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Rave Reviews for Ti m Lebbon

"Lebbon is quite sinply the npst exciting new name in horror for years."
- SFX Magazi ne

FACE

"Intense and affecting, Face will seize and hold your attention fromthe
openi ng paragraph to the end. A witer blessed with extraordinary gifts,
Lebbon's chief talents lie in exploring the darker noments of everyday
life ... Atrue disciple of the dark, Lebbon's inagery wings true fear
from hi s audi ence.”

- Hel | not es

"Lebbon's novel will reward the careful reader with insights as well as
goosefl esh. "

- Publ i shers Weekly

THE NATURE OF BALANCE

"Beautifully witten and nysterious, The Nature of Balance will put sone
readers in the mnd of the great Arthur Machen. But with nmore bl ood and
guts.”

-Ri chard Laynon, author of Darkness, Tell Us

"Vi brant, exploding with i magery, Tim Lebbon takes you on a

whi t e- knuckl e ride of unconpronising horror. This is storytelling at its
best."

-Sinmon d ark, author of Vanpyrrhic

"As fascinating as his plot is, it's the beauty of his prose that raises
his work to a higher level."

-Gunt | et

HAUNTI NG THEI R NI GHTMARES
Dan dreaned of Brand as wel |l

They are in Bar None again, but this time the pool cue slips fromhis
grip and hits Brady on the shoulder. It pierces himthere and arteri al
bl ood sprays out across the room giving fake cadavers new bl ood. Brand
grins at himand grasps his throat, lifting himuntil his head touches



the ceiling, shoving himup so that his skull cracks against a tinber
beam again and again, and all the while the others in the bar-Brady
gushing blood, Justin smling in the corner, Norris the barman-are
willing Brand on. He's violent, he's always so violent, they say of Dan,
but as he goes to protest, Brand's fingers close into his throat and his
fingertips nmeet inside Dan's flesh.

He woke fighting Brand off, and in their dark bedroomin the m ddl e of
t he night he was bei ng punched and hit.

Because Megan had been dream ng of spiders and birds and serpents, and
when she jerked awake there were a dozen of them using the holes in her
body, or meki ng new ones.
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Chapter One

Later, they would all wonder how they had not guessed the truth. He was
waiting in the snow, but after clinbing into the car he did not seem
cold, his breath did not condense, he appeared cal m and conposed. He did

not act |like a man who needed hel p.

As they first approached himhe | ooked like a tree, struck by lightning
decades ago and rotted down to a six-foot stunp, standing proud of the

snowbanks as if still striving for the sun. And then he turned his head
and his shadow fol |l owed; maybe a split second |later, maybe not. It was
still snowi ng heavily, and the wind sent sheets of snowflakes wavi ng

across the road and into the darkness beyond. Perhaps this explained why
t he headlights had not picked himout very clearly at first. For an
i nstant the space he
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occupied in the world was a black hole, swallow ng |ight and | ogic,
di sbel i ef and doubt.

M nutes |later they knew himas a human being and for a while they

i gnored the fleeting doubts, fears and concerns they had felt in those
first few moments. They would return later, these fears, and the
fam | y-Dan and Megan and Ni kki- would try to sort truth fromlies. And
they would come to know that hate m sleads, fear distorts and | ove blinds.

To begin with, they thought that they were safe.
Sone days all N kki wanted was to be a little girl again.

They' d been driving for four hours on what was normally a two-hour
journey. She had begun to feel sick, she wanted to ask if they were

nearly there yet, and she needed the toilet ... but she knew her parents
were in no nood for any of this. She was a teenager with a | evel of
behavior to adhere to, after all. So she sinply sat back and shut up

bit her tongue, wondered why she was feeling like this nore and nore.
She thought that all the anger and angst were supposed to be left behind
wi th puberty.

Snow t hrew strange shadows across the w ndow besi de her, |ike shaky

f oot age of nebul ous creatures of the deep. Everything today was white.
The radio had called it a whiteout, an expression she'd heard before on
television, and only then from Arerica or Switzerland or the Antarctic.
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Never had a whiteout in Britain, she was sure. And certainly not here in
3

Monnout hshire, of that she was positive. No, that would be just too
exci ting.

She caught sight of something she recogni zed- a small gat ehouse
di scernible only by shape, because the blizzard ate size and col or-and
she knew that they were only a few mles from hone.

Her dad was driving, a dark hunched shape dressed against the cold so
that he looked like a chrysalis sitting in the driver's seat. N kki
wonder ed what he would turn into, and she spent a few idle mnutes
specul ating to divert her mnd fromher unconfortably swollen bl adder
Most of her ideas were bad. Dad would not be a butterfly, he would be a
nmot h. Her nmum said he had | ost sight of his youth-the childlike wonder,
the freshness, the mracl es-many years ago. He collected those old
books, but his interest in themwas |ike a photograph of hinself as a
child; nostalgic rather than fresh. Oten she thought of asking exactly
when he had grown old, but she was too afraid to know. She was terrified
it had happened the nmonent she was born

A forest emerged by the roadside. Beyond it their house and one ot her

| ay surrounded by woodl and and nock-w | d meadow. Boughs were | oaded and
ready to break. Nikki imagined different shapes dodgi ng the headlights,
sil houettes between the trees, fleeting glinpses of things never known.
But there was only the snow Silent and insistent, it buried the world
she knew beneath its m sl eadi ng shroud ..

Her not her sighed and her father shifted grunmpily. This was no tine or
pl ace for imagination to be let loose; it would be thwarted by
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the enotionally staid, sterile atnosphere. So instead N kki thought
about The Rabi ds, wondered when they woul d secure their first gig, where
it would be, and which record conpany spotters would be there to see

t hem pl ay.

"Poor sod," her father said.
"It's a tree," her mum nuttered.

Ni kki | eaned between the front seats and tried to squint through the

m st ed wi ndscreen. A shadow appeared out of the snow next to the road, a
dari ng shape standi ng upright against the worst stormnature could
muster, turning and staring at the car as it closed in. And in the early
dusky twilight brought on by the blizzard, its eyes caught the
headl i ghts and fired t hem back

How romantic, Nikki thought, a stranger in the snow I|nagine himsitting
in the car next to nme, dripping and shivering but trying to sound polite
and grateful for the Iift. He'd be no nore than a few i nches away, his
cold flesh tingling as blood circulation recovered, and if | shifted
over just alittle he'd feel ny heat-

-so howdo | knowit's a he?

"You just have to pick himup,"” N kki said.



"He's a hitchhiker," her dad said.

"For Christ's sake, Dad-"

"N kki!l"

She tutted. "Sorry, Mum" And thought, well, for fuck's sake then

The Land Rover Freel ander slowed as it approached the figure, her dad
obvi ously keen for a glinpse of who woul d-or could-be out in this
horrendous storm The shape seenmed to grow faster than perspective

al l owed, until by the
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time the vehicle cane to a halt it was standing right there in front of
them bare hands seeking the warmh of the bonnet, head thrown back and
nmout h open to catch snowfl akes on a dry grey tongue.

It was a him

H s hair was |long and bl ack, shining like oilslicked |eather in the poor
light. H s cheekbones were so high and pronounced that they caught a few
fl akes and held themthere, frozen. H s eyelids were shut and snow

gat hered there too, rough white pennies on the eyes of a cadaver.

Holy shit, N kki thought. He's a fucking god!

Then he opened his eyes and | ooked straight through the w ndscreen
Ni kki heard her nother mutter sonething beneath her breath, and her dad
gasped. N kki could only nod to herself. A god.

"Around here!l" Her father waved to the nan, notioning himto the
passenger side of the Freelander. He turned in his seat and smled

qui ckly at N kki. "Honey, open the door and let himin. Poor sod nust be
hal f frozen."

The shadow noved out of the headlights and passed N kki's nmum s w ndow,
wal ki ng slowy, dragging along the side of the car and snapping ice
crystals fromthe paint work

"He shoul d be dead," her mum sai d.

Ni kki strained agai nst her seatbelt and flipped open the door, letting
in a waft of snow and startlingly cold air. She sat back and huddl ed
into her corner, all fanciful notions of sharing warnth vanishing as the
solid shape filled the doorway.

"Help me, | need guidance," a voice
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whi spered, and for a horrible nonent Ni kki thought it was her nother
Her mum was staring straight ahead not turned around in her seat to
watch the stranger clinb into the car. Her lips did not nove but the

voi ce came again.

"Help me." ?



"Ni kki, give hima hand in.

Ni kki's dad nudged her shoul der. She gl anced quickly at him and then
her mother turned around to see what was taking so | ong. She | ooked
bored and tired, not frightened as N kki had i magi ned. O course the
voi ce was not hers. How could it have been?

This time she unclicked her seatbelt and shinm ed across the seat. The
man was trying to clinb in but he appeared too weak to help hinmself. H's
right hand lay on the leather like a |anded fish, twitching its life
away. Ni kki grabbed it and started to pull. It was warm not cold as she
had been expecting. And as soon as she curled her fingers around his she
felt strength, not weakness.

The man | ooked up and smled in gratitude. Hi s eyes shone. Hi s skin was
as white as candle wax but for the red flushed cheeks. N kki renenbered
the scene in Ben Hur when Charlton Heston gave a cup of water to Christ,
and Christ |ooked up at him You never saw his face, you had to guess at
his expression, the nystery made it all the nore enigmatic ... but now
she woul d never need guess again.

The man started clinbing into the car and N kki had to brace her feet on
the floor She was sliding along the seat. He was big, heavy, and his
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wei ght was pulling her out. She was about to shout-the panic was rising,
a cold fear congeal ed fromthoughts of abductions and rapes and all the
t hi ngs she read about in the papers every day-when the nan sat in the
seat, sighed, heaved the door shut behind himand rested his head back
agai nst the headrest.

Trying to pull me out, she thought. Qut into the snow

"It's so cold tonight," he gasped. "Thank you.'
onto N kki's hand.

He was still hol ding
She | oosened her grip and he let go a split second later. Her hand felt
cold without his there to keep it warm

"What were you doi ng out there?" Her dad had turned fully and was
flipping the top fromhis hip flask

"Waiting for a lift."
"Someone stood you up?"

The man shook his head, |eaving wet narks on the headrest where the snow
in his hair was finally nelting. "No, not yet."

"Hitchhiking in this weather?" He offered the stranger his flask.

The man snil ed and nodded, taking a long swig, closing his eyes and
swal l owi ng noisily. "Hmm ... Janmeson's." There was an unconfortabl e
silence as they waited for himto answer the question. He took one nore
sip fromthe flask and handed it back to N kki's dad. "Mst grateful."
Then he turned and stared from his w ndow.

"How | ong have you been out there?" N kki asked. She was still pressed
agai nst the door,
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trying to shy away fromthis stranger who seened to take up so much of

t he back seat. The Freel ander was a big vehicle, but she could have
easily reached out and touched his face from where she sat. Not that she
wanted to. Not really.

The man turned to | ook at her. The corner of his mouth furthest from her
parents hitched into a wy smle. She saw the scar there, a thin white
ridge running fromhis right cheek down to his chin. Dashing, like a
duel l i ng scar. Cool

"Long time," he said. "Seens |ike forever."

"You don't look so cold. You |look ... confortable."

Ni kki's mum gl anced around at this, |ooking at the nman to see what her
daught er was tal ki ng about. N kki saw her eyes wi den slightly, her
nostrils flare, her posture change fromtired to alert.

The stranger shrugged. "I'm dressed for the weather. Were are we goi ng?"
"Hone, " N kki said.
"Sounds |ike a good place to be."

Her dad turned back to the wi ndscreen and the Freel ander began creeping
forward once nore. "Were's hone for you?" he asked.

"Nowhere and everywhere."
"Right. So, you want nme to drop you where?"

"Where." The man had rested his head back and cl osed his eyes, but N kki
could see crow s feet deepening and his scar flexing as he smiled to
hinself. In profile he | ooked very strong.

Again, a | oaded silence. Qutside sounds were nmuted by the snow. Even the
Freel ander's engi ne seenmed qui eter than usual. Inside, the atnosphere
had turned strange. Any conversation not
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foll owi ng normal conventions can | eave an odd feeling in the air, a
sense of anticipation, an idea that someone will say sonething soon to
tie up all the oddities being uttered. Loose ends, N kki thought. None
of us like loose ends. Already this stranger had created several, and
they flailed at the heated air |ike snakes-maybe deadly snakes-j ust
waiting for her or her parents to grab hold.

"What do you want ?" she asked, because she was sure he wanted sonet hi ng.
A lift maybe, but something else too. It was obvious fromthe way he
sat. He was just thinking of howto say it.

The man gl anced at her and sniled again, the twitch at the corner of his
nmout h whi ch her father would never see in the rearview mrror, not

unl ess he was really looking for it. And N kki hoped his concentration
was on the road.



"Why t hank you," the nman said.

"What ?" Ni kki's dad sai d.

"What | want is, a nonent of your time." He seened very pleased with
hinself. This time after speaking he did not close his eyes, but sat
there watching the famly, his gaze noving fromnother to father to

Ni kki, then back to his window as if seeking an answer fromout there as
wel I .

"Il bet he'd |ike The Rabids, Ni kki thought.

"Well, we're not going anywhere." It was the first time her nother had
spoken. It did not sound very friendly, and neither was its neaning clear

"A nmonment of your time ..." the nan said.

"What's your nane?" N kki asked, suddenly
10
unconfortable sitting next to soneone who coul d have been anyone.

"Brand," the man said. "As in burn, mark, seal, scar of ownership.
have a brand, its neaning is one and all. Wuld you like to see?" He
rai sed an eyebrow and nmoved his hand towards the front of his coat.

"No thanks," N kki said. She wondered what he nmeant. A scar? A tattoo?
And where was it, this brand, this seal on the pasty skin of the
stranger who only wanted a noment of their tinme?

"I think you should tell me where you want to go," N kki's dad said,

sl owi ng the car even though there appeared to be no obstruction in the
road ahead. "Really, we're only a few mles fromhone, we've been
travelling for hours, I don't have tinme to divert that far... tell us
where you want to go and I'll see how near we can get."

"I want to go up your daughter."

"What!" N kki pushed herself back against the door, certain she had

heard himright. Doubt crept in straight away, however, because her

parents did not react. He said it, she thought. He did! "Wat do you nean?"
"I mean we don't have time to go anywhere else,” her dad said

impatiently. "So if M. Brand will tell us where he wants to go, we'll

see what we can do."

"Anywhere will be fine," Brand said. He did not | ook at Ni kki. She was
sure he'd said it, she'd heard it so clearly ... and she had felt a tw nge
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as he spoke, as if the words themnmsel ves could caress where they hinted at.
"Look-" her dad began agai n.

Her not her spun around in her seat. "Just get out of our car."

"I only want a nonent of your time." Again, Brand gl anced outside at the
driving snow. Ni kki could see his face reflected in the wi ndow. The scar



| ooked very fresh and red. He was smling.

"You' ve had a nmonment and now you're starting to ... annoy ne. Please,
| eave the car." She turned to Dan. "Stop, M. Brand's getting out."

"Mum .." N kki began, but her nother's glare silenced her instantly. Let
me handle this, it said. | know what's best for all of us. It was

somet hing her nother told her so often that she no | onger needed to
speak for N kki to know what she was t hinking.

Brand shook his head as the car slowed, glanced across at N kki, then
stared at her dad in the rearviewmirror as if he'd had a sudden
thought. "It's very cold out there," he said. "I mght freeze."

The Freel ander coasted to a halt just before their turning into the
woods. A mle away lay their house. Two spare bedrooms, the heating
programred to cone on four hours ago, a full fridge, hot food within the
hour. We could help him N kki thought. | think he needs hel p.

"You're dressed for it. You said so yourself." Her nother was turned
around in her seat now, unwilling to present her back to this man. She
pressed hersel f agai nst the dashboard, as far away from Brand as
possi bl e. N kki still sat
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agai nst her door. Brand took up nmost of the space inside the vehicle.
He | ooked inploringly at her dad. "A nmoment of your tine? Are you sure
you can't spare ne just a noment of this mad, nerry-go-round existence
of yours? Attention spans are so nmuch shorter nowadays, you know. Bl ane
it on television or conmputers if you want. Me ... | blame it on God."

"What do you nean?" N kki's mum asked.

"Well," Brand said, "if he wasn't such a usel ess fuck he'd have sorted
us out centuries ago."

Ni kki cl osed her eyes.
"CGet out!" her nother screamed. "Get out of this car now Leave us!"

Ni kki kept her eyes shut. She heard the door click open, the sound of
novenment as Brand slid fromthe seat, the hard crunch of wet snow as he

landed in the fresh fall. A gust of cold air touched the mpoisture around
her eyes and across her top lip ... she hadn't realized she'd been
sweating ... and then the door slamred shut.

"Where is he?" her father said.

Ni kki opened her eyes. Brand had gone.

Her parents both | ooked around for several seconds. "Into the trees,"
her nother said. Not because she knew for sure, but because it was the
only place the tall man coul d have di sappeared to so quickly.

Into the trees.

"I want to go home," N kki said. "I feel sick. |I need the loo. |I want to
go hone."
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He was left to unload the car. Screw equality and ' Noughties Man, when
it was cold and snowi ng outside, when the bags were heavy, it was down
to him Normally Dan would not nmind. But tonight felt far from nornal.
Thi s evening, everything was as strange as hell.

There was the blizzard, never letting up, throwi ng down |ayer upon | ayer
of snow in an apparent attenpt to erase the | andscape from exi stence,
and then nenory. There was the oddball stranger they'd picked up, the
wei rdo who'd said his nane was Brand, probably still wandering around
out there even now. Dead by norning, Dan thought. Just like that guy in
t hat famous photo fromthe Anerican M dwest, he'd be tangl ed on barbed
wire until the thaws canme and the cold let up, allowing the rot to
begin. And finally there was the fact that Megan, his w fe of eighteen
years, had told himtoday that she wanted to nove back to the city. Back
to the place where the bad stuff six years ago had effectively forced
their newlife out here; a life he was i Mmensely happy w th, and which
he had believed Megan was happy with as well

No, not hi ng was nornmal about today.

Dan struggl ed between the Freel ander and the house five tinme, anmazed at
how t hey al ways seened to bring nore junk honme froma holiday than they
ever took with themin the first place. They'd only been away for three
days, spending the tinme at a year-round guest house in Cornwall, but
their bags seened to have multiplied in that short time and becone
heavier. O maybe the snow was wearing himout. It had been a long
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drive, after all, and he wanted nothing nmore now than to sl ouch down in
front of the fire with a good book and a beer

He hoped Megan was sorting out sonething warmto eat while he unl oaded.
Ni kki was upstairs already, no doubt, preening herself in her

full-length mirror and twitching to get on the phone to Jereny, her
dopey boyfriend. The first thing the kid had said upon neeting Dan was,
"Hey, M. Powell, call ne Jazz', since then Dan had called himJereny as

much as possible, purely out of principle. He was a nice enough kid,
rel atively concerned about his future, conscious of his appearance,
quite bright ... but he was also going out with Dan's one and only
daughter. He persuaded hinmself that it was a father's right to be
sarcastic and worried, because he renenbered hinself at that age. A
wal ki ng gl and.

Shit, N kki was seventeen. She was a pretty girl. Dan knew that he had
to face up to these things.

On his final trip out to the car he saw sonething noving in the woods.
Surely he can't have made it here yet? Dan thought, and by allow ng his
subconscious fears to the fore he realized just how nuch Brand had
shaken him The guy was not only weird, he was spooky, and the way he'd
been glancing at Nikki ... Dan had seen himin the mirror, alittle

si deways | ook every few seconds. He was sure his daughter hadn't known
she was being sized up, surely not, surely she'd have said or done
somet hi ng? O course she hadn't known ... she was only seventeen. And
then all that odd talk, asking for a nonent of
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their time when they'd already stopped to offer the idiot refuge from
the blizzard. Home sounds good, the guy had said. And then he clainmed he
had no home. And then the God stuff, really the last thing to say in
front of Megan, guaranteed to drive her into a righteous frenzy. And
indeed it had. Alnost as if Brand had known his words woul d ant agoni ze
Megan, draw her out of the silent shell she'd been in for virtually the
whol e trip.

Maybe that's what had annoyed Dan nost of all. He hated the idea, but he
al so hated the fact that it was Megan who had driven the fruitcake from
the car in the end, not him H's job was protector... he'd failed once
before, true, but he never would again ... and still, tonight, his wife
had been the decisive one. She had acted while Dan had prevari cat ed.

Wl l, he'd been ready to pull over and drag the guy fromthe back seat
if he had to.

Anot her novement deep within the trees. Perhaps it was snow dropping
down t hrough the canopy, |aden branches snapping themoff at the trunk
Fol | owi ng an abnormal stormlike this, Dan knew, there would be many
nore trees than usual damaged by the weight of snow He paused, trying
to see beneath the tree canopy, the heavy bags in each hand naking his
shoul ders begin to burn

A face. Dan saw a face between tree trunks, too | arge and out of
perspective, surely, but it was there, and it was snmiling. A curtain of
snow bl ew across the driveway, shoved by a sudden gust of w nd,

conpl etely obscuring his view of
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the trees for several seconds. He squinted and hunched his shoul ders,
bendi ng his knees so that he could rest the bags on the snow, tucking
his face into the neck of his jacket to protect it fromthe cold surge
of air. It passed as suddenly as it had arrived and he | ooked up agai n.
The face had gone. In its place was a branch, snapped from one of the
trees at the edge of the wood and now standing upright in a

t hree-foot-high snowdrift. The fleshy yell ow wound where it had broken
fromthe trunk was clearly visible. Nothing el se. No Brand, no stranger
no leering idiot watching the house fromthe dark

Dan turned and wal ked i nsi de, nudging the door shut with his heel. He
dropped the bags onto the kitchen floor, turned and shot the bolts at
the head and foot of the door. Better safe-

"Locki ng up al ready?"

"Jesus!" Dan j unped

"Dan ..." Megan gasped, surprised

"Sorry, love, you scared me. Yes, thought I'd | ock up now. Wy? You
t hi nki ng of going for a wal k?"

She sm | ed and shook her head. "The furthest 1'll be walking this
evening is to bed. But first..." She indicated the mcrowave with a
flourish, whipped a tea-towel over her armlike a hoi polloi waiter and
opened the door. "Chicken tikka massala, a can of Caffreys, and your



arnchair awaits, good Sir."

"\What about ' Noughties Man?" Dan asked, breathing in the spicy arona.
"Forget that. You unload car, strong nan. | cook tea!"
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Dan hugged Megan to himand buried his face in her hair. It stil
sparkled with drops of cool water, all that remai ned of the snow she'd
caught on the way in. "And then I'Il take what's rightly mne, woman!"
He grabbed her bum and grow ed.

"Ch, that is just so disgusting," Nikki said fromthe doorway.

Dan and Megan giggl ed, a defence, neither of themeager to adnit that
they were enbarrassed in front of their daughter

"Thought you'd be calling Jereny," Dan said, enjoying the brief |ook of
annoyance on his daughter's face.

"Jazz is out."

"I'n this?" Megan asked, surprised.

"Wal ked to Jesse's. Wat's for dinner, MinP"

"A freezer full of ready nmeals and a m crowave."

Ni kki tutted, then darted to the microwave to snatch Dan's neal

"No way, you!" He beat her to it. "Bread and water for you, if you like
And tonorrow, if you're a very good girl and you wear your gloves and
scarf, 1'll take you out to build a snowran."

Ni kki rolled her eyes at the ceiling and wandered out towards the
sitting room Megan sniled at himand said she was going to the | oo. Dan
was |left alone in the kitchen with his curry, his Caffreys and the
dreadful sense that all this was coming to an end.

I want to nove back to the city, Megan had said. | need nore friends.
And really, it's no nore scary than this place, is it? Late at night, anyone
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coul d cone out of those woods and break in ..

The attack had happened in the city. Six years ago, short years in both
of their menories. She nust really hate it here.

Dan | ooked around the kitchen at the flagstone floor, the Rayburn hot
and heavy in the corner, the antique Wl sh dresser scarred by tinme and
generations of kids and cooki ng. And he knew how serious Megan was,
because she had said it only once. To | abor the point would be to dilute
her determ nation. She must have been thinking about it for a long tine.
And the worst of it was, he had not even had an inkling. He loved his

wi fe, he cherished her, he | ooked forward to growing old with her

but sonetinmes he did not know her at all

Qutside in the snow, sonething cried out.



Megan felt the need to pray.

In the Freel ander sonething had nade her turn, not only in the seat, but
in her mnd. Sonething had nudged her passive sense of boredom asi de and
made her spin around and snap at the nan, be rude to him be afraid of
him nake himgo, need himto go, demand that he | eave them al one. Al
this and he had barely done anythi ng wrong.

She used the toilet and then went to their bedroom sat on the bed and
pi cked up her Bible fromthe beside table. She hugged it to her chest
and cl osed her eyes.

| was a stranger, and ye took nme in.

They had taken Brand in, but only for a few nm nutes. Only unti
somet hi ng had changed in
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the car. She could not tell exactly what had altered, nor when, but it
had bitten at her furiously, sunk its teeth into the situation and urged
action.

For a second, as she had stared into Brand's eyes-shouting at himto

| eave them al one, get out of the car, |eave them al one-she had known
that they would see himagain. This did not scare so much as worry her
because a nman like that nmight want revenge, a man |ike that-

Li ke what? A man |ike what? A cold traveller (although he had | ooked
qui te warm when she turned to face him pale but warn); a weary wal ker
struggling through the blizzard (but he'd been standing still by the
roadside, waiting for a lift he'd said, waiting ...)

Megan nuttered the Lord' s prayer under her breath because it took her
closer to Hm brought H mcloser to her. And when she opened her eyes
she realized at last why Brand had terrified her so nuch.

She had seen eyes |ike his before.
The eyes of the man who had attacked her.

She opened the Bible and flicked through the pages, her breath
stuttering in her throat, heart fluttering. Good God, she renenbered

t hose eyes, she had never forgotten how they had stared down at her
heartl ess and renorsel ess and | aughing as their owner punmelled and hit.
And she had hoped and prayed that she would never see their |ike again.

It had been dark in the car. She'd been tired. The man ... Brand ... had
sai d some strange things. O course she didn't know what she had
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seen exactly, and sitting there for the whole journey thinking about a
return to the city could not have hel ped. She had been rnusing upon it
for nmonths. That norning in bed it had just cone out. Not a great way to
finish their short break, she knew, because Dan |oved this place.

Per haps her heart did tell her to leave, but did it also tell her to
break her husband's heart in doing so? And could she really vilify a man
because of the look in his eyes?



She didn't know. She was confused. It |ooked Iike night outside even
though it was barely seven o' clock, there was a blizzard in April, maybe
her husband hated her today, just a little. And Brand' s eyes ..

She was tired. A long journey, concern over what she had told Dan, the
stranger in the car ... N kki grow ng up, so quickly! So, so tired.

She put the Bible down, curled under the duvet and cl osed her eyes.

The next thing she knew it was nmorning, and her world woul d never be the
same agai n.

Later, with her mumand dad in bed, N kki sat at her bedroom w ndow and
| ooked out across the fantastic | andscape. It had stopped snowi ng an
hour before and the clouds had parted and cleared, lighting up the
snowfield with nmoonand star-light. She was tired and it inspired a
dreany feel, as if she was just conming down from snoking a joint or had
been drinking heavily the night before. She was trying to think of a
song. The Rabids did lots of covers, but she was sure the only way to
get anywhere was by witing their
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own material. Jesse and Mandy agreed. Jazz thought it was dull

Ni kki sinply wanted to wite poetry. If they could put it to nusic, al
wel | and good. But her mind was a bl ank

The scenery was beautiful. A mllion specks of starlight hung in the
woods, every snowfl ake reflecting its own signature, each icicle an
exclamation mark in the night. There were vague tracks in the driveway
fromwhere they had driven in hours before, but they had nostly been
filled in by fresh drifting snow. And it was silent, so silent. Normally
there were sounds in the night, but tonight the snow danpened
everything. If there were cars passing on the main road a nile away, she
could not hear them If any creatures were abroad in such terrible

weat her they were noving quietly, their hunt for food or shelter
silenced by the snow which may yet kill them

And still, no words cane. She sighed, closed her eyes, saw Brand.

Her eyes snapped open and she searched the edge of the woods. \Were
woul d he be sl eeping tonight? Wiat warnth would he find out there?

"Warnth in ny bed," she whispered, afraid to speak too loud in case it
carried across the snow and found him She was nerely trying the words
for size, after all. Weighing themup. Seeing what they felt like in her
nout h.

There was no novenent beneath the trees, but that did not nean that
Brand was not there.

Ni kki noved to her dressing table and brushed her hair, staring in the
mrror with the wi ndow just over her shoulder, a white square shining in
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the night. She teased the knots from her |ong auburn hair, brushed and
brushed until it was straight, rubbed sone creaminto the w ndburned



skin of her cheeks and chin, removed her eyeliner as best she could. And
all the while, her gaze kept flickering to the wi ndow reflected in her
mrror, the snowfields beyond, the virgin falls waiting to be branded
with footprints

She turned on the bedside | anp and undressed for bed with her curtains
hal f - open.
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The Book of Lies

Love is a warmbrain, not a | eaping heart. Scientists say they have
proven this, as they have al so shown that association with a place wll
not necessarily endear a person or a thing to that locale. Place is

i nportant, of course, but love is nore so. What is a place without a
love to be there? An enpty venue, a stage without surprise, a concert
hall with no acoustics to transfer the thoughts and enotions of a
conposer |eft desperately wanting.

So listen to this, let ne tell you the truth ... it's who you're with,
not where you are.

A place can be anywhere at any tine. Take where you are at this nonment.
Ten million years ago perhaps it was a swanp, trees thrusting fromthe
murky waters, vines winding their way up to the sunlight, fat |eaves
giving life to the trees and
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shelter to the hundreds of small creatures living beneath them Lizards,
scorpions, insects and birds of all varieties, nesting in the branches,

eating | eaves, burrowing into noist, living bark, roosting for one night
and then no nore. And the waters, the swanp, rancid with the dead yet
giving life, lizards living and dying in its enbrace. Sometines, a

spl ash as sonet hi ng bi gger conmes through-a bear or a wolf, perhaps-but
nost of the time the only disturbances are water snakes venturing to the
surface to breathe, or dead things falling fromthe trees and addi ng
thensel ves to the fertile swanp bed. The air snmells of rot and bl ossom
the rains taste fresh and pure.

Five million years later. A desert, perhaps, swept free of flora by
centuries of drought or an unforgiving decade of rain that rotted the

pl ants, driving themdown into the ground and giving the sand the chance
it needed to blow in and take over. There are a few animals, but none of
themreflect those which had |lived here before, none echo or inpersonate
t he bones beneath them The snells are hot and dusty, the air tastes of
not hi ng but heat, no hint of noisture there at all

And now, where you sit, where you read ... do you call it civilized? Do
you gl ance around without a second thought to the swanps and the deserts
lying below, and far behind you in tine? O course you do, because
change is the way of things.

A place can die and be born again as sonething totally different, many
times. A place is not eternal, because evolution does not allow that.
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Nat ure noves on. Wthout advancing, changing, it will grow stagnant.



Love, however, is imortal And eternal

I f place cones before professed love, then it is a |love that never was.
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Chapter Two

From t he nmonent she woke, Megan felt unsettled and agitated. She reacted
i ke this whenever she dreanmed of the attack. Tinme had made those dreans
few and far between, and when they did cone they were nowhere near as
bad as they once were, suggestions rather than graphic replays of the
terrible nightmare she had survived. But she had not dreaned of the
attack last night. She was certain of that. Her face did not ache from
the bastard's fists.

Her dreans | ast night had been of dark places splashed with isol ated

pat ches of light, and pounding fromlight to dark and back agai n had
been sonet hi ng invisible, something running and crunching ice underfoot,
cracking it and sending shards into the air to glisten or nelt away. And
sometines the footsteps sounded
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dar k, although dark only had a sound inside dreans. Less often it
sounded light, it snelled good, it tasted as if it belonged... but even
these positive elements were a deceit. She knew that, even as she
renmenbered those spidery feelings of unease. The thing in her dream had
been cunning and cl ever. A pretender

She lay in bed for a few minutes, staring at the ceiling and the
peculiarly even light reflected there fromthe snow outside. Birds
twittered in the trees around the house and further away in the woods,
perhaps in awe of this new | andscape, the total whiteout that awaited
themthis nmorning. O maybe they were already nourning their own dem se.
There would be little food for themtoday.

Megan woul d feed them The family had been away for three days, the bird
feeders nmust surely be enpty by now. Dreans forgotten for a
nonent - shoved to one side, at |east-Megan stood, slipped on her dressing
gown and wandered downstairs. Dan was al ready awake and she coul d hear
himin the kitchen, the snmell of bagels and bacon and strong coffee
luring her down. The flagstone floor was cold and she went on tiptoe.
She didn't nmind; it made it easier to kiss himgood norning.

"Sleep wel | ?" he asked.

"Hmm " She still felt distracted and upset. If she could recall her
dream fully maybe she could dispel the nood, but it only existed in
fl ashes, strange, elusive ones at that.

"I's that a good 'Hmm or a bad one?"

She ki ssed Dan again and sat down at the
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breakfast bar. "Sorry. Weird dreans."



Dan did not turn around but she saw his shoul ders tense, his turning of
the frying bacon sl ow down.

"Not that," she said. "Don't know what, exactly, but not that dream
It's just left me feeling ... weird."

"Bacon bagel coming right up, ready to scare away all nasty dream
thingi es!" Dan took a bagel fromthe oven and threwin two rashers of
bacon, a fried egg and a thick slice of cheese.

"That," said Megan, "is about as unhealthy as you can get."
"Strong creany sweetened caffinated coffee?"

"Of course.”

He poured, she bit into the bagel

"It's lovely outside this norning. | think we should take a wal k. Wake
Ni kki and see if she'll come along, too."

Megan shook her head and tried to nmutter sonething, chewing into the hot
nmout hf ul before she could speak. "Nope. |I'mfeeding the birds, then |'ve
got to sort out the stuff we brought back. Do some washing. Back to work
t onmor r ow. "

Dan cane over and kissed the top of her head, kneading her shoul ders.
"Yes, but last day of the holiday today!" Hi s hands noved down over her
breasts and he squeezed lightly.

Megan cl osed her eyes and the pounding of heavy footsteps cracking

t hrough a frozen crust of snow cane back to her, along with the uneasy
sense of the footsteps sounding dark. She shrugged his hands away and
fini shed her bagel
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Ni kki surprised themboth by rising before ten o' clock. As she zonbi ed
into the kitchen Megan went outside to fill the bird feeders.

Stepping into the garden was |like slipping through to a slightly altered
reality. The sounds were different, for a start. It was as if the snow
had cl eaned the air; the chirping of birds and the drip of water from
gutters was as crisp and clear as the snow itself. As Megan wal ked
across the frozen garden her footsteps sounded incredibly |oud, Iike
shed | eaves being crunched and rustled right beside her ears. The
sensation was incredible: her foot pressed down, passed through the
first skein of resistance, sank |ower, net nore resistance, |ower still.
Each step consisted of a dozen novenents. It took her a long tinme to
reach the dead apple tree.

Dan had wanted to cut the tree down as soon as they noved in, but Megan
had fought to keep it. She | oved dead trees. She liked living ones nore
because they were God's work, and there was nothing nore glorious than
that, but dead trees looked ... tineless. And besides, it was out at the
edge of their garden. Hardly in the way at all

There were eight feeders hanging around the tree in various states of
disrepair; the squirrels had a ot of answer for. Megan began filling
them fromthe bag of seed she'd brought, conscious of the excited



twitter of birds sitting along the fence. Sone of the braver ones hung

around t he upper branches, ready to hop down to one feeder the noment

she noved onto the next. She |ooked up. Blue tits, siskins, marsh tits
she'd even
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seen a woodpecker in the garden once or tw ce, and she hoped it would
cone across fromthe woods today for sone food.

She noved around the tree, and it was only when she reached the branches
furthest fromthe house that she saw the nmarks in the snow She stopped.
They coul d have been anything: holes where birds had dived in; prints
she'd left herself just now, a curious nelting effect. But the ice crust
on the snow s surface was too thick for small birds to penetrate, she
had not started this far around, and icicles hung fromthe apple tree's
branches, solid, not dripping. There was no thaw and nothing to cause

t hese hol es, nothing at all

And then she saw that they led away left and right, staggered |ike
footprints but too widely spaced to be her own. Whatever had nmade these
had been running, |oping across the virgin surface. The hol es were the
wrong shape for human feet. Instead of long and thin they were round, as
i f whatever made them had been wal king on fisted hands. They reached the
fence and continued on the other side, heading across the meadow toward
the trees. Snow was still mounded on the fence panels, undisturbed;

what ever made the prints had hurdled the four-foot fence.

Must have been a deer, Megan thought. They wandered down from the wooded
hill si des sonetines, and once or twi ce she and Dan had found evi dence
that they'd vaulted the fence in the night and wandered around the
garden. Now, in this awful weather, perhaps they were becom ng
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nore daring or desperate. She decided to followthe trail to see what
damage had been done to their plants. Dan was the real gardener, he put
in all the hours digging and tending and nurturing, but she appreciated
its beauty as much as he. She'd hate to see all his hard work tranpl ed
or eaten.

Megan followed the prints away fromthe fence, wal king al ongsi de so that
t hey remai ned undi sturbed. Why she wanted to preserve them she did not
know. For Dan? Perhaps. But she knew it would feel wong to follow in
these footsteps. And not only wong ... unsafe, as well. As if whatever
had made themwas still here, possessing the space above them and to
step into that space would be to know what had been there before.

Poundi ng, crunching, running footsteps, all tasting wong ...

The trail curved across the | awn towards the house, and as Megan
struggl ed through the footdeep snow al ongsi de, the sounds and sights and
snel I s changed around her. She gl anced up quickly, thinking for a nonent
that it was a literal change, but then she realized what was different.
She no longer felt alone out here. She was wal king al nost in the

foot steps of something; perhaps these were her dreams senses she was
still using. She felt as though she was bei ng wat ched.

Megan | ooked back over her shoul der at the woods, and just as she did so
atree shed its frozen weight. It hit the ground and snow puffed into



the air, drifting back into the trees and out
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of sight. It was still dark in there. Light out here now that the sun
was up, but the woods were darker than ever, the canopy thickened by
snow clinging to bare branches, bl ocking out the sun

Megan hated dark places, had done ever since she was a little girl. Her
not her had been unreasonably afraid of the cellar in their house, and
that fear had translated to Megan as an undefined horror of the dark
Until she became an adult. Now she knew exactly what scared her: the
Devil could be in there, watching and waiting, ready to tenpt her
Cod-fearing soul into depraved acts-

She shook her head and turned around, and Dan was right behind her

"Jesus!" she screaned. Her cry shocked Dan- his eyes w dened and his jaw
actual ly dropped, she'd never seen that happen before-and he al nost fel
backwards into the snow. She | aughed, shocked into a giggling fit.

"Megan, what the bloody hell!"

He' d al nost shouted. That proved that she'd really startled him She
tried not to laugh again but failed niserably. Wat had she heard?
Peopl e 1 augh when they're scared? And he'd scared the hell out of her,
as well. Wth these prints, strange and regul ar and apparently with

pur pose, and that darkness huddl ed beneath the trees ... she realised
she was spooked and the thought upset her. Spooked in her own garden by
not hing worth being afraid of, and finally by her own husband. She
offered up a little prayer to God and felt slightly better. There is
not hi ng covered, that
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shall not be reveal ed, and hid, that shall not be known.

"I thought you were filling the feeders," Dan said. "Then | saw you from
t he kitchen w ndow foll owi ng sonething in the snow"

"These," she said, pointing down between them
He | ooked and gl anced back up. "Footprints."
"Well, yes. But what made then®? That's all | was wondering."

The back door opened and N kki peered out, biting a thick slice of
toast. "What's wong?" she called, crumbing the snow before her

"Not hi ng, honey," Dan shouted back. "Just scaring your mum"
"He is!" Megan call ed.

Ni kki rolled her eyes and closed the door. Megan and Dan sniled, both
knowi ng what their daughter was probably thinking: Parents!

There was a conmotion in the dead apple tree, birds fighting over the
fresh food Megan had just put out for them So much Iike us humans, she
t hought, fighting anongst thensel ves when sharing would work just as
well. Really, we're not as bad as all that.



Dan knelt in the snow and put his hand into one of the holes. He | eaned
to one side so that he could see how far down it went. "It's deep," he
muttered. "l can see grass down there. Went all the way through the
snow. Strange."

"Why strange?" Megan said. "A deer has long legs, if it was running it
could have sunk straight down. It was still pretty powdery in the night,
it probably froze early this nmorning."
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"Hrm " Dan pushed his hand in deeper, up to his el bow "Yes, but you'd
expect sone snow to be conpacted at the bottom of the hole." He shook
his head. "Definitely grass ..."

"Ch, so you're Dan Wal king Tall now, are you? Great Mhawk tracker?"

Her husband smiled and stood up, flicking snow at her. "You going to
finish those feeders or stand around gassi ng?"

Megan grinned, gl anced over his shoul der and stopped smling. She noved
to one side to see better, though she thought even then that maybe she
did not want to. Not at all. Sone things, frightening or inportant, are
best left unseen. Best |eft covered, she thought.

A nmoment of your time ...

The words cane unbi dden but renained there, |ike a hated song repeating
itself again and again in her nind

"Dan, the prints stop at the house."” She | ooked up. What was she
t hi nki ng? No, stupid, inpossible ... but there they were again,
depressions in the snow on the roof, the slates visible in places where
what ever had made the prints- whatever had run across their garden and
over their house-had displaced it. "Dan ..."

As he turned around the back door opened again. "Mum Dad! You' ve got to
hear this! They said on the radio the Devil was running around in the
snow | ast night. And they' ve even found a | oad of footprints!™”

Sonet hi ng grabbed Megan inside, an ice-cold stone in her chest, and it
felt for all the world Iike a fist closing around her heart, squeezing
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until the blood ran cold, froze, broke down. She closed her eyes and a
di sgusting stench nade her retch, but when she snapped them open the
snel |l had gone. Like her dream it snelled all wong. "Dear God," she
began. But she had no idea what else to say.

Just stupid, obviously. Dan quite liked silly news stories like this-in
hi s book collection there were a dozen vol unes dedicated to just this
sort of hoax, from Charles Fort to Arthur C C arke- even though he knew
that they were make-up covering all the terrible things going on in the
wor |l d. He wondered how many murders, car crashes, drunken fights or
abductions there had been in the country last night, and which the news
this nmorning chose to gloss over with a fanciful story of devilish
footprints.



It had al ways been this way. Whenever it snowed, hunmanity seemed to
redi scover its childish sense of wonder. It never lasted for |ong.

Ni kki was unfazed by the news item munching steadily through a second
bow of cereal w thout once gl ancing up. And Megan ... Dan knew how she
woul d react, and he hated it.

Hs wife stared wi de-eyed at the radio, sitting up strai ghter whenever
news updates canme al ong, holding her breath when the |ocal radio station
newscaster told of the trail of prints found across the countryside that
nmorni ng. The reason the subject was considered so newsworthy was
twofold. Firstly, many of the prints had been found in odd pl aces:
stanped into w ndswept snow stuck to the sides of barns; scurrying
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back and forth across the thin ice of a barely frozen pond; passing
easily beneath | ow hedges and bushes; halting at the edge of a doctor's
surgery and commrenci ng again on the other side. And yes, across the roof
as well.

The second reason was that it had all happened before. February 9, 1855,
so they said. Devilish hoofprints trailed along the south coast of

Devon. The newscaster had an anused lilt to her voice whenever she noved
onto this story from sonethi ng nore serious.

"More tea?" Dan asked. Ni kki shook her head without |ooking up from her
depl eted bow . Megan did not respond.

Dam it, he hated it when she was like this. Religion was supposed to be
a balm a healer, surely? But since they'd noved out to the country, it
was the one thing still able to drive an invisible, yet hefty barrier
bet ween them Sonetines he could not talk to her at all.

"Megan? Tea?" He spoke | ouder than he should have, he supposed, but he
wanted to stir her fromthis reverie. If he turned the radio off she'd
only switch it on again, but at |least he could try to distract her from
what ever spiralling course her thoughts were taking.

Her eyes were wi de and noist, he could see that now as she | ooked
straight at him She was truly terrified. He felt ashamed for thinking
so badly of her, and angry that she could think herself into such a
state. "Right across our roof," she said. "He wal ked ... he wal ked ri ght
across our roof!"
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"Huh?" Ni kki | ooked up, interested in something at |ast.

Dan shook his head. "Megan, honey, it was a bird or sonething, you know"

"Those prints were not nade by a bird! They were ... they were huge. And
unnatural . "

"A fox-"
"Over that distance?"

"How do you know how far a fox travels at night?" H's voice was harsher
than he'd intended. He turned away and cl osed his eyes briefly,



desperately seeking something to grab on to, sonething to steer Megan
away fromthis. The |ast bloody day of our holiday, he thought, and
something like this has to happen. She'd obsess upon this for days. He
knew that already, but it did not stop himfromtrying.

"Footprints!" he said suddenly, renenbering sonmething he'd once read in
The Unexpl ai ned magazine. "Small prints in the snow can nelt out into
| arger shapes as it thaws. The prints distort, too ..."

Megan | ooked away from him dismnissing himconpletely.
"Ri ght across the house?" N kki asked.

Dan shook his head at her, sending her a warning glare, but she was
caught. She scraped her chair back and hurried to the door. "It went
ri ght across our house, huh?"

Megan wat ched her | eave. For a nmonent Dan thought she was going to cal
t heir daughter back, tell her to beware, tell her that Satan was out
there and that he'd scoop her up with a ton of snow and melt them both
together into a
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some pink mess. But she let N kki go.

The back door cl osed.

"Megan, " he said.

She was tapping her fingers on the table, beating a tuneless tattoo with
bitten fingernails. Her nails were always bitten. And she drank too much
someti nes, and her occasional cigarettes were becom ng nore than

occasi onal . He woul d ask her what was wong, but she never gave hima
straight answer. Was it the attack? So | ong ago now, but still there,
still echoing in her mnd and dreans. WAs it this place they had noved
to, its sedate pace driving her to distraction?

Was it hin?
"Megan, it's just a piece of rubbish-"
"Ri ght across our roof, Dan."

"-designed as a bit of sensationalismbecause the |ocal radi o channe
needs sone publicity."

"You' re saying sone disc jockey worried about his job planted the
footprints?" she said in a nonotone.

Dan shook his head. "No, they didn't do it, it's just something they can
mani pul ate, latch on to. You know as well as | do we only hear the news
they think we need to hear." Another news update rattled its way through
the jingle on the radio. That was one of Dan's pet hates: the fact that
radi o producers believed |isteners needed background nusic to keep them
interested in news.

The itemthis time was slightly longer, and it contained details of
where the trail of prints started and ended. It also stated that they
were cloven prints, and that in places there were drag
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marks in the snow between them as if nade by a long tail
"My God, they finish just at the end of our road!" Megan mnuttered.

For a nonent Dan coul d not breathe-perhaps subconsci ously awaiting nore
news to follow after the end jingle-and then he sighed deeply and

qui etly. Megan hadn't caught on, he was sure. And if she saw his
surprise at where the prints were purported to conmence and finish, it
woul d be sonething nore to worry about. Sonehow his poker face held.

"A mle away, through the woods," he said. "There, | told you it was a
deer." But for the first time, Dan actually wondered whet her sonething
or someone el se had left that trail through the night.

It started five mles away, took a huge circuitous route across the
countrysi de, and ended on the other side of the woods, right next to the
mai n road.

The exact |ocations where they had picked up and dropped off Brand.

