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INTRODUCTION
 


 

Where do they all go?

That’s a question I often voice. Just ask my wife, Janet, when I can’t find car keys, insurance documents, spare batteries for the remote control – especially when there’s that onscreen message ‘Urgent! Please replace your TV remote batteries in the next ten minutes!’ You name it, I lose it. This is because I’m so often mulling storylines. When my imagination has me in its grip it doesn’t readily let me go. Once I’d forgotten I’d driven the car to the supermarket and walked home without it.

Then some people ask the more philosophical question: ‘Where do they all go?’ And they mean the years of their lives. For me, childhood days seem a long time ago. Fortunately, I haven’t yet mislaid all my memories from when I was a boy, and as memories are often the only souvenirs we have of that journey through the world of our early youth they’re worth hanging on to. Even more so if you’re a writer: they help pay the mortgage. When I’m writing a story or a novel it’s not all imagination and invention; I weave plenty of real incidents that happened to me into the fabric of fiction. For example, The Whitby Experience, which appears in this volume, was partly inspired by a last minute dash to the East Coast resort of Whitby for the weekend. Janet and I were more than ready to relax after months of intensive work, so I rented a flat at random. When we arrived we found by sheer chance that we’d be sleeping in the same bedroom occupied by Bram Stoker more than a century before when he conceived Dracula. This was even more of a coincidence considering I’d just completed the manuscript of Vampyrrhic, my first novel containing vampire-like creatures. 

Anyway, I’m digressing here, but I think we can allow ourselves that, can’t we? My guess, is if you’re reading this introduction to Hotel Midnight then we’ve been this route before together; that you’re familiar with my other books such as Nailed By The Heart, Darkness Demands, The Night Of The Triffids, and so on. And that we’re now relaxed in each other’s company as writer and reader. Of course, if this is your first Simon Clark book, welcome aboard. 

On my website there are chapters of an imaginary autobiography called Over At Simon’s, where I keep repeating that the only rule governing that particular autobiography is that There Are No Rules. If anything, it is a hymn to digression. It revels in jumping here and there to various times in my life. In fact, I’ve been talking here about keeping a grip on childhood memories, but as I’ve been writing this I’ve just remembered one important memory that slipped my mind. When I was ten I sat with a group of friends round a camp-fire beside a stream. We’d found an old paint tin into which we’d crammed every ingredient we could find in nearby hedge bottoms and fields. To a fine array of ingredients, which included grass, berries, insects, slugs, snails, leaves, and (I have to be candid) dog poop – well, come on, we were ten – we added stream water, then proceeded to boil vigorously for twenty minutes. While waiting for the soup to heat, we got all philosophical about chocolate, nuclear war, Doctor Who and Batman, and the prospect of becoming adults. 

One boy seriously declared, ‘When I’m grown up I’m going to keep wearing short trousers.’

‘You’ve got to be kidding! As soon as you’re a teenager all boys wear long trousers. You’ll look daft if you don’t.’

‘I’m going to keep wearing short trousers because it’s good for your health. You’ve got to get the sun on your legs.’ Then he leaned forward to share some valuable information with us. ‘Once there was a boy who never wore shorts. He always wore long trousers. In the end …’ – grim-faced, he looked at each of us in turn – ‘it killed him.’

For a moment we stared at the steaming paint pot as it sat on the camp-fire. This fatal long-trouser syndrome had the ring of truth to it. Could the secret of immortality really be down to the length of one’s trousers? Most of us had been kneeling or squatting on the grass around the fire. Quickly, we changed our positions so the life-preserving sun would fall nicely on our mud-caked bare knees. 

‘It’s going to be weird growing up,’ said another of my friends as he took his turn to use a long stick to stir the dog poop in the boiling water. ‘You can walk along the street smoking and no one can stop you.’

‘And drink beer.’

‘And drive a car.’

‘And get married.’

We all pulled a face at that one. Not one ten year old there around that fire had any intention of marrying.

‘Of course,’ one of them added after a while, ‘we won’t know what each of us’ll be doing then.’

‘How come?’ I asked. Something about this troubled me. Surely we’d all stay in touch with one another?

But a wiser boy put me straight. ‘After we’ve left school we’ll get jobs in offices and stuff, then we’ll go our separate ways.’

Impossible. We were best mates. But, just in case it turned out to be true, I had an idea to soften the blow. ‘I know,’ I told them in all seriousness. ‘We’ll all meet up when we’re forty. Then we can tell each other what we’ve done.’

‘When we’re forty? When’s that then?’

Thirty years hence took some calculating. Eventually, however, we arrived at a year that we all decided was the right one: 2001.

‘Wow, that’s in the future! People will have flying cars and be living in space by then.’

‘We might be living in space.’ 

I didn’t let something like cosmic distance put me off. ‘What we’ll do,’ I declared grandly, ‘is all meet up at three o’clock in the afternoon on the first of August, in the year 2001.’

‘But where?’

‘At the sweet shop in Badsworth.’ A place we all knew intimately. ‘OK,’ I added, ‘shake on it. Then everyone promise we’ll be there in 2001.’ 

We all shook hands as we faithfully promised to make the rendezvous.

Only, I have to make the shameful confession now, that until I started writing this introduction I’d forgotten all about our promise. Damn. I feel bad about it. I mean, my imagination can supply the reunion scene. My friends thirty years on are shaking hands outside Badsworth Village Store (which is no more). They’re smiling happily. They’ve started to develop lines around their eyes, some might have a grey hair or two. All, that is, except the boy who declared he’d continue to wear health-giving short trousers come what may. In my imagination he stands there with tanned, bare legs and an uncannily youthful face. Of course, they’re all asking, ‘Where’s Simon? What happened to him?’ 

One will reply, ‘Oh, I heard he became a writer.’

‘Yeah, he’s probably living in Hollywood or New York now.’

No. I’m not. In fact I live a ten-minute drive from the rendezvous point. Only I went and forgot, didn’t I? Ooops, sorry Keith, sorry Victor, apologies to the rest, too. These days, I’m early for appointments; back then, however, my grasp on timekeeping was always slippery at best. 

And what happened, exactly, to that toxic pot of soup we were cooking up all those years ago? We did discuss very carefully how we should use this unique concoction. Tip it over someone’s front doorstep that we didn’t like? Invite other friends to smell it? Trick someone into tasting it? In the end we decided to put the lid back on our impromptu cooking vessel and leave it to mature for a while. I suggested burying it near the stream so it might add a certain je ne sais quoi to our creation. Then we’d dig it up in a few weeks and decide all over again how we’d use this precious batch of elixir. Uhm, guess what? I forgot where I buried it. Sorry, mates. 

There, I’ve spectacularly digressed in this introduction, too. Some writers would ‘Harrumph!’ and demand more discipline, but I’d reply that writing fiction is a form of digression; some of it controlled, some not. Together with that digression would be the accumulation of other details, many culled from memory – memories just like the one of the discussion round the camp-fire long ago. As a writer I like to be as surprised as the reader by what comes next in one of my stories. It’s a technique I’ve worked hard at to perfect. Jazz and Blues musicians must get the same kind of buzz out of improvization, rather than slavishly remaining glued tight to a score. Anyway … anyway … The question I posed at the beginning of this introduction was: Where do they all go? This time the ‘they’ is short stories. Or more specifically, my short stories. Originally, I planned to write a little about the creation of the individual tales, but I can’t see that would add anything to their enjoyment. I wrote them so they’d stand alone – or, heaven forbid, fall alone – without explanations of content, style and context. Most have been published before; however, there’s a good chance you won’t have come across them. Many appeared in limited edition collectors’ volumes or obscure magazines. When I started compiling this collection I knew I had sufficient published material to fill a book, but it struck me that it’s only fair to offer a serving of brand new fiction, too. I intended, therefore, to write two brand new short stories for Hotel Midnight. But The House That Fell Backwards and Jack Of Bones both acquired lives of their own and refused to come in under 5,000 words apiece. Between them, they account for around a third of this volume. As I say, it wasn’t planned, but I’m pleased and proud to offer two brand new novellas along with these stories, the stories that prompted that question, ‘Where do they all go?’ 

The answer is, generally, that my stories have appeared in magazines, in anthologies, on websites, as bonus booklets in DVD packages, and have been broadcast on the radio. Scientists explain that FM broadcasts aren’t bounced back to Earth by the radio reflecting layers of atmosphere; that, instead, they continue to journey out into space forever at the speed of light. This means my early radio stories are now, at the time of writing this introduction, more than twenty-five light years from the Earth and are reaching the planetary systems of alien stars. Every so often, I wonder what shaped ears (on what shaped heads) are listening to my work now. OK, I guess it’s unlikely, though I can see the seeds of a new story here. 

Those tales were scattered far and wide, not just globally but on a cosmic scale, so I thought it was time to round up a batch of stories and bring them together under the one roof of this volume. Then I can invite you to come and stay for a while.

After all, there will always be room for you here at Hotel Midnight, where every room has a view to die for…. 


 



Simon Clark 
 Doncaster 
 August, 2004 




ON WINGS THAT SO DARKLY BEAT….
 

 

Consider the ground beneath your feet. We cut ore from it. Mine it. We pump oil and gas from its depths. For centuries, during wars or when law and order collapsed, leaving people fearful and vulnerable, they entrusted their treasures to its safe-keeping.

Imagine the earth beneath your feet. You can’t see what lies there just an inch below the surface. Not normally, that is, unless you’ve a mind to start peeling back the turf and getting right down to where the dirt begins.

So, just what is down there? What’s hidden ten inches, ten feet, or ten miles beneath the foundations of your house, in that black crush of earth? It makes you think, doesn’t it? After all, didn’t we once believe it was the lair of demons? That Underground was the postal address for Hell?


 



Now the time has come to tell it as it was. No embellishments. No detours. No crap. Last summer this happened to me. I can put my finger on when it all started. I don’t mean that figuratively: I mean it literally. I can put my finger on a crack in the wall that runs like a jagged pencil line from the kitchen sink as far as the windowsill, where Kathy’s potted ivy still weeps tendrils of green.

Sure. It’s nothing to write home about, is it? That hairline crack. But it was the first indication that trouble was coming. OK. So it started quietly. Quietly as the ticking of a bomb before it goes boom. 

Just like every other afternoon I was getting ready to go to work at mail-sort. I’m on ‘lates’ so I start at 5.30 and work through ’till 9.30. There I get together with my big blue friend the conveyor belt. 

After it comes off the trucks, post is dumped from sacks onto one end of the belt. Before my very eyes flows that river of mail: tiny envelopes, bog-standard envelopes, tan-coloured social security envelopes, bulging with those hard to fill in forms, round parcels, square parcels, handgun shaped parcels. And, for some reason, a fun-loving member of Joe Public might drop hamburger wrappers into the box, or a sticky wad of consummate masticated gum. Or a hypodermic or two. Believe me, friends; it happens. 

Well. I sort flats (the A4 envelopes, that is) from the meterpost and the parcels. Those parcels are thrown not too gently into handcarts with bellow-like containers the size of bathtubs that expand as the weight piles up inside. With the purr of the conveyor electric motor is the purr of ever-present guilt. The next package I throw, all clad in bubble-wrap, might be some old lady’s family heirloom; a crystal bowl maybe, presented to her father for services to humanity. Believe me, I try and throw as gently as I can. And I do wince if I hear the tinkle of broken glass.

That’s my evening job. Ensuring that a letter posted by Mr Sender reaches Miss Recipient, or whatever, in one piece, and on time. I like the work. It’s satisfying. It pays some of those bills that my colleagues in mail delivery insist on bringing to my door.

By day, that’s a different kettle of fish. As anyone in the media will tell you, the big money is in television. So, between sunrise and sunset you’ll find me at the computer hewing out scripts. Hell, so many scripts. How many? God knows. Most rest in the catacombs of my filing system. But three (yes, a mighty three) have made it to screen. A couple have been fifteen-minute lo-budget wonders for ‘new talent showcases’. These are invariably shown late after the dullest current affairs programmes – guaranteed, believe me, to knock a hole in your oh-so carefully scripted drama: a hole right below the water-line so it sinks silently and without trace. And then, there’s my pride and joy, a ‘guest’ script for a long-running medic drama. Now that did take care of the bills – a good six months’ worth anyway, and did mean we could trade in Paula and Jake’s half-dead bikes that were causing me a degree or two of shame for a pair of bright, shiny new ones. 

So: at the tail end of one sun-splashed afternoon in August, in the twilight zone between my day career and my evening job, that’s when it began. That was the time normality chose to jump just a little to the left of reality. That’s when what usually lies ‘downstairs’ beneath your feet started to make good its escape. 


 



‘Dad.’ Jake’s voice came from the living room. ‘Dad?’

‘What?’

‘What’ve you dropped?’

‘I haven’t dropped anything. I’m cutting tomatoes for the sandwiches.’ 

‘Mum’ll go mad if you break any more of her plates.’

‘I haven’t dropped any plates. I’ve told you, I’m slicing tomatoes.’ 

‘Didn’t sound like it. Sounds like something expensive broke.’

‘Yeah, only my heart.’

‘Huh, they haven’t sent back the big script, have they?’

‘They have, Son. They have.’

‘Don’t let the bastards grind you down, Dad.’

‘Thanks, Jake. But watch the language. Your mother’ll be back any minute.’

‘Need any help sweeping up the wreckage?’

‘I told you. I haven’t broken anything.’

‘Sounded like it.’

‘Count the plates if you don’t believe me. Right, can you get some cans from the fridge?’

‘Beer?’

‘I’m working, Jake.’

‘No, I meant for me.’

I shook my head, smiling despite a generally crap day.

‘You’ll get me shot by your mother.’

‘Aw, Dad, it’s Friday.’

‘Just one, then. And not a can of beer, get one of the small bottles.’

‘Meanie,’ he called, good-naturedly, from the room.

‘You can feed the goldfish while you’re at it as well … Paula?’

But it was Jake’s voice I heard, not Paula’s. ‘She’s still at Kay’s.’

‘Well, I can’t wait. I’ve got to be away by five.’

‘Stick hers in the fridge, Dad.’

There comes a time when your kids start giving you the orders. At thirteen Jake was no exception. I didn’t see any let up in the situation. In forty years it would be ‘Take your pills, Dad. You shouldn’t be driving the car at this time of night, Dad. Time for bed, Dad.’ 

As I topped off the sandwiches with mayonnaise I sang out, ‘OK. Come and get it.’

Jake appeared at the kitchen door. The bristling razored scalp made me itch to try striking a match on it. As always, his eyes were boyishly bright, while his lips were full, almost swollen-looking: I’m told the bee-stung effect is typical when all those hormones begin cascading through teenage veins. 

Glancing across, I said, ‘I thought we’d eat al fresco.’

‘I thought we were having sandwiches?’

‘Oh, very funny. We are.’

‘But I thought you said we were eating al—’

‘Al fresco is French for eating outside.’

‘Oh….’

He collected the drinks. I put the sandwiches on the plates, added kitchen roll in lieu of serviettes and headed for the back door.

Jake opened it for me and grinned. ‘Oh, by the way, Dad. Al fresco is Italian for “in the open air”. Not French.’ Kids get to that age too: when they think they’re smarter than their parents. Trouble is, they generally are.

That was the shape of the afternoon. In fact, the shape of most afternoons. I made sandwiches for the family before Kathy got home from work. While I did that I traded a fair deal of good-natured banter with Jake. Paula was a little more distant these days. She was seeing a boy in a ‘significant’ way, and when she wasn’t somewhere canoodling under a tree she was working part-time to finance driving lessons, or chewing the fat with hip friends. 

As I headed for the door with the sandwiches Jake said, ‘Want me to tape anything while you’re at work?’

Before I had chance to reply there came a sound like rubble being dumped into metal skips far away. A deep thundering sound felt deep in the bone as much as heard by the ear.

‘Hey.’ Jake grinned. ‘That was the sound I heard before.’

‘At least I’m in the clear about the plates.’ 

‘Looks as though Mum won’t have your nuts for pudding after all.’

‘Jake.’ I automatically delivered the fatherly reproach for slightly off-colour language.

Meanwhile, however, something had caught Jake’s attention. I looked back in the direction he was frowning. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘I hadn’t noticed that before.’

‘Noticed what?’

‘That crack by the sink.’

I looked. People talk about crack-ups. Or cracks appearing in society. In its way this crack was going to be as profound. The effects as far reaching. Yet this crack was in the wall. It was new. No doubt about that. I’d not noticed it a moment ago as I stood rinsing tomatoes in the sink. Thin as a pencil line, it ran a jagged path from sink to window. A powdery deposit of white paint lay dustily on the aluminum surface of the sink as if freshly fallen from the wall.

‘Remind me to buy some Polyfilla tomorrow,’ I told Jake. Then I smiled while giving a parental (not to say stoic) shake of the head. ‘Didn’t I say to get a bottle of beer, not a can?’


 



Three-quarters of an hour later I was at one with my conveyor belt. The machine hummed. The mail flowed as fast as a mountain stream beneath my eyes. The sorting office was in full swing. For my contracted four hours I threw parcels into the concertinaed holds. If Nirvana is the attainment of bliss through the annihilation of self then I was very blissful indeed. Concentrating on sorting the fast-flowing mail excluded any other thoughts from my head, whether it was the new crack in the wall – or that bounced script – or the beer I’d drink that night. For those four hours I ceased to be aware of myself. I was merely an unthinking cog in the great British postal machine. 

Driving home that night, my body tingling pleasantly after my paid workout on the conveyor belt, I switched on the car radio. Straight away a news report relieved me of my ignorance. A minor earthquake had struck the town that afternoon. So that explained the noise like rubble being dumped into steel containers, as well as the cause of the crack in the kitchen wall. The report, if anything, was light-hearted. The town certainly didn’t lie in an earthquake zone. England just doesn’t suffer from earthquakes full stop. Damage was slight to trivial. A few vases. Maybe the odd busted picture frame. Those would be the sole entries on the casualty list. Pretty small beer when all’s said and done. 

I arrived home at 9.40. Parked the car, then laid the dust of the sorting office with a glass of cold water before pulling a beer from the fridge. Kathy appeared in the kitchen. Her eyes, as always, were tired; but she’d spent time on her hair and she looked nice. I kissed her. And the brown eyes did manage a twinkle.

‘Good day?’

‘Busy,’ she replied, with that slow-breaking smile of hers that was like the sun slowly peeking over the horizon. ‘How was yours?’

‘Cryer at DTV bounced the script. Just as I thought he would.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry, John.’ Then she scowled. ‘The little bastard; he was the one who asked you for it in the first place, wasn’t he?’

‘It was. That’s the curse of modern television. They’ll ask twenty writers to supply scripts on spec with no money up front; then they cherry pick the ones that suit their schedules. Beer?’

‘Please. But he as good as promised you a contract. He was already talking about budgets. Even who’d star in the thing.’

‘Well, he speaks perfect TV bullshit-ese. There you go. Where’s Paula?’

‘At Kirsten’s.’

‘Jake?’

‘Upstairs.’ Kathy didn’t want to be deflected from the great script fiasco. ‘So, what happens to it now?’

‘I’ll try it with another one of the independents. It’s still warm out. Do you fancy sitting in the garden?’ I tried to sound light-hearted. ‘Then I can serenade you under the stars.’ 

Kathy nodded. Her brown eyes said it all. She was disappointed for me. Three months of work were in danger of evaporating under our very noses. Even though a contract for the script had been a longish shot, we’d already let ourselves do the foolish thing of ring-fencing the fee for the future. A chunk would offer a worry free Christmas. Presents for all. Plenty of Christmas cheer in the pantry. Now it looked like extra shifts at the Royal Mail sorting office. 

Kathy sighed. ‘Why can life be so bloody difficult, John?’

Hell. Is there an answer to that one? I put my arm around her and hugged her. Then, before I followed her out into the garden, I looked back. The doors had swung shut behind us. Something they’d never done before. And I wondered if the earthquake (that ever-so minor earthquake, the radio assured) had tipped the house a little off kilter. Outside was warm. As if maybe the door of some great furnace had been opened far away. A slight scorching smell tainted the air, too. The sun had not long since quit the sky; it had left behind a blood-red stain on the horizon. The first stars glinted. A bat, nothing more than a flicker of membranous wings, picked insects from the air. 

As we sipped the iced beer we gazed over the wheat field that backs onto our garden and quietly pondered our own thoughts. It was Kathy who first noticed something wasn’t right. I had to have it pointed out to me.

‘Don’t you see it, John?’ She nodded. ‘Over there … toward the middle.’

I strained my eyes into the gloom. At dusk the wheat resembles a grey lake spreading out; generally, flat and motionless.

‘There, John. More to your left. See them?’

Perhaps it was the note in her voice. But despite the heat I felt a cold chill spread out from the marrow of my bones. And, with it, a shiver came like a goose over my grave.

‘Damn me,’ I said in a tone close to awe. ‘It must have been the earthquake.’

‘But they said on the news that it was a minor one.’

‘There can’t be anything minor about that.’

Daylight was dying fast. But I could still make out four circular depressions in the wheat field. Each one perhaps twenty feet across and a foot deep. The corn itself hadn’t been disturbed that much; it had simply dropped to a lower level. Kathy headed for the gap in the hedge.

‘Where are you going?’ I asked her.

‘To take a closer look of course.’

‘Wait, you’ll see nothing in this. I’ll get the torch.’

When I returned she’d already vanished. It was as if something had reached down to pluck her from the face of the Earth.

A sense of unease seeped into me – some primeval hazard warning light started to flash red in the core of my brain.

‘Kathy … Kathy?’ 

The world was a considerably darker place now. Starlight touched the corn with spectral flashes. In the distance a dog started to howl, as if it had caught the scent of something alien on the night air.

‘Kathy?’

I flicked on the torchlight. The beam splashed against corn. Then, turning away from the field, I glanced round the garden. In the shadows the hood of the barbecue sat there blackly like a gigantic skull. Bushes crouched in monstrous silhouette; a breeze touched their leaves; they rustled with the restless sound of wings fluttering in a cave.

‘Kathy … where are you?’ I looked back to the house, thinking maybe she’d returned there when I’d gone for the torch. 

Ours is the sole house in Meedholme Lane. Just then its dark shape masked a hundred or so stars as squarely as a gigantic tombstone. Jake’s bedroom light burned; the curtains were closed. 

‘Kathy. Where—?’ Suddenly, rearing up from the shadows came a dark shape with glinting eyes.

‘John.’

‘Kathy. Hell’s teeth … do you want to give me heart failure?’

‘Sorry.’ Her teeth showed white as she grinned.

‘Where were you?’

‘I thought I’d have a quick look first.’

‘You don’t want to go running around out here at night.’

‘Frightened the old man with the claw will get me?’

I squeezed her arm, part gesture of affection, part reassurance that she was all right.

When she spoke it was with a note of wonder. ‘Wait until you see what I found.’

We waded through the wheat until we reached the largest of the depressions. Unlike the other three this sloped down toward the centre to form a funnel shape. Corn still grew straight and unruffled on the ever-increasing incline. It was what lay at the bottom that had caught Kathy’s eye.

‘Shine the torch in the middle,’ she told me. ‘See it?’

‘My God … a cave?’

‘More like an old coal-mine working. The place is riddled with them under here.’

‘I see you haven’t forgotten all those history lessons of old man Leeson’s. Hell, look at that. How deep does it go?’ 

There, in the light of the torch, was an oblong hole in the ground. Maybe ten feet long, it was black as ink. Raw, dark soil showed around the rim. Even as we watched a little broke away to disappear underground with a rattle that turned into phantom echoes.

‘Don’t get any closer,’ I warned, as Kathy edged her way down the incline, arms held out like airplane wings as she balanced.

She said, ‘If it’s one of the old coal shafts it’s going to go down a long way. Eighty years ago they were sinking them a thousand feet deep around here.’

‘Then for Godsakes get away from it.’ This time I spoke with real feeling: the mental image of Kathy sliding screaming down the funnel and into that gluttonous mouth of the pit was shockingly vivid. I held out my hand; she accepted the offer and I pulled her firmly back to level ground. ‘This’s got to be sealed off. All you need is a couple of inquisitive kids and they’ll disappear into that thing forever.’ With growing distaste I eyed the pit. It had all the ominous presence of an open grave. 

‘John. Look!’ Without waiting for me to direct the torch the way she was pointing, she grabbed my wrist, then swung it to the right.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘I thought I saw something moving through the corn.’

‘Something? Not someone?’

‘No … an animal – definitely animal.’

‘It might have been a rabbit.’

‘No. It was …’ She paused, puzzled as if her recollection of it didn’t match with anything she’d ever seen before. ‘Black. About the size of a large dog.’

I shrugged, grinning. ‘Then it probably was a dog.’

She shook her head. ‘No. It can’t have been. There wasn’t any fur. At least I don’t think there was.’

‘Well, it’s scarpered now. Come on, we should telephone someone about this.’ I directed the torch back at the pit. Doing so, I caught the smell of scorched air. Once more I pictured a vast furnace door that had swung open. An ear of corn nodded at the lip of the hole as if disturbed by some subterranean updraught. 

Now the darkness of the pit was strangely compelling. It sat in the raw grave of an opening as if it were a liquid, or oil – like rich, dark oil that had seeped up from beneath the surface of the ground. Just for a moment I could imagine that viscous darkness oozing out over my feet, over the field, over my house, over the town to engulf the whole world. 

Just then Kathy said unexpectedly, ‘I might have left the back door open.’

‘The door?’ I wondered what had prompted her to mention it.

‘Don’t worry. Jake’s at home.’

‘I know. But that animal …’ Suddenly she sounded uneasy. ‘I mean … I wonder where it went.’

We turned and breasted our way back through the corn as if we walked through a swimming pool. All the time I was conscious of the pit behind me. A raw wound in the surface of the earth. I pictured seeping darkness that had the velvet touch of a tomb.

Ahead was the silhouette of the house. Jake’s light burned in his room. We’d no sooner reached the back garden than we heard the scream. Kathy’s glance at me said far more than words ever could. The scream sounded again. Only this time it had taken on a strange muffled quality.

‘Jake.’ Kathy’s voice was sharp with worry. ‘It’s Jake!’

I looked up at the bedroom window, willing the curtain to be pulled aside, then for Jake to look out. Next came a sound. I can’t describe it as a scream. It wasn’t. Not entirely. But it was a sound I’d remember until my dying day.

‘Jake!’ I yelled his name. Still no Jake appeared at the window.

The back door lay open; we raced at it, Kathy hitting the door first. The first thing we saw was Jake in the hallway.

‘Who’s that shouting?’ His face white with fright. ‘It sounded like someone’s hurt.’

‘I’ll check the road,’ I panted at them. ‘Stay here until I get back.’

Testing the weight of the torch in my hand as if it were a club, I went back outside. Tension had a handful of my intestine in its grip by this time. That scream… It had put a river of ice through me.

Outside, it was silent. The stars still burnt their immeasurable course above my head. Bushes and trees were dark, phantom shapes. The scream must have come from Meedholme Lane that runs at the front of the house. At its busiest it’s dead quiet, and generally traffic free. At this time it wouldn’t see so much as a pedestrian for half an hour at a time. With only one streetlight I had to rely on the torch to see anything at all. The road appeared to be deserted. 

‘Hello.’ My voice, as you’d imagine, sounded pretty tentative. ‘Hello. Anyone there?’

A rustling noise. This, joined by a wet sound, almost like a dog lapping water, came faintly on the night air. I judged the sounds to come from some way along the lane. I listened for footfalls but heard none. No voices, either.

Just that faint lapping. A liquid sound. Cautiously I walked toward it, shining the torch. The beam only carried so far, lighting a few square yards of road tar and the luminous white lines that spat out toward a dark horizon. A foil chewing-gum wrapper glinted with the cold light of the evil eye against asphalt. 

‘Hello.’ I said loudly this time. ‘Anyone there?’

No reply. With tension quickening my pace, I homed in on the lapping sound. Five seconds later I did see shapes there in the extremity of the torchlight. The light thrown at that distance was nothing more than a thin, silvery wash. But I could see something. And that something was dark and humped. I took another dozen paces forward, my heartbeat quickening in my chest. 

There lay a man.

Aged about fifty-ish, he lay on his back, one arm stretched out as if pointing at the kerb; a knee raised into the air. I could see that much. Then the knee dropped in a way to suggest someone relaxing or falling asleep. But they’re in the middle of the road for Godsakes. Quickly, I took another ten paces. I raised the torch higher. I saw more now. But what I did see made little sense. Sod that! It made no sense. 

Because sitting there on the man’s chest was a dog. It licked his face in long, rhythmic laps; pretty much as a dog would lick a bone. So here’s the scenario: man collapses while walking dog. Faithful hound tries to wake man by licking his face. That’s what the rational quarter of my mind was proposing. But I knew the truth was far darker, far grimmer. 

As I lurched into a run I shouted, ‘Hey!’

The black dog noticed me now. In the shaky light of the torch I fancied I saw it glare back in my direction; I fancied I saw a pair of eyes that were large and owlish, and the sickest yellow you’ve ever seen. 

‘Hey, leave him!’

My shout seemed to do the trick. As I ran up, the black dog-shape slunk away into the darkness. I swung the torch, trying to catch a glimpse of it before it vanished into the field at the side of the lane. It had already gone. But even as I anticipated the sound of it dashing away into the corn I heard a swishing noise; something like a bamboo cane being whipped through the air. Instead of coming from the field, the sound swished above my head. I tried to follow it with the torch beam. I caught the flash of a black wing. Maybe the dog had disturbed a bird – something big – a crow? A raven? 

By this time I’d reached the man. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll …’ get you to hospital. To finish the sentence would have been a waste of breath. 

I held the torchlight on him for no more than a second. I had an impression of loose flaps of skin. Of tearing. But the overwhelming impression was of a human face that had simply gone. 


 



‘John, did you find—’

‘Get back in the house.’ The emotion that drove the words from my lips was enough to get Kathy inside without asking questions. 

In ten seconds we were all in the kitchen with the doors locked. By this time Kathy’s face was as white as Jake’s.

‘John? Was anyone there?’

Tight-lipped, I nodded.

‘Is he hurt? John, what’s wrong? You look as if you’ve seen—’

‘Don’t worry,’ I told her. ‘Jake, keep in here with your mother.’

‘But is—’

‘I’ll tell you everything in a minute. I need to phone the police.’

‘The police?’

‘Don’t worry,’ I repeated. Then the thought struck me: Don’t worry. If I repeated the words a third time it would become a gypsy curse. 

I went to the kitchen phone. For some reason that spidery crack in the wall had assumed a new significance. Not so much a crack: an omen. A harbinger of doom. Picking up the handset I punched the buttons. I pressed the button on the cradle; tried again. 

‘Damn….’

‘You can’t get a line, can you?’ Kathy’s eyes were round; her voice tight sounding.

I hissed, ‘Tonight of all nights this thing has to go on the blink.’

But that didn’t add up. That was coincidence tossed too far. And I knew it. I knew it as if it had been written in fire across that damn wall with its telltale crack.

‘Just a minute,’ I said, and went through into the living-room, switching on the light as I did so.

Something thin and snake-like hung down outside the window.

‘The telephone cable’s broken.’ The statement sounded lame. But perhaps it was better than the truth, namely: It’s been cut.


Coincidence be damned. A chain of events had started here: the earth tremor; the yawning pit in the field; the man lying half eaten out there in the street; the broken telephone cable….

‘Kathy, we’ve got to get the police here.’

‘What’s happening, John? Was there anyone out in the street?’

‘Yes.’ I spoke in a low voice so Jake wouldn’t hear. ‘He’s dead.’

‘Dead?’

I held up a finger to my lips. ‘Don’t let Jake know. Is your mobile phone still in the bedroom?’

‘No, I always give it to Paula when she goes … Oh, Jesus. What time is it?’

‘Half past ten.’ I’d no sooner replied than the implications sank in. Paula would be on her way home now. The bus stopped at 10.30 by the crossroads. Then came just a three-minute walk up Meedholme Lane to the house. It was one of those moments of absolute mental clarity. A man lay slaughtered in the street. Slaughtered by something dog-like, but not by any breed of dog I recognized. Its appearance was connected to the coming of that evil-looking pit in the field. Now my seventeen-year-old daughter would be alighting from the bus. She’d walk home alone.


 



There were no options; no debates; no prevarication; I had to reach Paula before she got off that bus. Normally it arrived at the crossroads just a shade after 10.30. My watch said 10.29. With luck I’d be there to meet her. 

With Kathy and Jake safely locked inside the house, I walked to the driveway gates. Behind me, lights blazed from the windows. The black cable hung slackly down the house wall. Severed from the telegraph pole. In retrospect it may have been wiser to take the car. But at that moment I believed I’d be faster covering the short distance to the crossroads on foot.

I gripped the torch hard. The urge to switch it on and rake the whole area around me with its honest-to-goodness light itched upon my skin like a rash. But I wanted to give my night-vision a chance to kick in. There was starlight; there was the light of the single street-lamp. If anything I might see more, certainly further, without the torch. That would be for emergencies only, I told myself, as I slipped through the gate.

A hundred yards to my left the body still lay on the street. Of whatever chewed its face there was no sign. Once more the rational self, so primly bolted there by a modern society that is still haunted by a terror of the unknown, rifled my head for rational explanations. The creature might be an escaped big cat of some sort. A black panther would fit the bill. Fast. Sleek. Deadly. That’s it, John, I told myself. You’re dealing with some wild escapee here. A big cat from a zoo or circus. 

I listened.

Silence, only silence. But it was the shrieking kind of silence that stalks your every heartbeat. A silence that evokes mental images of the watchful predator. I glanced back at the house. Jake and Kathy stared out at me. Backlit, they were dark shapes themselves. Merely faceless silhouettes. 

That was the moment the lights went out. The streetlight died, too.

So now they’d cut the power. My escaped big cat theory shrivelled and died. We were under attack. That was the honest-to-God truth. 

My first instinct was to rush back to the house. But my wife and son would be safe there, I told myself firmly. The windows and doors were locked tight.

On the other hand, my daughter, my beautiful seventeen-year-old daughter, would be alighting from that bus in about sixty seconds’ time. She’d walk this way alone. Who knows what she might encounter on this solitary stretch of roadway. 

Still I held off with the torch. Bright starlight touched the street with a phantom fire; it glinted off cats’ eyes and road signs, revealing the road as a grey strip before me. I moved through that virtual darkness like a swimmer diving into unknown ocean depths. And once more my mind turned to the darkness in the freshly opened pit that yawned like a new grave. In my mind’s eye I saw a tide of absolute dark welling up from the chasm; I saw it spilling out over the cornfield, oozing through the hedge into the garden. I saw it flow like oil into my house to engulf my terrified wife and son. I clenched my hand around the torch. Grit crunched beneath the balls of my feet. Now I moved forward somewhere between a walk and a run. My eyes constantly roved the fields at either side of the lane. I was looking for a black, sleek shape; I was hunting for a pair of eyes that burned an evil yellow. I willed a car to come. But there was only silence … and that ominous darkness. Above me, stars burned. I saw them as cold, unfeeling eyes. They watched with callous half-interest as yet another fragile human being enacted yet another scene in creation’s play. They’d watched children mutilated; men and women marched into ovens; innocents nailed to trees. If all this turned into tragedy they’d watch with that cold impassive glare. They’d seen it all before; they’d see it all again. 

Alert, I scanned ahead, looking for the lights of the bus as it rumbled on its way to Wakefield. Then that cold starlight might, with luck, reveal the fair hair of Paula as she rounded the corner. I heard a noise above me. It was that same swishing sound I’d heard before; a noise like a bamboo cane slashing through the air. It came again and again. I pictured a lunatic perched on top of a telegraph pole swishing a cane left and right. I looked up. Stars burned with their witchfire as bright as before, and yet, just for a second, some small section of starry sky vanished. A blot of darkness had moved across the heavens, blocking those points of light. 

The cane sound swished louder. Touching my lips came a breath of air that smelt of wet soil: then it was gone. Mystified, I glanced up as I walked, the torch ready in case it came again. But only silence returned to press its dead weight against my ears. Still no bus lights in the distance. With luck it was late. I’d meet Paula as she stepped off it. Then we’d hurry back to the safety of the house. In her bag would be the mobile phone. 

The swish came again. This time it sounded close against my ear. It was rhythmic now. Instead of a stick slashing at the air I thought of wings. Great wings.

I swung the torch upward, thumbing the switch as I did so. Instantly light blasted from the bulb, catching a shape that twisted above my head. I glimpsed muscular movement; sensed its predatory power. Then with a slashing movement it speeded away. I tried to track it with the torch but I was pitifully slow. It had already gone. The thudding beat of wings faded into the night sky. 

Yet the mental image stayed clear. I retained the picture of not fur, nor feathers, but skin; a skin that was as glossily black as patent leather. And, most clearly of all, wings. Vast membranous wings.

I accelerated to a full-blooded run. This time I didn’t trust my life to star-shine. I slashed at road and sky with torchlight, revealing trees, fence posts, ditches. The white lines on the road materialized from the dark in ghostly stripes. My breath gusted between my teeth. 

Paula would be here on the bus at any second. I had to be there when….

I stopped dead in the road. And that was the moment I realized that Paula’s bus had, Heaven forgive me, arrived early.

In the road lay Paula. I recognized the long, fair hair. Her jeans were torn; her legs were painfully splayed. Her bag lay ten yards from her body, the contents splashed across the road – lipstick, cracked mirror, mobile phone, coins, pens. Her attackers, I saw, were still there. One squatted obscenely on her chest. The rest crouched around her. Their heads ducked down at her beautiful face. Again, that wet lapping. Black membrane wings straightened, shook, then curled back against their bodies. Those things were in ecstasy. They shuddered with pleasure, their vast yellow eyes glazed with rapture. 

What made me do it I don’t know. I switched off the torch. Then I moved. Those things were so focused on my daughter that they didn’t see me. I ran at them, moving silently, staying silent, until the last second: then with a roar that seared my throat I punched the power button on the torch, blasting them point-blank. And I watched as that brilliant light seared their eyes like a Pentecostal flame. With a screech, they spread bat-like wings and lifted into the air. Beating wings snapped into my face, the blows stinging. Savagely, I lashed at the creatures with the torch. In that mad flurry of wings, talons and flashing light I saw the bloodied incisors, those lips like black rubber, their evil yellow eyes that were ablaze with a terrible craving. 

Seconds later they were gone. Their body shapes revealed only by whole clumps of missing stars, as if their silhouettes possessed a dark power to excise pieces of Heaven itself. Stunned, I stood there panting. Paula lay on her back at my feet. Her arms were crossed over her face; her leather jacket slit a dozen times as if by a razor. Then as I gazed at her motionless body a clump of her lovely fair hair drifted down from the sky.

Violating it, a smear of red. My throat moved convulsively. At last, I crouched down to my daughter. As I did so, I saw something that I expected least in the world at that moment. She moved her arm – then I heard her whisper one word: ‘Dad….’ 


 



Sometimes the rhythms that govern the pace of our lives speed up or slow. Time flies. Time drags. After carrying Paula back to the house and setting her down on the bed where she was born, the rhythm of time altered for me at that moment.

Events accelerated; I moved faster; yet time itself, as measured by the mantelpiece clock, seemed to slow to a funeral crawl. I saw everything so sharply. By candlelight, I watched Kathy bandage those cruel slashing cuts on Paula’s forearm. I saw with absolute clarity her brother dab antiseptic with incredible tenderness onto her grazed forehead. I watched how Paula’s glazed eyes stared at the ceiling, and how they cleared as if a mist evaporated between them and my own. And I remembered shining the torch through Jake’s bedroom window out across the field. Whereas the wheat crop had appeared entirely grey in the starlight now the central part was black. A glossy black: shiny as a beetle’s shell. Those membrane-winged things with the yellow eyes were oozing from the pit like crude oil welling from a borehole. As I watched, I saw a thousand yellow eyes fixed hungrily on our home. I knew they would come soon. They’d tasted our blood. They had a liking for it now.

Again with a super-quick fluidity I was downstairs once more. 

Vividly, I saw the can of lawn mower fuel in my hand. I remember its rainbow colours as I poured a full gallon over the back of the car and onto the blankets I’d tied there. I remember Jake and Kathy at the bedroom window, eyes wide, faces white, as they beat the glass; their mouths framing the word No! No! over and over again. I broke the first match. Tossed it onto the dirt. The second burned soundly. I dropped it onto the fuel soaked material. With a roar, the blankets, along with the whole rear quarter of the car, burst into flame. 

It burned so brightly it looked as if I’d hitched a piece of God’s own sun to the car’s tail. Then came that eerie, timeless drive….

I didn’t bother with the roads. I drove the car forward along the driveway, down the side of the house, sheering away a drainpipe that cracked the windscreen; then I was bumping over the back lawn. Seconds later the burning car burst through the hedge like a torpedo. Headlamps blazing, engine roaring, tyres buzzing, I powered across that wheat field. The crops parted before the car. Mixed with the sound of the flames I heard the rush of wheat stalks against metal. Behind me I left a trail of fire. The summer dry wheat was alight, too. Smoke rolled into the night sky. Sparks rose to meet the stars. Flames lit those hundred acres as bright as day. 

And there I was: driving a burning car. It must have resembled some dirt-hugging comet, carving a fiery streak across the earth. The creatures that were too slow were crushed beneath the tyres, then, in turn, the burning crops cremated them. Some rose into the air like ravens before me. Others fled back to their subterranean aerie. And I drove on. I didn’t slow the car. I held it straight as a guided missile locked onto its target come what may, do or die. 

At the lip of the crater I opened the door. Then I stepped out into the flying wheat.


 



Geologists know more than me. They said the burning car had ignited naturally occurring methane gas in the pit. Later, whole families came from miles away to watch the pillar of flame jetting out of the ground as high as an oak tree. With a sense of the Biblical it burned for forty days and forty nights. No amount of water could quench that fire. At long last, however, firefighters succeeded in capping the hole with concrete. The field was black all winter. Then the farmer ploughed and sowed again. It’s green with barley now. The things that escaped the blaze had flapped away like starlings before the onset of winter. It’s my belief they’re not adapted to the light of this world. That they withered to dust with the rising of the sun. Here I sit typing. Moonlight spills onto the carpet. The scar tissue of that one bad burn between thumb and forefinger pulls tight a little as I hit the space bar. That’s a small price to pay. 

Cryer bought the script I wrote last winter. It’s about what lies beneath this eggshell thin crust we call solid ground. The contract (which is as thick as a telephone directory) lies here on the desk beside me. So….

Do I still work for mail-sort? Am I contented? Am I rich?

Those questions seem unimportant now.

Because I’ve just noticed the window is open. The noise I heard earlier is getting louder by the minute. It’s the sound of roosting birds, I guess.

I can hear their sharp claws upon the roof. 




THE BURNING DOORWAY
 

 

‘I told you, I saw them moving.’


The night-time attendant at the crematorium had almost shouted the words into the phone. This thing had frightened him, his hands were shaking. He wanted to let loose a mouthful at his supervisor who obviously didn’t give a flying fig. The lazy sod was probably sitting at home, a can of beer in his greasy hand, gawping at the television. What did he care that his tuppeny ha’penny assistant was alone in the crematorium with them moving about there … making those noises that made him sick to his stomach?

‘I’ve looked in there, Mr Winters, I can see them moving about.’

He heard his boss over the phone give a sigh. The sigh that says ‘Oh, no, here we go again.’

‘Danny,’ his boss began, ‘when you were offered this post, you were told it wouldn’t be very pleasant. To be bloody blunt, our job, Danny, is to burn dead people to ash. Specifically, your duties are to watch over the equipment at night. If it malfunctions then phone me. Otherwise, just leave me to a bit of peace and quiet, OK?’

‘But they’re moving around in there, Mr Winters. And they’re making these horrible sounds. You can hear them above the gas jets; I bet you can hear them over the phone, if I hold it to the ovens for you. They’re going—’

‘Danny, Dan – just listen to me, Danny. If I come down there now, I’ll have to file a call-out report. When my gaffer sees why I’ve had to come out at midnight you’ll be out faster than shit off the end of a shovel. Now, think carefully, Danny, do you still want this job?’ 

‘’Course I do. It’s the first I’ve had in a year.’

‘Didn’t any of the blokes down there tell you what to expect?’

‘They said I’d got the cushiest job going. Just sit here all night and keep checking the burners are working all right.’

‘Bugger,’ said his boss, stoically. ‘Look, Danny, as I said, it’s not a pretty job. We burn people, right? Burning people isn’t like burning old cardboard boxes. They’re complicated mechanisms made up of skin, muscle, bone. Inside they’ve got organs – those are bags of fluid and gas. You with me, Danny?’

‘Ay.’

‘Also they’ve got mouths and arseholes. So if you heat them up fast, fluids boil, and I’m talking about blood and piss now. Gasses expand. They’ve all got to come out somewhere. So what you’re hearing is basically belching and farting. But on a grand scale; you follow me, Danny? Sometimes it works on the vocal chords, too, so you can actually stand outside the crematorium oven, and it sounds like people are groaning their heads off. I’ve heard it. It is nasty. It takes some getting used to. Believe me, Danny, I’ve heard a burning corpse actually sound as if it’s singing; it nearly turned my hair white.’

‘How is it then, they can move?’

‘You must have good eyes, Danny. When I look through the spy-hole into the ovens all I can see is flames.’

‘But they do move about in there, Mr Winters.’

‘Then it’s got to be a muscle reaction. When muscle burns it shrinks. I’ve heard stories of burning corpses suddenly sitting up. There are other things, too. You might hear bangs. And I mean really loud bangs like a cannon firing. Fluids boil in the stomach making it inflate like a balloon. Eventually, the pressure’s so great – BANG! – it explodes.’

‘I didn’t know that. They never told me.’

‘All right, Danny. They were wrong not to warn you. You all right now?’

‘Yes, Mr Winters. Sorry to disturb you. It gave me a bit of a scare, that’s all.’

‘Don’t worry, Danny. As the blokes at the Crem said, you’ve landed yourself a good job. All we’re asking is you keep an eye on the place. Apart from that your time’s your own. Is that old radio still down there?’ 

‘Yeah, over on the fridge.’

‘Switch it on, it’ll drown out the sounds.’

‘Thank you, Mr Winters.’

‘Good night, Danny.’

The phone clicked, then purred softly into Danny’s ear. He imagined Mr Winters shaking his head while he thumbed up the television’s volume on the remote. Danny replaced the phone and switched on the radio. Late night ballads throbbed from the speaker. He wasn’t fond of them, but it buried the sounds coming from beyond the oven doors.

