditional dress, were standing directly behind him while other
younger Vättar stood nearby in groups of three and four, their clothing more
typical of modern city fashions. 


The younger Vättar
watched her with suspicious eyes, muttering to each other or into mobile phones
as she took their chief’s hand. Unlike the older Vättar the younger ones’
beards were clipped short and styled into outlandish shapes; one only had
sideburns, his grey pointed chin completely without a bristle. Several had
facial tattoos completing their terrifying appearance with piercings to lips,
nose and cheeks. 


Råhanna shook
her head. Young people!


The district
police were also watching. One group was positioned on the far side of the
square, another at the entrance to the underground. They glared impassively
from behind mirrored sun-glasses, their hands hovering over belt-mounted pistol
holsters; they knew the Vättar well enough. 


Råhanna
arranged her skirts carefully before sitting down, anxious to keep her tail
hidden. Once she was seated, Grandfather Vätte sat down too and one of his
henchmen poured coffee for them. 


‘My
granddaughter was attacked,’ she began in a level voice. 


‘I heard as
much and it saddens me. Was she very hurt?’ the old Vätte asked.


‘Both hurt and
degraded. They uncovered her tail. Photographs were perhaps taken. They may end
up on these social media that are so important to young people today.’ 


Grandfather Vätte
shook his head sadly, a grim expression on his grey face. 


‘People no
longer care about each other, Råhanna. We have become driven by fear, greed and
selfishness.’ He threw his hands wide in a theatrical gesture and looked up to
the gathering clouds as if for divine guidance. 


Råhanna’s face
coloured, her temper rising at his obvious insincerity. 


‘Nikki,’ she
said quietly. 


Nikki threw the
Vätte cap onto the table.


‘This was found
at the scene,’ she continued. 


At the sight of
the cap Grandfather Vätte’s deeply lined face revealed a series of different
emotions in quick succession, each one more convincing than his initial
performance.


‘If … if one of
my people…’ he began.


‘Nikki played
for me after we found this; I dreamed the truth and I know what
happened.’


The old Vätte
stared at the cap, contemplating everything that it might mean. 


‘And?’
he asked at length, his voice scarcely more than a whisper. 


‘And we must
now come to an agreement on what to do about it,’ she said, the tremor of fury
unmistakable in her voice. 


*


Adam was on his
way to the hangout to meet his gang brothers and he was in a good mood. Very
good. He had news for the boys that would please them and cement his status in
their fellowship. 


The hangout was
an old storage cellar in an abandoned commercial building from the last
century; a long windowless concrete cell below ground. Located on the outskirts
of his neighbourhood near where it bordered on Paradise Walk, it was out of the
public eye but close to what was to become their new turf. 


Perfect.


He and his gang
mates met there often to drink and take speed. They ran their business
interests plotting robberies, selling dope and making deals. Sometimes they
took girls there too. Never decent girls, just the worst kind who didn’t
deserve any better. They’d give them drink and drugs then have their fun before
kicking them out in the middle of the night. 


He arrived at
the entrance, a big steel door covered in patchy brown paint, and hammered
three times. Then after a couple of seconds he knocked twice more. The door
opened and Jussi stepped out of the shadows, face like a stone slab, eyes like
slits, battered baseball bat over his shoulder. Jussi was still earning his
brotherhood; just a novice. He nodded respectfully and shifted his muscular
bulk aside to allow Adam access to the dark concrete stairwell behind.


In the hangout
the others were already gathered; a full showing of his top boys. The dull
hubbub of voices faded to silence at his entrance but their motley collection
of sofas and armchairs were all taken and there was nowhere for him to sit. 


Adam waited. At
the urging of his neighbours one of the more junior guys nearby offered him a
seat. 


‘It’s okay,’
Adam said raising his hand. He wanted to address them all. He could stand. 


‘There’s going
to be a showdown,’ he said, his voice carrying to the far end of the cellar.


Silence


‘Afterwards
this part of town will be a better, cleaner place and we’ll have at least one
less set of scum to put up with.’


All eyes were
on him. The silence continued.


‘The showdown
is thanks to my efforts. I engineered it.’


He waited. The
silence continued, but now there was fidgeting. A few of the brothers exchanged
glances. He waited some more. Eventually someone cleared his throat.


‘But I heard it
was those little ugly Vätt-things that hurt the Ronnaz girl,’ the speaker
objected.


Silence. All
eyes were on Adam. Good.


He waited once
again. More glances were exchanged. The objector was looking increasingly
nervous. As the seconds ticked a low murmur of speech began.


‘Of course that’s
what you thought,’ Adam called out commanding silence again. ‘Because that’s
what I wanted you to think. It’s what I wanted them to think too.’


He rolled up
his sleeve and revealed a hair ribbon tied about his scarred forearm. It was
cream coloured and embroidered with emerald leaves and fronds. There were dark
spots and splashes along its length that might have been blood. 


‘It was
you?’ the brothers murmured, full of awe. 


‘But what about
the Vätte cap?’ somebody else called out.


‘That was me
too, brother. And tonight I’m going up to the park for a ringside seat. Join
me. Let’s watch them take each other out.’


*


‘Don’t go
Grandma, please. You’ll be hurt and besides, fighting never solves anything.’


Råhanna leant
closer to her beloved granddaughter and brushed a stray lock of hair from her
forehead. The child’s bruises were fading and her cuts and grazes were no more
than dark scabs now. 


‘I must go,
Ronda. The insult and hurt to you must be paid for,’ she said softly.


‘But I don’t
know for sure that it was the Vättar. I still don’t remember what happened,’
Ronda said, her voice quavering.


‘I dreamed the
truth of what happened, Ronda, I saw…’


‘But you can’t
be sure it was them. You can’t be sure that Nikki still has the magic,’ she
interrupted.


‘Do you not see
how much stronger I am? My knees and back don’t hurt any more. That’s Nikki’s
magic for you. Why would one kind of magic work and not another?’


‘I don’t know,’
the girl admitted. ‘But what if you’re hurt or worse…’


‘Trust me my
darling. I’ll be home again later and after tonight, nobody will try to hurt
you again.’ She kissed Ronda’s forehead and put out her light, hoping against
hope that she was right. 


