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A masterpiece of balanced and enigmatic storytelling . . . Kilworth has mastered the form. (Times Literary Supplement on In The Country Of Tattooed Men)


An absolute delight, based on the myths and legends of the Polynesian peoples. (Mark Morris on The Roof Of Voyaging, SFX Magazine)


A subtle, poetic novel about the power of place – in this case the South Arabian Deserts – and the lure of myth. It haunted me long after it ended. (City Limits Magazine on Spiral Winds)
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For my Québécois friends Doris and Philippe:
we met on the small Greek island of Tilos
35 years ago and every evening
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Tales of Fantasy, Science Fiction and Horror





The Fabulous Beast
To SH.
(The following passages have been taken from a journal found in a fireproof box in the smouldering ruins of Chalkdown Farm. I trust you to assess their worth, both as a possible record of actual events and of their financial value if the contents are proven to be factual. I would be grateful for your complete discretion on this matter until we have established those two points. How you proceed to reach a conclusion I have no idea, but I have been told you are the best person to approach on matters of this kind. I shall be in London until the end of the year and await with anticipation your findings).
Yours, R.L.S.
~
I have a room here in Amman in Khalid Ibn Al Walid Street (few of the road names consist of only single words) overlooking a market. The noise is bad but the privacy good. My Palestinian landlord is a discrete individual who knows of my interest in the Dead Sea scrolls and is of the opinion that those who sold the scrolls on the black market ought to have important parts of their anatomy removed and displayed for the benefit of the populace. He is a Christian but believes the scrolls should have remained in Jordanian hands, in the country where they were discovered.
At the time the scrolls were found at Qumran, on the north west shore of the Dead Sea, modern Jordan was only a few months old, having been governed by the British since they had wrested it in 1922 from the Ottoman Empire. The Turks had administered it as part of Syria; the British called it Transjordan. In the winter of 1946/47 it became the independent Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan under the rule of King Hussein.
A Bedu shepherd boy named romantically Muhammad-the-Wolf found the scrolls in a cave after one of his flock went missing. The archaeological treasures were in sealed earthenware jars, a total of seven, wrapped in linen. The scandal that followed the discovery, of marketing the scrolls, procrastination, incompetence, secrecy, and a host of other unfortunate occurrences, is now part of history. Those few scrolls which did remain in Jordan had been placed at my disposal due to the influence of an acquaintance of Colonel Douglass. I was in Amman to study The War scroll – to search for references for a book Douglass was writing. I had found nothing really to excite him in this scroll, though the passages where the sons of light fought with the sons of darkness might hold some interest. I had also however obtained a single fragment of a leather scroll found later in one of the nine further caves – Cave 7 in fact – on which there was a reference to a strange and marvellous beast. This was the kind of information Colonel Douglass was desperate to obtain, thin though it appeared to me.
Yesterday evening, while I was studying this fragment which, like all those in found in Cave 7 was in Greek, not Hebrew or Aramaic, there was a sharp knock on the door. I pulled back the bolt, fully expecting to see my landlord only to find a stranger confronting me.
The man stepped smartly into the room without being invited and shut the door quickly behind him.
'Mr David Wilkins? My name is Abdulla Rashid,' he said in a low tone, 'and I am known to your master, Colonel Douglass.'
'You are mistaken,’ I said.
He had been in the process of undoing a hessian sack and he gave a little cry and started to re-tie the bag.
'You are not Mr Wilkins?'
'I am David Wilkins,' I replied, to put him at his ease, ‘but Colonel Douglass is not my master, nor anything like it – I'm a freelance researcher, not a slave.'
He smiled at this, revealing several gold teeth 'Ah-ha, you joke with me, Mr Wilkins. But I have here in this bag something you will not laugh at. I have found another amphora at the Pharos site . . .’
Something dawned in my memory. ‘Ahhh, you're the man Colonel Douglass met in Egypt! I remember he told me you had found several ancient parchments for him.'
Rashid gave a little bow and smiled again.
He began undoing the sack. 'What I have here for you, this time, are two parchments – no, not parchments, hides -from the ancient time of Jesus Christ – such as those you have come to see in Jordan.'
'You mean scrolls?' I said, excitedly.
He shrugged. 'I think so. These are not made of paper or bronze, like some, but of animal skin – you know? The language is Aramaic – I have looked at it myself. The writer is talking of a strange animal that roamed the Earth before we came here – before men walked in the world.'
'You understand Aramaic?'
'And Hebrew, and Ancient Greek – what, you think I am ignorant? why do you think I peddle in such things? – because I know the worth of my goods? If I were a goatherd, I would give them to you for nothing, but unfortunately for you,' he grinned gold at me again. ‘I am a learned man.’
'Can you leave them with me until tomorrow morning? I'll meet you at the coffee shop on the corner of the market. If the scrolls are any good to me, I'll pay you then – if not, you can have your goods back.'
'You think I can trust you?' he asked, but with a trace of humour in his voice.
'You most certainly can. Colonel Douglass will be my bond – you know that.'
He nodded and handed over the sack. 'Treat my goods well, until they are yours, then you may burn them for all I care.'
With that he left. I bolted the door behind him.
~
Feverishly I opened the sack and took out the two scrolls, wrapped in linen. I carefully removed the first one from its protective cover. Under the dim light of a twenty-five watt bulb I attempted to decipher the Aramaic script. The contents appeared to be a list, of arms and men, and I wondered if what I had here was simply another War Scroll, a kind of quartermaster's inventory.
The second scroll, which I laid carefully alongside the first on the wooden table top, disappointingly seemed to be a continuation of the first, though I did find a reference to ‘the creature which we call The Mother’ which seemed to me to be promising.
While I stared at the second scroll, my eyes sore from working under such poor light, something happened to make me jerk backwards and stare in disbelief. It seemed to me that the two scrolls had moved closer together, independently, as if attracted to each other magnetically.
Indeed, I subsequently only managed to keep them separated by some effort. It seemed as if the edges were melding together, melting into one another, as if made of soft hot wax.
Unsurprisingly, this strange phenomenon interested me more than the texts on the hides. I studied the edges of the scrolls and found their rippling hems locked easily together like pieces of a jigsaw. From their markings they appeared to be two halves of one animal skin – possibly a goatskin, or gazelle hide – which had been cut right down the middle into two sections.
I placed the two edges together again. Once more they merged at the edges. It was astonishing. This time I left the two parts to join thoroughly, seeing no harm in allowing their union. Within in an hour it was impossible to part them without the use of a sharp implement.
This incredible curiosity excited me a great deal and I knew now that Rashid had made a definite sale, whatever his price.
~
I have acquired three more pieces of the strange hide. One was a covering for a scabbard which sheathed an antique Oriental sword belonging to the Museum of Macau. I recognised the hide by the unique markings, which revealed a close relationship with the two (now one) piece I already own. Chinese pirates obtained it for me while it was on its way across the mouth of the Pearl River to Hong Kong airport, destined for an exhibition in Paris. The second, a strip, was a large bookmark in a sacred volume owned by Buddhist priests in Burma. And finally, the best and largest, there was a Zulu war shield, said to belong to Shaka himself and used to decorate the gate to his kraal.
The extraordinary markings – their singularity, for in all my years of research in and around the museums of the world I have never come across such hide – lead me to believe that they belonged to a creature which has been lost to human knowledge. A marvellous beast of some kind, like the sabre-toothed tiger, or the mammoth, yet even more distinct, more rare than either of those prehistoric creatures. If I can obtain more pieces – and I certainly intend to try – I shall endeavour to recreate the original shape. I am helped in this by the ability of the material to join with itself at the appropriate positions.
~
Colonel Douglass is dead. In a way I am relieved. My research for him was getting in the way of my true work: to restore the beast. Since discovering the first two skins, which were luckily part of the same document, I have gradually been gathering more of the whole hide. Most of the sections – though certainly not all – have been used to record sacred works. (Not surprising considering the nature of the pelt and the creature from which it came.) Among those gathered, stolen, purchased and permanently borrowed, are:
~
An ancient and sacred Native American (Pawnee) drumskin.
~
A Tibetan religious banner, supposedly carried by those priests guarding the Dalai Lama, when he was taken to India after the Chinese invaded Tibet. It was stolen by badmashes on one of the mountain passes and sold on by them to a curio collector in New York.
~
Three khana or sections of a Mongol-Kalmuck ceremonial yurt.
~
A cloak used in the rituals of the two Afghanistan Pushtun tribal divisions – the Ghilzai and the Durrani. (These two groups were forever fighting over ownership of the garment.)
~
Book covers for a uniform edition of the works of Aleister Crowley, including his writings on Thelema and the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn. (It was in one of these books that I found my first insight as to the original owner of the whole hide. Crowley writes of a unique fabulous creature which roamed the earth in prehistoric times, from whose womb sprang other forms of life.)
~
Several of the pieces of the precious hide have come into my possession through diligent research. There are medieval stories of knights on quests: I have been on many quests in search of many grails. Fortunately I have no concerns about money. To put it bluntly, since Colonel Douglass died and made me his benefactor I am a rich man. Inherited wealth. I can think of no better purpose for my money than using it to restore a creature previously lost to natural history. In any case, it is an investment. The colonel stipulated in his will that his fortune should only go to me if I continued with his work: well, I believe I am continuing with his obsession. Oh, yes, it has also become an obsession with me now. When I have gone as far as I can go with it, I am sure the museums of the world will be bidding for possession of it. What dreams I have in that recreation! My head is spinning with the wonder of it all. I am so lucky. So very lucky. To have found – albeit by accident – a previously unknown extinct creature which will ensure my immortality in the world. I will be up there with the Leonardo de Vincis, the Isaac Newtons. I will be the man who found and recognised an unknown fabulous beast.
~
Despite its age the thatched cottage in Wiltshire is proving an ideal central location for the pursuit of fragments of the beast's skin and their painstaking and oddly dangerous re-assembly. Not far from the cottage itself is a huge barn, out of time with the dwelling, but standing on secluded land common to both. As tenant of the cottage I am entitled to use of the barn. It is a massive wooden structure, criss-crossed with beams, at one time used not only to store hay, but also to house cattle during the winter on two storeys. There is a kind of drawbridge arrangement which drops front the first floor of the building to the ground which once allowed the animals a sloping run up to the top stalls. When the beast is ready to enter the world, it will be by this ramp.
Colonel Douglass himself was too obsessed with his personal goal to bother with the barn, but it is the perfect place to store and examine fragments of the beast as I uncover them. when I first discovered the barn the structure was sound: the cross members, purlins and yoke braces are all of solid oak, as strong now as when they were in Elizabethan times. Some of the jack rafters needed attention and the planking on the walls has grown flimsy, but my handyman William Enifer is a fair carpenter and is up to renovating any rotten struts. The illumination is good, through the skylight windows which William fitted and is almost of an artist's studio quality: a soft, dusty light, falls obliquely on the subject from both sides. Like most of the older buildings which look out over the moors, there is a window in the shape of a crucifix under the gables at the east end. A lamp within this window, when lit, helps to comfort and guide lost souls on the wasteland at night.
Much to William’s chagrin I no longer light the lamp within the cross, since I want no strangers entering the barn, lost or otherwise.
~
Even as I acquire my pieces, my strips, my sheets of hide, the great three-dimensional jigsaw begins to take shape in the the barn. I ponder on Crowley’s sentence, especially on that word, unique. He surely could not have meant there was only one beast? A single creature with no means of reproducing its own kind? That would make it a direct creation of God or nature, depending on your beliefs. An Adam without an Eve. Or perhaps – since Crowley seems to believe the beast produces other creatures, an Eve without an Adam. Yet – and the thought makes my heart pound in my chest with excitement – perhaps it could be so? If it were true, what would be the creature’s lifespan? A hundred years? A thousand? Ten thousand? Or even – forever? The pieces join, as if life were still in them. Perhaps the creature has not died at all, its many parts merely scattered too widely for it to show signs of life?
~
This is unbelievably wonderful! I do not have to find all the pieces to the complete hide. Where there are gaps it grows between them. The area around these spaces has to be complete, but a hole the size of a broad-brimmed hat simply fills itself overnight. Even more astonishing it is becoming a solid entity, not an empty skin which I later have to stuff. The beast constructs its own shape not only from without but now also from within. It continues to grow like a fungus feeding on its own remains, filling the empty sac.
Bones have formed within, and flesh around those bones. Behold, the marvellous an old poem begins. I now behold it. I don’t know how it’s happening. It’s not magic, I know that much. I don’t believe in magic. It has some sort of science behind it – a tree-grafting, flesh-grafting science – which has been lost to, or was never ever discovered by humankind. Once the hide was on its way to completion some sort of chemistry took over, began to produce secretions which encouraged the growth and reproduced the cells from what it already had. There is a racial memory there amongst those cells, which has been unlocked, and is now rampant. The beast forms itself by the hour, the day, the month. It will be whole before long.
~
I decided to show my beast to William this morning. I took him into the barn, up the wooden stairs where he stopped dead at the top, stunned by the sight which he beheld in the shafts of dusty sunlight coming through the windows.
It is a magnificent, enormous creature. No animal beauty, but awesome in its length and girth. At least twice the size of an elephant and, if I were to liken its shape to another animal form, I would say it resembles an Artic musk ox, though the hair is not quite so shaggy, nor so long as on that shambling herbivore. It has grown horns: marvellous high curving horns that start by going in, towards its massive skull, then sweeping outwards, slimming elegantly to finely-pointed tips. They grow with some kind of indigo pattern which appears to be etched in their surfaces. These resemble tattoos, on much the same design as the markings on the actual hide: centripetals, swirls, mazes. There are great hooves, these not cleft, on the end of its legs, and a broad, bushy tail trails the dust on the floor of the barn like a bridal train.
As Crowley has written, it is of the female gender.
William viewed my creation with awe in his eyes.
‘Oh, Lord save us,’ said William, crossing himself. ‘I’m lost what to say, sir.’
‘Say nothing, William,’ I murmured. ‘Just drink in the sight of a creature seen by no human before you and me. When this beast roamed the earth Man was just a twinkle in God’s eye.’
‘What are you goin’ to do with ‘im?’
‘I’m not sure yet.’
William looked me directly. ‘Why show it to me, sir?’
This was a good question and one to which I had no satisfactory answer. I suppose I wanted a reaction, even from someone like William; some praise possibly, for my work to date; a boost to the ego. I had performed a miracle and I needed to be supported in my sense of achievement. There was no other living person I could show the beast to, except William, whose simple discretion I knew I could rely upon. Colonel Douglass had trusted William completely, because he was of that eremite breed which holds things close, does not gossip to friends let alone strangers, and guards his secrets more jealously than the sphinx does hers.
‘I thought you might like to see it. You must have wondered what I was up to in here. I wanted to satisfy your curiosity on that score.’
William gazed at the beast, his critical Wiltshire yoeman’s eye roving over the creature as it might do over some strange giant which had stumbled off the Salisbury Plain. He shook his head, wonderingly.
‘What is it?’ he asked at last.
‘Honestly? I don’t know.’
‘You’re not having a joke a with me, are you?’ He looked up and around, into the rafters and towards the back of the barn. ‘You got some sort of mechanics? Bellows and what not? Some sort of wind pump, eh? You made it up, didn’t you?’
I was confused. ‘You mean did I construct it myself? A fake? No, no. This is an actual creature which once lived on our planet. It is destined for some museum, I suppose.’
‘Museum?’ retorted William, edging back down the stairs. ‘Zoo, more like. It’s bloody breathin’. That bugger’s alive.’
A chill went through me. I turned and stared hard at the beast. As I did so, it slowly lifted its great head and looked at me with clear hazel eyes.
~
Thankfully William had the good sense not to rush out and blurt the discovery to the first person he might meet on the road. He did run away, but only as for as the nearest public house, The White Horse. There he quietly downed several pints of beer, slept the night in ditch, and returned to the cottage the following morning. He was still in a state of shock, but I managed to sit him down in a warm kitchen and put several mugs of coffee into him. All the while I explained to him that he and I were special human beings, chosen by some higher entity to witness the rebirth of an extinct creature.
‘Who knows the secret of life?’ I said to him, as I plied him with coffee. ‘Life as we know it simply sprang from the Earth in the beginning of the prehistory of the world and though no such similar scientific miracle has occurred since, there is no reason why such a thing can’t repeat itself . . .’
I was making it up as I went along, trying to persuade this pragmatic man that such a thing was not supernatural, but simply the regeneration of a natural episode in the history of mother earth. In the end, so long as I could allay his superstitious suspicion that witchcraft was involved, that it was simply an unusal and rare kind of science that was responsible, a science that was of course sanctioned by God, he seemed willing to remain as the handyman at the cottage. My work, he told me, was nothing to do with him. He was a practical man, with not much learning, he told me. He didn’t hold with woodland magic nor any of that wayland smithy stuff, but if I said it was a natural thing, though not usual these days, then he would try not to make a fuss.
But I could see he was still not totally convinced, so I continued my gentle argument.
‘There are patients in hospitals,’ I said, ‘who have died on the operating table and they have been brought back to life with by administering a bolt electricity to their hearts. You must have heard about things like that?’ I followed this with an outright lie. ‘And you know, in Siberia mammoths – you know what they are? yes of course you do – well, mammoths have been found frozen whole in tombs of ice. They have been encased and preserved there since prehistory. Yet, when thawed out and treated with – with electricity – their hearts begin to beat again . . .’
‘There’s much in the world I’m not good at understandin’,’ he said, ‘and one of them’s scientific things. Someone once tried to tell me how electric works and it seemed like magic to me.’
‘Exactly, William. No one alive really understands electricity, but we know it’s there and we know it’s natural. Who’s to say our creature out there in the barn did not experience a bolt of electricity during that lightning storm we had the other night? Yes, that must have been it. That wild storm that came off Salisbury Plain? You remember, William. There’s our answer, eh?’
In the end, I had William in the palm of my hand.
So, the beast is alive. How that has occurred is indeed an unsolvable mystery to me, but something in the original nature of the hides contained the secret of regeneration of life. No wonder indeed that those hides had been venerated by holy men since the beginning of history. No wonder that they had been used as parchment for sacred scripts. Priests and shamans had recognised in them something unique and wonderful. Here was a new and marvellous discovery, my discovery, and a huge wave of elation went through me as I studied the beast in the mellow light from the barn’s dirty windows.
~
She is huge, but docile and bovine looking. Her coat is now covered in symbols – the indigo tattoos of which I wrote earlier – and it would seem they are her camouflage. They look strangely like an enigmatic alphabet of some kind, though this might be just my imagination working overtime. Her fodder is hay and she will eat fresh grass if allowed to roam in a meadow. I am still at a loss to know what to do next. Whom should I contact? What will happen to her when I do? I feel a strong possessiveness towards my beast. Why should I hand her over to others to do with as they wish? Would I be believed if I told the story of her creation or would people think me mad? I have no doubt they would be intrigued by this creature which appears to be unique, but would they believe she was given life by my hands? I very much doubt it. They will invent stories of me finding her alive on the plain and proclaim her origin to be an unsolvable mystery. If the worst comes to the worst, they might even put her in a zoo, or some freak circus for the ‘public benefit’!
I listen to her slow, laboured breathing, her munching of the hay, and I’m left in this quandary as to how I’m going to launch her into the world. In the meantime we have begun to allow her out to pasture. She is so camouflaged by her indigo markings as to be almost invisible from a distance. Certainly one has to be within fifty yards of her to make out any sort of realistic shape. She is able to roam over an area of the plain closely watched by one of us. We discourage the odd trespassing rambler and keep a keen eye for any legal army personnel. A vast area of Salisbury Plain has been the property of the Ministry of Defence for many a long year and is used for army exercises and manoeuvres. In truth the farm is just inside the border of MOD property, but farms such as mine are permitted to continue their livelihood and ownership of private land that has been theirs for centuries on the understanding that the ministry has rights of access on occasion. Thankfully neither William nor I have ever seen a tank or unit of swaddies anywhere near the farm.
I have purchased rifles for William and myself so that we might protect her from any harmful animals, such as foxes or wild dogs. William asked whether he was to fire on any humans that approached our creature. I told him it was inadvisable, even though we were protecting our rights, but I voiced it in such a way as to give him the idea that the law would understand it if we found it a necessary action to take. William grew up with firearms – shotguns to fill the pot and rifles to rid the land of rooks – and is an excellent marksman. I have not had such an upbringing but my own weapon is of the best quality, and with telescopic sights is easy to handle, aim and fire with accuracy.
~
Staggering! Incredible!
It was William who three weeks ago discovered that the beast had given birth to a creature, as prophesised by Crowley. But what an amazing creature! Since then there have been one or two more births, as astonishing as the first. My plain-thinking William is again upset and shaken of course by the wild strangeness of this turn of events. One would be. But I shall bring him round to my way of thinking, which is that this is a link that has been missing from Creation since Man came into the world.
The first birth was a half-grown unicorn, its symbolic single horn unmistakable, though this appendage was pliable at first and only hardened later. There followed a griffin, then a fox-like creature but clearly one we would term ‘mythical’, followed by a senmurv and a winged lion known as a lammasu. All are fabled creatures that over the centuries have formed part of our different national cultures, but which most today regard as fictional. We all know the red dragon, and the green, both of which have been adopted as symbols of national pride. However, no one in today’s civilised world recognises the dragon as a real creature, living or extinct, and simply accepts that it was an invention of Man’s vivid creativity.
A small cluster of ‘mythological’ animals have been given birth. All of these creatures are, it seems, sexless. They appear to have no means of reproducing themselves, which was obviously why there was a need for a ‘mother’ creature to provide the birthing function. The beast, the fabulous being which I have recreated, is the mother of those legendary creatures.
William and I corralled our collection of fabled beasts in a large spreading outhouse once used for housing pigs, the individual stalls perfect for the job. Our minds were reeling with possibilities. Even William, in his state of ignorance, was now aware that we had the makings of everlasting fame and fortune in our hands. I needed time and space to think, it being crucial to make the right decision on how to present this discovery to the world. It is so big, so earth-shattering in its revelation, I know that even so-called incorrupt governments would have no hesitation in ignoring laws regarding ownership. I do not want my discovery taken out of my hands immediately I make it known to the world, which is what will happen if I do not take firm, prior steps to protect my proprietorial rights. I am uncertain how to do this, but I do not intend to proceed without establishing some sort of defence.
As an aside, with each new birth the mother beast sloughs her skin. This shedding is not of the thickness of the original hides which I had fitted together to give life to my beast, but is nevertheless strong enough to serve as a fabric. I have made shirts out of the skins for William and myself to wear when we are out with the mother beast as she roams her pastures. I have also fashioned blankets for our horses. These provide camouflage and make us as invisible as she is herself on the rugged Wiltshire landscape.
We are her outriders, ever watchful and jealous of her safety, our rifles always loaded and cocked ready for use. I have reached the point where I would have no hesitation in preventing anyone who tries to harm her. I am her protector. She is more precious to me, to the world, than any other living creature. There is not one other animal alive, including man or woman, who is more valuable to the heritage of our planet. A heritage lost until my discovery.
~
The shirts have become impossible to remove. They first stuck to our bodies, then melded, and now they form a new skin over the old. I joke with William that we have become Maori warriors, but he is quite traumatized by this state of affairs and scrubs himself with a floor brush incessantly, trying to remove the indigo markings. For myself I am happy with this new situation. I feel it brings me closer to the mother beast and her offspring, as if they are my siblings, the unicorn, the griffin, the wonderful dragon. I feel refreshed in my mind and am experiencing a new beginning to my life. The rest of the world may rush by and headlong into new forms of music, pastimes and fashion, but we here in our hidden corner of Wiltshire are happy to wait for the right moment to reveal to humankind a new page in the history of our planet.
~
Disaster.
I woke just three hours ago, at 2 o’clock in the morning, with William shaking me by the shoulder.
‘Fire!’ he yelled at me. ‘Fire! Fire!’
Roused from a deep sleep I was befuddled and all I could see by the strange flickering light coming through my window was a mad-eyed William. His voice was shrill and he appeared almost demented. I sat up quickly and shook my head, trying to clear it sufficiently to listen to his shouts.
‘The piggery, sir! It’s on fire.’
The piggery? I leapt out of bed and pulled on a pair of trousers. Then we both rushed outside and William pointed, unnecessarily. Indeed, the old pig sties were blazing, the flames reaching thirty feet in the air. There was the stink of burning hair and flesh, which made me gag on my breath. The heat was tremendous as the red and yellow inferno swallowed the blackness above it and oxygen rushed in from beneath to further fuel the disaster. Thankfully the screams of the trapped residents ceased after a very short while.
‘Did you manage to save any?’ I cried, hopefully. ‘The creatures, are any still alive?’
William shook his head as we both stared at the conflagration. Nothing inside that building was going to escape. The lower part, perhaps reaching three feet from the ground, was brick, but the upper walls and roof were timber. Inside the piggery there had been heaps of hay and straw everywhere. Once a fire started in there, it would have spread very quickly. I now see how inflammable the building was, but now is too late. I should have thought about it earlier, though if I am honest with myself I have not been attentive to ordinary matters lately, being on a higher plane with my dreams of triumph.
‘William,’ I said, ‘how did it start? Did you drop the hurricane lamp?’
‘No – no, sir. I was in with Her Majesty,’ he answered, pointing to the old barn, ‘but then there’s more bad news there, eh?’
The hairs on the nape of my neck rose. ‘What bad news?’
‘She’s gone. Busted out. Ran off somewhere.’
‘What?’
‘Not my fault,’ cried William, backing away from me. ‘She just lit out, when the fire started and them animals started wailin’.’
I ran over to the barn, but it was dark inside and I had no torch or lamp with me. I fetched a torch and then returned to inspect the interior. The beast had indeed broken out, through the back wall of the barn. The planks there, old and somewhat rotten, had been shattered leaving a huge hole. I gathered my thoughts. This was a terrible occurrence, but not a catastrophe. Once we had saddled the horses, we would probably soon overtake the mother beast and persuade her to return, as we always did when she was put out to pasture. No doubt she would be highly strung after the night’s events, but with calm handling I thought we would get her home safely.
It was then I heard a sound, a low moan. I looked at her straw bedding and shining my torch I saw a naked form there, slick with afterbirth. It was the latest arrival from her anomalous womb, obviously abandoned by the mother when she panicked and crashed through the wall of the barn and out into a dark night on the plain. I stared at the creature caught in my torchlight. It blinked and then did something that chilled me to the bone, a signal that this new ‘mythical’ creature was more than just another fabled animal. There was astuteness there and other major differences. I knew for one thing for absolute certainty, that though it might have originally been born androgynous, somewhere in its history on the Earth it had developed the means to procreate.
‘Oh my God,’ I whispered.
I stood staring down at this fresh birth in horror. The implications raced through my mind as the creature reached out to touch me with one extended limb. William was just coming through the barn doorway carrying rifles and saying, ‘Horses are saddled and ready, sir.’ He stepped up beside me and looked down at the thing lying in the straw.
William let out a strangled cry, then croaked, ‘Lord have mercy!’
I believe his next action was instinctive rather than deliberate. The rifle shot sounded monstrously loud in my ear and I reeled backwards half-stunned by the sound. When I had gathered my wits it took me some long moments before I realised that William had shot the creature through the head. There were shards of bone and pieces of flesh flying everywhere. Despite my feelings of revulsion, I half-understood why William reacted thus.
But William was gone from my side. When I ran out of the barn he was already riding through the gateway, out onto Salisbury Plain.
He shouted over his shoulder, ‘We have to kill her too, Mr Wilkins. She’s breedin’ monsters. We have to kill her and burn her.’
Then he and his horse was swallowed by the darkness.
I carried the remains of the creature William has shot to the burning piggery and threw them into the flames. The place was still blazing and hot enough to melt the iron hinges on the doors. Such a fire would soon destroy any evidence and we could return later and bury the ashes out on the plain.
Staring at the blackened carcasses of our erstwhile brood of so-called myths, I could make out certain shapes and suddenly realised what had started the fire. It must have been the small green dragon, of course, who no doubt had just discovered his special gift. The dragon would have experimented with its fiery breath, once its throat had developed its potential to blast away, thus destroying not only its siblings, but itself in the bargain.
I now had to ride out and find William, before he killed the mother beast and . . . what was it he intended to do? Burn her? Had he taken inflammable liquid with him? There was plenty of it lying around. Paraffin for the lamps. Petrol for the farm machinery. I realised the urgency now. I had to stop him destroying my chance of fame and fortune. Possibly William, who was not a stupid man, believed that if humankind were to discover we are not a natural species, but an aberrant lifeform produced by a deviant offshoot from what is regarded as normal and scientifically sound, then society would descend into chaos.
It is possible that such a revelation might eventually be welcomed as a wonderful and marvellous thing, but initially it would undoubtedly send the human race reeling from the shock of a discovery that might take decades and many violent upheavals to overcome. Old religions, cultures, beliefs and scientific philosophies would fall, new ones arise, and in that terrible mix there would be chaos and confusion, madness, terror and despair.
Yet, we had been through many shocks in our history on the Earth and have managed to overcome them without.
I swung myself into the saddle, just as a new dawn was putting her torch to the sky in the East. There is absolutely no doubt that what we had seen, that final birth of the mother before she stampeded from the barn, was mankind’s close kith and kin. I saw the expression on the creature’s face, clearly in the torchlight. There was no mistaking what kind of being lay in that straw at my feet.
We are the only animals on earth able to smile.






Murders in the White Garden
I stood disconsolate, miserable, under the linked statues of Pan and Syrinx, envious of the hold the cloven-hoofed god had over his lover. Syrinx was looking into his eyes as if she adored him with all her being. Would that a certain someone might look into my eyes with that adoring gaze, instead of those of another.
Eros and Psyche too, were in a similar passionate embrace, and not far away Meleager and Atalanta were wound around each other’s forms,
‘Dinner is ready, sir,’ said Simon, tripping over the lawn towards me. ‘I brought your coat, as the evening has lost its warmth. And with your advanced years . . .’
He held the garment out towards me. I ignored it.
‘Thank you, Simon,’ I said, coldly, ‘I am well able to withstand a temperate evening without my topcoat.’
‘As you wish, sir, but Autumn is arriving.’
Let her come, I thought, wearily, I shall welcome her to my door as readily as I do her sister, Winter.
At dinner she appeared to ignore him as he stood behind my chair, but I knew those smiles she cast around the table were all for him. My own position was excruciating. I could not turn and look at Simon: that would have given him enormous pleasure. Yet I felt him to be smirking behind my back. I wanted to kill the smug libertine where he stood: stick my dinner knife in his back; ram my silver fork in his eye. He was making my life an utter misery. She was making my life a misery.
Count Von Friedrich’s daughter was unbearably beautiful. You could proclaim no more or less. Were I able to launch into similes and metaphors which would have poets biting their lips in envy I would be no closer to the truth. Her loveliness was as pure and understated as a snowdrop. Sofia was 19, had the softest eyes I have ever seen and her smile could not have been more enchanting if her parents had been fay. My heart yearned for one of those smiles, yet I knew that Simon gathered in each and every one. He was their sole recipient, and he knew it, and revelled in it.
In the sweetest tone I could muster, I said, ‘Simon, I should like some more consommé, if you please.’
‘Yes sir,’ came his infuriatingly compliant voice, ‘at once, sir.’
A serving girl was signalled behind my back and the soup, which I did not want, was very soon ladled into my plate.
As you may have gathered Simon and Sofia were lovers, one being the manservant, assigned to me by the count for the length of my stay at Friedrichschlosschen, the other being the German aristocrat’s nonpareil daughter. Simon was of course tall and very handsome, I have to concede him that, and but a handful of years older than Sofia. But he was of peasant stock, a hill farmer’s son, of no worth whatsoever. They were doomed but seemed totally careless with the future, which made it all the more hurtful to me. If she could deliberately risk all – her wealth and position in society – she must have been so very deeply in love with the youth.
A buttered green fish was passed under my nose. The chatter around me seemed to increase in volume. Then Simon jolted my chair and I realised I was being asked a question.
‘Herr Maurer,’ the count was saying, ‘are you any closer to discovering the identity of the murderer?’
The clink and clatter of silver cutlery on bone china ceased for a moment. I was suddenly aware that all eyes around the dinner table were on me. The question had caught me in the middle of my contemplations and I was unprepared for it. However, I rallied quickly, knowing that she would be listening and assessing my own worth. I wiped my lips on my table napkin to give me more thinking-time, before replying.
‘Count, my analysis has not yet reached the stage where I can announce the results of my research. I hope to do so within the next two or three weeks, but of course as you well know, these murders stretch over three centuries, and therefore we are looking for several murderers, most of them long gone to their maker themselves.’
‘Yes of course,’ replied the count in that silky tone he used when he was annoyed, ‘while I understand your interest in historical killers, my personal concern is the current one. I have a wife and daughter to protect.’
‘My detections have not yet reached the stage, count, where I can with all confidence provide you with my deductions.’
‘Two or three weeks?’
‘Yes, count.’
He dismissed me with a wave of his fork and a shrug, and then lost interest and went back to his meal. The rest of the table continued to stare but for a moment or two longer at me, then returned to chattering with their neighbours. I sat miserably stirring my soup, despising Simon, the count, and everyone in the room except the lovely Sofia, whom I loved as much as I hated.
That night I lay in the blackness of my room, any light from outside the window completely obscured by huge, thick, dusty velvet curtains, forcing myself to think about the murders in the Weissgarten. There were three in the castle records, but there had probably been more over the centuries, which had been lost to memory and had never been recorded. The first in the Friedrich family memoirs had been a maidservant, hurrying home late at night after a liaison with a married innkeeper. Her skull had been crushed. This incident had occurred exactly 87 years before the second victim was found with his neck broken, lying appropriately amongst the lilies.
Now, 134 years after that murder the castle had witnessed a third, this time a gardener in the early hours of the morning. His smoking pipe was still clenched between his teeth when they found him, his chest battered in by some heavy instrument. Evidenced by the garden flowers, he had died in terrible agony, thrashing around for a very long time, his breath and blood bubbling from the injury, for the single blow had not only smashed his rib cage into his lungs, it had left a ragged hole the size of a fist.
All these killings – one assumes murders – occurred in the garden which was reserved exclusively for white flowers. White roses, lilies, ox-eye daisies, jasmine, white lupins, and so forth and so on. The surrounding gardens of the castle boasted amongst its other treasures two orangeries (upper and lower), a water park with channelled streams running from the hills behind down into pools within the gardens, a haha, woodland walks, a natural open-air theatre. There were deep-green hedges of myrtle and yew to scent the air.
Apart from the natural wonders there was also an abundance of Greek statues in the baroque gardens: entwined lovers such as Orpheus and Eurydice, Narcissus and Echo, Bacchus and Ariadne and others already mentioned, along with single figures such as Zeus, Heracles and Artemis.
Finally, in the sunken garden, there was the Silent Orchestra: a set of beautifully sculpted statues of cherubs ‘playing’ musical instruments. This last set piece, positioned down below the marble staircase alongside which the obsidian aqueducts ran, was famous throughout the empire and visiting kings and queens came just to look and ‘listen’ to the silent music of these works of art, carved by that wonderful sculptor Georg von Richtendorf.
After receiving the invitation from the count to investigate the murder I left Dresden the following day, to find on my arrival that the scarlet stains on the white petals were still there.
‘We didn’t pick them,’ explained one of the undergardeners, ‘so you could see the exact spot where he died.’
The exact spot was indeed visible. The shape of his dead form remained indented in the crushed foliage. The deep footprints of the monster who had caved his chest also remained. On either side however were solid paths which of course showed no such depressions. The prints went right across the White Garden, but vanished on the stone walkways. Searching the rest of the enormous gardens, I was surprised and frustrated to find that no further footprints could be found. It was as if the murderer remained, somewhere in the castle grounds: as if he had hidden under some slab or stone, waiting for an opportunity to escape the scene.
Whoever had carried out this terrible deed, he was a big man – a very big man – no doubt with great strength and not even a kernel of a conscience. To strike someone dead with a blow to the head would seem to me to be more humane than crushing his chest and leaving him to die slowly in terrible pain.
On questioning the gardeners I was told that they often found footmarks in the White Garden, the plants beaten down. It was now so common they simply accepted it and repaired the damage. Attempts to find the culprit had always ended in failure, since the nights on which these tramplings occurred were always moonless, starless nights.
So there I lay in the dark, going over these thoughts in my head, wondering about the connection between the old murders, and this new one. Coincidences rarely happen in threes. Two bodies separated by a century laying in the same garden would be a coincidence. Three was extraordinary. There had to be some link, however small, and I was determined to find it. I had been here a month now. The night of the murder had been peat black, the sky obscured by cloud. I was waiting for just such another night, before going out to the White Garden and just sitting, listening, letting my mind absorb all that went on around me, hoping for insight.
At about one o’clock I rose from the four-poster bed and went to the window, drawing back a curtain. The reward was here at last. The dark night I had been waiting for. Not a sign of the moon, nor the stars, just an impenetrable inky blackness. Why then did I hesitate? Was I afraid? Yes, my fast-beating heart attested to that. I was scared. It’s a very brave man who can revisit the scene of a murder in complete darkness. What if he were still out there, waiting for his next victim? Surely he was an unreasoning creature, whose motives for killing were locked in a chamber of insanity deep within his brain, for the murdered man had had no enemies, no wealth, no wife or lover with a surplus of passion, only a simple love of flowers.
After dressing and arming myself I left my room where I encountered Simon sneaking down the hallway in his stockings.
‘Where are you going?’ I whispered, fiercely, the jealousy rising like lava in my breast. ‘Answer me!’
‘Where have I been?’ he corrected me, smiling. ‘Ask me that, though I won’t promise to answer.’
‘I’ll inform the count,’ I told him.
His face clouded over in dim light thrown out by my lamp.
‘Do that and I’ll run off with her. She’ll come you know. She loves me. I’ll run away with her and they’ll not find her again. I think you couldn’t stand that, sir. Not knowin’ where she is. What you can be sure of is we’d be locked in poverty. She’d become a drab, sitting in some greasy scullery waitin’ for me to come back from the inn, an’ me a drunk with no prospects. Is that what you’d want for the love of your life? You’d pine away, you would. I seen how you look at her. Like all the others. You tell the count about us and you’ll bring down ruin on her.’
I could have shot the impudent swine, there and then, and most certainly would have done it. The pistol was in my shaking hand, pointed at his insolent heart. But then a draught fortuitously blew out the flame in my lamp. I relit the wick with trembling fingers. Was murder so near at hand then? Was it so easily provoked? Simon was gone, back his own room I hoped, for I could not bear the thought that he had returned to Sofia and told her what I had said. They would laugh at me. She would laugh at me. It was positively unbearable, this corrosive ardour in my breast.
Out in the gardens it was cool. My passion wafted away and my analytical brain took over. That was good. That was how it should be. Get rid of the ardour, replace it with cold hard reasoning. I found myself a place in the White Garden and doused the light. There in complete darkness I sat and waited, listening hard, hearing the occasional hoot of a tawny owl, the carolling of amorous foxes, the whispers of the breezes. All night I sat there, awake, letting my senses absorb secrets amongst the blooms, hoping for revelations to soak into my brain by osmosis.
It must have been about two hours later that I sensed, and heard, someone running past me through the flowers. Startled, I was instantly alert, my pistol at the ready. Feet thumped on the earth near me. Plants were swished aside. Here, surely was the murderer? I hastily lit my lamp, shone it over the scene, found nothing. I moved about, searching, looking behind the statues of cherub and Greek lover. Nothing. Nothing. Footprints were there. White blooms lay crushed and scattered. But there was no figure hiding amongst the hedges. No human form attempting to leave the grounds. No skulking killer on his way to the woodland walks. Surely, surely I had provided light quick enough to catch the creature? Yet there was no one. Only the silent statues witnessing my agonising frustration.
Dawn came. In the early light I tracked the deep footmarks. This time I could see where bits of soil led. The gardeners had obviously swept the paths before my first visit, thus obscuring these traces of earth. I followed the short track which led from one statue, standing near an aspen, to a pair of others, on the far side of the Silent Orchestra. No trail went beyond these two points. It was a clear line between the entwined Apollo and Daphne, and the statue of Heracles. I stood by Heracles and looked across and could see the face of Daphne, looking back. She was not admiring her partner, Apollo. Her attention, her shy knowing smile, was on the marble Heracles.
‘What are you doing out here, sir?’ came an admonishing female voice which sent my heart flying. ‘You will catch your death! Such a heavy morning dew is bad for the chest of man of mature years.’
It was Sofia, out for an early morning stroll before breakfast. She had a maid in attendance. I bristled a little at the words ‘mature years’, since I was not yet in my middle thirties, but made no protest.
‘I am at my investigations,’ I replied. ‘My eagerness to work does not pay any attention to concerns for my health.’
‘Then you are most foolish, Herr Maurer. And have you discovered the identity of the horrible man who killed our gardener?’
I looked into her eyes. ‘Perhaps,’ I said, ‘it was not a man?’
‘A woman?’ she looked thoroughly shocked. ‘Sir, a woman could not commit such a nasty crime. It had to be a man, surely?’
‘Women have murdered in the past. But I was not impugning your sex.’
‘A beast then?’ she said, looking about her as if expecting to see it. ‘Some sort of mad wild creature, escaped from a cage?’
Could I tell her I was on the verge of suspecting supernatural causes? I decided not. She would laugh at me. I was inclined to laugh at myself. Perhaps lack of sleep had muddied my brain. There was circumstantial evidence there, if one believed that statues could come to life. To do that though one would have to throw away science and accept the power of the occult. Of course I was not prepared to do that. Should I be looking for another explanation which did not involve such strange departures from reality? Secret chambers and tunnels beneath the bases statues, for example, which might afford an escape route from the scene of the murder?
‘A beast? Possibly – but I don’t want to give too much away at present. You’ll forgive me if I ask you to wait until my formal announcement. I still have some facts to check. I need to go over my clues several times, extrapolate my findings. The truth in such cases does not easily reveal itself.’
She raised her dark eyebrows – oh how I would love to lick salt from those perfect arches – and turned back towards the house without another word. I went back to my statues and stood behind Daphne, looking across at the bulky Heracles. He was staring back, a heavy expression on his face. She, saucy madam, was peering over Apollo’s right shoulder at her club-wielding giant. The entangled Apollo seemed ignorant of this capriciousness and was gazing fondly at the hair which curled about her left ear, his expression devoid of suspicion.
‘Oh you sorry myth,’ I murmured to him. ‘You don’t even seem to be aware you have been cuckolded. Heracles is but a man and you are a handsome god, one of the Twelve Olympian deities, yet even you cannot hold your woman. What chance do I stand, a mortal of plain bearing?’
There were of course no tunnels or secret passages.
All that day I wondered. What if? What if it were a murder of the preternatural? Could I accept such an idea? Could I abandon logic and accept that there was a dark fluid world which operated in camera? This was an enlightened age, but there had been earlier times when the count’s ancestors had been accused of witchcraft, of devil worship, though never brought to account because of their high rank. Yet, when I came to think of it, the count himself spoke of this history not with humour, but with a serious note to his voice, almost as if he were ashamed. Almost as if he believed it to be true and there were such a thing as black magic.
And then I had to remind myself that I actually did believe in the supernatural. I was a Christian. I believed in the spirit world, a life after death, a hell where souls were punished. If all that were real to me then, what great step was it to the satanic arts, an offshoot of that belief?
I studied Daphne once again: she once the laurel, now the minx. If she had killed, it was not out of malice, of that I was sure. Human flesh, blood and bones had simply got in her way, as she rushed back in the darkness, eager to be by her partner’s side before the morning light revealed her absence. She had simply trampled over bodies in the same way that she had squashed the flowers. A swinging marble arm catching a head or neck. A stone foot crushing the chest of a man she had knocked over in her flight. These were blind accidents, nothing more.
That evening was a black as its predecessor.
I went to the count and said, ‘I wonder if I might borrow that manservant you loaned me, count, for an experiment? I would like to leave him for the night on the spot where the murder took place.’
The count regarded me with glittering eyes.
‘What sort of experiment is that?’
‘I myself was in the same place last night, while you all slept. I – I recorded certain sounds and observations. I would like them verified by another’s ears and eyes. They are little enough in themselves, but mysteries are often solved by gathering all the tiny pieces – as with a mosaic – and putting the pieces together to form a complete picture.’
The count sighed and gestured with his palms. ‘As you wish, Herr Maurer, but do give me some sort of answer soon. I was led to believe you were the best in your field at this kind of thing, yet you have been here a month already and with what result?’
‘I feel I am getting close.’
‘Then use the man, what do I care?’
I returned to the garden.
In order that I should put Simon in the exact path Daphne would take I tied the end of a thread to Apollo’s finger. The other end I tied to the club of Heracles. I could now place the manservant anywhere beneath this line and when Daphne visited her true love, he would be in her way. She would crush him with her great weight, as she galloped headlong towards her Heracles. If my theory was correct this was Simon’s last evening on earth. I would go to Sofia in good time, comfort her, sympathise, become the older confidante, woo her slowly, and lure her to my chamber in her bereft state.
When I sent for him, Simon was his usual audacious self.
‘Here? Stay out there all night? I will not,’ he stated.
‘Then,’ I said, sweetly, ‘you will go to the count and explain why you have disobeyed his orders.’
‘Damn you, sir,’ the youth growled at me, his face dark with anger, ‘you think you can get to her in a single night? Never. All right, I shall stay there, then, and be back in the morning. She will welcome me to her bed at sunrise and you, sir, will weep into your pillow yet again.’
‘You insolent swine,’ I thought, as I walked him down with a lamp to the place where he was to die, ‘you shall spend sunrise in Hell, if all goes to plan.’
After leaving him I pretended to go back to the house, but snuffed my lamplight and skipped off the path early. I hid in the myrtle bushes nearby. I wanted to be sure Simon stayed where he was. I had provided him with blankets and had made sure he was bedded down amongst the lilies. My conscience, I was surprised to find, was not disturbed by the fact that I was about to witness a violent accident. I was not a murderer. I was simply failing to tell a manservant of a certain danger. I might have been an army commander, leaving a soldier to guard a place, knowing that he might be attacked. That was not murder. It was expediency. I needed to prove my theory correct and the only way to do that was to place an expendable manservant in the path of the danger.
The darkness was impenetrable and I could do naught but listen hard for what might come.
I awoke with a start. What? Had I fallen asleep? My scheming had obviously exhausted me. I had been unable to remain awake. My clothes were damp and I was shivering with the cold. It took me a good few seconds to decide where I was, before a chilling remembrance came.
With a jolt I realised there was a dim shielded light out there, in the White Garden. Someone had brought a dark-lamp to Simon. I could hear noises coming from the lily beds. Horrible thrashing, groaning, sighing noises. Sounds which were ugly to my ears. A couple were indulging in sexual intercourse out there amongst the flowers. I could hear their unsavoury murmurs of satisfaction, their grunts and moans. Disgusting sounds that made me feel sick to my stomach.
She had come to him. They lay together amongst the pale lilies and fragrant jasmine, making love on that deadly path. Yet where was the heavy form of Daphne? Why had these two fornicators not already been crushed to death, the pair of them? Surely Daphne should be with her own lover, grating stone against stone, sliding marble into marble? Daphne and Heracles should, like those floating-island rocks encountered by the Jason’s Argonauts the Symplegades, be clashing together in mineral passion. There were no such noises, no such boulder-to-boulder sounds, only those animal gasps coming from amongst the trampled lilies of the garden.
Yet. Yet. Are not the sounds of ecstasy are similar to those of a dying man? What if those moans and groans, that thrashing noise, were the last convulsions of life in two expiring forms? Had Daphne been and gone, smashed bones and flesh, left pulp in her wake? The thought almost choked me as the bile rose to my mouth and terror swept through me.
‘Oh my God!’ I cried. ‘I’ve killed her!’
I rushed out of hiding. Expecting to witness tragedy. My most urgent desire was to reach the lovers and separate them. If I did not they would die in each other’s arms and that would be too bitter a blow to bear. Such a death would bestow immortality on their love: a memory that would haunt me all my remaining days.
When I came to the spot they were indeed locked together, but unhurt. In their half-nakedness they looked up at me and laughed as I stood there in my clinging clothes, my sorry damp cap upon my head. Then Simon doused their dark-lamp and I heard them scurrying away, into the night, seeking another lover’s tryst amongst the maze of myrtle bushes.
I could not move. Mortified, humiliated, brimming with shame and utterly desolate, I remained standing there a very long time, until a red dawn crept from a harlot’s bed and climbed the sky. A gardener found me, was concerned for me. I told him I was all right. I said I had heard someone crashing through the White Garden in the night and had come to investigate.
‘Oh no, that were in the evenin’, sir – while you was up at the castle fetchin’ master Simon. In the twilight. We had a vandal, sir, I think – who broke a statue. No one saw him, but we heard him from the orchard, came a-runnin’ too late, for he was gone off into the gloam. Leastways, we saw not a soul, but damage were done afore we got to it.’
I looked towards the statues now, having been too excited by my schemes to notice anything untoward in the fading daylight of the previous evening.
‘Damaged one of the sculptures?’
The cherubic silent musicians were all in their places, harp, trumpet, flute, none of them broken so far as I could see.
I turned my attention to the Greeks.
Daphne was in her rightful spot, but looking unusually glum.
Apollo himself was intact but seemed less the trammelled cuckold, more the lover in control.
I spun round.
Heracles!
Heracles had lost his head! It had been shattered, smashed to fragments by a heavy blow. Even now an under-gardener was sweeping up the pieces, tossing them onto the gravel path. What an humiliating end for a Greek hero, his face to be trodden into the ground by careless feet.
It took me a little while to understand what had occurred. All those years, all those decades, those centuries, Apollo had missed his Daphne, but knew not which way she went in the darkness. He had guessed of course that she had a lover, but in the pitch darkness which of those others was he? Adonis? Heracles? Hermes? Zeus even? Or one of those who already had a lover by his side, but was dissatisfied? He knew not. He could only surmise. He could only wait and fume, hoping one night to learn the truth.
That night had come, his waiting at an end.
It was I who had shewn him, with a thread, his hated rival.
Greek hero Heracles might be, but he was no match for the righteous wrath of an Olympian god.