Danny felt better now that he’d talked to his supervisor. So it’d been natural what he’d heard. What he’d glimpsed, too, through the oven spy-hole. It gave me a bloody fright, though, he thought with a shiver. The blokes here should’ve warned me. He made himself a cup of tea, then he sat on a chair with its back to the wall. There, it faced the oven doors. The room consisted of bare, whitewashed walls. The floor was of concrete; it was still damp and reeked of industrial strength disinfectant where it’d been sluiced down earlier. This was the loading bay for the crematorium oven, he’d been told. In the adjoining crematorium they held the services. After that, the coffin glided smoothly along the conveyor belt, through the curtained hatchway into here, where it was stored with the other coffins until evening. The crop of the day as it were. Then the late-shift stacked the coffins, along with their cold contents, into the ovens, removing the brass handles as they did so. The supervisor checked paperwork to ensure that heart pacemakers had been removed. An overlooked pacemaker could detonate with enough force to knock the oven doors off their hinges. When all the coffins were inside, the doors were shut, the controls set, the gas ignited. There they’d burn through the night until all that was left was white ash. 

Danny’s was the easy job. Just sit. Watch. Wait. Then clock off as the early-shift came on at six to clear out the ovens. Even so, Danny, like most people, was frightened of dead human beings. Even in butchers’ shops it’s rare to find a recognizable animal lying dead on the slabs. All you get is nicely processed meat. No pigs’ heads with ears and eyes; no cows’ legs covered in fur. 

So, yes, no bones about it, this job frightened him. But it was the only job he was likely to have again. For thirty years he’d been a skilled craftsman in an engineering firm. He cut differentials for tractors. He’d been proud of his exacting work. Every day he’d worn his neatly ironed boiler suit. So what? He was a professional with skills that took years to acquire. Only trouble was in his early forties he’d been struck by crippling osteoarthritis. The back pain could be so bad he was reduced to shuffling round on all fours. Then just a week after his fiftieth birthday they’d sacked him because he’d been forced to take so much sick-leave. If you’re short-term sick you get cards and sympathy; if you’re long-term sick you’re treated with contempt. Like wild dogs that turn on one of their own kind when it’s hurt, society turns nasty on you. 

But he’d got this new job, thank the Lord. He was determined to hang on to it.

Keep busy, he told himself. Don’t let it prey on your imagination. It isn’t easy, though, when you know that just behind that steel door twenty men and women, and even children, are being burnt down to something that will be used as plant fertilizer in the next few days, if it isn’t all collected by relatives for funerary urns. 

Danny went to the employee’s rest room. It was a cluttered place: nude girl pin-ups mixed with work rotas and union circulars on walls. Scattered on the sink worktop, pieces of pastry, bacon, bits of foil that had wrapped sandwiches, used tea bags, brown mug rings. On the radio some part-time cowboy was yodelling about his best friend being killed in a bar fight down Mexico way. It drove Danny back to the loading bay. 

For a while he stared at the oven doors. The thing might as well have been a magnet; he found himself putting one foot forward. Then another. Before he even knew it, he stood at the doors. The spy-hole, covered in inch-thick glass, glowed white from the fires inside. First time he put his eye to it had been a shock. He’d looked in expecting to see nothing but vague oblong shapes being gobbled by the inferno. What he saw had been very different.

He swallowed at the bitter taste invading his mouth. He felt queasy again, his ears rang, his neck ached where the muscles tensed.

‘Never mind, Danny boy – only ten more years of this, then you can retire.’ 

The first time he looked through the spy-hole he saw nothing for a while. It was pretty much like looking through one of those windows set in the walls of swimming pools. You know the sort – to look out underwater. It’s a bluey colour; while every so often a body appears as someone jumps in – there’s a mess of bubbles and arms and legs. Here, instead of water you see fire filling the space between the walls; it fills it completely as if it’s a liquid.

Slowly, as his eyes adjusted to the glare, he made out the oblong shapes of coffins on fire. Then suddenly, as if someone had rung a bell, he’d seen the bodies just sit upright in their coffins. His eyes bulged; he couldn’t move his head. All he could do was watch twenty dead men and women sit bolt upright in this blue fog of gas flame.

Mow-wurrr … Mow-mow-wurr-harrrr…. 

When they began to groan out loud Danny moved back so quickly it brought pain stabbing through his spine. He limped away, holding his back. The bloody thing seemed to ring like a bell with stabbing pains.

Mow-woe … uck-uck-uck-urrrr…. 

Now he knew it was merely expanding gas forcing its way outward through the anus or vocal chords. But the sound was still bad … so bloody, bloody bad. It sounded as if they were crying to be let out. As if the fire hurt them.

‘Christ, bury me when I die. Please bury me.’

He put his eye to the spy-hole. ‘Don’t put me in there with, oh … Jesus!’


Inside the oven, within all that fire and light, he saw the twenty burning men and women. They were working.


 



‘How did it go, Danny boy?’

It was one of the guys from the morning shift. He walked in grinning and swinging a plastic bag full of sandwiches.

‘Fine … not much happens, does it?’

‘Dead quiet.’ The man laughed. ‘See y’ later, I’m going for a dump.’

Danny’s mouth didn’t have so much as a pinhead of spit. Dry as the ash the morning shift would soon be raking. He didn’t know how he managed to say the words, or drive to the supermarket to buy the bottle of whisky he’d drink at home while his wife worked. Later, he drank so much he couldn’t walk, but the words kept coming out of his mouth. ‘I looked in. I saw them. They’re dead. But they’re working.’ 

Two emotions worked powerfully in Danny. He was frightened sick by it all. And yet … and yet he was also curious. The next night he clocked on early. Was all this some kind of miracle he was supposed to see? Or was it some kind of nightmare that he wasn’t? 

Soon he was alone in the crematorium loading bay; the concrete floor still wet; the stink of disinfectant roughening the back of his throat. The gas jets had been burning for half an hour by then. Already it would be hot enough to melt metal in there. He stood ten feet from the spy-hole, building himself up to look in. The muscles in his back were so tight they curved his arthritic spine like a longbow. Pains sparkled up and down his legs as sciatica kicked in. The slightest movement made him wince. But … but I’ve got to look in there, he thought. I’ve got to see if it happens again.


Last night, he’d pressed his watering eye to the spy-hole in the oven door. He’d witnessed burning corpses moving around. The heat so tremendous it had ignited the fatty tissues so the figures had moved around crackling with flame, spitting out gobs of fat like burning chip pans. Thankfully, you couldn’t see the faces; only that they were incandescent shapes atop human torsos.

Danny held his breath, then planted his eye to the glass. His vision adjusted to the brilliant glare. Now! It was happening now!


He let out a stuttering blast of air from his lungs through pure shock. One, two, three … four, five … six. One after another they sat up in their burning coffins.

What now? What did they intend to do? What drove them? Was this proof there was a God? Did He make them do this?

Jesus … Jesus … My back … Oh, Christ! He didn’t scream with his mouth; his back did all the screaming for him. Muscle spasmed. It clutched around his spine as if a sharp-toothed animal was trying to bite through it. He held his breath again as he leaned forward against the oven doors; his open palms taking some of the weight. I must keep watching. I’ve go to see what happens next. Only his back wanted to force him from the oven. He clenched his jaws together, screwed his eyes against the intense glare. Then he watched. 

They had left their coffins; moving with speed and agility; even the geriatrics. Now he could see funeral clothes flash into flame to drift off in layers like burning tissue. The flames ate the skin, peeling it off in feathery pieces of ash. But the flames had no effect on their purpose. Danny watched them work.

They picked up the coffins. Quickly, they stacked them into two pillars side by side with perhaps a metre between them. It reminded Danny of his days at the tractor factory when he’d watch the old skilled engineers at work. These people in the oven, even though they burned like fireworks, spitting jets of flame from mouth and ears worked with the precision of craftsmen, knowing exactly where each component went. When the coffin pillars were complete they laid the lids across from one pillar to the other until they had formed something that resembled an archway.

Even in that raging inferno they took their time; they made careful adjustments to the archway as if it needed to be perfectly aligned with some invisible geometric line.

By now, even once fat corpses were thin as soft, fatty tissues boiled into vapour; ribs began to show; fingers naked of skin dropped away. Arms and legs became jerking sticks. Movements became clumsier.

But the work was nearly complete.

Danny whispered in wonder: ‘What are they making? For God’s sake, what are they making?’

His eyes watered so much from staring into the brilliant flames, he was forced to look away, then blink until they were clear. When he looked back, the shock of what he saw forced him to recoil so violently he fell flat on his back.

Because there, on the other side of the glass, a face looked back at him. The face burned furiously. The picture burned into Danny’s mind was of a beautiful girl with hair blowing around her face; only the hair was aflame. Skin burned away in layer after shrivelling layer. The teeth were chips jutting from bubbling gums. The tongue, a charcoal stick, sliding from side to side over charred lips. The eyes alone seemed untouched; they stared back at him, coolly, with such a shocking intensity he couldn’t breathe. He saw them scrutinizing his face, assessing from his expression why he was there, and what was he thinking? Maybe the burning girl wondered if he would interfere with their work? When she appeared satisfied he would not, she returned to assist her colleagues with their labours. 

After the furious pains in his back had at last eased sufficiently, he pulled himself back to the oven doors where he looked in through the spy-hole. Through the roaring jets of fire, so bright he had to screw his eyes almost shut, he saw what the burning corpses had built. It was a doorway made from coffins and coffin lids. The wood blazed furiously. In that intense heat the construction could last no more than a few minutes. 

Then, as Danny watched, the burning corpses began to slowly file through the doorway. They never came out the other side. One by one, the burning corpses simply vanished.

‘Ahh …’ The pains in Danny’s back grew so intense that he had to hobble through to the rest room. He dissolved three Solpadol in a mug then swallowed the fizzing liquid down in one. Then he dragged himself back to the crematorium oven with its spy-hole that possessed such an irresistible pull on his curiosity. With a huge effort of will he forced himself to focus his eyes so he could see through the inferno. The gateway was little more than a white flare; the outline skeletal now that it had been burnt almost to ash. It couldn’t hold together much longer. But still the dead men, women and children walked through.

Through into what? Into where?

The painkiller oozed through his body to dampen the back pains. What’s more, they lightened his head. He wasn’t afraid; no, only curious. In the name of God, what lay beyond that incandescent doorway? 

Then … just for a second … he saw.

Going, going … gone. The doorway collapsed into ash. Those that hadn’t made it through the doorway stared vacantly at the pile of burning embers. Then they began working in an unhurried way on a second doorway. Only it was far too late now. Bone burnt to cinder manoeuvered coffins that were little more than shells of ash. Futile. Within moments, the gas jets had devoured them; one by one the corpses that had been left behind sank to the floor where they stopped moving, to lay in this bath of roaring fire. In the morning they would be shoveled into urns. Nothing more than cold dust. 

Danny staggered, panting, to the rest room; there he sat on the floor, his back to the fridge. It had only lasted a second, but he had glimpsed something beyond that doorway built by the incandescent dead. He’d seen cool green meadows; a stream lined with willows; in the distance had reared a mountain of grey rock. Only this mountain had a human face. He’d seen the dead leave the inferno. They had walked into paradise … because he was certain it must be paradise. And he’d witnessed the burnt cadavers instantly become young again. The expressions on their faces stayed nailed inside his head. Happy. Happier than he’d ever seen anyone before. He closed his eyes. 

Before his brain shut down, the word HAPPY circled around the inside of his head like a new moon trapped by the gravity of a cold and lonely planet.


 



The next night Danny stood alone in the loading bay. Softly he sang, ‘Danny boy, the pipes, the pipes are calling …’ He sang as he waited for it to happen again. He knew that it would. Inside, something new orbited the centre of his mind. Revelation. He knew without the tiniest, most insignificant scrap of doubt that he witnessed a miracle take place every night. Should I tell anyone?


Will I hell! 


Share your cake at school, Danny, his teachers would tell him. Share your cake with your friends. That’s the polite way to behave. He’d been left with bleeding crumbs. Danny had learnt the tough way that sharing really meant allowing others to take your possessions. So, share this? No! No way! This is all mine!


Danny had lost his career in engineering; he’d lost his health; he’d lost his self-esteem. Now he’d found the burning path to happiness there was no way on God’s Earth he’d lose that!

So. Eye to the spy-hole. He watched that day’s crop of corpses work in their life-giving atmosphere of flame. He rehearsed mentally what he’d do. As soon as the doorway was complete, and they had begun their exodus to paradise, then he would follow them there.

That exodus began. Danny spun the gas valves shut, killing the flames. The heat would still be enormous, but he’d be in through the oven doors, across the floor, then into the doorway in less than three seconds. 

Danny gripped the brass valve wheel. Quickly he spun it shut. Then he swung open the oven doors.

Disaster!

The hot air scalded his face; he gasped; his eyes watered; roast meat smells filled his nose; post-mortem grunts filled his ears. Without the flames the corpses simply collapsed to the floor. Danny stepped over them as they lay vomiting boiling blood.

Fierce blue flames jetted like Bunsen burner jets from mouths and anuses as expanding gasses sputtered outwards.

The doorway of still burning coffins was closed. All that lay beyond was the asbestos block wall. Choking, skin scorching, Danny stumbled back out of the oven into the loading bay, where he limped back to the rest room to dissolve more Solpadol into a mug before gulping it down.

Yes, it’s a setback, he told himself as he glared at his scorched face in the mirror, but he’d find a way through. By heaven, he would. He promised himself that. All it required was effort and commitment, then he would pass through to the other side of that burning doorway to a sublime realm where pain, loneliness and misery could not survive.


 



Danny was ready the next night. The burning corpses had finished the doorway. Slowly, they filed through it into cool, green pastures.

Without fire, that incandescent animating force fled from the corpses. It killed the doorway, too. Tonight, Danny must leave the gas jets blazing. He would simply open the doors, dash into the oven, then through the miracle doorway. To give him some protection from the inferno he’d made a suit of kitchen foil backed with sacking; on his head, a helmet of wire netting covered in layers of foil. Two tiny holes punched by needles in the material served as eyeholes. For a whole five minutes he’d sluiced himself down from the hosepipe to soak his clothes and layer of sackcloth beneath the suit of aluminum foil. That drenching with water, plus five Solpadol would deaden the effects of the intense heat. It would be enough to get him through the blazing doorway. He sang to himself as his gloved hands pulled back the oven doors. They dripped water. The fingertips steamed as they came into contact with the hot metal handles. 

This was going to be hot. He’d suffer some burning. And yet he promised himself any burns inflicted by the fiery interior of the crematorium oven would be supernaturally healed the second he passed through the doorway. Once on the other side he’d rest for a while. After that, he would enjoy a pleasant stroll to the mountain with the human face. 

The heat from the oven hit Danny with the force of a concrete slab. Winded, he wanted to gasp for air; only he knew he must hold his breath or this heat would reduce his lungs to paste. Through the eyeholes he saw his goal. He waded through the sea of flame, pushing aside corpses that waited patiently in line to file through the doorway. He could see nothing but blazing yellow. Adrenaline together with the Solpadol quashed the pain. Yet he knew he was burning. He could feel the itch of bubbling skin on his back. His hair singed into a molten cap inside his foil helmet.

Danny fought his way through the line of burning corpses. Now faces lunged into view, flames jetting out of mouths. Eyeballs popped with puffs of steam; faces peeled away like they were plastic masks. He felt hands grip his arms.

They’re attacking me! The thought left him panic-stricken. But then he realized they were helping. The burning dead supported him, and then guided him towards the doorway they had built. They knew his need was greater than theirs. 

There it was. He was six feet from the doorway of burning coffins. Beyond its flaring archway were lush meadows, sprinkled with a million golden dandelions. They looked like stars against a sky of surreal green. Willows swayed in a light breeze. Butterflies with wings of a delicate cornflower blue flitted above the grass. And in the distance, the mountain with the human face. It was smiling.

Danny was still inside the oven. The flames were eating into his hands now. The gloves had turned to ash. Fingernails went black and spilled from his fingers; the skin bubbled red and brown like a pizza in an oven, but:

‘I’m there! I’m going through. Oh, thank God! Thank God!’

A six-year-old child, grossly humped with tumors, stood in his way; eagerly he pushed it aside where it burst against the wall like an egg.

Nearly there! 

But the suit made him clumsy. Danny’s flailing arm brushed the burning doorway. He hardly touched it but it toppled. It hit the floor in a cascade of sparks that streamed up into his masked face like machine-gun tracer.

Howling now, more from frustration than pain, he swung round at the burning corpse. They stood placidly watching him. ‘Work, you bastards … work!’

They had to build another doorway. They had to do it quickly. Wood coffins were crumbling to ash. Gaping holes appeared in his suit, allowing tongues of flame to lick his flesh. Through his eyeholes he saw his hands trailing skin as they grabbed at coffins and begin to stack them.

Inside his head, his mind detonated into splinters: one screamed with burning agony; one, insanely optimistic, believed he could build another doorway in time, then slip through into cool, cool paradise. Another splinter of his reason was realistic; it knew that time was running out. He’d blown his one and only chance of Heaven; that soon the fist-size chunk of muscle that beat in his chest would begin to labour, then judder.

And finally stop.




THE HOUSE THAT FELL BACKWARDS
 

 


Jeff 



Thanks for the photographs of the Breton oriel. I’ve added these to Ci’s Architectural Image Bank. Now, to the mystery I mentioned yesterday. I remember seeing that stack of Fortean Times under your desk a while ago, so I thought this document might quiver your curiosity bone. One of my team found it when renovating the Edwardian detached in Thorpe Sneaton. Of all things, the papers were in a sealed shoebox hidden in the attic. 



We’ll be relieved to get the house on the market, by the way. Last week Lee Taylor was in the garden cutting down apple trees when he was hit by a shower of stones. He’s fine now. The police suspect kids. The local progeny must be aspirant psychopaths, bless ’em! 



Now, Jeff read this: 



All the best 
 Karen





 

Picture a house. One that you know well. Perhaps the one you grew up in? The home where you live now?

A house is a semi-permanent structure on a parcel of land. And land is unequivocally permanent. Immortally permanent – or as near as. Just, suppose for the moment, the house is one hundred years old. You sit in the living-room, gazing out through the window. For example, it’s summer now. You see a garden full of flowers, infant apples cling like dark green bulbs on trees in the orchard, the lawn is ready for cutting again; daisies form a sprinkling of white dots across the grass. Now use your imagination to scroll back through time. Take the house back to winter. The lawn is crisped white with frost. Trees are bare. Birds swing on the little wire basket of seed you hung out on the washing line. Take it back to autumn. Leaves are red. A few over-ripe apples hang from branches. Smell the wood smoke. Hear the tractor in a nearby field ploughing. 

Imagine, the old man next door. He leans over the fence trying to catch your attention. They call him Walter; he has a bottle of homemade elderberry wine that he wants to give you. Nice bloke Walter. He served on a minesweeper during the war, but never talks about it. Well … only once … a few months ago, when for no reason he recalled the day they were out hunting enemy mines off the coast of Whitby. A German fighter-bomber screamed out of a pleasant summer’s sky to strafe the boat with machine-gunfire. Walter’s two best friends were standing either side of him at the stern. Both killed in an instant. Walter was unmarked. His eyes grew silvery when he recalled how his friend’s head rolled away from its body across the deck. Walter had raced after it to stop it falling into the sea. Just for one moment – one wildly illogical moment – Walter thought if he could only retrieve the head somehow his best mate could be saved … Walter had blushed as he told the story. ‘Silly young bugger, weren’t I? Harry was dead before he hit the planking. Stopping his head falling in the sea wasn’t going to help him, was it?’ 

Imagination conveys us back to Walter standing patiently at the fence with his bottle of homemade wine. On New Year’s Day Walter died. The only way to bring him back is through the magic of memory. So linger a little on the image. Walter. The bottle of wine in his hands. An expectant expression on his still young-looking face as he anticipates you opening the back door to the garden any moment now. 

With imagination you can keep rolling back the years. Maybe to when the garden I gaze on now was full of piles of yellow sand beside stacks of freshly baked bricks, and men in flat caps working hard to build what would then be a brand new house on Mill Bank Road. Jump back another ten years. This plot where the house would stand is pasture. Cows munch its grass. A couple of boys climb a tree in search of birds’ eggs. Leap back another hundred years. This parcel of land is the setting for a medieval farmhouse. Women carry leather pails of milk across the yard. They wear long dresses. On their heads are white linen caps. The farmer and his son stroll through the gate. They heft muskets in one hand, geese by the necks in the other. Everything’s changing now. The clothes. The buildings. Fields are smaller. Hedges taller. Roads narrower. Even body shapes are different. The women are as muscular as any man you’ll find on a football field of today. The farmers walk with a hunched gait; they have thick, bull necks; their skin is as red as ripe tomatoes from constant exposure to the elements. 

Take a bigger leap back in time. Eight hundred years ago: you see nothing but dense forest from the living-room window. Feral scents seep into the room. Perhaps you hear the squeal of wild boar in the distance.

Back again; this time three thousand years. You’d be hard-pushed to find even a sign of human life. If you’re lucky you might glimpse a band of hunters. They’d carry spears tipped with sharp flakes of flint. Television invariably portrays prehistoric people as heavily bearded with a lot of hair; their bodies thickset with just a suggestion of the Neanderthal about them, yet these five or six hunters you see pushing through the undergrowth (just where the barbecue will be many centuries down the line) might be clean-shaven with short hair. This family group, comprising men and women, will probably be lightly built, even willowy. These are a nimble people who run after game, or climb trees for birds’ eggs; they leap streams in search of berries. They haven’t exchanged a nomadic life of hunting for the mule-ish routine of agriculture. Yet…. 

So, this is about Time. And right about now you’ll be wondering it’s high time you find out where all this is leading. Well … yes … it is about Time. Time with a capital T. It’s about Time being surprising, about the past not being the place we imagine after our upbringing on the fodder of standardized history calibrated by homogenized text-books, plus a television output of documentaries and costume drama, all derived from material that flows from an extremely limited source. Many a freethinking archeologist will repeat this line: ‘If historians were astronomers they’d only observe one small corner of sky.’ 

In short, history is surprising. Its content unexpected. It simply isn’t how we imagine.

All you have to do is take a step back … and see for yourself…. 


 



As my grandfather used to tell me, ‘James, ladies first.’

So, in case my late grandfather is peering sternly over my shoulder as I write: I’m married to Piet. She moved from Sri Lanka with her parents when she was nine. Now, twenty years later, she occupies a hundred-year-old detached house in Mill Bank Road, Thorpe Sneaton, in that Texas of England, Yorkshire. She shares this redbrick homestead with one husband (that’s me), one five-year-old son called Admar, plus a Dalmatian that sometimes (when in a compliant mood) answers to Woody. My name is Jim Shillito. Now, the name Shillito casts its own peculiar shadow down the family line. I’ll explain. For many people their surname is a message in a bottle from their ancestors. Generally, your surname reveals the occupation, or birthplace, or salient characteristic of your ancestor. If your family name is Smith then your forefathers for generations were probably blacksmiths, or silversmiths. Metal workers of some variety anyway. If a Cooper, then way back your family made barrels. A Clark, or Clarke? Self-explanatory, they wielded a quill. If your family name is Mason, Farmer, Fisher, Tanner, Carpenter, Hunter, Taylor, then there’s no need to ask. Places bred surnames, too. Look in the telephone directory for people by the name of London, Wakefield, Rotherham, York, and Scott. Some names delineated a family trait: King might indicate a line of pompous sons (‘With ideas above their station,’ my grandfather might have added with a disapproving sniff). Sparrow, a bird-like family. For names like Tart and Crapper I can only invite your own interpretation. OK, I admit it, I’m only teasing about the last two. My family name, as I’ve mentioned already, is Shillito. It’s a corruption of ‘silly toe’. The name is rooted in the feet of all of us who bear that name. We suffered some deformity; one we were born with, rather than an injury acquired later in life. After all, we’d already have a surname by the time our forefather dropped the anvil on his foot or stepped into a threshing machine. 

My name is Shillito. One of the proofs of genetics lies in my big toes. Just like my ancestor of a thousand years ago I, too, have a silly toe. I was born with broad flat toes that always meant I required bigger shoe sizes than my friends at school. What’s more, I’ve never ever grown a nail on my big toe, which is more properly known by anatomists as the Hallux. My other toes have ordinary nails: small and pink and glossy. My big toes just have every-day skin where the tough, horny protein known as keratin should be staking claim to that part of my anatomy. 

Birth defects, hair colour, facial characteristics, and body shape – they are the way our long dead ancestors reach out to us from the past. Not only to touch us, but also to mould the way we are. Even the way we think. My grandfather abhorred the idea of eating in the street. Seeing people walking along relentlessly chewing gum irritates me. Thanks Granddad. Not only have I inherited the silly toe, but also you’ve passed on the quirky detestation of ambulatory mastication. Try saying that sentence aloud after a snifter or two. 

My God. Come to think of it, he had a habit of couching simple explanations in convoluted phrases. Bear with me then. I’ve my grandfather’s propensity for talking like he’s downloaded the Oxford English Dictionary into his skull. But the point I’m striving to hammer home is that the past isn’t history. The past doesn’t evaporate into nothingness, like a pan of water left to boil dry. It’s always there. It’s just back around the corner where we can’t always see it, or easily access it, but it’s there all the same. 

Last week Piet sat at the kitchen table marking her students’ history homework. I broke brittle straws of dried spaghetti before feeding them into a pan of boiling water. Every so often, I gave the bolognaise sauce a quick stir. Admar threw a squeaky toy for Woody, the Dalmatian, on our back lawn. It was a beautiful easy-going summer’s evening. The kitchen smelt wonderfully of garlic, thyme and oregano. Those are my feel-good aromas. They remind me of Friday nights, of sharing a bottle of wine with Piet, while eating our supper in front of the television. 

‘You’ve got all weekend to mark those,’ I told her, nodding at the stack of exercise books

‘Exactly – I have a full weekend ahead of me. I don’t want to be working on my two days off if I can help it.’

I smiled as I prodded the last of the spaghetti into the pan. ‘Whoever said that teachers have an easy life?’ 

‘Tell me any who do and I’ll string ’em up.’ She spoke with genuine feeling as she pushed swathes of heavy black hair back across her shoulder. For school, she favoured Western-style blouses and skirts, but before supper she’d change into silken trousers and a flowing top that was more in keeping with her Asian birthplace. Her eyes were a chestnut brown that sparkled as she talked. And the way she talked. She leaned forward, her head pushed toward me, as if eager to hear what I said. Now she sent her red pen darting across the page. She corrected dates, spellings of names, perhaps even deleted a fallacy or two.

As I waited for the pasta to soften I made small-talk. ‘So. What do the kids make of World War One?’

‘Hardly kids, they’re fifteen.’

‘OK, what do your students make of World War One?’

She smiled. ‘World War One was last week; this week we’re fighting World War Two.’

‘My, how time flies.’

‘We have to reach Margaret Thatcher and the impact of the Miners’ strike by the end of the month.’

‘From 1939 to 1984 in eight days? Your students will be dizzy. You’re dashing them through a whole century.’

Piet nodded as she neatly inscribed a mark in the margin. ‘Needs must. They have their year end test in June.’

‘Poor wretches.’

‘In years to come I don’t think many of them will worry too much over which British Prime Minister declared war on Germany in 1939.’

‘But the irony is that even though the Allies beat the Nazis – those lords of untruth – we don’t teach our children history: we immerse them in propaganda.’

‘James.’ She shot me a warning glance. ‘Not this again.’

‘It’s true.’

‘Maybe, but I’m a history teacher not Minister for Education.’

‘But do you present your pupils with at least some of those historical facts that are always overlooked?’ 

‘I’d love to, you know that, James. But teachers don’t have time to deviate from the syllabus.’

‘The government approved syllabus.’ 

‘The government approved syllabus,’ she repeated with a sigh. ‘Yes. I know it’s unsatisfactory … just what am I supposed to do?’

‘Take time to give them the facts they’d never normally hear.’

‘Then I don’t meet my curriculum deadlines; that’s when I don’t get next year’s teaching contract.’

‘And that’s when you end up unemployed like me.’

‘You’re not unemployed.’ Her expression hardened as she returned to marking the books. ‘You’re an archeologist, James. One who is between placements.’

This was a point that was sore to say the least, so I skated round it. ‘But we brainwash our children into believing a standardized version of history.’

‘I know, James. That’s the way it is.’

‘That’s what they said when they were burning witches.’

‘OK, I agree.’ Her eyes flashed. ‘Today I taught them about the Allied invasion of Normandy on D-Day. I told them about the American and British amphibious landings, but I committed the customary sin of not mentioning that there were Commonwealth soldiers there. Nor did I tell them that there were exiled German troops fighting on our side. Or, for that matter, the Second World War didn’t start simply because Germany invaded Poland. Russia attacked Poland the same day as the Germans. We only declared war because Britain had a binding pact with Poland that we’d fight Germany if they crossed Polish borders. Britain turned a blind eye to Russia’s aggression.’

‘It’s not just the wars, it’s the whole view of history. On television if you see a costume drama set in Tudor times it’s full of white faces but in sixteenth-century London you’d find black men and women, too. By the time of Queen Victoria you could go to a restaurant and stuff your face with a curry. In 1897 the streets weren’t full of horse-drawn vehicles, it’s a little known fact that—’ 

‘There were electric cars, I know.’

‘So instead of the clip-clop of the hansom cab on a foggy night in Baker Street you could just as easily hear the purr of battery-powered Bersey Hummingbirds, carrying the great and the bloody good home from their dinner parties. Or that …’ I stopped, then gave an apologetic smile. ‘I’m preaching to the converted again, aren’t I?’ 

‘You are, James.’ She returned my smile. ‘You’re perfectly right, of course.’ She tapped a history textbook with the tip of her pen. ‘This is dogma, not history.’ With a sigh she put the last marked book onto the pile. ‘Another propaganda drone has completed her task of indoctrinating the young for the day. All done.’

‘I’m sorry for lecturing you,’ I told her. ‘Being at home not working is frustrating … bloody frustrating. I just want to get out and dig something. Get my bloody spade … start hacking through the dirt.’

‘Aren’t archeologists supposed to exercise a little more finesse?’

‘I’m itching to strip the top-soil from a Roman villa. Then get down to peeling back layers of building rubble right down into the hypocaust. Although at this rate I’ll settle for raking over a wartime cabbage patch.’

‘A first-rate archeologist like you?’ Piet stood up to kiss me on the lips. ‘You’ll soon get another job.’

‘Oh, by the blood of all the hairy-arsed gods of yore, give me something I can get my teeth into. Anything.’ I took a bottle of wine from the rack, then I plunged the corkscrew into the cork as if stabbing the thing. ‘A pristine iron-age settlement – or one of the great henges. Only not another bloody nineteenth-century bottle factory please.’ 

The cork popping from the bottle seemed to release a strange sound. A scream that rose into a searing squeal. I stared at the bottle. How could removing the cork emit a sound like that?

Piet hurried to the door. ‘Oh, no what’s he done to Woody now?’

I understood. It wasn’t the bottle emitting the shriek: it had come from the dog. For some reason my wife suspected our son of accidentally hurting the animal. We left the house to find Admar kneeling with his arm round Woody’s neck.

Admar hugged the dog while shouting, ‘Stop that! Stop that! I’ll get you back!’ The boy yelled the words in the direction of the orchard at the bottom of the garden.

‘Admar, what’s the matter, honey?’ Piet asked.

‘The man hurt Woody.’

‘Which man? Where is he?’ Now I looked round the garden for an intruder.

Admar’s eyes flashed with rage. ‘He went back over the fence.’ He pointed in the direction of the apple trees. 

I ran down through the trees to the bottom of the garden. The fence there is a low one; it’d be easy for an adult to vault over into the farmer’s field beyond. I expected to find a local youth who’d decided to make a nuisance of himself. Only there was nothing but meadow. It ran down to a stream lined with willow. The intruder would have had to run like the wind to reach the cover of the trees. Then maybe they had because I couldn’t see anyone now.

Piet appeared beside me. She held her hand to her eyes as she scanned the field. ‘Anything?’

‘Didn’t see anyone.’

‘Well the bastard hurt the dog. Woody’s bleeding.’

‘Bleeding! Do you think he’s been shot?’

‘I don’t think so. Admar insists the man spat through his hand at Woody.’

I frowned, not following.

‘Admar, said like this.’ She bunched her hand to a fist then pressed it against her lips where the thumb joined onto the hand.

‘Admar didn’t see a weapon?’

She shook her head. ‘Then he was so shocked at seeing Woody hurt that he wouldn’t have thought to look.’

We walked back to where the dog was turning his head back to lick his flank.

‘There’s a small wound.’ I took a closer look. ‘Looks like a puncture.’

‘It might be deep?’

‘I don’t think so. There’s not much blood.’

‘Dad, will Woody die?’ Admar’s eyes teared up. He was a slender boy, with a thick head of hair as dark as his mother’s. He was so slightly built that he resembled a slim adult in miniature, not the hefty Viking-boned boys of my family – or me come to that. Admar had an uncanny knack of mimicry that could make his friends breathless with laughter but right now his face was the image of anxiety for his pet. 

I did my best to reassure him. ‘No, he won’t die. What’s more, Woody seems to be taking care of the wound himself.’

Woody turned to look at me when he heard the sound of his name. He licked his lips. I noticed the pink smear of blood on his tongue. The dog appeared calm enough. OK, he’d been hurt, but you could tell from his demeanour that he’d taken it in his stride. He even broke off tending the wound to retrieve the squeaky doll from the middle of the lawn. 

‘He’s fine,’ I stressed, ‘but it wouldn’t hurt to take him to the vet to have him checked out.’

‘Can I come?’ Admar asked. He didn’t want to let Woody out of his sight for a while.

‘’Course you can, champ. Want to get his lead?’

‘Wood-heee! Wood-heee!’ He used his distinctive call to attract the dog’s attention. ‘Car! Walkies! Wood-heee!’

The dog dropped the toy to come bounding toward the boy. His wagging tale gave my knee a meaty whack as he ran by. The animal’s ebullient mood had to be a good sign.

Piet patted me on the back, grateful I wasn’t going to downplay the dog’s injury. ‘I’ll get his blanket for the back of the car.’ She followed the pair into the house.

I took a moment to check that there was no one lurking in the garden. These days it’s not the done thing to be tough on intruders, but, by God, I promised myself to twist the thug’s arm until he squealed. Admar had said Woody’s attacker had somehow ‘spat through his hand’ to hurt our pet. I guessed the weapon had to be an air pistol. The thought made me clench my fists. What if the idiot had fired wide? What if the pellet had struck Admar? 

I walked back across the lawn. Near where the squeaky toy lay there were some drops of blood amongst the scattering of daisies in the grass. The grass needed cutting, so formed a wiry green fuzz. I crouched down to examine the spots of glossy red. I knew a dog’s instinct would be to grip whatever’s hurting it with its teeth and pull it out. I was searching for a grey airgun pellet. Instead, I saw something that although I recognized it for what it was I’d never seen its like close up before.

I pinched the object between my finger and thumb, and then plucked it from the blades of grass that partially concealed it. A bare description of the missile would be: a needle-sharp splinter of bone, partly wrapped in a slender tendril of vine that had been stripped of its leaves, then attached to a bird’s wing feather. The artifact had been assembled with consummate dexterity. Despite my anger, I had to allow that. Its appearance was suggestive of a scribe’s quill. But instead of a nib there was that splinter of bone, sharpened at one end. The bone was perhaps half the length of my little finger, and stained with Woody’s blood, while the whole missile was no longer than my hand from fingertip to wrist. I use the word ‘missile’ with confidence because I knew what I was seeing. Without doubt, it was the distinctive type of dart that would be fired from a blowpipe. Hence, Admar’s description of the attacker spitting through his hand. 

As I stood there holding the dart, looking every inch the homeowner who’d picked up a filthy syringe from his garden, I glared out over the meadow. At that moment, I began to ask myself questions. If a man used such a weapon, where was he from? Why did he attack us? What would he look like? 


 



As the clock in the hallway downstairs began its midnight chimes I switched off the bedroom light. With it being so warm Piet lay beside me with the duvet up over her legs only as far as her hips. The dog was in his bed in the kitchen. He was at peace with the world and had been happily snoring when I left him. The vet had given Woody a clean bill of health, merely washing the wound with an antiseptic solution. I decided it would only complicate the situation if I mentioned the dart I’d found on the lawn. Admar was fast asleep too. He’d opted to leave the windows wide open so they fluttered in the nighttime breeze. He sprawled face down on top of his Lunar landscape duvet. Aptly, he’d snuggled his head into the pool of light grey that marked the Sea of Tranquility.

After kissing Piet goodnight I lay flat on my back, my eyes open. My bare feet I left in the open air, complete with their big toes that had never known a nail – my ‘silly toes’, you’ll remember. A glint of reflected moonlight played on the ceiling. 

When the last chime of the clock faded to a dying hum Piet whispered, ‘James? Did you hear that?’

‘Hear what?’ I pictured a stranger armed with a blowpipe.

‘The clock struck thirteen.’

‘Really?’

‘I counted them.’

‘It’s never chimed thirteen before.’

I felt rather than saw her shrug.

‘It did just now.’ 

‘It must be heat.’ OK, as rationalizations go it was a weak one. Figuring out why a clock struck thirteen instead of its customary midnight twelve doesn’t head your list of priorities when you’re ready to sleep.

Drowsy, Piet murmured, ‘Hope you have a good weekend, James.’

‘Hope you have one, too, Piet.’ Ever since we were first married we wished each other that on a Friday night. I don’t know how it started, but it had stuck fast.

Downstairs the clock began to chime.

‘Again …’ Piet whispered. ‘Lucky thirteen.’

‘Damn clock. There’s no such time.’

For a moment we lay awake, both of us waiting for the rebel clock to voice its idiosyncratic heresy once more.

Only silence now. It chose not to challenge the laws of chronology again just yet.

I closed my eyes.


 



How can it be when you wake up seventy miles from the nearest coastline you hear the sound of the sea? The rush of surf rose into a crescendo before receding to a hiss. The clock radio beside the bed glowed: 2:09 a.m. I listened to the noise outside the bedroom window. For a moment it sounded like conspirators whispering down in the garden. Then slowly, inexorably, the whisper rose into a hiss, which in turn swelled into a soft roar that reminded me of surf cascading toward a beach.

‘Piet?’ I spoke her name softly.

From the way her gentle breathing continued uninterrupted I realized she was still asleep. For whole minutes I lay still. I listened to the rise, followed by fall, of that surf-like sound. For all the world, it seemed that the tide had rolled seventy miles or more over dry land as far as our garden fence. After a while I realized I couldn’t sleep again until I’d satisfied my curiosity. So, after easing my nail-less big toes into a pair of slippers, I padded out onto the landing without switching on the light. I didn’t want to disturb my wife and son. Then I headed downstairs in the direction of the clock that had recently taken to chiming thirteen. For the moment it was satisfied uttering a rhythmic tick-tock. I was pretty much moving around by sense of touch. Yet risking a fall would be witless to say the least, so I groped along to a small wooden table between the dining-room and lounge doors. There I knew I’d find a torch. It only took seconds to locate the drawer in the table. Soon after that I had the torch in my hand. Even so, I postponed switching on until I made it into the kitchen. If Piet woke to the sight of torchlight beams flashing about the staircase it would only give her a fright. She’d already had her fair share of those today. 

However, the moment the kitchen door closed behind me, I thumbed the torch button. The light sprang out to reveal the Dalmatian sitting up on his beanbag, tail swishing. Perhaps he was expecting a bonus walk? The fur had matted on his side where the wound was located. If anything, it might have been caused by the dog licking his flank. Maybe the taste of his own blood intrigued him.

‘Woody, no need to get up,’ I whispered. ‘Go back to sleep.’

The surging hiss came again, forcefully enough to make the dog glance at the window above the sink. A growl sounded in his throat.

I swung the torch to shine it through the glass. Giant shapes crowded against the pane. A shock jolted down my spine. My God … I thought my heart would lurch out through my ribs.

Then I took a steadying breath. ‘Woody. Don’t worry. It’s only branches.’

Trees. Branches. Leaves. Yes, that’s what I could see all right. But that hardly made a cartload of sense. We didn’t have any trees so close to the back of the house. In fact, the only trees we possessed were apple; they were thirty metres away at the bottom of the garden.

My heart beat hard; this made me so uneasy. Even so, I managed a philosophical tutting sound as much for my benefit as the dog’s. ‘Looks like someone’s been playing a joke on us, Woody, old boy.’

Immediately I thought of the stranger who’d somehow flung a dart into Woody’s side. Now, branches outside the window? A mental image flared of a lunatic hacking limbs from a tree then propping them against the kitchen window.

‘Think it’s time you called the police,’ I told myself. A blowpipe attack, then branches? Did the madman plan to set the woodpile on fire? Was he even now pouring petrol? 

I knew I couldn’t sit and do nothing until the police arrived. First, I’d have to check that there wasn’t some psycho out there with a fuel can.

‘I need back-up, Woody.’ I muttered the words without thinking, yet the dog understood the need for solidarity. Canine instinct kicked in. Smoothly, he slipped off his bed to stick close beside me as I unlocked the kitchen door. 

When I opened it I wasn’t ready for what I saw.

Or what I didn’t see.

What I didn’t see was garden. What I did see was forest. Just a dozen paces from the back door were tree trunks. A wall of them. Masses and masses. Thick trunks with a silvery bark. Barely three metres or so above the ground branches erupted from the trunks in a billowing mass. A mobile mass at that. Higher up a night breeze was blowing. The motion of the branches, plus the rustle of leaves, produced that sound of the sea: surging into a near roar before subsiding into a whispery hiss. The outermost tips of the branches hung low enough to almost brush the kitchen window.

Down here was still. Rich forest smells advanced on me as I stood in the kitchen doorway. I glanced at Woody. He stood with his head thrust forward. His nose twitched. He was fascinated. He smelled a million scents he’d never smelt before. Hearing a whole symphony of sounds, too. Most of those would possess frequencies too high or too low for my limited human aural capabilities. All I could hear was that sea-sound of air rushing through the upper branches, mixed with the faint creak of timbers as they swayed.

What now?

Be flippant in a cool, film-star kind of way, by quipping to Woody, We’re not in Kansas any more, Toto. 

The truth was I didn’t have any witty one-liners. I stood. Stared. Listened. Those shadows. That whisper of leaves. This sense of ineffable mystery … I couldn’t even muster a swear word that would be powerful enough to suggest the magnitude of what I saw. Or my surprise at how a forest manifested itself in my back garden.

Without thinking it through, I found myself stepping forward into the night-time forest, wearing nothing but football shorts and a T-shirt. On my feet, leather slippers. Not the apparel of an explorer. Woody was as hypnotized by the miracle as I was. Sticking close to me, he walked forwards, sniffing, glancing from left to right, his ears flicking at every sound. 

Thing is I couldn’t see more than two or three metres ahead. The forest was that dense. Shining the torch upward, I saw an undulating ceiling of green. Still I felt the pull of the forest. Woody felt it, too. You couldn’t stop yourself. You wanted to push deeper into that dark, inexplicable interior. Was this the spirit of the wild hunt I’d read about in folk legend? The instinct to pursue and kill that over-rode all civilized notion of self-restraint.

My heart thudded. Blood roared through my neck, over-feeding my brain with oxygen. The greens of the leaves seemed so bright. Tree bark had the brilliance of silver foil. Scents became richer. My ears homed in on the sounds of woodland creatures in the undergrowth. 

‘Woody, we’re not in Yorkshire anymore.’ I managed my not so original one-liner at last. Then shot the dog a grin that seemed impossibly wide. A wolfish grin, my grandfather might have described it (as in ‘That young man possesses a wolfish grin. I don’t trust him.’)

Dog and man moved faster. Canine and Primate. Monkey and Mutt. Our ancestors had been in partnership for a million years. Of course, this specimen of dog-hood, the Dalmatian, had been bred to produce a coat of luscious spots. I bore my mutant Shillito gene that resulted in my ‘silly toes,’ my largest foot digits possessing no nails. We loped through that strange, night-time woodland. I shone the light ahead. Within moments I’d lost sight of the house behind us. Shortly after that, we must have crossed the line where the garden fence should be that separated civilized lawn from wild meadow. Only of the fence there was no sign. 

Just find the end of the forest, that’s all, I told myself. When you’ve discovered the extent of it go back home. But running through a forest at night is a strangely exhilarating experience. When we didn’t suddenly burst through undergrowth into open pastures I wasn’t disappointed. This thrilled me. It filled me with energy. I wasn’t tiring. I ran like I’d been born to run. I wanted to go faster. Go deeper. Go further. Go find it. 


It?


That question did provoke other questions. Why did I have a sense that I was searching for something? What was there in this wood for me to find? For an instant I thought these questions about my sudden strange compulsion – a compulsion every bit as strange as the hall clock’s to start striking thirteen – might make me hesitate. But I kept running. My headlong dash became even more reckless as I dodged round tree trunks, jumped over fallen branches, even skirted a pond that held a layer of mist above its glassy, black waters. Woody loped alongside me. He easily matched my pace. Maybe he sensed we hunted, too … although what we hunted for was a complete mystery. And all the time my torchlight blasted against tree trunks. Above me, the breeze stirred the treetops into the music of a ghost sea. It sang of a restless unease. An edginess as if it had glimpsed events in a grim future. 

Then I found it. The forest ended in a band of bushes and saplings that grew sparser as the land ran uphill. Within a minute of leaving the forest I stood on clear ground. Here it was chillier than the confines of the trees. The breeze tugged at my hair.

I saw I stood on a plain, which led to the mouth of a valley that penetrated a range of purple mountains. They were fearsome ones that rose into ferocious peaks to gnaw at the sky. Stone jaws forever worrying the bone-white cloud.

My thumb found the torch button. I clicked it off. This bleak daylight hadn’t filtered through the dense canopy of branches in the forest, but here, at least, in the open it was bright enough to see. Woody padded forward onto a mound of earth to survey the approaches to the valley. He glanced back at me, waiting for my verdict. Move forward? Or stay?

Now I glanced back at the forest. I should return to the house. Only did I know the way back home? I couldn’t even be certain about where I’d exited the forest exactly, never mind picking my way back through those millions of trees.

‘You took your time coming.’

I turned sharply at the sound of a strange bark of a voice. A man appeared from behind a bush. He was as tall as me with short-cropped blond hair. A scar ran from the man’s mouth up across his cheek to the bottom of his eye in a vivid red weal. He wore something like leather cowboy chaps over woollen trousers. Bare chested, he carried a bundle on his back by a broad leather strap that ran across his shoulder, much as a soldier would carry a rifle. His blue eyes blazed at me. One thing I couldn’t fail to notice was the spear that he carried in one hand. It was tipped by a long spike in green metal. 

He spoke again. ‘Surely, you recognize me. No? Maybe not. You will, though, and you will do your duty that your blood demands of you.’

‘Pardon?’

‘There’s no need for pardon, unless you are guilty of sloth. You are, however, certainly guilty of hesitation.’

I was bemused. ‘I don’t follow.’ Probably I was uneasy too. Meeting a stranger armed with a bronze spear in a world that had abruptly manifested itself outside my back door?

‘You follow. But you follow slowly.’

Carefully, I responded with, ‘I haven’t followed anyone.’

‘You made me dart the hound.’

‘It was you? You did that?’ Now a surge of anger made my face burn.

