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Introduction


    Ian Whates


    Ten years? That doesn’t seem remotely possible. I would have said, if asked, that NewCon Press doesn’t really do horror; no, science fiction and fantasy, that’s where the focus is. And yet, I’ve published an existential zombie novel (Andrew Hook’s And God Created Zombies) and a chillingly-plausible end of the world novel (Gary McMahon’s The End) – both of which I’m proud of and both of which were shortlisted for British Fantasy Awards – an anthology of original vampire stories (The Bitten Word) and an anthology of original ghost stories (Hauntings), while horror features prominently in anthologies such as Noir, La Femme, and Dark Currents. In fact, horror stories have lurked within the pages of NewCon anthologies since the very beginning, with the likes of Sarah Pinborough’s “Do You See” winning a British Fantasy Award and Tanith Lee’s “Underfog (The Wreckers)” being selected by Stephen Jones for his Year’s Best Horror. 


    So, what do I know?


    Well for one, I know that many of the best horror stories NewCon have published were written by women authors – by no means all: there are some great stories written by men as well, but that set me thinking. The third volume NewCon Press ever released was an anthology featuring only women authors, Myth-Understandings. Why not do something like that again, to celebrate the work of some of the women authors I’ve been fortunate enough to work with over the past decade? That is how Obsidian: A Decade of Horror Stories by Women and its sister volume, Digital Dreams: A Decade of Science Fiction by Women, came about. In Obsidian, I gather my personal pick of the horror stories written by women that have appeared in NewCon titles during the imprint’s first decade, while in Digital Dreams it’s SF that holds sway.


    I was also keen to bring Obsidian bang up to date, so as well as delving into past anthologies – the earliest of which were never issued as eBooks, so some of these stories appear here in digital form for the first time – I commissioned a new story from Laura Mauro. 


    Laura and I had both contributed to the 2014 anthology Mind Seed, edited by David Gullen and Gary Couzens, and I was sufficiently impressed by her story to know that she wouldn’t let me down. Nor has she. “Obsidian” provides the perfect end note to the anthology, which is all the more impressive when you realise that I gave Laura not merely a theme as I might normally, but a title to write to: “Obsidian”.


    I hope that you, the reader, enjoy the results.


    



    Ian Whates


    Cambridgeshire


    November 2015

  


  
    
Do You See?


    Sarah Pinborough


    We didn’t speak. Not at first. Not for a long time. But then, London’s like that sometimes, isn’t it? Thousands of people occupying the same few miles, sitting on the same buses day in and day out on their way to wherever, recognizing the faces but never giving more than perhaps a nod and a grunt of recognition. It just isn’t done, talking to strangers. Not when you’re a grown up.


    So that’s how it was. At first the bench was solely my own, as it had been for years. I had probably become almost invisible to the regular visitors to the children’s play area in Paddington Street Gardens, as if I were maybe a statue that they saw so often it faded out of their immediate vision, creating space for newer and more exciting colours and shapes. 


    I remained constant and it was they that changed; a rotation of children who toddled and then grew and then grew too big for the pleasures of swings and slides and cold hands in mittens. I didn’t mind. It was good to see new chubby faces, flushed red in the cold and screaming for five minutes more when their frozen mothers and nannies and occasionally fathers told them it was time to leave, stamping their feet into the hard concrete path, trying to batter warmth back into them before starting the walk back to their various homes with numb toes.


    Paddington Street Gardens is beautiful in the summer. I can see it from the window of my flat above All Bar One. It wasn’t All Bar One when I bought the thousand year lease to the small maisonette, but like the children, the businesses below me come and go, and at the moment it’s the sleek bar filled with grown-ups who rush in against the cold and have forgotten that they too once shrieked for five more minutes of sliding down cold metal with the burn of frost on their tongues. Funny how times change. Or how time changes.


    Yes, the gardens are lovely in bloom, but I don’t sit there much after late-April. The sun attracts ice-creams and picnics, and then the rubbish bins attract flies no matter how often they’re emptied, and there is nothing tranquil about sitting on a park bench with flies buzzing around and tickling at your nose. Flies like me but I don’t like them. Neither do I like to sweat under my best polyester underskirts, and so a long time ago I decided it was best to save my park days for the cool crisp winter and damp autumn afternoons. 


    Anyway, I didn’t go every day back then when the bench was my own. Sometimes the arthritis in my knuckles was just too much to handle, especially on the wet afternoons when the chill seeps right into your bones, and so on those days I’d take a seat by the window instead and sip tea and eat bourbon biscuits while watching the children play from a distance. I still thought of the bench as mine though. Occasionally someone might sit there for a while, but never frequently as I had done for so many years. It was my bench.


    And then one November day, she was there. And again the next day. And the one after that. After a few weeks I think she was becoming as invisible to the rest of the park inhabitants as I was. Not to me though. Every time I saw her she became a little clearer. More interesting.


    But of course, we didn’t speak. Not at first. We were grown ups. And strangers. And more than that, we were very different creatures indeed. Perhaps if she’d been more like me, an elderly woman, well turned out in a winter coat and hat, handbag on her knee, tan tights above sensible brogue shoes, then perhaps we would have spoken sooner. When it would have been politeness rather than curiosity that forced me to break the comfortable, expected silence.


    She was not like me, though. She was fat for a start; her pale face doughy as if she’d spent her thirty years or so eating far too many chips and burgers and not nearly enough Brussel sprouts, and her dark hair was pulled into a greasy, untidy pony tail, hanging lank down her broad back. 


    She often wore an anorak that almost covered her shiny tracksuit, the sort with stripes down the legs that come cheap at any market or discount store. I never recognized the labels and logos that adorned her thick legs nor those on her trainers, and although I may be old, I still have eyes. In London, labels are everything and even a dried up invisible woman like me knows their Nike and their Puma. And even if I hadn’t, I’d have known from the shine and the poor stitching that her clothes were cheap. She wore a heavy signet-ring on the middle finger of her right hand and it would flash garishly in the bright afternoon sunlight as she smoked, staring intently at the playing children. She didn’t have any of her own, I realized after her first visit. Like me, she just came to watch.


    I decided that she must come from one of the tower blocks half a mile away or so, near Paddington Station. London was sometimes like that. Wealth and poverty placed side by side. Different worlds existing within the space of a few streets. I wasn’t wealthy, not when compared to some London residents, but it would be safe to say that we came from different classes, if it were still politically correct to use such a term. 


    I came from steely middle-class stock, my grandfather returning from India with jewels and secrets that would create a life of comfort and good education for my father and then for me, but the woman beside me on the bench reeked of the gutter, all working class aspirations coated in cheap perfume and stale smoke. That didn’t bother me. In fact, it made her more interesting. 


    I’ve often thought that my heart belonged in the gutter. There is honesty to be found there. No pent-up emotions hidden behind a tight-lipped smile. In the gutter, rage is allowed to rage, hate spits foul words in the street, and drunken lustful fumbles make a whole new generation. When working class children go missing their parents wail and shriek their honest grief at the cameras. No stiff upper lip for them. You have to admire that ability for emotional release, don’t you?


    So there we were, sitting on the same bench, a polite foot or so between us, the same cold biting at our different noses in the watery sunshine of a November afternoon when a ball rolled across the path, bounced off the edge and landed by my shoe. Ignoring the ache that flared into a sharp stiff pain down my back as I leaned forward, I picked the ball up. There was a cartoon character on the side that I didn’t recognize, bright and garish with wide eyes and big teeth. I didn’t see the appeal. But then it had been a long time since I’d played with childhood things.


    A small boy, perhaps six years old, trotted over. I’d watched him playing with his little brother on the slides for maybe a year or so now on and off, but as he smiled shyly I do believe it was the first time he’d really seen me at all. He wiped his nose on his padded sleeve. I despaired of the coat. Why did parents seek to wrap their offspring up in cotton wool, as if by adding layer after layer they could somehow save them from the world? I remembered the blitz and the boys out in the cold in their short trousers and thin jerseys rummaging through the wreckage of houses looking for shrapnel. Times changed. Children couldn’t be saved from the world. Better to prepare them for it. Better to make them just a little bit afraid. I looked at the boy. Harry. His name was Harry and his little brother was Tom.


    ‘Could I have my ball, please?’ His voice was small and shy, not the brash yell I’d heard from him so many times as he charged through the rope netting bridge to the slide and frame beyond. 


    ‘Of course you can,’ I said, but I kept it in my lap. Instead of handing the ball back, I rummaged in my handbag and pulled out some pick n mix. ‘Have one of these. You’ll need the energy for all that playing.’ Looking up, I peered over to where his mother watched carefully from the sidelines. I nodded towards the sweets. After a moment she smiled back. Harry was hesitating. Don’t take things from strangers. He’d been brought up safely, but then I’d known that from the coat that was more like a quilt than a jacket.


    ‘Go on. Your mum says it’s all right.’ He glanced over to double check and then with a grin began to rummage in the paper folds for the brightest or the biggest or the tastiest. 


    ‘Are you scared of the dark?’ The words were so quiet they slipped straight out of me and into him, barely touching the air in between. He looked up and right into me with wide, innocent eyes. He wasn’t smiling anymore. He nodded. 


    I leaned forward and whispered in his ear. Soft words that went on for no more than twenty seconds. For a moment his hand froze, before it latched onto the nearest sweet and absently put it in his mouth. I smiled. 


    ‘Well, run along then.’


    He chewed and stared at me for a second before taking his ball and running back across the path and in through the gate in the railings. He didn’t look back. Looking down into the crumpled bag I pulled out a licorice comfit. Those were my favourite after strawberry bonbons. I’ve always had good strong teeth and I could still chew on the hard toffee centres without any problems. Sometimes God smiles.


    I looked over to the stranger sharing my bench and found she was looking back at me. She had dark rings under her puffy eyes. I held the bag out. ‘Pick and mix?’


    She smiled a little and shook her head. ‘I’m on a diet. And sugar’s not good for me.’ 


    ‘Not a lot is these days if you believe the papers.’ I chewed on the licorice and wondered if she saw the irony as she pulled a pack of Marlboro lights from her anorak pocket. Lighting one, she inhaled deeply. I watched the smoke drift off to go and play with the pollution on the Marylebone Road


    ‘Children from this park go missing,’ she said, eventually. 


    I felt a little shiver prickle on the base of my spine. We both stared ahead, me chewing on my sweet and her smoking. ‘Unfortunately, children seem to go missing everywhere these days.’ I sighed. ‘Apparently nowhere is safe.’


    ‘They don’t go from here. They’re not taken.’ She emphasized the last word, the t and the k cutting into the air between us. ‘Something…else…happens to them. At home. Later.’ She paused. I took another sweet from the bag. Sugar was good for me and the afternoon was becoming more interesting. 


    ‘It happened to my nephew,’ she said.


    ‘What happened, dear?’ On the other side of the path that separated the observers from those in the midst of the action, I watched Harry’s mother strapping his little baby brother into the pushchair, wheeling it awkwardly round while trying to hold her older son’s hand at the same time. She was flustered in the cold and they hadn’t even left the park yet. I kept my eyes carefully on the boy as he walked away. Eventually, just as they reached the gate, it happened. He looked back, directly at me. I smiled secretly. The words weren’t lost on that one. He’d remember.


    ‘They don’t believe me, but I know what happened.’


    I watched the boys until they’d disappeared before turning to look at her. ‘And what was that?’


    She sniffed, and just like Harry had done, wiped her nose on the sleeve of her anorak before staring down at her shoes. The signet-ring flashed as her hand flicked ash on the pavement.


    ‘It was almost two years ago now. I was babysitting Courtney because Jodie wanted to go out. She hadn’t been out, not properly, not in ages and she was only a kid herself really. She was sixteen when he was born and when…’ she faltered a little, ‘when it happened, he was five. Everyone needs to go out and let off steam at twenty-one, don’t they? Especially when they’ve been doing their best to raise a kiddie on their own.’


    I nodded sympathetically, although I’m not sure she really saw me. She was lost somewhere in her own story. Trapped in a place and time where it all went wrong.


    ‘And it wasn’t as if our mum was much good for anything. Not anymore. All Jodie had was me and Courtney.’ She threw the cigarette butt down and ground it out under her trainer. ‘I think maybe that’s why she used to like bringing him down here to play. Because our mum brought us here when we were kids. Before the booze really got her. I think Jodie had happy memories of this park.’


    She frowned. ‘I never came with her when she brought Courtney though, as much as I loved him. I used to avoid it. Find other things to do. Something about this place, it ...it gave me the shivers. Because of that thing with Jason Arnold’s little brother.’


    ‘Jason Arnold?’ I asked.


    ‘Yeah. Jason Arnold used to play with us here when we was kids, and his little brother used to tag along. He was even younger than Jodie, a real toddler. After a while, they moved out of the flats and to somewhere up by Baker Street and didn’t come here to play anymore, but we still all went to the same school. About a year after they moved, Jason Arnold’s little brother disappeared. He was taken out of their house in the middle of the night. There was a lot of the usual talk but no one ever really figured out what had happened. 


    ‘When Jason came back to school he was different. Once I asked him if he was okay and he got all shaky and whispered that it was what we’d heard in the park that did it. And I don’t know why because it made no sense but something about that totally freaked me out. I was only nine. I didn’t understand then.’ She lit another cigarette. ‘I never spoke to Jason Arnold again after that the whole time we were in that school.’


    More children were leaving and but I didn’t pay them, or the encroaching twilight, any attention. This was far more interesting, even if my brogues weren’t doing much to keep the cold away from my still feet. ‘And what does this have to do with little Courtney?’ I asked, pulling a couple of milk bottles out of the bag.


    ‘Courtney was manic.’ She continued. ‘Like me, sugar wasn’t good for him. Sent him hyper. But that didn’t stop Jodie letting him have sweets and coke. She found it hard to say no to him. And he was a good kid, not mean or angry like some, but he wasn’t the kind of kid that would sit still for long. Not even in front of the telly. He needed to be running around, chasing things, playing loudly right up until he’d collapse into sleep. 


    ‘But that night, two years ago, he was quiet. Really, really quiet. I didn’t notice until Jodie had gone, ’cause we’d been giggling and having a glass of wine and picking her outfit and laughing about the men she was going to pull, all that kind of stuff. But once she’d gone, I realized that all that time he’d been sitting on the sofa, totally still like a little statue, just staring at the telly. And it was Eastenders or something else grown up, not cartoons. 


    ‘I asked him if he was feeling sick or anything but he said no and eventually it was time for his bed. He wanted the small light left on. I remember that. But I said no. I said he was a big boy and he shouldn’t be afraid of the dark, but that I’d leave the hall light on for him in case he needed to go to the loo. I thought I was doing the right thing. I’d forgotten what it was like being a kid. I was at the door when he called my name. His voice was soft, I remember that. And I remember how small he looked in the bed, his wide eyes peering over the top of the duvet.


    ‘“Monsters have shadows,” he said and the words stopped me. I hadn’t realised that his stillness, his quiet, was because he was terrified. But I knew it then. I could hear it in the terrible sadness of his little voice. 


    ‘“Sometimes the shadows are more dangerous than the monsters. That’s what they say.” He didn’t sound like a five year old. Not like our Jodie’s little Courtney.


    ‘I remember staring at him, one foot in the brightness of the hall, and one in his small dark tatty bedroom covered with Buzz Lightyear wallpaper left over from whoever’d had the flat before Jodie.


    ‘“Don’t be silly.” I said to him. “There’s no such thing as monsters.” I remember that my throat was tight, even under the wine buzz I had. I remember he was scaring me and I wasn’t sure why but I knew I wanted him to shut up. I wanted him to be Courtney again. Not this scared kid that was making me feel like a scared kid. But he didn’t shut up. 


    ‘“Shadows are real though.” He said. “If you say words at them they’ll show you the monster.”


    ‘I told him that was enough. I told him to go to sleep’ 


    She let out a long sigh. 


     ‘And those were the last words I ever said to him. I didn’t tell him I loved him or anything. Just ‘Go to sleep’. 


    ‘I was closing the door when he spoke again, and the volume gone from his voice, as if he’d already given up. ‘I wish I didn’t know them. Those words.’ That’s what he said.’


    She paused, taking a long pull on her cigarette, which I found slightly over-dramatic. Sometimes there was something to be said for stiff upper lip. ‘Children are so fanciful,’ I said.


    She looked over at me and smiled and for a moment I could almost see the pretty person she would have been had her life run along a different route. The edges of her eyes twinkled brightly and I wondered if she ever slept or just survived on nicotine and coffee. I stared right back at her.


    ‘I don’t think he made it up. Because later that night the monster got him.’ She sighed again. ‘I drank the rest of the bottle of wine dead fast once Courtney was in bed. I’m not much of a drinker really, because of Mum, so it wasn’t long before my eyes were closing and my head spinning a little. I was glad about that. I just wanted to go to sleep or pass out. I didn’t check on Courtney. I didn’t want to go into his bedroom. I kept thinking about Jason Arnold’s little brother James, you see. I kept thinking about him and something kept niggling me, something that I knew deep inside, something that I’d once heard and worked so hard to forget, and I kept thinking about how all those things were linked, but how the most important thing was for me not to remember. Not remembering would keep me safe.


    ‘I fell asleep on the sofa. I think I woke up once when he screamed. I think I did. I remember seeing a huge shadow out in the hall and then squeezing my drunken eyes shut again. I definitely woke up when Jodie came home and started screaming. She must have seen me sleeping in the lounge and gone to check on him before waking me up. 


    ‘He was gone, you see. There was just a bloody mess left in his bed. His sheets were ripped and the mattress was soaked in red, but all the damage was contained there. No trail on the carpet or out in the hall, but only one smeared handprint on the wall as if maybe he’d been grabbing at something there when the monster took him. And that was it. Nothing left of the little boy at all.


    ‘Of course the police never caught anyone for it. They questioned me for a long time but in the end they had to let me go. I hadn’t done anything to Courtney. There was no trace of blood on me, or in fact anywhere else other than that bed and the wall. Still, that didn’t stop people looking at me sideways, my own family amongst them, and I haven’t seen Jodie in over a year now.


    ‘I tried to tell her about what Courtney had said before he went to sleep, about the monsters and their shadows, but she wasn’t having any of it. She hated me. I could tell and I couldn’t blame her. I hated myself.’


    Around us, the park lights were slowly coming alive as the gloom turned to a deep blue, grabbing each corner and slowly possessing it. As the bulbs glowed, shadows appeared and hovered in the bushes. The cold was becoming bitter and I thought it was probably time I got home and had a nice cup of tea. It didn’t do for a woman of my age to sit out too late. 


    ‘So what brings you back here now, Melanie?’ I asked her, scrunching up what was left of the sweets and putting them back in my handbag.


    ‘Jason Arnold.’ She replied, without a second’s hesitation. ‘You see, after what happened, I kept thinking about him and his little brother and Courtney and I tracked him down. It took a couple of months, but I eventually found him in a flat over at Willesden Green. He had a job working the night shift at Tesco and then used to go home and smoke weed until he passed out. He said he was scared of the dark.


    ‘I told him about Courtney and what had happened. I told him I thought there was something in my head that would make it clearer. He laughed a lot then. And then cried. And then pulled a massive folder out of the cupboard under the sink. We shared a joint as he talked me through all the children that he’d researched that had gone missing in London like Courtney and James. Lots of them had spent time here, in these gardens. And lots of them had talked about shadows and monsters and special words.


     ‘I asked him if he knew what the words that brought the monster were because, I said, high on skunk, if we could bring the monster, maybe we could kill it. He cried some more then and said he couldn’t remember. He’d known the words once. He said we’d been together when we were told them, right here in the park when we were little. But when he shared them with James, just to scare him a little, just to dare him to use them, it was like they went out of his head. And then little James used the words. Just like Courtney did, and the monster’s shadow came for him.


    ‘I let myself in to Jason’s flat yesterday ‘cause his phone was just ringing out. He wasn’t there. There was just a huge red sprawl on his sofa.’ She paused. ‘I guess he remember the words in the end. I just wish he’d waited for me before he used them.’


    ‘Did you call the police?’ I asked. The evening wind bent the trees as if they were leaning in to listen with me, their thin worn branches jostling for position in the thin light.


    ‘No,’ she said, her husky voice empty. ‘I just took his folder of children and left. They wouldn’t have believed me anyway. Or they’d have arrested me again. Either way wouldn’t help.’


    As the lamp above us slowly brightened, I pushed myself to my feet. My hips roared with stiffness, my joints clicking angrily straight. I slid my handbag up to my elbow and clasped my hands across my waist. ‘Well thank you for such an interesting story.’ I smiled at her. She didn’t look as if she was planning to move. I wondered what she thought she could gain by sitting on that cold bench all night. Other than a nasty chill. ‘I hope you find whatever it is you’re looking for, dear.’ I almost added, Before it finds you, but managed to resist the melodrama. I was, at the end of the day, far too middle class for that.


    Leaving her there, I turned and headed back to the lights of Paddington Street and All Bar One. I was at the exit when she called after me.


    ‘Wait! Wait!’


    I turned. Her huge shape was black in the darkness, her face a blur.


    ‘How did you know my name? I didn’t tell you my name?’


    I smiled, even though she probably couldn’t see it. ‘It was nice seeing you again, Melanie. It’s been a long time.’


    I crossed the road and didn’t look back. 


    Back in the warmth of my flat, I put the kettle on before taking my overcoat off and hanging it on the old-fashioned coat stand in the small hallway. I rested my hands on the radiator for a moment, enjoying the heat in my old bones. Back in the lounge, a shadow slipped away from the wall and out under the windowsill and into the night. I wondered where it would go tonight. I could feel the monster purring inside me, its excitement rising. I thought of Harry and his brother, the Arnold boys, and Melanie and Courtney. Children never really changed. Not deep down inside, in the places where fear and superstition lived. 


     I’d have a nice cup of tea by the fire to warm up, and then I’d file my teeth, just in case.


    Because they all remembered the words in the end, no matter how long it had been since I whispered to them. 

  


  
    
Indicating the Awakening of Persons Buried Alive


    Liz Williams


    “But Richard, of course I am entirely sure that she was dead!” my brother Jonathan informed me. “Just like all the others.” He twisted his top hat between his hands, crushing it in his agitation. “You surely do not think that I would have sent someone still living to their grave?”


    “Isn’t there a particular disease that mimics the processes of demise?” I asked. I was vague about such matters: Jonathan was the undertaker, the respectable son who had shouldered the burden of the family business, whereas I was merely a starving poet and, as such, regarded by our aged father with contempt. There was little that I could do to assist my brother in his difficulties, I thought. But the next few moments were to prove me wrong.


    “No,” Jonathan said, sinking onto the divan. “I have spoken to the doctor. They all died of different illnesses. Simon Anders succumbed to a wasting sickness, Sarah Thorne to pneumonia. And Nathan Lyme died as a result of shock after a dog bit him. Yet all of these people appear to have become revitalised once buried – and these are only the ones who have been exhumed. Indeed, they would have remained below ground had it not been for the need to remove them to the new cemetery. Who knows what other torments might have been taking place beneath the earth? It is putting the wind up my clients, Richard, and one can hardly blame them. Folk are naturally unwilling to commit their loved ones for burial with us if there is a chance that they are not in fact deceased. I shall be ruined! The business is everything to father, to myself.”


    “I can see how it could be a cause for some apprehension,” I remarked. “But a cadaver cannot be kept indefinitely upon a mortuary slab; internment is ultimately necessary.” I considered the matter, my imagination reeling from the horror of waking only to find oneself in one’s grave clothes, nailed inside a coffin. It would make a good verse – I forced my unruly mind back to the matter in hand. 


    “One really needs some reliable means of rescue once one is in the ground.”


    Jonathan regarded me with more respect than he had accorded me for years. “Pray continue,” he said.


    It was at that point that The Hugo Patent Device for Indicating the Awakening of Persons Buried Alive was truly born. 


    Jonathan set our coffin-maker, one Eben Frame, to work, and a preliminary device was created. Frame threw himself upon the challenge with gusto, but the developmental process was not without its difficulties. 


    “Observe,” he remarked, as we stood in the echoing confines of his warehouse. He made a gesture with one of his crutches. “The lid of the coffin is spring loaded; should you awake in the mortuary and find yourself incarcerated, you merely touch this switch and the lid will open. So!” 


    He pulled a small string, connected to the coffin’s interior. The lid shot forth as if fired from a cannon, immediately felling my unfortunate brother. When we had ascertained that he was not in imminent danger of becoming the coffin’s first occupant, and had brought him round with the application of smelling salts and water, Jonathan informed us angrily that the device must undergo modification.


    “Besides,” he pointed out. “It is useless if one is already buried when one discovers the sorry fact of incarceration. Not even a force sufficient to render a man unconscious can shift six feet of earth.”


    Eben Frame sighed. “I fear you are right. I suspect that will also be a difficulty with my second patent.”


    We went to look at the alternative model. This coffin possessed the addition of a spring-loaded hammer which, when set in motion via a small knob, would smash a glass panel on the front of the coffin, thus allowing the influx of air. The drawbacks were immediately apparent.


    “But this is no good either,” I protested. “The occupant, in addition to his mental distress, will receive not only a shower of glass into the face, but a forceful blow between the eyes. And again, as you have noted, it is only of use whilst the coffin is still above ground. No, what is needed is a rope, attached to a bell or a whistle. Or a little flag. So that if you woke and found yourself in your coffin, you could pluck the rope and be assured of rescue. Some kind of air hose might also be necessary – after all, one might awake in the middle of the night. I am sure such a device would be popular – set the public mind at rest, so to speak.”


    A week later, Frame had come up with a third device: a coffin attached to a flag, with a loud electric bell and an air hose running up through the earth to the base of the flagpole. After some trivial modifications, we felt that this was the most effective variant, and production commenced. We placed advertisements in the Times, sat back, and waited. 


    Gradually, orders began to trickle in, and soon they grew to a flood. Jonathan had his practice to run, but he tried to persuade me to take over the business side of the Device. He was somewhat put out when I refused to do so: I did not endure all the hardships of becoming a poet, I told him, merely to take up a post as a salesman. 


    “But your work –” Jonathan began, then stopped short.


    “What of it?”


    “The penny papers, monthly poetry journals – it is hardly great literature, Richard. Could you not put your talents to some more lucrative end? Could you not try to be more – well, respectable?”


    “A poet lies beyond common society and everyday morality,” I replied, stiffly. And Jonathan sighed, but did not say anything more. We hired a keen young gentleman by the name of Sayers to run the day-to-day dealings of the business, and returned to our respective professions.


    There came a week near to the end of November, however, when Richard took to his bed with a filthy chill and Sayers pleaded for a day off. He had an aged mother in Bognor, he said, and he wished to visit her. With extreme reluctance, I agreed to mind the funeral parlour for a day or so. And it was upon that day that I first met Madame Greco.


    She was waiting for me, so the housekeeper told me, in the parlour; she had requested it especially, claiming that she felt the cold. When I entered the room, she was sitting in front of the fire with her hands folded in her lap. I had the impression of an elegant figure, clad in the appropriate purple and black of mourning, necklaced with jet. The only curious note was the lily that she wore in her bonnet: it, too, was black and velvety and at first I thought it to be no more than a lifelike ornament, until I realised that the strong sweet perfume that filled the air of the parlour was emanating from its petals.


    “I do hope you’ll forgive me for imposing upon you,” the woman said. She rose, offering me a black-satin hand. “My name is Madame Greco; I have recently become a widow.”


    Behind the gauzy darkness of her veil her eyes were luminous and huge. It was impossible to tell her age, or her origins; she spoke with something of an accent, but it was not one that I recognised. I was, however, immediately captivated. Something about the timbre of her voice and the almost narcotic fragrance of the lily entranced me. I bent over her hand. 


    “It is no trouble at all,” I said. “I’m so sorry to hear of your loss.”


    I thought I detected a slight smile beneath the veil.


    “Damien died as he lived,” she told me. “Ever unexpected.” 


    “And you will be wanting – arrangements?”


    She lowered her head and dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief scented with violets. 


    “Quite so.”


    “Then let us discuss the nature of the internment,” I murmured. 


     Madame Greco duly ordered a magnificent coffin and, pressing my hand with a pretty gratitude, left. I did not feel that this was the appropriate time to press talk of the Device upon her. I fully intended to leave a note for Sayers to remind him of this fact, but thinking about Madame Greco brought to mind a number of poetic notions, and I became distracted. In the end, no note was written. 


    It was shortly before Christmas that I set eyes on Madame Greco once more, as I was walking to our father’s house for a party. I disliked these family occasions, which usually involved a series of barbed jibes on my father’s part relating to my choice of profession. I thus took the long way through Highgate, past the cemetery, and it was already past twilight when I reached the gates. Upon glancing through the iron tracery, I was vaguely gratified to see in the dim light of the gas-lamps that a number of recent graves – in addition to handsome marble monuments – bore the small red flag and electric bell that signalled the presence of the Device. It was then that I caught sight of Madame Greco. 


    She was hurrying along the path that led to the edges of the cemetery, past the older mausoleums. She halted in front of an ornate tombstone in the form of a pyramid. These had been fashionable at one time, but had now fallen somewhat out of favour. I saw her run her hand over the marble facade, then move on down the hill to a much fresher patch of earth. She fell to her knees beside the grave and, moved by a pang of pity, I remained to watch her. She scrabbled at the soil. 


    “James?” I heard her say. “Have you woken? Do you hear me?”


    I frowned. I distinctly remembered her remarking that her husband’s name was ‘Damien.’ She paused for a moment, listening, with her ear to the ground. She sighed, rose to her feet, moved on. I watched her as she visited three more graves in turn. Apparently none of them were clients of my brother, for these graves were undecorated by the Device. She scratched and clawed, until the black satin gloves were torn and her hands were bloody. 


    “Wake!” she whispered, “Why do you not wake?”


    Then, with a start of surprise, I saw the earth at the base of the last grave begin to stir. My heart jumped. 


    “Damien?” I heard her fierce whisper across the silent graveyard. “Damien!”


    Next moment, the soil rolled aside like a blanket and a man was standing there. I saw a white face and pale hands, before he was enveloped in a long dark coat that flapped down upon him like a shadow. Madame Greco was speaking to him in a language that I did not recognise. He turned, and I heard him begin to sniff and snuffle, like a hunting dog. 


    It suddenly occurred to me that I was not in the most suitable location to encounter someone newly risen from the dead. I am not ashamed to note that I turned and ran. That evening, my father’s jibes ran over me like water. I remained at his house that night, and I was not sorry to do so. 


    Next day, I did not wake until past three o’clock. Sitting over tea in the pale winter sunlight, I felt somewhat foolish. I had surely been mistaken, I thought. No doubt I had merely glimpsed a friend stepping out from behind the tomb, in order to comfort poor Madame Greco in her time of need. Perhaps she had become distracted in her grief, had been initially unable to find her husband’s burial place. I debated the matter for some time, before resolving to go back to the cemetery and make a few investigations.


    When I reached Highgate, it was already close to twilight. I could hear the bell of St Paul’s toll out the time, a melancholy note sounding from across the river. My feet crackled on the last dead leaves; the high wall at the edge of the cemetery was half hidden in bramble and the smoky haze of wild clematis. A flock of crows spiralled up from the path as I approached, startling me. 


    I found the tall point of the pyramid tomb without difficulty. I was somehow unsurprised to note that it bore the name of one Aessia Greco. I took note of the date: she had died at the age of twenty-seven, more than two hundred years before. 


    I touched the tomb briefly, to reassure myself that it was real, then turned to take my leave. A great dark wing swept across my face. I leaped, stumbling back against the tomb.


    “Why, it’s Mr Hugo,” said a voice behind me. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to alarm you.”


    My vision cleared. It was Madame Greco, still swathed in mourning. Her face was invisible behind a heavier veil. 


    “No, the fault is mine. A dizzy spell.” I said. “Well, delightful to meet you once more, Madame Greco, and now I really must be on my way –”


    “Please, let me help you. You’re quite faint.” She took hold of my arm. Through her thin gloves, her touch was icy cold, with a thread of subtle warmth running through it. I felt a guilty, delicious rush of desire, but I snatched my hand away. She stood like a shadow on the path. The sun had long since fallen below the horizon. 


    “I suggest some hot tea, Mr Hugo,” she said briskly. 


    “An excellent idea. I shall seek some at once. Now –”


    “I think I should accompany you,” she said. The thought crept into my mind like a little serpent: what harm was there in that? We would have tea, and then we would climb the stairs to her small attic room and I would raise the veil and she would fall to her knees and – I blinked. Unruly thoughts, of a carnal nature, were flowing into my mind like water, and nothing was standing in their way. I felt myself growing flushed, heard myself stammering something.


    The next thing I knew, I was sitting opposite Madame Greco. I had no idea where I might be. The room was shrouded behind curtains of ebony velvet, and lit by a single taper. In the chancy light, Madame Greco’s face gleamed like a flame. The room smelled of dust and mould, but the furnishings were rich. 


    “Where am I?” I asked her. 


    “At my home,” I heard her say. Her voice sounded very distant, as though she spoke from the bottom of a well. She took my hand. I could feel her nails, small and sharp, through the ruined glove, and again that icy touch.


    “What are you?” I asked, as if through a dream. 


    “You are a poet, are you not?”


    “Yes, I do my poor best.”


    “I direct you to Keats, therefore – the poem called The Lamia. Are you familiar with it?”


    “Yes. It is a poem about a woman who preys on young men.”


    “Quite so. It is a little like that with my kind. Though I prefer the term ‘seduces’. ‘Preys’ sounds so unlovely.” Her grip tightened. “We do our poor best for those we – select. We take what we need, and often they rise to join us. They have life, after all, of a sort.” 