Ni kki wal ked around to the side of the house- across her dad's favorite
flower bed, but it was under a foot of snow and she'd feign ignorance if
there was any damage once the thaw canme- and | ooked up at the roof. At
first she could see nothing marring the white slope, but the nore she
backed away, the clearer the prints becane where sonethi ng had,

apparently, noved up the incline to the ridge. And as her parents had said,
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the trail began directly above where the prints on the ground ended.
"Whah," she nurnured. "Can't be real." She glanced around at the silent
| andscape-the dead apple tree brought to fluttering life by the birds;
the garden fence hal f-buried in places by drifted snow, the evergreens
standing noodily at the edge of the woods-and then retraced her steps
closer to the house. Where the nysterious prints ended there were two
wi der hol es next to each other, as if whatever it was had run this far
and then squatted to junp. She glanced up at the stone wall but there
were no marks or scratches, no scrapes in the snow clinging here and
there. Whatever had | eaped onto the roof had made it in one go.

Springheel ed Jack come do your thing,
Your every thought just nmakes me sing.

Ni kki felt embarrassed muttering the lyrics aloud. They were froma song
that Mandy and Jesse had witten for The Rabids, a weak tune called
"Springheel ed Jack Conme Back." They said it was based on a | egend about
some guy who'd been able to junp over houses. N kki had a vague menory
of it-probably sonething her dad had wittered on about once, a tale from
one of his old books-but it was an odd subject for a rock song, and for
once she and Jazz had agreed on sonething to do with the band. Misica

di fferences, she thought. Now there was a good title.

A moment of your tine. That's all Brand had wanted. The nenory of his
voi ce made her col der and brought up goosebunps. Mre words echoed at
her, sonething she was not even sure
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he'd said: | want to go up your daughter. And then she wondered why she
was suddenly renmenbering the tall stranger at all. Perhaps because she
liked to inmagine himhaving a monent of her time, and doi ng what she

t hought he'd sai d? Those dark eyes, long hair, the charisnma that Jazz
tried but failed to exude, but which came naturally fromBrand. Ch yes,
she could imgine it. She had not seen beneath his coat- he'd al npst
shown her, he'd teased her-but she could picture it, she could see them
together in the snow, not noticing the cold because they were maki ng
each other so hot-

Jazz was still a boy. He was her age, but when it cane to sex she felt
superior, in control. Her own experience hardly made her an expert-a
sticky, funbled fewtines with her previous boyfriend-but with Jazz she
felt so much older. He was a little baby with a new toy, while she only
ever wanted to be grown up. But thinking of Brand nade her feel like a
little girl again. Her experience would be nothing to his. She would be
putty in his hands, a junble of disparate words which he would rmake into
poetry.

She wondered where and what his brand was, and what woul d have happened
if he'd actually shown her. She al so wondered who had branded hi m

Ni kki turned around and scanned the treeline, knowi ng he woul d be there.
He was. He hid behind a trunk, but she knew he wanted to be seen. He may
have been a part of the tree itself but for his long hair snapping at
the breeze, and his coat billowi ng open to reveal sonething dark
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underneath. He did not nbve. He did not indicate that he had seen her
or that she had noticed him

She raised her hand to wave but thought better of it, brushing it

t hrough her long hair instead. Weird. He was just standing there as if
he'd been there forever, watching and waiting, a natural part of the
forest and all its secrets. She wal ked si deways across the snow covered
lawn to try to get a better view He seened to becone nore canoufl aged
nmonent by noment, and by the tinme she reached the house she doubted that
he'd ever been there at all. Maybe all she had seen had been part of a
tree. Twigs twitching with the weight of snow Shadows dancing as the
sun shone down t hrough the |aden branches.

The back door opened behind her and she let out a little squeal of surprise.
"Boo!" her dad sai d.

"Dad! " She sighed, w ped at her forehead and noticed she'd been sweati ng.
"Jazz on the phone. Said he can't live if living is wthout you."

Ni kki stamped her boots in the porch and cringed as her dad ruffled her
hair. Sonetimes he still thought she was seven, not seventeen

"Mumstill listening to the news?"

Her dad snorted behind her, and nunbl ed: "Wat do you think?"



"Don't worry Dad, she'll forget about it all by this evening." She
opened the kitchen door and went in without waiting for a reply. Her num
was sitting as she'd left her, hunched at the table, eyes w de as the
radi o threatened nore news updates at el even o' cl ock
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"Ckay Mun®"

No answer. Nikki left the room quickly, not wishing to get caught up in
Mum and- Dad stuff. She hated when they rowed. Hated it even nore when
they just ignored each other. So she ran upstairs, grabbed the cordless
phone fromits wall mount on the |anding and went to her bedroom

"Hi," she gasped into the nouthpi ece, breathless from pounding up the
stairs.

"Ww, what have you been doi ng? Thi nki ng of nme?"
"Just ran upstairs. Qut of breath."

A moment of your tine, she thought, the nenory again unbidden. It made
her deliciously uneasy.

"Sounds sexy," he said.

She adj usted her breathing to mimc the cliched heavy breather
"Not sexy anynore. Forced. | |ike you natural."

"That's not what you said when | wore the | eopard-skin bra."

"Well... that's natural, isn't it? Aleopard? Grr!™

There was a pause for a nmonment as they both giggled. N kki |ooked out at
the icicles hanging fromthe guttering above the w ndow.

"You have a good tinme?" Jazz asked.
She roll ed her eyes as if he could see her. "Mum and Dad bi ckered,

pretended they were enjoying it, made me go for a stupid wal k al ong the
cliffs. Three bl oody hours! Then on the |last day the snow started, and

the journey hone was ... interesting."
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"Il bet. | thought you m ght get snowed in sonewhere, or sonething."
There was a lilt in his voice that gave her a thrill, a sense of power.

"Wuul d you have cared?" she asked, know ng the answer but wanting to
hear it.

"Course | would. | mssed you."

"M ssed you too," Nikki said. She wondered how true that was, thought of
Jazz with his long blond hair, his still-spotty face, his belief that he
could play his guitar like O apton, not clapped-out, his love of strong
cider and weak cigarettes, the way his eyes widened with a childlike
gl ee on those few occasions they'd tried sex ... and how that sex had
been uninspiring. And she tried to convince herself that she really had



m ssed him
"So what was interesting?"

"Dad picked up a hitchhiker."

"Your old man? A hitchhiker? Get away. That's too ... interesting.”
"Well, he did. Gdd guy ... just standing out in the snow Brand."
" Huh?"

"Brand, that was his nane."

"Sounds American. Wird. Were'd you take hinP"
"Nowhere." Nowhere and everywhere, he'd said
"Don't geddit."

"Dad kicked himout. Well, Mimdid really, after he started slaggi ng off
God. "

"Your Munf? Kicked a guy out of the Freelander? That | wish I'd seen.”
Even the static behind Jazz's voi ce sounded amazed. "Although
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t hi nking about it, if he did dis God | can al nost believe that "
"Not physically. She ... you know, told himto | eave."

Jazz fell silent, and for a nonent N kki thought the line had been cut.
Then he shouted down the phone and made her junp. "Hey, you see the
news? About the Devil ?"

"There are footprints in our garden."

"You' re kidding!"

"Really. Up on our roof as well. Renminds nme of 'Springheeled Jack Cone
Back.' "

Jazz grunted. "Trash."

"W can wite good stuff, you know "

"Can we? Wo's 'we'?"

"Well... | wite lyrics." N kki thought of the poetry book in her
bedr oom drawer and squeezed the phone. The thought of soneone seeing,

readi ng, singing her words sent acid shivers through her

"Yeah, but you never show us any!" Jazz's voice whined |like a kid asking
for nore sweets

"That's because none of you appreciate them"

"It was only once, Nikki."



"You took the piss." She |lay back on her bed and stared at the sl oping
ceiling, imagining the footprints-hoofprints?-only feet from her nose.

What had passed above her as she slept?
"Well, I"'msorry. 1've already told you that."

Perhaps it had paused on the roof, |ooked down at the fresh snow between
its feet, sensing her heat, hearing her light breathing ... snelling
her, tasting the subtle tang of sweat on her skin.
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She shivered and dropped the phone. It clattered to the floor as she
stood on the bed, ran her fingers across the ridged Artex ceiling as if
an inpossible truth lay ingrained there.

The phone crackl ed as Jazz shouted at her. Nikki ignored it. She | eapt
lightly fromthe bed, |anded on her toes, wal ked to the wi ndow. Water
had begun dripping fromthe icicles, landing on her window sill and
holing the snow piled there. The dead apple tree had shed nost of its
snow, though whether that was nore down to the feeding frenzy of birds
rather than a thaw, N kki was not sure.

Furt her away, beyond the garden, along the edge of the woods, novenent
caught her eye as snow began losing its frozen hold on the trees and
finally hit the ground.

The phone still buzzed. She sighed, picked it up and |i stened.

"Ni kki ? Fucking hell, Nikki, don't get so pissed about that just because-"

"I"'mnot, Jazz. | was |ooking out the window, that's all. The woods | ook
so nice fromhere."

"Ch. Well. Do you want to come over?"
"Maybe tonorrow. The snow s still pretty deep, and I'mtired fromthe
trip yesterday." And maybe, she thought, Brand is still around

somewhere, waiting to tease ne again fromwithin a tree's shadow.

"Ckay. Tonorrow, then. M ssed you."

"You too." She blew hima kiss and turned off the phone.
For the next hour she sat on the w ndow seat and watched those strange
footprints nmelt away into nenory.
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The Book of Lies

Associ ations are often nmade too easily. Here and there, this and that,
why and wherefore, they slip together w thout question, wthout the
observer trying to realize what is going on. It's far too easy to accept
what the brain is telling you without attenpting to di scover why.

You believe your own thoughts far too often. Form an opinion and that's
it, that's all there is, there's no other way or meaning or route by
whi ch this opinion can be changed. Variety is good, lies are good,



experimentation ... experinentation in anything is good. | was once a

Mor non, but circunstance nmade ne question ny beliefs. Hell, | got bored.
| dabbled in Buddhismfor a tine, then Catholicismgrasped me and barely
let me go. | don't want forgiving. Paganismand Wcca foll owed-fun, but
wi t hout the
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chal | enges-and then | dipped nmy toe into the darker beliefs, eventually
shunning everything in favor of a confortable atheism That way | offend
everyone. All of these were contrived periods in ny life, brave yet
pitiful attenpts to fit in, to be a part of something that needed nme far
nmore than | needed it. It took me a long tinme to see the lies behind

these beliefs ... and ever since then, it's been harder to find truths.
Now, | believe in whatever | need to in order to get by.
I"mnot saying |'mbetter. |I can see through lies easier than nost, and

lie to themnyself, and that's why I'mwiting all this down. Trying to
hel p rather than hinder. Inpart what | know because | think it's worth
knowi ng. Al t hough when you eventually read this, you may not want to
know t he truth.

I've lived by questioning everything | see or sense. Just because food
tastes rank, that does not nean it's bad for you. Sinply because
somet hi ng | ooks unpl easant does not nean to say you cannot grow to |ike
it, useit, love it, given tine.

Take a footprint. Hide its source. Gve it a cloven hoof. To any fervent
Christian, the Devil has conme to town.

Honest .
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Chapter Three

Dan al ways hated the slow transformation fromsnow to slush. It was a

| eftover fromhis chil dhood, when a snow covered | andscape was a pl ace
of joy and fun and adventure. The slushy remains of the thaw neant a
resunption of normality, a return to a school previously closed down by
i ced-up pi pes.

Nowadays, in his darker noments, he could not help but conpare it to how
his life had turned out. Vivid and clear and full of potenti al
transmuting as tine passed by to stained and grey, slowy fading away to
nothing. He felt bad thinking these things, and he knew that reality was
never as perfect as a child' s imagination led it to believe. But
somet i nes when honesty cut in he would stare at a wall, listen to slow,
deep musi ¢ and nourn sonething forever unattainable. It
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wasn't that he did not like his life. It was just that sonetines, life
no | onger liked him

He sl oshed through the nelting snow to the Freel ander, pockets full of

| oose change, fleece zipped up under his chin. Megan would nornally
drive himto the pub for pool night so that he could have a drink, but
this evening she was unsure, still nervous of skidding on black ice even



t hough Dan assured her it was all but gone. And perhaps, he thought, she
was concerned that on the way hone, she may run into whatever had nmade
the prints in the snow

So tonight he was sober. Pity. He played his best pool after a few drinks.

The Freel ander started first time. Dan drove al ong the driveway, edging
out onto the shared | ane that snaked between the trees and out to the
mai n road. The thaw seened to be speedi ng up now, even though eveni ng
was rapidly leeching light fromthe sky. There was novenment all around
as he drove between the trees, nelting snow hitting the forest floor

The headl i ghts danced al ong the treeline, picking out fallen and falling
branches along with the pale scars they had left on the trunks.

Dan turned on the stereo for company. He grabbed a tape blindly fromthe
rack and pushed it hone, and his spirits lifted instantly when Thin

Li zzy crashed fromthe speakers. The sound of Lynott professing to stil
being in | ove eased away tensions Dan did not even realize he had. H s
shoul ders felt lighter and aches gave way to a dull, fuzzy warnth in the
nmuscl es around his neck and arnms. He'd driven a | ong way yesterday
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t hr ough horrendous weat her, but now he was headi ng out for an eveni ng of
rel axation, chat and pool with his mates. And if he had to stay sober

wel |, he'd have the pleasure of watching themdrink thenselves into
the foolishness he usually acted out as well. Megan had once called them
a bunch of sad old nmen trying to relive an even sadder wasted youth. It
gave Dan great pleasure to agree

He glanced in the rear-view mrror and a shadow sat up in the back seat.
He junped, gasped, sighed with relief when the Iight shifted again,
passi ng hard- edged shadows across the uphol stery where the main road

| anps shone through iced-up w ndows.

Li zzy rocked, Dan bopped and sang al ong, the Freel ander purred its way
through the nelting snow. In twenty nminutes he woul d be at Bar None. It
was a strange nane for a pub, but on his first visit several years ago
he had instantly fallen in love with the place. On the outside it gave
the inpression of being a quaint old British country pub, but upon
entering that illusion was shattered ... and its shards were broken down
even nmore as one passed through the | ounge and into the bar

The landl ord and his wife were obsessed with dead peopl e.

The lounge walls were lined with bizarre portraits of "late" fanobus
people. Jim Hendrix riffed the custoners through the hallway and into
t he | ounge proper, and Janis Joplin, Bill Hi cks, Laurence Qivier
Graham Greene and Steve MeQueen gl ared down at patrons as they ordered

52

their first drink. Each portrait had some unusual aspect to it... G eene
was naked, McQueen had piercing red eyes, Hi cks's |likeness was created
wholly in cigarette ash and filters. Above the fireplace hung a huge,
portrait-sized mrror, bearing subtle irregularities in its surface.
Pretty strange, many casual visitors would comment, odd but interesting.

Upon passing through the frosted glass door fromthe |ounge into the
bar, any previous perceptions of strangeness demanded seri ous and



i nstant re-eval uation.

Dotted around the bar were several skeletons, all bearing sonme strange
and di sturbing nutation, giving hints of the flesh and bone
nmonstrosities they had been: one skull had three eyes sockets; another
skel eton had only four ribs; yet another displayed bul bous evi dence of
grotesque mal formati on, nodul es and hunps and whorls of bone decorating
its surfaces, a plastic Elephant Man. Norris the | andl ord al ways cl ai ned
that every skel eton was genui ne, purchased at great expense from dubi ous
contacts he maintained in South Arerica. Dan knew as well as anyone that
they were in fact cast for himin Cardiff, created by a young student
doctor with a know edge of, and a penchant for, defornity.

Still, it made for an entertaining locale in which to play pool. Norris
called it his pub at the end of the world. Naturally, some folks in the
vill age took exception

The pool table was the only standard itemof furniture in the room
surrounded as it was by fal se cadavers, bone-tables and anputated-Iinb
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chairs. At the cueing-off end a heap of congeal ed plastic on the floor
al l egedly marked the spot where a witch was once burned at the stake.
However nmuch construction work went on above this point, Norris said,
however many tinmes the flooring was renewed, her cooked guts al ways
found their way back above ground. It was a disgusting, repulsive idea,
but it was also a foot rest. Dan was tall enough, but his friend Justin
was a little over five-two-wide as well as tall-and he found it useful

He was al so very | oud.

"Ch, Danny boy, Danny boy-" Justin shrieked as Dan arrived.
" Tuck off, fatty."

The two exchanged nore unpl easantries until Brady emerged fromthe Gents'.
"H Brady," Dan said.

"Hell o Dan." Brady-real nane John W/ Hans-was one of the quietest,

hunbl est, nost pleasant people Dan had ever had the pleasure of know ng.
He woul dn't sinply | ean over backwards to help a friend in need, he'd
put himself in need for them If ever there was soneone who'd take the
rap, the blame or a bullet for his friends, it was Brady. Unfortunate,
then, that he bore an uncanny resenbl ance to the notorious Mors
Murderer as he had appeared in the nugshots of the time. John WIllians's
gaze was dol eful instead of evil, his thick hair unmanagabl e instead of
unkenpt, but ever since he had hit sixteen WIIlianms had been Brady. Wen
he tried to change his appearance to | essen the |ikeness, he sinply

| ooked like Brady trying not to | ook
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like hinmself. It was a nasty nickname, unfeeling and cruel, but it had
stuck so hard that even his elderly parents now used it on occasion
Peopl e no |l onger considered its origins. Not even Brady.

"No Ahmed?" Dan asked. Ahnmed Din Mohamred was usually the fourth menber
of their pool team a tall, dryly witty man with a particular |ove of



old science fiction books and terrible B-novies. He would provide the
witty counterpoint to Justin's outright crudeness, just as Dan was
lively and tal kative next to Brady's thoughtful silence.

"He couldn't get his car out of the drive," Brady said. "Gave ne a ring
this afternoon. Totally snowed in, and even if he could get out his wfe
didn't want to drive so he'd be sober all night."

"H mand me both," Dan sighed.

"Never mind." Brady took a long, |uxurious swig of his Guinness and
smacked his lips. He lived five mnutes from Bar None.

"Bastard,"” Dan nuttered under his breath, but |oud enough for Brady to hear

Brady smiled sweetly, tipped his glass again and enptied it. "Get you a
Coke?"

Dan sl apped Justin around the back of the head as he bent down to |line
up a shot. "Alright fatty?"

"No probs."
"How di d you get here?"
"Vl ked. "

"You? Wal ki ng? You never even wal k when it's a pleasant seventy in the
shade, the sun is
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setting and cars have been banned fromall major and minor public roads."
"Well, you know ... it's snow ng."

"You big kid!" Dan gasped. He shouted across to the bar. "Hey Brady,
fatty here wanted to play in the snow"

Brady | ooked back, his face giving nothing away. "Freak."

The three men spent a few m nutes chatting, gossiping, swearing and
cursing, taking the affectionate piss out of each other as was their
wont . Ahned woul d have nmade the group conplete, but they nade do with
what they had and reserved especially harsh judgenment for their absent
friend. There were only a few other people in the bar, npost of whom Dan
knew to nod a polite hello to-a local farmer, a young couple who |ived
in a converted barn just down the road from Bar None, an old w dow who
still inhabited a virtual shack at the edge of the village. Runmor had it
she was paying to have a gas line installed as an eightieth birthday
present to herself. She had two wal king sticks with her tonight instead
of the usual one, and she wore so many |ayers of clothing that she

| ooked like a junble sale drinking a double malt.

Dan began to relax. The stresses and strains of the past few days-and
holidays with his fam |y al ways contai ned hi dden pressures anongst the
enjoyment -nel ted away |ike snowfl akes on skin. N kki's teenage
nmood- swi ngs, Megan's surprise revelation that she wanted to nove back to
the city, that weirdo yesterday afternoon, Megan's panic this norning
over the supposed
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Sat ani ¢ hoofprints in the snow ... all in all, it had been a rough three
days.

The | onger he stayed, the nore tenpted Dan becane to have a few drinks
and wal k hone. But it was several niles, and he knew that he could
freeze. He was above all else a sensible famly man ... so he stuck to
the fizzy drinks, burped and watched his friends getting drunk

"Good holiday?" Justin asked.

Dan shrugged. "Apart fromthe freak blizzard turning the easy journey
hone into Damation Alley, yes, not bad. Onh, and Megan told me she
wanted to nove back to the city."

"You' re movi ng?" Brady said, |ooking up fromthe table.
"No, | just said Megan wants to nove back."

"Shit..." Justin trailed off. "What a bastard." He drained his beer
frowned and went to buy another round.

"So," Brady said, |eaning against the wall next to Dan. "You're noving."

Dan | aughed and shook his head, but inside a bitterness was welling up
Yes, Brady was right, they were moving. Megan had stated her intent and
that was it, she was as serious as hell... and wouldn't she |ove that
conparison ... and so, eventually, they would be going back to the city.
Once Megan said sonething like that it was only a matter of time before
she had her way. Sonetines it took nonths. Dan resented her because he
knew his capitulation was a formof synpathy. But he hated hinself nore
for giving it.

He woul dn't be surprised if she'd already made an appoi ntnent to have
their house val ued.
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"I dunno Brady," Dan said quietly. "I thought she loved it here. Thought
she was happy. Away fromthe dangerous city, away from where she was
attacked ..."

"Maybe she's got over it and wants to go back to her friends."

"She has friends here!" But Dan could not convince even hinself of that,
| et al one anyone el se. Megan was slow to get to know people at the best
of times, and out here in the country the chances had seened | ess
frequent. Although, Dan thought, she rarely tried to make her own
opportunities.

Justin returned with the drinks and he and Dan began a frame. The harsh
cl acki ng of the pool balls calmed Dan and drew himaway fromfamly
problems for a while. He forgot the nelting snow, the beautiful, noody
worman his little girl was beconmi ng, the strange man who had slipped in
and out of their car and |left the nenory of himself behind |like a bad
snel |, and he thought about placing his stripes over the top pockets,

pl anti ng doubl es and | eaving the cue ball on the cushion. Considering he
was sober he played quite well, but Justin won the ganme so Dan | et Brady



to the table.

Dan strolled to the bar. "Hey, Norris, two nore beers for the gruesone
twosonme over there." As the publican pulled the pints Dan gl anced
around. "Any new stiff additions?"

"They're cadavers, Dan, as well you know. " Norris's eyes twi nkled as he
spoke. He tal ked about the fal se skeletons as if they were his own kids.
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"Well if one of your patrons decides to walk hone in this, you'll have
anot her one to add to the collection. 1'd Iike to hang above the bar, |
t hi nk."

"You driving tonight?"

"Yep. Megan didn't want to drive me up here in this, which is fair enough.”

"Dangerous out there.'
wr apped-up ol d | ady.

Norris nmoved off to pour another whiskey for the

Dan chose some nusic fromthe jukebox-an old wall-hung unit whose
pl ayli st had not been updated for about five years-took the drinks to
his friends and started a frame with Brady.

The Cure agoni zed fromthe speakers. Brady planted a ball into a side
pocket. Norris coughed behind the bar, a true hawki ng that sounded I|ike
atin of dog nmeat being enptied. Dan thought about the book fair he was
goi ng to next weekend, wondering what treasures he may uncover in dusty
corners. He hadn't | ooked at his books since they' d been back. He would
tonight. A glass of w ne when he got honme, and nmaybe a browse at the
illustrated Dante's Inferno he'd picked up two weeks ago. Some gor geous
etchings in there. He closed his eyes, sighed.

The bar door rattled in its frane.
"I bet N kki's pussy tastes fine."

Dan opened his eyes. Justin and Brady were | eani ng agai nst the poo
tabl e, chatting.

"What the fuck did you say?"

"Huh?" Justin asked. Brady |ooked as tired and bermused as ever.
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"Just then. In ny ear. You whispered sonething about Nikki."

"Somet hi ng about Ni kki," Justin repeated, bemused. Dan could see that it
was no j oke.

He | ooked around, wondering who el se could have said it but know ng
there was no one. Norris was changing an optic bottle, The Cure obsessed
about love lost in a forest, the young couple were putting on their
coats, the old widow still sat in her corner, her whiskey glass doing
its best to drink in the single wall |ight above her. No one close
enough ... and no one likely to say what Dan had heard.



Ti nnitus, he decided. Blocked ears. Ran in his famly. And maybe famly
problems didn't flee when he was here with his friends, nmaybe they just
went under cover until he was | ooking the other way.

He bent over to line up a shot. Looked across the pool table at the
worman in the corner. Saw that she had taken off some |ayers of clothing
and her headscarf, so that her |ong black hair, which previously had
been grey, flowed down over her shoulders like a slick, and her whiskey
glass travelled to her lips to be enptied in one gulp, the hand hol di ng
it large and strong and | ong-fingered.

"You," Dan said, not knowi ng whether to be angry or scared.

Brand stood fromhis seat and approached the bar, never once gl ancing at
Dan. He wal ked stooped like an old nan, and he was not as tall as Dan
had at first thought. Five-ten, nmaybe. Certainly no giant.
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"What did you say?" Dan said, |oud enough for everyone in the bar to
hear hi m above the music. As if on cue the song ended, a | oaded silence
replacing it.

The young couple | ooked at him the old farmer in the corner ained a
rheuny glance his way, Norris | ooked up from counting change at the bar
but Brand sinply stared down into his glass, waiting for it to be filled.

"You," Dan said. "Oddball. What did you just say to ne?" He realized how
t huggi sh that sounded, the cliched You | ooking at ne? which he'd heard
many times in pubs in the city but never out here. It wasn't Dan, that
type of behavior. He was as nuch a hooligan as Megan was a rock star

But this guy had offended his famly, insulted his daughter ... and
frightened him truth be known. He had frightened hi mbadly.

Just how the hell did he whisper into ny ear fromall the way over there?

Norris poured. Brand drank and smacked his lips, settling the glass back
on the bar with a reverence usually reserved for churches. Dan noticed
the scarring around his left eye; raised, rough skin, his eyelid
twisted, as if soneone had attacked himwi th a cheese grater. He was
surprised he hadn't seen it in the car

Then Brand gl anced at him al nost dism ssive, a casual | ook w th hooded
eyes. "l didn't say anything," he said. "I'mhere for a drink. It's cold
out there, you should know that. And the last thing | want to do ..." He
indicated his glass to Norris, who dutifully refilled it froma bottle
of Aenlivet. " the very last thing, is to talk to you, Dan."
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"How do you know mmy name?"

Brand paused with the glass halfway to his lips, frowned, |ooked up at
the ceiling and cl osed his eyes.

Got him Dan thought. He can't answer that one. But his triunph vani shed
when he nentally asked the question once nore: How does he know ny nane?
"Let's see," Brand said, and now Dan was aware that the rest of the pub
were watching. Norris had even turned the jukebox down, so that Pau



Vel |l er sounded so far down in the tube station that he could hardly be
heard. "You picked me up in the blizzard, took me a mle or two, ejected
me fromyour car into the worst snowstormthis county has known in
living nmenory, left me for dead ... and you're worried that | know your
name. "

"I"mworried about what the fuck you' re doing following me! And if you
nmention ny daughter one nore tinme-"

"Dan," Brady said, touching his shoul der

Dan shrugged himoff. "No, Brady," he said, wthout taking his eyes off
the tall, dark-haired whiskey drinker. "This guy's up to somnething. Just
| ook at him"

"Dan," Norris said frombehind the bar, "you really should calmit a
little. I may have a pub full of cadavers, but I'Il not have any trouble
in here, especially fromone of ny regulars.”

"Norris!" Dan said, disbelief hitching his voice. He heard the door open
and | ooked just in tinme to see the young couple quietly slip out.
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Fleeing a forest fire, Dan thought. Leaving the party early.

"The man's just having a drink. He's been waiting for a lift, he says,
and he's keeping hinmself warm And he has taste. Genlivet."

Dan glared at Brand for a few seconds, the taller man returning his gaze
with an expression so devoid of enmotion that Dan had a brief, crazy idea
that Norris had hired himas just another corpse.

"You stop tal king about me and ny famly," Dan said. "Then we have no
probl em"

"Ckay. \Watever." Brand nodded, eyebrows slightly raised in innocent
surprise

"And you don't talk to ne. Say anything |ike that again-"
"I didn't-"
"Anyt hi ng!" Dan shouted. "Anything like that and I'Il make you regret it!"

"Jesus Christ, Dan," Justin said fromthe pool table. Dan could hear the
shock in his voice, the surprise that his mate was acting the thug.

Dan turned his back on Brand and | ooked across to his two friends. The

at nosphere was hazed fromJustin's cigarettes, thickened in a very

di fferent way from how al cohol usually narrowed the roomfor him This

was not tunnel vision, it was a blurring of sight, something that nmade

everything nore confusing instead of targeting his concentration at one
specific point. Brady and Justin stared back at him the latter openly

aghast .

He turned back to Brand. "And let's leave it at that," he said.
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Brand nodded. "Of course." He lifted the glass to his I|ips.

Dan wal ked back to the pool table, feeling small and foolish even though
he'd just scored an inportant victory, for hinself as well as his
famly. He was certain of that. A victory.

"Still," a voice said, "I'Il bet her tight little cunt tastes of honey."

Dan spun around, and his turning body-his anger, his frustration, his
hi dden weaknesses that even he was sonetinmes unsure of-added nomentumto
t he swi ngi ng pool cue in his hands.

It would not happen, he knew. He coul d never wi n now because he never
had before, never did, never would. Brand woul d duck and westle the cue
fromhi m

-it was the thick end, the grip end sweeping through the air, heavy
enough to do sone real damage-

-and turn it around, handing out the beating Dan intended for him
giving it back. Because Dan never won. He never succeeded. He had not
been there for Megan as she suffered, and he was rarely ever there for
hi nsel f. There was an angry person here, true, someone trying to defend
his famly's honor, but it was Dan, and he coul d not wal k away havi ng
triunphed. By trying to help he would only hurt hinmself some nore. That
was sinply how his life ran

He had not been there for Megan, not when she needed himnost. He had
dabbed her bl ood and bat hed her cuts and brui ses, but when the bastard
was actually hurting her, beating her-
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The thud as the pool cue connected with Brand's head shocked Dan back to
reality.

Didit!

The inpact juddered the cue in his grip, but he managed to keep hold as
it glanced fromBrand's skull, hit the ceiling and dropped back down.
Dan went linp for a nmonent, the cue resting on the floor, but then he
lifted it again and brought it up in a short arc into Brand' s back. He
held it tighter this time and felt the meaty hardness of the nman's
shoul ders beneath the wood.

He renenbered the sight of Megan's wide, white eyes glaring froma mask
of her own bl ood. The way she had stared at him no enotion there other
than fear, not feeling safe even when he hugged her and whi spered that
everything was alright, she was safe, there was only the two of themin
the house now ...

Brand slumped to his knees and rested with his forehead agai nst the
front of the bar. He had a bald patch on top of his head. Nobody's
perfect, Dan thought, and he hit himagain, a short sharp smack to the
back of the head that split the cue. He could not see Brand's face-his
I ong hair swung forward and conceal ed his expression fromview but his
groans told the whole truth. Brand was only half conscious. His left
foot twitched and thunped a brief, loud tattoo on the bar fl oor

Loud, because all else was silent. Dan was trapped with his own



breat hi ng and poundi ng heartbeat. The others in the bar-Norris, Brady,
Justin-all stared at himw th vacant disbelief.
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Their wi de eyes rem nded hi mof Megan

He had not been there for her. She nmay have forgiven him but he had
never forgiven hinself.

"Bastard!" Dan hissed. He dropped the cue, stepped in and kicked the
kneeling man in the back, hard, aimng for his kidneys and hopi ng t hat
tomorrow he'd piss blood. Each tine his foot connected-I|ower back

shoul ders, head as Brand slipped to the floor at |ast-he felt sicker

but prouder. Wth the last kick he slipped in Brand's spilled drink and
spraw ed on his back, grunting as the air whooshed from his |lungs. He
heard a giggle fromthe man on the floor. Hands cl osed around his upper
arnms. Brady and Justin haul ed himupright and, wi nded, he could not resist.

"Dan, for Christ's sake!" Brady pl eaded. "Dan!"

"Did you hear what he sai d?" Dan asked, and verbalizing the question
made it sound so stupid.

"No," Justin said. "Didn't hear anything. Poor fuck just canme in here
for a drink. What the hell's wong with you?"

Dan did not struggle but Brady kept hold of him fingers digging into

his bicep. He stared down at Brand. The man squirmed on the floor, and
Dan sm |l ed as he reached around to the back of his head and his hands

cane away bl oody.

| did that, he thought. Made him bl eed. Made him bl eed for Ni kki

"I"'mcalling the police,"” Norris said.
"No," a voice whispered, and for a nonent it was right beside Dan's ear
again, so close that he turned to see whether Justin was whispering

66

something to him But then the voice canme again, and he realized that it
was Brand.

"No ... don't worry." Slowy he stood, head down, hair still obscuring
his face. A couple of droplets of blood fell and bl ooned into rosettes
on the floor.

More dead stuff for Norris, Dan thought.
Brand | ooked up and his face was a mask of bl ood.
"Jesus," Justin said. "You mght need stitches."

Dan felt shock closing in. He began to shake and a sense of unreality
wi dened the space around him pushed hi mdeeper down into hinmself. H's
bri ef ganme of pool mnutes ago seened days in the past, as did his
fam ly's recent holiday, but his battering of Brand was still there in
the here and now. Hi s hand throbbed where it had been bruised by the
cue, as if the inmpact was still occurring. H's heart thunped. He was



sweat i ng.

"That's just not you, Dan," Brand said quietly, so quietly that Dan was
sure only he heard the words.

"You |l eave ny famly alone!" he warned, nore scared than he could
understand, nore disturbed by Brand's words than he could explain.

"Dan, for fuck's sake, he's not doing anything to your famly," Brady
said, digging his fingers cruelly into his friend's armbefore letting
go at | ast.

Norris still had the tel ephone receiver in his hand, and an inpersona
voice was telling the roomto Please hang up and try again later. "I'd
like you to | eave, Dan," he said.
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He | ooked at Norris and nodded. What el se could he expect?

Brady and Justin frowned and sai d goodbye. They watched himl eave the
bar without nmoving to see himout. Watever brief madness had overcone
him they obviously thought it had now passed. Either that or they were
afraid it was catching.

Brand had stood up and now | eaned on the bar. Hs hair covered the new
whi skey gl ass he held cupped in his palnms. He did not |ook up, did not
even regi ster the sound of the door opening and closing as Dan |left. The
back of his head glistened blackly in the hazy atnmosphere. The bl ood on
the floor had sneared and al ready | ooked dry.

"See you around!" a voice whi spered, prom sed, as Dan left the buil ding.

The col d cl apped around his ears and sucked breath from him but he
still found the energy to run to the Freelander. H's footprints punched
into the nmelting snow, waiting for norning and the sun to renove them
fromthis place forever
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Chapt er Four

Ni kki coul d hear her dad bustling in the kitchen. Her bedroom curtains
were open. Sunlight flooded in. Reality was fluid, and it was a few
seconds (who am |, why are the curtains open, why's Dad up so early,
where's Brand, what tine is it, what day, what year) before she sat up
rubbed her eyes and renmenbered everyt hing.

The snow had nostly gone. She'd never seen such a sudden thaw. Birds
flurried past the wi ndow, |arking around now that the ground and trees
were partially exposed and they could eat again. There was no one

wat chi ng the house fromthe treeline, although perhaps there had been
| ast night, staring as she undressed in front of the lit w ndow and

of fered her young secrets for view She felt weird thinking that. Last
night it had seened sexy, delicious, ghost-tongues of
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cool air teasing her nipples without touching. This norning it felt al
wWr ong.



Two days left of the Easter holiday. Her dad was back in work today;
t hat was why he was up, that was why he was naking such a noi se
downstairs. N kki always held the belief that he hated going to work
when she had no school and could lie in. True, she should be revising.
A-levels weren't that far away, and then perhaps university, and then
what ? What followed the life she knew? Alife she had no inkling of,
that's all she could bank on. In the past few years she had dreaned of
becom ng: a vet; a nurse; an architect; a nusician; a music shop owner
a traveller (during one of her darker noments, when responsibility
seened too snothering and the romanticized freedomof the road |ured
her); a checkout girl (simlar feelings, but less rebellious); and a
solicitor. At present, her heart and dreans lay in The Rabi ds. Her mum
and dad knew and honored this, although she could see the desperation in
their eyes whenever the subject came up. They often tried to talk to her
about realistic chances, luck, talent, drugs and noney. They'd both
lived their lives working at normal, nundane jobs. Neither of them had
ever seen the band play.

It would be unfair not to humor her dreans, and they knew it, and she
knew t hey knew. Her dad, after all, often expressed a desire to nake a
living fromhis antiquarian book dealings. Miusty old things snelling up
the dining roomand the study, that's all N kki thought of them but he
seemed to love their feel and texture and stench

70

Cccasionally he'd buy something and sell it on for a good profit, but
the noney usually went to pay for a new freezer, or a holiday, or to

negate the upward-spiralling balance on a credit card. He had as much
chance of succeeding there as she had of becom ng the next Tori Anps.
But of course, she'd never say that to her dad. She woul dn't be that

unfair. That was her mum s job.

She' d see Jazz today, tal k about The Rabids, give hima kiss, hand him
his present and see his face drop when he realised it wasn't a bottle of
scrunpy. She liked a drink, but Jazz often went one further until drink
liked him Sonetinmes that was just a bit too nuch. He thought it was
cool, but it made her cold.

Ni kki pulled on sonme jeans and a shirt and padded downstairs barefoot.
She heard her mum hunmm ng in the shower as she passed the bat hroom and
realized with a brief pang of excitenment that she would be alone in the
house today. Maybe she'd tell Jazz, maybe she woul dn't. Perhaps-even
better-she'd tell him but not invite himover. She thought about | ast
ni ght again, the dark reaching in through the wi ndow to goosebunp her

skin, the cool ness between her | egs where the brisk air touched ... dark
t houghts all, alien and daring, exciting and frightening.
"H Dad."

He spun around, dropping a slice of toast. It |anded buttered side down.
He stared at her for a few seconds, mouth w de, eyes as well.

" Dad?"
"H hon," he said, expression hardly changing. "Sorry. Startled ne."
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"You okay, Dad? Look |ike you've seen a ghost."

"I'm well, | suppose-"

"HAAI " Ni kki star-junped, shouting as |oud as she could, choking on a

| augh even before her feet nmet the kitchen floor again. Her dad dropped
the butter knife-it skittered greasily across the tiles-and stepped back

two paces, bunping against the sink. H s eyes went even wider. Hi s hands
jerked up into a wardi ng-off gesture.

Oh Jesus, Nikki thought, he's having a heart attack

One of his hands | ooked bl ack

" Dad! "

"Ni kki, don't bloody do that first thing in the nmorning." He shook his
head and bent down to pick up the knife and toast, hiding his startled
expr essi on.

"Sorry, Dad," she said quietly.

"In fact, don't do it ever."

"Sorry." Quieter. She felt like alittle girl, being told off like this
and sinmply accepting it. But her Dad's face had really scared her then

Soneti mes, she thought about |osing him

He | ooked up at her again and tried a smle through the icy glare. It
| ooked li ke a face trapped under ice. "You'll give your old man a coronary."

"Don't say that!" she scolded. "And what's that on your hand?"

He cringed. H s hand | ooked |ike a dead spider, fingers clawed, palm
bl ack and swoll en. "Accident with the pool cue last night."
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"The pool cue and sonebody's head, nore likely!" she said, giggling even
as her dad turned around to the worktop to make fresh toast.

"Went to swing it around ny head when | beat Brady. Caught the end on
the table and it jarred ny hand. That's all."

"Silly sod," Nikki said.
"Watch it you!"
"Two slices of toast please Jeeves, and nake it snappy."

Ni kki sat on a barstool at the breakfast bar, sighed, ran her hands

t hrough her hair, trying to pull out the knots but succeeding only in
tangling it nore. She | ooked through the pile of papers and nagazi nes
and found the local free rag, four pages of news and twenty of adverts
for treesurgeons, honey sellers and garden shed manufacturers. It was
usual ly full of junk and her dad used it to light the Rayburn, but this
week's front page caught her attention

"When did this conme?" she asked.



Her dad placed a plate in front of her with two thick, black slices of
toasted brown bread. Her favorite. "It was through the door when | got
up. Some poor kid nust have been delivering themat six this norning."

"It's got those footprints on the front." Nikki buttered her toast and
scanned the story. There were various clainms as to what could have
caused the prints: a deer; a badger; a wounded buzzard unable to fly.
Most col umm space was taken up by the Devil.

"Ch shit,"” she said. "Better bin this. Mimwon't be too happy with it."
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"Don't swear. Happy with what?"

And of course, her num was standi ng behind her. N kki crouched | ow over
t he paper, pursed her lips, w shed that sometines she could think before
speaki ng. "Mrning Mum"

"H honey. Al ready for your long hard day of doing nothing while your
father and | slave for the good of society to earn a crust to keep you
in hairspray and nail polish and all nmanner of |eather clothing?"

"You're my parents. It's your job." N kki smled and took a bite of toast.

"And what wouldn't | Iike?" Her mum | eaned over and pulled the paper
fromunder N kki's arns.

Now she' d be pissed, N kki knew, as much at nme for saying that as at the
article itself. She glanced at her Dad but he had al ready given up
turned to the sink, run the water and waited for the explosion. It

al ways went like this. Good banter, a bit of fun, a bit of

pi ss-taki ng-she was ol d enough now, her numtreated her as an adult even
if her dad did still sometinmes ruffle her hair and object to her short
skirts-and then religion interrupted and wham bam fireworks.

Rel i gion. And she'd always thought it was sex that was supposed to cone
bet ween a not her and her daughter.

"Deer ... badger ... and the Devil." Her nother read the options out
qui etly. She put the paper down. "Well, the footprints have gone now.
Let's just pretend they were never there."

And incredibly, amazingly, that was it.
Ni kki's parents left at around eight thirty,
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offering her a lift to Jazz's but she said he wouldn't even be up yet,
and that he'd probably conme around to pick her up on his notorbike. War
your hel net, her dad advised, frowning slightly. Be careful, her num
said, covering all manner of possibilities in one phrase. She sniled at
t hem both and waved t hem away. Then she snmiled for herself because she

| oved them Al the way down the drive her parents faced forward, and if
they were talking to each other they did so without turning their heads.

Ni kki spent an hour wandering fromroomto room browsing books-new
ones, not her dad's snelly old things-listening to sone Rob Zonbi e at
ear t hquake-i nduci ng vol ume. Then she showered, dressed and had a cup of



coffee. And all the while she was | ooking fromthe wi ndows at the
surroundi ng | andscape-trees on two sides, the WIkinson's house on a
third, the lane to the main road on the fourth. Watching for soneone

No, not someone, Brand. Watching for Brand. Because she was certain that
he was still out there.

She had heard his voice in her dreans.
Sweet, he had purred as she hovered on the edges of sleep. Fine.
Honey . ..

Jazz's arrival just after eleven o' clock was announced by the whooping
rattle of his old notorbike. It was a 50cc machi ne, an asthmatic nongre
Ni kki's dad usually conmmented, but for Jazz it was a sleek nean road
hugger. And
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al t hough he | ooked vaguely ridicul ous pulling wheelies or burning down
ski d-marks on such a snmall bike, he seened so proud that N kki could
never find it in her heart to take the piss.

Today, as she watched himperforma clunsy hal f-nmoon stop on the wet
driveway, she felt a surprising tug at her heart. She was actually

pl eased to see him He pulled off his helnmet and | eaned over to kiss her
wi t hout di snounting. She kissed hi mback, closed her eyes, |osing
herself for a nmonent and enjoying every second of it. She held his head
and w apped her fingers in his long hair. For a few brief nonents she
was ki ssing soneone el se.

"M ssed you," he said.

"Me too." She hugged himand pressed her chin into his shoul der, | ooking
past himat the woods. The constant shadows sat there, watching. She
wonder ed what noved within them and she suddenly felt very sexy. For a
few seconds she considered inviting Jazz inside, taking himupstairs ..
but she knew that she'd close her eyes as he kissed and caressed her, be
wi th someone else. And in a strange way, after the last two nights, it
woul d feel as if she was betrayi ng soneone el se. The shadows beneath the
trees would dislike her betrayal. She did not know what they could do
about it, and she did not want to find out. The snow had nelted away,
there was no way of telling what had been wandering their garden |ate

[ ast night, but she could snell sonething strange. Unknown perfunes in
the still air.

"W neeting up with the gang today?"

Jazz nodded. He | ooked to the house and back
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Ni kki knew what he was thinking, he had that frantic sparkle in his
eyes. "Yeah, in a couple of hours, old nan Warrington's said we can use
The Hall again. Jesse and Mandy have witten a new song." He shrugged.

"It's alright, | suppose.™

"What's it about?"



"Don't know." He was still sitting astride his bike, |egs wi der than
necessary as if it was a Harley rather than a hardly. "They called it
The Origin of Storms, but it's all hot air to me." He grinned.

"Ha ha, Sid Little."

"Invite me in, I'll showyou I'mnot little." That | ook again, a sort of
tenmporary madness, eyes so wi de open that N kki was amazed he wasn't
drooling fromthe corner of his mouth as well. She gl anced down at his

conbat trousers. He already had a hard-on, probably had one all norning
t hi nki ng about seeing her again. But right now she wanted to get away,
| eave the house and the woods, go into the village.

She gl anced over at the trees, suddenly certain that she was being

wat ched. Surely he can't still be here, she thought. He isn't really
wat chi ng me undress at night, is he? He can't honestly have hung around
so | ong without someone el se seeing hin®

"Let's just go and see the guys," she said, clinbing on behind Jazz and
wr appi ng her arnms around his waist. She nuzzled his ear but kept her
hands hi gh. "Maybe later," she whi spered.

He handed her the spare hel net and revved up, spitting a skid of gravel
behi nd them as he pulled off along the driveway. Wth two on board
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it was not even worth pretending that the bi ke was fast, so he settled
for a safe ride through the woods and out to the main road, turning
right and heading toward the village of Tall Stennington

An occasi onal srmudge of snow still lay like roadkill on the verge,
grubby and sad now that the rest had vani shed. It was cold, the sky was
clear, there was no breeze, N kki felt her cheeks freezing and her eyes
wat eri ng, and she loved every nminute of it. Leaving the house and the
woods behi nd, seeing the first buildings ahead- Bar None and the vill age
garage-gave her a thrilling sense of freedom as if she was |eaving
responsi bility behind as well.

Jazz tried to squeeze sone nore power fromthe bike. They screaned over
alittle stone bridge and into the village square, past the few shops
and fewer shoppers, past the monunent to the town's war dead, the old
church and the youth center. Then they exited the village only a mnute
after entering it. Fields opened up on either side, heavy hedgerows
flashing by, N kki glanced back over her shoul der. She wanted to stay
there. She wanted to sit in Magenta's, the village cafe, drink coffee
for a couple of hours, snoke some cigarettes and chat to Jazz about the
pai nful few days they'd had away. Maybe she'd even tell him sonme nore
about Brand, her idea that the big man had been trying to pull her from
the car, hug her out into the snowwth him instead of clinmb into
warnt h and safety.

"There they are!" Jazz shouted. N kki turned forward agai n and they
bashed hel mets. The bi ke
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swerve and wobbl ed, Jazz revved down and braked, and for a terrible few

seconds Ni kki knew that they were going to crash. But somehow Jazz
pul l ed them around into a skid instead, |ocking the front wheel and



turning thema full one-eighty, spraying Jesse and Mandy with grit from
the side of the road.

"Fuck, " he whi spered.
"Sorry," N kki said.
"Hey, cool spin!" Jesse ran to the bike and cl apped Jazz on the shoul der

"Looked nore like an al nost fatal accident to ne,
| eani ng picturesquely agai nst The Hall.

Mandy sai d. She was

"Yeah, well, | wouldn't dream of giving you the satisfaction." Jazz

ki cked down the stand and he and Ni kki di snount ed.