‘Had no choice, brother.’ The spearman shrugged. ‘You were asleep. You needed waking. I reasoned if I darted the hound you would then seek me out.’

‘Asleep? I wasn’t asleep. What the hell are you talking about?’

‘You’ve been asleep in here.’ With his free hand he slapped the side of his head. ‘Your father should have woken you when you were twelve years old. He let you sleep on until manhood.’

‘I’m sorry.’ I took a step back. ‘It’s time I went home.’

‘Home? No! Not until you’ve done your duty.’

‘Oh, I’ve no duty here.’ Then I remembered a word he’d used seconds ago. ‘And I’m no brother of yours.’

‘Hah! But you are … brother!’ Then he showed me his foot. 


 



‘They’re coming now, brother. You’ll need this.’ He slipped a double-headed axe from the bundle on his back, a bundle that contained a short sword, a blowpipe the length of my forearm and a bundle of feathered darts. They were the same kind that had struck Woody. All the metal parts of the weapons were of that same greenish bronze.

‘I don’t need it.’ I pushed the hand away that offered me the axe. ‘I’m going home.’ 

‘Home.’ The blond man laughed. ‘Home!’ He shook his head with an extravagant shake of his head. ‘No home. Not when there is your duty to fulfil. Remember what I showed you a moment ago.’

Once more he rested his foot on a boulder. An ordinary foot in every respect. Except that missing from the big toes were the toenails. The man had ‘silly toes’ – just like me.

‘That is the mark of our people, brother,’ he boomed. ‘Don’t turn your back on us when our survival depends on our kind standing together.’

‘But what do you expect me to do with that axe? I don’t know how to fight with it.’

The man grinned. ‘Learn from your dog. He knows how to hunt without being taught.’ He screwed his fingertip against his temple. ‘Instinct! Instinct instructs him. He will hunt for food if needs be.’

He pushed the axe handle against my chest. ‘Take.’

‘No!’

‘You will.’

‘You can’t force me.’

‘You will take, brother. Because here they come.’

Sweeping down from the valley came a blood-red tide. At first I though it was a rush of floodwater. Then I saw the mass was made up of thousands of….

Of what exactly, I don’t know.

‘Didn’t I tell you they’d come?’ the blond man asked with a degree of grim I-told-you-so satisfaction.

‘Oh, my God.’

‘Take heart, brother James.’

I shot him a surprised glance.

‘Yes, I know your name. You should know mine. I am Toran.’ The man who called himself Toran fixed his eyes on me; there was a sense of expectation in that blue-eyed stare. ‘So what do you need, James? A Shakespearian soliloquy exhorting you be of brave heart, and join battle to smite thy enemy crown and thigh? Or something more demotic? How about: Shift your backside, man, before they have your guts for garters?’


I stared at him. His speech patterns shifted from theatrical tones to the homely Yorkshire accent I’d grown up with. 

‘James, it’s OK. Our people are mobile. Versatility is our most powerful weapon. We can use the word elevator for lift if need be. Do you follow what I’m saying?’

‘But how can—?’

‘Brother, hush. Believe me, this isn’t the time for ten-a-penny questions. We should find your grandfather.’

‘Hey!’ Now that stung. ‘Both my grandfathers are dead. You shouldn’t be saying things like that, haven’t you got—’

‘Come see, brother. It’s faster to show than explain!’ 

The dog gave a yip in the back of his throat. He’d seen the flow of … of whatever they were down the valley toward us. Woody glanced back at me then, turned to glare at the relentless incoming tide of figures. 

‘Good,’ Toran stated. ‘Your hound recognizes danger when it sees it. You should, too.’

Then Toran loped across the rough grass, weaving round dark rocks that came up as far as his shoulders. I realized I was still holding the double-headed battleaxe. Shaking my head, I threw it down onto the ground.

‘Woody,’ I ordered. ‘Home.’

The dog started to run. Only it wasn’t toward me. He followed Toran, who ran with an easy, relaxed gait. He didn’t look back. Damn him, I thought, the man’s taken it for granted that I’ll follow. But it’s the dog that’s followed him instead of me.

Smarting at the betrayal, and knowing equally that I couldn’t leave our family pet here, I swore as violently as I could then picked up the axe, and followed the pair: one, a dog of dubious loyalty to his owner, the second, a blond warrior guy, who carried a bronze-tipped spear. A guy who also had the same kind of big toes sans nails as me. And what was that about meeting my grandfather? 

‘Wait,’ I called after the pair. ‘Wait a minute!’

I had to run hard to even match their pace never mind catch up. By the time we rounded a cairn of rocks that was as high as my head I was panting hard, while the axe seemed to have acquired the weight of a sack of cement in my hands. There, I found Woody standing companionably alongside Toran. What made me stop dead was the sight of more people. A group of five men and women. Beyond them, in a dip in the landscape, must have been hundreds. Most potent for me was that group of five. Three men, two young women. They were dressed in clothes made from coarse wool that made me think of Victorian illustrations of Vikings. One of the men boasted a head of striking white hair. 

‘Granddad Victor?’ I gaped.

He seemed to take his time sweeping his gaze from the red figures surging down from the mountain valley before focusing on me. ‘Ah, yes …’ he said after a pause. ‘Young James. And, it must be stated, not before time.’

‘Ah …’ All the words I meant to say were going nowhere. Because this was my grandfather, the same one who quoth: ‘Ladies first, James,’ and detested seeing people eating in the street – and, moreover, would relish using archaic words like ‘quoth’ for ‘said’.

‘That’s absolutely right, James,’ he declaimed. ‘I am dead. Or in your world, back there, I’m dead.’

‘My world … you mean I’m dreaming?’

‘Oh, cut him someone. His ear or his jaw. That will hurt him enough so he knows he’s not damn well tucked up in bed dreaming his head off.’ 

One of the women – all athletic amazons to the last – slipped a knife from her belt, before advancing at me. Her eyes searched my face for a suitable place to slash the blade.

‘Whoa … hey … hey!’ I held out the axe in front of me. More like someone using a chair to ward off a fierce-looking moggy than wielding a ferocious man-slaying weapon. ‘Hey, stop! That won’t be necessary. I’m awake.’

‘Glad to hear it, my boy.’ Granddad Victor murmured the words in the way I knew of old. A tone that suggested he was dutifully acknowledging my limited achievements, rather than celebrating them. ‘Toran, have you been able to explain to James here what we need to do today?’

‘It hasn’t been as easy as I would have hoped, Grandfather.’

‘Grandfather!’ I gaped even more in astonishment. ‘This man is your grandfather, too?’

‘Why?’ One of the formidable women looked at me in a way that oozed pity. ‘James knows nothing at all.’

‘You’re right, my dear. He knows absolutely nothing. But then I blame his father. He was a fool.’ 

‘Hey, my father’s not a fool!’ This fired me up. ‘Don’t you ever say that. He isn’t like you! You were cold, aloof … arrogant! You didn’t give a damn about my father!’ Just for a moment I saw myself drawing my arm back then throwing the axe at my grandfather – my dead grandfather – so what the hell did it matter? 

‘Oh?’ One of the warrior women showed surprise. ‘He does have spirit after all.’

‘So the Shillito gene hasn’t degraded as much as I feared.’ My grandfather said this with something close to a smile on his dour face.

‘We don’t have much time,’ Toran warned. ‘They’re crossing the ford.’

Perhaps a kilometre from where we stood ran a shallow river. The red figures splashed through. A tingle trickled along my spine. They – whatever they were – moved rapidly enough. Probably as fast as I could when I’d been marathon-fit a couple of years ago. 

My grandfather sighed. ‘No time for elaborate explanations, James, I’m afraid. But if the rest of you could show him your feet … a chance it might stir a race memory? Something of a long shot I know.’

The group of half a dozen moved a couple of paces toward me, then they each put a foot forward onto that wiry turf that was so suggestive of Arctic tundra. This time the feet didn’t surprise me. None of the big toes possessed nails.

‘See, James. Meet your family. And those …’ – he indicated the hundreds of men and women waiting nearby armed with their bronze weapons – ‘those, too, are your kin.’

From our right a line of horses mounted with armed warriors appeared. They rode by us toward the advancing red tide. I glimpsed the foot of one and saw the lack of nail on a bare big toe. No need to ask which side he was on. Many of the riders hefted long swords with a formidable fist guard. They reminded me of the Byzantine Rhomphaia carried by their cavalry. Other riders were armed with lances. A few favoured a heavy mace that bristled spikes like a sea urchin.

‘James,’ Grandfather whispered. ‘Hold on tight to your axe. You’re going to need it.’ Then in a louder voice: ‘Good luck, everybody. This is no practice bout. We fight for our survival.’ 


 



When I studied the Classics as part of my archeology degree I read ancient texts that described the unreal moment on the battlefield between waiting to engage the enemy and the first angry clash of weapons. It’s a moment suspended in time. A moment of pellucid clarity. A moment of self becoming detached from body where it can survey the battlefield. In the here and now, as a wall of red approached, there was a sense of dislocation from reality. Strangely, I seemed to float above myself. I saw one James Shillito, unemployed archeologist, dressed in shorts and a T-shirt. He carried a double-headed battleaxe in his two hands. A spotted dog stood beside him. He, James Shillito, stood in the company of men and women who uncannily bore a family resemblance to him, even though there were hundreds waiting in the dip in the landscape. A location cunningly chosen because it put us out of sight of our attackers until the last possible moment. I recalled the Byzantine strategy for defence was an ultra-violent counter-attack conducted under some form of camouflage or part-concealment. There was an echo of that battle plan here. 

Total silence … or was it the shock of this spectacle that had rendered me deaf? I could see the mouth of the valley that formed a vast gully in the mountain range of jagged peaks, tipped with white ice. To my left, the vast forest that had sprung forth around my house. To my right, the waiting warriors. Behind me, a boulder-strewn slope ran down into a softer, greener terrain of lakes, fields and track ways. 

The silence, the all pervading silence, held me firm, as if it possessed the power to grip me, to stop me from moving my limbs. Then, as if from a great distance came a whisper. In a moment the whisper became a rushing. A flood, or a waterfall sound … then it morphed into a full-blooded animal roar.

The red wave struck. It broke like a tidal wave hitting solid ground. The red wave consisted of creatures. Blood-red animals. They had bodies similar to those of lions; they ran on four legs. Yet, sphinx-like, a head that half-resembled something human erupted between the shoulders.

One of these things bounded toward Toran. It snarled; its lips slid back over a chaotic line of teeth. They were V shaped. Lethally razor sharp. Toran sidestepped it to drive the spear into its flank. There was no fur covering there. Only a blood-red skin that could have been formed from PVC it was so glossy. I watched the flesh tear as the bronze spearhead plunged into it. The creature’s blood was more suggestive of a black oily substance that contained flecks of red. The dark fluid gushed from the wound to stain the grass. 

All around me I heard snarls. The warriors called out to one another. Encouragement. Warnings. Strategy. All or none of those, I don’t know. For me it was a confusing maelstrom of movement. While all the time screams fit only for the darkest, most pain-ridden, quarter of hell filled my ears.

Some of the warriors had armed themselves with blowpipes. They placed the tubes to their lips then pffft! A feathered dart flew a dozen paces to strike the red beasts. Although tiny in comparison with the hefty lion-shaped bodies, the darts must have been dipped in poison. With a squeal the creatures dropped down to writhe in the grass in seconds of being pricked by a dart. I saw human – oh … all too human eyes – burn in the man-like faces then quickly fade into death. 

Suddenly … straight in front of me … bounded one of the red creatures. It fixed its predator’s glare on me, then tensed ready to attack. A blur darted from my side to lunge at the creature’s hindquarters. 

‘Woody!’ I shouted with astonishment.

The dog snapped at the creature’s flank. As the monster turned its head back to bite Woody it exposed a smooth crimson expanse of neck where muscle and arteries bulged. I swung the axe down. Like a paring knife through a ripe tomato, the axe blade parted the flesh into a deep valley-shaped wound. The weapon opened a dozen blood vessels that spat strings of blood. The creature jerked its head back. Only any desire it might have entertained to bite me passed as the injury took its toll. Its entire body flipped over, rolling across the grass, its thick, brown tongue hanging loosely from its mouth. Once more, I looked into a face that was a crude approximation of man’s.

‘James!’ Toran shouted. ‘You’ll have ample time to examine more Feral. For the time being, just kill the swine before their masters come.’

‘Their masters?’ I hadn’t anticipated that these creatures were merely a weapon NOT our enemy. 

All along the line of battle there was a fury of activity as our people fought the red creatures – the blood-red Feral. Despite their muscular power the creatures were no match for armed warriors. Soon there was a mound of monstrous bodies running for 200 metres to my right. Our warriors weren’t invincible though. As I killed another of the creatures I saw that it had a human foot in its mouth, one that shared my characteristic of a lack of toenails.

Woody worked with me. He distracted the creatures by snapping at their hind legs. Once they turned their snarling faces from me I lunged in close with the axe. The blade sliced through flesh to sever arteries with uncannily little effort on my part. Was there some latent power in the weapon itself? A kind of Excalibur effect? Certainly, I’d never considered myself as possessing unusually powerful upper-body strength. Once struck, the creatures would slump to the ground, where I’d witness that fading of what I can only call the life light in their eyes. A dull gaze would swiftly replace the blazing glare. 

With the noise, the yells, the screams, the thud of blades against bodies, there was also the pungent smell of the Feral. A malty bitter smell, that made me think of unfinished beer left in a glass overnight. Just when I’d begun to believe this battle would last forever the creatures twisted on their own axis as one, then fled back in the direction of the mountains.

‘We’ve won.’ I grinned at Toran.

‘We’ve won the first round,’ he agreed. Blood oozed from a deep scratch on his bare forearm where one of the creature’s paws had raked him. I saw his body steamed from exertion. I was panting, too; my body slick with perspiration. 

‘The first round?’ I sucked in cold, sweet air.

‘The Feral are sent only to tire us before the main battle. Man will be here shortly.’

The name of our enemy perplexed me. ‘Man?’

‘Yes, of course.’ My Grandfather strode up. ‘Man.’ He wiped the blood of slain Feral from his sword with a rag. ‘Good Lord! I have to admit, James, it grieves me bitterly that your father told you nothing.’ 

‘Don’t start that again. My father’s a good man.’ 

‘He might be good. He might be guilty of not telling you the truth. But without doubt, what he isn’t, is a Man.’ 

‘Hey! I’m not taking that crap! My father’s a hundred times better than you’ll—’

‘James, listen to me. James … don’t go. Just hear what—’

‘You’re my grandfather, but I don’t have to listen to you insult my father – your son!’


Toran caught my arm as I walked away.

‘Take your hands off me,’ I snarled, ‘or I’ll put this bloody axe through your face.’

‘Hear your grandfather out, James,’ Toran urged. ‘He’s not speaking ill. Your father isn’t a Man. Neither am I. Neither are you. We are different from Man.’

‘Oh, because of our big toes. Right.’ My voice was laced with sarcasm. ‘OK. We belong to the silly toe tribe. Now get your damn hands off me.’

‘James.’ My grandfather spoke softly now. ‘It is true. Look up into the valley. See what approaches? It looks like a dark stain on the landscape, doesn’t it? That is our sworn enemy. That is Man.’

I looked in the direction of the mountains. He was right about the dark stain. It looked like the mountains were bleeding. Now a dark mass flowed across the dull green grass.

‘The advance troops will reach us in less than ten minutes,’ he told me. ‘Then you will meet our true enemy.’

Toran checked that the spearhead was still firmly embedded in the shaft. ‘A zoologist would classify them as Primates of the genus Homo Sapiens.’

‘But that’s what we are,’ I protested.

‘We share the same physical shape. Our biology is different. Subtly different.’

Grandfather added, ‘And just like Man wiped out Cro-Magnon and the Neanderthal so they strive for our extinction, too.’

‘But I’m married to woman … a human woman.’

‘Absolutely. We conduct the war anyway we can. Even on a genetic level. We invest our genetic material in their species.’

My look of bafflement must have said it all. In turn, my grandfather shook his head. He glanced across to the dark stain that was thousands of enemy troops. ‘They’ll be here in a matter of minutes. As soon as you were old enough your father should have spent months teaching you about our history. I’ve got seconds. But listen, James. The Earth doesn’t consist of one ball of rock. There are many Earths side-by-side like pages in a book. In your Earth Man has colonized the planet. On this Earth we hold most of it, but as you see Man has established a bridgehead and intends to conquer this one, too … then he will exterminate us. James; they are more numerous than us. Man is winning.’ 

‘Then what’s the point of fighting?’

Toran flinched at my passive response. ‘You’d fight to save your family, wouldn’t you?’

‘I don’t mean to be defeatist, but if we can’t win?’

My grandfather placed his hand on my shoulder. Those familiar grey eyes locked on mine. ‘We fight for our species. If we don’t, then Man will burn our homes. He will slaughter our families.’ 

‘They’ll be here any minute, Grandfather,’ Toran warned.

But the old man didn’t break eye contact with me. ‘James. Whenever we can we pursue a covert war. That is why we have infiltrated your version of Earth. We intermarry so we mix our blood with them. Every so often our blood is stronger and children of our species are born. In your Earth, Man has forgotten all about our species so we see an opportunity of recolonizing it. To do that we have to weaken its human population. We must be subversive. Our people commit acts of sabotage there. It doesn’t matter how small. Some of us work in the media to perpetuate stories of man’s inhumanity to man. We reinforce Man’s belief that they are a self-destructive race. You might even secretly throw stones at one neighbour’s window so he will suspect another neighbour of the damage. This will foster disharmony; it will breed distrust of one’s fellow man.’ 

‘You mean we have a programme of vandalism and negative propaganda?’

‘And murder and fraud and spreading infectious diseases. They’re like these.’ The old man raised his sword. ‘They’re all weapons. We use every single one at our disposal to prevent our extinction.’

‘Here they come.’ Toran gripped the spear in both hands.

A hundred metres away I saw the first wave of men approach. They were armed with swords, too. In another Earth, in another time, were my people fighting Man with guns? 

My grandfather stood back; he still fixed me with that steel-hard gaze. ‘So, James, are you ready to fight?’ 

I nodded. Then raised my axe in readiness of the first onslaught.

The old man took the axe from me. ‘Then go home. Kill your wife and son. Burn down your house.’

‘What?’


‘Your son has not inherited your gene. Kill them both. Then move on. Change your identity. Find a new wife. Make her pregnant. You’re an archeologist. Write history books about humans massacring each other. Write about warplanes bombing cities. Describe torture chambers. Minefields. Gas chambers. Make Man wade through an ocean of his own cruelty. Undermine society. Do what you can to weaken them before we invade.’ 

Arrows flew from our lines. I saw a hundred attackers fall writhing, screaming; blood gushing from their wounds. Behind those dying were thousands more men howling for our destruction. 

‘James, go home.’


Toran glanced back at me. ‘Do as he says. Fight for our people there!’

The yells of the attackers came in a wave of fury. I saw the bloodlust in their eyes.

‘James! In the name of our ancestors, go home!’


That’s when I did run. It was a dreamlike race back through the forest. There was no way I could find my way back to the house. I knew that. Instead, I followed Woody, my Dalmatian dog. Unerringly, he sped along invisible paths marked by the scent of our earlier journey to the edge of the forest and the battlefield beyond.

The battle?

Did we win? Did we lose?

How can I know? That’s another world.

At last I staggered clear of the trees. The house stood just a few paces away. Woody already sat at the back door his nose almost touching the woodwork as he waited to be let inside. Groggy with exhaustion now, I opened the door. Woody rushed across the kitchen to gulp water from the bowl as if he’d just walked across a desert. Not that I was far behind. Pulling a bottle of milk from the refrigerator, I thirstily downed it in great panting sucks. The moment I finished I thought about the forest. I imagined those wild men who had attacked my people. I pictured them tracking me home. Then bursting through the door. 

I ran at the door to lock it. Through the glass I saw the sun rising over the meadow. The only trees within thirty metres of the house were our apple trees. When I swung open the door to step outside I realized the heavy scents of the forest were gone. Woody joined me to check out the garden. And it was just our old garden again. A lawn in need of mowing. Our orchard. A line of roses against the garage wall. Admar’s swing caught the warm breeze. It swayed gently. In the distance the first bus of the day trundled along the road to the village. This was a typical peaceful summer’s morning in Mill Bank Road, Thorpe Sneaton, in a county whose acres outnumber the words of The Bible.

When I walked through the hallway I recalled what my grandfather had told me as we stood awaiting the onslaught: ‘… go
home. Kill your wife and son. Burn down your house.’


I began to climb the stairs to where Piet and Admar lay sleeping. I’d left my muddy footwear in the kitchen. So in the morning light I noticed my big toes sink into the carpet. My distinctive toes. My ‘silly-toes’ – which is, as I’ve already said, a corruption of Shillito. The skin of the big toes without nails was shiny, smooth; the regimental badge of my kind. 

Kill your wife … kill your son … burn down your house…. 

Slowly, I eased open the bedroom door. Then I whispered, ‘Piet? Are you awake?’


Karen 



Thanks for the mysterious manuscript found in the house you were renovating. Of course it intrigued me as you knew it would, you minx, you. When I read in my local paper of residents in one suburban street being plagued by a phantom stone slinger I couldn’t help but think that all those broken windows and dented cars amounted to more than puerile vandalism. 



Digression aside, I aimed to track down this James Shillito, the author of the document – or should that be confession? I couldn’t check details with you because you were at the conference. Nevertheless, I asked your site manager, Nick and he tells me the house in Mill Bank Road wasn’t damaged by fire – and no one, thankfully, was murdered there. My amateur sleuthing reveals that James Shillito and family, formerly residents of the house that you now have on the market, emigrated five years ago. To where exactly God only knows. 



One odd detail emerged, though. Shillito was an archeologist, yet before he left the country he retrained as a nuclear power station technician. From the mystique of archeology to the dark arts of nuclear power seems to me an unusual, not to say a bizarre leap. So, to close on a philosophical note: You’re not thinking what I’m thinking, are you? 



Jeff  




 




DEMON ME
 

 

When Jackie Vorliss saw the horse’s head that was as dark as death itself rise up behind her daughter she wanted to cry out to Caitlin to run for her life.

Jackie held the mic in her hand, her thumb on the talk-button, watching her daughter on the closed-circuit TV screen. All around the teenager, the deserted supermarket formed a gloomy cavern that swarmed with half-seen shadows, while air-conditioning fans sent un-mouthed whispers murmuring and sighing across canyons of dead aisles to haunt those distant corners. Slowly, Caitlin moved along the aisle of a thousand cereal packets toward cardboard cut-outs that had become shadowy humped figures laced with menace. 

Jackie tried again; only the scream couldn’t force its way through her throat. Her vocal chords had knotted tight. She stopped breathing; her heart thudded with a doom-laden rhythm to slam inside her skull. Run, Caitlin! The words blazed inside her, but she could no more speak them than dig her hands into cold grave soil and raise her husband from the dead. 

On screen three her daughter was in close up. Her long hair tied back in a neat pony. Her eyes, catching what little light there was, looked as if they’d caught fire.

Screen six. The overhead cam high in the supermarket roof looked down as if through the eyes of a hovering vulture. There’s Caitlin walking slowly. Behind her, a pulpy shadow, closing all the time. A dark horse’s head rising above the tiled supermarket floor, something submarine breaking the surface from whatever depths it called its lair. 

Closer, closer.

Run, Caitlin!


Formed from an uncanny post-mortem darkness, the horse’s head bobbed eerily along the aisle; faster now; homing in on the seventeen-year-old girl. 

Close up on camera two: head height. Caitlin, still unaware of what stalked her, shivered as if cold fingers fumbled down her spine. She folded her arms across her breasts.

Caitlin, run!


The horse’s head rose higher, the neck arching – now suggesting something more cobra than mammal. Even the mane was more membrane than hair. Once more Jackie tried to force the warning scream from her mouth, her eyes locked on the dark shape that bore down on her daughter. Instead, her breath hissed through her lips: 

‘I remember you. Good God, I remember you.’



 



‘What’s that you said, Jackie?’ Ben looked round, speaking through the pencil gripped between his teeth. ‘Has number eighteen gone down again?’ 

‘No, it’s … nothing.’

‘Uh?’ He glanced up from the technical manual to check the screens, his broad forehead gleaming under a wispy fringe. ‘Camera eighteen’s the lemon if we’ve got one. I’ll go down and check it.’

‘No, not yet!’


He looked stung by her razor voice. ‘OK. You’re the boss, Jackie.’

She no longer heard him. Thumbing the mic button, she said, ‘Caitlin. You might as well come back to the pod. We’ve got glitches.’

On six TV screens Jackie saw the blonde head nod. Quickly now, the pretty seventeen-year-old jogged along the aisle toward the office. Jackie immediately hit monitor keys firing up cameras in her wake.

Where are you? Where are you? She searched the aisle behind Caitlin, hunting for the horse’s head that moved with that churning motion. At the same time she listened for her daughter’s feet on the stairwell, willing her to get through the pod door so they could shut— 

Shut it be damned. Lock it tight. We’ll barricade the door. We won’t let that monster in. We’ll— 

‘Hey, Jackie.’ Ben whistled. ‘What the hell’s that in aisle three?’

‘Hurry it up, Caitlin.’ Jackie snapped the words into the mic: they rolled across the canyoned face of the supermarket like the word of God. On three monitors, one in distorted close up, Caitlin glared up at the camera. Yes, Mother dear. Any more
orders, Mother dear? The girl’s scowl said it all. 

Jackie shot a glance over her shoulder. ‘Ben? Where are you going?’

‘Didn’t you hear? I told you I was going to check out what’s on aisle three.’ He watched her strangely now. ‘Do you feel OK, Jackie?’

She whipped her face back to the screens, scanning each one that Caitlin passed through either in dwarfish miniature or bloated giant.

‘Jackie?’

Jackie glared at aisle after empty aisle. The horse’s head shadow had vanished. Behind her the door opened. Caitlin entered with a flash of rebellion in her eye. ‘It’s like an oven down there. I’m not going out again until I’ve had a Coke.’

A melting sense of relief poured through Jackie. Taking a steadying breath, she said, ‘Ben, you said you saw something in aisle three. Where exactly?’

‘Screen five. It’s a ceiling cam. I can’t make it out.’

‘Where? I don’t see it?’

Jackie noticed Ben raise an eyebrow at Caitlin that as much said Why’s your mother playing the super bitch today? Then he added, ‘At the top near the intersection. It looks like someone lying on the floor.’ 

Rolling the tennis ball-sized camera remote, she zoomed in on the thing that lay like a fallen corpse, its swollen head at the foot of a cereal stack.

‘Aw, he’s gone and fallen over.’ Ben grinned.

‘What is it?’ Jackie’s voice was brittle.

Ben’s grin broadened. ‘Don’t you see?’

‘Would I ask you if I could?’ 

Caitlin answered. ‘It’s only the Honey Bear cut-out. I must have knocked it as I passed.’ She shook her head. ‘Jeez, Mom, what are you so up-tight about?’

‘Nothing. I’m all right.’

Ben said, ‘Look, Jackie, you’ve been burning the midnight oil on this job for too long, why don’t we—’

‘I’m fine.’

‘Take a look in the mirror, Jackie. Those bags under your eyes … we could carry groceries home in them.’

Jackie knew Ben was trying to lighten the atmosphere with a joke. And maybe that was it. Maybe she was overtired. But this was the biggest contract yet. Everything must work; everything must be one hundred and one per cent before the supermarket reopened.

Ben realized he’d penetrated her shell. ‘Let’s call it a day. I’ll fix us all a big cold salad while you unwind with a gin and tonic. Sound good to you?’

Jackie sighed. ‘It does sound good to me. In fact it sounds damn wonderful. Call security and get them to open the door.’ She touched icons on the computer screen that would activate the automatic system. Now any intruders (and any guards tempted to lightfinger a bottle of Scotch) would be caught on video. ‘Done,’ she announced. ‘Let’s get some fresh air.’

The pod exited directly into the supermarket parking-lot. All part of the new thinking in security. To avoid ‘contamination’ by supermarket employees, CCTV operatives sealed themselves in their sterile pod at the start of their shift and exited by a separate door at the end of it. No fraternization; no social intercourse: no colluding.

Jackie’s business machine was fuelled by hi-octane paranoia – supermarket owners don’t trust customers; supermarket managers don’t trust their staff; security guards on the day shift don’t trust those on nights: so Jackie Vorliss wins an heiress’s ransom to staunch that cash bleed-out.

Sun scoured the car-park. Its new blacktop filled the air with tarry fumes so thick you could almost cut slices with a knife. Jackie’s white BMW sat out there as lonely as a skull on a desert plain.

Ben and Caitlin flinched before the onslaught of summer heat. But at that moment Jackie felt a freezing sensation run up through her bones to the back of her neck. Suddenly she was no longer in the parking-lot with her daughter and boyfriend. She was thirteen years old. Standing in the warehouse back in a cold northern town where winter gales from the sea cut like a blade. That’s where she’d seen that sinister horse’s head before. It had risen from the floor, a mass of veined black with monstrous eyes. Seconds later Melody Tranter had burst against the warehouse wall. Coroner photographs recorded the rare butterfly pattern left there in luscious crimson daubs. 

Yes, I remember you … Jackie Vorliss walked in her own envelope of mid-winter air on that blazing August day. She raised the image in her mind: the horse’s head of shadows, Bible black, all veined and somehow engorged with sinister promise. Yes, I remember you.



 



That evening, Caitlin and Ben treated her like an invalid. Dressed in her bathrobe, Jackie was made to sit in the cool of the air-conditioned lounge while she sipped a gin and tonic over boulders of ice. She could smell the garlic they crushed for the salad dressing floating from the kitchen. Their voices came ghosting into the lounge, too. 

Ben said, ‘I haven’t see her like this before.’

Caitlin replied, ‘It’s that supermarket job. It’s got too big for her.’

‘She hasn’t been sleeping well either.’

‘I’m worried, Ben. It’s like she’s not really here.’

‘If she’s not any better in the morning I’ll get her to see a doctor.’

‘You mean you’ll try. She’s a walking-talking definition of stubborn.’ 

Although Jackie heard them it seemed it didn’t relate to her and really they were talking about a stranger. Meanwhile, her past had begun to exert its own gravitational pull, tugging her from the four-bedroom house with its serene pool lying in the grove of trees. In a strange, dislocated way she seemed to look down through the eyes of a hovering bird of prey. She saw the distinctive tiles that were the colour of ripe cherries and the pink stucco walls. Good God, she was fiercely proud of that house. Once in a red heat of fury she’d chased a would-be housebreaker in her bathrobe. The police officer said it was a good thing she hadn’t caught the intruder. She’d interpreted that as the thief might have harmed her, but Caitlin and Ben agreed it would have been the thief who was the one in real danger. They said it jokingly … well, half jokingly over breakfast the next day. The police did arrest one John T. Dardis. What’s more, Jackie identified Dardis (age thirty-eight, former mailman, former school caretaker, former security guard) as the man climbing in through the kitchen window, and he did have fifteen previous convictions, but the police maintained that ‘evidence was insufficient’. And released him. But what happened later caused Ben to comment that perhaps there is Divine retribution after all. Dardis wound up in six meaty hunks on a railway line. Cause of death: multiple injuries as a result of being diced by a locomotive seemed obvious – only the rail authorities insisted that no trains had run the night he died. 

The past with all the dark gravity of a dead star drew her back through time. Her parents had moved here to the city when she was fourteen. It wasn’t a smooth transition. She seemed unable to find her feet at the new school. The other girls gave her heat on her backwoods accent, her clothes, her clunky black shoes and, most damning of all, the spectacles she wore. Maybe kids are more forgiving now. But if you wore spectacles as a young teen then, my God, you might as well have had a dirty great fish head growing out of your forehead. Her schoolwork suffered; to avoid taunts she skipped lessons; got grounded; her parents lost patience with her. Life sucked. Three years later she was out of school in the great big shining world with no qualifications.

And with a coincidence she should have relished, she found herself working in the same supermarket where Vorliss Security Systems now installed a state-of-the-art CCTV system as part of a major store refit. Then, plain old Jackie Burton worked in a refrigerated room packing raw meat with chicken grit crunching beneath her feet and that cloying smell of carcass rotting in her nostrils. She might have wrapped raw animal flesh in Clingfilm until her dying day if she hadn’t married TV repairman Dave Vorliss. To pay for summer vacations he moonlighted, setting up simple CCTV systems for homeowners so they could see who the hell it was ringing their doorbell late at night simply by hitting a button on their TV remote. Then came one of those life-changing moments. Jackie happened to hear that a local market gardener was going down the tube because so many people were helping themselves to his produce. Jackie offered to install a CCTV system out in his fields on the understanding he only paid a fee when his profits returned. Rather than the three obsolete video cameras lashed to trees, maybe the signs: WARNING – CCTV PROTECTED: WE ALWAYS PROSECUTE. 38 CONVICTIONS THIS YEAR were the most potent deterrent (along with the fictitious claim of thirty-eight convictions). People stopped eating the man’s strawberries for free, Jackie and Dave got paid and Vorliss Security was born. 

As if Fate must balance good and bad luck in your own personal ledger, so bad fortune followed. Dave drowned in a water-skiing accident eighteen months later. Water-skiing? Hell, if the security business hadn’t earned so much cash he’d never have indulged in such a bourgeois pastime in the first place. Ying balanced yang; summer followed winter, both by season and in her heart, because then came wonderful luck. Jackie found she was pregnant by Dave.

Eight months after she’d buried him Caitlin was born. Jackie didn’t believe she could love another human being more. Above hands that bunched into marshmallow fists was a face that became a lens that drew the whole world back into beautiful focus again. And yet fate wouldn’t allow everything to be perfect. When she tried to breast-feed Caitlin there was no milk flow. She wasn’t dry; far from it, but for some reason she was expressing blood. Doctors ‘uhmed’ then concluded it was ‘just one of those things’. Maybe it was. Anyway, Caitlin prospered on dried baby milk. She was perfectly healthy. Yet when Caitlin had her yearly eye tests Jackie would be physically sick with anxiety. Don’t let her have to wear glasses; please God, make her eyes perfect. Jackie prayed her own daughter wouldn’t have to endure the ordeal of teens spent in glasses. She needn’t have worried. Her daughter’s eyesight was perfect; as was her figure. She swept effortlessly from healthy childhood into being a beautiful blonde teenager who drove boys nuts. 

With new responsibility came a new determination. Jackie didn’t sell the business; instead she won more ambitious contracts. Within a few years she fell in love with one of her employees, Ben Morris, a slightly built electronics engineer who had the knack of marrying closed circuit cameras to elaborate computer systems. His digital imaging meant that when you got the ‘do you recognize this man?’ on ‘most wanted’ programmes you weren’t presented with a figure made entirely out of smoke rings that his own mother wouldn’t recognize. Criminals got caught. 

Of course, such a relationship was tricky; the firm’s dozen employees now regarded Ben with a degree of suspicion. In the world of ‘Us And Them’ he’d definitely managed to slip away to the ‘Them’ camp. But he was popular enough to make it all work. Better still, Caitlin took to her new stepdad.


 



Jackie woke to the sound of shouting. She found she was still on the sofa. The cocktail with its ice melted and now fizz-less tonic sat on the table beside her. The faraway shouting rose in pitch.

She’d awoken with that ‘monkeys in my mouth taste’, as her mother put it when sleeping out of synch in daytime. Even so, it wasn’t far off midnight. Rubbing her neck she went to the window to look out into the night. Lights blazed through the orange grove. Someone was taking a midnight swim. If it was those damn kids from down the street again … She swung open the window. Instantly, hot summer air rolled back the cool atmosphere of the room. The heat filled her lungs like hot soup, making it hard to breathe. 

Two figures splashed wildly. With the window open their shouts sounded loud and excited. Jackie angled her head to find a clear view through the trees. Now she could see the block of turquoise radiance that was the pool. Caitlin and Ben swam races with one another; they were laughing like crazy; spray cascaded in pearly drops.

Both swam neck-and-neck for the deep end. Jackie watched the horse’s head rear up behind them. It followed them with an undulating motion that once more smoothly morphed into something cobra-like. Jackie’s eyes driven by pure terror seized on the image of the thing swelling up from the water. For a moment she saw it in impossible close up. There was that rippling mane that wavered between purple and black. Two blazing eyes. A muscular neck engorged with veins worming their way through a mass of post-mortem darkness. It sped after the two in the water, eyes locked on them, a mouth forming beneath two flaring nostrils. 

Jackie didn’t even know she could move with such speed. Full consciousness only caught up with her as she raced barefoot down through the orange grove, her robe fluttering behind her. She heard herself screaming over and over: ‘Get out of the pool. For God’s sake – get out!’


The horse’s head, a fulminating thing of purpling veins that shifted, writhed and bunched like a pailful of eels lifted high out of the water ready to strike at its prey.

At her cry the two turned, but not before the huge, dark head slipped under the water to become a torpedo-like shadow.

‘Don’t you touch them! Leave them alone!’


Both Caitlin and Ben spun round in the water, shocked by the ferocity of her voice.

‘Get out of the water. Now!’

‘We’re only having a swim, Mom.’

‘Get out!’

It must have been something in her mother’s tone. Caitlin looked downright scared. She swam for the side in three strokes and climbed out to stand there dripping beneath the electric lights.

Ben seemed more reluctant to leave the water, choosing instead the steps at the corner. Meanwhile, Jackie neared the pool’s edge with all the trepidation of someone approaching an open tomb. Looking down, she saw a shadow race along the bottom to disappear into the far end, leaving a churning wake; water bubbled there like piranha milling round a hunk of flesh. A moment later she realized it was nothing more than the outflow from the filtration system. 

At last she turned to Caitlin who stood there, that scared expression on her face. She’d crossed her arms across her naked breasts; a sodden garment hung from one hand.

‘It’s my bikini top,’ she said in a small voice. ‘There’s something wrong with the catch. It came off in the water.’ 


 



All three set off early in Jackie’s car. Even though only a little after seven the sun blazed down, raising heat phantoms that rippled the tarmac. 

‘Whatever happens,’ Jackie said, ‘we’ve got to make sure the system is working properly today. Pull this one off and we get the contract for the whole supermarket chain.’

Ben smiled at her. ‘And what will it feel like to be a millionaire?’


She didn’t smile back. ‘It will feel safe, that’s what it will feel like.’

‘Are you sure you need me?’ Caitlin asked from the back seat. ‘I said I might go into town with Sue and Bethany this afternoon.’

‘It’s all hands on deck, Caitlin. We need you to do a full walk through today.’

She pulled a face. ‘Great.’

Ben explained: ‘There are still some blind spots. For this brief we need one hundred per cent coverage.’ He smiled. ‘Even the toilets. It’s surprising where the truly determined can hide stolen goodies.’

Ben kept up the determined smile and chatted about inconsequentialities. He pointed out a woman swilling dirt from the sidewalk outside a café. ‘There’s Rose.’ He waved. ‘Hi, Rose!’ 

Yeah, Rose Spencer. We were at school together. The words sped with dark force through Jackie’s mind. She dumped my homework essay into the lavatory bowl. On my fifteenth birthday she kicked my knee so hard it still aches when a north wind blows. Yes, I know you, Rose Spencer.


‘Whoa, slow down, Jackie. We haven’t got a plane to catch.’ Ben still wore the tooth-revealing smile. In the rear-view mirror Jackie saw her daughter bite that full bottom lip of hers. That, now, was a guilt thing. She remembered the awkward walk back from the pool last night with Caitlin’s high nervous voice saying, ‘I don’t know how my bikini came off … it’s got a faulty catch … it never did fit properly anyway….’

The security guard met them at the staff entrance. ‘’Morning, Mrs Vorliss. All the workmen are out, we’re just waiting for the air-conditioner engineer to finish his—’

‘Everyone must be out of the store before we begin, you do realize that?’

‘I do, Mrs Vorliss. But they’ve got problems. The ruddy thing keeps—’ 

Jackie drove to a parking bay before he’d finished speaking. She climbed out of the car into a searing heat that took her breath away.

The security guard called across. ‘The door-locking systems are a bitch as well,’ he emphasized bitch as he looked at her. ‘Once you’re in the store, the doors will lock automatically. You’ll be in there three hours minimum.’ 

Ben said, ‘We might need to come out to the car for more equipment.’

‘Then take everything you need now,’ the security guard replied. ‘I repeat: the doors will lock on auto. There’s no way I’m monkeying around with that locking system again doing manual overrides – our guys spent all night getting that thing to run smooth.’

Ben grinned. ‘You’ll let us out if there’s a fire?’

‘Pray that there isn’t. That thing is a bitch.’ 


 



‘Dear God.’ Ben rubbed his bare arms. ‘That guy wasn’t joking when he said the air-conditioning was screwed. Watch out for polar bears you two.’

They’d piled all the gear they needed into the staff lobby. Now the doors had been locked behind them with the security guard flipping them a salute through a tiny barred window; a gesture that he managed to make somehow offensive. Within seconds of the door closing chilled air rolled down at them like an Arctic cold front. They walked to the security pod, grunting with discomfort, their exhaled breaths turning into balls of white vapour. Jackie felt her skin run to gooseflesh.

‘Hell.’ Ben blew into his cupped hands. ‘This’ll freeze the ketchup in the bottles. What on earth’s gone wrong with the air-conditioning?’ 

‘It’s better than yesterday, anyway.’ Caitlin pouted. ‘It was boiling down here.’ 

‘Air-conditioning’s not our problem,’ Jackie told them. ‘We’re going to make sure our system’s fully operational. We’ll start with cameras thirty-two through to thirty-six in the main grocery warehouse. And we need to check those concealed microphones again. We’ve got some dead areas.’ 

Caitlin sighed, bored already. ‘I’ll go stand by those rubber door things. You call over the PA when you want me to start walking.’ 

‘Walk faster today.’

‘Yes, Mother.’ Shall I hop on one foot, Mother? Shall I sing for my supper, too?


‘Ben, you walk the aisle route, starting from the customer entrance right through to the main exit.’

‘I thought I was going to run through the camera check with you in the pod?’

‘I can do that myself. This way’s quicker.’

‘Ay, ay, boss.’

Jackie walked quickly along the deserted aisles. Cans of food gleamed dully in the reduced lighting, a million dead eyes watching her pass, while the cereal packets bearing cartoon clown faces grinned their monstrous fixed grins. Her breath came in frosty white puffs and in the distance she could hear Ben whistling. A moment later she sat at the console, her eyes flicking across the six screens in front of her. Two screens held diamond-sharp head and torso shots of Caitlin and Ben where infrared sensors had locked mobile cams onto their body heat. The other screens revealed empty supermarket aisles, running in perfectly straight canyons. There was something unearthly about the place now. Its bone-white walls encased this block of silent, chilled air in a dead embrace. Empty of shoppers, it had become some backwater of a ghost town. Seconds ran by. A pain started in the depths of her head like the tolling of a bell. Her hand hovered above the mic as she fought to hold back the moment of revelation that had been threatening to bloom inside her mind all night. 

… honest, Mom, the bikini top came off by accident … 

Ben stood there, his skin surrounded by a ghostly aura; an effect of the low-light camera lens; his face expressionless. Caitlin, however, shifted uneasily from one foot to the other.

Jackie pressed the PA talk-button. For a moment she didn’t speak, content to let the sound of her breathing spread in a pulsing rasp through the cold body of the supermarket. Caitlin rubbed her arm anxiously. 

At last: ‘All right, Caitlin? Ben? Start walking …’

She watched the screens. Her daughter and her lover moved out of one screen into the next, swelling, grossly magnified, revealing every individual eyebrow hair, or tiny acne scar. She noticed Ben had a cold sore forming on his bottom lip. Caitlin had dark rings beneath her make-up from one late night too many. Their eyes were glittery … unreal somehow. 

‘Walk to the left of the aisle, Ben,’ she instructed. ‘As close as you can.’

Cold currents of air ran down Jackie’s back like bone fingertips. 

‘Caitlin. Walk to the back of the warehouse.’

Caitlin scowled at the camera directly above her. At this angle there was something waif-like about the face. ‘Mom …’ The voice came thinly from one of the concealed mics in the warehouse. ‘Mom. There are no lights at the back of the warehouse. I can’t see a thing.’

‘I want you to do this for me, Caitlin.’

‘Mom, it’s pitch black down there.’

‘Caitlin, I need to test the nightscope lens.’

‘I’ll fall over something and break my bloody neck.’

‘You won’t. Put your hand out to your left; guide yourself using those crates. I’ll tell you if I see anything on the floor that might trip you.’

‘Be sure you do.’

‘I will.’ The I will rolled like the voice of Jehovah through the tomb-cold air of the supermarket. 

The TV screens were unblinking eyes. They gave Jackie unnaturally clear vision. She saw a rat dart toward her daughter’s sandalled feet. Sharp rat teeth crunch through that golden skin. Caitlin screaming, clawing at the unseen creature that bites her exposed legs in the darkness…. 

Jackie sensed a detachment. Air-conditioning fans murmured with the voices of lost spirits.

The rat scuttled beneath Caitlin’s foot, then disappeared beneath the crates. Caitlin froze; she’d felt the flick of the rat-tail against her ankle.

‘What was that?’ 

‘Nothing, Caitlin. Keep walking.’

‘But I can’t see a thing, Mom … I’m….’ The stuttering tug of her breath sounded loud over the speaker. ‘I’m frightened, Mom. I want to come out.’ 

‘Trust me.’

‘Jackie? Anything the matter?’ Ben’s voice sounded over the speaker, too. He’d only caught Jackie’s half of the conversation but looked uneasy. ‘Jackie, you can hear me, can’t you?’

She saw his face loom to fill screen one.

‘Don’t worry everyone.’ Jackie’s amplified voice rolled through lonely aisles. ‘It will be over soon.’

Ben started speaking. ‘Jackie, I think we should—’

‘Caitlin. Ben. Keep walking. Only stop when I tell you to stop.’

They began to move quickly. We want this done. We want out! Their wide eyes said it all. 

Screen six suddenly revealed the car-park. Outside, the sun blazed on cars. The security guard sat in the shade alongside the air-conditioning engineer. They were drinking cold orangeade. They could have been on the far side of the moon for all they could do to influence, or prevent, coming events.

Jackie heard the sound of her own respiration go out into that cold void and haunt it there. The dark whisper of her inhale-exhale unsettled Caitlin and Ben. They looked up, eyes darting, as if they heard nightmare creatures whirling around their heads.

‘Ben. Answer me this.’ Now … huge and somehow monstrous … her voice pounded through the store. ‘How long have you been sleeping with Caitlin?’ 

His head jerked round with shock. ‘Jackie?’ His voice came through the concealed security mic. ‘Never. Are you crazy? You know I—’

On screen five Caitlin had frozen, too, white vapour spurting from her lips.