Stalking Moon
The wolves talk to each other in the way that wolves talk to each other. Gestures, smells, the raising and lowering of hair, the baring of teeth, body postures, sounds and body direction. The order comes from the alpha female: the pack needs to move location. They are, at this time in the season, too close to the two-legged ones. An event is due and distance is needed between the wolves and their natural enemy.
Wolves are not able see into the future, of course, but vague memories stir in their minds like gentle winds. And instinct. Instinct has always been sharper than intellect and more reliable. Instinct tells them something is coming, something bad. It’s not something they can’t deal with, so long as they take heed of the warning feelings that arise from somewhere deep within their bellies. It says move and so they move, heading up the slope and into the dense, dark forest of the mountainside.
Each wolf has a scent-name: their primary identification. Once the scent-name has been recognised there are other aspects–coat markings, cowl-colours, size, length of hair and voice–which identify the individual and place him or her in a position in the pack. Every wolf knows its status, from the alphas down to the omega, the raven wolf, last in the line, tip of the tail, end of the pack. The alpha female leads. The raven wolf trails, bear bait or first to fall from the iron sticks.
They move off that night, under a waxing moon, slipping through the trees like grey spectres, shadows of themselves. The pack is of medium size, though numbers only ever remain general in the heads of those who are in the least bit interested. Importantly, they always know when one or more of the pack is missing. A quick sweep of those around them registers any lost soul. Sometimes they wait for that member to find a way back them again by their howls or their smell, sometimes they will initiate a search, but they never ignore a missing wolf.
Scouts move up front and outwalkers to the flanks. There are just three young, kept in the middle of the pack. This is an ancient and tried formation which insures the safety of the main body. Surprised bears can and do wreak havoc amongst them, though now in the time of snow and ice the bears are asleep. The two-legs are always awake though, whatever the season. There are several kinds of two-legs, but in the main docile ones that live in huge packs and run away at the sight of a wolf, and dangerous wild ones who kill with iron sticks. They point the iron stick at a living creature, there follows a loud storm-noise accompanied by a small flash of fire from the end of the stick, by that time the wolf is dead or is injured. The wild two-legs are to be avoided at all cost and even the docile ones can bring danger on a pack.
The alpha female does her best to keep the trail easy, but sometimes they have to struggle through deep snow. Wolves can get lost in such conditions and a howl is never far from their throats. Snow-covered ice is circumnavigated. Wolves have been known to break through thin ice and drown or freeze to death.
As the pack travel their souls go with them. The silent dark ones from the otherworld of canines. These are the link with death, these highly-respected black silhouettes. A reminder that there is a place to go once you leave the living pack forever. There is comfort in this thought, though no living wolf will acknowledge his shadow-spirit, and a glance at them always raises a slight shudder of fear.
Although this night is for travelling, the pack also hunt on the move. A hare is caught, and a lost dog that smells of two-legs, provides food for the whole group. There isn’t a great deal of flesh on these two carcasses, so the raven wolf is only allowed to feed after the others have done so. Their bellies aren’t full, but they have eaten some, so they continue their journey until the morning, when they rest.
The following day they begin moving around late morning, slipping up the slopes through the harder snows. Once they see a solitary two-legs in the distance, with harnessed dog packs pulling flat tree-branches, but the two-legs doesn’t see a single pack member and all is well.
In the evening they rest, sing a few songs to lift their spirits. They nibble out the ice from their pads and lick any injuries. One wolf has a split paw, another a scratched flank. These aren’t serious pain-givers, but small sufferings compared with starvation or a broken leg. Broken legs often lead to death, though not always. Not so long back there had been a three-legged member of the pack, who had amputated his own back leg by gnawing at it until it had been severed at the joint. This wolf had been caught in an iron-toothed snapper left by trappers. Three-legs was a hero amongst his fellows and thereafter did not have to feed himself, but was fed by the younglings.
The mornings begin with dawns that are as grey as the cowls of the wolves themselves. The pack is up and ready at the first hair of light to grow on the back of the sky. It’s important to get as far away as possible from the two-legs. No one really knows why, but senses that it’s a necessary move. The alpha female especially has this feeling deep down in her belly which tells her that something bad is coming. The bad thing will still arrive –there is no thwarting it –but it can be contained so long as the pack are in the right place at the right time.
It’s her job to see they get to that place before the event.
Seven days they walk, trot, run. On the fifth day an elderly matron is left behind when she’s unable to keep up. The raven wolf, the pack sweeper, drifts by her without a glance. When they rest at the next halt, no one returns to look for her. She’s not a missing wolf, she’s a dying one. Once night came again the matron will freeze and the dawn will greet her stiff-bodied, stiff-haired carcass with the same welcome as the living wolves receives. She won’t respond as they will. Her time has come and wolves, like any other creature, all have to die alone. There is no company in death, even for those who die together in the same place at the same moment. All have to make the last journey alone. The blackness falls and there is an end to personal memories, for the spirit that lives on after death has no memory of life. For some this is even a happy thing, for others it is a melancholy fact.
On the sixth day there’s a blizzard and the world is whiter than ever. The pack cluster around a tall monolith, the base of which keeps the wind at bay. The invisible spirits of departed wolves trapped in the winds are furious. They shriek and whine, and howl, and cry, telling how unfair it is that they’re nothing but cold shreds of sound while their descendants are warm as blood and can croon with a living throat. Stars surge around the heads of the pack in their millions. The earth and the sky rush together and swirl into each other, mixing until they’re one. When they finally separate again, the pack members are covered with cloud and they have to rise and shake themselves free of storm-dust. Then they’re on their way again, slowly, up to their belly-hair in new, soft-yielding snow. Youngsters disappear beneath the surface and have to keep up by tunnelling around the legs of the elders.
That night they kill a weak stag, bringing it down by sheer weight of numbers, gripping its shoulders, biting its knees, until it finally falls in a cold, cloudy shower of snow to let out its hollow death moan. Even before the creature’s eyes have glazed the alpha male and female are guzzling the liver and heart with relish. Elders tear out the kidneys and intestines, while the rest chew happily on tougher meat. Fat is fought over and swallowed more readily than muscle or gristle, though the dead beast is as delicious in death as he had been magnificent in life. Brains are licked from the skull, eyeballs cracked between teeth, gonads crunched, nostrils gnawed by the younglings. The pack would have eaten the stag’s very soul if they could have found it amongst the bones.
A big cat comes and tries to intimidate the pack, tries to chase them away from their kill, but they know their combined strength is too much for the intruder and ignore her fierce hissings and spittings, and the show of teeth and claws. One wolf would have backed away, but several do not. The big cat waits on a high rock until the last of them leaves, before she lopes down to pick at the bones and gnaw on the skin.
The seventh day arrives and the pack settle on the rocky plateau of a high fastness and wait for the night. There’s nervousness amongst them, which manifests itself in snapping at each other for minor irritations. Darkness descends like a heavy weight upon the earth. The sky is clear, the stars in their sets. With wild thoughts and a deep sense of fear of the unknown, the wolves wait for a stalking moon to rise above the tallest trees and relight the world. Once the orange disk shows its face, there occurs the thing that has been burning coldly in the alpha wolf’s memory, the thing that makes every wolf in the pack want to flee this place and find a cave in which to hide itself. Yet none do, no one leaves, for there is a duty to the clan general to remain and face the threat. In this lonely place, far from the world of two-legs, they circle one of their own with bared teeth, snarling and growling deeply, and view the transformation frightened by their own shallow breath.
He suddenly stands up tall on his hind legs in the centre of the circle and his howls are now weak and deeper in tone. The younglings of the pack yelp in terror to see their cousin towering over them, strutting within the circle of the pack. The erect wolf glares around him with fierce eyes full of hatred for his kin. Hair falls from his body as he begins moulting, until his coat has gone and a pink under-hide covers form. His paws grow out at the bottom of his hind legs and his foreleg paws elongate into long thin appendages. The marvellous snout that has sniffed so many trails, has unrooted and uprooted many a prey, begin to flatten into his face until it is but a small nodule above a pair of rose-coloured fleshy lips. The brave flag of his body, that fine-haired flying tail, drops off and shrivels to a thin black vine. His wonderful pointed ears become ugly stunted growths that resemble tree fungi.
Now he is what he is, no longer a wolf, but the one creature on earth that the wolves fear and despise.
The beast that has grown out of moonshadows runs around the circle of savage mouths, trying to find a way out. He wants to get past snarling fangs that would tear the flesh from his bones and tries to find a weak wolf who, in its fear, might turn and flee, and leave an escape hole. There is none. They are steadfast. They are true to their clan. The alpha female howls encouragement, telling them in her own way that their fear must be conquered for just this night, calling on deep courage, on valour of the best and strongest kind, to maintain the prison ring.
The beast has to be kept there at all costs. They know he can smell iron, from a long way off, and he wants that iron. It wants it in order to destroy as many wolves as he can before the dawn comes back. Here is the wolf nightmare, the loathsome brute of the wolf world, the archetype of all killers. This is the creature who has stripped the earth of its forests and covered the plains with its foul dens. This is the beast who more often kills just for the inexplicable pleasure of taking life. In him is the power of craft and guile, the most cunning and devious of living things, that loves to dominate and through its strength and intellect eradicate anything that gets in its way. Even the terrible polar bear can’t compete with him. Nor the mighty grizzly, nor the deadliest of sly insidious poisonous snakes, nor the biggest of the big cats, not shark, not killer whale. None can compete with this soft pink-skinned creature that now shouts at them in a loathsome language no one understands.
They keep him at bay for the whole time that the moon crosses overhead. The night is long and they grow weary but their vigilance never flags. They are the pack and he is their burden. They do not try to kill him for deep within their psyche they know that if his blood mingles with theirs, they too will become the creature he represents. Every stalking moon they will go through what their cousin has gone through and change as he has changed. So they keep their distance, snapping savagely at his naked form if it approaches them, but never actually biting into his flesh. It is good that their prisoner does not understand the rules of the game, for in his present shape he is a demented mindless creature. If were not he would simply run through their ranks. All he sees is the ring of ferocious jaws snapping and grinding every time he advances towards them. So mercifully for all, he does not attempt to break through with sheer bravado, but approaches them tentatively, cowering and wimpering, retreating when he is met with fury.
At one point he feigns sleep, lying on the churned snow, yawning and closing his eyes, but they know all his tricks. He is one of the cunning ones. One of those who have whose conniving ways are legion and the mind that devised all those intricate traps that have been set for wolves over the centuries is now put to devising a method of escape. No matter there is madness in that skull, there is also a thousand artful ways to evade captivity there too. When his pretence at sleep does not work, the creatures tries smiles, and gentle talking, and humming to himself, and acrobatic movements, and threatening a single small wolf in that dark incomprehensible language, and laughing loudly, and letting his tongue loll out, and even making believe his heart has stopped and he is dead. All to no avail, for the wolves are steadfast in their duty.
All night they keep him locked within, until the moon dips down below the distant peaks of the mountains. Then finally he stops his wild shouting, his wild limb-waving, his furious and frustrated screaming. The yellow flaming eyes now dim to a dull red glow. A puzzled expression replaces one of baffled rage. He falls back to the earth on all fours, natural again at last. Hair sprouts along his mane, under his belly, along the trailing edges of his legs. His beautiful snout returns, jutting from his face, the fulsome jaws packed once more with handsome fangs. His cowl gets back its blue-grey colour, his mutated paws shrink back to normal size, his ears sprout skywards, pointed now. Finally his tail sprouts from his backbone and once again flies like a banner.
He is himself again.
They come to him with yelps and whines, licking their cousin, welcoming him back to his own form.
He stands there, bemused by their attention, enjoying it but not knowing why he’s receiving it. His mind seems to be thawing out of a winter state, a numbed brain returning to awareness and the quickness of the world. Finally, he shakes off his clan, wondering, wondering, and goes to be on his own for a while, trying to rid himself of the strange feeling in his limbs and torso: trying to help his mind reach his fast-beating heart to tell it to calm itself. There is no reason for it to force his blood to race like mountain streams through his veins.
And once the morning has come and the sun has chased away the greyness, he does indeed feel his strangeness has fled.
Soon after this the alpha female gathers the clan together, under the black pine, and speaks to them in the way that wolves speak to each other, telling them they must find better hunting grounds now the danger is over, and the menace within them has been contained.








12 Men Born of Woman
They were milling around the coffee urns, rather than sitting where pens, white paper, glasses and jugs of water had been immaculately placed so that there was exactly two feet between each juror. Twelve leather-padded, leather-backed chairs had been arranged at a round table, as if we were King Arthur and his knights, but people seemed to prefer to stand, talking to each other in the vicinity of the stainless steel hives containing that brown nectar which men like me preferred to honey. And we were all men. I have written people but there were no women. It was an all-male jury.
‘Guilty as hell,’ said the chubby man in the large check suit. I wanted to tell him that if he wanted to look slimmer, he should try a narrow stripe pattern. Or even plain. ‘Can’t be anything else.’ He took a long sip of his coffee and obviously burnt his tongue, because he made a face and stuck the tip of that organ through his teeth.
The chap he was speaking to was not much leaner but he was a more sensible dresser, in a blue sweater and jeans.
‘I don’t know,’ he replied in a cultured voice, the kind of accent which one heard at county fairs. ‘I thought that’s what we were here to discuss. I mean, what about this cloning thing? Do you think there’s anything in it?’
He was talking about the case for the defence. Let me tell you the story first and then you’ll soon be up to speed, even if you’re a little lost at present.
You must remember the case? Four men went out on a yacht to do some sea fishing. It was a very expensive boat, owned by a millionaire’s son, who was not actually on board at the time of the incident. He had loaned it to a politician friend of his, who had in turn invited three companions to join him. One was an important civil servant, the second a well-known Mafia head, and the third the gangster’s bodyguard who it seemed he never went anywhere without. What they were all doing on the yacht can be only surmised, but since the story broke the civil servant has resigned and the politician is leaving the country after the trial is over. They all said they were simply keen fishermen. Ha, say I and many others.
The mobster’s name was Freddie Lazarus. I say was. He’s now dead. He originated in some South American country, no one is quite sure where. But it’s his bodyguard who’s on trial, for murder he’s accused of committing on board the yacht. No, no, he didn’t kill his boss, some Eastern European rivals did that, awhile after this particular murder. The man the bodyguard murdered is still a mystery, a complete unknown, having no identification on him whatsoever at the time, and whose prints, dental records and DNA are unregistered anywhere. Various media agencies, publishing his picture, have not received any satisfactory replies. No one seems to know who he is or where he’s come from. It was as if he’d crawled out of the sea.
How did he get on board, this victim of Mickey Kyle, the hoodlum who hacked him to death?
The prosecutors tried to assert that the man must have been on board when the yacht set out. Yet two independent ‘valets’ from a boat cleaning firm, who were on the yacht right up until it left the harbour, and maintained there was no one else on board. All four passengers and crew – evidence was forthcoming from Lazarus before he was gunned down in a night club – staunchly maintained that they also searched the boat thoroughly before setting out, fearing eavesdroppers and spies. This could be a bunch of lies of course, but their stories were consistent.
So, if not there at the outset, he must have got on board sometime during the trip out to sea. Helicopter? A fast vessel of some kind? Submarine? No evidence has come to light to support any idea that he was transported to the boat by another craft.
Did he swim there and climb on board while they were distracted by their ‘meeting’?
No answers have been forthcoming, not to anyone’s satisfaction. I and the other jurors in this room have so far been kept apart. The trial has thus far been conducted in conference mode on a closed TV network, to protect the judge and jury, and prosecuting counsel, from harassment. There have been threats against our lives, which I’m sure would have been carried out, had our names not been kept secret. We don’t know each other. Until we were locked in this room, just an hour ago, we’d never met. Kyle has ‘goodfellow’ friends, naturally, who’ll stop at very little to influence the outcome.
So far as I know we’re anonymous. I hope it stays that way.
An obviously very nervous little man in Cuban heeled boots came and stood by me.
‘What about this theory, eh? You understand it?’
‘I don’t think anyone understands it,’ I replied.
‘No, what I mean is, I haven’t the foggiest about it. How does it help the defence? Y’know, what’s in it for Kyle? After all, he’s admitted he took a chopper from the galley and split the guy’s skull with it. Hacked off his arms and legs – and’ he gulped for breath, ‘his head, and chucked the lot with the torso overboard, hoping for the sharks to do the biz. There’s not much defence against that sort of confession, is there? I mean, he did it, he said he did it. How’s this theory goin’ to change that?’
I remember the sky was a cobalt blue (Kyle was no ignoramus, he was an educated thug: he had majored in art) which made me think a storm was coming. We’d already been out there four hours and the sea began to grow dark along the edge of the horizon. A fresh wind sprang up. It really did look like dirty weather was on the way. Then I saw him, sneaking around the stern of the boat. An intruder. An intruder who’d managed to board us without been heard or seen. How sinister was that? It appeared to me, though I was mistaken, he had a weapon in his hand. I was in the galley at the time. Cooking. I like to cook. I specialise in oriental dishes. Anyway, I grabbed the nearest piece of cutlery – it just happened to be a chopper – and went out to confront the guy. He raised his hand, the one with the weapon – which turned out to be a small fish, bait we were using – and I struck him down. It was self defence. I thought he was going to stab me. A stranger’s hand going up, a flash of silver? In my profession if you don’t act quickly, decisively, you end up dead. I split his skull.
There were five jurors huddled together in one corner of the room and a lively debate was going on between them. I wanted to hear what they had to say. They looked a little brighter than this little twerp. It would have restored a little of my faith in justice to hear an intelligent conversation going on, about the real issues behind this murder. If murder it was. The short man had raised one of the key points. Was it indeed murder?
‘What they’re saying,’ I told him, my eyes still on the group of five, ‘is that if he was a clone, he wasn’t in the strict sense a human being. Our laws are there to protect people . . .’
‘Life, surely? To protect life? Kyle took a life.’
I was being patient as hell. ‘A cockroach has life.’
‘Ah, I see what you mean.’ There was a pause. ‘But he was a man, not an animal.’
‘You have to look at the definition of what constitutes a man. If he was a clone, he was not born of woman. Does a true man have to be born of woman? you have to ask yourself. If the answer’s yes, then you can’t call a clone a man.’ I hesitated, knowing I was getting into deeper water. ‘Especially the kind of clone the defence are putting forward.’
‘Oh yeah, what did they call it? S.R.C.?’
‘R.S.C. – Random Spontaneous Cloning.’
‘Several people go into a confined space and more come out – in this case four men in and five men out.’
I nodded. ‘Exactly. The fifth man has been accidentally cloned from the four birthright men. No one’s sure of the science yet, but they talk of electro-genetic fields producing a rapid cell creation. They say it’s happened at several large gatherings: night clubs, parties, even in elevators and offices.  In all cases they have been single-sex gatherings: all men or all women. The clone looks like none of the makers because he or she is an amalgam of all of them. Yet the clone has knowledge of their memories, skills and habits: a vessel for their collected attributes and faults.’
The little man licked his lips. ‘That would make him very clever. It’s not clever to get murdered. You have to be very stupid to do that.’
‘If he’s a new creature it’ll take time for him to learn that there’s danger all around him. When men first arrived in New Zealand the birds came right up to them and looked them in the eyes. See if they do it today, now they’ve learned what predators we are. The next clone that comes along will be more cautious, will have more of a sense of self-preservation.’
‘How come? How?’
‘Who knows? But creatures learn from the history of their kind. It’s passed on somehow. One of the mysteries of life. Well,’ I started to walk away, ‘we need to talk to others.’
His eyes darted round the room and back again.
‘Hey, hey – don’t go yet – answer me this – how does something like this happen? I mean, it sounds like hocus-pocus – creating a man out of thin air. I can’t think they’re serious. It’s just another get-out clause for the criminal elements in our society, isn’t it?’
‘It could be. Or it’s a new phenomenon created some say by overstimulation of the body tissues – constant use of new artificial drugs and medication – combined with a change in atmospherics. Even a slight alteration in the layers that protect our planet from the sun’s rays affect us a great deal. Static electricity increases in quantity and power. Other waves and rays increase or decrease in value. Anything that upsets the balance interferes with the natural laws of physics as we know them will have consequences we won’t have experienced before now.’
‘Wow, you talk like a scientist. Are you a scientist?’ he stuck his hand forward to be shaken. ‘My name’s Archie by the way.’
‘We’re not supposed to give names,’ I reminded him, ignoring the hand. ‘Look, I’m no scientist. I just read magazines. I haven’t really any idea what all that stuff really means – like you, I can only guess. Maybe you’re right. Maybe it is a get-out clause. Kyle is using it, isn’t he? It’s the basis of his defence. He’s saying he killed the guy, but it wasn’t murder because his victim wasn’t a real man, he was some accident of nature, a freak of physics.’ I took a long draught of coffee. It smelled better than it tasted. ‘That’s why we’re here, isn’t it? To decide whether to accept that as the truth, or whether we think it’s just a load of crap.’
‘I thought he was advocating self-defence.’
‘Listen, buddy,’ I said, growing tired him, ‘if you’re up on a murder charge you don’t just have one line of defence, you have several – it helps to confuse the jury.’ I didn’t add that it had certainly confused this little squirt, which wasn’t difficult since he had brains the consistency of mushy peas. ‘Go and ask some of the others. You’ll get a better overall picture.’
I turned away from him and put my coffee down so that I could take off my jacket which was uncomfortable. Once I was in my shirt-sleeves I rolled them up: the sleeves were a little too long. ‘Archie’ had gone and was chatting to three men who had the look of startled deer. One of them managed to extricate himself straight away and he came over to me, flicking his thumb back at those who were left and rolling his eyes.
‘I know,’ I said. ‘It took me a lot longer to get away than you.’
The man, a bulky guy who had a truck driver’s nose, spoke to me with in unnerving Liverpudlian accents.
‘What’s your decision? We’ve all seen the evidence now. What do you think?’
‘Me? I think Kyle is lying. I think the whole four of them are liars. I think the fifth man was killed because he knew too much.’
He nodded slowly. ‘That’s a good reason for killing a man, if you’ve got something desperate to hide.’
‘How did number five gain his knowledge, though – that’s what I’m trying to figure out. Was he indeed a randomly spontaneously produced and arrived with intrinsic knowledge intact – or was he simply a spy who’d hidden himself on board and had heard all?’
‘I agree with you, and I go with the second one. I think he hid in one of the nooks and crannies of the boat before it left harbour. He heard what he wanted to hear and was then discovered by the four conspirators. They hacked him to death and chucked the bits to the fishes, hoping no more would come it. The head being washed up on the beach was their undoing, along with the bloodstains on the yacht. Case closed.’
‘You could be right.’
‘I know I’m damn well right. R.S.C.? Bollocks. Utter bollocks. Pseudo science, my friend, from crapland.’
‘Well, there’ve been a number of other reported cases, some say from reliable sources.’
‘Crap. Rumours. Myth. Apocryphal tales. Tabloid press sensational junk. Daily Shite news. Of course the rags love stories like that. It’s bread, butter and meat on the table to them. Take it from me, they ain’t real, my friend. They’re a load of bollocks.’
‘So you said.’
The noise level in the room had increased as conversations began to get heated in various corners. Men had removed their suit jackets, like me, and had claimed one of the twelve chairs by hanging it on the back. Smoking was not allowed and several jurors, obvious smokers, were getting agitated and irritable without their cigarettes. One man was gloomily staring out of the window, lost in domestic thoughts by the look of him, no doubt wondering when he was going to get out of this zoo cage.
Suddenly a tall guy in hornrimmed glasses and wearing a black blazer with grey flannels clapped his hands for attention.
‘Gentlemen. I think we’re all gentlemen here, aren’t we? Can we please sit down now. We’ve had time to chat. Let’s get down to the serious business of reaching a decision . . .’
‘Who made you chief?’ cried a belligerent from the back of the room. ‘I don’t remember signing anything.’
One or two people laughed.
‘The judge,’ growled the man in the blazer, ‘that’s who. I’m the Jury Foreman.’
‘Well, I wish they’d tell me,’ grumbled the other man. ‘Everything’s a bloody mystery. No names, no pack drill. I’m fuckin’ fed up with playing secret fuckin’ games.’
‘Could we keep the language down?’ muttered the foreman, pulling back his chair. ‘You might regret it when they show this to your family on the box. This is all being recorded you know. They can hear everything we say outside.’
I hadn’t remembered that. It was true. We could be seen and heard on a closed network. We were being watched and judged too. There was little privacy in this world. If you wanted privacy you hired a yacht.
‘Just going to take a leak,’ I said, heading towards the toilets at the end of the room. ‘Won’t be a couple of minutes.’
There was someone in the toilets. A pale young man in a dark suit. He didn’t look well and was splashing water on his face. Looking at me in the mirror in front of him, he said, ‘Late night. Had too much.’
I nodded in an understanding way and went to the end of the room where suits, shirts and other clothes were hanging from coathangers on hooks. We had been told to bring spare clothes, in case we were up here all night. The judge had told us the decision must be unanimous and therefore we were stuck in the hotel room until we came to an agreement. I rifled through some pockets and eventually found a black spectacles’ case. ‘Forget my head next,’ I said, showing it to the young man.  Then I went the end washbasin, nearest the door. I washed my hands, wet my hair and smoothed it down a little, then moved for the doorway.
‘What’s going on out there?’ asked the young man.
‘Oh – yes, sorry. We’re gathering at the table. But no rush. You’ve got a few minutes yet.’
‘Thanks.’ He leaned over his washbasin and I wondered if he was going to be sick.
I joined the others.
We all took our seats, or rather the seats that were available. I saw next to the nervy little man who called himself Archie and picked up pens and paper. What we were supposed to do with the writing materials I had no idea. A secret ballot? Surely we had to have the courage of our convictions. We had to say openly what we thought. Guilty or not guilty. Simple as that. No fussing around with bits of paper.
‘Now,’ said the foreman, knitting his hands together in front of him, ‘we’re all seated. We should all have reached a decision. Is there anyone who wants to discuss it further?’
Seven hands went up.
‘Oh Christ,’ muttered the man who’d been looking out of the window. ‘Here we go. Take-out meals, bloody in-house showers. I want to get home to my family . . .’
The foreman ignored him, but asked, ‘All right if I take the decisions of those who have no further doubts? The five who’re left?’
There didn’t seem to be any objections to this, so he started with a man three down to my right.
‘Guilty as hell. Murder.’
‘We don’t need any superlatives,’ replied the foreman, pointing at the next man. ‘You?’
‘Guilty of manslaughter.’
‘Oh, come on!’ muttered a guy over the other side of the table. ‘What? Are you blind and deaf?’
‘You?’ asked the foreman, ignoring the interruptions and pointing to me. ‘Your decision?’
I hesitated for a moment, then said, ‘Guilty.’
‘Of?’
Again I hesitated, then said in a firm tone, ‘Murder.’
At that very moment the young man came out of the toilet at the far end of the room. I turned and whispered in Archie’s ear. Archie gave a startled gasp and gripped my arm with claw-like fingers.
The young man approached with my black glasses’ case in his hand. He had seen that I’d left it behind on the washbasin and was no doubt bringing it to me.
There was an electrified silence as we observed his progress over the hotel’s thick carpet towards us. His tie had been loosened and hung down below an unbuttoned collar, but he was still wearing his jacket. He seemed preoccupied, looking down at his feet. We all gave one last quick stare around the table, checking that all twelve seats were occupied, before some of us shifted uneasily. Everyone knew there was only supposed to be 12 men in the room. There were now 13. The door had been locked behind us and there were no other entrances or exits. People were asking themselves, was this one of Kyle’s killers, come to threaten us? Or worse?
‘Who the hell are you?’ cried the foreman, leaping to his feet. ‘How did you get in? Through the toilet window?’
Archie now found his voice and pointed, shouting, ‘He’s got a gun!’
The next thing that happened was the door burst open and and two armed police cop came in. They aimed their weapons.
‘Stay where you are!’ yelled one of the cops. ‘Don’t move. Keep your hands out in front of you. Drop that!’
‘This?’ replied the intruder, wildly, holding forth the black glasses’ case. ‘It’s just . . .’
‘Don’t move. I warn you. Drop it! Drop it!’
Some of us now fell to the floor, lying flat. Others confused the situation by starting for the doorway. There was rapid movement everywhere. The policeman looked uncertain. I could see the gun in his hand shaking a little. He too looked quite young. His target wisely remained still, but others were darting behind him, dashing for the toilet to be out of the firing line. There was hysteria in the air, which was very unsettling. Finally the jury foreman cried out in a shrill accusing voice, ‘He hasn’t dropped it. He’s still got it!’
‘Heck, I only went to the bog . . . I’m one of the jurors . . . I think I’ve got . . .’
His right hand went towards one of his pockets. That rapid movement was fatal. The policeman fired twice in quick succession, striking his victim high in the chest. The wounded man staggered backwards, blood bubbling from his sternum. He coughed once, twice, three times, then fell to his knees. Finally he pitched forward on his face and lay there, jerking spasmodically. Within a few minutes he was completely unmoving. His left hand still clutched the case. The cop, white-faced and looking ill, moved forward to remove the glasses’ case from the dead man’s hand. He stared at it, bemused for a few moments, then opened it and found a pair of sunglasses inside. Then, with panic in his eyes, he felt for his victim’s pulse. Clearly, from his expression, there was nothing.
He yelled back hoarsely through the open doorway.
‘For Christ sake call a bloody ambulance.’
‘Already done,’ murmured the other cop, placing a sympathetic hand on his partner’s shoulder. ‘On its way.’
‘You thought it was a weapon, didn’t you, Dave?’ said the shooter. ‘It looked like one.’
His friend shrugged, averting his eyes. ‘I dunno. Maybe. I’m not sure.’
‘You bastard,’ said the shooter. ‘You bastard, Dave.’
Dave looked very uncomfortable and refused to look his partner in the eye.
‘No, Mike, I’m just not sure.’
More police arrived, one or two of them quite senior in rank. We were questioned exhaustively. Statements were taken from everyone in the room, and from those who had been viewing proceedings on the monitor screens. Many were still convinced the dead man was indeed an assassin sent by Kyle, though that hardly made sense at all, since even if he wiped out all twelve of us there would be another trial and another jury appointed. Common sense wafts away in the heat of the moment though. It’s only when there’s time for calm reflection that rational thinking returns and proper assessments are made.
Once the doctor had declared the policeman’s victim officially dead there were photographs taken of the corpse. Then the body was taken away. The black glasses’ case was put in a plastic bag and went with the dead man. The policeman who’d fired his weapon had been quickly whisked away, shaking his head and protesting that any cop in his position would have done the same, forgetting that his partner had refrained from firing.
When the police had taken statements from us, we were allowed to go home. I was followed down the stairs by the little man, Archie, who was still badly shaken.
‘I’m never going on another jury,’ he said. ‘I swear if they try to make me I’ll just – well, they can do what they like to me. It looked like a gun, didn’t it? You thought it was a gun, didn’t you? We nearly died in there. He might have had a machine pistol of some kind. He could have mowed the lot of us down. I’m never going near a courtroom again. They can do what they like to me . . .’
I let him rattle on. He was harmless enough. We both hit the street at the same time and he said, ‘Share a cab?’
‘No, no thanks. I’ll get my own.’
He shrugged. ‘Suit yourself. Here’s one. You take it.’
I got in and closed the door behind me.
‘Where to, sir?’ asked the driver.
I leaned forward, opening my mouth, then suddenly realised that none of the twelve addresses in my head was of any use to me.