Ni kki was shaking slightly, fromthe cold and the fear and the pl easant
thrill she felt at having her friends around her once nore. She was nore
keen than ever to pick up her bass and start strumming. It would end in
shouting and argunents-every janm ng session did-but that was just the
way things went. Besides, as Jazz always told them any good band worth
their salt fell out all the time. Just |ook at Casis.

"H Mndy, Jesse."

"Ni kki. You | ook scared shitless." Mandy was puffing casually and in a
preci sely choreographed nmanner on her nenthol cigarette. Everything
Mandy did was intentional, each expression and coment anal yzed and
probably rehearsed in front of a mrror. The sane age as N kki, she was
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nore aware of herself as others saw her than anyone N kki had ever net.
"Just glad | get to clinb off Jazz's big chopper for a while."

Jesse sniggered, too loud and for too | ong. The other three al
privately agreed that he was still a virgin, though he professed to
havi ng "done" Emily Wl ker at her brother's wedding party the previous

sumer .

"Have a good holiday?" Jesse asked. He scratched his face as he spoke,
pi cking at a fresh slew of whiteheads.

"Shit, thanks. I'd tell you all about it but | wouldn't want to bore you
into a coma." Jesse nodded, still stared at her, still picked his spots.
Ni kki wondered whether Jazz ever noticed the | ooks Jesse sonetinmes gave
her. She hoped not. They didn't need another wench in the band' s cogs.

"Hey," she said, "I hear you guys have witten anew song!"

"It's great!" Mandy produced a fol ded sheet of paper from her pocket,
waving it open and handing it to Nikki with a flourish.

"You do the lyrics again, Jesse?"
He nodded shyly.
"What's it about?"

"Read it and see," he nunbl ed.



Ni kki glanced at the paper. Mandy's scrawl ed notes and attenpts at

nmusi cal arrangement prom sed hours of arguing and snappi ng back and
forth this norning, but Jesse had printed his lyrics clearly enough. She
scanned them then read themthrough a second tinme, feeling a flush
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of jealousy. Jesse could wite. Angry, scared, silent, shy, introverted
maybe it was a good thing he had never been |aid.

Perversely, N kki was pleased for Jesse that his tal ent made her
jealous. "This is fucking great," she said. She smiled at him

"It's pretentious crap," Jazz said.

Mandy it another cigarette. "I like it."

' Course you do, you bl oody wote-"

"I did the lyrics,"” Jesse said.
Mandy hel d Ni kki's shoul der. "Your Jazz thinks we should do a cover of
Creepi ng Death instead of the new song."

Your Jazz. N kki hated that. And she hated those voices, being raised
even before they'd strunmred their first note of the day.

She cl osed her eyes and waited until the argunent had reached a
crescendo before shouting: "Shut the fuck up!"

They all | ooked at her, a different formof hurt on each face.

She nodded at The Hall, saw that Mandy had borrowed her dad's car to
bring their kit, suddenly wanting nothing nore than to get inside and
start playing. Drown out all the strangeness of the | ast couple of days.

Sweet ... fine ... honey ..

"Let's do both songs," she said. Ever the diplomat.

The Hall should really have been named The Shed.

The band went through the main door, past the toilets and into the
hal | -there really was
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little else to the building. A rear roomhad once been used as a bar

but it was now boarded cl osed and accessed only from outside, hone to a
di nosaur | awnmower that Warrington used two or three tines each sunmer
to tidy up the roads leading into and out of the village. The |oca
council carried out the bulk of the work, but never to Warrington's

sati sfaction. H's own gouging attenpts nmade natters worse, but the
villagers turned a blind eye. "Wiat did he charge this tinme?" N kki
asked. Mandy grunted. "Bottle of Scotch." "Hope you bought himthe cheap

stuff." "Took one frommy dad' s stock," Jesse said. "He'll never mss it."

Ni kki smiled. Warrington was probably hol ed up sonewhere even now,
pi ssed to hi gh Heaven and cursing the very youth he profited from There



was probably a lesson to be |learned fromthat, but she wasn't sure what.

They set up their equi prent, each of them performing famliar tasks and
entering their own private world for a few m nutes. Jesse unpacked his
nmeagre drumkit, Mandy set up her m crophone and the two snall speakers
she jokingly referred to as her PA, Jazz renoved his guitar fromits
wooden case, polished it with his sleeve, alnpst cooing over its shine
as he wired up for sound. Ni kki | ooked around as she plugged in her bass
guitar and nonitor. She knew themall well-they were, she supposed, her
best friends- but even if they'd been strangers she could have sumred up
their personalities fromthe way they touched their gear, how they noved
as they
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clicked sockets and trailed | eads along the front of the old box-staging
units.

Jesse' s sl ow, ponderous nmovenents and the gentl eness with which he fixed
each drumquietly, so as not to attract too nuch attention- testified to
his shyness. N kki had always felt herself drawn to him but nore as a
sibling than anything else. If she'd had a brother, she liked to think
he woul d have turned out |ike Jesse. H s coyness was a synptomof his

i nherent selflessness. O perhaps a cause.

Then there was Mandy, singing |ouder than was necessary to set the

nm crophone vol ume. The opposite of Jesse, she denmanded attention, and if
she did not receive it naturally she forced it upon herself. |'ve fucked
a sheep, she sang, |'ve fucked a goat ... Then she did doh-ray-ne,
slipping on the final high note and bending over into a forced cough to
provi de an excuse, then continuing with that when she realized it was
somet hing el se which would turn heads, then pouting and strutting when
it did not work ... And yet, N kki really |liked Mandy. They had been
friends for a long tinme, and as they grew into their teens together

Ni kki began to see the taller, prettier girl for what she was: a |oser
wearing a winner's nedal. Mandy was quite intelligent and came froma
weal t hy background, but despite all her show and tell she was destined
for alife of nediocrity. There was nothing really to her. N kki knew
that friendship based on pity was wong, but then she'd rem nd herself

t hat not nany peopl e understood Mandy. Maybe not even Mandy hersel f.
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And then Jazz. Pompous, funny, arrogant, ronantic at times. He wore his
guitar slung | ow over his shoulder, sniled at N kki when he pl ayed,
pursed his lips as he launched into a solo, then exaggerated the pose
when he saw others watching him smiling at their smles. Know ng,
behind all the bravado, that they were actually laughing at him... and
not really caring. Sone people thought Jazz was thick as shit-her dad

i ncl uded-but Ni kki knew the truth: his confidence was so sincere that he
was sinply happy to laugh at hinself.

"Let's hit it," she said. As usual she took on the role of band | eader
wi t hout anyone conpl ai ni ng. Even Mandy woul d shut up and | et N kki run
things for a while, just until the argunents kicked off. But hopefully
they had a while to go now before that happened. N kki had a few days of
shit to play away.

"Fuck it," she said, "let's do Creeping Death to clear the cobwebs."



Mandy hated the song, she made no secret of that, but she |oved The
Rabi ds. They all did.

They pl ayed badly, but sounding like they nmeant it.

The Rabi ds went through Creeping Death three tinmes, and each tinme Mandy
sounded nore and nore pissed off. That was good. It suited the song. But
after the last chord of the last run-through she storned to the toilets,
sl ammed the door and stayed there.

"W ever have a gig it'll be the shortest in history," Jesse said.
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"We'd better do the new song, | suppose."” Jazz was sweating, his |long

hair dark and knotted where he'd been swinging it around his shoul ders.
Ni kki was constantly anazed at how it avoided his guitar strings, but
she had to adnmit it |ooked pretty cool. Jazz, however, now | ooked
freaked and dizzy. That's why he wanted to do The Origin of Stornmns.

Not hing to do with Mandy. He was tired.

Jesse went to fetch their moody singer and, pleased at the attention
she deigned to cone out and performthe new song. They played it five
times before it even started to come together, then they took a break
for a beer and a snoke. As usual, Jazz had brought some pot. As usual
Mandy snorted her derision

"Weed! " she hi ssed.
"Resin," Jazz said.
"Not it. You."

Ni kki sat back and |istened, |leaning into Jazz's enbrace as he nade a
great show of snoking. The tangy cloud built around them and she tried
to pick out tenpestuous shapes where it floated around the snoke al arm
on the ceiling. If that went off they'd have to get a broomto smash it
in. Not as if anyone would hear it from where they were now, The Hal

was half a mle fromanywhere. And anyway, likely as not its battery was
dead.

Brand woul d be tall enough to reach it. He could stand there in The Hal
on tiptoes, stretch up until his fingertips just brushed the base of the
dusty alarm nudge up an extra half-inch to crack the casing. Even

t hough the ceiling was
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al nrost twelve feet high she imagined himdoing it, filling The Hall with
his presence and his build, casting out the tainted air because he did
not want it, did not need it, to breathe and be and bel ong.

He was the first thing she had thought about that norning, the | ast

thing she woul d think about tonight. Jazz felt suddenly cold next to

her, a distant heap of flesh she had nothing in common w th. Another

puff of snoke billowed into her vision she felt him slunmping down sone nore.

"You snmoke any nore and you won't be able to play," she said.

"Course | will! 1I'll be a speed denon, baby."



"We're not playing thrash now, you know. Jesse and Mandy's new song
doesn't need sone doped out psycho ..."

He sat up and she felt the hurt as he stared at her, glassy-eyed and
white-faced. He never liked to admit that the cannabis nade him fee

ill, sick, cold and sweaty. He thought it was too cool for that.

"Nice to see you back from holiday, too," he nuttered. Then he stood and
pi cked up his guitar, scratching out a few angry chords, distorting them
as his own senses were distorted.

"Fuck!" Jazz shouted. He threw the remains of his spliff at a dusty
wi ndow. It hit the glass and spewed sparks in death.

"Sorry, Jazz," Nikki said, but he spun around and shook his head.

"No, there was soneone out there watching us," he said. "Scary bastard.
Big."
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Brand ...

"Great, now you're hallucinating," Mandy said through a nasty smle.
"Was he dressed as a Mars Bar, this big scary bastard?"

Jazz shook his head, exasperated. "Really. There's someone wat chi ng.
Just startled ne a bit, that's all." He took a step towards the w ndow
to try to regain some sense of cool, but only one step. Watever he'd
seen really had shocked him

"Let's go see,"” Mandy said.

Brand, N kki thought. | imagi ned hi mand now he's here, watching ne

t hrough a wi ndow | i ke he has been since we picked himup. A shiver
craw ed down her front and into her groin as she thought of undressing
before her it wi ndow, wondered what he'd been doing as he was wat chi ng..

Mandy strode across the dusty floor, giving her behind a little twitch
for Jesse's and Jazz's sake, and pushed her face up against the gl ass.
Ni kki coul d see her breath condensing on the panes. It was still cold,
and al though The Hall had an old gas heater, none of themfelt brave
enough to light it. They all shared a fear of seeing The Rabi ds becone
famous in flamng, gas-fuelled death.

"Not hi ng out there," Mandy said.

Jazz had barely nmoved. "You sure? | saw this face | ooking in, can't you
see in the dust on the wi ndow? Where he was pressing his face-"

"Ch ny God!" Mandy screamed, staggering back, one foot kicking at the
heel of the other and droppi ng her heavily onto her rump, coughing up a
cloud of dust fromthe floor. Air
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whooshed from her chest as she hit the boards, and her hands sl apped
down with a painful smack



"What ?" N kki shouted. What, a tall man all in black ... ?

"Arsing us about," Jesse said.

"What's out there?" Jazz shouted, alnost screamed. Hi s guitar still hung
com cally from around his neck but both hands had gone up to his mouth

i n an unconsci ous gesture of shock and burgeoni ng panic. A dropped
facade, once again.
"Arsing us about," Jesse muttered again. The sound of a snare drum being
tickl ed added a bi zarre background theme to the proceedings.

Mandy' s shoul ders began to shake with | aughter as N kki stepped forward.
"Bitch!" Jazz hissed.

"Told you she was arsing us about."

"What was the fucking point in that? | did see sonmeone, you know..."

"Mandy, for someone so stunningly beautiful you' re such a childish
little girl," N kki said, and Mandy's shaki ng stopped, shoulders stil

hi gh, tense. Ni kki could al nost see the nuscles knotting in the other
girl's arnms and neck. "Ch shit, Mand," she nuttered, wanting to tell her
sorry, forget it, but those words would just not come. Hardly ever for
anyone, and especially not for Mandy. Stuck-up bitch.

"Well 1'mgoing outside for a |look," Jazz said. If he expected a
reacti on he was di sappoi nted. N kki gl anced at himand rai sed her
eyebrows, as if to say why bother, but he'd said it now

88

Bl ustered up by Mandy's nockery, he could not back out. He unslung his
guitar, laid it gently inits box, lit a cigarette-just plain tobacco
this time, N kki noticed-and went slowy for the doors.

"I"ll cone," Jesse said.
"Cheers, mate."

"Me too," N kki said. She tried to convince herself it was for Jazz, to
show solidarity with himin front of Mandy. But it was nore for Brand,
who may be out there even now wat ching through another w ndow, i magining
her undressing at night, perhaps wi shing he'd tugged that little bit
harder when he'd tried to haul her fromthe car..

So what if he was a stranger, tall and scary and antagoni stic, warm when
it was cold? So what if he wanted a nonent of their tine? As far as

Ni kki was concerned he'd already had that from her. And besides, she
coul d handl e herself.

The three of themleft The Hall and stood outside on the gravel, Kkicking
at weeds, avoiding dog shit, |ooking around and wonderi ng who woul d be
the first to venture around the corner of the building.

The Hall backed onto a field, and in between stood an expl osion of a
hedge, a great overgrown mass that hadn't seen the business end of a saw
or pair of shears for decades. Branbles m xed with hawthorn; nettles
nudged their way past dock | eaves; an old ranbling rose grew thick and



gnarled, rejoicing in its wldness; dead trees rotted down while others
struggling heroically to push their way up to the Iight. Even as a kid
Ni kki had played in there on occasi on-hi de and
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seek, or just plain hide-but nowit held no nostalgia. Only a strange
sense of foreboding, a fear that if she went back in-the place where
she'd been a child before grow ng up, before discovering herself as a
worman and not just a little girl-she would see or feel things she did
not |ike.

"I'"ll go this way," she said, heading for the corner of The Hall nearest
the road. Safe that way. Besides, that was the side Jazz reckoned he'd
seen the face, so in a way she was the brave one.

"I"l'l take a | ook around back," Jesse said.

Jazz shuffled fromfoot to foot, puffing at his cigarette, kicking an
enpty snail shell on the ground and crushing it slowy beneath his boot.
"Il just wait here," he said.

"M nd Mandy doesn't junmp out on you," Jesse nuttered. N kki giggled to
hersel f as she reached the corner. He'd nixed sarcasm and i nnocence j ust
right so that Jazz could not quite be sure of what he meant. Yes, she

i ked Jesse. He was a good guy.

She rounded the corner and wal ked al ongsi de The Hall. There was only a
narrow grass verge between the building and the roadsi de, and she kept
her eyes down, |ooking for signs of their nysterious watcher. She
recall ed the strange prints in the snow a coupl e of days ago, though now
t hey had gone and there was no chance that any new ones could distort,
nmut ating fromnormal to sonething abnormal. The Devil, her num had

whi spered. Funny. Annoyi ng. Depressing. Sonetines she wi shed her num
woul d just calm
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down and enjoy life instead of worrying about what happened when it ended.

There was no traffic on the road. There were a few birds singing around

her, and the distant purr of an unknown engi ne, but other than that her

footsteps were the only sound. She could not even hear Jesse pushing his
way between the shrubs and the corrugated wall of The Hall on the other

si de.

She passed the wi ndow where Jazz had said he'd seen a face-|ooked down,
checked the ground, saw no footprints in the nud-and rounded the second
corner.

Brand stood fifteen paces fromher. He was at the far edge of The Hall,
back pressed into the hedge where it bul ged out, apparently trying to
extend its domain and creep along the end of the building in a vain
attenpt to reach the road. He was staring at her, smling, his long hair
tied back in a pony tail. He had two dark bruises on his face-one on his
cheek, the other at the side of his nouth-and a cut across the bridge of
hi s nose.

Sone bastard's been picking on him N kki thought, but instantly
realized what nonsense that was. No one could pick on Brand, he was j ust



not that kind of man, he was strong and capabl e, and anyway, she guessed
that the other person was probably | ooking a | ot worse-

"You're a very sexy girl, N kki," he said, though his nmouth did not nove.
"What ?" She'd inmagined it, she nust have, although it had been his voice.
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Then he did speak. "You're a very sexy girl, N kki. And you play bass well."

She smled, but it didn't feel right. She shrugged. She was usel ess,
hopel ess, not know ng what to do or say.

He turned and wal ked behi nd The Hal |

"Wait!" she shouted, running to where he had been, slipping in a

mud- puddl e and bangi ng her shoul der and head on the wall as she went
down, feeling the cold nud suck at her leg and hip, seep into her shoe.
"Wait!" She scrabbled in the puddie, trying to stand. Pain flared in her

head and she was sure she'd cut herself. She paused, listening for Brand
pushi ng his way through the undergrowth, but there was nothing. He was
waiting there for her. Standing just around the corner, listening to her

shouting and cursing, probably giggling behind his hand, nmaybe even
snel ling her blood ..

Ni kki stood and wal ked the | ast few paces, sw nging herself around the
corner and wincing as errant tw gs plucked at her cheek and neck

There was no one there. The bushes and trees pushed up agai nst The Hall,
branches and creepers actually appearing to penetrate the outer shel

and di sappear inside, though she had never seen any sign of themwithin.
Brand was not there.

She'd been here as a little girl, hiding under this very tree as her num
and dad | ooked for her, called, cried and called again, and she had only
cone out when it had started to rain. The nenmory came back hard and
fresh and sad. It was the first and last time she had run away from her
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parents. Eight years old. She'd never seen such pain, relief, anger and
terror on their faces.

Brand was not there.

He had been standing at the corner, smiling at her ... talking to her
and now he was gone.

Jesse pushed his way through the undergrowth, cringing as it scratched
at his face and hand. "Bloody hell... | mnmust be mad." he said.

"Were you here just now?" Nikki gasped, realizing how crazy it sounded.
"Huh? Taken ne a lifetine to get through there."
"l saw somneone. "

"Who?"



Who? N kki shook her head. Not to deny that she had seen hi mbecause she
had-but sinply to dism ss the conversation.

Ni kki took a good | ook at the hedge. There was no way Brand coul d have
pushed through there, no way, not w thout nmaking a noise and not in the
time it had taken her to find her footing and turn the corner. And Jesse
woul d certainly have met him She scanned the hedge, the tangle of bare
branches holding clots of rotting | eaves, the thorns and the tw sted
stens that had been growing for maybe a hundred years, denying anyone
access ... let alone such a tall, big man.

At any noment she expected to see him staring back
"N kki ?"
" Huh?"

"You alright? You look |ike you' ve seen a ghost. And your head's
bl eeding a bit. You didn't did you? See anything?' For the first tinme Jesse
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| ooked afraid, a fear that enconpassed rejection and | oneliness as well
the nore i medi ate threat. Perhaps N kki shoul dn't have been ignoring
him She knew how things were with Jesse.

"I"'mfine, Jesse. Thanks." She wi ped her forehead and her hand canme away
sneared red. Not nmuch. Just a scratch. It had felt worse at the tine.
"I"'mgoing to go through this way." She nodded past him wondering what
the fuck she was doing and realizing the truth instantly: she was maki ng
sure. If Brand was not here, then she was seeing things, hallucinating
fantasi zing? Actually finding himhiding back there would be | ess scary.
"Rat her you than nme." He squeezed by her, and did he cop a feel? Did his
hand brush along the top of her thigh and across her crotch as he tried
to negotiate the tangled roots and nud and bed of rotting | eaves?

Ni kki shook her head. Now she was paranoid. "Beat you back to the door!"
she said with a snmile, but as she turned fromJesse the snmile dropped
away instantly. Just what the hell was she doi ng?

She pushed into the hedge, levering the first big branch away fromthe
wal | of The Hall and slipping through. She scratched her arm and cheek
strai ght away, bringing norse-lines of blood to the surface. It isn't

far, she kept telling herself, not far at all. She was glad that there
were no wi ndows on this side of The Hall, otherw se she may see Mandy

staring out, giving her the finger, rapping on the wi ndow to scare her
O perhaps it wouldn't be Mandy. Maybe Brand
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had reversed the situation and was inside The Hall right now Witing
for her to return. Brushing Mandy's cheek with the back of his hand ..

She tried to push through faster but the hedge thwarted her efforts. It
rem nded her of a picture book she'd had as a kid, the story of Sleeping
Beauty and how her castle had been overgrown with rose plants to deny
anyone access, a prehistoric forest clinbing the walls and joining above
the roof. Her dad had sat beside her and read through that book a



hundred tines, and it was always one of the final pictures that stuck in
her mind: the valiant prince hacking through the gnarled trunks and
stens in his search for the sleeping princess. H's quest was to wake her
with a kiss.

Wul d she feel different about things, she wondered, if Brand were to
ki ss her?

She was hal fway through-it would take the same tinme to go both ways,
now, a couple of mnutes at least, too far in for anyone to help her if
somet hing went wrong, if someone reached out and grabbed her ankle or
brushed her throat with a bl ade-when she heard his voice.

"Sexy girl."

Ni kki junped, gasped, caught her breath and felt her heart take a few
wild | eaps. She | ooked over her shoul der, her hair catching on a branch
as she did so, and when she turned back Brand was standing right in
front of her. He'd pushed through fromthe other end, his face was
scratched in several places, his hands-one resting on the nol d-covered
wal | of the building, the other holding back a heavy branch so that he
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could l ook at her-were criss-crossed with bloody trails. But he was
totally unconcerned. He | ooked as much at peace here as anyone could
anywher e.

Sexy girl, he'd said. And now, however nuch Ni kki had been t hinking
about him whatever illicit thoughts had entered her mnd as she |ay
awake at nights, she was scared.

"How di d you get here so quickly?" she asked

Brand shrugged. "I know shortcuts."

There was no way past him She could go back the way she had cone by
turning her back ... but that was sonething she would not do.

"What are you doi ng here? \Wat do you want ?"

Brand sniled and stepped closer, letting the branch fall back into place
and |l ock themin together. He stood inches away, | ooking down into

Ni kki's upturned face, breathing at her, his breath stale and old like a
bedroomin the nmorning. Ch God ... she could reach out and touch him...
"I"ll be around for a few days," he whispered, filling her head with his
voi ce. "Your father and | have a bit of business to discuss, al

hush- hush, don't tell anyone, it's on the quiet. And especially don't
mention it to your old man... he'd go nad!"

"My dad?"
Brand nodded. "So you're alone this afternoon? In the house?"

"Mum and Dad are in work." N kki felt a peculiar tingle in her chest,
fear and apprehensi on and a buzz of excitenment. Was he nmking a pass,
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pl anting suggestions? "Jazz is com ng back with ne, though." It was a
lie made true as soon as she said it. She'd had no intention of asking
Jazz back ... but now she would. For the whol e afternoon. Not because
she thought he could protect her fromBrand, but sinply for the conpany.

"WIl you fuck hin®"

She felt herself reddening, her cheeks flushing and her belly grow ng
warm at the thought. A man tal king about sex in such a frank way was not
somet hi ng she was used to. The realization brought home just how young
she really was, and it scared her a |ot nore because of that. Mostly,
she thought of herself as an adult. Right now she was sinply that little
girl behind The Hall once nore.

"Maybe, " she said, pleased with the answer.

"He's a waste of space, you know. "

"What ?"

"Your boyfriend, Jazz. A waste. Sonething useful could be occupying the
space he takes up. Breathing his air. Having his ... energy." Something
had changed with Brand ... perhaps his eyes were darker or his scar paler

Ni kki shook her head, flitting fromexcitement back to fear in an
instant. She was breathing hard with the effort of trying to keep up
trying to figure out what he wanted, where he was conming from just why
he was here at all

"I could free that space," Brand said. He | eaned forward so that his
lips were an inch fromher forehead, hovering above where she had cut
herself. "A nmoment of your tine, sexy N kki, and maybe I'Il do it for
you. Hhrmm that could scar."
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Sonet hi ng touched the cut. It may have been his breath, or perhaps the
tip of his tongue, a cool touch on the dribble of blood still seeping
out. She recoil ed.

He turned away.
"See you around."
Then he pushed between the hedge and The Hall and was gone.

Ni kki tried to follow but branches snagged her cl othes, holding her

back. It took her a couple of mnutes to force her way through to the
front of the Hall, panicked nonents filled with conflicting enotions and
i deas, feelings in a pot brought to the boil by Brand ... and then |eft
to cool naturally, spewing their heat into the air, settling with a cold
greasy fear on top

Jazz was standing where she had left him He glanced up as she energed,
eyes widening slightly at the sight of her bloodied skin. She leapt into
his arms. He staggered back in surprise.

"See hin?" she asked quietly. "Did you see hinP"

"Jesse said there was no one there," Jazz said, breathing cigarette



snmoke into her face.

"Your parents in?" she asked, trying to keep her voice |evel, burying
her face into his neck so that he could not see her w de eyes.

"No. Dad's in work and Mum"

"Let's go to your place for the afternoon, then." She felt himtense
slightly, then he held the back of her head and nuzzled into her neck
Yes, she thought defiantly, I amgoing to fuck him She pulled away and
| ooked around. If she
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had been expecting a rebuke, it did not cone.

Ten mnutes later they had packed their gear, |left Jesse and Mandy
behi nd and were screanm ng al ong the road back to Jazz's pl ace.

Ni kki held on tight.
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Chapter Five

O course, the footprints had not left her mnd for one m nute.

Megan was good at keeping her thoughts internalized, not opening herself
up to analysis and criticism God knew her every nove, every thought,
each and every image that flitted across her mnd was there for Hmto
see, so if there were any apol ogies to make she would make themto H m
True, sonetines she felt the need to share her thoughts, that's what
famly was for, but the nore private ones-and there had been many of
those | ately, some darker than normal, sone nore secretive-remined

hi dden. Her nother had told her that this was the best way to be. She
had been sparing in her advice, but the one thing she had insisted upon
was that Megan need not bother other people with her own
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fears and woes. Keep theminside, she had said. Handl e them yourself.
They' re your thoughts and yours alone, that's why God gave you your
i magi nati on and your inner workings. Keep themto yourself, and to H m

So she had listened to her nother and slowy, over the years, built a
screen around herself. It was invisible, this screen, constructed of
secrecy and silence, and it was mrrored on the inside so that when she
| ooked she saw herself staring back. Nobody el se could see it, though
Dan knew for sure it was there. He tried to scale it, tunnel through or
ease his way around wi thout her know ng, but Megan would smile and

whi sper softly that nothing was wong, everything was alright, there was
no need to worry because if there was anything wong she would tell him

That was where the very idea of the screen fell down. Because it made
Megan lie. It made her say that things were well when they were not. It
forced her to smle when she was crying inside, |laugh when she felt I|ike
scream ng.

It repressed everything ... and then she had truly found God. There was
no hiding things fromH m He knewit all. He was, in a very real way,



the sink for all her fears and anger, all the secret, silent terrors she
felt but was too afraid to share, even with Dan

Sonetimes she slipped a little, and then she saw what damage coul d be
done. "I want to nmove back to the city,"” she had said. Tension. Anger
Yes, just one tiny crack in her defence and their |ove was on the |ine.
But occasionally things just had to be said.
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"Going to lunch,"” Megan said to Charlotte.

'"Kay." Charlotte was painting her nails, her usual lunchtine pastine.
Megan wondered when the girl found time to do anything, such was the
effort she made getting ready.

She left the office and breathed in the crisp air, enjoying the sense of
cold spreading into her lungs, the cool prickle on her tongue. There was
a small mound of unnelted snow agai nst the wall outside, and she gl anced
at it as she passed by. No prints, thank God. No prints in there. But
she certainly had not forgotten those devilish hoofprints spread across
her garden, lined over the roof in an arrogant display of ownership
where none had been granted. She offered up a prayer and cl osed her eyes
as she zi pped up her coat.

Megan | ooked back at the patch of dirty snow, afraid that froma
di fferent angle she would see a print punched deep down, the shreds of
skin at its bottom begging her to pick themup ..

She had a choice of what to do for lunch. There was Magenta's, the
little village cafe, but that was likely full of kids enjoying their

| ast free weekday afternoon before school started again after Easter
She may even bunp into N kki and Jereny in there. She'd enbarrass her
daughter just by existing in the same roomas her, and she had no w sh
for a confrontation, however pleasantly adorned it may be. O she could
go to the pub in the square, sit in the corner with a basket neal and
read the paper while the old fol k drank hal ves and stared into the past
where it stained the dark ceiling tinbers.

O she could go to church. And so thinking,
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she realized that this was what she had needed all norning.

Tall Stennington was sonmewhere between a village and a small town. Its
residents referred to it as a village, its businesses-the solicitor's
she worked at ampongst thempreferred the termtown. Better for business.
There was the old part, with buildings dating fromthree hundred years
ago or earlier, cottages whitewashed every couple of years, w nding
roads really too small for vehicular traffic, a village square taken
straight froma postcard, cobbles fighting in vain against the
encroachi ng i nfluence of Tarmac roads, walls |eaning drunkenly, giving
the inpression of imrnent collapse even though they had probably been
that way since before she was born. Then the newer part of town, with
council houses surrounding a small business park, a whole slew of
tastelessly built offices and shops snaking out fromthe village square
to the main road, and the new, post-nodern church

Thi s was where Megan was headed



Tall Evangelical Church was built of redbrick, had a roof four tines as
high as its external walls and a blue neon cross that, when lit, was
visible fromway outside the village. It was a true blot, and there was
much gossip of how it had received planning perm ssion, runors ranging
froma huge back-hander to the local authority, to the planning officer
in question's unusual relationship with the vicar and his wfe. For
Megan, its appearance did not matter. The signs outside, exhorting
devotion to Jesus, held no inport for her. The color of its walls, the
careful ly
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mai nt ai ned gardens, the six-foot boundary wall that failed nmiserably in
keeping the local youths out ... none of this mattered. Al that
concerned her was that this was honme from hone, the house of God. A
refuge in plain sight.

The one place where she could |l et down her guard.

"Ch Jesus." Megan never took the Lord's nane in vain, but often uttered
it as a kind of invocation. If something scared her or shocked her she
called on Hs help. "Ch ny Jesus!"

At first she thought the shape was a new cross, |eaning against the
railings in front of the church while its nount was prepared inside. But
as she drew nearer she saw hair flitting in the gentle breeze. Soneone
was tied to the railings, arms out, feet up off the ground, |inbs
twisted in and out of the uprights in a manner that nust surely mean

br oken bones.

Then, as she came to a halt several yards in front of it, the body
nmoved. Its arns slipped frombetween the iron railings, it slid to the
ground and | ooked up at her

"You dog, why hast thou fellated me?" Brand said.

Megan coul d not speak. She opened her nouth but could not breathe, as if
the air had frozen around her and Brand, solidifying, allowing only the
twisting of his face as he sniled, the satisfied sigh as he stretched
his linmbs-joints clicking, bones creaking-the only sound. She could not
nove, either, because he was |ooking at her. In the frank sunlight she

could see his scars ... several of them evenly spaced across his face,
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certainly not random Sigils, signs, wards ... they were designed.

She knew this was sacril ege, yet she was fascinated.

She'd read about small rodents caught in the gaze of a cobra, pierced by
its eyes and scared into a terrible paralysis that only ended as the
snake struck.

Going to bite me, Megan thought, he's really going to bite me. Brand's
grin wi dened and she believed it, for a crazy nmonment she inmagi ned him
| eani ng forward, clanping his jaws around her exposed, cool neck and

chonpi ng down on cartilage, carotid artery, nuscle and flesh, shredding ..

Then the i mage passed and she stepped back quickly. Her heel caught on



the path edging and she was falling, Brand growi ng before her as he rose
in her vision and the sky surrounded him She wheel ed her arnms and cried
out, stupidly enbarrassed.

Brand grabbed her. He filled her field of vision now just as he had
that first noment they'd seen himout in the snowstorm inpossibly huge
t hrough the wi ndscreen. She was terrified. "There is plenty covered that
shal | never be revealed," he said, smling, "and hid that can never be
known. "

"Let go of me," she hissed, but he had her. H s right hand was cl osed
around her left bicep, his left curved back under her right arm and
pressed flat to her back. Her breast nudged his wist. H s eyebrows
raised slightly, lifting one of the scars- it was shaped |ike a serpent
with three heads-
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al t hough he was not | ooking at her face any nmore. H s gaze had been
stol en by sonething across the street.

"Unl ucky for some," he said.

Megan struggl ed away from him al nost stumbling again but righting
herself this tinme. He was |ooking over her shoul der, his anmused
expression doing nothing to dispel the threat he exuded. She | ooked.
There was a small dog with something in its jaws. It was flinging it
into the air and catching it again, and Megan realized after a few
seconds that it was a bird, probably dead already but still being toyed
wi th, nipped, holed so that tiny droplets of blood spattered the grey
concrete it was not being allowed to rest upon. The hound seened neither
excited nor bloodthirsty, nerely interested, curious as to what woul d
happen were it to catch the bird again, fling it again, catch and fling
one nore tine, and so on and on

"A charming village you live in," Brand said. "No, really, |I'm not
fucking with you, a lovely little place."

"What do you want ?" Megan asked, suddenly angry. How dare he scare her?
And here, by the church ... how dare he? "Didn't you get your lift?"

Brand frowned and | ooked skyward, finger touching a ragged mark on his
chin. "HmMm Now then, did | get my Ilift? Wll yes!"

Megan backed away a little nore. His arnms, they'd been between the bars,
she'd seen themthere but now they were whol e and heal thy again. A
contortionist perhaps, using his unusual
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joint structure to shock and frighten?

"Well you can't have gone very far," she said.

"No | didn"t. My lift arrived, | asked a small favor of them and they
threw ne back to the storm back into the teeth of snow and ice, into
the freezer, thinking perhaps that | was warned enough by their mneagre

hospitality to survive the night out there on ny own."

"You were being weird!" Megan couldn't help justifying herself. She



gl anced past Brand to the church door, wondering if she could run there
bef ore he had a chance to grab her again. Her armthrobbed where his
fingers had pressed in. Her breast tingled where he had nudged it, like
the last dregs of a |ocal anaesthetic.

"I was being honest!" Brand shout ed.
Megan ran toward the church.

He shouted again, louder, spittle tickling the back of her neck. "I only
needed a nonment, just a small nonent, just a few seconds-"

H s voice foll owed her, though she could not hear his footsteps. Surely
someone coul d hear him shouting, someone woul d see?

"-spent the night wandering through the snow"

She reached the door. It was open to her, as al ways.
"That poor cat." It was Brand's voice but it was inside her head, as if
he had taken her space and spoken with her nind but not her mouth. That
poor cat.

She turned and started shoving the big door shut, but stopped when she
saw him He had backed up to the gate in the railings, staring up
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at the spire and the unlit neon cross. "Fucking nmonstrosity," he said.
Then he | ooked down at Megan and sniled that dreadful smile once nore.
"He's forsaken you to nme." And although it was nerely a whisper, and
Megan's heart was thunping, and there were agitated voices behind her in
the church, she heard his words as though his breath gushed them across
her skin.

Megan sl amred the door shut on his grin. Perhaps that would break it.
She noved to the full hei ght wi ndow next to the door, but it was as if
the scene was printed there from some cumrul ative i mage of the church
garden: no Brand; neutral sunlight; the grass cut; the fl owers tended.

No Brand. Yet again, he had vanished in the space of a second.
"That poor cat," sonmeone said behind her. She spun around, wanting to
shout but unable to find her breath. Leave ne alone, the silent shout
echoed in her mind, just |leave ne alone, go away, get lost ... Brand had
frightened her. His coldness, his mrthless hunor, his enphasis slipping
fromone subject to another, all conbined to disturb. Those terrible
scars cut into his flesh with intent, gruesone tattoos using his own
damaged tissue as ink. And his eyes. Blue, but dark. Bright, but bland.
The eyes of a corpse that doesn't knowit's dead. His arns, tw sted but
straight again ... and the way he'd been | ooking at N kki in the car..

There were three people gathered in front of the cross, none of them
Brand, all of themfemale. And they were | ooking at sonething down by
their feet. One of the wonen had her hands
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to her mouth, the other to her ears, and if the third had not been
snoking a cigarette she could have conpleted the threesome by covering



her eyes.
The wonman hol di ng her ears shook her head once nore. "Poor, poor thing."
"Wio the hell-?"

"I"ll get onto Father Peter about this, you know, " the snoking woman
said. "lI'mnot having sickos breaking into our church and doing this,
it's just not ... fair." She turned and | ooked at Megan. Megan had seen
her a few tines in church, but did not know her name. "Not fair at all."

"\What happened?" Megan asked.

The ot her two wonen | ooked up and moved back for her to see. Megan

wal ked between the rows of chairs, inhaling and taking confort in the
famliar smells of well-thunmbed Bibles and old prayers tunbled into
dusty corners. She gl anced back once, but the doors were shut, the
handl es were still, and if Brand did want to come in at |east he would
be faced with the four of themnow He would not find her on her own.

There was sonething on the floor at the wonen's feet. Megan could only
identify it as a cat because one of the wonen said so. The face stil

had whi skers, she supposed, and the dry |eathery nose was there, and the
fur was black and white, but splashed a dark, crispy red.

"Poor cat,"
an echo.

someone sai d once nmore, but Megan thought it must have been

She gagged. Her mouth filled with bile, her
109
stomach rose up and clenched tight, nuscles hardening. "Ch shit."

The creature was on its back. Its | egs had been snapped to the side so
that they lay flat against the floor, and rusted nails had been driven
through its paws.

"I know who did this," Megan said. That poor cat, Brand had said. O had
he? Had his lips really noved or had the words only been imagi ned?

"Who?" said the snmoki ng wonan. The word blew out in an angry puff.

Megan | ooked up. She sniled at the other two wonen, only now recogni zi ng
them Jane Weeks fromthe council estate and Marjorie Bellany, the
just-retired nurse who ran the Wnen's Night at the social club. Then
she | ooked at the smoki ng wonan and shook her head, al nost

i nperceptibly, as if to dislodge a sticky nmenory.

"I said who? Who would break in here and do ..." The wonan nodded down
at the crucified animal, taking another heavy drag on her cigarette.

"No snmoking in here," Megan said.

The wonman stared. "It's to calmny nerves," she said very slowmy, as if
talking to a child in a foreign | anguage.

"Do you really know?" Marjorie asked.

Megan shook her head and pressed close to one of the tall w ndows. "No,



not really," she said, her breath msting on the glass. She turned one
way then the other, trying to see as nmuch as she could. On this side of
the church the railings gave way to the old boundary wall. A path ran
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behi nd, high trees standing like sentinels on the other side, and there
were a coupl e of breaches where frost had shattered stone over the
years. The wall had been here | ong before the church. Some said they had
built on the site of a slaughter house, but even the ol dest people in
the village clainmed not to remenber that far back

Not hi ng. No one. The tall trees shifted slightly in the breeze, stil

naked and awaiting spring to finally come al ong and cl ot he t hem

Sonet hi ng noved on top of the wall and Megan thought it was a cat, but
when she turned to ook full-on there was nothing there, not even a shadow.
"We should call the police," Jane said. "This is vandalism Desecration
It nust be a crinme, nmustn't it?"

"In Tall Stennington this is akin to nurder,’
ever happens here."

" Marjorie said. "Nothing

Why do you think I want to go? Megan thought, and Brand passed one of
the breaks in the wall. She stiffened, pressing her face close to the
gl ass and hol ding her breath so that her vision did not m st over. At

| east, she'd thought it was Brand. A black shape, a quick wave of hair,
taunting. Nothing now, but then she thought that if she stared at the
gap forever nothing el se would pass by.

The wall was only four feet high. He nust have been intentionally
hunkered down to only appear in the gap

"Anyone got a nobile?" the snoki ng wonman asked.

Megan t hought about the phone in her bag but did not volunteer it. If
they called the police they
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woul d cone, see the cat, find Brand wandering around outside, question
him and he would nention her nane and the brief lift her famly had
offered in the snowstorm... No, she did not want that sort of trouble.

Didn't look at his feet, a voice said in her head, the voice she
recogni sed as her Honest side trying to pierce the Iies she bl anketed
hersel f beneath. Didn't | ook to see what shape they were.

"Not ne," Jane said.
"Nope." Marjorie glanced at Megan.

She shook her head. "Soneone should nmove it," she said. She inagined
touching the cat and retched again, trying hard to keep her nouth shut
and her face neutral. She swallowed and felt the bile burning its way
back into her. Turning back to the wi ndow seened to provide sone
privacy, but it nmeant she had to | ook out into the church gardens,

bet ween the rose bushes and the small trees that barely seened to grow

"It's evidence," soneone said behind her, but she ignored them She



needed to pray. That's why she had cone here this lunchtime, to pray for
hel p and protection from whatever had passed themby in the snowstorm
Not the Devil -of course not-but sonething had happened to their famly,
she had felt it then and she could still feel it now, a prying eye
trying to see past her shell and probe inside. Wien Dan attenpted to
winkle a truth fromher she could feel it, sense his concern or
curiosity working at her, and it was easy to shield against that. Now,
she was not entirely sure what was happeni ng.

She did know what Brand was trying to do.
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She needed to pray.

Megan went and knelt before the cross, forcing herself to stare up as
she did every time, hating the synbol of H s pain. The voices of the
worren drifted away, her senses turned inwards, the black space behind
her cl osed eyelids grew, her own breathing cane heavy and cl oser than
ever, and in seconds Jesus was breathing along with her

She nuttered her prayers but only to give themweight. She was never

| oud enough for others to hear because her prayers were private, known
only to her and God. She honored H m forever, occasionally asking for
hel p, nmore often sinply revelling in Hs being there for her
exhal ati ons of |ove and devotion and humlity.

Today, things felt different. "My Jesus, | don't know exactly what's
going on, | want to |leave this place and Dan doesn't want to go, and
there's the prints ... those footprints over our house ... and Brand-"

Sonet hi ng touched her leg. It was so unexpected, so personal -and she was
i Mmersed in prayer-that she screeched.

"What!" soneone shouted, but Megan was trying to catch her breath,

| ooki ng down at her leg where she'd felt fingertips brush at the fine
hairs there, dreadfully, hopelessly sure that there woul d be nothi ng but
the thin red lines of nail scratches.

A spider. She watched it scurry across the polished tinber floor and
di sappear beneath the first row of chairs. It was a normal house spider
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not

huge, yet she was sure she heard a tappitytappity-tap as it nmade its escape.

"Just a spider," she said, and then sonething darkened the w ndow to her
left. She glanced up but there was nothing there. "Did you see that?"

"Yes," Jane said. "Euch, | hate spiders.”
"No, the window, there was..." Megan trailed off, realizing how paranoid
she woul d sound. A spider touched nmy leg, | know who did the cat,

somet hing at the window ... She went to the w ndow and | ooked out.
Opposite the church on this side was a row of old cottages, whitewashed
and thatched, small wi ndows often containing the original distorted
glass. dass is a liquid, she remenbered sonmeone saying, it runs with
time. Between the church and the cottages was a narrow road, w de enough
for one car at a tine, no pavenents, no border between the road and the
church. The bricks along this facade were scratched by wing-mrrors, and



on nore than one occasion the congregati on had been startled during a
service by the low growl of a new rut being carved by an unwary driver.

No Brand. No signs at all. Again Megan pressed her face to the w ndow
and | ooked left, thinking that naybe she'd see himwal king up the sl ow
hill towards the village square. She sighed, the wi ndow m sted, and the

spi der ran across right by her face. She did not screech this tinme but
she did take a step back. It scurried along the mullion and down to the
sill, and then headed off across the wall towards the next w ndow. Megan
squeezed past the end chairs to get there. Behind her, the three wonen
wer e again
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di scussing the dead cat as if Megan was no | onger with them

The next w ndow darkened and remai ned dark. Fromthis angle Megan coul d
not quite see out. She did not know if she really wanted to, but stil
she junped onto a chair and clinbed over to the next one, |ooking at the
wi ndow all the tinme, not ninding her footing.

Brand' s face disappeared just as she came near enough to see. He'd been
grinning, she was sure. Her heart stammered, and just as it kicked back
in with a painful punch she went tunbling, slipping and | anding on her
side on the connected chairs, then rolling to the floor. The fall was
hard enough to knock the wind fromher. Unable to breathe, her throat
pai nfully cl osed and her chest burning, Megan haul ed herself into a
sitting position to | ook at the w ndow

Sun shone in.

Hands cl osed around Megan's arns and lifted her up. She caught her
breath, and even though she knew that it was the wonen hel pi ng her she
couldn't hold in the scream Fingers dug into her left armand a hand
nudged her breast, reawakening the tingle fromwhere Brand had touched
her, naking her puke, spattering her skirt, the chairs and the fl oor
with what was left of her breakfast.

"Ch Jesus," soneone said.

That's right, Megan thought, and then she heaved again. She was bat hed
in cold sweat. Trickles ran down her side, fromher forehead and into
her eyes. Her stomach ached. It felt |like the worst hangover of her life.
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The wonen hel ped her sit on a chair, exuding concern but still careful
not to touch where she was speckled with her own puke.

"I know it's cone as a shock," Marjorie said, "someone doi ng sonething
terrible like this. But really, dear, it's just some poor stray noggie.
Kids, | expect." Every word was tainted with doubt.

"It's not that," Megan said, but she would not-could not-elaborate. It's
the face at the window, the grin, those scars and their hidden neaning,
the very fact that he's even still here

A shadow passed by the next w ndow al ong. Megan | ooked up, even though
she really did not wish to. There was nothing there but the spider
hanging fromthe frame on a thread of silk, its legs kicking at the air



as if swi nmm ng.

H s hand touched nme, she thought, remenbering the sensation of the
spi der brushing her Ieg. Mich too hard to be contact fromthe spider's
legs ... much too personal

Megan stood, scrambled over three rows of chairs, took off a shoe,
waited until the spider had passed the gl ass and had bare pl aster behind
it, and then crushed it with one slap. There was a slight sucking noise
as she took the shoe away to viewthe remains. It was little nore than a
stain.

Soneone shouted outside. Or perhaps it was a crow cawing in the trees
besi de the church. Either way, she hoped it hurt.

"I have to go," she whispered, "I'm due back in work."
They tried to stop her, told her she needed
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cl eani ng up. Megan wondered whether it was concern for her or the ness

t hat needed nopping. She did not care about that, not now. Maybe |ater
she'd return. Just before opening the outside door she turned to the
cross, closed her eyes and nmuttered one | ast prayer. He always |istened.
He al ways hel ped. He woul d see her hone safely that night.

Megan wal ked back through the village to the office. The scent of vomt
acconpani ed her, diluted by the breeze but still there. She should
really go home. She could phone for a taxi, go home, clean up and spend
an afternoon reading or cooking a neal, the things that always rel axed
her. But behind all these thoughts was the fear of being al one, and her
Honest voice remni nded her of this. Dan would not arrive hone until after
six that evening, and N kki could saunter in at any time between then
and m dni ght.

She did not want to be alone in the house.

If they lived back in the city there would be plenty of people around,
but not out here. And now that she knew for sure that Brand was stil
around, her fear was very, very real

The road tw sted and turned between houses, high stone walls and car
har dst andi ngs. Every time she saw sonmeone that was not Brand the relief
was i ntense. She absolutely refused to gl ance over her shoul der. She
tried to tread softly so that she would hear footsteps if they approach
from behi nd. She hugged her coat around her, partly to cover the vomt
stains, partly to provide
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some sense of warm safety that was a hangover from chil dhood.

A curtain twitched to her left but when Megan | ooked it was still, not
even the shadow of a watcher behind it. She hurried on. The sun was warm
on her neck although the air was cold. Maybe soneone was | ooking at her

there, heating her skin with his gaze ..

She | ooked back at last, unable to help herself. The street was deserted
apart froma couple of birds pecking at tiny dead things on the road.