    Dream-like or not, there was a voice struggling at the back of my mind, and it told me that I was in grave danger. 


    “But I fear you have already seen too much.” She leaned closer. I could feel no breath upon my neck. Then, through a roaring in my head, an idea came to me. 


    “Wait,” I said. “Indeed, I have seen too much. I watched you there, searching the graves.” This time, it was I who reached for her hand. “Searching, clawing, ruining your hands as you try to wake them. It does not always work, does it? They do not always return.”


    After a moment, she shook her head.


    “Would it not be easier, if you had certain knowledge of when they awoke?”


    Her head moved in the fraction of a nod. 


    “And thus I have a proposal for you,” I whispered. I held my breath. 


    In the dim light, her eyes glittered with a tiny crimson flame. 


    “I am listening,” she said.


    Occasionally, when my gaze falls upon the rise of Highgate Hill above the city, and I think of the scarlet flags that flutter within those walls, I wonder if I have behaved quite like a gentleman. I fear I have not. But a poet is, as I have said, beyond the common morality, and as my brother is so fond of reminding me, a business deal is a business deal, no matter with whom – or what – one transacts it. 

  


  
    
The Cradle in the Corner


    Marie O’Regan


    Mary stared in horror at the monstrosity standing before her. 


    “Do you like it?” Alan asked. He stood there, all proud of himself – chest puffed out, huge grin on his face. How was she supposed to destroy that?


    She released a breath that shook on its way out into the world, surprised not to see actual smoke. Calm, woman. He thinks he’s done a good thing. “It’s… different, I’ll say that for it.”


    The smile froze, and she rushed to smooth things over, make it better, as usual. He was only trying to do something nice. “I haven’t seen one like that before. Where’d you get it?”


    The smile returned and Adam knelt by the cot, eager for his wife to share his enthusiasm. “In a little antique store in town; I know how much you love old things.”


    She laughed. “It’s definitely got that going for it.”


    Alan sat back, his face serious now. “I know this needs work, love, but that’s what I want – a project. And once it’s been painted, got the right drapes and stuff – you’ll see; it’ll be beautiful.” He leaned across and passed her a leaflet he’d picked up from the carpet. “See? That’s what it should look like when it’s done.”


    The cot in the picture was far from today’s image of a wooden cot with bars up the sides and a high mattress. This one looked more like a laundry basket on legs; wire frame on crossed iron legs that resembled the bottom of a laundry rack – a precursor to today’s Moses basket, sort of. A cradle, rather than a cot, and in lamentable condition. Mary smiled, feeling slightly better – a cradle was only for a little while. “It’s beautiful, love. Will it be safe, though?”


    He nodded. “Yep; by the time the baby’s big enough to sit up, she’ll have moved on to a cot. The cradle can be stored away at that point.” He looked up, then, eyes sparkling as he asked, “Where do you want it?”


    Looking round the bedroom, with its low eaves and quirky corners, Mary was at a loss for a moment. Then she saw the perfect spot. There was a recess by the window on the east side of the room that featured a cushioned window seat that she could sit on while she fed the baby, or sang her to sleep. The window itself was double glazed, secure from draughts, and caught the sunrise every morning. “Over there,” she said. “In the corner, by the window.” 


    Alan grinned, and hefted the cradle over to the indicated spot, angling it so that it wasn’t too close to the window itself, yet would catch the sun’s warmth during the day. “Perfect,” he said. “Looks like it’s always been there.”


    Mary shivered as a shadow passed in front of her, obscuring the sun and letting a sudden chill into the room. The cradle looked wrong, now – cold and hard –bare as it was of any drapes or covers. The metal seemed to darken before her eyes, and there was an odour of mildew, and decay. “Put it away for now, love,” she said, and moved away. “Let’s go downstairs and have a cuppa.”


    Alan looked up, then, and frowned when he saw his wife. “You okay? You look really pale.”


    She crossed her hands over her bump, protective of her child even as it kicked playfully against her palm, and backed towards the door. “I’m fine, just a headache…” then she was gone, her footsteps thudding down the stairs as she headed for the kitchen.


    “Feeling better?”


    Alan’s voice broke Mary’s concentration, and she blinked as she registered his presence. She was sitting in the rocking chair by the fireplace, rocking blankly back and forth as she stared into the dormant hearth – her concentration had been absolute, but she couldn’t for the life of her remember what she’d been thinking about. She nodded, and took the cup of tea he offered gratefully, cupping it in her hands, eager for warmth.


    “I am, thanks,” she said. “I can’t think what came over me.”


    “You’re bound to get queasy or achy now and again, I suppose,” he answered. “You’ve still got what, six weeks to go?”


    “About that,” she agreed. “Maybe I just need something to eat.”


    He grinned as he put a plate of toast beside her. “Thought you might say that.”


    “You know me too well,” she said, “thanks, love.” She took a piece of toast and grinned as she sat back. “This baby’s going to be the size of a whale, I’m sure. All I do is eat.”


    “It’s nice to see,” he answered. “At least you’re not being sick all the time now.”


    “True.” 


    Mary cocked her head as something creaked overhead. “You know, we really ought to get those floorboards checked.” The noise came again, louder this time, as something moved across the bedroom floor.


    Alan sat quiet, listening. “Either something’s wrong with the floorboards or the cat’s so heavy she sounds like a person, now.”


    Mary choked on her toast, laughing. The laughter died when she saw Rags lying on the rug in front of the fire, looking like nothing more than a huge, furry cushion. “Definitely not Rags.”


    There came the sound of a door closing, and then the house was quiet. Both Mary and Alan sat watching the cat, listening to the usual sounds – the clock on the mantel ticking, the boiler clicking on as the temperature dropped, water rushing in the pipes – but no more creaking overhead. For a moment Mary wondered if it might be sounds from next door, but then she remembered this cottage was detached. It had been their dream home, and they’d only bought it when they started trying for a baby.


    “This is an old house,” Alan offered. “Bound to make noises; it’ll be the floorboards settling, or something like that.”


    Mary nodded. “Must be.” She smiled, and turned to the toast again, her voice a little too bright as she continued, “Must be boards relaxing in the heat or something.”


    Mary lay in bed that night, twisting and turning as she tried unsuccessfully to sink into a deep and blissful sleep. Alan lay next to her, snoring gently, oblivious to her restlessness. The cherry blossom tree in the garden cast shadows that walked across the walls and ceiling, spindly branches reaching for the door on the far side of the room. The wind moaned as it sought entrance to the house, failing miserably thanks to the new windows they’d put in just before finding out Mary was pregnant. A door banged and Mary flinched, jerked into full consciousness. There was no further sound, and gradually she relaxed, happy to believe Rags was on the prowl, probably after some small creature that had braved the cat flap and gained entrance to the kitchen. She heard a faint yowl, and smiled. There was nothing Rags loved more than to present them with whatever she’d chased during the night as a gift over breakfast. Hopefully this time she’d offer it to Alan, before Mary got downstairs.


    Something creaked, closer this time, and Mary froze. The creaking came again, and something moved fitfully in the darkness. Mary gazed around the room, and saw the cradle move. Shocked, she watched as it rocked, ever so slightly, in the shadows. A faint creak came again each time it moved, and Mary got out of bed, making for the window, normally draught-free; perhaps Alan hadn’t shut it properly?


    She reached the window and rattled the handle; nothing. The lock was securely fastened, and there was no trace of movement in the net curtains that hung there. Looking down, Mary could see the cherry tree’s branches whipping back and forth in the wind, but she could feel nothing of the night’s fury standing by the glass.


    She tested the cradle, then. It creaked once more as she rattled the frame, the noise instantly recognisable. Perhaps a screw was loose somewhere? She resolved to get Alan to check everything carefully whilst he was absorbed in his restoration project – it had to be safe before the baby came.


    A wave of dizziness swept over her, making her sway. Her left hand moved automatically to protect the baby; her right finding its way to her back, which was starting to complain at this nocturnal wandering. She crept back into bed, chilled, and curled up against Alan’s back, resting her icy feet against the warmth of his legs. True to form, he just pulled the duvet further up, making sure she was covered even in his sleep, and she smiled as his arm came up and rested on her hip, patting it. The baby kicked again, this time connecting with his back, and he huffed half-heartedly before settling back down. Sleep hurtled towards her, and she realised as she fell helplessly into its grip that somewhere a baby was crying.


    The next few days were filled with the sound of Alan’s off-key humming as he first sanded, then painted the cradle a beautiful shade of very pale pink, and – at her insistence – carefully checked all the screws and fastenings he could see. Humming was a habit of his when happy, and Mary liked to hear it. He insisted the cradle was safe, nothing was loose now (if anything ever had been), but she still heard creaking in the night and pictured the cradle rocking – even though she couldn’t actually see it doing so. And sometimes there was a whining noise (it must be the cradle, she reasoned, it couldn’t be anything else), making a sound eerily reminiscent of a fussing infant. “It must be the wind,” he said, and she could hear the patience leeching out of his voice a little more every time he had to say it. Finally she gave in, and didn’t mention the creaking any more – but night after night, there it was, taunting her. She couldn’t sleep, and when she did manage to doze, her dreams were filled with the sound of a baby crying, and someone – a woman – wailing in the night.	


    Tuesday morning, and Mary woke to find Alan already dressed, ready to put a third and final coat of paint on the cradle. Fabric swatches were laid out on the dressing table for her to look at, and the window was open, letting in a chill wind. 


    “Morning, sleepy,” he said, smiling at her. His smile faded as he looked at her, and she spoke more sharply than she’d intended. 


    “What?”


    “Nothing,” he said. “At least…”


    “What, Alan?” She sat up and rubbed her eyes, shivering as the draught reached her sweat-soaked skin.


    “Another bad night?”


    She groaned. “Is there any other kind, these days?” Heaving herself upright to rest her back against the pillows, she blinked and focussed on her husband’s worried face. “Do I look that bad?”


    “You don’t look good, love, I have to say. You’re feeling okay, aren’t you? Apart from the sleep thing, I mean.”


    Mary nodded. “I’m just tired, that’s all. I keep hearing that thing creaking at night –”


    “It’s not the –”


    “I know you say it’s not the cradle, but what the hell is it, otherwise?” She’d snapped before she could stop herself, and stopped before she could say something else, something hurtful.


    Alan’s face fell as he replied. “I don’’t know. I’ve checked the cradle, the floorboards… nothing seems to creak. Maybe you’re just dreaming it?”


    “Maybe I am,” she sighed. “I know I’m dreaming a baby crying, but either way the result’s the same. I’m shattered!”


    “You stay there,” Alan answered. “I’ll bring you breakfast in bed.”


    Mary spied the cradle behind her husband, and told herself it wasn’t a rocking motion spied from the corner of her eye that had attracted her attention. The cradle was still now, no sign of having moved. But she could have sworn… She smiled brightly at Alan, to show him just how okay she was, and threw the covers back. “No, I’ll come down. I’d rather eat at the table, with you.”


    Bemused, Alan could only watch as she hurried past him and into the bathroom. The door clicked shut and he heard the lock turn. And his wife started to cry. Standing by the bathroom door, he leant against the wood, put his hand to the door and listened as she tried to stifle her sobs. Silently, he willed his wife to let him in, to talk about what was causing all this. Nothing, just the sound of Mary’s hitching sobs as she tried to get herself under control. Sighing, he gave up and went down to the kitchen to make them some breakfast. He could at least make sure she ate properly.


    When Mary ventured into the kitchen her face glowed pink, scrubbed clean to hide her tears. She couldn’t hide her eyes, though; their watery stare showed him just how upset she was, and he tried once more to solve this.


    “You’ve been crying,” he said.


    Mary shook her head. “Not really. Bit weepy this morning, that’s all.”


    “Why, love?”


    “Just tired.” She peered at him over her cup, her expression vague. “Probably hormones.”


    Ordinarily, the mention of hormones would be enough for him to leave the subject well alone. It wasn’t unusual for her to get weepy at times, and pregnancy had certainly played its part in that. On the other hand…


    “Are you sure that’s all it is?”


    Now she concentrated on the table cloth, tracing its pattern with a slightly shaky hand. She noticed its weakness and placed her hands on her lap, where the fingers proceeded to work at each other, intertwining and unlocking ceaselessly. “What else could it be?” she asked.


    “The cradle, maybe?”


    She flinched, and shook her head. “Don’t be silly.”


    “I’ve seen the way you look at the cradle, love,” he said gently. “I know you don’t like it. I guess I hoped that would change when I’d finished.”


    She sighed. “It’s not the cradle, as such,” she said. “But I hear the thing creaking, night after night, and I know you say it’s not the cradle but sometimes –”


    “Sometimes what?”


    “Sometimes I see the cradle rocking.”


    Alan stared at her, shocked. “That’s impossible.”


    “I know,” she wailed, “but it does!” She was crying hard now, and he didn’t know what to do. She hiccupped as she went on, “and… and… and that baby keeps crying! It’s driving me nuts, Alan!”


    “That’s… crazy, love,” he whispered.


    “I know it is. I know how it sounds.” She wiped her eyes and took a deep, shuddering breath. “And yet it’s true.” She attempted a smile, then, and her next words broke Alan’s heart. “Maybe I am crazy.”


    “No, love,” he said, and went to her. He leant down and wrapped his arms around her shoulders, held her tight. “You were right the first time, I think. Hormones. You’re just worried about the baby, and it’s coming out in dreams.”


    She snuffled against his chest. “You think so?”


    “Of course,” he said, willing himself to believe it. “We’ll ask the doc tomorrow, when we go for your check up, okay? I’m sure everything’s fine.”


    Mary pulled herself out of his grasp, and smiled up at him. “Hope so.” She sniffed, and then grinned. “Can I smell bacon?”


    Alan laughed. “You and your stomach. I cooked a full English; hang on.” He busied himself with the business of sorting out the meal, and tried to look happy. Mary needed him to be strong. He could do that, if it meant she relaxed. Her face lit up as he brought her meal across, and he sat back and watched her eat, aware that this woman was his world. And he wouldn’t, couldn’t, let anything happen to her.


    Night time once more. Mary tossed and turned, and Alan watched – intent, this time, on making sure she wasn’t disturbed. The cradle was silent, unmoving, and he’d pulled the curtains tight shut against any possible draught. The house sat inert – joining him in his vigil.


    Midnight. The floor creaked, and Alan turned towards the noise’s source – a narrow wedge of light gleamed under the door. Was someone in the hall? Noiselessly, he rose and crept towards the light, freezing as it was cut by two black bands. Someone was standing on the other side; he could hear the rasp of their breath in the dark. The bands shifted to the left, paused, and then moved back. Alan shivered, aware the temperature had plummeted – his stomach fluttering frantically as he fought to regain control of his will. His body locked itself in position just beside the door, and refused to let him try to turn the door handle. The floor creaked once more, and Alan saw the handle turn slightly. He couldn’t move. Mary moaned and stirred – and the light went out, leaving everything in shadow. For long seconds he watched, and waited, but whatever had been there had been banished by his wife’s movements. They were safe once more. Distantly, he heard a baby whimper, and a woman’s voice shushed the child as even that distant noise faded away.


    Then silence.


    “Alan?”


    He cried out at the sound of Mary’s voice, and slumped against the door as he tried to catch his breath. “Jesus, you frightened the life out of me!”


    “What is it? What’s wrong?”


    There was panic in her voice, and Alan switched the light on, trying to smile but terrified that his expression must be nearer to a grimace. Mary was staring, owl-eyed, at him; her face so pale. “It’s all right, love. I’m sorry.” He crossed over to her, sat on the edge of the bed. “I thought I heard something, that’s all.”


    “And did you?”


    “No,” he lied. “Well, maybe the cat. I guess Rags needs to go on a diet after all.”


    She didn’t smile, and he knew he wasn’t fooling her for a moment. He got up and turned his bedside lamp on, then turned out the overhead light and got into bed. “It’s okay, love, really. Go to sleep.”


    She wormed her way under his arm, and soon fell asleep there. Alan lay wide-eyed in the dark, waiting for what might come next. He heard the usual sounds of a house relaxing, but nothing more. Time passed, and the light in the room went through gradations of shadow as the sun rose and tried to peek through the curtains. Still he lay, unmoving, unwilling to disturb his wife as she rested – he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was coming. Something wanted to announce itself, and their lives would never be the same.


    The next few weeks were quiet, for the most part, and Mary almost began to believe that they’d imagined it all. The birth of their daughter wasn’t far away now, and life seemed to consist of hospital visits, shopping trips for last-minute ‘essentials’ such as armloads of nappies, babygros, creams… you name it, they bought it, eager to be fully prepared. In between those trips and spring-cleaning the house to make sure everything was done ahead of time, there hadn’t been much time for anything else to intrude. Now, all was finished, and her thoughts began to turn to what it would be like to greet her child. As they pulled into the hospital car park for a final scan, Mary felt the baby shift, not so much kicking as turning around entirely, forcing her to stretch out in the car seat, something that wasn’t exactly easy.


    “You okay?’ Alan asked, alarmed.


    “Yeah,”she answered, sighing. “She’s just having a kick around in there, I think.” The baby shifted again, and she winced. “Now I need to pee.”


    Alan grinned, and pulled into a parking space. “Hang on, then. Won’t be a minute.”


    He was true to his word, and five minutes later she let herself into the Ladies and locked herself in a cubicle. Pain lanced through her abdomen, making her cry out – then the baby lurched, and Mary passed out. When she came to, she was leaning against the cubicle wall, and her head throbbed. She put her hand to her forehead and it came away bloody. Had she fainted? Gingerly, she stood and looked into the bowl, fearful of what she might see. There was nothing there, and the pain had abated; perhaps all might yet be okay. She heard a murmur of voices outside, and realised Alan was probably out there, worried. How long had she been out? She tidied herself up, washed her hands, and wadded some tissues against the cut on her head. Then she let herself out into the corridor, where Alan stood, concern etched on his face. 


    “Mary!” He came to her, and looped an arm around her waist, coaxed her hand away from her forehead. “What happened?”


    “I fainted, I think,” she whispered. “I feel a bit sick.”


    “Come on,” he said. “Let’s sit down for a minute.” He led her to a chair, and busied himself cleaning the cut on her forehead, then got her a cup of water from the cooler in the corridor. She drank it, then nodded, a little bit of colour returning.


    “Thanks, I’m okay now.”


    “Are you sure?”


    She nodded again. “I’m fine. I just got woozy for a sec, that’s all, and the next thing I knew I was waking up.”


    “Well, at least we’re in the right place,” he said. “Come on, let’s get this scan done, and let them know what happened.”


    The scan went without incident, and Mary found herself watching the movements of her baby in wonderment, Alan by her side. The child kicked and turned, and Mary saw her daughter was sucking her thumb. It still didn’t seem real, yet within a couple of weeks she’d be here, and they’d be a proper family. Things would never be the same.


    The baby turned towards the probe again, and Mary froze as she opened her eyes, seeming to look straight at her. “Can she do that?” Mary asked.


    “Do what?” the nurse asked, her attention on whatever it was the scan was telling her.


    “Can she open her eyes?” 


    The nurse looked at the scan more closely, then, her brow furrowed. “I don’t think so, dear. Perhaps she was just fretting, eh?”


    Mary watched as the baby stirred, then went back to the normal foetal position. Dimly, she could hear a baby crying again, and wondered how close they were to the maternity ward here. “Is everything okay with her?” she asked.


    The nurse hummed and ha-ed for a few moments as she went over the results, then nodded. “Looks good to me.” She looked at Mary then and smiled. “You’ll be able to see for yourself soon.” She gestured to Mary’s clothes and said, “You can get dressed now, you’re all done. The doctor will have these in time for your next clinic appointment.”


    Mary busied herself getting dressed, while Alan looked at the picture the nurse had given them of their baby. He had a beatific smile on his face, and Mary felt a pang at her misgivings. She was letting her imagination run away with her; the baby was fine. And it was all theirs.


    Mary’s due date was close now; the baby was only days away. She woke, restless, on the Monday; and lay quiet for a while so that Alan could sleep. After a few minutes she couldn’t lie still anymore and got up quietly, careful not to disturb her husband. She wandered into the hall and prowled through the upstairs of the house. Nothing stirred. The cat lay comatose on the hall carpet, purring gently as it slept. 


    The wind sighed in the eaves, and Mary paused. Something rustled, and she looked behind her. Rags had sprung to her feet and was crouched, fur bristling, hissing at some unseen foe. There was nothing there. The hall was empty, and the only sound was the sighing of the wind, and the distant rumble of Alan’s snoring. 


    The wind grew louder, and Mary heard the creaking start in the bedroom. She whimpered, and told herself it was a draught – the double glazing was faulty, that was all. They’d have to call the builder back and get him to fix it. Alan shifted in his sleep, and moaned, and Mary took an involuntary step forward. She couldn’t leave him alone in there. Squeaaaaak… squeeeeak… the sound was louder now, more insistent. Mary became aware of a shushing sound, and stopped – she didn’t want to go into that room. She didn’t want to even be in the house, let alone in the bedroom, but Alan was in there, alone, and she couldn’t desert him. 


    The bedroom door was ajar; had she left it like that? She couldn’t remember. She pushed it further open, and stepped inside. 


    The bedroom was in shadow, save for a shaft of dim light that fell on the cradle from the window. Mary moaned as she saw that the window was different now… the modern glazing was gone, replaced by an old-fashioned sash window; paint peeling and rust patches clustered around the lock. The wind howled through a crack in the glass, and the cradle rocked faster. 


    Mary’s feet moved without conscious instruction, and as she edged closer she saw a dark shadow squirming in the depths of the cradle. The crying was louder now, and Mary saw a darker shadow open in the midst of where the phantom infant’s face must surely be. This was the source of the crying; the cradle bore some remnant of a child that had expired in its midst, the sadness palpable around it now, a cloud of misery that reached out to devour everything around it.


    A shadow moved past Mary, and she flinched. She watched as it moved towards the cradle, spectral arms reaching out to pick up the dead child and clutch it to its phantom bosom. Mary saw skeletal fingers clutching at non-existent tresses as the baby wailed and wailed, desperate for comfort that would never come.


    She screamed as she felt the first pains, and simultaneously saw the baby’s head turn towards her, arms reaching for her, her body responding even as madness closed in.


    Alan woke, then, and found his wife unconscious on the floor. He leapt from the bed, and struggled to lift her, but finally he got her on the bed. Her breathing was shallow, her expression pallid, and he groaned as he saw the dark stain spreading on the sheets. “Oh Jesus, love,” he cried. “You’re bleeding. Oh God.” He went to pick up the phone, but her hand gripped his wrist, and he saw her eyes flutter open briefly.


    “Don’t leave me,” she pleaded. “Please.” Her eyes closed again, and she screamed as another spasm ripped through her.


    Alan quickly dialled the emergency services, and called for an ambulance. Details given, he slammed the phone down as she rallied once more, and went to his wife.


    “Lean on me, love,” he said as he sat beside her on the bed. “Help’s coming. Just hold on.”


    Mary smiled, then; her face so sad as she stroked his face. “She’s coming, Alan. Don’t let it get her.”


    Mystified, Alan nodded, and held Mary’s hands as she breathed through another contraction. He heard a cry, cut off suddenly, and saw his daughter lying on the sheets even as she breathed her last.


    Mary sobbed, and reached out to her baby, then screamed and started batting at the bed. “Get away! Get away from her!”


    Alan heard the distant whoop of the ambulance’s siren, signifying it had found the lane to their cottage. He ran downstairs and unlocked the front door, leaving it ajar for them – they’d be with him in moments. Then he ran back up the stairs to his wife. 


    When he opened the door, he stopped in his tracks; unable to process what his eyes insisted he was seeing. Mary was crying, stroking their daughter’s lifeless body – and a shadow was reaching out, ushering what looked like a phantom infant towards her still form. He screamed as the shadow-child reached his daughter, and ran forward. The shadow drew back, clutching the long-dead infant to its chest, and vaguely he was aware of Mary shouting “The cradle! Get rid of the cradle!” He rushed over and lifted the cradle, grimacing as it fought in his grip, the spirit of whatever poor soul had lost her baby in the cradle trying to wrest it from him, to be returned to its place by the window. He wrenched it free, and – opening the window as wide as he could – hurled the cradle out into the night. There was a flash as it hit the ground, and he saw, just for a moment, a young woman clad only in a white shift, holding a screaming infant out to him, pleading for her child. “Save her,” she sobbed. “Save my baby!”


    The ambulance reached them then, the blue light’s strobe casting the nightmarish scene in an impossible light. It drove over the cradle – the spirit screamed and was torn to shreds, fingers of mist dissipating in the wind even as the sound was fading, fading. Then the night was still, apart from the normal sounds of the wind, and of the ambulance parking and its crew getting out and coming to the door.


    The child on the bed mewed and moved, mouth open in a maw of distress as its little arms and legs waved around. The ambulance crew took one look and, while one went to Mary and started to examine her, the other wrapped the infant in a blanket and gave it the once over. Satisfied it was a healthy birth, he offered the child to its father, who was crying in the hall.


    “This one’s a fighter,” he said, smiling. “She wants her mother.” He looked back into the bedroom and then held the child tighter. “You can give her to her in a minute.”


    Alan smiled. “Mary’s okay?”


    “She’s fine, sir. A bit shocked, hysterical, really; but then she’s been through a lot.” The man smiled at him, then, his expression kindly. “They’ll both feel better when Mum can give baby a cuddle.”


    Alan nodded, and took his daughter from the medic’s arms. He looked down at her face, pink and distressed, and took the waving fist in his own. The baby quieted, and he smiled at her as she watched him, curious now rather than afraid. “Come on, little one,” he whispered. “Let’s go and see Mummy.”

  


  
    
Seaborne


    Kari Sperring


    Sometimes, the tide left dead men for her on the strand. It was her sole companion, the tide, sealing off her point from the curious, dropping broken gifts for her on the shore. The wolves might have found her long ago without the treacherous, daring tide. There was no friendship between them, exactly, but there was something. She needed the tide. 


    The new man arrived one dusk. She came dancing heedless and trackless across the sand, so that her feet were the first to find him. He lay caught up heavy amidst the sea-wrack and tumble, hair dirty with grit, clothes torn, one hand flung out before him. His skin was no colour she had seen before. His eyes were closed. She liked that. It made her afraid when drowned men looked at her. Their minds were too open, eager to tangle her down to fill their own empty insides. 


    This man was different. His mind was full of the sea. A still greenness enveloped him, shadowed by the memory of wave-sound. It washed over her, taking nothing away, tickling a little, like the sand between her toes. 


    She squatted beside him to watch the water trickling from his hair. Soaked as it was, she could not be sure of its colour. Perhaps he would still be here when the sun rose and it would have a chance to dry. Perhaps the tide, having displayed him, would tug him back to itself. She didn’t know. She just liked to look. She had not known that skin might be the colour of tree-bark. Her own skin was moonlight and cobweb. All the dead men before this had worn the sea under their skins: white turned to green and liable to darken at a touch. When she laid a light finger on this man’s palm, his colour did not change. 


    His hand was cold and firm. She touched it again, and his dead fingers moved. She recoiled, crab-bitten. There was a pause. His fingers moved again. She waited. The man’s head rolled a little to one side and he coughed. Water bubbled between his lips. A strange clawing sound came from his throat. His head jerked once as if he would lift it, then fell back. The sound increased. Her feet wanted to run away. But her eyes and her mind held her. And her rash wild hands reached out to the man and pushed him, hard. He rolled under them onto his side and the water escaped from his mouth. He coughed and heaved and lay still again. Then his eyes opened. They were dark, like his drenched hair and they were not the eyes of a dead man. 


    They looked at her, square. 


    The tide had left her a living man. She had reason to fear the living. The living should in no wise be able to set eyes upon her. Yet this tide-driven man could see her. She turned to run. Soon or late, the tide would return and take him back. The man coughed again and said a word she did not know. His vagabond hand raised a scant inch from the sand. He said, still echoing the sea, “Please...”


    His voice was as strange to her as the colour of his skin. It hooked onto her, holding her from flight. She trembled. His hand fell back, limp and dirty. His mouth twitched faintly as if he tried to smile. He did not look like a wolf. 


    She might leave him here to take his chances with the tide. She had no use for the living, out here on her point. 


    The tide had never left her anything remotely this troublesome before. His eyes closed again. Sand clung to him: there were stains on his wrecked garments. He did not look as though he might become a threat. She was not used to having to decide. It had been long and long since she had had any dealings with any creature save herself and the winds and the tide. The water from his hair made narrow braids in the sand. He was still. 


    She chose. Her hands had moved him once: they might do so again. Besides, she liked to look at him. Her hands rolled and tugged him up the beach, to a place where the tide would not reach high enough to pull him away. He did not move himself again. He made no sounds. 


    She sat beside his still form all through the night. 


    Sunrise drove her from the beach. When dusk drew her back, the man was no longer where she had left him. She looked at the dry sand. No sign there that the sea had exerted itself to steal him back. The sand was mussed and marred where his body had lain. An irregular pattern of tracks trailed away, bordering the beach. She followed them edgewise, aware of the gravelling tide. She did not often wander so far from the point and its guardian shelves. The man had been looking for something. Her nervous feet felt that, a vague warm questioning. They drew her into the rock-tumbled, wire-grass bounds, where the sand lay thick and dirty out along the curving rim of the bay. The grass did not know her, whispering to itself of her passing. The sand was sluggish and dull. It told her no tales. The sky above was overcast, no stars, no hint of either moon. It left her thin, skittish, world-shy. She gathered shadow about her to bring fear upon this man who had come to litter her point, her shore, with his living bones. 


    He had made his way along almost two-thirds of the bay to where water slipped and curved from the land to be absorbed in the sea. It made no sense to her. He had escaped water. Why choose to seek it out again? The living defied all rules. Her shadows clung tighter. She could see that the man had come to rest alongside the little water, limbs drawn up, back to a fallen boulder. Her feet halted, holding her just outside his range of sight. The last of the sea had been driven out of his hair by the day. It had dried lighter than his skin, hung clumped and salt-dusted to his shoulders. Like his skin, his hair held a colour she had not known that the living attained. 


    The shadows wanted to move. Her eyes counselled caution. Caught between impulses, she swayed, alarmed. His head lifted from his knees, turned itself toward her. She gathered her comforting shadows tight, ready to defend. The living had no place here. The living should flee from her and her shadows. The man peered carefully into the gloom, eyes a little narrowed. He said something which she could not shape. Then he shook his head, and said, in his voice which was unlike her voice, unlike the voices of the sand and the tide and the dead, “Hello. Please don’t be frightened.” The words were clumsy, as though their form eluded him. Her feet trembled on the sand. He straightened up and continued, “I saw you before. Thank you for helping me.” And his lips made the form of a smile. 


    Long and long since anything had smiled at her. The shadows slipped from her shoulders. He was not afraid. Some darting thing behind her eyes drew her forward, wanting to know more. Two steps, five, then a halt. She crouched down a few paces away from him, and watched. He was calm and still. His thoughts eluded her, smooth and slippery as small fish. He was not afraid. The living were always afraid. 


    His voice was gentle. “I remembered a child... I’m not quite right, am I? I think you belong here.” She was filling with silence. One of her hands pressed to her mouth, holding the silence inside. The man said “I don’t want to disturb you. But I don’t think I’m strong enough to leave.” 


    The silence was too big. Her lips parted as it escaped. No thoughts to steal. She had the words only of the drowned. One rose up inside her. “Who?” Such a little sound. It hurt her, breaking free. 


    He made the smile again. “Thierry,” he said. “I was travelling on a ship, but there was a storm. As if the sea wanted to board us... I was caught by it and pulled overboard.” The smile died. “I suppose the others think me drowned.” A shadow floated over the shape of him. She shivered. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t belong in your place.” 


    She did not understand. He had no business seeing her and knowing no fear. The wolves... The wolves would rend her apart. His name was no help to her. She used it on her tongue, to discover if taste might provide meaning. “Thierry.” 


    “That’s right,” he said, nodding. And then, “Do you have a name?” 


    The wolves would take made names and use them to attack. She would vanish into their mouths. Her feet gathered her to run. Her body bundled her backwards. 


    The man’s eyes widened. He said, “No, I’m sorry. Don’t go. I won’t hurt you. I was wrong to ask.” 


    Her feet did not trust him, aching to flee. Her mind counselled more study. She hesitated. He said, “I should have known better. My friend Gracielis says that names have power. I knew someone else like you, long ago.” 


    Another? She had not known that there could be another like her. She could not hold the notion: another point, another her. There was this beach, this point, this sand, the tide, and herself. This living man. The sea and the sand had never spoken to her of another her. She was afraid. She did not feel big enough for there to be two of her. 


    The man uncurled. His long limbs looked clumsy. She drew back. The dead had always lain down. She was unaccustomed to the idea of height, of living men like trees. “I thought”, he said, “I’d look for driftwood.” His mouth twisted in a way that was not a smile. “I’m not sure if I know how to start a fire, but it’s a bit too early to give up.” 


    Driftwood belonged to the sea. The sea had caught him once, and might again. The sea was a miser. She came to her feet. Her hands had control, pulling her forward, pushing at the man, away from the sea. He stepped back obediently, but his brows came down. He said, “I’m cold and I’m hungry. Don’t you remember that?” 