Atlantic Crossing
All would agree that history would have followed a different course if an unknown Galilean had not learned the art of walking on water. Not only did this remarkable man teach himself this now common skill, he was willing to pass it on to others. Just as the first firemaker handed the secret of the flame to his neighbour, thus did this early philosopher generously reveal the secret of his discovery to some fishermen on the shores of the Sea of Galilee. His name has been lost to us, but his talent is now universal. There are few of our children beyond the age of six or seven years who cannot now tread the waves.
At the time my stylus touches this paper we are happy to be alive and well in the year 1692 on the Carthage calendar, the anniversary of Hannibal’s victory over Rome and the rise of African dominance over what is now Italy, Greece and Spain – and later Germany and Britain. It was only some 200-odd years after this event that water-walking dispensed with the need for ships. Just 800 years ago the Angles, Saxons and Jutes marched their armies over the North Sea and wrested the fair lands of Southern Britain from Celts and remnants of the Carthaginian Legions. Following them the lightly-clad but ferocious Vikings ran the high waters to carve enclaves into our society. Then later still William and the Normans invaded, defeated Harold and the English army, but were afterwards swiftly repelled by the High King of all Ireland, Brian Bórumha mac Cennétig, whose descendants now rule all the Isles of Britain. Wounded in the thigh by Brian Boru’s blade, William Duke of Normandy was drowned on his flight back to the shores of France when he was unable to keep his footing and fell beneath the waves.
To return to the Galilean: that which suffered the most from the development of his talent was shipbuilding. Naturally there are small recreational boats, which hug the coastlines, but they are basic deckless hulls compared with the great Roman galleys, the Greek triremes and the Carthaginian warships. The craft is gone, for in more recent years ocean farms have done away even with the need for fishing vessels. We walk out to the farms to do our work, and draw the produce back on smaller rafts pulled by trained dolphins and porpoises. These creatures are only of use over short distances, being fond of play and easily bored.
All this, you know. I am coming to the point of my journal: the need to extend our explorations of the world. I am building gradually and firmly towards a record of my experiences, my personal part in a great expedition. I am proud and honoured to be here and I wish to pass on the feelings that lie within my bosom to the children of my children.
Those old days of huge armies covered in lightweight glimmering armour, crossing stretches of water like the Red Sea, the Irish Sea or even the Mediterranean in certain places – they are gone. A glorious sight it must have been, from the top of some coastal mountain, to watch men skipping across the wavelets, spearpoints flashing in the sun, wicker shields dripping with spume sprayed from ten, twenty, even fifty-thousand bare feet. They swarmed across narrow stretches of ocean, tripping the blue like dancers, intent on death and destruction. Countries exchanged hands swiftly, for none were safe, with no barriers to protect them.
More recently the world has been a settled place. Kingdoms are established, alliances in place: the world as safe as anywhere can be. All is no doubt fragile, albeit but it is a porcelain peace. My own home city of Pisa, ruled by the powerful Medici family, has seen little bloodshed in the past few years. My name, though not important, is Sforza, but I am not related to the Sforza’s of Milan. They are rich and important while my own origins are humble. I am a mere raft-puller, fortunate enough to be chosen for the expedition. However, I am not an ignorant man, being the illegitimate son of merchant who has seen fit to have me educated. The reason for my lowly employment is that it was the only way to join the endeavour, all other posts having been taken.
Our leader is a man I admire greatly for his enterprise and courage. His name is Amerigo Vespucci and he has dedicated himself to finding a new path to the East Indies, where even a humble raft-puller may become instantly wealthy. Such riches there are to be had as nutmeg and other precious spices, silks, silver, porcelain and medicinal rhubarb to cure the plague. The great armies of the Dutch, jealous of their trade routes and exclusive water-trails, prevent us from using the landways and searoads to the east, but we are going west, to forge a path to the back door.
Enterprise and courage is needed, by all on this expedition. We have thousands of miles of open ocean to cross. No one has ever attempted such a sea crossing as we are about to walk. There will be storms and tempests, and strange creatures of the deep. Unknown terrors, and perhaps, at the end, no land at all, for no one is absolutely sure that this ocean will lead to the rear of the East Indies. We hope, we pray to God and his legions of angels, to Maria-of-Nazareth his only daughter and Our Saviour, that we will not perish on the journey and will find firm footing on a land promised to us by Ptolemy, the map-maker.
All is ready. We commence the journey tomorrow morning, from the Western shores of Ireland. The sea looks calm, but for how long? I have fears. This I freely admit. We all have great hopes that the early philosopher Strabo’s calculations as to the girth of the world – in essence 18,000 miles – are correct. If it should result that Posidonius was more accurate with 24,000 miles, we shall have that much further to tread and will possibly perish through lack of fresh water and food. The arguments for Strabo are strong, but I am no mathematician and cannot gauge which of these old Greeks, if either, has the true measurement.
~
I was visited last night by ugly dreams and fearful visions of calamity, but woke this morning to a calm sea. We set forth just after dawn, drawing the rafts in the opposite direction to the rising sun, along its arrow-straight rays that glistered on the waters. There are eighteen persons to a raft, the six colourful pulling ribbons spread like a fan in front of each, with three pullers to each ribbon. I am the lead puller on the scarlet ribbon, with my good companion and cousin Giseppi behind me, and at the back there is Greta von Köln, a very strong Prussian woman. In all there are fifty rafts, with Amerigo – we almost always referred to him by his Christian name, which he preferred – and his navigators and officers of the military striding out in front, determined faces never looking back, always towards the horizon. Others: soldiers, cooks, carpenters and various artificers of a kind, walk beside and between.
This morning the Atlantic Ocean was a dull green. It appeared undulating and endless, as if it spans eternity, but my earlier fears had been chased away, replaced by the need to concentrate in order to maintain a steady, even pace on the surface. I trod with firm, deliberate and positive step. The philosophers tell us that what we do is press the water with the sole of the foot into a brief semblance of solidity. The exact science escapes me but it is the timing of the footfall, the position of the sole of the foot, the brevity of the action, all of which add up to a successful tread. The action becomes instinctive, like walking itself, and requires no thought if one has been seasoned from childhood.
Indeed, should you lose your step, sink into the liquidity of the ocean, you are lost. You cannot hope to regain the surface with your feet again. At such a moment you must pray to God you will be rescued by someone on one of the rafts and pulled to safety. Since there is only one crew on each raft while the craft is in motion, and should he or she be engaged in a more important task, your life could be forfeit.
These disasters do not happen often however. We have all been walking the waters since infancy. It is almost as natural as breathing to get things right, so long as concentration remains high. Only when one is tired of mind or physically exhausted do accidents occur. There are frequent stops to ensure our safety. On hearing the high clear note from a golden horn we drop the ribbons, execute a wide curving turn, and walk back to the raft. There we may rest, eat and drink, even sleep, while the raft floats freely on the sea. Fires are lit on the rafts to warm our blood, chilled by the ocean winds and touch of the cold grey sea which breaks over our feet.
That first morning I was greatly excited. This was a wild dream come true, for I had heard of first crossings as a child, enterprises which excited my imagination. Since hearing of them I had always wished to be part of such an exploration. The initial crossing of the Red Sea, by Moses and his followers; the primary Black Sea crossing by the Moghul Prince Natella Akaba; the first walk along the length of the Nile by the Englishman Sir Seamus Kilkenny, Earl of Cork, Wessex and the Cornish Peninsula. Those great men did not create their feats alone. They had others with them: men like me, women like Greta, who bore the brunt of the physical labour. Now I was here, on such a journey.
By noon the waves had darkened beneath my soles but more worryingly had grown bubbling stalks of cauliflower. The movement of the water was causing increasing anxiety amongst us. A swell is one thing: one can walk up hills of water and down into troughs so long as the surface is unpuckered. But a sea that is dancing with sprites is another matter. Such movement of water is dangerous and I was relieved when our leader sounded a halt. We gladly dropped the traces, Giseppi, Greta and I, and we performed our circular movements back to our raft. There we were given hard-cake and water, and were allowed to rest.
I spoke with my companions.
‘How is it with you?’ I asked Greta. ‘Can you haul at the rear with ease? Are we giving your our worth from centre and front?’
‘It would not be the extra work that would bother me, even if there any, which there is not. I can bear any labour without reproaching my fellow raft-pullers. It is the enormity of the depth of the sea beneath me,’ she replied with a worried look. ‘It bothers me, so many many fathoms.’
This has always been a concern with Greta. Her mind is a place of canyons and abysses, where lurk misshapen fears. The waters of the outer ocean plumb unknown depths. Her imagination stoops through layers of liquid darkness to the floors beneath, where she sees huge monsters and foul beings not yet revealed to humankind. In her mind she sees them rise, roaring to the surface, to swallow us whole. She describes them to us as huge slimy creatures, oleaginous, squamous, with massive staring eyes and mouths containing a forest of teeth. They have terrible faces, these beasts, and hideous bodies which taper from a bulbous head to a thread at the far end. Living as they do in the pressurised depths of the ocean, when they rise to the surface they swell to gigantic proportions.
Giseppi said, ‘I am glad I do not have the intellect to indulge in such nightmares, Greta. The sharks and whales hold enough fear for me, without inventions of the mind. To lose a foot to a dagger-toothed dogfish is to lose one’s life. Or paralysis from a box jellyfish. Or even the arms of an octopus, knitting itself around a leg. These are terrors enough.’
‘For me,’ I said, ‘it is the vastness of the space around us. It falls away on either side, to back and to front, and nothingness, nothingness in all the corners of our present world. Even the sky is empty. What I would give to see the odd wild sea bird flying from nowhere to nowhere. I would know then that we are not walking to a place where the waters of the ocean fall into a bottomless pit of blackness.’
We brooded for a moment on our own particular horrors, then spoke of brighter things.
‘When we reach the East Indies, as surely we will,’ Greta told us, ‘I am going to buy two slaves, one for the day, another for the night.’
Giseppi smiled. ‘I can be your night slave until you have purchased one,’ he said.
Greta stared at his groin. ‘I have seen what is on offer, my ribbon companion, and spaghetti comes to mind more swiftly than the image of a pikestaff.’
My male friend looked aggrieved. ‘I have had no complaints from other women,’ he stated.
‘But do they ask for a second helping?’ countered Greta.
Giseppi’s brow wrinkled and he went into deep thought. ‘No, by God, they don’t – why do you think that is?’
Greta and I almost burst with laughing. Strange it is, human social contact, for I knew that Greta was in love with Giseppi, from her body language and from her looks. He knew it too. Yet she invariably mocked Giseppi’s sexual prowess and pretended to find him wanting. It was perhaps that she was afraid of rejection and needed to protect herself.
The rest of that day became darker and more forbidding. It seemed the sky was closing down on us, pressing upon us with some weight. The air around the whole flotilla grew colder until we were huddled together around the shelters which formed the centre of the rafts. Inside our hut the domestic stock were restless and I could hear the goats bleating in distress. Waves began to wash over the rim of the raft and soak our feet.
That night there was fire in the sky, but at a great distance. It lit the Heavens every few seconds with a blanket of light. No thunder was heard, so if it was a storm it was too far off to concern us. A tempest was of course to be dreaded. There were stories of rafts being washed clear of men, women and livestock. None could walk in such conditions, so if we found ourselves in the sea during a storm we drowned. There were safety ropes to cling to, to hook one’s feet into, but waves are mighty beasts when unleashed with fury, and they will rip you from your anchor.
The unsettled weather lasted for two days, but if it did not grow better, it grew no worse. It was simply miserable. Everyone remained wet and cold, despite wearing leather smocks. Even our leaders looked despondent and yet we were hardly out of sight of land.
It will be a poor showing if we go no further than our present position. At least this long halt gives me time to catch up on my journal. This small leather-bound notebook I have is getting damper by the day but the charcoal sticks I brought with me serve better than pen and ink, the latter which would run like black rivers down the page.
~
Today the heavy air lifted! We woke this morning to a great swell which rocked our raft this way and that, but the surface itself was much less the dancing water than that which we have endured over the last two days. Our spirits were lifted and we began the day thanking God for breathing the breath of Heaven over our flotilla. Anxious to make progress Amerigo called for us to step from our rafts and take up the ribbons again, which most of us did with alacrity. Some will always complain and dispute with authority, for that is the nature of men, but when these rebels saw their fellows begin to haul they soon felt the prickings of pride and walked out to take up the traces before we pulled too far ahead. We had a fair day of it, with light winds and a few short periods of sunshine. It is amazing how the sun may fill a man’s soul with hope.
The going was not easy, we having to haul the rafts up the slopes of waves the size of Rome’s hills. But for every up there is a down and just when we thought our lungs would split with the effort we found ourselves treading down into watery-green valleys smooth as glass. It was in one such valley that some wild dolphins came and investigated our expedition. They leapt from the water, crying gleefully, wanting play. There were dolphin-imitators amongst us who confused the poor creatures by repeating their calls and even countering them. Some claim that dolphins have a language which can be learned, but while I feel these sea animals might communicate between themselves I have doubts that any human can converse with them in any meaningful way. The tame dolphins can be called to their corrals at night, even be given instructions – a series of commands – but conversation is a much higher skill.
Today too, sadly, we lost our first comrade. A zealous marine soldier was striding out in front. In his eagerness to be seen to be doing his duty he failed to notice a dark patch on the ocean. This was no subsea monster, nor anything like, but a huge clotted mass of seaweed floating just below the surface. It became entangled around the poor man’s ankles as he strove to navigate this hidden snare.
A faltered step, a terror-filled moment when he realised he was going down, and then the fall. A gasping choking cry for help, a frantic thrashing of the surface, before the greenery which indeed seemed a living thing enfolded his flailing arms. We saw him struggling with his green trap, unable to reach him. By the time safety ropes were thrown only his head showed above the sea. He seemed unable to lift his hands, the weed perhaps being too heavy for them to penetrate. Then with a last despairing cry he was gone, disappearing beneath the water, most likely entangled forever. We could not even recover the body. None dared traverse the deadly vegetable. The marine was left to float within the enfolding vines, going where the currents took him and his creeper grave.
Such innocent-seeming perils there are out on the open waters of the world, waiting to entrap unwary walkers. There would be more to follow, we had little doubt. Valour was needed, courage required. At such times we promised one another that we would be vigilant in the protection of our comrades, secretly knowing that no matter how strong the watch there would always be that unseen danger which would manifest itself.
It is foreseen that we will have at least two months on this desert of water. Those mathematicians, using facts concerning the cycles of planets and stars; and calculating the distance travelled by winds, their strengths and direction; and informed by currents and swells on the ocean, say that our goal is at least 2,000 miles from the Irish shore.
We walk at 3 miles an hour for 8 hours a day. By this means we understand it will take us two months to cross these watery wastes and reach the Indies. Much of this journey will be drudgery. Some of it will be delightful. A little – a very little we hope – will be fraught with danger. Would that we had wings and could fly such a journey! Today I saw a shearwater skimming the surface of the sea. The first bird I have noted since we left the waders and gulls of Ireland.
~
‘There are murmurs of discontent,’ stated Greta. ‘Some speak of mutiny.’
We were sitting on the raft during one of today’s halts. Our voices, by necessity, were low though we were not planning conspiracy: others were doing that. There was the smell of fear in the air, which often engenders talk of desertion and even mutiny. The Devil plays havoc with fearful minds. Once people become afraid of something the first thing they think of is running away from it, though where they would run to out here on the open waters is a mystery to me. This is the worst kind of fear though: fear of the unknown. On the one hand we might be getting close to our destination, and so fear the beasts and people of that as yet unvisited place. On the other hand, we might not be nearing our goal, which would mean a slow death out here in the midst of the ocean. We have been out a month and a half now. There is no turning back. We have not the resources or the strength to return to our starting point.
‘What are you three whispering about?’
I looked up. An officer of our raft was standing over us. His hand was on the hilt of his sword. Greta stared at him.
‘Nothing,’ she said.
‘There’ll be no insurrection on my raft,’ stated the officer. His face was dripping with salt-spray. ‘I’ll kill the first man or woman who tries to stir up trouble.’
I said, ‘No one here was speaking against the expedition.’
‘Then speak so all can hear you,’ replied the officer. ‘He turned to the other raft-pullers. ‘That goes for everyone.’
All was quiet for a moment, then Giseppi filled his lungs and began shouting, ‘The weather today is quite pleasant for a stroll upon the waters of the Atlantic. What say you, my friend?’
I replied with the same volume that indeed I thought it was.
Men and women about us grinned. They too began dialogues at the tops of their voices, until the whole raft was instantly awash with noise. No one could hear themselves think above the racket. The officer who had given the order looked about him in a great rage. He wanted to punish someone but all were equally guilty of taking him at his word. He had asked for loud conversations and he was getting them. The raft commander finally intervened by ordering his marines to fire their muskets in the air. Only gradually we fell into a state of quietude.
The problem of the mutiny remained though and the following day a woman was executed, run though by Amerigo’s right hand man, Cato. Some say she was innocent of mutiny and that Cato made an example of her to show the real but unidentified plotters what would happen to them if they rose up against their officers. That she was a sickly soul with but a few days to live anyway confirmed this view.
Disquiet remained however. A giant marine beast of a shark dragged a man screaming to his death while he slept one night, his left foot overhanging the raft. There was a great storm somewhere to the north, which seemed to be bearing down us, though it never seemed to quite reach us. Greta talked incessantly about the horrors of the trenches of the ocean below us. She was convinced that the further we drew away from our own lands, the deeper became the waters beneath us. Our grip on the solid world, she stated, lessened with every step we took.
Then there was Giseppi. Giseppi had never been thoroughly convinced that the world was a ball: fears that the Earth was indeed flat still haunted him in many moments of doubt. His anxious eyes were always on the horizon, wondering if he would be the first to see the roaring waterfalls going over the edge of the world. If he were right, he said, we would all be swept to oblivion by impossible currents. In our imaginations we saw ourselves flung out by foaming waters, into the darknesses of an immense void, all hope lost of our wretched souls reaching Heaven.
~
Two months and two weeks have passed. Even our leader Amerigo himself must now realise we are doomed. Strabo’s calculations have been tossed to the winds. They were false. We should have reached the shores of the Indies long before now. The land-smellers tell us they have nothing but the whiff of salt-water in their nostrils. The sea itself is a colour we have never seen before: dark and brooding. A running sea that cuts this way and that, the currents and tides erratic in the extreme. No islands have been sighted. The last of the livestock was slaughtered two weeks ago. All that is left is the seed with which we hoped to trade. I have been eating flower bulbs as if they were onions, intent on quelling this bubbling hunger that wells up inside me. They make me sick.
A woman raft-puller died today when wild sea birds assailed her and she lost control of her walking pace. Her hands waved and fluttered around her head, as she tried to drive the creatures from her. Some say the birds were after the seeds caught in her clothing. I watched her sink slowly into the sea. Perhaps there was a trace of relief in her expression that her suffering was now over, yet there were also desperation and fear in her shouts. And anger. Anger at the people who had led her to this wet grave, anger at the birds for their unprovoked attacks, and finally anger at God’s ocean for robbing her of her life. Personally I believe it is very dangerous to rail at deities while on the point of death: last minute decisions on the soul’s destination I am sure can be swayed by such displays of emotion. A good person is a good person, and bad bad, but most of us are a mixture of both. Final gestures will tip scales.
Perhaps that is why we were visited by a violent storm later in the day? Because of the drowning raft-pullers curses? It began at dusk. The sea and sky darkened together so that the line we call horizon could no longer be perceived. It was all one, ocean and Heaven, with no division between them. Truly at this point I believed us to be in Hell. We all got to the rafts in time, and linked them together with a network of ropes to prevent separation. Shortly afterwards the tempest fell on us like a deranged wild beast. It tore at our clothes and the shelters, trying to wrench them from us. Waves rose around us as giants, tower over our puny rafts and crashing down upon them with a force which might shatter a stone building. Men and women were washed overboard and only the trailing safety ropes prevented more deaths than there were.
Above us the blackcloud reaches of the sky emitted a thousand jagged spears of lightning, minute after minute, unrelenting, which with each flash briefly lit our terror-filled eyes. Thunder crashed so loudly that it deafened us with its Heavenly reports. Winds howled. Rain came driving down like nails upon our backs and faces. We were lashed by whips of water as thick as hauling ropes, leaving red weals on our skin. Fish fell out of the sky and lay gasping on the boards. In this celestial violence it was difficult to tell up from down, left from right, centre from edge. The sea and sky were all one: white water, gushing and foaming around us; grey spray-filled air swirling about our heads; dark sky or dark ocean. The very earth below groaned with the weight of the frenzied water and sky which were locked in battle over it.
The very plates which separate Heaven and Hell were grinding together, and we poor mortals between them, pressed and buffeted by forces of nature beyond control of God or Man. Such a fierceness in the wind there were those who believed this was punishment for straying too far from Man’s place on the planet, or for travelling too near to the edge of the world. There were plots to kill Amerigo Vespucci which might have reached fruition if we were not in the Devil’s cauldron, all our efforts and attentions applied to clinging to our flimsy rafts. Men and women were swept away one after the other, their grey faces screwed into expressions of utter terror, their bodies lost to the giant seas. We cried mercy for our souls and called down damnation on Amerigo and his officers.
Then came the blessed break in the clouds. A chink at first, which widened to hole. God had poked his finger through the sky! Gradually the wind died, the seas grew calmer and the lightning and thunder which had raged above our heads travelled away to the horizon. We were drained of all energy. We lay on the decks of the rafts gasping like the stranded fish around us, weak beyond measure. Amerigo immediately addressed us, calling us brave and loyal men and women. We had undergone, he said, torments that would have destroyed any other expedition but ours, which he was convinced was sanctioned by God Himself. During the storm, we were told, God had spoken to Amerigo’s priest, Petrucio de la Roma, and told him we were the chosen few whose feet would cross the wide waters of the Atlantic and find safe haven on the far side.
We cheered him, great man that he is.
The rewards, Amerigo went on to tell us, would be inestimable. Our bounty would be the riches of the orient: nutmeg, rhubarb, porcelain, silver, silk, et al. Amerigo moreover promised us that if we did not touch land within three days we would turn back, though warned that we were so far from our homeland we would never survive the return journey. We cheered him again, then gathered up the freshly-dead fish from the decks and fried them, feasting for the first time in weeks. There was fresh water too, from the rain barrels, which we drank in contentment. The best wine could not have tasted so good as that cool clear rainwater.
~
Not three days, but two weeks later we sighted land. Half our original number now, we screamed in delight. We had finally reached the East Indies by walking across the Atlantic Ocean. Palm laden beaches were there, and good solid hills. It was a lush green mysterious land that presented itself to us and we could not wait to step off the waves and onto the strand. New fears entered our hearts: fear of unknown people, fear of unknown places. But alongside that was jubilance and gladness. Joy at our triumph. We slapped each other’s backs and praised one another’s endurance and stamina. We! We had walked the Atlantic Ocean, a feat which mundane persons in our homelands said was impossible. We had pioneered a new frontier. Moreover, we would be rich. We would share in the wealth that this new trade route would bring to our countries, our cities, our towns and villages. We were such heroes!
Walking ashore over a lagoon, many of us realised we were not on a great mainland, but on a small island. Our feet were unsteady on firm ground and many kept losing their balance and falling over after walking on water so long. It is a fact that we walked with the same gait for quite a while after treading on soil, our muscles being used to treading waves, and we laughed at each other so peculiar did we appear with our evenly-timed and measured steps.
An island then! And more besides, which we found in a chain or archipelago as our leader called it. So be it, the mainland was perhaps not far away. There on that island we came into contact with friendly savages, who made us welcome and fed us meat and drink. They thought we were gods because we had come out of nowhere, walking across the waves, and we were strange to them in our dress and manners. When a gun was fired for their entertainment they ran away and hid themselves for several days, before emerging shyly again, to greet us with wary smiles.
We stayed on the island for one month to gather our strength before crossing the next stretch of water to the mainland, which proved to be further away than we imagined. On reaching it we found more savages, less friendly than the islanders yet more noble in appearance, but they did us no real harm. They gave us strange chickens to eat, which were similar in looks to Turkish guinea-fowl and Giseppi immediately dubbed them ‘turkeys’. The cooked flesh of these birds tasted delicious. The natives wore the plucked turkey feathers in their hair and we too adopted this odd fashion, finding it pleasing and colourful to the eye.
While we waited for decisions from our leaders Giseppi married Greta, the priest presiding, and I was asked by both to be their fathers-in-absence which I gladly agreed to be. Sadly, Giseppi fell from a high crag five days after the wedding while collecting birds’ eggs, and Greta was thus widowed almost as soon as becoming a bride. ‘Perhaps you will consider me for your second husband,’ I offered my friend, ‘when we return to our own countries? I would ask you now to be my wife, except that it seems this land might be unlucky for newly-weds.’
She wept and failed to give answer to this, perhaps because she was so pleased at my offer, or perhaps because it was too soon after the death of her first husband and she was still grieving.
Amerigo spent many days closeted with his lesser generals and eventually emerged to inform us that they had come to the decision that this was not the East Indies, but a new continent altogether. He informed us that he had suspected for a long time that Posidonius was right and Strabo was actually wrong in their measurements of the girdle of the Earth. If Posidonius was indeed correct, and it seemed he was, then the world was 24,000 miles in girth. This was a new world we had landed in and who knew what riches it held? Gold, very possibly. Rubies? Emeralds? All just waiting to be plucked, for the natives seemed uninterested in metals and shiny stones. What horribly wealthy creatures we would become, this little band of water-walkers from the other side of the world!
We cheered our great leader until we were hoarse, then called for this new land to be named after our great general, since he was its discoverer.
I cried out, ‘Yes, let us call this land America, after our most beloved and famous leader, Amerigo!’  But at this the gaunt, red-stoled priest lifted his claw-like hand, the ringed one in which he always carried his black bible, and intoned, ‘Amerigo is not the family name of our glorious general, but Vespucci. Who ever heard of naming a new world using a man’s first name? Vespuccia is what it should be called, and my children, this Vespuccia will be great – make no mistake – I foresee this landscape, which seems to stretch to infinity, being a source of immense wealth and great wonders. Vespuccia then, my flock.’
‘Vespuccia!’ we cried in unison. ‘God Bless Vespuccia!’










Sacrificial Anode
‘Is this about the clowns?’ I said. ‘Because I’m already getting help for that.’
On the other side of a large desk sat his Grace the Bishop of Walsingham, very imposing figure of a man. I’m told you need to be fairly ruthless to reach bishopdom. There was a lot of purple covering his chest, and a red sash too which my mother would have told him clashed with his vest, and a few bits of gold jewellery, and a wooden cross on a piece of string around his neck. We’d already talked about the cross: apparently it was bamboo and came from the South Pacific islands. A gift, he’d told me, from his parishioners – presumably when he was a lowly priest.
‘No James, this is not about the clowns.’
‘It’s a psychological problem, I’ve been told. I was probably frightened by clowns when I was little – too little to remember, actually, because I don’t remember it. I’ve never really liked clowns – you know, never found them funny and all that. They’ve always scared me.  Then I got to wondering why, and got myself into this state of mind.’
‘Nothing to do with all that – quite another matter entirely.’
The bishop was overweight and shiny faced. His hair was grey and cut short so that the bristles stood on end. I could see myself in his yellow-tinted and highly-polished spectacles: two of me, one in each lens. He was one of those remote people I try to avoid because there’s nothing much you can talk to them about. They live in a different world to ordinary people like me. That’s why I had raised the subject of the wooden cross earlier, rather than sit back in silence while he fiddled with papers.
‘And it’s not because I’m between religions at the moment?’
The bishop looked horrified at this. ‘Good heavens, no. I had no idea.’ He glanced at a piece of paper on his desk. ‘I thought you were currently a member of the Religious Society of Friends – a Quaker?’
‘No, I have trouble with worshiping in silence. A whole hour, for goodness sakes. I prefer words – litanies and stuff like that, though I’ve heard that African Quakers are pretty keen on singing and dancing.’
The bishop shuddered. ‘Are they? I wouldn’t know.’
‘Oh yes. It’s in their souls. You can’t stop them.’
When I was told I was coming here today, sent by my psycho-analyst, I was convinced it was about the clowns. You see, I’ve got to pretend I’m getting better, that I’m being cured. They all think I’m crazy, which I’m not: I’m still convinced clowns are disguised aliens invading earth. I mean, there seems to be more of them around every time you look. And what better disguise than all that make-up? And what better camouflage than baggy clothes and monster shoes if you’re not quite the same shape as a human? When you look at a clown you can see he’s misshapen: bulbous head, usually, and long stringy arms. I’ve already mentioned the feet, but there’s the general outline of them, which is sort of pear-shaped. That’s no human under all that: it has to be an extra-terrestrial, an alien. One that has great difficulty with facial expressions and proper laughter. One whose emotions (if they have any at all) are quite different from ours.
‘The world is split into two types of people,’ I revealed to the bishop. ‘Those who are terrified of clowns – and clowns.’
The bishop raised his eyebrows.
‘I’m in the first group,’ I informed him. ‘I’m a clown-phobic, or whatever the proper name for it is. I expect you’d guessed that. Come on, admit it. They frighten you too, don’t they?’
‘This-is-not-about-the-clowns!’
His voice had a horrible even sound to it.
‘OK, then what?’
‘James, listen to me. Are you listening to me? You’re not an unintelligent young man . . .’
‘Obsessions mostly attack fairly bright people,’ I said.
‘Exactly!’ He spread his chubby hands as if he wanted me to inspect his palms. ‘You are a bright person. That’s why you’ve been chosen. We’re mounting an expedition. The second one.’ He sighed. ‘Needless to say the first one failed, or we wouldn’t need to risk going again. James, we need you. We have to take a sacrificial anode on the trip, to leave the other members of the expedition free to study the environment and gather information.’
‘Where are we going?’ I asked, not with any trepidation you understand. I’m not short of courage. ‘It sounds exciting.’
‘You apparently know what a sacrificial anode is?’ he seemed surprised, even though we’d just agreed I was quite intelligent.’
‘Um, yes. They have them on boats and ships. In the case of ocean-going craft the sacrificial anode is a piece of chemically treated metal attached to the hull near the screw. It attracts all the corrosive elements in the sea water, leaving the propeller relatively untarnished. When the anode is thoroughly corroded it’s removed and thrown away and a new one put in its place. Much cheaper than throwing away propellers.’
The bishop looked pleased. ‘Well, you are clever, James. I didn’t know what a sacrificial anode was until it was explained to me.’
I didn’t say why doesn’t that surprise me.
‘OK,’ I replied, guardedly.
‘The way they explained it to me was by using an analogy with honey and bees.’
It was my turn to raise some eyebrows.
The bishop continued. ‘Well, let’s say the government sent an expedition to the South American jungle, where there are terrible insects – killer bees – which might endanger members of the expedition. You would be the man who would be smeared with honey so that the bees attack you, leaving the other members of the party to gather rare plants or animals, or whatever it is they’re there to collect.’
‘So I’d be stung to death?’
‘Not necessarily. You could be detoxified afterwards. They wouldn’t sacrifice you to that extent. But you would have to undergo a lot of pain in the furtherance of knowledge. That’s what we’re asking you to do now. To volunteer for this expedition in the role of sacrificial anode. I’m told you’re a very brave man. You served in the army, didn’t you? In the recent wars? As a lieutenant? Earned a few medals, I’m informed. Saved a few lives? That’s what we’re asking here.’
Nearly got my head blown off, more like, but I didn’t say it.
‘I’m more interested in the pay. My shrink said you would pay me well. He’s a friend of yours isn’t he? Doctor Franks?’
‘Yes, he is. You will be amply rewarded.’
The bishop named a figure which sounded good. Despite all the medals I’d got in the Middle East, I was still a poor man. The army only pay you your wages, they don’t give bonuses for knocking out enemy strongholds while caught in crossfire. That’s just part of the job. You do if for the honour of the regiment and salute the colours proudly when they give you this shiny coin on the end of a piece of ribbon and expect you to be satisfied. I was proud of myself at the time, but now I needed folding green, or brown, or whatever colour the notes.
‘Why me,’ I asked, as I leaned back in the chair, ‘apart from the fact that I’m a hero and I’m very suspicious of clowns?’
The bishop cleared his throat, before speaking.
‘Apparently you fit the bill, James. Your doctor tells us you have an absorbent personality, spiritually that is. I understand you’ve been through – that’s a horrible expression but I will use it – through several religions. You find one, you absorb it, then you move on to the next?’
‘I can’t quite make up my mind which is best for me.’
‘Understandable, from one whose well of spirituality seems bottomless. Ahem, the fact is, the person we need for this expedition – as the sacrificial anode – needs to be just that – an absorbent personality. Someone who can soak up passion like a sponge. You see James, we’ve found a way to enter Heaven.’
I stared at him. ‘You’re kidding me?’
‘No,’ he said carefully, now spreading those plump white hands on the desktop, palms down, as if imprinting them, ‘not at all. We have discovered a way in, a way to visit while still enjoying this life. Unfortunately, those who went on the first expedition returned in a highly-intoxicated state, permanently drunk on joy. We can get no real sense out of them. Their emotional state is critical. They will never recover. You, on the other hand, we can expect to be stunned for a while, but your doctor assures us you will stand every chance of returning to full emotional stability after a period of readjustment. It seems you have a resilient soul.’
After my meeting with the bishop I was sent back to my psycho-analyst. This doctor was a genius: he often said so himself. By the time I left him again I felt very odd. It was as if within me I had a black hole which had collapsed below a critical value, to the point where it was impossible for any other feelings to escape. Just as light was unable to escape the gravitational pull from a black hole in space, so my soul could only suck emotions into itself and add to its own critical mass, containing them inside the equivalent of an event horizon. I knew I was a walking magnet for any feelings which might be loose in the ether.
Once back in the bishop’s clutches I found I was forbidden any further visitors. I was allowed see no one until the expedition left for Heaven.  One week later they came for me and took me to the portal, which was surprisingly a heathen shrine to a Celtic nature god on top of a high mist-shrouded hill. There they dressed me in a white shift.
‘This flimsy thing won’t protect me from killer bees,’ I joked with the two ordained young men.
They ignored me, simply holding my wrists gently, as they steered me into a tunnel formed by the mist. They walked me forward and it felt as if there were something spongy beneath my feet. Touching the cloudy walls of the tunnel I found them soft but unyielding. One of the young men explained that they had – at last – found a way to enter the Spiritual Kingdom. ‘It’s no longer necessary to die to get into the Afterlife,’ said the first young man, ‘we’ve discovered the route and can go there when we like. Of course it’s not an easy place to visit. We haven’t yet evolved. We’re not spiritually mature enough to withstand the emotional onslaught.’
To my consternation I found the pathway along the tunnel seemed to be sloping downward. What was this? Was I being too trusting? Maybe this was a very different kind of expedition than the one described by the bishop? I froze and dug in my heels, alarm bells jangling in my head, thinking they’re taking me down, instead of up.
‘You’re leading me to Hell!’ I accused them.
The pair looked shocked. They then took pains to explain to me that it was an optical illusion. Pathways to Heaven were by their nature strange and wonderful. It only seemed as if we were on a downward slope. In fact the way was quite steeply upward. Could I not feel it in the calves of my legs, in my thigh muscles? I was climbing, not descending.
I realised they were right.
By now I realised others had joined us. There were, I suppose, about a dozen in all besides myself, one or two women amongst them.
The young man on my right continued to explain our mission.
‘Those souls who ascend after death have undergone a transition. Their spirits are able to withstand, absorb and yes, even relish a tremendous bombardment of Heavenly Joy. They are in a state of being able to accept the flood of Eternal Love. They are able to be saturated by levels of happiness and sorrow never before experienced by a human soul.’
He paused before adding, ‘But we are the living, we are the quick not the dead, and have not been prepared for such a fierce attack of pathos and pleasure. Our souls are not ready.  The first expedition found that out to their cost. They’re shattered, emotionally, even the women priests who ordinarily are much more able to cope with such an onslaught . . .’
Another terrible thought then struck me.
‘We’re going to be judged,’ I said. ‘God will find me guilty.’
One of the young men shook his head. ‘God only judges those who have entered the Afterlife by the usual path – one has to live one’s life out to the full before one can be judged. Who knows what a man or woman might do with the rest of their time? Bad things, good things? No, you have to die before your soul can come before the Lord for judgement.’
We were stumbling along now as they led me up what appeared to be a long white lane lined with dark trees. I could see my old friend the bishop striding forth in the front, seemingly eager to reach our destination.
‘Will we see him?’ I asked. ‘Will we see – God?’
The young man at his left hand answered. ‘One does not see God – one simply feels his presence, but here we are . . . oh, look,’ continued the young man in a voice devoid of any amazement or emotion, ‘an angel.’ I knew that all the other members of the expedition had undergone psychological training. An attempt at giving them some impermeability to emotion in order to witness but not to feel wonder.
I however stopped and stared in great awe. There was a magnificent creature standing at the entrance to Heaven, so beautiful it made me want to cry. It was at least twelve feet tall and dressed only in a shimmering light that hung from its form as crystal water hangs from a high waterfall. Its face was beset with the loveliest features I had ever encountered, especially its unparalleled pair of brilliant eyes that shone with Fathomless Love.
The angel lifted its pale hands in a gesture of welcome as the expedition walked under its arms to enter Heaven itself, where there were many such enthralling creatures at various tasks.
There were also of course the souls of the dead who had been Good Enough during life on Earth to be permitted to enter into the High Kingdom.
Here, I found to my cost, there was nothing but Love. In some forms it was drenched in sadness, in others swollen with happiness. There was Love of every type and measure, some which had been known down on Earth, others only experienced in the afterlife. Love filled the atmosphere as would moisture in a humid climate. It dripped from high places and hanging walls. It gushed from the gutters of Heaven and overflowed into its white-light lanes. It flowed along the pathways of the Eternal Kingdom and swilled under its bridges. It bloomed on the trees it blossomed in the flowers. It swirled as mist around our feet, it fell as glistening mizzle from above.
Love rushed at me like floodwater, washing over me, pouring into every orifice, the black hole within me drawing it inside through every pore, swamping me, drowning me, until I thought my heart would explode with this overwhelming passion.
I wrenched my wrists free from my guides in horror as Love Divine swamped me, the weight of it bearing down on me forcing me to my knees in an unfamiliar posture of genuflection. Wave on wave of it came at me, relentlessly thundering into me like combers on a coral reef. Even the spume from the very fringes blinded me and stunned my tongue, its cloying sweetness making me gag. I choked on a terrible excess of Heavenly Joy, desperately trying to find breath or words to cry for help, to tell the others I could not cope with such an onslaught of emotion. It was, in its undiluted form, simply unbearable for a still-living man.
Around my kneeling form the other members of the expedition moved and gathered such information as they thought interesting. They stayed as close as possible to their sacrificial anode, as I drew the corrosive materials from the atmosphere around them, so that they were unsullied and able to work without too much distraction. Of course as with such devices on ships which always gathered a little of the salt and minerals from the surrounding seawater, some of the harmful ambience entered their souls and caused them discomfort. I could see that. But they were obviously able to bear the dimmed affects of this emotional attack and continue with their studies without harm.
It was at least six hours, Earth time, before they were finished with their studies and ready to leave.
I had collapsed long ago, the osmosis having completely overwhelmed my senses. Priests now carried me down the tunnel as a limp and pallid form drenched through-and-through with an excess of devastating feelings. Once out of Heaven’s influence it seeped back out through the pores of my skin as a viscous fluid, so intensely sweet-smelling it caused my bearers to vomit. One of them told me it was all they could do not to toss me down to Earth, as their successful mission returned along the same pioneer path we had taken aloft.
When we finally reached Earth again I was placed in the tender hands of a nurse called Phylis. Phylis watched over me for a while but found she could not stand my lovingness, my expressions of utter joy. I spent many many months lying on my back, completely destroyed by the experience, a sodden useless sponge from which the Love could never be completely wrung. My soul had been corroded for good.
I did recover enough to re-enter society again, but I found myself shunned by all men, and by most women. One or two women did try to bear my company, but the affects of my expedition to Heaven had left me with a scar in the form of involuntary emotional outpourings. They weren’t ugly, far from it, they were just indigestible to those without my experience. I could see faces around me turn sickly pale as my mellifluous words fell on their ears, cloying their feelings.
I found myself alone and unwanted, which allowed me to concentrate fully on my own studies. Not long after I had recovered sufficiently to go out into the world again, I began visiting circuses to observe the vanguard of those who were intent on conquering us. In all of them there was always one clown who took the brunt of the punishment from the others, thus eliciting the sympathy of the audience. One clown who had pies thrown in his face, buckets of water tossed over him, was tripped and pushed, kicked and generally maltreated. The plight of this poor victim always drew the fixed attention of the audience, leaving his fellow clowns free to study the indigenes of this planet.
Once, one of these creatures – red nose, tall yellow hat, baggy pantaloons and red braces, huge floppy boots – came by my seat on the edge of the ring. He looked into my face and I into his eyes. I saw the offworld strangeness there, clear and malevolent, just before he was hit on the head by a rubber hammer wielded by one of his kind.
I nodded knowingly, speaking in undertones.
‘You, my friend,’ I whispered, ‘are the sacrificial anode.’
He gave me a worried look, then hurried back to his tormentors.