One of them | ooked up and started hopping her way. Megan hurried on

The road opened into the village square and there were people there, old
and young, wandering from shop to shop, others hurrying back to work.
Magenta's stood in one corner, nusic and snoke squeezed out by the
throng of teenagers. Maybe N kki would be in there? Megan would like to
see her now, but the idea of approaching her daughter and her friends
covered in vomt and | ooking a ness ... she'd never be forgiven.

So she turned right and left the square quickly, passing by the bl ocks
of council houses and heading for the office. The road here was
straighter, but there were alleys and driveways and nooks and crannies,
a hundred different places fromwhere Brand coul d be watching, a dozen
corners fromwhich he could energe. She | ooked down at her feet,
counting the steps, each number taking her closer to work.

"God help nme", she nmuttered, "Jesus, see nme safe."” He heard. He
i stened. He took her back
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to the office and into the arms of Charlotte, young vain Charlotte who
sat with her for the next three hours. Then, around five o'clock, Megan
decided it was time to call a taxi and go hone.
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The Book of Lies
What you see i s what you get.

Never has a worse lie been uttered, never have words been fornmed into
such a meani ngl ess, vacuous sentence. Seeing is believing, there's
another, but it's not quite as bad or misleading. You can see and
bel i eve, but often the truth will out when nore is known, or told, or
gl eaned fromthe bl ackness of Iies.

What you see is what you get..

You can know soneone as well as you know yoursel f (which, sonmetines, is
not as well as you think ... nore of which later), but seeing themis
not knowi ng them snelling or tasting or touching them does not |let you
into their soul, their core, that place where they are what they are, no
matter how much you, or they, or anyone tries to change them You are
all blueprints,
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changeabl e but stolid in their foundations. You are what you are. You
certainly are not what you see.

There are eye conpl aints that cause hallucinations; drugs that inspire
vi sions; mental states that change what is seen to sonmething different,
somet hing not there when you think it is; the poison of a certain frog's
skin can blind; distilled potato spirits can induce sightl essness
anongst those who think they are seeing all. States of being which are
lies, where sight is being devious and truth is nore elusive that a

gl ance here, a nod there. Because truth sonetinmes w shes to elude. That
isits nature. Sonetines, truth itself is alie.



You may see a bird in the street and knowit's a bird, but who can tel
what it's thinking, or who is thinking for it? You can see a spider
goi ng about its gruesonme business-paral ysing, injecting, |iquefying-but
are you sure it's only a spider? Can you say for sure that it does not
have its own arachnid thoughts about you?

So what are you getting? Not what you' re seeing.
So often you are getting far, far nore.
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Chapter Six

Brand had been on his nind all day. That sense of victory he'd had when
he left the bar-the bar and that bastard stranger, squirmng in his own
bl ood-still existed, but it had slipped sideways into unease. Sonething
was not quite right. Dan sensed people snmiling behind his back, and
whenever he blinked the darkness behind his eyes was filled with brief

i mges of Brand, Brady and Justin playing pool together, I|aughing,
tal ki ng about what a fool Dan was.

He knew it had not happened. But he also knew that it could have. Wo,
after all, would ever tell hinf

He'd tried to throw hinself into his work, but whenever he used a pen or
a keyboard his hand hurt, the bruises flexing and driving nenory-spikes
into his brain along with the pain.
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FIl ashbacks haunted his day, a slide projector's screen spliced into his
head forcing unsought images into his mnd s eye. Some he was pl eased,
even happy with: Brand kneeling on the floor; blood glistening; Brady's
eyes as he watched Dan | eave. O hers-darker, hazier, older-he did not
wel cone so nuch: Megan covered with her own bl ood, her eyes white and
wi de and shocked; Brand in the back of the car with Nikki, his hand
creeping slowy across the seat towards his daughter's thigh

Ni kki smiling back at the stranger

Sone were nenory, others tw sted versions of menory, and although Dan
was certain he knew which were which they still disturbed himgreatly.
He had taken lunch in the pub in the village square with a few

col | eagues, but there was a pool table there and a chirpy barman, and
all it did was to rem nd himof Bar None.

It was not until md-afternoon that Dan began to realize why he could

not keep the incident fromhis mnd. Over and above the

ext raordi nari ness of what had happened, and the bullish satisfaction at
beati ng soneone in a fight, and the sense of achievenment he felt about
defending his famly's honor, was the overwhelmng certainty that there
was still some distance to go. Things were inconplete. He may have given
Brand a | ashing but he was still here. Dan was positive of that. See you
around, the voice had whispered as he left the pub. He knew it had not
been Brand uttering those words; it could not have been. Perhaps he'd
just been warning hinself that things like this rarely ended so suddenly.

123



Bastards |ike Brand had to be told two or three times until they saw the
truth.

The final hour in work dragged by. He knew what he was doi ng and where
he was goi ng next. Doubt had vani shed, replaced by a plot with a grim
certainty as its ending. Gim but satisfying. That conforted him He
liked to have a plan.

Dan passed through Tall Stennington on his way hone. He loved this
little place. It was dark now, but that just added a new sheen to the
village, the cosy warnmth of lit windows spilling into the dark and

hol ding it back. Streetlanps had been installed only recently, though
their light was fragnented by waving branches, hitting the pavenent I|ike
shards froma shattered mrror. Even the industrial units and offices

| ooked appealing at night, adding a shiny nodernity to the village that

| eant nmore enphasis to its ol de worl de charm

He passed by the ugly church which Megan attended thrice-weekly. It

| ooked huge and foreboding in the dark, its steeply pitched roof casting
a massive sil houette against the sky as if striving for God, even when
enpty. Dan had never been inside.

Fifteen mnutes later he pulled up in front of their garage. The house
was dark and silent. Dan was pleased. Nobody home, no one to ask what he
was doing in the woods, in the dark, on his own. Good. He had sonet hing
to finish in there, soneone to look for, and it would not be easily
expl ai ned. Even if he told Megan that he was feeling pretty good about
himself for the first
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time in years, the reason would not inpress her. |I beat up someone in a
pub, darling, and now | feel great, now | feel as though | could take on
the world. And you know what? | did it all for you

No, not hing good there. He could disguise it as protecting his fanmly
but this was, in reality, all for hinmself. It was for the little boy
who' d been constantly harassed and bullied in school, nentally at first,
t hen physically when the thugs decided that verbal |ashings were no

| onger enough fun. He still had the scar on his knee from when they'd
pushed himinto a ditch, thrown dog shit at him kicked hi mback down
when he tried to clinmb out. A rusty shopping trolley had added insult to
injury after they left himto his own devices, slashing at his leg as he
scranbl ed up the slippery slope to the footpath. It was not the only
slippery slope he had been on ... the bullying had driven hi m deeper
into hinmself, tying himto his home nore and nore, afraid to go out but
even nmore afraid to stay hidden. He knew that was the coward' s way, but
he'd never been a hero. He knew that to hide hinmself away would be to
let themw n, but he still had to go to school. He |ost either way.

He' d been an ugly and awkward kid, so lacking in confidence that he
spent hours in front of the mirror trying to see sonmeone el se | ooking

back. He thought that by will alone he could change that face, clear up
the acne and give the hair some sort of life and style, encourage poise
and confidence sinply by willing it at his own inmage. The mrror turns

left to right, he used to
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t hi nk, but why not up to down? Then he'd answer hinself out |loud: It



does turn up to down, and back to front as well, because in the mrror
' m soneone different. In the mrror, |I'msonmeone who'd fight back

That night in Bar None, his mirror-self had nanifested at |ong | ast.
Perhaps it was guilt- nore |likely desperation, and eternal anger at

hi nsel f for not being there for Megan-but whatever had finally turned
hi minside had made himrealize that there were victories to be had in
this world. They just need taking.

The house was dark, the woods were darker, but Dan was going in there to
make sure that bastard Brand had gone for good. To ensure that he had
done the best he could to protect his famly. And to grab that victory
for hinself, one nore time. That was all he really wanted.

Dan took a torch and a baseball bat fromthe garage, parked the

Freel ander and set off across the garden. He passed the dead apple tree
and clinbed the fence just where those dam footprints had seened to
vault it. The field between their garden and the woods was common
ground, and so it had never been subjected to any agricultural preening.
Cl unps of shrubs and trees were dotted here and there, like hairy noles
on a giant's rugged face. The grasses were |ong and rough. Seed pods
hitched a ride on his trousers as he approached the woods. The ground
snel | ed damp and his shoes squished in the grass, a dirty water rising
up over the leather if he stood still for too long. He carried the bat

i n one hand-he'd bought it the nmonth they noved
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here, with a vague idea that he, N kki and Megan could do sone pitching

in the fields, but it had never been used-and the torch in the other

The bat swi shed through the I ong grass as he swung it, rem nding him of
chi | dhood wal ks in the country when he sinply had to have a stick to

swat at nettles and brambles, the |l onger the better, and sonetines it

woul d becore his favorite stick and he'd take it hone and use it agai n and-

The woods were dark as hell. It was alnost five-thirty and the sun had
truly left him He felt his hone behind him watching and wondering j ust
what he thought he was doing. The other house stood dark and lifeless.
When he'd conme hone he'd been pleased at that, because he didn't want

hi s nei ghbors to see him pl oddi ng across the nuddy field Iike sone
madman. Now it made himlonely. He was the only one around, no one el se
wi thi n shouting distance, only him the woods ... and Brand? WAas he in
there? Dan really didn't have any reason to believe he was anywhere
nearby, in fact he began to wi sh that maybe he had scurried away already.

Dar k, the whisper of water dropping onto its carpet of |eaves, breathing
out the stal eness of danp rot, the woods bade himenter

He turned on the torch. The light did not penetrate as far as he'd
hoped, even though the trees were |eafl ess, many of the shrubs |ikew se.
He followed its beam between trunks, keeping to the vague path that ran
t hrough the woods to the | ake on the other side. There were ni ght sounds
in here already, secret whispers he never heard
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during the day because sunlight brought so rmuch nore background noi se.
Now, the calls and cries and rustles were nuch nore individualized, as
if presented purely for his benefit. He smled in the dark and the
confidence rose within him Brand was not in here. No way. He'd be |ong



gone by now, tail between his legs, a split-egg bruise throbbing on the
back of his head as a reninder that he couldn't just intrude into
someone' s personal space, talk about their famly as if he owned them

No. He was gone.

Dan realized that he'd been stepping quietly. He started stonping

| ouder, brushing agai nst bushes and wal ki ng faster. No need not to warn
what ever lived in here of his approach. He'd seen foxes, badgers and
deer, as well as dozens of species of birds, and he had nothing to fear
fromany of them He noved the torch lower to try to see beneath bushes,
searching for the animals that would be so scared of him hiding away,
cowering just as Brand should be were he here.

Dan surprised hinmself by giggling.

A shadow nmoved the wong way. All noise ceased as Dan froze, one foot
raised to step over a small fallen tree. He | ooked | eft where he'd seen
t he strange novenent, shone the torch that way, succeeding only in
allowing the sane thing to happen to his right. He spun around that way
as well. Mvenment. Surely nore than shadows dancing with the torch, but
while trying to convince hinself, doubt took root. The quicker he turned
to and fro, the nore the shadows slipped behind trees, sunk to the
ground, hiding away
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after allowing himthe briefest glinpse of sonething wong fromthe
corner of his eye. And was that whispering he could hear? Sibilant
plotting or water dripping through the trees? If it was water it fell in
startling synphony. It was telling himto be afraid, though its own

voi ce was fearl ess.

He backed away fromthe darkness he woul d have stepped into next, had he
kept going. Black eyes watched him so many that they formed night. His
torch flickered and di mmed. The reduction in intensity allowed himto
see further, realising that brash |ight made his surroundi ngs darker. He
switched it off, but only nmonentarily. Better an oasis of light than a
desert of dark. He reversed faster, feeling the path behind himw th his
heel s and only noticing that he'd left it when he backed into a tree. A
cool touch between his shoul ders, the kiss of a bare branch against his
scal p.

Calm he thought, calm there's no one here, just the torch playing with
shadows. Again he turned off the torch briefly, only to see variations
of dusk and dark danci ng between the trees. The stream gurgled over to
his right, a jaunty song, tineless, unafraid of the night. As he should
be. As he had never been. The darkness was a source of his own

i nadequacy, a hiding place for defeats known and yet to be known.

Not so soon, he thought. Please, not so soon after sonething so
positive, a victory so total. He could stay and delay the inevitable-a
pani cked exit fromthe woods, the tang of fear emanating fromhim his
eyes wide and his clothes torn-or
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he could go now, still in possession of sone of his bluster, keeping one

single thing in mnd: the inpact of the pool cue on the back of Brand's
head. Smashi ng those foul thoughts. Sending a Shockwave through the



bastard's ideas about his famly, and shattering them

Gipping the torch until his fingers hurt, Dan hurried back through the
woods. He was sure he was going the right way. He had to be going the
right way so badly that he convinced hinmself there was no doubt. Keeping
t he beam ai ned at the ground just before himhe refrained fromrunning,
breathing | oud and deep to try to mask any sounds that may be about to
cone frombehind him or to the side. He was fleeing, true, but it was
an orderly retreat.

By the time he reached the edge of the woods he was certain that he had
been fol |l owi ng someone the whole tine.

At last he found an excuse to run, because as he neared the house he saw
that the outside lights were on, and Megan was sl unped on the doorstep
He had never seen a dead person outside a hospital. He was sure he
recogni zed one now.

"Ch honey," she said, "I've been sick."
"You're a ness."

Megan al nost found it possible to |laugh. How could Dan call her a ness
when he | ooked like he'd run a marathon? He was sweating in the cold,
face red fromexertion, eyes driven wide. His trousers were wet to the
thi ghs fromrunning through the field. There were scratches on his neck
and face.
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"What have you been up to?" she asked. Any hint of anmusenent dropped
when she saw the baseball bat. "Dan ... ?"

"Dog, " he said, because it was the first thing he thought of. He'd been
runni ng and his nmind had been racing with him Now confusion settled
like a mst as blood slowed in his veins. "Dog. A big dog was sniffing
around when | got hone, and | thought of the WIkinson's rabbits and
chicken, sol... followed it across the fields. Chased it." Chased?
Fol | owned? He shoul d make up his m nd

"Wth the baseball bat?" Megan consi dered what she could have done
t oday, had she been in possession of a baseball bat. Beaten Brand away?
Real | y?

"It was a big dog," Dan said, as if that explained it all. An unexpected
flashback hit himthen: feet raining down on himand the warmwet tickle
of bl ood running down behind his ears, the ditch water soaking into his
cl ot hes where he lay, the grinning, facel ess faces above hi m nout hi ng
obscenities sinply because they coul d, because he was an easy victim
And then the woods just now, dark and frightening wthout reason.

Dan stopped breathing, just for an instant. He wondered what precisely
he woul d have done had he really found Brand in there, sleeping beneath
a rough shelter or sitting inside a ragged tent eating food cold froma
can. Wuld he really have struck himw th the bat?

And how many tines?

"I feel poorly," Megan said. And she did. Being sick had purged nothing.
The fears were still there, the suspicions taking on gnarled
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uncertainties as her mnd tossed them around, way down deep where even
she coul d barely reach
"Let's get you inside." Dan dropped the bat and torch and hel ped Megan
to stand. "Please tell nme you didn't walk hone in this state?"

"CGot a taxi. Charlotte cleaned ne up the best she could, but | think
these clothes are ruined."

"You srell like the norning after,"” he said, trying to sound flippant.

"Feel like it."
"Way didn't you go inside?"

"Left my bag in work with ny keys. | opened the garage and saw the car
and | guessed you'd gone for a walk or something. So | thought I'd wait."
Dan unl ocked the front door, turned on the lights and stood aside to |let
Megan enter. Christ, she was a nmess. Her clothes were spattered with
tea- col ored patches, she exuded the sweet aroma of vomit and her face

| ooked pal e and tired.

"Want me to run you a bat h?" he asked.
Megan nodded. "First, | need a drink."
"l don't think-"

"Tea, | was thinking. Don't worry. | won't hit the bottle until at | east
seven o' clock."” She smiled, but it seenmed that flippant was something
neither of them could master this evening.

Dan started upstairs and Megan went into the kitchen. There were used

dishes in the sink and half a cup of coffee on the worktop. The faniliar
signs of famly pleased her, injected some formof calminto the places
i nsi de where her thoughts were still raging, where ideas and fears were
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swirling around each other like spermand egg, just waiting to conjoin
and form somnet hing el se. Something new. A certainty she could not bear
but must face. "My sweet Jesus," she nuttered, "help ne here and now, be
with nme, help ne do whatever it is | have to do." She | ooked around for
spiders but there were none. The wi ndow, offering a wi de view of the
garden during the day, was now a reflection of the lit kitchen. She

| ooked very small. There could be anything out there watching her, and
even if it stood only a few steps fromthe window, it would still be in
the dark. She drew the blind, enjoying the rattle of its drum because it
was sonething else famliar.

"Dan?" she called. He answered faintly fromupstairs. "Wy did you
follow the dog into the woods, precisely?"

He didn't respond for a while. She heard the taps go off and footsteps
nmovi ng out onto the landing. Even then the answer took a few seconds,
and she knew he was | eani ng agai nst the | andi ng bal ustrade, |ooking down



at the hall floor and thinking what was best to say.
"It looked wild," he said. "A dog |like that can be dangerous."
Megan nodded to herself, not replying. She filled the kettle, watching

the chaotic swirl of water. Devil's dog, she thought, and she dropped
the kettle into the sink. Her breath caught in her throat, stalled by

t he sudden realization. The dog... the bird starting to follow her in
the street... and that dammed spider. Literally dammed.
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Brand had been watching her all the tine.

"Ch ny God," she gasped, falling to her knees and cl aspi ng her hands
under her chin, resting her forehead against the kitchen unit to stop
herself slumping to the floor. She started praying but kept her eyes
open, gl ancing around, naking sure she wasn't bei ng watched. By anyt hing.

Dan stirred the bath. Bubbles caught on the hairs of his arms, the hot
water tingled the stretched skin of his bruised hand and wist, he

cl osed his eyes and enjoyed the sweet aroma of pine forests in the
summer. The dark, that's all he had been afraid of, and though he was
angry with himself for fleeing, the fact that he had ventured into the
woods in the first place was a small victory. Now he had Megan to | ook
after. And N kki would be hone soon

He woul d | ock the doors and smle a snall, satisfied smle, because his
fam |y woul d be around him

Ni kki and Jazz had spent that afternoon in his parents' house.

When they arrived N kki had been scared but invigorated, the strange
experi ence behind The Hall having di sl odged something in her nind,
shoved aside certainty and normality to allowin other, nore exciting
stuff. Ni kki |oved the unusual, the bizarre and the plain weird, and she
| oved even nore anything that caused deviation fromthe norm She knew
what nornality did to people because she knew her parents. Love them she
did, but sonetines they could barely find the
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time to speak to each other, let alone interact and share and | ove. She
just didn't want to get like that. She could see it in her father's eyes
as he sat watching TV in the evenings, a dull blankness that reflected

t he dancing colors of the screen without taking them giving his eyes a
sad col orl ess hue. And her nother, when she started spouting about Cod
and bei ng saved and Jesus and Hi s sacrifice, N kki wondered whether it
was only she who saw the desperation in her nother's expression, the
signs of wanting to be known and | oved and under st ood.

She guessed not.

She guessed that was why her Dad watched too nuch TV with those sad,
dyi ng eyes.

Brand had scared her but she was excited, and although she'd wanted to
be with Jazz-his conpany nore than his actual presence had given her

some confort-still her thoughts were of Brand. Several mles away from
The Hall, his apparent disappearing act in the bushes behind the tatty



ol d building seenmed | ess inportant, |ess inpossible. He was a big nan,
totally in control, confident of his abilities and his | ooks, and he
made her feel like a little girl again. Maybe that was why she was so
interested. Around Jazz she felt |ike a wonman, because she was in
control and he was falling over his feet for her. Wth Brand, she was
t he youngster. He was the one with power.

Jazz had wanted to make | ove but N kki had shrugged himoff. They had
[ain on his bed kissing and cuddling, and although she knew just how
wor ked up he was-she could feel it down there, pressed agai nst her

hi p-she felt no
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inclination to do anything about it. Even if she imgined Brand |ying
there next to her instead of Jazz it did not work, because his actions
were all wong. Jazz pawed at her, scratching her breast as he pulled
her bra down, biting her nipple instead of kissing, panting instead of
breat hi ng heavily, licking her ears and naking disgusting slurping
sounds as he tried to force is hand down the front of her jeans. Brand
woul d be ... experienced. Not gentle, but strong. So N kki closed her
eyes and let Jazz feel and pant and gurgle, because in a way she was
gl ad he was there. She thought of branches scratching her face as Jazz
bit her neck, tried recalling what Brand's breath snelled |like as Jazz
struggled to take off his jeans.

She had asked himto take her hone. It was alnost tea tine, and for no
apparent reason she suddenly wanted to see her num and dad, have tea
with them chat, | ook for a spark of life in her father's eyes, a glint
of normality in her nother's. She al nost |aughed at the unfairness of it
all, imagining just what Jazz was thinking of her-he stood fromthe bed
with his cock sticking out and his face flushed and hangdog-but she
really hadn't done it to spite him She watched himpush it back inside
his jeans, cursing as he zipped his fly, trying not to hate her as he
shoved by and shrugged on his jacket.

She' d apol ogi zed and he had accepted with a shrug and a kiss. "I'm not
being a bitch, Jazz," she had said. "I just need to get honme. | need to
talk to Mum and Dad."

He had driven her home on his bike, taking
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corners slightly too fast, pushing it toits limts and just beyond, as
if purging his sexual frustration and confusion through speed and danger

Yes, she needed to talk to her num and dad. But as they pulled up in
front of the house, she knew that there was one thing she could not
mention: Brand. And although her dad nust know about him (your father
and | have a bit of business to discuss) N kki certainly didn't want
themto know that she'd seen himagain. Just in case. Just in case she
was destined to see himone nore tine.

Ni kki ki ssed Jazz goodbye and pronmised to call himlater for a chat. She
apol ogi zed once nore, said she wasn't a teasing bitch, she just didn't
feel like it. "School tonorrow, " she said. "I'll see you there."

"Love you," Jazz said.



Ni kki ki ssed himagain, snled and went inside. She snelled cooking. The
TV was rattling on about politics and flag-waving in the living room
She was hone, and she was gl ad.

"The wanderer returns!" her num said as she entered the kitchen

"H Mim" Nikki kissed her on the cheek, then stared at her for just too
| ong. She snelled of pine forests.

"What's up, honey?"
" Not hi ng. "

"I was sick in work today, that's why | ook a bit peaky. Ckay now,
t hough. And starving! I'mdoing us a stir-fry."

"Lovely," Nikki said. Sick in work ... peaky ... she looked ill, not
just peaky, and ill beyond
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sick. Her nmother's eyes flitted fromside to side, never quite alighting
on her face, as if constantly |ooking for something over her daughter's
shoul der. She turned back to the cooker and stirred the onions,

nmushr oons and peppers in the wok, always glancing up at the wall, the

wi ndowsi ||, the junction of wall and ceiling, the corners of the room
the wi ndow. And her snile, though quite natural |ooking, |ooked as
fragile as a crystal spider-web, ready to shatter at the slightest
provocati on.

"How was band practice today?"

"Di sturbed,"” N kki said w thout thinking. She cringed, but her nother
was | ooki ng el sewhere.

"Mbst of your songs are, fromwhat | understand.”

A joke or msunderstanding? Either way, N kki was off the hook on that
one. She felt the need to give her mum anot her peck on the cheek, which
brought a genuine grin to her nother's face.

"Bliney, | am honored this evening," she said.

"I"'mgoing to say hi to Dad, then I'll go get changed. G ve nme a shout
when di nner's ready, slave-woman."

"Ckay honey." No response to the joke. No real display that she'd even
heard it. N kki frowned, shook her head and went into the living room

Her dad was sprawled in the arnchair watching the TV with the usual
not - qui t e-wat chi ng-thi s expression on his face. He seemed distracted,
when he was usually sinply spiritless.

"H Dad."
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"Ni kki! You grace us with your presence.”

"Had that from Mum She okay? She | ooks weird."



Her dad flicked channels fromone mndl ess soap to another, grimaced,
found a qui z show and seened content. "She's a bit poorly," he said,
| eaning forward in his chair. "She was sick in work today."

"Did she go to church lunchtime?" N kki wasn't sure why she asked, but
it seened inportant.

Her dad shrugged. "Don't know. Didn't think to ask. You know, I... |I'm
not really concerned whether she did or didn't."

"I wanted to cone hone so we could all have tea together," N kki
spurted, "I thought it would be nice and we don't do it rmuch, | know
it's usually because |I'mout but | thought it would be nice."

Her dad smiled and Ni kki was pleased. It made his face younger. "It wll
be," he said. "Good thinking!"™ He stretched back in the chair then and
flicked over the channels a few nore tines. N kki felt dismssed.

Askew. That's the best word she could think of as she wal ked upstairs.
Today, there were things going on beneath the surface. She thought of
the | ake across the other side of the woods, how |l ocal |egend had it
that it was bottonl ess. Yeah, right, but she'd often stood staring at
its calm mrrored surface, wondering just what was happeni ng way down
there on its bed, what creatures stirred, lived, died. Same here, sane
now. A surface reflecting relative normality, with
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depths ... perhaps bottomess ... where a mllion unknown things
craw ed. Squirmed. Slithered.

For sone reason, those slinmy words felt just right.

D nner was tense. For three people who knew each other so well, the lies
and deceptions cane thick and fast. Megan, Dan and N kki all went to the
tabl e knowi ng that there would be tal k about their day, all intending to

m ss out the portions concerning Brand, because none of the others knew
Only N kki had seen Brand, only Megan had net hi m again, only Dan had
beaten him at Bar None and pursued his nmenory into the woods earlier
that evening. They all lied to the ones they | oved, and although |ying
by om ssion had been their intentions, the untruths spread and grew |like
wet rot, until they all knew that they were lies but could no |onger
prevent them

As they left the table, each bl amed thensel ves.

That night, Nikki dreaned of Brand. She rarely recalled her dreans, but
as she woke sweating in the dark-maybe she cried out, maybe not-it was
still there in her mnd, fresh and wet and viol ent.

She neets himbehind The Hall, but this tinme he goes for her, hauling
down her jeans and touching her roughly, bending her over to enter
grow i ng as he does so, his legs longer than they should be, he's tall
too tall, and his white scar is blazing red.

Even as Jazz and her father push through the bushes and see what is
goi ng on she cries out,
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because she | oves every thrust, every scratch, every aninmal second of it.

He's a waste of space, Brand grunts behind her in his real voice, a
voi ce she hasn't heard yet. And as she smles up at her father and Jazz,
she wonders just who her lover is referring to.

Dan dreaned of Brand as wel |l

They are in Bar None again, but this time the pool cue slips fromhis
grip and hits Brady on the shoulder. It pierces himthere and arteri al
bl ood sprays out across the room giving fake cadavers new bl ood. Brand
grins at himand grasps his throat, lifting himuntil his head touches
the ceiling, shoving himup so that his skull cracks against a tinber
beam again and again, and all the while the others in the bar-Brady
gushing blood, Justin smling in the corner, Norris the barman-are
willing Brand on. He's violent, he's always so violent, they say of Dan
but as he goes to protest Brand's fingers close into his throat and his
fingertips nmeet inside Dan's flesh

He woke fighting Brand off, and in their dark bedroomin the m ddl e of
t he night he was bei ng punched and hit.

Because Megan had been dream ng of spiders and birds and serpents, and
when she jerked awake there were a dozen of them using the holes in her
body, or meki ng new ones.
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The Book of Lies

Sweet dreans are nmade of these. ... Life and death and sex and | ove and
hat e and spunk and bl ood and puke and shit and food and wi ne and tears
and spit and mud. Dreans are life, real life, not sinply reflections.

Dreans are honest.

No norals in dreanms. No deceptions in there because honesty provides
their | andscape, candor their atnosphere, and when you breathe in dreans
you exhale all the lies you' ve ever felt or lived or said as dead

t hi ngs, shells, to be bl own away on the breeze. There nmust be a hil

somewhere, a dream hill, against which the carcasses of all lies are
drifted by the wind. It can't be a very nice place. It nmust snell of
decay and rot and evil, because lies generally are. Cenerally.

| don't want to ever go there. No one should ever have to go there,
because it's not a place for
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souls. Lies are soulless. Howto mx the two?

Make love in a dream and you conme while you' re asleep. No faking. No

effort. You conme because you're enjoying it, because there are no lies

in your dreamlike yes, | like that, do it like that, even though you

don't and you're only agreei ng because you don't want to hurt your

lover's feelings. In your dreamyou say no and suddenly it isn't

happeni ng anynore, you're doing it as you like it, as you've always

liked it ... or perhaps how you want it, and as you've always wanted it.

So you cone in your sleep. And the worst thing you can do when you wake

up is to feel ashaned, because it's an honest orgasm the best little death.



Fight in your dreans and the outconme is the only way it can ever be. You
may lie to yourself when you' re awake, say that everything is right and

this is the way it has been and will be, but the true victory ... or
defeat ... is won or lost in your dreans. Trust them Heed them They're
there to be read and understood and, one day, lived out. If you do not

fear God, then fear your dreams, because they're how He tal ks to you.

Most of all, if your dreams reveal things to you, heed them Did Mzart
conpose in his sleep? Did Shakespeare dream his plots and his
characters? Likely. You dream your future whether you like it or not,
because your dreans are the concentration of all possible outconmes. Know
them Understand them

Oh, and there's a spider in your heart, watching you.
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Chapt er Seven

Ni kki returned to school the following day. It felt Iike the first day

of spring. The sun was warmi ng, not just a smudge in the sky, and a few
brave snowdrops and daffodils were scattered on the grass verge at the
school entrance. Trust the weather to inprove just as school started again.

As she clinmbed off the bus, stared across at the sixth-form building and
saw t he unm stakable trio of Jazz, Mandy and Jesse, she suddenly felt
much ol der. A teacher wal ked by and N kki said ?good norning, feeling
equal for possibly the first tine, sensing that she could easily talk to
t hem about drink and sex and drugs and all the issues that adults were
supposed to be so good with, but were usually just as fucked up about as
ki ds.

She wal ked around the circular road to the sixth-formblock, feeling
eyes upon her. Never
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the over-confident one, she | ooked down at her feet until she was
nearer, then glanced up at her friends. They were busy in discussion
Mandy | eani ng against the wall, Jazz gesticulating wildly. The band,
obvi ously. They coul d al ways argue about the band. She still felt that
prickling of her skin once nore, the weird sense of being observed.
Looki ng over her shoul der, she noticed a gang of kids over by the mddle
bl ock, third- and fourth-formers. They were watchi ng her, giggling,
pushi ng each other in clunmsy displays of machi snmo, one of them grinding
hi s hips and pushing and pulling his fists down by his sides. She sent
themthe finger-it only encouraged the display, she should have known

t hat - and noved on

It gave her a perverse thrill, even though the boys were only thirteen
or fourteen, several years her junior. Not a sexual feeling as such

nore a nental perking-up, a confidence boost that lifted her spirits the
cl oser she came to her arguing friends. She'd never felt like a sex

obj ect before. She snmiled as she realized it had put a spring in her
step and a swing to her hips.

"Morning all," she said. "All keen to get back to school, | see?"

"H N kki." Jazz sniled at her even though she could see he was stil



pi ssed off. He worshi pped her. She had a brief flashback to yesterday:
Jazz standing in front of The Hall while she expl ored behind, mneeting
danger, meeting Brand; then back at his house, his nmouth gnawi ng at her
neck, clunmsy hands trying to pique her interest. H s adoration went only
so far, it seened.
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"Hi." She kissed his cheek and it felt warm al ready.

"You two tore off pretty quickly yesterday," Mandy said. "Left ne and
Jesse hol ding the audi ence!" She sniled prettily.

"Sorry, | just ... scared nyself rooting around behind The Hall. Wanted
to get away. You get the gear packed up alright?"

Mandy nodded. "Eventually."

"What did you think of The Origin of Stornms?" Jesse al nost whispered, as
i f apol ogetic for actually speaking.

Ni kki smiled. "I loved it. Powerful. Geat lyrics, fantastic. It'Il bl ow
their socks off!"

"\Whoever 'they' may be."

"Mand, we'll get a gig soon, you know that. W can walk into a pub
anywhere and get a gig for free, but we need to choose the right place.”

Jesse had al ready gone pale. "Euch. Playing live ..

Ni kki felt eyes on her again, a surreptitious stare, not fromone of her
friends. She gl anced around at the gang of younger boys but they were
wrestling on the ground, throw ng each other's rucksacks around,
general ly paying attention to no one but thensel ves.

"You comng to ny party tonorrow?" Mandy asked.

" Huh?"

"My party. Tonorrow. " She sounded vaguel y desperate.
Ni kki nodded. "Oh, yeah, yeah, damm right. You think I'd m ss your
ei ghteenth? Hey, at |east you can drink legally there." She sensed Jazz
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smling next to her and guessed what was going on in his mnd

"Mum and Dad are away for the night, they wanted to | eave the house
free," Mandy said. "Mre fool them™

"And it's a big house!" Jesse said.

Still that strange sensation on the back of her neck, like a hot breath
touching her froma few inches away. Brand's breath, Brand's touch

Ni kki stepped back fromher friends and took a good | ook around. There
was nobody suspicious over by the school entrance, only kids pouring off
a doubl e-decker and a couple of teachers waiting to drive in. She turned
a full circle, glancing at the | ower block, the mddle bl ock and then



the sixth form building between the two ... and then she saw t he shadow.

It shifted a second after she'd set eyes on it, keen to be seen. \Wat
surprised her nost was that it was inside the school, the first floor
library. The blinds twitched as it sidled out of sight.

Ni kki knew she wasn't seeing things.
If it's him why doesn't he show hinsel f? she thought.

"Gving us the slow spin, N kki?" Mandy said. "Wat, you had plastic
surgery? New skirt? Haircut? Yeah, |ooks nice whatever it is."

Ni kki shook her head without taking her gaze fromthe library w ndow.
"Si xth sense. Someone's watching ne."

"Just like yesterday," Jesse nunbl ed.
"Wat chi ng us, you nean?" Mandy was the
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only person Ni kki knew who had a voice |like a raised eyebrow

"Yeah, right, us.

Jazz noved closer to N kki again and put his arm around her shoul ders.
She did not shrug himoff, but her cool ness nust have bled through to
him H's armwas stiff and tight, the hold possessive, not affectionate.
She felt like a new guitar slung under his armrather than a person, his
girlfriend. She knew she wasn't a trophy girlfriend-far fromit-but she
had al so known for a long time now that Jazz's ego was a conpl ex,
fragile thing, and a reasonably attractive girl on his armmy well nean
nmore than the girl herself.

"Can't believe we're back in this shithole for another term" Jesse said.

Ni kki smiled and sl apped himplayfully around the head. "Not j ust
another term the final term Stress and exams and sayi ng goodbyes. "

"Yeah, exans, tell nme about it."

"Mum and dad still getting at you?"

Jesse nodded, blushed and | ooked down at his feet.

"Well | for one can't wait to get out and away," Mandy said.

Ni kki frowned at her. A sense of time hit her all of a sudden, hard,

m nut es passing, the sun nmoving, her own flesh and bl ood and m nd
agei ng. "And what about the band?" she said.

"Hey, it won't stop it," Jazz said. "We'll still practice and get a gig,
won't we?"
" 'Course we will," N kki said.

Mandy | aughed, a cruel knife slicing through Jazz's naive optimsm
"Yeah, |ike how?"



148

The bell rang to announce registration. Saved by the bell, N kki

t hought, but as she glanced once again at the library she wanted to go
hone. To enter into that building woul d be opening herself up to danger
stepping into something she should be running away from She'd be acting
like a scream queen in one of those horror filnms, investigating the

bl ood-snelling cellar instead of running like hell, going toward the
nmonster, not away fromit.

But she could do little else. Normality and mundanity still ruled her,
even though she liked to think otherwi se. She had exans to study for

and when she noticed that the shadow had gone the danger seened suddenly
di stant and fooli sh.

That lunchtine, N kki went to the library.

For her English A-level she was studying A M dsumer N ght's Dream and
ol ding's Lord of the Flies, but however much she stared at the pages of
t he novel today, closed her eyes, tried to put herself on the island
with those tribal, lonely and very human boys, she could not picture
Piggy or put herself in Ralph's mnd. She read the same page four tines
before giving up and staring at the words, trying instead to nake sense
of whatever strange sentences her nind may formfromthem The big room
was never really quiet, especially at lunchtime, but N kki was in a
worl d of her own. The noi se she heard was the rasp of dry skin across

t he Freel ander's uphol stery. The smell was the nusty stal eness of
Brand's breath. And instead of the warm breeze of a tropical island on
her face, or the dryness of
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the school's heated air, she felt the stinging caress of branches as she
pushed her way behind The Hall

Soneone opened the door and she gl anced up, startled. It was a
fifth-forner returning sone books. N kki knew the face but not his nane,
and she probably never would. Here was a boy she had shared the sane
school with for years, but she would go through life w thout know ng
him He would live, marry and die, and she woul d never hear about it. He
may be a success or a failure, but nothing he did would ever touch her
life, none of his acconplishments-so inportant to him meaningless to
anyone el se-would ever nmatter to her. That's sonething her father had
once told her: nothing really matters. In the schene of things we |ive,
we di e, everything noves on. She hated that idea, and sonetinmes she
hated her father nore for telling it, because it was something she could
not get out of her head. In that respect, at |east, she often found
hersel f jeal ous of her mum s faith.

Eventual ly, as she knew it would be, her attention was drawn to the
bl i nds where the facel ess watcher had been standing. That was why she

had come here, to | ook and see and snell, try to sense whether it really
had been Brand standing there spying on her. There was no reason it
shoul d have been him no logic init... but if it had, that was nore

terrifying than anything. It meant that he was follow ng her still.
And why follow her when his business was with her father?

Ni kki had never thought of herself as
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particularly brave. Her life was generally so safe and ordered that her
| evel of bravery was not something that had been put to the test. She's
never faced a gunman in the village post office, never pulled soneone
froma burning car weck, never had to watch a friend or fanmly menber
die. If she was truly brave she had yet to discover the fact. The only
time her courage had been put to the test she had failed. At |east, that
was how she still pictured it.

Her nmother in the hospital. N kki as a young girl, holding her daddy's
hand as they went to visit. Her nother's face as she saw her daughter

her damaged, bandaged, al nost unrecogni zable face ... and N kki's
instant reaction was to scream snatch her hand fromher father's grip
and flee the private room crying and dribbling snot and wanting her
mumy back

What still inspired shame was that one glance back to see her nother
crying fresh tears, the salt-water diluting dried bl ood and dri pping
pi nkly onto her hospital sheets.

No, N kki had never felt brave.

She stood, scraping her chair and drawi ng anmused gl ances fromthe other
pupils in the room Her book flipped closed as she left the table, as if
in reaction to her ignorance. She'd see now. She'd go to the w ndow and
sense his presence, maybe even put herself in his place, be exactly
where he'd been, | ook out and see where she'd been talking to the guys
earlier that nmorning... maybe even see herself out there now, staring up
in fear at the shadow staring down, staring up, staring down ..
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The blinds were dusty with lack of use. The sill had been painted a
dozen times, badly, and its only adornment was a collection of dead
flies. N kki glanced at them and wondered if it hurt when they died and
if any other flies missed them She picked one up, the Lady of the
Flies, and crunched its dried shell between her fingers. It was not a
pl easant sensation. There was no noi sture there, but she was destroying
the remai ns of sonething that had once been alive.

When she twi sted the control wire and opened the blinds, she saw a
huddl e of flies in the corner of the sill, as if blown there by a
breeze. Every one of themwas crushed. Wngs were scattered across the
dull gloss like faded daisy petals, |egs gave the paint a crazy effect,
bodi es were shrivelled raisins in the spring sunlight. Looking down, she
could see the place where she'd been standing that norning. The
doubl e- gl azed wi ndow s seal had gone and it was misted on the inside as
i f soneone had just exhal ed between t he panes.

It had been Brand. She could not snell himor taste or feel himhere,
but there was sonething el se that convinced her he'd been here. Not a
si xth sense, nothing so nel odramatic, but a certainty derived of the
course of events over the last few days. Maybe she'd been watching too
many crunmy detective shows, reading too many stal k-and-slash horror
books, but it made sense for the watcher to have been him Anyone el se
woul d have been pointless. Anyone el se and ..

and she'd have been di sappoi nted. Even
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t hough he petrified her, she'd have been di sappoi nted.

She heard the final footstep behind her. A hand touched her shoul der
lips opened with a terribly loud pop as whoever it was went to breathe
or shout in her ear; she heard the quick intake of breath; the hand
ti ghtened al nost inperceptibly, an unconsci ous now you're mne gesture.

Ni kki screaned: "Get the fuck away fromne!"

The library went froma place of calmand relative peace to a room ful
of potential chaos. Tables scraped and chairs tunbled as peopl e stood,
the librarian stunbled fromher office as if thrown and N kki spun
lifting her armand swi nging her el bow around before her. She ained

hi gh-ai med for Brand's throat, pictured his Adam s appl e squi shi ng-and
struck Jazz on the tenple.

Way woul d | want to hurt Brand? She thought. But it was pure instinct.
And instinct told her that it was the right thing to do.

Finally given leave by their surprise, the others in the library began
to make a noise. A few pupils scurried around or across tables to get
closer to the action, laughing in base excitenent. The librarian stil
stood in gaping, dumbstruck amazenent. Nikki's scream had been |ike an
explosion in the silent night, and now her viol ence agai nst Jazz, her
boyfriend, was a shock upon shocks.

Jazz hit the floor quickly, crunpling as if struck by a car. H's hand
cl asped N kki's shoul der tightly before he fell away. H's fingers
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snagged on her bl ouse and al nost pulled her down on top of him
"Jazz!" Nikki breathed, hoarse w th shock

"Ni kki, what the hell ... ?" He curled up on the floor and held his

head. His left eye squinted shut as if trying to cut out the pain

leaking into it fromhis bruised tenple.

"Jazz." It had been Brand. She'd heard hi m approachi ng her from behind
or perhaps she'd only sensed him sensed who she'd wanted it to be.

It had been his hand on her shoul der, big and warm and strong ... or
maybe Jazz, foolish young Jazz had nerely been trying to scare her
Ni kki sniffed. There was a faint snell in the air, subtle but foul, Iike

the stench of old food in a dustbin.
"You idiot!" Jazz shout ed.
Ni kki went defensive. She couldn't help it. She felt calmand relatively

conposed now that she knew it wasn't Brand, but there was al so a heavy,
angry atmosphere in the room It didn't cone fromthe pupils, or the

librarian ... or from poor, ineffectual Jazz. It perneated the air I|ike
i nvi sible snmoke, solid on her chest and stinging her eyes. It was a
strong, cloying haze of rage ... and it scared Nikki. It scared her a lot.

"What're you doing creeping up on ne like that, Jazz?" she said. "You're
the bl oody idiot! Wiat do you expect nme to do, turn around and give you
a kiss?"



"Wl dn't want a kiss fromyou, stupid bitch!"

"Good job," she said. "Not getting one."

" Good! "

"You mnd telling ne what's going on?" the
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librarian finally managed. She was a neek little |ady, a dornouse who
rarely spoke above a whi sper, even when she was not in a library. Her
voice was raised to nutter-level in surprise

"M nd your own!" Jazz snapped, and she jerked back as if pushed.

"Jazz, leave it out," Ni kki said, seeing what was happeni ng, recognizing
hi s i nm nent explosion but unable as ever to prevent it.

For sone reason she gl anced back at the wi ndow sill and saw the flies
there. The crawing flies.

No bits, no pieces left.

She'd even crushed the shell of one herself.

"The flies," she said, then trailed off. The whole w ndow m sted, faded
and m sted again, as if the roomwas breathing in excitenment at the
fight about to erupt within. N kki glanced around to see if anyone el se
felt anything strange. Al eyes were upon her. Theirs, and someone

el se's. She still had the crazy, unsettling feeling of being spied upon
Ironic, considering she was the center of attention

"Fucking bitch!" Jazz whispered.

"Brand woul d never say that," she said.
"Who?"

She gl anced back at the w ndow and away agai n, remenbered where she was
and what was happeni ng. "Eh?"

"Who? Who's Brand? Wio's he, your bit on the side, is he? You two-timng
me, you bitch?"

Ni kki grimaced and turned away from Jazz- pathetic, squirning Jazz,
shifting on the floor
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and kicking his legs and whining like a kid. "Don't be stupid."
"Do you mind taking this el sewhere?" the librarian said.

"She's not fucking himanynore!" one of the watchers said.

Ni kki wal ked away. She had to because she didn't want a scene, even
t hough there'd al ready been one she didn't want it made worse, and there



was sonething very wong in that room now, somrething warm and cl anmny
that had nothing to do with central heating and nerves and the red-hot
vi bes of hate and enbarrassnent, and hatred for being enbarrassed,
rising up fromJazz. Everyone stood still and watched her go, but she
knew she was being foll owed.

"N kki!" Jazz hi ssed.

She opened the door and heard him scrabbling to his feet to chase her
There were anused giggles fromthe pupils, a whispered reprinmand from
the Iibrarian. Those flies, she thought, but already she'd rationalized
it away. They were there before, just disturbed from behind the blinds
by all the conmotion. Lazy with the cold draft fromthe w ndow, sluggish
inthe air, crawling on the sill was all they could do, avoiding their
dead dried cousins.

Jazz shout ed sonet hi ng el se-sonet hing nasty and sick and i nbued with
threat, trying to save face in front of those anmused observers-but N kki
| et the door swing shut and she nade no effort to hear anynore. She
hurried downstairs and wandered the corridors for a few m nutes, passing
but not seeing other pupils and teachers.
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She felt someone follow ng her, keeping out of sight, matching her
footsteps in an effort to avoid detection. Woever it was kept quiet.
Jazz woul d have been shouti ng.

Lunch was ended by the bell and N kki nade her way to the theatre for
her afternoon English |l ecture. The school was buzzing now as pupils and
teachers went to their next |essons, and she risked a few gl ances behind
her along corridors and through gl ass doors. Ampbngst so nany people, she
saw no one.

The teacher tal ked themthrough the play and they di scussed honest Puck
and N kki woul d never see Jazz again.

That evening, Jazz rides home from school

He's a seething junble of enotions; an enbarrassed | ovel orn teenager
with a hard-on, shaneful plans for revenge clouding his vision as the
not or bi ke runbl es through the | anes. He sees N kki's face as she turned
and el bowed himin the head, and his heart drops and his |inbs | oosen at
his feelings for her, her beauty. He blinks and sees her face again,
grits his teeth, wants to punch it, needing to hit his anger into her
because she enbarrassed himso badly. But of course he never will, even
if he does find the chance. Jazz has never been viol ent or abusive, but
per haps because of his inadequacy he is nore aware than nost of those

who are. People will hear about today. They'll |augh behind his back
smrk because he'd been decked by a girl, call hima pussy ... and he
will mst away in their estimations |ike breath on a wi ndowpane. He can
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feel himself changing now, as if the speed of his angry ride is tearing
bits of himaway, flipping themto the wind to let the air eat themup

He is not concentrating enough on the road. It's not a particularly fast
bi ke, but he can wind it up to sixty along these country lanes if he
tries, and today he really tries. It's fast enough. He's usually such a



careful driver, but some things need nore than care to avoid them Sone
t hi ngs need an incredible stroke of luck, or reactions faster than
light, or God on your side. And sonetinmes even that is not enough

He rounds a bend and sees sonething standing in the road. For an instant
it's just a shadow thrown down by a tree, but as Jazz approaches the
shape solidifies, coalesces out of nothing into something ... into a
man. A tall man with long dark hair and a snile that shoul d | ook

pl easant on his face, should | ook wel coming. Perhaps it's the speed of
hi s approach, or Jazz's confused state of mind ... or the ugly, bleeding
wounds that hide the man's expression along with the truth.