The front door
closed behind her, latch clicking into place. The outside air still retained
some of the warmth of the day. Råhanna took a deep breath. Beyond the ever
present odours of rubbish and worse, there were faint hints of summer plants
and flowers. Pale traces of the waning day remained in a band across the
western sky, but above her stars were rapidly appearing as the gloaming
deepened into night.


She had chosen
full traditional dress for the confrontation: grey skirts and white lace
petticoats; a green blouse and black cardigan. Her head was covered in her best
leaf-pattern silk scarf, her shoulders swathed in a printed forest-green shawl.
She bore a staff too, not a walking stick, a true staff, shod in bronze and
crowned with the secret symbol of her people.


As she crossed
Paradise Walk a light wind stirred, causing litter and little dust eddies to
swirl about the derelict play area. The breeze lifted the hem of her long
skirts snagging them and revealing her bushy fox tail.


At the far side
of the quad a tall figure was waiting. Nikki. He had his violin and was wearing
his best black three piece suit; slim cut with silver filigree details on the
collar and cuffs. His boots were polished black too.


‘Lord Näcken,’
Råhanna called in greeting.


‘Madam Råhanna,’
he replied. Then as an afterthought: ‘Your petticoat is showing.’


She nodded and
straightened her skirt, unsnagging the petticoats and covering her tail again. 


‘The others?’
she inquired.


He nodded. ‘Ready
and waiting, Ma’am.’


Then they set
off together, silent but for the steady click of Nikki’s steel heel-rims on the
concrete paving. At the end of the next street they met two other shadowy
figures: cow-tailed huldra sisters, still beautiful and lithe despite the
years. 


The four
marched on and were next joined by a hulking troll with thickset features and
hair like a cascade of straggling weeds. They proceeded down yet another street
and a little man stepped out of the shadows, round-bodied and florid faced; a
hill gnome dressed all in blue but for his pointed red cap. 


Now there were
six of them. In a grim line they marched towards the entrance to the park.


Once through
the gates everything felt different. The park was in darkness, closed to the
public since 6.00pm. 


Moments passed
before their eyes adjusted to the gloom. 


There was a
faint intimation of power here for those with a sense for it. Not the real
power of unsullied forest, but a tiny charge from butchered nature in the heart
of concrete and tarmac. They would be able to draw strength from it. 


It would aid
the Vättar too. 


The Vättar were
already in place and waiting at the centre of a large grassy area surrounded by
trees. There was litter everywhere: bottles, glass shards and beer cans, fast
food wrappers, disposable barbecues and discarded needles. The trees sagged as
if their spirits were broken. They were scarred, trunks carved and cut. Some
had been artlessly sprayed with paint. Others burnt. But they lived still and
beneath the filth there was earth. Real earth.


Råhanna felt a
tremor through the soles of her feet. 


Real earth.


The Vättar
stood in line, six to her six; a row of little grey men with features like
weathered stone in the near dark. She sensed movement at the edges of the grass
and caught her breath. There were shadows flitting among the trees.


Her old heart
was beating hard against her ribs as she met Grandfather Vätte’s gaze. Their
eyes locked and he nodded to her. She nodded back a tacit understanding between
them. 


‘Nikki,’ she
breathed. ‘Begin.’


Nikki took up
his violin and began to play. The sense of power in the park intensified,
thickening on the air. Just briefly Råhanna thought she caught a snigger from
the direction of the trees but it was quickly stifled. 


As Nikki’s
eerie tune rose into the night the trees seemed to recover their posture,
snapping to attention. The grass, so trampled and worn unfolded again, blades
stretching upwards, growing and gaining in emerald lustre. 


Her aches were
all gone, her stooped back straight. Even the Vättar were growing in stature.
She sought out Grandfather Vätte’s eyes again as he began to speak: 


‘Vättar. It is
time to pay debts and honour agreements,’ he commanded, his voice carrying far
on night air now humming with magic. 


At once they
began to fade from sight.


‘My friends,’ Råhanna
called. While the Vättar vanished Råhanna and her posse turned together in the
direction of the trees at the far side of the grass. Then they began marching
toward the unseen watchers, spreading out. The huldra sang to Nikki’s tune and
everything seemed to both slow and speed up at the same time. With a low growl
the troll broke into a lumbering jog, a great stone club appearing in his hand.



‘Now is
the reckoning!’ Råhanna called out onto the night air, her voice resonant and
strong. 


Despite their
stature Vättar move quickly, especially when invisible. The screams began
before Råhanna even reached the edge of the grass. Human screams. 


They continued
long after.


The following
morning former friendships had been renewed and old solidarities restored. For
the residents of Paradise Walk, the city had become a slightly better and
cleaner place. 


 


 











Death and the Weaver


 


By Lou Morgan


 


 


The map was
lying. There was no other explanation for it. She had definitely taken the
third exit at the Quimper roundabout and, frankly, there was nowhere else she
could have gone wrong. Sarah spread the creases of the map as flat as she could
across the steering wheel and hunched forward, peering into the gloom. She
should have listened to the lawyer.


It wasn’t like
she was lost. You couldn’t get lost when you were going back to somewhere,
could you? Especially if it was somewhere you’d spent every summer when you
were a child. 


Even if you
hadn’t actually been back there in more years than you wanted to remember, and
it looked like there wasn’t just a new road, but an entire new town in between
you and where you were trying to go.


Sarah pulled
the car over to the side of the road and rumpled the map into a ball, tossing
it into the passenger seat with the empty sandwich packet and the folder of
paperwork the lawyer had handed her – right before he suggested she might want
to check into a hotel for the night rather than make the drive up to Locronan
tonight.


‘The weather
changes fast up there in the autumn – perhaps you aren’t familiar with it if
you know it in the summer. You will remember the weather, yes?’


She hadn’t. The
weather, much like the road, was something she’d managed to forget in the years
between visits. How the cloud swept down from nowhere, wrapping around the
hills and smothering the little town in a clammy grey blanket. How the rain
could manage to be horizontal, and somehow wetter than rain anywhere else. And
now she was sitting in the middle of it. In the dark. With a map that was
printed in 1985, which had what looked like a smear of mustard across one of
the major roads. Now it was going dark and of course there were no
streetlights. 


She smacked
both her hands on the steering wheel in frustration.


She should definitely
have listened to the lawyer.


*


The letter had
come out of the blue. It had taken seven phone calls and most of a bottle of
wine to work out that following the sudden death of some particularly obscure
relative, she was now the proud owner of a slightly dilapidated house in
Cornouaille. She’d sat back in her chair and emptied the rest of the bottle of
wine into her glass.