Moretta
‘My God, what an ugly-looking place,’ I said, staring at the photograph. ‘Lucy lived there?’
‘Moretta, not Lucy. She liked to call herself Moretta.’
Elaine, my niece, sighed and expanded on this piece of information. ‘It’s the name of one of those Venetian masks, that they wear at carnival time. Black of course. You know Moretta was into the macabre in a big way. Black clothes, black lacy gloves. All that sort of thing.’
‘A Goth?’
‘I suppose you could call her that, though I think she took the thing a step further than just a fashion statement. The house . . .’ Elaine paused. Elaine herself was a university professor. She lectured in economics at the LSE. She was worldly and no prude. ‘. . . you should see the house. You will see the house. It’s dreadful. Full of ghastly-looking furniture and ornaments straight out of a horror film. Dracula would have a hard time living there without tripping over a stuffed raven.’
I peered again at the photo. It was, yes, a Gothic-looking mansion on the top of a cliff: dark, brooding, bristling with those corner spires that seem only to appear on seaside town houses. The ocean below it was caught in mid-flamenco. In the distance there was a ruin of sorts, beyond a tangle of brambles and gorse, half-hidden amongst some raggedy pines.
‘What’s this place?’ I asked, pointing.
Elaine peeked over my shoulder. ‘Oh, the old leper colony. It’s no longer in use.’
‘I should bloody-well hope so.’
‘Well, Steve, there are still lepers in the world, you know. Probably in England. Is James going with you, by the way?’
‘Yes, you don’t think I’d go to a house like this,’ I flicked the photo, ‘without a bodyguard.’
She laughed at that. The idea of a gentle creature like James being the tough heavy of the two of us was strongly ludicrous.
‘So, tell me again what happened.’
Elaine sat down on one of her kitchen chairs.
‘About two months ago Moretta was found dead in her bedroom, in her bed, actually. It appeared she passed away in her sleep. However, the autopsy found signs of suffocation – oh, nothing like a pillow over her face, or anything like that – it seemed pressure had been put on her lungs. You know that torture they used to have in the Inquisition? And other Medieval institutions, I suppose. Where they laid heavy stones on the victim’s chest to crush them to death? Apparently that would have produced the same effect. There were no stones of course, nor heavy weights of any kind. Poor dear Moretta. Something had squeezed her to death, but what? The coroner’s verdict was left open.’
‘And Lucy – sorry, Moretta left the house to you in her will.’
Elaine shrugged. ‘Yes, to me and Lloyd. My sister was quite conventional in lots of ways, you know, despite her eccentricities in others.’
‘And you and Lloyd didn’t want to sell the house?’
‘We did, but look at it! We’d need to find another Moretta to fall in love with it. And also you must know that the village of Dunwich has been slipping into the sea since the 1400s. There are streets of houses, churches, shops, all under water now. Some say you can hear the church bells sounding on stormy nights. Who would want to buy a house on a cliff in a place like that? You can see by the picture that it’s close to the edge. It won’t been too long before erosion claims another victim.’
‘So you rent it out as a themed holiday home, presumably to lovers of Gothic literature and movies. How do you look after it?’
‘An agency. They send in a cleaner and manage the clients.’
‘But not at the moment.’
‘Not since Mr and Mrs Clements died.’
‘In the same way as Moretta.’
‘Yes. They had been crushed to death. The couple were from the States. California I think. Anyway the police were called in, but nothing untoward was found.’
‘Beyond all the grisly contents.’
We both stared at each other.
Elaine said, ‘You don’t have to do this, Steve. We could just leave the place to fall down or drop into the sea. Lloyd and I don’t actually need the money. It would be a waste, but preventing more loss of life must be the priority.’
‘I know,’ I replied, smiling, ‘but what else have I got to do. I’m a retired old major. I don’t like fishing or golf. As an ex-army cryptographer, naturally what I like is puzzles. This will make a change from the daily crossword.’
‘Well, be careful.’
‘Just what your aunt Sybil used to say before I went to foreign climes with a gun over my shoulder. I’m still here.’
‘This is different and you know it.’
‘It’s intriguing, I know that.’
~
By evening the next day, James and I were on the train heading towards Ipswich, where we intended hiring a car to drive to Dunwich. I like East Anglia, with its rugged evocative coastline. It has an oldy-worldly feel about it, especially places like Orford and Shingle Street, which are out on the very tip of the end of nowhere. And Dunwich, of course. Suffolk and Norfolk are a shotgun blast of villages, with only the odd town or two of concentrated life. They are said to be the least inhabited of the English counties. On top of this, once we were in the car we found out that there are very few street lights in Suffolk, even now in the 21st Century, in this amazing Technological Age.
‘Why is that, do you think?’ I asked James, as I concentrated on hurtling the vehicle into the pitch blackness.
James was an ex-telecoms man, not BT, but a firm called Cable and Wireless, a company who operated mostly in countries abroad. We had met at the London-based ‘Hong Kong Society’, having both spent some years in that wonderful Oriental city, with its mystical undercurrents and effervescent street life. Suffolk was a million miles away from one of the most densely populated places on the planet.
‘The villagers don’t like street lights,’ he said, emphatically.
‘The reason being?’
‘Once you get street lights, the council starts putting in double yellow lines. They can’t do that without the street lights being there in the first place. You can’t see yellow lines in the dark.’
‘Interesting. Canny people, these Suffolk yokels. Ah, here we are in dear old Dunwich.’
I drove down a slope and found myself in an unmade car park near the pebbled beach. All roads lead to the sea from Dunwich. We left the car there and with backpacks on and torches bravely beaming, we set off along a track which led up to the top of the cliffs.
After about a quarter of a mile of walking along the path between the forest and the sea, we came to the house. Moretta’s place. I had looked up my niece’s new name on the internet. A moretta was an oval mask of black velvet with a fringe-veil at the bottom, worn all year round by women in Venice visiting convents, as well as at Carnival. Perfect for a drama queen like Lucy, who seemed to have taken up the macabre in her fifties the way some women take up voluntary work.
It was indeed a ramshackle-looking place. Godforsaken, one would have called it, even in the 19th Century, when presumably it was built. The windows were small, twisted and mean, no doubt to keep out the fierce North Sea gales, and the misshapen doors had obviously been swollen by the constant dampness fed by sprigs of sea-spray coming up from the sea below. The chimneys were right out of Gormenghast, sprouting at odd angles from slick-tiled roof full of dips and rises. There were all sorts of porches and gables, and dormers, and a weather vane shaped like a terrified man in flight. My torchlight ranged over lumps and bumps in the exterior, which at one time had been intended for decoration, but now looked like canker growths and galls on oak branches. A wind from the ocean was causing a wild stirring amongst the glass panes, loose in their frames. They rattled and shook as if trying to escape their prisons. In silhouette, with the starlit sea shining behind it, I have to say the dwelling looked quite uninviting.
‘Let’s go an stay at a pub tonight,’ I suggested, ‘and come back in the morning.’
‘Scaredy-cat,’ replied James, but he turned as he did so and we headed back along the track towards the village.
I was indeed a little unnerved. There are those who expect ex-army majors to be pragmatists with little sensitivity in their bones. Actually army majors are as mixed in temperament and character as the rest of the population. There are those who have no imagination, no depths to their soul, so to speak. But I was not one of them. I had a very fertile mind and had owned a quixotic streak since childhood. The army needs both kind of men: those who walk in straight lines and those who like to look around the corner first. Since Hong Kong, where I had met Chinese businessmen who I greatly admired, men who firmly believed in the supernatural, I was not always ready to discount an aberrant solution to a problem that did not appear to have a logical one.
So, yes, my little friend was right, I was scared. I had a healthy respect for the state of fear. You do not ignore it just because you want to look a bold, nerveless commander frightened of nothing. Too many of those types have led their men into terrible firefights and lost not only their own lives, but also the life of many a good ordinary soldier.
James and I found a goodly tavern, had a nice meal, then went to bed.
The following morning we returned to the house. In the light of day it didn’t look so forbidding. In fact it looked a little ludicrous and I mentally chastised myself for the previous evening’s show of funk. This time we used the giant door key to enter a world of dried bats dangling from cotton threads, stuffed ravens, strangely-dressed mannequins, books on the occult including fiction by Bram Stoker and other predictable authors, hats and masks, puppets, weirdly-shaped objects that might have been anything or nothing, purple walls and doors, cobwebs real and unreal, spiders real and unreal, stuffed rats, instruments of torture and degradation, and a whole host of paraphernalia connected with the dark arts and gruesome magic. The musty smell almost knocked us over each time we entered a new room. Clearly Moretta had spent a lifetime collecting the black, dusty carrion of human endeavour, which must have been such a comfort to her in her loneliness and solitude.
James, in offering me his feelings on the place, also decided to go for irony.
‘Nice and cosy,’ he murmured. ‘There’s a very pleasant under-odour of alley cats. Lunch?’
We undid our packs and took out sandwiches, standing by one of the filthy windows we munched away.
‘So, who’s going to use the murder room tonight?’ he asked.
‘We’ll both sleep in there.’
‘There’s only one bed. I don’t want to share it with a great hulk like you. You jerk around in your sleep.’
We had indeed shared a two-man tent on Ben Nevis once and indeed, my dreams were usually fuelled by old combats.
‘I’ll use the armchair.’
‘Fair enough.’
On reflection, it should have been me in the bed. James was half my size, a little frailer in his constitution, and anyway it was my job to find out what was happening in this house. The beds had been made up by the agency’s cleaner woman, but James was not eager to turn in, that much was true. When he did, he had managed to make himself so fatigued he fell off to asleep right away. I moved an armchair on the far side of the room and flopped in it, prepared for a wakeful but vigilant night on watch. Of course I fell asleep, probably not long after James himself did, being of tired mind and slightly whiskied.
I was woken by the noise of a furious storm, which had no doubt come in from the Atlantic. It raved and crashed over the cliffs. Thunder ripped across the night sky and forked lightning flashed dramatically illuminating the windows. The old house seemed very vulnerable under such an attack. Surely it would crack apart?
However, it withstood the battering for at least half an hour, then it lowered in volume enough for me to hear the screams which must have been coming from James for some time.
Panicking, I grabbed for the torch in my pocket, but as I pulled it out it slipped from my grasp. I stood up in the blackness and felt for the wall behind me, trying to find the light switch. It took me a good minute or two. James’s screams had turned now to choked gasps. After turning on the light there was a distinct impression of having disturbed something. A shadow flitted past my light-blinded vision. However my attention was all for James, who was clearly in deep trouble.
My friend was lying there on his back, his arms outside the covers, struggling for each shallow breath.
On his bloodless face was a look of absolute terror.
‘James! James!’
I rushed over to him, but he was obviously in agony, and was clearly in no condition to answer any questions. I didn’t dare touch him, in case I injured him further.
‘Don’t worry, old chap,’ I told him, soothingly, ‘I’ll get help immediately.’
I called emergency services on my mobile.
It was some while before I heard the sound of the ambulance outside and during that time James had done nothing but fight for each breath. And no wonder. The paramedics suggested that he might have one or two broken ribs. Possibly one had punctured his lung. They took him away on a stretcher. James was able to say a few words before they drove him off along that rugged cliffside track.
‘I saw it,’ he croaked, his eyes bulging. ‘When the lightning flashed – I saw it.’
The back of my neck bristled.
‘Saw what? Who?’
But James was unable to elaborate.
Later, with a cup of coffee in my shaking hands, staring into that murderous bedroom, I pondered on his words. Nothing further had come from his poor tortured throat. I had to be content with knowing that I was not alone in the house. Since we had been the only people in the place, who was the company? Who had James seen, that was not present now? I stood and pondered on this question for quite a while and though I could find no rational explanation. James had been attacked and severely injured by a seemingly invisible assailant.
Clearly he had still been under attack when I had turned on the light. Then the aggressor had fled, but so rapidly I had only caught a glimpse of something so flimsy and insubstantial it was less than a wisp. Unless there were indeed people hiding behind the wainscot, the intruders had to be other than a human. What could possibly crush a man in his own bed? I did a very thorough square search of the house to ascertain that we had indeed been alone and found no evidence of another person in the dwelling.
It’s obviously not easy to accept the presence of malevolent supernatural beings. Although, as I said, I’m not a thoroughly pragmatic person, I’m not exactly psychic either, and like most people I’m sceptical when it comes to the paranormal. Ordinarily, I do not believe in ghosts, ghouls, spectres or any of those creatures of the night. But either there was devious human trickery going on, and my search had revealed no evidence of this, or this was something beyond normal, rational understanding. I couldn’t simply straighten my back and discount the idea that there was something in this house, something in Moretta’s bed, which had its origins in a place other than this world. My friend was lying in hospital. I had been with him in the room.
‘It,’ had tried to kill James.
Looking round me at the dried bats and other stuffed wildlife, thinking about the dark nature and foul, unspeakable atmosphere of her weird residence, Moretta might as well have invited ghouls to inhabit its confines. It beckoned to those beyond the grave to come and make their lair in some nook or cranny of this hideous dwelling. Now, having accepted that there was an unwelcome presence from beyond inhabiting the place, it seemed it was up to me to exorcise it. Since I was a complete amateur when it came to the spirit world, I had no idea how to carry this out, but for James’s sake I had to try.
Switching on all the lights the first thing I did was inspect the walls for any hidden panels, just in case I had missed something on my earlier search. This exercise took me all day and half the evening. Besides filth, I found very little, until I came to a small cupboard up on the landing. It was hidden behind a chest which, going by the dead spiders and dirt beneath, had not been moved in a long time. The little door was locked, so I forced it with the spike on my jack-knife that one is supposed to be used by boy scouts for removing stones from horses’ hooves. Inside the cupboard was a stack of papers. I took the lot down to the living-room, dumped them on the table next to a vase full of artificial black tulips, intending to go through them. Then there was a power cut. I was too exhausted to peer at papers by torchlight.
I took myself off to bed. Despite my trepidation I intended to sleep in Moretta’s bed. What I had asked my friend to do, I had to do, otherwise I would have had to call myself a coward. I felt I had a moral duty to use myself as bait for this fiend, or whatever it was, that took human life so easily and without compunction. I was fully alert to the dangers I was subjecting myself to and had decided that the moment I felt unusual going on, I would vacate the bed with alacrity.
Was I scared? I was bloody petrified.
It doesn’t matter what you say you don’t believe in when you’re standing in the bright sunshine, amongst the company of friends. It doesn’t matter how much you extol rational and logic, and scorn the mystical when you’re out and about in a sane and ordinary world. In a dark, creaking old house, amongst the clutter of a dabbler in the occult, your disbeliefs vanish at the going down of the sun.
I climbed the stairs with leaden feet and stood in the doorway of Moretta’s room, my torchlight on the bed. It looked innocent enough. What was it about this antique piece of furniture that attracted such violence from the otherworld? Apart from the fact that it was an ancient four-poster it looked very ordinary. Where was the cabalistic magnet? In the ornate and handcarved woodwork? In the ropes that (‘Night, night, sleep tight!’) served as springs? Who knew?
Conquering my terror I undressed down to my underwear and crawled between the sheets. There I lay under the bedclothes, unwilling to switch off the torch. My heart was in a race against itself. My blood was pumping round my body in a torrent. There was a sharp, sickening pain over my right eye: the sort of headache I used to get before going into battle. I wanted to get up and run away, but I had to stay where I was and wait for whatever might be sent to haunt me. This was not an easy thing to do. It was like awaiting an enemy attack.
Gradually the torch battery ran down. The light became dimmer and dimmer until it was a faint glow reminiscent of one of my lit cigarette ends in the days when I used to smoke. Then it went out altogether. Midnight, and I was in complete darkness. The sweat ran cold and clammy down the channel of my spine.
I stared up into the blackness in the direction of the velvet ceiling to my four-poster bed, unable to sleep. I must have lain there for at least another two hours, then my eyes closed and finally I dropped off.
I woke suddenly, with a loud grunt of pain.
I couldn’t move my arms. They were pinned tightly to my sides. Under its loose coverlette it seemed the quilt had moulded itself around my body. I was mummified and the quilt was shrinking, squeezing the breath and life from my lungs. My knees, my ankles, my feet, all were jammed hard against each other, grinding the bones together. It was as if I were in a rope cocoon that was gradually tightening, tightening. You would think I could just break loose but the strength of simple ordinary fabric is actually incredible and the force behind this action to crush me was unstoppable. It was as if I were in the grip of an anaconda snake which was trying to pulp me before devouring me.
‘Help!’ I gasped. ‘Somebody help me!’
Then to my horror I was suddenly aware of the weight of some stinking creature squatting on my chest, staring down into my face. Even though I couldn’t see it, I was sure it was grinning. Fuseli’s nightmare! The demon on the maiden’s breast. Though this monster had not just one, but several heads. I could feel only one form, but many disgusting exhalations on my face. I could feel bony haunches, digging into my ribs, and then my terror increased as coarse, hairy knuckles brushed my brow, as if I were being stroked into the realms of death.
It was not the demon who was crushing me, however, but an innocuous quilt. I felt sure the fiend was just there to watch, a curious witness to my helpless struggles against an ugly death.
The pain increased until I let out a scream that filled the room. The monster on my chest laughed: a deep guttural sound that filled my head. My scream had taken all the breath out of my lungs and in that moment I knew I couldn’t fill them again. I was swiftly dying. My bonds were impossible to dislodge. I prayed in those few moments. I tried to invoke the power of good over evil. I called on God to help me. I pleaded for my fading life. My attempts failed. There were bright flashing lights in my brain which I knew to be portents of death. It was being starved of oxygen. My heart felt ready to explode. I was going and the fear that had been gripping me suddenly evaporated. Only the agony remained and soon that would leave me too. I was leaving this world, going on to the next. Only a step, no further. I managed to whisper a faint ‘Goodbye’ to no one in particular.
Just as I finished that last feathery farewell, the electric light flashed on and the room was flooded with brightness. Whatever was squatting on my chest fled. A wisp of mist he flew, into the cracks and fissures of the walls. The quilt dropped away and was now loose and free. Light had conquered the forces of darkness. I blessed the brilliance that was blinding me and cleansing the room of evil.
For a long while I was forced to stay where I was, until regular breaths restored the use of my lungs. Gradually, gradually I was able to get back to a normal rhythm. As soon as I was able I got out of that bed, determined never to return to it. I had been saved not by God, nor by his son, but by the restoration of the electricity. The power cut had ended just when I needed it to most, the light being already switched on.
Then I remembered the old joke about the man who refused to be rescued three times, saying God would do it, and when he was drowned by the flood God told him, ‘I sent three rescue parties for you and you ignored them.’ Maybe some deity had heard me after all?
I left the house and went to the hospital, where they let me have a bed next to my friend James. We exchanged similar experiences, then both slept like tops, though my dreams at least were fearful. In the morning James and I left the hospital and went back to the house, to try to discover its terrible secret. We found it, amongst the papers and files that I had discovered in the hidden cupboard.
Indeed Moretta had brought the haunting on herself.
We went reluctantly to Moretta’s bedroom and under a thin top coverlet we uncovered the blood quilt. There were brown marks still visible on some of its patches. They looked like maps of unknown regions. Not every patch had an old blood stain though, for there were those malefactors who had been hung, and not shot, and others who had suffered strangulation by the garrotte. Still, a good many however bore the evidence of the former owner’s execution. Several still had their bullet holes, even now unstitched. Just one patch, from some country which had yet to reach a humane way of executing its murderers, had the jagged rent of a sharp instrument just below the position of the heart.
In her untiring search for ever more experiences of the macabre, Moretta had made a patchwork quilt. A friend of hers had written to her and told her that she was making a bedspread out of T-shirts purchased in cities around the world.
I LOVE NEW YORK.
I LOVE LONDON.
I LOVE ISTANBUL.
Moretta went one better. She made a quilt, not of love, but of hate. Moretta had researched and located the shirts and vests of executed murderers. She had then purchased these items from those who had removed them from the corpses hoping to turn a profit. There are always people in this world who know the symbolic value of evil, to worshippers of religions like voodoo and other cults that follow Satan’s teachings.
Moretta’s blood quilt became more than a symbol.
She had fashioned an instrument of execution for the pernicious dead who wanted revenge on the living.
~
Elaine had the quilt burned on a bonfire. Then the house was boarded-up and never again rented it out to anyone. She called me two years later and told me that the sea had at last claimed yet another victim. A storm had eaten away a chunk of the cliff and Moretta’s house had joined the rest of the town that was under the waves. James and I drove down to look at the spot, but there was actually nothing to see.












Spice
They call us ghouls or creatures-of-the-night.
Those epithets suggest malevolence, but there is no malicious evil in us, nor do we intend harm to any mortal. We simply exist in the twilight world which most humans fear. Yes, we might be grotesque, even bestial in physical appearance to those unused to the sight of us, but there are other ghastly-looking creatures which exist without censure. I give you the angler fish or the cockchafer as examples of repulsive forms. They are not looked upon with utter revulsion. Only distaste.
Fortunately, we are very rarely, if ever seen. Our camouflage is the shadows, into which we fold ourselves in order to remain hidden from human eyes. One of you might catch a glimpse of shifting shade, out of the corner of an eye, but by the time you turn to stare we have vanished within pools of darkness.
You are so slow to react, so incredibly dull witted and sluggish of thought, and we so swift, so magically quick, in movement.
Yes, those habits which you call might call unspeakable, like the devouring of the flesh of the dead, are part of our culture, but it is with you the problem lies, not with us. We are doing what we have always done, what our ancestors have done over past millennia, what we have to do in order to survive. The vampire must have his blood. The werewolf must have his raw human meat. So must we have the putrid detritus of a human’s corpse in order to survive.
I have a favourite haunt, where the poor die in dozens of malnutrition, disease and neglect. Singapore’s Sago Street is where I squat nightly high up in the rafters of a house. Sago Street is known as the Street of the Dead. Here are the Death Houses where the old and terminally ill go to make their final journey at the end of their lives. In the hovels of the poor, still struggling to keep body and soul together there is precious little room for the living, let alone the dying. More importantly, a death in the house brings bad luck. Such a house must afterwards be cleansed by fire or the occupants will never know good fortune or peace of mind again. Fire is expensive.
Thus poverty and ritual ensure that sentiment is set aside. A dying man or woman must drag his or her ailing form to Sago Street, where a last breathing place will be found in one of the Death Houses. There the dying must lie amongst others whose lungs are fighting for every thin draught of oxygen, until the last hissing exhalation when spirits are free to fly to some place beyond human understanding.
~
There was an elderly man who was brought in during the dark hours. I marked him as mine from my roost. Then I positioned myself over his deathbed and studied him. His wrinkled skin was as pale and thin as tissue paper. When he moved a limb, he did so with great effort and distress. There are those very rare ones who are brought in who miraculously recover and I searched his form for signs of such, gratified to discover none were visible. His eyes were devoid of hope. Nothing but despair showed in his features, his gestures, his manner.
He lay below me, looking up into what would be darkness to his poor eyes. His arms were by his sides, palms upturned. His thin legs were apart, the feet turned outwards. I could only imagine what was going on inside his mind, but having seen so many of these I knew that there was either bitterness or a dumb acceptance of his own mortality. Humans are either enraged to find that they are not immortal or they give in to the inevitable and simply wait helplessly for what they cannot thwart.
This one did not look angry. He looked resigned to his fate.
‘I was a good businessman.’
Either he was talking to himself or trying to communicate with those who lay beside him. If it was the latter, they were not interested. They were too much concerned with themselves, with their own deaths, to think about another. One of them was indeed freshly-dead and his spirit could hear nothing but the rush of black noise as it sped away elsewhere.
‘I worked hard.’
A statement that was actually a question.
What have I done to deserve this?
For the next two hours he rambled about his work. It seemed he owned a spice stall and had done so since the age of sixteen. Thus, for his whole working life he had imported and dispensed spices. As with always I learned a great deal about a new subject. With my talons carefully hooked into the rafter I allowed myself to be educated by this old man on his deathbed.
It seemed that spice was a dried seed, fruit, root, bark or vegetative substance that was used to flavour or colour food, or disguise poor tasting ones. It was distinct from a herb which was a leafy green part of a plant, though this mortal’s stall sold some herbs as well as spices.
Spices could also be used for preserving food, cosmetics, perfumery, medicine or religious purposes.
Well, this much was interesting, but there was more.
Tastes and smells were described to me, lovingly and at length, by my teacher. He spoke of several kinds of peppers, of nutmeg once more valuable than gold, of saffron still more valuable than gold, of cinnamon bark, cloves, ginger, mace, caraway and turmeric. His stale dying breath carried on it magical names, such as dukka, ras el hanout, sansho, szechuan pepper, malabathrum, epozote and za’atar. They flowed from his mouth in a river of eloquent poetry, these labels of his stock in trade. Oh how mystical they sounded, coming from an exponent of the art of mixing spices.
Bell, chilli, chocolate, cocoa. These were apparently late-comers to this part of the world, arriving not from the Spice Islands, nor even by way of the Silk Road, but carried by ship from the Americas.
Chocolate!
How he made that word sound as if it could possess your whole being, body and spirit, and how you might be glad if it did.
Cocoa!
To chew the beans of this plant was to dine at the tables of Elysium.
I counted three-hundred-and-fifty spices before he faltered, yet still others came though now it was clear that he was straining to remember the more obscure powders and seeds.
Finally the list stopped, there was a pause, before he continued to enthral me with facts.
‘Nutmeg from the Banda Islands is a Sanskrit name, you know – the oldest language in India – it shows its ancient lineage.’
Indeed it must have and I did not know that.
Fascinating.
‘The early Egyptians fed their slaves on spices to give them the energy to build the pyramids.’
Absolutely intriguing, listening to this lecture in the squalid, ugly confines of a House of Death.
‘Cloves are mentioned in the ancient Indian epic of Ramayana.’
Interesting, but I would have liked to have heard more.
My victim suddenly sat bolt upright.
‘My wife poisoned me!’
After this explosive accusation he stared hard at the dingy wall running with dirty water, then turned his head this way and that, before saying, ‘She did, you know. Why will no one listen to me?’
Then he lay back down with a long sigh, which at first I thought was his final breath, but then heard the faint flap of the tired lungs in his chest and realised I was being premature. He was silent now and I realised he had gone into himself, into a coma or a sleep from which he might not emerge. I waited patiently. We are ever patient.
From down below the sweaty beds wafted up their smells, which were signals to us. I could tell when a mortal expired simply by the fragrance that rose to my snout at the moment of death. My companions in the rafters were possessed of the same attributes of course and the passing of a particular inmate was greeted with a sharp click of teeth from the creature next to me, indicating glee. The next morning the cadaver below was taken away and my neighbour followed it, using all his skills to remain unseen, even in the disgusting light of day.
My spice merchant died the next evening. A woman came in and ordered the corpse to be taken away and buried immediately. This was unusually swift, even for some religions, and I wondered if this female was the wife of the deceased. In which case her actions confirmed the dead man’s suspicions. He had no doubt been poisoned and she wished the evidence to go into the ground before any investigation could be initiated. They had a name, these investigations. Autopsy. Indeed, the body went not to the mortuary but to the graveyard, where it was interred by a waiting sexton, no priest or relative being present. The woman herself hurried away after the last clod was in place. She spoke no orisons, nor wept no tears. Poisoned then, but that meant nothing to me, for my iron belly can take any amount of arsenic or strychnine.
~
Like the rest of my kind I am expert at exhuming a corpse from its earthen tomb and replacing the soil so that nothing appears amiss. And the judgement of when to begin devouring is crucial. That first bite into decaying flesh is a telling one. I have to catch the remains when they are well beyond the turn, but yet not running to fluids.
I removed the winding sheet delicately, so as not to disturb the tender parts, to find my banquet ready for the eating.
Here was my feast.
The maggots had already made inroads into various areas. Their presence does not disturb me in the least. They garnish a rotten liver or decayed lung.
I decided to begin with the fingers, not for any special reason, but because the first part I lifted to my mouth was a hand on the end of an arm. I am careful not to mark any bones when I eat, because it’s possible the corpse might be exhumed by authorities or relatives in the future – these things happen on occasion – and we are secretive, cryptic creatures who wish to remain a myth, a nightmare, a fable of the mad.
Putting the right hand forefinger into my mouth, I stripped meat and nail clean from the bone, sucking down the flesh.
Squatting there, beside the gravestone, I had an epiphany.
The taste was exquisite!
I had never experienced anything like it before.
Recalling the ramblings of the dead man, the descriptions of spices he took pains to express in detail when lying on his death bed, I believed what I was tasting was cinnamon. It had been layered under the corpse’s fingernails. Then other flavours came through: possibly cardamom and coriander, with a bitter hint of quassia? There were so many spices embedded in the skin it was difficult to pick out a single essence. Oh how excellent it was to sit and idle over my food for once.
Instead of gorging on quantity, I found myself taking time to savour quality. And though I had never experienced the taste of spices before now, my senses were aflame with them. My kind have senses unknown to mortals. Not just the sixth that many of them wish for, but several. We could not survive or remain as shadows without them. It was having these intrinsic gifts that had allowed me to draw from the living man the names of the spices and herbs that I was enjoying while eating the lifeless one. Being conscious of a name is the difference between a gourmet and one who scoffs his fodder. You must accept that being aware you are eating kumamoto oysters or dancing-dragon prawns makes them taste that much better than if you are simply eating shellfish.
I looked around me, jealously, to see if any of my companions who were tearing at their corpses that night had witnessed my shock of delight. I wanted no other creature of my stamp desiring to share my feast. This had to remain a secret, or they would descend upon the cadaver I owned like vultures on carrion.
Over a lifetime this mortal had imbibed the powders and essences of his profession. Over the years he worked the pestle in mortar, crushing seeds and stamens, petals and leaves, and had in consequence inhaled the golden filaments that came from the saffron crocus, the blushing dust that rose from the chilli peppers, the virgin-white garlic that floated from ransoms and the blue strains transferred from fenugreek. He had breathed camphor fumes, the perfume of jasmine, the scent of lemongrass. Spice had filled his lungs, his stomach, his blood stream, burned through his body entering muscle, fat and bone, until his carcass was saturated with that irresistible sublimity that even now tingled on my tongue, the piquancy which coursed through my veins.
Oh how fabulous such discoveries of mortals!
We creatures of the night sit and scorn mankind’s puny efforts at existing in their substandard three-dimensional world and wonder why they bother to exist at all. Our own world is a kaleidoscope of marvels and magic, which keep us interested in being attached to the Earth, and could not bear to live the humdrum day-to-day life that humans have to put up with. The boredom would surely drive us insane. We need the remarkable, the extraordinary, in order to be ourselves.
Yet clearly mortals have hidden depths if they have the power to season their food with such awe-inspiring condiments.
I ate my fill that night, but kept in check the glutton that had inhabited my form for so long. I wanted many more nights of the same. My graveyard larder would keep me for at least a month if I ate sparingly. The pleasure would be all the more satisfying for not stuffing food down my gullet in the way I was used to do.
And so it was. I ate every fibre of him until his skeleton was clean and white. Then against all the rules I cracked open the bones and sucked out the marrow. After which I went back to Sago Street and scoured the Houses of Death for another of his kind. Not finding one I took an ordinary corpse for my next meal. It was incredibly bland.
All my existence I had been eating dull tasteless fare and now my senses had been awakened by an experience that had set them ablaze. I consumed lacklustre meat which tasted liked ashes in my mouth. I yearned for another corpse of a spice merchant. The need burned like a fire within me. Soon, nothing else mattered but to satisfy the craving that now filled my waking and sleeping dreams. My thoughts whirled in a spiral that forever centred on gratifying desire. It was no longer a simple case of nourishment, but a terrible obsession that refused to be ignored.
The Houses of Death were all I had. I could not move to other cities. Such journeys are not possible for our kind. I tried looking for deaths elsewhere in the same city, but finding the right house at the right time with the right corpse proved impossible. I worked the streets, sliding from shadow to shadow, studying the faces of men and women who might be ill or old and ready to die. But even were I to find one ready to depart for the next world, who was to say the flesh of he or she would be inundated with the culinary mixtures after which I hungered? Every avenue ended in disappointment and despair, anguish and rage.
I hung about the grave of my spice trader as if a miracle might happen and the corpse might regenerate itself. It did not, of course. Though miracles are not out of the question when it comes to rewarding mortals, we creatures of the night are not in favour with those who dispense such bounty. So I was left to squat on the merchant’s tombstone, wallowing in my misery, even going so low as to beg the help of passing demons, who simply sneered and scorned my request.
One evening, while I was mooning around the tomb, the unbelievable happened. Out of the twilight a figure appeared. When she drew closer I could see it was the merchant’s wife. She had come to visit the grave at last. She carried no flowers nor wore clothing suitable for such a visit. Her garb was that of a woman about to go out on the town for the night. I hid myself behind a stone nearby and watched and listened as she approached the grave.
She smelled deliciously of spices!
She stood there in silence for a few minutes, her expression one of contempt.
Then I heard her say in a low voice, ‘I’ve got a new man. He’s better than you – younger. I just wanted you to know that.’
A faint smile appeared on her features. ‘All those years–but it was worth it in the end. The business is mine and I am free to do what I want.’ Then she turned and left the graveyard to my kind.
On impulse, I followed her, a plan swiftly forming in my head. We never use physical violence to obtain our food. Such behaviour is unknown amongst us. But there are other means of getting what we want. The important thing is the lack of compassion in us, for that which eventually becomes a meal. We have our devious ways.
Through the narrow streets of the city she scuttled, until she came to a house near the centre. By the time she put the key in the lock of her door, the dark night had descended. I didn’t follow her through the same doorway, but found a crack in an ill-fitting window and squeezed inside to find myself on an upstairs landing. There were two doors off the landing. One led to a toilet. The other I presumed was the bedroom. Flitting beneath the door to this second room I skittered up the wall and clung to the ceiling with my four sets of talons.
There I waited for the woman to retire for the night.
Late, very late, she ascended the stairs chattering to someone. When they entered the room, she giggling and her paramour touching her hair and whispering inane words in her ear, I could sense they had been imbibing alcohol. I hoped this induction of poisonous fluid would do nothing to spoil the taste of her. The lamp was lit, briefly, while they undressed, then the pair of them climbed into bed and began to copulate, after which they both fell asleep, she on her back, the man – indeed a younger mortal than her husband – curled on his side.
I waited until the moon had climbed high enough to send its beams through the skylight.
The woman was snoring loudly.
Dropping from the ceiling heavily onto the bottom of their bed I spread my limbs and flared the grey flaps of skin–those under my armpits and those between my legs. I let out a loud ear-piercing screech and put on my most hideous expression, lips curled back, yellow fangs bared, eyes wide and baleful.
The woman woke up, saw my monstrous form at her feet, and screamed high and loud in fear. Her facial expression twisted and warped into hammered metal. She was absolutely terrified and her scream only ended when the air in her lungs was exhausted.
In the meantime her lover woke up and leapt from the bed with astonishing alacrity. He looked wildly at the scene before him, then fled naked from the room.
I rose up higher on my legs and hovered over my victim, hissing foul breath into her face. Then, as she screamed again, I matched her scream, tone for tone, length for length. My mouth was split wide from ear to ear, my nostrils dilated forming caverns from which mucus flowed and had confluence with the drool from my thick lips. My eyes bore into hers with an intensity which I knew was utterly shocking. An involuntary shudder then went through her whole frame as I loured over her prostrate form, every fibre in me quivering with threat and menace.
She died of fright.
Relaxing now, I stared at her inert body. A sniff of her skin revealed the same delightful odours that I had smelled on her husband. Unable to help myself, even though she was freshly-dead, more raw than any of us enjoyed, I took several bites out of her upper arm. Delicious. Not as appetizing as her husband, but she satisfied my immediate craving for the kind of food I had hungered for months now.
Staring down at my bite marks I wondered if the lover would now be in trouble? Would the authorities think him a cannibal? Not that it mattered to me. I would simply follow the corpse to its final resting place, leave her for a few weeks, then . . .
But.
But what would I do once she too was gone?
Never again to taste divine food?
I breathed deeply, trying to imagine an existence in which I was deprived of my need. I could not. It was unthinkable.
Yet, as the dawn came up and the morning light showed its grey face at the skylight, the scents of spices came flooding into the room. The carcass? No. Not that. There was more than just a fragrance in the air. It was an aromatic invasion. But from where?
I sniffed deeply. It did not seem to be coming from within the house. The odours were entering from outside somewhere. I clawed my way up the inner wall to the skylight and sniffed at the narrow crack through which a gentle breeze was blowing.
Yes, from the outside.
I peered downwards into an open square below. There were stalls being set up, some of the wares already on display. Yellow ochre and burnt sienna powders filled shallow metal bowls. Open-necked sacks of black seeds were on show. Tubs and baskets full of dark and light green leaves. Brown roots that echoed the shape of a man. Tree barks of many deep tints and shades. More and more came into view as the merchants revealed their wares to early shoppers.
A spice market.
Sighing deeply, I remained staring down at the dozens of men and women below, some of them fortunately quite long in years, as they prepared their stalls in the early morning light, the sunbeams sliding gently over saffron, cinnamon, carom seeds, alkanet, calabash nutmeg, jimbu, sumac, vanilla and many, many more. I watched keenly as a little smoky cloud of turmeric dust rose in the breeze and wafted over traders who were lovingly laying out their merchandise.
Here, with judicious management, was my eternal larder.