That smile just | ooks rotten
Jazz shouts. The noi se explodes in his helnmet but barely | eaks out. He

squeezes the brakes and knocks down two gears, the notor screans, Jazz
screans again, the man opens his nouth as if parodying Jazz's shock ..

The bi ke swerves and | eaves the road with Jazz still astride it. They
leap the ditch and the bike forces its way straight through the hedge,
motor still whining, startled birds and | ast year's dead | eaves

exploding into the air on either side.
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Jazz is left in the undergrowth like a butterfly pinned to a board.

Shock steals his breath, his conprehension, and for a few seconds he can
only renenber the guy's face as he skidded by at alnost forty mles per
hour. H's face, and how nuch he | ooked |ike sonmeone Jazz had never known
and coul d never know. How nuch he | ooked |ike no one.

Then the pain kicks in.

Decel erating fromforty to nil in the space of a hedge has virtually
nmerged himw th the shrubs and bushes, making a nockery of his
protective | eathers and driving | eafless twigs and shards of split wood
through into his flesh, knocking bones aside |like so rmuch pl ay-dough and
enbeddi ng t hensel ves in organs, stomach, skull, bowels.

He's no one, Jazz thinks, because it is all he can think. It's all the
pain allows. He tries to breathe but it does not work. He opens his eyes
but he can see nothing because there are twi gs piercing both eyeballs.

He's no one, he thinks again.

Hands touch his shoul ders, reach up to his neck, down his back to his
legs. Afist closes tenderly over his crotch.

"A waste of space," a voice says fromout of nowhere.
Hel p, Jazz thinks, and it is neither a request, nor a statenent. He
t hi nks of N kki but all he sees is the | aughing, bleeding face of the

shadow t hat shoul d have never becone a man.

And then he knows that there can be no hel p because hands start poundi ng
at him pushing
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hi m deeper into the hedge, tw sting himfurther onto the branches. He
opens his nmouth but a hand covers it, holding in the scream Making him
die in silence.
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The Book of Lies

Chance does not kill, otherw se what chance woul d anyone have? Chancers
woul d be killers, media games of chance gl adi atorial bloodlettings of

epi ¢ proportions instead of the m ndl ess exercises in mass-control they
really are. The horses? Wiile they're running the m nds of the ganblers

are not ... their imaginations, their views of the worlds are dead, but
they are not dead thensel ves. No, chance is a duller, not a killer
Believe in chance ... rely on it ... and you renmpove yourself fromthe
worl d stage. No need to kill you. You're nothing. lronic, then, that
chance's very arbitrariness nmakes |ife one | ong gane of chance, and a
gane that kills is nmeaningless and ... unfair. And saying that life is

unfair is no defence, because life is inpartial. Wiat can be fairer than
t hat ?
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Luck does not kill. Were chance is sought, luck is possessed. Good | uck
and bad luck may well be inherited, genetically or created by

ci rcunmst ance, but they nerely formopportunities for chance to kick in
and change lives, for good or bad. Good luck is a blessing, bad luck a
curse, but only in the perspective of a human. Again, nature is
inmpartial. Luck is luck is luck. It doesn't end lives. It doesn't need
to. Lives do that.

But fate, now ... fate kills. Fate knows all about you, it knows your
fears and your weaknesses and your confidences and strengths, and it can
be ready for all of themwhen it decides that the time is right. It can
nove you like a pawn in a terrible gane of chess, sacrifice you for the
good of others, drop you froma building you should never have been

i nside, give you a disease that no one has ever heard of. Luck and
chance are inpartial. Fate is active. It picks on people. Alnost as if
it thinks about things too nuch ..

Fate can be standing in a road where nothing or no one could or should

be standing. It can put a cat in a trap, but how do you knowit's there
wi t hout | ooki ng? And without | ooking, how can you tell whether the cat

is alive or dead?

And fate always gets an invite to parties.
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Chapt er Ei ght

Megan remai ned honme that day. Dan rang the office for her and spoke to
Charlotte, told her that Megan was still feeling sick, and Charlotte
sent get-well wi shes for himto pass on. Hs wi fe nmerely nodded and
snmi | ed because she knew she should. It felt forced. Her nmouth was a | unp
of metal she was trying to bend into an inpossible shape.

Dan fussed and nmade her breakfast and they both kissed N kki as she left
for school. Wen they were alone he sat quietly and | ooked into the
hal f-enmpty cup he held in his hands. There was no truth in there, Megan



knew, just cold coffee. But still he stared, his forehead lined with
t hought, eyes half closed. His knuckles were white. He didn't know how
to say whatever it is he needed to say.
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"I"'mgoing to the o0o," Megan said, rising fromthe table and groani ng
at the pain in her stomach. She must have pulled a muscl e yesterday
whi | e she was bei ng sick.

"What were you dream ng about |ast night?" Dan asked. Megan was al npst
relieved. If that was all he'd been struggling with she needn't be
worried, needn't concern herself about Brand and whet her Dan suspected.
Not that there was anything to suspect. O feel guilty about, other than
l'ies.

"I don't really recall,"” she lied again. "Animals, | think."
"You were batting your hands around and hitting ne."
"I'"ve already said sorry."

Dan | ooked up at her and smiled. "I'mnot after an apol ogy, honey. |I'm
just worried about

you.
"Dan, | feel rough. Mist have been sonmething | ate, or sonething.
Haven't you ever had bad dreams when you're ill?" She | eaned agai nst the

wal | and shifted until the pain in her stomach | essened. She had to get
to the bathroom just to check one nore tine.
"Yes, | have," he said. "It's just ... since you said you wanted to go
back to the city, it's all been a bit weird."

Megan | ooked at Dan, her husband, her |ove, and she suddenly wanted to

tell himeverything. Not only the stuff about Brand and yesterday and

how it had messed her up, but the idea that he was around all the tine,

wat chi ng her vicariously ... that bird, that spider ... mad but true, it had
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to be true. And she wanted to hug Dan and ask himnot to be so worried
for her because God was on her side. He had kept Brand fromthe church
yest erday when he could so easily have cone inside and hurt her-

(the cat, what about the cat, crucified on the floor of the church, |egs
snapped back?)

-and there was nothing to fear when God was on your side. He had been
| ooki ng over her shoul der as Brand reached out and grabbed her and
touched her breast. He had seen him and He had marked him Megan was
good. She had nothing to fear

She wanted to hug her husband and tell himnot to be so scared and
guilty and not to torture hinself about that terrible attack that had
drawn themout of the city and into the wilds, the wilderness, this

pl ace where she knew no one and where no one knew, or wanted to know
her. Because Dan thought about it every minute of the day. It was plain
in his eyes, obvious in his voice when he spoke to her, evident in his



tensed body as they nade | ove. He hated hinself for not being there to
help her. Ironically, she loved himnore for that.

But she could not tell himany of this. He may ask, but she coul d not
say. Because she had to protect herself and her famly. And silence, as
her nother had al ways taught her, was the best protection.

"Honey, | feel rough,"” she said. "I need the Ioo. Hey, don't worry." She
turned and left himstaring after her, feeling his gaze on her back and
all those unsaid things hanging Iike a barrier
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bet ween them stretching now as she w dened the space, nore inpenetrable
for that.

She went to the | oo, sat down, then had to stand and | ean over the pan
as she was sick. \When she saw novenent in there, something as big as her
t hunbnail with clawed | egs and a curved stinger, she closed her eyes and
flushed the ness away.

Dan t hunped on the door. "You okay, Megan?"

She nmunbl ed a yes. Then she stripped her bathrobe and ni ghtdress and ran
her hands across her body. She was | ooking for her dreamwunds, know ng
that they could not possibly be there but desperate to check again, for
the third time that norning. She touched her ears and nose and nout h,
| ooked at her fingers, no blood. She squeezed her nipples and ran her
hands down between her legs, fromthe front and behind, checking her
pal ms and fingers for blood, seeing none. She tw sted as far around as
she could to | ook at her back, just to make sure they weren't hiding
their entry and exit holes there. Nothing. As she knew there woul d be
not hi ng.

Not hi ng but the thing she had vomted up

Megan cl osed her eyes and muttered a frantic prayer, covering as many of
her orifices as she could with two hands, keeping things out or holding
themin.

God woul d | ook after her.

After Dan had left for work-again kissing Megan and nentioning his
concerns, again turning
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away with a frown when she told himthat everything was all right-she
wal ked fromroomto roomw thout really knowi ng what she was | ooki ng
for. She checked the front door to nake sure it was bolted fromthe

i nside, then the windows in the living room dining room study, kitchen
and utility room Then the back door in the kitchen-opening and cl osi ng
the bolts several tine just to feel the netallic certainty of them

until she started on the front door again. She |ooked out of every

wi ndow at the day outside, the norning chill held at bay by the central
heati ng and doubl e gl azi ng. No sounds, no breezes, no snells wafted in.
She may as well have been in another world. And that alien world outside
was as still and peaceful -1o00king as ever, with the nei ghboring houses
shut up and silent, the woods drawn back further fromthe house than

t hey had seened whil st snow | aden, the surrounding scrub-land offering



few hiding places for anyone w shing to approach the house unseen. There
was the main lane, and that was it. No opportunities for creeping up on
her. No ditches, no hedges or secret tunnels ..

He was not out there, because if he had been she woul d have known about
it already. She wondered whether he really needed to be out there to see
her, to hear her or taste her. She ran her hands through her hair, sure
t hat she woul d shake woodlice and fleas onto the laminate floor in the
hal | way, but apart fromthe night-time knots it was clean and cl ear

Megan t hought briefly about the thing in her vomt, but it had been a
pi ece of food froml ast
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night, given life by a hangover from her nightmare. Things don't live
i nside you, not things like that. Her stomach twi nged at the thought.
She coul d not deci de whether the pain was real or imaginary.

In each room she searched for sonething as she checked the | ocks. She
was not sure what, only that she would know it when she saw it. For now
she did not see it, did not knowit. In a way that made her nore
nervous. Confronting dangers she could see or sense woul d be preferable
to living in fear of sonething she could not. God was with her but
someti nes, she knew, pain and fear were H s way.

She spent the first hour after Dan had | eft patrolling the house,

wal king fromroomto room downstairs and up, |ocking, unlocking,

rel ocki ng doors and wi ndows, staring at the still scene outside,
wondering all the while just what Brand had wanted yesterday. The nore
she thought about it the nore sour the taste in her nouth. He had scared
her very badly and she resented that. It nmade her angry that he could
cone between Dan and her, because that's exactly what the stranger had
done. She had dreanmed badly | ast night and lied this nmorning. Now she
was acting |ike some paranoid, disturbed idiot, reading nore into things
t han she possibly could or shoul d.

Megan went back downstairs to the kitchen, made a cup of tea and
continued lying to herself. Talking out |oud hel ped perpetuate the idea
that she had been tal king and thinking herself into a panic, rather than
reacting to sinple fact and
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actions. Brand had threatened her, but with effort she did not see it
that way. He had scared her, but with a little bit of thought and sone
creative screening in her mind, all his frightening aspects were hidden
behi nd his superficial appearance: that blank, strangely unattractive

vi sage he presented; those gruesonme scars. By the time she'd finished
her second cup of tea she was al nbst feeling better. She was aware that
she was constructing lie upon lie to protect herself, just as she had to
hi de herself from Dan, but she was so desperate for confort that lies
seened better than the truth. However elusive she was nmaking it.

And as she finished pouring her third cup of tea she heard the footsteps
upstairs.

A daddy long-legs fluttered down fromthe ceiling and alighted on the
back of her hand. Megan jerked in surprise, knocking the cup to the
floor. It shattered and spilled tea |ike brown bl ood. The | ong-Iegs



remai ned where it was, its touch barely felt but its weight nore than
she coul d bear.

He was wat ching. Seeing her with whatever nmulti-faceted eyes this thing
had. Viewi ng a dozen inmages of her, each one of them changing as he did
nore to haunt and hunt.

The footsteps again, across the |anding, nudgi ng one of the wardrobe
doors in her bedroom

"Ch God," she whispered, bringing her right hand down to encl ose her
left, feeling the flighty tickle of the insect's wings for the split
second before she exerted enough pressure to kill it. She ground her
pal m agai nst her knuckles, w shing
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she could crush it so much that it would not be there when she | ooked.

"Leave ne alone, |leave ne alone, leave nme alone ..." Here, on her own,
she found that the nake-believe no | onger worked. She could only lie to
hersel f so much before the truth began | aughing in her face.

The thing was a snudge on her skin. Banging fromupstairs again, random
and seem ngly without design. She felt the insect's insides as a breeze
ki ssed them cool on her hand. Her heart thudded, breath cane in short
pai nful gasps, tears blurred her vision. It's not |like him she thought.
Runni ng around, banging, not like him He'd be nore ... conposed.

She shoul d | eave, open the door and flee, but to where? Qut in the open
she was just as vulnerable as in here. At |east she knew her own house,
felt confident here, if not confortable. And he was invadi ng her
territory. The bastard was in her house.

Hardly believing what she was doi ng, Megan grabbed the | arge carving
knife fromthe knife bl ock and went out into the hallway.

A cloud of rooks darkened the | anding wi ndow and she wondered whi ch ones
were his.

"Hel p me Jesus," she whispered, "be with ne, guide nme, touch nme, help
me, help me ..." She nounted the staircase. Wioever or whatever was
upstairs nmust have heard her because the noises ceased. She was pl eased
in away, but it also nmeant that she could no | onger |locate their
source. She thought it had been on the landing initially, but then it
had sounded nore |ike
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war dr obe doors bei ng nudged, or the partition between the bat hroom and
Ni kki's bedroom bei ng scratched and scraped.

"Leave ne al one!" Megan shouted, surprised at the venomin her voice.
Surprised al so at how confident she sounded. "Leave ne the hell alone!"
Silence was the answer. "lI've got a knife, 1'Il use it." She sensed eyes
upon her, though there was no one in sight. She was al nbost on the

| andi ng now, trying to avoid creaki ng boards she knew so well. The
bedr oom doors were all open as usual, but there were no shadows crowdi ng
them no eyes peering out. Still, that crawling sensation prickled her
neck and arms, the certainty that she was being observed. "Help ne," she



whi spered again, and the shape ran from N kki's room

She screaned and threw the knife, realizing as she did so that the thing
was small and black, not the tall man she'd been expecting. The bl ade
flew wi de of the shape. It darted directly at her, halted and reversed
direction before Megan had tinme to finish her scream

The cat scurried about on the | anding for a nonent, confused and
shocked, and then it stood just inside the bathroomdoor. And stared.

She'd never |iked cats. They al ways seened to nock, she thought, |icking
their paws and grumbling and sauntering around, never once dropping
their gaze because they knew things you didn't. She'd never seen this
one ... and it not only knew things, it knew her, she could see that by
the way it stared, |ooking her up and down, a
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very human gesture. It had seen her before. Mycked her before.

"Try your best, my love in God will protect ne," she hissed. The cat
stared, the slits of its eyes narrowed, even though the light |evels
remai ned the sanme. It blinked once, turned and wal ked into the bat hroom

Megan picked up the knife, followed it in and cl osed the door

She couldn't deci de whether or not the cat was scared. She was. She
hated cats and she was terrified, so it should be com ng at her
slinking around her legs and purring and |aughing in its purrs. But it
was hunkered down behi nd the washi ng basket instead, watching. For an

i nsane nmonment she was suddenly sure it was the cat fromthe church, but
that one had been a different color, and it was dead ..

"Whether it's you or not, you won't be there for long," she said, fear
giving her voice a gravely edge. Those eyes ... they terrified her
Total ly domi nant and confident. They never wavered even as she stepped
forward, grabbed the washing basket handl e and dragged it across the
floor. "You hear ne, you fucking weirdo? I'mnot scared of you. And | ook
what | have here."” She turned the knife in her hand.

The cat laughed at her. It was a hiss, a baring of teeth, but there was
no fear or violence there. It was a | augh. Werever he was hi dden and
what ever he was doi ng, he was | aughing at her now.

Megan | ashed out with the knife and stunbled back in surprise as it
opened the cat from neck
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to runp. Bl ood spattered onto the white porcelain w pan and fur clung
to the blade like a line of tiny spiders.

The bl ood spl ash dripped and dribbled into the shape of one of Brand's
scars.

The cat changed. Its eyes went wide with pain, their color shifted, and
its hissing |laugh changed to one of shock and rage. It tried to run but
its legs would not function. It slithered in its own | eaking ness, paws
scrabbling for purchase on the slippery floor, teeth bared again as it
hi ssed and snarl ed.



Megan gl anced at the bloodstain again, but it had run past that shape
now, smudged into sonething nore chaotic. "Ch sweet Cod," she said,
appealing for help and cursing at the same tinme. She had never killed
anything in her life, not like this. Spiders and flies and ants, yes,

but never something this big. And never so cruelly. A grey shape bul ged
fromthe rent in the cat's side, and the nore it struggled the nore the
thing slipped out and caught on its slick fur. The dying creature keened
like a baby in pain.

Megan took refuge in the only place she could: blame. "You bastard!" she
shout ed, sweating and swearing, "You fucking, freaky bastard, |ook what
you made nme do, look at it, |ook at the poor thing-"

She stepped forward and | ashed out again, closing her eyes this tine as
the knife stuck home. It jarred in her hand and grated agai nst

somet hing, and she let go and stepped away, eyes still closed, listening
to the final few jerky novenments of the animal as it died on her bathroom
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floor. Wen all was silent she | ooked. The cat was dead. The knife was
jamred into the back of its neck

"It was his, it was his," Megan whi spered. She had seen eyes |ike that
before. After the attack, back in the city, people had watched her
friends and rel atives regarding her differently. Everyone was fascinated
and they disguised norbid curiosity as concern. Wl king along the street
she had sometines seen soneone on the other side acting strangely, or
the swish of hair on a turning head fromthe corner of her eye as she
passed a shop. She had becone used to eyes flitting fromher as she

| ooked at people, and even nore used to the blatant stares. She knew the
di fference between a casual glance and a deternined gaze. Even on a cat.

The shakes were settling in now Five mnutes ago she had been drinking
tea, convincing herself that all was right with the world, that any
fears she may have were unfounded, constructed from Brand and how he'd
unsettl ed her. Now she was standing in her bathroomover the corpse of a
but chered cat.

She noticed for the first tinme that it wore a collar. She did not read
its nane-tag.

"It was his," she said again, backing fromthe room The way it had been
| ooking at her! The snarl that was a | augh! Wierever he was he was blind
to her now, but she was certain he'd still be smling. Hding in a ditch
or a dirty room knowi ng what she had done and aware of what she nust be
feeling. And smiling. "It was his."

Megan went downstairs and turned on the
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kettle. She woul d nake another cup of tea. She would sit and drink and
stare fromthe wi ndow, | ooking through the steam from her mug, and
convince herself that things were fine.

As the kettle boiled she held onto the worktop, fingers pressed down on

its surface until her nails went white and her knuckles felt ready to
burst. There was an ant hurrying across the floor just in front of the



Rayburn. It did not seemto be conming towards her, or noving away. It
was ainmess. OF course it was. May be his, she thought, but the fear was
bounced back at her and subsuned beneath the |ies she needed to create
to drown the truth. Aimess and its own thing, nobody else's. For God's
sake, how coul d anyone use an ant?

O a spider or a bird ... or a cat.

Megan | aughed and shook her head at her own stupidity, and on the way to
the fridge she made sure she trod the ant into a quarry tile. She had to
hol d ont o sonet hi ng.
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Chapter N ne

O course, there had been nothing in the woods. That was a crazy

t hought. Not hing but the buried fear of failure stalking himas he

st al ked somet hi ng el se, sonet hi ng-or soneone-| ong gone. Because he had
beat en Brand and scared hi maway. He woul d never see himagain. And that
was that.

By lunchtime in work, Dan had convinced hinself that this was the truth.
He was not very good at thinking around problens Iike this-his thoughts
were scattered, wi thout order or definition-but that norning, poring
over figures he could not see and letters that remai ned unread, he
succeeded in realizing the truth. It was a pleasant truth, a confortable
one, because he had scared the guy away. He had protected his famly ..
if there had ever really been a threat
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fromBrand in the first place. He was a wanderer. A |oser. And now he
had | ost, he'd wandered away out of their lives.

Smiling, actually a little enbarrassed at his fleeing the wods | ast

ni ght, Dan reached for the phone to see how Megan was faring at hone. It
rang just as he touched it and, enjoying the idea of fate grinning down,
he snapped it up

"Honey!" he said.

There was a pause, a whisper of breath-or perhaps a restrained

giggle-and then a voice. "Wll yes, as |I've already said, |'msure
that's what it tastes like ... Honey."
Dan felt a chill prickle his skin and his shoul ders actually slunped as

failure once again attacked his thoughts. He was scared, angry and
shocked all at once. Wat could he do?

What shoul d he do?

"Just you stay ..." he said, but he got no further. Brand | aughed, | oud
and hard and hearty, and Dan imagi ned himleani ng back in whatever chair
he occupi ed, holding his stomach with both hands, the phone hooked
beneat h his chin.

Dan went to hang up but could not. If he did that he'd spend all day
wonderi ng what Brand had phoned to say, and if it was something bad ..
somet hing worse than enpty threats ... Dan may regret it. Wat if he'd



called to say, I"'mwith your wife now, and I'mabout to fuck her with a
rolling pin and slit her throat? He'd let his wife and hinmsel f down
once, and he swore that it woul d never happen again. So he waited and
listened as the | aughter subsided.

Brand | aughed until he was hoarse, his breath
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cat chi ng when laughter turned to tears, voice screeching, the plastic

t el ephone recei ver shaking in Dan's hand as the speaker wi thin vibrated,
on and on. And then he stopped. Instantly, w thout a sigh or a groan
And his voice was as dark and dank as ever.

"Broke ny fucking skull,"” he said. "AIl | wanted was a nonent of your
time, and instead you broke ny skull."

"If you cone anywhere near my famly, 1'Il kill you," Dan said. It
shoul d have sounded nel odramatic, but coming fromhimit was nerely
pat heti ¢ and weak. Not even worthy of a |augh.

"I don't plan to conme near your fanmily," the voice said, all innocent
and smooth. "I plan to come in them 1'll shoot between your daughter's
lovely lips, and maybe I'Il honor Megan with a good hard fuck. O

per haps not, considering your wife's track record with pussies."

"I"ll call the police," Dan said, voice raised. He thought of shouting
| ouder in the hope that soneone in another office would hear, take the
hi nt and rmake the call. Maybe they could trace this. Maybe they could
find out where this sick fuck was calling from and-

"I"'mnot calling fromanywhere," Brand said. "lI'm going to make the next
few days very, very long for you. Tine flies when you're having fun ..
but when you're watching everything you ve lived for destroyed, ny oh
nmy, how it must stand still. Wen everything is happeni ng and you begin
to wish you' d given ne a neasly lift, just think: while for you it's a
collection of the Iongest nonents of your life, for nme it's not even the
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blink of an eye. It's a nonent between nmoments. A bl ank between

t houghts. A nonent of ny time. And it's sonething you'll w sh you never
had. "

The threat out in the open changed everything: the way Dan thought of
hinself and his famly; his sense of justice; his worry over work; his
i deas of what was fair and what was not. Everything.

"What do you want ?" he managed to whi sper

" Not hi ng. "

"What can | give you? To go away, what can | give you?"
"Gving tine is past. |I'mtaking."

"Please ... please ..." Dan knew he sounded even nore pathetic and out
of control, but he was scared, so ball-shrinkingly, bowel-Ilooseningly
scared that he could think of nothing el se to say.



"Bye!" Brand said, cheerful and jaunty. "See you around!"

"Don't hang up!" But Dan was already tal king to nothing, casting his

voi ce along lines that no |l onger heard, listening to the dull, enpty hum
of a broken connection. He wondered where Brand had been calling from
and what |ay between them There was a link, a solid physical |ink

whi ch, given tinme, he could follow |eaving the phone on his desk,
uneart hing the cable, crawing hand over hand, passing over and under
roads and fields and houses, until he emerged froma wall and saw Brand
sitting there with the phone resting on a table beside him nouthpiece
still hot and wet fromhis laughter. Brand, his
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dark eyes hidden by his fall of black hair, his scarred eye closed as he
| eaned back and knotted his hands behind his head, smling at the
ceiling and relishing the nmoment.

And gi ven the chance, Dan would kill him

He put the phone back onto its cradle and rested his head in his hands,
rubbing at his tenples as if he could massage out the fear and press in
a solution. But a solution to what? A total headcase nmaking stupid
threats? No, there was nore than that. And for the first tinme Dan
wonder ed whet her he was the only one who'd seen Brand since that
snowbound ni ght .

"Ch shit!" He snatched up the phone and tapped in his home nunber,
suddenly certain that he'd be speaking to Brand again in a matter of
seconds. He'd speak to Megan and hear Brand | aughi ng down t he phone,

hear his w fe scream ng past Brand's hand as the bastard screwed her on
the hall floor, |eaving the phone off the hook so that Dan coul d hear
everything, see everything in his nind's eye. And this time, Megan woul d
be nore out of his reach than ever

He al nost hung up and went to drive hone, but the ringing stopped and
there was a gasped breath fromthe other end.

Agai n, he al nost hung up; he did not want to know. He squeezed his eyes
shut and winced at the terrible, selfish thought. He did not want to
know i f anyt hing was wong. "Megan," he said quietly.

"H Hon," she said.

"Megan!" He gushed it rather than spoke it this tine, slunping back into
his chair.
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"I"'mfeeling a lot better now, if that's what you' ve called to ask," she
said. "lI've had a bath, prayed a little, and God and aspirin have
settled nmy stomach.™”

Dan heard the smile in her voice but he could not bring hinself to
answer with a quip. "Good, |I'mglad, don't want you being sick again.
Everyt hi ng okay?"

"Fine, yes, I've told you. I'mgoing to spend the afternoon reading. |I'm
drinking lots of tea."



Lots of tea. Strange thing for her to say, but then sonetinmes his wfe
did come out with peculiarities, especially after she'd been praying.
Dan had not prayed since he was a kid at Sunday school. He thought
seriously about it now

He needed gui dance and hel p, not just with how to deal with Brand and
what ever threat he posed, but how to handle it with his famly as well.
If he told Megan the truth now, he'd end up having to explain why he'd
beaten the bastard around the head in Bar None. Justin or Brady hadn't
said anything to Megan yet, but when they next saw her they'd surely
mention it, whether he asked themto keep it quiet or not. He'd not
heard fromeither of themsince that night. He knew just how shocked

t hey must be.

"Good," he said. "Fancy a cuppa nyself."
"WIl you be I ate home tonight?"

"Maybe." Why? he wanted to say, but there was no reason to ask and he
hated Brand for planting suspicion. Suspicion at his own w fe.

"Ch. | just need to know when to get dinner for. Thought as | was hone |
may as well doit.” It was alie. His wife was lying to him He didn't
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know how he knewface to face he could never untangle the truths from
untrut hs, even though he knew they were always m xed in-but he knew.
Per haps sinply hearing her voice, having nothing physical to distract
him meant he could filter the lies that nuch easier

"Nice," he said. "That would be nice. Wiat are we havi ng?"

"Il think of something."
"Sure you feel all right?"

"Super. Looking forward to a quiet night in ... get a video on the way
hone, perhaps?"

"Right. See you later."
"Love you." And she hung up. She never hung up first. She always waited
for Dan to put the phone down, she joked that it gave her the chance to
of fer a parting shot when he couldn't hear, a secret | |ove you, or
perhaps a tosser if he'd said sonething to annoy her

She was in a rush. Had to get dinner ready. No need to wait.

It was two o' clock. For the next hour Dan sat at his desk, waiting for
the phone to ring, dreading it, and wondering just what the fuck he was
going to do about Brand's threat.

At three o' clock he rang Brady and asked hi mover to his house. Then he
made his excuses to his boss and went hone.

The front door was |ocked. Dan jiggled the handle and it took him back
tolife inthe city, after Megan was attacked and she took to hiding in
the dark, bolts thrown and blinds drawmn. Qut here they'd becone
accustoned to | eaving the
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front door unl ocked when they were at hone. It was a foolish sense of
safety, he knew, because bad things were just as likely to happen in a
sheltered hanlet as they were in a big city. The fact that the
surroundi ngs | ooked pl easant merely hid the danger nore.

He rang the bell three tinmes and listened to it echo away behind the
heavy front door.

"Just say you've popped by for a social call," Dan said over his shoul der

"You should be in work. Wiy would I do that?"

"Brady ..." Dan shook his head, knowing his friend was right.
"Coi nci dence. Just pretend.”

They stood silently for another few seconds and then Dan rang the bel
again. "She can't have gone out. She was feeling rough."

"Maybe she went for a walk. Er ... so why am| here, Dan?"
"Want to chat to you about sonething."

"Ch." Brady shifted fromfoot to foot behind him and Dan imagi ned hi m
staring down at his feet, silent but thoughtful. Brady was the strong
qui et type. Wth a nickname |ike that, who could blame hin? "Hey, if
it's about that night at Bar None, just, er, forget it. Everyone does
sormet hi ng-"

Dan turned to his friend. "It is about that, but not the way you may
t hi nk. Megan still doesn't know about it, so don't tell her, but I'm
glad I hit that fuck. He's been ... threatening nme. And ny fanily,
though I'mnot sure. ... | don't know whether he's spoken to Megan or
N kki yet.
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That's why | canme hone. Megan sounded weird."

"She's been ill," Brady muttered as Dan turned back to the door, bent
down and shouted through the letter-flap

The door flew open and Dan | eaped back in surprise.

['1'l honor Megan with a good hard fuck, Brand had said. For a split
second Dan closed his eyes because he did not want to see, but what he
i magi ned was surely worse than the truth could be.

"Honey," Megan said, surprised. "You' re hone early. Hello Brady."

"Thought you sounded a bit lonely so | came honme, see how you are." Dan
could hear the lie in his voice and wondered if Megan coul d too.

She stood on the threshold, one hand on the door, the other holding a
toil et brush. Both hands were gl oved. She wore an apron. There was a
spot of something on her forehead, a scab of blood froma dried spot,
per haps.



"Doi ng sonme cl eani ng?"

"I really feel a lot better," she said, turning away so that he could
not see her face and goi ng back upstairs. "Make ne a cuppa, hon, 1'll be
down in a mnute."

Dan and Brady closed the front door behind them and stood in the
hal | way. Dan could snell the fumes drifting down fromupstairs, bleach
and bath cleaner and the subtle and disturbing hint of Megan's sweat
under neat h. She nust have been working hard. He glanced at Brady to see
if his friend thought this as strange as he did,
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but Brady's face wore its usual nask of composure and cal m
"Tea?" Dan asked

"That woul d be nice. And biscuits, please. Drag me out here and keep ne
in the dark like all the skeletons in your dusty closet, dangling and

| oose-1inbed and ever so handy with pool cues, no doubt ... the very

| east you can do is to feed nme biscuits.”

In the kitchen Brady sat at the breakfast bar, picked a paper fromthe
small pile ready for recycling, and started reading it as Dan made the
tea. "Weird about those footprints,” he commrented, scanning the |oca
rag froma few days before

Dan | eaned agai nst the sink and closed his eyes, slowy rubbing his face
as if dry-washing. He sighed. "That's when it started, really." He

| ooked at his friend, sitting at the bar and obviously feeling slightly
unconfortable with the scrap of strangeness Dan had ai med his way, and
for an insane few seconds Dan envied him lived on his own; only hinself
to think about; no real worries. "It's all been very odd."

And then he told Brady about Brand, the lift in the snow, the weird
feeling he'd had when they arrived honme that night, the sense that Brand
was still around even though they'd ejected himfromtheir car (Megan

ki cked himout, she did it, | didn't help) ... and everything else. He
tol d hi meverything.

By the time Megan came back downstairs with a black sack full of
rubbi sh, they'd reached the point where Dan knew he had to decide: call the
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police or not? Brady had suggested it, Dan had fielded the idea and
tossed it around, and now Brady sinply sat there staring at his friend
his dol eful eyes insisting that it was the only option.

Dan knew he | ooked |ike a school boy caught stealing apples. "Tea's
here," he said to his wife.

She smled too widely and sounded too cheerful. "I'Il just dunp this in
the dustbin." The back door drifted shut behind her. Dan wondered j ust
what gane of lies they were both playing.

"You have to call them" Brady hissed, Megan's reappearance perhaps
urging himto insist upon it. "This guy sounds like a lunatic."



"You saw him"

Brady shrugged. "Well, | saw some poor sod get whacked by a pool cue.
And | didn't hear ... well, | didn't hear what you said you heard in the
bar."

Dan shrugged and stared at the back door. "She's acting weird."

Brady sniffled, his version of a laugh. "No offense, mate, really. But
your Megan's always been a little ... off-kilter."

Dan smiled without |ooking at Brady. He knew how right his friend was.

Megan cane back in and drank her tea. Five mnutes |ater Dan saw Brady
of f. They had still not agreed on the solution to Dan's problem Brady
gave hima meaningful |ook as the door closed on him Police. You have
to. No question

"Not often we see Brady during the day," Megan said as Dan cl osed the
front door.

"He was passing. Dropped in for a cup of tea."
n O,]. "
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She didn't ask why, or whether he knew Dan woul d be home, or how strange
it was for Brady of all people-strange, shy, quiet Brady-to make an
unexpected social call.

She didn't ask anyt hi ng.

Dan wat ched his wife wander into the kitchen, rubbing her hands together
as if torid themof a stain and nuttering about the damm spiders and flies.
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Chapter Ten
Mandy' s ei ghteenth birthday party promsed to be a wild affair.

Ni kki hadn't seen or heard from Jazz since she'd left himon the library
floor the previous afternoon. He usually waited for her after school but
not this time, and when she'd casually strolled by the place where he
usual |y parked his bike and saw it enpty, the relief was tenpered by a
vague di sappoi ntnent. However nuch of a young fool he was, he was a
young fool in love, and N kki was flattered. She liked him She didn't
want to hurt him Hi s obvious show of petul ance was to grab her
attention and to strike back, and in a way it had worked; she had wanted
to see him But at the back of her mind as she waited for the bus hone
was Brand.

The library wi ndow had stared at the back of
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her head as she boarded the noi sy bus. She had been so tenpted to | ook

around, yet sonmehow she had refrained. Not that there woul d have been
anybody there. O course not. Nobody here but us flies, alive and nostly



dead.

He hadn't phoned that night either, and when he failed to show the next
day in school N kki became concerned. They'd had a row, true, but they'd
rowed before. It was not like himto ignore her like this ... mainly
because he could not. He was smitten, and she was certain that any brief
show of al oof ness woul d have been ended by her failing to fall for it
and contact him She listened for his bike, watched fromthe w ndow
before | essons started, failed to see himarrive, asked Mandy and Jesse
whet her they'd seen him Neither had. They gave no indication that they
knew about the scene in the library. If they were covering up for Jazz
they were doing an Oscarworthy job of it. Besides, N kki was sure that
Jesse woul dn't do anything against her. Bless him he was smitten as well.

Smitten ... she liked how Jazz thought of her, but it was certainly not
somet hi ng she had ever felt over soneone el se. Jazz was nice, he was
cute when he wasn't acting the jerk, he had a good body, he was
intelligent and witty (again, when he wasn't a jerk). But she certainly
was not smitten with him He told her he |oved her and she said it back
because it felt nice and confortable and she didn't want to hurt him

But if she was in love with himit certainly wasn't the electric feeling
everyone made it out to be, and that in itself proved that she was not.
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Then she had net Brand.

Now, everything was different. As she set off for Mandy's party she
realized that her concern for Jazz existed sinply to keep up

appear ances, for herself as nmuch as anyone el se. That lunchtine in
school, the headmaster had sent a message to every class asking if
anyone had seen Jazz. His parents had been in touch to say that he was
m ssing, they were worried but not too frantic as yet; he had gone

m ssing for a night before, apparently, although this was news to N kki
Anyone who knew where he was, they asked, please let themknow If he
was upset about sonmething they could talk it through. If he was in
trouble, they could discuss it. Anything could be overconme. They just
want ed hi m hone.

Ni kki had | ooked down at her hands and seen that they were shaking.
She'd cl osed her eyes and tried to picture Jazz as she had | ast seen
him but the only face she coul d see was Brand's, a shadow staring from
the Iibrary wi ndow, hidden in the woods, breathing at her behind The
Hal |, and the | onger she kept her eyes closed the nore the i mage of
Brand i nvaded, the dream of himinvadi ng her and grasping onto her hips
as they made | ove.

She' d opened her eyes and gasped, drawi ng curious gl ances fromthose
around her.

Jazz ... what an idiot. If he thought pulling a stunt like this would
make her feel bad, he could think again ... and again.

In fact he could think again anyway, N kki thought as they pulled up in
front of Mandy's house. If he wasn't here tonight, he could just
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think on forever without her, because she wasn't hangi ng around. Not for
him not for ... Well, maybe there was someone she would wait for



Feeling no guilt, Nikki shanel essly hoped that Jazz did not show tonight.
She had an idea that soneone el se woul d.

Mandy's parents were both solicitors, and their house was a garish

di splay of the wealth their careers had accumul ated. Like Mandy they
want ed people to know that they were there, and their three-storey hone,
surrounded by half an acre of garden |ovingly nmaintained by hired help,
was painted a bright yellow, just too bright to be called "sandstone."
The wi ndows were large, offering an open viewinto the famly's private
life. The front door was sheltered by a huge open porch, nore suited to
the finest London hotels than a country house a mle from Tal

Stenni ngton. Every tinme N kki paid a visit she expected a doorman to
step out and help her fromthe car, then take her dad's keys and offer
to park for him The roof was steeply pitched, which drove its pinnacle
above the surrounding trees so that it protruded like a castle in an old
fairytale. And |Iike any good castle a wi nd vane spun on top, the w ought
iron fashioned into what Mandy insisted was her famly enblem a bear
hol di ng a snake al oft. Cool, Ni kki thought, though she'd never said this
to Mandy. The whol e house stood out |ike a beacon, especially at night
when several banks of floodlights lit its facades. Security, Mandy woul d
say if anyone at school quizzed her about it. Display, nost people with
nore than an
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ounce of sense would know. It was a beautiful house and it deserved to
be seen, but the fact of who the owners were nmade that flaunting crass
in the extrene.

Ni kki's parents had even postul ated that Mandy was sent to a

conpr ehensi ve school because it gave her nore to boast about. At a
private school she'd be just another grape in the bunch

"Don't get lost in the dungeons,"” her dad said as Ni kki opened the car
door. She always heard a note of envy in his voice when he nmade a quip
about the place.

"I expect her mum and dad have | ocked them up and kept the key," she said.
"Hey, maybe Jereny is in there!"

"Jazz is just sul king, Dad."

"Well | hope he shows soon for his parents' sake."

Ni kki | eaned over and gave hima peck on the cheek. "Thanks for the
l[ift. He will show, he's just being a big kid."

Her dad smiled past the sadness that she was becom ng used to, the
mourning for the loss of his little girl. He glanced her up and
down-took in her tight top and short skirt-and she knew what was com ng
but she didn't object or |eave because she knew it was something he had
to say.

"Be careful, Nikki."

"I will Dad."



He | ooked at her so neaningfully that she al nost | aughed. "You know what
I nean."

"Dad! " She kissed himagain, |eapt fromthe Freel ander before he could
start tal king about
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condons or di sease or how boys her age were wal ki ng gl ands, and sl ammed
t he door behind her. She waved as he pulled off, wanting to watch the
car back onto the main road, but she was suddenly aware that anyone

| ooking fromthe house woul d see her

It was barely nine o' clock and the party sounded to be in full sw ng

al ready. The Red Hot Chili Peppers were blasting through cl osed wi ndows.
Lights flashed in the dining room throw ng distorted shadows out across
the awn as revellers danced or stood close to the window. The |iving
room w ndows had no curtains, and N kki could see a dozen people mlling
around, sitting in cliquey corners or strolling in and out. Mandy was
one of them Bottle of wine in one hand, cigarette in the other, she was
touring her party and playing the hostess, probably asking everyone if
they were all right for drinks and suggesting they visit the wine cellar
| ater because she knew where her mum and dad kept the key and she was
sure they wouldn't mind, after all it was her eighteenth birthday ..

There were rabbits on the lawn, sitting in the pools of light. They
gl anced up and down at the house. Ears tw tched. Whiskers noved as they
sniffed the air. N kki wondered why they weren't afraid.

She gl anced up at the house | oom ng above her and saw lights on the top
two floors as well. She wondered whether Jazz was in there sonewhere,
waiting to surprise her with his coolness. Just like himto turn up and
say "Hi-' as if nothing had happened, kiss her and hold her and display her
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to his friends |ike a badge that said "Hey, we had a row but she | oves
me so much she's wanting nme back already."” He'd want to kiss and make
up, and no doubt he'd already scouted the house and found the quietest
corner where he'd try to drag her before mdnight. Seduce her with his
ranpagi ng i deas of subtlety. Cynical of her, she knew. Nasty. And yet
agai n she hoped he was not here. Thinking the house enpty of himnade it
easier to ring the doorbell.

She rang three or four times before she heard Mandy shout for whoever it
was to just conme the fuck in. As she reached for the handl e sonething
scuttled through the bushes beside the front door and made her junp. A
bird, a nouse, a rabbit? Maybe a cat, hiding in there and watching the
humans at play. She gl anced back over her shoul der at the dark gardens,
made darker by the Iight splashing out fromi nside.

Was Brand there? Was he wat ching her from darkness? She was standi ng
under the porch light, he'd see her from anywhere between here and the
road. He could be standing there in the open like a tree, sniling at
her, touching hinself as her eyes passed over himwi thout seeing,

prom sing her sonmething with eyes she could not see and woul d never be
able to understand if she coul d.

"Brand," she said, and it felt like the first tinme she'd ever said his
nane al oud.



The door burst open and Mandy screanmed at her. "N kki!"

"Shit!" N kki stunbled back two steps and then | aughed at her friend.
She | ooked pi ssed
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al ready. She'd be in bed before m dnight and Ni kki wondered with whom

"Ni kki, conme in, drink, eat, nmusic and gorgeous bl okes in the dining
room booze and food and gorgeous bl okes in the kitchen, dope and
gor geous bl okes and Jesse in the living room"

"No Jazz?" she asked as she wal ked by Mandy.

"Thought he'd be with you." Her breath snmelled |ike an accident in a
brewery

"Nope." She handed Mandy a present-a copy of David Beckham s
bi ogr aphy-and cringed as her friend hugged and ki ssed her

"He's a jerk," Mandy said. "Forget him... plenty nore sharks in the sea!"

Soneone cane fromthe living roomand bunped into N kki, rmunbling an
apol ogy and headi ng down the hallway to the kitchen

"And there's one!" Mandy said. "Charles, ny num s boss's son. Take a
ook at him N kki, and tell me what you see.”

Ni kki watched the tall boy walk carefully into the kitchen, fingertips
brushing one wall to guide hinself along the way. Too early to be drunk
he' d been on the dope already. She shrugged. "Pissed bl oke?"
"Rich cock on legs," Mandy whi spered in her ear. "Twenty grand in the
bank and seven inches, so I'mled to believe." Then she took a huge sl ug
of wine and stormed into the dining room imersing herself in nusic and
light and the adoration of her invited friends. "Have fun!" she
commanded N kki over her shoul der.

Ni kki went into the living roomand gl anced around. Like every roomin
the house it was
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huge, the three-piece suite swall owed at one end w th another couple of
easy chairs and a slew of floor cushions by the shelved near wall. The
shel ves were | oaded wi th books that Mandy had never read and her parents
never had time to read, and know ng that only made the room seem col der
There were about twenty people in here, nost of whom she was di stressed
to note she didn't know. Mandy's social life was governed |largely by her
parents, perhaps as a way of having an involvenent in their daughter's
life where work otherw se prevented them This roomwas filled with
friends' kids, clients' kids, the offspring of people they knew from
their country club. Ni kki wondered just how nmany of themwere really
Mandy's friends. They sat and chatted and | aughed in a cloud of
cigarette and pot snoke.

"Ni kki!" Jesse called. He was sitting on a settee at the far end of the
room a can of |ager warning between his thighs, girls on either side



tal king to anyone but him N kki's heart sank for her friend, both at
hi s predi cament - he nmust know what he | ooked |ike-and the eagerness he
showed at her appearance. He struggled to his feet and weaved his way
bet ween seated and spraw ed bodi es. "Hey, N kki. Okay?"

"H Jesse. Having fun?"

H s eyes shifted and he gl anced down at his feet. "Don't know nany of
them but they' re an OK bunch.™

"Anyone here from school at all?"

He nodded vigorously. "Mst of the sixth formare dancing in the dining
room a few nore are

196
in the kitchen. Runor has it Natalie is hunping Pete upstairs.™
"Already? Didn't waste her tine."

"Does she ever?" Jesse asked, but Nikki could hear the desperate
jealousy in his voice

"Wanna go mi ngl e?" she asked.

He nodded his relief. "Where's Jazz?"

"You tell ne.
"Would if | could. Jerk."

Ni kki | aughed and gave Jesse a friendly hug. "Mandy's opinion exactly.
Hm ... and mine."”

They left the unknown snokers and crossed the wide hall to the dining
room doorway. The doubl e sliding doors were open, spew ng light and | oud
musi ¢ and the vague hint of sweat fromthe dancers boiling within. The
Chili Peppers had been replaced by a conpilation of club dance nusic,
and the ravers anongst themwere getting down to their serious stuff.
The huge dining tabl e-N kki had been for a nmeal when there were twelve
peopl e seated there-had been shoved up against the far wall, and now it
provi ded a grandstand seat for people to sit and rest and view the
dancers, take the piss or scope the talent.

"l need a drink!" N kki shouted into Jesse's ear

He nodded, then notioned her to him He held her head as he shouted
back, his fingers slipping under her hair and stroking her scalp slowy,
gently, and probably unintentionally. "I've seen Ananda! |'Il see you in
a mnutel"

Amanda was a snobbi sh bitch in N kki's books, full of self-confidence
with very little
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reason. Ni kki scanned the room and saw her in the mddle of the dancing

throng, strutting her stuff, punping her hips and sticking out her
little tits like some mgj or dance queen. Nowhere near good enough for



Jesse. But she could never tell himthat. "I'll be in the kitchen," she
shout ed back, |eaving Jesse to waste his tine.

As she wal ked past the staircase to the kitchen she wondered briefly
whet her she was good enough for Jesse. She smiled in surprise, but an

i nstant image of Brand breathing into her face behind The Hall-his stale
breath tasting sweet in her nouth-wi ped a snile fromher face. She

| ooked around startled, as if expecting to see him standing at the front
door. There was no one there, only a haze of snoke drifting out fromthe
living room tw sting into inpossible shapes in the hallway.

She reached the kitchen door to a wave of shouted greetings and playful
insults.

"It's the gorgeous Nikki!™"
"Ni kki likes licky!"
"N k, you bitch, what took you so |long!"

"Sexy girl." Wispered. A loud whisper as if it cane fromright beside
her. She | ooked around qui ckly and shook her head. The voi ce had sounded
ol der than anyone here ... older than everyone here.

"Ni kki, show us your tits!"

"H Mke," she said. She liked Mke, his constant harangui ng and pl ayf ul
abuse made her feel strangely at ease in his presence, even though she

t hought nost of it was because he felt inadequate

198

with his attraction to her. That's what she liked to think at |east.

M ke nudged the guy standing next to him someone N kki didn't know.
"She does, you know. First whiff of alcohol and she gets her tits out.
Second whi ff she lets you feel them"

"Don't listen to a word he says," N kki said.

"Drink?" The guy held out three bottles of Bacardi Breezer. She coul dn't
hel p | aughi ng, but she only took one.

"Where's Jazz?" M ke asked.

"Anyone el se asks ne that and |'Il personally execute themin public,"
she said.

"Ch," Mke said, hopelessly feigning disinterest. "Still AWOL."

"Still being stupid, yeah." She took a swig fromher bottle and sighed
as the sweet drink tingled her throat.