    She knew cold. Cold came from the sky, on the air across the sea, lashing waves into anger, driving out birds, uprooting grasses. Cold whistled through her, under her borders, tugging and testing. She did not like to be cold. She did not know ‘remember’. She was cold or she was not cold. She did not know ‘hunger’. The sound had claws, like the claws with which the tide stole things. Sometimes the sea lay calm and still, hiding its claws. She looked at the man. There was a stillness in him which might hide anything. The sea took what it would and devoured it. The wolves swallowed everything they found. Fear formed between her eyes and trickled down her spine towards her feet. When it reached them, she turned and ran. 


    For a night and another night she did not go near the man. If the living felt cold and hunger, then perhaps they might be destroyed by them. The man might be easier to encounter dead. She held to her point, to the strand and the black shale. The tide brought her wood and weed and fragments of cloth. The beach was wiped clear each day of change. The two waters, salt and sweet, swept it clean. For a night and another night, she was dancing feet and moonlight. 


    On the night after those, the sea came in high over the edges of the point, teasing the dunes and their grasses, holding her back to the place which was less beach than land. In the dry sand of the dunes, the wind brought her intimations of flame. Long and long since she had last known fire. The thing behind her eyes remembered heat, searing bright light from the sky and the sad grasses burning. Fire did not belong. She tracked it, careful, along the curve of the beach into the deep dunes. The fire had made its home in a hollow, well out of reach of the tide, sheltered from the wind. It was a small fire, constricted by a collar of stones and given more to smoke than flame. The man crouched beside it, feeding it driftwood. She halted on the rim of the hollow. He made the smile at her. “The wood is rather damp,” he said, “that makes it smoke.” She liked his tone. It told her he recognised her right to explanation. He said “Are you cold? Come and join me.” 


    She was not cold. There was not enough anger in the sea and the wind to chill her. Her head shook itself, once, twice, but her feet led her down anyway into the hollow. 


    “The problem is,” he said, “that I have to stay awake to feed the fire or it goes out. And it’s a terrible trouble to re-light.” He made a hunching gesture with his shoulders. “I don’t think I’m making a very good job of being a castaway. I don’t know how to fish or set snares and I don’t know what’s safe to eat and what isn’t.” He shivered. “The seaweed tastes bad, but I don’t think it’s killing me.” He looked at her. “I don’t suppose you know anything about that?” 


    His skin was changing its colour; his eyes seemed duller. An air clung to him, reminiscent of the dead. He was cold still, despite his fire: she could hear the murmur of it in his bones. And there was another thing, set deeper, a growling need like the tide’s demand, which grew and grew. This, perhaps, was hunger. The sea took indiscriminately to feed itself. She knew nothing about the feeding needs of the living. 


    He was not a wolf. He had no interest in her. His surface thoughts were open to her, supplying images she did not understand. Bread and meat and wine. Perhaps the sea would bring these things, leave them awhile in the wake of its rage. 


    She watched him. He did not seem to mind although he spoke little. In a while, the driftwood fell from his hands and he passed into a state of unwakefulness. She rose and tracked out of the dunes. The sea had drawn back down to the rocks. The beach was littered with prizes, wood and weed and the broken pieces of creatures. She gathered without selection and left her gleanings in the dunes. The man did not wake. His fire had died. A little before sunrise, she dropped some of the new wood into the ashes and told it to ignite. 


    When the sun rose, the man woke and found her gifts. She watched him use them before approaching. He raised his head. “Thank you.” He looked rather better than the night before. “The fish were good. And the wood...” He gave her another smile. “Perhaps there’s something I can do for you?” That made no sense. She had no use for the living. He said, “No? I’m sorry. Well, perhaps we’ll think of something.” She was puzzled. She did not know ‘we’. It shaped to mean the man and her, but that could not be so. She was herself. She did not belong with anything aside from her point. She did not belong with the living. The man said, “Did you know there are rock pools at low tide?” Her head assented. “They’re pretty,” he said. “I almost caught a fish. I thought I’d try again tomorrow.” She had changed something, giving him what the tide had left her: she had given him energy. She did not know if she had ever given to anything before. She had put a change in her point, in herself. Perhaps that was this ‘we’. She had put a hand to wet wood, and told it to burn. She had put a hand to the sea’s leavings, and turned them to food. 


    She had made the man continue living. When she rose to walk with him along the beach, she stood a little taller than before. 


    A night, and a night, and more beyond those. One moon reached full and turned the sea wild and silver. The other dwindled into blackness. She touched what the tide left and made it change. The man – her man – grew strong. He talked to her about places which were not the point, not the beach, not the sea; about fields of trees, mounds of rock and earth higher than the dunes and coated in grass denser and tougher than any she knew. He told her of great stone places thronged with the living, shaped into houses and streets and halls, huge words she could not hold inside. And as she changed things and heard things, she grew. A dim flush of colour crept through her, starting in her bold feet. Something inside her began to stretch, to explore beyond itself, beyond the confines of the point. She was learning to be bigger. She had grown too big to be able, any more, to feel finely everything within her old world of sea and rock and sand. Her ears filled up with the man and his words. She no longer listened so hard to her point.


    On a night of two crescent moons, a wolf came down to the sea. The sand thrilled under her feet as she danced along the strand. The wind tugged and twisted at her, snarling in hair now grown heavy and glossy and brown. The sea cursed and threatened, filling her footsteps. She paused to heed none of them. She danced along the shore, across the rocks, on to the edge of the dunes, to her warm living man and his fire. The sand weighed her down and she flashed anger to it. The wind threw dust in her eyes. The sea growled, too distant to do more. From beside his fire, the man waved. She ran forward, into the dull sand of the dunes. 


    She ran into the wolf. 


    He was a young wolf, still very akin to a living man. He had no very great height. His skin was as pale as hers had been. His long hair was dark in the darkness. He had eyes like stone. Passing overhead, the wind called alarm. But the underfoot sand was silent. The wolf looked at her. She grew still. 


    The man, her man, rose from his place by the fire. He said, “What are you doing? Don’t hurt her, Gracielis.” 


    The wolf did not take his gaze from her. His voice hurt, going under the layers and layers of change. Such a soft voice, to have such teeth. The wolf said, “Do you know what this creature is, Thierry?”


    “She helped me,” the man said, building walls with his tone. “She pulled me from the sea. She brought me driftwood and food.” 


    “Doubtless,” said the wolf. “But I asked what she is, not what she has done.” 


    “I don’t know,” the man said. “I suppose she’s a ghost of some kind.” 


    “Ghosts,” said the wolf, “don’t grow up.” His eyes held her motionless. He continued, “Look at it, Thierry. It looks like you. Don’t tell me it had this shape when you first saw it.” The man was silent. The wolf said, “It isn’t human.” 


    “Neither are you,” said the man. 


    “No,” said the wolf. His stone eyes gripped her. His voice turned attention wholly upon her. Despite the hard grasp of his eyes, she trembled. “What makes a wolf?” he asked her. “Do you know?” The man took a step forward; the wolf held up a hand. The wolf said to her, “I am born of your kind. When your kind grow too closely akin to a human, learn love, learn desire...” He pointed to the man. “Lie with him, and you make my kind. Would you like that? Are you big enough, yet, to understand?” 


    She did not understand. She could not hear the sea or reach the wind. Under her feet, the sand admitted more of the wolf than of her. She felt fear, sharp bursts of it along her new long limbs, constricting her. If the wolf looked at her for long enough, she would shrink back to nothing. 


    She did not know desire. She knew that she wanted to go to the man for shelter. 


    The man stepped round the fire. His shadow fell across her. She shivered. The man said, carefully, “Gracielis, don’t. She hasn’t hurt me.”


    “Yet,” said the wolf. 


    “I would be dead,” the man said, “if she hadn’t helped me. Do you understand that?” 


    “I understand death,” said the wolf. 


    The man said “She’s done no harm.” 


    “I know.” The wolf smiled. His smile was unlike all the smiles of the man. It was full of knowing, full of the things which ran through the land, which held together rock and sand, which held her together. His smile knew her, all of her, and made her less than she had been. Her skin was cold. The wolf said, “You’re the one that’s done the harm. Look at it, Thierry.” 


    The man’s gaze turned to her. The wolf said, “It’s not meant to be human. It has a place. It has a role; it exists and that’s all it should do. You’ve confused it. You’ve pulled it out of shape.” The soft, wounding voice turned gentle, so that the pain grew all the sweeter. “What is it now? Not what it should be. Not human, either. It’s power, only power, and it’ll give you anything you want, if you can only teach it to understand. You’re the danger, my heart.” 


    “If I am,” said the man, “why hurt her?” The wolf was silent. “Let her go,” said the man. 


    “I can’t,” the wolf said. Under her feet, the dull sand shivered. The fear ran through her, leeching strength from fingers and eyes and hands. She shook. She could not hold onto herself. She could call no shadows. She was bleeding away through the sand. 


    “Don’t,” said the man. “Please don’t. I can leave. We can both just go. What harm does that do?” She shaped ‘leave’, felt herself shrivel, felt the first breath of emptiness. Spaces opened up inside her, black and clawing like the tide. There was nothing to fill them. The man said, “I’m begging you. Don’t hurt her.” 


    The wolf turned his head. The stone eyes released her, boneless and shivering, onto the sand. It made no sound, receiving her. It was not hers. The wolf said, “Don’t you understand? You’ve changed it. You’ll leave it with nothing.” His voice cut slivers from her, buried them under the sand. She curled about herself, bold hands hiding eyes, legs drawn up, body awash with fear. 


    The man said, “Can’t you put her back to what she was?” 


    The wolf laughed. Her hands filled with the sand, seeking denied comfort. The wolf said, “You know I can’t. I can’t heal. I only destroy.” 


    “Don’t,” said the man. 


    There was a silence. In her dry fingers, the sand lay heavy. The sea whispered. The man said, softly, “Just take me away from here. Don’t hurt her.” 


    “Thierry,” the wolf said, and the word tripped his voice. “Thierry, I’m not causing the pain.” 


    “I don’t understand,” said the man, and the words lifted her head, brushing it with a pain outside herself. Water streaked the man’s face, water with the same salt shape as the sea. 


    She had drawn him from the sea and the sea was still within him. The sea was everywhere, stripping everything away. Soft and soft, she filled her hands with the sand. The wolf stepped away from her and held out his hands to the man. 


    “Hush,” he said, and his words excluded her utterly. “Hush, then, love. We’ll leave.” 


    His hands took the man, drew him close, hid his face, hid the murmur of his thoughts. The sand trickled behind them, wiping away their footprints, out of the dunes, onto the strand. She could not stand. On sore palms and knees, she pulled herself after them, hampered by the sand. They outstripped her with ease. On the edge of the sea was a sound wooden boat. They stepped into it and the tide drew them away. She could not follow. The waves moved in and became a barrier. 


    The tide had brought the man. The tide had taken him back. She lay down on the sand for the tide to take her also. 

  


  
    
Underfog (The Wreckers)


    Tanith Lee


    Oh burning God,


    Each of our crimes is numbered upon


    The nacre of your eternal carapace, 


    Like scars upon the endless sky.


    ‘Prayer of the Damned’


    (Found scratched behind the altar in the ruined church at Hampp.)


    We lured them in. It was how we lived, at Hampp. After all, the means had been put into our grip, and we had never been given much else.


    It is a rocky ugly place, the village, though worse now. Just above the sea behind the cliff-line, and the cliffs are dark as sharks, but eaten away beneath to a whitish-green that sometimes, in the sunlight, luridly shines. The drop is what? Three hundred feet or more. There was the old church standing there once, but as the cliff crumbled through the years, bits and then all the church fell down on the stones below, mingling with them. You can still, I should think, now and then find part of the pitted face of a rough-carved gargoyle or angel staring up at you from deep in the shale, or a bit of its broken wing. The graveyard had gone, of course, too. The graves came open as the cliff gave, and there had been bodies strewn along the shore, or what was left of them, all bones, until the sea swam in and out and washed them away. Always a place, this, for the fallen then, and the discarded dead.


    By the days of my boyhood, the new church was right back behind the village, uphill for safety. The new church had been there for two hundred years. But we, the folk of Hampp, we had been there since before the Domesday Book. And sometimes I used to wonder if they did it then too, our forebears, seeing how the tide ran and the rocks and the cliff-line. Maybe they did. It seemed to be in our blood. Until now. Until that night of the fog.


    My first time, I was about nine years. It had gone on before, that goes without saying, and I had known it did, but not properly what it was or meant. My nine-year-old self had memories of sitting by our winter fire, and the storm raging outside, and then a shout from the watch, or some other man banging on our door: “Stir up, Jom. One’s there.” And father would rise with a grunt, somewhere between annoyance and strange eagerness. And when he was gone out into the wind and rain, 1 must have asked why and Ma would say, “Don’t you fret, Haro. It’s just the Night Work they’re to.”


    But later, maybe even next day, useful things would have come into our house, and to all the impoverished houses up and down the cranky village street. Casks of wine or even rum, a bolt of cloth, perhaps, or a box of good china; once a sewing machine, and more than once a whole side of beef. And other stuff came that we threw on the fire, papers and books, and a broken doll one time, and another a ripped little dress that might have been for a doll, but was not.


    On the evening I was nine and a storm was brewing, I knew I might be in on the Work, but after I thought not and slept. The Work was what we all called it, you see. The Work, or the Night Work, although every so often it had happened by day, when the weather was very bad. Still, Night Work, even so.


    My father said, “Get up Haro.” It was the middle of the night and I in bed. And behind the curtain in my parents’ bed, my mother was already moving and awake. My father was dressed. “What is it, Da?” I whispered. “Only the usual,” said my father, “but you’re of an age now. It’s time you saw and played your part.”


    So I scrambled out and pulled on my outdoor clothes over the underthings I slept in. I was, like my father, between two emotions, but mine were different. With me that first time, they were excitement, and fear. Truly fear, like as when we boys played see-a-ghost in the churchyard at dusk. But in this case still not even really knowing why, or of what.


    Out on the cliff the gale was blowing fit to crack the world. There were lanterns, but muffled blind, as they had to be, which I had heard of but not yet properly seen.


    Leant against the wind, we stared out into the lash of the rain. “Do you spot it, Jom?” “Oh ah. I sees it.” But I craned and could not see, only the ocean itself roughing and spurging, gushing up in great belches and tirades, like boiling milk that was mostly black. But there was something there, was there? Oh yes, could I just make it out? Something like three thin trees massed with cloud and all torn and rolling yet caught together. “You stay put, Haro,” said my father. “Here’s a light. You shine that. You remember when and what to do? As I told you?” “Yes, Da,” I said, afraid with a new affright I should do it wrong and fail him. But he patted my shoulder as if I were full-grown, and went away down the cliff path with the others. Soon enough 1 heard them, those three hundred feet below me, voices thin with distance and the unravelling of the wind, there under the curve of the crumbled white-green cheese of the cliff-face. Though I was quite near the edge, I knew not to go too far along to see, but there was a place there, a sort of notch in the crag, whereby I could see the glimmer of the lamps as they uncovered them. And I knew to do the same then, and I uncovered my lantern too. 


    So we brought it in. The thing with the clouded trees that was adrift on the earthquake of great waters. The thing:that was a ship.


    She smashed to pieces on the rocks below, where the tallest stones were, just under the surface at high tide, against rock and shale, and the faces of angels and devils, and against their broken wings.


    This was our Night Work then. In tempest or fog we shone our lights to mislead, and so to guide them home, the ships, and wreck them on the fangs of our cliffs. And when they broke and sank, we took what they had had that washed in to shore. Not human cargo, naturally. That counted for nothing. It must be left, and pushed back, and in worse case pushed under. But the stores, the barrels and casks, the ironware and food and, if uncommon lucky, the gold, those were rescued. While they, the human flotsam, might fare as wind and darkness, and their gods – and we – willed for them, which was never well.


    I saw a woman that night, just as the great torn creature of the vessel heaved in and struck her breast, with a scream like mortal death, to flinders on our coast. The woman wore a big fur cloak, and also clutched a child, and in the last minute, in intervals of the storm-roil, I saw her ashen face and agate eyes, and he the same, her son, younger than I, and neither moved nor called, as if they were statues. And then the ship split and the water drank them down. But there was a little dog, too. It swam. It fought the waves, and they let it go by. And when it came to land – by then I craned at the cliff’s notch, over the dangerous edge – my father, Jom Abinthorpe, he scooped up the little dog. And my reward for that first night of my Night Work was this little innocent pup, not yet full-grown as neither I was. Because, you will see, a dog can tell no tales, and so may be let live.


    But the ship and her crew, and all her people, they went down to the cellars of the sea.


    I was always out to the Work with the men after that. By the time I was eleven, I would be down along the shore, wading even in the high savage surf among the rocks, with breakers crashing sometimes high over my head, as I helped haul in the casks, and even the broken bits of spars that we might use, when dried and chopped, for our fires.


    Hampp is a lorn and lonely place; even now that is so. And when I was a boy, let alone in my father’s boyhood, remote as some legendary isle in the waste of the sea. But unlike the isles of Legend, not beautiful, but bony bare. There were but a dozen trees that grew within a ten mile walk of the village, and these bent and crippled by the winter winds. In summer too there were gales and storms, and drought also. What fields were kept behind their low stone walls gave a poor return for great labour. And there was not much bounty given by the ocean, for the fish were often shy. The sea, they said, would as soon eat your boat as give you up a single herring. No, the only true bounty the sea would offer came on those nights of fog or tempest, when it drew a ship toward our coast and seemed to tell us: Take it then, if you can. For to do the Work, of course, was not without its perils. And to guide them in too required some skill, hiding the light, then letting out the light, and that just at the proper angle and spot. But finally the sea was our accomplice, was it not, for once drawn into that channel where the teeth of the rocks waited in the tide, and the green skull faces of the outer cliffs trod on into the water and turned their unforgiving cheeks to receive another blow, the ocean itself forced and flung each vessel through. It was the water and the rocks smashed them. We did not do it. We had not such power, nor any power ever. And sometimes one of our own was harmed, or perished. Two men died in those years of my boyhood, swept off by the surge. And one young boy also, younger than I was by then, he broken in a second when half a ship’s mast came down on him with all its weight of riven sail.


    But ten ships gave up their goods in those years between my ninth and fourteenth birthdays, and I was myself by then a man. And the dog had grown too, my rescued puppy.


    I called him Iron, for his strength. He had blossomed from a little, black soft glove of a thing to a tall and long-legged setter, dark as a shadow. He was well-liked in our house, being quiet and mannerly. Also I trained him to catch rabbits, which he killed cleanly and brought me for my mother’s cooking. But he hated the sea. Would not go even along the cliff path, let alone to the edge with the notch, or down where the beaches ran when the tide was out. Whenever he saw me set off that way to fish, he would shift once, and stare at me with his great dark eyes that were less full of fear than of disbelief. Next he would turn his back. And here was the thing too; on those nights when the weather was bad, and the watch we posted by roster spied a ship lost and struggling, Iron would vanish entirely, as if he had gone into the very air to hide himself.


    I thought after all he did not know what we were at. Certainly, he would eat a bowl of the offal of any beef or bacon or whatever that came to my family’s portion out of a wreck. By then, I suppose, it had no savour of the sea. 


    He had not known either that we let his ship, his own first master likely on that ship, be drowned. Iron only knew, I thought, that my father, and next I, had plucked him from the water after all else was gone.


    For a while I had recalled the cloaked woman and her son. I said nothing of it, and put it from me. And soon I had seen other sights like that, and many since that time. The worst was when they tried to save each other, or worse yet, comfort each other. Those poor souls. Yet, like my dog, I would stare then turn my eyes away. I could not help them. Nor would I have, if I could. We lived by what we took from them, lived by their dying. All men want and will to live. Even a dog does, swimming for the shore.


    Iron is here now. He leans on my leg and the leg of the chair. Strange, for there is iron metal there also, but he does not know this. They are kind, compassionate to have let him in. Well then. Let me tell the rest.


    I had seen fogs often, and of all sorts. Sea-frets come up like a grey curtain but they melt away at Hampp and are soon gone. The other sort of fog comes in a bank, so thick you think you might carve it off in chunks with your rope-knife. And it will stay days at a time, and the nights with them.


    In such a fog sometimes a ship goes by, too far out and never seen, yet such is the weird property of the fog that you will hear the ship, hear it creak and the waves slopping on the hull of it, and the stifled breathing of the sails if they are not taken in and furled. It is often worthwhile to go down with extra lanterns then, and range many lamps too along the cliff by the notch, for the ship’s people will be looking for landfall and may see the lights, even in the depths of the cloud. But generally they do not. They pass away like ghosts. After they were gone men cursed and shrugged, wasting the lamp-oil as they had and nothing caught. But now and then a ship comes in too far, misled already by the fog and by the deep water that lies in so near around our fanned rocks. For surely some demon made the coast in this place to send seafarers ill, and Hampp its only luck. These ships we would see, or rather the shine of their own lanterns, and they were heard more clearly, and soon they noticed our lamps too, and sometimes we called to them, through the carrying silence, called lovingly in anxious welcome, as if wanting them safe. And so they turned and came to us and ran against the stones.


    That night of the last fog I was seventeen years, and Iron my dog about eight, with a flute of grey on his muzzle. 


    I had been courting a girl of the village, I will not name her. But really I only wanted to lie with her and sometimes she let me, therefore I knew we would needs be wed. So I was preoccupied, sitting by the fire, and then came the knock on the door. “Stir up, Jom Abinthorpe. Haro – waked already? That’s good. There is a grey drisk on the sea like blindness, come on in the hour. And one’s out there in it, seen her lamps. Well-lit she is, some occasion she must have for it. But sailing near, the watch say.”


    So out we went, and all the village street was full of the men, shouldering their hooks and pikes and hammers, and the lanterns in their muffle giving off only a pale slatey blue. By now I did not even look for my dog Iron, though a few of the men had their dogs with them, the low-slung local breed of Hampp, with snub noses and big shoulders, that might help too pulling the flotsam to shore. 


    We went along the cliff, near the edge now all of us, but for the youngest boys, three of them, that we posted up by the notch. Then the rest of us went down to the. beach.


    It was a curious thing. The fog that night was positioned like a fret, one that stayed only on the sea, and just the faintest tendrils and wisps of it drifted along the beach, like thin ribbons of smoke from off a fire.


    The water was well in, creaming clear on the shale, the tide high enough, and not the tips of the fangs below showing. even if the vessel could have made them out. But the ship was anyway held out there, inside the box of the fog, under the fog’s lid, like a fly in thick grey amber.


    It was a large one, too, and as our neighbour had said, very well lit. In fact crazily much-lit, as if for some festival being held on the decks. We all spoke of it, talking low in case our words might carry, as eerily they did through these fogs. The watchman came and said he reckoned at first the ship had caught fire, to be so lighted up. For she did seem to burn, a ripe, rich, flickering gold. How many lamps? A hundred? More? Or torches maybe, flaming on the rails –


    A dog began barking then behind us, a loud strong bell of a bark. Some of the men swore, but my father said, “It’s good. Let them know out there land is here. Let them hear and come on. Let’s show the lanterns, boys. I’ll bet this slut is loaded down with cash and kickshaws – we’ll live by it a year and more.”


    And just then the vessel slewed, and the line of it, all shown in light, altered shape. We knew it had entered the channel and was ready to run to us.


    Something came rushing from the other way though, and slammed hard against my legs, so I staggered and almost fell. And turning, I saw my dog there. He was standing four-square on the shale, panting and staring full at me with eyes like green coals. Brighter than our uncovered lamps they seemed.


    I said Iron would never come to the sea, nor anywhere near it.


    “Wonders don’t cease,” said my father. “The dog wants to help us with it too. Good lad. Stay close now…”


    But Iron turned his eyes of green fire on my father, and barked and belled, iron notes indeed that split the skin off the darkness. And then he howled as if in agony.


    “Quiet ! Quiet, you devil, for the sake of Christ! Do he want to sour our luck?” And next my father shouted at me. I had never seen him afraid, but then I did. And I did not know why. Yet my whole body had fathomed it out, and my heart.


    And I grabbed Iron and tried to push him back. “Not now, boy. Go back if you don’t care for it. Go home and wait. Ask Ma for a bit of crackling. She knows when you ask. She’ll give it you. Go on home, Iron.”


    And Iron fell silent, but now he sank his teeth in my trouser and began to tug and pull at me. He was a muscular dog, though no longer young, and tall, as I said.


    The other men were surly and restless. They did not like this uncanny scene, the flaming ship that drove now full toward us and cast its flame-light on the shore, so the cliffs were shining up like gilt, and the opened lanterns paled to nothing – and the dog, possessed by some horrible fiend, gnawing and pulling, his spit pouring on the wet ground in a silver rain, as if he had the madness.


    And then there came the strangest interval. I cannot properly describe how it was. It was as if time stuck fast for a moment, and the moment grew another way, swelling on and on. Even Iron, not letting go of me, stopped his tugging and slavering. And in the hell of his eyes I saw the wild reflection of the gold fire of the ship growing and moving as nothing else, for that moment, might.


    “By the Lord,” said my father softly, “it’s a big one, this crate.” It was such a foolish, stupid thing to say. And the last words I ever did hear from my father.


    They call them she; that is, the seafarers call each ship she. As if she were a woman. But we did not. We could not, maybe, seeing as how we killed them in the Night Work. Just as we ignored the women who died with the ships, and the children who died.


    But now I must call it she. The ship, the golden ship.


    Believe this or not. as you will.


    I do not believe it, and I saw it happen. I never will believe it, not till my last breath is wrung from me. And then, I think, I shall have to.


    The moment which had stuck came free and fled. We felt time move, felt it one and all. It was as if the two hands of a clock had stuck, and then unstuck, and the ticking of it and the moving of it began again.


    But as time moved, and we with it, it was the ship instead that froze. Out there at the edge of the grey slab of the fog, under it, yet visible now as if only through the flimsiest veil. She was well in on the last stretch. She could not stay her course. No vessel, mighty or slight, could have stayed itself now. So far she had driven in, she must hurl on towards her finish against the rocks, and on the faces of the cliffs around, those that crowded out into the sea to meet her. Yet – she did not move. Our clock ran, hers had halted. But oh, something about her there was that moved.


    I behold her still in my mind’s eye. So tall, six or seven decks she seemed, and so many masts, and all full-laden with her sheets. There was not a man on her that I could see. None. Nor any lamps or torches to light her up so bright that now, almost free of the fog, half she blinded me. No, she blazed from something else, as if she had been coated, every inch of her, in foil of gold, her timbers, her ropes, her sails – coated in gold and then lit up from within by some vast and different fire that never could burn upon this world, but maybe under it – or high above. Like the sun. A sun on fire at her core, and flaming outward. Lampless. She was the lantern. How she burned.


    Not a sound. No voice, no motion. Even the ocean, quiet as if it too had congealed – but it moved, and the waves came in and lapped our boots, and they made, the waves, no sound at all.


    And then the dog, my Iron, he began to worry at me, hard, hard, and 1 felt his teeth go through the trouser and he fastened them in my very leg. I shouted out in pain and turned, not knowing what I did, as if to cuff him or thrust him away. And by that the spell on me was rent.


    I found I was running. I ran and sobbed and called out to God, and Iron ran by me and then just ahead of me. It seemed to me he had me fast by an invisible cord. I had no choice but to fly after him. And yet, oddly, a part of me did not want to. I wanted only to go back and stand at the sea’s brink and look at the ship – but Iron dragged me and I could not release myself from the phantom chain.


    I was up on the cliff path when I heard them screaming behind me and some one hundred and fifty feet below. This checked me. I fell and my ankle turned and a bone snapped, but I never heard the noise it made, for there was no sound in that place but for the shrieking of the men, and one of them my father.


    Of course, I could no longer stir either forward or back. I lay and twisted, feeling no pain in my foot or leg, and stared behind me.


    And this is what I saw. Every man upon that shore, every lad, even the youngest of them, ten years old, and the dogs, those too, and those screaming too as if caught in a trap, all these living creatures – they were racing forward, not as I had inland, but out toward the sea, toward the fog, toward the golden glare of the ship – but they howled in terror as they did so, men and beasts, nor did they run on the earth. They ran on water. They ran through the air. The three children from the cliff-top – they too – off into the air they had been slung, wailing and weeping, and whirling outward like the rest. And up and up they all pelted, as if racing up a cliff, but no land was there under their feet. Only the ship was there ahead of them, and she waited. The thin veil of the outer fog hid nothing. The light of her was too fierce for anything to be hidden. The men and the boys and the dogs ran straight up and forward, unable to stay their course until, one by one, they smashed and splintered on the cliff-face of the golden ship, on the golden fangs and cheek and rock of the ship. I saw so clear their bones break on her, and the scarlet gunshot of their blood that burst and scattered away, not staining her. As they did not either, but fell down like empty sacks into the jet black water. Till all was done.


    After which, she turned aside, gently drifting, herself as if weightless and empty, and having moved all round she returned into the fog, under fog, and under night and under silence. She slid away into the darkness. Her glow went soft and melted out. The fog closed over. The night closed fast its door, and only then I heard the waves that sucked the shale, and the pain rose in my leg like molten fire.


    They will be hanging me tomorrow. That is fair; it is what I came to the mainland for, and made my confession. At first I never said why I had had to. How I had crawled up the path, with my dog helping me. And in the village of Hampp, all the faces, and seeing that each one knew yet would not speak of it. My mother, she like the others. How I stayed two months there, alone, until I could walk with a stick, and by then almost everyone had left the place, the empty houses like damp caves. And then I left there also. But I came here, and my dog quite willing to cross water, and I found a judge, and was judged.


    Men have gone to search the waters off the coast, below Hampp. They find nothing of the dead ships. We took all there was to take. As for corpses, bones, theirs and ours are all mingled, like the gargoyles and angels in the stones of the beach.


    When I did tell the priest of the ship, he refused to believe me. So I have told you now and let it be written down, since I was never learned to make my letters.


    You see there is an iron manacle on my ankle, but it is quite a comfort. It supports the aching bone that snapped. The rope perhaps will support my neck and then that will be crushed, or it will also break, and then I will leave this world to go into the other place, from which golden things issue out.


    It is kind they let me say farewell to Iron, my dog. Yes, even though he is no longer mine. They have told me a widow woman, quite wealthy, is eager to have him, since her young son is so taken with Iron, and Iron with him likewise. I have witnessed it myself, only this morning from this window, how the dog walked with the child along the street, Iron wagging his strong old tail that is only a touch grey to one side. The child is a fair boy too, with dark sad eyes that clear when he looks at Iron. And certainly his mother is wealthy, for her cloak is of heavy fur.


    That is all then. That is all I need to say. 


    No. I am not sorry for my village. No. I am not afraid to go to the scaffold. Or to die. No, I am not afraid of these things. It is the other place I fear. The place that comes after. The place they are in, the men of Hampp, and my father too. The place where she came from. The Ship. I cannot even tell you how afraid I am, of that.

  


  
    
Young Bloods


    Kelley Armstrong


    The man on the subway car was dead. He looked like he was just passed out drunk, but Roger wasn’t fooled.


    The dead man slumped against the window, eyes closed. His mouth hung open, his cheek damp with drool. A teenage girl started to slide in beside the dead man, then stopped, nostrils flaring as the stink of BO and booze hit her. She quickly moved on.


    The man hadn’t been dead long. The blood dripping down his neck still glistened. Three drops of it had fallen on his dingy white shirt, forming an ellipsis. To be continued, the mark said. Fate’s idea of a joke, Roger supposed.


    When Roger saw the twin puncture wounds on the dead man’s neck, he’d thought of finding another seat. But by then, the vampires had spotted him and he’d had to sit down. Pretend he didn’t realize the old man was dead. Pretend he didn’t know they were there. 


    Roger never doubted that they were vampires. He knew what those neck wounds meant. Any fool should. The fact that the local media failed to draw the same conclusion when two other blood-drained corpses had been found proved the suspicions he’d already had about their collective IQ level.


    He supposed the real question should be: how did vampires manage to drain a man’s blood on the subway? A tragic reflection on modern society. The bigger tragedy was that Roger wasn’t surprised.


    He looked around at his fellow commuters. The teenage girl had taken a seat across the car, ear buds planted, music blasting, gaze fixed on the nothingness zooming past her window. Opposite Roger, a businesswoman’s fingers flew over a smart-phone keyboard. A man in a coal-gray suit was trying to catch her attention, a mission as futile as flirting with the metal pole between them. Two more men sat farther down, hidden behind their newspapers. They shared a subway car, but they might as well have been in hermetically sealed pods for all the attention they paid to their surroundings.


    The only ones who were paying attention were the vampires. Two of them. Boys. Neither looked like he’d passed his twentieth birthday. Both were dressed in leather jackets, motorcycle boots, worn jeans and tattoos. Their fingernails were clean, though, and even their beard stubble was carefully cultivated. Wannabe thugs, the kind you could find on any city street corner, attracting girls who thought they’d be a safe walk on the wild side. All bark, no bite. These boys, though, had plenty of bite.


    He’d known they were the vampires the moment he’d realized what happened to the old man. It wasn’t the flush of colour on their pale cheeks. It wasn’t even the faint smear of blood in the corner of the older youth’s mouth. It was the eyes of the younger one. Hard, vacant eyes.


    The train slowed for the next stop. A transfer station. The businesswoman snapped her phone shut and walked past, giving Roger an appraising once-over glance that earned him a glower from the would-be suitor dogging her heels. The other two men got off, too. Roger should do the same. That would be the smart thing, he supposed, under the circumstances, but that would mean leaving the teenage girl alone with the vampires. So he’d stay.


    As the train pulled away from the station, the younger vampire said, “What are you looking at, old man?”


    Roger checked over his shoulder, thinking someone else must have gotten on.


    “I mean you, old man.”