Out Back
The cottage was everything that R. had expected it to be: remote, comfortable and unfussy. He had a book to finish. Ten-thousand words. The other ninety-thousand had been difficult. This last tenth seemed impossible. His plot had become derailed. He was unable to see his way through the smoke and coke dust of a mythical railway track that should stretch ahead. Yes, the characters were there, good and solid. Indeed, the story’s engine was strong and had shunted yet forward and forward, with only one or two sharp halts. But six weeks ago they he met the bumpers. R. was now stuck in a deserted station, his progress blocked.
So, he had come out here, beyond the real marsh country of Snape, where Benjamin Brittan had built his concert hall out of derelict malting houses. The village, some few miles back down a dusty track, was called Iken: an old Anglo-Saxon cluster of dwellings whose only claim to any sort of fame was its church, in which yard Aberdeen Angus cattle roamed, keeping the grass short around the graves. It had been a difficult place to get to, this Iken hamlet, but it might be worth the journey. Here there were no distractions, as there had been in London, especially now S. was working at home. They got in each other’s way, entangled mentally if not physically, and R. was sure with his mind freed from traffic noise, neighbourhood noise, postmen, plumbers, random religious sects knocking on the door and various other infuriating interruptions, he would be able to grasp the vision of his novel’s final destination.
‘Well H., here we are,’ he said to the squirming bundle in his arms. He put the cat down on the stone flags of the kitchen floor. ‘Just you and me for a whole month.’
H. was in a bad mood, as any cat plucked from his familiar home and whisked out to the end of nowhere had a right to be.
‘You’ll like it here,’ R. said, filling a plastic bowl with water from the ancient brass tap. ‘Out back looks like a jungle. You like jungles. You can hunt to your heart’s content here, old chap. Bring in a mouse or two. A rabbit? Perhaps even a deer. Think you’re up to a deer? Those muntjacs are not so big. Just go for the jugular.’
H. looked with disgust at the bowl of water.
R., large and lately somewhat ungainly, ambled to the kitchen window to stare out. There was nothing resembling a garden at the back of the cottage. A lagoon of rugged-looking turf rolled away from the back door for about twenty feet and then suddenly the landscape leapt up into a wild sea of unkempt gorse bushes and batches of stinging nettles tall as ships’ masts. There were also tall ferns, some gone to bracken, and thistles crowding the gaps. Like R.’s book, the view had no visible end. The dark green shrubbery tumbled over and over itself in waves which seemed to go beyond the horizon. It was a bleak scene. One could get just as lost out there as in the plot of a novel.
‘S. would soon get stuck into that lot,’ he murmured. ‘She’d sickle the lot down to three inches.’
He then wondered about the legitimacy of turning a noun into a verb to give his image more effect. Yes, why not?
A knock on the front door jerked him out of his word mode. He opened it to find the estate agent who had rented him the cottage.
‘You didn’t sign all the documents,’ said the harassed-looking woman. ‘Would you mind?’ She waved some papers under his nose.
R. let her in and motioned her towards a rickety-looking walnut table in the front room. He found a pen amongst his luggage and signed the two documents the woman placed before him. Then he asked her if she wanted a drink of some kind. A cup of tea?
‘No thanks, I have to get back. It’s quite a trek out here, isn’t it? I had to walk that narrow footpath from the road in these.’
R. glanced down with her to see medium-heeled shoes that were now covered in mud.
‘I know. I had to carry two suitcases and a cat.’
She smiled. ‘You could have let the cat walk.’
‘H. would have bolted. In fact the suitcases would have run away too, if I’d put them down. This place is a bit weird for Londoners like H. and me.’
‘It’s a bit weird for the locals too,’ she replied, taking his cue, ‘and of course the last . . .’ She stopped, abruptly.
R.’s invisible antennae quivered. ‘Last?’
‘Nothing – I – I was thinking of something else. Oh well, back to the grind. Sorry about the intrusion. I know you wanted peace and quiet. I’m sure you’ll get that, once I’ve gone. Goodbye.’
They shook hands and she left. Last? Last time? Last person? Last waltz? What? Who knew how that sentence ended? R. shrugged. He had more important puzzles to solve. One was ten-thousand words long. He set about unpacking his bags and making himself comfortable just as evening came on. It was September. The darkness came in like fine black dust and settled on the cottage and surroundings. He switched on the light but could see no others out there. He was alone with a grumpy feline beast and nine-tenths of a novel. That was the way it had been planned, so he could congratulate himself on a job well done, rather than succumb to this sinking feeling.
He went to the back door and held it open.
‘Off you go, H.. See you in the morning.’
H., a slim grey cat with black tiger stripes along his flanks, stared out into the gloaming. He stood for a long time, peering into a slow twilight that was draping shadows like dust-covers over the bushes. Something out there seemed to be worrying the animal. R. went and stood by the cat and stared out with him, seeing nothing but the gloom of an early-autumnal evening descending upon a wasteland. Then H. turned away, walked to the front door, and looked up to be let out.
‘Oh, your majesty doesn’t want to use the tradesman’s entrance, eh? Well bugger off out the front then. It makes no difference to me, mate.’
R. let H. out, then went to make himself some tea before settling down before a coal fire to think. This is what he had come out here to do, to think. Those who did no creative writing did not know how important it was to simply clear away the mind-clutter and let one’s thoughts roam, where they were free to bump into all sorts of interesting other thoughts, one of which might be the key to the solving the ending of a novel. Other folk – wives, girlfriends, mums, dads, tax inspectors – they failed to understand that thinking was work. It was the hardest work a writer had to do. G. understood that. His other writer friends understood it. Actually punching the words onto paper was child’s play next to thinking through the story, even a story without a coherent narrative that flowed chronologically. R.’s books never did that of course. They were enigmatic voyages through a misty otherworld where strange men met supernatural beasts, and women whirled paradoxes like gladiator’s nets over both sets of creatures.
For the first week at the cottage, R. did nothing more than open his mind. It was essential that he allowed his imagination this free space in order that there was room for ideas to come sailing in from wherever it was that ideas were harboured. R. was one of those writers who did not like to think too deeply about the source of his genius, afraid that rooting it out might cause it to dry up. He continued to try to interest H. in going out back, into that wasteland beyond, thinking the cat would enjoy hunting such a fruitful-looking jungle. H. was having none of it though. He stood the doorway and stared out, clearly uneasy with what was out there. Perhaps he could smell a rogue cat, a feral tom? Ferals, R. knew, could be quite dangerous creatures having wild untamed natures.
Finally, one evening R. became impatient with H. and gave him a little nudge with his foot, then shut the door. H. whined, long and loud. R. went and made himself and drink, ignoring his cat, thinking it would be good for H. to get over his prejudices. Even if there was a feral out there, surely H. could handle himself? He was a tough cat, a little tiger when he wanted to be. R. knew that H. had taken on foxes before now. H. had to face his fears the same as R., who had come to Iken carrying a whole sheath of them.
The next morning R. woke early. He immediately felt guilty. Fancy forcing H. to do something which clearly worried him! R. went downstairs and opened the back door, expecting to find an indignant, perhaps dew-coated H., waiting to be let in. There was no H., no cat in sight. That in itself was not unusual. H. came and went when it suited him. If he had found good hunting out there amongst the tall weeds and spiky gorse, then he would have fed himself and perhaps be looking to punish his master. R. left the door open, a saucer of milk just inside, and went to write. He had actually started writing at last and while the muse was on him, he had little thought for anything else. S. telephoned halfway through the morning and asked after both of them, but R. failed to mention the missing H.. The signal was not good and her voice kept fading away. R. did not like making explanations into the ether.
Lunch time came. Still no cat. R. wandered out back for the first time, calling H.’s name. ‘H.! H.! Come on H., stop messing about.’ But no cat parted the tall grasses and came trotting to R.’s feet. Just a whisper of wind through the weeds and a sort of dead-air silence beyond. ‘You bugger – I know you’re out there,’ cried R., beginning to get annoyed with his pet. ‘If I have to come in there and get you . . .’ But the gorse bushes looked formidable. A cat could squeeze under them, but not a great lumbering R..
Evening. Still no H..
Morning again. The doorway was empty.
R. was now seriously worried. This was strange territory for his cat and perhaps H. was lost? What should he do? Start putting up notices on telephone poles? Who ever came out here, to this god-forsaken area of the marshes? Only mad-capped ramblers. R. had seen one or two of these, but not many. If he saw any more he would mention H. to them. Tell them to keep an eye open for a tiger-striped cat. And what would S. say? It was a bugger, that was certain.
The next day R. dressed himself in thick jeans, gloves, coat and walking boots. He was going in. He had to search for H.. Leaving the back door to the cottage wide open, he crossed the uneven sods of turf to the edge of the gorse, hesitated, then entered. All the while he called H.’s name, using a walking stick to part the spiny fronds of the gorse, looking for traces of his pet.
Nothing. What he found were old carcasses, littering the whole area. Nothing to do with H., he was sure. They looked like the fur and hair covered skeletons of rabbits and foxes or dogs, with some large birds among them, hard flesh still stuck to the bones of many of them. Hell, what had killed these creatures? R.’s heart was beating fast now. It was hot and dusty out here, where old cobwebs formed nets between the bushes and the air was as still as death. Perhaps his initial thoughts on the wasteland had been correct? A feral tom? But surely even a big un-neutered tom could not kill a fox or dog? Something bigger then? A wild hound of some kind? Or a big cat escaped from a zoo? Something pretty savage lived in these shrubs. H. had been right all along.
Then, a few more paces, and R. found him. Or half of him. H.’s fur was unmistakable. That tiger stripe on the corpse could not be anything else. Just the head was gone. The rest was covered in green flies that feasted on flesh that was already crusted and hard.
‘Oh shit!’ R. cried. ‘Oh fuck. Poor H..’
What a horrible end for a lovely cat. And R. knew it was partially his fault. If he had taken notice of H.’s instincts, H.’s intuition, the cat might still be alive. Why hadn’t he just left well enough alone and allowed H. his foibles? No, he had to be the big master-of-the-house and know everything about everything.
R. stared around him. What in hell’s name was out here? What demon of a beast had killed his little cat? His first thought was to get a shotgun and bait a trap for the creature. It wouldn’t bring H. back, but it would give R. some satisfaction. Bring the murderer to justice. But R. was a city dweller. After some thought he admitted to himself that he knew nothing about shotguns, how to get them, whether one needed a licence, nothing. In the end he knew that would not happen. But a club of some sort? A heavy club. Put something tempting out in the back yard and wait. If the creature came and it was small enough, R. could then destroy it. He was a big man and could handle a club all right. Of course, if the beast was some huge hound of hell, then such action was not on. At least he would know what was out here and could call the authorities, get them to catch it.
R. went back to the house, leaving H.’s remains to the maggots and flies in the dead zone of the wasteland. He intended to tell S. that H. had simply wandered off and got lost. No point in distressing her unnecessarily.
Once indoors he defrosted some pork chops in the microwave and left them in the back garden on an upturned dustbin lid. There were some golf clubs in a cupboard under the stairs. R. selected a heavy iron, wondering whether he could actually use this weapon on a live animal. But he was still smouldering with anger over his H. and he felt that rage could drive him to such action. Kill his cat? Whatever was out back was going to get some of its own, in spades.
Evening came. Twilight. That time when shadows lengthen and seem to move of their own accord. R. stood awkwardly by the rear window, looking out. It would have been better if he could stand in the open doorway, but the creature would undoubtedly get his scent and fail to come near the bait. Perhaps he should have poisoned the meat, just in case he couldn’t deal the mortal blow? But then, what if some innocent creature came and ate the chops? Someone’s runaway Golden Retriever, or little white Westie? R. couldn’t risk such a thing. It had to be the golf club round the head. Split the bastard’s skull with the iron.
He waited until well into the night.
Nothing came.
In the morning there was a knock on the door.
Oh please, not S., R. thought.
Thankfully, it wasn’t S. It was a man with a white collar worn the wrong way around. A vicar. R. let him in, having had no human contact for more than a week he was eager to talk to someone.
‘Not evangelising,’ apologised the vicar, ‘just saw your light during the evenings and thought to give you a neighbourly social call. I’m Iken church – you can see the tower sticking up over that corner of the marsh. The Rectory is just beyond. Oh, tea please. How are you getting on? Are you here permanently, or just for the summer?’
They sat and drank tea, while R. answered the questions, and then asked a few of his own.
Finally, he confessed to the man of the cloth.
‘My pet’s been killed,’ he said. ‘Out back.’
The vicar looked suitably shocked.
‘Any idea who did it?’
‘Who? I rather think what. There’s some sort of beast out there, I’m sure of it. The area is covered with bones of all kinds. Why, the whole scene is . . .’ R. had a sudden and chilling thought. He hadn’t noticed any skulls. Plenty of legbones, spines, pelvises, but no skulls. H.’s head had been missing. Eaten? A HEAD? What sort of beast eats only the heads of other beasts?
‘Are you all right?’
‘Eh?’ replied R.. ‘Oh, yes. Tell me, did the last occupant of this cottage have any pets?’
The vicar looked uncomfortable.
‘Not that I know of.’
‘You don’t happen to have his – or her – phone number do you? I could give them a ring and have a chat.’
‘No – no, I don’t. Wouldn’t do any good.’ The vicar cleared his throat and put down the mug of tea he was holding. ‘You see the last person who lived here, simply disappeared one night. A Welsh gentleman. Never saw him at the church. Chapel, I expect. A writer like yourself, came out here to get away from the noise of the city just like you. Vanished. No one knows why. I’m told he never contacted the estate agent again.’
‘Skipping rent?’
‘Apparently his rent had been paid in advance.’
‘He didn’t go out back, did he?’ said R., jokingly.
The vicar failed to be amused. ‘I’m fairly new here. I’m sure I don’t know the details, but I do know that Mr E. took none of his possessions with him. It was indeed as if he had simply walked out of the door wearing what he stood up in.’
The hairs on R.’s neck stood on end.
‘Which door? Front or back?’
‘No one knows. Both doors were found open. He simply – vanished. The police were called, of course. They searched the house, the surrounds, even dredged the marshes. No trace of Mr E. was ever found.’ The vicar sighed. ‘You hear of these cases, someone goes out for a newspaper and never returns. Never to be seen again by loved ones and those who know them. The brain is a delicate instrument. Something tips it this way or that, and the owner wanders off not knowing who he is, where he lives, or where he’s going. It’s my belief Mr E. is probably now one of those poor creatures you see in city centres wearing a beard, rags and smelling of alcohol.’
The vicar left half-an-hour later, but he told R. that the pork chops probably would not work.
‘You need warm-blooded bait. You know, a live rabbit or something. Dead meat is often ignored by wild beasts. They sense a trap. They’re very wily creatures with sharp instincts for survival.’
R. sat down after the vicar had left. He considered what the man had left him as a parting suggestion. A live creature? No, he couldn’t do it. It would mean buying an animal at a pet shop and leaving it out, like a sacrificial goat, to be decapitated. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right. What he should do, now rather than later, was pack his bags and leave this unholy place before something else happened. Something a little more terrible. Where was Mr E.? Was his skeleton out back somewhere, perhaps at the bottom of some boggy sinkhole, minus its skull? How very strange. R. tried to think of some animal that might want to eat another animal’s head and could not come up with any answer.
The next village was seven miles away. R. decided to walk there along the marsh-edge footpaths. He would not need to go out back to do this. There was a well-defined walker’s path at the front. He would have a pub lunch, perhaps talk to one or two of the locals and try to gauge their reaction to his experiences, then come back and call a taxi to take him to the nearest railway station. It seemed a sensible plan. Perhaps the death of poor old H. had unbalanced the situation in his mind somewhat? Maybe a walk would clear his head and help him to see things in perspective? After all, the evidence for a single assassin being responsible for all those rotting carcasses was very thin. It could be that all those dead remains had been the result of foxes or badgers, or some other natural carnivorous beast.
As he stepped out along the track, painfully aware that his right foot was not in prime condition since he had suffered unwelcome visits from gout ever since he’d started spending every New Year in G.s place in Spain (oh, that Andalucian red wine!), he carefully considered his last thought. Natural. Why had he used that word? Natural carnivorous beast. An unusual adjective in the context. Was there some idea deep in his subconscious, perhaps even deeper in his id, that there was something unnatural about H.’s death? Something preternatural? A headhunting ghoul? R. searched his encyclopaedic mind for a supernatural being that bit off the heads of living things. He could think of none.
A partridge clattered out of a bush startling him as he skirted a dark woodland grown to weakness in the centre. He shook himself, physically, and told himself to get a grip. What the hell was he doing, seriously considering something out of folk lore, myth or the spirit world. He wrote about such stuff, he didn’t experience it. Fact was fact, fiction was fiction. He’d been too long on his own. He needed to get back to the sensible and practical company of S. She would put his feet back on the ground and very soon the world would cease to tilt.
The Wild Boar pub turned out to be virtually empty. Apparently there was a carnival on in Lowestoft and everyone had gone there for the day. The only other occupant of the bar was an elderly farm labourer who drank half pints of warm bitter. R. bought the old boy one or two halves, but got nothing out of him regarding the cottage and its surrounds. It turned out the man, in his eighties, had never been more than five miles from his own back door. He had never been to Iken, let alone Lowestoft, which accounted for his presence in the Wild Boar on a day when village excitement was at fever pitch. The barman was an Australian youth in his early twenties and was ‘just passing through the county of Suffolk, mate’. They talked cricket for a while, with the Aussie making disparaging remarks about the English team, while R., being English, made polite remarks about the Baggie Greens.
Before he left though, a there was a shock to come. As he waved goodbye to the old boy, the Suffolk yokel called to him, ‘By the by, did they ever find that young fellah who went a-missin’ from Iken?’ He pronounced the word ‘find’ as ‘fyund’ making it a double-syllabled word. The local accent tended to do that.
‘You mean the Welshman, Mr E.?’ R. said.
‘No, no, weren’t no Welshman. Went by the name of R. K.. Just disappeared into the mist, so’s I bin told.’
A sort of electric tingling went through R.’s skull.
‘Are you sure it wasn’t Mr E.?’
‘Positive. Doctor told me. Doctor Williams didn’t ever tell lies, lad, he were a good Christian soul. Seven year ago, now, it were. An’ I may now be goin’ on a bit, but the noddle’s still workin’.’ He tapped the side of his heavy grey head. ‘I never heard of no Mr E..’
‘Shit!’ murmured R., under his breath, realising that the old boy was talking about an earlier incident which had probably happened before the Iken vicar took over his church. For some reason the news of Mr E.’s later disappearance had not reached the farm labourer. Perhaps Dr Williams, bearer of news beyond the pale of the Wild Boar and confines, no longer resided in the vicinity? (Or something worse.) Was a good Christian soul? Perhaps the doctor himself was dead?
R. moaned, ‘Oh, holy shit.’
The walk back to Iken was blisteringly hot despite the month, not improving R.’s mood as he tried to cover the ground at a Olympian pace. As R. approached the cottage he could see something white and fluttering pinned to the front door. It was a note. When he ripped it off and read it, R.’s sweat turned cold and clammy. It was from a friend, a good friend, a writer like himself. Couldn’t get an answer, read the note. You’re obviously out somewhere. Had a look along the marshes, then went out back to see if you’re there. If you return before me, go out back and give me a shout. G.
R.’s hands shook as he read the note over and over again.
He then opened the front door with the old iron key and rushed to the back of the house, opening the back door.
‘G!’ he called. ‘Are you out there? G?’
No answer.
‘This is stupid,’ R. said to himself. ‘What am I getting so worked up about. I’ll just go out there and find him.’
He strode purposefully into the wasteland out back, calling G’s name every few yards. When he reached the shallow gully where H.’s body had lain, he stumbled over something and almost fell full length into a patch of nettles. At first he gave a strangled cry, thinking it was a dead animal, but it turned out to be a rotten log. Just a lump of wood. He sat up, his head aching, and stared around him. Evening was coming on now: the gloaming settling in. Shadows slid like fat black snakes along the ground, between the gorse bushes. R. realised he hadn’t drunk anything since the pub, four hours ago. He felt giddy and sick. Alcohol dried man out. He actually needed fluid. Water, preferably. Climbing to his feet he stared ahead, seeing something on the far side of a hump. It wasn’t clear in the dying light, but the shape suggested a body.
A human corpse? He peered hard. Surely not? But it had to be. However, the contours were strangely misshapen. What was it? Yes – yes. There was no head, not even a neck. Surely that slick-looking black patch of shadow was a pool of blood? Some creature with enormous strength had physically torn G.’s head from his shoulders. R. let out a terrible scream and began running, back towards the cottage. He could sense something behind him, in the tall grasses, watching him intently. A monster was out there, its hot breath fouling the afternoon air. R. felt he had escaped a horrible death by the merest split second. Had he not turned and run when he did, he felt sure his headless corpse would lay beside that of G.’s, their blood staining the dirt together.
R. reached the cottage and ran inside, slamming the back door behind him. He leaned against it, gasping for breath. Shit. That was G. back there, headless. Poor bastard. Poor sodding bastard. What the hell had done that? What manifestation of evil was out there ripping the heads from the shoulders of the living? A werewolf? Did werewolves do that? There was indeed a moon, if not full. Vampires simply drank the blood of their victims: they didn’t bury their faces in gore. What else was there of that ilk? Banshees. R. had no idea what banshees did. Or was it just one Banshee, like the Grim Reaper. You couldn’t have two Grim Reapers, could you? Two harbingers of death. Well then, perhaps a wild man, the Green Man, the wodwo of Ted Hughes’ poem? He knew how to kill a werewolf and a vampire. How did you kill a wodwo?
‘It knows I’m here,’ he croaked. ‘It knows I’m in here.’
He felt dreadfully thirsty and went to the brass kitchen tap serving that big white square chipped enamal basin, and drank the running water. Then he stuck his head under, to cool it, hoping the cold water would help clear his thoughts and give him the ability to think through his problem clearly. Water cascaded over his brow, soaking what was left of his hair, washing away the sweat and the dust of the last few hours.
‘ARE YOU IN THERE?’
R.’s body jerked upright sharply with shock. He struck his head on the spout of the brass tap. Silently, he slid to the floor, unconscious. There were various dreams of the telescope kind, where events fold into one another and make no sense whatsoever. R. woke on the floor to find G. standing over him with a wet sponge. R. face was running with cold water and he spluttered as it entered his nose and mouth.
‘You’re drowning me,’ he protested.
‘Sorry,’ said G., ‘but that’s a horrible crescent moon cut you’ve got there from the edge of the tap.’
touched his forehead and felt the bloody indentation.
‘Ow, that hurts.’
‘It looks as if it does.’
A memory came shooting through R.’s pain.
‘Wait a minute . . . you’re . . . you were . . . that is, I thought you were dead.’
‘Dead?’ G. looked shocked.
‘You left a note to say you were going out back.’
sat up and felt his wound again.
G. said, ‘I did, but I couldn’t get past the gorse bushes, so I turned
around and went to the church instead.’
‘But I saw – that is, I thought I saw . . .’
G. made him a cup of coffee and they sat on an over-stuffed sofa and talked. R. told him everything that had happened since he’d been at the cottage. G. listened thoughtfully, before saying, ‘So you thought that was my headless body, lying out back?’
‘Yes.’
‘Now then,’ said G., thoughtfully, ‘let’s go over this carefully. First H. was killed. There’s no doubting that. You saw the headless carcass. Then you heard about Mr E., who went missing and this was tied in with another missing person from this very same village – but not necessarily from this address? Right?’
nodded.
‘Okay, fine. H. is dead. But that doesn’t mean Mr E. is also a headless corpse, now does it? And this second missing person – R. K. – why, he simply went missing from the village. I would say you’ve been on your own too long. You’ve started tying things together that just don’t go – like a fishing line and wharf rope. My guess is your brain is feverish and throwing out all sorts of images, all kinds of scenarios. Dammit, you’re a creative writer for God’s sake. A fantasy writer. We both are. I know if I spent a few weeks in this place I’d be imagining things too. Listen, that body you saw out back. My guess is it was made of bits of old branches, rocks and shadows. Believe me.’
‘You – you think so?’
R.’s head was pounding.
‘Listen man, you’ve just lost your pet cat – in a horrific way. I’d be devastated if it was me. And I bet you haven’t told S. yet? Am I right?’
‘Right.’
G. glanced towards the window. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘there’s a moon out there. Almost as clear as daylight. Let’s you and I go out back and find your so-called headless body, and I’ll prove it to you. Are you on?’
‘Not really. My head hurts.’
‘Aspirin, paracetamol, we’ll soon sort that out. The main thing is for you to get some good rest tonight. How can you sleep properly believing what you believe at the moment? There’s nothing out there. Take my word for it. I’m the sane one here. You’re the loopy bugger. We’ve got to unloop you, man, before you go to bed.’
gathered his courage and finally nodded. ‘All right.’
‘Good. Now you just stay behind me. If there’s any ghoulies or ghosties out there, they’ll get me first.’
That was some comfort to R..
‘I guess so.’
‘Here we go then.’
~
They left the cottage and went out back, R. pointing out the path he had made through the gorse bushes. It was cool and eerie outside and despite what G. had told R. the visitor felt a little spooked by the place. It wasn’t a happy land out back, that much was certain. No doubt it had been left wild too long. Who knew how long? Maybe years, maybe a decade, perhaps even a century? After all, why would anyone go there, except to look for a lost cat? It had a – what was it – yes, a pre-Christian feel to it. Pagan? Something of that nature. One of those areas which had been left well enough alone to be able to retain its ancient spirits. But that did not mean, G. reminded himself, that there was anything out here that could harm a modern man. By no means.
‘Are we near yet?’ he asked R.
‘There,’ came R.’s voice, from some way back. ‘Out there in front of you.’
G. looked down. There was a dip in the landscape, then a shallow rise. He was standing on the edge of the hollow. About ten yards away, below him, he could see a strange lumpy shape, half-hidden in the moonshades, camouflaged as it were by a confluence of darkness and light. It seemed out of place, not quite part of the natural scene. Was it a trick of the mind? Perhaps it was indeed composed of bits of tree, pieces of stone, shards of shadow? Perhaps. It was so difficult to tell being as it was in amongst the shrubs and weeds of the wasteland. The more he stared at it, the more the mound looked as if it were somehow unnatural in the setting. Not a part of the landscape but placed there.
From behind R. made a noise clearing his throat.
The shape seemed to stir at the sound. A ripple, a quiver went over its pale broad surface. Then something quite horrible happened. It actually sat up. Two arms appeared on the sides of the lump. A shock wave went through G.’s body. What had risen from the ground appeared to be the torso of a headless man. This had to be a trick. Someone was pulling strings, or working some sort of mechanism. Headless bodies do not lift themselves up of their own accord. G. looked around, wildly, hoping to see some grinning local, hoping to hear giggling in the bushes, hoping that what he was witnessing was a fool’s joke.
The next moment he almost swallowed his tongue.
R. let out a frightened and frightening scream.
A monstrous figure rose from its sitting position in front of the two writers. It was taller than they were, much taller, despite the fact that there was no head on its shoulders. It was a man, or would have been had its facial features not been on its chest. The creature was naked, its skin covered in strange markings or tattoos which the scholar in G. thought he recognised as runes. The mouth in the abdomen opened in a kind of angry sneer to reveal rows of square white teeth. The chest-eyes widened as it stared at the two writers. The look was at first focused on G.’s facial features. Then its eyes switched to R., intently studying that globe-shaped appendage on the other man’s shoulders.
‘What the fuck is it?’ said G., shuddering with both disgust and terror.
‘Blemmyae,’ replied the quietly-hysterical voice of R. from behind him. ‘I remember seeing pictures of Blemmyes in a Medieval bestiary when I was researching one of my books. Ugly bastard, isn’t it? Do you – do you think it envies us our heads? Or maybe it sees them as nature’s abominations and wants to help us, by removing them?’
On hearing speech the Blemmyae began to croon shrilly, from somewhere in the back of its abdomen. The sound was that of a vesper spilling from the mouth of a castrato. It rose in volume gradually, until it cut through the evening. The creature rolled those horrible dark lidless eyes, one either side of its sternum. Its long narrow nose, in the parting between the ribs, was dribbling thick mucus down its torso and matting the hairy regions below its mouth. This foul demonic-looking being had a face on its chest, but where was its brain? Did it indeed have one? Perhaps a brain where its heart should be?
‘It’s singing. Is that a good sign? I don’t know what that means. What shall we do?’ croaked G. from his dry throat. ‘Any ideas?’
‘Only one,’ cried R.. ‘Run.’
Both men turned at once and began crashing through the gorse bushes, ignoring the shredding of their shins on the long wicked thorns, falling more than once and piercing their hands and faces, as well as their legs. Gasping for breath, sick with fear, G. almost overtook R. on the straight race to the back door of the cottage. However R. held his head start jealously, even though he was half-dead with fright. Not once did either man look back to see whether they were being chased. They had written many a story themselves, each of them, where the victims were running for their lives and the monster was close on their heels.
A welcome rectangle of light grew ever nearer.
Thank God, each of them thought, as they scrambled through briar, thorn and nettle, thank God we left the back door of the cottage open.
They almost made it.














Call Centre Incident, Procyon 3
Caller: Hello? Hello? Jesus, will someone please answer me.
Centre: Hi, you have a connexion with Ssyxiss. How can I help you?
Caller: (A sob) Is that really a human voice. Oh, thank God.
Centre: (A snigger) Well, not exactly human. Actually, not human at all. But sentient. I think that’s what you meant to say.
Caller: Yes, yes – anyone. Anyone but another bloody machine. I’ve been talking to machines for two hours now . . .
Centre: Well, we have to be sure it’s a real emergency, you know. Now, how can I help. That’s what we’re here for, to help our customers.
Caller: . . . and I thought it was Armageddon, with that terrible rushing noise thundering in my ear, like a firestorm trapped in a metal dustbin.
Centre: Are you referring to our musak, sir? It’s from one of the moons of Jupiter. I rather like it.
Caller: Look – what’s your name again?
Centre: Ssyxiss. It’s not a name exactly, it’s a description – we don’t have names where I come from.
Caller: Whatever. Look, Syxis, I’m supposed to be on a Body Exchange holiday. Luxury Change 7, in fact, and – well, the thing is after the transfer I found myself in this horrible body. I don’t mind that it’s old and wrinkled. That doesn’t bother me at all. Or the bad teeth. Even the sores are not exactly painful – just itchy – but luxury? The house I’m in is made of rags, on the edge of some foul city garbage dump in the tropics . . .
Centre: Planet?
Caller: What?
Centre: (Patiently) What planet are you on?
Caller: Oh, well, Earth of course. I didn’t want to leave my home planet. Listen, I’m in the body of some refugee. He’s sick, you know, I hate to think with what. Probably a lot of things, but I just want to get out of here. I paid a lot of money. A lot of money. Now a mistake has been made – not your fault, you’re just answering the call – BUT I NEED TO GET INTO THE BODY I PAID FOR. I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I just a little stressed. You would be. Anyone would be. This place is filthy. I’m filthy. I have a hacking cough. I think blood just came up, unless he’s been eating raspberries, which I seriously doubt. I need to get out. I need the body, the holiday I paid for . . .
Centre: Reference number?
Caller: What?
Centre: Your reference number, when you booked the holiday. Can’t do anything without that. After all you could be just someone off the street.
Caller: Good God, man, all I’ve got on is a loin cloth – a fucking loin cloth that looks like a dishrag. Look, my wife has the reference number with her. I’m sure she has. Please, can’t you just look up my name. Jones. Alfred David Jones.
Centre: (After a long wait) Three million.
Caller: Three million what?
Centre: Alfred David Joneses. Whole long list of them. Scattered  all over the universe.
Caller: Oh shit, it’s started raining. It’s a bloody monsoon. I can hardly hear you through the noise. This call box has a tin roof. Look, how would I know what free-number to dial if I didn’t  book the holiday with your firm? Thank God I memorised it. I knew something like this would happen. I didn’t want to come  on the bloody holiday in the first place. It was Sheila . . .
Centre: Sheila Jones? Seven million.
Caller: Sheila Deirdre Jones.
Centre: (Unable to stifle a giggle) That narrows it down to four million.
Caller: THIS IS NO LAUGHING MATTER.
Centre: Please do not shout, Mr Jones. I’m not deaf.
Caller: I’m sorry, but I’m desperate here. You have to help me.
Centre: Not without a reference number.
Caller: Please, please. What can I do?
Centre: Um. Hold on, I’ll have a word with my supervisor.
Centre: (Long, long, period with muzak fading in and out, with blank periods in which there is utter silence, as if the connexion is broken).
Caller: (Panic stricken) Hello, hello, are you there? Hello? What’s happening? Is anyone there? Oh shit, no, please. Hello? Hello? Where are you? Hello?
Centre: Mr Jones?
Caller: Yes, yes – thank God – yes, I’m here. Oh fuck . . .
Centre: I beg your pardon.
Caller: No, no, that wasn’t for you. Some flea-bitten mongrel has just peed over my leg. Shit, that stings. I have a sore . . . but never mind. (Hopefully) What did your supervisor say?
Centre: I’m sorry, she’s out at lunch.
Caller: WHAT? What the fuck was I waiting for . . . look, you have to help me. I realise I should have my reference number, but I’ll pay a surcharge if I have to. Anything. Anything to get into body I booked in the first place. I’m supposed to be on a yacht in the Med, for Christ’s sake. I booked the body of a . . . look, hasn’t my wife called in? She must be missing me by now. Surely she’s been enquiring about me?
Centre: I’ll just scan the incoming calls for Jones . . . hmm, two  thousand – Cynthia, wasn’t it?
Caller: Sheila. Sheila. S-H-E-I-L-A.
Centre: Schilla. Schilla. Yes, yes, I have a message here from a Schilla Jones. By the way, Mr Jones, did you have insurance with us?
Caller: Insurance? No, I have an annual insurance. It comes with my  bank account – look, what difference does it make? I’ve been  given the wrong body. It’s nothing to do with . . .
Centre: I’m just wondering if you’ve got Wrong Body Cover? Some  companies have a clause which says the client is responsible.  Act of God, something like that? It’s just a legal phrase of course. Everyone has a different God, or none at all, so the words don’t actually mean what they say, but there you have it, the legalese, so to speak.
Caller: This was not MY mistake. It was yours.
Centre: You mean the Company’s.
Caller: (Groans) Whatever. Oh, hell, I’m starving. I don’t suppose this poor soul has eaten anything for a week. Skin and bones.  Never known what it feels like to actually be starving before - now I do, and it isn’t very pleasant, I can tell you.
Centre: So actually you are getting a new experience out of your holiday.
Caller: THIS IS NOT MY HOLIDAY!
Centre: Sir, sir, we’re getting stressed again. Please calm down. Ah, here it is. Yes, Mrs Jones. Is your reference number XT0673480937217?
Caller: How the fu . . . how would I know. I can’t remember my bloody reference number.
Centre: Sir, if you insist on using obscenities I shall have to clear  down this call now.
Caller: Well, I didn’t actually finish the word, but sorry, sorry, I’m just very upset. You can understand that, can’t you? I mean, this is a horrible place, I’m in a foul-smelling old man’s body, and – and everything’s gone wrong.
Centre: Sir, good news, very good news. I’ve been in contact with the company and they’re going to give you another Body Exchange free of charge. Isn’t that good?
Caller: (A touch of irony in his tone) Free of charge, how magnanimous of them.
Centre: Yes, isn’t it? Now, sir, just stand where you are now and you’ll be beamed into another body. Now, is there anything else I can do for you today?
Caller: No, thank you Syxis, you’ve done more than enough.
Centre: You’re welcome, sir.
~
Caller: Hello, hello? Call centre? I’ve been waiting twenty minutes. Twenty bloody minutes. Oh, shit – someone answer? Someone please answer . . .
Centre: Good day, sir. This is Rroderr. How can I help you?
Caller: (With panic in his voice) Is that Syxis?
Centre: (Patiently) No, this is Rroderr.
Caller: Oh, fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck. Listen Roder. Listen very carefully. I was given the wrong body on my Body Exchange. Some guy who lives on a rubbish dump in – listen, I’m from Earth, OK? Earth. They gave me another exchange and now I’m in the fucking body of an ape. An ape, for shit’s sake.
Centre: An ape. And you’re a . . .
Caller: Human. Homo Sapiens. Jesus Christ!
Centre: A human. I don’t need your name at this stage, Mr Christ.  But thank you for that. Hmmm. Human. I’m looking at the screen now and it tells me apes and humans are both of the family of Hominidae. Yes, definitely – chimpanzees, bonobos, gorillas, humans and orangutans. Known collectively as the Great Apes. So what appears to be the problem, Mr Christ?
Caller: Jones. There’s a HUGE difference between gorillas and bloody human beings. That’s what the problem is.
Centre: So, you’re a gorilla?
Caller: No – no, I’m some kind of . . . what’s a bonobo?
Centre: Just one second, I’m looking – yes, it’s a dwarf chimpanzee.
Caller: Well that’s what I am and I don’t want to be. I’m in this bloody wildlife park, or something, and it’s not what I ordered, any more than that other body is what I ordered. Get me out of here. NOW!
Centre: Are there any other bonobos nearby?
Caller: What’s that got to do with anything? Yes, I’m surrounded by the bloody things, and they’re getting far too curious. Stop that. One of them’s de-flea-ing me, the bastard. It won’t go away. Listen . . . (a jabbering is heard on the line).
Centre: Sir, Mr Christ, if you’re in a wildlife park, how are you calling us?
Caller: I stole a phone from a tourist. GET ME OUT OF HERE.
Centre: You stole? Sir, what is your reference number please? I can’t really help you without that.
Caller: My . . . my . . . oh, God, I’ve just realised. I’m not a male ape. I’m a bloody female. And that big bull chimp is  coming at me. Help! Help! He’s coming, he’s coming. Please help me. Oh, God, I must be on heat. It’s got that look in its eye. You’ve got to do something, QUICKLY.
Female voice: Give me that, you . . . Bill, Bill, I’ve got my phone back from that monkey . . . it’s, oh my God, how gross. That’s disgusting, ekk, do you see what they’re doing?  Hey, there’s someone on the line. Hello? Who is this  please? Why are you calling me?
Centre: This is the Call Centre on Procyon 3.
Caller: Well get off my phone, will you? This is costing me money.
(Click).















The Human’s Child
‘He hath a body like a house but a tayle like a ratte, erecting it like a cedar, little eyes but great sight, very melancholly but wise (they say) and full of understanding for a beaste.’


[17th Century description of an elephant, taken from ‘The Honourable Company’ by John Keay]
~
In the high and far-off times, O Best Beloved, there were many schools of thought as to how the creatures of the Earth came to be.
One of the two main theories was that a Creator had taken some clay and filled some special empty spaces. Thus there was an empty space which had the shape of an elephant, where nothing else but an elephant could fit. And a space exactly the proportions of a stonefish, and the clay that filled this space resulted in that rather ugly, sqaumous being which now lives in tropical seas. Thus it was, or was supposed to be, with all living creatures. This mythical Creator took common clay and messed around happily as potters do, filling all these empty spaces and baking his creations in the sun.
The second theory drew its credibility from a profession called science, which most thought as being based in common sense. This idea proclaimed that a single cell was brought into being by a secret process known only to sunlight and water. Over time this cell grew this way and that way, forming its own shapes all over the place, sometimes taking into account the local environment when settling on its final form.  Thus the giraffe, for example, came to be because he stretched his neck to reach the juiciest leaves at the tops of trees. And the playful crocodile, who enjoyed stretching the noses of elephants, developed these huge snappy jaws with which to tug.
There was a third theory that came along later, rather subversive, which spoke of a party of extra-terrestrials who stopped by for a good time on this green planet of ours, and left some balloons of all shapes and sizes behind. Over the course of millions of years parasitic cells grew on the walls of these balloons, covered them on the outside as well as filling them on the inside. Eventually these peculiar shapes started walking around. Basically, what this theory was trying to say is that we are all alike, in composition: our particular cells just happened to choose different balloons.  Some were attracted to the big balloons with tails and trunks and flappy ears, others to the upright long and skinny balloons with arms and legs and rather offensive feet.
Of course, O Best Beloved, we know now those theories are all tosh. We now know what really happened. There was a gathering of spirits, all much the same in essence, but all quite different from one another. Holding council near a great rock these spirits looked around the world and saw that it was empty of moving things. There was plenty of rooted life: trees, bushes, grass – vegetation. Plenty of flora but no fauna. The whale-spirit argued that the sea moved in great waves, and the eagle-spirit mentioned that the wind helped rather flimsy objects to roll around, but the majority of them were not satisfied with this picture. They felt it would be nice if there were creatures out there, warm and cold blooded beings, which trundled around, ate things, rolled each other amongst the rhododendrons, and generally put some dash and colour into the scene.
‘Why don’t we do it ourselves?’ suggested the elephant-spirit. ‘Why don’t we take on solid shape and form, and fill the world with our progeny? Once we’ve got a few years behind us, we shall have multiplied and there’ll be enough of us to fill all the hills and valleys, all the plains and seas, all the nooks and crannies and corners of the Earth. We can all try to fit in with one another, create a sort of life-cycle. We could call ourselves beasts of the field, birds of the air and fishes of sea. Some of us may eat the issue of the others, but that’s all right so long as one species we’ll call it, doesn’t try to dominate the planet.’
‘Damn good idea,’ said the mosquito-spirit, ‘but we’ve got to be careful. Once you start putting things into shapes, different forms, competition comes along, then struggle, and before you know it we’ll be trying to destroy each other’s descendants and doing the very thing our imaginative friend here, the elephant-spirit, is warning against.’
‘Well, I don’t really believe that,’ argued the human-spirit, ‘but what are you suggesting?’
‘All right,’ said the mosquito-spirit, ‘what we do is choose shapes now, but these will be rough casts. The first, and only the first, of our children to come along will have the opportunity to refine those shapes. They must come to us, the Council of Original Creatures, and request the changes. Some of them will be quite happy, of course, with what they’ve got. Others will want radical changes. We don’t all go for what our parents want.’
‘Brilliant,’ said the hornet-spirit. ‘They must argue for the changes and get support amongst the other creatures requesting alterations. I think we can congratulate ourselves here on building in some good safeguards for our populated world. Now, shall we get to it? Oh! Oh! Look at that. The tiger-spirit’s already done it! Wonderful. Burning-yellow ochre with black stripes? Such genius. And those eyes. Why didn’t I think of such a savage appearance, such a beautiful combination of colours? How profane. How superbly pagan. Now you’ve taken the best first and left me all at sixes-and-sevens. I might just try for something close, if you don’t mind tiger-spirit, if just a wee bit on the smaller side.’
And so, O Best Beloved, as you know they chose their shapes. Some were pretty flamboyant, like the parrot-spirit, others more conservative, like the elephant-spirit. Others still absolutely absurd, as with some of the deep-sea fishes or the jungle insects. Above all it was fun, O Best Beloved. They enjoyed it. They threw themselves into becoming us with such gusto. How innocent was the world in those high and far-off times. How naïve.
And when the firstborn of the spirits incarnate came along, they wandered the Earth, thinking about themselves, doing things, looking at how they were doing them and wondering what improvements they could make to these bodies bequeathed to them by their parents. Then, as time went by, they went to the Council Rock and requested changes. Some were granted, those which seemed reasonable and had support amongst the other creatures; others were rejected.
The snake’s child went along and asked if it could have a really good singing voice. Snakes that could sing? the question was asked. Already there had been complaints – too late now that it had been granted – about the mosquito’s horrible whine. Snakes could get anywhere, being slim legless creatures which would fit into a small hole. Under floor boards, in the attic, beneath the outdoor kazi. Who would want the thin strains of snake songs coming from the back of the loo?
Most animals, birds and fishes got what they wanted, because most requests amounted to a very small change. Some birds wanted longer beaks. Some big cats bigger claws. The cheetah asked for a bit more speed. The whale a little more blubber. Simple things. Easy for the Council to accommodate. A few were slightly more complicated. The kangaroo’s child went along, speaking for a few others of antipodean ilk, to ask for pouches in which to carry their young.
‘I never had a pouch,’ said the kangaroo-spirit, ‘and I managed to raise you all right without it.’
But parents of those children whose petitions were before the council were excluded from the final vote, since their judgement was impaired by their close affinity with their offspring.
There were some pretty weird requests. One type of snake asked to be able to fly: the ribbon snake. Bats wanted the ability to sleep upside down without getting a rush of blood to the head. The elephant’s child asked for a much longer nose, so that he could drink from a puddle while still standing up. Things like that. Some of them very silly, some encouraging laziness, a few downright ridiculous. Gradually, gradually, the first rush of request for changes slowed to a mere trickle, until it seemed that it was only certain creatures who were going back time and time again. Finally, the Council put a deadline on petitions.  All had to be settled by midnight, the seventh day of the third lunar month. Those that were not, were forfeit.
The creatures who asked for the most changes, and got them, were the apes. They banded together as a group and sent along the human’s child, to ask for such things as the ability to walk upright, to eat anything they fancied, to have a cleverer brain than most. Since the human’s child was the spokesman he got the most of these requests, when they were granted, and came out just a little bit better off than his fellow apes. Not that the things he asked for were unique. Kangaroos could walk upright too, along with the basilisk and one or two others. There were a great many omnivores. And as for clever brains, why the dolphin’s child had it over the human’s child, it just couldn’t decide whether it wanted to be mammal or fish.
An hour to the deadline found the human’s child making its way to the Council Rock for the last time. On the track through the dark forest it met the elephant’s child.
‘Are you asking for one more change?’ said the human’s child.
The elephant’s child nodded his big head. ‘I am,’ he replied.
‘Tell you what,’ said the human’s child, ‘I’ll support you, if you support me. How’s that? Whatever I ask for, you stand behind me four-square, and I’ll do the same for whatever it is that you want.’
‘Fair enough,’ said the elephant’s child.
A short while later the human’s child was standing before the Council.
‘What is it that you want now?’
‘Well,’ said the human’s child, ‘as you know I speak for the apes, in general, and we would actually like opposable thumbs on our hands.’
‘What for?’ asked the Council.
‘To make tools for digging and ploughing, for planting seeds to grow our own food – things like that.’
The dolphin-spirit spoke up. ‘I’m not sure that wouldn’t be very dangerous. After all, you already have a very clever brain, you walk around – one might say strut if one were to be unkind – all over the planet, even venturing onto the seas in that hollow log you call a boat. We’re getting horribly close to having a creature who could dominate the rest of our children. Tools is it? I for one am against it. I don’t like the sound of tools.’
‘But tools are perfectly innocent. It’s just that I’ve developed a taste for exotic foods and I need tools to grow them for my family, when it comes along. Also, I need to sew garments, because even though I’ve got some hair on my body, it’s not enough to keep me warm in the winter months.’
‘These seem legitimate things to ask for,’ argued the dog-spirit, ‘I have no objection to opposable thumbs.’
‘Nor I,’ said the cat-spirit, ‘for it seems to me a creature has to feed and clothe its young. The human’s child is not fast on its feet, can’t travel great distances like the camel, is quite vulnerable to enemies and the elements in that thin skin, and has no terrible weapons like a falcon’s beak, a shark’s teeth, or a lion’s talons. You have to give him something to ensure his survival as a species.’
The Council were undecided. Half were willing to grant the request, half were against granting it. Finally the Council said, ‘If you can come up with some support from other children . . .?’
The elephant’s child immediately spoke up. ‘I think the human’s child should be given what he wants.’
‘So it is asked for, so it is done,’ chorused the Council, gravely. ‘Next! Hurry, for midnight is almost on us.’
‘I would like some camouflage colours,’ said the elephant’s child.
‘What for?’ asked the mite-spirit. ‘You’re so huge. Why would you want to hide? On land you’re the largest creature and should need to fear no other over the whole Earth.’
‘It’s not for me, it’s for my children,’ said the elephant’s child. ‘They’ll be prey to tigers and lions. You’ve no idea how savage the big cats can be when they’re hungry. They jump on your back and rip you about with those big claws! That’s not so bad for me. I have a thick skin now, growing thicker by the day. And I grant I’m big. But my babies will need time to grow the protection they need. Camouflage colours, please.’
Again the Council were undecided. They requested support. The elephant’s child turned to the human’s child.
‘Oh, I wouldn’t give it to him,’ said the human’s child, without a blink of his eye. ‘He’s got enough already.’
Midnight showed in the heavens. The Council disbanded for the last time, thanking each other, saying how well they had done to populate the Earth with such multi-hued creatures of fur, feather and scales.
‘A mobile work of art,’ said the fox-spirit. ‘It lifts your heart to see it in motion. And how well everyone fits! All good creatures in all the right places. No one of them lording it over the other. A good job, indeed!’
The elephant’s child and the human’s child were left alone. The human began to walk away from the rock, or perhaps strut might be a better word. The elephant called after him, ‘You cheat! You betrayer!’
The human flexed his new opposable thumbs, knowing his intricate brain was capable of inventing fantastical devices.  He lifted up his hands, closed one eye and sighted along a pair of lined-up index fingers. The elephant felt very uncomfortable under this squint-eyed scrutiny and backed away. Then something appeared on the features of the human. It was that other thing which had been requested by the two-legged creature and was unique to him alone out of all the creatures on the Earth.
‘One day you’ll regret you made those remarks,’ said the human, the smile on his face. ‘You’re a big target.’
