Ben recovered from the shock. In that no-nonsense way of his he retorted, ‘Look, Jackie. This is ridiculous. We’ll talk about it later. In the meantime, have you seen this?’ He waved his hand back along the aisle. ‘The air-conditioning really is screwed. The place is filling up with fog.’ A white mist had formed at waist height. So thick it actually hid his legs from the knees down. Jackie rolled the camera control ball under her palm, speeding through one camera after another – aisle level, ceiling cam, wall cam. He was right. Thick mist flowed in a milky stream, engulfing aisle after aisle.

‘Eldritch or what?’ she heard Ben say, trying to make a joke of it. The mist rose to his chest. Caitlin wasn’t immune either. Tendrils of fog, eerily luminous through the low-light lens, reached between her legs to smoothly lace about her thighs. 

Jackie felt the pull of the past again, taking her mind back.

Shivering in a northern town. Thirteen years old. Frightened. Alone. In that old warehouse with holes in the roof that let in snow. ‘I warned you I’d find you, Jackie.’ Melody Tranter’s face looms toward her. ‘I’m going to rip your stupid face off, Jackie Burton. No one tells on me. No one.’


Then Melody Tranter flying back through the air with a screeeeech! To hit the wall – and her blood and brains and bile splashed out to leave a pattern of gorgeous butterfly wings.


Dave Vorliss on water-skis paints a foaming vee down the centre of the lake. Then the cell phone rings as Jackie watches her husband from the car. A voice breathes into the earpiece: ‘Jackie Vorliss. This is Rose Spencer … you should know that your husband has been screwing me for months. He says you won’t give head. That’s his absolute favourite. I do it for him every single day … yum … yum … yum.’


The horse’s head rises from the lake behind Dave. A pulpy tumour of darkness. He looks back as it strikes, slamming him into the water. It carries him down, holds him there, until he drowns. 


The housebreaker runs down the railroad track something looms out of the night. At first he thinks it’s a locomotive. Only this is eerily silent. He screams when he sees blazing eyes. 


Jackie’s attention snapped back to the screens. It had come. 


Yes, she thought: I remember you. You are my avenging angel; you are my dark destroyer. She understood now as all those repressed memories flooded her mind. That dark shape was as much part of her as her immune system. Activated by her hurt, it flew to her defence. Take Ben. Yes. Take him now…. 

She watched Ben walking along the aisle that would lead to the pod. He was perhaps a hundred paces away. While, moving with the swiftness of a torpedo beneath the white blanket of mist, came the dark shape. Its lines hardened as it rose to the surface. A second later it emerged, a dark horse’s head veined with purple, a mane fluttered, eyes blazed from the shadow face.

‘Ben. Stand still … Ben, I need you to stand there.’ 

He paused. Behind him the horse’s head rose higher from the mist, and as it rose above him once more, it became that vengeful cobra shape, mouth opening, eyes blazing.

His pause only lasted a moment. Sensing that phantom shape rush at him through the mist he glanced back – then he was running. A wild headlong run with his arms wheeling as if he swam through some spectral ocean.

He cannoned against the aisles. Cans spilled to the floor, sauce cartons exploded beneath his swinging arms as he tried to run faster.

‘I want you to stand still, Ben,’ Jackie whispered, and the whisper ran in goblin sighs through frigid air. ‘Stand still, Ben. Don’t prolong it. Let it come to you.’ 

He screamed, ran harder. Vapour spurted from his lips. The steps to the pod rose out of the mist forty paces away.

On screen, Caitlin’s eyes grew larger as she stared into the darkness. In that gloom she must have been all but blind, but she looked in the direction of the noise beyond the wall that separated her from the main part of the store. Her head tilted when she heard Ben’s terrified yell. 

Then from a concealed warehouse mic, Jackie heard her daughter begin to murmur in a voice that sounded like a prayer: ‘No, not him. Not Ben. Over him. Stride over him into the pod. Go over him into the pod. No, not him. TAKE HER! TAKE MY MOTHER!’ 

Jackie roared in anger. The horse’s head, fulminating with purple blooms beneath the dark skin, rose higher. Now it was just five paces behind Ben; it would strike now, surely it would strike. This – her avenger, her dark destroyer – kept rising. It flew up out of the mist. Jackie rolled the camera control beneath her palm. Six screens were instantly full of the monstrous head. Staring eyes blazed at her through the cameras. For a split second the ceiling cam flashed on something part horse’s head, part serpent that soared through the air above the supermarket aisles. Then she was looking into that monstrous, demonic face. It filled the screen; grew larger, lost the eyes from the edge of the monitor, leaving the mouth that yawned as a pit of darkness: wider, wider…. 

From the warehouse mic Jackie heard Caitlin for the last time. ‘Mother! I know it, too. I understand it. I’m sorry….’ 

Jackie cried out as six TV screens burst into jets of shattered glass. She tried to throw herself back from the heads as they swarmed from the monitors. Six duplicate heads that were both cobra and horse, yet somehow neither, spurted out. Bible black. Slick. Purple veins running from blazing eyes to the root of their necks. Six heads lunged.

Each pair of jaws bit deep into her body to take a sixth of her. Then six pairs of jaws bearing six bloody hunks of meat withdrew to whatever abyss that was their domain.


 



Five years slipped by. Fate resolutely balanced the books. And, as in every household, Caitlin and Ben had their share of good luck and bad luck. Business thrived, despite the freak accident with the CCTV monitor console that had exploded with such force it had reduced Jackie Vorliss to something less substantial than ground beef. Caitlin successfully sued the manufacturer in a multi-million dollar negligence suit. The newly married couple moved to a ranch in the hills where along came Eddie, a blue-eyed baby boy with a giggle that could make anyone laugh. He loved the horses they kept there. He’d watch them for hours. Fate dished bad stuff, too. Eddie fell out of his buggy one day, bloodying his nose. Of course, Ben was mortified, telling Caitlin he’d taken their son to see the horses and only left him alone for a minute when he was distracted by a call on his mobile. Caitlin tried to reassure Ben, but, of course, he insisted on strapping the baby into the back of the Mercedes and taking him to hospital. No real damage said the doctor and gave Eddie a lollipop.

That autumn Ben took Eddie (a consummate little walker now) for a stroll down through the red-dressed trees to the lake. With the wind suddenly blowing cold, Caitlin followed, carrying Eddie’s hat with the droopy doggy ears to keep his own ears warm.

She saw the pair through the trees.

Ben sounded angry. He was raging at little Eddie who wept into the palms of his hands. ‘Listen to me, stupid. Don’t do that!’ He lifted his fist above the boy’s head. Caitlin clenched her own fists and, as the horse’s head rose from the shore, she hissed, ‘Come now … take Ben now.’ 

And that was the moment Ben screamed.




THE WHITBY EXPERIENCE
 

 

‘I won’t be long.’

‘Don’t be. The pizza will be ready in twenty minutes.’

‘Red or white?’

‘Go crazy: buy both. We’re on holiday, aren’t we?’

‘Don’t forget to lock the door.’

‘Afraid Dracula will get me?’

‘Lock it, Ingrid.’

‘OK … now, do you remember the way to the supermarket?’

‘Roughly.’

‘Don’t get lost; those little streets are a maze out—’

‘Ingrid, trust me. I’ll be fine.’

‘OK. Get a move on. I’m going to put the pizza in now.’

‘Oh, there’s just one more thing.’

‘What’s that?’

‘When I come back and you open the door for me?’

‘Yes?’

‘Be naked.’

‘Fat chance, mister.’

‘Aw …’ He grinned, looking every inch a mischievous little boy. ‘This is a second honeymoon, isn’t it? The kids are with grandma; the dogs are with Uncle Bob; work’s a million miles away, and I’m feeling as raunchy as a—’

She found herself grinning back at him as he stood there at the turn in the stairs. ‘Be back in fifteen minutes.’ She adopted a sexily husky voice. ‘And you’ll see what this old girl can do.’

His eyes flashed. ‘Just watch me move.’ With that he went down the stairs two at a time. 

‘Oh, Ben,’ she called down after him. ‘Try and remember the scented candles.’

His voice came softly back up to her, promising that he would. A moment later she heard the door of the apartment block shut far below. For a moment she leaned over the banister, looking down through the twists and turns of the stairwell, half expecting him to come running back up the stairs to say he’d forgotten his wallet or simply to kiss her, and suggest they forget pizza in favour of slipping under the bedclothes. But a silence quickly settled on the stair, she couldn’t even hear muffled TV sounds or voices from the other apartments below.

She was on the point of returning to the apartment, when she noticed what appeared to be a brown ball resting on the banister maybe two or three floors below. A misshapen ball set with two pieces of glass that….

Eyes. 

‘I’m sorry,’ she said startled. ‘I was just looking for my husband.’

God, she sounded a total idiot, she realized, apologizing to the old man who looked up at her. But the truth of the matter was that his sudden appearance like that, gazing up with those glass-splinter eyes had startled her. Feeling more idiotic, she gave him another smile, then backed through the apartment door before closing and locking it. 

The poor guy had probably heard the two of them calling up and downstairs and simply come out to see what all the noise was about. No doubt permanent residents here must have had a bellyful of here-today-gone-tomorrow holidaymakers who tramped up the steps calling to one another, playing music too loud, leaving sand all over the stair carpets and generally behaving like inconsiderate slobs. 

Still with a twinge of guilt Ingrid went through into the lounge to look out of the window. She thought she might catch sight of Ben as he headed off in that long stride of his toward the seafront before cutting off to the supermarket, where it lay in a tangle of narrow streets and ancient cottages. But no. The mist that had been seeping in off the ocean all day had thickened so much she couldn’t even see their car parked on the road four storeys below. It now appeared as if their apartment floated on a lake of streaming white. 

Through the glass she heard the soulful call of the foghorn. Being a city dweller the sound was alien to her; gravely mournful, too. She couldn’t escape the notion that she heard some primeval creature that lay dying on the shore as it called to its long lost mate.

The booming cry came again; a dark rhythm embedded with such a ghostly resonance it bordered on the funereal. She shivered. Now, alone in the apartment for the first time since her arrival, it suddenly became a grave and lonely place, where empty bedrooms were haunted by shadows that might— 

‘OK, enough,’ she told herself firmly, as her imagination began to slide insidious little movements into the corner of her eye. ‘Dracula’s hardly likely to come popping out of the wardrobe, is he?’

Even so, she quickly turned on every light in every room, before returning to the living-room where she switched on the TV. All channels were blank. Great … now the set was on the fritz. But they’d been watching it not ten minutes ago when they’d run the fruits of their harem scarem camcorder work from the last few days. The video camera was still plugged into the TV; so instead of having to sit on the sofa listening to the mournful call of the foghorn she hit the ‘play’ button. First came a jogging shot of the village of Staithes just a few miles north of Whitby. Little more than a rock shelf on the sea’s edge, it was home to a few dozen cottages and a couple of inns that were achingly picturesque. An October sun shone brilliantly on red tiled roofs; flocks of seagulls wheeled, crying raucously; fishing boats bobbed in the estuary. Ingrid smiled at the TV screen as Ben’s face appeared, ‘Have you heard the local legend, Ingrid?’ he was saying in his best Boris Karloff impression yet. ‘Ingrid, dear. On the last Friday of October those terrible … those dreadful hell birds come down and carry off the first blonde lady they see….’

Then came shots of Whitby: the ancient abbey on the cliff that had been ruined even further by a few stray shots from a U-boat in World War I. After that, the church of St Mary’s surrounded by a graveyard full of headstones weathered into fantastically weird shapes. More views: the famous 199 steps that cascade down to the old town where streets are so narrow it’s a struggle for a single car to pass between the rows of tiny sixteenth-century cottages; the Banwick Arms with its whalebone rafters; the marvellously named Town Of A Magic Dream coffee house where Jim Morrison painted the ‘Crazy Horse’ ceiling mural of counter-culture legend; then across the River Esk to Whitby’s more modern half, complete with Woolworth’s, the Gothic storefront of The Dracula Experience (displaying the cape that Christopher Lee once wore) and a gaggle of amusement arcades full of flashing, honking slot machines. Ben had insisted on videoing her standing outside the house on Royal Crescent where they were staying over Halloween weekend. 

They’d chosen the apartment by sheer chance at the tourist office. Soon they discovered that a hundred years or so before, the house had played host to a famous guest. Ingrid watched the TV as her own face filled the screen. Off camera, Ben was asking her to get closer to the plaque. Now she watched her own blonde-framed face smile back into the camera. ‘It’s too high.’

‘Stand on tiptoe.’

‘Can you get it in now?’

‘Just … wait, the top of your head’s covering the bottom half.’

‘This better?’ She’d lowered her head a little.

Now, comically standing on her head like a blue crown, was the wall plaque:


WHITBY CIVIC SOCIETY



BRAM STOKER (1847-1912)



AUTHOR OF DRACULA STAYED HERE



1890-1896





 

‘My God, does it get any better than this?’ Ben’s voice soared from the TV as he’d filmed the inside of the apartment. ‘Bram Stoker dreamt up Dracula here. We’re even sleeping in the great man’s bedroom. Jesus. Just look at the view.’ 

Smiling, Ingrid dueted her own voice from the TV: ‘But it’s changed a bit since then.’

‘Just a bit,’ Ben said zooming the camera through the open doorway to reveal the hi-fi, TV and modern artwork on the walls. ‘Nice décor. Post-modern minimalist, would you say?’

‘Absa-bloody-lutely.’ 

A wavering shot of the square windows accompanied by Ben’s Karloff voice. ‘Bram Stoker climbs the fifty-eight steps to his apartment where he gazes out to the ghost-rich sea and thinks: I know I’ll write a story about a foreign gentleman who goes round biting people on the neck. He shuns daylight, detests garlic—’

‘Pizza … damn, he’ll be back any minute.’

‘– the only way to kill him is to hammer a chunk of wood through his evil old heart. Little did he know—’

Ingrid stabbed the ‘off’ button then went through into the kitchen where she slid the pizza into a now smoky oven. Great, a second honeymoon and your husband will come back to find you reeking of cooker-smoke.

She went to the bedroom where she sprayed herself with scent, checked her long, curling blonde hair, then gave it a jet of hair-spray to make sure it stayed in place. ‘There, thirty-six years old and still a beauty.’ She smiled into the mirror meaning the compliment in a faintly jocular way. But she did feel good and, if she were honest, she looked good, too; her blonde hair shone, her eyes sparkled, her face glowed from a super-abundance of Whitby fresh air, good food and – don’t cha’ know it? – a whole heap of good loving. This ‘second honeymoon’ as they jokingly called it, made her look years younger. She’d just added a touch of lipstick that was a knowing, lascivious red when she heard the knock on the door. Smiling, she remembered her promise. In a second she slipped off her clothes, then padded barefoot to the door. 

Lie naked on the kitchen table and murmur, ‘Supper is served.’ 

She smiled even more broadly at the mental image. Maybe later, girl… She slipped back the bolt then turned the handle ready to pull open the door to see Ben’s surprised face. 

But, what if it’s the old man with those tiny glittery eyes?


‘Good point,’ she murmured to herself. Slipping the chain back on, she opened the door an inch, making sure her body was well hidden behind it.

A good job, too.

She looked out onto an empty landing; craning her neck, she saw an equally empty staircase, too, with the brown wooden stair-rail switch-backing its way into darkness below. For a moment she thought she saw a shadow moving through the gloom. ‘Ben … Ben? Is that you?’ Confused, she tried to see at either side of the door without opening it any further. Cold air slid up from the darkness to make her shiver so much her skin puckered into goose flesh. 

No. There’s no one there. But who had knocked on the door?

A knock came again. She started so much her forehead bumped against the doorframe.

‘Ben?’ The darkened stairwell gobbled up her whisper. Hell, it didn’t take a genius of observation to tell there was no one down there. Who’d creep about in the darkness anyway, when there were light switches on every landing?

Again came a sharp tap of knucklebone on wood. Following that came a moment’s absolute silence before the sound of the distant foghorn prowled its way up the stairs like a ghost.

Confused, she shut and locked the door. Maybe it was a bird under the eaves, or maybe air in the pipes … she’d only just pushed the rationalizations through her head when the knock came again – impatient, demanding: let me in. She went into the kitchen where the cooker made faint clicking sounds, but those were nothing like the sharp raps on wood she’d heard. Pulling back the curtain, she looked out onto the expanse of rough grass, which provided a parking area for the apartments. Through the mist, she made out fire escapes at the back of the buildings. 

‘Idiot,’ she hissed with relief. Ben must have crept up the fire escape for some reason, for some foolish romantic reason, she hoped. The tapping came again; this time she hurried through into the bathroom where the fire-escape door exited onto the escape itself. ‘Idiot, idiot,’ she whispered, amused. Would she find him there with roses as well as the wine?

She shot back the bolts and threw open the door that swung with a startling shriek of seldom used hinges. Running ice fingers over her naked body, came the night air, heavy with sea damp and tang of brine. Immediately, the foghorn cried louder than ever now she was outside.

No Ben. No nobody. Nothing – but mist curling its tendrils round the ironwork of the open-air staircase. Good grief. What the hell’s happening? Who was tapping on the doors then running away? Anyone would think it was….

But, damn it, it was! Suddenly, she expected to hear the call of ‘Trick or treat?’ After all, this was the last day of October. Whitby would celebrate Hallowe’en, too. Come to that, Britons had celebrated it as a religious festival for thousands of years, long before Christianity had washed up on its shores. But why hadn’t those Whitby kids done the ‘trick or treat’ ritual first? Instead they’d knocked on the door and run away? She had no sweets but she could have paid the little tykes off with some coins. 

Arms across her naked breasts, she retreated into the bathroom and partly closed the door with just her head out in the cold night air. ‘Hello?’ she called. Then waited a moment, listening for children’s voices, or a cry of ‘Trick or treat.’ All that reached her, however, was the near supernatural lowing of the foghorn. Suddenly irritated she called down, ‘You’ll break your stupid necks running up and down these steps in the dark.’ 

With no answering shout, not so much as a ‘Shut up, you stupid cow,’ from the kids, whoever they were, she shut the door, then rammed home the bolts.

She’d no sooner done that than a rap sounded on the door to the landing.

‘Damn kids,’ she hissed. Once more she went to the door, but a flash of her naked body in the hallway mirror changed her mind about opening it straight away. She waited for a moment. When the knucklebone sounded again she called out, ‘Ben? Is that you?’ 

No giggles. No ‘Trick or treat?’ Nothing. Damn well nothing. Blast them. And here I am running around the place in my birthday suit, she fumed. 

As she went to the bedroom to get dressed she heard the sharp rap on the fire-escape door. This time she ignored it.


 



Twenty minutes later, the pizza had reached a perfect golden brown; cheese bubbled and the aroma of its spices filled the rooms where Bram Stoker had gazed out the window and dreamed his dark dreams.

She waited. No Ben showed. Great, just great. Soon the pizza’s crust began to burn. Annoyed, she yanked it from the oven catching her hand on the hot metal interior. Damn … The pizza flipped off the tray to land face down on the carpet. 

Well, this was turning out be a perfect evening … Ben’s gone walkabout; the local Whitby kids are tormenting the hell out of me; the carpet’s just gone and got itself a cheese shampoo – what next? For the next minute or so she busied herself scraping the goo from the carpet and dumping the whole lot in the bin. Maybe they should have eaten out as she suggested anyway, but Ben wanted a romantic evening in. Romantic, my foot; he’d either taken a scenic stroll round fog-bound Whitby or had been tempted into one of the pubs for a beer. 

Result? One ruined pizza; one set of frazzled nerves; one pissed off lady.

When the next tap on the door came she was ready for them.

‘Stop that!’ she snapped, launching herself through the doorway onto the landing. Once more stairs plunged down into darkness; once more there was no one there; once more she’d made an idiot of herself. No. No she hadn’t. Those trick or treaters were going to be told exactly – EXACTLY – what she thought of them. She ran lightly down the carpeted stair, hitting light switches as she went, flooding landing after landing with light. ‘You come back here … what do you think you’re playing at?’ 

She hit the light switch on the first floor to find an old man standing outside an apartment. The same old man, in fact, that she’d seen looking up at her earlier. She stared at him suspiciously for a moment, half-ready to accuse him of knocking on her door; then she noticed he leaned on a cane.

‘Is there anything wrong?’ he asked in a surprisingly soft voice.

‘It’s those damn kids….’ She took a calming breath. ‘I’m sorry, it’s just that some children have been playing rather annoying games.’ 

‘Ah,’ he said, ‘they would do that.’ Then he gave a little smile that caused his eyes to dwindle into two glassy specks in his face. ‘It’s the time of year I’m afraid.’

‘I know … Hallowe’en. But they don’t trick or treat. They just knock on the door and run like hell.’

He gave a whispery chuckle. ‘A local custom. Whitby has a variation of Hallowe’en; it’s called Mischief Night.’ 

‘Mischief Night.’ She sighed. ‘I figure that gives kids a licence to do exactly that?’

‘Precisely. It’s great fun as a child but tiresome when you’re as old as I am.’

‘What now? They’re going to spend the next five hours knocking on my door and running away before the little darlings go home to bed.’ 

‘Something like that. Do you have a car?’

‘Yes, why?’ She felt a sinking sensation.

‘Then, I’d check it if I were you. Some children get a bit carried away. They might have let the tyres down or put broken glass under them in the hope you don’t notice in the morning.’

‘The little …’ She clicked her tongue. ‘Thanks for the warning.’ She smiled. ‘And thank you for your concern.’ 

‘Oh, that’s all right. It’s only I heard you calling, and, well … I thought you might be having a bit of trouble.’

‘I’ve managed to ruin supper and my husband’s bugged out – nothing I can’t handle.’

‘Well, if you should need me, I live here. Number one.’

‘Thank you, that’s very kind.’ She smiled again. ‘And very neighbourly of you.’

‘Not at all … goodnight, then.’

‘Goodnight.’

Feeling a little less irritated she climbed the stairs to her apartment. Even so, she’d have a choice word or two to say to Ben when he managed to wend his way back from whatever bar he’d wandered into. 

Still no joy with the TV; a snowstorm on every channel. She drummed her fingers on the armchair, ignoring the tapping on the fire-escape door to the rear and to the landing door.

‘Go away. I’m from down South. I don’t celebrate Mischief Night.’ She’d called out the words in a half-humorous way, but she itched to get her hands on the little brats. Now an hour had ticked away since Ben had so cheerfully bounded down the stairs promising to be back in minutes. Damn. 

With the time creeping up to eight it was dark outside. What’s more, the thick mist swamped everything in a lake of white, stained here and there with uncanny blotches of orange, marking where the streetlights lay buried. That’s all she could see. Meanwhile, the foghorn continued its cry. A melancholy sound that rolled out across the ocean to die of loneliness somewhere in the mist.

After a while even the knocking of knucklebones on her door stopped. The brats had either grown tired of tormenting her or they’d turned their attention to other things like— 

Oh shit. The car. All it needed was for the yobs to trash the hire-car, then life would become even less rosy than it had been over the last couple of hours. Damn, double damn, triple damn … she pulled a jacket over her sweatshirt and jeans, and once more Ingrid went downstairs.


 



The instant she left the apartment block fog swallowed her. Ten paces from the apartment she couldn’t even see the building when she looked back into that impenetrable grey wall. Nor could she see the car, even though they’d parked the thing just outside. She followed a pavement now wet and somehow unpleasantly greasy from the mist. Parked cars dripped as if they were stalactites in a cave; they looked as if they’d been there a thousand years.

Soon, however, she found their car. What little light filtered through this murk had turned its red livery into a morbid brown closer to the shade of congealed blood. It only took a moment to see that the car hadn’t been touched; its doors were locked; no one had wedged tacks or glass bottles under the wheels in celebration of the no doubt ancient and occult festival of Mischief Night (when everyone else in the free world was lighting candles in pumpkin heads, eating vampire bat fudge and wearing funny spook masks, damn it). 

Great, now her thoughts had taken on an acid quality. But she found she was no longer irritated but angry; a hot burning anger at that. Ben had played a dirty trick on her. Why the hell hadn’t he come back from the supermarket yet? Because some whore gave him the eye on Church Street … No. That wasn’t Ben’s style. He’s been mugged; he’s lying unconscious in one of those little streets; the cold killing him by inches … Oh God, why did she have to think that? Now she couldn’t simply storm back to the apartment then sit drinking vodka, waiting for him to return so she could give him a piece of her mind…. 

He’s simply missed his way, that’s all, she reassured herself. It’s dark; it’s foggy, so foggy, in fact, you can hardly see five paces in front of you. He’ll have taken a wrong turning somewhere and probably even now he’s standing scratching his head, wondering where the hell the apartment had vanished.

Ingrid zipped up her jacket then determinedly set off for the seafront, the mist snuffing out the sound of her footsteps. In fact, the mist killed all sound apart from the mournful cry of the foghorn. Even the whisper of the sea no longer reached her. And there were no people or cars about even though it couldn’t have been much later than eight. Maybe they were all home protecting their property from Mischief Night kids. She walked as quickly as she could through the mist, seeing nothing but a few slick paving slabs, while every so often dark coffin shapes lying on the pavement loomed toward her. At first she’d stopped, thinking who on earth would leave a coffin out here? Perhaps kids had broken into a funeral parlour and … But no; they were only seat benches. Then again, in this near dark was it surprising her imagination played her up something rotten? 

She put her head down as if charging the wall of grey in front of her; already salt deposited by the sea fog ran into her mouth with a briny sharpness; it found the burn on the back of her hand, too, causing the blister to sting like fury. God, what a night, she thought. What a damn awful night.

After walking for a few moments, the dark monolithic shapes of old houses closed in on her as she entered the narrow lane that ran down to the supermarket. Whether lights burned through windows she couldn’t tell. This nightmare mist hid everything but the diffuse outline of buildings. She moved faster now, plunging down a long flight of steps between cottages that, she remembered, led to the supermarket. 

‘I don’t believe it … I don’t damn well believe it.’ For a moment she stood looking at the steel shutters covering the doors of the supermarket. ‘For crying out loud, where has he got to?’ She looked round half-expecting to see Ben lying bleeding on the street. Shaking her head, she followed the road that ran steeply down to the harbour-side. No, he must be lost, that’s all. If she walked along the harbour near the amusement arcades she might find him there. After all, there he’d find people who could give him directions back to Royal Crescent.

With blasts of white jetting from her mouth she reached the harbour to find the tide out and an expanse of mud stretching greasily out into the mist. And so much for people being here. Pubs and cafés were shut. Amusement arcades shuttered and silent.

In fact, the whole of Whitby was silent. Apart from the foghorn that still bellowed its mournful cry. God, that sound … it felt as if it was dragging through her body like a saw blade. Didn’t they ever switch the damn thing off? 

She put her head down to walk on again, the mist stroking her neck with cold fingers … bone fingers that had been dead for a hundred years … a thousand years … the foghorn lowed across morbid, black mud … there, a long lost rope coiled unpleasantly eel-like … boat tracks formed many an open wound in the riverbed … abandoned lobster pots became the muddy ribs of dead children claimed by the gluttonous silt … beyond those, monstrous shadows loomed in a mist that didn’t reveal so much as a trace of another living human being. 

She watched her passing reflection in the windows of The Dracula Experience; a hunched phantom-like figure with mist damp hair pasted down flat against her skull. And all the time the blister on her hand burned as if her flesh was being gnawed by fire ants. That foghorn boomed so loudly it set her teeth on edge and cursed her with the thumping mother and grandmother of all headaches. Good grief, all she wanted now was to get back to the apartment, get under a hot shower – then get some vodka down her throat.

She’d been walking perhaps five minutes when the road ended at a ramp. Confused, she stared at it for a moment. This led down to the sands … how had she missed the road that would take her back?

Ahead of her, the beach stretched out to be lost in that all enshrouding bleak mist. Waves of salt-air rolled with a tomb-like iciness over her, probing cold fingers through her clothes to touch her skin. She gave a great shiver that shuddered down to the marrow of her bones. That cold alone was enough to drive her back to the apartment, Ben or no Ben, but at that moment she saw a figure on the beach. Obscured by mist, she couldn’t even tell if it was male or female, but there was something about the silhouette; the angle of the head…. 

‘Ben?’

Slowly, she walked down the ramp, sensing stone slabs give way to soft yielding sand beneath her feet. ‘Ben?’

The figure didn’t react to her voice at first. But as she walked out across the sand it turned and moved down the beach toward the still unseen ocean. She followed. 

It’s him … I’m sure it’s him, she told herself. What on earth was he doing on the beach at night? Perhaps he had been attacked, or had fallen and struck his head; now he wandered in a confused state, looking for her.

‘Ben!’ This time a full-blooded shout came from her lips. The figure stopped. Looked back (she was sure he’d looked back, even though she couldn’t clearly see his features in this God-awful mist). Then the figure began to walk purposefully once more.

Ingrid found herself half-running after him (it has to be Ben; it is him; no doubt). Soon Whitby town and its cliffs vanished behind her into the fog. Now she moved through that all but dark murk, which had the clarity of ditch water. ‘Ben. What’s the matter?’ This time her call didn’t slow him, he still strode purposefully toward the water’s edge. 

But what water?

She could see no waves. The tide had gone way out; she could have been crossing some cold, damp desert. Every so often she’d walk across a white speckling of dead seashells, looking for all the world like tiny skulls. But there was nothing to indicate the direction she walked. She couldn’t even make out the harbour wall that must run out to sea to her right. 

Ahead, the figure began to vanish into the mist as it moved faster and faster away from her. ‘Ben … Ben! Wait!’ A breathless panic bore down her; a pitiless weight, crushing her chest. ‘Wait for me!’ 

She followed the fading figure for a full five minutes, desperately trying to keep it in view. Still she hadn’t reached the water’s edge; what’s more, she couldn’t even hear the surf between the cries of the foghorn now way, way, behind. 

Surely the tide can’t have gone this far out? She must have lost her sense of direction and be walking along the beach, not toward the sea. But even as she walked, the nature of the shore changed; dark boulders emerged from the mist. They littered the beach at weirdly regular intervals. She walked by one. Perhaps eight feet long, it was oblong in shape, and closely resembled its neighbours that now surrounded her. 

This was absurd; impossible; but she found herself thinking of them as being coffins hewn from stone. But what would coffins be doing lying out here on the seabed? 

Passing by another, she looked more closely at it. Although erupting with a malignant growth of kelp the coffin shape was unmistakable. But coffins, hundreds of coffins on the seabed? Could this be the remains of a long sunken graveyard? After all, she remembered reading that water levels had inexorably risen around the coast over the last few centuries, submerging whole villages. And she recalled the stone coffins at Whitby Abbey where the monks were interred. Maybe an unusually low tide had laid bare this submerged cemetery? One that had long since been stripped of its soil by ocean currents. But the coffins were of tremendous size. She pulled aside strands of weed from one of the stone caskets to reveal where the lid joined to the main body of the coffin. A scabbing crust of shellfish had formed over parts of the stone. Where the lid joined, the shells had broken as if….

She closed off the images her imagination sent oozing into her brain. Find Ben, she told herself. That’s the important thing now. She walked on. The foghorn lowed with a dark and morbid intensity across the beach. 


 



Exhausted, she toiled up the same steps the long dead Bram Stoker and his long dead wife and children had climbed to their holiday apartment all those years ago. It seemed as if the mist had followed her here, it swirled up the stairwell like water flooding the building.

Too tired to raise her arms to switch on the lights, she climbed the well of darkness to the white painted door. But where was the key? She’d swear it had been in her jacket pocket. ‘Well, it’s gone now,’ she told herself wearily. ‘Must have dropped it.’

Maybe Ben had found his way back here before her after his insane game of hide-and-seek on the beach. Yes, that’s it, she thought her spirits rising a little. He’s back. There was a strip of light showing beneath the door.

Feeling a renewed burst of energy she rapped sharply on the door. Then she rapped again.

Her heart gave a leap as she heard the bolt slide back and saw the handle turn. He’s home, thank God. She stood back as the door opened a few inches and a pair of eyes beneath a yellow fringe looked out. Strangely the eyes looked straight through her, then to the back of her and down the stairs. Then the female voice called out softly. ‘Ben … Ben? Is that you?’ 


 



She woke with a massive thumping headache. God, what a dream … and why was she so cold?

That was the moment she opened her eyes to see them lowering the stone lid back over her, sealing her into darkness – they were singing out in their high children’s voices: ‘Trick or treat, trick or treat, trick or treat …’ Those misshapen, long drowned boys and girls with pink, sea-anemone eyes, starfish mouths, barnacle-encrusted jaws, and brown, leathery, seaweed hair that spilt from their rotting skulls. Those no longer little children, suffocated by seawater, and saturated with a post-mortem mischief, who’d tricked her out here. And who’d laid her in the coffin with bare-bone hands … ‘Trick or treat, trick or treat …’ Even now she thought: Good God, the idiots; why can’t they get it right?


Dazed from the blow on her head, she laughed deliriously: they’d got it all wrong; you only play the trick if the victim doesn’t offer the treat … All wrong … all wrong, wrong, wrong…. 

She still laughed (with a crimson note of hysteria) when she remembered seeing Ben lying in the stone coffin nearby with his face gouged like some pumpkin mask, the thick, white church candles driven deep into his empty eye sockets; the wicks burning with a greasy yellow flame in the damp sea-air. ‘They can’t even get that right!’ She sobbed with laughter. ‘The candles go inside the pumpkin head! Not through the eyes! It’s all wrong. All wrong!’ Her laughter rose into great, wailing shrieks. 

As a matter of fact, she only stopped laughing when the first wave hit the end of the stone coffin, and she realized that, at long last, the tide had turned.




GOBLIN CITY LIGHTS
 

 

We’re looking down on the couple just before it happens. The camera is mounted in a tree. Stark branches frame the shot. It’s night. We see gravestones – old gravestones, and angels long since eroded to demons; a rash of sulphur leprosy across distorted faces.

The couple lying on the grass are naked. They’re fucking with such determination that their eyes are puckered tight and the microphone catches their gasps. From the look of bliss on their faces they’ve probably even forgotten that they’re fucking in a graveyard, on a mattress that’s nothing but soil, bones and rotting faces. He’s a stocky man with muscular thighs and a tattooed snake that coils down his spine. She has short-cropped dark hair, small pointed breasts. We notice she’s shaved her pubic hair and we exchange glances, our eyebrows rising, then look back.

‘Is this what you wanted me to see?’ I ask.

‘Patience, Jack.’

‘Porn movies at eleven in the morning? It’s a mite too early for me, Benjay.’

‘Shh … it’s nearly here.’

‘Gary – Gary – Gary – Gary!’ The woman pants the man’s name from the speaker. Then she climbs on top of him to impale herself on him with a deep throaty ‘Oh….’ 

The man’s eyes look over her bare shoulder toward the camera, not directly into the lens but close. They narrow. He’s seen something that puzzles him. Then his eyes widen in shock. 

The woman notices his expression. ‘Shit!’ she snaps. ‘Someone’s watching us, aren’t they?’

She looks back. There, in the low light, her face flares strangely, almost as if it shoots out light rays. Then her own eyes go huge. She’s seen something that terrifies her. Her mouth yawns wide into a scream.

That’s the moment the screen goes dark.

I smile at Benjay who sits there, his boyish Asian face now the picture of mature gravity. ‘And fade to black, crash in music. The bog-standard cliffhanger – or is the hook at the start of an episode still known as the cow-catcher?’

‘Patience, Jack,’ he replies. But he’s not smiling. He’s seen this before (many times I guess) and he knows what’s next. On screen is a one-word question. Continue? With the hand that holds the cigar he hits enter on the keyboard. 

‘It’ll take a minute to download.’

He’s good to his word. Sixty seconds later the picture returns to the screen. The man and woman are still there on the grass; they’re still naked. Gravestones that are dwarfish from this camera angle surround them.

‘What do you make of that, Jack?’ Benjay asks, pointing at the screen with his cigar as if not wanting to bring his finger too close to the figures writhing on the grass.

‘They’ve been attacked,’ I tell him, my blood running cold, not liking this one bit. Especially the sobbing sound coming from the speaker.

‘Attacked? Yes and no.’ Benjay swallows as if something he ate no longer agrees with him. ‘Keep watching.’

Leaning forward now, my hand resting on the monitor, I focus on the two figures. Slowly, they’re worming across the turf on their bellies. Their bare feet are green from grass stains; they moan like they’re hurting from head to toe. I look for signs of violence on their bodies. There are none. I try to make out the groaned words. There’s nothing coherent.

‘What are they saying?’ I ask.

‘Shh. Keep watching. See what happens next.’

Like human slugs, they slither toward a tomb slab that lies flat against the ground. Another metre or so and they’ll leave the edge of the shot. Already the man’s arms are out of the frame. That sobbing comes softly and utterly heart-broken through the speaker … crash to black. 

Continue?


Again the film clip has finished and again the prompt. Benjay taps enter. The disk makes its churning sound inside the computer as the next clip downloads. 

I stand there, ready to wait for another sixty seconds or so but the screen flares into life with a suddenness that’s as shocking as it is vivid. Now the two are in close up from the same overhead shot. They are laughing and screwing with a frenzy that’s nothing less than fucking maniacal. The focus isn’t quite right; images are fuzzed, the figures flare; the exposure is shot. But it is the same man and woman. This time they fuck on the gravestone with enough force to shake the bones in the ground below. Now the voices are guttural, I catch words that are foreign. A name? A plea for mercy? An orgasmic celebration?

Christ knows. But you’ve heard the phrase hammer and tongs? Well this was it in spades.

‘And they all lived happily ever after,’ I say.

‘Don’t you see?’ Benjay points at the two as, laughing, they kiss each other with a passion that thunders into the furious.

Yes, I do hear them laughing … and they’re laughing like lovers do … giggly, breathless. But I see they aren’t kissing after all. They are biting lumps – bloody lumps at that – out of each other’s faces.


 



Picture this with a soundtrack – Jim Morrison’s Riders Of The Storm works. But Joy Division’s doom-laden, yet monstrously beautiful Love Will Tear Us Apart will illuminate the scene with witchfire. London, Charing Cross Road on a January day. Picture it through the eyes of a hovering bird of prey. Traffic lumbering in the depths of the canyon formed by buildings that loom over everything; cold slate; cold stone; cold pavement; cold air sliding up from the river to weep around the faces of demons carved in more cold stone. Those demons are so high above the street no one can see them. No one that is, except a suicide, sliding through an upper storey window who will soon kiss the pavement at 200 feet a second. 

Now sweep down between the buildings, with their windows that have all the lustre of dead eyes. The breeze whispers like a man sighing over the tomb of his lover, and London lumbers through another dark, winter day; city sounds are its ponderous heartbeat. Beneath its surface crust of shops, office blocks and asphalt, Tube trains slide: fat iron worms that pass through the dead clay and bones of earlier ages, earlier people. 

Continue this image, slipping lower until we’re face to face with London man and woman. Down here a thousand eyes scowl against wind-blown grit; the cold pierces them to the bone. The door of a pub swings open, taking us inside where a dwarf stands on a table to play the slot machine; here a woman in thigh boots and furs walks into a toilet and slams a much-craved needle into her arm. This is the place where you’d find a stillborn baby stuffed up a chimney. Back in 1959 Tom ‘Turn-Out-Your-Pockets’ Frazer and sidekick Bunny Warren were drowned in a tin bath in the cellar. Rumours have it that Warren cried out in a childish voice, ‘I’ll tell! I’ll tell!’ as they forced his head down toward the water. Scroll further back. In 1898 the young playwright Augustus Trayling, cousin and failed blackmailer of Bram Stoker, hanged himself in the stairwell. The constable who found the body burnt the photographs found in Trayling’s pocket – right here on the tiled floor of the bar. The burn mark is still there for everyone to see.

This pub is just one component of the great, oozing Goblin City that is London. For fifty, sixty, seventy years, maybe a bit more, London allows you to run through its maze of buildings, collide with other lives, change them a little, or a lot in the case of the gangsters that drowned the pair of crooks in the bath. Then your time is up: you’re bundled into one of its cemeteries, or you vanish in a blaze of glory up some crematorium chimney. Another boy or girl takes your place and dum-dee-dum-dee-dum life goes on. 

It’s human beings that soak this Goblin City to saturation point. But there are other things, too. It’s just you tend not to see them – the urban foxes, the sewer rats, the mice (especially those sooty little beasties you see hopping beneath the rails in the Tube). And I’m sure there are other things. Those you glimpse out of the corner of your eye. They haunt the underground places. Or the alleyways that run behind galleries and museums. Perhaps deep down I’ve known they were always there. Things sensed rather than seen. Like on a winter’s night and you walk through a subway alone. Someone’s hurrying up behind you. You turn round ready to fight or run (or beg) but there’s no one there. The tunnel’s deserted. Nevertheless, a cold presence seems to pass right through you, chilling your gut, filling your veins with ice, and you clench your fists as if you’ve just woken to the realization that someone’s violated you in your sleep. 

London’s like that. Not that I think about it constantly. Just now and then when the icy draughts blow across the back of my neck, and the sensation comes that someone’s just walked over my future grave.

So. Picture this. The door of the pub swings shut. The dwarf pumps his last coin into the bandit. Lemons, melons and oranges spin before his eyes.

I sit with Benjay, a good-looking brown-eyed man, born in Sri Lanka. Now he’s a paid up citizen of the old Imperial Capital with a nice apartment in Holland Park. And that’s me in the corner: Jack Constantine; thirty-five years old; in cowboy boots and wearing a leather jacket that’s a soft, liquorice black. Home for me is a riverside loft conversion with century-old timbers that still exude scents of the Oriental spices once stored there.

We’re sitting hunched over a set of colour prints that have been piped off the video clips we saw earlier in the day. Around us, the pub is buzzing as people take lunch – either solid or liquid. Benjay and I are both drinking bottled beer, or rather allowing the liquor to become tepid as we fix our eyes on the stills.

‘I thought that both were wearing lipstick,’ Benjay said.

‘Kinky.’

‘But you can see that even though they leave something that looks like lipstick marks from a kiss, they actually start to pour blood.’

‘So they really were biting chunks out of their faces as they had sex?’

‘Yes.’

‘These people take their S&M extremely seriously.’

‘But it doesn’t add up, does it?’

‘No?’

‘We watched the first clip with two people making love.’ 

‘Making love? You’re turning sentimental in your old age, Benjay.’

‘Listen, they were making love in the first clip. Then they were frightened by something that was out of shot on the screen. In the second clip they were squirming on the floor having some kind of …’ he shrugs. ‘Episode? Fit? Seizure? You tell me. Then in the third sequence they had sex. And they were trying to mutilate each other’s faces with their teeth.’

‘And they were laughing all the time.’ I focus on the man’s face. Part of the soft flesh beneath the eye is missing. From a crescent shaped wound blood trickles. ‘Drugs?’

‘Maybe, but we didn’t see them swallow or inject, did we?’

‘It was edited out.’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘That’s the danger of wandering through cyber-space, Benjay. You never know what all that surfing’s going to bring up.’

Benjay takes a swallow of beer and grimaces. Those photographs have painted a bad taste across his tongue that just won’t go. ‘There is a point to all this, Jack.’

‘I hoped there would be. You were going to give me a new assignment, weren’t you?’

‘Yes, I am.’

‘And it has something to do with those internet films we saw this morning?’

He nods.

‘But,’ I give a panto shrug, ‘how do horror movies dovetail into a three thousand word article about a has-been rock band?’

‘It does dovetail. Damn neatly, too.’ He takes another mouthful of beer. ‘OK, let’s cut to the chase. You’ve written four—’ 

‘Five.’

He assents with a smile. ‘Five Where-Are-They-Now articles for the magazine.’

‘Complete with side-bar.’

‘Which we’ve placed in the back quarter of the magazine—’

‘Because they weren’t exactly basking in the white heat of topicality. But then I’m a loveable old hack, not one of your young newshounds who are deliriously happy to camp out at Heathrow waiting for Madonna, or trying to catch what goodies come slipping into the sewer whenever some rockstar flushes his toilet.’ 

Benjay’s obscenely young face lights up with a grin when he remembers a well-publicized court wrangle over custody of ‘objects’ found in a sewer. WHO OWNS LIAM’S POO? was one memorable headline. But then, eighteen months ago Click This was a new music magazine fighting glossy, voracious competitors for shelf space. Benjay Sittri’s publicity grabbing talents included the famous – or should that be notorious? – Rockstars And Their Turds feature. The cover of the second issue bore a proud rhino horn-shaped spoor above blazing type that declaimed: THERE’S NO BIZ LIKE SHOW BIZ! The match-the-turd-to-the-star series ran for months. It generated court cases, plus an unsolicited deluge of shit in shoeboxes from popstar wannabes who forced themselves to eat unfeasible objects and ingest food dyes to produce the most spectacular bottom loaves known to man. Magazine sales went supernovae. 

I came in stuck to the sole of this publicity miracle. Benjay, the boy editor, needed some articles about rock bands like yesterday. So he commissioned me to write a series of filler Where-Are-They-Now articles. You know the sort of thing: library photographs alongside a few hundred words about an eighties’ sex siren who’s now that lollipop lady at the school down the road, or punk drummer turned Franciscan monk, or which progenitor of hip-hop now teaches choral music at the University of Vienna. People love the rags to riches story. They love the dark side, too – those riches to rags tales … of the beautiful becoming the damned … and the famous who sang to thousands now reduced to asking an audience of one what kind of drink they want with their hamburger meal. 

So, in that Charing Cross Road pub I sit chatting to the editor of Click This over photographs of a couple who’ve bitten bloody chunks out of each other’s faces. It seems to have bugger-all to do with music. I sense another Marvel All Ye On The Excrement Of The Famous kind of story in the pipeline. To be candid, I didn’t particularly want to be part of it. 

And, yeah, shit again, I could be at home working on the love of my life – a biography of Tod Browning; he of The Unknown, Freaks and Dracula fame. A book bundled with a DVD package that would include clips, out-takes, and best of all a CGI sequence that replaces Lugosi with Lon Chaney (Browning’s original choice) in the role in Dracula. Of course, a little thing like cancer leading to a not-to-be-missed appointment with the Grim Reaper obstructed Chaney’s career advancement. OK, yes, that book is my private obsession. My Eldorado. The quest for my Holy Grail. So what if I have spent the last five years working on it? So what if I take hack jobs like this to pay the rent and feed the cat while I write it? 

With the knowledge shining bright in my head that I really need this job I say to Benjay, ‘I take it we know the identity of these love birds in the photographs?’

‘We do. But they’re not important.’

‘Oh?’

‘That is, not important as such to this assignment.’

‘Then why are we lovingly gazing at their photographs over lunch?’

‘Because I want you to write the lead article for the March issue.’

‘Thank you, Benjay. That’s nice of you to invite me to take centre stage.’

He shoots me a little look as if to ask if I’m taking the piss but he sees I’m genuinely grateful. This will be good money. This might buy as much as three months’ writing time on the Tod Browning book. I can even see chapters twelve through sixteen taking up residence in my computer.

‘This is going to be one of the biggest things we’ve done,’ Benjay tells me. ‘What’s more it will be a serious exclusive.’ He twists a grin. ‘You see, the backers want the magazine to gain a little more gravitas.’