    He turned and met the boy’s empty eyes. Old man? He could have laughed at that. The businesswoman certainly didn’t seem to think he was old. But, he supposed, to this boy, he was.


    “I asked what you’re looking at.”


    Roger thought of saying “not much,” but it didn’t seem wise. Nor did denying that he’d been looking. So he murmured an apology and fixed his gaze on the dead man, then quickly shifted it to the window.


    The seat beside Roger squeaked. He glanced over to see the older vampire sitting there, arms crossed, staring at him.


    Roger nodded. The vampire scowled, and thumped his leg down on the seat opposite them, blocking Roger’s exit and smirking a challenge. Roger nodded again and returned to gazing out the window.


    “That old guy’s really tired, huh?” the vampire beside him said.


    Roger considered pretending not to hear him, but settled for a vague, “Hmm?”


    The vampire waved at the old man slumped in his seat. “Dead to the world.”


    Roger managed a small laugh. “Looks that way.”


    “Maybe he’s not sleeping.”


    Roger peered at the old man. “I think you’re right. From the smell of him, he’s passed out drunk.”


    The vampire caught his eye. “Should I check?”


    Roger shrugged. “If you like.”


    The vampire didn’t like that. He said nothing, though, just squirmed in his seat, glancing over now and then, waiting for Roger to realize he was sitting across from a dead man.


    Roger took out his planner and flipped through it, checking his appointments for the week.


    “You’d better not be planning to get off anytime soon,” the vampire said.


    “I’m not.”


    A pause, then the vampire called to his friend across the aisle, “Tasty, isn’t she?”


    Roger looked over to see the younger vampire sitting beside the teenage girl. She was still staring out the window, music cranked up, oblivious.


    “Very tasty.” The younger vampire leaned over until his nose almost brushed her neck. He inhaled. “She even smells good.”


    Roger returned to his calendar. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched the younger vampire poised over the girl, his gaze shunted Roger’s way, waiting for a reaction. When none came, he growled and the older vampire snatched the calendar from Roger’s fingers.


    “You won’t be needing this.” He tore the book in half and dropped it on the subway car’s floor. “Something tells me there won’t be any more appointments in your future, old man.”


    The younger vampire laughed. The train slowed, pulling into another station.


    “Actually, I believe this is my stop,” Roger said, standing.


    The vampire didn’t remove his feet from the seat across the way. “No, I believe it isn’t. You’re going all the way to the end of the line, old man.” He flashed a smile, fangs extending.


    Roger froze. He glanced out the window and waited until the train stopped, doors opening. Then he scrambled over the vampire’s legs. The younger vampire lunged, but Roger dodged and made it out the doors, the vampires on his heels.


    As the door closed behind them, the younger vampire let out a string of curses, realizing he’d lost the girl. Roger barrelled through the sleepy, late-evening commuters. A guard shouted. Roger looked back, but the man’s gaze was fixed on the vampires behind him – the thugs chasing the middle-aged businessman through the station.


    Roger smiled, broke into a jog and raced out the exit as the guard called for backup.


    Roger made it to the road, only to find he’d exited into a section of downtown that had closed hours ago. Office buildings lined the road, only the occasional lighted window suggesting signs of life.


    He looked up and down the empty street.


    “No cabs out here, old man,” a voice called.


    He turned to see the two vampires sauntering toward him, teeth glittering under the sickly glow of the streetlights.


    “No cabs, no buses, no cops…” the younger one said. “Guess you should have stayed on the subway. And let me finish the girl. Maybe I’d have let you go. Now I’m hungry. And the more you make me run, the hungrier I’m going to get.”


    Roger took off.


    After ten minutes of running, Roger began to reflect that he really needed to add a workout routine to his daily schedule. Seemed those boys were right. He was getting old.


    He veered down another back road. His shoes thumped against the pavement, as loud as a locomotive chugging along the tracks, the sound echoing through the emptiness.


    That was the only sound he heard, though. Had he lost them? He turned into an alley, gaze fixed over his shoulder, watching and listening for –


    A thump in front of him. He spun to see the older vampire standing there, the fire escape overhead still vibrating from the force of his leap.


    “Gotcha,” the vampire said, flashing his fangs.


    “Actually, no. To get me, you needed to jump down after I passed you and found myself trapped in a dead-end alley.”


    The vampire frowned, momentarily thrown. He recovered with a grin. “Maybe I don’t want to trap you. Maybe I like running.”


    “True, but I don’t. Getting old, as you so graciously pointed out. Which is why I appreciate what you’ve done – trapping yourself between me and that dead end.”


    Roger smiled. A wide, teeth-baring smile.


    The vampire blinked. “What the –?”


    He didn’t get a chance to finish the sentence.


    Roger crouched on the fire escape. He could hear the younger vampire stalking along the empty street, calling to his buddy, his tone taking on a crackly edge of worry.


    Roger stomped on the fire escape floor. The metal twanged, and the boy raced into the alley, then stopped and looked around.


    “Tim?” he said.


    Roger dropped from the fire escape. He didn’t thump when he hit the pavement. You didn’t reach his age by being noisy and careless.


    “Tim?” the boy called, louder.


    “Over there,” Roger said.


    The boy whirled, stumbling. Seeing Roger, he tried to find a suitably menacing glower, but couldn’t quite manage it.


    “Over there.” Roger pointed at the trash bags littering the end of the alley. A boot stuck out from behind one. “And over there.” He pointed to a lock of blond hair peeking from behind another. “I think there’s part of a hand over there, too, but that was an accident. Getting old. The reflexes are the first thing to go.”


    The boy looked from body part to body part, then turned to stare at Roger.


    “You know what else happens when you get old?” Roger continued. “You get comfortable. Set in your ways. You find a city like this.” He waved around them. “You settle in. You make it your own. And you really, really hate it when some young bloods waltz in and crap all over the place.” He ran his tongue over his teeth, letting his fangs extend. “It’s very inconvenient.”


    The boy backed up. “I-I didn’t know. . .”


    “But you should. It’s basic respect. You don’t have it and, I’m sorry to say, it doesn’t look like anything you’re capable of learning. Now I need to clean up the mess you made.”


    The boy bolted. He managed to dodge Roger and raced onto the road. But he didn’t get far.


    Roger was finishing up when his cell phone rang. He checked the call display. Leslie.


    “Please tell me you’re on your way,” she said when he answered.


    “On my way…?”


    “To Fresno’s? For drinks? At eleven?”


    He swore.


    “Forgot, didn’t you?” she said with a chuckle. “You’re getting old, Roger.”


    “So I’ve been told.” He sighed and finished tucking the young vampire’s body behind the trash bags. “So I’ve been told.”


    Beside him, Lowe rattled on about arrival times, departure times, transportation to the city, agendas... At some point, Shard thought, this trip would end. At some point, by extension, Lowe would stop talking. Shard pointed his fingertips at the world below, aimed, fired... The shuttle banked and he missed. Roby was gone from view – but it was still there, he knew. It had always been there. Shard snapped, “I’m not so far gone I can’t remember what you’ve told me three times already.”


    Lowe stopped, perplexed rather than cowed. He was a careful young man, well-informed and attentive to detail, untroubled by any broader passions, making up in precision what he lacked in perception. Usually Shard preferred it that way; not now. 


    “On arrival at the port,” Shard said, “a car will be waiting to take us to the capital, where accommodation has been arranged for the duration of our stay in the fourth tower. Tomorrow morning – eighth hour, free standard – another car will take us to the Archive. After which –” this said bitterly, “– I’m on my own.” 


    “Exactly so.” Lowe, content, returned to his briefings, with no apparent appreciation of Shard’s irony. Shard’s hatred peaked – then passed, like his nausea, like all things. 


    It all unfolded much as Lowe had sketched, with the single notable exception of the protest that was waiting for them between the port and the first of the promised cars. Under siege in the arrival hall, Shard looked out to see upwards of fifty people, few of them old enough to remember the war, carrying banners executed with an otherwise uplifting degree of competence and literacy, chanting their complaint with no small grasp of rhythmic structure. Their unifying theme was their hatred of Shard. The local police watched affably from the side and showed no particular interest in moving them. Grimly, Shard said, “Now this wasn’t in the itinerary.”


    Lowe did not reply. He was deep in the grip of that paralysis that overwhelms functionaries when their best-laid plans prove susceptible to simple human irrationality. He was not, Shard saw, going to be any use. 


    After thorough consideration of the terrain, the nature of the enemy, and the men and materiel at his disposal, Shard was in a position to offer a professional appraisal of their situation. “I suggest, Mr Lowe, that we make a run for it.” Seeing Lowe baulk, he hastened to explain. “All we have to do is get through the crowd and across the road.” 


    “That’s all?”


    “The passenger doors are on this side of the car, see? You make for the front and I’ll head for the back. Keep your head down and your forearms up – like this, see? Don’t stop. It’s me they’re after, anyway.”


    Lowe was not measurably comforted. Shard took hold of his elbow and marshalled him through the doors, into the hard light and cold air of Roby, amongst the signs and voices calling him evil and butcher and murderer.


    The doors closed behind them. Shard surveyed the mob and the mob stared back. Then it moved in, with a single purpose. 


    Battle was joined. Shard lost hold of Lowe within seconds. In the crush and the chaos, he stumbled, falling forwards with a gasp, an old man on his knees. Somebody laughed. Just before he hit the ground, the police intervened, swooping in as if to relieve a falling city. Two of them gathered up the visitors, while the rest formed a barrier to let them pass, calling to the crowd that it was over, that they had had their fun. 


    They deposited them on the far side of the road and would not accept thanks. In the sanctuary of the car, Lowe inspected the marks on his arm which would shortly become bruises. “I had not anticipated that.” 


    Shard was too busy trying to slow his heart rate to be able to point out that such was Lowe’s entire purpose. By the time he had his breath back, the moment had passed, but he was able to communicate enough silent fury to penetrate even Lowe’s thick skin. They journeyed to the capital in silence. Shard brooded on his reception. It was the youth of his assailants that troubled him most; how long this hatred had lasted, how deep it must still run, down even to this generation, which had not been born when he was last here and could only know him through the medium of history lessons, propaganda. Was there to be no end?


    Full darkness had fallen by the time the car landed at their accommodation. Shard’s room was functional but clean. By this point all he cared about was the bed. “Marshal,” Lowe said, “we should go through the agenda for tomorrow.”


    It was too much. Shard – sick in heart and body, wearied almost beyond relief from the journey, from the events of the day, from all that had brought him back here so late in life – snapped. He strode over to the door and threw it open. “Get out! You bloody halfwit! Get the hell out!”


    Lowe, bewildered, blinked twice and then withdrew. With peace of a kind restored, Shard could devote himself again to throwing up, in privacy if not in comfort. This done, he drew the curtains, blocking out any sight of the city beyond. Then he lay down on his bed and returned to that solitary contemplation of our mortality which is the nightly pursuit of many, not simply sick old men, and in which we should all on occasion be indulged – even those of Shard’s stripe. 

  


  
    
On the Grey Road


    Alison Littlewood


    The road was grey and empty and headed straight across the moor, and to Paul it came as a relief. The route that wound upward towards this place had seemed to be deliberately holding him back; and he wasn’t a tourist, wasn’t here for the view. Now the ground spread away on all sides, rust-coloured with bracken, divided by silver gashes of water and edged by the Highland peaks beyond. There was nothing else to be seen, no houses, no people, only the road cutting through it all, taking him onward to the place his mother had died.


    I’ll come and see you, he’d said, after the divorce. But the divorce was finalised a year ago, his father moving south, his mother north, as if repelled like magnets with similar poles, and Paul still hadn’t got round to making the trip. The heart attack had been sudden, the funeral held where his grandparents lived, in Wiltshire. There was nothing here he wanted: only a property that was left to him, a house he had never seen – and a raging hollow inside, one formed as much from anger as sorrow. She had only been forty-three. She was looking forward to starting again. 


    After a time the road began to fall, dropping steeply, edging around a gorge where white water poured from the mountains. Ahead and below, blue water shone; it was Loch Leven, and Paul knew his journey was almost done.


    


    The house was small and cramped and it was odd to see his mother’s things there. It was in a row of other small houses, all made of grey stone, thatched in what looked like blackened heather. Water hung in the air, too listless to fall as rain, and it was cold. 


    Inside the house wasn’t any warmer. Paul stood in the lounge and spun in a circle, taking in the small television, the nick-nacks, the photographs on a shelf. He went to pick one up, saw a picture of himself as a young boy, his mother smiling next to him. His dad was nowhere to be seen. 


    He looked into the kitchen, then a small room that had been turned into a study, papers strewn across the desk. The last room was his mother’s bedroom and Paul didn’t go in, just stood in the doorway. The bed wasn’t made and it looked as if she could have stepped out of it five minutes ago, got up and stretched, could have been pottering around elsewhere in the house. That made Paul’s back prickle. He shook the feeling off; he was being stupid. It was like when he was a young boy, and a friend had switched off the light and told Paul not to think of ghosts; it just wasn’t possible. He closed the door to his mother’s room and went to find a radio or something else with which to fill the house with noise.


    Paul drew the curtains against the gathering dark and settled into the most comfortable chair in the room, a mug of coffee steaming on the table next to him. He realised he’d forgotten to bring a book and instead selected one from the shelf: A Tale of Two Cities by Charles Dickens. He’d never liked Dickens, not really, though his mother had encouraged him to persevere; odd that she only seemed to have succeeded now she was gone. 


    There was a sound – a soft tap at the door – and Paul started. After a moment, he rose to answer. When he reached the hall he could see that the front door was already partway open and a short woman stood in the gap, her fine white hair blowing like candyfloss around her scalp. She didn’t smile but she pushed something towards him, and he caught its scent: apple pie.


    “I thought ye might need it, hen,” she said. “I didnae know ye’d arrived a’ready.”


    Paul blinked, wondered if he was supposed to have been expecting her. He glanced at the open door.


    “Ah, lad, we’re friendly round these parts. We don’t lock our doors. Are ye no goin’ ter offer a neighbour a cup o’ tea?”


    He apologised, stepped back and invited her inside.


    The pie was still warm from the oven, generous and deep. They ate slices of it, the neighbour – Mrs Lennox – on the sofa, Paul on his mother’s chair.


    “I was sorry about your mother,” she said. “She was nice. Friendly. A nice woman.”


    Paul found himself unable to answer. He nodded, tried to swallow pastry that was clogging his throat.


    “Perhaps she found what she wanted now though, eh?” 


    “Sorry?”


    “Well, you know. The way she was chasin’ here and chasin’ there – wanting to know about all the ghosties an’ goblins.” said Mrs Lennox. “Enough to turn your hair white.” She tossed her head and smiled.


    “She was what?” Paul frowned. His mother hadn’t been like that, had never shown a second’s interest in such things. He tried to recall if she’d ever mentioned anything on the telephone, but he couldn’t remember her even reading a scary novel, unless he counted A Christmas Carol. 


    “Ay, sweet, she went all o’er the place after it, she did. Especially around this time o’ day.”


    “After it?”


    “Well aye, the greyman, o’ course.” She said greyman as if it was all one word, raised her eyebrows as if thinking him a fool. For a moment, Paul wondered if he was; or if maybe she had wandered into the wrong house.


    She let out a sharp laugh. “Now you’re thinking I’m losing my marbles, are ye not? I see it.” She set down her plate, leaned forward, tapped her finger to the side of her nose. “I’m not, laddie. I know what your mother said, not that it matters now, bless her soul. But she went up in the hills after it, she did. Supposed to walk the tops, they are, terrifying anyone who goes there.” She paused. “She thought it were himsel’ that was taking the others.”


    “Others?”


    “Of course: the others.” She looked suddenly old. “The others. The ones who died like she did.”


    Paul stared at her, shook his head. Where had she got such strange ideas? But then, she’d probably done the same thing to his mother, come round here spinning wild tales, and his mother would have been too polite to laugh at her. Now Mrs Lennox didn’t look at him, just took small sips of her tea, staring into the fireplace. He wondered what she was seeing; certainly not the same thing he did. 


    As soon as he could he showed her out, muttering pleasantries, though he was still thinking about what she’d told him. No: if his mother had been chasing some ghost, it was because she’d become interested in the area, its colour, its stories; nothing more. She simply hadn’t been that credulous.


    She thought it were himsel’ that was taking the others.


    Paul shook his head, forced a smile. He thought of the way the woman had opened the door; made sure he locked it before turning in for the night.


    


    Paul tried to sleep on the sofa, lay awake listening to the rain rapping on the windows. Soon he would get the place listed with an estate agent, a clean white sign outside, and his mother’s things would be gone: a new beginning, for someone. He got up once during the night and pulled aside the curtains. Outside he saw nothing but the outline of more houses, their windows dark. He looked up and beyond them. He knew the hills were there, but he couldn’t see them; there was only an area that was blacker than the rest. He squinted. Had his mother really imagined some creature up there? It must be a foolish thing to haunt such a place. He shuddered, pulled the curtains closed, and tried to sleep once more.


    


    The study was the first thing. Paul knew the ornaments would have to go, the books; but he couldn’t think of moving them, not yet. His visitor of the night before had piqued his curiosity. Was there really any truth in it? He went in, sat down at the desk. Although the house had been closed up this room felt bright, airy; light streamed in, streaking the walls. 


    There was a picture on the desk. It was of a face carved in wood, peering from between oak leaves, mouth open, tongue sticking out. He grimaced, put the image aside. Beneath it was a book on the mysterious places of Scotland; below that, printouts, something about brownies, selkies, the sidhe, then Am Fear Liath Mòr, the greyman. He rested his hand on it a moment, closed his eyes. Hadn’t he known his mother at all? He scanned the page about the greyman, read something about a supernatural presence haunting the peak of Ben MacDhui – the sound of spectral footsteps that would follow hikers through the mist, the terror it inspired in all who heard it. He frowned, turned the page to see a map; the mountain it spoke of was miles and miles away. At the bottom, written in his mother’s hand, were the words: Another type? Sound only. If seen, seen only once. And then, a single word, underlined: cold. 


    Paul frowned and pushed the papers away. What on Earth had she been doing, writing a book or something? She’d never said anything to him, never mentioned this. He leafed through the rest, glancing at notes, local legends listed and tagged. Surely that must be what she had been doing; it couldn’t be anything else. Then, at the bottom, he found in her writing: The minister. He knows the grey.


    Paul looked up, stared at the wall. Photographs had been pinned to it: an island in the loch, a hilltop wreathed in mist, a small church. His mother, smiling into the camera. She was wearing walking shoes and a padded jacket, and she looked happy. She stood on a slope covered with springy heather, some place Paul had never been and didn’t know. He glanced out of the window. Perhaps he should get outside, go and see the things she had seen; it was one way to bring her back, if only for a while. 


    He frowned. Was that why he had chosen that book to read, last night – to bring his mother back? But anyway, a walk would do him good, and he could call by the church on the way. Without thinking, he took the sheet of paper, folded it and slipped it into his pocket before he went out.


    The church was larger than Paul had expected, made of dour grey stone and rising tall into a pointed tower. From this angle, close to the front door, it seemed bigger than the mountains beyond. He was still peering upward, seeing catches of blue sky through breaks in the cloud, when someone called a greeting; a moment later Paul heard the sound of footsteps. He turned to see a minister carrying a trug full of weeds, the man’s face reddened with exertion, only a dog collar belying his profession. 


    “I’m Mrs Heyward’s son,” Paul said. He found it odd to identify himself by someone who was gone, but the minister showed no sign of it being strange; he merely nodded, held up his hands to show they were too dirty to shake, and led the way inside.


    “Tea,” he said later, while they sat on a pew and sipped. “Drink of the lord, if I may say so.”


    Paul smiled, cradling a mug in his hands. He’d never really liked tea, had only accepted because doing so would make it easier to talk; now he didn’t know what to say.


    “So what brings you here, son? Your mother was a good woman, but she didn’t attend, not really.”


    Paul shook his head, set down his mug on the stone floor, reached into his pocket. “I found this,” he said. “I wondered if you knew what it meant.” He spread the map, saw the minister’s puzzled look and pointed to the words written beneath.


    “I know the grey? My parishioners aren’t that bad.” 


    “I don’t think she meant –”


    “Ah, don’t worry yoursel’. I know what she meant.” The minister smiled. “She was interested in the local stories. Come on, I’ll show you.” 


    He got up, led the way past the altar and through a heavy curtain. Behind it was a small anteroom, a sink and kettle at one side, a couple of chairs, a clothes rail with robes hanging from it. “Backstage,” he said. “Now, your mother heard there was a wee strange carving in the church. So I showed her this.” He walked over to what looked like a blank section of wall. Paul went closer, saw lines scratched into it; they weren’t regular, not professionally carved but scratched into the surface. 


    When the sun is behind ye
And the mist is afore ye
Then shall the spectre come
And be seen in its glory...


    “What does that mean?” Paul asked.


    “What does it mean? I don’t know, lad. But your mother was interested, right enough. Said she thought she knew what it meant, but she never told me and I didnae ask. Didn’t really seem like church business, you know, even though it’s been carved on our wall.”


    “Do you know who did it?”


    “I don’t, lad. It’s been there as far as I can remember, and as far as my predecessor could remember. For so long, in fact, I hardly see it anymore. It was only your mother coming that made me even think of it. Now, how about finishing that cup o’ tea?” 


    “Do you mind if I copy it down?”


    The minister shrugged. “Help yoursel’. Your mother did.” Then he clicked his fingers. “No, she didn’t; she had the best idea, son. She just took a picture.” 


    The camera was in a drawer in his mother’s desk, and Paul turned it in his hands, finding the ‘on’ switch. The lens extended with a whirr and he turned it over, reviewed the pictures his mother had taken before she died. It was difficult to make out the details on the small screen but there was a grey wall with lines scratched on it; the inscription in the church, as the minister had said. After that there were mainly landscapes, taken up in the hills somewhere as the day was fading, the sun bleeding across the sky. There was the loch too, sombrely lit in the shades of dusk, a slow mist creeping across the water. 


    Paul frowned. When the sun is behind ye, he thought. 


    When the sun is behind ye


    And the mist is afore ye.


    What had Mrs Lennox said? 


    She were chasin’ here and chasin’ there... Especially around this time o’ day.


    He looked out of the window into bright daylight. He could follow her, but not yet; he could wait for the sun to pass away – to fall behind him – and then perhaps the mist would come, rising from the loch as in the picture. The sun behind him and the mist before him. Perhaps, then, he could feel closer to her, could look at things as she had looked at them.


    He closed his eyes. What the hell was he thinking? It was too late to try to feel closer to his mother. He was too late; she wasn’t here any longer, had gone and wasn’t coming back. It wasn’t as if she’d return to him. There were no ghosts, no goblins. It was as if the neighbour’s talk had put ideas in his head. If he still felt his mother’s presence in these rooms it was only because he hadn’t banished it, done what he was supposed to do and prepared it for sale. If there were ghosts they were only in his thoughts, of his own making. 


    He rose and went to find something to eat, to find practical things to do. Before he did, he saw the copy of Dickens sitting on the table; he picked it up and pushed it back onto the shelf.


    That evening, Paul went for a walk. He told himself he hadn’t chosen the timing; he had merely become tired of packing away abandoned things, that it was coincidence that the sun was just sinking behind the peaks. He told himself he hadn’t chosen the direction either, but he meandered down through the village and towards the loch, which glistened the no-colour of the time between day and night. 


    The sun was beginning to redden, still haloing the mountains in bursts of glare. The air was tepid and midges hung in tenuous globes above the path. Paul swatted at them as he walked, his scalp beginning to itch; he wasn’t sure whether the bites were imagined or real.


    He walked towards the water’s edge and then skirted it. He stopped and listened, could hear nothing; then realised there were sounds, the distant hum of a motor, the intermittent call of a bird. Nothing else except a faint rushing that may have been his own blood, might have been nothing at all.


    He looked across the loch, which was filling with gold that spread outwards from its centre. He stared at it, trying to decide if a light mist was gathering on the water; he couldn’t tell. He tried to decide if he could feel a presence there, anything at all, but the air was empty, and he knew with absolute certainty that he was alone.


    In the house, it was better. The books were still there, his mother’s pictures. He had packed away the ornaments, leaving the rest; probably better, he had decided, if the house still looked lived in when prospective buyers came to view. 


    It didn’t altogether come as a surprise when there was a sharp knock at the door.


    The caller was Mrs Lennox, her cheeks pink with the night’s chill, this time bearing a tray of flapjacks. “I got them at the store,” she said. “Ah’m not that much of a cook.” And she winked at him like an old friend.


    Paul went to make tea, to bring plates. When he came back she was standing at the bookshelf, her back to him, reading the spines. He set down the cups, almost dropping them; on the table was a single volume he recognised. It was A Tale of Two Cities.


    “Did you take that down?” 


    Mrs Lennox turned. “Oh – well, aye, I suppose I must have. Sorry, dear, I didnae mean to touch anything. It was her favourite, you know.”


    “No – I’m sorry. It made me jump, I suppose.” Paul paused. “I didn’t know it was her favourite. I knew she liked Dickens, but –” 


    “Aye, well. I ne’er could stand him, mesel.”


    He gave a startled laugh. “Me neither.” 


    “You know, I really was very sorry. When I heard they’d found her, I – well, I was upset. She was nice, like I said.”


    “Thank you.” 


    “And you’re a nice lad. Just as I’d have imagined.”


    Paul waved the compliment away, but then something she’d said registered, and he blurted: “When they found her?” He couldn’t seem to take in those words. When it happened, his grandparents had organised everything; now he realised he didn’t really know the details, only that she had died here, miles away from him. Now he wondered. Who found her? What exactly had happened? He knew she had suffered a heart attack, had died almost at once: but was that true, or something they’d only said to make him feel better?


    “What is it, hen?”


    “I just – I don’t really know how it happened,” he said. “I don’t suppose you could tell me, Mrs Lennox?”


    “Well, hen, I don’t know much mesel’. I only know they found her out by the roadside.”


    “The roadside? She wasn’t here, at home?” New images flooded into Paul’s mind: unpleasant images.


    “No, poppet. She was on the road up on the moor. Her car was in a lay-by, not so far off. She was just lying there, so I heard. She was – sorry, hen. Someone drove past and saw her – she was already gone when they found her. It would have been quick, so they said.” 


    Paul didn’t answer. He stared down at the book on the table, idly turned the cover, flicked through the pages without seeing them.


    “Sorry, hen,” she said. “It was a wee bit strange though, wasn’t it? That she had such an interest in the others who’d gone before, and then – a tragedy, dear. A tragedy.”


    “The others,” Paul repeated. And he remembered: she’d said something about that on her last visit, hadn’t she? What had she meant, exactly? 


    She thought it were himsel’ that was taking the others. 


    “Aye – sorry, lad, I thought you knew. She’d been asking around about some folk who died up on that same stretch of road: heart attacks, like her. One o’ them was a tourist. Another was years back – old Mr McTavish. He was old, though; it was only natural. I told her it didn’t mean anything, but she seemed so interested.”


    Paul stared down at the book. He barely trusted himself to speak, but he asked the question anyway. All he could see before him now was the grey road carrying him across the moor; he could have looked at the very spot where his mother had been found. Maybe it was the same place he’d felt such relief, where he stopped thinking the bends in the road were holding him back, and he crossed over into the place he was trying to reach at last.


    


    The next morning Paul packed up his things, locked the door, got into the car and left. He had done enough; either his mother’s house would sell or it wouldn’t. He found, today, he didn’t much care either way. It was hers, and he didn’t want to empty it. The only thing he took away with him was the book – A Tale of Two Cities. It was his mother’s, and he would read it, if only because she wanted him to.


    He didn’t see anyone as he left the village. He was already up on the moorland road in his mind; no, beyond the road, where it stopped heading across the top of the moor and started to wind downwards on the other side. The place his mother had died.


    


    The morning was clear and bright as Paul passed over the moorland, the sun sparking off pools of still water. It felt almost like clarity, a new beginning. It was a good place to say goodbye to her, and then he would put it behind him and he would leave; he would not come back. 


    Mrs Lennox had described the place and as the road turned downward, the land falling away to one side, he saw the lay-by. It was broader than he had expected, smoothly paved. He signalled and pulled in, sat there for a moment leaning over the wheel and looking out across the valley. The sun hadn’t yet burned away the fog and it lay swathed in the dips, whitely shining. 


    Paul’s legs felt heavy as he stepped out of the car. She said it had happened a little further down the road, and he walked along it, but after a short distance his steps faltered. He didn’t know if it was here or further; there was no way of telling. Perhaps, after all, it didn’t really matter. He mouthed his goodbye into the cold air. Maybe she heard him, maybe she didn’t. He turned to go, looking out over that drop once more.


    The fog was there, a white stillness; it was simple, beautiful. He stepped closer to the edge. He could feel the sun on his back, warming him. Soon the fog would be gone and there would be nothing to see but a bright, clear day. Then his eyes narrowed. There was a shape in what should have been shapeless: a grey outline in the mist below. 


    His breath froze in his throat. 


    When the sun is behind ye.


    He shook his head, blinked. There was a shape. It was tall, much taller than a man, and spindly; its legs were those of a giant. And about its head - Paul caught his breath: its head was crowned in a halo that shone in rainbow colours.


    When the sun is behind ye
And the mist is afore ye
Then shall the spectre come
And be seen in its glory.


    Oh God, he thought, and then he let out a spurt of a laugh: oh, Mother. He knew now what it was, had heard of this before: it was nothing but his own shadow cast by the sun behind him onto the mist below. Wasn’t it called a brocken bow? Or a brocken spectre. There was no ghost, no one there, nothing but a trick of the light. Was that all the poem had been about, that had sent his mother chasing about the hilltops? Perhaps he shouldn’t be laughing, but then perhaps his mother had known, too; of course, she must have. This must have been what she expected to find, when –


    The shadow changed. Paul stared down at it. He was wrong, of course he was, but when he blinked it was still there, undeniable: not one shape now outlined against the fog but two.


    The air was cold in his lungs. It was choking him, making him want to cough, but he daren’t; he swallowed it back.


    There were two brocken spectres in the fog, one a little behind the other, as if standing just at his shoulder. Paul knew there could be no one behind him; there had been no other walkers, no other cars, but of course it was just another trick of the light; the sun’s rays had been split by some crag, were projecting a double image of himself onto the fog, nothing more.


    He didn’t want to move, it made him feel vulnerable, but he forced himself to do it anyway: he raised his arms into the air. 


    Below him, far away, a grey figure lifted its arms. One figure. The other stood motionless. The chill was defeating the warmth of the sun now, trickling down Paul’s back like water. It was cold: so very cold. He had known. He had known it wasn’t a trick of the light, some projected image. He had known because he could feel it at his back, a presence so much stronger than the lingering remnants of life gone from the little house in the village. It was standing behind him. It was waiting.


    The grey, he thought. Is that what it was? Is that what she was, now?


    He couldn’t breathe. 


    She had known: of course she had known. She had put it in her notes, had listed and catalogued it. Then she had got into her car and driven out here. 


    If seen, seen only once, she had written. And then, one word: cold.


    He couldn’t take his eyes from the shades below him. Soon the sun would rise higher and the day would come. The fog would pass away and the spell would break; he would be able to breathe again, could leave this place, drive away and never look back. But he could feel the presence behind him. He could prove to himself that it was real, if he would only turn and look. 


    If seen, seen only once.


    He kept on staring down into the mist. He was unable to move. Below him and far away, the grey figure looked back. 

  


  
    
Living With The Dead


    Molly Brown


    I went to the park today, and for the first time in five years, Alice looked at me as if she knew me.


    Alice used to be my best friend. We were in the same class at school. We used to do each other’s hair and borrow each other’s clothes until one night when we were both sixteen, and everything changed.


    The details don’t matter now. All you need to know is that we were at a party in a basement, and we both snorted something that we thought was cocaine, but it wasn’t.


    The next thing I remember is waking up in the hospital with everyone telling me it was a miracle I was alive because the other girl was dead. 


    There’d been a story in the local paper a couple of months earlier about a guy who’d collapsed in the park. He was declared dead on arrival at the hospital and was taken to the hospital mortuary. A few hours later, he woke up.


    No one thought much about it at the time, everyone just assumed he’d been mistakenly declared dead when he was actually in a coma. These things happen. Not often – and never before in the kind of place where nobody dies without the whole town knowing about it – but they happen. The man hadn’t spoken once since waking; they said he just stared into space.


    I remember they interviewed some expert on the news who used a lot of big words just to say: sometimes it’s like that when you wake up from a coma.


    Alice had been dead a little over twenty-four hours when she opened her eyes. Like the guy before her, she never spoke or reacted to anyone or anything; she just seemed to stare into the distance as if she were looking at something no one else could see. 


    A few weeks later they sent her home, saying there was nothing they could do. 


    I wasn’t that well myself – as everyone kept reminding me, I was lucky to be alive – but I went to visit Alice every day. We would sit in her room with me talking and her staring straight ahead as if I wasn’t there. And every day as I left, her mother would beg me to come back again tomorrow: “You’re her best friend. Keep talking to her; maybe you can bring her back.”


    When a forty-nine-year-old man named Sam Jenkins woke up the morning after he’d died of a heart attack, people finally began to suspect that something strange was going on. This man was definitely dead, the doctors insisted. They were being especially careful about who they declared dead these days; Sam Jenkins had been repeatedly checked – and double-checked – for any signs of life, and his body had been cold when they finally allowed it to be taken to the mortuary. Like the previous two people to wake in the hospital mortuary, Sam Jenkins never spoke. Unlike the other two, Sam Jenkins had risen naked from his mortuary slab, walked home without being noticed (it was four a.m. and the streets were empty), and got into bed beside his wife.