‘Tell me what I
should do,’ she’d asked the empty room. It didn’t answer.


In the end, it
was her agent’s idea that she move out to the house for a while. She could hear
him rolling his eyes on the other end of the phone. ‘You’re behind with your
pieces, and the gallery’s fine for now. Maybe the change of scene will do you
good. New air. New colours. New … something?’


‘Hint taken.’


‘I’m just
saying.’


‘You’re saying
the gallery’s pissed off.’


‘You’ve asked
them to push back the show, Sarah. Twice. They don’t like that.’


‘You mean you
don’t like it.’


‘I mean if you
don’t show, none of us get paid. So, no. I don’t like it.’


‘Fine.’ She
sounded more petulant than she’d meant to.


‘You’re going
to give me the ‘blocked’ speech again, aren’t you?’


‘And you’re
going to give me the ‘weavers don’t get blocked’ speech again in return, aren’t
you?’


‘So we’ve
shorthanded it. Wonderful. Look, I’ve got to run to a meeting. You know: with
one of my clients who actually pays my bills?’


‘You’re a
bottomless well of sympathy.’


‘Why I’m an
agent and not an artist, petal,’ he said with a laugh and hung up. Sarah smiled
and dropped her phone back onto the table, flipping through the photos the
lawyer had sent. She remembered the house, dimly. It stood on the edge of the
square in the oldest part of town, tall and narrow and with moss growing out of
the cracks in the granite blocks. In her memory of it, the windows were open to
the sunshine. Cheerful blue-painted window boxes were stuffed with yellow
flowers, and an old-fashioned glass and wrought iron lantern (the closest thing
the square had to streetlights) swung from the end of an arm bolted to the
stone. It had cast flickering shadows on the walls of the bedroom she slept in
whenever they stayed there, as they had for weeks every summer. At the time,
she had never really thought of the house they spent all that time in as
belonging to someone, being something anybody could own. All that mattered was
that it meant ‘family’. Or it had, anyway. Now it belonged to her. Just her.
The name in the lawyer’s letter was unfamiliar: a cousin of some kind, and it
was jarring, somehow, to think that time had moved on there just as it had
everywhere else.


She would sell
the house. It was the sensible thing to do, looking at the photos. It was damp.
Old. Not the kind of place she had the time – or energy for. And then she saw
the loom. It was standing in the middle of the single room that made up the
ground floor of the house, shrouded in cobwebs. No-one had touched it for
years, by the look of it. No-one, not since her father, who had taught her how
to weave on it the summer it had rained.


So there she
was, leaning over her steering wheel and swearing at the rain, with a hired car
full of boxes and a tatty little transit van containing the rest of her worldly
goods following a day behind. She should have remembered the rain. ‘Well, fine,’
she said to the empty sandwich packet and the crumpled map … and the scattering
of apple cores, crisp packets and biscuit wrappers that littered the footwell
next to her. ‘Fine, fine, fine.’ She started the engine again.


She was almost
sure she was back on the right track (and almost as sure that one of the
headlights was about to give up the ghost) when she heard the sound of another
engine coming up fast behind her. Well. Fast-ish. It had sounded like it was
coming up quickly but there was no sign of anything in the rear-view mirror. No
headlights, at least – nothing. Not until there was a sudden whoosh of water
into the side of her car, rocking it gently as a small, battered van belted
past her and disappeared off up the road.


Without
stopping to think about it, Sarah put her foot down and shot off into the
darkness after the rapidly fading rear lights.


*


She lost the
van pretty quickly: whoever the driver was, it was clear that he or she was,
amongst other things, certifiable, throwing the van into corners and waiting
until the very last possible second to brake. However hard she tried to keep
up, hoping it would lead her to somewhere she recognised (or could at least
find on the map), she never seemed to get any closer, and after a little while
even the glow of the rear lights was lost to the darkness. Not that it
mattered, because as the last glimmer of red faded into nothing, a white sign
appeared at the side of the road. 


Bienvenue à
Locronan.


The little car
park was nothing more than a cleared field, more mud than it was grass. Another
thing she’d forgotten: no cars in the square. It would make unloading the van
fun. It hadn’t been important when she was a kid. When they arrived at the
start of the summer, she had always run on ahead past the hotels and the
restaurants and the tourist shops, down the road all the way to the town
square; leaving her father to trail behind with the bags. The square had opened
up before her, with its cobbles and its church and its wishing well and the
rickety wooden stage where the artists sold portraits; just as it did now, in
the rain. And there, almost directly across from her and next to the church,
was the house.


The smell
wrapped around her when she opened the door. Old stone and dust and pockets of
damp. And wood and wool, because there was the loom, waiting for her. The light
from the streetlamp outside, the only light, poured in through the open door
and cast long shadows behind the wooden beams of the frame. There was still
cloth on it, still thread in the shuttle which rested on the side as though it
had only been set down for a moment. Her fingers left clean stripes in the
velvety dust that had settled on the wood.


There was a
candle half-melted onto the granite of the windowsill. Next to it was a box of
matches. The cardboard felt slightly damp to the touch, but the first match
that Sarah struck caught and the little candle at least gave her enough light
to close the door, find a chair and collapse into it a little after midnight.


*


‘Bernez? It
would be nice if I still had a bedroom floor left by the time you’re done.’
Sarah leaned round the top of the tightly spiralled stone stairs and handed a
mug of coffee to her neighbour, who was busy yanking handfuls of wiring out
from under the boards on the first floor. He shook his head at her as he took
the mug.


‘A few holes in
the floor, or electricity? It’s up to you, of course.’


‘You win.’ She
gave him her best smile, and he grunted back at her. It was as good a response
as she was likely to get. The two months since she’d moved in had taught her as
much. Bernez, a heavily-built man in his late fifties, lived in one of the
houses behind the square and thought of himself as a jack-of-all-trades. Builder,
electrician, plumber, decorator; expert on politics, economics and anything
else which happened to catch his eye. He was, however, kind and friendly and
had gone out of his way to look after her since she’d arrived. It was Bernez
who had got the ancient gas cooker in the kitchen working, Bernez who had
checked the chimneys and shown her how to build and light a fire that stayed
lit and didn’t smoke her out of the house; Bernez who had evicted the family of
rats from the bathroom and who had tracked down a shower which fitted in the
impossibly small space for it and which actually ran hot. All she had to do in
return was keep the coffee coming and ignore the fact that everything she owned
smelled like an ashtray. 