"Fourth whiff?" the guy asked M ke | oud enough for N kki to hear

"Home run," she said playfully, pushing past the two coll apsi ng boys and
i nspecting the food table.

It was an inpressive feast; Mandy's parents had obviously invested sone
of their expense accounts into hiring professional caterers. The kitchen



tabl e-not quite as nmassive as the one in the dining roombut still half
the size of Nikki's bedroomwas covered with a spread that woul d put
nost weddi ng parties to shame. Sandwi ches were beautifully arranged;
snoked sal mon and shredded duck shared space with | anb kebabs and pork
balls; a dozen flavors of vol-au-vents scattered anongst silver dishes
of home-fried
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crisps and boned chicken breasts coated in a variety of spicy marinades.
Bottl es of wine were dotted here and there, the red corked to breat he,
the white residing in gorgeously nelting ice scul ptures, their reservoir
dishes filling slowly with water. Snacks sat on plates with

i magi natively peel ed oranges and ot her usel ess ornamentations, which
woul d inevitably end up being thrown around the kitchen or hidden in
cupboards to rot and stink once everyone was pissed. There was even a
huge figure "18" cake, the "1" in the shape of a mcrophone, the "8" a
pair of drums, other nusic-inspired shapes cast in icing and scattered
around the base of the cake.

The candl es | ooked too expensive to set alight.

Ni kki was pleased to note that there was nore than enough food to cater
for her vegetarian sensibilities, although all in all the display | ooked
far too lovely to even consider tearing it apart, throwing it onto

pl ates, eating and probably spewing it into expensively carpeted corners
| ater on.

The drinks table was even nore inpressively weighed down. Bottles of
every inmaginable spirit hunkered at the back ready to leap out later in
the night, while cans and bottles of lager, bitter, cider, alcoholic
fruit juices, wines and fizzy mxer drinks were piled on and under the
tabl e, and doubtless cooled in the fridge as well. A weck of enpties

al ready hung around the full bin. Several bottle had been smashed, their
remai ns kicked into a corner

Ni kki took a handful of crisps and nibbled at themwhile she surveyed
the feast. It was going to be a good party. Lots of her friends were here,
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there was food and booze enough for a football stadium and Jazz wasn't
around to bug her or cause trouble. She felt bad thinking that, but it
was the truth and she was in no nood to try lying to herself.

Maybe Brand woul d show as well. She hoped he woul d. That was the truth.

She wondered what everyone would think if he turned up and they wal ked
around armin arm She laughed a little, spraying crisp crunbs onto the
floor. Then she stopped | aughi ng because she knew just how badly Brand
woul d mi x, and how fal se that image of confortable conmpani onship woul d
be. Brand didn't want a girlfriend ... Ni kki doubted he needed one. I|f
he wanted anything fromher it was one thing: sex. She breathed in
deeply and tried not to imgine themtogether, but it felt as though his
hands were already there, snpothing her shoul ders and working their way
down and around her body, over her breasts, across her stonach and

bet ween her legs, turning warmto hot and dry to wet.

She opened her eyes, drained the bottle in one gulp and went back to
M ke and his naneless friend for another



"So why isn't Jazz here?" M ke asked. "He sul king? How s the band goi ng?"

"Point one, Jazz and | had a row and he's fucked off to try and get ne
worried and upset.”

"I't working?" Mke's friend asked.

Ni kki stared at himand took a glug fromher new bottle. "Do | |ook upset?"
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"Well ... you don't |ook your usual charnming self," Mke said

Ni kki went to clap himon the shoul der but she saw that he was serious.
"The Rabi ds are doing okay," she said. "W want to start giggi ng soon
May even ask ny old man if he can get us a gig at Bar None!"

"Cool place for a rock band to play."
"That's what we thought."

M ke gl anced at his mate who sauntered off, nuttering something about
finding the I oo. Nikki saw the prearranged signal as clear as day, but
she pretended not to. Mke was all right. She didn't mnd chatting to
himfor a while.

Soneone touched her between the | egs, a warm hard hand cuppi ng her
there and nudging up with a thick finger

"Fuck!" She dropped her bottle and spun around, ready to |ay out

what ever sick bastard thought she wore a short skirt as an invite. The
bottl e smashed and spl ashed her bare |l egs with drink and broken gl ass.
She did not notice.

There was no one there.
"N kki ?" M ke asked.
"Huh?"

He noved the shattered glass aside with his foot and hel d her shoul ders.
"What's up? Don't you like Metz?"

She shrugged, held her own hands up in a warding off gesture, shook her
head. "Nothing, nothing. |I'm okay. Need the |oo, | think."

She left the kitchen, feeling Mke's annoyed gaze travelling up and down
her back. The downstairs | oo was | ocked so she hurried upstairs,
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finding the first floor bathroomlit and open. She slamred the door and
| ocked it, sat on the lowered toilet seat and held her head in her hands.

Sexy girl the voice had said. She'd heard it. She'd heard it behind The

Hall as well, and she knew she had to get Brand out of her mnd. He was

not going to be here, he had no invite, he didn't know where she was, he
had no interest in her. Business with her father, he'd said, that's why

he was hangi ng around, no other reason ..



But why find her? Wiy foll ow her?
Why spy on her in school ?

She stayed there for a while, wondering what had happened to Jazz and
why he'd left it this long. Had she really pissed himoff that nmuch? She
guessed she had. Elbowing himin the head was just a part of it, he'd
known her m nd had been el sewhere for the past few days. He may be a
ragi ng hornonal nonster, but he wasn't stupid. Maybe he was stayi ng away
because he really wanted no nore to do with her. The thought nade her
feel cheap and nasty ... and unwanted. She didn't like it. She |iked
attention.

Ni kki checked her make-up and left the bathroom @ ancing up at the
second fl oor |anding she saw Mandy, | eani ng agai nst the bani ster and
flirting outrageously with Mke's friend. Wio knew what woul d happen
there later? One thing for sure: today, Mandy wanted to be center of
attention. If she was going to screw the guy she'd likely do it now, so
that she could cone back down and flit around the party once nore,
enjoying the fact that word was spreading that she'd already had her

bi rt hday present.
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Ni kki stood still for a couple of mnutes, waiting to see if Mandy

noti ced her. Noise rose from bel ow, darkness hung above, half-hiding
Mandy and the guy fromview N kki stood in between. The couple were

whi spering to each other, |eaning closer and closer, the guy's bottle of
| ager eventually touching Mandy's breast, a couple of fingers unw appi ng
fromaround the glass to stroke her there. \When he | eaned forward and
gave Mandy a kiss Nikki turned and quietly hurried downstairs. It was
crazy but she'd felt a pang of jeal ousy. She had no one here tonight to
kiss. Mke was interested but not interesting, a flirt wapped around
not hi ng, and besi des, notw t hstandi ng everything she'd been feeling and
sayi ng about Jazz, she didn't feel in the mood for a guilt trip.

Back downstairs she headed for the dining room thinking to | ose herself
in the flashing colored lights, the nusic that had been cranked up so

| oud she could alnost clinb it when she stood at the door. It was a
solid force comng at her, a sensory attack that worked at every

level ... she could taste the spilled booze and the sweat of the dancers,
t he pheronones of attraction that ruled the dance floor and drew people
i nto shadowy enbraces under the table and in corners where the lights
did not reach. She went in, el bowed her way through the dancers-swapping
shout ed hell os and nods with people she knew as she went-and | ooked
around for Jesse.

He coul d be anywhere. If not in here, then back in the kitchen for
another drink. If not there, then in the living roomw th the
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dope smokers, trying his luck once nore with the girls on the settee,
telling them he was a drunmer in a band. If not there ... well, there
were fifteen roons in the house, any one of them could hide a surprise.

It was too loud to talk, alnpst too loud to think. N kki |eaned against
the tabl e and picked up a half-finished bottle of lager. It was stil
cool so she took a drink, not caring that it was sonmeone else's. She'd



been here for half an hour but already she felt nore distant-nore
renoved- than when she'd arrived. Being on her own was part of it, but
that was no different to at |east half of those present. The trouble

with Jazz contributed as well, she knew, a conplex guilt-driven concern
that mxed in anger at his behavior and confusion at her contradictory
t hought s about Brand. Be here, she thought, |'m scared of you, she

t hought. Just anot her fucked-up teenager, that's what she was. Maybe she
needed nore drink

Sonet hi ng touched her ankle, an intimate tickle that could have been a
ki ss. She cursed out |oud, her voice |lost in the cacophony, and squatted
to |l ook under the table. She stared straight into the face of a girl
giving a blow job. The guy's hands grabbed at the floor, fisting and
stretching, and the girl-it was Anmanda, although the guy certainly
wasn't Jesse-looked at N kki w thout once | osing her rhythm

Ni kki stood, enbarrassed and feeling nore unwel cone than ever. She

shoul dered her way fromthe room not even bothering to return any
greetings or conments this tinme, and headed to the kitchen for something
new to drink.
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M ke was still there. "Hey, N k."

"Fucking orgy," N kki said, then forced a | augh because she realized how
ol d and responsi bl e that sounded.

"Ch, and why aren't | involved?"

"Your mate's upstairs with Mandy, and there's something oral occurring
under the dining roomtable."

"Mandy? Blinmey. Fast worker. She doesn't even know him"

Ni kki shrugged. "Quess she does by now. " She indicated the drinks table
with a nod of her head. "Al cohol required in excessive quantities. Want
anyt hi ng?"

She saw a smart quip formng on his |lips about what he wanted, so she
turned and found a bottle of Schnapps. There were shot gl asses but she
chose a tunbler, filling it alnmost to the top before dropping in sone
ice and a splash of |enonade to assuage her guilt. She drank, relishing
the tingle of the drink across her lips and tongue, the warnth as it
trickled down into her stomach. A pleasant buzz was already blurring her
senses.

She turned around and M ke had gone. Playing hard to get. Well, she
guessed he knew by now he woul dn't be got tonight, not by her at |east.

"Ni kki!" Jesse said, hurrying into the room He grabbed up two bottles
fromthe table, opened themand took a drink. "Hey, I've net a girl.
Suzy. She's in a band, she's a keyboard pl ayer, electro-crap but still,
she likes the fact that 1'ma drumrer, she wanted another drink so
said I'd get her one."

"Cool ." She felt genuinely happy for him It
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was the first truly pleasant feeling she'd had this evening.

"See you | ater.'
m nd, do you?"

He | ooked suddenly sober and concerned. "Hey. You don't

Ni kki | aughed out |oud and spilled some of her drink. "Don't be soft.
Enj oy yoursel f. Hey, Jesse, full report when | see you next, eh?"

Jesse smled, nodded and tapped his back pocket. He spun around to

| eave, then turned back and touched N kki's arm "Ch, there was some guy
asking after you. Tall. Long hair. Scar ... | think." He frowned for a
coupl e of seconds, |ooking vaguely over N kki's shoul der. "Seened I|ike
he should be in a band." Then he turned and was gone before she could
say a thing.

Tall. Long hair. Scar ... | think

"Ch shit." She started to shake, and had to put her drink down before
she dropped it. Nerves tw sted her stomach, and excitenent, and fear
and pl easure at the confirmation that yes, Brand was interested in her
What ever his business with her dad, she counted as well. Tall. Long
hai r. Gorgeous.

She stared at the kitchen door, expecting Brand to enter fromthe
hal | way at any second. She realized that she was al one. Sonethi ng heavy
was thundering through the house, Rob Zonbie or Marilyn Manson, so | oud
that she could feel the lam nate tinmber flooring vibrate through the
sol es of her shoes. A haze of snmoke hung in the air, tinged with the
war m odor of dope. She breathed it in and suddenly craved a joint.

Where was he?
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Desperate for another drink, she sw gged back the remains of her Archers
and half-filled the glass with gin. There was a | enbn on a slicing board
on the table, she cut a perfect half-inch slice and dropped it in the

gl ass, followed by two chunks of ice and an inch of bitter |enon. She
swilled it to mx, then took a sip. Strong. Sweet. Refreshing.

Where the hell ... ?

Ni kki glanced at the buffet table and felt |ess hungry than she had for
a long tinme. Another drink washed the feeling away. Another drink
because he wasn't there yet, and the last thing she wanted to do was to
go looking for him That woul d appear too eager, too desperate, even

t hough seeing himwas all she really wanted right now ..

She noticed that the door to the wine cellar had been unl ocked and hung
slightly ajar. Darkness threatened to spew out.

Ni kki finished her gin, poured two inches of whiskey and went | ooking
for Brand.

He was not in the living room Jesse sat on one of the floor cushions,
propped side to side with the girl he'd net-Suzy, was that her name?-

I aughi ng and gi ggling and taking pleasure in whispering into her ear,
greater pleasure when she [ aughed at what he said. The rest of the room
was full of strangers. No Brand. He was a stranger she knew.



The di ni ng roomwas throbbing with heavy netal, Shockwaves poundi ng
t hrough the fabric of the building, ornanments rattling on shelves and
wi ndows vi si bly shaking. Ni kki worked her
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way around the dancers, standing on tiptoe to | ook over their heads,
seei ng several tall people. None of themwere Brand. Her hips nudged the
dining table and she bit her lower lip, wondering, just wondering ..
she hadn't | ooked at the guy's face, had she? She'd been too shocked and
enbarrassed. It could have been anyone under there being sucked off.

Hol di ng her breath Ni kki squatted down and | ooked under the table. Only
shadows stared back

She worked her way around the perineter of the room stepping on toes
and tripping over splayed | egs, before she canme back to the door. The
musi ¢ pounded at her. It seemed even | ouder now, but she knew it was
because she was getting quickly and pl easantly pissed.

The kitchen was still enmpty. She refilled her glass, then glanced at the
clock. It was past tenthirty already. Everything had closed in around
her in a confortable, intimte haze, and she found hersel f swaying as
she wal ked. The thought of food still made her gag, so she drank sone
nore and gui ded herself to the stairs by running one hand al ong the hal
wal | .

Where the hell was he? She thought of calling his nane but it would
sound strange, she'd be verbalizing her interest in someone other than
Jazz. Betrayal would be given voice, and although she was sure no one
woul d hear-or even care if they did-she would still feel bad.

What was she doi ng? What woul d she do when she found hin? And if he'd
been | ooking for her, where the hell was he now? She thought

209

about the open door to the wine cellar and shook her head. Dark down
there. If he was waiting for her down anongst the vintage w nes and
spiders and danmp ... just too weird.

There was a bathroom two bedroons and a storeroomon the first floor
The bat hroom was enpty, except for a girl asleep in the bath with the
plug in and a dribble of water slowy rising around her. Puke stained
her front and hung in a clot fromher chin. One bedroom was dark and
neat and held a distinct out-of-bounds feel. N kki knocked on the other
door - al t hough she'd hear no reply above the poundi ng nusic anyway-
opened it a crack and peered in. Mandy and Mke's friend were there, and
Mandy was havi ng her birthday present, naked and sweating and naking
enough noi se to cover the sound of N kki closing the door. She snmiled
and took another drink, |ooking up at the second floor | anding,
realizing through the al cohol haze that she was turned on. Not fromthe
sight of Mandy riding Mke's mate, but fromthe chase. Brand was here,
somewhere, and every room she entered and every door she opened brought
them cl oser together. Just the top floor now, and that was it. He nust
be waiting for her up there. In one of the bedroons.

There were two bedroons and a study on the top floor. Al enpty.

Ni kki stood on the | andi ng where she'd seen Mandy and the guy ki ssing,



| ooki ng down the stairwell at the hall below, staring at the heads of
peopl e passing in and out of the dining room She felt out of it again,
di sappoi nted and cheat ed
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because she hadn't found him he'd issued his invitation and she had
failed him 1t must have been Brand, surely? Could Jesse have neant
anyone el se?

Soneone wal ked into the hall fromthe kitchen and stood there, unnoving,
peopl e parting around himas they went about their drunken business.

Ni kki held her breath. Black hair. Fromthis aspect she couldn't tel
whet her it was long or not, but it was black, jet black, and ..

He | ooked up
Br and.

He smiled, just a twitch at the corners of his mouth that did nothing to
the rest of his face, and then he turned and went back into the kitchen

Ni kki ran downstairs. She dropped her glass on the first floor |anding
and kicked it in front of her, junping over it as it smashed onto the
hall floor and scattered into a web of shards. Hol ding the newel post
she turned a half circle so that she was facing along the hall and into
the kitchen. It seenmed enpty. Al the noise and sense of activity cane
fromher left and right, the dance room and the snoking room Not hing
fromthe kitchen. It |ooked cold and sterile and dead, the bright Iight
exuding a lifel essness that she'd never noticed before, sheening the
worktops with a dirty haze |ike a faded photograph. She could not see
the food and drink tables fromhere, nor the door to the cellar, but she
bet her life there was no one eating, taking a drink or sneaking down to
steal a bottle. Just Brand. In there, waiting for her
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expecting her, and if she didn't go now maybe she never woul d.
Face it, she thought, this is what |I've been waiting for all evening.

| mmges of Jazz flashed at her, but it was as if she was renenbering a
hol i day romance from years ago, not her current, mssing boyfriend.

"\Wherever you are, you deserve this," she said, feeling very adult and
very cruel as she wal ked along the hall and into the kitchen

It was enpty.

"Fuck!" she shouted, darting forward and reaching for a fresh gl ass,
pouring nore whi skey, mxing in brandy and Schnapps and anyt hi ng she
could lay her hands on, taking one single nouthful of the horrific
concoction before a finger alnobst touched the back of her neck

She spun around and Brand was there. They were alone in the kitchen. The
noi se of the party seened to drift away as he spoke, as if it no |onger
mat t er ed.

"I"ve enjoyed | ooking at you looking for me," he said. "It's very



reveal i ng. "

"Does Mandy know you're here?"

Brand rai sed his eyebrows and smiled. Hs face was only a few inches
fromN kki's, nost of themvertical. "Last time | saw Mandy she was
letting a stranger cone in her nmouth."

Ni kki didn't know what to say. She felt al nost enbarrassed for her
friend. She | ooked away and tried to take another swi g of her drink, but
Brand was standing so close that she couldn't raise the gl ass.

"Wuld you do that?" he asked.
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"\What ?" But she knew what he neant, and it gave her a chill as she
t hought of it. Disgusted, horny.

"Swal | ow conme? Suck cock? Eat a stranger's neat?"

Ni kki could not neet his gaze. He was disgusting, but not sleazy; crude,
but not distasteful. Jazz tried talking dirty to her, but he only ever
sounded like a little boy living out his wank fantasies. Brand ... he
knew what he was tal king about. No fantasies here; he had lived it all
"I"'ma vegetarian," N kki said, pleased with the anbiguity of her

answer. Brand's smile gave her a hint of satisfaction, a feeling of
control once nmore. He may be ol der than her and taller than her, but she
wasn't just a naive little girl.

"Why did you cone to nmy school ?" she asked, |ooking himin the eye. H's
eyes were cold, black, as if they'd brought some of the outside in.

"I didn't."

"I saw you, in the library."

"Then it was to see you."

"But you just said you didn't cone."

"Did, didn't, whatever pleases you. WIIl it please you if I conme?"

"I told you, I'mvegetarian. And | don't fuck strangers."

Brand touched her left cheek with a fingertip, drew his nail across her
skin to the corner of her mouth as if tracing his own scar on her face.
It sent a thrill down her spine, ignhiting every disc, settling into her
groin and catching fire there.

"You fuck Jazz, don't you?"

"He isn't a stranger."
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"He isn't here right now ... sounds strange to ne, |eaving his beautiful
girlfriend alone at a party like this."



"What do you nean, 'like this"'?"

"Well, we all know what goes on here, don't we? People under the table
the hostess giving the nbstest ... and I"'msure there's a lad or two
here you woul dn't m nd-"

"I""'mnot a slut, Brand."

He touched her other cheek and repeated the nmoverment, his hands neeting
under her chin and tilting her head up so that she had to |l ook into his
eyes. His breath was cool and stale, his hands warm and hard and

callused. dd man's hands. "Ch, N kki, but I'msure you' d |love to eat neat."

Ni kki felt hot, her stomach tensed involuntarily, she was horny and
excited and terrified half to death. She wondered what woul d happen if
she called for Jesse or Mke-or if she sinply shouted for hel p-but the
noi se and the snell of the party seened barricaded beyond the kitchen
now. No one cane in for drinks. No one seened interested in the food.

Surely that would not |ast for |ong?
"Let me show you," he said.
Ni kki's eyes wi dened. \What the hell-?

He took her hands in his and gui ded her over to the refrigerator. H's
skin felt hot now, hotter than when he had touched her face nere seconds
ago, and she wondered just how excited he was about this as well.
Underneath all the mystery and the strangeness and posturing, was he
just anot her bl oke | ooking for a fuck?

Brand opened the fridge and nade a show of
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sniffing at its contents. Then he noved asi de sonme bottles and cans,
wi nked back at N kki, put his hand inside and brought a plate. There
were two raw steaks there, uncovered, swinmring in their own pink juices.
He held the plate under his nose and closed his eyes, and N kki was sure
she saw the neat change color as if exposed to a few seconds of heat.

"Blue," he said, picking up one of the slabs of flesh and biting in.

She shoul d have felt revolted. She hated neat. Disliked the taste and
texture, abhorred the thought of killing to eat, despised the pompous,
sel f-righteous bastards who showed her their incisors whenever she got
herself into an argunment about vegetarianism But instead of being

di sgusted, she was fascinated. She watched his teeth-they were grey and
ragged, again like an old man's-sinking into the meat, their points
pushing it down slowy before penetrating, blood welling and squirting
onto his guns and lips, dribbling into his nmouth, his teeth disappearing
and neeting in the mddle as he pulled away and tore out a raw chunk. He
chewed. His chin was pink with bl oody juice. H's eyes rolled Heavenward
in ecstasy, a line of blood running fromthe corner of his mouth and

dri pping onto his chest.

"That," he said, "is worth living for."

"Dying," she said, correcting himautomatically.



Brand smiled, frowned. "No." A question and a statenment. He wi ped his
mout h and held out the plate to her. "Care for sone?"

She did not, of course. She would puke if she
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ate it, felt sick even snelling it, but her senses were driven back once
again by the al cohol, forced into another roomw th the dancers and the
snokers, shifted away from whatever was happening here in the kitchen
She held the second steak. It flopped over her hand like a heavy,
rolled-up rag. It was cold and | eaki ng.

Ni kki | ooked Brand in the eye as she put the nmeat to her nouth and took
a bite. Abig bite. She tried to give himthe | ook she gave Jazz when
she was giving hima blow job, head tilted down and eyes angled up. And
for an instant-a brief, drunken instant that nust have been a dream the
meat was hot and clammy, there were hairs, and the juice was not bl ood.

She snapped her teeth together, pulled away and tore off a chunk of
steak, chewing and sniling and still staring at Brand. H s expression
was benmused and inpressed in equal neasure. His fine scar stood out

vi vid-white against his hot face.

"Lovely," he said.
Jui ce | eaked fromher nmouth and ran down her chin, and Brand reached out
to wipe it away with his palm H's hand felt |ike he had a fever.

"N kki!" Jesse shout ed.

Fuck off, she thought, can't you see |I'm busy here, can't you see |I'm
bei ng seduced ... But Brand had turned away and | eft the kitchen
brushi ng past Jesse, who barely seened to acknow edge the tall man's
pr esence.

Shocked, sickened, shaking, N kki dropped the steak. It hit the floor
with a wet smack.
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"Nik, I"'mleaving, |I'mgoing hone with Suzy, her parents are away and-"
"Great!" she said. "Excellent!"

Jesse was far too drunk to notice the bitterness in her voice. He
sm |l ed, patted his back pocket again and di sappeared.

Brand's sudden exit seenmed to be the signal for the kitchen to fill up
once nmore. N kki swayed where she stood next to the open fridge, reached
out to grab her glass fromthe table and swal | owed the remaining
contents in one gulp. She swilled the vicious liquid around her mouth to
wash away the tang of blood; used it to help her swallow the clot of
fleshy meat as well. She gagged, closed her eyes, concentrated on the
drunken voices in the kitchen as she I et her throat work the clunp down
to her stomach. They were voices she did not know, saying things she
hardly recogni sed

"-no tine to argue-"



"-you know how she is-"

"-so I'lIl finish it, and send it in, and who knows-"

"-the heating's fucked, but I can do that nyself-"

"-sucking his fucking cock under the fucking table-"

"-love that garlic dip-"

She opened her eyes and the kitchen was full, but enmpty of Brand. For a

few seconds she too felt enpty, desperate, determined to find him
because he was all she wanted, there were bedroons upstairs but the w ne

cellar would suffice, hell, the garage ... but then she realized that
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peopl e were | ooking at her. They were still talking, but throw ng

surreptitious glances her way. Al but two of them who were staring as
if she'd suddenly grown antlers and turned yell ow

"What ?" she sai d.

"You're bleeding," said a girl she didn't know She could have been one
of the dope smokers fromthe sofa next to Jazz, or someone who'd only
just arrived. They were all just as faceless to N kki now, drunken
teenagers who didn't know a thing, didn't know anything about what was
really out there and in here, now, sw mm ng around, dodging the al coho
fugues to dart in and take crafty bites fromher mnd, her inagination

She swayed again, w ped her hand across her chin and saw it conme away
wet ... although for a second it was white and sticky, not pink diluted
bl ood.

Ni kki suddenly felt unwel cone, an invited who' d become uninvited and

unt ouchabl e. She didn't know anyone in the kitchen, and she thought that
if she ventured through the house it would be peopled entirely by
strangers. Mandy woul d be gone, and M ke, and Jesse and his new girl had
probably already left in a sticky enbrace, and before I ong she'd be here
with a bunch of people she could never know.

Except for Brand. Surely he was still here. He wouldn't have left her so
soon.

Ni kki went |ooking for him She realized that she was badly,
stupendously drunk. She never went the exact direction she intended, her
hands reached out to fend off walls and, once or tw ce, the floor, and
peopl e were | ooking at her as if

218

they recogni zed her froma "Wanted" poster. Faces she didn't know
sneered. Mut hs she had never kissed or seen speak before formed words
she barely understood, in |anguages she coul d not understand. Sonething
heavy attacked her fromthe dining room and after a couple of seconds
she realized it was nusic, pumelling the floorboards and walls and the
i nside of her skull. She passed by the doors. There were still people
dancing in there, and for all she knew one of them was Brand, but
suddenly she only wanted to get outside. It wasn't fresh air she needed,
or cool ness washi ng her nunb skin, but darkness. She thought that if she



could open her eyes and see nothing maybe she'd feel better, if only for
a while.

The gl azed panels in the front door glared fromthe spotlights in the
gar den.

And then she wanted sone w ne. Blood-red, soft and subtle, heavy and
fruity, tangy or smooth, she wanted nothing nore than a bottle of red

wi ne in one hand while the other steadied her agai nst whatever rough
floor she was sitting on. She could feel the gritty concrete speckling
her bum and | egs, the cold ground beneath one pal mand the cool glass in
the other, and she was sliding along the hallway wall and headi ng back
to the kitchen once nore. People passed her by, shadows at the edges of
her narrow ng perception, and the only ridicule she actually registered
was the occasional bout of |aughter

The musi c nmust have notched up yet again because it gave her a fina
push into the kitchen. The room was enpty once nore. The food table
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had been attacked and scraps of bread, meat and crisps were trodden into
the tiled floor. The drinks table had been m xed. Smashed gl ass |ay
anongst scattered ice. One bottle of wine was on its side, glugging its
contents onto the floor |like a slashed artery, slowing to a dribble. And
then the room was dead.

Silent.
And the cellar door was still ajar.

Sweet red wi ne, N kki thought, and maybe sonmeone had actually spoken it
in her ear. She wal ked across the kitchen to the cellar, peering down

t he wooden steps to where her shadow already |ay on the bare concrete
floor. There was a faint |ight down there, illum nating the racks and
racks of bottles and taking on a reddish hue, as if the bulb had been
spattered with bl ood. She swayed at the top of the stairs and knew she
must turn around, |eave the house and go hone. She'd wal k or run, hitch
or ring a taxi, but she had to get honme. Her father and nother and
safety were waiting for her there.

But Brand was waiting for her as well. And he was rmuch, nmuch cl oser.
"Shut the door behind you," a voice said, dark as the shadows it came from
"There's not nuch light."

"Do you believe everything you see? Sight is a liar, on occasion
Instinct ... lust... fate ... they never lie."

Ni kki felt the skin of her arms tingling as if stroked, although he was
hi dden down there somewhere and she could not yet see him She cl osed
t he door, holding onto the handle for a
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few seconds as di zziness threatened to spill her down the stairs. She

cl osed her eyes but could not see any less or any nore, so she opened

them again to the red haze. So much light flow ng through so nmuch w ne
woul d bl ood paint this roomthe sanme, she wondered? Wuld ny opened



veins catch the light in the sane way?

"Come down here," Brand whispered, "I don't want you to fall and bleed."
"I"mscared,"” N kki whispered, the fact that she found it necessary to

| ower her voice scaring her nore. If this was a crypt, then it was only

right to whisper.

It's wine, she told herself, light through wi ne, not blood, there's no
bl ood on the walls down here.

"It's only right to be scared. Life is very frightening. Your friends up

there haven't figured that out yet, because they're still children
Still merrily going along thinking everything is going to be all right.
But you ... you know different. You know to be frightened. You're a

worman now, N kki."

Ni kki wal ked down the stairs, the wooden boards creaki ng beneath her
wei ght. Her final footstep onto concrete was silent. "Were are you?"

Brand appeared in front of one of the racks. She had not noticed him

t here-she was sure he hadn't been there-but then he noved and nade

hi nsel f apparent. He still had pink blood fromthe steak sneared across
his chin and one cheek, and the weak |ight caught it |ike sunburn. Ni kki
gl anced up at the bulb and saw that it hung
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naked in the center of the cellar, the reddi sh shade picked up from
where it was reflected in and out of bottles and racks, carrying a
bl oody vintage as it aged.

"Ni kki," he said, "such a beautiful name for a woman deservi ng much,
much nore."

The dark was contributing to her drunkenness, taking away points of
reference so that up and down began nerging into one sideways slant. She
staggered a little and then went to her knees in the dust. She hung her
head, enbarrassed, but then his hand touched her chin and lifted her
face so that she could ook up into his eyes.

"You deserve so much nore," he said, "because you' re beautiful, and

al t hough your parents know that, they will not tell you. Telling you
woul d make you a wonan and in their eyes you're still their little girl.
Even when you're screwing Jazz you're a little girl, because he's such a
little, little boy."

H s other hand was at the front of his trousers, unbuttoning his fly.

What ? Ni kki thought. Wsat's he doing? But when she saw it, all doubts
vani shed.

For the briefest of nonents realization hit her, hard and fast and ful
of a very sober panic. He's just like the rest of them

"Just like eating neat," Brand said softly. H's face had not changed,
his hand was hot on the back of her neck, and as she took himin her
mout h she found that it was hot too.

Ni kki did not nove for a while, just knelt there drunk and swinmng in



silent disbelief as she thought about what she was doing. At the sane
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time she was hugely turned-on, this beautiful man had seduced her into
doi ng this, he had whi spered sweet nothings and told her hidden truths,
so much nmore confident than clunsy Jazz, nore subtle than any of those
boys upstairs. She began flicking her tongue, but Brand did not react.
She continued, noving her head now, but still no reaction

Looki ng up, expecting Brand's eyes to be closed and his head back, she
saw him staring down at her. The expression on his face was static, the
lines around his nouth deeper than ever in this half-light, and his eyes
were a deep black, pupils wide to suck in the |ight.

The only warning that he was about to conme was when he pulled back. H's
breat hing did not change, there were no groans or gasps, just that hard,
cold I ook. As his spermhit her face and chest N kki jerked back in
surprise-it was so cold! Like being hit by flecks of ice. It was
freezing on her chin. It ran fromthe corner of her nouth Iike bl ood
fromthe steak, cold and lifeless and usel ess.

Brand turned and left the cellar before she had a chance to say
anyt hi ng. Before he closed the door on her, he whispered back down:
"Thi nk about it, N kki." Then he was gone.
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The Book of Lies

H story is nore inportant than the future because it's already happened.
What has been affects our lives every day, what will be will nerely be.

Bul I shit.

The future is nore inportant than the past because it's where we will
live our lives, it's a blank canvas upon which we can perform any act,
change any fact.

More bull shit.

The future and the past are equally neani ngl ess because they are

nebul ous entities, tines that do not exist, containing events which have
no echo because they are gone, or which hold no inport because they are
yet to happen. What is inportant is the here and now, and now, and now,
and the spaces between the nows. A
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nerit is indefinable, imeasurable, so finite that there is no unit
attributable to it. A thought, perhaps? Can a thought be a unit of tine?
But what goes to make up a coherent thought ... surely there's no one

i mge there, no one electrical pulse in the brain, but many thousands?
And where does one thought end and anot her begin? There is no niddle
ground, no bridging gap of nothing, because that's not the way our m nds
work. By the time you let out a breath, drawing it in is history, as

i nconsequential as every breath you' ve ever breathed in your past, al
those mllions of unconscious bodily functions that go to drive you on
towar d deat h.



How many nmonents are there in the space of an orgasm | wonder? A nale
orgasmfirst, that building of pressure and the explosion of relief,
those few spurts of outright rapture that are | ong enough to contain
epi phani es, but which never reveal anything so grand. O a fenale petit
nmort, the bursting of a damthat sends shudders along |inbs and a red
flush across chests and cheeks. How nmany thoughts?

How many noments?
How much can happen in such a short space of tine?

It's here and now that counts. Between a gasp and sigh, a life can
change forever.
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Chapter El even
Once when she was fourteen N kki had not conme hone.

Dan had wal ked to her room still groggy fromthe bottle of wine he'd
consumed the night before, mindful that she had been out to a party and
allowed to stay out past his and Megan's bedtime for the first time...
be qui et when you conme in, they'd said, don't wake us up ... and stil
vaguely unsettled that both he and Megan had fallen asleep, when really
t hey shoul d have been unable to sl eep. They should have waited up for
her. Any responsible parent woul d have.

That thought had repeated again and agai n when he saw that her bed was
enpty.

A search of the house had reveal ed no sign of Nikki. The front door was

still unlocked, her jacket hadn't been thrown over the chair in the
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kitchen ... she was missing. Megan's first tearful outburst was directed

at Dan, telling himto ring the police, casting unfair accusations when
she really knew that they were both at fault.

A sinmple phone call to Nikki's friend' s house had solved the nystery.
Their nother had | eft Dan hangi ng on the phone for a while and then cone
back to say that N kki was there, asleep on the floor of her daughter's
room and that perhaps Dan would like to cone and collect her? She's
been drinki ng, she had said.

Ni kki's experinmentation with al cohol was the |least of their worries that
day.

Ever since then, every tine Dan wal ked the corridor to his daughter's

room knowi ng that she should be in, the fear was waiting to strike again
the m nute he opened her door. A fear underpinned with guilt and a sense
that he was an unworthy father. He wondered how rmuch his life was

shortened by worry and dread whenever Ni kki pronised to be home by m dnight.

Today there was nore reason than ever to wi sh her here. A bad reason
Dan was here for Nikki to talk to if she needed that, but she had to be
here too. Had to.

He knocked on her door, holding a cup of tea in his other hand. "Mrning



Ni kki." He never waited for an answer before opening her door

For a second he knew she wasn't there. She didn't answer, maybe opening
t he door covered her response, after all she's probably still asleep
but | didn't hear anything, she didn't reply, she's not here ..

Then he saw t he shape hunched beneath the
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tangl ed duvet, hair hangi ng over the edge of the bed and al nost touching
the floor.

Dan | ooked down at his daughter for a few seconds, relieved and sad and
still just as worried as ever. He always would be, that was his lot in
life as a father. To be just as worried as ever

He put the cup on the bedside table and nudged her shoul der. "Ni kki."

She stirred, nmunbl ed sonething, turned over and si ghed.

"Ni kki." He nudged her again, shaking her for a second. She woke up
opened a bleary eye and | ooked at him

"It can't be norning," she noaned, pulling the duvet back over her head.

Normal | y Dan woul d have snatched up a pillow and beaten his daughter
with it, hauled her out of bed, junped on her, tickled her nose with a
feather fromthe duvet, anything to annoy and wake her at the sane tine.
But this norning was not nornal .

"Ten o' clock," he said. "Didn't you hear the phone?"

"Nope. "

"Was Jereny there | ast night?"

For a nonent he thought she'd fallen back to sleep. He could not hear
her breathing. She froze, still as death, then flipped back the duvet
and answered wi thout | ooking himin the eye. "No, he didn't show Big

asshol e. "

"He hasn't shown at hone either, this is the second night. Hi s father
rang ne this norning. They've called the police."
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Ni kki sat and picked up her tea, still not neeting Dan's eye. "Oh."

"Sure you didn't see hin? Meet up again, have another row, send him off
in a huff?"

"No Dad, he wasn't there. People asked, | asked around too, but no one
has seen him"

"Hs dad's frantic. He's been out since four this norning | ooking for
him One night they can live with, he said, because it's happened
before. But he spent yesterday evening ringing everyone he could think
of who may know where he is-"



"Didn't ring ne."

"It was just after we left to drop you at Mandy's, your numtook the
call. And no one has seen him I|ike you said."

Ni kki took a sip of her tea, wi nced when she burned her lip and stared
fromthe wi ndow. She never drew her curtains. Dan was sonetines worried
about peopl e watching her fromout there, but really, who would? The

W ki nson's house wasn't in |ine-of-sight of her wi ndow, and the chances
of there being anyone in the woods ... but he didn't want to think about
that, about Brand, not here and now. Brand was an unproven threat,
whereas Jerenmy was definitely mssing, a real problemhe could face and
try to tackle. However little he could actually do about it.

"Ni kki, why would he do this? Is he really this imuature?"
She seened to be | ooking at sonething out there. "Huh?"

"You know where he is, don't you?"

" Course not."
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"Why aren't you worried then? Your boyfriend' s mssing for two nights
and you're not worried about him™

"I don't think he's ny boyfriend any nore, Dad." N kki took another sip
of tea and | ooked over the rimat Dan. Steam blurred her eyes, but he
was sure there was hunmor in them a nocking hunor perfected by teenaged
girls for their father, whose only job it was to protect themand try to
shield them from what ever threats he knew to be waiting out there for her

"CGet dressed. The police may call in this norning."
"You invited them over?"

Dan shook his head and turned to | eave. "Jereny's dad said he'd
suggested this as the first place to start |ooking." He expected

somet hing nmore from Ni kki, some comment, smart-arsed or flippant. But he
cl osed the door softly behind him wondering what she was | ooking at so
silently. H's back, or the woods beyond her w ndow.

Megan was in the kitchen. She had enptied the contents of one of the

| ow | evel cupboards and now she was half inside on her hands and knees,
sweeping into the corners and scooping out any bits of rubbish, old

spi der webs and desiccated insects. She'd bag it all up, tie a knot and
throwit into the bin, which was already half full wth rubbish she'd
taken from ot her kitchen cupboards. She | ooked hot and tired and dusty.
When she refilled the cupboards with saucepans, cans of food and cooking
utensils, she did not do
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it neatly. She was cleaning out, not tidying up
She' d been working since five o' clock that norning.

"N kki's awake, " Dan sai d.



"About tine." Megan's voice was muffled by the cranped space. Dan could
see the muscles on her armtensing as she bashed at sonething in there.
"Ants," he thought she said, but it may have been sonething el se.

He' d asked what she is doing, of course, but she had nmerely responded
with a tirade about how dirty the house was, how many insects |ived
there with them how could he live somewhere so filthy and alive?
Initially he'd thought it another reaction against living in the
country, a horribly unsubtle dig at the lifestyle. She'd already told
hi mthat she wanted to nove back to the city, but he knew the way she
wor ked. The occasional hint-a reninder of that conversation-would be
forthcom ng nore and nore often until they either had another argument,
or he capitul at ed.

Now, he was not so sure. Megan had not knowingly killed anything in her
life.

He wal ked to the bin she'd been filling and picked out a clear polythene
bag. She'd barely dirtied it before tying a knot, twisting a strip of
wire around its neck and burying it under the others. Alnost as if she
was trying to stop something fromescapi ng once she'd put it in there.
There was a spider, body burst like a rotten currant, its legs tangled
wi th those of another spider, |ong dead and dried out by tine. Dust
peppered their corpses. There was other stuff in the bag:
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hai rs; chewed paper; dark objects which nay have been nouse droppi ngs or
dead, curled woodlice.

"Megan, " Dan said.

"HmP?" She pulled herself out of the cupboard to glance up at him
"What's wrong?"

"I told you earlier, I"'mtidying up."

"Why didn't you just throw this spider out? You never kill spiders.™

She gl anced at the bag and seenmed to shy away fromit, just for a
second. "It scared me. Dropped on nme. | hit it fromny hair and killed
it." She noved to the next cupboard and began enptying it. One of the
boxes she brought out was adorned with spider webs, and she examined it
closely to see whether there were any living creatures clinging to it.

It seened that there were none. Dan was glad. He didn't want to see her
killing anything, because that just wasn't her

"I"'mnipping into the village," he said. "Thought I'd chat to Brady
about that weekend away we're planning." If ever there was a sore point
that would bring Megan into conversation with him it was this. He,
Brady, Justin and Ahnmed Din going away for a weekend to London later in
the year, taking in a reformed Bl ack Sabbath concert and generally
having a fun time. She wasn't too keen. He hated that, but he hated
arguing about it nore, so it had always renained at the fringes of
conver sati on.

"Ckay," she said. He heard a slap in the cupboard and a nuttered comrent
he coul d not
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make out. Another one bites the dust.
"Honey, you sure you're alright?"

"Why shouldn't | be?"

"You're... oh never mnd." He turned to leave. "I love you," he called

back over his shoul der."
"Me too." Slap.
And there goes another one, Dan thought.

He was going into Tall Stennington to see the police. He should have
done it yesterday straight after Brand had called himat the office

of fered those threats. And then after Brady had suggested it as well; he
shoul d have done it then. Letting N kki out |ast night was nmadness,

| eavi ng Megan al one nore so ... but he was the man of the house.

He was the protector

He had to do what was best for them
"Lock the door after me," he said, but he did not stay |ong enough to
see the | ook on Megan's face.

Dan drove past the police station. He didn't know why. Perhaps it was
some sort of stupid, puffed-up pride left over fromthat time in Bar
None, a confidence that he had beaten Brand once and could do so again.
O it could have been the "this can't happen to me" distraction, a
belief that the phone call from Brand had been full of enpty threats,
the tall man shanmed and enbarrassed into verbal abuse when he knew t hat
a physical assault would only fail again. Every second he drew further
away fromthe police station he berated hinself, knowi ng that he
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was doi ng the wong thing, knowing that he should get help just in
case... just in case Brand ..

He steered toward the kerb and sl ammed on the brakes, raising snoke
behind him If there had been anyone close they would have hit him
nudged the Freel ander up onto the pavenment and into the row of cottages
| eading into Tall Stennington. He was | ucky.

It took a few seconds for his nobile phone to find a signal. He tapped
his fingers on the steering wheel, revved the engine as if about to head
of f and do somet hi ng about his inaction. He wondered where Jereny was,
and considered for the first tine the serious possibility that something
bad may have happened to him

He dialled hone. It rang, and rang, and rang, and with every ring the
scenari o becane nore and nore clear: Megan buried head-first in a
cupboard; Brand stepping in the back door because she had forgotten to
lock it behind Dan; his wife calling him thinking he had returned
early; Brand standing behind her |ike one of her out-of-sight nmenories,
wat ching, waiting for her to look up into his dead, deadly black eyes-



"Hel | 0?" Megan.
"You okay?"
"Dan? Yes, | told you, I"'mjust cleaning up, it's such-"

"Not that," he said, but then he thought what? Wat do | tell her? Can
really say that Brand is still around, that he phoned and threatened?
Can | really ask her to | ock the door again w thout scaring her? In her
present curious condition it
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may affect her hugely, drive her desire to |l eave this place into a need,
and urgent insistence to quit now, go back to the city and sort out al

t he house-selling details, the jobs, N kki's schooling once they were
there. Megan had been attacked before and Dan had not been there to help
her. He woul d not have her live in fear for her safety again, not while
he was around. Being scared was his job now.

"What ?" Megan sai d.

"Don't worry." He glanced up as a car flashed by. A child waved fromthe
back wi ndow but he was too distracted to respond. "Don't worry, I'll be
honme soon."

"Say hello to Brady," she said, but her tone was |oaded: suspicion
guilt. Fear?

"Sure." But Megan had al ready cancelled the call. Again, he should have
turned around and gone straight back to her. They could tal k through
their concerns, sort things out ... and if it neant nentioning Brand, so
be it.

Dan eased back out into the road and drove to the village. Brady's
antique shop sat in one of the little side-streets |eading off the

vill age square, so Dan parked in front of the library and clinbed slowy
fromthe Freel ander, slaming the door, |ooking around, checking in the
mrror, watching out for Brand all the tine.

He took out his nobile and dialled home again.
It rang ... and rang ... and rang. No answer.

He hurried past the front of the Iibrary and along the street to Brady's
shop, starting to breathe heavily now, wondering just what the
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fuck he was doing, why wasn't he at honme with Megan when she needed him
and Ni kki, her boyfriend was m ssing and she'd likely be interviewed by
the police today, why wasn't he at hone?

Dan stood outside the shop and stared in. Brady was sitting in an old
rocki ng chair reading a crunpl ed paperback. He wondered why the hel
he'd cone here instead of the police station, but he couldn't find an
answer. Wiy not? didn't seem sufficient.

H s phone rang in his hand and startled him and his sudden novenent



caught Brady's attention. Dan waved to himand tried to force a snmle as
he pressed the answer button. "Hell o?"

"Dad?" N kki sounded sleepy. "Did a callback..."

"You okay, N kki?" He tried not to sound too desperate but his voice
twitched at the last syllable.

She didn't seemto notice. "Fine. Tired. Too nuch cider."
"Nobody' s phoned?"

Brady had opened the door and was | ooking out at Dan. It wasn't often
Dan visited himin the shop

"Dad, | honestly don't know where he is."

For a few seconds Dan's insides turned cold and his brain bl anked. How
does she know |' mtal king about Brand? A terrible sense of not bel ongi ng
overwhel med him an envel oping feeling of blackness and enptiness, and
the certainty that he was insignificant to all but hinmself, and even
then only as an idea of soneone he had once
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been. Al his contacts were gone, all his ties to other people, his
histories and anbitions and yearnings ... and in that nothi ngness, fear
had drai ned himconpletely and left himon his own.

Then he realized that she was tal king about Jereny.

"Police not been round yet?"

"No, Dad. I'mtired."

"Don't tell your nother | rang."

"Ckay." She disconnected w thout saying goodbye.

"Dan," Brady said. "You called the police then?"

Dan could only stare at his friend, marshalling his thoughts and trying
to make sense out of what N kki had said, what Megan was doi ng, how he
felt right now Perhaps there was no sense, no rhyme or reason. Maybe it
was all about being a famly.

"Dan?" Brady asked agai n.

"Yeah. Sorry. No, haven't called the police. Er ... N kki's boyfriend
has run away from honme. H's parents have called the old Bill, and
they' Il probably be chatting to N kki later. Perhaps | can nmention
something to themthen."

"Your daughter been doi ng any unexpected gardeni ng recently?" Brady

rai sed his eyebrows, his normal reaction when his own coffin-cold hunor

of fended even hi nsel f.

Dan shrugged, couldn't help smling. "Well they did have a row,
apparently. Little runt's not good enough for her anyway."



"And who woul d be good enough for her? A
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tall, dark, nysterious prince won't be good enough in your books."

Dan waited to see if Brady was joking. He wasn't; but then why should
he? The only tinme he'd seen Brand was when he'd seen Dan al nost brained
himin the pub

"You're not a dad," Dan said. "She's nmy little girl." He shoved past
Brady and into the shop, |ooking around at the confusion of furniture
arranged into carefully orchestrated chaos. "l've got to |ook after her."