    By the time Rosemary Harold died of cancer, they’d decided the problem must be something to do with the mortuary, so they kept her body upstairs. But this didn’t make any difference; Rosemary was awake the next day. 


    Then everyone thought maybe it was something to do with dying in the hospital, so – as much as possible – people started dying at home. Once again, it made no difference; they all opened their eyes within twenty-four hours. 


    People eventually came to the conclusion that the problem was the town – as far as anyone knew, this wasn’t happening anywhere else – so the next time someone died, the body was immediately shipped to another state. But the guy still woke up. The other state wouldn’t allow him to stay – they said it was not their taxpayers’ responsibility to support another state’s walking dead – so he was brought back here. 


    Soon the dead fell into a routine of spending their afternoons in the park. You’d see them there from one o’clock every day, sometimes sitting on benches with their faces tilted up to the sun, other times just standing in a kind of loose formation. And every day at dusk they would go their separate ways, returning to the homes they’d known in life.


    Some, like Alice, were obviously cared for by the living. Alice’s mother always made sure that her clothes were clean and her hair was combed.


    But others were not so comfortable with their dead. On finding her husband in bed with her, Sam Jenkins’ widow had at first moved into the spare room, but having a dead man in the house soon became too much for her and she changed the locks, with the result that her dead husband spent his nights standing on the front lawn. It was around this time that I first heard the word ‘zombie’ being used. 


    The first thing that happens when the dead start waking is not that they go on a rampage like you see in the movies, it’s that you find out all your insurance policies are worthless. Sam Jenkins had a life insurance policy with his wife as the beneficiary, but the insurance company refused to pay out because they said Sam didn’t meet their definition of dead. 


    Then Alice’s mother got a huge bill from the hospital because her daughter – being officially deceased – was no longer covered by her health insurance.


    The second thing that happens is property values plummet. Sam Jenkins’ widow, unable to pay the mortgage, tried putting the house up for sale. But nobody wants to buy a house with a dead man standing on the lawn. Even if – like Sam’s widow – you try to make the dead man a selling point by explaining he deters burglars.


    The third thing that happens is church attendances rise. The fourth thing is they fall again as everyone comes to the conclusion there’s no point in worrying about the afterlife if you’re only 
going to spend it hanging around the park. 


    The fifth thing is all the jobs go, as businesses tend to prefer locations where the dead stay dead.


    The next thing that happens is the town itself begins to die as everyone who can get away gets as far away as possible, until the only people left are the dead and those few who refuse to abandon them. 


    Sometimes I go to the park and watch the dead together. Despite being all different ages and backgrounds, they seem at ease in each other’s company. 


    The silence of the dead when faced with the living can seem awkward, but when the dead are together, their silence is a comfortable one, their blank faces not so much vacant as serene.
And though their faces are far from expressive, I was there one day as a newly-deceased came to join them for the first time, and I am sure I saw recognition in their eyes.


    Five years ago, there were more than three thousand people in this town. Now there are less than three hundred. As the town’s living population continues to move away, more of the dead are being left to fend for themselves. 


    With no one to dress them or comb their hair, some of them were getting into quite a state until a woman named Hilary Frentzen stepped in. The first thing Hilary did was to get a shelter built so the dead would have somewhere to get out of the rain. Then she set up a charitable foundation to collect donations of food and clothing, which she distributes in the park. 


    The dead do eat, just not a lot. Every day Hilary hands out slices of day-old bread donated by supermarkets, and watches as the dead take one or two bites and then scatter the rest on the ground for the pigeons. Of course the pigeons – being dead themselves since the town council poisoned them all a couple of years ago – are no more interested in the bread than they are. Not even the insects are that interested since the park was sprayed, so every day before she leaves, Hilary picks up the leftovers.


    She’s tried giving them vegetables, but the dead won’t touch them. If you ask her, she’ll tell you that no matter how hard she tries, she cannot get the dead to eat broccoli.


    Once, as an experiment, Hilary bought a dozen chocolate cakes and took them to the park. The dead didn’t leave a single crumb behind. She told me she can’t afford to do that every day, but now once every month or so, she’ll buy them some chocolate cakes as a special treat. (Even dead wasps perk up at the smell of chocolate, which is another reason she doesn’t bring it too often.)
Hilary used to get very annoyed when tourists turned up with portable sound systems playing Thriller at full blast, or shouting: “They don’t want bread, they want brainzzz!” but that kind 
of thing has been happening less and less since the state barricaded the highway and put up all of those ‘Quarantine’ signs.


    And there’s hardly been a single crime since the day a guy who was stripping the lead off a dead person’s roof slipped and fell, breaking his neck. He’s been in the park ever since, walking sideways with his head twisted over one shoulder.


    I don’t think the dead feel any pain. When I used to visit Alice in her room, I’d always ask her: “Do you feel any pain? Do you feel anything?”


    But she’d never answer. 


    Then one day as we sat with me talking and her staring into space, I picked up a pin and jabbed it, hard, into her arm. 


    She moved her head slightly, just enough to look down at the pin.


    “You felt that, didn’t you?” I said. “Does it hurt?”


    She went back to staring into space. 


    When she stood up to leave for the park, the pin was still protruding from her arm. 


    I reached up and pulled it out; she didn’t notice.


    The dead don’t seem to age, either. Eating only a few bites of bread a day – plus one piece of chocolate cake a month – they’ve all lost a bit of weight, but otherwise they haven’t changed. I’d kind of expected their hair to keep growing, but that doesn’t seem to be the case. Which is probably just as well because the dead’s hair is invariably a mess. Someone living always has to comb it for them because for some reason they will not do it themselves. 


    The one exception to this is Rosemary Harold, who died without a single hair on her body – not even an eyelash – because she’d been in the middle of chemotherapy. 


    Alice is one of the few dead people in the park who hasn’t been reduced to wearing hand-me-downs thanks to her mother, who still buys her new clothes when she needs them. 


    The first couple of years, she used to take her to the mall, which wasn’t easy because the sales people didn’t like serving the dead and wouldn’t let her try anything on, and there was one guard who’d obviously seen Dawn of the Dead on television and would always follow them around, scowling, from the minute they arrived. But Alice’s mother persevered because she said it was the one time Alice actually seemed to know where she was and why she was there. She even claimed Alice would invariably head straight for the most expensive thing in the shop, just like she did when she was alive. 


    Not that it matters now the mall is shut. 	


    At one time this town had five churches, four cafes, six bars, two auto dealerships, three banks, two primary schools, a high school, a motel, a funeral parlour, and a meat-packing plant (which closed the day after a calf’s head on a shelf in the freezer room was seen blinking). All of them are boarded up now. So are most of the houses. 


    The streets are full of abandoned dogs and cats. It’s the live ones you’ve got to watch out for, because they’re nervous.


    My next door neighbour adopted a dead dog. When I asked her why, she said, “Why not? He’s no trouble and he doesn’t bark.”


    Five years ago, they said it was a miracle I was still alive. Three weeks ago they told me the miracle was coming to an end; my organs were shutting down one by one. All because of one stupid thing I did one night when I saw sixteen.


    People told me my only hope was to get out of this town before I died. They told me it only happens here; if I die somewhere else, I won’t wake up. I won’t end up with those zombies in the park.


    I’m sure all those people were right, but I knew something they didn’t know. I’ve been going to the same doctor since I was a kid – he’s the only doctor in town these days – and the last time I saw him, he said he was going to tell me a secret.


    Remember I told you about when it all first started, and how they shipped a man’s body to another state to see if he would wake up, and he did?


    It turns out my doctor was sent along to accompany the body. He was there when the man woke up, and he’d asked him: “What was it like being dead? Do you remember any of it?”


    And to his amazement, the man had answered him.


    “He spoke?” I said. 


    My doctor nodded. “Only that one time, and never again. Considering what he said, I thought it best to keep quiet about it.”


    “What did he say?”


    “All you need to know is: there are a lot worse places a person could end up,” my doctor said as I left his office that last time, “than in the park.”


    I went to the park today and saw a dead man sitting on a bench with Hilary Frentzen combing his hair.


    What is it about the dead that they refuse to comb their own hair? For five years I had been telling myself that I would be the exception. I would be the one who speaks, who dresses herself, who eats vegetables, who continues to do simple things like comb her own hair... but with every moment that passed, these things seemed less and less important.


    The next thing I knew, I was standing face to face with Alice. And for the first time in five years, she looked at me as if she knew me.

  


  
    
The Grimoire


    Donna Scott


    A grimoire, you say? Oh, yes, I think I can help you as it happens… but let me tell you, they’re a devil to track down: the trouble with grimoires is that they are forever disguising themselves as books.


    I am curious as to how you heard about my little shop. How did you know this would be the right place to look? I agree, yes, we do have the right sort of ambience for them. Nothing plastic about this establishment. Not a whiff of commercialism… nor indeed, much profit. But books, yes, they are always very welcome here.


    You know, people might be all kinds of brave around one or two paperbacks, but they can be very intimidated by lots of books. Likewise, books dislike lots of people. I feel sorry for the ones in that big bookshop in town – the one with all the cards and mugs and toys on the ground floor and all the books trying to hide upstairs. I’ve seen them huddling under ‘Poetry’ thinking no one will ever find them there. And then they get burrowed out and flung on the twofer tables, all face up and prone to greasy fingers. Mind, I don’t blame new books for being scared of having their spines broken by careless browsers! – That first crack is always the worst – And you’d never see an age-old grimoire settled there, where it’s accessible. Unlike this place…


    Anyway, as I say, grimoires can be tricky things to find, so here, take a chair while I rootle around and try to – grrr, good grief this box is heavy – find this thing for you. And I’ll tell you about the last person to come in here looking for a grimoire.


    I remember it was a gorgeous, sunny day in June last year. Quite chilly in here, though. I never take these gloves off, you know, except to turn the odd stuck page. 


    But yes, the woman… the witch I should probably say, though she looked nothing like the old hags from the fairy tales. In she came, wearing a white sundress, and I thought to myself, there’s someone going to get black dust and cobwebs stuck to them and then complain to me about it. Because she didn’t look at all unsure of herself, you know. Well-kept sort of lady, with long brown hair, a bit like that newsreader who does the dancing. I’m always wary of people who come in smiling... Most people who enter a second-hand bookshop will offer no more than a cursory nod before edging their way to the first shadowy alcove out of my line of sight. It’s a game, see. I’m supposed to ask them if there’s anything particular they’re looking for, and then they’re supposed to tell me. Then I find the book in question or I don’t. Then they are supposed to leave. That’s what happens in other shops. Most folks who wander in here have no idea what they’re really looking for. But I find what they need.


    The woman bade me, “Good morning,” in a voice that was rich and honeyed enough to drown an ortolan. I said hello back and asked if there was anything I could do for her, and she said yes…


    Now here’s where you’re probably thinking she mentioned a specifically esoteric sort of title. A Necronomicon perhaps, or Volumes 1-6 combined of Conrad Horst; a small volume from the Bibliothèque Bleu; an Agrippa facsimile...


    “I’m looking for The History of Reynard the Foxe,” she said. “Kelmscott Press edition.”


    I gulped at that. It just so happened that I did have the very book the lady had mentioned. But it was no ordinary book. It was a most beautiful thing, bound in snow-white vellum, tied in ribbons of decaying yellowed silk. Printed by William Morris’s own press, with woodcut illustrations by Burne-Jones and block letters in the manner of ages past; made to be a piece of art, a precious object. The story itself was one taken from Caxton’s translation into English of an old Dutch version of the tale of a fox who refuses to go to court in case the Lion King finds out about his crimes against all the other beasts. And being a Kelmscott edition, I knew it was something special; got it in a house clearance a few months before from some old fellow’s shelves, and I’d already telephoned the University of Birmingham – they have a lot of Kelmscotts in their Fine Print and Rare Editions Collection. And Frank, the curator, had asked me to pop the book along to him some time for a look – only I’d have to wait for an opportune moment to close the shop. I’d been half-expecting Frank to come to me instead.


    “You’re not Frank,” I said to the lady, stating the obvious. “Did he send you?”


    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t have the faintest idea who you’re talking about.”


    There was something slightly off about the way she spoke. For a second, I couldn’t put my finger on it. Was it the slow and deliberate way she had formed the words? The tone of her voice? Was it the fact she was still smiling as if she were advertising hairspray? I suddenly felt very cold, and was thinking of putting my pullover back on, when I realised I was already wearing it. 


    “I’m sorry too, ma’am,” I said. “I don’t have any Kelmscotts in at the moment. If it’s rare editions you’re after, I’ve got a first edition Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone newly acquired, about to be showcased on an antique book site, after which I’m expecting it to fly... or if it’s late Middle English works you’re interested in, I do have a number of Caxton facsimile reprints, including your fox tale, I do believe –”


    And then it seemed that the dark had suddenly descended in my little shop, and the smile disappeared from the woman’s face, and all the honey from her voice. 


    “Vellum. Handmade. Kelmscott.,” she spat, almost shouting. Quite rude, I thought. But she got worse. After a dramatic sigh of exasperation, she continued: “From the house of Harry Irving, deceased. Would have been in the company of quite a few other books. Let me jog your memory of some of them.” Then she began marching round my shelves, pulling books from them and flinging them haphazardly towards my feet. “One book of Fleur Adcock poetry; Kidnapped by Robert Louis Stevenson; The Railway Children by E Nesbitt; Thomas Babington Macauley’s Lays of Ancient Rome; Liber B vel Magi by Aleister Crowley, and–” she marched over to my cluttered desk and took the top book out of a box on top that I had yet to sort through.


    “Great Scott! Stop a second,” I said, my hands held up in case she decided to fling that one at me from close range. I was sorely tempted to punch the woman. As I took a step towards her I think she thought I might because she stepped back as if to dodge out of my way, her eyes half-wild still. “Right, stopped throwing my shop around, have we? Good. Okay, let’s discuss this like adults. How do you know these books are from this Harry fellow?”


    “One Basic French Cookery Course,” she continued, thrusting her chin up at me as if in challenge. “By master spy thriller writer, Len Deighton, of course. Signed to Lissy.” She held the book open on the fly, revealing the author’s signature.”


    “How did you –?” I began.


    “Know? Because I know these books and they know me. I have grown up with them.” She shrugged. “And because the box has H. Irving House Clearance written on it in marker pen.”


    I had to concede that it did.


    “So, if you grew up with them, you’re his daughter?”


    She arched an eyebrow and said haughtily, “No. I was his pupil. And his lover.”


    Feelings along the lines of being scandalised threatened to surface at that moment, what with Mr Irving having been an old fella, and this woman... Well, I struggled to put an age to her. Not a very young lady. But I wouldn’t say middle-aged either. She was a bit too smooth and glamorous, if you know what I mean? But I put my sense of propriety aside. I mean, I’d spoken to the man’s nephew and he said there was no other family left; no one else who might want his stuff. It had all been left to him and he didn’t want any of the books. And I’d only given him a hundred for the lot – including the Kelmscott. I had been looking at a tidy profit. I suspected this lady had the same in mind, but did she have any real claim to the books? I didn’t think so. She may have recognised a few from the clearance, but really she could have been anybody.


    So, I asked her again. “His lover?


    “Yes,” she replied, holding my gaze, but oh so slightly twitching.


    “I nodded to the book in her hand. “Are you Lissy?”


    “No.”


    “Oh,” I said. “I’m sorry for your loss.” Then I took the book out of her hand and put it back in the box. Which she promptly upended, books scattering all over the desk and floor, mixing up the ones I’d made a note of with ones I hadn’t and customer orders ready to go. I clenched my fists, but forced myself to keep them down. What a mess!


    I tell you, people who mistreat books will never earn a special favour from me, so as she was shrieking, “Where is it? Where is it?” I abandoned any thought that may have been forming to do a deal with her on the Kelmscott instead of the University. 


    “I don’t have it,” I told her again. “Now kindly leave my shop.”


    This she did, though I had to practically shove her out, with my arms mimicking the blade of a snowplough, as it were. And then, as I sometimes do, I decided to close a few minutes early and get on with my cataloguing and bookwork, as I had quite a lot to do and was feeling too tense to cope with customers. The woman banged on the door for a bit, but she stopped after twenty minutes or so. Just as well the local residents in this area were all out at work, or I’m sure one of them would have telephoned the police…


    I apologise, the book I was searching for isn’t here after all that. Might be hiding upstairs. Yes, there is an upstairs, but I generally keep the stairway concealed behind that stack of shelves there. I’ll just turn the sign round on the door for now, just in case, pop the bar across like so, and you can follow me up.


    Okay, here we go. I just move this box, and there – see the handle? It’s actually a door. Mind, these stairs are old and narrow. Watch out for the tight turn at the top, here. There we go. Welcome to the office!


    And here’s where I keep the Auchentoshan… just the thing for an occasion like this. And a couple of tumblers, keep it proper. Go on, have a sip. It’s good stuff. There you go…


    About the Kelmscott… I did have it, you know. Can you guess where I had been keeping it all that time? Yes indeed, it was in this office. Turn around and you’ll see my glass cabinet. I’d been keeping it in there. So, after I’d tidied up all the fallen books, I came up here to look at the book and consider what I should do. 


    I like to think that my books act as wardens, keeping out low-level sorts of trouble... You might conclude that was the reason why all the bookshops got left alone in the riots – which I’ve heard said – but no, books can indeed be prized material objects, and just as prone to pickpockets as cheese and fillet steak for those with the want but not the means. The rioters just had different material objects in mind. Books do get stolen. Believe it or not, the sort of book you’re after tends to be stolen the most. As if these would-be magicians think a stolen book on how to do magic is somehow more imbued with magical energy – or deviant energy, perhaps. However, the other sort of book that gets stolen a lot is a rare book, like the Kelmscott I held in my hands that day; the one I had lied about having in my possession. It should have been quite safe in this little annexe – a very determined ne’er-do-well could find it out, I suppose – but at that time I felt utterly convinced otherwise, and I can’t explain why.


    The Kelmscott was in the glass case you see behind you, huddled for company against another book made of vellum, Oliver Goldsmith’s The Vicar of Wakefield, and a copy of Marquis de Sade’s Justine, bound in distinctive light tan leather. These three were perhaps the most valuable and rare books in the entire shop. I assumed that the rude woman I’d thrown out, seemingly cold to ordinary books for the treasure of words within, was interested solely in their monetary value, and all three were at risk if left in the office, so I took them home with me that night. Which turned out to be a very silly idea…


    Ah, I can see in the glass cabinet now is one of the books I was going to show you. Here, let me just reach past you. There. That’s a 1960s facsimile reprint of The Ancient Science of Magic translated into English from the original sixteenth-century German in the 1800s. Contains a rather good ritual for making a magical sword. If that’s the sort of thing you’re after, I can do you that for eighty quid. Very good price. No cheques, I’m afraid.


    However, I rather suspect you might be after something a little more... exceptional. Something extraordinary. Yes?


    I might just have the sort of thing you need, but I must caution you. So many souls walk through my door in search of a little magic: teenage girls with broken hearts; cuckolds seeking vengeance on their rivals; victims seeking restoration from the universe. Twee little books of love charms are ten a penny, of course. Delia Smith-like cookbooks of the occult, which include recipes for cocktails that taste unpleasant, but offer no change in the practitioner’s actual circumstances. That sort of thing is always turning up in stock. But the sorts of things I can procure for you aren’t for the likes of just anybody.


    Lots of books are special, of course. Like that little Kelmscott: a simple tale concerning a trickster fox, but oh so very fine and precious. 


    I took the book home that night – and the other two I’d picked up with it – driving with them on the seat beside me; the full moon ever at my back. When I got home, I went into my kitchen, set a pot of coffee on the go, and pulled up a chair by my breakfast table where I had put down the books. I picked up the Kelmscott and read the pages by the light of the single bare bulb – I don’t believe in lighting up the whole house for no reason – speaking the words aloud as I read, all the better to comprehend them:


    “Now go forth Grymbart and see wel to fore yow, Reynart is so felle and fals and so subtyl, that ye nede wel to loke aboute yow, and to beware of hym.” 


    And so on and so forth...


    As I read the words, I heard a sudden shuffling noise. It made me stop for a moment and look around the floor, wondering if it had been a mouse I had heard. But I couldn’t see anything. All I could hear was the drip and gurgle of the coffee machine. Then I heard the shuffling again, quite close to my ear. I regarded the books on the table. The Vicar looked as dormant and dull as any school text. But there was something strange about the Marquis de Sade book. I looked closely at the cover, noticing with dismay a semi-circular slit in the surface that hadn’t been there before. Had I damaged it on the journey home in the car? What could have caused it?


    As I brushed the mark with my fingertips, the scar appeared to widen. A gelatinous line appeared; the colour of buttermilk. The leather peeled back, revealing what looked like a flattened eyeball, the iris as opaque as a dead shark’s. The thing was apparently animated by a monstrous sentience, however, for it looked at me. Why I did not leap away in alarm, I cannot say. Instead I remained remarkably calm. I wondered if I were tired and rubbed my own eyes, feeling the barely yielding form of my own eyeballs behind my lids. I looked at the book again. Smiling to myself, I pointed my index finger towards the eye of the book in a poking gesture and watched as the lid clamped shut. I stroked the wrinkled leather and found it rough and firm to the touch. It was no eyelid at all. Just a fault in the leather. I laughed. I must have been seeing things!


    I turned then to The Vicar of Wakefield and read the Advertisement, which goes something like:


    “There are an hundred faults in this Thing, and an hundred things might be said to prove them beauties.” 


    As I watched, something strange happened to the text. What I saw was now written in some sort of gobbledegook. I tried to work out the language, and realised that it was in fact still in English! But so horribly misspelled and twisted, it was almost an alien language visually. Reading the words, even to myself, was like hearing a bad foreign accent in my head. 


    “Ar ar a hundred felts in dis tin, and a hundred tinz mjt be sed tui pruv dem butiz.”


    It was as though the book knew my prejudices. Seeing those awkward letters filled me with a shuddering sense of horror and I quickly pushed the cover back down, lest the text transmogrify once more into something even more abhorrent – like text speak.


    I turned back to the Kelmscott… only to see the words slide from Middle English to Middle Dutch to French and back. As the words translated and re-translated themselves, the sentences made less and less sense. I rubbed my eyes again. Below me the Middle English had re-asserted itself, and I read about the fox, dressed in his priest’s habit, encountering two sister hens, Justine and Juliette. I knew the story well, and though the fox was suspected of murdering the chicken’s daughter, the name of the child was Coppen. Something in the story had been corrupted.


    I thought I had better pour myself that coffee. I took a long sip, and savoured the bitter, rich flavour.


    Just then I heard an almighty crash. The sound of shattering glass. I glanced up. The sound had seemed to come from upstairs.


    Very slowly and quietly, I pushed back my chair and padded out into the dim hallway. I keep one or two putters in the ceramic umbrella stand near the front door, for a little golf practice on the front lawn, you understand. I thought I’d best take one with me as I went to investigate.


    I trod softly up the dark stairs, listening out for the creaking steps of intruders. I heard nothing. A window on the landing was letting in a little streetlight from outside; all else was shadow. Rounding the top of the stairs, I almost started at the movement of a ghostly apparition in the corner of my eye but, turning, saw that it was no more than my white summer drapes, billowing into my bedroom. A shaft of moonlight on the floor revealed the large lump of brick that had put the hole in the window. 


    Crash! Another noise, this time coming from downstairs. I had been duped!


    Down I raced, back towards the kitchen, as quickly as I could. A figure in black was fleeing the scene; the books were gone. From somewhere inside emerged a spirit of strength and ire, and in rage I threw my putter at the thief’s back. Of course, in the kitchen there were all manner of obstacles to get in the way of that missile, and the awkward shape of the object hammering through the air should have had it crashing cacophonously to the tiles. But had I been Thor himself my aim could not have been more true, my strike more effective. The titanium blade landed messily on the back of the escapee’s head. It was neither the heaviest nor the sharpest of the clubs I could have selected; nonetheless it cracked against the thief’s skull and drew blood as it knocked her down – for the intruder was none other than the woman who I’d thrown out of my shop earlier. 


    I thought I had best make her comfortable, but first things first: I emptied the books from her holdall back onto the table. She was lying on my kitchen floor, which I am afraid was not terribly clean. I was just starting to think that perhaps I should call an ambulance, when she began moaning and came to.


    “Hello,” I said. “The police are on their way.” 


    It was of course a lie. Her eyes widened. I thought my mentioning of the police had made her nervous. But her eyes were focussed at a point beyond my shoulder. 


    “Get. My . Book. Away. From. That. Thing,” she rasped. I heard a rustling and looked up. The de Sade was leaning over the edge of the table, as though there were someone holding it at an angle; the eye glared down at us. The woman pushed against me and tried to get up. I found myself fighting against her, forcing her down, my full weight on her shoulders. She rocked and arched her spine to shake me off, took a side kick at my ankles. I lost my balance and toppled, and she got to her feet, taking another kick at my head. I grabbed her ankle and she fell back herself, slamming her shoulder against the corner of the fridge. I found myself grabbing a pair of scissors from the tidy, pointing the blades down at her. She grabbed my abandoned putter and – blocked by the cooker – took a weak swing at my shins, hitting the shaft against the table leg. I stabbed at her hands with the scissors, leaving angry red welts on her skin. I kept the scissors closed at first, but when I saw I was not breaking her skin, I went at her with the blades open. She screamed, but managed to grab me by the wrist. Then it was her strength against mine as I bore down on her. I almost had the blades to her neck; could see the pulse in her veins there. I fought until one of the tips was near to slicing a mole in the V-shaped bone between neck and décolletage. We were both shaking with the effort.


    “Stop, stop,” she pleaded. “It’s the book. It’s making you do this.”


    “You broke into my house,” I bit back. “I’m defending my property.”


    “Don’t be an idiot!” she cried. “Can’t you sense the build-up of energy in here? My book is a trickster fox. A grimoire. Read him one way and he’s a villain. Another, a hero. In the wrong company he’s easily corrupted, and can corrupt others in his turn. And not only do you not give him back to me, you go and put him with another of his kind. The worst of all! That book is mad. Debased and debauched. In other words – put that de Sade in your library and within an hour, your Enid Blyton books could all read like Irvine Welsh!”


    I sat back on my heels, relieving the intruder of my weight – and the threat of scissor blades. “That doesn’t sound terribly… evil.”


    The woman sat up and swished the hair from her face, releasing a long-held breath. “Don’t be ridiculous. A grimoire is a magical book. Books are not moral or immoral objects in themselves. It’s all about intent. The writer intends them to be read one way; the reader intends to read them another. The stronger determinant wins.” She nodded at the baleful eye of the book, turned in my direction. “And then you have the determinism of the bookbinder.” 


    She reached and with her uninjured hand picked up the de Sade. The book blinked at her like a curious child. “I’ve heard of a few examples of this sort. Anthropomorphic bibliopegy.”


    “Anthropodermic bibliopegy,” I corrected her. “Yes, I’d guessed it was bound in human skin. A lot of de Sade’s early fans did this when criminal cadavers were more generally available. A lot of the covers had nipples, you know–”


    “No, I was right the first time. Anthropomorphic bibliopegy,” she interrupted. “It’s my own term. It means the maker has ascribed human attributes to books like these. They are little characters. Rather simple ones, though.”


    “You’re saying the de Sade is a corrupting influence?” I said.


    “Exactly,” she said. “And I would rather my little fox was returned to me, where he can be safe. There will be far too many creatures to sway his intentions at your shop. And he’s good company for me.” And then she smiled, all sweetness and charm, and I – I smiled back…


    Oh – let me just top up your Auchentoshan. It’s really rather good isn’t it? So, yes, my little thief and I came to an arrangement. She was utterly forgiving of the wounds I had caused her. So very, very grateful to me she was. And so pretty. It was a shame to do her harm. She told me her name was Juliette, and whether that was her real name or not, it matters little.


    Anyway, once I’d cleaned up the mess and blood I did a little research online about anthropodermic bibliopegy, and I hadn’t realised it was such a lucrative business. One of those areas of bookselling where demand far outweighs supply – and the money offered! I tell you it makes the fine print and rare editions business look like spare change. A seller’s market, if you will. Of anthropomorphic bibliopegy there was not a single hit, but of people asking for grimoires. Well, the world is full of saps. Nerdy characters for the most part. The victims of the world. Like you, Mr - . Ah, it doesn’t matter what your name is. You are a victim, most assuredly. I don’t know what your story was before you came to me. Perhaps you were bullied at school. Maybe your boss is mean to you. Perhaps you’re crippled with impotence, or can’t even attract a woman to your bed. It really doesn’t matter.


    You see, Juliette was right. The books are… I would say innocent, but that’s the wrong word. They are amoral. Perhaps the writer wanted to spread certain concepts to the readers, perhaps the bookbinder and the bookseller had their intentions, but then the reader would need to be susceptible to all those ideas to be corruptible. And perhaps the reader can see beyond the intent of all those people put together. The reader can create something far more corrupt, far more insidious than anything the creator ever envisaged. 


    You look tired, sir. Let me take the glass from you now. It is almost time to conclude our business. I’ve kept you long enough.


    You said you wanted to see a true grimoire – a book embodied with magical properties. Not a false conjurer’s book of tricks, nor the ancient tome of a charlatan.


    Here, I keep my most precious books in this miniature cabinet on my desk. The Kelmscott fox is the epitome of artistic endeavour and so I am afraid it is not for sale. I went to such trouble to keep hold of it; I could not even bear to let it go to the University collection in the end. Don’t worry, they’ve had plenty more off me since. All sorts of unusual stock seems to be turning up these days. From the Kelmscott fox, I have acquired all my cunning.


    Here is de Sade’s Justine. See how she looks at you. From this creature, I have learned all there is to know about corruption and cruelty. 


    And look, here’s her sister, Juliette. Just look at the work that went into that cover. I bound that one myself, you know. The leather I really wanted to use was too fine for the outer cover, but if you rub the paper on the inside you can still feel that little mole underneath. I also acquired my own press; it’s in this building, concealed behind yet another door. An extra bonus chapter, if you like. I make all my own paper, and print on an old Victorian press. It’s rather rustic, but works remarkably well. And of course, I’ve been bookbinding for years – quite a therapeutic little hobby. I love working in all the different materials. Especially leather.


    And of course, last but not least, The Vicar of Wakefield. That turned out to be a grimoire as well. From him, I learned the value of a pleasant character and a trustworthy face. I do a very good job of seeming amiable. At least I like to think so. The lovely thing about grimoires is that they make the very best of people.


    Now, sir, the time has come for my tale to end. And you, who came here looking for a exceptionally special grimoire are going to acquire the very best, and at no price to you whatsoever. No price but your soul. As I thought, the powder in your drink has taken effect and you are paralysed. I am wondering what to make of you. What adventures in your life would you have had with the courage of your conviction? A Salome I shall make of you, perhaps? A Faust… Then perhaps I will sell you to someone wise enough to not enter a secret stairway in a bookshop that sells such things as I do. Or perhaps you can stay here and keep me company. I always did prefer books to people. From one shelf to another, young man. Welcome to your new life. Now, are you sitting comfortably?


    Good. Then I shall begin.

  


  
    
Lifeline


    Susan Sinclair


    Anne flipped her collar up and headed down Bridge Street. A south-easterly wind from Delapre Park blew icy rain down her neck. Her sodden fringe glittered with the glare from every passing car that sprayed her coat with oily water and splashed her jeans above two inch heels.


    This outing on a bleak October night was intended to brighten her day, but had turned into a twilight endurance mission with missed buses and inclement weather.


    At the corner she glimpsed the welcoming glow of pub lights. The noisy trickle gave way to the low murmur of conversation as she pushed through the door. She was expecting, however, the loud drone of a crowd, or, better still, the deafening beat of live music.


    She stood dripping over a barstool as a barmaid, with almost adolescent curves and far too much makeup on her thin face, laughed with several regulars. They were older male bikers, grey-haired and heavily bearded. The woman attended to one of the few younger men that came across, but still failed to notice Anne.


    As Anne was finally handed a refreshing vodka and lemonade, she took a quick sip and struggled to keep the barmaid’s attention.


    “Is the Skeleton Krew Rebellion starting late?” she enquired.


    “The Skeleton Krew Rebellion was on last night,” said the barmaid, “and tonight’s band cancelled. The list of gigs is over there.”


    Turning, Anne saw a chalk board by an empty stage where the band should have been.


    The conspiracy against her seemingly complete, she slipped back from the counter and wandered towards the stage, knowing that this belated attention to detail would not make any difference. Childcare was arranged for tonight. She took another sip, too much, too fast, spilling most of the drink down her chin. Stumbling forward, she almost banged into a man slouched in the corner beside the board.


    He looked startled


    “Sorry,” Anne choked.


    His dark eyes grew wide.


    “I said sorry,” Anne reiterated defensively.


    “Good God,” the man said, “you can see me.”


    There was a momentary silence in which Anne stared at the man, and the man stared back. A young man, who almost brushed the low ceiling as he stood slowly upright. His hair was dark and tied back in a ponytail. His solid jaw line softened by a neat beard. He wore a shapeless white shirt with sleeves turned back above tanned arms. Green and red dragons swirled in combat down his muscular forearm. Beneath the tattoo, a sharp red and grey motif livened up his sleeveless leather jacket. Details on the jacket were shadowed, but they could be skulls or American symbols that suggested this lad was part of the biker crowd.


    “Come again,” Anne said, sure she had misheard.