‘Gravitas? Does this mean the end of rock star poop scoops?’

‘For now, Jack. Because you are going to provide us with a serious, newsworthy article.’ 

‘On this.’ I nod at the photographs of the bleeding faces. ‘Or about someone connected to this?’

‘Bull’s-eye, Jack.’ He picks up his drink. ‘You remember Cuspidor?’

‘Sure. A five-piece cult band. All Gothic fugues, doom-laden lyrics.’

‘That’s the one.’

‘And they took the name Cuspidor from the pot that people spat into. Picturesque, don’t you think? Their singer-songwriter Katrice Bryden faked her own suicide in Paris. But that was five years ago, Benjay. Who the hell gives a crap about them now?’ 

‘Because,’ Benjay says, tapping the photographs with his finger, unconsciously hinting at what he’s building up to, ‘Cuspidor are going to have a massive posthumous hit with their best-of album. I’ve got inside word on the pre-orders – they are phenomenal.’

‘Record company hype.’

‘You think so? Just tap the name Cuspidor into any search-engine and you’ll come up with two thousand or more hits. Kids are going ape about Cuspidor.’ 

‘So how do these pair of face biters fit in?’

‘I’ve done some digging around just to make sure this is an article worth commissioning.’ He pulls neatly folded sheets from his jacket pocket. ‘These are the names, addresses and backgrounds of the band members. I downloaded that little horror movie we saw this morning from a Cuspidor website. There are more of them. Lots of weird stills as well.’ 

‘All peeping-tom stuff?’

‘Some – not all. If anything, the overriding theme is that all the footage was shot in cemeteries. Particularly the big old Victorian boneyards like Highgate and Kensal Green.’

‘And their significance to Cuspidor?’

‘We can’t get official confirmation through the agency that handle the band’s material but …’ Again he smiles. ‘Let’s put it like this. Legend has it that the films were shot by Cuspidor’s singer, Katrice Bryden.’

‘She filmed this?’ I look at the photograph of the face biters, with gory red holes in their cheeks. ‘Why?’

‘To use an old cliché: that, Jack Constantine, is what you need to find out.’


‘Is that all?’

‘That’s all. Oh, by the way, I need the article a week today. Five thousand words on the nail.’

‘With side-bar?’

‘With side-bar, Jack.’ He twists that wry grin of his, then raises the bottle. ‘Cheers.’ 


 



The Tube train carries me home. I’m one of those people who looks Out through the carriage window rather than In. Of course, there’s nothing to see other than a blurred wall as we shoot a hundred feet beneath London’s frozen streets. Only sometimes you catch a glimpse of a tunnel branching away to run into darkness. Then you might see the spectral blue-white flash of another train as contacts brush the live rail. For me, it lends a hint of mystery to an otherwise drab as dust journey. 

I step off the train to find myself alone on the platform. The train thunders away, drawing the air after it, which tugs at my hair and sends wrappers and paper cups scuttling along the platform. It’s the sound of claws scraping at stone.

As I walk to the exit I feel the phantom blast of air that signals the approach of another train. Only instead of the rush of warm air that I’ve felt a million times before, this blast is damp and its so cold it makes me bunch my fists and grit my teeth as it rips into my hair, raking my ears and setting my nerves on edge. For one mad moment I think the Thames has broken through the roof of the tunnel somewhere, and that it’s roaring towards me ready to engulf my body and dash me into eternity.

I pause for a moment. Watching. Feeling grit carried on the cold air sting my face and hearing the lunatic scratching of litter racing out of the tunnel to become white flapping creatures; albino bats driven from their roosting place by the flood.

Then … it’s gone as quickly as it came. The breeze dies. Newspapers mixed with chocolate wrappers flutter dead to the ground.

With a backward glance into the liquid darkness of the tunnel I head for the station lift.


 



Cuspidor. I enter the name into the search engine beside Jeeves’ obsequious mug and wait…. 

With the time coming up to nine in the evening it’s as gloomy as a crypt. Through my double-glazed window in this warehouse of yore I see the waters of the dock lying in a viscous pool; it’s poisonous looking in this morbid light of reflected streetlamps. Old cargo cranes stand monstrous against the night sky, like the skeletons of giants frozen for all eternity. 

A mist is sliding in from the river. Once I looked out of this very window to see a drowned prostitute in the water, her yellow hair floating out around her in a huge smudgy halo. She drifted there in rainbow colours generated by a slick of diesel. Her eyes were open. She looked up at me … and this was the really strange thing – I couldn’t get the image out of my head for weeks – she was smiling. I watched as a fireman retrieved the corpse with a boat hook, then I went out and got drunk.

The screen changes in front of me. I see the ever servile Jeeves is offering me streams of Cuspidor websites. Taking a sip of cognac I begin my trawl.

Most offer the usual stuff. Discography. Biographies of band members, loads of photographs of performances, sound-checks, recording sessions, riding tour buses. Most feature Katrice Bryden. A beautiful Goth, she’s awash with raven hair. Thick black kohl around her eyes lends her an Egyptian deathmask look that’s uncannily beguiling. She wears funeral black clothes of satin, tightly laced black boots; studs in her tongue, nose, eyebrows and ears. And here is the famous ear-ring ripping sequence of fifteen photographs. During Cuspidor’s last gig in Paris she tears out her ear-rings, leaving her with a dozen splits in the edges of her ears that send streams of blood down her neck. She wets her fingers with blood then daubs her face in a war paint pattern before exiting the hall. She does this by walking over the tightly packed mess of heads clustering at the front of the stage. After that, Katrice disappears into the Parisian night. For a time the world believes she killed herself. Nothing is seen of her. Then photographs are sent anonymously to the webmasters and mistresses of Cuspidor websites.

The photographs are of cemeteries. In the background among the graves, or partly out of shot each contains a figure in black with the face turned away. It’s not long before fans claim this is Katrice Bryden, the dark phantom of the graveyard. As months pass the photographs show a greater sophistication with an adept use of light, shade, depth and varying kinds of focus. In turn these give way to video clips of cemeteries: they are either shot at dusk or in the dead of night. In the Diary Of A Cuspidor Troubadour on one site the webmistress helpfully describes how the video clips arrived in the post, bearing no return address. At first the films were recorded on domestic VHS tapes, later they graduated to disk for ease of transfer to computer. 

As the brandy level in the bottle falls and the mist thickens outside my window I learn more. Message boards record the opinions of fans as to who filmed the graveyard scenes (unequivocally Katrice Bryden); how they were filmed (video cameras and concealed cameras of the kind used in security operations – either triggered by timer or infra-red sensor). The ‘how’ posed no real meat for discussion it was the ‘why’ that Cuspidor’s fans (or more properly Bryden’s fans) find fascinating. Message boards run to several thousand pages. Messages are rational, quirky or downright lunatic. 

So why does a rock star runaway spend her time video taping cemeteries? With ultra close-ups of gravestones where chiselled letters look like valleys on the surface of Mars, where mossy growths form green mountain ranges and a strand of leafless ivy becomes some eldritch tentacle. Then cutaways to whole armies of headstones that mass on hillsides waiting for the signal to attack the world of the living beyond the cemetery gate.

Again why?

DRUGS. Alcohol. Schizophrenia. Neurosis. Mum and Dad FUCKED her up. STAR struck. Inverted conceit. Boredom. Renewed LUST for the limelight. Creative bankruptcy masquerading as ENIGMA. Fear of DEATH. Love of DEATH.

Take a pin and stick it in … as the saying goes. Certainly fans leaving their comments on the message boards mention all these and more. I realize, also, that any one of those messages could be an anonymous note from the elusive, maybe even allusive, Katrice Bryden. After reading these for two hours my eyes feel as if I’ve had sand rubbed in them. I drain my glass of brandy, register surprise that half a bottle’s gone, then go wash my face in the bathroom.

The place is so quiet I can feel the weight of all that silence pressing down into the back of my neck. Even the cat sleeps like it’s dead, not wanting to go out on a cold, fog-bound night like this.

And as I sit down at the computer again it happens like it sometimes does. The hundred-year-old floorboards together with exposed roof beams suddenly exhale. The room fills with the aromatic odours of spices – wormwood, frankincense, capsicum, cinnamon and coriander – accompanying it or perhaps even driving it, is a breath of deadly cold air and I wonder if a window has been opened. A wave of ice rolls at me. I shiver. I feel as if the cold hasn’t flowed around me but glided through me in a way that’s somehow unearthly. 

I check the windows. All closed. Skeletal cranes prowl the docksides. Unaccountably, I think there are more of them out there in the fog than the last time I looked.

Perfidious brandy, I tell myself.

Back at the computer I down the spirit while I navigate yet more Cuspidor websites.

Cuspidor Conquistador. More rhyming headings. These are a list of video clips. I download. Gothic chimes shimmer from the speakers, the sound of water dripping in dark, underground places. Spectral murmurs overlay the chimes. Rambling prayers for dying children. A dark hymn for the soon-to-be-dead. Hmm … Mandrake Mantra. This is a track from Cuspidor’s first album: Omnia Exeunt In Mysterium. 

Music coils round the room to melt gracefully into the scents of those exotic spices. Katrice’s vocals slide over my skin with the sensuous caress of warm oil. She doesn’t so much sing as exhale the lyric, allowing those blood-red lips to shape the words.

They are strange, those films appearing on the screen before me. Strange because nothing happens in those views of bleak graveyards. Nothing happens. Yet they manage to exude an air of tension. Images of a thousand staring gravestones, that say ‘We are waiting … we are waiting …’ Nothing happens. But there’s a sense of pressure building; water backing up behind a dam wall that crazes with hairline cracks. And I think of the time I was ten; that moment just before the house was struck by lightning. When my family suddenly looked at each other as we sensed the voltage rise inside the room, the hairs rose on our arms, our scalps tingled just before the electric bolt melted the heart of the television set and tore the front door in two. These clips were perpetually that second before the bomb goes boom, before lightning strikes, before the dam wall collapses. 

Nothing moves on screen. Winter trees stretch up; fleshless hands reaching out of graveyard soil. Forbidding skies. Stone angels in sombre poses. 

I stare at film after film until the gravestones loom out of the screen at me; stubby fingers of eternally cold stone. Eager to seize me and take me down into grave soil to lie there in a tangle of black bones and coffin wood.

Perfidious brandy. I push the glass away from me.

It’s two in the morning. My eyes feel dry-welded to the screen. The ghostly sounds of Cuspidor roam around the place; dark sounds in a gloom-filled space that seethes with shadow. The mist presses face-shapes to the window. ‘The last one,’ I tell the computer as I hit ‘enter’. The computer groans as it downloads another video clip. I notice it bears yesterday’s date.

Like the film I saw this morning of the naked couple who gnawed lumps from their faces this is a surveillance camera concealed in a tree. I look down through twigs to a gloomy area of grass that bristles with gravestones. Directly below, carved sphinxes flank a tomb.

‘Nothing will happen….’

I tell myself this as the music fades. I’m wrong. It does.

As if it’s me sitting on the branch looking down I see a figure walk beneath. I see the top of a head, shoulders, a pair of feet nothing more.

The figure disappears briefly then returns. For a second it glances round as if to make sure there’s no one else in the cemetery. Then it looks up. I flinch back as two blazing eyes lock onto mine. Hell, it’s as if the computer screen has become a two-way eye: he can see me as well as I see him. 

The stranger’s aged around thirty, has neatly combed black hair; he’s wearing a shirt and tie. A city trader taking a short cut through a cemetery? Maybe. But why leer up into the tree like that?

He has something in his hand. A coiled rope; it’s a day-glo yellow that a rock monkey might use. With his eyes blazing into mine he throws the rope straight up at the camera. I see what he’s doing. He’s lobbing the line over the branch where the camera has been fixed. Maybe he’s not seen it? Or if he has he doesn’t care. His mind’s fixed on the job in hand. Shortening one end of the rope he ties the other round the head of the carved animal that guards the tomb. 

Continue?


I hit ‘enter’. It takes forever to download. Waiting, I glance through the window at tidal waves of mist rolling against the glass. At last, the screen blazes with light.

Out of focus, a blazing skull fills the screen. The jaw works; I hear a throaty sound vibrating the speaker. A lusty sound; his excitement’s getting the better of him.

I decide that the face I’m seeing is the sharp-dressed man in ultra close up as he (I guess) stands on the tomb below the tree and looks up as he makes final adjustments to the rope he’s flung over the branch. As the skull-face recedes the lens finds its focus automatically and the image is sharp again.

Yes, I see now. The man stands on the tomb; his hair is still immaculate; he’s removed his jacket to reveal a crisp shirt and blue tie.

I can still hear his excited breathing; his eyes twinkle like he’s found a new lover. His hands work at the short end of the rope.

He’s making a noose, I tell myself, feeling cold. He’s going to hang himself.

Ah. If only it was that simple.

He looks up, perhaps little more than a metre from the camera, his head and upper-body filling the screen. I see him raise his hands to his face. In those hands isn’t a noose. It’s a hook, a large shining steel hook, with a shank that’s as thick as my thumb; the same they use to hang pigs in slaughterhouses. Face beaming like he’s the cleverest sod in London he grips the hook in both hands, the point gleaming absurdly bright. Then he pushes the point into the soft skin under his chin. It doesn’t give way easily. I watch as he pushes with all his might, his arms shaking, his teeth gritted, his pulse beating in his neck, his eyes blazing with excitement.

Pop! The skin breaks and suddenly with the surface resistance gone it looks so easy. The steel hook penetrates the underside of his jaw – in, in, in.

I watch, and his eyes seem to watch mine as the hook goes through the jaw, through the floor of the mouth. A second later the hook slips out between his lips – a silver tongue to point at me.

Then he steps back, his arms out straight. It’s not a long fall before the rope snaps tight, shaking the branch and the camera lashed to it, so the image explodes into a shrapnel burst of darting colours before it’s still again. 

Like a circus stunt, he spins there, arms out, his face straight up into the camera. Blood sprays fine like an aerosol, misting the air crimson, drenching the head of the statue. And all the time he’s staring up at me and giggling like it’s the funniest trick in the world.

Continue?


This time I close down, and go to bed.

In the morning the mist lies like death on the water. Radio news talks of the bizarre suicide of a thirty-three year old man in a London cemetery. I pull the duvet over my head, and try to sleep some more.


 



Match this soundtrack: Hendrix’s indigo-hued Third Stone From The Sun powers the earthward plunge out of the sky down toward that crust of cold brick and even colder stone. Imagine the picture mated to those sounds wrought by the Electric God. Descending guitar notes, the death-cry of feedback. See through a phantom’s eye as we come ghosting down through roof tiles, through a cobwebbed attic where in 1972 a boy locked himself into a trunk and was never seen again; down through bedrooms where lovers lived and died. Continue down through the kitchen where an acolyte of Jack The Ripper played his own gory games in 1923. With ghost music rolling like thunder dive deeper into the cellar where erect Victorian gentlemen met for dark entertainments. Plunge down through the brick-floor, down past the wrinkled carcass of a V2 Nazi missile that still oozes toxic fluids into the soil, and where it awaits its own bone-shattering appointment with destiny three years from now. Slip deeper and deeper down to the iron gut of the Tube. Now seep through the tunnel wall to board the train thundering through a bellyful of darkness. 

And there I am. Riding the Tube beneath this Goblin City. The time’s approaching three in the afternoon. It’s the day after I watched the death-by-hooking on the internet. From the radio news, I learnt that the man hanged himself from the hook in the graveyard around three days ago and that the body was only recently found. So that gave Katrice Bryden time to retrieve the concealed video camera from the tree, transfer the footage to a computer of the man hanging there like hooked fish. Then send it anonymously to half-a-dozen Cuspidor websites, where no doubt webmasters copied the video sequence before transmitting it to other websites. Like a plague bug, film of the suicide would go on duplicating itself worldwide. 

Why? I mean why would Bryden do that? Good question. And it was my job to find out; then distil the answer into a concise 5,000 words for the readers of Click This. Sounds easy when I put it like that. I watch the carriage doors slide shut, then comes the pull of gravity as the train speeds away into dark, fathomless places beneath London. 

I’d spent the day visiting former Cuspidor members, its management and anyone who might have had anything to do with Katrice Bryden. Either they kept their mouths shut or they genuinely knew nothing about her whereabouts. No one had seen her in months. No one had her home address. No one (conveniently enough) knew her telephone number or e-mail. PRS payments and royalties were paid directly into a bank account. Presumably, like some blackmailer, she simply visited different cash machines to draw whatever money she needed. As far as the rest of the world was concerned, Bryden was invisible. 

I plod beneath grey skies and over pavements that look as if they’d been smeared with mucus, which leaves me musing idly about gigantic slugs. I’m getting nowhere really, really fast. I need a fresh strategy.

The one place (or places rather) that I knew she frequented were graveyards. London must have dozens, if not scores, from small churchyards to vast public cemeteries created in Victorian times to house corpses generated by a city of millions strong.

I head for Kensal Green cemetery. I leave the station to find it’s already dusk. Car lights paint more silver trails on those mucus-covered roads. Gritty snow hits me in the face. Here, there are not so many people about. Those few that brave the cold walk with their shoulders hunched; it looks as if headless zombies patrol the streets. 

A high brick wall surrounds Kensal Green forcing me to walk a full half-mile before I find the entrance gates. They are mighty iron structures that could keep an invading army out – or in. 

Make this quick, I tell myself. After all, this had to be a wild goose-chase. You’re hardly likely to walk into a cemetery to find Katrice Bryden, glorious in black lace, hiding a spy camera in a tree. But there may be some clue, or at very least walking through the necropolis might spark some intuitive deduction.

As I pass through the gates into Dead-land I glance back with sheer naked envy at a man strolling into the Irish pub across the street. The lights blaze; it’s a warm and welcoming place. Not like this. A cemetery on a grim-as-death January afternoon with the light all but gone, where 50,000 bodies rot in the ground as they wait for the return of Jesus Christ.

I walk along frosted tarmac paths. And I marvel at this sea – no, an ocean, a vast, bleak ocean of gravestones. There are angels galore; mock temples, and tombs the size of cars, some surrounded by wrought-iron fences; some bearing statues of spectral beauties. There are sphinxes, dogs, lions (all lying down to await their master’s return from the hereafter); and all the stonework is at least fifty years old. It’s stained with lichen and decay. Statues of girls are rotted by the cancer of pollution. I look into one of the car-sized tombs through a hole that’s big enough to stick my head through (if I was sodding-well crazy enough). There, I can just make out the boards and nailheads of a coffin. I give the tomb wall an experimental kick. From inside comes a frantic scurrying of claws on the coffin lid. OK, so it might not be one Benjamin Tobias Grimwood trying to claw his way to freedom, but his bones must be home to a coven of rats.

What’s more, it’s the kind of place that plays tricks on you when you’re alone. I swear I keep seeing movement out of the corner of my eye. But every time I turn to the movement, anticipating a mugger, I see nothing but stone angels. Another swirl of snow rages through the graveyard. Stinging grains of ice force me to screw my eyes shut until all I can see is a strip of blurred headstones. I turn my back on the storm and walk deeper into the cemetery. 

The wind blows again. But it’s one of those weird ones you feel from time to time. The cold breath of air doesn’t seem to go round me but through me. It passes into my skin, strokes the inside of my ribs, then sends icy jets through the hidden chambers of my heart. 

‘Jesus,’ I tell a stone Christ with Fuck Me Naked aerosolled in pink across His chest. ‘Jesus, it’s cold.’ 

Christ stares me down with moss-covered eyes, as if daring me to pass comment on the words painted on His body.

Again the cold air pierces me. That’s when I decide I’ve had enough of the place. My teeth rattle in my head. The snow drives into my eyes. I can’t see any more. For a moment I stumble blindly back the way I came. I blink hard trying to shift that freezing slush from my eyes. And, Jesus, I’ve walked further into the cemetery than I realized. The iron gates stand there bleakly against the sky: they seem a fantastic distance from me. 

I walk faster. As I walk I think about the Irish pub with the friendly lights and the friendlier bottles of Old Paddy inside. One of those has my name on it. I’ll start with a double … take it from there … God-damnitt … who moved those gates? They were in front of me a moment ago. I must have taken a good slow blink and somehow turned onto another path.

They’re back in front of me. I’m on course. I can feel that whiskey money in my pocket.

The wind blows again. Trees rattle. Dead bone things clattering in the cold air.

Does Katrice Bryden climb into you? These thoughts spit hot and slippery into my brain. Does she climb you, tree? Does she sit astride a branch and rock there? Does she feel the hard diameter of wood? Does she watch lovers fucking in the grass? Does she rock faster feeling the ribbed bark press hard against her thighs?

Yes, she does.

I know she does.

I have a photo of Katrice in my pocket. In the near dark I fumble it out to look at it. There she is: a mysterious Egyptian goddess – a goddess of little deaths, I shouldn’t wonder. Full red lips, teeth that are white, almost pointed. Eyes that are pools of liquid night. Raven hair flecked with a blue that is near black. She’s looking directly at me. I feel a heat growing inside of me. God, yes, I want to find her. But for an altogether different reason now.

Who holds you at the midnight hour? 

Suddenly I find this funny and begin to chuckle to myself. A throaty, lusty chuckle. My heart beats faster. The pulse in my neck presses against my collar like a fist punching out through the skin. Excitement fucks with my eyes. I see purple blotches come streaming from the ground. They bloom around me. Dark flowers opening up from tiny buds to vast dandelion clocks that fly away in the breeze.

She’s here somewhere. I know it!


Then I laugh out loud because I realize what an idiot I’ve been. I don’t have to find her. I can bring her looking for me.

All I need to do is give her something she wants.

I move faster. The gates are there in front of me. My heart beats with wild, crazy rhythms. Breath spurts from my lips.

Show her something interesting. 

Fire sweeps through my veins.

Give her something she needs desperately. Tease her obsession.

I reach the tomb of Benjamin Tobias Grimwood once more. Snow clings to dead ivy to form veins of white on the stonework. I see the hole and rotted coffin beyond. Inside – the mouldy flesh of the late Mr Grimwood must squirm as rats crawl through his bones … there’s a plump, pregnant bitch rat that squeals inside Mr Grimwood’s skull, her moist snout poking through the orbit of a decayed eye.

My blood surges to the boil, filling my body with incredible heat.

A noise comes echoing from the gravestones, and somehow I know it’s me. Laughing. At the same time I feel an overwhelming sense of strength. I am indestructible. I am immortal. What’s more I know how to become the bait that will draw Katrice Bryden from her secret hiding place.

With a WHOOP! I fling myself down at the tomb. The hole that’s weathered in its side rushes at my face. Grinning like I’m the cleverest sod in London, I lunge forward, thrusting my head into the tomb. Like a battering ram my head crunches through the coffin wall and I’m face to face with the maggot-ravaged visage of of Benjamin. Rats explode in a fury of claws and teeth. I’ve invaded their lair. They hate that, the bastards. They’re not going to give up their nice comfortable corpse nest for nothing. They’re going to fight to the death. But I’m fighting back. 

‘Come on! Come on!’ I scream at them. ‘I’ll rip you apart!’

They lunge for my eyes.

Laughing, I lunge back biting them.

I feel a rat go for my tongue. I feel the furry head, with its brittle skull squeeze between my lips. I feel its smoothly bulging eyes press against the roof of my mouth. I feel its snout slide down over the back of my tongue, tickling – oh, so wickedly tickling my tonsils. 

Got you, you bastard.

I bite hard. Bones crackle. My teeth slice through skin, unlocking sweet rat blood that runs across my tongue. 

The sheer electrical energy bursting inside my head seems to light the coffin. I see the man’s ribcage. The buttons of his funeral suit lying along his spine like liquorice drops. I see the skull tip down to look at me as the pregnant rat-bitch slides with predatory menace from the jawbones, shreds of man-tongue cling to her fur. 

‘Come on,’ I’m laughing and howling and spitting blood and rodent flesh all at the same time. ‘Come on, I can take you, too!’


Before the rat can reach me, darkness gushes into the coffin. That flood of shadow catches hold of my senses and snatches them away. For a second I find myself looking down at my own body. That’s me… the man in the overcoat lying face down on the ground; his head inside the tomb….

Now a glimmer of surprise comes to me. Why should I do such a thing? That’s absurd … that’s not like me at all….

Snow falls faster … it covers the body in a white sheet … the cemetery is absorbing me into itself … I am merging with what haunts those man-sized cysts beneath the grass….


 



I open my eyes to see this. A ceiling that’s painted in purple swirls. Shining there are silver stars. A crescent moon. A lightshade of black lace; inside a red bulb burns.

Someone is touching my tongue, probing it, squeezing it … suddenly the tip stings. I grunt. Try to sit up.

‘Lie still. I’m swabbing your mouth with alcohol … it should kill any bugs in there. Lie still, Jack. I’m trying to help you.’

So I do lie still. Now as I come fully awake I realize I’m lying on a bed in a room of wicked purple. Chairs, curtains, and duvet are varying shades of purple, too. The face that looms close to mine as she swabs my mouth is painted a stark, ghost white. Her eyes are heavily made up with black eye shadow, and outlined with kohl. My goddess of little deaths. Falling down across her face is a wash of raven-black hair that catches the light from the red bulb, sending glints of crimson fire along the strands. 

I recognize the woman straight away. For now, my mind is too muzzy to recollect what happened exactly or what circumstances brought me here. But I realize that I didn’t find my quarry after all. Katrice Bryden found me.


 



When I wake again my mind is that bit clearer. I realize it’s night. There’s the sound of traffic passing on the road outside. For a moment I lie there lightly touching the wounds on my face that still burn as if I’ve been touched by a lit cigarette. Then I remember the rats. Or at least I remember a dream of rats … or what seemed like a dream…. 

I catch my breath as I sense someone else in the room. I turn my head to see a figure sitting in an armchair beside the bed. The eyes are fixed on me; they gleam with an uncanny light that sends shivers running through me.

The figure whispers: ‘Relax, Jack. There’s nothing to be afraid of now.’

‘Katrice Bryden?’ I form the words clumsily. My tongue’s swollen to twice its normal size.

She nods. ‘You were in a mess when you arrived here. I’ve treated the bites on your face. There’s not a lot I could do with the one on your tongue but it should heal quickly enough.’

‘Thank you.’ My words come out in a distorted croak.

‘Have you had a tetanus shot recently?’

‘Eighteen months ago … I sat on something sharp in Hebden Bridge.’ I attempt a heroic grin. My lips sting like crazy.

‘Then the shot will be good for a while yet.’ She looks at me, her eyes burning from the darkness. ‘Jack, why were you trying to crawl into the grave?’

‘It seemed like a good idea at the time.’ Again a stab at a hero’s smile. Again a stab of pain in my lips.

‘Were you drunk? Or high?’

‘No.’ I shake my head. ‘No, I think I went crazy … just a little bit. I don’t know why … or maybe I went a lot crazy….’ 

‘How did you feel?’

‘I’ve just told you … crazy.’

‘No, what was your mood? Depressed?’

‘No. Elated. Excited. On fire.’

‘You felt indestructible?’

I nod. ‘King of the world.’

‘And now?’

‘Sore. Exhausted.’

‘Anything else?’

‘Abused … as if someone’s done something disgusting to me … only I … well, I can’t remember.’ I feel like shit. ‘I can’t remember. Like I say, I was crazy at the time.’

‘You were looking for me, Jack?’

‘How do you know my name … uh, I guess you’ve looked in my pockets.’

‘I found your notepad. You’re going to write a magazine article about me, aren’t you.’

‘Right on, sister.’

‘I’m not in the music business any more.’

‘So, I guessed. Film, isn’t it now? Flesh flicks and cemetery studies.’

‘They aren’t hard to find. Over a hundred websites carry the videos.’

‘Porn and suicide films.’

‘I didn’t create those scenes. I simply recorded what happened.’

‘Am I starring in one now?’ I ask, as I finally manage to sit up. ‘What will that be? Black comedy? Writer with head in coffin?’

‘Your mouth is bleeding again.’

I pull a tissue from a box on the bedside table, hold it to my lips then take a peek. I can’t stand the sight of blood. And there’s a fair smear of it there. ‘Shit.’

‘You should stop talking for a while. Give the wound time to scab over.’

I try to stand. Not a blinding success. My legs have all the rigidity of second-hand latex. 

‘Stay there for a while. You need to recover.’ She leans forward into the meagre light coming from street-lamps outside. ‘You’re safe now. It can’t find you here.’ 

It can’t find you here. That’s a statement that needs elaboration. Unpeeling the tissue from my lips I ask, ‘What can’t find me here?’ 

‘If you keep talking you’ll have blood all over my bed.’ She puts a long fingernail that’s painted a glossy black to her lips. ‘We’ll talk in the morning.’

Right now I need to ask a hundred questions. Yet my body feels sluggish. I am exhausted. As she stares at me with those luminous eyes I feel consciousness slip away.


 



‘So what happened to me?’

‘Do you believe in ghosts?’

‘A ghost did this?’ I stare at her across the coffee table as she sits on the sofa.

‘Not a ghost … ghosts.’ 

‘Ghosts?’

‘Many ghosts … ghosts beyond counting.’

‘What are these ghosts?’ I see the magazine article shaping nicely in my head.

‘Conjoined ghosts.’

I shake my head puzzled. ‘Conjoined ghosts? I don’t understand.’ 

She regards me through those darkly kohled eyes. Time beats for a while. She’s wondering about me perhaps … Then: ‘When I was eleven,’ she tells me, ‘I read a book by a seventh-century monk called the Venerable Bede. The book was An Ecclesiastical History Of The English People.’ Her gaze slides over my face. Examining my expression, I figure. For scepticism? Amusement? 

‘Not the usual reading matter for a schoolgirl,’ she comments. ‘I guess that’s what you’re thinking.’

‘I read Greek legends when I was thirteen. Couldn’t get enough of ’em.’

‘Perhaps we’re cut from the same cloth then.’ She does not smile. ‘One scene from the book stayed with me. It described the time just after the Romans left Britain. Their cities were still here, but abandoned and overgrown. You’d think rather than live in huts made out of sticks the local Brits would move into ready-made villas, but they were frightened to enter the old Roman towns. They were convinced that the places were haunted by vicious ghosts that would attack them the moment they set foot in the place.’ 

‘You said conjoined ghosts. What do you mean?’

‘The journalist in you is coming to the fore now, isn’t it, Jack Constantine?’

‘I’m interested.’

‘Bullshit. You believe I’m off my head – you’re thinking what a great story this is going to make for your rag.’

‘No, I—’

‘The reason I’m telling you this,’ – she holds up a black painted fingernail – ‘is because I’m giving you a fighting chance to save your own life.’

This interests me for all the wrong reasons. I sit up straight. ‘Are you saying that my life’s in danger?’

‘It is now. Yes.’

‘From these ghosts?’ I don’t know whether to smirk my disbelief or laugh out loud. ‘Just what do you expect them to do to me?’ I manage to say this with a straight face, promising myself to devote the article fee to three months’ solid work on the Tod Browning biography. If nothing else, I’ll have earned it through my sheer acting ability in the face of fucking lunacy. 

‘I anticipate,’ she says, her cheeks pink as anger sends a rush of blood to that alabaster-white skin. ‘I anticipate the same will happen to you as happened to the people in the video footage you saw.’

‘A man hanged himself from a meat hook. OK, so he died but the couple of face-biters inflicted some superficial wounds. That’s all.’

‘They were found this morning in Highgate cemetery. The man had allowed the woman to strangle him. In fact, he smiled as she garotted him with a belt. Then she removed her clothes and lay on a gravestone. Exposure killed her.’

‘You found out about the deaths quickly enough.’

‘I’ve just watched them take place.’ She nods to a metal box that’s not much larger than a paperback novel. I see the glint of a camera lens in one end.

‘An automatic video camera?’

‘MI5 use them for surveillance work.’ 

‘You’re taking it to the police?’

‘They’ll see it soon enough. It will be on dozens of websites within twenty-four hours.’

‘So you hide these cameras in graveyards? Film bizarre incidents? And you filmed me in Kensal Green cemetery?’ I look at her sitting there. A beautifully slim figure in black with tightly laced boots and black mane of hair. I take a deep breath. ‘The big question I’m asking myself now is: Why?’ 

Instead of answering my question straight away, for a while she talks about a grandmother who was clairvoyant. Who could walk into a house and see not just one ghost, but two or more ghosts that had fused together. ‘Like a big, untidy washing bundle of arms and faces she used to describe it as.’

Now she stretches her fingers across her black satin lap. Her hands are white spider shapes that are strangely beautiful. My eyes travel up her arms, and I look at her bare forearm where the lace sleeve has slipped back. There are no needle marks that I can see.

I hear her voice that’s as huskily soft as the one I heard on the Cuspidor CD, and I find myself picturing her naked in the cemetery. Right now I feel the heat in my veins again. I imagine her lying naked on a tomb, her bare back against chiselled words that recall the long dead now residing six feet down. In my mind’s eye, I see her with knees raised high as I make love to her. I can see her breast turning to gooseflesh in the cold air; nipples dark … hard…. 

Then she suddenly fires a question right at me. ‘Jack, where do you want to be right now?’

‘The cemetery,’ I say before I can stop myself. Then bite my lip, puzzled why I answered like that, just as if someone had pressed buttons in the back of my skull.

She looks at me in a way that’s both fascinated and horrified. It’s the expression of someone who’s wandered by accident into a room to find an open coffin there. They don’t want to – do they hell want to – but they can’t resist a little peek at the face beneath the shroud. 

‘OK.’ I look at her hard now; I’m alarmed at blurting out the weird cemetery reply. ‘What happened to me?’

‘Remember what I told you about the old Roman towns being haunted by ghosts?’ 

I nod.

‘I believe,’ she says, ‘that London is haunted by the spirit of the City itself. Listen, this place is two thousand years old. Countless millions of people have lived and died here.’

‘That’s a lot of ghosts.’ I intend the words to be flippant. Only they don’t come out that way.

‘It is a lot of ghosts.’ Her eyes hold an uncanny fire. ‘I saw them once.’

‘Conjoined ghosts?’

‘And that’s what these are. These are thousands upon thousands of ghosts that are hundreds of years old. They are fusing together, becoming a conjoined entity that in turn is evolving into a collective personality.’ 

‘The spirit of London.’

‘That’s how I think of it, yes.’

I wish I could tape this conversation. Insane pop stars make front-page news. Even as I think this I have the unsettling sensation that she isn’t as mad as I think. 

Katrice carries on speaking. ‘I first began to see them in my early teens. They streamed by me when I was out walking. At first they appeared as long shimmering worms, then I realized that they consisted of human faces … or what had once been human faces. Later I began to see them as strands of a nervous system that forms a great web through London. I saw them pass through people and wondered why those people couldn’t see them. But sometimes they reacted. They’d pause and shiver – you know that just walked over your grave feeling? For a long time I thought I was special; that I was the only one who could see them. I’d walk through London watching them … just seeing them rush along the roads.’

Oh Benjay, I tell myself, you are going to pay me a titanic bonus for this one.


‘And I began to spend more and more time in cemeteries,’ she continues, her eyes dreamy now, her voice dropping low. ‘I saw that in those places the ghost streams were at their most vivid and most plentiful; in fact, there were mountainous knots of them as if they were forming into nerve centres. It’s there that their power is strongest. I’ve watched them pour into a man’s head and take control of him. It was a cemetery groundskeeper. He ran laughing through the gravestones and out into a road. A bus went right over him. And get this: he was laughing as the tyres crushed him – he was having the time of his life.


‘Then I felt them come into me. It was as if a light had been lit inside my head. My muscles hummed. I’ve never felt so energized … so empowered. That’s when I went into music. I found I could write songs … or rather this great Spirit created the music and put the words into my head.’ 

A little bit New Age, but what the hell…. 

‘But if this spirit kills people, why didn’t it kill you?’

She gives a little shrug. ‘It found something in me that it didn’t find in anyone else. It found a way to express itself through me … I don’t know exactly.’ She shrugs. ‘As for the others … maybe they’re just its playthings.’ Her eyes lock on me. Twin pools of darkness. Black holes that draw me in. I think of her naked body; I see her lying there on a grave; her eyes burning with dark erotic power. I want her again. My heart begins to pound. And I have to force myself to stop telling her what I’m fantasizing right now.

She continues, ‘I’d formed a relationship with the Spirit. One that was powerful. Intense. Even intimate. It gave me energy and inspiration. Then the band became more successful. I started doing coke. Yards and yards of it. The faces in the ghost streams turned furious. I saw their anger. I felt it, too. They didn’t like what I was doing … maybe doing coke was like dripping water onto an electrical circuit. It was screwing up our …’ – she gives a blood red-smile – ‘relationship.’ She sighs. ‘Then I went to Paris with the band. I saw those ghost faces in the audience, only they were bursting like over-filled balloons. Then in a moment it was over. I felt the Spirit leave me. I couldn’t sing a note. I couldn’t even remember the lyrics. You see something else had sung through me.’ She tilts her head; a gesture that acknowledges loss. ‘What could I do? There I was in front of five thousand fans.’

‘After a spot of self-mutilation you walked away from the concert hall and never looked back?’

‘In a nutshell, yes. I quit music. And ever since I’ve been photographing graveyards in the hope I can find the Spirit again.’

I nod seriously. Inside I feel white-hot glee. There’s more than a magazine article in this material. I see a TV documentary. Maybe even the golden path to Hollywood. 

‘But it’s still in the graveyards,’ I say, ‘This Spirit?’

‘It’s everywhere. But it’s at its most powerful in cemeteries. Now it’s taunting me. I secretly film the graves and it brings people to perform for me in front of the camera. As if to say We know what you’re doing. Now watch our power. And weep.’ 

‘And the couple who were fucking and the man who hooked himself up on the tree were all possessed by the Spirit?’ I ask. ‘It possessed me, too?’

‘You felt that heat in your body. That irrational excitement. Then you tried to climb into the tomb where I’d hidden the camera. What’s more, the Spirit forced you to do this while I was there in the cemetery.’

I feel uneasy about this. Yes, I did a crazy thing at the tomb. But maybe she’s just seized on that to make it fit with her big ol’ London Spirit beliefs.

She’s still talking, ‘I’d just put the camera in the tomb when I saw you walk into the cemetery. I hid and watched you.’ Matter-of-factly she adds, ‘It wasn’t long before I saw they’d entered you and taken possession. You can tell by the way the person’s body suddenly twitches, it becomes larger, as if a new source of energy’s been switched through it. After it was over you were like a dead man walking. It was all I could do to get you back here. The taxi driver thought you were on drugs.’ 

‘But it’s left me now,’ I say as if I believe her. Oh, Jack Constantine you consummate liar you. ‘I’m safe.’ 

‘For the time being.’ She takes a deep breath – the emotional, dolorous kind. ‘I don’t see the ghosts anymore … but I can imagine them now … they’ll be trying to reach you. They’ve had you once. They’ve forged a bond. Sooner or later they’ll return.’ 

‘Why?’

‘To kill you.’

‘Oh?’ I feign shock.

‘They will kill you on camera. That way they will taunt me again. They want to make me suffer for destroying what was a unique relationship.’

Pretentious? Me? Myself? Moi?


‘I see,’ I tell her. ‘But they will only kill me if I’m near one of your concealed cameras, right?’ 

‘That’s true.’

‘Then I’m only in danger if I return to a cemetery where their power is strongest?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then I won’t go back.’

She looks me in the eye. ‘The problem is, Jack, you won’t be able to stop yourself.’

This time I do smirk my disbelief.

She doesn’t smile. ‘Don’t you remember, Jack? Just a few moments ago. I asked where you’d rather be now … and the answer you gave me was the cemetery?’

I sit there in the room with its purple walls and Gothic drapes. Her eyes hold me. The sound of traffic comes through the windows. A witch’s brew of echoes, engine growls, tyres on roads, the bleat of horns that fade away to die in bleak city streets. All these sounds are deformed by the cold, dead air. They melt into me, through my nerves, through blood and bone. Here in the mad woman’s room, my mind begins to roam again, finding the dark, morbid corners of my brain … it’s not cars on the road outside, no … it’s ten million London dead. They’re flowing by the window in a vast ghost river. They are searching for something. They burn with a hunger. And I find myself asking the question: What do they want? Who are they looking for?


And the voice inside my head answers: Me. 


 



‘Taxi!’

A black cab pulls a U-ee in the road to draw up at the kerb; its tyres crunch filthy London snow. As the saying goes, I’m still not myself after whatever happened twenty-four hours ago. Strangely, I feel weaker now I’m out in the afternoon air; and, Christ Almighty, that cold is piercing.

Katrice Bryden helps me into the back seat. I hear her tell the driver my home address. Through the toughened glass that separates the driver from his passengers I see he’s a huge man with a shaved head. Tufts of black hair bristle from the pits of his ears, one of which sports a gold ring. In a past life he must have been a pirate. I tell myself this, my head swimming as if I’ve downed one brandy too many. 

I expect Katrice to shoot me a quick good-bye, then return to her house. Instead she pushes me further along the back seat before climbing in beside me. 

‘I’ll see you home,’ she says. ‘You can’t travel alone … not yet anyway.’

With a slam of the door the taxi lurches away into the traffic, which like a river in flood catches us and carries us away amid all the roaring trucks and cars. London is a black city today – black streets, black buildings, black-clad citizens, black trees, and more, much more of that black snow lying on pavements and traffic islands. I’m not sure where I am exactly. To me it looks like the drab mix of buildings that scab the land between Kings Cross and Clerkenwell.

‘Jack,’ she says, ‘you should leave London.’

‘For how long?’

I look at her gathered there in a long black coat. Her face, a white heart-shape set with two burning eyes that fix on mine. ‘How long?’ she echoes. ‘How long do you think your life will last?’

‘I should leave London for good?’

‘Yes.’

No way, hose-ay. That’s what I’m thinking but I mutter something about considering it … it might be for the best, all things considering and such stuff…. 

I gaze out at people shuffling along the pavements. A plane struggles overhead as if the cloud is pushing it down. Maybe I’m looking at London with a new set of eyes after my … accident? Yeah, accident; from henceforth that’s what it shall be known. Nothing more than a freaky accident. Pressure of work. Bad diet. Surfeit of booze.

I touch the scabs on my face left by the rat bites and peer out on the great Goblin Metropolis. Today I see it for what it really is: A screaming wilderness. The howling vortex that sucks people in. It makes men and women do what they would never normally dream of doing. I see on upper floors the red lights that are the workplaces of whores. I see a dwarf walking with sticks and he’s bearing the black eyes of a damn good kicking some drunk gave him for being a ‘miserable short-arse’. I see the homeless in doorways that are cavernous mouths … mouths that are slowly devouring the poor bastards whole. Buildings howl their contempt for you. Roads are killing fields. They want your blood. On the tarmac I see the painted outline of some poor sod that never made it to the other side. 

I’m tired. My eyes don’t focus as they should. Blurred patterns fly by the taxi windows. I watch as one seems to pour itself through the ear of a piss-head who leans against a wall with a can of Special Brew in his hand. When I first see his face, it’s the usual crumpled alkie face; he has matted hair, a stubbled jaw. Urine-enriched trousers hang from him. He looks so fragile a snowflake could knock him down. 

But as that smeary ribbon of light shoots into his lice-alive-oh hair his head jerks up. He stretches, growing larger. His eyes are transformed. No longer watery slits, they snap open into vast blazing orbs that seem to shoot flames at me. He watches me pass. As we turn a corner I see a powerful grin transform his face.

‘What’s wrong?’ Katrice asks.

‘Nothing,’ I reply. ‘I’m still groggy from yesterday.’

She looks at me strangely, then shoots wary glances through the windows. ‘Jack, you’ve seen something, haven’t you?’

‘Dancing elephants, clowns, acrobats.’

‘Jack, tell me what’s out there.’

‘Nothing. I’m just over-tired, that’s all.’

In the front of the cab the driver mutters. ‘Flipping bikes. They shouldn’t be allowed on the road. I mean, it’s not as if they pay road tax or nothing, do they?’

Katrice is too busy looking out of the back window. Through a side window I see a shrivelled old woman straighten her crooked back. Grinning, her eyes lock onto us; she points at us as we pass. Katrice hasn’t seen the woman and I’m staying quiet. The driver shakes his head as a bus pulls out in front of him. ‘Call themselves flipping professional drivers?’

She’s dropped a tab of acid into my coffee … those are the words going through my brain as I stare into the back of the taxi driver’s plump neck. This morning she spiked my drink … At least that’s what I tell myself as I struggle to stop that depth charge of revelation from exploding inside my head. Because I see a ribbon of purple mist sweep in through the side of the taxi to disappear into the driver’s head. And just for a moment I think I see faces in the mist. Terrible faces. Staring eyes. Screaming mouths. Lost souls. 

That’s when the driver stiffens. The top of his bald head lifts to press against the cab roof. His shoulders tense. He turns. I see the grin on his face; his eyes are blazing, leering things … they’re alive with hidden knowledge.

Seconds later he’s swung the taxi into a side street. With his foot to the floor he accelerates, weaving through the traffic, engine howling and horn braying like the world’s gone insane.

There are fewer people on the pavements here. But all turn to watch us tear by. They’re pointing. I see delighted grins. It’s possessed them, too.

‘Stop!’ Katrice yells at the man. ‘Stop. What the hell do you think you’re doing!’

She fumbles to open the door. But the driver’s activated the electronic locking. We’re not getting out here. Not now, that’s for sure. Katrice is yelling some stuff about the Spirit of this ol’ Goblin City undergoing a metamorphosis; that it’s changing; that it’s more powerful; that it’s turned against her because she knows too much; that’s it’s going to kill both of us; that it’s doing freaky shit that it ain’t done before … and her voice sounds so far away … a distant thing, that quacks in the great celestial vacuum … nevermore, nevermore….

I watch all this through a druggy, indigo haze. The taxi barrels away along London’s streets. Without any surprise I see, at last, that we’re approaching Kensal Green Cemetery. I look up into the sky and notice it’s starting to snow.


 



Those conjoined ghosts … that Spirit of London makes people do things they wouldn’t normally do. I know that now.

Dazed, I look through the cab’s window as the iron gates sweep by and we’re rumbling along a path into the heart of the cemetery. Black headstones jut up through the snow. The taxi fishtails, exploding a stone Jesus before whipping back to shatter cherubs. 

‘Let us out!’ Katrice screams. ‘Let us fucking out!’

The driver swivels his big bald head to leer back at us through the toughened glass. Now Katrice beats at the partition with her fists, gold rings clattering. The driver grins showing yellow teeth.

That’s the instant he loses control of the taxi. It rockets across the graveyard to hit a tomb bigger than the cab itself. When I open my eyes I see that the front end of the cab has punched through the stone wall of the tomb. Coffins have spilt out onto the bonnet. One’s slid through the windscreen. Wet bones poke through rotted wood. The engine’s caught fire now. The driver’s legs are blazing, too. 

He’s laughing just like he’s heard the funniest joke in the world.

‘Come on, come on … snap out of it, Jack.’ The world slips into sharp focus as Katrice pulls me from the cab. I’m wondering how she’s opened the locked door, only then I see the door’s lying wrapped round the shattered body of a stone angel twenty paces behind us.