She was
settling in better than she’d expected to. It had only taken a day or two to
arrange her belongings in the house, and Bernez had turned up on her doorstep
the morning after she’d arrived, toolbag in his hand, to offer his services. It
made him feel useful, he said. Bad health had forced him to retire, selling his
business in the process. ‘The stress. My heart,’ he’d said, gesturing to his
chest with a hand like a bear’s paw. Sarah had managed not to comment on the
cigarette between his fingers at the time, but only just. She liked Bernez. She
still hadn’t quite forgiven him for the hangover from the terrifyingly
strong drink he called ‘flip’, and which he’d given her at the welcome party he’d
thrown for her, but she liked him.


 While Bernez
worked on the electrics, the plumbing and the everything-else, she’d worked on
the loom. It wasn’t in too bad a state, considering, and a couple of days’
attention with a hammer, a screwdriver and some sandpaper put it in pretty good
shape. When she blew the dust off the cloth, it was a shock to see the familiar
pattern in front of her. The same one she’d learned with her father. It was the
same cloth. No-one had ever finished it. They had simply left it, waiting for
her to come back. And now she had.


When her agent
Jonny finally managed to get hold of her, he thought finishing it for the show
was the best idea she’d ever had. Another thing Sarah had discovered on her
first day in the house was that the thick stone walls made it almost impossible
to get a mobile signal – in fact, to get one she had to walk back through the
square and up the hill to the row of little cottages perched like rotten teeth
at the top. And even then, it wasn’t reliable. 


The place was
perfect.


She was closing
the shutters one evening when she heard the engine again. That same noise:
halfway between an angry hairdryer and a very, very, small chainsaw. Pulled up
on the other side of the square was a battered little 2CV van, its engine
hiccupping in the dusk. There was the sound of hammering, and a pair of legs
appeared from underneath it as its owner rolled himself out across the cobbles.
He stood up, trying to wipe the oil off his hands on his jeans. ‘Like that’s
going to work,’ Sarah said to herself, and picked up the old cloth she’d been
using to clean the window earlier. 


The car’s owner
obviously didn’t hear her coming. When she tapped him on the shoulder, he
visibly twitched as he turned round. ‘Here,’ Sarah handed him the cloth. ‘I saw
you from my window over there. I thought maybe you needed a hand?’


He looked her
up and down, hesitated, then took the cloth with a smile. The corners of his
eyes wrinkled as he nodded his thanks. He was about her age, she realised, with
a band of freckles that ran straight across the bridge of his nose. He looked …
familiar, somehow. Like a face in the crowd she’d passed once and couldn’t
quite place.


‘Thank you,’ he
said, wiping his hands on the towel. ‘I didn’t realise I had an audience.’


‘I wasn’t
watching you,’ she said, too quickly. ‘I just heard the engine.’


‘It’s loud, I
know. I’m sorry. I’m working and it just … fffft.’ He threw up his hands with
an exasperated sound.


‘How did you
even get it up here? The roads are all blocked to cars, aren’t they?’


‘Most of them.
I grew up here. There’s a back way into the square. Shhh.’ He winked conspiratorially
at her.


‘You’re from
here?’ Maybe that’s why he looked so familiar – maybe they’d met one summer.
She thought back through years of old memories, searching for a face that might
fit.


‘My whole life,
I’ve been right here. It’s not so good a story, is it? Not like yours.’ With a
smile, he handed the towel back. ‘She’s running again – for now. I have to go …
but thank you.’


‘Maybe I’ll see
you round? I live there, on the corner. I’ve not been here that long: I don’t
really know many people…’ Sarah tailed off. Why had she said that? And why had
she said it to a complete stranger? What was she doing? She folded her arms
across her chest, still holding the towel.


‘Well,’ he
said. ‘You know me, Sarah.’


It was only as
she watched the rear lights of the van bouncing off across the square that she
realised she hadn’t told him her name.


*


The knock on
the door in the morning was a surprise. Bernez didn’t usually knock: he usually
just shouted a greeting as he let himself in, and if she wasn’t there he made
himself a cup of coffee and got on with whatever it was he was doing. Sarah
didn’t like unexpected knocks at the door. In her experience, they weren’t
usually the good kind.


A young woman
stood on the doorstep, her eyes red and her skin pale. She was twisting a
handkerchief round and around in her fist, and Sarah didn’t even need to meet
her eyes to know what had happened. Bernez’s heart, it seemed, had finally
given out on him in the night. His daughter knew they’d been ‘close’ (and Sarah
didn’t like the emphasis she put on the word, but she let it pass) and had
wanted to give her the news. 


‘Is there
anything I can do?’ Sarah asked, knowing what the answer would be. Her visitor
simply shook her head and walked away, leaving Sarah to close the door and step
back into a house that felt that little bit less complete.


There were
other electricians, other plumbers, other builders … but none of them were
Bernez. They were fine. They were bland and boring and beige, and they wouldn’t
dream of sitting in her favourite chair, smoking furiously, and telling her
stories about the town. Bland. Boring. Beige. They were stories that she
remembered in a part of her brain that itched from time to time: stories she
knew she’d heard in the summers she had spent in Locronan. They were more than
just stories: in some parts of Brittany, Bernez said, people still believed in
them. The korrigans hiding in the hills and the devils who were waiting to
trick unwary travellers out of their souls, or the kannerezed noz, who washed
the clothes of the dead in the rivers and who, if seen, would demand that
unfortunate passers-by helped to wring out the cloth. But nowhere civilised
believed in them anymore, Bernez would add, not in Cournouialle at least –
before going on, always, to shrug and say that it might be different in Penthièvre…


The house was
emptier without Bernez’s stories, without the smell of his cigarettes (which
she found herself missing, against her better judgement) so she did her best to
fill it with the sound of the loom. She was working on the cloth that had been
left on the loom: going back to finish something that she’d started when she
was barely big enough to move the beater. Jonny was excited about it, and the
gallery had started talking about ‘concepts of memory’ and ‘linear selves’ and
other things which had made Jonny even more excited. And Sarah? Sarah just …
got on with it.