    “You can see, and hear me.” The man smiled. “I’ve been here since the May bank holiday. Two weeks, and I’ve not managed to get served yet. The large lass at the bar could see me at first, I think. She gave me some very strange looks before totally ignoring me.”


    Anne took another quick sip, and began to move away. Attention from a young man was flattering at her age, but drunks could be unpredictable.


    The man moved smoothly to intercept.


    Not a drunk, then: worse; the pub nutter.


    “Have you any idea how lonely it is,” he continued, “with no one to talk to, and people trying to walk through you? If you’re worried people might stare because you’re talking to yourself, then we can go over here.”


    She was reluctant to follow. She looked around for pub security, or at least some burly biker annoyed by the noisy entertainment.


    Everyone was deep in their own discussions. No one even noticed her there, cheeks suddenly dried by flushed humiliation.


    They might not be able to see him but she couldn’t stop seeing him, no matter how much she willed him to disappear. Conceding defeat, she sat down in a dingy alcove, and stared silently into her drink.


    He took a seat opposite.


    “Do you see ghosts?” he asked.


    Anne shook her head.


    “Good.” He seemed relieved, “that gives me one less theory to work on. Of course, this could be your first time.”


    Anne digested this information slowly. He had clearly thought long and hard about things, but she felt she should be shocked, or shivering, or something. She was not cold enough now to be shivering, and she just felt helplessly harassed. She took another sip.


    “How did you get here… two weeks ago in… May?” she said quietly.


    “I was following a girl.”


    “Who?”


    “Her name was Eleanor, I think.”


    “Your girlfriend?”


    “I don’t know. She seemed to have a prior engagement – off to meet some handsome soldier I could just see in the distance. She was angry at me and told me to go home.”


    Harassing his ex maybe? He seemed the type.


    “Why didn’t you go home?”


    “I couldn’t remember where home was. It’s a big house, I think, with a big garden in a small village. A place where you can hear the sea and see white cliffs.”


    Not Northampton then.


    “What’s your name?” Anne asked.


    “The only names other than Eleanor that come to my mind are Davey, Duke, William and King Billy.”


    “The King Billy would be the name of this pub,” Anne pointed out, and took another sip.


    “That leaves Davey, Duke or William,” the young man said.


    “Or how about King Willy,” Anne giggled suddenly. This was absurd.


    The man pouted. “Not Willy, you can have Davey, William or Duke.”


    “I choose Duke, Duke.”


    His shapely mouth curved up at one corner, revealing a dimple just visible above the beard.


    “I can see you’re a cheap date, flirting after just one drink.”


    “Flirting?” She was certainly tempted. One drink and he was not bad looking for an invisible man. “Was I flirting, Duke?”


    From this point on the evening became much more relaxed, if a little disjointed. There was nothing to stop Anne flirting with an invisible stranger in a quiet corner. They had much in common. They had wandered into the King Billy for the same reason, to listen to live music. He could still hear the strum of a rock ballad, and the sexy squeal of an electric guitar. Her vivid imagination did not quite extend to this, but she could appreciate his enthusiasm. She bought another drink and one for him just in case. He did not attempt to drink any. She drank for both of them and then ordered another two.


    Duke decided to escort her home.


    “Under the circumstances,” he told her, “this is the gentlemanly thing to do.”


    She bought two tickets from a bemused bus driver and flirted with Duke on the top deck. Teenagers in the seats behind moved downstairs.


    After waving goodbye to the babysitter she invited him in for coffee. She forgot to put the kettle on, and apologised. He smiled. When she fell over a chair and playfully rebuked him for failing to catch her, he lost his smile. When she was attacked by smothering bedclothes, his handsome face hung above her, and his smile returned with a tantalising invitation.


    Anne woke amid bedclothes in disarray, and with the father of all hangovers. She took some time to sort out her thoughts. Recollection of the previous night was somewhat bitty, like a badly edited B movie. Once she had her thoughts in some semblance of order she turned on the light and searched the room with a worried frown.


    The limited space was cold and reassuringly empty. The small living room was equally empty, as was the tiny kitchen: the bathroom had to be small for her to get in through the door.


    She gazed long and hard at her reflection in the bathroom cabinet. Summer office-grey skin had turned seamlessly to winter-grey, showing every drawn line. She self-consciously tucked a strand of greying hair back beneath the brown. Had she really spent all night talking to herself?


    “Are you finished in there, Mum?”


    Anne exited the bathroom, coming face to face with her leggy young daughter. Kelly was her youngest child, and only a small hop away from womanhood. A reminder of what she herself must once have been, when her husband had called her a pretty young thing. Unfortunately Anne was no longer a pretty young thing. Kelly, a late addition to an already fledged family, had been the end of Anne’s marriage.


    Anne had not seen much of her ex since. He, his latest young girlfriend, and what little money he had not spent on this latest bit of totty, had moved to Australia. Anne had struggled valiantly with the mortgage until redundancy this year. Unable to get a decent replacement job and still in negative equity, she had lost their home. Belongings had to be given to charity and the dog re-homed when she and Kelly were reduced to emergency council housing, then tenancy of a second floor flat on a rough town estate. Life was very stressful at the moment.


    Kelly tilted her head, the cheeky grin on her face revealing the full sparkle of new braces, a cheap purple gem for every tooth.


    “Did you enjoy yourself last night, Mum? Can I go out with you next time?”


    Anne drew breath before returning the smile.


    “No, it would cost too much in Coke, which your orthodontist says is bad for your teeth, and it’s embarrassing for a child to have to steer her drunken mother home from the pub. Now, don’t you have school this morning?”


    Anne was relieved that the day appeared to be progressing in a normal fashion; mislaid school kit and gloves, burnt toast, doorstop sandwiches that were stuffed into Chinese takeaway containers, that wouldn’t stuff into overfilled school bags, and spilled out on the back seat of Anne’s old banger.


    Kelly re-stuffed her bag at the school gate, and gave her mum a peck on the cheek.


    Anne tutted. “Go on, you’ll be late.”


    Kelly’s new school was grey and impersonal. Life was stressful here too, although Kelly put on a brave face. She took a few quick steps and then turned back.


    “Will Duke be there when I get home, only I forgot to say goodbye?”


    Anne felt she had been hit by a cannon ball. Her jaw dropped.


    “It’s all right,” Kelly shrugged. “He’s nice.”


    Back at the flat, Anne pushed open Kelly’s bedroom door, and then checked every room twice. No one could have avoided her, but she could not rid herself of the feeling that Duke was there. If he had been part of her imagination, then how could Kelly have seen him?


    You can’t see me now?


    The voice, if it was a voice, was disappointed and remote.


    She threw her head back against the door she had closed behind her.


    “No,” she said to the empty room.


    What had Duke said about the barmaid being able to see him, and then not see him? Perhaps this had happened with her, and would happen with Kelly too.


    Anne felt a surge of hope and relief for the thought, and then a guilty sadness. They would be leaving Duke alone again.


    “Do you want some music?” she said brightly.


    She lifted a Jethro Tull CD and hoped Duke liked folksy poetic lyrics with his rock music.


    Over the next three weeks Kelly kept up a constant dialogue with their invisible lodger.


    Anne was at a loss. She had introduced this imaginary companion, so how could she rebuke her daughter for talking to him. To do so would be hypocrisy and an acknowledgement of a problem she felt inadequate to deal with for many reasons and on many levels. She had no one to talk to. Her friends were already worried about her in a pitying ineffectual way while getting on with their own uneventful lives; her elderly parents had retired to the Lake District; her youngest son was at college in Exeter while his older brother hiked down to see their father in Australia; and her GP was the latest name in an ever changing line up at her local health centre. Anyway, perhaps her daughter needed an imaginary companion when she had so few real friends at her new school.


    In the fourth week things seemed to come to a head. Kelly began to call Duke, quietly to get his attention at first, then more impatiently. Her calls quickly became urgent with frustration and concern. She was becoming stressed, and Anne knew she had to say something.


    “One of the mums at the school gate says you’ve begun to make friends in the netball team, Kelly,” she said. “It’s quite usual to stop seeing invisible companions when we no longer need them.”


    “Then why don’t you still see Duke?” Kelly asked reasonably. “You needed a friend too. Anyway, it’s not that I don’t see him. He can’t see me. He seems to be… lost. And he’s really upset. There must be something we can do.”


    Anne was always amazed how children could believe their parents were invulnerable to stress, had never-ending supplies of money, and could solve anything. Anne had failed to live up to expectation in at least two of these categories recently and was feeling increasingly inadequate as a parent.


    “We’ll think of something,” she replied weakly.


    Friends in the netball team proved not to be such a blessing when Kelly confided in one of them. Her Mum’s invisible boyfriend became the talk of the team, then the class. Sensible girls no longer befriended her, and she became a target for bullies.


    Anne did not notice at first. She was so grateful that the in-house one-sided conversations had ceased that she failed to realise her daughter was far quieter than normal. Eventually there was a call from the school. Kelly had attacked one of her tormentors.


    Anne collected her. There were bruises and blood where Kelly had torn her lip on the braces. One of her nails was ripped back and there was a deep cut above her brow where she had banged heads with her adversary.


    “You should see the other girl,” Kelly muttered as they sat in casualty.


    “I’m hoping we won’t see her in here,” Anne said. “I’m sure we’ll see enough of her and her parents when we go to your school disciplinary meeting.”


    But Kelly was not listening. Her eyes were wide. She tugged excitedly on Anne’s arm.


    “Mum, that’s Duke. He’s here.”


    Anne rubbed the side of her face uneasily.


    “Shush, darling,” she whispered, “this is a hospital. Sick people won’t want to hear you yelling.”


    People in the waiting room were beginning to turn towards them, and toward the empty corridor Kelly was pointing down.


    “Let’s follow him,” Kelly said.


    Anne had no idea when Kelly would be seen by the doctor, so the idea of escape from a now curious waiting room held some appeal.


    “Yes, let’s.”


    Anne would have stopped Kelly once they were beyond sight of the waiting room, but her daughter was already well ahead. She seemed to know her way in the maze of long corridors and echoing stairs. By the time Anne caught up, Kelly was outside a closed door peering through one of the windows onto the ward.


    “He’s in there,” she said.


    Excitement was causing her to bounce up and down, and Anne could not help laughing as she grabbed hold of her arm.


    “All right, calm down. Where is he exactly?”


    “On that chair.”


    “Which chair?”


    There were several very empty chairs by sleeping patients.


    “That blue one at this end.”


    Anne was about to turn away and have words with Kelly, but something caught her attention. In the bed beside the chair was a sleeping man surrounded by complex machinery. A sensor was strapped to an arm that lay across the sheet. There was a tattoo on the arm.


    “Green and black dragons…?” she said in wonder.


    “Yes, fascinating, isn’t it, but you can’t stand around in this corridor unless you are a close friend or relation.”


    Anne almost jumped out of her skin, and turned to find a young nurse standing behind them. She stammered an apology.


    The nurse nodded acceptance. She looked very professional in a clean uniform and neatly collected auburn hair, but she had a kindly face. Anne became brave.


    “I had a friend once who had a tattoo like that. His name was…,” she put on a forgetful expression. “Duke?”


    The nurse smiled politely, but was otherwise unimpressed.


    “No… Davey, Will? He lived somewhere on the coast.”


    The nurse raised a brow. “Suffolk?” she queried.


    Anne had never seen any white cliff in Suffolk.


    “Dorset, or thereabouts,” Anne guessed. “We were at a rock concert on the south coast.”


    The nurse drew breath and relented. “His name is David Williams. The Duke was apparently the name of his bike, although I guess he may have picked up that nickname because of the bike.”


    “Big… manly thing, a bike,” Anne said vaguely.


    The young nurse sighed in exasperation. “A dangerous thing, a bike. Judging by his injuries I imagine The Duke was a write-off.”


    Kelly tugged at the nurse’s sleeve.


    “Does he get many visitors? Can we visit him?”


    “Not many visitors,” the nurse said sadly. “I think a few of his biking friends came at first, but he’s been in a coma for a year. There are visiting hours, and it’s not as if he will notice, but you’d better tell the duty nurse that you are more than a passing acquaintance.”


    Kelly had finally been seen and neatly butterfly-stitched by a doctor, and now, much against Anne’s better judgement, they stood with other visitors in the corridor outside the ward where Davey lay in a coma.


    “We’re not going to get away with this,” Anne hissed. “We’d be lying if we said we were his friends.”


    “You lied earlier,” Kelly argued, then smiled winningly at the older nurse who was walking towards them.


    “We’ve come to see my mum’s boyfriend, Davey Williams,” she said.


    The nurse frowned. “Would this be the first time you’ve visited?”


    Anne could feel her underlying disapproval. The age gap, probably, as well as the fact that she had not visited before. She felt obliged to make some suitable excuse.


    “Davey and I had a silly tiff last year. I was drunk.... Anyway, I assumed he wasn’t talking to me. Man-pride, you know… I didn’t hear about the accident until recently.”


    The nurse nodded and went about her business. Breaching ward security with shades of the truth was much easier than Anne had imagined. She still felt guilty as they walked over to Davey’s bed.


    This David was far older than the Davey Anne had met, probably several years older than her, in his late forties. The ponytail was gone and his receding hairline was flecked with grey. Lined pale skin was sunken around his cheeks. Paler areas round his jaw suggested a large beard had been shaved off, probably by the hospital.


    On the sinewy arm the dragon tattoo was darkening, losing definition and colour. Rough, wel- used hands with long fingers lay limp against thin thighs beneath the blankets. Deep lacerations on his bony shoulders had been left unbandaged and already healing to white scars.


    He was wearing a set of ear plugs, and there was the low buzz of sound. She assumed they were trying to rouse him with a melody. There was no visible response. The laughing eyes that still haunted Anne’s dreams remained closed.


    Anne was both saddened by his plight, and relieved. She could not be entirely mad to have imagined a man that really existed, and Kelly did not seem disappointed by this older incarnation.


    The nurse was still around and might expect some signs of affection, so Anne sat down in the chair, picked up Davey’s hand and held his fingers gently. She promised him a rock CD to replace the classical one when they came again.


    “Well, the rock CD seems to be working.” The older nurse had begun to approve of Anne and Kelly’s belated vigil. “We think he may be coming around.”


    “Oh,” Anne said, uncertain what else to say.


    It was Christmas, and she had just put a new CD wrapped up in snowflake paper on the bedside table. Anne had brought Kelly’s present too, as she was staying at her grandparents over the holiday. Kelly’s present was large and soft, a dark blue fluffy dressing gown wrapped in galloping reindeer. Anne had not told Kelly that Davey might never need it, she had not the heart to, and perhaps, after all, he would.


    “He may not remember everything at once,” the nurse warned.


    So, should she be alarmed if he did not remember her, or alarmed if he did?


    Holding Davey’s hand and stroking the coarse hairs on his wrist, Anne waited on into the early hours; worrying about Davey’s reaction when he woke; worrying about the agency job she had recently started, and might not get to in the morning. She was too worried to sleep easily, but must have dozed.


    A glow on white under dim night-lights was the first thing she was aware of. Then the starched clean hospital sheets smooth against her cheek and the background hum of a working hospital with which she had become familiar. Lastly, she became aware that the hand she was clasping for comfort had tightened around hers. She looked up, startled, into the dark eyes of her dreams.


    “Hi,” croaked Davey.


    There was a faint baffled frown on his craggy face.


    Anne felt guilty, like a child caught picking flowers by the elderly gardener.


    “Hi,” she whispered.


    Her nerve was failing and she would have fled at this point, but the hand around hers was surprisingly strong for a sick man.


    “You’re…?” He thought for a moment. “Anne?”


    By early summer, Anne was becoming used to slipping her finger into Davey’s palm and feeling the reassuring response of his strong hand around hers.


    Slowly rebuilding his strength, and re-growing his ponytail and beard, he was the solid reliable type.


    They were in the Kingsthorpe Cemetery, standing on a quiet hillock of grass staring down at a plain black headstone. Other graves around had been brightened with plastic flowers, flags and windmills, but this was the first time Davey had been back.


    He laid a small bunch of fresh flowers beneath a gold inscription that still echoed his thoughts, Eleanor May Williams, loving and loved mother. Eleanor had been born sixty-six years ago in Northampton and had fallen in love with a soldier while studying in Oxford. They had intended to wed when he returned from tour, only he had not returned. Eleanor had moved away with her bastard son David to get away from lingering prejudices, but she had wanted to be buried in Northampton.


    Heading homewards in the early hours of the morning after the funeral, Davey had reached the Queen Eleanor roundabout at speed on The Duke. He had probably been understandably distracted, and may have missed the change in traffic lights. Or perhaps the tired lorry driver had not seen him in the twilight and chanced an otherwise empty road. Investigations into the accident were held in Davey’s prolonged absence.


    There was nowhere in this life scenario for Davey and Anne to have occurred, but he never said anything. He remembered her as younger, but he remembered Kelly too, and that would not logically fit. Nor did a council flat in a city he had only ever visited once since infancy. This did not stop him being discharged to Anne’s flat as soon as humanly possible. Anne’s single bed became a double mattress on the floor, and not as uncomfortable as that might sound.


    Maybe Davey put the many inconsistencies down to lapses in memory. The hospital had warned him there might be lingering disorientation. He hung on relentlessly to the illusion that Anne had created, forestalling any attempts she made to enlighten him. Anne had no excuses to make if she had been able to think of anywhere to start.


    Having inherited his mother’s large coastal house, Davey’s time was spent calling up old clients to get his bike repair business back on track. He just assumed that his girlfriend, Anne, and her daughter were going home with him. He could see no reason why they would want to stay in a Northampton council flat, and Anne had to admit he had a point there. Discussion consisted of him proudly showing Anne pictures of his bikes and prized Gibson guitar. He told Kelly how close the sea was, and the best places to walk a dog. Kelly was over the moon. They would take the train.


    As they made their way back through the trees towards the main gate, Anne walked slowly by his side in the dappled sunlight. He was still struggling on the crutches, but she knew better than to highlight his weakness with a suggestion that he should sit down for a moment on one of the memorial benches.


    “We still have time to go for a drink before leaving,” Anne said.


    “Where, The King Billy?”


    There was an edge to his voice.


    “Well,” Anne said uneasily, “we could go down to the King Billy when we get off the bus, and then take a taxi down to the station...” Her voice trailed off and she held her breath.


    “Did it really happen like that?” he asked at last. “It can’t have, but I don’t see any other way it could have.”


    “I know what you mean,” Anne said, “but I do have a theory.”


    “I’m intrigued. I don’t even have that, and I’ve been trying to work it out for weeks.”


    “When you were in hospital,” Anne said, “one of the nurses let slip that they’d had you on a new drug they were trialling. The intention was to keep your brain active and encourage recovery. I think the drug did more than that. What do you remember?”


    He shuffled awkwardly, turned toward her and balanced his arms across his crutches.


    “I remember the dark despair that afternoon, grief for my mother, but also for all those frustrated years. As a young man I tried to create the family I’d missed out on. Perhaps my expectations were too high, my wife moved away with my sons and I lost contact. When Mum became ill there was no chance to try again, she was the only family I had and needed me. Her death was inevitable and a relief in many ways, but my life was suddenly very empty. Then there was a big bang, a young girl called Eleanor, a beautiful woman, Anne, and her daughter, Kelly. Dreamlike and very real, as most dreams are when you’re in them, I suppose. It was like I had known you always. Except that I couldn’t touch all the sweet things I saw.” He ran his fingers gently across Anne’s cheek. “You think I was having an out-of-body experience?”


    Anne nodded. “You saw people as they saw themselves. People talk to each other unaware of how old they have become. Inside, none of us are a day over twenty. The anorexic barmaid still saw herself as fat even when she had become painfully thin. Why I saw you when others couldn’t, I don’t know.


    “Then the trial ended and they took you off the drug.”


    Davey frowned. “As the dream began to fade, I tried desperately to hang on to it. I didn’t want to come back to a miserable pain-filled reality. I thought I was losing the fight. Then I heard the music...”


    He leaned towards her, a battle-scarred old warrior trying to find a meaning to life.


    “Do you think we should mention these curious side effects?” Anne said.


    “Who’d believe us?”


    Reassured, Anne became lost in the handsome dark eyes, the moment…


    “Hey!” Kelly’s voice brought them back to reality. “No time for snogging, we’ve got a train to catch.”

  


  
    
Paul’s Mother


    Lisa Tuttle


    Paul’s mother never liked me. I’d been judged and found lacking before we met, condemned by the fact that I was neither a church-goer nor Scottish. Because he loved us both, Paul – the apple of her eye, her only child – thought it was only a matter of time before she came to terms with the fact of our marriage, and learned to accept and maybe even love me, but he had no idea what a monster she really was. 


    At first, she didn’t seem so terrible. Mrs. Ione McGregor struck me as an austere and chilly little person, intimidating and unsympathetic, but as she was Paul’s mother I tried to make allowances, although she made none for me. I could scarcely move or open my mouth without seeing a flicker of distaste on her unsmiling face, and she applied the most rigid personal standards to absolutely everything. I don’t think that I ever managed to express an acceptable opinion on anything, including the weather.


    Yet Paul encouraged me to believe I could win her over, if I only kept trying. My self-confidence took a battering every time we met, but as long as we lived in London I only had to cope with her icy disapproval in person once or twice a year. Then Paul was posted to Herriot-Watt, we bought a house on the outskirts of Edinburgh, and I got a job with the council, in the social services department. I liked everything about our new life except one thing: Paul’s mother lived only ninety minutes away by car, and more frequent visits were mandatory.


    Sympathetic as Paul tried to be, he really didn’t understand why I found his mother’s company so stressful. Ione was a clever enemy. She was never openly insulting or unkind; her cruelty was subtle and almost invisible, operating through a range of techniques designed to wear me down. It would have seemed like paranoia or pathetic whining if I had pointed out every instance to Paul, and, besides, I didn’t want to force him to take sides, but his blindness, or indifference, to what was happening made me wonder. Maybe she had not been the paragon of maternal love he claimed, and he’d only survived her constant needling by developing a very thick skin. 


    I wanted to let her comments bounce off me, too, but the more I pretended not to notice, the more dull and stupid I felt myself become. One day I couldn’t take it anymore, and fought back, countering her every criticism with a cleverly barbed retort.


    She pretended to be deeply wounded. Paul was horrified, and we had the worst row of our marriage afterwards. Worse than the quarrel (which we made up as soon as we got home) was the gleam of malicious satisfaction I’d seen in Ione’s eyes at making me do what she wanted. Nothing I could say could wound her; all I could do was damage my marriage.


    At last Paul realized how difficult I found my encounters with his mother, and he started going to see her on his own. This created a new source of stress, though, as he always came home from those visits in a strange mood, and I knew she had managed to pour poison in his ear. Sometimes he was prickly and unsettled, finding fault with everything; at other times he stared at me in a cold, distant way, as if trying to remember what he used to like about me. Fortunately, away from her, in our own home, those moments of alienation never lasted long. 


    And then I got pregnant. 


    When we broke the news to Paul’s mother she was visibly startled, and then I saw an expression I’d never seen on her face before, a smile of pure, unadulterated happiness.


    “Why, I thought you weren’t... I thought you’d never... Oh, you clever girl!” she exclaimed and, to my astonishment, hugged me. This was the woman who’d previously found me too distasteful to touch. It was a quick embrace, over almost before I realized what had happened, but still. Finally, I had managed to please my impossibly demanding mother-in-law.


    From then on she treated me gently and with respect. Unlike Paul, I could see there had been no fundamental shift in her feelings; she was simply playing a part. There was no honesty, so could be no genuine closeness in our relationship, but the outward semblance of friendship was good enough, I thought. I could stop trying so hard. Now that I was going to bear her son’s child, she had an investment in our marriage. Unless she was prepared to risk losing contact with her only shot at immortality, we both knew she could no longer try to turn Paul against me. 


    After Leah was born (full name: Leah Ione McGregor) Paul’s mother announced she was moving to Edinburgh to help out. 


    The very idea of leaving my beautiful baby alone with that woman made me sick with anxiety. When Paul became aware of my feelings we teetered on the brink of an apocalyptic row, and only the easy tears that came with my still-fragile post-partum state saved the day. He concluded I was not entirely rational, but that wasn’t my fault. Motherhood changed you. Very gently, he reminded me that she had raised him, and he had turned out all right – didn’t I agree? Surely I didn’t think Leah would be better off looked after by strangers, in a nursery or a workplace crèche? 


     I had no rational, acceptable answer, no way of justifying my terror; all I could do was delay returning to work and prevaricate about my reasons. When I did go back, it was part-time, at a lower grade, in a job-share, the best I could do to minimize the number of hours Leah would spend alone with her grandmother. 


    Nothing terrible happened, nothing bad at all. I made a point of popping in sometimes, unannounced and unexpected, but never found anything to raise even the smallest alarm. Leah was safe. Ione knew what she was doing. But while she had her own, decades-old experience to call on, for once she did not insist on doing things her way. She agreed to stick to my schedules and follow my instructions, even when they included dietary restrictions she had earlier sniffed at as “faddy.” As Leah continued to thrive, I became less anxious. Maybe I had been unfair to Paul’s mother. She still kept me at arm’s length, but was easily, openly affectionate with her grandchild, cooing and kissing and cuddling her as much as anyone could wish. Leah was loved, Leah was happy, and it was clear to me that Paul could not have grown up into such a wonderful man if his mother had not known how to be kind and nurturing. Maybe it was my problem, not Ione’s fault, that I still could not feel comfortable with her. 


    So I learned to discount my instincts and accepted as much help as Ione would give. Leah started school, and I went back to working forty hours a week. Life was sometimes hectic, but it was good; I thought the same pattern would continue all through our daughter’s childhood and beyond.


    We were completely unprepared when Paul got the phone call from his mother’s next-door neighbour telling him she really didn’t think Mrs. McGregor was fit to live on her own any longer. She didn’t look after herself properly; she was always locking herself out of her house, and once she’d flooded the place, having left the bath filling while she walked down to the shop in her dressing-gown and slippers, without her purse, for no reason she could explain. I had noticed that Ione was no longer always so perfectly attired – her clothes sometimes had food-stains on them, or appeared to have been worn for several days – and that she was increasingly forgetful, but I hadn’t connected the two in the way that perhaps I should have. When we questioned Leah, the evidence of dementia became ever more obvious. She told us about keys dropped into a post-box, letters stored in the freezer, new clothes thrown out with the rubbish, and two electric kettles destroyed by being put on the gas ring, as well as many small tasks she’d become responsible for performing for her grateful, scatter-brained Nana.


    But why hadn’t she told us before? She was almost ten years old, and a bright, observant, responsible girl who should have realized this was wrong. Leah began to cry, finally confessing that Nana had made her promise not to tell. She said if anyone else knew, she’d be sent far, far away and locked up in an institution until she died.


    “You won’t send her away, will you?” Leah finished anxiously. “Please don’t let them lock her up! I can look after her!”


    “Sweetheart,” said Paul gently, “You can’t. You’re only a little girl, and you have to go to school. You’ve been wonderful, but Nana needs more help than you can give.”


    Her eyes widened. “You are going to lock her up! She was right – I shouldn’t have said!”


    “And if you hadn’t told, and she’d burned her house down with herself in it, how would you feel then? Listen, darling, your Nana was quite, quite wrong to tell you to keep this secret. You should always tell us about anything that worries you, so we can help.”


    “How can you help?”


    Paul looked at me. He didn’t have to say anything. Although my heart sank at the thought of inviting my old enemy into our home, I told myself not to be selfish. Even though I couldn’t love her the way Paul and Leah did, I could at least act like I did. I put on a brave smile and turned to Leah and said, “What would you think about having your Nana come to live here, with us?”


    Leah’s small, round face was surprised, then glowed with satisfaction. 


    As I had expected, Ione resisted the idea of moving anywhere, and was icily furious with both her interfering neighbour and with me for daring to suggest she couldn’t manage perfectly well as she had always done, but after a few weeks during which I kept my daughter well away from her, she weakened. I felt bad, a little guilty, for using Leah to clinch the argument, but obviously a child too young to be left on her own should not left in charge of an adult with dementia. Maybe Ione realised, in a moment of lonely lucidity, that she was only delaying the inevitable. At any rate, the next time I asked – diplomatically phrasing the invitation as a temporary stage “while you decide what you want to do.” She sighed and said, “You’re right. It is time for me to move on.”


    Older people were not my specialty; in my professional life I usually worked with families, single mothers, younger people, but I had heard stories about the effect that a move could have on someone with dementia, and knew Ione might go quickly downhill after she had settled in with us. But nothing could have prepared me for what happened.


    It was as sudden as the throwing of a switch, as shocking as an electrocution. The image will stay with me forever.


    They are in an embrace, Ione and Leah, when I open the door to the front room and see them. This should not be surprising, for my daughter is a loving, physically affectionate child, and despite her usual reserve, Ione was never reluctant to hug and kiss her grandchild. But I see immediately there is something wrong with this clinch. Their postures are awkward, their connection unnaturally rigid and strained. Ione is sitting in a chair and Leah bending over her, and I have the impression that the old woman has grabbed hold and pulled her down against her will. I see the iron grip of pale, mottled, claw-like hands on tender flesh, and in the arch of the girl’s back and the tension in her neck is a desperate yearning to be free.


    The moment stretches on and on – too long – surely no more than a second has passed since I opened the door, but in memory the time slows, allowing my senses to become saturated with detail: the curious, static silence of the room, the intensity of their fearful stillness, a smell like burning hair. Then the old woman’s hands drop away, limp, and the girl springs up and back, spins around, and, as she rushes past towards the door, her eyes so fixed and blank that I know I am invisible to her, I am shocked by the unfamiliar expression on her face. But she’s gone before I can make sense of it, leaving me to stare at the old woman in the chair. 


    At first I don’t recognize her. This cannot be the same woman who sat beside me at the kitchen table eating porridge only a few hours earlier, and then insisted on doing the washing-up. And yet she wears the same clothes: plain white blouse beneath a lavender cashmere cardigan, the brooch, a sprig of heather in amethyst and silver, pinned on her left breast. Every detail is familiar, yet they don’t add up. Her face is so empty, the eyes staring, mouth sagging – then I think: she’s had a stroke.


    I speak to her gently, touch her shoulders, rub her cold hands, and eventually consciousness returns and a living intelligence shines out of the clear blue eyes, remarkably still young despite the wrinkled skin around them. She sees me, and, with recognition, the fear in her expression recedes, overtaken by hope, the foolish, nearly instinctive, belief that I’m the one person in the world who will manage to make everything be all right again. Her fingers seize hold of mine and she hangs on for dear life, whispering, “Mum! Oh, Mummy, what’s happened to me?”


    No one who had not seen what I saw could believe it; even Paul would think I’m mad if I tried to explain. 


    He is hurt by how Leah has changed, especially by her volte face concerning her grandmother. She won’t go near the old woman, refuses to kiss or hug her, and has begun a campaign to have us put her into a care-home – the farther away, the better. Yet he sees nothing unnatural in this; he considers it a normal, if unpleasant, sign that our daughter is growing up. He speaks as if she were a teen in the grip of hormonal changes, not a ten-year-old girl transformed in one shocking moment from a loving, happy child into a cruel and chilly person who only looks like the girl we love.


    He doesn’t understand my new devotion to his mother, although the undeniable affection that flows between us naturally makes him happy. She is not easy to take care of; sometimes she acts like a small child, screaming and flailing about, then trying to escape us with the strength and cleverness of a desperate adult – our struggles are frequent, hard and painful. But there are many good times, when she knows me, and is sweet and loving. I am the only one who can console her when she cries; I am the only one who shares her sorrow, understanding what she has lost. I have taken compassionate leave from work in order to be with her for as long as fate allows. If I can’t save her, I won’t easily let her go.

  


  
    
Home


    Emma Coleman


    I was standing on a bridge looking out across open fields and blue sky. I was at peace. The stream below was busy; the water tumbling and hurrying over rocks; the insects buzzed and two tiny birds chased each other back and forth over the stream.


    “Pretty as a picture, in’t it?”


    The man appeared out of nowhere. He was at my side, pressing softly against my arm, before I was even aware of another person nearby.


    “I could look at this view all day,” he said, sighing.


    I edged away as discreetly as I could but the man sidled up to me; his bony shoulder nestling by my own.


    “The only problem is finding someone to share this with, someone who appreciates what I mean.” He sighed again.


    I tried to forget his presence and concentrated on the tranquillity before me; the sunlight soaking into the fields and the vivid green was inviting.


    “Yep, I could happily have this view forever. That grass looks so vibrant doesn’t it? Fair makes me want to roll about on it, naked.”


    I slid across once more. The man did the same. Silence followed but my concentration had gone; I couldn’t enjoy the scenery anymore and so began to inspect the stranger instead.


    He was younger than I expected; his skin was smooth and his hair was a thick, mahogany mane. He wore a dark brown coat and a skinny tweed scarf hung from his neck. He didn’t look at me while I blatantly stared at him; he simply smiled at what was in front of us. I was beginning to wonder if the man was blind; his mind’s eye painting the beauty he described, when I noticed something poking out of his pocket. It was a bag of mint humbugs.


    “Would you care for a sweet?” The man asked, fumbling for the bag, “They’re crunchy.”


    He offered the humbugs and I put my hand in; I felt about in the packet, enjoying the texture and sound, then pulled out one shining sweet. I was puzzled.


    “This is no mint humbug.” I whispered.


     “I never said they were mint humbugs.” The man said, popping one of the sweets into his mouth. He sucked on it hard; swallowing and grunting quietly.


    I peered at the thing held between my thumb and finger; it was struggling to get free, the little thorny legs wriggling about and the antennae straining.