La Belle Dame Sans Grâce
There are few ways left to us to reach that Otherworld, the land of Faerie, in this age of technology. The creatures who live in that strange time-place which has always existed alongside ours do not like machines. They actually despise the wheel, let alone anything that followed it.  These days we have cars, aeroplanes, mobile phones, computers, televisions, and all the rest of the modern junk. This ensures they want very little to do with us. It’s a sad state, but that’s the way it is.
Indeed, since the industrial revolution fairies and mortals have, for the most part, gone their separate ways.
However, there are one or two people – myself included – the name’s Jack by the way – who still seek ways of crossing over. Explorers of Otherworld. The rewards can be well worth the risk. And there is a risk. If you’re caught over there the chances of spending the rest of your life as something bulbous and loathsome, covered in warts, are pretty high. It follows then, that prolonged searches for fairy gold should not be one of your expedition goals. One should enter, snatch whatever is lying around, and get out quickly. Believe me, whatever it is, it will have value: some wonderful use here. A pebble, feather, leaf, or twig – anything. You will discover it has amazing powers.
I make it sound as if I’ve done it a hundred times. I haven’t. It’s incredibly difficult to cross over. God knows I tried a thousand times since that first visit, and failed every one of them. Except the last. That’s how I know it’s still there. You only need to go once to feel the power of the place. Awesome is a much-used word these days, but that’s what Faerie is – awesome. It overwhelms you with its fragrances, its scintillating atmosphere, the clarity of its sounds. The environment is charged with high magic: it crackles like static electricity. You touch a tree and sparks of magic jump to your fingertips. There are also unnamed strangenesses in the air: many, many strangenesses. They flit through your mind or touch your spirit, too flimsy to hold onto, leaving faint uncomfortable tinges of enchantment behind.
So, how does one get there?
First, I told Charlotte I was going sailing on Loch Tay, in the Highlands of Scotland.
‘I won’t be gone long,’ I said. ‘Back next week at the latest.’
Charley didn’t ask to come with me. She’s not very good at physical activities, being unusually clumsy and uncoordinated. Not her fault, of course, but she can’t kick or bat a ball without losing her balance. It doesn’t matter. She’s just made that way – or was. If I took her on a boat she’d fall in the water stepping into it.
No, I certainly didn’t want to take Charley on such an expedition. She’d probably trip up was we fled for the boat with a dozen angry fairies behind us, itching to bewitch our backsides. She’s beautiful and I love her dearly, but she is a hindrance sometimes. And the one thing you don’t want to bring out of the Otherworld is an unwanted spell. I think I’ve said that before, haven’t I? It bears repeating.
So I went alone, as usual, as planned. I hired the same ancient clinkerbuilt rowboat from a creased old Scot named Tam who lived in a croft on the edge of the loch. The older the boat, the better. It was one of those craft that had been built by the grandfathers of grandfathers. They last centuries, if maintained. Then I waited for the right ambience. I needed a swirling early-morning mist, no wind of course, in which I could drift and hope for a landing. Such mornings are not uncommon and in the late autumn I duly found myself on the placid waters of Loch Tay, the plash of my oar the only sound in the world.
One such grey dawn I was drifting idly through the mist, hardly even touching the surface of the water with my oars. My head was full of things other than expedition goals. Like an angler who has not had a bite in a long long time, I had drifted in my mind too, and was thinking about Charley’s birthday and the gift I needed to buy.  Suddenly a dark wedge of land loomed out of the Scottish mist to starboard. It seemed to speak to me immediately, without words, without any sound at all.
My heart leapt and started beating faster. I knew success was nearby at last. I had only visited that land once before, in my childhood, quite by accident. But I knew it when I saw it. I felt it. These were the shores of Faerie. At last, after scores of such expeditions, I had found my way back to that wonderful place. The last time I had come, after being lost on a Yorkshire moor, they had caught me – and let me go. A child who has crossed over by accident is not regarded as a threat. However, I was now an adult and fully responsible. Scottish fairies are packed with menace and especially vicious towards Sassenachs: I could not afford to be caught this time. In and out. I had to be there and gone.
‘Here I go,’ I cried, the fear in me quite real. ‘Something quick and easy to reach . . .’
The boat’s prow crunched on a gravel bottom. I leapt over the bows and ran up a sandy beach to a mossy bank. Looking around me quickly, all I could see in the mist was a single tree. I ran to it quickly, trying not to panic. First I looked up into its branches, hoping to see something there. Nothing . . . nothing . . . Next I tried to reach a branch, to break it off, but twist and turn as I might the damn tree would not give up so much as a twig. Finally I searched the ground around the base of the trunk, and YES! there was an overripe piece of fruit, not unlike a peach, lying nestled in exposed roots. Just as I snatched it up I heard a sound to my left, and turned to see a creature there.
At first glance it appeared to be a scarecrow made of glittering tin foil folded into and around crisp brown paper. But I knew it was a fairy. Amazingly lean and angular it stared with wide, sparkling, magenta eyes at this audacious mortal, stealing from its orchard. I believe we were both so shocked neither of us moved for a second. Then I was away, my feet flying, leaving the fairy screeching like a wounded tropical bird.
I fairly flung myself into the rowboat, thus shooting it out onto the waters of the loch. I had always promised myself I would not panic in such a situation, but of course I did. It took me twice as long as it should have done to get the oars into the rowlocks, but I managed it, and was soon cutting through the water and parting mist. Once I knew I was safe I collapsed in a heap at the bottom of the boat, still clutching my prize. I had done it. I had been into Faerie and come out with treasure!
The lump in my hand felt mushy. When I was able to inspect it, I saw that the actual fruit had fallen away, leaving just a brown, dimpled stone. That was fine. There was no way I was going to eat food taken from the Otherworld anyway. My mind is quite capable of imagining what horrors of transmutation might lurk in the side effects of swallowing fairy fruit. What I had left though, was the kernel of that fruit. I did not know what this nut would produce for me, in the way of magic, but it would do something amazing of that I was sure.
Charlotte seemed delighted to have me back.
‘Did you enjoy your sailing?’ she asked. ‘I hope you didn’t drink too much whisky up there – I know you and your single malts.’
‘I drank some whisky,’ I replied, kissing her lightly and then smiling. ‘Not too much.’
‘Well, I’m glad to have you back. I missed you. I was getting lonely.’
‘I’m glad about that. I missed you too.’
‘Oh,’ said Charley, her face twisting into a mock grimace, ‘by the way, I broke your inkstand – I’m really really sorry. We’ll get it mended.’
My heart sank. ‘My antique inkstand? Oh, Charley. You can’t mend something like that.’
‘I know. Oh dear. I’m very very sorry.’
I forgave her of course, but cursed her clumsiness.
That inkwell was a prize I won for one of my articles in the press. Did I tell you I write? Usually about wildlife. We live in Glasgow because I like city life, but I get away most weekends to the countryside, both north and south. The English lakes aren’t far away, and of course Scotland has acres of open space. Last week I did an article for Natural World about motorway kestrels – you must have seen them hovering over the verges? Why does a raptor choose a motorway verge to hunt its quarry? But I don’t want to bore you with my conclusions here – read the article if you’re at all interested in such matters.
I put the pip, or kernel, whatever, on the blotter inside my writing bureau and left it there for days. At first I was very excited, opening the bureau every five minutes. Nothing happened. Was it just an ordinary peach stone after all? I couldn’t think so. I didn’t want to think so. And the truth was, when I held it in the palm of my hand it felt very much like an egg that’s about to give birth to a chick – I could feel something pulsing lightly within. But it actually didn’t realise my hopes of producing magic, not at that point in time. It wasn’t until I thought about it and said to myself, ‘Of course!’ remembering it was actually a seed. What I had to do was plant it and see what came out of the earth.
So I planted it at the bottom of our small garden and tried to forget about it, since autumn had almost matured into winter.
The damn thing shot up like a – well, like one of those quickened plants you see in a fast-frame movie, under a sky where the clouds race each other. Fortunately Charlotte had gone to her mother’s way down south in Hampshire and wasn’t witness to this astonishing phenomenon. By the time she came home the tree was there in its full maturity.
She did of course express a great deal of surprise.
‘Where the heck did that come from?’
‘I – er – I bought it. Cheap. They thought they’d never get rid of it. The nursery guys planted it for us.’
‘But it’s winter! What did they use, pickaxes? Jack, for heaven’s sakes, it can’t possibly survive. This is the wrong time of year.’
‘Well, it didn’t cost much, so nothing lost.’
‘Didn’t cost much, but they sent a gang of men to plant it?’
I shrugged and changed the subject.
Christmas came and went. New Year – or Hogmanay as they say up here – followed suit. I watched the tree with keen eyes, waiting for something to happen. Charlotte had to go down south for a long time. Her mother had reached that point in life when her mind was failing. Charley was a dutiful daughter and had decided to spend some time with a parent who was rapidly deteriorating into senility. It gave me time to observe the tree, find its secret, and use that knowledge. And find it I did, once spring arrived and showed me the tree’s special powers.
The fairy tree was shunned by the bees, but not the birds.
What I witnessed astonished me – I was happy to be astonished at last – but the sight also sent icewater down my spine.
Birds that come into my garden are in the main sparrows, starlings and the occasional blue tit or robin. Just ordinary garden birds that twitchers call lbjs – little brown jobs. Nothing very exciting at all. I was watching through the kitchen one bright morning as I sipped a cup of tea when a starling landed on the bough of the fairy tree. It seemed to become glued there, its claws stuck fast by a blob of sticky amber sap. But then I nearly choked on my tea. The bird began fluttering wildly, trying to escape, as the fairy tree absorbed it whole.
That’s exactly what happened. The starling landed on an adhesive patch of oozing sap and was then gradually drawn lock, stock and tail feathers inside the branch on which it was trapped.
The fairy tree swallowed it.
When I rushed out I could find no trace of the starling on the bough. Not a mark or stain. I went back into the house and observed other birds landing on the tree. It was always the same. They stuck, they struggled, flapping their wings and presumably trying to wrench their little claws from the branch, all to no avail. Each tiny sparrow, every oily starling, and the occasional robin, was sucked into that tree.
Perhaps this tree lived on blood, bones and feathers? A carnivorous plant? There were such things in the wild, though not quite so startling as this tree, with its insatiable appetite for garden birds.  But not just birds. I witnessed a silly cat which had climbed up into the branches slowly disappearing into an invisible maw. One moment the terrified creature was pulling and tugging and making a terrible racket, then its legs were gone, next its furry torso spiked with fear and rage, and then finally only its head rested in the crutch of the tree. This part too slowly sank from view with a final meow of despair.
‘My God, it’s a bloody monster,’ I said to myself. ‘It’s a flesh eater!’
This was not what I expected from a fairy peach stone. I had imagined riches, or some special magic which would lead to fame and wealth, something of that sort. A tree which grew diamonds or rubies. A tree which would give me magic green fingers that would enable me to become a famous gardener. A tree that grew silver and gold leaves. A tree that would bloom with incredible fairy fire, so that people would come from far and wide to see new colours, new flames.
Not a tree that ate things. Gobbled up birds and cats.
Of course I was disappointed.
Shortly afterwards I had to go down south to spend time with Charley and her mother.
When I returned ahead of Charlotte the first thing I did was inspect the fairy tree, to find there were blossoms, some of them huge. I watched closely over the following period, during which the real magic of the tree was gradually revealed to me. As the petals fell away, the fruit ripened not into peaches or anything like – but into exotic-looking birds. Birds of fantastic hues and plumes and magnificent crests. They emerged from their membranes fully fledged, rising into the air with majesty and grace. Never had I seen creatures move so elegantly They were striking in appearance and wondrous in flight as they soared away. The tree took in little brown jobs and turned them into birds of paradise.
I was in raptures, but by the time Charley came home, all the fruit had ripened and the enchanted birds had flown.
Even the common housecat had emerged, like a small jade tiger, its claws glinting silver, its eyes flashing emeralds, its coat with a sheen that would have brought envy to the heart of the most glorious of panthers in the wild. It came down from that tree and loped away into the autumn sunset with infinite poise Where that cat went after leaving the tree, I have no idea, but I imagine the fairies came to reclaim their own. Truly that feline did not belong in this mundane world.
‘So what’s been happening, up here in the north?’ asked Charlotte, the moment she was through the door. ‘Ought or nought?’
‘Not much,’ I lied, for the plan was already forming in my mind as Charley threw her walking boots into the hallway, knocking over the hatstand.
How I got through that winter, I’ll never know. It seemed endless. But finally spring arrived. One day while Charley was out power-walking in the park I purchased a kite. I took it home and managed to toss it up, so that it became entangled in the branches of the fairy tree. Then I waited for Charley. As she walked through the door I made sure I was in the middle of cooking a meal.
‘Hi sweetheart,’ I said. ‘Look, some kid’s kite has caught in our tree. Any chance you could climb up and get it? I’ve got my hands full here and the boy keeps ringing the bell.’
‘Can’t he get it himself?’ said Charley, reasonably.
‘Well, truth is I don’t want the tree damaged. You know what these kids are like.’
Charley sighed. ‘Oh, all right then – but it’ll bring out the tomboy in me. I thought you liked me to be a lady.’
I didn’t answer. She went outside and I hid in the bathroom, waiting. I didn’t want to witness her struggles, even though this was all for her sake, her own good. When I came out of the bathroom, there was no Charlotte in the garden, or in the house. The tree had absorbed a hoyden and would regurgitate a ballerina.
She would emerge, as the birds and cat had come forth, light of foot and full of grace. She was pretty enough for me already, though the fairy tree would undoubtedly make her even more beautiful. But it was not that aspect of Charlotte I wanted enhanced: it was her deportment, her co-ordination, her dexterity and harmony with the earth.
My Charlotte would dance through life now, not plod through it.
She would float where before she tramped.
My Charlotte was going to be a fairy princess.
~
It hasn’t happened that way, of course. Things never do. You plan and you plan and what comes off is not what you wanted. The tree took my Charlotte, yes, fine up to then. The blossoms came. All well and good. But just as the blossoms arrived, he returned one last time, one final, intense, harsh sweep over the landscape – my namesake.
Jack.
Jack Frost.
These late frosts: they kill everything on the bough.

















Phoenix Man
The world’s gone crazy lately. Eruptions, earthquakes, floods. Two nights ago there were meteorite showers in the northern hemisphere. Thirteen people were killed in one town alone. Phil Mackerby, a guy I knew at school, had a hole in the top of his head the size of a walnut. The meteorite went down through his brain, his throat, neck and on and on through his chest, stopping only at his pelvis. Crazy. Whoever heard of anyone getting killed by a walnut from space? It never used to happen. But it has now. Just as it happened that a couple in the Australian outback were fried by a shaft of sunlight which slipped through a crack in the atmosphere. Burned the skin right off their heads and backs. And the Japanese fishermen, a whole boat load, who went blind looking at a harvest moon reflected on the surface of the water. Just another one of those phenomena, some which follow the laws according to science, others right out of the kook book.
And then there’s the plague of course. The White Death. Destroying towns by the month. Not quickly, not easily, but surely. It creeps in through the back door and wipes out the whole household, unless there are strict regulations in force and the local law ensures they’re adhered to.
That’s why it’s not so hard to accept what’s happening to Dan Strickman.
Let’s back up a little. My name’s Clark Sutherland. I work at Maggot’s Place, on Quay 7. I sell diesel to the fishing boats, and private yachts, and anyone else who wants it. I also run the office and the yacht chandler’s. I have a lot to do, one way or another. I get paid pretty well for it, but I’m never going to be wealthy. Just comfortable. Dan Strickman on the other hand, owns the cod packing plant, and is already a rich man by anyone else’s standards. In this town, anyway.
I was engaged to be married to Jenny Leiner, Fred Leiner’s daughter. She was nineteen then. A couple of years have passed since she first said yes to me – then she said no, but that was later. We met at Cajun dancing. My brother, Rick, he has a Cajun band. Actually, they play everything from country to blue grass, but they call themselves a Cajun band. I play the fiddle. Jenny came to learn to dance and she just stood in front of the stage the whole night long and watched me fiddle.
As I say, that was over two years ago, and since then Dan Strickman took her away from me. Married her. Left me looking at myself in the mirror and wondering whether I had a growth on my nose that everyone else but me could see.
Then this thing happened.
I’ll get straight to it now. Dan Strickman sacked a guy, who it turned out was not right in the head. The guy went home and got himself a can of gasoline, waited for Strickman to leave his office, and threw it over his old boss. Soaked him. Laughing like a maniac – hell, he was a maniac – he struck a match.  He was so busy talking, telling a blubbing Strickman what was going to happen to him, he burned his fingers on the match, dropped it onto the half–full can of gasoline, which of course exploded in flames. The arsonist was incinerated, right there and then, and unfortunately for Strickman, the flames from the blow–back leapt out and fired him too. For the next few minutes he was a blazing torch, running around screaming: hair on fire, clothes on fire, skin on fire. The crackling sound first turned my stomach over and then the stink actually made me vomit. Not that I stood around and watched for more than a shocked few seconds. I was one of three guys who rushed to help.
We threw a canvas sail over him, one from the drying rack, and managed to put him out after a few minutes.
‘Call an ambulance,’ I said, redundantly. ‘He’s badly burned.’
The paramedics were already on their way. When they slotted him into their vehicle I thought that was the last we would see of him, before the funeral. I tried not to think of the fact that Jenny was free again.
The following morning, Jenny called me.
‘Can you come to the hospital,’ she said over the phone. ‘Please, Clark, will you come?’
I left two boats waiting for fuel, locked the office and put a closed sign on the door of the chandler’s. Jenny met me in the waiting room.
‘He’s still alive,’ she said, excitedly. ‘I don’t understand it, but he’s still alive.’
‘What am I here for?’ I asked, trying hard not sound disappointed.
‘The doctors want to know what happened.’
A young doctor questioned me.
‘Was he actually on fire?’
‘The flames were three feet tall. I saw his eyes melt – sorry, Jenny. His hair, his clothes, everything went up. Is the other guy dead? Well, there was nothing to choose between them. They both looked as if they’d tried to escape from hell through the back door. I burned my hands trying to wrap the sail round him. Look.’
They looked. The young doctor said, ‘Blisters?’
‘I told you – he went up like distress flare. I stuck my hands under a cold tap, straight after.’
The doctor shook his head. ‘Come and look,’ he said.
He led me into a ward with two beds. One of them was empty. On the other lay a pale but healthy Strickman. He wasn’t smiling, exactly. He was looking stunned. But he was whole. I stared at his skin. It wasn’t right, but it wasn’t black and charred, like it should be. When I last saw him he didn’t have skin. He was one red weeping wound, from head to foot, all the raw flesh showing, along with one or two bones.
‘What is this?’ I said, turning to the doctor. ‘Some new miracle cure you’ve discovered. Hell, that’s not just quick, it’s indecent. What’s it called?’
‘We did nothing. The skin regenerated itself, overnight. He cured himself, somehow.’
Strickland managed a weak smile now. ‘Ain’t that a blast?’
I couldn’t say anything. There was nothing to say. All we could do was look at one another. We soon got tired of that, and besides, the media had arrived. Just local at the moment, but I knew the nationals would soon be here. Men don’t return from the dead every day.
‘I’ve got to get back,’ I said. ‘Jenny? All, I can say is, he was a pillar of fire, yesterday. I don’t know what he is today.’
That night I went out and got drunk. I’d lost Jenny twice now and it hurt like Hell. Of course, I didn’t want Dan Strickman to die, but I had thought he was dead. I felt a little cheated. It sounds mean to admit that, but it’s true. I was confused. Last night he was as dead as a red snapper on a barbecue spit. Today he was laughing and joking about his ‘ordeal’. How could that happen? I couldn’t cope with such aberrations without a skinful of liquor.  Maybe you could, but not me.
That should have been the end of the affair, but it was the beginning of the affaire, so to speak. I kept away from the Stricklands, trying to erase my feelings, and was just congratulating myself on what a good job I was doing, when Jenny turned up on my doorstep one night.
‘Can I come in?’ She looked distressed.
‘Sure.’
I made us drinks and found her tearful. I steeled myself for a session of ‘Dan doesn’t do this’ and ‘Dan does that’. I wasn’t looking forward to being the confidante. Jenny was sitting there with her brown eyes brimming.  I wanted to carry her into the bedroom, and I knew I was going to have to listen to woes and wherefores. But I wasn’t strong enough to tell her to leave. Instead I said, ‘What?’
‘He keeps doing it,’ she said, through clenched teeth. ‘Twice a week now.’
What? I didn’t want to hear about sexual deviancy with Jenny as the recipient. Maybe he was beating her? She didn’t look bruised or battered. If he was hitting her, I could maybe do something about that, if Jenny wanted me to. Maybe she just wanted me to listen?
‘What? What does he do?’
‘He keeps setting fire to himself.’
I jumped up, spilling my drink. ‘Shit!’
‘No – really – he gets off on it. You should see his face when he goes down into the cellar to do it. It’s like he used to look when we had sex behind your back. Sorry, Clark. I’m not myself. I’m frightened. I keep thinking, “What if he wants me to join him?”’
‘He – he wouldn’t make you do that.’
She screwed up her nose. ‘I’m sick of it, anyway.’ Her voice changed in tone. ‘Can I stay here, Clark? Just for tonight? I’ll sleep in a chair.’
She didn’t sleep in a chair, of course, she slept in my bed. I got the chair.
I don’t like to leave things festering. I went straight round to Dan Strickman’s house the next morning.
‘Jenny stayed at my place last night. We didn’t do anything, but she says she’s scared of you.’
‘Jealous,’ he said.
‘I’m not jealous of you,’ I said, misunderstanding as it turned out. ‘I got over that a long time ago.’
‘No, I mean Jenny’s jealous of what I have.’ We were on his porch. He gave me a sly grin. ‘Hell, you don’t know what it’s like, Clark. Fire. It’s so cleansing. I feel pure afterwards. All my sins gone up in smoke. I can’t explain how good that feels, to be utterly, completely, clean. In a spiritual sense, of course. A soul without a blemish. It’s as if – it’s as if I’ve been reborn. An angel couldn’t be more chaste, more innocent of carnal crimes. There’s a double whammy. It’s unbelievable, the feeling of being totally pure and stainless, but that’s only half of it. The other incredible jolt is sinning for the first time after a cleansing.’
‘It is?’ I said, not really interested in all this philosophical crap. This is the sort of garbage you hear people yakking on about when they’ve been through some hellish experience – lost at sea, held hostage by a gunman – how it had changed them forever and now they live for one day at a time, yak, yak, yak. What I wanted to know about was the act of being burned itself. What did it feel like? ‘Doesn’t it hurt at all?’
His eyes changed. I could see the pain in them.
‘It hurts like hell – the burning. But it’s worth it. Afterwards. Hell, to experience that kind of pleasure you’ve got to suffer, Clark. It doesn’t come for nothing. But what’s a few minutes agony, compared with the regeneration that follows – the high, afterwards? The pain doesn’t last very long. Just as long as the fire itself. Once I’ve snuffed myself, then I’m free to let myself feel in a spiritual sense.’
‘How do you “snuff” yourself?’
He laughed. ‘Makes me sound like a candle, doesn’t it? I mean, once I go out, once the flames have gone, the burning feeling doesn’t last. I enter another plane. My senses are tuned to the highest pitch, but my nerves cease to function. I’m on a spiritual level by that time.’
I could no longer hold back my disapproval. I was truly appalled by what he was doing – to himself and to his wife.
‘Listen, you really need some psychiatric help, man. You have to see a doctor. You’re heading for destruction! Let me call someone.’
His eyes turned steely. For a moment he looked quite dangerous and I wished I’d kept my mouth shut.
He said, ‘Have you any idea what it’s like to be bad once you’ve cleansed yourself? Incredible. You’ve never experienced anything that comes close to it. Booze, drugs, sex – nothing compares. There’s the cleansing, then there’s the defiling to follow. I find myself committing some atrocious acts, just to dirty my purity, just to get that second kick. You want to watch? I’m just about to . . .’
‘Have your fix? No, I’ve seen the results of one of your atrocious acts. What do you think all this is doing to your wife? What about Jenny?’
‘What about her? She’s left me. Do I look as if I care?’
After that it was as if I didn’t exist. He walked into his house and descended to his cellar. I followed and stood at the top of the stairs, looking down into the dimness below. After a few minutes there was a whumph, then a bright flare followed by a sustained intense glow. I could hear him moaning with pain. Then there was silence for a while. The fire dimmed and finally some noises I would rather not have heard. It was like listening through thin walls to a couple making love in the next apartment. I left, wondering what ‘atrocious’ acts. What was he doing, after dark? It wasn’t smoking behind the bike shed, that much was certain. Robbery? Rape? Murder? Dr Jekyll’s ‘Mr Hyde’ would not have been satisfied with stealing sweets. The crimes might start small but they have to grow in nefariousness. Is that why Jenny had left him? Because she suspected that he was carrying out terrible deeds behind her back?
When I got back to my own place, Jenny was talking to Burt Yammon on the doorstep. Burt is the law in our town. He looked concerned.
‘Hey, Clark,’ he said.
‘Has Jenny told you what Dan Strickman’s doing?’
‘I got far more serious worries than that, Clark. We’ve got a case of the White Death in the shack line. The town’s under quarantine. Nobody goes out, nobody comes in.’
The ‘shack line’ was where the lobster, crab and shell fishermen lived – a line of shanties on the south foreshore.
‘Shit!’ I said, a horrible leaden feeling in my stomach. ‘The plague comes to town.’
‘Yep. We’ve been expecting it.’ His expression was naturally grim. ‘Now, it doesn’t spread that quickly, as you know, but once you’ve got it, that’s it. Five days. We’ve got the guy at the infirmary and he’s passed the fever stage. He broke out in erupting boils at two this morning. He’s a goner. We don’t want any more.’
‘Oh, Christ.’
‘Look, the town’s under Marshall Law now. We’ve got to conserve supplies, because, basically, we’re not going to get any. Your boat fuel. You don’t give it to anyone without my authority. And don’t let anyone land. Fly that little yellow flag of yours on the jetty pole . . .’
‘That’s the quarantine flag for ships.’
‘Fly it anyway. Sailors will know what it means. Anyone does land, you keep them here. You’ve got my permission, backed by my authority, to shoot anyone who tries to steal a boat and get away from town. You understand? This is a serious business, Clark. I hate to ask you to do this, but this is the way it’s got to work.’
‘I understand. I don’t know if I can shoot anyone, but I understand. I haven’t even got a gun.’
’You’ve got to. That’s the law now. I’ll get you a gun. I’ll call by the jetty in an hour, Okay?’
‘Okay, Burt.’
Once he had gone, I said to Jenny, ‘I saw Dan. He’s crazy.’
‘I told you.’ Then more bitterly, ‘I bet it was him who brought the plague here.’
I didn’t want to hear this, but I asked anyway. ‘Why do you say that?’
‘He went with a girl in Kettelstown. Took her against her will, he said. She died six days later, of the White Death. He brought it all right. He eats down at the shacks every Wednesday night.’
Rape. I knew it. Murder next. This was a nightmare. Everything was coming at us at once. The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, charging right in, slaughtering. Burt had enough on his plate at the moment. He wouldn’t be able to handle a rape investigation. I’d have to wait until the plague had gone, then tell him. The girl was dead, Jenny said, which would make a conviction harder. Perhaps impossible. Yet we had to stop him somehow. It would be murder next. It was written in the sky with big flaming letters. The guy was out of his head.
‘They’ve got the plague in Kettelstown all right. Why didn’t Dan get it then?’
‘Maybe the fire burned it out of him? He’s always talking about how cleansing it is.’
‘Well, you’d better stay here, until this quarantine thing is over. Then – well, you can make up your mind what you want to do. Go to relatives, or whatever.’
She nodded. ‘That’s fine. You know I always liked you, Clark.’
‘Yeah, well, I thought it was something more than that, once.’
‘It was.’
So, in this world that had been turned on its head, I was gradually getting back all I had lost. In the week or two that followed we heard lots more stories about Dan and his obsession with fire. He started doing it in public, going down to the town square and setting light to himself in front of an audience, like some Far Eastern priest protesting about the occupation of his country. People told me how he went up like a bowl of overheated fat. It was street entertainment: a side–show. Everyone was scared shitless of the White Death, which was gradually spreading, so the crowds were small, but it must have provided a distraction for some who wanted their minds taken off an omnipresent horrible death.
One night he did it outside my house, I think to taunt me. He didn’t care about his wife, but he cared that I was learning things about him. His exhibition was a warning to me. To show I wasn’t worried, I got out my fiddle and played while he blazed down in the street: wild, gypsy music, the strings singing, my bow hand zipping across them, my head full of rage.  He burned, I fiddled. His name should have been Tony Rome, from that movie with Frank Sinatra. It was a crazy night. Jenny screamed at the two of us, running from me to window and back again, making an insane situation worse, the whole thing spiralling into mayhem.
‘Let’s do this again sometime,’ yelled a toasted Strickman, his white eyes and white teeth stark against his blackened over–cooked face. ‘That was fun, kids, that was fun!’
That same week there were two copycat deaths. It hadn’t occurred to me how many lunatics were in our town, but it seemed there were several Dan Strickman wannabes out there. Two of them managed to torch themselves to death. They found in their last moments of agony that they hadn’t got the magic touch. They stayed as crisp as bacon left under the grill for far too long. As with all of Dan’s little acts, the stench of burnt flesh was sickening, and people were throwing up right there in the street, as these two misguided fools formed a double pyre.
I wondered why Burt or one of the lawmen in the town didn’t arrest Dan for causing a public nuisance, but like Burt had said, he was up to his neck in other worries, and when I mentioned it to him he said, ‘Where would I put him? The jail’s full of looters. Can you believe that? People stealing from someone dying of the plague? Risking death themselves for a tv set or microwave oven? Aw, he’ll run out of gasoline soon, you’ll see. The gas station’s already empty. He won’t have the fuel to cause a disturbance. What’s he going to use, kindling? I’ve closed the two hardware stores. There’s nowhere he can get inflammable liquids, not in any quantity. In the meantime, we’ve got seventeen more cases of the plague . . .’
‘Will you go back to Dan, once all this is over?’ I asked Jenny. We were sleeping together now.
‘I don’t know.’ She seemed genuinely upset by having to make the choice at that time. ‘I really don’t know. I am his wife.’
‘But you’re with me now.’
‘Yes, but I am his wife. Things are a bit strange at the moment. With the plague around. You do things you wouldn’t normally do. Like a war. People think they’re going to die tomorrow, so why not grab a little pleasure today. And he might get over this addiction, you know? Once he runs out of fuel, he’ll have to cold turkey, won’t he? I think he’ll break the habit, once that happens.’
‘Don’t bet on it.’
‘I have to give him the chance, Clark. You – you wouldn’t do anything, would you? You wouldn’t hurt him in any way?’
‘Why should I?’
‘Jealousy?’
‘Go to hell,’ I replied, angry with her, with him, with the whole world.
That night – it had to be that night, didn’t it, with this conversation still fresh in her mind – that night there was a prowler in the boat yard. I took Burt’s rifle and went out on the jetty.
‘Who’s there?’
There were no lights on around the yard, since the power had failed. I had a flashlight but the batteries were low and weak. I shone the dim light around me and saw that the diesel pump lock had been broken. The nozzle was lying on the jetty, still oozing some diesel. Someone was on the end of the jetty, walking quickly towards town. I could see a dim figure carrying something in one hand.
‘Stop!’ I yelled. ‘I have orders to shoot.’
‘Fuck you,’ came the reply.
Burt was shooting looters now. It had become too serious. He had ordered me to do the same. I raised the rifle and aimed.
‘I’m warning you. You have to stop.’
There was no answer this time. Just the sound of running feet on the boards. I was shaking. Burt had distinctly told me not to physically engage looters. He had already lost one of his men, stabbed by a looter who pretended to give himself up. ‘Warn them three times, then shoot,’ he told me. The next moment I fired into the darkness. I did it without thinking. My finger seemed to squeeze the trigger before my mind told it to.
There followed the thump of a body hitting the boards, then the skidding sound of a heavy object sliding along the end of the jetty. With my heart thumping wildly, I ran to inspect what I had done. I was horrified to find Dan Strickman lying there, bleeding, a bullet hole in his chest. A can of diesel was leaking from a broken cap, running through the cracks in the boards and drizzling on the surface of the water beneath.
He looked up at me, and said, ‘I’ll be all right, in a minute. Boy, that was some . . .’
Poor Dan. He was dead before the minute was out. In his wild state he had confused being fireproof with being immortal. He was no more bullet proof than the next man. His metabolism had found a way of dealing with burns, eradicating them, nullifying them – something. But he was still vulnerable, still able to be knocked down by a speeding car, crushed by falling wall – or killed by a bullet from a gun.
‘You did it on purpose,’ Jenny said, later. ‘You knew it was Dan – that’s why you killed him.’
‘Is that true, Clark?’ asked Burt. ‘Is that true what she says? Did you give him three warnings?’
‘Two. I didn’t have time for the third.’
‘I said three Clark. The law requires three warnings. Otherwise I have to treat it as an illegal killing. Shit, just tell me you warned him three times, that’s all I want to hear.’
‘He killed him out of jealousy, because he wanted me forever,’ Jenny said, stubbornly. ‘I know it. I can feel it.’
‘You couldn’t feel a marline spike if I jammed it in your eye,’ I yelled at her. ‘You’re incapable of feeling anything.’
‘All right, that’s enough. I’ve got too much on now, but I’ll get back to this later, Clark. In the meantime you better let me have the rifle back, before you do any more damage.’
‘Any more damage? Fuck you, Burt, I never wanted it in the first place. I’m not trained for this. You’re the one who told me to shoot people. I shouldn’t have been given a weapon. I shouldn’t have had the responsibility. I haven’t fired a gun in my life before now. You tell me to shoot looters, then you call me a fucking murderer. That’s not right.’
‘Well, we’ll get back to it later.’
But he never did. Burt died of the White Death before it finally left town in the Spring. Jenny went away. When the police interviewed her, she said she wasn’t there, at the shooting, and didn’t know anything about it. There were no witnesses. I changed my story. I told them I yelled at the intruder three times, then fired. They let me go.
In the meantime, Dan had the last laugh on everyone. He was having the time of his life, down there in the fires of Hell. There was a law in force, during the plague year, that anyone who died had to be cremated, to kill any dormant bacteria I imagine. So Dan was burned, and burned again, and burned yet again, each time his corpse grotesquely reappearing from its own ashes, rising as it were like that fabled bird, the Phoenix. We couldn’t get shot of him. He just wouldn’t go away, damn his re–emerging hide. He became the joke of the town. Even I had to laugh. In the end they tied him to the back of a boat, dragged him out into the ocean, and threw down ground bait to attract the sharks.
Those bastards soon got rid of him.


















Gifts
Twas the night before Christmas.
8 o’clock.
I stood beside a long and lonely road somewhere between Belfast and Portrush desperate for a lift. My feet were sore and my body chilled by a sharp wind. There were deep drifts of snow which hampered me. It was not the best time of year to be hitching a lift.
When I was not thumbing I had time to look up at the night sky. It was encrusted with stars. A beautiful Christmas Eve. Were I heading for a toddy and a warm fire I might have appreciated those stars.
Another lorry sped by and splashed my legs with slush. The white snow on the edge of the highway had turned to brown mush. There were puddles everywhere. I’m not a great one for white Christmases. Not when I’m trudging through the dark night carrying luggage.
A van this time. I think the driver gave me a glance. But he was in a hurry. The wife and kids were waiting, no doubt. It was Christmas Eve after all. There were presents to wrap. Drinks to drink. Maybe the last few decorations to put up. He was in a hurry. I didn’t blame him.
Several more cars in a sort of convoy.
Three lorries.
Ah, a motorcyclist.
I’m glad he didn’t stop. I would have felt obliged to accept and I wasn’t dressed for it. I would’ve frozen to death.
Nothing then, for a long while.
I began to think I stood just as much chance of hitching a lift from Santa, on his way to deliver the gifts.
Then suddenly, a miracle. On a yellow distant stretch of the highway a set of lights appeared. For some reason hope sprang to my heart. I immediately had a feeling, deep inside, that this was the one. This was my lift.
When it drew nearer however, that feeling dissipated. It was a stretch limousine. A white stretch limo. Fat chance of that stopping. Some celebrity or politician, on his way to . . .
Good God! It was slowing down.
It was stopping.
Maybe the driver was lost? Maybe wanted to ask the way? Maybe. Maybe. Maybe. It was a long, long vehicle. Plenty of room inside.
The smoked-glass side window slid down.
A black face smiled into mine.
‘Need a lift?’ A soft Welsh accent.
‘Do I? Yes, please. Portrush?’
‘We’ll take you as far as we can.’
‘Brilliant.’ I had visions of a small bar inside that limo. A nice warming whiskey. A convivial atmosphere. A chat.
The driver got out and went to the boot, opening it. He was a tall well-built man and later I was to think of him having regal bearing. He took my case and stowed it in the vast boot alongside three other pieces of luggage.
I opened one of the passenger doors and climbed in.
Looking round I saw two other occupants, both men. Like the driver they were middle-aged. Under the courtesy light I noted that one of them may have been of Asian origin, the other possibly European. They both smiled and nodded. Then the light went out and we were all one and the same. I wondered if there was an international conference on somewhere. Then one man spoke to the other in a Liverpool accent and the reply came back, I guessed, in a Northern Irish brogue.
Wrong again.
The driver spoke to me, peering at me via his rear view mirror.
‘Going home for Christmas?’
‘Me? No – visiting a college friend in Portrush. We’re – ah – I’m studying farming at college. My dad’s a farmer. Livestock. I’m following him into the business.’
‘A good old-fashioned business,’ said the driver. ‘Nice to see someone following the old ways.’
The other two passengers murmured approvingly.
‘How about you three?’ I asked, emboldened by their interest in me. ‘Where are you off to in this magnificent chariot?’
‘This?’ laughed the driver, glancing around him. ‘This isn’t magnificent. It’s a piece of inanimate machinery. Something has to be live to be magnificent. A horse is magnificent. Blood and bone, pulsing beneath your thighs. Something with fire and spirit. A honey-coloured stallion with a golden mane and golden tail, with muscles of iron. That’s magnificent for you . . .’
‘A camel even,’ interrupted the man next to me. ‘A good sturdy camel.’
’Or an ass,’ said the third man, adding almost apologetically. ‘A well-trained ass, of course.’
They all nodded in agreement with one another, the driver saying, ‘You should know that, being a shepherd’s son.’
I corrected him. ‘Well, livestock. We do have one or two sheep, but it’s mostly cattle.’
Fine, I said to myself mentally, we don’t like machines but we ride in the best of them. I persevered with my question.
‘You didn’t say where you were going.’
‘No, we didn’t,’ answered the driver. ‘Fact is, it’s a reunion.’
‘Oh.’ Thoughts of the international conference returned. ‘You’re getting together with colleagues for Christmas?’
‘We are already together. There’s just the three of us,’ said the driver. ‘Mr King there,’ he indicated the one next to me, ‘first name Baz. Mr Casey Righ, next to you. R-i-g-h. And I’m Mel Brenin.’ He reached over his shoulder with his right hand and I shook it. The other two offered their hands as the driver continued talking, ‘We meet every millennium, somewhere in the world. We’re usually not far away from each other. Our past experience, our history, bonds us together.’
Bright lights came towards us and a truck zoomed past through the slush.
I considered what he’d just said and my thoughts braked sharply.
‘Did I hear that right? You didn’t just say millennium?’
‘Yep.’ The driver smiled at me in the rear view mirror. ‘Once every thousand years. This is our second reunion. Eh, boys?’
The other two grinned at me.
I was slightly annoyed. ‘OK. This is a joke, right? You’re taking me for a ride.’
They exploded into laughter.
‘All right, all right, I’ll rephrase that – you’re having me on. Three men, one called King, one called Righ – I have enough Gaelic to know that means chieftain, or king if you like – and I’m betting the third name, Brenin, is either Erse or Welsh for “ruler”. Three kings who prefer horses and camels to cars? Come on, guys. It’s really corny.’
‘He’s clever, this shepherd,’ said Baz. He turned to me. ‘Actually, Casey was the only king. I was an astrologer. Mel a philosopher. Two wise men and a king. You sure you weren’t there? Weren’t you the shepherd at the back with the big nose? I’ll bet that was you.’
‘Very funny.’
I lapsed into sulky silence. No one likes to be the butt of a joke. These three were having fun at my expense. OK, I was getting a lift out of it, but just the same it rankled. But I knew though, that I mustn’t let them see it was getting to me. The best thing to do was to go along with the joke and try and turn it on them. Make them feel uncomfortable for starting the thing in the first place.
‘Hey,’ I said, brightly, ‘what do you guys think of Elliot? The Journey of the Magi? Did old Thomas Stearns get it right?’
‘He got one part wrong,’ said Mel, sounding aggrieved. ‘There wasn’t any sherbet.’
‘Nor silken girls to bring it,’ added Baz.
They sounded so serious I almost applauded them.
‘So,’ I continued, ‘you all travelled from afar, following a bright light in the sky . . .’
‘A star,’ interrupted Casey. ‘It was a star.’
‘Like that one?’ I pointed through the windscreen at a moving winking light in the sky. ‘That traveller’s star.’
‘That’s an aircraft, you idiot,’ snapped Baz.  ‘What do you take us for?’
‘Now, now,’ Mel said, gently. ‘The boy was only funning. Let’s keep the party polite, Baz.’
Baz grunted.
I tried another tack.
‘So, all right, you’re the Magi. You’re the three that carried the gifts.’
‘Gold, frankincense and myrrh,’ replied Casey, ‘every schoolchild knows that.’
‘So, what happened? Mary and Joseph sent you a Harrods’ gift list? For the Christening? And all that was left after the linen and cutlery was gold, frankincense and myrrh?’
Baz opened his mouth again, but shut it again when Casey laid a gentle hand on his arm.
‘Somethin’ like that,’ agreed Casey. ‘Gold for a king, frankincense for a deity and myrrh . . .’
‘Embalming fluid for a man who was going to die,’ I finished for him. ‘Very good. You guys are good. You know your stuff.’
Mel said, ‘So do you, by all accounts.’
‘It is just stuff,’ I said. ‘Every schoolboy knows it.’
‘Not these days,’ moaned Casey. ‘It’s a sad century.’
‘Every century has its woes,’ Baz said.
We drove in silence for about an hour then and finally came to some crossroads in a village. There was something going on in the school hall as we drew up outside.
‘This is where we part company, young man,’ Mel said. ‘Would you like a drink with us before you go?’
I was still feeling miffed. ‘If you guys are celebrating a reunion, it’s not really appropriate for me to join in, is it?’
‘We’re not proud, lad,’ Baz said. ‘Have a shot.’
Mel said, ‘Orange juice for me, Baz – I’m driving.’
‘I know, I know,’ grumbled his friend.
Eventually we all had our drinks in little silver tumblers not much bigger than thimbles.
‘Here’s to the next thousand years,’ cried Casey.
‘Cheers,’ I said throwing it back. ‘Who needs an inn when you’ve got a portable bar?’
A nice burning feeling in my gullet.
‘So,’ I continued, somewhat mellowed, ‘how come you’re all still here? Shouldn’t you be dead?’
Casey replied earnestly, ‘We brought gifts – and naturally got given one each in return. It’s an Eastern thing.’
‘And so you received . . .?’
‘Immortality.’
‘Of course,’ I said. ‘That makes sense.’
Mel shrugged, the eyes in his velvet face gleaming in the lights on an oncoming car. ‘It wasn’t as if we asked for it.’
This was turning into quite an elaborate jest. I was feeling a lot better about it now. Something to tell the family when I got home.
‘One thing has always puzzled me,’ I said to the three of them. ‘The gold.’
‘What about the gold?’ asked Mel.
‘Well, frankincense and myrrh – they’re going to go, whatever happens. Be used up, or if not, evaporate eventually. But gold is solid stuff. And valuable. Extremely valuable. What happened to the gold? You don’t hear about it after the birth. Did Joseph and Mary carry it with them? Use it to finance the flight to Egypt to escape Herod? Heavy stuff, gold. You’d need a few asses and camels for that. And later, you don’t hear of the family being wealthy. Carpenters? Seems a bit funny to me, to work as carpenters with all that gold.’
‘It was a lot of gold,’ admitted Casey, thoughtfully. ‘When I carried it across country I needed a regiment with me, to protect it. You can’t cross foreign regions full of bandits and rogue kings and not take an army with you. Saddlers, grooms for the horses, baggage train, the lot. I’d never have done it on my own. I was a king, after all. Kings don’t travel without attendants.’
He paused, before adding, ‘To my best recollection the gold was buried under the stable floor. By the time Jesus was a grown man gold wasn’t important to him. People were. It’s probably still there, now.’ He smiled. ‘You could go and dig it up. You’d be a rich man.’
‘Oh sure,’ I said, followed by a scornful laugh. ‘That’s likely to happen.’
Mel got out and opened the boot. I followed him and collected my suitcase.
‘Cheerio guys. Thanks for the lift,’ I said.
They each gave me a regal wave.
A moment later they were on their way.
‘Those three kings,’ I murmured watching the tail lights go off into the darkness, ‘jokers, more like.’
Men are by nature acquisitive beings and gold has always had a special allure. Gold. A fortune in gold. Buried somewhere in Jordan, where a stable once stood. It might be impossible to find. Then again, it might not. They’d left me with something, those three, which I knew would tantalise me, always have me wondering. Should one go, should one look, should one seek? Damn those three, theirs was a Christmas gift which would leave me frustrated for the rest of my life.
And I still hadn’t reached my destination!
Two vehicles whizzed by me, ignoring my outstretched thumb, their rears studded with Christmas lights. They disappeared into the same darkness as my three kings. I had a sudden urge to yell after them – and so I did – yet more in wry amusement than with any rancour.
‘Happy Christmas to all and to all a good night.’



