Emptier or not,
the building was beginning to take on a more hospitable shape around her. There
were reliable electrics now, the wires neatly pinned along the ceiling beams
and channelled into the stone walls. The big granite fireplace in the main room
and in the bedroom meant she didn’t miss having central heating – not after a
couple of months’ practice of building a fire, anyway – and the worn flagstones
of the ground floor were now covered in thick, warm rugs. She’d spent a whole
weekend plaiting rope to hang through the metal loops set into the curved walls
of the staircase. Something about the steps made her nervous, and having
something to hold on to as she went up and down them made her feel a little
more comfortable. Someone had obviously felt the same and had dropped something
down them at one point, as there were a series of small, dark splashed stains
on the stone, and a larger one at the bottom of the staircase. ‘What a waste of
a bottle,’ Bernez had said, rubbing his beard, when she’d pointed it out and
asked whether they’d be able to remove it. ‘But see it like this: it was a
sacrifice for the house, no? Part of its history now. What good would it do to
try and take it back?’


So she’d
learned to live with the stains, just as she’d learned to love the slopes in
the steps where generations of feet before hers had worn them down. Just as she
was trying to learn to love the little stained glass window halfway up the
stairs which someone had seen fit to draught-proof with molten candle wax. That
was a harder thing to love, admittedly, but she was trying.


*


‘You sound
happier,’ Jonny said to her over the phone one night. She was huddled into the bench
towards the top of the hill, looking down at the lights of the houses below,
and trying to hang on to her mobile signal. ‘No. Maybe not happier. You’re not
allowed to be happy.’


‘Because
happiness is a bad thing?’


‘Nobody happy
and well-adjusted ever made good art, darling. You know that.’


‘So what you’re
saying is that you need me to suffer.’


‘Absolutely.
You’re no good to me unless you’re miserable.’


‘Jonny. Just
leave it, would you?’


‘What’s wrong?’
His tone immediately changed. All the banter was gone. ‘Sarah? What is it?’


‘Nothing. I
just … I don’t know. Maybe it was a mistake coming back here. Maybe it’s not
right for me.’


‘Look. All I
can tell you is what I know. And what I know is that you sound better. You’re
going to try and tell me you’re as strung out as you were before you moved out
there?’


‘No…’


‘And you’re
working again. How long had you been blocked?’


‘I thought I
didn’t get blocked,’ she laughed.


He made a
dismissive sound down the phone. ‘Your work, love. I’m serious. The photos you’ve
sent over – they’re beautiful. When do I get to see the actual piece?’


‘When it’s
finished, Jon. Same as always.’


They talked a
little longer, with Jonny passing on gossip like he always did, and Sarah
listening. Deep down, she already knew he was right. She was happier there. In
a funny way, she felt like she belonged there more than she had anywhere else.
She liked being able to look down on the town, to look at the lights spread out
below her like a tapestry. And even as she thought it, she found herself
planning a new piece. Grey for the houses and the cobbled streets, gold for the
streetlights and deep, deep green for the moss that clung to the granite walls.
Dark blue and black for the sky and the rainclouds, and white for the fog that
curled through the streets. She could see the stripe of scarlet she would use
for the car park, the slash of yellow for the cluster of light around the
hypermarket on the far side of town. She could picture it as clearly as if it
were on her loom in front of her. Of course Jonny was right.


She was already
picking her way down the steep road back to the square, slippery in the cold
night air, when she heard the familiar buzz of a 2CV engine again, coming from
somewhere further up the hill behind her. Smiling to herself, she stepped to
the side of the road and it wasn’t long before the little van rattled past,
then screeched to a halt. There was a grinding sound as the engine was forced
into reverse and the van backed up alongside her. A familiar face smiled out of
the window. ‘Hello again,’ he said.


‘You know your
headlights aren’t working, don't you?’ Sarah asked. Both the lamps on the front
of the van were dark. 


‘I know where I’m
going,’ he said with a shrug. ‘Cold night, no?’


‘You didn’t
tell me you knew my name. You know mine, but I don’t know yours.’


‘I told you.
All my life has been spent here. I know everyone. Even when they only come for
the summers.’


‘I knew it! We
met when I was here with my father?’


‘And you forget
me. My heart!’ He tapped a finger on his chest in a way that was so like
Bernez, Sarah’s own heart lurched. But the driver didn’t seem to notice. ‘Maybe
I was not so memorable. Yann. Yann Cariou.’ He held a hand out of the window to
her, and she shook it, feeling oddly formal. 


‘Sarah Madec.’


‘You forget: I
remember.’


‘It’s nice to
meet you, Yann Cariou.’ She shivered. The temperature was dropping, and already
she could see wisps of fog beginning to build in the streets. ‘And now we’re
not total strangers, I don’t suppose you’d give me a lift into town, would you?’


‘Ah.’ His smile
faded. ‘I’m sorry. Work, you know? Rules…’ Through the window, she could see
him shrug. ‘Besides, the van … it’s messy. Very messy.’


She thought of
the state of her car and smiled. ‘Mess doesn’t bother me – but I wouldn’t want
to get you in trouble. Forget I asked.’


‘Are you in a
hurry? Perhaps you have something you have to do?’ There was a different
question in his voice. She could hear it.


‘No. I was just
going back home. Up here’s the only place I seem to be able to get a signal.’
She waved her phone at him. ‘My office,’ she said with a laugh, pointing back
to the bench.


‘It’s not so
bad,’ he smiled, looking past her into the gloom. ‘Perhaps I could make it up
to you? I could buy you a drink?’


‘Where,
exactly, could you buy me a drink at this time of night?’ She looked pointedly
at her watch. Or where her watch would be if, in fact, she wore a watch. Which
she didn't. And hadn’t since she was fifteen. But he wouldn’t know that, so.


‘You break my
heart and more than that, you turn me down?’


‘I’m not
turning you dow – wait a minute. You’re trying to make me feel bad, aren’t you?’



He grinned at
her from inside the van, but didn’t answer.


‘You’re trying
to make me feel bad, when you’re the one leaving a lone woman stranded on the
side of a mountain?’


He raised an
eyebrow, and very deliberately looked up and down the street to make his point.


‘Well, fine. It’s
still a mountain. Even if there’s a town on it. And it’s still cold. So there.’


‘A drink would
warm you up’.’


‘Which is all
well and good, but the bar’s closed and you know it.’