    The stranger started crunching loudly and I dropped the June bug out of fright. It fell like a pebble and clattered on the wooden planks. The man stamped on it, grinding the beetle into the bridge.


    “Past its best that one, try another.” He shook the bag; he still hadn’t looked my way and he was smiling broadly.


    I looked back to the view of fields and sky; clouds were gathering to cast dark blue shadows on the bright green pastures. I ignored the stranger’s attempts to entice me with his bag of hideous treats; he shoved it towards my face and scrunched the bag as if the action would make me take another one.


    “Suit yourself,” he said, and launched the packet into the stream. I watched it sweep back towards me on the current, bobbing along, and a couple of June bugs clambered out. I was saddened to see the bag get overwhelmed with water and sink slowly down.


    “What did you do that for?” I asked quietly.


    “They weren’t as good as I remember them and I don’t handle disappointment very well.”


    I looked to the fields again; the clouds had gathered together menacingly, dark grey and blue with tinges of violet, and I felt a cool breeze. My teeth chattered.


    “Oh dear, that doesn’t look too promising, we might be getting a spot of rain. Shouldn’t be out here when a storm’s raging, we’d better get going.”


    He grabbed my hand and pulled me along the bridge. His grip was rigid and cold – as if his hand had been left in a refrigerator all night – and I tried to wrench myself free but the stranger simply tugged sharply.


    “Don’t be silly, I told you, you don’t want to be out here when there’s a storm. Too dangerous.” And he led me on.


    My arm went limp and I lost all sense of direction; the cold had suddenly given way to humidity; the thick air clouded my head and I felt dizzy but the stranger dragged me on. I was conscious of the hedges; tall, dark and spiky, and I was caught on the cheek, the deep scratch causing me to cry out.


    “Where are we going?” I asked.


    “Home,” was the simple reply.


    “Home?”


    “Can’t be out here, not now. Home’s the best place to be.” He tugged sharply again and I tripped on the uneven earth; the ground was hard and embedded with large stones; the sickness in my head was making me faint.


    “Come on, no lagging behind.” The strange man spoke softly, his thumb stroking my hand.


    “But I don’t want to go home.”


    “I’ve told you, home’s the best place for you now.”


    And then the rain started. The brooding sky had completely smothered us and huge, cold drops fell tentatively. Seconds later the heavens opened and the rain fell harder and with urgency; my head was dripping wet and the sickness vanished.


    “I said I don’t want to go home!” I shouted at the stranger’s back. We were under trees now; the flapping leaves were sodden and struck me in the face. My eyes scrunched up and I struggled to see the blackened overcoat ahead or, for that matter, the cold hand that was wrapped around my own. I was alone; the stranger had disappeared but somehow I was still being pulled along and couldn’t free myself. The bones in my wrist hurt; I could feel his fingers almost gouging into them and I struggled to twist my arm loose.


    “I’m taking you home,” the wind seemed to say through the branches.


    “Let me go! You’re hurting! Let go!” I screamed, wrenching my arm this way and that. I gave up. I was scared; the fear was bewitching and my wrist throbbed.


    The trees began to thin out and the gloom of early evening rain clouds was metallic. But I still hadn’t heard a rumble of thunder or seen a lightning strike.


    “You’re a liar! There is no storm! Liar!” I screamed out again, but I was pulled onwards.


    Once out of the trees I saw, thirty feet ahead, a fence with a stile. Sitting on the stile was a beautiful girl; her legs were long and naked, her hair was long and black and she was staring up at the sky, letting the rain pour down upon her. She was dressed in a cotton smock and red shorts, her feet were bare and she held a bottle of wine. As I approached, I watched her drink; a dribble of red juice dripped onto her white top.


    I forgot my agony and didn’t even notice the invisible grip; I felt as if I were floating, drawn to the girl on a hovering carpet.


    She didn’t look at me when I reached her. I gazed at her face, still offered up to the bursting clouds, and saw such beauty – creamy skin, cornflower-blue eyes and long dark lashes that twinkled with rain drops.


    “She’s magical,” I whispered.


    The girl lowered her face and looked at me dreamily. 


    “Hello,” she said, with a voice like a summer breeze.


    “Hello,” I said, mesmerised by the mouth that smiled shyly.


    She returned her gaze upwards; taking another drink of wine. The rain was easing; the clouds lighter and a creeping coolness enveloped me.


    “Oh no,” the girl said sadly, “it’s stopping.”


    “I’m happy about that,” I said, “I don’t like rain.”


    The girl’s face was melancholy.


    “I’m sorry, I have to go.”


    She got up; her muddy feet slapped onto the wooden stile and she turned, fixing me with frightened eyes.


    “You’re going home too, aren’t you?”


    “Yes but I don’t want to,” I stammered.


    “Neither do I.” She spoke quietly, looking away.


    Suddenly she exclaimed, “Let’s run away. Let’s walk and walk and never go home.”


    My heart nearly burst with excitement and I nodded.


    “Come on then, give me your hand.”


    I held her delicate fingers as she climbed over the stile; I followed in a daze of ecstasy. On the other side, she slipped her hand round mine and we hurried across the field. It seemed to go on forever as though it were the only thing on Earth. But I didn’t mind; I was with the loveliest girl I’d ever seen and would happily have run with her for all time.


    “We’re going the wrong way, we must go back,” she said, slowing down and pulling me to a standstill.


    “No,” I said, “we can’t go back.”


    “We have to.”


    “No, we’re not! We’re not!”


    I was screaming at the girl; the most beautiful girl ever born, and I panicked. I watched her eyes darken like the clouds – cornflower to steel – and she gripped my hand hard.


    “Yes we are.” Her mouth tightened like her fingers; what I once thought were delicate had become thin and pointy, the tips arrowheads piercing my flesh. My heart pumped quickly but my mind was motionless and, before I knew what had happened, I was back at the fence with the stile.


    “He’ll find me; we shouldn’t be here,” I said, fearfully.


    I looked at the hand clutching my own; blood trickled from the wounds.


    “Let go of me, you’re hurting.”


    “Have some of this and the pain will go away.”


    The girl offered me the bottle and I took hold of it; I looked at her but the face was hidden; her hair was swirling like tendrils under water and obscured the beauty I wanted to see.


    A gloom was creeping over me and I felt darkness inside. I stared at the wine, the pain was getting stronger, so I put the bottle to my mouth and drank and drank until the liquid spilled over my lips. Warmth seeped from my throat to my belly and I was delirious.


    “How are you feeling?” I heard the girl say, as if in a dream.


    “I want more.” 


    “There is no more; that was the blood of Jesus and you’ve drunk him dry!” She laughed; a high-pitched jangling of bells and I saw her throw her head back in slow motion, the tendrils of hair snaking about her face hypnotically.


    “That’s not true,” I said, trying to fend off the sickness that jabbed at my stomach.


    The girl’s hair wrapped around my head and pulled me in. Through hot eyes I saw her beautiful face; tears like claret slid down her cheeks and she said sickly, “Maybe it wasn’t Jesus’ blood.”


    I dropped the bottle to the ground and clutched my head.


    “Oh, are you tired?” Her voice was distant and she’d let go of my hand. “Home’s the best place for you now, time to go, it’s time to go home.”


    Something flapped against my knuckles and I peered through my fingers. It was the tweed scarf, dangling from the young man’s neck and blowing softly in the wind. He leaned in close.


    “Ready?”


    I was shaking uncontrollably; I closed my eyes tight, begging silently for the man to vanish. The wind blew harder and the scent of damp earth was sweet to me.


    ‘Go away! Go away! Go away!’ I said over and over again in my mind. ‘Go away!’


    The wind died and there was complete quiet; I dared not open my eyes.


    ‘Has he gone?’ Has it worked?’


    When I gained courage to look, I saw night. The dark had descended in seconds and I was all alone. My breath came in bursts; my heart hurt with terror of everything. Where was I to go? I didn’t know where to turn for safety but running was all I could think of doing; just run and get away from this place. I started to lope across the inky grass as quickly as I could.


    The small wood I’d been dragged through was barely visible but the black of the dense trees was my focal point and I ran towards that. I stumbled and fell. I ran on again, my legs shaking. I tripped on a mound of earth and sprawled on the cold grass; I whimpered pathetically as I picked myself up once more. My eyes strained to see the wood but I could only see darkness; the ground, the sky and everything between had merged into one shade.


    “Where am I?!” I screamed. My voice seemed stunted and to me sounded like a whisper. I tried to run again but couldn’t; tears seeped down my face and I wanted to collapse; my body ravaged and unable to stay upright. I crashed to the ground.


    In an instant, I woke from my unconsciousness. There was a huge full moon lighting up the countryside. I could see the boundaries and the sky and the small wood. And someone, a man perhaps, standing in the middle of the field. He was stock-still; like a scarecrow. I blinked and looked again; the scarecrow was moving. I clambered to my feet, preparing to flee, when a voice said, “He’ll get you.”


    Pressing against my thigh was a big fox; he was warm and musky.


    “Who is he? What does he want?”


    “You. Quick, run!”


    The fox bristled and made a dart for the wood; I grabbed hold of his brush and was pulled along, bent down and unstable. The fox was strong and I held on for dear life; he made me feel protected.


    “Not far now!” The fox panted.


    The wood was bearing down on us. My hand was damp with sweat and the brush was slipping from my grasp. If I tried to get a better grip, I’d have to let go and the fox was too quick; I’d lose him and I didn’t want to.


    “Nearly there.” He barked, but his tail slithered from my hand. I saw him sprint low, onwards, and I couldn’t keep up. My heart wanted to burst; the pain stabbed and I stopped running. 


    I was at the edge of the trees, the black trunks like guards, and I didn’t know what to do. 


    Something made me turn around; a prickling on my neck and, to my horror, I saw the scarecrow, stock-still, not far behind me.


    Indeed he was a scarecrow, sprouting with straw and covered in sackcloth. He had no face except for a slash in the cloth; straw poked out like teeth and I thought I saw him smile.


    “Between the devil and the deep, dark trees,” the scarecrow whispered. 


    He stepped forward, his limbs jerking as though an electric current had passed through him, and his teeth lengthened.


    “Come here.” He spoke soothingly.


    He stretched out both arms spasmodically and took another step.


    “Keep away!” I shouted, backing up to the trees.


    “But I like you; I want you to know how much I like you.”


    He jerked forward again.


    “I don’t want to know! Leave me alone!”


    He stretched the slash wider and let his arms fall to his side.


    “I can’t.”


    I turned quickly and ran off into the wood. I crashed through the undergrowth blindly, not daring to look back. Soon I was deep in the trees and all I could think was, ‘keep going, keep going ‘til you get to the other side.’ But the branches started to stretch and close around me; they were blocking my path, forming gnarled fences and I had no choice but to twist and turn.


    “Why don’t you want to go home? What are you so afraid of?”


    I was spinning, mentally and physically; all I could see were the swaying trees, bending and making a cage around me.


    “I’m not afraid, I just don’t want to go home yet, I whispered.


    “You are afraid. And you should’ve gone home hours ago.”


    The voice was coming from below; I looked to my feet and there was a box. I was compelled to touch it; smooth, cool and solid, the box was wooden. I tried to prise open the lid but there wasn’t one; it was seamless. A strange blankness overcame me and I stroked the silky object. Then the box began to grow. I tried to back away and remove my palm but couldn’t; my hand was stuck. I yanked hard but the skin of my palm was glued to it, as if the box was a block of ice.


    “Let me go!” I screamed, still trying to free my hand, but the skin was ripping. “Let go!”


    I struck the casket with my free hand; I hit it again and again. My fist was damp and I knew it was blood but I continued to punch and punch.


    “Let go! Let go!” I shouted with every smash of my fist. The wood was splintering.


    “You’ll never be forgiven, you should’ve gone home.”


    My fist was punching something soft and wet and the blood wasn’t mine. I pulled my hand away and with it, hair. I recoiled in fright; the hair was long, and it kept coming. I staggered backwards, gagging.


    “And I thought you liked her.”


    “Who?” I asked.


    The man with the tweed neck scarf crouched down at the head of the pummelled girl.


    “Still beautiful, I heard him say.


    Transfixed, I could just make out the man piece together her face and then he began to reel in the hair.


    “Why didn’t you come with me? This would never have happened if you’d come home.”


    He was pulling me in and sighing.


    “Poor girl, poor, little stray girl…well, at least she’s home now.”


    The hair knotted around my fingers and he continued to reel it in. Frantically, I tore at the strands, stumbling backwards and panicking when the hair seemed to get tighter. I was getting closer to him; I could smell the rotting vegetation of his breath and I whimpered.


    “Oh dear, you seem agitated,” he said, heaving me to his chest, “Why?”


    His cold body pressed against my own; I felt sick and couldn’t answer.


    “Is it this? Her hair?” The man delicately picked at the strands around my fingers until I was free. “There, it’s gone.”


    “Why did you do that?” I asked.


    “Because I know what’s going to happen,” he replied, twisting the length of hair into a rope. “You’re going to run and I’m going to let you go.”


    “What?”


    “Run away.”


    “You’re letting me go?” I couldn’t believe it.


    “I said, run away. Run, run, run; run away as fast as your legs can carry you.”


    I was static; was it a trick?


    “You’re still here. I told you to run.” He twitched. “Well, it’s time I went.”


    And the man with the tweed neck scarf turned and walked further into the trees. I watched him disappear and only then did I move.


    How long I ran for I didn’t know but eventually I could see the trees thinning out and the world seemed lighter.


    Dragging my tired body on, I was out of the wood; the sky was turning grey and mist hung softly over the field. I saw the hedgerow and knew the stream wasn’t far away; I urged my limbs to make one final effort to reach familiarity.


    I could hear the gurgling of water as I walked hurriedly alongside the hedge.


    The grey sky was becoming yellow as the sun crept up from the horizon. 


    I stopped when I saw the bridge and smiled; it was as perfect as I knew it should be; the happy stream, the chorus of birdsong and the green fields that stretched on beyond.


    “Thank God,” I sighed, and walked to the bridge. I enjoyed the sound of my footsteps on the wood; the solitary sound of one person, and I gave myself a minute of solitude before moving on.


    I leaned on the handrail and stared at the water tumbling over rocks. Moths flitted to and fro and a Kingfisher darted out of the low hanging trees, vanishing on the other side. I smiled again and then felt myself frowning.


    ‘Why did he do that? Why did he let me go?’ I was puzzled and couldn’t figure out what I’d done to ensure my freedom. ‘And I wonder where ‘home’ is.’


    I shook my head and tried to dislodge those thoughts; it was time to go.


    Taking one more look at the scenery, I turned and went back across the bridge.


    “Pretty as a picture in’t it?” The man looped his arm through mine, threading the length of rope and tying it round my wrist, “We can look at this view all day.” 

  


  
    
Valerie


    Maura McHugh


    Peter knew nothing about her was real from the first moment he spotted her hurried steps approach him in patent black stilettoes. He sat upright in his seat at reception and checked his watch: 4.18am. Slap bang in the middle of the coma hours: when the occupants of the hotel were dead to the world and the only sound was the ventilator wheeze of the lobby vending machine.


    He realised the lush platinum blond tresses were a wig, her pretty features were a silicon mask, and the hourglass figure under the scarlet wrap-around dress was likely due to a girdle and padding, yet when she stood before him, laid her warm hand upon his, and in a breathy, shaken voice said, “Please, can you help me?” he knew he would do whatever she asked.


    “Oh yeah, the circus is coming to town, Petey boy,” Ron drawled as he slammed into the seat beside Peter at the weekly staff meeting. Ron had pitched his voice just loud enough so Mr Aldridge could hear him, and Peter noticed the crease of annoyance on his boss’ face. Ron nodded a defiant hello at Aldridge, and chewed his gum loudly.


    “Are we all here?” Aldridge asked, scanning the room. The staff members idling by the coffee machine shifted reluctantly, cups in hand, and slid into their seats. 


    Ron winked at Peter, and lowered his voice a fraction, “Ten bucks it’s a freak show. Otherwise he’d leave it to Lucy to give us the skinny.”


    Peter nodded politely, but wished Ron would quit acting like they were buddies. If there was anyone on the staff he wished he could see less of it was Ron, yet they were always assigned shifts together. 


    Aldridge cleared his throat. “Before I hand over to Lucy to go over this week’s schedule, I want to add a few words about a special group staying with us this weekend. The Aldridge Arms has always welcomed guests who represent alternative lifestyles. We’ve built a reputation for offering folks a space where they can mix with others of their mindset without condemnation or judgement. They’re customers, just like any other, except they... ah... express themselves differently.”


    Ron sorted derisively. Peter edged away from him a little to avoid the full wattage of Aldridge’s disapproval. 


    “This weekend we’re hosting the...” Aldridge looked under his glasses at a sheet in his hands, “... Carnivdoll, the mid-West’s largest celebration of rubber dolls and their fetishists.” Aldridge paused. “I understand this is going to be a new concept to many of you, but to sum up, these folks like to dress up in full latex bodysuits, including masks.”


    Ron sat up in his seat, and murmured, “What the fuck?” 


    “We’ve had BDSM groups stay here before, so we’ve all seen some outlandish costumes over the years. This is no different. Remember, respect and good manners are the bedrock of our business. As long as they abide by our rules and regulations, every single one of them will be met by courtesy and kindness from each member of staff.” He skewered Ron with a direct stare, “Understand?”


    Ron smirked at Aldridge while everyone else responded with a chirpy assent.


    “Now, Lucy is going to fill you in on the exact schedule of events. Plus, she’ll explain some of their lingo and terminology, and hand out written information. Please pay attention, because it’ll cut down on misunderstandings. Give them a nice Aldridge Arms welcome and we’ll have no problems.”


    Throughout the rest of the meeting Ron fidgeted as if he had a bad itch, and on the way out of the room he let loose his invective on Peter. “Aldridge has gone too far this time. Does he even consider himself a Christian?”


    “Doesn’t the bible say we shouldn’t judge –”


    “It doesn’t fucking say ‘Thou shalt dress up in rubber doll suits’!” 


    Peter recoiled slightly at the language. He hadn’t been brought up to talk like that. Maybe in the bar, after a couple of beers... but not at work in the middle of the afternoon. But Ron was from the East Coast and didn’t believe in withholding his opinions. 


    Ron’s cheeks reddened, “I mean... That’s some fucked up shit. What kind of pervert needs to do that?”


    Peter shrugged and glanced away, hoping his face wouldn’t reveal anything Ron could seize on.


    “Christ! And Aldridge’s preaching at us like he’s so almighty perfect. If those gimps weren’t paying top dollar Aldridge wouldn’t give them the steam from his piss!”


    Peter zoned out the ensuing complaints, but over the next week the event was all that Ron could talk about. During one night shift together he showed Peter links to online videos.


    “They call themselves maskers,” Ron said, as he dawdled by the hotel desk during the coma hours. Ron was the Night Duty Manager, so Peter had to humour him. Usually Ron goofed off, smoked cigarettes outside, or watched TV in the duty manager’s office. Peter preferred it that way. It was better to be stuck with all the work than to endure Ron’s constant patter. Peter was pretty sure Ron did some other substances occasionally, as he sometimes burst out of his office, revved up and strangely antagonistic. Yet, at will, Ron could switch on a sleazy charm and be as nice as pie to a customer. Peter had seen people fall for it again and again, and later Ron would laugh at them.


    “Here, this one explains how the dudes get into their femsuits...” Ron said, elbowing Peter. “Look, they have a pouch to tuck away their dicks!”


    Peter winced as he glanced at the silent video of a lean man demonstrating how to squeeze into a silicon bodysuit to transform himself into a rubber doll woman. Then Ron flicked onto a gallery of images and scrolled through them with his thumb, commenting on the exaggerated features of the doll faces and figures. 


    The invective went on like this for days, until Thursday night when Peter got fed up with it. 


    “Don’t you think you’re a little... obsessed with this stuff, Ron?” he ventured, after another ten minutes’ lecture on the costumes and habits of the fetishists. 


    Ron’s face flushed. “What’re you implying?”


    “I don’t know, maybe you should call in sick this weekend if these people offend you so much.”


    “And miss the show?” Ron grinned wide. “No sir. I’m expecting to be entertained every night. I’m gonna charm the tips offa these pervs.”


    He barked a laugh, and leaned in close as if he was offering Peter conspiratorial advice. “Weirdoes love it when you treat them like normal people. These guys lay out thousands for their rubber suits, so I reckon they’ll be inclined to tip a sympathetic manager.” Ron put on an expression of fake sensitivity that made Peter’s stomach roil. 


    Ron tapped his cheek. “Yeah, I got my mask too.”


    He drummed both hands on the counter in anticipation. “I’m gonna have fun this weekend! I plan to take plenty of pictures on my phone. Maybe I’ll post them online afterwards. I wonder what their wives and kids’ll say when it comes out they dress up like sissies.”


    Peter suppressed a surge of fear, and said, “Well you better not let Aldridge find out, or you’ll lose your job.”


    Ron waved Peter’s warning off. “I’m not worried. I’m the master of the anonymous account.”


    Peter pinched back his disapproval, hating himself. A few minutes later Ron finally retired to his office, and the welcome comfort of the night shift quiet settled over the lobby. The glass doors and bright lights barred the enveloping darkness. In these rare moments of peace Peter relished the solitude and imagined being the captain of a dreaming ship forging through the night. 


    He leaned forward in his chair to tap the desk monitor, and the fabric of his trousers rubbed against the French silk knickers he wore underneath. 


    A blush rose in his cheeks, and he inadvertently looked over his shoulder to check that Ron was still in the office. As if he could see or guess what Peter wore underneath his clothes. 


    Peter loved the sensation of silk against his skin. More than that he adored wearing women’s lingerie, stockings, and shoes. No one knew about this. Especially not his two football-obsessed brothers, or his friends from college. It was a secret he had guarded with diligent care, always assured of the shame it would bring should he be discovered.


    One time when he was four he had dressed up in his mother’s frilly babydoll nightdress, and staggered about in her pumps, feeling pretty and incredibly happy. When his mom discovered him she burst out laughing, and hugged him to her chest. The warmth and happiness drained away at the sound of his father’s footsteps. All Peter remembered was shouting, the roughness of his father’s touch when he pulled the clothing off Peter, and the stern warning to “Never do that again!” 


    His parents didn’t mention the incident after that, he wasn’t even certain they remembered it, but for Peter this had been a thunderbolt moment. His love of dressing up in women’s clothing never waned, but from then on it existed inside a cocoon of fear and shame.


    He knew there were other men like him, cross-dressers, but he could not imagine going outside wearing women’s clothing. It prompted overwhelming anxiety. The most he could do was lock his doors, draw the blinds, and dig out the special trunk of items he kept, padlocked, under his bed. Then he could have his own fashion show, and experiment with makeup. 


    When he felt brave he wore one of his favourite pieces underneath his work clothes, and savoured the delicious terror of having his true self so close to the surface. Ron’s stream of jokes about the rubber doll fetishists had promoted him to wear lingerie under his clothes every day that week.


    Peter did not feel any draw to wearing a femsuit. He’d wondered if discovering this underground scene would unearth any buried fantasies, but he discovered no attraction to rubber or latex, which seemed cold and unyielding to him. He preferred the direct contact of clothing on his skin. He wanted to be a man yet have the freedom to dress as a woman.


    But he envied the people who would be attending Carnivdoll – their courage to do what made them happy, no matter how it veered off the straight track everyone else seemed forced to travel on. 


    Peter yearned to be courageous enough to go to one of the clubs or bars in St. Paul where he would be accepted, or even put up a profile on a cross dressing dating site. Yet every scenario he imagined ended with him running into someone from his hometown, which inevitably resulted in the loss of respect from his dad, brothers, and possibly his mother. And what would his co-workers say? His chest constricted just thinking about it.


    Peter stood up suddenly to interrupt his thoughts. It was foolish speculation. He had accepted his life the way it was now: guarded, but safe. 


    One day, he might break his self-imposed restraints, but this weekend he would admire the free from the sidelines.


    Peter looked at the face of the woman in front of him, feeling the warmth of her hand on his. Her eyes were large, and a startling blue. They summoned the image of a spring river under a thin veneer of ice. He could almost hear the rush and bubble of water cascading over rocks, swollen from melting spring snow. Her mask was glued expertly around the eyes. It was seamless, far better than anything he’d seen that weekend. Everything about her seemed real, except she was clearly wearing a silicon mask.


    “Your name, miss?” His training kicked in. First off establish if she was a guest, and her room number.


    “Valerie,” she said. Her accent was light, perhaps southern. “I’m in the Brigitte Suite.”


    That was the most expensive room in the hotel, which meant Peter had to give her the most discrete and professional service. He tapped the screen with his left hand and saw her full name: Valerie Palmer. She was booked in for five nights, and had paid in full.


    “I’m Peter Witt. How can I help you, Miss Palmer?”


    Her grip on his hand tightened a little, and he looked back into her expressive eyes.


    “Please, it’s Valerie... Miss Palmer sounds so formal.”


    On impulse he placed his free hand over hers as a reassuring gesture. 


    “Valerie, how may I help?”


    She paused, the urgency knocked out of her like sails collapsing from a change of wind, and glanced down at their hands. He took it to signal embarrassment - he’d seen this scenario before.


    “Is there someone else..?”


    She nodded, her luxurious curls bouncing. “In my room.”


    He wondered which pronoun to use. “Is the person ill?” It was not unusual for an older guest to die, especially early in the morning. And once or twice they had been in the arms of a beau.


    “He’s unconscious.”


    Peter tried to move his right hand to reach for the phone. “I have to call an ambulance.”


    “No!” 


    Her distress was acute, so much so that it squeezed Peter’s heart. He almost gasped. 


    “He’s not hurt, but passed out. I need to move him back to his room before anyone notices. I don’t want to embarrass him.”


    Or yourself, Peter thought.


    “I can go to your room and assess the situation. If I need to call for an ambulance, I must.”


    She nodded, withdrawing her hand - he felt a pang. “Of course, whatever you think is best. I just hoped to avoid any... upset.”


    He looked around quickly. There was no sign of Ron. He’d been absent for hours. Most of the night he’d been ‘supervising’ the colourful dance party in the ballroom. Much to Peter’s irritation Ron, had outdone himself in the charm department and had won over most of the guests. Last Peter had seen of him, Ron had been smooth talking the final stragglers in the bar.


    Peter decided not to inflict Ron on Valerie. 


    He moved around the desk and indicated with his hand. “After you Miss... Valerie.”


    She smiled. 


    Peter blinked. Her lips moved so naturally into an expression of gratitude. The mask must have been custom-built for her (his) face. The latex moved with every nuance underneath. 


    She moved off and walked before him to the elevators. He marvelled at her easy stride in the heels, and the sway of the material. Her outfit was sexy yet classy, not an easy combination to pull off. Peter had studied many celebrities over the years to ponder how to achieve that effect.


    She glanced back to check on him, and for an instant he forgot everything except her vulnerability.


    They rode the elevator to the second floor in silence. Valerie’s step quickened as they walked along the south wing until they reached the white marble entrance hall. She swiped her card, and Peter followed her into the living room of the suite. One wall was made entirely of glass, and during the day it offered a spectacular view of the lake. The suite stood on metal stilts, and had a large balcony, its own private driveway, and access from the outside. It was popular with honeymooning couples, and was booked out constantly despite the steep price tag.


    Flames flickered in the modern fireplace. Jazzy music played in the background. An empty bottle of red wine stood on the oak coffee table, along with two glasses containing its dregs. A man lay slumped on the right-hand side of the large, white brocade couch, his head titled back. He wore a shiny black latex mask with holes for the eyes, nostrils, and mouth, a white shirt with a tie, and trousers. One of his loafers was kicked off as if he’d been hit by electricity.


    Peter moved quickly to the man’s side, rehearsing his first aid training. The man was breathing deeply. Peter checked the pulse: strong and slow. He seemed asleep. 


    Peter noticed a white residue at the nose, and frowned. He glanced over at Valerie. She stood before the fireplace, and grasped her hands together.


    “Is he all right?” Her voice trembled a little.


    “From what I can tell. I’ll try to wake him.”


    Peter addressed the man in a loud, clear voice, “Sir, you have to go now.” 


    No response.


    “Can you hear me?”


    Peter placed his hands upon the man’s shoulders, and lightly shook him. “Sir, please open your eyes.”


    A loud snore erupted.


    The ridiculous noise inspired a burst of laughter from Peter. 


    He straightened up and turned to Valerie, still smiling. “He’s stoned and unconscious. It might take a while to wake him. How did this happen?” As soon as the words left his mouth he realised it was an improper question.


    “Oh,” she said, “we met tonight. I don’t do this normally...” she trailed off.


    Peter stepped towards her with his palms out in a calming gesture. “You don’t have to explain, it’s none of my business –”


    She raised her head and looked at him directly. “I don’t get away very often.” She said. “Not like this. A little sip of freedom is a powerful drink for a parched soul.”


    That statement was so unusual and profound that it stopped Peter. No one he knew spoke like that.


    “It’s intoxicating,” she continued. “You believe you can just be who you really are. And you forget. All the other things that normally stop you behaving this way. You imagine those rules have disappeared.”


    She stepped towards him, and shook her head ruefully. “Really, you pretend they don’t exist.” She sighed. “Reality always rushes back in.” Valerie nodded at the man on the couch.


    “I just wanted that taste...”


    “But, those rules, they were made up by other people.” Peter couldn’t believe he was saying this to her. “Is it wrong to express who you really are?”


    She moved closer to the man on the couch, and beside Peter. “If it hurts someone else, then isn’t that a problem?”


    “I think this guy’s problem is that he was drinking, and snorting coke. You probably added a little too much excitement to the mix.”


    Her laugh was champagne bubbles on the tongue. She touched his arm. He fizzed.


    “You’re very kind, Peter.” 


    His name on her lips was a benediction.


    He looked in her luminous eyes, and again heard the gushing of water. Or perhaps it was the blood in his veins. 


    She raised her hand and touched his cheek. “You have a special insight,” she murmured. “So different from this man.”


    It hurt Peter that she even mentioned the man passed out on the couch.


    She stepped close to him, and his arm rose up to encircle her small waist. The music seemed louder. They swayed together, her breath warm on his cheek.


    “You have depth and complexity inside you, hiding behind your mild features and combed back hair.”


    In response he pressed her body against him. There was nothing artificial to her warmth and the kindness in her voice.


    They were beside the couch, and as one they sat down. The man behind Peter, snorted loudly, as if he was waking, but settled back again.


    Valerie’s fingers stroked his hair, and then tousled it. She smiled, showing an even row of small teeth. “I see you, Peter Witt.”


    Something cracked open inside. A burst of rare emotion paralysed him, and she pressed her forehead to his, until there were only her glacier eyes filling up his view. 


    “Oh yes,” she whispered.


    He couldn’t breathe. Air vanished. The rushing became a pounding. But the blinding blue eyes kept him fixed.


    And he heard, No, Valerie. Resonant, deep voices.


    Peter was sitting, gasping for breath. 


    Behind Valerie, on the balcony, two white masks with no eyes or mouth hung in the darkness outside the glass. 


    He could not draw breath to shout.


    Only a taste, Valerie pleaded.


    The masks moved through the glass. They were figures of smoke, except for their blank white faces.


    Valerie stood, facing them. I can’t return.


    Enough! 


    And that sound, if directed, could stop a heart. 


    Peter shivered, unable to run.


    We have indulged your fantasies long enough. You are not one of them.


    I can be. After all those centuries of watching, I can now be here among them.


    Impossible. We can’t allow it.


    One of the figures raised a shadowy arm, and grasped Valerie’s shoulder.


    The mask and silicon suit collapsed slowly, as if air was being let out from a balloon.


    The wig tumbled finally, onto the puddle of scarlet clothing and fake skin on the floor.


    A form, flickering, and unstable, hung beside the other two.


    I will find a way, she said.


    An exchange passed between the three - electric flashes among distant thunder clouds.


    A charged mist swept over Peter’s face and he fell back, unconscious.


    Rousing from sleep was like crawling through mud. Each step forward sucked him half way back into the murk, but Peter fought to wake up. It was an imperative. His eyelids flickered open. 


    He lay on the couch. 


    Valerie’s exterior - the wig and skin - had disappeared. 


    Groggily, Peter sat up and checked his watch. 4.55am. Only minutes had passed, but it felt like a month.


    He stared at the other man, stupidly, trying to remember the progression of events. After a couple of moments memories reassembled and clarity returned.


    The image of eerie blank faces floating towards him arose in his mind, and a jab of fear jolted him to his feet. Somehow, he knew he wasn’t supposed to remember anything of what happened. 


    Peter leaned forward and pulled up the mask over the chin to reveal the face of Valerie’s suitor. Ron. Of course it was. His furore had been a cover for obsession and thwarted desire.


    Peter pulled his phone out and took a photo of Ron, passed out, with the mask half-on.


    Insurance, he thought.


    He slapped Ron lightly on the face.


    His colleague’s eyelids popped open, revealing fearful, bloodshot eyes. He bolted upright. “Where is she?” he shouted.


    “Who?” Peter said.


    “Val...” 


    Peter watched the pained expression on Ron’s face as he struggled to hold onto the memories slipping away. Then he relaxed, as if he realised it might be better to forget.


    “What happened?” he slurred.


    “One of the guests on this floor complained about noise. I came to check and found you like this.


    Ron grabbed his face and yanked the mask off. “What kind of fucking joke is this?”


    “I don’t know, Ron. Perhaps you can explain why you were passed out wearing a gimp mask?”


    Ron’s face reddened, then paled.