It’s snowing. Great solid lumps of it. It stings as it hits my rat-bitten face. I look at Katrice. Blood trickles from her hairline where her head struck the toughened glass. The driver’s going up like a firework now. His nylon football shirt hurls out showers of sparks, flames spurt from his mouth. He’s laughing all the time, the mad sod. A bubbling, gleeful laughter. 

‘Come on,’ Katrice yells in my ear. ‘This is where it’s at its strongest. You’ve got to get away from here! It’s going to try and destroy both of us.’

She’s dragging me across snow-covered turf, weaving in and out of lines of gravestones. As I feel the tug of her slender hands I feel the pull – the brutal pull – of something else. The cold vanishes from my body. Instead waves of heat crackle through me.

That something gives me a glimpse through the lens of a video camera that Katrice must have concealed nearby. Framed by bushes, it’s at such a low angle we lope toward it as monstrous, inhuman figures on impossibly long legs. Katrice’s hair flies out, her black clothes flutter – feathers of a raven. She’s leading a man whose face is mottled with scabs. I see me but I don’t recognize me. That grinning face is an alien mask glued to my head. 

‘Snap out of it! Jack? Jack! Don’t let it in!’ Her pull is stronger. The heat fades from my veins. And there I am, a wounded man limping through the snow with a beautiful woman. Even though I am me again, I’m seeing those blurring ribbons of purple snaking in and out of the ground; they form into knots; into cancerous lumps; into black-purple structures that arc over me a mile high. I see faces in them now. Millions of faces – children, teenagers, beautiful women, old men. Millions of faces with screaming mouths and leering eyes. All are turning to face me, to focus on me, fixing me with their blazing stare. 

Katrice doesn’t see them. Instead she hangs onto my hand with all the grim determination of the drowning and drags me toward all-too distant gates. Snowflakes come bullet-like, stinging our eyes, salting our hair.

HOT! That heat once more, coming back in a sparkling rush through my arms and legs to set my belly on fire. I feel taller. Inside me, excitement ERUPTS. I am a furnace made man-shaped. I BLAZE in the cemetery; a blistering incandescence; a fallen star.

Again that sideslip. I see myself and the woman through the lens of another hidden camera. Katrice must have concealed a dozen hereabouts. This time I see us from a worm’s eye view. I am a towering colossus. I am electric.

She sees the look in my eye. My leering mouth.

‘No, Jack. Don’t let it take you over.’ In desperation she throws her arms around me. ‘Don’t let it in, Jack. Don’t let it in!’

With a sudden laugh I pick her up, hold her above my head and EXULT. My roar of delight echoes across the Goblin City.

‘Jack.’ Although she’s terrified, she forces her voice to become soft as silk. ‘Jack. Don’t you want to hold me? Don’t you want to make love to me? Think about making love. Imagine my breasts in your hands. Picture yourself touching me. See yourself making love. Don’t think about anything else but that.’

Don’t think about anything else? So, that’s it. She’s using the old magic now. The magic of sex. She’s giving herself to me … to distract me from what’s running into my brain from those old graves. I look round, seeing purple veins worm from the soil to fly through the air into my head. The Spirit of London that makes people do what they don’t want to do. 

And all the time as I hold her there above my head, ready to break her open across a tombstone, she’s murmuring to me in that husky voice. Telling me to picture her naked, how she would look lying before me by candlelight, what it would feel like when her fingers caress my back, or the touch of her tongue on my flesh. In that sensual voice of hers she’s waging war on the invasive spirit.

Yet there are other voices, too. Telling me to imagine the sheer naked joy of seeing her blood spurt from her body. Kill the woman, Jack … smash her skull … snap her spine…. 


And there’s Katrice whispering, ‘Want me, Jack Constantine. Want me naked. Want me touching you. Want me doing anything you ask….’

Images stream through my head. Laughing faces of the damned. Katrice naked. Her breasts milk-white, her nipples dark. And I see blood, and hear her scream; and her gasping, sucking mouth. I hear her last breath. Yet I hear, too her gasping cry as, wrapping her long bare legs around me, her body convulses.

Kill her, say the voices … kill her, kill her, kill her. 

‘No! Leave me alone!’

Shouting the words I find myself me again. The ghosts leave my head. For the last time I look at myself, as if through the lens of one of those hidden cameras: Yes, that’s me there in the cemetery. The man in the overcoat – a frightened, trembling man – but a man in control of himself once more. Holding the woman in his arms. He’s whispering over and over again, ‘Forgive me, please forgive me …’ And that’s probably the tightest he’s ever held a human being before. 


 



Picture a house on a cliff that overlooks the sea. Mix in your own soundtrack: REM’s Nightswimming works, but you might choose another. Perhaps a gently haunting piano piece by Debussy: Clair de Lune or The Engulfed Cathedral – take your pick. 

With the sun setting behind the trees I find Katrice as she opens the bottle of wine we’ll share over supper. I tell her I’ve finished writing about what happened to us all those months ago. She smiles and kisses me, then we walk out into the garden to watch as day becomes night. The secret we share has driven us together in more ways than one. As well as being survivors we have become lovers. With no one else to turn to we cling to each other at night with all the fierce desperation of children lost in the wood.

Far in the distance are the lights of London; my city of no return. They are lights that, I suspect, only I can see. Composed of a million separate strands they beat with flashes of purple, indigo and blood crimson. Each night they become a little bit brighter, a little bit nearer. Something from that old Goblin City is looking for us. I only hope by the time those lights reach out to touch our door we have found, at last, a place that lies beyond its grasp. 

But I know, in my heart of hearts, it has a long reach – a very long reach indeed.




TWO DEAD DETECTIVES
 

 

The Dead got in the way of finding the body. They streamed across the meadow, whistling, jeering, shrieking as only the Mad Dead do.

Detective Chief Inspector Victor North shook his head. This was a sorry spectacle. There was nothing for it but to wait for this flood of lost spirits to pass by. ‘Why do they do that, sir?’ asked the young detective. ‘What makes them cry out like – like they’re in agony?’

North glanced at the young man who stood beside him. Detective Constable Chadwick had only crossed over six months ago. He still had much to learn.

‘They’ve refused to adapt,’ North told him. ‘Only when they accept who they are … or rather what they have become … will they be as rational as you or I.’

Chadwick rubbed his jaw. There was as much a look of fear in his eyes as curiosity. ‘Some people don’t take to being dead, do they sir?’

‘They do not, Chadwick.’

‘But how on earth do we find our man in that lot?’

‘We don’t.’ North was a gruff old soul, but his voice could be surprisingly gentle at times. ‘We just sit it out, Chadwick. Don’t worry they’ll pass soon enough.’

‘But what are they looking for?’

‘A way back to their own bodies of course.’

‘But that would be against – against….’

‘Nature, Chadwick?’

‘Yes sir. I suppose so, sir … once you’re dead, that’s it.’ 

‘You’re not wrong, Chadwick.’

‘But what I don’t understand is why part of us – our spirit, or soul, whatever they call it – is here on Earth yet other parts have gone on to … well, wherever it is they’ve gone to?’

North felt for the young man. Clearly, this existence was still very much new to him. New, strange – downright perplexing. Painfully so, in fact. But then he, North, had had more than seventy-five years to become accustomed to this way of being. Something which he now regarded as a reward after forty years service to the force, the last fifteen of those being at Scotland Yard. Then, of course, there’d been twenty years of a healthy, happy retirement with his wild flower studies. Shame about not seeing his book in print, though; well, beggars can’t be choosers and all that. Chadwick, here, was a different kettle of fish. Died young, poor chap, at the wheel of his high-speed pursuit car. Left a pretty young wife and children … sad, so much to live for … the transition would be hard for the poor devil.

North watched the young man struggling to express the little he’d learnt about his new existence here in the meadows outside the small town of Tudor-Le-Street.

‘I mean, sir … you said a little while ago that the ancient Egyptians had got it just about right; that humans have more than one soul … or … or was it one soul that’s actually a number of different components? And that when we pass on—’

‘Die, Chadwick, die: plain and simple. Don’t give death euphemisms.’

‘I know, sir, but, where do the other parts go? Didn’t you say that part of our soul might be reincarnated? But why am I standing here in this field. And I feel like me … well, the me that I’ve always known. I can see my hands, my feet, sometimes I feel hungry, and sometimes I could murder a pint of lager, yet I know my body was cremated more than six months ago. And right now I’m scattered all over the crematorium’s bloody flowerbeds—’ 

‘Chadwick—’

‘Excuse my French, sir.’

‘Chadwick, listen to me, you’re questioning too much.’

‘Ours is not to reason why and that kind of thing?’ Chadwick sounded a tad bitter.

‘Yes, I’m afraid so, Chadwick. Accept what you’ve become. If you don’t you’ll become one of those damned lost souls across there. Moping all over the country, yelling, shouting. Pulling those dashed stupid faces. You wouldn’t want that, would you?’ 

‘No, sir. I suppose not.’

‘Good man! Brace up, then.’

‘But it’s the little things that bother me, sir. I know being dead is bad enough. But I bought our Jason a computer for Christmas. I hid it in the loft where he’d never find it. The little tyke looks high and low for his presents. Of course, before I had time to tell Jackie where I’d put it – booofff – wet mud on the A64 and here I am. Poor kid’ll probably be as old as I am – was – before he stumbles on it all covered in cobwebs and crap….’

‘Chadwick, that’s enough.’ North held up a finger. ‘Listen, old fellow, life will go on for your family.’

‘But, sir—’

‘No. You must let go. Your first responsibility is to yourself. You have to shape a new life here.’

‘Life?’

‘Well, after-life then. But it seems as real as the life you left behind, doesn’t it?’

‘Yes, but, damn it all, sir.’

‘And if you don’t hold onto yourself; if you don’t occupy this.’ North tapped his temple. ‘You’ll lose mental definition. Once that happens you’ve lost yourself and you’ll become one of those.’ He stabbed a square-ended finger at the Mad Dead streaming across the meadow. They were nothing less than a tidal wave of psychosis; a purpling mass of bruised ego, id and memory; the spirits of men and women fusing, separating, fragmenting; a wash of demented spirits that had yearned so hard for something they could never reclaim they’d lost every shred of sanity they’d once possessed.

North watched a chain of maybe a hundred men holding hands. They were running along a dirt track. The saying ‘the blind leading the blind’ was familiar enough to North. But this was the mad leading the mad. Every second or so one in the chain would call, ‘This is the way! This is the way!’ Then the line would break, then reform with the one who’d shouted the words in the lead. Then another would shout: ‘It’s this way! I know it’s this way!’ The line would break, reform, break, reform, and so on; each demented spirit believing it knew the way back to life. And each man in line holding onto his neighbour’s hand with a fierce, grip, terrified lest he should be left behind. And so the Mad Dead formed into these herds that roamed the country. Dead, mad … lost. 

North cast a knowing eye over Chadwick. The man’s Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat; his eyes had turned glassy as he watched the Mad Dead sweep by. North knew that the raw excitement of the mob was exerting its grip now. In a moment Chadwick would feel that same mad fire in his heart: that desire – that impossible desire – to make the homeward journey to life. The emotion would blaze within him; it would carry him away, shrieking, laughing, wailing, crying. 

Leaning forward, North gripped Chadwick’s arm just above the elbow.

‘Why are we here this morning?’ North asked, in firm Yorkshire tones. ‘What has brought us to this rather pleasant meadow?’

Chadwick blinked, as if bringing himself out of a daydream. He blinked again, took a deep breath and looked round.

‘Chadwick? Why are we here?’

‘The body, sir. We’ve had a report that a body’s been found?’

‘Good man, Chadwick. Now. Whereabouts exactly?’

‘Down by the river.’

‘Are our informants reliable?’

‘I believe so, sir.’

‘Who are they?’

‘The shepherd boys. They were looking for a lost lamb and – sir, why do the ghosts of dead shepherds pretend to still mind their sheep?’

‘Now, now, Chadwick. I didn’t want to go into this again.’

‘But there are no lambs; no sheep come to that.’

‘If you’d pay a little more attention to what I have to say, Chadwick, you’d find your life here easier and a lot more rewarding.’ 

‘I know, sir, but it doesn’t make sense, does it?’

‘What doesn’t?’

‘Dead shepherds pretend to look after sheep; dead doctors treat the sick; dead teachers teach make-believe children….’ 

‘Then it must be obvious to you, isn’t it? In life our professions define who we are. So why not in death?’

‘Sir …’ Chadwick looked shaken. ‘I’m sorry, but I think it’s all those people … their screaming that’s unnerved me this morning.’ 

‘Don’t worry, Chadwick. You’ll get use to it. And you’ll see queerer sights than that, mark my words. Now, to business. Our informants?’

‘Yes, the shepherd boys. They called me at around eight this morning to say they’d seen the body of a young man lying face down in long grass down by the river. They think he’s been murdered, sir.’

North nodded. Now he let Chadwick speak. The young man’s mind was safely rooted in sanity once more. They had a murder to investigate. That would deflect the young man’s attention from the Mad Dead. Making a church and steeple from his fingers, a characteristic ‘contemplation’ device of North’s he gazed over the meadow. The stream of revenants had almost passed. Occasionally, one would break away from the rest, race across the grass to North, then stare fiercely into his eyes. There was expectancy there. That silent agonized stare. North knew they were asking the same question. Which way back to life?

The trick was to ignore them. After a moment they’d break that nightmarish eye contact and run on. Eventually they’d rejoin their own kind. Then resume their quest, which would undoubtedly continue until the end of time itself. North was an old hand now. The Mad Dead didn’t bother him. If anything, now it was the songs of the prehistoric dead that moved him. As they sat on their mounds up on Jackdaw Ridge and hallelujahed the rising sun, or wove beautiful melodies around the moon. By Jove, that did have the power to send a silent shiver thrilling through his old bones.

But great heaven, what a pleasant day it was (once you’d discounted the Mad Dead and their shenanigans, of course). There was a blue sky lined with the purest white jet trails. The church spires amid the rooftops of the town shimmered in heat-haze. Wild flowers added dashes of yellow and blue to the expanse of grassland rolling out before them. Butterflies flitted to and fro. And meanwhile a bumblebee got busy with a wild rose. Along the road behind him boys on bicycles raced by laughing. Real, living breathing boys. No doubt they were headed for the dam. There they’d swim and shout their heads off all day long. 

Presently the Mad Dead passed by.

Then there was only one figure racing madly to and fro across the grass.

He was shouting out in a high voice, ‘What’s happening! What’s happening-what’s-happening! Woss-’sappening!’ 


Chadwick awarded North a quizzical look.

North nodded. ‘That’s our man.’ He set off across the meadow. ‘Come on, Chadwick. We’ve a homicide to investigate.’


Two
 

North wasn’t going to get any sense out of the dead man. He saw that straight away. The dead man’s ghost rushed backwards and forwards across the grass. His eyes were wide. His face was the image of sheer fright. He babbled over and over: ‘What’s happening, what’s happening!’ 

Chadwick said, ‘He’s not going to be much use to us for a while, is he, sir?’

‘A long while at that.

‘What’s-happening-what’s-happening!’ 


‘Quoth the dead man,’ North added weightily.

Now the recently dead man rushed up to his own lifeless body sprawled there in the meadow. He stared down at it. The man clapped a hand over his mouth as if he’d vomit. Not that there was any chance of that again. The man had traded the physical for the incorporeal.

‘What’s happening?’ Again the useless question. A moment later the man ran away from his own corpse as if it would bite him. When he was halfway across the field he stopped to look back. A faint cry came to the two dead detectives: ‘What’s happening? What’s happening?’

North rubbed his jaw. ‘No, I think it’ll be a long time before we can get any sense out of him, Chadwick. A common enough symptom with the violently killed. Right, Chadwick, down to business. What do you make of it?’ North nodded at the corpse.

‘Well, sir. Mid-twenties. Recently killed. Casually dressed in jeans and a T-shirt.’ 

‘Expensive clothing?’

‘Not at all, sir. The jeans are pretty old, not a quality make. And the T-shirt looks as if it’s been through the washing machine a good many times.’

‘But note the shoes. Expensive footwear is easy to spot in any day and age.’

‘Yes, that’s odd, sir … I’d have expected him to be wearing trainers, but these are brogues. Probably hand-made. Look, leather soles.’

‘So how does a young man in cheap clothes wind up dead in rich man’s shoes?’

‘Nicked them, sir?’

‘Possibly, Chadwick. Now to cause of death?’

‘Well … without being able to turn the body over, I’d say these two’ – he indicated two bloody holes in the man’s back – ‘are exit wounds from a small calibre weapon.’

‘That’s a fair deduction. Instantaneous death?’

‘Impossible to say, sir.’

‘But there’s a trail of blood across the grass as far as the body here.’

‘The corpse might have been dragged.’

‘Unlikely. The blood isn’t smeared, it’s fallen as drops.’ North pressed his fingertips together into a church roof and steeple. ‘Also, you’ll note there’s a copious amount of blood immediately around the corpse.’

‘So his heart was still pumping the blood out through the wounds a while before he died?’

‘That would be my guess, too, Chadwick. In short we can imagine this man was shot twice, escaped his attacker—’ 

‘In expensive shoes.’

‘In expensive shoes, Chadwick, then, mortally wounded, he ran down this meadow, where he fell into the long grass and eventually expired.’ 

‘At night, sir?’

‘Again I’d hazard a guess in the affirmative. Perhaps he was shot somewhere up on the road – at night – ran down here. Fell into the long grass. His attacker either fled straight away, or they might have followed him but were unable to find him in the dark. The question now, Chadwick, is did any of our lot see him arrive?’ 

‘Our lot? Oh, I see, sir. Any of the dead?’

‘Absolutely, Chadwick.’

‘No, not that I’m aware of, sir. The shepherd boys found him this morning as they—’

‘Searched for a lost lamb. Yes, yes, I recall, Chadwick.’

‘What now, sir?’

‘Does the corpse yield any more clues?’

‘Clean shaven.’

‘Then he may have shaved before going to meet someone in the evening.’

‘I can see a wallet in his pocket.’

‘Was the motive robbery? Perhaps we’ll find out when our mortal colleagues begin their investigations.’

‘So we have to wait for someone – that is, someone in the pink – to find the body?’

‘Yes, Chadwick. Alas, yes.’


Three
 

Someone found the body less than twenty minutes later.

‘Now that is surprising,’ Chadwick murmured, as a middle-aged man with an abundant crop of silver hair came upon the body. ‘You would have expected to see the man express shock. Not relief.’ 

They watched as the silver-haired man studied the body for a moment. Then he quickly pulled off the corpse’s shoes and lobbed them into the river. All the while he shot glances back over his shoulder to make sure no one was watching him.

‘I reckon we’ve found our murderer, sir.’

‘Indeed we have, Chadwick, indeed we have.’

‘But what’s he doing?’

‘Come, come, Chadwick your eyes are a damn sight younger than mine.’

‘I mean, I can see what he’s doing. He’s thrown the shoes into the river. Now he’s going through the corpse’s pockets. See … he’s found a piece of paper; he’s reading it … now he’s putting it in his own pocket.’ 

‘So there is nothing wrong with your eyesight, Chadwick. I’m relieved.’ North gave a grim smile. ‘Filthy business though, isn’t it? Murder?’

They watched as the middle-aged man grinned down at the corpse; then he gave it a playful slap on the face; much in the way an old friend might greet another. Then the man’s face darkened. He gripped the corpse by the hand and dragged it through the grass toward the river.

‘So, the crime isn’t over yet, Chadwick.’

At that moment the two detectives were distracted by the ghost of the murdered man who rushed through the long grass toward the man dragging the corpse. ‘What’s happening? What’s happening? What’s happening?’ At that moment he saw the middle-aged man’s face. The ghost shrieked and slapped the palms of both hands to the sides of his head. ‘Morton!’ he cried, then circled the man pulling the corpse, shrieking all the while: ‘Morton! Morton! What’s happening? What’s happening?’ 

Of course Morton, if that was the murderer’s name, being mortal heard and saw nothing at all. Saw nothing, that is, but a river, a meadow, and butterflies rising from the flowers; perhaps the corpse’s passing disturbed more receptive insectile senses. And Morton would hear nothing but a skylark singing high in the sky. The ghost departed shrieking.

‘Sir….’

‘What is it, Chadwick?’

‘We’ve caught him red-handed, sir. Are you sure we can’t do anything?’

North sighed regretfully. ‘Nothing, Chadwick. Absolutely nothing.’

They watched the man drag the corpse down to the river where he rolled it into the water. Wading in after it, he weighted his victim with stones. A moment later it was invisible beneath the surface.

‘Damn, I hadn’t expected that,’ Chadwick hissed. ‘Now there’s a good chance no one will ever find the body.’

‘And we will be the only ones to know that the perpetrator was an individual by the name of Morton, who will probably return to his everyday life, and grow old and contented with his pipe and slippers before a roaring fire, hmm?’ 

‘Something like that, sir. Just think, though, the injustice of it.’

‘I think there’s been some rough justice meted out already. Look at Morton’s shoes. The man has taste, hmm?’

‘They’re the same kind of shoes as the corpse was wearing. But sir …’ Chadwick was near speechless. ‘You don’t kill a man for stealing your shoes.’

‘No, you don’t Chadwick: you’re a civilized man. But I’ve heard of a man murdered for taking nothing more than a smear of another man’s hair-cream.’ 

They watched as the middle-aged man dried his hands on the grassy bank and then smoothed back his handsome head of silver hair.

North reflected, ‘But I think there was more to it than that. We have to give our imaginations their head, Chadwick: might we not suppose that Morton there is a criminal himself? Perhaps the unfortunate young man chose the wrong man’s house to burgle. Perhaps the young man discovered a secret or two he shouldn’t have known. Morton there, found the young man. Lured him here somehow, perhaps with an offer to buy that piece of paper we saw drawn from his pocket. Of course, Morton had no intention of honouring such a deal. He shoots the young man. Bang-bang! Mortally wounded, the young man escapes to this very meadow only to be found the following morning. Now we see the concluding events.’ 

‘Morton hiding the body, you mean?’

‘Yes. And it’s a pity. A great pity.’

‘Where’s a policeman when you want one, eh, sir?’

North frowned for a moment then gave a slight, some might say a ghost of a smile. ‘Quite, Chadwick. If only the police could be alerted right now.’

‘Wait a minute, sir.’

‘What is it, Chadwick?’

‘Over there, by the bushes.’ Chadwick’s voice brightened. ‘I think our prayers might have been answered.’

North looked in the direction of Chadwick’s pointing finger. There behind the bushes stood a man – a mortal man. He was around seventy with wispy hair and held a small dog in his arms. He’d clearly seen everything. 

‘I think justice might be done after all, sir.’ Chadwick sounded pleased with himself now.

North wasn’t so sure. ‘I hope you’re right. But I’m very much afraid …’ He paused and looked back at Morton. ‘Yes … I’m very much afraid events have just taken a turn for the worse.’

Morton had seen the old man as well. As soon as their eyes met the old man began limping away as quickly as he could along the river-bank to where the bushes grew more thickly. He couldn’t outrun the younger man. That much was clear. Was he now planning on hiding? 

Chadwick let out a breath. ‘Oh, good grief … Morton’s got a gun.’

They watched Morton stride energetically toward where the old man had taken refuge in the bushes. The revolver he held in his hand was a hefty, menacing thing in glittering chrome.

‘Oh, no …’ Chadwick was dismayed. ‘You know what’s going to happen now, don’t you, sir?’

‘Yes, I do, Chadwick … tragically, our numbers are going to be increased by one.’

‘Are you sure there’s nothing we can do?’ Chadwick watched Morton march through the grass to where the old man tried hard to conceal himself under a bush. The dog whimpered in the old man’s arms.

‘Chadwick – I’ve told you: we observe, we consider, we discuss; sometimes we draw conclusions … but we cannot interfere.’ 

‘But the old man’s going to be shot. This is monstrous. Surely we can do something?’

‘Yes, there is one thing we can do, Chadwick, old man.’

Chadwick looked at North suddenly expectant.

North continued, ‘And that, regrettably, is to turn our back on what will happen next.’ North’s expression was grim. ‘Poor ineffectual creatures, aren’t we, Chadwick?’ He sighed, then gazed at the church spires rising above the town. ‘Now, that is a crime isn’t it, old man? When a policeman has to look the other way.’

With that, North walked toward where the ancient dead sang about the great mysteries. He tried not to hear the gunshots when they at last violated this pleasant summer’s day. 

That was the moment the birds fell silent. But the ancient dead sang on….




THE HAND OF GLORY
 

 


Oh, Hand Of Glory, 



Shed thy light,



Direct us to our spoil tonight. 



(From The Burglar’s Psalm, circa 1800) 




 

He began screaming an hour ago. I’m shutting it out. I’m going to write this down…. 


 



Clayton was the idiot. Not me. He was pissed because there was nothing worth taking from that poxy little house at the end of Church Lane; the weird one that leans so far out over the harbour wall you could sit in the kitchen window and dangle your feet above the sea. He bust the TV screen with his foot – POW! – it went off like a bomb and filled the house with smoke. Then he wrecked the place a bit. He got all lusty about it. His shaved head sweated so much it shone like a glass ball. While that big gorilla face of his got so screwed up the crucifix tattoo between his eyes disappeared into a fold of frown skin. It was when he kicked the bathroom to crud that he found a shoebox behind the bath panel. 

That was going to be our lucky break. A box hidden under a bath? That had to be something special, didn’t it? You don’t go to all that trouble to hide your favorite pair of Nikes, do you?

So, chuckling away like B movie villains, we quit the house by the same window we’d come in through and carried the box back home – if you can call a poxy caravan by the river home. There, the branches of a tree beat the roof with all the berserk rhythm of a drummer who’s burned out his brain on crack-cocaine. Bang, bang, bang-dee-bang. Fucking crazy, man. Some nights I’d have a girl there. She’d jump out of bed when the sea gales woke up old man tree to begin his mighty beat, and she’d scream the place was under attack. Bare assed, she’d tumble out of the caravan to run back to Whitby, a streak of naked flesh, yelling so loud that it would send all the seagulls spinning up into the air and crying out fit to burst. Man, the times we laughed about that, Clayton and me. 

Yeah, an aluminum box in a field. It let in rain. It stank of wet socks. It was a mess. A right royal grade A mess.

And it was home. That’s where we carried our prize.

A shoebox full of gold rings? Stolen cash? Even better, a couple of pounds of pure white coke?

Nah….

‘Christ, shit on this!’ Clayton hooted. ‘Hey, Nick, whatcha make of it?’

‘Jesus, that’s never real in a month of Sundays.’

‘Well, what are those things pointing out the end? They’re bone, aren’t they?’

‘But who’d want to keep a freakin’ hand under their freakin’ bath?’

Clayton made with the Vincent Price. ‘It’s coming for you, Nick. It wants you.’

So, there’s that hand lying there on a bed of newspaper in the box. It’s a mummified hand; all brown, all warty with skin that’s shrivelled to buggery. It’s as if the bones in the hand have been shrink-wrapped. Of course, Clayton, the mad bastard that he is, can’t resist picking it up and gliding it through the air toward my face while doing the spectral, ‘It’s coming for you, Nick. It wants to feel your balls….’

And I can see the filthy thing is real. I see fingernails with greenie-black grunge stuck beneath them that might be century-old bogies; cracks in the skin show bones beneath; I can see the stubby bit of bone that pokes out the wrist where it was chopped from an arm. Remember when Spock used to do that funky salute with his palm flat, fingers stretched out into a kind of V shape? Well, that’s how that thing looked, only this had a thumb that looked longer than was natural and it jutted out to a point, hitching a ride to Eternityville. 

‘Nick … Nick. Look at me. I’m a kid again. I’m sucking my thumb.’

‘That’s gross, Clayton. What if the bastard died of leprosy, or cancer, or something?’

Now he did a Homer Simpson, glazing his eyes in bliss. ‘Hmmm … salty. Like sucking a peanut.’ He suddenly flashed me one of his crazy leers. ‘Want a go, Nick?’

And that was Clayton to a T. The first time he really got in deep with the cops was ten years ago when he was fifteen. He broke into a funeral home, tipped some old dear out of her coffin, strapped her to the back of a stolen motorbike, then he blazed through Whitby, sounding the horn, the dead woman’s clothes fluttering in the breeze, her head nodding up and down with all the loose-necked frenzy of those novelty dogs you stick in your car, all the time, her eyes staring wide like dusty glass balls in her head. ‘Look at my missus!’ Clayton was yelling. ‘She isn’t wearing any panties!’

The arresting police officer puked into his own helmet.


 



We were sober the next morning. Clayton had left the hand on top of the TV. ‘That’s our new ornament,’ he announced, leering at it with nothing less than sexual pleasure. ‘We bring it out for the girls when the time is right.’ He chuckled. ‘Girls love a finger of fun.’

I’d been going through the shoebox. ‘There’s more stuff in here,’ I said, spreading out papers on the table.

‘Cash?’

‘No.’

‘Not interested, then. We got any beer?’

‘There’s pages that’ve been ripped from a book.’

‘Write it down in a letter for me, Nick. I’ll read it sometime never.’

‘No, listen … it tells you about the hand.’

‘Yeah, as if crap in a book can tell you anything worth knowing.’ 

Clayton doesn’t read … can’t read. Gets all touchy if someone tells him stuff about a book. It’s as if he thinks all books have shit written down about him, about what he’s really like. You follow? Paranoid is the word, I guess. It gets him punchy. So he kicked open the caravan door; stalked off, cursing any bird that flew near him. He’d been gone about an hour when he came back with beer and food. He must have snatched them because we hadn’t had so much as a penny to scratch our you-know-what for a week. Grunting, he plonked a beer in front of me along with a vacuum pack of pastrami. As I ate. I noticed he was watching the hand. Then he looked at the book pages in the shoebox. This went on for a while. Me eating, him pulling on the can of beer, watching the mummified extremity. 

Then at last he said, ‘OK, Einstein, what does it say about the hand?’

‘It’s famous.’

‘The hand? You’re pulling my dick.’

‘No, look for yourself.’

‘You look for yourself.’ Touchy again because I showed him the page with all those bamboozling (to him) black marks.

I explained, ‘There’s a photo of the hand in a museum case. Someone must have snatched it then hid it under the bath.’

‘What is it, then? Egyptian?’

‘No, it’s local.’

‘If it’s from here it’s worth squat, then.’

I read the page. ‘“In Whitby museum is the grisly relic The Hand Of Glory. The hand came from a gibbeted murderer. After the blood was squeezed from the severed limb it was embalmed in salt and pepper before being dried in the sun.”’

He opened another can. ‘Sounds like a streak of piss to me. I mean – why bother?’

‘I’m getting to that,’ I told him. ‘The Hand Of Glory was used by thieves. When they went housebreaking they’d put this outside the door of the house with a burning candle wedged between its fingers, then it’d send everyone in the house into a kind of trance. After that, old Johnny Lightfinger strolled into the house and took what he wanted.’

‘With no one any the wiser?’

‘Something like that.’

He stared at the hand, his big ugly face scowling as he thought so hard the skin from the top of his head to his eyes formed into hard ridges. I thought he’d make his usual scornful remark about the hand, but then he said something surprising. ‘OK, Nick. Let’s try it.’ 


 



Come to think of it, Clayton is superstitious. Looking back now I realize he never even gets out of bed on a Friday the 13th. Of course, he never ever admitted he was superstitious, only he’d make some excuse about not rising. Not that that in itself was unusual: we didn’t have day jobs in the City, did we? Society didn’t expect us to fight for the democratic way, did it? Brain surgery would continue without our intervention, right? So we’d settle down for a day’s smoking, drinking with maybe a bit of the other if we had female company.

Yeah, so we were losers. Alcohol was the answer to our problems (even hangovers). And there were those purple pills that allowed us to soar with angels. 

But then Clayton found the Hand Of Glory. With that, he believed, he could change everything. He could turn our poxy lives into gold. 


 



‘Why don’t we do the Morrelli place?’

He gave me that sneering look of his like I’d just suggested we write a letter to Santa Claus. ‘Think bigger, Nick.’

‘Morelli’s the richest man in Whitby. He’s out of town. That mansion’s sitting up there all alone.’

‘Duh … Turd brain.’ He waved The Hand Of Glory under my nose. The brown skin looked like a rotten apple in the moonlight. ‘What’s the point in trying this if the house is empty? Isn’t it supposed to put people in a trance?’

‘Clayton.’ My laugh came out on the nervous side. ‘You don’t believe that thing really works, do you?’

‘There’s only one way to find out, isn’t there?’

The time was coming up to around ten as we walked into Whitby. If you’ve never clapped eyes on the place let me tell you: Whitby is a hunchbacked town. A dark, evil-tempered hunchback at that. With its back to the sea, houses disfigure the hillside like clusters of scabs. Streets are so narrow that all the buildings hang over them with weird frowning faces. They have poxy little windows that look like evil eyes. And those beady little eyes are always watching you; always hating you, and willing the big bird of bad luck to come crapping all over your head. 

In that old monster town there were people about even on a winter’s night like this. Most were moving from pub to pub; a few were leaving restaurants as the shutters came down. In houses across the water lights shone where most of the townsfolk eyeballed their tellies. Clayton couldn’t resist a bit of clowning, running the dead fingers through my hair, or putting the hand on girls’ shoulders, so they’d look down at it and scream at the sight of mummified flesh. They all thought it was a joke hand. Most laughed. They knew Clayton; they knew what he was like. So did I. An ugly incident in search of an opportunity.

‘So,’ I said, ‘what big idea have you got for the hand?’

‘Just you wait and see. This is gonna blow your mind.’

‘What’s the point in heading up the cliff? There’s nothing up here.’

‘There is.’ He nodded at a dark column standing above the old church on the cliff-top. ‘The TV mast.’

‘What the hell do we want with that?’

‘You’ll see in a minute … here.’

He gave me the hand to hold as he pulled a candle and a glass jar from his pocket. I followed him in the moonlight, with the sound of the sea booming against the bottom of the cliff. I tried not to think about that pound or so of dried skin and bone I held in my hand. And when I felt the fingers twitch inside mine I muttered to myself: ‘It’s only your imagination, it’s only your imagination….’

Fifteen minutes later he’d done. Clayton had climbed the thirty-foot TV mast, lit the candle in the jar (no mean feat with the breeze blowing like that), wedged that and the Hand Of Glory into the front of the transmitter dish, then made me recite the verse with him. I should have felt an idiot chanting that rhyme, but instead of feeling ridiculous I felt cold. A great lumbering cold that went to the root of my bones.

‘Oh, Hand Of Glory, shed thy light, direct us to our spoil tonight.’ 

Clayton came swinging down the TV mast like an ape, boots clanging the steel ladder, moonlight glinting on his shaved head. ‘See,’ he called, with a crazy leer on his face. ‘That didn’t hurt, did it?’

‘Right.’ My voice sounded so sceptical it oozed. ‘What’s the point in leaving the hand up the friggin’ TV mast?’ 

‘Just you wait and see. Now … we’ve earned ourselves a little treat. Hold out your mitts.’

Standing in the breeze, the sea whooshing around the rocks below, he tipped half-a-dozen purple pills into my palm. ‘As the bishop said to the actress: swallow. We’re going to party tonight.’

Clayton was in one of his wild’n dangerous moods. The purple pills were Frankies, some kids called them Frankensteiners. They were made by an alcoholic lab technician who combined uppers, downers, E and some of his own secret ingredients into a mind-bending cocktail for the nark-head connoisseur. Take them, and you were launched on a magic roller-coaster ride to hell knows where. As I’ve said, sometimes you flew with angels. At other times in our aluminum mobile home, that leaked, that festered, that smelt of wet socks, we conversed with GOD. 

I swallowed them.

By the time we walked down the hill into town those Frankies were kicking in. Imagine being rolled easily along on big fat marshmallow tires instead of legs; imagine a tropical breeze has replaced the cold easterly. It warms you right through to your gnarly old soul. You don’t feel that headache any more. Those swollen veins in your throat you’ve got from your dirty rotten drinking stop hurting. You shrug off that burning itch in your dick. And instead of dark wells of shadow in back yards there mushroom these gorgeous mists of indigo and crimson. Lurking houses no longer frown but grin; window eyes now wide open; they blaze with joy. That’s how Frankies feel. 

We were laughing, waving our arms, excited.

‘Man,’ I sang out, ‘why did you put the hand up the TV mast?’ 

‘Man!’ he sang back, ‘haven’t you worked it out for yourself yet? Look!’ He pointed along Church Lane as that laugh came bubbling up through his throat again. ‘Look, Nick. It works. The Hand Of Glory damn well works!’ 

Jesus … shivers prickled up my spine, my eyes grew wide, as I followed the direction of his pointing finger. I told myself this was a new trick courtesy of the Frankies. But it wasn’t. This was really happening. Whitby had fallen asleep. Not only people in their beds, either. Everyone had fallen asleep in their tracks. Men and women lay on the street, or in bars. A man lay upside down on a flight of steps that ran to the beach. A woman dozed amongst fast-food clams spilt from a trashcan. A cold hamburger stuck to her forehead like a huge third eye. 

‘C’mon, c’mon,’ Clayton shouted. ‘You must have worked it out by now?’ The sound echoed over a town that was silent as death. 

Maybe it was the cold dawn of realization, but it rolled back the feel-good warmth of the Frankies. ‘You put The Hand Of Glory in the TV mast.’

The leer went wild on his face. ‘You’re getting it. And why did I put the hand there?’ He walked across the chest of a cop lying on the pavement. ‘Because down here’s a dead zone for TV transmissions; that’s why they stuck the booster mast up on the cliff. TV signals are scooped up by the aerial then squirted out again, down here … down to all these houses. Only now’ – he grinned – ‘… only now the TV signals go through the Hand Of Glory first … they amplify its power … and what you see is what you get. Sleepy town.’ 

He was almost skipping now with a lusty delight. Sometimes he stepped over a man lying there sleeping in the gutter; sometimes he kicked.

‘Whoa, Nick! Did you see how his nose just went POW!’ He hooted. ‘Christ crap on that … look at all the blood!’ 

By the harbour it was the same. Dozens of people lay unconscious in the road. Dead, I told myself until I bent down to feel a woman’s chest. There was the heartbeat, good and strong. When I held my open palm under her nose I could feel her breath. They weren’t dead, only sleeping. The Frankies still worked their magic on me, too. I could see her breath come out as a mist that was pure gold. 

‘Good idea,’ Clayton shouted.

Finding a pair of women in high-heels and short skirts, he started pulling off their clothes.

‘Just opening up a couple of goodie bags.’ He laughed. ‘Look at the twin peaks on this. Yooo! Pierced nipples!’

Neither of the women woke or even murmured in their sleep as he went to work on them. The old time phrase for the action came to mind: sporting the wood. 

Clayton was sporting the wood so hard with one of the sleeping beauties her back slapped the pavement loud enough to echo along those comatose streets for miles around. Dazed by the sight of all this, I stepped over bodies lying flat out, walked round a car that had run into a store front, the driver lay bleeding (and still sleeping) in his seat. I watched Mick Waterman lying back on a bench with a cigarette smouldering away on his chest. It had burnt a hole as big as a saucer in his best silk shirt. As I turned away his jacket lapel caught fire; a rose-coloured flame took root there. 

Not a whimper from him. Not one.

I turned round. Now I noticed a cat lying unconscious on the ground just a yard away from the sleeping mouse that it had been chasing when the Hand Of Glory blasted out its power from the TV mast.

Seagulls littered the quayside. I picked one up. They were warm, plump things, heavier than I imagined. I could feel the heartbeat through its feathers. I put it down gently. Then I remembered Mick Waterman with the fire taking hold of his jacket. I went back and rolled him over into a puddle at the side of the road. The flames went out with a long cartoon hisss … like Tom, the cat, sinking his burning butt into a birdbath. 

‘Give me a hand, Nick. Hey, give me a hand!’

Laughing so hard you’d think his bald head would burst into a million pieces, Clayton sweated as he heaved old Judge Jeffrey over the harbour railing. ‘Help us out, Nick!’

I kept on walking. It was getting crappy now. An alarm screamed where a house had caught fire (maybe some poor bastard had fallen asleep into their nice log fire). Fish appeared on the water to float there in a shining carpet. Do fish sleep? I asked myself as I walked into a bar. Do they drown if they stop swimming?’ 

I stepped over a bartender who’d somehow fallen into a sitting position like an obese pixy. There I helped myself to cash from the register.

Clayton walked in over a bouncy rug of fallen bodies (not a murmur, not a sigh from them). He put on a lah-di-dah joke voice. ‘Ah, there you are barkeep, my fine fellow. Your best champagne and your largest cigar.’ 

‘Coming right up, sir.’ 

So that’s how it went. We drank champagne; we used those sleeping guys and gals as beanbags. Torsos are comfortable, heads are not. We chatted conversationally.

‘The cold water never even woke him up.’ Clayton blew smoke rings at the ceiling. ‘Judge Jeffrey sank like a stone.’

Then the idiot did something stupid. He set fire to a woman’s hair. That really does stink vile. We went to the next bar to continue drinking. We also took money from cash registers, purses, wallets. Clayton removed clothes and posed the clientele like models in a hilarious wha-d’ya-callit … tableau? Yeah, that’s the word. Tableau. A kind of warped nativity scene with things sticking in here and there. ‘Won’t there be some red faces when this lot wakes up,’ he told me) as he finished off with a few artfully inserted bottlenecks.

A couple of hours later Clayton sighed, ‘All good things come to an end.’ We’d just loaded the last bucketful of money into the trunk of a red BMW that had caught our eye. Maybe it was time. You couldn’t leave those people asleep outside all night, could you?

But when they did wake we’d be long gone. They couldn’t pin anything on us. It didn’t take long for Clayton to return to the TV mast, shin up the ladder, blow out the candle and stick the hand wrist first into his pocket with those Spock fingers pointing out. Then we drove south with the trunk filled to the lid with cash. Lovely liquid untraceable cash. I cranked the CD player until the car shook. Then we drove with the windows down hollering out into the night air. It felt so good. We were the undisputed Lords of MISRULE. The Agents of CHAOS.

Then we found the truck that’d rolled into a ditch. The driver wasn’t dead but I couldn’t wake him. We passed more cars. Some had come to a stop with their engines still running, the dozing drivers slumped in their seats. At dawn we reached the city. That was sleeping too. And we knew it was never going to wake.


 



Six months have gone. When it’s cold we burn banknotes in the hearth. We’ve as much food and drink as we need – for now anyway. Clayton’s messed with those pills too long though. One side of his face is paralyzed. Not that it matters. He’s been going insane for weeks now. Not long ago he started screaming, and I figure it’s one of those screams that’s never going to stop. Me? I’m sitting here writing down what happened to us. There’s that mummy hand squatting on the table. Its ugly fingers twitch every now and again; the index finger rises slowly to point – j’accuse. I’ve got the loaded revolver here. As soon as I’ve reached the end of this, my last living testament, I’m going to suck the barrel until the bullet comes. You follow? 

Naturally enough, we speculated after that night in Whitby. We decided that the mast didn’t only boost TV transmissions down into the valley, but carried signals back the other way, spreading the power of that shrivelled man-paw along transmitter chains, relay stations and satellite transponders across the world. Leaving us the only ones to be immune. And there’s one more thing we figured out: although we knew how to activate the hand we didn’t know a damn thing about switching it off. 

Now I see the results for myself. Men and women sleep out in the streets. They still breathe; but their clothes rot, their hair grows into tangles, while vines snake across their bodies, and moss covers their faces in a soft green rash. For all the world they look like the fallen statues of a dead as bones civilization.

Maybe they will wake up in a thousand years? Maybe they’ll never wake. Just like me when I slide the gun muzzle into my mouth, put my thumb on the trigger and begin that final squeeze….




THE ELECTRA SUITE
 

 


To be alone, at night, in vampire-haunted Leppington isn’t recommended…. 


The Touch of Velvet by Professor Ruth Porteous, Director of Contemporary Myth, Flyyte University, Illinois 




 

From Hotel Midnight 


 



Electra’s back in the chair tonight, my friends. Thank you for all your e-mails. I hereby make a global apology … or should that be a universal apology? … that I cannot reply to all of them in person. For example, Jolanda, from Holland asks oft-repeated questions, to whit: ‘Who is Electra? What, exactly, is the Hotel Midnight website?’ 


I’d direct you to the FAQ icon for more detailed answers, but to muster all my womanly patience I’ll repeat my earlier replies: My name is Electra. Much more than that you don’t need to know. Moreover, you might find additional information a dangerous thing, my friends. This, the Hotel Midnight website, is our confessional, our treasure house of recondite and uncanny stories, and experiences that one feels should be recorded in some way, but can never find the right venue. After all, what kind of expression do you see on your loved one’s face when you begin with the words, ‘My dear, I have something to tell you. Last night I saw a ghost …’ Hmm … doesn’t always
go well, does it? Mocking laughter isn’t conducive to continuing a heartfelt confession of a disturbing encounter with the unknown. 


So, here we are. Hotel Midnight. Welcome, my friend I am Electra. You, the reader, are an active participant, a willing colluder in this adventure beyond the boundaries of the normal. Believe me, when I assure you, there is always room for you and the experience you wish to share at Hotel Midnight. You never will be turned away. Your story will always be heard with a non judgemental ear. Because I know in this life inexplicable things happen to people. They can turn lives inside out. If you are robbed, you tell the police. If you have tonsillitis, you consult a doctor. But, well you know, there are incidents from your own life that you will never relate to another human being for fear of becoming a target of their mockery. How many of us have seen a figure on the stairs when we’re alone in the house? Or seen a relative who is no longer alive walking through the garden gate? Or even seen things in our dreams that have disturbed us so much we’re desperate to tell our friends. But we don’t; we keep our mouths shut, because we know the sound of disbelieving laughter would be too painful to bear. 


So, my friends … send me your eyewitness accounts, your urban myths, your dream diaries, your confessions about whatever befell you. Ours is not to differentiate between what might be truth or fantasy or illusion. Jung and Freud believed there is more truth enshrined in a dream than contained in a legally sworn testament. Pilate asked, ‘What is truth?’ Dare we suppose that ‘truth’ is everything we see, hear, read and imagine? Only that we so often find ourselves viewing ‘truth’ as if we see it reflected in those distorting mirrors you find at funfairs. The substance reflected is real enough, only sometimes its shape is transfigured, its ‘truth’ distorted. 


Here, then, are three more testaments that have found their way to me. Remember, dear friends, Hotel Midnight does not judge. 


You, however, might choose otherwise…. 


I

 VAMPYRRHIC OUTCAST 
 


‘You are as the darkness of night touched by the pale light of the moon.’ 



From Skanda Purana (India, circa. 1000 AD.) 




 

By the light of a midnight moon the town of Leppington lay sleeping. Twenty hours of heavy July rain filled the streets with pools of water that glittered silver. Each one duplicated the image of the moon. A hard disk as white as bone that oh-so faintly revealed dead lunar seas.