‘Another time,
then. Goodnight, Sarah Madec.’


‘Goodnight,
Yann Cariou,’ she said, shaking her head.


The engine
revved again, and with a rattle he was gone.


*


She dug through
the crates she hadn’t yet emptied. There weren’t many. There hadn’t been that
many to unpack in the first place. She travelled light, but there were still
one or two things from the past she couldn’t quite bring herself to part with
and one of those was a wooden box full of photos. She spread them out across
the rug in front of her bedroom fire and in the flickering light of the flames
she sifted through them, a drink in her hand. There was the picture of her, six
or seven years old, sitting on her father’s knee at the loom: her fingers
resting on the beater and her feet dangling high above the treadles. There was
a picture of her in a blue cotton sundress, standing on tip-toe and peering
into the wishing well; one of her watering the window boxes – older now,
perhaps ten. A jump forward of another year or two saw her half in the shadows
of the Fête de la Saint-Jean bonfire; another found her taking part in the
grand troménie, her black dress clammy and itchy in the July sun. There she
was, a little older in each one, looking out at herself sitting on the floor of
this house again. Another photo – this time not of her. A woman in a long white
dress and sandals, leaning against the side of the loom while her father
worked. ‘Tante Barbe…’ Sarah re-membered her. Her aunt – her father’s older sister.
It was her house, this house. They had come every year; every summer
after her mother had left. Her father had packed them up and driven them here
as soon as school finished, and they had stayed until the beginning of
September. How they had all managed to fit into the narrow house, she didn’t
know. She’d never given it any thought at the time – all four of them crammed
around the scrubbed wooden table in the kitchen, almost on top of each other
and laughing as they passed bowls around.


Four.


She riffled
through the pile of pictures, because suddenly she knew what she was looking
for.


There was the
picture of her at the loom, and there, peeping around the turn of the stairs,
was a small face spattered with freckles. 


There was the
picture of her looking into the wishing well, and there he was again: this
time, sitting on the doorstep of the house, his hand shielding his eyes from
the sun as he watched her.


There she was,
watering the window boxes – and there was the familiar face looking down from
the window above.


At the feu St
Jean, he was beside her in the shadows, and at the troménie he was a few steps
behind her.


Yann Cariou
with his battered van. 


Cousin Yann.


The same face
followed her through the photos of her childhood, always watching over her. She
remembered him now. She wasn’t sure how she could have forgotten him,
although she’d forgotten so much of it. He was older than she was by exactly a
year. They even celebrated their birthdays on the same day. All the summers
running in and out of the house with the town square as a playground; ducking
through the wire fence and encouraging each other to balance along the girders
of the half-built hypermarket. The time they dared each other to steal a bottle
of local cider from the tourist shop and very nearly got caught, running and
laughing and not daring to look back until they reached the graveyard; where
they hid behind a crypt and drank the lot as the sun went down. That was when
she’d fallen in love with the stories. 


Just like
Bernez, Yann told stories but his were darker even than Bernez’s. His
favourite, which he told her as they sat on a grave, passing her a flower from
a funeral bouquet to put in her hair, was the Ankou: a skeletal figure who
stalked the roads of old Brittany, collecting the souls of the dead. His cart
was pulled by two horses, one fat and one thin, and he carried a scythe whose
blade faced forward to reap the ghosts he was owed. ‘And his head? It turns. It
always turns, round and round; so no death in the parish is hidden from him.’


‘Like ‘The
Exorcist’?’ she’d asked.


‘Better,’ Yann
laughed, dropping back to sit alongside her on the grave. She passed him the
bottle and he took a long swig, wiping his mouth. ‘They say if you see him, you’ll
die within the year.’


‘Sounds like a
stupid myth to me.’


‘Maybe. You don’t
live here.’


‘Do you know
anyone who’s seen him?


‘Not that lived’.’
He wiggled his eyebrows at her and grinned before clearing his throat and
dropping his voice to a deep growl. ‘Diouz a reoh, e kavoh.’


‘What’s that supposed
to mean?’


‘According to
your work, your reward.’


‘Again: what’s
that supposed to mean?’


‘It means if
you go looking for the Ankou, you might just find him.’


Sarah felt a
sudden chill, and then realised it was just Yann, blowing on the back of her neck.
‘I don’t think that’s what it’s supposed to mean,’ she said, swatting him away.


‘Who cares?
Come on.’ He drained the bottle and wedged it beside the nearest tombstone,
jumping up and holding his hand out to her.


How could she
have forgotten?


*


She almost didn’t
hear the knock at the door over the clatter of the loom. She had nearly
finished the biggest of the pieces for the show, the final piece that had been
missing: the single cloth left on the loom for twenty years. Time had faded the
oldest threads and dust had found its way into the weave, giving it a greyish
tint like something seen through fog. A black bar separated the old section
from the new, which blazed with the brightest colours Sarah could lay her hands
on. Jonny, when she’d sent the last photos through to him, made a loud squeak
down the phone. This usually meant he was happy.


The knock came
again, louder this time, and she sat back from the loom. The night had crept up
on her, and although she’d lit the fire and switched on a handful of lamps
around the room which kept it warm and cosy, she’d forgotten to close the
shutters. Outside, she could see the streetlight swinging in the wind as
raindrops splattered against the glass. Litter whirled across the cobbles of
the square – which was never kept as neatly swept in November as it was in the
summer when there were tourists to see it. And there was someone standing on
her doorstep, wrapped in a long coat and wide-brimmed hat against the lashing
rain.


Obviously
catching the movement in the window, the hat tipped back – and there was Yann,
smiling at her. She opened the door.


‘You know who I
am now, perhaps?’ he asked, hopefully.


‘Cousin Yann. I
can’t believe I didn’t remember!’ She smiled. ‘You’d better come out of the
rain.’


‘I brought you
a gift.’ He reached into the deep pockets of his coat and pulled out a bottle. ‘You
still like cider, I hope?’


‘It’s the same
one!’ she laughed as he handed her the bottle. The liquid inside was heavy with
sediment.


‘I took two. I
kept this one. In case.’ He shrugged off his coat and laid it on the stone
window seat, where it dripped onto the floor. He dropped the hat on top of it. 


‘Nice hat,’
Sarah reached past him, about to pick it up, when somehow Yann managed to put
himself between her and it, blocking her.