Monsters X 3
Chuck had just finished reading one of the many vampire novels from his uncle’s shelves of horror books. He seemed to be in a reflective mood and Alice wondered whether she ought to speak. Chuck’s temper was uncertain and she had interrupted his thinking before, with nasty results. Sometimes she wondered why she loved him so much, but then on occasion he could be generous and kind, when the mood was on him. Besides, she had no one else. Her father, mother and sister had all been killed in a car crash.
Finally, she decided to risk it.  ‘Chuck, what are you thinking?’
The blond-haired, blue-eyed young man with the face of Michelangelo’s ‘David’ turned to stare at her. Then he smiled. It was a sweet, cherubic smile with no malice behind it whatsoever. It warmed her heart.  They had met at college after he had given her just such a smile during a tutorial on William Blake’s ‘madness’.
‘Nothin’ much,’ he said.  ‘I was just wondering . . .’
Chuck and Alice were housesitting for Chuck’s uncle. They were on the deck – or what Alice would normally call a verandah. Down below them the waves were gently licking the shoreline with wet tongues.  There were the scents of lush foliage with hat-sized blossoms wafting over the house; and deep-seated damp smells of rain-soaked moss permeating through; and earthy-treebark odours drifting by.  Alice could hear the tree-frogs singing, the crickets chirruping and the occasional thrashing of a monitor lizard amongst dry leaves at the back of the garden.
Alice was sitting in a rattan chair letting the warm evening air stroke her skin. Chuck was at her feet, on a raffia rug, restlessly plucking at the waistband of his swimming shorts.
The house was just up from the beach on the Caribbean Island of St Vincent.  Chuck’s uncle had gone to live there after an early retirement. It was a pleasant island, with sandy beaches, rainforest and balmy nights. So far the pair of them had had a good time and had even managed to make some friends. There was a group of young people they met in the Diabolo Coffee Bar in the nearby town. Alice had drunk rum for the first time and though she had not liked the taste she was lucky, as Chuck had told her she should be, to be able to appreciate the experience.  They had been on long sandy-beach walks, enjoyed swimming in the blue sea, and generally had a relaxing lovely time.
‘What were you wondering, Chuck?’
He lay back on the deck of the house, his laced hands forming a cradle for the back of his head.
‘I was wondering what happens to a vampire if it doesn’t get human blood to drink.’
Alice thought about those vampire movies she had seen, and novels she had read, and she started wondering too.
‘Maybe it dies?’ she said, simply.
‘It can’t just die. It’s already dead. Or at least, it’s undead, which is something between the two, I guess. A vampire’s immortal, isn’t it? Unless it’s destroyed by fire or gets a stake through the heart. No, it won’t just die, like we do. It’ll be something pretty dramatic, you can bet on that.’
‘I suppose so.’
Suddenly Chuck sat upright and stared up at Alice.
‘Hey!’ he said. ‘I’ve got a great idea. How about we catch a vampire? Yeah. Let’s trap one and study it for ourselves. It’d be fun.’
‘Chuck,’ replied Alice, nervously. ‘You can’t catch vampires just like that. I mean, don’t they live in Eastern Europe? How would you do it?’
‘Stupid. One of the locals told me they have a variety of vampire here,’ he said. ‘A West Indian type. Vampires cover the world now. Don’t you read? They emigrated with our ancestors. They’re definitely in the southern states of USA – Mississippi, Georgia, Kentucky – and in South America too. Naturally there’s some here, on the Caribbean Islands too, looking for the blood of young virgins to drink. We could catch ourselves a real live – well, unlive – vampire, and watch what happens when it doesn’t get any blood to drink.’
‘Chuck – it’d starve.’
‘Yeah, but what happens when it starves, that’s what I’d like to know.’
His eyes were shining with enthusiasm. When Chuck became passionate about an idea there was no turning him from it.
‘How – how would we catch it?’
‘I’ve just thought of that,’ Chuck said, hugging his knees. ‘My uncle’s got a shark cage with his subaqua gear, in the shed at the back of the house where he keeps his boat. We could bolt the sections together and use the cage to trap the vampire. I’m pretty good with metalwork. I’ll make some barbs for the bottom ends of the bars.’
Alice was unsure about all this. It seemed a sudden and reckless scheme.
‘Isn’t a shark cage made to keep sharks out? To protect the swimmer inside the bars?’
‘Out – in – what difference does it make? We bait the trap and wait for the vampire. When it descends out of the sky to take the bait, we drop the cage on it.  Simple as that. Voila! We have our creature of the night.’
‘But,’ said Alice, ‘what do we use for bait . . .?’
Later that night, actually about two in the morning, Alice was lying spread-eagled under a large tree on the front lawn.  She looked down at her wan arms and legs, stark in the soft gentle moonlight of the tropical evening. Chuck had pricked her neck with a needle. There was a single drop of blood there, like a smooth, bright ruby, clinging to the pale skin of her throat.
Chuck was hidden behind the corner of the house with a release mechanism in his right hand.
‘Put your head back down – no, not like that – on one side,’ Chuck called softly. ‘Show the whiteness of your throat. Let it see the blood. If there’s one around, it’ll probably smell it.’
‘Shouldn’t I be a virgin?’ Alice called back, plaintively. ‘Don’t they go for virgins?’
‘Beggars can’t be choosers. They’d have died of hunger long ago if they only sucked the blood of virgins. Anyway, how can they tell from a distance? You just lie there looking like one.’
Alice lay there about an hour and a half staring up at the cage hidden amongst the leaves of the mango tree. She and Chuck had practiced the procedure for trapping the vampire. It was a dangerous operation, not only because they were dealing with a savage creature of the night, but also because if she were not quick enough she would be speared by the spikes on the bottom of the cage. Chuck had assured her he would not release the cage until she was well clear.
Now, however, her fears were more immediate. She was beginning to worry about creepy-crawlies in the grass.  She had already slapped at a few ants and there were spiders around the trees. Arachnid eyes glow in the dark and she could see a number of them.  If one of them came towards her she knew she would have to get up and run shrieking her head off.  Furthermore she was not sufficiently up on her Caribbean fauna to know whether there were any dangerous snakes on the island. In fact it would not have to be dangerous if it slid over her flesh. She would scream the neighbourhood down.
Nothing came that night.
Nor the next.
Or the next.
Three a.m. on Sunday, just when she was beginning to think about going to bed, something swift and neat descended out of the night sky. It was as if a piece of darkness about the size of a black swan had detached itself from the mass and whirled into a shape. There was a leathery sound and the stink of damp earth. The shape buffeted her and flapped on her breasts and abdomen. She had time to see large crackling wings, like those on a flying fox, and a fearsomely-intense face with bright intelligent eyes shining in the sockets. 
It was a handsome face, young and vivacious. The mouth was open as wide as an anaconda’s about to eat a pig, revealing white teeth with two long snake-like fangs.  She screamed high and loud, whipping her head away as the teeth bore down on her throat. As Chuck had taught her, Alice kicked out savagely and swiftly rolled away.
The cage came hurtling down, six long sprung-barbed spikes around its bottom which would flare once in the ground securing the cage to the earth.
It struck the earth, the spikes burying themselves deep in the clay, the barbs springing open like metal flowers blossoming. Inside the bars the small creature realized it had been trapped. It went into an insane rage immediately, like some hemmed wildcat. First it tore at the bars in a blur of fury. Then it began ripping at itself, trying to rip itself to pieces.
Alice was on all fours, staring at the creature open-mouthed. She was astonished at its terrible frenzy, as it threw itself this way and that, clawing at its own face, smashing itself against the bars, howling and shrieking and scoring the metal bars with its teeth.  It was a whirlwind of savage darkness, its movements so quick and vicious they were hardly visible to the naked eye. It seemed intent on self-destruction.
‘It’s just a child,’ she said. ‘Oh, Chuck, let it out.’
Then Chuck came running out of the shadows with his uncle’s gun. Chuck went right up to the bars, grinning all the while, and fired at the vampire. Uncle’s rifle was loaded with a stun dart, such as a zoo keeper might use on a wild animal. The dart hit the creature in its right eye. The child-vampire continued to thrash around for a while, then finally, exhausted, it began to slow in its movements..
‘What did you put in the dart?’ asked Alice.
‘Holy water. Took it from the church.’
The vampire was wailing and staggering from one side of the cage to the other, feebly striking the bars with its little fist.
Perspiration trickled down from Alice’s forehead and her face began to sting. She reached up and felt the place. After a minute or two she ran to the house and stared at her features in the hall mirror.
There some fine scratches visible. She stared at them, horrified, desperately praying there had been brambles where she had lain. Yet she knew there were none. Finally, she ran out to where Chuck was dragging the monster by its heels to the concrete boat house. She knew he intended to imprison the unholy beast in there, so that he could starve it of human blood. Chuck still insisted this was a valid experiment, to discover knowledge which no one had ever recorded. It could not be cruel, since the vampire was as supernatural creature: neither an animal nor a human being.  It had no rights, legal or moral. It preyed on mortals, sucked their blood and turned them into monsters and therefore was a disgusting non-entity, entitled to no consideration whatsoever.
‘Chuck’ she cried. ‘It bit me!’
Chuck dropped the heels of the creature, which looked surprising light now it was still. He studied her features intently.
‘That’s just a few nicks and scratches,’ he said inspecting her cheeks. ‘Probably from its claws.’
‘Will that – do anything to me?’
‘Nah – you’ll be fine.’
He went back to his task and Alice returned to the house. She was standing in the kitchen when Chuck came back. In his right hand was a pair of pliers. In his left was a bloody handkerchief. He held it under her nose for inspection. At first she did not recognize what nestled in the piece of cloth. Then she saw that it contained two ivory fangs, still with flesh hanging to the roots. Alice recoiled, revolted by the sight.
‘I pulled its teeth,’ grinned Chuck. ‘Can’t do any more damage now.’
‘That’s horrible,’ murmured Alice, feeling sick. ‘What did you do that for?’
Chuck shrugged. ‘I’ve made him safe. He’s a tame vampire now. It’s what those Indian snake charmers do. Pull the teeth of their cobras. Same thing.  I thought about blinding it, burning out its eyes, but drawing the fangs was a better idea.  It’s harmless.’
Alice shuddered. ‘If it’s so harmless, why not let it go?’
Chuck looked at her as if she were mad. ‘And what about my experiment?’
She did not reply.
~
Two weeks later the child-vampire was in a terrible state. It seemed to be wasting away, drying to a husk. It pleaded to be released.  It cried out for succour. It begged for a drink in its child-voice.
‘Yeah, we know what that means, don’t we?’ laughed Chuck.  ‘Well, friend, we haven’t got any succulent virgins’ blood for you, so you’ll just have to howl at the moon, won’t you.’
It was a horrible, slow withering of limbs and torso. Chuck seemed disappointed. He told Alice he had been expecting something a little more dramatic. The creature in the boathouse, which they observed through a porthole in the door, had at first been like a black shiny beetle, crisp and gleaming with oily colours. It had been totally dark except for its face and hands, which in contrast were a deathly white: a blanched body inside a dark carapace. As it began to die – or rather undie – it sunk in on itself. It became dull and listless, its movements lethargic.
Anyone, Alice thought, could see that it was fading away from despair. It was not just that it was being kept from its food – though that was probably the major reason for its distress – but the fact that it was imprisoned was also terrible to it. It wandered between the four walls constantly, never resting, like a panther in a zoo cage, as if hoping its horizons might expand any moment.
To Alice’s horror, Chuck took a pair of garden shears one day and snipped off one of the vampire’s fingers like a fresh carrot. He studied the severed end as if he were a tree surgeon looking at the rings of a freshly-cut tree trunk.
‘Same sort of circulation as we’ve got,’ he said, ‘going by this – ’spect the blood’s all dried up now.’
There came the day when it was just lying on the floor, staring up at the ceiling. It had a rattle in its throat. Chuck opened the door to the boathouse and cautiously went inside. Alice followed, a little warily. They looked at the monster and it looked back up at them. Its eyes held no hate or malice, nor any threat of menace. It simply stared, with a blank expression on its face. In that moment Alice felt terribly sorry for the creature. Yes, it was a monster which had not considered its victims either, but there was a form there, which could feel. Perhaps it did not feel emotions, in the way humans did, but it did feel pain. And it knew it was becoming nothing, being destroyed for ever and aye.  She expected it to crumble to dust.
‘I wonder where we’ll bury the remains,’ Chuck said, seriously. ‘I mean, we’d probably better put them in a churchyard – you know, consecrated ground – that way he’ll be trapped for eternity in a holy dungeon. That’ll stop the bastard getting out and wandering around again – just in case this isn’t a permanent condition . . .’
At that very moment. to the stunned astonishment of the watchers, the vampire suddenly exploded. Alice fell backwards, startled, as the muted sound buffeted her ears. Bits of darkness flew all over the place and the air was full of a yellowish dust which resembled mustard powder. It reminded her of the time when as a child she had kicked old puffballs in meadows. The fungi used to explode in the same way, filling the air with that dark-yellow foul-smelling powder.
Chuck started sneezing and coughing and backed out of the door of the boat house. Alice, her eyes streaming, followed.
‘Wow!’ cried Chuck, his eyes shining. ‘Did you see that?  It blew up. Now that was worth waiting for, wasn’t it? I knew there was supposed to be something dramatic about it. I just felt it in my bones. Jesus, that was something.’
‘What shall we do now?’ asked Alice.
‘Now? Nothin’. I mean, it’s hardly worth going round picking up all the bits, is it?  I know what I want to do. I’m going to catch another of the bastards. I want my friends to see this. Jesus, they would love it.’
Alice’s face hardened. ‘I’m not acting as bait for another one.’
Chuck looked at her with a wisp of anger in his features, then he shrugged and smiled. ‘OK, if you feel that way about it. I’ll do it on my own.’
A week later Alice began to feel some changes taking place in her body. Chuck had had no luck trying to catch another vampire. Alice had a headache and she began to feel sick, especially in the mornings.  At first she thought she was pregnant, but then realized her cravings, as they developed, were not normal. It was not figs or pickles that she longed for, but something far more sinister. When the ugly truth hit her, she of course went to Chuck, her lover and friend. Chuck was sitting in the green room, surrounded by pot plants of various shades and shapes. A massive palm tree grew from the middle of the floor and its trunk exited through a hole in the glass roof, over which its foliage hung like dank green hair.
‘Chuck,’ she cried, distressed beyond any nightmare, ‘I think I’m turning into a vampire.’
He looked up from the magazine with a startled expression on his face.
‘Don’t be stupid,’ he said. ‘What makes you think that?’
‘You remember those scratches on my cheeks? I think those were caused by the vampire’s fangs as I scrambled out of his grasp. I think he just scored my flesh. I – I have a need for blood – human blood. I’m beginning to want it badly. Chuck, what shall I do? Help me, baby.’
She reached forward imploringly and he jumped out of the chair he was sitting in with remarkable alacrity, leaping out of her reach.
‘Don’t touch me, honey,’ he said. ‘You – you don’t know how contagious it might be. I never realized you could become one, just like that. Are you sure you’re not just imagining this? Open your mouth. Let me see your teeth.’
Alice opened her jaws.
‘Jesus Christ,’ muttered Chuck, going a little pale.
‘What? What is it?’  Alice ran her tongue over her teeth and indeed, she could now feel the sharp points. ‘Oh, God!  What can I do?’
Chuck stared at her for a long time, then he spoke.
‘We mustn’t panic. Come into the bedroom a minute. I want to try something. It might work.’
‘What?’
‘Just follow me.’
He walked through the house and into their bedroom. She followed dutifully behind. He motioned for her to go to the en suite toilet and she did so. Chuck then swiftly ducked behind her and out of the room, slamming the door behind him. She heard him turning the key in the lock.
‘Where are you going?’ she screamed, trying the locked door, unable to turn the handle. ‘Chuck? Chuck?’
The light and extractor fan had come on automatically. She searched for a window. There was none.
~
‘My parents are paranoid about robbers,’ Chuck called, laughing. ‘You won’t find a way out of there. You’re trapped until I let you go. I’m off to get a Chinese take-out, while I decide what to do with you.’
‘Chuck, what are you going to do with me?’
He was silent for a long while before speaking.
‘I think I’ll get some friends round to watch you explode,’ he said, softly. ‘That’d be really wild.’
Alice moaned, her face against the door panel. ‘You can’t do this to me.’
‘Of course I can,’ he came back. ‘You don’t have any rights, legal or moral, any longer. You’re a monster, Alice. Monsters don’t have rights.’
‘Please, please Chuck, let me out. I’ll go away. I won’t bother you. Just let me out of here . . .’
‘No way. I want to see you explode like the kid-vampire. Sorry, honey, you’re one of the undead now. No one’s going to help you.’
She heard him walk through the house and slam the front door.
Alice went to the mirror in the bedroom to inspect her teeth and found she could not even see her reflection. It was as if she were not there at all. But instead of a feeling of self-pity welling up in her again, she became terribly angry. The motive force of her fury, which came from somewhere deep within her, surprised even herself. It was a rage that boiled up from some primeval source at the core of her being. It had not been there before, or she might have used it.  Now it filled her whole body with its energy. She felt an enormous strength growing in her limbs. The power of the vampire was now hers to command.
Going to the bedroom door, she inspected its panels. They were made of plywood. This was no shark cage made of toughened steel. This was merely a wooden door and not an exceptionally strong one at that. Chuck might have called her a monster, which was what she was, but he still thought of her as the insipid Alice, willing to do his bidding, cowering before his stern commands.  Well, she was still waxen and pallid looking, but she was not weak any longer.
With one swift hard punch her fist crashed through the plywood door panel. She put her arm through and reached the lock on the far side. Chuck had not left the key. So with several more of those iron punches, she destroyed the whole panel and crawled through to the other side.  Chuck would be back soon, with his precious Chinese meal. She wanted to be ready for him.
There was a small ledge above the front door. It was part of the door frame, barely an inch or so wide. Yet she found she could perch on this, one hand on the ceiling to support herself.  She held on with her with the long grisly talons which she discovered on her bare feet as well as on her hands, crouching there like some dark ugly gargoyle clinging to the side of a building.
There Alice waited, her eyes burning fiercely, her jaws wide, for her lover to return.
Shortly after positioning herself, she heard him coming down the gravel path. He was whistling to himself. She smelt the food he was carrying. Then the sound of the key in the lock and he entered below her.
Alice dropped onto his shoulders with a screech and sank her fangs into his jugular. He screamed in terror, his hands going to up prise her talons from his neck, but she would not budge. The take-out cartons instantly fell to splatter on the hall tiles.
Never mind, Alice thought, one of us is eating tonight.
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The Elf Killer
My tale begins in Blodmonath, the blood-month, when sacrifices of livestock are offered to the gods. Our king, Raedwald, was lying sick having been elf-shot by one of those spirit creatures which throng our mortal world unseen by human eye. They cluster round us, living their own lives and it is easy to offend them without meaning to, by treading on a precious wildflower, or kicking a sacred toadstool hidden by tall grasses. Anything and everything seems to upset the elfen, be they dun-elfen, feld-elfen or wudu-elfen. The mountains, fields and woods are full of the creatures and even kings are not safe from their invisible darts.
Thus it was that Raedwald lay in a bower, attended by his calm but inwardly anxious lady. I am told his brow was hot to the touch and his breath stale and noxious, coming quick from his mouth, and nothing the queen did would bring him back to his old self. Finally, after many sacrifices to Woden, Frith and Tiw she sent for two women of wicca whose scinn-cræft was said to be the most effective in the land. These two old crones then informed the queen that the elf who had pierced the king with his poisonous dart would have to be killed before the king could recover. An assassin needed to be found who was brave enough to walk amongst the elfen and demons of our shared world.
‘Sherwyn,’ called a neighbour of mine from the frost-bitten slice of land I called my garden, ‘you are wanted.’
I had been roused from a deep sleep in which I was dreaming of a soft-skinned wife who lay with me in willingness.
‘Who wants me?’ I grumbled, reaching for the wolf-coat that had slipped from my breast in the night.
‘Wulfgar, Ramm and Fyren.’
I sat up quickly, my heart beating faster now. These were hearth-companions of the king, wearers of the king’s armrings. One could not keep theigns waiting if one wanted to stay healthy. Warriors had no need to wait for you to be elf-shot. They would pull out your arms and legs as they might take apart a chicken at supper. I rose hurriedly and splashed some cold water on my face before trudging out onto the stone-hard ground outside my hut. Galan was waiting for me, a grin on his face.
We have never liked each other, Galan and me – not since I stole one of his cabbages in an attempt to impress a girl who thought me a coward. He was a much older man, carrying twice my years on his shoulders. I’m told he has a very pretty daughter, but I’ve never seen her since he keeps her with relatives in a distant village. The men in the king’s village tend to be brutish, oafish warriors with heavy statures and small brains. Girls flock around such men of course, leaving none for the poets like me: thin, weedy-looking fellows who scrape a living with heroic words. I have long given up the hope that I shall find a wife to love me for who and what I am. Women need protectors, be they blood-thirsty morons or no: husbands that other wives admire and dream of luring to their beds.
‘I think you’re in for it now, young man,’ Galan murmured as he led the way through the hoary grasses. ‘They seem very angry to me.’
‘Everyone seems angry to you,’ I replied, ‘because they are – you make people annoyed. Your features are enough to send anyone into a rage, with ugly lines, big nose and hairless head.’
Though he touched his high forehead without thinking, the smile did not leave his face. Galan was happy. He believed I was in trouble and nothing I could say would damage his merry mood. The day had started well for him and he intended to keep it going in the same direction.
When we reached the Great Hall, Galan went in ahead of me, calling to the three theigns who stood in its centre.
‘Here he is, Sherwyn. I’ve brought him to you.’
Ramm, muscular and thick-bodied as the animal after which he was named, growled at Galan. ‘So what do you want, a gold coin?’
Galan went a little pale. ‘No, but I would like to stay and watch.’
Fyren, the one with the wicked eyes, peered at Galan through terrible slits. ‘What do you expect to see, big-nose? A man being eaten? Be off with you, before I cut that offensive organ from your face.’
Once my neighbour had scuttled out of the Great Hall and I was alone with the king’s three hearth-companions, it was Wulfgar, the wild one, who spoke to me. His voice had an unusually soft tone, for I was used to hearing him bellow across the fields, as if he pitied me for some reason. I waited, hardly listening to his words, my legs trembling with the fright that now overtook my being, wondering at my fate in the hands of these great warriors. Then I heard the word ‘assassin’ and I suddenly began to pay attention to his speech.
‘You want me to kill someone?’ I said, surprised. ‘Me?’
Fyren grunted. ‘Are you an idiot?’
‘I’m not sure,’ I replied, seeing a way out of my troubles. ‘I could very well be – my mother thought me so.’
Ramm was more patient. ‘Why don’t you listen, instead of shaking in your sandals. You have been chosen. You are to enter into the spirit-world that surrounds us,’ he made a quick protective sign with his fingers as his keen eyes scanned the shadows in the corners of the room, ‘and discover the elf who has caused our king to fall sick. When you find this being, you are to kill it.’
‘What?’ I cried, thoroughly scared now. ‘Why me?’
‘Your name means “quick as the wind” which the assassin will have to be, to escape the elfen once they discover a mortal has murdered one of their number.’
My thoughts ploughed desperate furrows in my head. I am known for my quick wit, not my quick feet. I could not outrun a pregnant sow, let alone the silver-swift spirits of the otherworld.
‘But why not a famous warrior?’ I suggested, in panic. ‘One of you? You have the courage of wild horses. You have the strength of oxen. You are great fighters, festooned with honour. Surely this is work for a man with a heart as big and fiery as the sun. I am what I am, a . . .’
Wulfgar interrupted me, with, ‘You’re a weasel, that’s what you are, and that’s what we need. You are a lean, sly, wispy fellow who can sneak into another world and slip out again without being noticed. Yes, yes, a weasely creature with the grey eyes and brain of a wolf. You’ll do as you’re told. You will find a way to enter into the realm of the elfen and there you will discover the one which laid our king on his sickbed. Now go – and if I see your head in the village after two moons have come and gone, I will remove it from your shoulders with this.’
He unsheathed his beautiful sword with a high metallic ring. I stared at the wavy pattern on the blade: at the glistering edge along which the light from the fire-flames danced. That blade could shave a leaf of grass in two with a whispering stroke. It would sever the head from my body with one simple, easy sweep. I swallowed hard, gritted my teeth, and nodded to the king’s hearth-companions.
‘You can rely on me,’ I said, summoning a confident tone from somewhere deep in my belly. ‘I shall do your bidding with pride. The elf will be dead within by the end of the month or, no need to seek me out, I shall offer my own head to your swords.’
‘That’s more like it,’ grunted Wulfgar, sheathing his weapon. ‘Now go,’ his voice had gone soft again and I knew why – he did not expect to see me ever again and sympathised with my fate, ‘and may Woden be your guide and companion.’
I left the Great Hall, not without first hearing Ramm say to Fyren, ‘Some hopes for that – Woden has better things to do than worry about weasels.’
My first thought, after coming out into the clean, smokeless air of a coming winter, was where I could run to? My sister had married a man in a village much further along the river. I could steal a boat and beg her to take me in, hide me. My sister had always loved me – yet – yet her husband hated my guts. There was no way he would let me stay on his small holding. He would give me up as soon as whistle.
No, that would not serve.
What about running away on foot? I could pack a bag and take flight across the countryside: go out into the wilderness that lay beyond the villages. I could hide myself up on some mountain retreat, in the marshes between the two rivers, down between the peat hags of a lonely moor. Yet winter was coming on, the world out there was full of desperate men, bandits who would kill a traveller as soon as say ‘Good day’. Then, if the robbers and wild men did not get me during the day, the wolves or bears certainly would have a go at night. I knew that if I ventured out into the wider world, I would not last a week.
‘I shall have to go and see the twins,’ I said to myself, glumly, ‘and see if they can help me.’
Bearrocscir and Beomia were the two witches who had ministered to the king’s illness. I knew what had happened. The twins had failed to cure the king of his sickness and so had invented a tale about killing the elf who was responsible. It was them who had got me into this mess in the first place, so they were not at all sympathetic to the idea that I run away and hide myself until the king somehow got better.
‘You have to kill the elf,’ said Bearrocscir, firmly.
‘Destroy the little dart-thrower,’ confirmed Beomia.
‘It’s in the runes,’ said Bearrocscir.
‘Definitely,’ confirmed Beomia.
I think I whined at that point and the twins looked at each other and shook their heads, probably not in pity, but in contempt.
‘Look,’ I said, ‘supposing I do take on this task . . .’
‘Which you have to do,’ they chorused.
‘. . . how do I get into the otherworld? How is a mortal like me, a mere man, able to see the elfen?’
‘You need to eat the five hearts of five different beasts,’ answered Bearrocscir.
‘Shrew, water vole, hedgehog, badger and fox,’ added Beomia.
I shuddered. ‘Can I cook them first?’ I asked, without much hope of a reply in the affirmative.
The two sisters raised their eyes to the ceiling in unison.
‘Of course you can,’ replied Bearrocscir. ‘Who in their right mind would want to eat raw animal hearts?’
‘And is that it? Nothing more?’
‘Of course there’s more,’ said Beomia, irritably. ‘There’s the charm. You must intone the following prior to eating each heart:
~
Out, worms, where you five wormlets crawl,
out from the flesh of the beasts where you sprawl;
 devour the tongue, and each lung, the liver, the all;
eat the skin from my bones, chew the bones where they fall,
so nothing is left but my invisible sawle.’
~
I marvelled at the poor quality of the cadence and metre of this so-called charm, but I suppose it said what it had to say.
‘Well,’ I murmured, sighing, ‘I suppose I have little choice but to try your magic arts. How do I get back again, when I want to return?’
Beomia said, ‘You must cover your face with cow dung and eat five toadstools – red crack, birch bolete, slippery jack, spike-cap and Caesar’s mushroom.’ And she gave me another charm to chant.
I left the twins thinking that when their attempts at enchantment failed I could go to the theigns and blame the witches.
I spent the next day, first trying to trap the creatures whose hearts I needed, but – being unsuccessful – I had to pay an expert hunter to get them for me. I am not a rich man, far from it, and my whole life’s savings went in one single day. Still, at the end of forty-eight hours Eoforhild had the three of the hearts I needed (I managed to catch a water vole and a hedgehog myself) and I had cooked them ready to eat. Before each meal, the shrew’s heart being very much less than a mouthful of course, I intoned the charm. Things seemed to be going well enough – the meat itself was quite delicous – until I finally ate the last of the organs, the heart of the fox, and then a strange feeling came over me.
I felt something surge through me, like a rush of wind, which soon became stronger and more like a torrent of water. Already sitting, I toppled from the stool and fell to the floor. There the dread sensations continued to attack. I did not so much as close my eyes, but found a darkness overcame them. Colours began swirling through my brain and bright flashes of lightning filled my head. I think I must have screamed for shortly afterwards I heard the voice of Galan, as if coming from a long way off, calling to me, asking me if I was ill. Then I lost consciousness completely and a certain peace descended upon my sawle, leaving me to simply lie there my body a weight upon the earthen floor.
When I woke, Galan was still there, but his eyes were wide and staring, and he was crying, ‘Where are you, neighbour?’ over and over again.
‘I’m here,’ I said. ‘Down here, at your feet.’
He paid no heed to my words and continued to look around the room, staring wildly into the corners, continually asking where I had gone. Finally, after a good while, he ran out of the hut. I was glad to see him go, because his shouts were beginning to irritate me. A man of words like me has ears that are sensitive to useless repetition.
I staggered to the open doorway of my dwelling. Staring outside, I could see Galan running across a meadow, raising small bouquets of frost with his big, clumsy feet. There were villagers out there too, going about their business, but both Galan and my other neighbours appeared to be insubstantial beings with no solid form to them.
In contrast to those empty-looking humans there were creatures whp sparkled and glinted with a silvery light. They were beautiful, these curious beings, of mortal shape and size, but delicate-looking and with light, fiery feet. They seemed to dance over the ground, rather than walk on it, their footprints showing only as the shallowest of dints. I gasped at what I saw, for this was surely new to mortal eyes. This shining place hurt my eyes with its brightness. There were no clouds in the sky, only a soft-blue upturned bowl that covered earth. The sun was a gentle golden orb that rested on the treetops of the forest. The frost was there too, but without the bitter cold wind of an Angles’ winter. Instead, a cool breeze caressed my cheeks, lifting a lock of my hair to brush my brow.
There is the Up World, where Woden and the gods reside. There is the Dead World, home of our ancestors. Then there is the Around World, where we and the elfen and other beings live. I was still in the Around World, but I had breached an invisible barrier and found myself amongst the elfen and their kind. Now I was expected to take the bow and quiver of arrows that hung on my wall and go out and seek the elf who had brought our king to his present state of ill health. With a heavy heart and dread of my own death, I did so, slinging the quiver over my left shoulder and grasping my father’s weapon. Oh, I had skill with such a weapon all right, but I had only ever killed wild game my arrows. I had never used them against another mortal, or indeed, elf.
All that day I trudged over hill and dale, seeking I knew not what. How was I supposed to know which of these wonderful creatures was responsible for the crime? None of them looked capable of harm, though I did see one or two stealing milk from mortals’ churns and licking the blocks of butter which rested on market stalls. They took little notice of me, except to glance sideways as I passed them by. No one accosted me or asked what I was doing there. They seemed completely uninterested in my presence, which filled me with both surprise and relief. I grew bolder as the day grew longer and towards evening approached maiden.
‘Excuse me,’ I said. ‘I wonder if you could help me.’
Having stopped her and stared into her eyes, I was then stunned by her beauty and grace. She was without question the most exquisite girl I had ever had the fortune to encounter. Her eyes were flecked with gold. Her lips looked as soft as pink mushroom vanes. Her hair hung long in silvery, dazzling tresses down her back and over her shoulders. A madness came upon me and without thinking of the consequences, purely instinctively, I leaned forward and gently kissed those silken lips.
Stepping back, horrified by my own actions, I expected her to scream and call for assistance from her kind. I readied myself for a furious onslaught of elfen. Instead, what came out of her mouth were not recriminations, but protestations of love.
‘I adore you,’ she said, smiling into my face. ‘You are mine.’
I was completely disarmed and without speech for a moment, but she took my hand and started to lead me to the forest.
Then I came to my senses. ‘What’s this?’ I cried. ‘Are you taking me to my death? Do you have brothers, cousins, an irate father hiding in the woods, ready to cut me to pieces.’
‘No,’ came the gentle reply, ‘only a bed of moss.’
I remained astounded. ‘But – but do you not find me ugly?’
She cocked her head to one side, looking at me through quizzical eyes.
‘Many mortal men are unattractive,’ she said at last, ‘being bulky and awkward, with the physical strength and girth of wild boars. They blunder through the world, knocking things down, their vasty thighs banging against each other, their hefty arms hanging like butchered meat from hooks. But you? You are not one of those. You have the shape and nature of an elf. You are slender and elegant in form. Your speech is refined and temperate. I find you very attractive indeed.’
And so it was that Linette and I became lovers, prancing around the forest like young fauns, laughing at the silliest of things, delighting in each other’s company, filling our time with passion and frivolity, with nothing to fear and no thought of a dark future. I blessed those two witches, Bearrocscir and Beomia, the twins who had been responsible for sending me to this otherworld. They had sent me to a heaven denied other mortals. If they themselves knew what it was like, they would be eating the five hearts for their suppers, singing the magical rhyme that lifts a mortal from the earth and places them amongst the elfen.
A day with the elfen was like a year amongst the mortals. How pleasant and joyous it was to go out on a hunt with the male elfen, who rode their shoeless horses without saddle or reins. We cantered and galloped over leas and through the forest, our arrows miraculously finding their targets every time. These marvellous creatures were so lithe and graceful in their movements, leaping from the ground onto the backs of their mounts, their silver forms shimmering in the sunlight. Their voices sang out over pastures with the sweet notes of small handbells. We forded brook and stream, charged through spinneys sending the rooks up in black clouds, thundered over turfy mounds, thoroughly breathless at the end of our rides, but gloriously happy.
At night, I lay with my Linette, whose enchanting ways of making love opened previously closed doors of my mind. I had not imagined the act of love could be so pleasurable. Not only were our bodies locked in a passionate embrace, our spirits mingled and fused, fulfilling an even deeper desire in giving the soul delight as well as the body.
I saw my old villagers every day, working away at their mundane chores, the women scrubbing clothes and cooking and toiling in the fields, the men going off to hunt or to some pointless war which they believed to be a glorious occupation. Galan was there, tending vegetables that were more often eaten by slugs and snails than he or his wife. There were men and women digging trenches to keep the rain from flooding their dwellings. There were children playing in the mud and feeding the pigs, gathering filth as they did years. Rats and lice and bedbugs were the mortal’s companions at night and backbreaking work, like the ploughing and harvesting, was their reward in the day.
Yet – yet there was something noble about the way mortals struggled through life, often without complaint. The elfen I lived among now were, it had to be said, insipid. Were I still a poet it would be the travails and labouring of the mortal world which would attract me to the pen, not the effortless life of the beautiful elfen creatures.
So I stayed a while, not yet willing to wake on the cold hill’s side without my beloved elf beside me.
Then one day I saw an elf with a fiendish smile on his face spitefully throw a dart at a passing mortal who had done nothing wrong. I had witnessed such things several times while in elf-land, but before this had been too obsessed with my new love to question it. Yet now, I was upset by the act and wondered about this animosity from the elfen.
‘Why did he do that?’ I asked my beloved. ‘What harm was the mortal doing?’
She shrugged her slim white shoulders.
‘Who knows? Perhaps he annoyed a bee.’
And so it was as simple as that. A man or woman might inadvertently brush against a rose and cause great offence in the world of the elfen. No mortal could possibly guard against all such transgressions. They are minor accidents of which they are not even aware.
The incident made me go to the bower of my king and look down upon him in his sick bed. I was overwhelmed with pity. Here was a man, a great man, laid low most probably for a tiny fault against nature. As a man this aroused indignation in my breast. Who were these beings, these idle silver-fish of otherworld, to rob us of our lord? I returned to my beloved and demanded to know who had shot my king.
She did not know. No one could know.
‘Then how can we cure him? You must know that?’
‘A kiss would do it,’ she told me. ‘A kiss from an elf.’
I thought about this, then asked, ‘Would you do it for me?’ Surely a kiss from those sweet lips would cure a king of his affliction?
‘There is danger in such an action.’
‘What?’ I asked. ‘How is there danger?’
She took both of my hands and her heartshaped face tilted upwards as she stared into my eyes.
‘If a kiss is exchanged between a mortal and an elf, they must fall in love with one other. This is what happened between you and me, my dear one. If I kiss the king he will recover, but I will fall for him and pine until eternity ends for a love which can never be mine. The king is in his life and I am in mine, and he will never know me.’
The choice was a terrible one. If the king was not to die, I would lose Linette, who in turn would spend forever mourning an unrequited love. The king, though well, would be in love with a ghost in his heart. We would all three have to suffer for all our days. Yet how could I let my lord’s people down? How could I, knowing there was a way to save him, simply send him to his grave? In the end, I could not, and begged my beloved Linette to perform the kiss which would restore a sovereign lord to the people who treasured and needed him. And because of the feelings she held for me, she did as she was asked, though tears of silver flowed down her cheeks and filled my heart with unbearable sorrow.
I left her, sitting by the king’s bed, looking down on him as the colour came back to his complexion and his eyes cleared.
~
When I returned to my village I was greeted as a hero. I had killed the elf who had made the king sick. The theigns treated me almost like a real person and the king was so grateful he presented me with a bronze armring. I am told that after his illness he often woke at night with a strange feeling and told his theigns he had the eerie sense that he was being watched over by some benign spirit. He believed it was one of his ancestors, there to protect him from further harm. He also called me one evening and asked me to write a poem for him. He looked melancholy, as though his soul was aimlessly drifting on a sea of wishes.
‘I want it to be about yearning,’ he said in a sad tone. ‘A poem that touches on an empty feeling that never seems to go away. Your words must express a deep and uncontrollable desire of the heart which it cannot name or indeed even imagine what would satisfy it. Verses about something that has been lost and will never be found again . . .’
It was easy for me to write such a poem, since my own heart felt the same emptiness and hunger for that which I had relinquished.
When I met the twin witches on a path through the forest one day, they asked me if I had followed their orders to the letter.
‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘The animal hearts and the toadstools.’
‘Yes, but what about the cow pat?’ enquired Bearrocscir. ‘Did you smear it over your face?’
‘Most definitely,’ I answered.
It was only when they were some way down the path and I heard their shrieks of laughter that I realised I had been duped.
On an evening in Guili, the Yule month, I visited the house of my neighbour, Galan. When he opened his door I presented him with a tray of good winter cabbages.
‘For you,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry I stole your vegetables. It was wrong of me. It will not happen again.’
He looked me up and down, his eye finally resting on the armring, given me by King Raedwald.
‘That’s all right,’ he said, taking the tray. ‘All’s well now. Why don’t you come in and eat with us? My daughter, Wilona, is visiting for a few days. We have been speaking of your recent success. And Wilona has just mentioned that she’s very fond of your poetry . . .’






