"So you haven't called the police about this Brand character, so you've
cone into town to see them but you couldn't do it because you felt
vaguely stupid going to the station and telling themyou' d had a nasty
phone call."

Dan shrugged. "It's not really that. | just don't see what they can do.
They can't arrest himfor anything, even if they could find him"

Brady sat back down in his chair, groaning as his football-damaged knees
clicked in synmpathy with the aged tinbers. "And if they could maybe
you're a bit worried about a GBH charge for your unorthodox pool strokes."
Dan ran his finger along the surface of an old pine table and inspected

it for dust. Clean as an operating theatre. Brady was neticul ous, that

was for sure. "I don't really know, mate. | need to sort it out on ny

own. | need to ... protect nmy famly." It didn't sound as nel odramatic

as he'd feared.

Dan checked the surface of a magazine rack and found a fine sheen of
dust, lying there like the nyriad nenories of its many owners. That's
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what Brady al ways said he sold: nenories. Wapped in the confines of old
furniture, time passed through his shop and was sold for noney, nenories
of the countl ess people who had sat in the chairs, wal ked with the
sticks, kept their own little nementoes on shelves, hung clothes in
war dr obes, nade love in beds. If ever a place was going to be haunted,
this shop was it. Full of lost tines.

"So what are you doing here while they're still at hone?"

Dan wondered why so many of his nenories had to be bad. He took out his
phone and pressed recall. "I think I came here so you' d convince nme to

go to the police."

Brady went to say sonething, but Dan's call was answered and he turned away.
There was silence along the line. An occupied silence, expectant rather
than enpty. "Hell o?" Dan whi spered, and the tone of his voice startled
Brady into standing. Dan | ooked at his friend and shook his head.

Sonet hing's wong. "Megan? Ni kki ?"

Brady caught his attention and raised his hands, palns up. What?

"Anyone there?" Dan shook his head again.



"They're everywhere," a voice said. It was |ow, husky, bled androgynous
by static.

"Megan?"

"They're everywhere, Dan. His spies are everywhere. | found one on ny
Bible, trying to sully it, dirtying it with its horrid |egs. Looking at
me. Seeing what | was reading."

"Megan, what's w ong honey?"
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"He there?" Brady asked, frozen into a statue by the fear in Dan's voice.

Dan shook his head, shrugged, covered the nouthpiece. "I don't know. "
He' d never heard hinself sounding so desperate. Brady grabbed his coat
and notioned Dan to | eave the shop with him "Megan!"

"Dan, |'ve cleaned up as best | can but there are ways in. There are

al ways ways in. You can't hide forever, can't cover up all the gaps and
spaces. |If something wants in, it's in. And I've tried shutting all the
curtains but | can hear themout there in the garden-"

"Who's in the garden, Megan? \Were's Nikki?"

"The birds. Singing and flitting around, eating the nuts and seed | put
out for them They spy and tell himwhat they see.

"Tell who?"
"Tell Brand. He's still here. Dan, he's watching ne."

"Lock the doors," Dan said, a fear realized actually seem ng to inject
some sort of calm It was panic, he thought, but if this is how it

mani fested then he was glad of it. "Go upstairs with N kki. Don't open
t he door to anyone."

"Dan? You've seen himtoo, haven't you?"
"I"mcom ng home. Ten minutes." He cancelled the call, feeling terrible
as he did so. She sounded terrified. She sounded ... nad.

' mgoing to make the next few days very, very long for you Brand had
told him Dan glanced at the clock and saw that it was still only el even
o' clock. It felt like lunchtine already.
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"Ch shit, Brady, he's been at Megan. She's seen himand she thinks ..
t hose footsteps. Dam it!"

"She thi nks what ?"

"You know what she's like. She thinks Brand's the fucking devil and he's
spying on her. I'mgoing hone. Call the police for me, mate, tell them
there's a stalker ... a prow er, whatever, sonmeone at ny house. | want
themthere before me or with nme." He left the shop in a hurry, clapping
Brady on the armand giving hima strained smle. "I should never have



| eft them al one.™

"Gve me a call when you get hone," his friend said, then Dan was out of
t he shop and running back to the Freel ander. The phone banged his hip,
tenpting contact, but he knew that to stop and call hone again woul d be
to lose vital seconds.

He hadn't been there for her in the city.
He would not let that happen again.

My God, Dan thought, what the hell is she doing? Those spiders in the
bag, the birds in the garden. The way she'd been bashing about in the
cupboards, as if she was after not only the crawlies she could see, but
those too small to be seen.

Not for the first time, he realized that he was slightly afraid of his w fe.

Dan started the car and circled the village square, pushing his foot
down and bangi ng his head on the ceiling as he drove over the little
stone bridge. As he left Tall Stennington and notored towards hone, it
began to snow
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Brady turns back to his antiques and breaths in deeply. He likes to be
al one. He hates stress, and other people give himstress. Dan is one of
his very best friends, but for the three m nutes he was in the shop
Brady was on edge, and driven very close to going over by Dan's strange
phone call. He is a good friend, yes, but Brady can do w t hout other
peopl e' s probl ens.

He rescues the phone frombehind a pile of books he has yet to stock on
hi s bookshelves. It's an old nanual dialler, something that came into
the shop a year ago and which he just couldn't find it in his heart to

sell. Afew nodifications and it was his to use and enjoy. He likes old
things. They are less confusing. His trade in old nenories is nost
pl easing of all, because old nenories can do no harm Wat's past is past.

Brady dials the local police station, reading the nunber froma tatty
phone book he keeps in a drawer. He wonders just what he'll say when
someone answers. How will he explain a threatening phone call to a
friend, and his friend' s odd wi fe who seens to have devel oped a profound
case of paranoi a? And the pool cue incident ... well, that could do

wi t hout menti oni ng.

The door opens and sonebody rushes in behind him It's Dan; Brady can
sense the panic in the air. The edgy tension of the room washes over him
like a breath of heat froma sauna, his skin prickles and he turns to
see what is troubling his friend now, his friend who has al ready

resi gned himself to going back to the city because his wife hates it so
much out here ..

"What now ... ?" Brady says, but the shadow
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nmoves qui ckly. He does not see the face of the person who hits him

He falls, catching a table with his shoul der and bringing a stack of



books down on top of him Dust coats his throat with its dry grit, old
menories drowning him He hears a netallic ring as the phone is picked
up fromthe table, and then there is a terrible, shocking inpact as it

connects with the back of his skull. His face is driven into the floor
and pressed sideways, and he notices an old brass bookmark he | ost years
ago, little nore than a vague hunmp in the dust beneath a witing desk

he's never managed to sell and whi ch now

Anot her crash on his head, cheekbone now, sonething gives and his nouth
is full of wet warnth, and sone fucker is battering him he hasn't even
heard the till being opened yet, it's a nanual one, won't cause any
trouble, they can even take the whole thing with themif they want-

Thunk, again, old nmenories abandoni ng hi mnow to sudden truths, it's the
monent that matters, not some unknown past and unknowabl e future, now,
the here-

Crash, onto his skull again.

The here and now, and now, and now.

The phone rings one nore time, and then there is silence.
243

Chapter Twel ve

Megan stared at the phone in her hand as it emitted its dead nonotone.
Dan has seen himtoo. She could not understand that, could not
conprehend how or why Brand had been at Dan as well ... and even |ess,
why her husband had never told her

"Everywhere, they're everywhere," she nmuttered. She thought of Dan
staring at her as she cleansed the house of Brand's m nions, crushing
t hem si ghtl ess, denying himaccess to her famly

But the birds were singing this norning, and she'd seen a coupl e of
squirrels on the old apple tree before she closed the curtains. Now she
knew t hat the curtains woul d never be enough. Apples were supposed to
contain sone sort of power-they had magi cal connotations-but those were
pagan thoughts and Megan lifted her
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face and cl osed her eyes and prayed to God for the millionth tinme that
day. She asked for lots of things, all of themspecial. No sinple snmle
upon ne, Jesus today. Now was a tine for desperate pleas for help, calls
for Hs merciful intervention to protect them from whatever devil had
been I et loose in their mdst.

Until now, she had never seen anyone but her husband in her husband's eyes.
Putting the phone down on its cradle shut off the tone and gave her back
the quiet. But only partial quiet; there were still sounds from outside

as the world stared in, relaying its nmessage back to him telling him

what she was doing and listening in for him wherever he was.

He ... him... that devil.

Megan snatched at the corner of the curtain covering the front door and



gl azed side-screen. She lifted it slightly, hoping to surprise whatever
foul ness existed in the garden into revealing itself. But she saw only

t he garden, flower borders and bare rose bushes al ready perking up as
spring hinted at itself, the |lawns dark green and unkenpt and glistening
with dew, the apple tree standing silent sentinel at the fence, branches
alive with birds as they fed and fluttered to and fro.

And sone of them watched the house. She could see a blue tit sitting on
a thin branch near the top of the tree, ignoring the profusion of

nut hangers to stare at the house. Its little head jerked slightly left,
slightly right as it took everything in.

Megan felt the bird s eyes upon her, even from
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t hat di stance. She went cold, her skin stretched and tingled, as if
Brand had wal ked over her grave seconds after burying her there hinself.
She dropped the curtain and backed into the hall, half-expecting the
doorway to darken with his presence.

She coul dn't understand why Dan had | eft her alone, not if he had seen
Brand. Surely he knew what Brand was? Surely he knew how dangerous he
could be? And yet he'd left the house, allow ng the nonster access any
time he wanted. He'd left his fam |y al one.

Megan was good at guilt but it was nostly her own, propagated and

nouri shed by her devotion to God, the certainty that she was far from
perfect acting as the driving force behind her worship. Her own sense of
i nperfection, the acknow edgrment of her own sins, the sullied soul she
called hone, all contributed toward the way she was and how she | ooked
at others. Sometines she despised the fact that her daughter had not
accepted Jesus. The girl shunned this chance at light to live a grey
life, renouncing God through apathy. Sometines, the worst of tinmes, she
hated N kki for this.

But she hated herself nost of all. She should have raised N kki wth God
in her heart, but she had failed. Therein lay her worst guilt, a sense

that she had failed her daughter and, nore dreadfully, God. Failure was

a theme with her famly, it seened. Dan had failed her. lronically she
loved himfor it nore because it had effectively destroyed the man she

had married, leaving a redenptive, silent, nelancholic person in his place.
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A love born of pity, but |ove nonethel ess.

If he failed them again, however, she thought that pitying |ove could
easily turn to a heartfelt hate. And he was her husband. She did not
want to hate him

"Where are you Dan?" she whined, sinking slowy to her knees in the
hal I way. "Don't |eave nme like this again." Already she could feel her
fears beginning their own ethereal assault.

She stood quickly. God urged her to her feet and into the living room
told her to check the | ocks on the wi ndows and doors. Protect yourself,
don't submit... God hel ps those who help thenmsel ves. She crossed the
room and pulled the curtains aside, noticing that it had started snow ng
in the seconds it had taken her to cone fromthe hallway. It hadn't been



forecast, it had been a cool, clear day, but here it was. A few errant
flakes at first, but they were fat and fluffy, settling on a fence post,
t he crazy-paving around the edge of the garden, the |awn, then closer

still to the house. Megan actually watched the snow thi cken and advance
across the garden until it struck the house itself. Several flakes
| anded on the tinber sill outside the wi ndow, but did not nelt:

Bi rds went about their business as nornmal, unperturbed by the sudden
flurry. A siskin hopped frombranch to branch in the apple tree,

gl anci ng at the house between each hop as if making sure she was stil
wat chi ng.

Megan dropped the curtain and stood back. The Iight coning through
seened brighter than it should, reflected and exaggerated by the
t hi ckeni ng snow.
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"Ni kki," she shouted upstairs, "it's snowing." She wanted it to sound
like a warning but realized that there should be nothing inherently
worrying about it, not really, it was only weather. "Footprints in the
snow, " she whi spered. "Dan, where are you?"

Megan ran back to the dining roomand checked the | ock on the French
doors. She could see across to the woods from here. They were darkeni ng
al ready, even though it was not even nidday, only trees at the very edge
standi ng out fromthe expandi ng shade beneath their bare branches. The
snow becane thick and insistent, hazing the air between the house and
the woods. It was settling. A breeze cane up from nowhere and sent
ghostly shapes hurrying through the downfall.

The birds were watching the house. It wasn't just one or two anynore,
like the siskin and the robin-it was all of them They sat along the
fence at the edge of the garden, hopped across flower beds, hovered down
fromthe roof and back up, down and up. Megan felt their dark eyes upon
her, his dark eyes through theirs, and she closed her own eyes and
begged God for hel p and strength.

Recei ve with neekness the engrafted word, which is able to save your souls.

And suddenly she was afraid no nore. A rush of joy flushed through her,
an epiphany in this dark time, lighting the way to the kitchen, into the
cupboard next to the sink and then to the back door. She carried a

br oken broom handl e, one end viciously sharp fromwhere it had
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snapped six nonths ago. Dan had been neaning to fix it ever since, but
it had taken up residence in the rear of the kitchen cupboard along wth
the rusty wok, the bag of bicycle Iights and the box of broken plugs.
Useless ... until now

"Ni kki!'" she shouted again, pleased that the fear had gone from her

voi ce. "N kki, they're watching the house but |1'mgoing to see them of f.
He mi ght be watching but that's all he can do. 1'll show himI'm not
afraid, show himwe're not to be messed with. He'll |eave us al one then
Your dad may have seen himbut he won't again, | won't let himconme in
and scare us, it isn't right, God is with ne and He'll help ne see the
bastard off!" She opened the back door to a rush of cool air, speckles
of snow flurrying in before she stepped over the threshold and sl anmed



t he door behind her. N kki had not responded but that did not concern
her. She was hungover. Best she stay out of this, anyway. This was God's
wor k.

Qut side now, in Brand's domain perhaps, his place where snow was falling
again and his natural mnions-or slaves-were watching her, she stepped
out fromthe cover of the roof overhang. Snow | anded on her shoul ders
and in her hair like shed skin, kissed her cheeks with |ips of the dead,
cool ed her skin and drew the life from her

But the idea of Brand was planting these ideas. The snow was white and
pure, cool and indifferent. It nmelted agai nst her skin and took her
warnth, warnth she could afford to give because she revelled in the heat
of her devotion
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Megan stood in the mddle of the awn and gl anced back. She had |eft
vague footprints already, even though it had only been snowing for a few
mnutes. If it kept on like this, they'd have a fair covering by the end
of the day. She | ooked across the garden and past it, to the nei ghboring
house and the woods and the |ane | eading down to the main road, and the
only signs of life were the birds and a small dark shape foraging at the
wood' s edge.

She had God, the birds were spying for Brand. She felt righteous.

Megan wal ked towards a fence panel where there were several small birds
fluffed up against the cold, observing her approach with tiny jerks of

t heir heads. The broom handl e swung by her side. There was no way the
birds would stay there for her to strike out at, she was sure of that,
but at |east she'd be seen to be acting. Seen in the very real sense of
the word. She would not be afraid anynore, she refused, and even though
the tall stranger had frightened her and abused her, God was there as he
al ways had been. Now nore than ever she felt that. Now, as she was
starting to fight back.

Several steps fromthe fence the birds took flight, fluttered a few
panel s al ong and perched again. They still |ooked at her, still fluffed
up, eyes reflecting the increasingly white | andscape. She swung the
handl e anyway and hit the fence with it, but even though the inpact
resounded through the wood the birds did not nove. They wat ched.

She ran a few paces and swi ped out as a
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sparrow on it took flight, mssing by several feet but still enjoying
its panicked little flutter, actually certain that she'd heard a cry of

di stress.

"Stay away fromme!" she shouted. "You hear? You see ... but do you
hear? You | eave ne alone, |'ve got God on ny side."

The birds chirped. It sounded as if they were |aughing.

"Bastard!" she hissed, running at the dead apple tree, swi nging the
handl e around her head and letting it fly at a magpie in one of the
upper branches. It mssed the bird and clattered back down through the
tree, sticking in the ground between exposed roots. The magpie settled



again and screaned down at her. She ran for the stick and tugged it from
the earth. As she | ooked back up at the magpie it took flight and shit
at her. It missed, just, and splashed down onto the grass.

Megan hurled the stick again, even though the bird was already way too
hi gh to have a hope of hitting it.

The smaller birds al ong the fence began singing again, |aughter running
fromone end of the garden to the other, no different to the normal

bi rdsong but inmbued with some darker significance now. Sonme of them
hopped from fence to ground and back again, taunting her with their
trespass.

"Cet away from here!" Megan shouted, thinking God hel p ne get them away
fromhere. She ran to fetch the handle and threw it at the fence,
actually believing for a second that it was going to hit a great-tit
sitting there staring at her. It struck the tinber inches bel ow the
little bird. It
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did not budge. It was watchi ng Megan

"Cet the Hell away from here!" she screamed, running to and fro,

i gnoring the usel ess broom handl e now and trying instead to scare the
birds into flight. The snow was thicker, deadening the noise of her
footfalls, making her all too conscious of her heavy breathing, her
sprinting heart, the fear rising in her throat as she realized that she
could shoo the birds fromone part of the garden, but never all of it.
They simply went from one place to another, calmy lifting off as she
approached and flitting over her head, past the house and down to the
opposite end of the garden

What a sight she nust present. Arns flailing, trousers flapping and
spotted with snow, hair wild and whi pped around her face. \Werever he
was, Brand woul d be | aughi ng.

Megan stopped at the edge of the I awn. The snow had dropped a fine
dusting across the grass now, and her prints were evident, crossing and
crissing the garden, showi ng where she had been and reveal i ng how
pointless her little display was. At |east for now the birds had stopped
si ngi ng.

Quietly, calmy, she wal ked to the back door. By the step into the house
she saw a snail, trailing its sticky path through a thin |ayer of snow
as it sought shelter under a sill or beside a w ndow frame. She knelt,
letting the snow nelt through the knee of her trousers and enjoying the
cool kiss of water against her skin. She would be warm agai n soon. She
woul d be dry and warm and she woul d pray, and Brand and his ninions
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woul d be out here in the snow, freezing where they sat.

Megan pressed down on the snail's shell and its eyestal ks retracted, the
edges of its sticky foot curled up. She pressed nore, and nore, unti

she felt and then heard the shell cracking beneath the pressure. Then

she left it to die.

Openi ng the back door she wondered how she appeared to himthrough a



snail's eyes.

"Ni kki!'" Megan stood by the Rayburn and warmnmed her hands near its hot
metal surface. She felt good. She felt that, along with the cold, she
had al so | ocked the threat outside. "Nikki, it's snow ng, |ooks heavy."

No answer. Hating herself for it, Megan could not help rushing into the
hal | way and shouting upstairs at her daughter. | was in the garden, she
t hought, | didn't |ock the back door, wasn't always in sight of it,
anyone coul d have cone in, anything-

"Ni kki -" Megan si ghed and her shoul ders sl unped. Her daughter was
sitting on the | anding, staring down between banisters. Tension |left her
and the warmh of God's presence massaged her col d, aching nuscles. He
woul d | ook after them she knew that now. She had nmade a stand, however
i neffectual, and proving that she had fight in her would pl ease God. He
woul d hel p her to defeat whatever it was Brand had brought with himto

i nfect and corrupt her mind, and the m nds of her famly.

"Ni kki, I'mgoing to ring your dad and get himto come hone, but we
m ght need. ... N kki? N kki?"
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Ni kki was not noving. She sat with her head rested against the tinber
uprights, sharp edges pressing into her tenples and cheeks and fram ng
her pal e face, enphasizing the eyes, those staring, blank eyes ..
staring straight at Megan.

"N kki ?"

Her daughter sniled slowy and sweetly, but it was not her own m nd
pulling her lips like that, Megan was sure, she was certain. Not N kki
smling at her like that.

"You | eave her al one," Megan hissed. She started up the stairs, then
darted back down and into the kitchen

The poker they used for the Rayburn was still hot.

Dan was driving too fast. Even if the snow had not been turning into a
blizzard, even if the light had been good and the roads | ong and
straight, even if he had not been eaten with worry he woul d have been
driving too fast. He took corners trusting that there woul d be not hing
com ng fromthe opposite direction. The wheels spun on the road, and he
steered into the skids. He needed to get hone. Brady woul d have phoned
the police but he needed to get home, now, instantly. He resented the

di stance between himand his famly, cursed the woods and the fields and
t he hedgerows. Hone, with Megan and Ni kki, because Brand was stil

around. And he had net his wfe.

Not content with the danger of driving nmadly through ever-worseni ng
snow, Dan slipped the nobile fromhis pocket and tapped the nenory
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button for hone. There was no tone, no signal, not even a sigh of
static. The snow had seen to that.

"Shit!" He bashed the wheel with both hands and the car sl ewed across



t he road, heading sideways into a curve, straddling the white lines

hi dden by snow. Dan pani cked and overconpensated, the rear end began to
go and he had a sudden, sickening inmage of hinmself lying dead in a
ditch. Brand would stand over himand snmile down at his snmashed head,
wal k by his still-stean ng body, glass crunching underfoot as his boots
| eft bl oody prints behind him... prints heading into the wood directly
to Dan's hone.

That was no way to leave his famly.

It took three I ong seconds to save the Freel ander fromthe skid. He cut
his speed and took | ong, deep breaths, trying to take control of his
runaway heart.

The snow was terrible now, a heavy fall that seemed to be worsening
every second. A breeze was picking up too, driving it across the road in
sheets, heading nore and nore toward blizzard conditions. The second
surprise snowfall of the week.

A sudden sense of deja vu hit Dan and he ran with it. He liked the
feeling, he always had. This tinme, however, it changed into one of
outright dread within the blink of an eye.

The sane turn of the wheel; the same nudge of his knee against the
central colum; a clunp of snow slipping slowy down the edge of the
wi ndscreen; a bunp as a wheel passed over
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somet hing on the road; the same corner turned..

t he sane shape by the side of the road. And then the sensation
lifted and the shape was not standing next to the road, it was on the
road, the shadow of sonething not there, a place in the m dday blizzard
wher e darkness al ready hung. Instinct and shock took control of Dan's
hands and he spun the wheel to the left.

Everything sl owed down as he realized he was | eaving the road.

The steering wheel cane alive in his hands as the front wheels struck
the curb and lifted the nose of the Freelander into the air. Dan could
do nothing but sit tight, watching snow still patter at the w ndscreen
and the wipers still clear it as the hedge grew cl oser, closer... and
t hen expl oded as the vehicle hit.

He nmanaged to turn his head, partly an involuntary gesture to defend his
eyes as much as he could froma potentially shattered w ndscreen, but

al so to see whether the shape was still in the road. Snow fell, swirled
by the breeze, twisting and rising and spinning in inmpossible patterns,

circling the place where the early darkness had been and hiding it from
Vi ew.

If the front wheels hadn't |ifted, nmaybe the hedge woul d have been thick
enough to prevent the car from gouging through into the plowed field.
Dan's stomach dropped as the front of the vehicle rose. He grabbed hold
of the wheel again and felt the mechanical distress of the smashed front
axle as it spun into destruction

The top of the hedge parted to |l et the car
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through, clawing at its underside. He could hear paint being scored from
the side of the car.

Then the back wheels hit the curb and flipped the vehicle's rear into
the air, the bonnet tipped down and Dan saw the field about to swall ow
hi m up.

He tensed agai nst the steering wheel, renenbered sonething about it
being best to go linp in a crash, then tensed again the instant the
front of the Freelander hit the plowed earth. The inpact whipped his
head forward so far that he struck his forehead on the wheel. The
seatbelt bit into his neck and shoul der, punched against his ribs. He
actually snelled nmud as a sheet of dirt was flung into the air in front
of the car, cutting darkly through the falling snow and spl ashi ng

agai nst the wi ndscreen and side wi ndows, pattering down onto the roof as
the car crashed down fully into the field, gouged through the rmud for
several feet and then came to a standstill.

After the noise of the crash every little engine tick, gasped breath,
trickle of nud al ong warped body panels and drip of fuel fromthe
punctured tank was amplified by silence.

Dan twisted in his seat to | ook for the shape that had distracted him

H m he thought, it had to be him But even though the car had smashed
t hrough the hedge and forned a second opening fromthe field into the
road, the snow was falling too heavily for himto see beyond it.

Dan's back hurt, as did his neck and ribs. H s hands, already bruised,
stung where he had been
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hol di ng the steering wheel when the car hit the field. He touched his
forehead and dabbed there gently, expecting bl ood but feeling only
tightly stretched skin, the bunp swelling beneath his fingertips. A
sense of unreality gave everything a startling clarity. He supposed it
was the usual human defence of this can't have happened to ne, but he
really was in a field in a crashed car, steamwas hissing fromthe
bonnet in stark contract to the heavy snow, and he had to get out

had to get out now. He could snell petrol

Undoi ng his seatbelt hurt nore than he had anticipated. H s head kept

ti pping forward to ease the pain in his neck, and he had to consciously
keep it upright, nmuscles straining in his neck and jaw. Every tine he
breathed he felt something click in his chest. Maybe he'd broken a rib.
Maybe it was edging into his lung right now, threatening to puncture and
deflate and drown himin his own blood. He'd heard of instances where
peopl e wal ked away from an accident, only to drop dead hours or days
later frominjuries they hadn't even been aware of sustaining.

He coughed, gently at first then harder, holding his hand over his mouth
and inspecting his spittle. No blood. Not yet.

He had to shove hard against the door to get it open. The whol e chassis
must have tw sted, the side panels deforned, because the bottom edge of
t he door screeched against the sill and stripped the paint down to the
base metal. The cold cane in, and the snow, and the total silence. No



birds sang. No ani mals scanpered around in
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the hedge or the field. There were no cars on the road. It had been
snowi ng for a quarter of an hour and there was a | ayer across the
ground. People nust already be settling in for another |ong, cold spell.

Last time, we woke to footprints, Dan thought. And Megan was scared and
| was dismssive, and now Brand is here again to do whatever it is he
pl ans to do.

Dan backed away fromthe car and hugged his arns around his chest,
hol di ng the pain, keeping warm trying to make hinself feel safe. He had
to get hone. The road was safer, he knew, especially in this weather

but across country was far quicker. Two nmiles by road. A mle across
these fields and through the woods, if that. It wasn't as if he'd get
lost walking a mle across country.

And he had to get hone.

He should ring Megan. She'd be worried, he was worried, he had to tal k
to her again and try to cal mher and make sure she was doing all the
right things. Panicking would not help her, praying to God woul d not

| ock the doors and snap hone bolts. He knelt in the rmud, w ncing as his
neck protested, and | ooked beneath the rear of the Freel ander. There was
a steady trickle of petrol fromthe ruptured tank, but the wet nud was
swal lowing it up. The door was open, he only had to reach in for the
nmobi l e, no sparks, the engine had gone off on its own accord-

Wet nmud, and sonething el se. There was a shape under one of the back
wheel s where it had skidded and ploughed its way into the nud.
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Sonet hi ng grey, speckled with unmelted snow because it was so cold.

He needed the phone but curiosity had him And maybe a dread sense of
the inevitable as well, because even as he knelt in close Dan knew what
he was going to find.

He wondered if N kki had known all along. A hateful thought, but deep
i nside where civility and norals are slaughtered by honest |izard
instinct, thoughts so often were.

Only part of Jazz's head was uncovered, and an arm and one side of his
chest. H s jacket was torn and patched with black swat hes of dried

bl ood. There was nore danage to his arm too, although Dan guessed that
some of it was fromwhere he'd just run over the barely conceal ed body,

t he wheel s nust have been still churning to be able to whip himup out
of the ground like that, buried not too long by the look of it, not |ong
enough for the ground creatures to burrow in and make himtheir hone-

Petrol dripped into the dead boy's eye.

"Holy fuck!" Dan fell backwards and tried to scrabble away fromthe car
pushing with his hands and feet but unable to tear his gaze fromthe
messed-up kid. Hi s whole body screanmed at the pain but that only made
himcraw and kick nmore, as if to distance hinself fromhis own agony as
wel | as the dead boy beneath his car. H's bruised hands and his coat and



his shoes all picked up sticky mud, and soon he could barely lift his
i nbs such was the weight pulling them down. He slunped back to the
ground, unable to tear his gaze fromthe crunpl ed form beneath
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the Freel ander, willing the snowto fall heavier and thicker so that it
woul d obscure the view and gi ve hi m bl essed whiteout.

Dan suddenly realized how cold he was. The Freel ander's air-conditioning
had buffered himagainst the chill until a couple of m nutes ago, and
now t hat shock was biting home and pain was flaring, the cold bit hard
and relentless. H s hands were nunb. Hi s face and ears stung where the
fat flakes struck. And there was a dead boy beneath his car

Dan had never disliked Jereny, but he was a teenaged boy going out with
hi s daughter, so Dan justified his distance and suspici on by saying that
he was a father. He knew what he'd been |like at Jeremy's age. He knew
that Jereny and N kki got up to nore than just hand-hol di ng when t hey
went to parties or friend s houses. And he hated that.

Vel |, now Jereny was dead.

He nust tell someone. He had to get the nobile phone fromthe car, cal
the police, call Megan. That becane the one thing he focussed
upon-ignoring the pain, the cold and the corpse-because it provided sone
sort of temporary refuge fromwhat had happened

As for the shape in the road ... a shadow in the snow. And quietly, so
that maybe he would not even hear it hinself, Dan whispered about how
wel | he could lie.

He stood and groaned, coughed, making noise to kill the dreadfu
silence. Nothing el se noved; only the snow. No shape enmerged fromthe
hedge as he approached the battered Freel ander. No
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whi sper came in the snow as he drew closer to the open door and | ost
sight of the corpse. No cold hand fell on his shoul der

So who killed hin®

Dan shivered, as if the voice in his head bel onged to sonmeone el se. He
recogni zed his own fear com ng through, his own voice giving words to
the terrible thought that had been circul ating, seeking rel ease, since
he'd fallen down and seen the corpse of his daughter's boyfriend.

Who killed hinf Who buried hinf Shall ow grave, always neant to be found,
that's what they say on the news. Shallow grave. As if surprised that a
nmur derer has such disregard for their vietinm expecting that a decent
killer would dig a six-foot hole for the bl oody remains of their I|atest
crime.

Dan grabbed the phone and squeezed tight. Even switched off it was a
link away from here, and soon he would be tal king to Megan. And however
odd she was acting, the sound of her voice would help him He was
phoning to warn her-to scare her-but at |east that would be a positive
action. Better than falling on his arse in the nud.



He turned around as he pressed the nenory button. He didn't |ike having
his back to the snow, and whatever hid behind it. The el ectronic beep
that told himthe nunber was being dialled seened | oud and alien in the
ever-whiteni ng | andscape. Snow | anded on his eyelids, turning the sky
white and forcing himto blink faster than usual

The phone let out a long, single tone.
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Not connected: try agai n?

He stared at the little display screen, willing it to change, but a
snowf | ake struck and obscured his view. He wiped it away and pressed the
redi al button.

A car passed on the road. Dan turned and shouted, waving his arns at the
hi gh hedge and stonping along in his nud-heavy shoes. It passed by

qui ckly, although it did not seemto be driving fast, as if the snow was
di storting sounds from afar and swal |l owi ng them whol e. He saw t he bl oody
glow of tail-lights through the hedge, and for a couple of seconds he

t hought the car was braking. They would pick himup and call the police,
drop himhome to his famly while he spewed his story and demanded
protection, begged for help.

But then the car was gone, fog lights fading quickly in the snowstorm

"Jesus, |I'mcold." H's voice sounded | oud, alnost an echo, but it

provi ded company. The phone joined himw th another |ong, unavail abl e
tone. "Damm thing." He stared at the screen again and then pocketed the
usel ess scrap of technol ogy, despairing that a snowfall could knock out
his only line of conmunication so easily.

"It's the blizzard," he said. "It is."
at believing his own lies.

It seenmed that today he was good

And then every lie shed its insulating skein of disbelief as the
enormty of what had happened finally struck hone.

Turning the corner where they had first picked up Brand several days
ago; the shape in the road,
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t he shape that was Brand, forcing himinto a skid that resulted in a
crash; Jereny, Jazz, dead and buried and just begging to be found; and
Megan and Nikki only a mle away through the woods.

Dan's heart ski pped doubl e-speed for a few seconds. He breathed in | ong
and deep, although panic sought short sharp breaths, and sat down again
in the nud. Brady woul d have called the police, he knew that, but he was
not certain. He had to be absolutely, no shadow of -a-doubt certain.

What ever had been in the road (Brand, it was Brand and | fucking know it
was Brand) ... now had a five mnute head start.

Dan stood and ran. If he was going to have a heart attack so be it, but
it woul d happen while he was doing his best to help and protect his
fam ly, not as he sat quivering in the nud, afraid of the snow and
mourning his inability to believe what was there before him He was



| eavi ng the scene of an accident, fleeing his Freel ander smashed in a
field with petrol |eaking out and a body jammed hal f-under one of the
rear wheels. But there were nore inportant things happening. Deep at the
back of his mind there was hope, but al nost snothering that was the dark
dread that clouded his thoughts, rolling like thunderheads as he ran and
tried to see his way through to the light on the other side.

Gusts of wind picked at his clothing, stronger gusts every tine, sending
sheets of snow waving across the field and driving the cold in deep

Five m nutes head start, but Dan knew the fields and the woods, he knew
his way home
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across country, whereas Brand woul d have to take the road, especially in
thi s weat her -

So thinking, Dan realized that he stood within a whiteout. Ahead of him
was the edge of the woods at the far edge of the field, surely, but he
was no | onger sure which way was ahead. Al around the snow cane down,
and al though he caught brief glinpses of vegetation in the distance

bet ween waves of white, they could have been hedges or trees in any
direction.

"Ch shit, oh shit, oh shit..." He carried on running blind until he

tri pped over the shape in the field. He cried out, sure his toe had
broken, already feeling the warmh flooding his shoe as a smashed nai
spewed blood. It turned cold quickly. He rolled and stood up, ready to
escape into the blizzard if the shape so much as noved, revealed itself
as nore darkness at the heart of the whiteout. Wnd gusted, snow shifted
on the thing and Dan tensed.

It was a motorbike. It's front wheel was buckled, fuel tank dented, its
covering of snow giving it an even nore abandoned | ook. Jereny's bike.

"Left for nme to find." A wall of snow blew at himin agreenent. A
hundred shapes swirled and eddi ed there, changing into each other
swapping forns until the breeze stopped and the flakes found their way
downwar d agai n.

Dan ran again. |If the bike had been left for him whoever left it knew
that he'd be taking this route across the field.

| mpossi bl e, he thought. No way. That was just too nmuch to bear
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The driver's door of the Freel ander slammed shut.

St oppi ng suddenly tipped his bal ance and he went sprawling, but he |ay
there in the rmud, supported on cold hands and nuddi ed knees, |istening.
He was not sure which direction the sound had come fromit may have been
fromthe left, in which case he was going the wong way; or from behind,
so that he was still heading to the woods-but even though he held his
breath, and listened, there was nothing nore to hear

"Wnd," he whispered, but there had been no gusts strong enough to do that.

He stood again, trying to shake sonme of the wet nud from his shoes,



scraping it fromhis hands and the sleeves of his jacket. He breathed
softly, still listening. It could have been a car on the road, perhaps,
bunpi ng into the hedge, skidding and denting its bunper agai nst one of
the stone walls that |ined the road further al ong.

Dan knew the sound of his own car door. He had left it open. Somebody
had closed it.

He ran again. Heading straight ahead, he hoped that in his panic he had
not spun around and got his orientation all nmessed up. Two ninutes, he
guessed, and then he'd be at the tree line. Once inside the woods the
snow rmay be lighter, although wi thout the | eaf canopy overhead, not
much. And he'd be able to nove faster

One mle, in the snow, direction uncertain. He should be hone within
hal f an hour.

He glinpsed a hunp in the snow fromthe corner of his eye. He ran on
trying to ignore or explain away what he had seen, and then the
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Freel ander | ooned before him blue body-work snudged white, the ragged
shape of Jereny's body now al nost totally covered by snow

"Ch for fuck's sake!" Dan hissed, and he gl anced around because his
voi ce was so |oud. Then he | ooked back at the car to nmake sure it was
his and realized how ridicul ous and just so fucking desperate all this
was fast becom ng. The driver's door of the Freel ander was cl osed. He
tried calling home again. The long |l ow tone of unavailability
interrupted the silent snowfall, so he turned the phone off and jamed
it down into his pocket.

Wnd blew snow in his eyes and | aughed at him
"That way," he said, turning his back on the Freel ander and Jereny's
body, aining across the field to where he knew the woods to be. Then he
started running again. This tine he saw the remains of Jereny's
not or bi ke pass by on his left. He kept running. Even when he heard the
Freel ander's doors openi ng and cl osi ng, opening and cl osi ng, he
continued running, panting with fear now, seeing his breath m st around
his face and feeling eyes on his back, even though to see himthe

wat cher woul d have to be no nore than twenty paces away.

Dan ran. He did not turn because that would make hi m stunble and fall
and he'd |l ose his way again. He ran because Megan and N kki were in
danger and he had yet to hear a police siren, and he was beginning to
wonder whet her Brady had called the police at all. He ran because of the
shape he'd seen in the road, and the know edge
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that it had been Brand startling himinto a skid, a swerve, a crash, al
pl anned, all contrived so that he would unearth Jereny's body and then
stunbl e across his notorbike, so far into the field that it nust have
been dragged there.

Dan's | oud breathing seened to echo back at him He could hear only his
poundi ng feet and his manic breaths, feel only the cold, snell only the
snow. He hadn't realized that snow had a snell before but here it was,



clear and clean and fresh, all-enconpassing. It seemed so anomal ous in
this field, which should snmell of spilled petrol and fear and rot. Body
rot. Dead body rot.

He ran faster. Even though he had heard the doors opening and cl osing
and seen the shape in the road, he felt alone. That was good. If he'd
had even the slightest hint that sonmethi ng or soneone was acconpanyi ng
hi m t hrough the snow, he was sure he'd have just curled up and suckl ed
mud until whatever or whoever it was arrived.

The trees appeared suddenly, thrusting branches out over the fence to
inmpale himin his headlong flight. He ducked and didn't stop running
until he bounced up against the fence. He gl anced around, and saw t hat
he'd reached the forest. Thank God, he thought, wondering why such words
cane when he never thought of himself as a believer. That nade hi mthink
of Megan, and that rmade himclinb the fence, mndless of the scratching
thorns and graspi ng branches of bushes and shrubs spaced al ong the
forest boundary.

Once beneath the trees he paused to find his
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bearings, tried the phone again, hoping against hope. It was as dead as
ever. The snow seened lighter in here, even though the | eaf canopy was a
sumertime menory and a springtime prom se. There was still a layer on

t he ground but the going was easier, rotting-down |eaves supplying the
underl ay as opposed to turned, wet nud.

"Good, right way, ten minutes and 1'll be hone." His voice didn't sound
so loud in here with trees to lose itself between. Itself and hinself;
if he rushed in headl ong he could end up anywhere. The woods weren't
that big, not this side of the clearing where the houses stood, but if
he went the wong way he could end up travelling parallel to the far
boundary, and eventually he'd find hinself in deeper woods he didn't
know. At |east he wal ked in here occasionally. He'd know the three
fallen trees when he found them and the stone bridge across the stream
and-

Foot steps. Fast, pounding, echoing the beating of his heart, as if
trying to use his fear as canoufl age. Di stance was confusing in the
blizzard, but Dan turned his head hurriedly left and right. The field.
At last, he was being foll owed across the field.

The snow could part into a sprinting shape at any second.

Dan set off between the trees. A nore certain know edge of who was out
there only made himnore scared. In this instance he woul d have
preferred nystery, a nore anbi guous fear, to this taste of terror spiced
by the rotting reality of Jeremy's death. Mirder, Dan thought, it was a
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mur der. Boundi ng between trees, hands held out to ward off branches
aimed for his eyes, Dan knew that he should have called the police days
ago. What fal se pride had stopped hin? Wat foolish certainty that he

could protect his famly had | ead t hem deeper into danger?

"Murder," he whispered. It sounded like a | ast gasp
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The Book of Lies

Lost. Loss. Losing. Odd words for an even odder situation. A human

foi bl e, perhaps, the idea that nislaying or yielding sonething-a
possession, a menory, a way-is a bad thing, a | essening of the soul or
the soul's belongings. It inplies that one possessed sonething to start
with, and so it hints at riches. To | ose sonething worth crying about is
to admit that one was fortunate, once. Sonme are never fortunate. Some
never experience loss, only forfeit, because sonething of no val ue
shoul d never be nourned.

Lost. Loss. Losing. Wrds of the rich and fortunate, the gifted and
bl essed, words having no real meaning for the basest in society, the
silent majority that goes about its chores, conplaining only in badly
it drinking houses as they breathe in the di sease-|aden snoke of
others, nuttering
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dismay into half enpty gl asses which can never be half full, and
following routes laid out by those preparing for their own inevitable |oss.

Because everything nust, eventually, go. You can't take it with you, so
they say. And believe ne they're right. What they don't know is that you
can't just lose it either..

What ever fortunes you have, material or ethereal, they must go sonewhere
t he nonment you die.

Anyone who knows that will be rich in seconds. And in centuries, no one
wi Il touch them ever again.

Lost. A definite use of the word, a finite judgnment, for if sonething is
lost it can never be found again. Mst things judged as |ost are nerely
m slaid. A menory cannot truly be | ost because everything seen, heard,
tasted and experienced is renenbered and retai ned, somewhere. It's

al ways there, reverberating and affecting and steering. Al that's | ost
is the ability to retrieve.

But lost in the woods, now, that's easily done. Especially with fear and
desperation guiding the way, because these are the two grossest liars,

pl ayers of nasty ganmes and spinners of wild, msleading yarns.

Lost in the woods ..

How about somet hi ng worse? How about |ost at honme? Lost in the place you
know and | ove because there's no way to find yourself, rescue your
shivering soul fromthe inevitable outconme of nmadness. Lost at hone, and
losing ...

Losi ng. The state of approaching | oss,
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knowing it is conming but unable to avert, dodge or talk oneself out of
its way.

Loss is tenacious. Once its enpty self sinks its fangs into sonething,



there's no hauling it back

Wl |, maybe on occasion. But even then it's sinply delaying the inevitable.
Sonetimes loss gets lost, just for a nonment.
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Chapter Thirteen

"Ni kki, let ne in."

More crying from behind the door. Megan frowned and hel d her breath,

trying to hear the giggle hidden by the tears. She was still holding the
poker. It would smash the |ock on the bat hroom door, she supposed, but
she liked to think that N kki was still there sonewhere. She liked to

thi nk that her daughter could fight the bastard.
"Ni kki, let me in and we'll talk, that's all."

"You're still holding that poker!" N kki sounded terrified. Perhaps
Brand had left her now, flitting in and out to taunt Megan with a
gl ance, a stare, a |look | oaded with barely veiled nalice.

"I"'monly protecting myself, N kki. And you know that you bastard, if
you're still there."
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"There's no one in here with me, Muim" Her voice was bent out of shape
by tears and fear.

"Then there's no harmletting me in."

There was silence fromthe bathroomfor a nonent, then a quiet,
enphatic, "No."

Her daughter had retreated al ong the |anding as Megan nounted the
staircase, that dopey, hungover smle slipping quickly fromher face,
repl aced by confusion and puzzl enent as she saw the poker in her

nmot her's hand. | saw you in the garden, Nikki had said. Wy were you
chasing the birds, Mum ? | thought you |iked having themin the garden
Didn't you see then? Megan had replied, looking into her eyes as she
searched for a sign of himin there, watching and | aughing at her

t hrough her own flesh and blood. Didn't you see what was wong wth
them they were watching ne for him N kki had shrugged her shoul ders,
frowning, arns held out and hands trailing along the landing walls as
she wal ked back toward the bathroom Wo, Min? God?

Megan had not raised the poker because she could not. But she'd seen a
brief grin on N kki's face, disguised as sonethi ng nervous and

vul nerabl e, perhaps, but |oaded with Brand's presence, a nocking glare
hi di ng behi nd her own daughter's confused snile. And for an instant she
had been reflected in N kki's eyes. She saw herself how Brand was seei ng
her: hair awy, poker swi nging by her side, eyes wide and full of her
daught er.

She knocked at the door again. "N kki, open the door now "

"Those birds, Mum..."
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"l didn't touch them"
"You tried to. You tried to kill themwth-"

Megan stood back and shouted, raising the poker to point at the door

"He's spying on nme! He has been ever since we met him spying through

his mnions, casting his evil through the aninmals, at nme. Maybe he's

angry that he can't turn me. Furious that he can't |each me away from God!"

"Who the hell are you on about, MunP"

Megan hel d her breath and put her ear to the bathroom door, wondering
exactly what she'd heard behind N kki's voice just then. Her daughter's
voi ce, her daughter's words, but sonething darker sending them There
was not hing. No novenent, no breathing ... nothing.

"You know, " she said. "You know exactly who | mean. Has he got at you?"
The thought was terrible, acid in her veins, blood in her mouth, and for
a nonent Megan was on the verge of being sick. "Has that bastard been at
you? Ni kki, answer ne! Have you been at her, you bastard? I'Il kill you
if you have." The images came, nmuch as she tried to force them away.

C osing her eyes made themall the nore vivid. "God help ne," she

hi ssed, but she saw Brand abusi ng her daughter, bending and twi sting and
i nvadi ng her, all the while holding his head back and cl osing his eyes
because sonehow he was wat ching Megan's reaction ... watching it now.

She spun around and saw the bl ackbird sitting on the sill outside the
| andi ng wi ndow. It pecked gently at the glass and fluttered its w ngs.

Megan threw the poker. It was a good shot.
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One end gl anced of f the wi ndow frane and pivoted the other end into the
glass. It shattered instantly, sharp silver edges and the bl ack panic of
the bird mxing with snow that was instantly blown in. It should have
escaped, Megan knew, it should have flown away and call ed back at her

t hrough the blizzard. But a lucky spike of glass plucked at the bird,

t he poker fell back inside and caught its wing, and the frantic creature
fell to the landing floor. dass tinkled around it. Ni kki shouted

i ncoherently behind the bathroom door. Snow touched its feathers and

nel ted. Megan was there in two steps, bringing her foot down on the
injured bird, feeling its thin body crunch beneath her shoe, turning its
feathers wet and sticking themto the floor in the mess of its own inside.

One wing fluttered briefly and then the creature was still. A snowfl ake
| anded on its renmains and steaned away.

"There you are," Megan said. She could not keep triunph from her voi ce.
She feared pride, but she feared fear even nore.

And then she heard N kki admtting the vilest truths.

"I love him Muim" she said, words nuffl ed where she had her face
pressed against the door. "l can't help it."

It was only when Megan cl osed her eyes in despair, attenmpting to speak



to God but finding her way bl ocked by her own fears, that she heard
Ni kki's other voice, her Brand voice. Deep, nocking, things her daughter
woul d never say
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passi ng t hrough her innocent lips. "And he | oves ne."

She pi cked up the bl oody poker, wal ked to the bat hroom door and swung it
hard. N kki screanmed at the inpact, and so did Megan. It left one

bl ackbi rd- bl oodi ed hole in the hollow door. The shock smacked her hands
and wists and she dropped the poker. It rattled to the floor, she
picked it up and continued hitting, hitting, her eyes still closed and
Ni kki's other voice-her voice of Brand-sneaking giggles in between her
daughter's screans, a shout and a laugh every tinme netal inpacted upon
wood, and Megan was begging God to hel p her.

He gave her strength. She felt the hot bubble of blisters already rising
on her pal ns but she kept hitting the door, sw nging the poker harder
with each strike. It bounced fromthe door handl e, she hit again and the
handl e bent, wood splintered.

"Mum Mum Mum Mum Mummy. .. " N kki shout ed, and sonmehow t he ot her words
cane too as Megan squeezed her eyes even tighter shut. "Bitch bitch
bitch ..."