‘Very wet. You
don’t want to. The rain.’ He nodded to the window, and for a second, his face
was stern. But it was only a moment, and then his expression softened again. ‘You
want me to close the shutters?’


‘I’ll get us
some glasses.’ She set the bottle down on the table and edged around the loom
towards the kitchen, picking a couple of glasses off the shelf. Seeing her,
Yann scowled. 


‘Glasses? For
cider? You’ve been too long away!’ He dodged past the loom and elbowed her out
of the way. ‘These!’ he said, triumphantly holding up what looked like two
small bowls. ‘Always these for cider.’


‘Oh, come on…’


‘You think I’m
old-fashioned? Fine. I’m old-fashioned.’


‘I use those
for soup.’


‘You always
were a little … odd.’


‘Odd? Me?
I’m not the one driving that death-trap with no headlights.’ She folded herself
onto the rug beside the fire. There wasn’t really anywhere else to sit: only
the seat at the loom and the chair that Bernez had liked to sit in, and she
couldn’t quite bring herself to sit in that somehow. 


‘I told you: I
don’t need them. I know where I’m going,’ said Yann with a shrug. He handed her
a bowl of cider and stood in front of the chair. ‘You should sit.’


‘No, I’m fine
here. I like being near the fire.’


‘I see.’ He
narrowed his eyes at the chair, then shrugged and threw himself into it; almost
spilling his drink in the process. ‘Ah, well. To family!’ He lifted his bowl
and drank, stretching his legs out in front of him. Sarah could smell the damp
wool of his jumper drying in the warmth of the fire, and the scent of apples in
the cider. The bottom two inches of his jeans were wet, as though he’d been
striding through long grass, and there was old mud caked around the sides of
his boots.


‘You didn’t
tell me what you do in that van.’


‘Delivery
driver.’


‘What are you
delivering? Pizza?’ She tried to stop herself from giggling. The drink was
stronger than she’d been expecting: obviously all those years in a cellar hadn’t
done it any harm.


‘Not pizza, no.’
He smiled at her. ‘You’ve almost finished your drink. Here.’ He scooped the
bottle up from the floor and she held out the little bowl for him to top it up.
As he leaned back in the chair, his gaze swept the room and paused on the
stains at the bottom of the steps. ‘You dropped something?’


‘Not me.
Whoever lived here between you and me, I suppose.’ It suddenly dawned on her. ‘Where
do you live, anyway? Why isn’t this your house now?’


‘I couldn’t
stay here. A long story. Too long for this late at night, you know?’ He
shrugged and settled back into the cushions. ‘But I told you: my story, it’s
small and boring. You. Tell me about you   – about this.’ He pointed at the
loom. ‘Tell me.’


So she did. She
told him about the galleries, and her agent. She told him about her life since
she’d spent her summers there with him: about art school and the awful jobs
that came after it just to get by. How she’d met Jonny and how he’d got her her
first spot in a show. How he told her she was on the verge of something,
something big … and then, just like that, how the block came down between her
and her work and she couldn’t weave, couldn’t paint, couldn’t think. ‘It was
like I couldn’t see,’ she said, staring into the fire. ‘Like I’ve always been
able to see, and then to see beyond that, to see something more, like the
colours and the patterns in the world. And someone had taken that away.’


Yann didn’t
respond. The only sound was the cracking of the wood in the fire and the wind
outside.


‘And then I got
the letter about the house, and I came here … and it was like magic. Like it was
meant to be.’ She looked round, half expecting him to be asleep, he was so
quiet, but she was surprised to find him watching her intently. Studying her.


He set his bowl
down gently on the floor. ‘Like it was meant to be,’ he said, and even though
he smiled, he sounded sad. He tapped a finger on the arm of the chair. ‘I
should go.’


‘Why?’


‘I didn’t think
how late it was when I came. I should have thought: I don’t want to keep you
from this.’ He nodded towards the loom. ‘It matters to you so much.’


‘I didn’t
realise it. But yes. Yes, it does.’


‘So finish it.’
And before she could say another word, he had already swept his hat back onto
his head and had thrown his coat back around his shoulders. ‘Finish it, because
it matters.’


As he let
himself out, a gust of wind rushed through the open door and caught Sarah’s
hair, blowing it up and around her face and snuffing out the lighted candle on
the windowsill.


*


The storm blew
all night and through most of the next day, keeping her in the house. She
worked, but even then, she knew her heart wasn’t really in it. Threads snagged
and tangled, and her feet slipped off the treadles and broke her rhythm. She
washed the bowls they’d drunk from, turning his over and over in her hands in
the water, and she must have knocked it somehow, because as she dried it on the
cloth she realised it was cracked in a dozen places. It was lucky it hadn’t
leaked all over him. Maybe it had, and he was just too polite to say. 


By the
afternoon the storm had blown itself out and the world outside was quiet, still
and fresh-washed by the rain. There wasn’t a soul around. Everyone, just like
her, was hiding from the weather. She pulled on her boots and her coat and
wrapped her arms around herself and stepped down onto the wet street, climbing
the hill to the back of town. But instead of turning right, along the little
row of cottages that marked the very edge of the town, she turned left and
followed the other road towards the graveyard. It wasn’t somewhere she’d been
intending to visit, admittedly, but she couldn’t quite get the memory of that
afternoon with Yann and the stolen cider out of her head, and she knew herself
well enough to realise that until she went, that wasn’t going to change. And
until she could get it out of her head, she wouldn’t be able to think
about anything else.


The wrought
iron gates had rusted over the years and they creaked as she swung one of them
open. The paths were equal parts gravel and puddle, and she picked her way
along between the graves. There were more than she remembered. Of course there
were, given how much time had passed, and now the headstones rubbed shoulders
with one another, some piled with gravel, some heaped with artificial flowers.
She could almost hear the sound of her own running footsteps, crunching on the
path years ago … could almost hear herself laughing as she raced after Yann. It
didn’t take her long to find the grave they’d sat on, the name almost worn away
by time. There was no sign of the bottle: of course there wasn’t. She hadn’t
expected to find it – it was probably cleared away within a day of them leaving
it there. And yet. Seeing the one Yann had kept, it had given her an idea, to
come to the graveyard to look for it. She’d imagined his face when she gave it
to him.


Ah, well.
Perhaps that wasn’t meant to be.