On The Eyelids Of A Wolf
King Penda of the Mercian Angles paced his great hall, calling for the attention of those warriors and princes subservient to his bidding. Sturdy, dark-haired and narrow-eyed, Penda was a brute figure of a man. Like all Anglo-Saxon kings he knew he was directly descended from the great god Woden, from whom he derived his spiritual power. That puissance was, and had for some time, been threatened by a sickness called Christianity, which had spread throughout the many kingdoms of Britain. Where he found it, and when he could, Penda stamped on this illness of the mind. It disgusted him. He despised other kings for turning their backs on the true gods of the Angles, Saxons and Jutes. Could Christians trace their ancestry back to a warrior god? No, for Christ was a man of lands in the East, a pacifist who was born and lived in regions where effeminate oriental rulers held sway.
Many had tried to turn the warrior-king Penda, a marcher-lord whose borders were ever-expanding, and convert him to this mild religion which preached peace. But were he to become one of these Christians, he would have to forsake his ancestors, to deny that as a king he was a descendant of Woden. He would have to deny Woden himself, God of the Dead and the gallows; God of Magic and Wisdom; High King and Master of the Runes – but, above all, Lord of the Wild Hunt. The god who rode his wondrous eight-legged stallion, wielding his ash-shafted spear, chasing the great boar across the dawn skies.
‘They call me a pagan,’ he said to Aedan, the witchkiller, theign of a subkingdom of 5,000 hides. ‘What is that supposed to mean? They use it as some kind of insult, but all it means is that I am clean of this plague which has swept over the hills and valleys of our island.’
Aedan nodded. He knew what was bothering the armring-giver, his king.
‘You will go to war against Oswald of Bernicia?’
‘I shall unleash my warriors, those that others call slaughter-wolves. North Umbria is mine by right of conquest. Did I not defeat Oswald’s uncle, Edwin? How many of these Bernician and Deiran kings do I have to kill, before they let me claim what I have earned by right of might? You destroy one and another flies up in his place like a sparrow. Where is my hearth-brother, Raedwald, King of the Eastern Angles? The Wuffing clan were like me, followers of our divine ancestor . . .’
One of Penda’s gesiths muttered, ‘Not so much him, as his wife.’
Penda’s head came up. ‘What was that?’
‘My lord, I said that life has long since left his bone-vessel – you remember he died over eight years ago? – though his wife is still of our belief.’
‘His wife? What have women got to do with anything? I am talking of these Christians – the West Saxons, the East Saxons, the South Saxons, the Jutes of Kent – all have succumbed to this dread sickness which robs great rulers of their manhood, which creeps over their spirits like the spreading ink of darkness and saps the armring-giver of his desire for battle.’ He stopped pacing and glowered at his gesiths as they waited for his commands. ‘This time I shall crush the Bernicians without the help of those pale spear-bearers from Wales, for I have heard that Oswald has defeated my Celtic ally Cadwallon and put him to the sword. Well, we shall see who falls under the sword in the next battle!’
A great cheer echoed around the hall.
‘We shall hang the heath-walker Oswald from the gallows and Woden’s guileful birds shall pick out his eyes. Woden’s ravenous beasts shall devour his liver. Watch for the full moon tonight and you shall see a brace of ravens cross its face. Listen beyond the middle hour and you will hear two wolves howling deep in the darkness. These will be the very beasts who will feast upon the sword-hating Oswald’s corpse as it hangs on the gibbet. I swear this will come to pass, just as sure as the sky is made of stone.’
Another cheer, which brought the kitchen boys running, to see what sport was playing in the great hall. They were booted back to their pots and pans, their hanging hams and basting boar. There they informed the scullery maids that they were going to war with their master and king, the great Penda of Mercia. Why? asked the girls, you are no Mercians, but Hwicca slaves and Celtic boys stolen from Gwynedd. The boys replied that being part of the spear-rush and shield-wall is better than scrubbing mud off turnips, for you get to stick blades in men instead of rabbits’ guts. You will all be sorry, prophesised the scullery maids, when your heads are dangling from the spears of the North Umbrian Angles.
That night, after returning from a hunt, during which they had chased the prancing deer over mossy slopes, and stopped to spear salmon that leapt for the marble sky, Penda’s warrior-priests fried the intestines of a mute swan in a copper pan and found that the signs for war were good. The serpent Nithogg would soon be sucking the blood of the slain upon the battlefield. The terrible Hall of Cowards, whose doors faced the cold north, its walls made of serpents woven together like wickerwork, would be spewing their venom upon the souls of those who turn from the fighting and desert their lords, while heroes and brave men would be winging their way to Waelheall, which has a ceiling of golden shields, and whose halls have more than six-hundred-and-forty doors, there to feast on Saehrimnir, the great boar who comes back to life every morning so that he can be hunted again and again, and his flesh feed the warriors who died with swords in their hands.
In the middle of the night, Penda sent for a sorcerer who had come down from Pictland to earn his keep amongst the Anglo-Saxons.
‘How can I ensure I keep my life-dwelling forever?’ asked Penda. ‘If you have no answer for me, I’ll cut out your heart and feed it to the dogs.’
The sorcerer was quite used to such threats, quite used to being asked one of three common questions, quite used to being roused in the small hours by a brooding king about to go to war.
‘I have been told,’ said the wizard, ‘that the secret of everlasting life lies not with the alchemists and their stone, but is written inside the eyelids of a wolf.’
Penda, sitting on his carved wooden throne, leaned forward.
‘Ah! Good. And where can I find this marvellous beast?’
‘He roams the forest pale at night, in the time when ice covers the world of earth. You must track him down and read his secret. There are those who have caught him and have read the runes. They now dwell amongst us, ancient as the hills, old as the crags. They have seen the giants who built the stone houses at Lundenwic and Ellendun. They have kissed the cheeks of our ancestors and drunk the mead of gods.’
‘That’s what I want,’ cried Penda. ‘When this war is done, and winter comes, I will send out a hunting party.’ He paused, then asked, ‘But how will I know this wolf from any other? Does he have special markings? Or eyes of fire? Or fangs of gold or silver?’
‘His cowl is the dark blue-grey of slate and he is much larger than any common wolf.’
The sorcerer then bowed his head and left the royal presence, determined to be long gone from the kingdom when Lord Penda returned. He thought Eoghanact or Connachta, across the sea to the west, might be a good place to go. He might pause in Powys or Dyfed on the way, but even beyond Offa’s dyke was not out of range of the powerful ruler’s long merciless arm and he knew he would be wise to continue going west to the island of mist and mizzle beyond. Penda was not a king to play games with. He had taken the kingdoms of Wessex and East Anglia to task and had killed their kings Sigeberht and Anna. Later had driven King Cenwalh from his West Saxon throne. Then Edwin of Bernicia had fallen under his sword. Penda was a savage and indurate warrior who would squash a wizard sooner than a garden slug.
The following day King Penda set out to teach Oswald a lesson. The kings of Dal Riata and Pictland might recognise Oswald’s supremacy, but not Penda. Penda was the scourge of Bernicia and any upstart ruler of that kingdom who had ambitions, especially if he was a Christian, had to deal with the force and might of Penda
~
The army is led by a regiment of foul witches, whose snarled and sagging paps are protected by breastplates fashioned from human pelvises and whose bony hips are padded with badger-skin. Following these scrawny grey-haired hags are cohorts of slave-warriors from Dumnonia: stalwarts from the south west with long straw-coloured hair and drawn-out vowels. Then the limb-weary conscripts from the tiny midland kingdom of Lindsey, whose bumbling, overwrought ruler had once been a cook in the wine-halls of King Cynegils of Wessex, and who longed for those glee-bough days to return, when he was praised for his goose pies by a regent with a discerning palate.
Finally the main army of wealth-greedy Mercians, tramping on foot, or riding tough little curly-maned ponies, led by their king-warlord. They carry leather shields three-feet in diameter, mounted with a central boss. The shields are inlaid with copper and silver ornamentation: magical birds shapes, such as hawks and falcons; enchanted animals, like the fox, the wolf, the dragon; bewitching reptiles in the form of snakes and lizards. They are for the most part armed with throwing spears, war axes and dagger-swords they call seaxes, but the gesiths, the king-warlord’s hearth companions, wield a magnificent long sword. These swords are imbibed with mystical power, covered in gold trappings, and have a blade so strong and sharp it will in an instance slice through a man from the crown of his head to his tender crotch, splitting him in two halves, each half with one ear and one eye, a single leg and an arm – but only on the left section, a bared heart still pumping.
In front, and on the flanks, and bringing up the rear, are the military musicians: hell-fiends howling on horns, bellowing on trumpets, whirling their bullroarers, clashing their cymbals and beating their drums. Such a terrible sound they make, a cacophony of noise, that a sea of wildlife flees before them: terrified rabbits, weasels, stoats, badgers, rats, voles, mice – and wheeling and swooping above, the wild land birds. Evil dwarves and fairies too, are cowering in hollow trunks. Marsh demons and forest phantoms hide under their own shadows. In their peat-hag lairs the ogres of bog and swamp believe the sky is falling down.
King Oswald, Christian ruler of the Bernicians and Deirans, has been told by envoys and his own spies that Penda is coming. Oswald, nephew of the slain King Edwin, waits for his enemy on a high curving field of flowing grass. God is on the side of Oswald, who is His servant and follower. Oswald has spoken to his men, who have big hearts and steadfast spirits. Oswald too is a ruthless king, who has taken the lives of subjects and enemies without compunction, but he has had his moments of justness and fairness: moments which have escaped his enemy.
Still, they are much alike, these two kings, one fighting under old gods, the other for a new one. They each believed in their right to rule, they both desired empire, they both hated each other with equal venom.
At noon, the slaughter-place is found. The dark-haired hordes of Penda hurl themselves into the battle-hedge of the realm of Bernicia. The toothless, horrible heads of witches roll in the grass, staining green to red. The hapless vanguards of slave-warriors from both sides batter each other’s shields without enthusiasm and fall over easily, closing their eyes in a pretence of death. The conscripts from neighbouring kingdoms whirl their slingshots and fire their arrows, then scatter like field mice.
Grooms and squires still run by their mounted lords, brushing and combing last-minute touches to the sheen of a stallion’s flank, or replaiting the fine blonde tail of a high-stepping mare. Stewards are retrieving precious wine goblets from the hands of their householders. Servants are taking cumbersome cloaks from the backs of their masters.
Warriors come together. Swords bite with iron edges on thin helmets. Shields crack together. Spears pierce neck and naval, breast and belly, and enter the backs of running cowards. Battleaxe blades swoop like swallows to lop off ears and noses, split skulls in various places, lop off hands, and legs. Daggers, those secret, cryptic weapons, surreptitiously enter spleens. Expressions of utter surprise and horror appear on the faces of those who slip to the ground, dying.
Penda the pagan, solidly backed and flanked by his hearth-companions, hacks his way contemptuously through a human wall of Oswald’s gesiths and when he reaches the Christian king, drives his great sword through the Bernician’s heart.
‘Where is your Christ at this moment?’ cries the triumphant Penda, the reeking blood running down his puissant blade. ‘Where is this lover of the meek and humble?’
‘I am with him now,’ sighs Oswald, and dies.
~
Penda took a number of North Umbrian slaves and hostages, slaughtered those of the Bernicians who had not the forethought to vacate the battlefield once the day was lost, and set off home. On the way back the night was full of portents and omens in the shape of bright gems which slid across the stone sky. The one remaining witch interpreted these signs as foretelling good, rather than evil, for the conquering king. Penda took Oswald’s body with him and once back in Mercia ritually dismembered the corpse, tearing the limbs from their sockets with teams of horses, and cutting through the neck with a woodman’s axe. Men, even kings, not buried whole with weapon to hand, and other accoutrements and trappings, would find a difficult to tackle the monsters of the Otherworld.
The head and limbs were hung like trophies from the branches of an oak, an offering to Woden as the Hanging God of the Gallows. Oswald’s right hand still held his sword, his finger-grip proving impossible to unclench, and the blade was left dangling on the end of the severed arm. The night winds blew through the cords that held Oswald’s remains and sang songs of lament. Penda grew angry on hearing the wind’s dirge, since he did not believe Oswald deserved the sorrow of the elements. He cursed the wind for its compassion. The wind’s answer was to increase in volume and is songs hummed and thrummed through the ropes, growing louder and louder. To escape this outrage Penda went on a hunt for boar deep in the forest, out of earshot.
The hunt found a great boar, a brute with a mane as black as charcoal and eyes like flints. They chased it through the brush with wild cries and excited yells, cornering it under the dark greenness of a live oak. Orodin, the broadaxe-wielder, suggested they leave this strong giant to father more wild pigs, but Penda would hear none of it. He ordered the beast to be slaughtered, driving the first lance home himself.
‘We hunt to kill,’ he said. ‘Only a lordless weakling returns to camp without bloodied hands.’
Penda then returned to camp, strangely exhausted.
The wind had abated and an eerie silence hovered about the remains of Oswald. Penda brooded, staring at his erstwhile enemy, then shrugged and went to his bed. He camped near to the hanging tree for several days, resting his body, spirit and mind.
At the end of the first day, Oswald’s sword arm disappeared.
On the second day the left arm vanished.
On the third day the head went missing.
The fourth day saw the loss of the right leg.
Finally, at the going down of the sun on the fifth day, the tree was empty of the last of Oswald’s body parts.
Penda, having rested, left his tent in a great fury, threatening to boil the thief in a vat of pig lard. He was certain, he said, that one of the Bernician hostages must have stolen back their king. But severe torture, normally quite effective, resulted only the death of the victim. No further information was forthcoming. There was a rumour in the camp that Oswald’s god had put him back together again. He was a corpse, it was true, but he was whole and a kind of other-life was in him. Someone had seen him, walking the ridge above the camp, pointing a rotting finger at Penda’s tent, and mouthing a curse. The witness had heard no words, but had the feeling that the warlord Penda was to be haunted for the rest of his days by the king he had slain upon the grassy hill.
‘They say,’ Aedan told his lord, ‘that this Christ-god is able to raise men from the dead.’
King Penda brooded on this suggestion.
He remained at the site for a second week, hoping either to find the body parts, or for them to reappear in some way. When each day came to an end, a disguised Penda would prowl the camp, the ash-wood spear of a common warrior in hand, walking from fire to fire, hoping to catch some piece of unguarded talk. He was still convinced that someone – a rival to his kingship, or one of the enemy hostages – was responsible for this theft from the hanging tree. But he heard nothing, only the mindless chatter of his shield-bearers and their camp followers.
When he was in the proximity of a campfire he smelt the ash and woodsmoke and bubbling sap, but back in his own tent there was a peculiar stench of rotting meat overriding all the other smells of a camped army: odours from the latrines and the stink of man and horse sweat.
Penda was convinced he could smell decaying flesh.
Twice during the third night he rushed out of his tent, frightening his faithful body-servant, as the flesh-stink overpowered him during his fitful dozing. His half-asleep guards were startled into leaping to attention, as he blundered through the tent flaps, then peered into the darkness, wondering whether there was a corpse out there wandering between the tents. Still there was no clue as to the source of the smell of putrefaction. His sword-bearers all proclaimed their innocence, though every seventh man was soundly whipped with willow wands. The hostages were broken one by one, and either died or ended a cripple for life. Still no idea of the whereabouts of Oswald’s remains came to Penda.
What was more, when he visited his gesiths in their tents they swore they could scent nothing – swore an oath on their swords, and later on the heads of their sons – that they could not smell what their treasure-giver did. How infuriating this was to King Penda, as it is to anyone who catches something faint in the air which others cannot or will not verify. He inhaled through his nose continually, prowling the camp like a dog, sniffing here, there and everyplace, trying to track down the spot from which the stink emanated. Sometimes the stench was strong and overpowering, at other times it was simply a hint, a suggestion of an odour, carried by the breeze.
Dark of mouth and mind, Penda broke camp and he and his retinue, his army, went back to his capital. There he stalked the halls of his residence, the stink still caught in his nostrils, heavy in damp corners, or hovering lightly by the throne in the Great Hall. Sometimes he would whirl quickly, as if to catch a walking corpse off guard. Othertimes he leapt from his bed, snatching a burning brand from an iron holder, and rushed down the passageways seeking, seeking, seeking.
His hearth-companions believed he was turning mad.
On his birthday Penda rose up with tears of frustration in his eyes, crying, ‘Oswald, Oswald – for pity’s sake leave me alone.’ Later in the day he begged forgiveness of Woden, the SkyFather, Lord of the Wild Hunt, for his weakness. ‘There is no walking dead,’ he told his great Lord in the temple, ‘it is all my imagination. I have developed a frail mind. I will make it strong again by my own strength of will!’
Yet, even in the dead of that same night, his hunched figure was seen roaming various rooms, looking in corners, peering up chimneys, opening doors and staring, lifting the lids of chests, his anxious body-servant three paces behind. His powerful shoulders now drooped and his back was bent. Sallow cheeks were hollowed beneath the dark furrowed brow. Penda’s eyes were bright though – fever bright – darting here and there, quickly, urgently. A trembling had entered the hands which continually fidgeted with his sword hilt. He had a tendency to cry out, unintelligibly, without being conscious of it.
His gesiths were convinced that what their king needed was another war, to wipe his mind clean of this obsession. There is nothing like a slaughter-field, said Aedan, to distract a man from dark wild imaginings. So his warriors called for him to attack Bernicia once again, the kingdom which had been responsible for their king’s dread madness. A new king was in place there: Oswui, brother of Oswald. Oswui had consolidated his dead brother’s kingdom once more, and had defeated and killed their cousin, Oswine, who had attempted to take Deira back to paganism. This was a crime in the eyes of the Mercians and they urged their king, the great warlord Penda, favoured of Woden, to punish this Oswui in the same way they had dealt with his brother Oswald.
‘Oswui is but a priestling, better suited for the work of a scribe rather than a warrior,’ said Aedan. ‘A thin, wan figure his fist made to hold a goose-quill, not a sword.’
And Aedan had momentous news for his lord.
‘Sire, there are also reports of a great grey wolf roaming the forests to the north – they say it is huge and its cowl is the colour of Cumbrian stone.’
Thus it was then that the great ring-giver, the pagan King Penda, mighty in battle, undefeated by any puny Christian king, set forth to destroy Oswui of the North Umbrians. It was not the season for campaigning, for the snow was thick upon the ground and hung white and heavy in the branches of bare black trees. It was the season of ice, when the wolf walks with an empty belly and the raven seeks the blood-red berries of the holly tree. Penda’s army trudged through the bleak countryside of Mercia to the borders of North Umbria, where a forewarned Oswui waited to meet his traditional foe.
~
With a great round leather shield on his arm and in his hand his sword, a wonderful weapon crafted by smiths said to have been apprentices of the god Wayland, Penda is almost his old self again. His speech-bearers follow him with praise on their lips. Around his shoulders is the scarlet cloak once worn by his grandfather and Penda feels a man again. The odour of death and decay has gone and he is no longer haunted by it. The smell vanished when King Penda’s body-servant, ever-present to attend to his master’s needs, recently died. The cause of death was a limb with creeping rot, the result of an accident kept secret from his master. Penda convinces himself that his servant’s wound was responsible for the stink of death, though there is still the mystery of the disappearing Oswald to solve.
The march through winter countryside is gruelling. Men fall by the wayside and are left to freeze to death. Lone farms and hovels are locked up tight against the invading army, the snow piled high against their doors, protecting the inhabitants from incursion. But Penda’s gesiths are full of optimism, happy to see their ring-giver in battle mood once more. Priests and sorcerers report that there have been sightings of the cloaked and hooded one-eyed god, Lord Woden. In the day he has been witnessed striding the rolling downland in his masked form of Grim, pausing at crossroads to smile at murderers dangling from his gallows: at night hurtling across the sky as leader of lost and boisterous souls in the wild hunt. These are encouraging signs and Penda is lifted in spirit, ready to crush the enemy who waits for him on a distant hill.
As they near a border river a giant wolf is seen prowling the stark and leafless forests nearby. Penda recalls the words of the sorcerer, who has since left his kingdom for the green misty isle to the west of Wales. It is really for this creature that he is out campaigning in the worst weather of the year. War alone would not have roused him from his lodge in such inclement conditions. Ahead of him Penda can see the army of Oswui: thousands of dark figures lining the crest of a snow white ridge, their torches like small suns. But the Mercian king is thinking only of a night hunt. With his immortality ensured he need have no fear of the living or the dead. He would not have to continually look behind him for the corpse of his old enemy coming upon him.
‘Bring me this great wolf,’ is all he says.
And so the night before the battle the hunt goes out with flaming brands, out on a wild hunt in the snow-covered forests, the hooves of their ponies flinging ice-clods high into the branches of the trees. And they find the starving beast and slay him easily, and bring his huge carcass to Penda on a bier.
Penda rushes to the beast and lifts one of its eyelids, staring in the light of a burning torch. But any runes or symbols that might have been written there have faded with the brute’s death. The secret of everlasting life has been lost for all eternity.
’Why?’ cries the distraught Penda, his spirit crushed. ‘Why did you kill this magical creature, my gesiths?’
‘But my noble lord,’ replies a puzzled Aedan, ‘you have taught us to kill everything.’
Penda’s rage at being thwarted of this priceless treasure is unleashed upon his hearth-companions. Aedan is summarily slain. Aedan’s brothers and cousins are sent home under sentence of banishment. Even the hunt’s other riders, and there are many gesiths among them, are stripped of their status and made to march with the kitchen boys at the rear of the army. None dare speak to the king during that long hour as they approach the borders of Bernicia where King Oswui waits in reflective mood.
Still hot with fury, his head a storm of black thoughts that dwell on secretive body servants and stupid theigns, for the first time Penda attacks without a battle plan. His great anger allows no pause for details of strategy or tactics: blazing passion will surely be enough to carry the day against a weakling like Oswui. There stands the young brother of the slain King Oswald, on the snow-covered banks of the River Winwaed, a pale young figure with a sword as slim as a stylus in his hand.
And indeed wrath and ire might easily have been enough to win, had he all his faithful gesiths at his side. But these protectors of the armring-giver, their gracious lord, have been swept away. Aedan is dead, his kin exiled, his friends milling helplessly behind wide-eyed, greasy boys wielding carving knives and meat cleavers. Penda’s hearth-companions are now so few they cannot cluster about their king and Oswui’s own faithful gesiths slaughter them to a man. Penda finally stands alone, a figure of frenzy, screaming and cursing his enemies as weaklings and sword-haters, unworthy to wield a blade. At a crucial moment, just as he is about to kill his enemy, Penda is distracted. A shape crosses a ridge in his eye's sight. A wolf. A she-wolf.
In that fatal moment, Oswui lunges.
The sword enters Penda’s chest, piercing that huge heart with a neat, single, pen-sharp thrust. The great king falls to the frozen ground in a shower of hoar-frost. In the following minutes he knows he is dying and looks up at his killer with mist-dimmed eyes, anger evaporated, reason returning too late to the battle-hardened brain. ‘Not to you the victory,’ he murmurs, ‘but to my own gesiths who denied me the secret of a rune-eyed beast.’
‘Perhaps that’s the truth,’ replies Oswui, ‘but I will take victory anyway, for the sake of an uncle and a dismembered brother, who both now lie whole in their graves, their spirits in a far kingdom.’
‘So,’ says the fallen king, his voice a mere rustle of reeds on a breeze-swept bog, ‘what will you do with my body now? I am after all a king of kings. My conquests are many. My deeds are great. I am entitled to a funeral of high import. You dare not do otherwise for someone as beloved of the gods as I.’
‘Gods? Whose gods?’ Oswui’s calm voice falls soft upon the ears of the mortally-wounded Penda. ‘You ask the nature of your fate and I will tell it to you. There is a she-wolf with her cubs, recently robbed of her faithful mate and the pack’s provider – your flesh will feed her young.’























The Farrier’s Wife
My grief overwhelms me.
First, let me tell you who I am.
My name is Aiken, which comes from the great tree that spreads its mighty branches over our land. My work is shoeing horses. I am farrier to Raedwald, our lord and king, who chose me from a number of farriers.
‘Aiken,’ said our lord Raedwald, ‘you have a gift with horses – they become calm in your presence. They submit to your gentle hands without fret. Henceforth you are my farrier and the farrier of my theigns and gesiths.’
And so it was, my status grew high in the fiefdom of the Wuffings where my fellow Angles work, live and die. The land that is rich in rivers and deep-brown soil. This country where the deer and the boar run, where the wolf keeps to his own paths in the forest for fear of hunters, where the geese come back to in the winter, flying from the old land across the sea. Here we are safe where our ring-giving lord is great among warriors, gesiths and hearth-men who are fierce in battle and whose swords flash with fire when they fight.
I had every reason to be joyful.
And I was happy.
Happy, that is, until my beloved wife Daegal fell sick of the shaking disease and died in the night. My mother-in-law blamed me for the death, saying I must have upset either man or god, someone who visited revenge upon me by taking away our dearest possession. I searched my mind but could find no enemies there. Who would hate a farrier? Only perhaps a man whose warhorse lost a shoe at a vital time and was unsuccessful in battle or hunt. I have never had a complaint of that kind.
So, let us think about gods.
Woden, the Lord of the Wild Hunt, he would not bother lowering himself to concern himself with a farrier.
Ingui? My fertility has not yet been put to the question, my young wife dying after only three months of wedlock.
Thunar is too busy cracking the heads of giants with his hammer to worry about a farrier who took up his craft because he was too short to become a great warrior.
Frige, Welund, Eostre, Nerthus, Tiw – none of these have I to my knowledge offended.
It is true that when it comes to Seaxneat, I may have said that the metal I shoe my horses with is as strong as that of a sword, but surely this claim could not have been enough to enrage the sword-god of our people?
My mother-in-law’s tongue is as sharp as a knife and cuts me deeply, but others have taken little notice of her ravings.
I have a friend, Scowyrhta, the maker of sandals for our people. He is a short man, with a narrow face and sharp eyes, and the warriors despise him for his weak body, but he listens as well as any tree, as well as any lake, to the sorrowful rambling of his friend.
Others have told me to take myself in hand, to take myself in an iron grip and to shed this womanly grief. Scowyrhta does not chastise me or sneer when I weep. He places an arm around my shoulders and whispers sympathy in my ear before tenderly kissing my cheek in an attempt to alleviate my distress. Scowyrhta professes an understanding of my deepest, blackest feelings. He will sit with me all night, if I ask him to, and never complains my use of his time. Others are wary of my shoemaking friend, saying he is unwholesome to women and detested by men, but I can find no fault with his concern for my spiritual welfare.
‘It isn’t your fault you have lost your Daegal,’ said Scowyrhta on parting with me one day. ‘A living man cannot go against his wyrd. Wyrd rules our lives. Wyrd ruled that Daegal would go walking in the apple orchard one morning and there be elfshot. No mortal can avoid the arrows of the aelfe if they happen to be around. Aelfe arrows poison the blood and unfortunately sometimes take the life of the victim. Daegal was not a strong woman, being pale and insipid . . .’
‘I do not think she was insipid,’ I argued. ‘She was sweet and innocent perhaps, but I liked that about her.’
‘You saw her with a lover’s eyes. Others would say she was like a wilting lily before the onset of winter . . . but I have no wish to anger you, for I see you disagree with this view. I shall leave you now, before our friendship is impaired by thoughtless words.’
Recently I shoed the horse of a warrior named Wulfgar.
‘Be careful you don’t show her your red-hot iron,’ said Wulfgar referring to his chestnut mare, ‘or she goes berserk. Shield it with your body as you work. She hates bright colours, especially red, ever since she was burned by an inept blacksmith. You never see me wear anything but blue and grey.’
There are those who stand over me while I work, giving what they believe to be helpful advice. All men believe themselves to be experts at at the trade of others. Fortunately Wulfgar was not one of those fools and left me to my work. It was when I was shaping the red iron, fresh from a bed of charcoal blown to white heat with the leather bellows, that a thought came to me. The sparks flew from the shoe as my hammer clanged on the anvil and I fashioned a calkin. The beauty of sparks is transient. They are shooting stars spewed from the forge. Or souls flying on their way to the spirit world. It was this second thought that had me wondering. My wife was still here, not far from my side, separated from me only by a step from Middangeard, the realm of men, into Neorxnawang the realm of aelfe and spirits. That place of lost wights exists alongside our own world. There are men who have managed to enter it. There are spirit-beings who come out of it. The two are there together, separated only by an invisible barrier.
That night I lay in my bed wondering, what if I were to go into the spirit world and bring back my dear wife? I had heard of warriors who had visited the place of the dead, where demons and other insubstantial creatures hold sway. True, their stories often ended in tragedy. Was I willing to take the risk, to regain her who I love above all things, including life? Very soon I made up my mind that I would attempt the journey into the unknown.  The rest of the night I spent planning how I would do it.
When Wulfgar came to collect his mount, I asked him, ‘Have you ever visited the Otherworld?’
Now Wulfgar is one of those big, powerful men, whose chest is more suited to a boar than a man. He wears two wolf-skins for his cloak, pinned by a huge gold brooch given him by our Lord Raedwald for services on the battlefield. His sword was made especially for his own massive hand, being heavier and longer than a normal blade. His legs appear to be tree-trunks borrowed from the forest and his head might well be a hillside boulder, if it were not for the long, greasy locks.
‘Are you mad?’ he said, fixing me with a hard stare. ‘Has the heat of your forge boiled your brains?’
I rapidly gathered my thoughts, knowing all men are susceptible to flattery.
‘It’s just that you are so famous for your deeds, being the one gesith on whom our lord can rely – so fierce a warrior and ever in the thick of the battle . . .’
Wulfgar laughed in my face.
‘Farrier, I had honey for breakfast, I don’t want it for my lunch too. What is it that you’re asking?’
‘Is there a way to get into Neorxnawang?’ I asked, my breath coming out quickly.
His eyes narrowed, but he was smiling.
‘What are you an ironsmith or a poet? Only poets want to go into the Otherworld, so that they can write their verses and astound and entertain us with their mystical journey. Are you bored with hammering iron? Do you want to risk death for the sake of a few magical lines?’
‘Yes,’ I said, emphatically. ‘I have stared at flying sparks too long. I have looked into dancing flames since boyhood. And this work is too physical for an older man. I want to find another trade before my muscles slacken and my bones begin to crack.’
Wulfgar snorted, taking the reins of his mare.
‘The only way I know of getting into that place,’ he said, ‘is on the back of Sleipnir – are you Woden, farrier?’
‘No,’ I replied, hanging my head, for the mere mention of the name of the Lord of Death and the Gallows had frightened me. ‘No, of course not.’
As he went away, Wulfgar said over his shoulder, ‘By the way, farrier, I’m sorry for your loss.’
Later that same day I spoke with my best friend, Scowyrhta. I told him I wanted to go to the spirit world to gain inspiration for a poem. Scowyrhta looked at me askance, with a hurt expression on his face.
‘Aiken,’ he said, ‘I am the poet, not you.’
Indeed, I had forgotten that my friend wrote verses, though they were not well regarded by our lord, or by anyone really. They were not stories of prowess in battle, or great journey’s across the wide ocean, or about the mighty gods who rule our lives. They were short pieces about the beauty of flowers, and love, and the blessings of the seasons. No one really wanted to read about such things and all regarded Scowyrhta’s efforts as puny attempts at recreating a child’s view of the world.
‘Yes,’ I said, not wishing to offend him, ‘and a superb poet too, but I’m not talking of emulating your wonderful writings. I simply want to explore the place in which my wife now walks daily. I need something of her still and to be able to picture her surroundings would help to crush my grief.’
This did not seem to mollify him, for Scowyrhta went away with a dark face. I sat under a plum tree all that day, ignoring any customers at my forge, and planned what I would do. In the evening I went in search of my lord Raedwald’s shaman. In my pocket were three gold coins, the total sum of my life’s savings. I found the woman in her hut, bending over some foul concoction and stirring it slowly. I gained her attention and told her what I wanted.
She sneered. ‘You wish me to make a new wife for you – out of river clay?’
‘Not a new wife,’ I told her, irritably. ‘I want you to make the wife I have just lost. I want your creation to look like her.’
The old woman laughed. ‘You’re going to fornicate with an earthen likeness of your dead wife?’
I felt myself going red with embarrassment.
‘You don’t understand. I shall first go to the Otherworld. There I shall seek my wife’s soul and bring it back here. You will put her into her new body. Once her spirit is inside, she will become flesh again, isn’t that so? Our bodies came from clay and return to clay. It is only the soul which gives life to the earthy substance from which we are made.’
‘Ah, you have listened well to my teachings in the Great Hall. I wish others did the same. Those oafish warriors continually fall asleep before the heat of the hearth-fire. Only the women, children and poets really heed my words. Are you a poet, farrier?’
‘I’m beginning to think I must be. Can you do it?’
She grinned, revealing a row of broken teeth.
‘Of course I can do it. But for what reward?’
I opened my hand and showed her the three gold coins. They were swept from my palm before I could close my fist again.
‘She will be ready for you, when you return. If you return. I have my doubts, farrier. I think you have pig-iron for brains, but then perhaps that will help you in your quest? Those who think too much have difficulty in making decisions and are often too slow to react to danger, being ever in debate with themselves over the best course of action. Follow the example of the hare, farrier, when danger comes freeze or run. The second option is nearly always the best, unless you have a faster animal than man on your tail. Even then I have heard of those who outran a pack of wolves. Fear is a wonderful spur . . .’
She was till yammering on when I left her hut.
I lay on my bed of straw that night trembling with both excitement and terror. I was going to enter the Otherworld. To do that, I had to borrow the warhorse of a god. Nay, the warhorse of the god – Woden. Master of the Runes and God of Magic, could snuff my life with a snap of his fingers, and no doubt would do if he knew I planned to steal Sleipnir for a few hours. One way or another my wife and I would be together again, either in Middangeard or Neorxnawang. I hoped it would be the former and not the latter. I sent my prayers to the great smithy, Weyland, hoping he would not betray me.
The next day there was a tremendous storm. Woden I knew would be riding across the sky on his eight-legged stallion, Sleipnir, hunting the celestial wild boar. I could hardly steal his mount while he was on its back, so I had to wait for a better time. Lightning zig-zagged from black clouds and thunder crashed over my head. It reminded me of my audacity in thinking I could play tricks on the gods. Perhaps Weyland had whispered in Thunar’s ear and the god of thunder and lightning was warning me not to carry out my scheme? I went to my forge and began striking my anvil with my heaviest hammer, a ringing strike for every clap of thunder, an attempt to placate Thunar by imitation. There are few who can resist the flattery of being copied.
When the storm was over I climbed the highest pine tree in the forest and waited. Sleipnir would be tired after the hunt. Even the horses of gods have their limit. He would be grazing amongst the clouds, left to rest by his master. When he came close to my treetop, I intended to leap onto his back. You may wonder at my audacity and daring, but I am a farrier. My working life has been spent in constant company of horses. I know them as well as I know myself. They in their turn know me and smell the trustworthiness on my skin. Even the wildest mounts are calm under my hands. I could never have been a shoe-er of horses had I not the gift of instant friendship with each and every one of them. They know me. I know them.
Hours I waited. A whole day.
Then as the gloaming rolled up the hill from the river and twilight dimmed the world, Sleipnir came in on a wisp of cloud.
My heart began to beat faster and faster. Fear flowed through my veins as I beheld this magnificent beast, his wonderful dark hide glossy with cloud-moisture; the huge muscles in his legs and thighs, along his flanks, and in that fine arched neck, glowed with strength. This was a giant of a steed. His galloping through the sky attested to the power in his form. Could I ever summon the courage to mount such a creature? I was but a puny mortal, whom Woden would crush like a cockroach if he knew of my plans. And who knew that Sleipnir would not whinny loud enough to raise the great hunter-god from his rest and down on this lowly farrier? Already I was beginning to wilt under pressure of my own making. Regrets began searing through my white-hot brain.
But I rallied.  Was I going to falter at the first fence? No.
I watched keenly as the stallion cantered to a halt.
He was superb. Mist spurted from his nostrils. Up close, his eyes were like the brilliant coals of my furnace. He ambled on his eight legs near to my treetop. I waited with shallow breath, praying he would move nearer, and eventually my prayers were answered. Sleipnir noticed me, smelled the horse on me, and grew curious. Closer and closer he came, until he was near enough to touch. I suddenly took my chance, my heart thumping wildly. I leapt across space onto Sleipnir’s back.
The enchanted stallion shied, stamped, began a gallop over that roof which the Christians call Heaven.
Softly, softly, I whispered in his ear. I knew the words to say, I knew the sounds to make. Clinging to his flowing mane, which in the created wind whipped my face and breast with its long hair, I made my declarations in a low, calm voice. We cleared many a vaporous barrier.  Many a miasma of woven mist. His hooves thundered over flat plains of blue. A monster horse – and I was but a infant child on his back. His wonderful tail lashed the very ceiling of the world: a thousand whips that left white streaks for those below to wonder at.
Gradually, gradually the great steed slowed his gallop, fell into a canter, and thence to a trot, and finally a walk. His nostrils flared as wide as caverns as he smelled the horseness on me. He knew me.
Once in command of the beast, I rode about the sky looking for entrances to Neorxnawang. They were not hard to find. There were many invisible gates, through which we could pass and re-pass, man and steed. We rode over the landscape I knew so well, with the river that flowed below the hoo and its surrounding woodlands. I guided my mount down to the earth and there found myself in that world that exists alongside our own, the world of supernatural beings and spirits. There, where dead men and women roamed, I had to search for my beloved Daegal. I had brought with me a leather bag which I intended to use to carry her back to my world. When I had asked the shaman if this would be enough to hold a dead soul, she had replied, ‘In life our spirits are enclosed and held secure in our bodies by our skin.’
I hobbled Sleipnir with a piece of rope and then entered the forests of the dead. Once inside I became horribly confused, by the strange creatures I saw and by the appearance of dead mortals. The latter were not, of course, in the shapes of living men. They seemed to be fashioned of sparkling mist and floated, bewildered, over the undergrowth of the forest like lost clouds of fireflies. They paid me no heed. I could have been a tree or a bush for all they took notice.
The whole place had an air of sadness and disorientation, though there was no wailing or crying of any kind. These insubstantial beings hardly knew what they were or why they were there. They simply flitted here and there in a kind of frantic dance, seeming to believe that somewhere – under the roots of a hornbeam or in the thick of the brambles – they might rediscover their forgotten identity.
I studied their patterns and surprisingly was able to recognise some of them, even without their early forms. It could have been the way they moved, their individual gestures, fits and starts. I do not know for sure, but I was able to say, ‘There’s Eadlin, her husband killed her with an axe in a drunken rage.’, or ‘Why, it’s old Tredan, who fell down the well!’ They did not know me, of course, nor bothered to study me. They simply drifted around and above me, glinting like diamond dust, darting here and there, hovering, seeking, glowing distress.
Finally, I saw my beloved Daegal, a desperate sprig of mist weaving through the branches of a hawthorn. Close behind her though was another female soul, whose aura completely outshone that of my wife. The brilliance of this second spirit was astonishingly beautiful. She glistened brighter than a night sky crammed with shattered stars. I had to place my hand over my eyes as she passed or I would have been dazzled by her lustre. How amazingly lovely she was, this other sweet spirit. I was stunned by her splendour, her radiance.
Thus began my downfall. I was suddenly overcome by a terrible lust to have this unknown woman. It was pure avarice, a desire to possess something to which I could not have aspired when I had been in the land of the mortals. This was surely a queen, or a princess at the very least, and here was I a common smithy – but with a sack in my hands.
So, instead of netting the soul of my dearest Daegal, I captured the spirit of this unknown stranger. Into the bag she went and there she struggled while I ran through the dark forest to the patiently-waiting magical beast who belonged to Woden. Stripping away the hobble I leapt onto Sleipnir’s back and rode the eight-legged steed back up into the skies above. The weather had changed while I had been in the forest of the dead and the clouds were now grey-turning-black. It looked like a sky in which the Lord of the Wild Hunt would wish to ride. I quickly circled the wood three times, then came to land again, releasing Sleipnir almost on touching down upon the earth of mortals. The great horse of the gods rose quickly, into its blue pastures above my head.
~
That night I went to see the shaman, the leather bag in my hand.
‘Here it is,’ I said, ‘the soul of my wife. Have you made her form?’
The shaman led me out of the hut and down to the river’s edge, where in the moonlight I saw the shape of Daegal in red and yellow clay, still shining with moisture where her thighs had been smoothed to perfection and her lips had been wetted by river water.
‘She almost looks real already,’ I said, with a sigh. ‘How peaceful she appears under this stalking moon.’
‘Give me her spirit,’ murmured the shaman, ‘then turn to show me your back. I have secrets I do not wish to share. You haven’t paid to learn the black arts, only for the restoration of your wife.’
Indeed, I had no wish to watch my captured spirit being stuffed into a clay mouth, or up through the nostrils. I knew it would not be a pleasant operation, getting spangled mist inside a lump of cold clay. That glistening spirit would not like being contained in such a coffer, after being free to flit about a forest in freedom. I turned and tried not to listen, for the creature was now making a noise like an angry wasp. I wondered if it was able to bite or scratch, or even sting?
‘You can look now,’ said the shaman.
I did turned and beheld my wife, live flesh and blood, looking around her with a bemused expression.
‘Where am I?’ she asked.
I stared at her. The apple was back in her cheeks. The lily had returned to her limbs. Her lips looked as soft as hedge-rose petals.
But her eyes . . .
They were not the eyes of my beloved Daegal.
They shocked me to the core.
There was a wickedness in those fiery eyes that had never been owned by my young, innocent wife.
‘Who are you?’ Daegal asked me, sharply.
‘He’s your husband,’ cried the shaman, clearly enjoying my discomfort. ‘He’s brought you back from the dead.’
‘Who said I wanted to come back?’ snapped this young woman, sitting up. But then she added, ‘Of course, it’s better to be alive than wandering around in that dense forest.’ She then stared at me. ‘You’re not bad looking and you’re not an old man, like my first husband. I suppose I could do worse . . .’
I spluttered, ‘Could do worse . . .?’
‘Are you rich?’
I shrugged. ‘Not as lord, but I’m not poor. I am farrier to Raedwald, king of the Eastern Angles.’
‘I’ve heard of him, but I am a Jute, from Kent, below the great river.’
She looked very beautiful, sitting there with her breasts free and firm, and her long dark hair covering her white shoulders.
‘A farrier?’ she wrinkled her pretty nose. ‘Better than a fishmonger, I suppose. Hot iron doesn’t smell as bad as dead herrings. Are you a warrior too? I like strong, brave warriors.’
‘I do go onto the battleground. I’m not afraid of any man, be he Mercian theign or gesith of Wessex.’
‘You’ll do,’ she said, standing up and feeling my arm muscles. ‘Take me home and ravish me.’
The shaman laughed as we left with linked arms.
~
That first love-making was amazing. I never felt such passion and ecstasy. My revived wife was magnificent. She knew tricks in bed that I never knew existed. Her body was as flexible as willow and she was able to bend it in ways that astonished me. She exhausted me, being tireless in her efforts to obtain satisfaction.  Afterwards we lay, holding hands, covered in sweat, talking to each other, saying sweet things, inventing pet names, giggling like children.
‘IS ANYONE THERE?’
The shout came from outside my hut.
It was Scowyrhta.
‘What do you want?’ I called back, but suddenly he was in the hut, staring down at us with a horrified look on his face.
‘Scowyrhta!’ I said, sharply. ‘Who invited you . . .?’
But then he was gone, scuttling through the doorway.
‘Who was that worm?’ asked my new wife.
‘You must remember – oh no, you’re not really Daegal. I keep forgetting. That was Scowyrhta, my best friend.’
‘Daegal,’ she mused. ‘Is that who I am supposed to be? It’s as good a name as any.’ She looked down at herself. ‘And the body isn’t too bad. Not as good as the one I had before, but it’ll do.’
I was affronted. ‘It’s the body of my dear wife.’
‘So I gather. Well, was your wife as good as I am?’
‘I don’t know,’ I replied, purposely misunderstanding her meaning. ‘I haven’t tasted your cooking yet.’
‘And you won’t. I don’t do cooking.’
With that, she threw on a cloak and left the hut. I did likewise and scurried after her, knowing that a dead woman walking through the village would create a good deal of concern. I caught up with her and linked arms with her, telling villagers whose mouths had begun to drop open, ‘It’s Daegal’s cousin. Did you not know she had a cousin? Yes, she was sent away from here at birth, to Kent. When she heard Daegal had died she came to see me – and well,’ I laughed, in truth a little too shrilly, ‘we’ve fallen for each other.’
Scowyrhta pointed and shrieked, ‘She’s a demon!’
I turned on him savagely.
‘Ha, the jealous man, who could never hope to have a beautiful wife, whose green envy spills from his eyes and mouth. One more word from you, you . . .’
‘Worm,’ interjected Daegal.
‘. . . and I’ll tear your head from your shoulders.’
Scowyrhta knew my strength and slid away.
So, whether the people of the village accepted my explanation or not, my Daegal and I began our life anew. It was not the same life, of course, as the one I had previously enjoyed, but those aspects of character which the new Daegal was without, were replaced by others which the earlier Daegal had not. Balances. That, I told myself, was what life was about. Compromises. You couldn’t have everything. No woman could satisfy a man in all things. A woman who is good is bed is not necessarily going to be wonderful at the stove.
One also has to make adjustments, as I soon found out.
I came home one evening from a day at the forge to find Wolfgar in bed with my Daegal.
‘Ah,’ he murmured, ‘the husband is home.’
He got up quietly and left, tucking the hem of a wolfskin cloak into his leather belt.
I was thunderstuck.
‘What’s this?’ I cried. ‘An unfaithful wife?’
‘Pooh,’ replied Daegal, not in the least fazed, ‘I’m not your real wife, I’m just a copy, and if I my needs are greater than you can satisfy, I shall make sure they are fulfilled elsewhere.’ She got up and stroked my chin. ‘You’re a good husband, Aiken. A good provider. And I enjoy our love-making. Don’t spoil it all by being too possessive.’
I went outside and stumbled down to the river’s edge in order to find a quiet place to think. My brain was jangling with emotions. Was I to be cuckolded? Was I to be treated like a creature without a spine? Yet – yet, my hold over this woman was slight. In fact it would take but a few words from her to cause my downfall. If she informed others that she was actually a dead soul which I had stolen from Neorxnawang, I might be banished or executed for profanity. Even worse there are those, like my former best friend, who would be glad to make a sacrifice to Woden, and while the offering was being made, say, ‘Oh and by the way, Aiken borrowed your horse while you weren’t looking.’
I was not on firm ground.
Indeed, as I walked back up the bank from the river, with washerwomen sniggering behind my back, I realised I had to accept this new wife for what she was – a strumpet. I had made my bed and in that straw I had to lie, or suffer the consequences.
Daegal was busy doing her hair when I walked back into the hut. She said nothing. I said nothing. The subject was never raised again. From that point on she was under the bouncing coverlets of almost every warrior in the kingdom. Perhaps even in our lord the king’s bed, though he had a fearsomely jealous wife who would have raised a great stink, so I very much doubt Daegal got between his blankets.
I bore the snorts of laughter and the jibes with equanimity, knowing that at least I had a woman to cook for when I got home from the forge in the evening. She appreciated my efforts in the kitchen too, praising especially my salted venison fillets. Sometimes she stayed in, sometimes went out. When left alone I invented new recipes. There were those who thought my dishes sublime and told me so. It is really quite uplifting to be regarded as a master at something other than one’s chosen profession. Farrier and cook – I was both.
And Daegal always came back to my bed, before the dawn crept over the sleeping hills of our land.
~
Then, one night, everything changed.
I woke up with an unusual sensation of lust. It did not occur to me at the time that the source of this feeling might not be natural. The previous evening I had spent with Scowyrhta. We had just made friends again and he had brought a horn of wine to my hut which we had quaffed until Daegal returned from one of her sexual adventures. Scowyrhta then left quickly, fearful of Daegal’s sharp tongue, for she had never learned to like him. It was only much later that I found myself wondering if Scowyrhta had actually had any of the wine himself, for he seemed to spend most of the evening talking while I did the drinking.
So, a powerful desire had overcome me, while I slept.
I turned to Daegal lying next to me, hoping to surprise her with midnight love. This time I would satisfy her beyond all her expectations. She would needed no dull, dense warriors. I took her in my arms and began caressing her breasts, kissing her lips with great fervour, stroking her, wanting to rouse her from her dreams and make warm silky love, something she liked to do.
Her kiss was cold and clammy.
Other parts of her body felt strangely unyielding.
Horrified, I leapt up.
Rushing out of the hut I fetched a brand from one of the night fires and returned to view her.
There in the lit interior the horror increased. Daegal had returned to clay. The top half of her was still damp and yielding, and bore the imprints of my midnight attentions. Other parts were dry and beginning to crack with shrinkage. The lips which I had kissed had still been soft and moist and were now spread over her chin and under her nose. The nose itself was bent and flattened. Her distorted features were ghastly. Two of her fingers had become detached and lay in the bed-straw. Her long, lovely hair was turning to ribbons of red dust.
I took one of my smithy hammers and before anyone could come and discover this figure of dried mud in my bed I smashed it to pieces, crushing every last toe, every recognisable body part, until it was indeed in small fragments. Then I swept up the pieces and scattered them down by the river, while it was still dark, before anyone was about.
The next day, while I worked at shoeing a horse, Scowyrhta passed by outside and sang a song to the rhythm of my ringing hammer.
‘Oh how the fertile earth receives my gift of love,’ he crooned softly, so that only I should hear, ‘deep in the night when all are sleeping with the moon above . . .’
It was Scowyrhta.
Scowyrhta! He had done this to me. He had sucked the spirit of Daegal from her body, no doubt with the help of the shaman. I guessed she was now back in the land of the dead. My best friend had become my worst enemy. He had drugged me in the evening, with some potion which aroused my carnal desires. It was he who had schemed against me and spent all his energy visiting revenge for ignoring him. For choosing the love of a woman over the friendship of a clansman.
~
Scowyrhta was trampled to death two weeks later by Wulfgar’s big chestnut mare, who bolted from its owner in the marketplace. The warhorse was apparently incensed by the startling hue of Scowyrhta’s bright red cloak, a gift to the sandal-maker from an ‘unknown’ admirer.
I expected to feel triumphant on the death of this man who had betrayed me, but to my shock and surprise I felt nothing but sorrow. In the past Scowyrhta had been a friend, a good friend. We had grown up together and had seen each other through various troubles. Yes, he had done me a wrong in the end, but what was one slight against the many times he had supported me?
It was sadness, not elation, that filled my breast – along with the guilt and regret.
~
One raw night, deep in a winterland bound by cold iron hoops, when heavy snow was forcing tree-boughs to touch earth and thick ice bridged the opposite banks of the river, I felt someone warm and smelling of desire crawl into my bed.
‘Make love to me, Aiken, as you used to do? I have missed your muscled, wiry arms around my body.’
I did as I was bid though terrified that this woman was the wife of some great warrior or even a king.
In the morning, finding no one there, I wondered if the event had actually occurred – or was the result of one of those charcoal-fired dreams that are occasionally burned into me from the heart of the forge, an affliction common to farriers and blacksmiths alike.
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