The girl walked barefoot down the deserted street, her toes sinking into puddles, annihilating those shimmering copies of a faraway world.

I’m late, she told herself. I’m too late; they’ll have left without me. 


Those urgent thoughts pulsed through her mind. She moved faster: a lonesome figure gliding through this remote Yorkshire town that is a desolate and eerie place at this time of night. Above still glistening rooftops that burned with silver dashes of moonlight, she glimpsed the range of dark, forbidding hills that formed an unbroken wall as if to keep Leppington town an eternal prisoner. 

Thoughts darted fiercely, prompting her to break into a run. I’m going to leave here. You can’t keep me forever. Once I find them they’ll take me with them. I need never return to this godforsaken graveyard of a place ever again. 

She turned a corner in the street, and then paused. Standing there, dwarfing the surrounding buildings, looking for all the world like a huge tombstone thrusting up out of damp earth was the Station Hotel. No lights showed through windows in its Gothic face. It was unlikely that there would be any hotel guests … after all, who would willingly stay in such a grim building with its morbid adornment of gargoyles and its glowering faces carved into lintels? If by slim chance there were any guests they’d probably chosen to escape their surroundings in sleep. 

A figure appeared in the shadows of an alleyway to her right. She could see palely gleaming arms. They were bare, she noted. Their skin showed as an icy blue colour patterned with thick, black veins. There was no face – at least none she could see as it was so deeply swathed in gloom.

Whoever the stranger was they watched her. Cold waves of fear washed through her body. She backed away from the figure as it took a step forward.

The hotel was only a hundred paces away. I could run for it. Perhaps he wouldn’t have chance to catch me…. 

As she tensed, ready to flee for the hotel she heard the man speak. The voice had a diseased quality to it, as if the vocal chords had been rotted by some necrotic infection. ‘Go back to where you came from. You don’t belong here. Go back … Go back….’

The moment she turned, ready to run, she stumbled, falling to her hands and knees in a pool of water that covered half the road. For a moment she froze there, shocked by both the fall and the appearance of the loathsome stranger. Dazed, she looked down into the water. The hard, gleaming disk of the moon was reflected there. And, as she watched, another pale object appeared to float alongside it. She saw a face – a terrible face that made her gasp. Its skin had the appearance of candle wax; there were blue tints dappling its strangely broad forehead. While the eyes—

That stare made her blood creep, as if turning it to ice in her veins. Breaking free of that hypnotic gaze, she leapt to her feet and ran toward the Station Hotel. The abrasive road surface would be ripping the bare soles of her feet but she couldn’t stop now.

He’s following me, she thought. I know he is. I mustn’t look back. An access led down the side of the looming Gothic structure to the rear yard. She took it, her feet either splashing puddles or slapping down on nineteenth-century cobblestones. Please be there. Don’t leave without me. Only when she was round the corner of the hotel did she glance back. The courtyard was empty. Here, moonlight glinted on the cobbles. It insinuated images into her mind of walking across the scaly back of some primeval monster. Even as she crossed the ground to a lighted window at the rear of the hotel it seemed to twitch beneath her feet, as if her imagined monster slept only fitfully and would soon wake to roar out its fury at her for disturbing it. 

It will only be a moment before the man from the alley finds me here. Oh God, those eyes … Her stomach muscles writhed as if a fistful of worms slid through her intestine. Those evil-looking eyes. There had been no colour to them – only a glistening white like the boiled flesh of an egg. Worse, in the centre of each eye a tiny black pupil glared with such ferocity her legs had nearly folded under her. She knew if she looked into those eyes again she’d never break free of their hold. 

She glanced about the gloom-drenched courtyard; still no sign of the figure that had frightened her so much. Yet shadows seeped along the ground, as if spreading stains of blood crept toward her. Irrationally she thought: I can’t let those shadows touch me. They are poison … No … She swayed, dizzy. No, that doesn’t make sense. That’s a mad thought. Only— She turned her back on the areas of darkness flowing across the cobbled surface, devouring the bright licks of reflected moonlight. Even to look at those shadows made her uneasy. What was important was to get inside the hotel. Now, that is a beautiful image. Of her standing in the brightly lit hotel kitchen, the door locked solidly behind her, seeing familiar faces. Of not being alone. Alone she couldn’t handle anymore. Alone is a cancer of the spirit. Alone is debilitating … loneliness has the relentless, erosive power to grind away at confidence, at physical strength. Just for a moment recollection of the loneliness that she had endured roared over her in a great black tide. Its grim currents carried a diffuse but permanent cloud of terror. Every time she awoke she dreaded being engulfed by this awful feeling that soon something terrible would happen to her. Only she’d be powerless to seek help … or even find anyone who could offer comfort and companionship if disaster struck. 

Maybe this is what I’ve been dreading? Perhaps the sense of foreboding was a premonition of the stranger waiting for me in the alley? That I’ve always known that one day – one night! – I’d find myself alone here, and come face to face with the man
who will take my life.


A sudden scraping sound made her flinch. She glanced back. Saw nothing but shadow and the gloom-filled void of the archway in the wall that led out onto the river-bank. Now she could hear the hissing roar of the river itself. All this rain had swollen it, engorging the body of water into flood. Only now the sound of the river was like a voice calling her to it.

No. No! She pressed the palms of her hands against her ears. It’s this weird little town. It has that effect on you. The longer you stay the more it insinuates strange ideas into your head. For some reason when she closed her eyes she imagined that a labyrinth of tunnels ran beneath the houses. And in these tunnels swarmed pallid, maggot-like men and women that lusted for human blood – and the warmth of a human body; one they could wind their vein knotted arms around. Blood and body heat – beneath the skin the pair are brother and sister. The tangible embodiment of this intangible thing we call Life … Now her eyes were closed and she tottered forward until she leaned against the hotel wall with her face pressing cold brick that possessed the damp, clammy touch of a dead hand. Images flew through her mind of pallid, naked forms that swim through deep waters. The River Lepping roared beyond the yard wall. And she imagined a hundred faces floating up through the swirling flood to cry out to her. Angry voices that demand she leave this place while she still can. 

No. I will not let this town put those thoughts into my head. I am sane. I am rational. I will not think about vampires. 

Vampires? Even to think the word made her eyes snap open. Vampires? Why did I use that word? She shuddered to the roots of her bones. If she didn’t find another human being to talk to right at this moment she realized she would lose her mind. Above her head, cloud drew cobwebby strands across a ghosting moon. Even the little light it cast into the yard was dying now. She must get inside the hotel. She must find human company. 

Feeling her way along the wall, she reached the window that formed a block of shining yellow in that unyielding membrane of brick. Once more, her mind spun out strange ideas: Yes, the wall is a membrane. At one side are light, life, companionship and safety. While on this side…. 

Then she’d reached the window. For a second the brilliance of the electric light inside dazzled her. Screwing up her eyes, she brought her face close to the glass and peered in. A dresser full of blue plates. An antique-looking stove. A Yorkshire range in black-painted iron. Brass kettle. Belfast sink. A wall clock showing half past midnight. But where was … ah, there! 

Angling her head to one side, she made out the vast kitchen table that dominated the room. Around it sat five men and women. They were holding a conversation – an intense one. Those that weren’t speaking listened solemnly. Inside was full of light; a beautiful, brilliant, Pentecostal light; it suppressed shadows; it didn’t yield before things that creep out of the night. The air inside would be warm; it would smell pleasantly of soap and the lingering after-aroma of freshly cooked food. She saw bottles of wine. Every now and again the men and women would sip from a glass. 

It looked wonderful. She wished she sat in their company drinking that red wine —a delicious rouge colour; she could imagine how it would taste; its velvety softness. Her tongue ran across her top lip while her eyes roved over the people at the table. An elegant woman dressed in black had long hair that was a gunmetal blue. The way she held herself suggested an aristocratic ancestry. The man sat beside her was in his thirties. His eyes were soulful, caring, yet touched with melancholy. Three other people, in their late teens or early twenties, she guessed, sat across the table from him. 

Suddenly she realized she could hear the sound of approaching footsteps. It must be the stranger from the alleyway. It has to be. He’s followed me here. She glanced to the corner of the building, expecting the loathsome figure to appear at any moment. Nothing yet. But the slow footfalls sounded louder. Quickly, she tapped on the windowpane with her fingernails. The group inside still talked. Some serious subject that involved them deeply. She tapped again. 

Why don’t they hear me?


She glanced to the corner of the building. The sound of footsteps grew louder. Oh no … she could see a strange, humped shadow looming across the cobblestones. Her pursuer must be walking along the access to the yard now; the streetlights were behind him, throwing the grotesque shadow forward. 

Heart pounding, she rapped on the window. This time it was loud enough for the men and women to snap their heads round to look in her direction. She saw their eyes widen. One of the women screamed.

‘Please, let me in. I’m being followed … please, he’s nearly—’

Then from behind a pair of hands grasped her shoulders. She rolled her eyes down to see fingers that were bloated like raw sausages; the skin was a sickening mix of grey and blue tints, while the fingernails were ragged, purple things. So cold as well … the fingers had the feel of raw meat taken from a refrigerator. That cold seeped through her clothes into her own skin, chilling the blood that ran through her veins, oozing into every secret place of her. She tried to cry out, but shock had locked her throat tight; all she could manage was a hoarse gasping sound. The powerful hands dragged her away from the kitchen window. In seconds she’d been hauled through the gateway onto the river-bank. Here there were no lights. It was merely a strip of muddy ground from which bulged malformed growths of bushes and willow trees that loomed over black river water. Even though she struggled, the grip on her shoulders was so powerful she could not turn round to see her attacker’s face. 

… Oh, but she remembered it though. That dead white face. With colourless eyes centred by a fierce black pupil that seemed to burn holes through her heart….

Despite her terror she realized that the door to the hotel had opened.

A voice called, ‘Who’s there?’

Once more she tried to cry out, only she was too breathless from the violence of being dragged through the witch tangle of branches to the water’s edge. The River Lepping roared at her now. A full-blooded sound that vibrated her body.

But even though the sound pounded her ears she heard only too well what the man breathed into her ear with that toxic voice.

‘Why didn’t you listen to me? I said you don’t belong here.’

‘Please,’ she choked out the word. ‘Don’t kill me … please don’t kill me.’

‘Listen carefully to what I’m about to tell you.’ The man held her so her face almost touched the water’s dark surface. She saw two faces reflected there. Both blue-white; cheeks patterned with black veins. Two faces with white staring eyes punctuated by fierce black pupils. ‘Don’t you understand?’ he hissed. ‘You’re already dead.’ 

With the word dead, dead, dead reverberating in her ears he threw her into the river. 


 



First of all she struggled to keep her head above the flood waters of the Lepping, while trying to swim to the bank. Then the words of the vampire sank deep enough into her mind for her to accept the truth. ‘You’re already dead.’ 

Fierce currents rolled her onto her back. She floated downstream looking up at the moon through overhanging willows. Silver-edged clouds floated high in the sky. They moved with the flow of the night winds, she moved with the flow of the night river. Just like those clouds she had no control over her direction. 

I’m already dead, she thought. I don’t need to swim. Understanding seeped coldly through her. I don’t need to breathe. Because I am dead … At last she surrendered to the power of the river. It floated her by rocks, rolled her over, spun her in its grave eddies then its remorseless undertow pulled her down under the black waters, down to the bottom of the riverbed that was an expanse of slick mud. Being unable to breathe made no difference to her. She did not drown. Could not drown. Pale shapes swam in front of her face. For a moment she thought they were softly swollen fish then she realized they were her own hands floating backward and forward in this cold body of water. 

There’s no point fighting this, she told herself. I might as well let the river carry me into the sea. I’m truly lost now. Even if I could climb out I can never return home.


Once more her face broke the surface. For mile after mile she floated on her back, passing under bridges, beneath trees that arched over the water, between meadows. Above her the moon shone down; in her imagination it became a hard, round eye gazing dispassionately at the woman in the water, knowing she was doomed and coolly observing what fate would eventually befall her; she was nothing but a piece of driftwood now. Lost to her family, humanity, and God. Once the stream carried her by a house on the river-bank. There was a light burning in the upstairs window – a little block of yellow radiance. Music ghosted from the house, too. A melancholy song that eerily echoed her journey through a night-time countryside that seemed haunted by the ghosts of all those tomorrows she’d never now experience. 

Presently the flow carried her away from the house and the music; soon it was lost in the distance.

She closed her eyes. It only seemed for a moment, and then she realized that she lay on solid ground. Opening her eyes, she sat up and looked round. Moonlight revealed that she’d been washed up on a beach. Oddly, it was tempting to lie there, and not to even attempt to walk ever again. Only the water receded as a retreating ocean tide a dozen miles away reduced water levels upstream. As if walking in her sleep, she rose to her feet. There, on higher ground, almost engulfed by hawthorn was a tumbledown cottage. Strangely, she felt herself drawn to it. Maybe the river brought me here because I was meant to see it, she thought. Perhaps I’m here for a purpose. The moon was bright enough to show her a path that ran through waist-high nettles and hemlock. It appeared to lead directly to the cottage that stood half hidden from view alongside this remote stretch of river. With her bare feet whispering through the plants, she glided almost dreamily to the gate that led into a garden grown wild; where roses ten feet high nodded huge heads of pink petals. 

Seconds later, she approached one of the windows. The panes were cracked; some were partially covered by a green skin of moss. Slowly … slowly as if she knew someone – or some thing – waited for her in the cottage, she leaned forward to look through one of the panes. 

Inside was the kitchen of a long since abandoned house. Abandoned by human occupation, that is.

Sitting round a rotting table on decaying wooden chairs were five figures. Five beings that were men and women once. Some wore ragged clothes; a pair was near naked. The women possessed long manes of hair that poured in tangled coils of glossy black down their backs. Their skin was a deadly white with tints of blue. A cold, cold colour that sent a shiver down her spine. They sat at the table without moving. The males possessed powerfully muscular arms that were tracked with black veins. The faces of male and female alike were waxy mask-things that revealed no expression. It was their eyes that confirmed what they were. 

Like those of the stranger who had thrown her in the river their eyes possessed no iris, so they revealed no colour. What they had were tiny black pupils that lent them such an air of ferocity. All the time she watched the gathering in the derelict cottage they did not move. They did not even blink or shift their gaze from the barren tabletop.

She realized if she moved with enough stealth she could leave this damned and desolate place without attracting their attention. Yet, just for a second, she saw herself sitting at that table with them … waiting with those festering dead-alive carcasses until the end of time. These were the abandoned scraps of their race, rejected by their fellow vampires. They had no purpose. Perhaps even the vampire lusts only burned dimly inside the stone cold muscle they called their hearts. Pitiful, ugly, lonely creatures that had failed even to die.

Taking a step back, she glanced over her shoulder. Her only escape from here would be the river. Not that it could kill her now. But then would it be a comfort to her either? All that waited for her in the water was a drifting existence without companionship of any sort. Once more that great dark tide of loneliness swept over her. She tottered, almost losing her balance. Could she face that again? The malignancy of solitude. How it corroded her sanity. Made every moment the most miserable, the most unbearably grim unit of time. And that moment of unyielding unhappiness would be replaced by another just as bad. 

A mere thirty paces back to the river … then she would escape that gathering of animated death in the decaying cottage. Just thirty paces … she could cover that distance in twenty seconds.

This time she didn’t hesitate when she moved. Turning, she tapped on the window.

‘Please,’ she whispered. ‘Please … let me in. I don’t want to be alone.’

The night-time breeze carried her words away into darkness where they died beneath a cold, cold moon. 


II
 

From Hotel Midnight 


 



Electra here, dear friends. On this website all are welcome to share their encounters with the vampiric or the just plain inexplicable. Here is one more story I’ve added to the archive. I’m sure you’ll agree with me, it is one of the most exotic to come our way:



WALL EYE
 

I live in the walls, see. Have done for a thousand years, ever since the sailor from the Holy Land bit me. Master told me I musta’ been ravished by him. That I might have a babe afore Michaelmas. But no. I was bit. And bit was all. Right here, twixt thumb and finger. And I recall a powerful sucking that emptied my arm of blood. The Holy Land sailor smiled all the time, and he had a gold ring in his ear that once belonged to an Egyptian princess, so he told me. And the brightest green eyes I’ve ever seen. And his hair smelt of oranges, too.

No, I didn’t have no child. I stopped eating tho’. I became a biter like the sailor. I bit the cats, and after my master ended his cock-fighting in the big room, I licked all the blood off the floor. My master’s friends laughed at this. They killed a runt goat and poured its blood into a cup and let me drink it. They laughed to see me gulp the hot rouge froth like I was the thirstiest child in Chris’ndom. But they stopped laughing when I asked for more. When they left I ran after them and bit one of their horses even though the rider beat me with his sword. It didn’t hurt. I only wanted to taste the horse’s blood. I wanted to see if it tasted the same as cock’rel and goat. The men weren’t laughing at all then. They shouted at my master that I should be kilt. They sounded angry but their eyes was frightened.

My master was angry, too, that I should bite his guest’s horse. He sent me to wait in the corn mill. There, I sucked dry a cat and four mice. When he came to the mill he stared in ’stonishment at the wee beasts all sucked dry.

‘Why do you treat the animals so, child?’ he asks me.

‘Ever since I got bit by the sailor from the Holy Land,’ says I, ‘I don’t have a likin’ for bread. All my brain thinks of is blood in the vein.’ 

Then my master said a prayer and put me into a cask of water, holding my head down underneath. He did this all night and got so he was sweaty and panting and his eyes got bigger, and he was pleading God to let me die. But maybe I got the lung of a fish or a frog because I would not drown. When his dagger broke against my throat he yelled out something I didn’t understand, ‘By God’s flesh, why have you cursed me with a vampyre!’

He carried me to the house, weeping so his tears fell on my face. I licked the tears from where they fell and thought there was something of the blood about them. I desired to put a bite in his arm but I’d been taught to be respectful of my master.

My master put me in the space between the walls. Then he and the yeoman made up a fine batch of mortar mixed with horsehair. They told me to stay at the back of the corridor while they fixed great stones in the old doorway and closed me in. I thought they’d done this for me being disrespectful to the master’s friends. I thought they’d let me out the wall in the morning.

But no. They never came back. I could see through little cracks in the masonry how the doors rotted off their hinges and the winter winds blew in, and birds nested in the chimmly, and all kinds of animals roamed around the rooms. But I couldn’t get out this passageway that doesn’t go anywhere between the walls. Rats come up through the little hole in the floor here by my feets so I don’t go hungry (big master rats I get five sucks out of – wee babes just the one).

New people moved into my master’s house. I watch them through the cracks in the walls. I see children grow into gentlefolk. I saw how clothes change their cut, and how the rooms are lit by ’lec-tree-city and the coming of tel-hee-vishon. I hear the folk talk so know about these new wonders. In all this time I’ve not been idle. I used my fingernails to enlarge the rat hole. Now I am free to move ’bout the house at night. Crafty me, I have learnt myself com pewter, so I can write this he-male to you. Once I have finished this writing I will go upstairs to where the master and mistress lie sleeping. And I ask myself: How many sucks will it take to empty my new master’s vein?



III
 

From Hotel Midnight 


 



Electra calling, my dears. We’ve spoken about things vampiric in the past; we’ve mentioned that not all vampire-like individuals thirst for blood. Consider this, have you ever had a brother who has drawn off all your parents’ love? Have you had a partner who has drained your bank account of money? Or a demanding friend who has been gluttonous for your sympathy when their own relationship has failed? Although you might come to realize that someone you trust is a bloodsucker, doesn’t mean that they crave to drink the red stuff beating in your veins. Some ‘bloodsuckers’ have altogether different appetites. This, then, continues our triptych – a typewritten manuscript by the name of Jack Of Bones that arrived appropriately enough on the eve of All Hallows. For the record, my friends, it was left beneath a stone outside my back door: 



JACK OF BONES
 

‘Why did you tell me she was dead?’

‘Because she was, John.’

‘You know, Colette, that’s an unbelievable stunt you pulled?’ I was so angry I craved to punch the wall. ‘Did Lauren put you up to this?’

‘No.’ Colette was close to tears.

‘I can’t believe you made me come all the way down from Edinburgh for this. Was it a way to remind me Lauren’s marrying someone else next week?’

‘No, John, will you listen to me? When I found her out on the—’

‘I don’t suppose you’re going to let me see Lauren?’

‘No, no, no … Believe me, it’s not a good idea. Not yet anyway.’ Colette shook her head with a laugh when she said, No, no, no … But it was such a grim laugh. What’s more, her entire body shuddered as she talked. A tear spilled down from her eye to race down her cheek at such a speed it made me stop talking. 

‘John, if you’ll let me finish what I started telling you?’ 

‘Go on then. Five minutes you’ve got. I can make the last train back north.’

‘I wish you’d stay.’

‘Forget it.’

Jesus Christ, I wish I’d never caught the bloody train down from Scotland to York in the first place. It was Colette’s e-mail that made me act before thinking it through. Those were the words running through my head when Lauren pointed to the television in the centre of the attic room. Cables ran from it to the window where a video camera sat on a tripod. The camera angle had been locked, so the screen revealed a length of one of the old city walls that protectively encircle York. It was maybe twenty feet high. Running along the top of the structure was a walkway that would have been used by the city’s defence forces anything up to a thousand years ago. The walkway was perhaps six feet wide. Because the house we stood in was on the inside of the walls there was a clear view of the walkway, which was bounded on the far side, by a castellated wall. Looking through the window, the wall manifested itself as a greyish indistinct mass. On television its video image captured by the low-light lens revealed a glowing barrier that almost filled the screen. 

I turned to glare at Colette. She was a tall woman of twenty-eight with an ever-present look of determination, as if she’d set out from the day she was born to prove herself. In the ten years I’d known her she’d worked hard to transform what she considered to be a dowdy appearance. Now she wore permed hair in ringlets that fell in softly falling loops to below her shoulders. She must have combed lemon juice into her hair because what had been a brown, uniform mass had given way to tints of light brown, highlighted with strands of blonde. Good taste in clothes, too. A lacy cotton top in white complimented by a pair of expensive jeans. 

Terrible taste in humour. E-mailing me to tell me my ex-fiancé was dead could only be measured by degrees of cruelty. Not wit.

As we stood in the attic room I raised my wrist so I could tap my wristwatch. ‘Four minutes. Then I’m going for my train.’

She shrugged. ‘I’m wasting my breath. You’re not going to believe me, are you?’

‘That depends what you tell me in the next four minutes.’ 

‘What’s the time?’

‘Ten to eleven. But what’s so important about that?’

‘Perhaps you’ll see for yourself.’

‘This is weird, Colette. I always liked you, so why are you playing these fucking stupid games with me now?’ 

‘I’m not playing games, John.’ Her face was like stone.

‘And what’s all this with the camera filming the wall?’

‘The tape’s running.’

‘Uh?’

‘I’m recording what you’re seeing on screen now, John.’

I glanced at the screen. Through the gateway in the wall traffic oozed into the city. Such was the sensitivity of the lens set for night-time use all I could make out of cars and buses were gliding balls of light. It was sensitive enough, too, to pick up bats fluttering by streetlights, which in turn blazed like orange suns along the road. 

‘Two minutes,’ I told Colette in a prim voice that suddenly assumed the accents of a frosty schoolteacher. ‘Then I’m away to the station. You know, it’ll be a relief to return home to where sanity prevails.’ Even to my ears that sounded pompous. But I wanted to make this woman suffer for sending me that sadistic e-mail. 

She crossed her arms across her chest as if cold. Such an expression of misery passed across her face that what I intended to elaborate about the insanity of this house and its occupant died on my tongue. Colette was certainly going through it tonight. 

‘You wanted to know the purpose of the camera?’ She lifted her eyes to lock them defiantly on mine. ‘I’ve a contract with the city council to research a demographic of who comes into the city and when. It’s part of a retail and leisure initiative.’

‘So, why aren’t I wildly over excited by this piece of news?’

‘Because I was up here recording pedestrians using the road through the wall over there when I saw Lauren on the wall with a man.’

‘A man?’ I tasted an opportunity for revenge, and that, my friend, is a delicious taste indeed. ‘A man who wasn’t Kevin, I take it?’ 

‘Kevin’s back in London.’

‘Ah …’ I nodded sagely as I put two and two together in a way that is peculiarly satisfying when you’ve been dumped by a girl for another man. 

Colette shook her head. ‘If only it was what you’re thinking, John.’

‘Just what am I thinking, Colette?’

‘Oh, don’t dick me around. Listen, the truth is I stood up here and I saw Lauren walk along the wall with a man I’ve never seen before. It was around this time of night.’

I raised my eyebrows.

‘They didn’t kiss.’ Rather than saying the words, she spat them in my direction. ‘The man killed her.’

‘Good God. There you go again telling me stuff that doesn’t make sense.’

‘Try it in my shoes. I thought I was going mad.’

‘Looks like that’s what’s happened, Colette. See a doctor.’

‘Just fucking shut up and listen, John.’

I glared at her. I stopped from walking out. Just.

Colette took a deep breath, then: ‘After the attack she collapsed onto the walkway. I saw the man just stroll away like nothing had happened. There was no one else on the wall, so I ran across there as fast as I could. It must have taken all of five minutes to reach her. When I arrived Lauren just lay there. Not moving. Nothing! So I checked her pulse.’ She nodded with conviction. ‘She was dead, John. Just dead.’

This time I took a deep breath. ‘OK, OK … but when I got here tonight you told me she was in her bedroom?’

‘She is?’

‘She’s dead in her bedroom? Are you serious?’

‘She’s … just in her bedroom.’ Her nod was a jerky one.

‘I heard her moving around, Colette.’

‘I know, John. That’s why I thought I was going out of my mind.’ 

‘You know something?’ I bit my lip. The words came out anyway. ‘If I stop here another ten seconds I’ll go out of my mind, too. Now, this is my plan: I’m going to put my foot through that television, then I’m through that door. The pair of you have played a sick joke on me, haven’t you? Kick the ex while he’s down for one last time. What a bloody laugh, eh?’

My eyes turned to the television. Dear God, I was going to do it. I was going to kick that thing to shit. I might even rip the curtains down on the way out. The fucking halfwits! 

On screen, in a surreal blaze of white, was the old city wall. And, my God, I yearned to put my boot in the centre of the glass, and POW! 


‘John. Stop.’

I thought she meant: don’t smash the television. 

‘You should have thought of that earlier.’ I relished the menace lacing my voice.

‘No! It’s happening again. There he is.’ She lunged at me. Her fingers hooked around my arm in a fierce grip. ‘If you don’t believe me, look for yourself.’

On screen, where the image wobbled due to magnification, two figures embraced on the wall. They were alone. The taller of the two leaned forward to kiss the other on the lips. As he released her she didn’t merely step back. She dropped limp as an empty sack to the ground. Then lay still.

Colette yanked at my arm. ‘Come on. Catch him before he gets away!’


 



The ancient city of York is encircled by defensive walls of a yellow-white stone. They are upwards of 700 years old. Although the wall is no longer entirely intact, it is possible, in parts, to ascend to a walkway that runs atop the wall via steps set at strategic locations in order to traverse at least a good part of the ancient citadel. On the outer margin of the wall is a secondary elevation reaching to around shoulder height that would have offered protection to soldiers against arrow and musket shot. Often there is no retaining barrier on the inner part of the fortress wall. At the edge of the walkway is a drop of anything between a few inches and twenty feet. Every so often, there are openings set in the fortification to admit roads that carry traffic into the heart of the city. These are known as Bars. They have names like Bootham Bar and Mickelgate Bar. On iron spikes set in the stone archway above the gates were once impaled the heads of men and women who transgressed the King’s laws. The condemned were beheaded before rowdy spectators by the executioner before being spiked. Their heads were intended as a deterrent as well as an overt display to the public at large that justice had been carried out. 

It was to one of these Bars, Calder Bar that I ran along the street with Colette. Her athletic legs demolished the hundred yards with ease. If anything my heart was pounding explosively on that cool October night. From being on the cusp of kicking the crap out of the television to realizing I’d just witnessed an assault on a woman took all of three seconds. I no longer brooded over what I took to be a sick joke, that e-mail announcing my ex-fiancé Lauren was dead. Instead, all that mattered was reaching the unconscious woman on the steps. Colette made it to the tower set in the twenty-foot high battlement at Calder Bar.

‘Best if I go first,’ I panted. But she’d already begun to ascend the steps that zigzagged up the sheer face of the wall. ‘Colette!’

At the first twist in the stone staircase I lost sight of her. Although I could hear her feet clattering upwards.

‘Colette.’ 

Down below, what few pedestrians there were glanced at us with passing interest. A row between boyfriend and girlfriend. No doubt that’s what they were thinking. But a chilly breeze from the River Ouse kept them walking home, content with nothing more than a backward glance as we sprinted up the steps.

Here, the walkway is maybe five feet wide. An iron guardrail on the inner side of the bastion prevents anyone blundering over the edge to fall a bone-breaking twenty feet to the roadway below. I climbed the last step onto the walkway to find Colette had vanished. Apart from the stranger lying unconscious thirty paces ahead the wall was empty.

‘Colette?’ A sense of icy slush descending through my stomach stopped me dead. If she wasn’t here, she could only….

My heart hammered until it hurt. With a growing sense of horror I looked over the iron guardrail to the road below where cars streamed through the gate. I was searching for Colette’s body lying smashed on the tarmac. That’s the only place she could be. It would be another quarter of a mile before the next set of steps. I looked up to the house that Colette shared with Lauren. The light burned in the attic window where we’d stood just five minutes ago. In the room below that one, I saw a silhouette of a figure in the big sash window. That was Lauren’s room. I sensed the woman that I’d once planned to share the rest of my life was gazing out at me. Irrationally, I wanted to yell to her to phone for an ambulance. That Colette must have fallen from the wall…. 

‘JOHN!’

The shout came with such force it startled me. I leaned forward to see the top of a bus passing through the gateway.

‘John. Here….’

This time I looked to my left as well as down. A shadow appeared to cling blob-like to the stonework. A truck rumbled underneath it; its headlights cast enough reflected glare upward for me to identify the knot of shadow.

‘Colette. Keep holding on!’

‘John, please hurry. I can’t … uh … it’s cutting into my hands!’

I moved five paces to my left. Beneath me was Colette. Her hands gripped an iron spike set into the wall just below the level of the walkway. It was one of the spikes that would have borne a severed head centuries ago. Now it was so pitted with corrosion it must have been like gripping a knife blade. Fifteen feet below Colette’s kicking feet a van roared by.

‘John!’

‘I know. Just hold on, OK?’

I dropped to my knees, then reached below the rail to grip Colette by the wrists. God, this was brutal but there was no other way. All I could do was pull as hard as I could. Even though she kept her lips pressed hard together I heard the pained grunt in her throat. The side of her face slid upward across the abrasive surface of the stone blocks. I didn’t stop pulling until I’d dragged her back through the guardrail onto the walkway.

‘Take it easy for a minute,’ I said. ‘Just sit there.’

‘Forget that. The bastard pushed me over the fence!’

‘He was still here?’

She nodded as I helped her to her feet. Sucking in a huge lungful of air to steady her nerves, she panted, ‘He stood here … where we are now … he was watching the woman … then he noticed I’d come out from the staircase. He picked me up … threw me over. I grabbed the rail. Then dropped down to hold onto the spike when … when he starting hitting my hands. Fuck … bastard … he really would have killed me, wouldn’t he?’ 

I looked round. There was no man to be seen.

Still gasping for air, she shook her head. ‘He just went … don’t know where.’ 

Back the other way, the path dog-legged round the tower. Anyone moving along the wall in that direction would vanish from sight within a dozen paces. I started to move toward the Calder Bar tower in case he was lurking just the other side.

‘Forget that now, John. The woman’s more important.’

Once more I found myself following Colette as she forced her exhausted body to run to where the man’s victim lay sprawled face down. Even as I ran I glanced across at Colette’s house. Still the silhouette of Lauren stood in the window. She was watching us. I was sure of it. Only there was something chillingly statue-like about her. What was wrong with the woman? What had happened to her to make Colette send that seemingly insane e-mail telling me that my ex-fiancé was dead? 

‘Oh, Jesus … it doesn’t look good.’

I stopped beside Colette as she uttered the stark words while gazing down at the fallen woman. I crouched beside her. My first-aid training from university orienteering days came back to me. Quickly, I moved the victim into the recovery position. I rolled her over until she was on her side, then tilted her head back to make sure she didn’t choke on her own tongue. If she was still alive, that is. 

‘It’s like Lauren,’ Colette told me. ‘The man embraced Lauren like we saw him hold this woman. There’ll be no pulse or heartbeat.’ 

‘Wait a second … let me check.’

‘Trust me, John, she’s dead.’

‘It’s not that easy to tell. Her vital signs might be depressed, but she might still be breathing.’

The diffuse lights of the city cast a muted glow, that’s all. Even so, I could see the woman was in her twenties. She was oriental in appearance with short black hair. She wore a pink leather jacket that suggested she’d been enjoying a night out. What then? Had she met a man who suggested a night-time stroll on the city walls?

I examined her as carefully as I could, touching her neck where I should find a pulse. Nothing. Without a mirror to hold under her nostrils to check for signs of respiration I licked my fingertip to heighten sensation of touch, then held it under her nose. There was no cooling sensation of air on my wet skin. 

‘No pulse. No sign of respiration.’

Colette spoke in grim, flattened tones. ‘She’s dead.’

‘I’m not going to call it.’

‘It’s just how I found Lauren. I knew she was dead.’

‘Then who’s watching us from her bedroom window now?’

Both of us glanced toward the house. Lauren’s silhouette stood framed by the oblong of the window.

When Colette spoke again it was darkly ominous. ‘OK, John, just you wait and see.’

I didn’t have time for debate. Colette tells me her best friend is dead. Yet I see her across there in the house watching us. Weird, yes, of course it’s bloody weird, but all the whys and wherefores are going to have to wait. 

‘You’ve got your mobile phone?’ I asked.

‘I knew I should have picked it up.’ Her lapse embarrassed her. ‘I wasn’t thinking straight.’

‘Nor me. Mine’s in my coat back at the house. If we could signal to Lauren, she might—’

‘Lauren will do nothing, John.’

‘Christ.’ I looked down at the woman at our feet. No bones about it. Every indication declaimed that she was dead. Her skin had gone waxy. Her lips were blue. There were no signs of respiration. Not that I’ve seen many dead people before, but she looked as lifeless as you can get. 

And still Lauren stared from her window.

My lips were dry when I licked them. ‘OK, this is what we’ll do. There’s a public phone at the bottom of the steps. Call an ambulance. I’ll wait here with her.’

Colette nodded. Only I saw the way she shot glances back along the walkway to where it made a sharp right turn to run out of sight round the tower. What if the stranger’s waiting for me there? It didn’t take a psychic to divine what she was thinking. 

‘I’ll walk back with you to the top of the steps,’ I told her. ‘I can see both of you from there.’

‘OK.’ She took a deep breath to regain her grip on what was normally an iron resolve. ‘I’ll be fine. Once I’ve called the ambulance I’ll come back up here to you.’ 

I shook my head. ‘Best wait at the bottom of the steps. You’ll need to tell them where to come.’ 

She assented with a nod.

It didn’t feel right to leave the woman lying there on the cold stone. Yet the last thing I wanted was for Colette to walk back into the stranger’s arms – the man who’d tried to throw her from the wall. He might be long gone, I agree. Then again he might be hiding just around the corner. Meanwhile, Colette must have noticed that the steps below formed a well of shadows that was sinister enough in its own right. But she didn’t hesitate; she moved down them at a run. Her footsteps clattered back up to me. As I watched a smell of spices hit me. It was as intense as walking into one of those little shops that specialize in cooking exotica. As nose-tingling as inhaling over a jar of mixed herbs, peppercorns and the like. Oddly, I found myself remembering a Christmas card I’d received years ago from the Holy Land that had been impregnated with frankincense. I told myself it was important to keep listening to the rapid footsteps of Colette descending the open staircase to street level, but that smell … I had to turn round.

A figure stood in the shadows of the tower, just where the path dog-legged round the bulky structure that bore yet more iron spikes, which had skewered human heads all those years ago. He was watching me. What struck me was his stillness. A sense of not needing to move. Not for hours; not even for days. While all the time that pungent, sickly sweet odour of spices flowed into my face.

Catch him. The words hitting my brain were enough to get me moving. With the stranger up here Colette would be safe as she hurried down to ground level. For the moment I could do nothing to help the man’s victim. But if I could grab her attacker, then hold on to him until help arrived…. 

My pace morphed from walk to run. He was merely paces away. With it being so dark I could see little of him apart from a dark shape against the pale stone, although I thought I made out the glimmer of his eyes as he watched me. For some reason that can’t be entirely logical I linked him with the pungent aroma of spices. When I switched to a full-blooded run he slipped back round the base of the tower. It appeared unhurried. Yet in two steps he was out of sight.

Have you thought this through, John? I asked myself. You might run round the corner to find him waiting there with a knife. Or maybe he stunned the woman with a Tazer? You can buy those high-voltage stun guns off the internet these days. Zap! I’m out cold…. 

This was enough to inject a little caution into my pursuit. When I reached the right-angled turn in the path I slowed down. Wary, I darted a glance around the corner of the tower. He wasn’t there. The path ran another ten paces then dog-legged back to the left where it would hug the tower wall before sharply turning right to follow the line of the tower. It meant losing my sightlines of not only the stranger, but the woman lying on the stone slabs back there. Damn. I took a couple of paces back so I could glance where she lay either unconscious or dead.

Now this did take me by surprise. The woman sat on the slabs. In fact a perky bolt-upright kind of posture as if taking part in a yoga lesson.

Chase the man? Return to the woman? Call down to Colette? Take your pick, John. What now?

A decision was suddenly easy. If anything, it was the man’s victim who needed attention first. To wake on top of a medieval wall close on midnight would be a hell of shock. If she was disorientated she might even try to climb over the guardrail. There was a nasty drop waiting for anyone who tried that. So, I did the sensible thing. In seconds I’d run back to the woman. She still sat bolt upright with her legs straight out in front of her. Slowly, she allowed her eyes to scan left and then right, as if the cityscape burning with thousands of lights was all new to her. Her gaze settled on the floodlit towers of York Minster. 

‘Are you all right?’ I asked.

She looked at my face, though not into my eyes. For a moment it seemed to me that there was no instinct within her to make eye contact. Her gaze settled on my mouth as I spoke. Maybe she can’t hear me and she’s lip reading?


I repeated the question, ‘Are you all right?’ When she didn’t reply I added, ‘Don’t be frightened. We’re going to bring help.’

‘Why?’ Her voice held no real accent I could discern.

‘I think someone might have attacked you. You were unconscious when we found you.’

‘We?’ 

‘Me and a friend. She’s gone to telephone for an ambulance.’

‘No.’ Without any hesitation, nor any sign of dizziness, or even distress, she stood up. ‘I don’t need an ambulance.’

‘I think you should get checked over. You were unconscious for at least ten minutes. Then the police would need—’

‘No.’ She began to walk away.

What now? Grab hold of her arm? Stop her? Great, that makes me the person assaulting her now. All I could do, I reasoned, was follow. She walked with a crisp no-nonsense step that made me think of schoolteachers striding down corridors to impose silence on rowdy classes.

Even so, I tried again. ‘Please. You might have been hurt. You could be in shock.’

She didn’t reply. For some reason I felt compelled to check Colette’s house. Lauren still stood framed by the window; a watchful shadow. An eerie spectator. Instantly, a colossal shiver ran down my spine.

‘Won’t you report this to the police?’ I asked.

‘No.’

‘What if the man attacks another woman?’

She didn’t reply. As she reached the top of the steps at Calder Bar Colette made it to the walkway. Colette’s expression of surprise must have matched my own when I’d seen the victim sitting up on the stone slabs. The victim, now alive and seemingly well, breezed past Colette without even glancing at her. Colette turned from the woman to me; she held out her hands at either side of her as if to ask: What the hell’s happening?


Words seemed inadequate so I replied with an expressive shrug: Search me. For a moment we stood on the wall to ease our own conscience that the woman wasn’t attacked again, or didn’t slump unconscious on the pavement. As if bursting with vitality the woman that I’d believed was a corpse marched briskly along the street to become lost amongst people ambling home after a night out at the pub. 

‘Well …’ The word was inadequate to express what I was feeling. ‘I guess that concludes the excitement for tonight.’ 

Colette seemed troubled. ‘Did she just wake up then say she was perfectly OK?’

‘I didn’t see her come to. I was near the tower then noticed she’d sat up. She didn’t look groggy or even—’ 

‘Just like Lauren,’ Colette interrupted. ‘She was attacked in the same place. I came up here to find Lauren dead. One minute later she stood up, declared there was nothing wrong with her, then she marched back to the house.’

‘Maybe they were both stunned by a Tazer?’

‘What?’

‘A Tazer … it’s a high-voltage stun gun that—’

‘I know what a Tazer is, John. It doesn’t kill people stone dead then resurrect them five minutes later.’

‘Well, what’s your explanation then?’

She grimaced. ‘You best come back to the house. I’ve more to tell you … and it’s no good checking your watch. Your last train left ten minutes ago.’

‘Last train?’ My turn to grimace. ‘You know, Colette, you make the last train part sound ominous?’ 

‘Yeah … what I’m going to tell you is ominous, too.’

I did look at my watch. She was right. My train was long gone. It was thundering northwards back home to Scotland without me.

A thought occurred. ‘We’ll have to stay here until the ambulance arrives. I’ll explain that their casualty scarpered.’ 

She scowled. ‘I haven’t called one. The payphone was vandalized.’ Then she added, ‘We might as well go back home.’ 

Despite my sense of foreboding I walked alongside her as we descended into the pit of shadows that was the staircase.


 



Colette locked the front door of the house behind us. I noticed she had the edgy manner of someone who’s afraid they are being followed. Then she’d nearly been thrown from the city walls tonight. Who wouldn’t keep looking back over their shoulder?

She switched on the lights. More lights than were necessary. Another sign of her edginess? The city’s many churches struck midnight. Twelve shimmering tolls of the bell that haunted the night before dying away to foreboding silence.

‘We both could use a coffee.’ She led the way through into the kitchen where she switched on every light. ‘You have milk and sugar, don’t you?’

‘Without for me. I’m cutting down.’

‘So you aim to live to a ripe old age?’ 

There was something strained about the way she voiced it, but all I did was make a quip about preferring around a bucketful of brandy, bearing in mind the kind of night we had.

‘Apart from some old sherry kicking around the bottom of the fridge coffee’s the strongest thing we’ve got.’

‘Coffee’s fine by me, then.’ I leaned back against the worktop. My distorted reflections faced me in the copper pans hanging on the opposite wall. Outside a truck’s horn called through the darkness. The kind of sound you suspect lost souls make as they voice their eternal despair. 

Colette filled the kettle, then switched on. As she took two big brown mugs from the cupboard I noticed the marks on her face. ‘Let’s take a look at those.’

‘Huh?’

‘You grazed your face when you fell.’

‘Pushed,’ she corrected. ‘The bastard.’

‘Looks as if you’ve brought some of the moss from the wall back with you as well.’

I tore kitchen tissue from the roll, moistened it with warm water, then I shushed her as she started to protest. After she assented with a grudging shrug, she let me dab the grazes clean before wiping away streaks of green moss.

‘Could have been worse.’

‘It very nearly was.’

I grimaced for her. ‘It’s a fair drop from the walkway to the road. The madman needs locking up.’

‘I’m not referring to being thrown from the wall.’ She flinched as I dabbed a bloody scrape on her jawline.

I asked, ‘You mean what happened to Lauren and the woman we saw tonight?’

‘Yup.’

‘But both are alive and well now?’

‘Are they?’

‘As far as I can tell,’ I told her. ‘The woman walked away. Lauren’s acting weird, but if she can stand in the window to watch us running up and down the wall that means she’s with us in the land of the living.’

‘Relatively speaking. You can pass me the coffee … please.’

Her manner irritated me again. I stepped away from her, dropped the tissue with its moss stains, into the pedal bin, then passed her the jar of coffee with a snappish, ‘You said you were going to reveal something ominous, as you put it. Are you going to get to the point, or are you going to simply drop mysterious hints all bloody night?’ 

‘So, John Helvetes, your innate sensitivity hasn’t deserted you after all. Coffee.’

She plonked the mug on the worktop beside me.

‘I’m sorry that bastard nearly threw you off the wall, but—’

‘Thank you for saving my life. Bad mannered of me not to have thanked you.’

‘Bollocks to that, Colette. You don’t have to thank me; in fact, I’d have ripped the sod’s head off if I’d got my hands on him.’

She did a little double-take, as if my anger over the stranger’s attack surprised her, maybe even touched her, too.

‘Right.’ The anger motivated me. ‘We’ll telephone the police. If we can’t report the attack on the woman, we can report the attack on you. OK?’ Then came a whisper of doubt. ‘If they believe us, that is.’

‘Of course they will. I videotaped it all; remember the camera in the attic?’

‘You did as well!’ I clapped my hands together with a triumphant whoop. ‘Colette, you’re a genius.’ I playfully grabbed her shoulders before planting a smacking kiss on her forehead.

‘No. I wouldn’t do that.’ She backed away from me, her eyes down.

‘Sorry. I was always a clumsy lummox when it came to personal boundaries. I didn’t mean to …’ I felt awkward now.

‘No … I didn’t mind the kiss … not as such.’ She shrugged her shoulder, tried to make eye contact, flushed then looked down at her coffee. ‘In fact, it’s nice to have human contact again. It’s been a while … somehow I’ve ended up on the shelf … you know … work. It’s easy to get out of the habit of going out. You forget to look for, hmmm … romance I suppose you’d call it.’ She sighed hugely. For some reason this was uncomfortable for her. ‘God, yes, John. You’re right. I keep putting this off. It’s stupid of me but I couldn’t bring myself to tell you.’

I pulled a chair out from the kitchen table. ‘Come on, take the weight off your feet.’ 

‘Thanks.’

She sat down. I chose the chair opposite. ‘OK, if you want to share anything with a big lummox Scotsman, Colette, now’s your chance.’

The noise she made combined her clearing her throat, a laugh and a single, heart-wrenching sob. ‘OK. I remember crying on your shoulder when I got dumped by Vince at uni so this shouldn’t leave me feeling too weird.’ 

My stomach muscles tightened. I suspected her revelation wasn’t going to make for happy listening. ‘Whenever you want, old pal. No hurry.’

‘OK.’ She took a swallow of coffee. ‘I rented this house with Lauren three years ago. About the time you first started seeing her.’

I nodded. Until the break up twelve months ago I’d made the trip south from Scotland every weekend for nigh on two years. The day they moved in I helped them lug their leather sofa of spine-wrenching dimensions up to the first-floor lounge.