    “It’s nearly 5am. The early birds are going to be up soon. The chef will arrive shortly. We’d better get out of here.”


    Ron staggered to his feet. “I don’t know... I don’t remember what happened. I must’ve been drugged!”


    “You should wash your face before anyone sees you,” Peter noted.


    Ron glanced in a mirror, and wiped the bottom of his nose. He grunted thanks at Peter.


    They left the room and returned to the lobby. In the elevator Ron said, “You’re a good guy, Peter.”


    When Peter walked out of the lobby into the car park a couple of hours later, the world outside seemed shockingly bright. He drove home singing along to all the stupid songs on the radio.


    After a long sleep Peter woke up refreshed, and turned on his computer.


    ‘Cross-dressing friendly clubs St. Paul’ he typed into the search bar, and printed out the list of places, and corresponding maps.


    Then he hauled his trunk from under the bed, and hung up the clothes in his closet.


    He laid one slinky wrap-around dress over his body and admired himself in the floor-length mirror. 


    “Valerie,” he murmured, and smiled.

  


  
    
Obsidian


    Laura Mauro


    Aino goes missing on the coldest night of the year.


    Pihla leaves her sister unsupervised for six minutes. It shouldn’t be enough time for Aino to climb from her bed, pull on her snow boots and overcoat and disappear, but when Pihla returns, wrapped snugly in her bathrobe, wet hair cocooned in the folds of a radiator-warmed towel, Aino’s blue polka-dot bedsheets have been tossed aside, and she is nowhere to be found.


    The bedroom window is wide-open; a sharp breeze tugs at the curtains. Pihla leans out. They are on the third floor, and the drop to the ground is sheer. It’s hard to believe that Aino – brittle as bone china – could have survived the drop. 


    Below, something moves. A shadow flits between the streetlights: spindle-legged, moving with a spider’s swift, careful gait. Pihla throws on her coat and boots, pulls a woollen hat on and runs outside, leaving the front door open. Her feet thunder in the stairwell. She reaches the bottom, spinning out into the street. The streetlights glow a serene gold. The street is empty.


    Apprehension boils in Pihla’s stomach. Her mind is alive with possibilities, each more awful than the last. And in there too, smaller but infinitely more dense, is the certainty of her mother’s anger. A single responsibility, unfulfilled for six minutes, and now this: Aino, gone from her sickbed and spirited away into the early evening gloom. She can’t have gone far, Pihla reasons, as she breaks into a sprint. The road leads out of town, towards the lake and beyond, where tall firs line the roads and the darkness is broken only by the sweep of passing headlights. There isn’t anywhere for Aino to go. 


    Pihla sees in her mind a flash of powder-lilac coat motionless at the roadside; blood like scattered rubies in the snow.


    The doctors say that Aino has epilepsy, that her wide-eyed absences and waking dreams are because something in her brain isn’t working quite the way it should. Pihla is fourteen. She is no scientist, no doctor; she conceives of the brain only as a pink, rubber-ridged object contained within the skull. And yet she doesn’t believe the doctors when they talk about Aino’s brain as though it is a piece of defective machinery. Whatever is wrong with Aino lies far deeper, beneath the skin and bones of her, the fluids and tissues. Pihla believes this with the unerring certainty of youth, and of sisterhood. 


    “Aino!”


    The pavement is slick with ice. By sheer force of will, Pihla stays upright, legs chaotic as she runs. The January chill nips at her skin, leeching the residual warmth of her shower; the blood rises in her cheeks, a livid flush. Aino’s name burns in her throat, and the calm she has worked so hard to maintain is splitting at the seams, crumbling like an old carapace. In its place there is only raw panic. She skids to an unsteady halt at the intersection, scanning for any flicker of motion.


    Their mother will be back from work soon, and she’ll know.


    “Aino!” Desperation renders the final syllable shrill, echoing like a bird’s cry. She pivots on her heel, lifts her hand to shield the sudden glare of passing high-beams. As the van flashes by, almost silent on the ice, there’s a rustle of motion in the trees across the road. Pihla glimpses red snow boots disappearing into the undergrowth.


    She bolts into the road. Luck alone enables her to clear the kerb before a navy blue Ford Fiesta, horn blaring, skids to a halt inches away. Pihla doesn’t stop to apologise. She pushes through the damp foliage with both hands, clawing at the frost-stiff branches, her ears ringing. For a moment she is lost, the pungent scent of rotting bark heavy in the cold air, and the entire world is slanted, canting mercilessly downwards as Pihla pushes on, finally emerging wet-faced and breathless on the other side.


    The lake is a silent black mirror. Pihla stumbles down the bank, stopping just shy of the shore. The pebbles are embossed with a filigree of ice, birthday-cake delicate. A few metres upshore is Aino, crouched and perfectly still, a lavender ghost against the treeline.


    Quietly, Pihla picks her way around the lake’s frozen rim, taking great care, as though Aino is a skittish animal liable to bolt at her approach. If Aino sees her, she does not react. Her large, dull eyes are fixed on some point in the distance, her lips slightly parted, as though in silent prayer. Pihla crouches beside her, close enough to hear the mucous rattle of Aino’s chest as she breathes. 


    “You mustn’t run off like that,” Pihla says, forcing herself to speak quietly, to breathe evenly. What she wants is to grab Aino by the shoulders, to shake her so hard that whatever is loose inside her head might snap back into place. She wants to yell, the way Äiti will yell when she gets home. She wants to wrap Aino in her arms and never let her go, because the world is too big and too cold, and Aino is so small. “Aino? You must never do that. What if you fell down and nobody knew you were here?”


    For a moment Aino is very still, and Pihla thinks she must be having another of her absent episodes. But Aino draws in a long, wet-lunged breath and she says “I heard someone singing.”


    “When?”


    “Before you came. Out there -” she raises a doll-delicate hand, and Pihla traces the trajectory out onto the lake. Aino isn’t wearing gloves; the tips of her fingers are a bloodless white. “They sounded so sad.”


    Pihla takes Aino’s hands in her own, numb skin against numb skin. “It was only a dream,” Pihla says, breathing warm onto their entwined fingers. Although there is almost five years between them, everyone says they look alike. They have the same snub of a nose, the same small rosebud mouth. The same wispy gossamer hair, though Pihla’s is much longer. “You’re not supposed to go on the ice alone, do you remember?”


    “I wasn’t going to,” Aino says, a little petulantly. And then – lifting her face, a silvery rivulet of mucus tracing the curve of her philtrum – “But anyway, they were singing under the ice, and you can’t get down there even if you try.”


    Pihla sighs. There is no sense in arguing with Aino’s trances; her sense of reality is distorted, her waking dreams woven into the fabric of every day so seamlessly that it is impossible to convince her that certain events haven’t actually happened. Aino believes herself an oracle, a conduit for the magical and the strange, and she believes this not with the lunatic conviction of a man who swears he’s seen aliens flying over the Baltic, but with the quiet, unwavering confidence of one for whom God unequivocally exists.  


    She isn’t an oracle, though. She is a sick little girl. That’s all. Pihla stands. Tugs at Aino’s cold little hand. “Come on,” she says. Her voice seems very loud in the silence, echoing out over the smoked-glass lake. In the far distance, the stars have begun to cluster in the sky. “Äiti will be worried about you.”


    By the time they get home Aino is limp and shivering despite her coat and boots; her face is ashen save for the livid fever-flush blooming across her cheeks, creeping up her forehead. Äiti is waiting for them at the open door, jaw tight with worry. Pihla deposits their shoes in the hall, throws their coats over the stand. When she enters the living room, their mother is stripping the damp pyjamas from Aino’s frail body, testing her temperature with a gentle hand to the cheek. She encourages Aino to stretch out on the sofa, propping her head up with cushions.


    “Blanket,” Äiti says.


    Äiti hasn’t shouted at her yet, but Pihla knows she’s cross. Her terse commands and stiff marionette motion forecast a coming storm. Pihla fetches the woollen blanket from the airing cupboard and watches in mute contrition as Äiti tucks it around Aino’s bare limbs. A damp blue flannel rests on her forehead.


    “You have a little bit of a fever,” their mother tells Aino, stroking her hair, “from all of the excitement. Will you promise to rest now, for your Äiti?”


    Aino nods her agreement. Half-hidden beneath the flannel, her eyelids slip shut; blue-veined, almost translucent, like the tail of a pink fish. Äiti unfolds from her crouch, knees clicking. For a moment, her eyes meet Pihla’s, whose gut constricts in fearful anticipation. There is no anger in her mother’s face, though, no steel in her red-rimmed eyes. She is grey, and heavy-limbed, and too tired to shout. She walks by without a word. Somehow, the silent weight of her disappointment feels far worse than any rebuke.


    


    There is frost on the inside of the windowpanes when Pihla gets up for school. She sits with the blankets puddled around her knees, tracing the ridges; an alien topography through which the moon still glows, white and bloated, like something drowned beneath the ice.


    She slips out of bed. She can hear her mother’s gentle snoring through the gap in Aino’s door; Äiti is a soft, rounded shape in the grey dark, bundled in blankets on the floor. Sometimes, when Aino’s episodes are especially bad, her mother takes days at a time off work. And sometimes, when Äiti can’t afford to take any more days off, she tells Pihla to skip school so she can watch Aino. Pihla likes these days. She reads Aino stories, and they play board games, and it’s okay if Aino has a seizure because Pihla knows exactly what to do now. It makes her feel like an adult, to be trusted with this responsibility.


    Everybody in town knows about Äiti - poor Marjo, whose husband died and left her with a sick daughter. Nobody ever talks about it, though; nobody ever offers to help. They don’t consider it any of their business. They pretend they don’t notice how tired Äiti looks all of the time, how she drags herself from one place to another. They barely notice that Pihla exists at all.


    Pihla dresses for school in the dark. She pours herself a bowl of cereal which she eats alone in the quiet kitchen, listening to the rhythmic grinding of her teeth as she chews, swallows, begins again. She washes her bowl and spoon so Äiti won’t have to do it later, running the water at the barest trickle. She almost drops the spoon in the sink; she fumbles to catch it, cringing inwardly at the dull clatter. She won’t be responsible for disturbing Aino’s rest; she’s made enough of a mess of things. 


    Her boots sit neatly on the shoe-stand in the hall. She slips them on and unlatches the door. She breathes white into the dark morning, watching sparse snowflakes dance in the orange glow of the streetlamps. The door clicks quietly behind her as she leaves, school-bag slung over her shoulder. Down the stairs, slowly this time, mindful of the ice at the bottom. Looking up, she sees Aino, hair chaotic, one side of her sleep-crumpled face pressed against her bedroom window, as though she’s listening to something only she can hear.


    During maths, Ms. Lehtinen takes Pihla aside, out into the corridor. “Your mother called,” she says, pushing her thick-rimmed glasses up her nose with one finger. Ms. Lehtinen has a soft, doughy face and a small red nose, like pastry with a blob of jam. She smells of frost and cigarettes, making Pihla’s nose wrinkle. “She asked if you could come home early today.”


    Pihla’s stomach suddenly hardens to rock in the centre of her. She forces herself to stand upright, to breathe deep and inhale the pungent nicotine stink emanating from Ms. Lehtinen’s jumper. She knows, without knowing, that Aino has gone missing again.  


    “Honestly, I would prefer you to stay in school,” Ms. Lehtinen says. When she frowns, her entire face crumples, like a balled-up tissue. “You’ve been absent a lot this year. I’m concerned that you’re falling very behind…”


    Pihla tries to listen, but the inside of her mind has become a movie theatre for worst-case scenarios. She thinks of Aino by the lake, stepping out onto the ice. She thinks of the fissure spreading beneath her feet, the gunshot crack of ice splitting. She thinks of her sister disappearing into the black water as though she’s a shooting star fading out into a clear night sky.


    “I’m sorry,” she mumbles, moving past Ms. Lehtinen with her head down. “I have to go home now.” She doesn’t stop to collect her schoolbag from her desk. Behind her, she hears Ms. Lehtinen sigh.


    Pihla does not go home.


    She does not run either, though her limbs twitch with the need. It’s a long walk from school to the lake and as her grim march takes her up through the town, past the church and the K-Market and the apartment blocks, the daylight begins to fail. A blueish, subaquatic gloom sets in. She knows that, behind her, the sun is setting, casting fingers of pink light out into the clouds as it sinks beneath the horizon. Snow will come again tonight – proper snow, so that Äiti will have to dig the car free if she wants to go anywhere. By then, she and Aino will be home, and there will be hot juice on the stove, and it can snow all it wants because they will be warm and safe.


    But right now Aino is neither warm nor safe, and that’s Pihla’s fault. There are too many dots to connect, and Pihla connects only those she can see: she draws a mental line between her moment of irresponsibility and Aino disappearing out into the freezing night in her pyjamas, alone. And another line, bigger and blacker, between this and Aino’s present illness, this new disappearance. She has to make amends. More than that: she has to know Aino is safe.


    By the time Pihla reaches the lake she is sweating despite the deepening cold, and the sky is a rich navy blue, bleeding black at the margins. There isn’t much light; the moon is obscured, and the summer cottages at the far end of the lake are empty now, gathering dust until the sun returns in late spring.


    “Aino!” Pihla’s voice echoes briefly before being swallowed by the darkness. There are no footprints in the frost-stiff grass. No shadows in the corner of her eye. Her breath plumes white between slightly parted lips. Everything is still. For a long moment she stands there, wondering if her instincts were wrong, somehow; maybe they found Aino already, or maybe she never left home in the first place. 


    And then she hears someone singing.


    The voice is beautiful. Low and melancholy, it sweeps towards the shore, echoing in the trees; Pihla imagines this is the sound the Northern Lights would make if they ever sang. As she listens, awestruck – Aino was right, my god - something small and pale rises in the water, billowing up beneath the ice a few metres from shore. Pihla is close enough to see the shape of a hand, a pentacle of slender white fingers pressing against the underside of the ice, the flash of a lavender coat.


    Snippets of childhood ice safety cartoons spool out in her head as she dives out onto the lake. She doesn’t have her jäänaskalit spikes – if the ice opens up beneath her, she’ll have no way of getting back out – but she’s barely aware of the risk, certain as she is that Aino is floating beneath the black glass, freezing or drowning or both. Slowly, her sister drifts, drawn on some unseen current, hair spilling out like a spun gold jellyfish. Pihla falls to her knees, pressing exposed palms against the ice; the song is so loud now she can feel it thrumming in her bones, resonating in the auditorium of her skull. And as the crescendo builds she realises Aino is sinking.


    Her cry of frustration is lost in the music. Her bunched fists rain blows on the ice. She kicks out with her heels, throwing her entire meagre weight at it. She howls, furious; her voice joins the chorus, and for one brief, breathless moment, she and the song are one. The ice beneath her is obsidian, smooth and dark and impenetrable. Her veins are alive with fire, her ears bursting with sound. Her fists descend over and over; skin splits across sharp knuckles, bright blood spattering garnet-bright against the ice. 


    Abruptly, the singing stops.


    Pihla raises her trembling hands to her face. She is suddenly aware of the cold, of how badly her torn skin stings. Save for the vermillion smear of her blood the ice is unmarred. In the total absence of sound she feels terribly empty, as though she has been tipped up and poured out and nothing is left but the shell of her. She realises, a little uneasily, that she desperately wants to hear the song again.


    “Pihla!”


    Her stomach shrinks. This is no song she wants to hear; this is blame and disappointment, the sound of home. Pihla pulls herself to her knees, pressing her injured hands against her coat as she turns to peer towards shore. Äiti’s voice is louder than she’s ever heard it, and there’s a peculiar shrillness which Pihla distantly recognises is hysteria. And why not? Her eldest daughter is crouched on a frozen lake, and the front of her coat is stained bright red. Pihla slowly rises to her feet. She isn’t afraid.


    “Be careful,” Äiti pleads. Her dark hair is a wild tangle beneath her hat, her boots barely fastened. Even from this distance, Pihla can see the tears glistening on her cheeks. Does she already know about Aino? Did she see her youngest daughter sink into the lightless depths of the lake?


    Pihla reaches shore at last. The sensation of rocks underfoot is alien. She longs for the perfect smoothness of the ice. “I’m sorry,” she says, unable to look at her mother. Sadness burns in the space behind her eyes. Her knuckles ache miserably. “I tried, Äiti, honestly I did…”


    “Ssh,” Äiti says, running cold-stiff fingers through Pihla’s hair. It almost feels comforting. “It doesn’t matter now. Let’s go home, Pihla. Why on Earth are you here? It’s only going to get colder, and I’ve left Aino at home on her own. She’ll wake up soon, and she’s been waiting for you to come home.”


    


    The bandages swaddling her hands are clumsily wrapped, coming apart in places. Pihla picks compulsively at a frayed edge, pausing occasionally when the hushed conversation in Äiti’s room grows loud enough for her to hear. Beside her is Aino, serene in sleep, tucked beneath her blanket, unharmed and entire.  


    Her mother’s voice floats in and out of earshot, punctuated by the low, soothing tones of her täti Lilja, who has driven miles from Oulu to help. Pihla strokes Aino’s hair with awkward fingers, catching sentences as they drift in like old wood on the spring tide. 


    “…wasn’t even near the lake, Lilja, why would she think that?”


    “Perhaps it’s only stress? People do strange things…”


    “Did you see what she did to her hands? Jumalauta. I already have one sick daughter. How am I supposed to cope with another?”


    “Oh Marjo, I’m sure she’s not…”


    Pihla scrunches her toes up inside her socks, pressing her hands to her ears. She hates the sound of her mother crying: great, wrenching sobs, as if all the sadness inside her is being squeezed out. She put that sadness there, she and Aino together, and now it’s bedding in, setting roots deep in Äiti’s bones.


    “I would have stopped at one,” Äiti says between sobs. There’s a terrible bitterness in her voice. Pihla imagines the redness of her eyes, the wry slant of her lips and the clenched teeth behind. “If I’d known all of this was going to happen, I would only have had one.”


    Aino’s bed is small, but neither of them is big. Pihla crawls in beside her sister, surprised at the warmth emanating from Aino’s tiny body. She tugs the blanket up, scooting closer to the wall. She mustn’t disturb Aino, who needs her sleep so she can get better.


    Pihla stares up at the window above the bed. The curtains are drawn, but a sliver of ink-blue sky is visible between them. The clouds are thick tonight, and the snow is descending in sheets, spiralling down so quickly that it is impossible to differentiate one flake from another. By morning even the lake will be lost under the white.


    “He’s lonely,” Aino mumbles.


    “What?” Pihla rolls onto her side. The pillow smells of Aino: clean skin, talcum powder. No trace of brackish water.


    “Vetehinen.” Aino’s eyes are closed. Pihla isn’t sure if she’s sleeptalking. “He lives in the lake. He’s all alone down there. Didn’t you know? He doesn’t have anybody to talk to.”


    “Who is Vetehinen?”


    “Listen,” Aino says. “Can you hear him singing?”


    Pihla listens. And under the gentle hiss of Aino’s breathing, beneath the murmur of passing traffic, weaving through the ambient sounds of midnight, comes his song. The sound is as faint as a faraway siren but she hears it so clearly, as though he’s here beside her, crooning into her ear, as if she is out on the lake again, the song buzzing in her skull like a rush of blood to the head. And if this Vetehinen is another of Aino’s delusions, how can Pihla possibly feel his loneliness as acutely as a wound?


    “I saw you,” Pihla says. Her hand seeks Aino’s beneath the blanket, clasping her tiny fingers in the cup of one bandaged palm. “You were in the water. I tried to rescue you but I couldn’t get through the ice. I saw you drown, Aino.”


    For a long instant the only sound is Vetehinen, singing his loneliness miles below the surface. Is Äiti right, Pihla wonders? Is this a madness shared between the both of them? Are they two halves of the same defective brain?


    “I didn’t drown, silly,” Aino says, and curls up beside Pihla as if to prove it. She is warm and solid. The curve of her spine juts through the thin flannel of her nightshirt; each vertebra digs into Pihla’s arm, smooth and hard as pebbles. “He wants me to go to him. Go live with him on the bottom of the lake. He says it’s pretty there. He wants me to be his friend.”


    “But then you’ll drown for sure.”


    “He promised I wouldn’t.” She opens her eyes then, fixing her gaze on Pihla’s face with a gravity belying her nine years. She looks all at once impossibly old and very, very young. “He promised he’d make me well again,” she says, and she falters, just a little, as though acknowledging her illness stings her. “Äiti would be so happy, wouldn’t she? If Vetehinen could fix me? She could go to work, and you could stay in school, and…”


    “You don’t need fixing,” Pihla says. Gently, she pulls Aino to her, pressing her face against her sister’s hair. She is little more than bones and a beating heart and a beautiful, muddled brain, but that is enough. ”You’re not broken, Aino, You’re already perfect.” 


    Äiti and Lilja are silent now. The whole apartment seems to be holding its breath; a great, collective tension. “You don’t need to be fixed,” Pihla whispers, pressing a playful finger to the tip of Aino’s nose. “Because you’re an oracle, aren’t you? Where would we be without you?”


    In the stillness of 3am Pihla rises. She climbs out of bed, shifting a sleeping Aino very gently aside. The silence is brittle; she feels as though she might shatter it with the slightest misstep. She slips out into the hall, bare soles kissing the laminate. She slips her snowboots onto her bare feet, shrugging her coat on over her pyjamas. She won’t be outside for very long.


    She closes the door as quietly as she can. A fierce wind whips at her hair, stealing the breath from her open mouth. Snow swirls wildly in the glow of the streetlights, sharp against her skin. She huddles into her jacket, shoving her bandaged hands in her pockets. 


    Pihla does not look back as she walks. If she looks back, she knows her resolve will crack. She pretends there is no home behind her. That her mother and sister are at the summer cabin by the lake, curled up before the fire. She wants to believe she’s going to join them, that they’ll all be together in that little log house while the snow falls all around them. It doesn’t matter, she tells herself. It’ll be better this way.


    In the dim moonlight she is a grey, hunched shape moving swiftly through the white. The roads are empty, the snow undisturbed. This time is alien to her. Pihla does not recall ever seeing the world on the cusp of waking before, this still and sacred time when all but the most persistent insomniacs are dreaming. She finds the total silence appalling. It feels as if the entire world has died while she was sleeping. By the time morning comes her footprints will have been erased completely.


    She expects to see the lake blanketed in snow but when she arrives, finally – shivering with an almost convulsive violence – it is so dark and so clear that Pihla wonders for a moment whether a great rift has opened in the earth. 


    “Vetehinen,” she calls, but quietly, so that the wind snatches the words from the air and carries them away. Lying beside Aino she had been full of conviction, certain that this was the right thing to do. But now she’s here, staring out at the abyssal darkness of the lake, she is no longer sure. She doesn’t know how deep the lake is, but she thinks it’s probably a long way to the bottom.


    I am not doing this for me, she reminds herself, tightening her scabbed knuckles into twin fists, and somehow that feels better. 


    “Vetehinen!” Louder this time, braver, though her voice quavers on the last syllable. She straightens her spine, plants her feet in the thick powder on the shore. Pihla stands tall, asserting her bony, awkward girl’s body. “I’ve come to speak with you.”


    Silence. She is so cold now. It seems that the very bones of her are rimed with frost and she fears that the slightest movement might shatter her.


    “Please,” she says.


    It happens very quickly. A seam appears in the ice, bright as lightning, scoring a path towards shore. The ice shies back from the seam, a smoked glass door sliding open. The space beneath is devoid of light, but as Pihla approaches she realises there is no water inside. The exposed lakebed slopes gently downwards for a few metres before dropping quite suddenly. Beyond this point, the darkness is absolute. 


    Cautiously, Pihla steps beneath the ice shelf.


    The air tastes brackish; the sour salt tang of it feels like blood in her mouth. The ground underfoot is soft and damp. Her boots slide in the mulch, and she moves tentatively, slowly, holding her blue-tipped fingers out before her as darkness closes over her like a cataract. Her hands brush against a smooth, cold wall. She follows it up, around, tracing a solid arch overhead with the pad of her middle finger. The tunnel is easily wide enough to accommodate her, but her chest constricts with a sudden claustrophobia. She thinks of the vast night sky high above, the sheer surface of the lake below it. She is alone on the bottom of the lake, and she does not know what is holding all of that black, freezing water at bay.


    Her breath comes in shallow gasps, barely filling her lungs. She can hear the hiss of her own panicked respiration, the tinny oxygen-tank echo of a hospital ward. Her feet carry her blindly onwards and she’s certain that if she stops moving she will sink slowly into the mud. Oh Aino, she thinks. You told me it would be pretty down here, but there’s nothing at all.


    “Vetehinen,” Pihla says, though she can barely force the words past her cold-stiff lips. “I’ve come to make a bargain.” She does not sound confident. She sounds small, diminished; her resolve is beginning to rot and she’s afraid he’ll be able to smell it on her. She lifts her chin. “I’ve come to talk to you about Aino.”


    In the near distance there is a sudden spark; a blue-green sunburst spills out overhead, a petrol trail slowly igniting. All around her, ripples of deep-sea phosphorescence illuminate this strange passage at last, and her terror evaporates along with the darkness. She laughs out loud, eyes wide with delight. The tunnel is not a tunnel at all but a chamber, a great vaulted hall wrought crudely in ice. With this new illumination she can see the steely glimmer of fish trapped inside the thick, glassy walls. And high above, at the very apex of this impossible ceiling, the aurora dances with slow, sinuous grace. 


    “Come closer, please.” Not a song, but a request. Pihla tears her gaze from the lights and sees, for the first time, the creature who sits cross-legged in the centre of the chamber.


    His profile is cast in green: a sharp-edged emerald. He is a naked, sexless thing, fishbelly pale, his hair long and dark. A spattering of pearlescent scales freckle his thighs, increasing in number until, just below the sharp jut of his knees, his skin becomes entirely silver. He looks up at her approach, bringing his face into the light. Even to her naïve fourteen year old eye he is beautiful; as perfect and remote as a glacier. Lonely Vetehinen, who sings his sadness deep below the ice.


    “I won’t let you take Aino away,” Pihla says, looking him square in the eye. She is not afraid any more, not of this sad, monstrous man. Not in this place. He may have beauty and song but she has warm flesh and hot blood. She has determination. She has to be brave for Aino. “She’s too young, and too sick. And anyway, Äiti needs her, because she’s lonely too.”


    Vetehinen is still. His eyes are unblinking, dark slits in the raw marble of his skull.


    “So I’ve come in her place.” She extends her hands, tips up her palms, half obscured by raggedy bandages, and still he stares; not consuming her with his gaze the way men sometimes do, greedy in their interest, but with something akin to wonder, as though she is a minor phenomenon. “I’ll keep you company. Forever, if you like. But I have one condition.” She holds his gaze. “You have to make Aino well again, as you told her you would. You have to promise me that. And then I’ll be yours.”


    He smiles. His teeth are stubs of coral, small and sharp. “You could have refused,” he says. “It was a request, never an obligation. Why come to me? Why offer yourself?”


    Pihla thinks of Äiti’s grey face, her dull eyes and drooping, defeated shoulders. She thinks of Aino wrapped in a blanket, Äiti smoothing her fever-damp hair from her forehead, and the guilt heavy inside of her. Her mother’s words in her head, over and over like a mantra: I would only have had one.


    “Because I want my family to be happy,” she says, without hesitation. “And I only have myself to give in return.”


    Vetehinen uncurls, getting slowly to his feet. He is taller than Pihla expected, his limbs almost unnaturally long. His body is smooth and featureless, the bleached bed of a dead ocean. His legs are frail, strung with wasted muscles as though he is not used to walking on dry land. As though it hurts him to do so. He opens his arms to her, and she goes to him. 


    Pihla watches wordlessly as he scoops both of her hands up in his, unwinding the bandages. The scabbed flesh of her knuckles peels away with the fabric; her skin wells with bright, fresh blood as he brings her fingers to his lips. 


    “Then I promise,” he tells her. 


    She gazes past him, at the aurora undulating overhead and the trapped fish glinting in the black ice like a constellation. At the way the sweeping arc of the roof is beginning to tremble as though under a terrible pressure.


    “My name is Pihla,” she says.


    The apex of the ceiling begins to bow. Thousands of hairline cracks shoot through the ice, making strange, crystalline music. Inside the walls, the fish are beginning to move. Vetehinen’s chamber is melting.


    “Don’t be afraid,” Vetehinen tells her, and when he smiles he almost looks kind. “You won’t drown as long as you’re with me. I promise that, too.” 


    He folds his arms around her as the walls begin to disintegrate, showering bright shards the size of a man’s fist. Up close, she can see the individual strands of his hair, a glossy thicket of kelp streaming over his shoulders. His skin bears the warmth of smooth river rocks baked in the summer sun. 


    “Will you sing?” Pihla asks, pressing her cheek against his shoulder. “So that Aino knows I’m safe?”


    Liquid spills from the cracks in the walls, a thousand tiny waterfalls streaming from high above. The ceiling groans, echoing loud in the chamber; her muscles tense with sudden fear, though she does not want to be afraid. She wants to trust Vetehinen. And then, faintly at first, rising above the cacophony of shifting, shattering ice, he begins to sing. Not melancholy, now, but euphoric: a song of joy, emanating from the very core of him. Vetehinen shields her frail human body with his own, enveloping her in a cocoon of skin and bone and jubilant music. She wonders if Aino can hear him, safe and warm in her bed. She wonders if Aino understands. 


    The waters of the lake finally burst through the walls, filling her mouth, her nose. She chokes, fighting and thrashing, her last breath burning inside her chest. Pihla feels Vetehinen’s hands either side of her face, gentle; she sees him through the murky water, a beautiful monster, inciting her to breathe. His mouth forms silent words. She understands perfectly: I promise.


    Pihla opens her mouth. Fills her lungs with lake water. She does not drown.
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      	Seaborne – Kari Sperring



      	And Their Blood Will Be Prescient to Fire – Freda Warrington



      	Do You See? – Sarah Pinborough (Winner of the 2009 British Fantasy Award)



      	Queen of the Sunlit Shore – Liz Williams



      	Heart Song – Kim Lakin-Smith



      	The Grass Princess – Gwyneth Jones


    


    Understandings


    
      	Tales from the Big dark: Found in the Translation – Pat Cadigan



      	TouchMe™: Keeping in Touch – Heather Bradshaw



      	We Shelter – Leigh Kennedy



      	Dinosaur – Deborah J. Miller



      	Further Orders – Elisabeth Priest



      	Tollhouse – Claire Weaver



      	Body of Evidence – Justina Robson



      	The Ecologist and the Avon Lady – Tricia Sullivan


    


    


    


  

Dark Currents


    Edited by Ian Whates


    A dazzling blend of science fiction, fantasy, dark fantasy and horror: a set of stories that traverses genre boundaries, linked only by their common inspiration. Take a deep breath and prepare to immerse yourself in these deep, dark currents…
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Cover art by Ben Baldwin


    Contents:


    


    
      	Introduction by Ian Whates



      	The Fall of Lady Sealight – Adrian Tchaikovsky



      	The Age of Entitlement – Adam Nevill



      	Electrify Me – Tricia Sullivan



      	Alternate Currents – Rod Rees



      	The Barricade – Nina Allan



      	Things that Are Here Now – Andrew Hook



      	Loose Connections – Finn Clarke



      	Sleepless in R’lyeh – Lavie Tidhar



      	Damnation Seize my Soul – Jan Edwards



      	Home – Emma Coleman



      	A Change in the Weather – Rebecca J Payne



      	Bells Ringing Under the Sea – Sophia McDougall



      	In Tauris – Una McCormack



      	Lost Sheep – Neil Williamson



      	The Bleeding Man – Aliette de Bodard



      	George – V.C. Linde


    

  


  



A Decade of Science Fiction by Women
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    An eBook only retrospective anthology gathering together the best science fiction stories written by women authors that NewCon have published during our first 10 years. Our early titles were never issued as eBooks, so many of these stories appear here in digital format for the first time.


    
      	Introduction by Ian Whates


      	Tales from the Big Dark: Among Strangers – Pat Cadigan 


      	The Killing Fields – Kim Lakin-Smith 


      	TouchMeTM: Keeping in Touch – Heather Bradshaw


      	The Disappeared – Sarah Singleton


      	Collateral Damage – Jaine Fenn 


      	War Without End – Una McCormack 


      	Unaccounted – Lauren Beukes


      	Electrify Me – Tricia Sullivan 


      	Higher Up – Nina Allan


      	The Honey Trap – Ruth EJ Booth 


      	Body of Evidence – Justina Robson 


      	The Worldmaker – Rachel Armstrong 


      	The Crepuscular Hunter – EJ Swift 


      	A Season – Rebecca J Payne            
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New for 2016:


    Azanian Bridges


    A novel by 


    Nick Wood
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Cover art by Vincent Sammy


    A stunning novel set in an alternative South Africa where apartheid still holds sway. 


    Sibisuso Mchunu, a young amaZulu studying to become a teacher, falls foul of the system after seeing a friend killed during a protest march. Referred to well-meaning white clinical psychologist Martin van Deventer, Sibisuso learns of a device that may offer hope to a suppressed people, but the security services are after it too. He is soon out of his depth, caught up in the deadly struggle for freedom, with no choice but to see it through. 


    “A very good novel indeed; the emotional intelligence is as high as its political insightfulness – the whole is compelling and moving... horrifically believable and real.” – Adam Roberts


    “Vivid, pacy, quietly furious, beautifully observed, with an ending that liberates and lacerates in equal measure.” – Stephanie Saulter


    Look out for Azanian Bridges, released April 2016.
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