With a smile,
she doubled back towards the gate. The clouds were gathering again: maybe the
storm hadn’t quite finished with the town. As she pulled the gate closed behind
her, a loose piece of gravel bounced up and caught in the hinge, jamming it.
Sarah felt the first of the raindrops land on the back of her neck as she bent
to pick it out, and shivered. 


She saw it as
she straightened up again, right at the edge of the row of plots.


A narrow stone,
fresher than most of the others. The edges of the letters still sharp, the name
so clear.


Roparz ‘Yann’
Cariou.


Two dates were
chiselled below it. The first, she knew all too well. It was almost exactly the
same as her own birthday, with only a year’s difference. The second was
December 31st of the year before.


*


She wasn’t
surprised to see the little 2CV van parked outside the house, nor to see the
figure in the long coat and broad hat standing on the doorstep.


‘You know who I
am now, perhaps?’ he asked, just as he had the night before. But this time, his
voice was solemn.


‘I know who you
are now,’ she said with a nod, and stepped past him to unlock the door. ‘You’d
better come in.’


He followed her
inside, but this time, he did not take off his coat and he kept his hat on. It
cast a shadow over his face, making him look haggard and pale.


‘New Year’s
Eve,’ she said.


Beneath the
brim of his hat, he nodded. ‘You remember the story, yes? The last to die in
the parish, every year.’


‘Then what?’


‘A year. A year
as oberour ar maro. I collect, I deliver. One year. And then … who
knows?’


‘What happened?’


‘I fell.
Nothing more. I slipped, I fell.’ He pointed to the stain at the bottom of the
stairs. ‘It was New Year’s Eve, after all, and I was alone. No-one knew until
it was already too late.’


‘This is
your house. I asked why you didn’t live here’.’


‘I did
live here. I left it to you. You received the letter from my lawyer, no?’


‘I didn’t
recognise the name … you were always Yann.’


‘If you were
called Roparz, wouldn’t you change it?’ There was the faintest glimmer of a
smile in the shadows beneath the hat.


‘So … you died.’


‘Everyone does.
It’s not such a rare thing, Sarah.’


‘And me? What
about me?’


‘What about
you?’


‘But you always
said … the Ankou…’


‘The Ankou
comes for the souls of the dead. The first night we talked, I was here for your
friend, Bernez. It was his time,’ he added softly, seeing the look on her face.
‘When it’s time, it’s time. My time, your time. It’s never ours to begin with.
It’s borrowed. And all things borrowed must be returned.’


‘I’m not dead.’


‘You’re not, it’s
true.’ He shrugged.


‘So why are you
here?’ She found herself edging behind the loom, wanting to put something
between them. Yann wasn’t Yann any more. He seemed taller, thinner; he took up
both more and less space than he should, and the room felt cold.


‘Family. You,
Sarah, are family.’ He held a hand out towards her, and like his face, it was
paler and thinner; the fingers longer than any hand she’d ever seen, with
knuckles that looked like stones. ‘What else does the Ankou do? Remember,
Sarah. I need you to remember.’


She held onto
the frame of the loom. There was a splinter pressing into her palm but she didn’t
dare let go, didn’t dare move. She remembered the graveyard, the sunset, the
summer. She remembered the taste of apples, the cool of Yann’s shadow as he
spread his arms wide while he talked.


‘They say if
you see him, you die within the year.’


‘Family, Sarah.
Because you are family, I came to warn you.’ He drew himself up, taller again
than anyone could possibly be, and he pulled his hat down from his head. Long,
white hair tumbled down his back from beneath it, and behind her she heard
every piece of crockery in the kitchen shatter. The shards tinkled as they fell
from the shelves to the floor, breaking into little more than dust on the hard
stone. The Ankou’s coat swirled around him and the deep pockets which had held
a bottle were full of bones. They clattered as he stepped towards her. She
moved further around the loom. ‘You have a year.’


‘And then?’


‘And then … the
Ankou comes.’


‘Will it be
you?’


‘No.’ He shook
his head. ‘My year is almost up. The next Ankou may not be so kind. He will not
warn you.’


‘What about
you?’


‘A year I
serve. A year I collect and deliver. After that, who knows?’ He was repeating
himself. He didn’t know what came next. He didn’t seem to care, either,
standing calmly in the house that had been his – the house where he had died –
holding his hat in his hands.


‘A year. It was
always all that separated us, yes?’ He waited for her to answer. She didn’t:
she had nothing to say. So he shrugged and he lifted his hat back onto his
head, and the long white hair curled itself tightly beneath the brim. ‘Finish
your work, Sarah. It matters.’


‘Why does it
matter if I’ve only got a year left?’


‘Because it matters
to you.’


‘And I’m going
to die.’


‘Everyone dies,
Sarah. Everyone. Only this…’ he waved at the fabric on her loom; the weaving
begun years before and almost finished, spanning her whole life. ‘Only this has
a chance. This remains.’


‘It’s just
cloth.’


‘Just cloth.’
He waved a hand over it and as she watched, the warp and the weft unwound
themselves and floated apart, then spun back together faster and faster. ‘Just
cloth,’ he said again, running his finger down the length of the fabric. With a
flick of his wrist, he had rewoven her work into a shroud. ‘More than “just
cloth”,’ he said pointedly, and flicked his wrist again. The fabric was the
same as it had always been. 


The door swung
open, letting the darkness of the gathering storm inside. He stopped in the
doorway, his back to her. She stepped out from behind the wooden frame, unable
to stay there any longer.


‘Finish it,
Sarah. Finish it and be ready. He’ll come. And after that, maybe I’ll see you
again. Who knows?’ He turned to look back at her one more time – and this time,
the face under the hat was unmistakably Yann’s, as young and friendly as it had
been that summer. ‘Diouz a reoh, e kavoh,’ he said, and the door closed behind
him.


Outside, she
heard the engine of the 2CV start up, but right before it did she could have
sworn she had heard the sound of horses’ hooves shuffling on the cobbles of the
square. 


And as the
sound of the old van faded into the night, Sarah took a deep breath and turned
to face her loom.
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master locksmith but is now a Reiki Master, Meditational Healer and Writer.


janedwardsblog.wordpress.com
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If you enjoyed this anthology then try the first
volume of


 


The Alchemy Press Book of Urban Mythic


 


Also available as an eBook for your Kindle, eReader.
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