She continued, ‘I’m a numbers woman. I work freelance to assess not only how people behave, but what gender group or age group favours a particular product or activity. Last year, for instance, I sat in a newsagent’s so I could count how many women under the apparent age of thirty bought a particular make of confectionary with their magazines. Then I’d report my findings back to the market research company that had hired me.’ She gave a tired smile. ‘I call myself the Statistic Detective. This year I’ve been studying the age distribution of people visiting York during the evening. It’s to assess whether only a narrow band of people in a particular age group are visiting the pubs and restaurants, or whether there’s a wide range of evening visitors. Of course, this means two things, principally. I work at night. Plus I spend hours watching the public – either arriving at the car-parks, or bus or train station, or those walking into the city.’ 

‘And you can only access the city through the gates in the walls.’

‘Precisely. Because there are only a very small number of access points through the walls it channels people into more concentrated streams, which makes life easier for me. So as a people watcher I noticed when they started to change.’ 

‘Change how?’

‘I noticed over a period of around six months that whereas before it tended to be mainly groups of young people coming into town now there are more people who arrive by themselves.’

‘So?’

‘So, it’s a marked shift in behavioural patterns. I’ve got the facts and figures on file, but just off the top of my head I can remember that during a three-hour period on a Friday evening in April just twenty-eight people arrived by themselves. In September it was a hundred and twenty. More than four times as many sole visitors than six months earlier.’ 

‘The nights were lighter in September?’ The guess was a haphazard one.

‘John, come on, you know sunset and sunrise times are virtually the same in September as they are in April.’ 

‘Correction understood. So what do you make of the fact that more people now walk into the city by themselves than in the company of friends?’

‘It doesn’t seem much on the surface, but that is a radical change in behaviour. I recognize specific individuals, too, that all through the summer would be rolling into town with their friends, they’re laughing, joking, very outgoing. Now they arrive by themselves and, to put it mildly, they look as miserable as sin.’

‘Could be a big employer’s closed down so there’s been mass redundancies. That leads to a big percentage of jobless people; naturally, they are so fed up at being skint they just mooch into the city centre to kill time.’

‘Then there’s the other crucial factor.’

‘Which is?’

‘The stranger on the walls. The one who attacked Lauren a few days ago, and then the girl tonight.’

‘Him? What’s he got to do with a change in social behaviour?’

‘Quite a lot, in fact.’ She bit her lip. ‘I have to tell you this, John. One night I went out onto the section of wall that overlooks the station. I was filming people leave the station, when I felt someone grab me from behind.’

‘Oh, God, Colette.’ I stared at her not knowing what to say next. 

‘I tried to yell, but he grabbed hold of my mouth and jaw, actually grabbed it to hold it shut. I’ve never felt hands as strong as that.’ Her eyes slipped into a glassy stare as she recalled what happened. ‘It was the same man we saw tonight.’ 

‘Are you sure?’

‘What if I tell you I could smell this almost overpowering odour of spices? Things like frankincense and cinnamon.’

I grunted in something close to shock. ‘That’s what I smelled tonight when I saw him on the wall.’

‘Try this.’ She held her arm out to me. ‘You can smell spices on my sleeve from when he grabbed hold of me tonight, before trying to throw me off the wall.’

I didn’t even have to lean forward much further as the sweet smell of exotic spices reached me. Among them was the piquant breath of frankincense that I remembered so well from that Holy Land Christmas card.

My lips were dry when I licked them. That dryness that comes with nervous tension. ‘It happened to you? You collapsed unconscious?’ 

‘Not bloody likely.’ Colette vented the words with feeling. ‘He was standing behind me. He was whispering: ‘Stand still, be calm’. It was weird. We were standing there in the dark on top of the wall where it overlooks the train station. All these people were flooding toward the pubs. I could see them laughing. A group of girls were dressed as nuns but wearing short skirts and high heels. A hen party I suppose. And coming down the street were two men in sailor uniforms; one was blowing a bugle. Everyone was so carefree, while I was being held on the wall by a man who smelt like the spice counter in a delicatessen. All the time, he kept whispering in this odd, snaky hiss that I should stay calm, not struggle, not call out. When I nodded I felt him loosen his grip on my mouth just a bit. So, you know me, John, like a bull in a china shop at the best of times. Even though I couldn’t see him I jerked my head back as hard as I could. It made my day when I heard something crunch. He gave this massive grunt. It sounded like someone had kicked a buffalo up its backside. Then he shoved me forward so hard against the wall it winded me. By the time I managed to turn round to see who the bastard was, he’d run so far along the wall all I could made out was this shadowy figure. But, my God, I reeked of frankincense and that sharp peppercorn smell, you know? When you smell a pepper mill just after you’ve used it?’ 

‘Good for you.’ Relief washed through me. ‘At least he didn’t knock you out like the others.’

‘No, I was wide awake. In fact I felt on fire I was so wide-awake. Next thing, I started yelling down at the crowds of people for help, and that the man who had attacked me was running along the wall.’ 

‘And?’

She huffed. ‘Those that heard just waved back.’ She shook her head. ‘They thought I was a drunk celebrating losing my drawers or something.’ A tight smile reached her lips. ‘At least I wasn’t hurt. It was anger more than anything.’ She took a swallow of coffee. ‘Then I came home to tell Lauren what happened. Of course she insisted on checking me over to make sure I hadn’t been hurt. She found blood in the back of my hair. At first she thought I’d cut my scalp but she couldn’t find a wound.’

‘So it was the attacker’s blood.’

‘Yes, and proud of it I was. I was pleased that I’d inflicted some damage on the rat. Anyway, I showered good and hard to make sure I washed the blood out of my hair.’

‘Police?’

‘No, I talked myself out of reporting it. Too much hassle, the police will never catch him, no real harm done. That kind of reasoning. Ridiculous really, but there you go.’

‘So you think this man is preying on young women? That he might have attacked dozens?’

‘It’s more than that. He’s infecting them.’

‘What?’ 

‘Infecting them. Listen.’ She took a deep breath then locked her eyes on mine. ‘To put it bluntly I’ve got the immune system of a mule. I never get colds. My mother’s the same. She worked as a nurse in India for five years when she left college; she never had so much as a stomach bug. Whenever there’s a flu epidemic I know when I’ve got the virus in my system. The glands come up in my neck like golf balls; my temperature rises, but that’s all. My antibodies kill the bug. Within twenty-four hours I’m back to normal. I don’t even get a cough or a runny nose. It was the same after the man attacked me. The following morning my forehead felt hot. My neck was stiff because the glands were enlarged. I knew I had some bug in my system. Though this was the worst I’ve known. My blood must have been a battleground. But a couple of days later my temperature dropped, the glands were back to normal, I was right as rain.’ 

‘Infected you, Colette? But how? You don’t think it was—’

‘Sexually transmitted? No way. During the attack I was conscious all the time. Simple. I head butted him. He bled. His blood matted my hair. The bug got into me that way.’

I rubbed my face. ‘I follow that you, along with other people, have been attacked by the same man, but this part about him infecting people … are you saying this infection affects the way they behave?’

‘Yes.’ Her manner suggested she’d been driving that point home all along only it had taken a while for me to grasp the fact.

‘I don’t buy it.’

‘Oh …’ Colette pressed her fingers to her temples in frustration. ‘My statistics, my dry and boring statistics, point to this event taking place. They are evidence of a marked behavioural change in many women in this city. For some reason they now prefer to be alone rather than move around in groups of friends. This contradicts normal patterns of behaviour; specifically, that many women are wary about walking into cities alone at night.’ 

‘So this infection reduces their anxiety about walking alone?’

‘And many more factors, too, such as a reduced need for social contact, or even an active dislike of their old friends. Also a marked change in personality traits that can only—’

‘A virus does this? Colette, a virus makes you feverish and cough and feel crap. It doesn’t alter your preference in friends.’

‘No?’

‘No.’

Colette bit her lip, thinking hard. ‘In a few minutes I’ll take you up to see Lauren.’

‘And you think she’ll want to see me?’

‘I don’t doubt it for a moment. In fact, she’ll insist.’

Unease slithered through me. ‘You’re telling me Lauren is infected?’

‘Don’t let me impose my conclusions. After you’ve talked to her you decide.’ 

This did make me think that bit harder. ‘So what kind of virus can do this?’

‘I’m a statistician, not a doctor. My guess is as good as yours. It doesn’t have to be a virus, it could be bacterial – or something else.’

‘Something else?’ I winced at my foolish sounding echo of her words. But this had unsettled me now. I shot a glance in the direction of the stairs to Lauren’s bedroom. I fancied I heard the menacing creak of floorboards as she paced back and forth, perhaps sensing my presence down in the kitchen. 

Colette spoke softly, ‘When I found Lauren on the wall after she’d been attacked I was convinced she was dead. There wasn’t a heartbeat. A moment later she recovered consciousness, like that.’ She snapped her fingers. ‘One minute dead. The next minute she stood up insisting she was fine, and that she was going home. I know, I know, I’m no medical expert, so I might have been wrong about her being dead, but you saw how the woman looked tonight when we first found her. I know what your instinct told you.’ She took another swallow of coffee to ease her dry throat. ‘So Lauren comes home. Within an hour she’s feverish, her throat is sore; it’s like she’s coming down with the worst cold imaginable. She tells me her arms and legs ache, that she’s no energy. Soon she begins to suffer cramps to the point she can’t move. Later, I notice these yellowish weals on her skin. You know, like nettle stings? Her skin became lumpy as if it was going to start blistering. It took ages to get her into bed. Even when the cramps passed she could barely move. What she could do without any problem was scream at me that I shouldn’t call a doctor. As you can imagine I was worried sick, but within a few hours the symptoms abated. She seemed a bit odd in the way she moved … as if her muscles were stiff. But she was recovering, so I didn’t call an ambulance as I’d been promising myself.’ 

‘She’s all right now?’

‘Well … she’s not displaying those extreme symptoms. All right is debatable.’

‘So we call out the doctor. That’s the only solution, isn’t it?’

‘See her first, then we’ll decide.’

‘Does Kevin know?’ 

‘The husband-to-be?’ She grimaced. ‘I thought it best not to tell him. Don’t look at me like that, John. I’ve been trying to work out what’s the best for everyone. Call me idiotic, but I figured if all this cleared itself up and Lauren is perfectly OK then there’s no need to upset their wedding arrangements.’

How considerate of you. I thought it but didn’t say it. Maybe she read the response in my face anyway. 

‘Yes, John. I’m being loyal to my friend even though she wasn’t at all loyal to you. But everything I’ve done is for Lauren and Kevin. Maybe I was insanely optimistic in asking for your help.’ She looked wounded. She’d gone through hell herself. Here I was, not making things one jot better.

I smiled, and then leaned forward to squeeze her hand in mine. ‘That big Scottish lummox is here. He’ll do what’s for the best, too.’

My gesture of support, for what it was, moved her. She blinked. A tear rolled down her cheek. When she spoke again I realized she felt she could trust me with something she hadn’t planned to reveal.

‘You know, when Lauren was really sick I did some research. That’s a statistician’s training coming to the fore, huh? In times of crisis trawl the internet for a bunch of facts and figures. Well …’ She wiped her eye. ‘I did find something. It’s not definitive proof but it supports one aspect of what I’ve been telling you. Recently, universities in Britain, America and the Czech Republic have been involved in a joint research project into cats.’

When I raised an eyebrow she leaned forward to grip my hand. ‘Bear with me, John, it is relevant. Listen. There are around nine million domestic cats in Britain. Most of them carry a parasite called toxoplasma gondii – type that into a search engine and you’ll get all the proof you need I’m not making it up.’

‘I believe you. Go on.’

‘It’s been proved that this parasite has been transferred to the human population on a massive scale. Half of us are infected with it. Don’t worry, normally it doesn’t harm us. But scientists have shown that in certain cases infected people don’t display physical symptoms of the parasite. Instead, it induces changes in their behaviour. Infected men are apt to become aggressive; they have a tendency to be antisocial; they care less about their appearance; add a propensity to become scruffy and you’ve got clear evidence of real change. In women the parasite can induce modification of their personalities that lead them to becoming more warmhearted and easy-going. The downside is they become less trustworthy.’ 

‘And these changes are all down to a parasite?’

‘Yes. An emphatic yes! Humans became infected through close contact with cats, which originally became infected by eating rats that carried the bug.’

‘Jesus.’

‘But as I said, infection with the parasite doesn’t guarantee a behavioural change … only that it can occur in infected humans in certain cases.’

‘OK, let me catch up,’ I told her. ‘This stranger tried to infect you. However, for once he didn’t complete the process that involves knocking his victim out in someway. You broke the bastard’s nose with your head, so he got the hell out of there. However, his blood almost led to you being infected, but as you say you’ve the immune system of a mule, and this parasite, or virus, couldn’t get its hooks into you.’

‘That’s the size of it.’

‘Then he has infected other people. Now my question is why? What for? What’s his master plan?’

‘Ah,’ she stood up. ‘This is where I made one of those eureka connections.’ Crossing the floor she went to a cork noticeboard where picture postcards, reminders and shopping lists had been pinned. She tugged a piece of photocopied paper from where it had been attached by a pin.

‘A eureka connection?’ I tilted my head to one side, inviting elaboration.

‘When I was reading about the parasite found in cats’ brains for some reason an article I read years ago came back to me. I dug it out and copied the page. You know when you chip a tooth and keep running your tongue over it? You can’t stop yourself? Well, this quote was like that. I didn’t know why, but I guess it was instinct. Something was telling me that this quote, and the behaviour-altering bug were connected. It’s from a speech made to the Royal Society over a hundred years ago by Darwin’s son, Francis. Listen to this: It is impossible to know whether or not plants are
conscious; but it is consistent with the doctrine of continuity that in all living things there is something psychic, and if we accept this point of view we must believe that in plants there exists a faint copy of what we know as consciousness in ourselves. Go on, John tell me I’m nuts for making the connection.’ 

I met her gaze. Perhaps part of her wished that I recommended she visit a psychiatrist. Then she wouldn’t be forced to confront the reality of some new form of epidemic.

‘I haven’t heard that quotation before,’ I said after a moment’s pause. ‘But I have read that some scientists believe that nature demands, that in order to survive, creatures must develop intelligence. Intelligent plants are debatable. But you only have to take a look at apes and dolphins to know that animals are capable of developing a degree of intelligence.’ 

‘And now research shows that parrots and octopus have highly developed thought processes.’

‘And that includes microscopic organisms?’

‘Darwin said … what were his words? Ah … it is consistent with the doctrine of continuity that in all living things there is something psychic. By psychic he means psychological … a mental structure that constitutes a mind. Bingo!’ 

‘But intelligent bugs?’

‘Is there a natural law that precludes intelligent bacteria? Just think, John, we’re just a collection of single-cell creatures that find it convenient to all live under the one roof.’ She patted the top of her head. ‘So the cells are integrated and interdependent, but you compare a cell from heart tissue under a microscope with a cell from that cat parasite and they’re basically the same. They have the same physical structure with a mass of protoplasm contained in a membrane. Both self-replicate.’

‘And the reason why he – this man who smells of spices – is spreading the infection through the city?’ She began to answer but my words kept on coming as the truth hit me with a force that made my flesh crawl. ‘Survival of the fittest. Like we breed to populate the planet, the man is infecting as many women as he can in order for the parasite he carries to become the dominant species.’

‘Women? Why not men?’

‘Not just women, but young women. They’re likely to have children. Perhaps the infection can travel down the placenta.’ 

‘So that way he can spread the infection on a huge scale for generations to come … oh my God.’

I took a mouthful of coffee but it had all the allure of canal water right now. With a grimace I put the cup down on the table. ‘You said that in Britain there were nine million cats. You’re the statistics expert. How long do you think it took for them to be infected with this toxoplasma bug?’

‘Without more research it’s impossible to tell.’

‘Shoot from the hip – go on, I dare you.’

‘Once an influenza epidemic strikes a country it can infect the populations of its major cities within days. The cat parasite occurred originally in rats. It might have taken ten years to spread through the cat population, but then once it had got a grip on them it probably took only months to infect their owners.’

I rubbed my jaw as the implication sank in. ‘So, whatever the nature of the plague this man is spreading, it could infect everyone in this country inside a year.’ 

‘If they’re not naturally immune. Which I appear to be. Also, it might not be so easily contracted. Possibly, he might be the only one who can infect people.’ She glanced at the clock. ‘Half past one. I think the time is ripe for you to see Lauren.’

See Lauren? There were compelling reasons not to. A voice in the back of my head begged me to leave the house, don’t look back, go to the station, wait for the first morning train back to Edinburgh. And yet … and yet … I nodded. Cold waves washed through my blood as we climbed the stairs. When we passed a window Colette didn’t pause but I looked out. A crescent moon hung like a curving steel blade in the sky. It reminded me of the executioner’s axe that had sent so many heads to be impaled on spikes above this city’s gates in ancient times. My eyes were drawn to that long and lonely section of wall, just part of the citadel’s fortification. There, a hundred yards away from me, high on the wall, stood a lone figure. It didn’t move. I could see nothing but a silhouette. 

It was him. I didn’t doubt it for a moment. The him who stalked the walls at the dead of night. What’s more, I didn’t doubt that he stared at me as I looked out of the window. Is he waiting for me? Does he want to speak to me? Perhaps he has someway of divining what Colette and I have been discussing. Now, does he want to share his own thoughts with me? Or does he merely want to fill my veins with his disgusting, squirming parasite? 

‘John.’ Colette’s soft voice came down the stairs to me. ‘Are you ready to see Lauren now?’


 



‘John! It’s lovely to see you again!’

So I went and asked myself: What did you expect, John? A zombie creature? Someone with a grey face and eyes that stared like a dead fish? Or something vampiric? Pointed teeth, blood-red lips and a big, black cape? 


Lauren was profoundly normal. No, better than normal. She moved lightly across the floor toward me. She was dressed in black trousers that were complimented by a crisp orange top. Her eyes sparkled. Her short auburn hair had been neatly brushed. Lauren always wore an expression of someone about to burst into a delighted smile. This was the expression she wore now. What more can I add? Here was a healthy young woman in smart clothes that didn’t have so much as a crease; she didn’t have a hair out of place. The only off-key note was that she could have been a professional woman just about to head off to the office while, in reality, the time was nudging its way toward two in the morning. 

What now? I remember asking myself. All I can do is talk to her, study how she acts and then take it from there.

Lauren still advanced on me. Her face broke into that beautiful smile that I remembered from when we were planning to marry. She raised her arms out, happy to hug her old flame. Something went zing in my heart. I found myself smiling as she lifted her face to kiss me on the lips.

‘No.’ Colette moved in to put her arm up between us. ‘That’s not a good idea.’

Lauren laughed in disbelief. ‘It’s only a kiss?’

‘No. Not until we know what’s going on here.’

Lauren scrunched her shoulders up in amusement. All the time she was smiling. ‘John? Isn’t Colette a fuss-pot?’ She still reached out to touch my arm. ‘She’ll be wanting to know if we’ve washed our hands every time we take a pee.’

‘Lauren, this is serious.’ Certainly Colette wasn’t smiling. ‘Would you sit down please?’ 

Lauren laughed, then saluted. ‘Ay, ay, sir.’ Obedient, she sat on the bed, her spine straight, her hands clasping her knees as if sitting to attention.

‘OK, John, what do you make of her?’

This was a bold question. Like a surgeon asking a doctor’s opinion of a patient. Normally it would be a rude question, but then these weren’t normal times.

‘Lauren is …’ I cleared my throat. This felt awkward. ‘Lauren’s a picture of health. She’s in good spirits.’

‘Absolutely!’ Lauren beamed.

I looked from Lauren to Colette. ‘Maybe too euphoric.’

‘So, I’m on a high,’ Lauren laughed.

‘Too high,’ Colette corrected.

‘Oh, sweet Fanny Adams, Colette.’ Lauren hugged her knees in delight. ‘Is it a crime to be happy these days?’

‘Not a crime, but cause for concern if a person is euphoric for no obvious reason at an inappropriate time.’

Lauren snorted, even so she still grinned. ‘Inappropriate time. When did you turn into Miss Killjoy? I’m happy because John is here. I haven’t seen him in months, Miss Killjoy Grumpy-boots!’

‘We didn’t part amicably,’ I reminded her.

‘Pooh! Water under the bridge.’

‘Christ, Lauren. I went through hell when you dumped me for Kevin.’

‘John, why do you make everything into such a big melodrama?’ Still she smiled as if chatting to old friends about some harmlessly amusing incident from the past. 

Not this. I clenched my fists. My heart pounded in my chest. I knew she was making me angry with this relentlessly happy-go-lucky mood. ‘Colette told me what happened, Lauren. She saw you being attacked by a man on the city wall. You collapsed. When she reached you, you were unconscious. In fact, Colette convinced herself you were dead.’ 

‘She was dead,’ Colette insisted. 

‘Yeah, look how dead I am now. See an optician … if you can, Colette.’ This struck her as being exceptionally funny. Lauren held one hand over her mouth as she laughed.

‘Lauren—’ 

‘Look, John, to be honest, I think Colette is suffering from clinical Spinster-syndrome. She’s envious about me marrying Kevin next week. So she runs to you with tales of calamity, just so she can make a mess of all my arrangements.’ 

I pulled a chair from the dressing-table and sat in front of her. ‘OK. Tell me what happened to you on the wall.’

‘I was strolling along, just happened to start talking to a man. Then I took ill … probably all the stress of planning the wedding. I blacked out. The poor man was probably helping me back to my feet when Colette, here, comes hurtling along the walkway like the Charge of the flipping Light Brigade and scares my good Samaritan half to death. He legs it leaving me to be nursed … or should that be jailed, Colette? … for the last God knows how many days.’

‘Jesus Christ, Colette.’ I felt my jaw drop. ‘You locked her in here?’

Colette shrugged with anguish. ‘What else was I supposed to do? After she stopped being ill she acted so weird. Either staring into space like she was in a trance or elated like you see her now.’

I stood up, then walked to the window. ‘So, Lauren, you don’t know who the stranger was?’

Lauren beamed as she sat there on the end of the bed. ‘Never saw him before in my life.’ Again the honey-sweet smile. ‘Satisfied?’

There was a gap in the curtains. I’d looked out as she’d replied to my question. Now I pulled aside the curtain. ‘He means nothing to you, then?’ I nodded at the window. ‘The man on the wall?’ 

Colette stiffened as she stared out of the window at the tall, shadow-figure standing on the medieval wall. The stranger appeared to be staring at Lauren’s bedroom window. In the gloom there was no face I could make out, only a dark mass above the torso.

Lauren smiled. Only there was a sense of it being artificial now. ‘No one that I know,’ she remarked.

With the light burning in the bedroom there was no doubt he could see us clearly enough. For a moment nobody moved. We watched each other. Three people in a room. One man on a wall. The silver blade of a moon hung in the dark sky above him. Hardly any traffic moved on the streets at this time of night. A white mist had begun to creep in from the river. It flowed slowly in pale streams along the pavement. Soon it began to pool in yards and alleyways as if York was gradually drowning beneath a ghost lake. 

Then, smoothly, the figure on the wall began to move. It reached the steps we’d climbed earlier to find the prone woman. Moments later it glided down through the mist to the road. Partially submerged beneath that white vapour, there was something predatory about the stranger. I thought about the lone killer shark swimming in from the depths of the ocean to coastal shallows where it would search for easy prey. The man moved swiftly. There was a confidence there. A man with a destination in mind…. 

‘He’s coming,’ I said.

I glanced at Lauren. She was on her feet now. Her eyes burned with an eerie light as she watched the man approach.

‘Wait here.’ Colette hurried to the door.

‘You’re not going to let him in?’ The thought of him in the house appalled me.

‘No way. I’m going to check the door’s locked.’

‘You locked it. I remember you did it when we came in tonight.’

‘Not the front door. The back door!’ By this time she was racing down the stairs.

I took a step nearer to the window. The stranger crossed the road in front of the house. He moved with an eerie gliding motion toward the house. There was no front garden so the moment he crossed over he’d be at the door. I recalled the scent of spices he carried. For a moment I thought I detected a wraith-like trace of it riding the back of the night air through the gap in the window into the room. 

‘Colette’s not here,’ Lauren whispered. ‘So she can’t do anything to stop us.’

I’d been so preoccupied with the arrival of the stranger I didn’t anticipate what she’d do next. I’d been trying to make out the man’s face. Still too dark to see. Although, I had the impression he wore a long black coat that reached down below his knees. Then I instinctively turned as Lauren used that gently inviting tone that she’d used so many times before when we shared her bed in this very room. ‘John….’ 

The second I turned to her she leaned forward. Her lips pressed against mine. A warm, affectionate kiss. That’s all. For a second I froze. In one sense it was completely natural. She’d kissed me like this ten thousand times before. Then the alarm bell rang somewhere inside.

She’s kissed me.


Ten minutes ago I was talking to Colette about epidemics. About contagion and infection. I stared at Lauren who gave a little shrug; the smile never left her mouth. 

‘There. Didn’t hurt one bit, did it, John?’

I found myself hissing, ‘You shouldn’t have done that.’

She shrugged. ‘I kissed you. So? I can’t unkiss you, can I?’

The pulse in my neck thudded loud in my ears. The kiss hadn’t been a passionate one. Even so, I felt a little of Lauren’s saliva forming a cool patch on my lips. Straightaway I dragged the back of my hand across my mouth. That same area of cooling moisture was transferred to my knuckles. It chilled the skin as if I’d brushed the area with a chunk of ice. My eyes went from my hand to Laura and then back again. Somehow I expected to see my hand glow in some vivid hue; an iridescent turquoise or electric purple perhaps; I was so convinced I’d see a dazzling splash of colour there that proved the saliva swarmed with potent bacteria. A germ that had the power to change the way I think. Instead I saw the glaze of moisture from my lips, which in turn had originated from the mouth of my ex-girlfriend. Even so, that glimmer of saliva didn’t so much evaporate as soak into my skin with nothing short of predatory eagerness.

‘See?’ Lauren said with an impish smile. ‘Lot of fuss over nothing.’ 

I stared at her. My blood rushed from the blood vessels in my hand, up through the veins in my arm, then roared toward my heart where that fist-sized pump of pure muscle thrust my blood up the carotid artery to my brain. Tiny capillaries in my lips busy with the same task. Blood jetted along the venous highways to the body’s grand central station, the heart – from there it would be punched out to every part of the body.

A tingle started in my lower back. My tongue felt as if it had formed a coat in seconds. 

‘I feel odd,’ I said. The walls of the room appeared to roll back leaving my sense of space skewed. The floor was too far away. The window appeared as big as a warehouse door. The moon didn’t seem so much as a light reflecting body hanging in the sky but a rip in the blackstuff of space. There a light shone through. Behind that an eye … I’m sure it was an eye. Staring at me. Only me….

‘I think …’ I didn’t complete the sentence.

‘Think what, John?’

‘I think something might be happening to me. My head hurts….’

‘It’s just a bug,’ she said airily. ‘I’ll bring you some painkillers. Then you best go to bed.’

‘Don’t leave me, Lauren. I ache. It feels like cramp … I can’t move my legs.’

‘I’ll be right back. Don’t worry.’

‘Lauren?’

But she’d gone. I couldn’t move my head but I could roll my eyes downward, even though they felt like hot stones in their sockets. I managed to see my hand. It was flushed, red looking. The joints had swollen. The skin around the nails had puffed so the nails resembled peculiar white flakes of candle wax stuck to the flesh. My heart no longer thudded in my chest so much as squelched; as if it pumped a liquid that was far thicker than blood. I imagined some substance closer to a ruddy paste being laboriously forced through the arteries.

Then a thudding … it was slow … monotonous … gradually increasing in volume.

He’s coming up the stairs…. 

I tried to move my arms but the muscles had locked tight. My fingers trembled. That was as much movement as I could manage.

John! He’s coming up the stairs!


Dear God, I know he is. But what can I do? I stood there in the window. Outside, the mist flowed up to the houses. I fancied I saw dark shapes swim through the fog. Predatory, shark creatures … but of course my eyes weren’t functioning properly. What I’d always considered to be small now seemed very large. While the big had dwindled to tiny. The double bed receded to matchbox size proportions. The battery in a radio was bigger than the appliance that contained it. That doesn’t make sense, but the reality at the moment screamed otherwise. While the wall that ran around the city had assumed the dimensions of a cliff face of blazingly white stone. In olden times the heads of the executed were impaled on spikes there. Now I saw bloated heads of impossible size fruit from the walls on their bizarre vines of iron. Heads bulged in profusion, like a cluster of hideous grapes. Eyes bulged from the chuckling faces as they stared at me. 

Then they began to call, ‘John. John. John….’

I tried to blink the nightmare away. Only my eyelids refused to close. Those eyes dripped blood. Rats scampered among the matted hair of the dead-alive heads that bayed mocking laughter at me.

Of course. You know what’s happened, don’t you? The question I asked myself I answered in a croak: ‘She’s done it to you … Lauren’s infected you.’ 

And all the time I heard the clump, clump, clump as the stranger climbed the stairs to the bedroom. Without being able to turn my head as I stood there, a living statue, I saw the tall shape from the edge of my eye. It entered. Paused then walked toward the bed.

I could smell freshly crushed peppercorns blended with frankincense, nutmeg and cinnamon. Still I couldn’t see the man clearly. I had the impression of height, of a thin build. A movement of his arm revealed the mottled skin of a grey hand. Black patches extended into the fingernails. Then it was gone. Following it was a blurred shape that bounced onto the bed. 

Colette lay on her back on the bed. She was staring at me. Though she was no longer seeing.

‘What do you want me to do now?’ Lauren’s voice.

Then came a sound that started as a wet crackle; a noise suggestive of advanced lung disease. But through the crackle came a hissing voice. ‘Telephone the police. Tell them that your ex-boyfriend killed Colette when she tried to prevent him entering the house.’ The figure stooped so it could pat Colette’s stricken face. ‘Make sure they understand that she died a hero’s death saving you … from this monster.’ 

The man must have turned toward me when he hissed the words, ‘from this monster’. The stench of spices with an undertow of moist fungus odours made me flinch despite the paralysis. 

‘And don’t worry,’ he breathed at me. ‘The muscle spasm won’t last long. And in exchange for a few brief hours of discomfort you will be guaranteed a long, healthy life. Did I say long? An exceptionally long life indeed. Those delightful little chaps you now carry in your veins will keep every kind of cancer and virus at bay.’ The stench of spices mixed with the stink of rot was so strong I knew he stood close to me. I even felt his damp breath on the side of my head. It had all the flesh crawling quality of an ancient cellar being opened after years of disuse as he whispered. ‘No need to thank me now … maybe when you’re up to, it, hmm?’ 

Still I couldn’t move. My muscles had locked tight. The infection must have launched an aggressive attack on every cell of my body. All I saw of the pair now were their shadows cast on the wall in front of me. The tall thin one of the man together with the shorter one of Lauren. If I rolled my eyes to the right I could see Colette lying dead on the bed. The Lauren shadow vanished. I heard the pat of her feet descending stairs. She was going to the telephone in the hallway so she could call the police. 

My left arm gave a wrenching spasm. My fingers twitched. A pain like a hot metal skewer being driven down the marrow of my forearm blasted through me. My arm swung down loosely. Although it seemed incredibly heavy I realized I had its use back. I flexed my fingers. Then moved the wrist as I rotated the shoulder blade. Almost simultaneously I found I was able to twist my head. Now I saw the back of the thin man in his long black coat as he stooped over the dead woman on the bed. She fascinated him. 

‘Immune,’ he sighed. ‘Such an exquisite rarity. Do we pity her? Or do we admire her biology? On the one hand she’d have aged quickly and died. On the other, her immune system defeated what I coined Omega Bacillus – the germ that ended death.’ He gave a coughing chuckle. ‘How sublime.’

Those pains came again through my other limbs. After each one I found I could move my arms and legs. A savage jag of pain tore at my back. As the pain started to fade away I realized that locking cramp had evaporated from my body. When the man stroked Colette’s face with a finger as mottled as the skin of a newt I could stand it no more. OK, so I wasn’t thinking straight. Already a fever burned behind my eyes. But I lunged at the stranger. Grabbed his arms, then hauled him from Colette. 

‘Don’t you touch her!’ I screamed the words. ‘You bastard! You dirty, filthy bastard!’


I want to hurt him! The words screamed through my mind. I want to hurt him. I want to see him bleed! I want him to beg for mercy!


But how? 


Even though I held him he managed to twist round so he could bring his face close to mine.

So this is it. This is the murderer. I stared into a face that resembled one of those moons that bleakly orbit worlds far from the sun. It was riven with diagonal gullies. They ran from the left temple down to the right-hand side of his jaw in channels so deep they exposed bare bone in grey stripes. The fleshless nose had sunk so as to resemble twin moist pits; the ruined remains of his nostrils. I couldn’t tell whether he was black or white. There was a Dalmatian pattern of both there. The over-large eyes were perfectly round with a sticky brightness. They were ringed with concentric circles of black, red and grey. While the mouth was little more than a shrivelled hole through which I glimpsed yellow fragments of teeth. Now the reek of peppercorns, frankincense and cinnamon underpinned by the stench of rotting meat exploded into my face with a power that made me lurch back. I cried out because I saw that the spices had been stuffed into ulcerated fissures in his face. Some of the gashes had been crudely stitched shut with crisscrosses of surgical gut to form a row of xxxx. A split in the skin that had once allowed a scalp sprouting strands of dull black hair to lift up from the skull had been stapled shut – just. It oozed a red fluid from between scabbed edges. 

The man belched words into my face: ‘Now aren’t I a pretty boy? Hah! Aren’t I a pretty boy to favour many a fine lady with my kisses?’ 

That fevered heat soared inside my head. Rational thought all but escaped me as the infection toasted my brains. I didn’t know whether to laugh or scream at the face in front of me.

‘Some call me Johnny Nightmare,’ belched the man, washing my face with disgusting odours. ‘Or the Knucker Boy, or Bob o’ the Plague Pit. I’ve been known by all those names but mostly I’m Jack of Bones … the same good old Jack of Bones who makes his supper from ladies’ fancies and manhood once-a-rampant.’ 

He almost sang the words. The black-lipped mouth formed a slit. Good God, this thing is grinning at me. As it did so, it tilted its head to one side to watch me. I saw huge abscesses in its mottled neck had been stuffed with spices. Some fresh. Most, however, were old. Moistened by weeping sores the ground spices formed a paste that oozed to leave glistening smears on the black coat. 

The room lurched around me in sickening swings. Fever spread through me in a scalding tide. Now I wanted to break free of the creature’s grip. Every pathogen known to man seemed to swim in the toxic pus that leaked from the glistening eyes.

Then I saw Colette on the bed. Her dead eyes stared at me. They demanded I act. She was always the strong one. Colette faced up to challenges. She might fear people but she would never let that fear stop her. Once she’d seen a woman being mugged. Even though there were three of the thugs she waded in alone to fight them best she could. A day later she was still in hospital with a fractured cheekbone. But she’d held down one of the guys despite the kicks from the others until the police arrived. Colette’s lifeless eyes met mine. I clamped my teeth together. I still had that grip on the man’s arms. He gripped me, too – so much the better!

With a howl loud enough to make even those toxic eyes widen in shock I swung the man round until his back was at the window. Then I pushed so hard I heard the crack of tendons in my shoulders. He was strong but his centre of gravity was poor. With a snarl of fury he toppled backward. 

I watched as the window framed his head. Above the matted hair were stars shining around the crescent moon. Then there was a whiteout effect as the glass pane shattered the moment his skull struck it.

Even though I released my grip on him, he kept his fingers hooked round my upper arms. His weight took me with him. He fell backwards through the window first. I followed.

It was a drop of perhaps fifteen feet. My fever-powered instincts drove me to keep his body between the ground and me. When the concussion came it was enormous. An avalanche, a tidal wave, a bomb blast all at once. The air slammed from my body. But I realized one thing. The man hit the road before me. I landed on top of him. It may be imagination, but I was convinced I heard the snap of his breaking bones as he cushioned my fall. So much for Jack of Bones! Most of his were now shattered. Despite everything I smiled with pleasure at the thought of his skeleton reduced to devastated ruin. 

I rolled to one side panting. The effects of the fever distorted my vision so much that the row of houses seemed to soften then lean forward, so their eye-like windows could gaze down at me. The moon was an Arab dhow made of pure silver sailing through the night sky; the Milky Way its sea.

The man grunted. Then sat up.

‘You think you’ve got the better of Jack of Bones, my young friend? Pah! This anatomy will mend.’ The eyes narrowed as the mouth formed that smile, which was more like a slit in rotting leather. Even with this dim streetlight I noticed the fall from the window had opened a fresh ravine in that ruin of a face. Instead of being blackish, the new wound glistened as red as raw steak. ‘A little more work with needle and thread. Pack another quarter ounce of frankincense into the wound, then I’ll continue my merry dance. Ha! What fun little fellow. What fun!’ 

‘Who are you?’ My voice had all the grogginess of a broken-down drunk.

‘I bring good news. The best news! I’m here to cure one and all, the rich and the poor, of all that ails them.’

‘You infect people … you disease them … you …’ My head swam I could barely keep my head up from the ground as the man’s parasites embedded themselves into my brain.

‘But I ask you this? Do you feel pain?’ He sat there in the road staring at me with those slickly oozing eyes. ‘No, you don’t. You’ve cracked ribs no doubt. I can see you broke your nose in the fall. So … touch the cracked bone for yourself, if you don’t believe me. There … I’m telling the truth, aren’t I? Feel the kink? See the blood on your hands?’

I grunted as he stood up.

‘Hah! And one of my wrist bones has fractured. But we don’t feel pain, do we? That’s the benefit of playing host to this heaven-sent germ. My darling Omega Bacillus. It’s switched off our pain receptors. And you, my friend, will feel it endow many more benefits over the next few days. Now …’ He twisted his own arm to relocate the elbow joint that had been dislocated in the fall. The snapping sound echoed along the deserted street. ‘Now, time to take my leave of you as I see you have visitors.’ 

I peered along the road. Through the mist block-like shapes approached. Spinning lights turned the mist from white to electric blue.

Limping slightly, the tall figure hurried in the direction of the city wall at Calder Bar. Meanwhile, the sirens penetrated the inner fog that had gathered around my brain as the fever tightened its grip. Then the image of Colette’s dead face came back to me. Resolute Colette who fought back so fiercely when life attacked her. She must have fought the stranger when he found a way into the house. 

‘Wait … I’m not letting you get away with this.’ I meant to shout the words but they came in grunts. With the whoop of approaching police cars he wouldn’t have heard anyway. But I would make him hear. Oh, yes I would make this Jack of Bones hear me until my voice made him sick to the very heart.

And yet … and yet, damn him, he was right. When I stood up I felt no pain even though blood poured from a rip in my thigh. My index finger was crooked where the bone had snapped. But no pain. If anything there was a buzzing sensation that felt like a very mild electrical stimulation; nothing I would describe as being even remotely uncomfortable.

All of a sudden, cars seemed to roar from a huge distance to materialize in front of Colette’s door. My perceptions were still skewed. Houses quivered like jelly. Again the impossible physics of size. The policemen were far more gigantic than the cars that carried them. My head felt as if it would burst as I struggled with the concepts of contents possessing a greater volume than their container. A staggered turn revealed the house with its smashed window. The building pulsated as if it had become a living heart there at the side of the street. Looming from the doorway, appearing more like a polyp growing from living flesh than a separate entity, was Lauren. She waved her hands. Pointed at me. Yelled. 

‘There he is! That’s who attacked my friend!’ 

With a sudden burst of energy I ran for the ancient city wall. Behind me, a pair of policemen followed on foot. Another followed in the car that screamed like a banshee.

Maybe I couldn’t have been so badly hurt in the fall because I made it to the steps in a matter of seconds. I bounded up them two at a time until I reached the top. There, arms pumping, feet striding, the man who called himself Jack of Bones, loped along the walkway some twenty feet above the city’s ground level. For Colette I’d do this. I’d follow. Whatever it took I’d kill him with my bare hands.

Only the harder I ran the faster it drove the stranger’s germ through that complex network of veins and arteries. Skin burned as fever racked up the temperature. Stars burst above my head like balls of paint striking black infinity. Uncannily, the moon sailed round and around the Pole Star. The stone walkway by turns resembled the back of a pale snake or the smooth camber of a human tongue.

Jack of Bones had infected Lauren along with many others. I saw them now in the alleyways. Silent walkers who prowled the night seeking new hosts for the parasite – their contagion. They turned to stare up at me. And they knew that although I wasn’t yet one of them. I was becoming one of their kind. Above the city, the massive square towers of York Minster rose. A human dream rendered in stone. I glimpsed the river. It ran as a body of liquid silver. To my left across the road were the railway lines that drove north to a home I knew I would never see again. 

With what contagion had the man infected Lauren? What was it, exactly, that simmered in my blood? I thought of Colette so patiently explaining about the parasite that infected cats … that transferred to humans … that changed behaviour … For a moment a surge of vertigo caught me. I had to lean back against the parapet. Perspiration swamped my face. It ran freshets of ice down inside my shirt. Back along the walkway the police were closing in. In the other direction the black-coated man ran effortlessly, his coat tails fluttering like the feathers of a raven. 

‘For Colette,’ I grunted. Then gripping the inner core of strength that is the last hope of the damned I continued the chase. Behind me were calls for me to stop, to make it easy for myself. I ignored them. This is my one last task. 

Yet even as I ran the bug worked its influence in my brain. When I glanced down at a red-haired girl staring up at me I saw through her eyes. I watched a desperate figure run past. He had a smashed nose. A broken finger….

I see through her eyes, I told myself. I know she works as a maths teacher. She was kissed by the man on the wall. He pressed his lips to hers here five weeks ago. He drew some of that life essence of hers into him before he infected her. He drank some of her vitality to keep his failing body alive and—

Oh, you’re getting there John, my bonny wee lad. You’re chasing me hard now – me, your friend Jack of Bones. But don’t you feel that lovely, lovely germ breathing new life into your body? Just like it did to me all those years ago. When I went by the name Posthumous Godling. In 1343 I cut the stones that you run upon now. On Christmas Eve I unloaded a barge of sweet, white ashlar for the Treasurer’s house. There, a black rat bit me on the thumb. All along it had been concealed in those stone slabs that had been carried all the way from Constantinople. Oh, how my skin burned that night, John, my bonny wee lad…. 

I didn’t slow down as the man’s voice reached into me. So that was it … a myriad of viral minds interlinked like millions of computers on the internet. Simultaneously, I saw through the eyes of the infected as they:

Walked these streets. Made love. Drove taxis. Wheeled the dead in hospitals. I saw through their eyes. They saw through mine. I saw me from behind. A man running on a medieval wall. And I laughed out loud because I knew one of the police officers was as diseased as me. I saw the strategy for the micro-creature’s domination of man with perfect clarity. In fast-food outlets infected cooks discretely licked a finger to leave a dab of saliva on a shred of lettuce or the underside of the burger. In a print works one of the employees sneezed as the pages of the book passed by on the conveyor belt toward the binding machine. I thought about the hitherto untouched men and women eating kebabs and hamburgers. I recalled readers’ habits of licking their finger in order to turn a page.

And I saw the whole massive strategy spreading a microbe that would do all the thinking for us. In return it would give us long, healthy lives. Running in front of me was the stranger, this Jack of Bones. For a moment the contagion allowed me into his memory. A stone mason who shaped these wall blocks for three pennies a day. There he is, infected by the Byzantine rat that carries an altogether different plague. But not for him the reward of eternal rest in a pit full of bodies covered in burning lime. He moves through the city for centuries. He witnesses the executions of criminals in the public square. Then he’d follow the dripping heads being carried through the streets to where they’d be impaled on spikes above the city gate. I see him draw the life force from his victims. They collapse down dead, yet that infection has the power to reanimate them within moments. He feeds. Takes just enough of the life-force to nourish his ancient body. Then moves on … only then comes the time when the priests capture him. They embed his body deep inside this wall for centuries. Eventually, however, he tunnels free. Denied of his intake of substance his body has withered. His skin breaks open in sores. So that’s why he feeds so greedily now. He has to repair the rotting body. Until then, he disguises the stench with all manner of spices. 

So why am I chasing him? What will I gain from attacking him? I can’t kill him, can I?


Now the stream of images from the infected rushes through me. I see through a girl’s eyes. A river has carried her downstream. She climbs out to walk through an overgrown garden to a building. There, strange, withered men and women sit round a table in the ruined house. They do nothing. Sit. Stare. Wait. 

I see a building made of brick. It dwarfs the other ones in the town. I see a shop with a sign: Leppington Stores. I know I’m seeing through one of the damned’s eyes as it moves toward the building that seems to dominate this market town. It’s raining. Through falling sheets of water I see the sign above the building’s doorway. STATION HOTEL. By proxy, I look through a stranger’s eyes. The stranger carries me round to the back of the hotel. Through a window I peer into an old-fashioned kitchen. Sitting there at a table, a woman types at a laptop. The secret watcher makes out the words on the computer screen: Hotel Midnight. 

Am I supposed to go there? Is this all part of their plan; those things that teem in the blood of how many people? Hundreds? Thousands? 

Yet, part of me still retained its original identity. That fragment burned for vengeance. Colette should still be alive. With this searing need for retribution I realized I had the power to move even faster. As the wall ran toward the edge of the river I surged forward. With a last burst of speed I grabbed this monster who called himself Jack of Bones, then spun both of us over the guardrail. 

I fell with him in my arms into the River Ouse. It was swollen with autumn floodwater. In a moment its powerful currents carried us downstream.

Is there any point in trying to drown a man who cannot die? I don’t know. But before this plague of the mind overwhelms me, and I become a disciple of that contamination, I decided that for as long as possible I would hold on tight to the disease carrier. If there is a God to answer my prayer then maybe He will permit me to keep this monster a prisoner in my arms long enough for these swollen waters to bury us both in the silt on the river’s bed. Then lock us there until mud turns to stone. There, we will become twin fossils that remain in a state of blessed sterility beneath the surface of the Earth for the rest of time.

Dear Lord, I truly hope so….


 



From Hotel Midnight 


 



Electra’s here, my dear friends. That completes our triumvirate of the vampiric. Three stories that touch on the vampire-like state that so many of you have encountered in one form or another. This website will continue to cater for you as long as you need it. There are far more stories on my files than I have had chance to publish here yet, so please call back again in the future. And always there are tantalizing promises of closure to testaments by individuals that continue to tug my curiosity. For example, just now, a note appeared pinned to my window frame. It begged me to meet a stranger down on the river-bank behind my home in ten minutes. What would you do? Especially as it is signed John Helvetes. Is this the self-same author of Jack of Bones, the testimony that you’ve just read? Or is it an imposter intending to lure me to what could be a fateful rendezvous? So what to do? Stay here in the warmth of the kitchen with my laptop and you, my dears? Or slip on my
best boots and smartest coat then stroll down to the river? After all, don’t they say that you only die once? Or is that, only live once? 


I confess, my curiosity is an irresistible force. Wait for me, my friends, here at Hotel Midnight, the website without frontiers, without boundaries. Then, the spirits willing, I will be back with more stories soon. And perhaps even a revelation or two….
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