Megan opened her eyes. The | ever handle and [ atch were a nangl ed ness
now, surrounded by splintered wood and ready to give in. She bashed
three nore times and then hit the door with her shoulder. It swung
inward ... and then slamed shut again.

"Mum please, don't do this!" N kki shouted. She rmust be | eaning agai nst
t he other side, using her weight to keep it shut.

"He's in you, Nikki," Megan said. "You never
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had God in you, not really, all those tines | wanted to take you to
church, to see what it was like to love HHmand be | oved by Hm You
left yourself open, enpty, and Brand has cone to take advantage. He's in
you. | can see it in your eyes, hear it-"

"Mum | can't help it, he's so ..." It seened that N kki could not think
of a word for Brand.

Megan could. "He's evil!" she shouted, |ooking to the ceiling and
cl osing her eyes, exhorting God to guide her

"No I"'mnot," a voice said fromthe bathroom "Poor blackbird, going to
bake it in a pie?"

Megan screaned in outrage, fear, anger, and charged the door
It burst open unhindered. She held the poker in front of her as she
entered the bathroom searching around for N kki. Gone, she's gone, he

was in her and now he's taken her and |'I|l never see her-

Ni kki was in the bath. It was enpty of water, she was fully clothed, but
it |ooked as if she was washing herself. Wth both hands. One passing



back and forth across her breasts, the other delving down between her |egs.
"N kki," Megan whi spered, suddenly enpty of fight and enotion, a blank

"Brand," N kki groaned. Her hips rose, her breathing quickened and she
bit her bottomlip until it bled.

Her not her was coming upstairs brandi shing a poker, staring at her
strangely, forehead creased as it was soneti nes when she prayed,
knuckl es white around the poker handl e. She was
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muttering something, probably to N kki but her voice was so quiet that
it seemed as if she was nunbling to herself.

Ni kki backed away and smiled at Brand as they stood behind The Hall. Her
not her faded and Brand was there, breathing into her face so that she
could taste the inside of him breath flowing fromhimto her, and he
was whi spering sweet nothings into her ear without his |ips noving. She

knew what he was thinki ng because she knew himso well ... she didn't
but she dreanmed she did, dreans within dreans, a play within a play
reveal i ng hi dden treachery and unknown dark depths ... But where had

t hat thought cone fron?

Her nmother's voice forced her back along the landing but still N kki
smled. Brand was in school, |ooking down fromthe |ibrary w ndow and
waiting for her to sense the remants of his presence that |unchtine,

al ready know ng that she woul d be where he stood and | eaving signs: the
flies, so fat and bl oated and dead; the silence, normal in the library
but this particular species planted by Brand, an enforced silence in his
presence, a deference to him not to knowl edge. Ni kki had know edge. She
knew as soon as she saw himthat she was the one for him and vice
versa. Jazz's hand flung casually around her shoul der nmay as well have
been a spatter of snowfl akes, such was its |asting presence.

The point of the poker wavered. Her nother was using it to point,
enphasi zing each word with a little stab at the air in front of N kki
She backed agai nst the bat hroom door and nudged it
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open with her shoulder. Brand's hand cl osed around hers in the

Freel ander, warminstead of cold, hot in intention, sending secret
signals as her parents sat in their own exclusion zones. Their disregard
for each other was now so old that they were both al nost confortable
with it, pretending it was as things had been and al ways woul d be.
Pretending it was right.

Ni kki sl anmmed the bat hroom door behind her and clicked the latch shut.
Her nmot her was tal king on the other side, trying to persuade her to cone
to her senses. Fear gave her voice a high lilt. Prayers broke through
now and then, interspersed with please let her go and | et himgo, her
nmot her talking to two people. Three if you counted God, and N kki

gi ggl ed because she had never counted God before ..

She began to cry. She didn't actually feel sad or scared or upset, but
it was what was expected. "There's no one in here with me, Mum" she
said, |ooking at the shower cubicle and seeing Brand standing in the
woods, smling at her, and even though the expression stayed far from



his eyes she smiled back. He shifted slightly and then he was at the
party, wandering through the gyrating clouds of nobodies to tell her she
was sonebody to him The bat hroom was bright and white and cool and
stank of bl each, but N kki could see only the glint of Brand' s shiny
hair in the dark, feel the warnmh of the house heating up under the

onsl aught of so many teenaged enotions and hornonal ly driven quests to
exchange juices, taste the tang of pot in the air and the electric surge
of sexual excitenment as Brand sought her
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t hrough the crowded house. She had not seen himthen but she saw him
now, always a step behind her as she searched for him a shadow tw sting
in strict accordance with her own, always one step away but al ways,

al ways behind her, so that he was so nmuch in the corner of her eye that
she i magi ned he was a fantasy or a nmenory. Follow ng her through the
roons and upstairs and back down. Hi s hand reaching out to touch an
errant strand of hair, sending a flush of warnth to her groin.

Her not her questioned and Ni kki answered. O maybe Brand answered;

someti nmes she wasn't quite sure who was sayi ng what and to whom Then
silence for a while, interrupted only by a tap-tap-tapping from beyond

the door. G ass shattering. N kki knew that her nother was goi ng nmad out
there, but she was also certain that she was utterly sane in here, as
definite as she had ever been about her life and the thing it was to becone.

What ever that was.

Ni kki rested her forehead on the door and snmiled. "I |ove himMm I
can't help it." She felt a cool hand caressing the nape of her neck, and
when she turned around a breath hung condensed in the bathroomair.
Brand stepped fromthe shower, brushing | eaves and twigs fromhis

cl ot hing, mud on his shoes, he was in the woods ... and N kki suddenly
knew that this was now, this was not what had been or would be. He
snm |l ed and spoke in a gruff parody of her voice. "And he | oves ne."

Ni kki held her breath, eyes wi de, heart
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stamering in her chest. Had he really said that? Did he really nmean it?

Her nmot her started smashing at the door. Nikki screaned and Brand

gi ggl ed, and even though Ni kki knew that he was not truly there, she
reached out to himfor confort. He | aughed sone nore and her nother
screanmed through the door. Ni kki answered in the only way she knew how.
Brand ... Brand ... Brand ... there was nothing else for her, not any
nore. Hi s nenory, his idea, approached her and hel d her hands. He cool ed
her skin and prickl ed goosebunps across her body, |eading her to the
bat h and whi spering in her ear, bringing back that final menory. It
shoul d have shamed her. She put her hand to her face and chin and felt

where he had spilled his seed. Those places still felt cold and nunb,
colder still when he touched his fingertips to them draw ng out the
heat and chilling her to the bone, chilling her bones thensel ves.

Her not her crashed at the door but Brand threw it shut. He spoke to her
Ni kki was screamnmi ng sinply because she knew she should be, and he

wat ched as she lay down in the bath. The inpacts on the door sounded
different as the wood gave way. Her nother's voice was suddenly | ouder
now that there were holes for it to come through. Brand reached out and



hel d Ni kki's hands. His hair swng over his face as he | eaned down and
started touching her with her own hands. N kki closed her eyes and
snelled spilled wine and danmp in Mandy's basenment. And then her nother
was in.

N kki heard her name called but it was froma
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| ong, | ong way away. Mich nearer was Brand, touching her all over,
setting her skin alive and alight with his gaze, guiding her hands with
his own tinel ess, endless touch.

"Brand," she said. In her nind s eye he smiled because he had her, totally.
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Chapt er Fourteen

Dan was | ost.

He' d been in these woods dozens of tinmes before; sunmer and wi nter
spring when the wood ants were formng their nmounds; autumm when decay
| ooked so beautiful. He'd wal ked through sober in the daytinme and drunk
in the evening, on those few occasions he chose to wal k hone from Bar
None i nstead of phoning Megan for a lift. He'd tried to find his
countrysi de heritage, searching through dedicated city-dweller's blood
for the farm ng stock of his great-grandparents. Al cohol sonetines
encour aged this vain search, and a stunbl ed journey through the woods
woul d often | eave him scratched and bl oodied and dirty, but smling a
sad smle at sonething he woul d never be able to be.

Dozens of tines.
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But he'd never seen this gully, this damof rocks, this w de pool
sucking in the snow

Maybe ki ds have been here, he thought. Danmed the stream intending to
cone back and bust the damin a secret World War |1 bonbing raid,
forgot, left it. But kids nowadays were nore likely to be guiding Lara
Croft through endl ess angul ar dungeons than playing in the woods.

He couldn't fool hinself. He was | ost.

Dan stood on the bank of the gully and | ooked down at the pool

wonderi ng where he'd gone wong and listening all the tine for the
sounds of pursuit. Since he'd entered the woods fifteen mnutes ago he'd
heard not hing but his own footsteps and the occasi onal shush of snow
falling through the branches from above. Now, standing still, he
listened harder than ever. If Brand was still follow ng himhe'd be
maki ng a noi se. Brushing against trees, blinded by the ever-worseni ng
blizzard. Stunbling in holes already canmouflaged by snow.

Unl ess he was standing as still as Dan, only feet away, watching him
Dan spun around. Snow swirled at himas a heavy gust passed between the

trees, flakes forming a solid mass and nudgi ng hi m back, back, his heels
slipping on slick | eaves and wet nud, and then he was falling into



space. He tipped and stared up at the sky, catching snowfl akes in his
eyes and blinking as they nelted and blurred his vision. The fall seened
to be taking a very long tine. He saw a shadow beneath the trees, a

pl ace where no snow fell and no light penetrated, a null zone which was
not just black, it was nothing
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and when Dan heard a | augh he wanted only to close his eyes, but he
had to look. Still falling, still tipping back to the sky, he had to | ook

H s head and shoulders hit the side of the gully first, then his back
and behind. He slid down towards the pool. H's senses spun with the

i npact, eardrums heavy and hard, neck stiff and on fire. He clawed his
hands and dragged them through the rot of |eaves clinging to the steep
gully sides. Leaves collected against his fingers as he slid, dragging
decayed bouquets to whoever he was going to neet at the bottom The sky
spun, even though he was sliding in one plane now, and surely it had
been daylight m nutes ago? Daylight darkened by snow (and the not hi ng
bet ween the trees), but daytine nonethel ess? Dark now, darker and col der
than he had known, and Dan pani cked when he heard pebbles splashing into
the pool. In seconds his head woul d break the surface and water would
flood his |ungs.

He strained to sit, twi sted his body, grabbed harder at the slick bank
and in all the struggling he succeeded in turning just far enough so
that only his legs and one armslid into the freezing pool

"Shit!" Dan gasped, struggling to breathe for several seconds before air
found its way past the shock. The water was so dam cold ... and it
stank. Stagnant. There was a streamrunni ng through the woods, but this
pool nust have been formed fromthe nelting snows of a few days ago. Dan
didn't know how long it took for water to stagnate in such conditions,
but this snelled |like an open sewer, the aromas of rot and decay
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sweeping over himas if breaking the pool's surface had all owed them egress.
He struggled to crab up the bank and away fromthe water's dark edges.
Dan | ooked up to where he'd been standing. The bank was barely six feet
above him vyet it felt as if he'd been falling forever. He was freezing.
His teeth clattered and his |inbs shook.

And he was | ost.

He stood and started edgi ng around the pool, making his way to the far
side where the gully wall tapered back down to the forest floor. He
could try to clinmb back up where he was now, but |ast year's |eaves and
t he snow conbi ned to nmake that an al nost inpossible task. Besides ... he
| ooked back over his shoulder, terrified that he'd see Brand staring

down at him but he was even nbre scared not to | ook

There was no sign of anyone up there. And that void in the snow nust
have been caused by the breeze.

Must have.

Hs feet slipped into the water several tinmes, each submersion seem ng



to increase the nunbness and nmake himnore and nore concerned. He'd
never had to worry about frostbite or freezing or banging his head and
drowni ng or breaking a linmb and Iying hel pl ess as a snowstorm sl ow y
buried him the snow nelting at first as it touched his warm body, but
eventual ly settling as he lost his heat, his heart, his soul to the
blizzard. He glanced up constantly, noticing that the I evel of the
forest floor came |ower and |ower the further he shifted around the
pool . Eventually he

288

could see over the bank, and then he turned and noved si deways on his
stomach until he could reach up and haul hinmself out of the gully. He
craw ed a few feet on his hands and knees before standing, trying to hug
heat into hinmself and prevent it being | eeched away by the snow

He had to nove. To stay still would be to subnmit, and that's just what
Brand wanted. If he sat down and buried his head in his hands, slowed
his breathing and |l et the snow erase himfromthis world, Brand woul d
cone to visit him

Dan could never do that. There was Megan and N kki, Megan and N kki, he
kept repeating those names in his head and conjuring their faces, trying
to see joy and anusenent in them not the fear and suspicion he'd seen
in Megan the last time he was with her

Sonet hi ng ran by himbetween the trees. It was a shadow agai nst the
whi teout, yet still he could not discern its true form He hunched down,
held his breath and tried to stop his teeth fromchattering together

Foot steps. The sound of something sharp scraping across a tree trunk. A
snel |, sone dank odor not belonging to the fresh snow. A growl ed giggle
or perhaps it was ice in his ears, nelting and popping.

Dan ran. He didn't care about nmaki ng a noi se because Brand knew he was
here. Neither did showing his fear concern him it was beyond hiding. He
tried to wave curtains of snow aside as he ran, dodged sone trees, hit
others, fell to the ground and scranbled to his feet again. Al the tine
t hat shape may have been behi nd hi m
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i nches from his back, reaching for his neck, but he could not turn
around to | ook. He fended branches fromhis face and et themflip back
hopi ng they would hit any pursuer and distract them fromthe chase.

The path di pped and curved, fallen snow conspiring to hide the |ay of
the Iand and sending him spraw ing several tinmes. Each tine he stood and
ran on without |ooking back. He renenbered what his father had told him
when he was ei ghteen, just about to go off on an arny training day for
charity and faced with the prospect of a two-hundred-foot cliff abseil.
"Don't | ook down." Logical advice, obvious, so self-evident that no one
el se had actually said it to him It had worked. For two hundred feet
he'd stared at a rock face three feet in front of him no danger of
falling, no fear of heights. There was only one tinme, when he | ooked

si deways, that he was aware of the terrible danger he was in: he could
see across the treetops to distant hills, a few multi-col ored specks
far, far down, people hustling about on another abseil

Then back at the cliff face. Looking at something so close made far-off



t hi ngs seem | ess danger ous.

Dan slipped again, fell hard on his side and lay there, exhausted. Pain
cane from everywhere. He couldn't even tell whether or not he was stil
on the path. He turned onto his back and | ooked up, blinking rapidly as
snowf | akes tangl ed thenselves in his eyel ashes, feeling suddenly

cl aust rophobi ¢ and hemred in by the snow It was keeping himfromhis
famly. It had himtrapped.
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He cl osed his eyes to the danger and remenbered the cliff face, and when
he opened them again Brand was staring down at him

"Col d," Brand sai d.
"You..."
"It's cold. You'll freeze."

Dan tried to sit up but Brand put a foot on his chest and pushed him
back down.

"I could hold you here," the tall man said. "Stay for a few hours, |et
t he snow cover you and drown you. Hold you under." He sniled, put on a
hi gh- pi tched voice. "And he | oves ne."

Dan wanted to rage at him hurt him struggle out from beneath his foot
and fight. But all his strength had gone. He'd | ooked sideways and seen
the fear, and now he had to contend with it at |last. No chance of

gl ancing away fromthis danger. No way to pretend it didn't exist. "Wy
us?" was all he could say.

Brand bent down, putting nmore weight on his foot and crushing Dan's chest.

Dan gasped for breath and breathed in a nouthful of snow. He coughed,
had to wait until the snow had nel ted before he could swallow it and
suck in a breath.

The tall stranger-nane known, scarred face known, but still a
stranger -1 eaned over Dan and shielded himfromthe snow, bl ocking out
the light, too, causing his owm little eclipse. Then he snmled. H s bad
eye screwed horribly shut. "That's for you to find out," he said. He

| ooked up, frowning, as if trying to see sonething further in the woods.

"Snow s getting heavier. Megan's getting madder. Nikki's getting..." He
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| ooked down at Dan and sniled, licking his Iips with a dry tongue that

| ooked blue in the fading light. sexier."

Dan struggled, tw sted and turned, eventually throwi ng Brand's foot from
his chest. But as he stood and watched Brand di sappear between the trees
and into the snow, finding a darker place than nost to stroll towards,

he knew t hat the stranger had all owed himup

"Cone here!" Dan screaned. "Conme back and face ne like ..." A man, he
wanted to say. Come back and face nme like a man. But it all sounded so
wWr ong.



He | ooked down at the snow | ayer hiding the forest floor. Brand's
footprints | ed away between the trees, evenly spaced, perfectly fornmed,
no hint of slipping or panic around their edges. Dan set his foot in the
first print and found it fit perfectly. He followed three or four nore,
falling into his own pace, finding that Brand had taken the route of

| east resistance between the trees.

He foll owed. There was no need to | ook up and check his surroundi ngs. He
didn't even glance across at the three fallen trees to his left. He felt
no surprise when the path led himacross the little bridge over the stream

He knew where Brand was goi ng.
Soon, he woul d be hone.

The footprints ended at the edge of the woods. They had not been
obliterated by the snow, although nowit was falling heavier than Dan
had ever seen. They were still alnost fresh, their edges only slightly
blurred by fresh flakes, so
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Brand could not be far away. Rather, they were |l ost. There was a
confusion of prints, Brand's trail |leading into what |ooked like a
crossingpoint for the forest animals: deer hoofs; a dog's paw prints; a
hundred tiny bird marks; even sonething that |ooked like the trail a

si dewi nder would | eave in the desert sand. Brand's prints sinply |ed
into this ness and did not energe again.

Across the field, Dan could just make out a dull splash of light; the
outside light above his front door. Just up fromthis there was an even
weaker yellow srmudge in the curtains of snow, the bathroomlight.

Megan and Ni kki .
He wished it didn't feel as if Brand had | ed hi m here.

Col d, weak, head aching, neck sore, the snow on his clothes bl oodied
fromwhere he was cut and scraped by his falls, Dan staggered out into
the blizzard and toward his famly hone.

Megan was | eani ng agai nst the basin, watching her daughter withe in the
bath whilst nmuttering the name of the denon that had come to take them
all, when she heard the noi se downstairs.

Soneone was bangi ng on the front door

After her recent shouting, N kki's crying, the smashi ng wi ndow and t hen
the brief period of silence interrupted only by N kki's sighs, the sound
was | ouder than ever. The snow seened to insulate noises inside the
house, bl anketing the whol e | andscape, keeping out any sound not

rel evant. Everything she could hear was part of
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t he ni ghtmare unfol ding around her. There was a secret rustling in the
attic above her head. Another spy ..

The bangi ng again, |ouder and faster this tinme. Megan backed out of the
bat hroom and | ooked over the banister at the front door. There was a



shape behind it, pressed against the glass with its hands shielding its
face to see in.

It was Dan. It should have been Brand-all her fear told her that was so,
all logic dictated it- but she could see even fromhere that it was her
husband. Come back to hel p her, again, at |ast.

Per haps he would be in tine.
Ni kki cried out then. So did Megan, but for vastly different reasons.

Megan ran downstairs, checking each tread for signs of a small animal to
trip her, a carpet gnawed by one of Brand's rats, a snail sacrificing
itself to send her slipping on its crushed insides ... and all the way
she nmuttered under her breath: "One nore step, God, one nore step, CGod,
one nore step ..."

Jesus saw her through. She reached the front door, threw back the bolts
and swept it w de open

Dan fell in. He was shaki ng uncontrollably, his hands were bloody, filth
and dead | eaves clung to the exposed skin of his face. H s eyes were

wi de, too, and they were all him She scanned his face quickly to see
whet her there were any insects on the dirt. He stared at her. She
wondered just what he'd seen in the couple of hours he had been gone.
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For a terrible second Megan thought that he was dead.
"Dan!" she said. "My Jesus, what happened to hinP"

Dan wondered who his wife was talking to. He tried to | ook around to see
if there was anyone else in there with them Brand, she's talking to
Brand-but the warmair in the house hit his cold skin and sent him
shivering and shaki ng, so badly that Megan coul d not even hold him
upright. She released himand let himslip back to the floor. He managed
to haul his legs in so that she could slamthe door. He watched her turn
to look at him formng her question again, and then he saw the bruise
on her hand and a scratch on her face, several buds of bl ood bl oom ng
along its |ength.

"Where's Ni kki ?" he asked through chattering teeth.
"Upstairs," Megan said, unable to say nore of what had to be said.

Upstairs masturbating at the nenory of that unholy bastard, abusing

hersel f as he has abused her already... it didn't bear thinking about,

| et alone verbalizing. She knelt by Dan's side and reached out to hold him

Her hands were hot on his skin, so hot that they hurt. He flinched away.
She | ooked at him strangely, his eyes, staring into his eyes |like she
never had before, leaning forward to actually | ook deep into his pupils,
nmoving to one side so that reflected light fromthe | anding wi ndow f el
on his face.

"What ?" Dan said. "Megan, what the fuck...?"
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"You' re Dan," she said.



He shivered again, and not sinply fromthe cold. "Megan, where is he?
Where's Brand? |Is he here, does he have N kki, is that what you're
trying to tell ne?"

She stood, strode to the base of the staircase and shouted. "He has
Ni kki all right, don't you, you bastard! He has N kki, he's had N kki
and ... she won't let himgo!"

Dan pushed hinself up on his el bows. "Megan, don't say that. Megan?"

She turned and al though she had seen only Dan in Dan's eyes, she raised
her hand to strike him Dan shielded his face. She | owered her hand
again, slowy, realizing not what she had done but know ng what she nmust do

Ni kki was corrupted. She was tainted with his evil, touched by his griny
hands and thoughts. "He's been at her, Dan," she said. "W have to do
something ... to help ... her." Her tears cane then, hot and plentiful

Dan had never thought he'd be happy to see Megan cry. It was the nopst
human thing she'd done all day. He craw ed to her, his shaking subsiding
under the need to confort his wife. He held her in his arms and that
made himfeel strong once nore. Strong enough to tell her

"Brand's dangerous. | think he killed Jazz and buried himin a field.
crashed the Freel ander. He was there, he distracted nme, chased ne
t hrough the woods ... talked tome ... and | followed himhere." He held

her at arnms length and tried to stare at her, but tears blurred her
eyes. "Megan. Has he been inside?"
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"His mnions watch us, yes," she said, sniffing. "They' re here. They've
al ways been here. And they always will be."

Dan noticed the smashed | andi ng wi ndow. "What happened up there?"

"He was staring in," Megan said slowy, as if talking to a child. Dan
| ooked scared and cold and dirty, but that shouldn't make him stupid. If
he'd opened hinmself to Jesus as she had he would not retain this dammed
i nnocence, this belief that there was sinply good and bad, not purity

and utter evil. Megan | oved pure, she worshipped it, but she had never,
ever had a taste of real evil. Not until now. And Dan still could not
see it.

"It's the first floor," Dan said. "Was he up a | adder?" Can he fly? He

al nost added, but the crazy idea disturbed himfar nore than it shoul d have.
"Wat ching us through his famliars," she said. "He has been ever since
we gave hima lift, since the footprints-"

"He's just a sick fuck," Dan said, suddenly desperate for Megan to
recogni ze this. As long as she thought that Brand was sonething nore

t han human-sonething in the vicinity of God and the devil-she was

usel ess, wapped up in her own wild thoughts. And, he thought, it made
himdistinctly unsettl ed.

"Megan, the police, Brady should have called the police and sent them
here. Have they called? Have they been?"



"Only God's | aws stand any-"

"Megan, he killed Jereny." He watched his wife as the words slowy sank
in. Her face
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seened to relax, losing its tense edges, a hint of the craziness
bl eedi ng away as she turned pale.

"Then we have to kill him" she said.

Dan stood, shaking his head, the ache in his neck turning into a hot
throb as he did so. His extremties were tingling as he warmed up and
his circulation inproved, and he realized for the first time just how
much he'd been cut and bruised during his race through the woods. The
mud on his hands woul d not dry because of the blood soaking it.
"Police," he said, and went for the phone.

"Dad?" Ni kki had heard her parents arguing and slowy, slowy, she'd

rai sed herself fromthe bath. Her heart hamered but she was at peace.
Her breathing raced but her breath tasted sweet, there were no such

t hi ngs as stal eness or stress. She felt drained, her |egs shook
everything around her glowed with a pleasant hue, a postcoital fuzz

whi ch she'd only ever experienced before on her own. Now she was |iving
it with Brand. She could still feel his fingers down there, a recent
menory made hot by her. She could feel his |ips around her nipples,

t hough they were dry. She cl osed her eyes where she stood on the | anding

and she could see his face. No smle there ... no real smile had ever
touched those eyes, because he was so content inside that there was no
need to display it to the world ... but his expression was full of |ove.

He | oved her. That's why nothing el se nmattered.
"Ni kki, what's wrong honey?" her dad called up
"Not hi ng," she said, opening her eyes and
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staring down into the hallway. Her father was covered in nud, he was

bl eedi ng, her nother | ooked mad and devastated and drained ... but Brand
| oved her, his nenory whispered sil ent nothings of her own inmagining,
and little el se mattered.

"Ni kki." Dan did not know what el se to say, whether he should tell her
about Jereny, warn her about Brand. |f Megan was right and Brand had
been at their daughter he shoul d be watching her now, quizzing her and
maki ng sure the bastard wasn't |oose in the house. Ensuring his famly
was safe ... there were his footprints after all, disappearing at the
edge of the woods, and that was only two hundred steps fromthe house.
If he was not already here he nust be outside right now

N kki started downstairs. She needed a drink. She wanted to tell her num

that everything was all right. Brand was just a guy, that was all. d der
than Jazz, maybe, and a little nore nysterious, nore ... adult. But just
a guy.

"He's not just a guy, Mum" she muttered as she reached the hallway,
frowning as she tried to renmenber what she'd just said.



"He's evil!"
"You stay away fromhim N kki!" Dan said.

Ni kki had never been a stroppy teenager. Headstrong and sel f-aware
maybe, but her parents were generally understanding and quite |ibera
about nost things-although her num s God hang-up caused friction
somet i nes-and arguments about going out and other "grow ng up things"

had materialized only irregularly. But now ... how dare they!
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"How dare you!" N kki said. "I'mseventeen! | can see who | like."

" '"See'?" Megan said. "I saw you in the bath, doing what you were doing,

you dirty little slut! You' ve been doing nore than just seeing him
haven't you, that bastard? He's been watching ne, but he's been ..
fucking you!"

"I"ve never fucked him" N kki screaned, inmediately w shing she hadn't.
She shoul d have agreed with her nother, made her think that she and
Brand had rmade | ove, that would teach the religious bitch sonething,
make her think her little girl had been done by the tall dark scarred
stranger. But his scar wasn't that bad, was it? Wiy did that feature so
strongly when she thought of him that thin, white scar?

"Just you stay away fromhim N kki!" Dan said again, scared at the tone
he was taking and knowi ng strai ght away that he had no authority here,
not anynore. Sonethi ng had changed, sonme fundanental rule of their

f at her-daughter relationship had shifted since they had | ast spoken. But
still he had to try. "He's dangerous,"” he said. "He ..." Killed Jazz, he
wanted to say. He killed Jazz. But renonstrating with N kki was no way
of breaking that news.

Dan left his wife and daughter shouting at each other as he picked up
t he cordl ess tel ephone and diall ed 999.

For a second there was a ringing tone. He'd only dialled the energency
services once before, the tine he'd di scovered Megan after the attack
and he'd been in such a state that he could never recall anything about
it... didn't know whet her
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there was a dialling tone beforehand, the sound of ringing, what the
person had said on the other end. So now when the ringing tone stopped
to be replaced by a soft shush of static, it took hima few seconds to
realize that sonething was w ong.

Megan and Ni kki were still shouting. N kki screamed but did not care,
she could still feel the cold inmpact of Brand on her cheeks and chin so
all was well with the world. Megan tried to stare past N kki's strange
expressi on-part anger, nost nockery-to see whether Brand was still in
there. Dan shook his head, hung up and dialled again. This time there
was no tone whatsoever. Not even static. Nothing.

"Phone's dead," he said quietly, but both his wife and daughter heard
him "My nobile isn't working, nmust be the blizzard. | heard a tone just
now. Briefly. Maybe a line's down sonmewhere.” And if | keep on with
this, he thought, 1'Il convince nyself it's true. Then | can nove onto



ghosts, hollow earth and UFGCs.
"I't's him" Megan said. "He's stopped the phones working."

"Cut the lines?" Dan said, alnpst smiling at the TV-show nel odrama of it
all.

"No. Stopped them working." Megan glared at Dan-at the bl ood and rmud on
his face and hands and the | eaves stuck to his wet clothing- realizing
what a fine disguise it could be. She glanced back at her daughter and
saw t he cal m nockery in her eyes once again. Maybe he was wat chi ng

t hrough Ni kki, maybe not. It was nore disturbing to think that he was
not ... then that
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awful , adult expression was N kki's all al one.

"He can't do that," Dan said, still trying to convince hinself of
normal ity, disbelieving even though all the evidence was |aid out before
him "Not the mobile, it's the storm maybe he cut the line-"

Megan felt the rage rising again and quietly begged God to ease it.
Either He was not listening or He felt the rage was fine, needed,
because her linbs turned hot and the skin of her face stretched as she
gri maced and began scream ng at her husband and daughter. Neither of

themreally knew the truth ... or in N kki's case perhaps she did, and
again that made it all worse. "He's capable of anything! He can do
anything, he will do anything, to rip us apart fromeach other. It's
God's love he hates, and like it or not that's what we have between us.
The I ove of God! And for the love of God, I'll do anything to stop him™"

"He's just a guy, Mum"

Megan spun on her daughter-for a second Dan thought she really was going
to strike out this tinme-and shouted. "He's just a guy who's killed your
boyfriend!"

Sil ence. Dan was watching Ni kki, and so was Megan. The girl stared over
her mother's shoul der at a space on the wall next to the front door

Killed her boyfriend ... she shouldn't believe it because it was
unbel i evabl e, but believe it she did. She should be shocked, stunned,

di straught, terrified, but she was none of these. As she noved her gaze
to the frosted glass and watched the strange shadows of snow falling
beyond, she
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felt only content. Jazz ... dead ... maybe, maybe not. But if he was
then there was al ways Brand, there was always Brand, and as she thought
of himshe felt the heat in her groin again, and her stomach nuscles
contracted and her eyes closed as she inmagined his fingers running down
her sides and across her hips.

"Ni kki," Dan said. He wondered just what he was going to say to his
daught er when she finally turned to |l ook at him But she didn't. |nstead
she turned and wal ked back upstairs. "N kki, we have to stay together

W have to talk about this." W have to call the police, he thought, how
the hell can we call the police?



"I"'mfine, Dad." Seconds |ater she di sappeared around the | andi ng and
her bedroom door clicked shut.

Megan and Dan gl anced at each other, both lost within their own lies.
"CGod hel p us," Megan said.

"I hope He will," Dan replied, not believing but needing Megan to keep
bel i evi ng. However much it confused her, right nowit was the only thing
keepi ng her herself. "But for himto help us, we have to hel p oursel ves,
yes? | have to call the police. I'"mgoing across to the WIKkinsons' to
use their phone."

" Dan- "
"Megan, listen to nme. | asked Brady to call the police. He can't have
done so, otherw se they'd be here by now If Brand can kill Jazz he
could have killed Brady. | just don't know. But if he's still around,
I'd rather have the police here to deal with himthan ..." Than me, he
was goi ng
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to say. But that sounded so cowardly.
Was he? Was he a coward?
"I'"ll go and talk to Ni kki," Megan said. "Tell her how nuch CGod | oves her."

For a few seconds Dan had the horrible idea that his famly was in nore
danger fromw thin than without. He really shouldn't be |eaving Megan
not now, not while she was so changeabl e. And Ni kki

But coward or not, brave or not-good husband and father, or not-he had
to get in touch with the police. Mybe they'd have found the Freel ander
by now.

Going outside terrified himnmore than staying put. The fear nmade him
feel brave. However wong, that was the way things were.

"I'"ll be ten mnutes," he said. Then he went to the cloakroomto wap up
warmand try to find the old baseball bat.

Megan nounted the stairs, wondering if she'd ever see her husband alive
again. God willing, she thought.

CGod willing.
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The Book of Lies

Life is alie. You strive, you struggle, you agonize and seek and
despair and |l augh and cry ... and in the end you die. Nothing will stop
that. Spend fifty years eating what you want, drinking too rmuch, fucking
at randomand living a crinmnal life of neglect and overi ndul gence; or
live a hundred on a nountain top, eating lentils and neditating for

ei ght hours each and every day. Either way, you' re dead. Your body turns
to mush and your soul ... well, what | know of souls is just too



difficult. Actions speak |ouder than words. And actions that hurt can
scream

However nmuch you run and hide and conspire and plan, | could open your
neck, hold your carotid artery between ny fingertips, and with one click
of my fingers you' re dead. The end. Fuck you very nuch, goodni ght.
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Life is such a lie.

Deat h, now ...
It's easy to mislead. It's easier still to shock with the randommess of
death, bring it honme to dozens by killing only one, because even though

death is something nost people consider every day-however indirectly-and
wat ch on the television, read of in books, talk about over their fifth
beer whilst ordering another and lighting up just one | ast cigarette,
nost people rarely have to look it in the face and truly experience its
unbear abl e depths. For nost, death creeps up from behind.

You trust far too nmuch. The sun will rise and the snoww !l fall, and
there will be no obstruction in the road when you corner at fifty. You
trust your daughter to | ove you and your wife to live through the freaky
time she's been having ... you trust forgiveness because it is borne of

l ove ...

you trust that you will never die. Because things like that just
don't happen to you ..

And you trust your neighbors to be alive when you go to ask an inportant
favor of them

Shock is an ally, and life is alie. Death is the only truth.
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Chapter Fifteen

There are three sharp raps at the door. It startles them because the
storm has been raging for alnbst two hours. Several inches of snow have
already fallen. The last thing they expect tonight is visitors.

"Il go," Frank WIKkinson says, groaning as he pushes hinmself up from
the chair. Hi s knee joints pop audibly and he rubs some warmth into them
before standing upright. Myra is intent on the Australian soap they're
wat chi ng and she does not bother to acknow edge.

Frank wal ks through into their large hallway, wincing with every step
He' d been through a good many wi nters-seventy-six of them in fact-but
the I ast few years seened to have been getting worse. Not so much
weat her-wi se-this year was a freak in a period when nilder winters
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encour aged the doom sayers to scream of global warnming and nelting ice
caps-but joint-wise. Too much football during his youth, Myra said. dd
age, he countered. Either way, he always knew for days before when there
was a storm approachi ng.



Curious. Today, his bones had only begun to ache as he watched the first
snowf | akes swirling down.

As he reaches the front door the visitor knocks again, harder this tine,
nore insistent. Frank pauses. It's snowing |ike hell out there-worse
than the blizzard of '62, for sure-and they hadn't been expecting
anyone. They'd paid the m | kman yesterday, the paper-boy called for his
noney on a Monday, and the half-lanb they'd ordered fromthe | oca

but cher wasn't due until next week. In a blizzard like this, a surprise
visitor could only nean someone in trouble. Dan from across the nmeadow,
per haps. Maybe his daughter is in trouble or his wife has fallen and
hurt herself. "That you Dan?" Frank calls.

"Yeah." The voice is nuffled, but it sounds cal m enough

Frank throws back the door bolts and unhasps the chain. Dam thing, Mra
had insisted on having it fitted when they' d doubl e-gl azed the house six
years ago, and he had never used it. Always slung it when he | ocked up
at night, but never when answering the door. It just seenmed so..

m strustful

As Frank unl atches the door and it blows open into his face, his first
t hought is: It wouldn't have done any good. He gasps in surprise, and then
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again in pain as his broken nose gushes bl ood. He slunps to the floor
kneel s forward as bl ood spl ashes down his shirt and trousers and stains
Myra's new dam hall carpet ... and as Dan pulls the door al nbst shut,
Frank realizes that it nmust have been caught by the wind. Their surprise
visitor fromover the way has grabbed the door and hauled it back

seei ng what happened and trying to prevent any nore injury ..

And then it crashes open again, catching Frank on top of his skull this
ti me because he's kneeling forward watching the bl ood pool on the

Wl come mat. He lets out a sound between a cough and a scream and t he
door hits himagain, again, pulled closed and sl ammed open with
incredible force six nore tines.

The seventh tine, a hand curls around the janb to hold Frank's head
steady as the edge of the door crushes his tenple.

Frank falls sideways to the floor. He can still see, although his sight
is fading, and he notices how bad the snowreally is, and how dark the
shadow standi ng at their doorway appears set against it. The
visitor-it's not Dan, certainly not Dan, he can see that now steps over
hi s prone body and cl oses the door, and now all Frank can see is the

bl ue fl ower-patterned wall paper of their hallway fading as his sight
retreats into the darkness.

Frank reads a lot. He prefers reading to watching tel evision, he finds
it more stimulating and it's good to keep his mnd active as he gets on
in years. He doesn't want to be one of those old people who ..
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He read somewhere that hearing is the final sense to go before death.

As he struggles to nove, to shout a warning to Myra, to slide hinself
across the floor to protect her fromthis nonster that has cone in from



the snow, the last thing he hears is his wife scream ng, and sonething
hard i nmpacting on sonething soft.

Dan recalled a filmhe'd seen a few years back, John carpenter's The
Thing. The guys in the Antarctic station had gui de ropes between

buil dings so that they could find their way in blizzards, and he'd
thought it was a bit over-the-top. The buildings were only thirty feet
apart, after all.

Now he under st ood.

He was lost. Not badly lost, not never-going-home |ost. Not even as | ost
as he'd been in the woods only an hour before. But when he | ooked back
he coul d see no sign of his home, his garden, the dead apple tree; and
when he | ooked forward, there was no indication at all that the

W | ki nsons' house stood anywhere out there in the whiteout.

Dan hunched his shoul ders and struggled on, wishing he'd found tine to
pul | on another sweatshirt under the ski-jacket he'd grabbed fromthe
cl oakroom He'd been cold before, but since he'd sanpled warnth in the
house he was now nore freezing than ever. One of his nother's
expressions came to mnd: colder than a witch's tit. The snow was a
solid wall, an all-enconpassi ng bl anket surroundi ng and hemmi ng himin,
and every step he took seened to
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move himto the place he'd just been. Nothing changed. An occasiona
uneven bit of ground beneath his foot marked where the meadow di pped or
rose, but that was all. He could see no houses, no trees, no signs that
he was anywhere he knew.

It had been like this earlier. And then he'd heard those pounding f oot steps.

He turned around, spinning a full circle in case soneone was runni ng at
hi m but succeeding only in disorientating hinself nore. At least up to

now he'd been going in roughly the right direction. Now he was

conpl etely confused. But he had to go on, he had to call the police. He
had to...

Megan had lost it. N kki was acting weird, and if what Megan had said
was true then Brand had got to their daughter, just as he'd prom sed.

Got to her and done God knows what. Dan had come home to protect them
returning fromhis trip to the police ... and having failed in something
so sinple, he'd let their unusual behavior drive himback out into the
blizzard. Brand may well be out here, he knew that, stalking the
snowscape. And he'd left his famly alone, and if Brand found their
house and made his way inside ..

Jereny was dead. Brand had killed him Dead!

"Jesus fucking Christ, what am| doing!" Dan turned and started runni ng
back the way he'd come, or as close to that direction as he could make
out. He tucked the baseball bat under his arm ready to swing it out and
use the nonentumto snmash it into Brand's face if he appeared fromthe
snow, he'd have no hesitation now, no second thoughts, and if it broke
his skull and
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they found himfrozen to the ground after the thaw, his bl ood hardened
into a crispy sheen on the grass, then Dan would adnit to it and
explain, point themin the direction of his crashed Freel ander and what
lay beneath it-

And then the house appeared before him the WI ki nsons' house, and the
front door swung open just as Dan cane to a standstill in front of it.

Brand was there. Cone in, have a cup of tea, it'll only take a nonment of
your time. The thought shocked Dan, al nbst nade himsmile, but then he
made out the detail

Snow flurried in around Brand and turned yellow in the light filtering
fromw thin. Frank WIKkinson's body lay crunpled on the floor behind
hi m bl ood spl ashed across the light tan carpet. Brand held a fist-sized
petrified wood scul pture by his side. Its yellowed surface was stained
red, and it seemed to be growing grey hair.

"Ch," said Brand, raising his eyebrows in nock-surprise. "I was just
| eaving." He dropped the scul pture.

Dan reacted quickly, letting the bat's weight swing it down and tw sting
his armto bring it up at Brand's jaw frombelow. It hit himjust as Dan
had i ntended, the |oud thunk nuffled by the snow.

Brand barely flinched. He snatched the bat from Dan's hands and held it
straight out by his side. "Like hitting people with wooden sporting

i mpl enents, don't you Dan?" Then he twitched his wist and the bat
struck Dan hard, high up on his left arm
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It was surprise nore than pain that made Dan cry out. The inpact was
heavy enough to send hi m staggering, and the two seconds it took for him
to regain his bal ance gave Brand the chance to swi ng the bat again,

ai mred higher this tine, ainming to connect with Dan's skull. He ducked
instinctively, and instead of connecting squarely with his head the bat
gl anced off. He slunped on all fours and rolled sideways in the snow
There was no pain in his head, no signs that the baseball bat had done
anything nore than part his hair, but then as he stood he felt the warm
flow of blood past his ear and down his neck. Realization nmade him
woozy. .. he swayed, having the presence of mind to nove backward, not
forward, and the bat swept by inches fromhis nose.

Dan fell again. He | anded heavily on his behind. He saw the tall shadow
advance fromthe doorway, Brand moving in to deliver the coup de grace
now t hat he was hel pl ess on the ground.

Beat himlast tine, Dan thought. One blow to the head and he was quiet.
Taught hima lesson. Can't let it change like this ... can't let the
bastard beat ne like this ..

"You're a stupid man, |eaving your fanmly unprotected,” Brand said,
rai sing the bat in both hands above his head. "Anything could happen to
them™

"What have you done to ny daughter?" Dan spat, the act of talking
driving a sharp pain through his tenple and down into his jaw That side
of his head now felt all wong, too big, not
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hi s anynore, and he wondered just how much damage had been done.

Brand paused for a noment, bat held high, snowflakes falling around him
but appearing to avoid his hair, coat and face entirely. "Conpared to
what I"'mgoing to do. ... Nothing at all." Then he swung strai ght down
at Dan's head.

Dan did the only thing he could do. Instinct took over and brought his
left hand up in a wardi ng-off gesture, his right hand pivoting himon
the ground ready to roll away if he had the chance.

He did not. Hi s hand was held pal mup, his fingers splayed, when the bat
struck it. He heard bones crunch-he had a brief inage of snapping a
handful of twi gs over his knee-and felt three of his fingers snap back
fingertips touching his wist. Pain drove down from his hand, through
his wist, forearm elbow and finally into his shoulder, jarring all the
way as his armwas driven way down by his side. Brand |ifted the bat
away and Dan fell onto his back, hand held as far away as possible to

| essen the chance of contact.

"So frail," Brand said. He stepped forward and stood over Dan, sw ngi ng
the bat back and forth above his face, a deadly pendul um sinking | ower
with every arc. "Look at you. | can never figure the ease with which you

give in. Al of you. It only takes a nonment..."

"You |l eave ny family alone," Dan hissed, pain giving his voice a hard,
desperate edge he had never heard before. It did not perturb Brand in
the slightest.
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"Or what? Really Dan, just |ook at yourself. Lying in the snow, crying
like a child-you are crying, you know, | can see the tears, they'l
freeze on your face when your blood turns cold- and in the space of five
seconds you could be dead. Inagine that. You've lived your whole life as
best you can, you've | ooked out for your famly ... well, nost of the
time. You've made your friends, choices and nistakes. You strive
constantly to better yourself-and | have to tell you, Dan, that
sometines there is no better in you- and you have a nice house. Really.
A nice famly, too." Brand was | ooking up now, staring off into the snow
as if contenplating sonething in the distance. "And with a coupl e of
blows | could enpty your head across the snow and you'd be nothing. A

[ unp of warm neat rapidly growi ng cold. Your history and menory freezing
on the ground, if the birds don't peck themup first. And you know t he
wor st thing?" He rested the curved head of the bat in the holl ow of
Dan's throat and squatted down above him his face within six inches of
Dan's. "The worst thing is that your wife and daughter won't know you're
dead until sonebody tells them"

Dan tried to shift, to nudge Brand away, but every novement pulled the
bat tighter into his throat. The pain in his hand made it difficult to
keep still. He thought, I'mgoing to die.

Brand stood again and slung the bat over his shoulder. "You work so hard
to i npress yourself on other people, but you only ever really, really
matter to yourself." Then he stood back two
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steps and brought the bat down in a high arc onto Dan's |left knee.

Dan screamed. It was high-pitched and out of control, and the snow
seened to echo it back at him He sucked in a breath to scream agai n,

but the pain, the shock had winded him He could only squirmin the
snow, trying not to touch down his hand or shift his knee but doing both
in the blindness of agony.

"That'll do for now," Brand said, and he wal ked off into the storm

Dan screwed his eyes shut and tried to keep still. The pain made him
squi rm and every novenent increased it, so the only recourse was to

scream Snow fell into his open nmouth and ran down his tongue |ike

spiders. It pattered into his eyes when he opened them filled his ears
where he twi sted on the ground, found its way into his clothing and laid
cool caresses across his skin. He was hot fromthe pain, sweating, and

that made himcolder. Even with his eyes closed tight, everything was white.

H s knee was smashed. He'd felt it disintegrate when the bat struck, a
sick, slipping feeling as bone parted and flesh gave way. H s whole | eg
was on fire. He managed to raise hinself enough to | ook down at the |eg
of his jeans, to see how bad it was. Snowflakes nmelted as they hit bl ood
and helped it flow easier. The ground beneath himwas turning pink. H's
hand was smashed too, and al t hough sonehow t he skin had not been broken
his fingers had, bent back at an angle too awful to view It had already
swelled to twice its normal size, the flesh puffing out to
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support the breaks, bruising turning his skin black. He sat up
carefully, holding all his weight on his right armuntil he was sitting
fully, groaning and whi ning through clenched teeth as his leg shifted
slightly. Touching the left side of his head with his right hand was
harder than he'd thought, but when it cane away glistening with fresh
bl ood he wi shed he hadn't bothered. What he'd felt there was entirely

t he wrong shape.

Hs left side was broken and bl eeding. He felt sick. Vision blurred and
danced before himas a sudden faint chilled his pain-hot body.

Brand had left himalive. That'll do for now, he'd said, and here he
was, alive.

Then the agony let the cold through once nore, and Dan realized that he
woul d very definitely die out here if he didn't help hinmself now
Fainting woul d give himto the cold. Lying back and waiting for the pain
to fade would do the sane.

As logic marshalled itself once nore he thought of Megan and N kki
Remenbered why he'd cone out here in the first place. Realized just
where Brand nmust be headi ng.

The W ki nsons' open front door was several steps away. They had a phone.
He woul d have to craw .

"God | oves you, N kki. Not him Not that devil." N kki had | ocked her

bedroom door. The | ock was so old that Megan had forgotten it existed,
t hey must have painted over it twice since they'd |lived here. They were



normally a very open famly, or so she thought. Open and trusting. Well,
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maybe. She knew that was not the case with her-she was aware of her own
truths shielded fromthe world, and especially from Dan and Ni kki - but
generally they were quite free with each other. No need to hide

anyt hing. No need for |ocks on doors.

"Ni kki, please, open the door honey. Your dad's gone to call the police,
they' Il be here soon, there's nothing to worry about." She felt tears
com ng on again but fought them back. They would distort her voice and
Ni kki woul d hear, and Megan did not want to frighten her. That bastard
had al ready touched her. She nust be scared enough

Didn't |look scared in the bath, someone whi spered in her own voi ce.

Megan | ooked around and saw a nouse at the top of the stairs, staring at
her as it sat on its hindquarters and cl eaned its whi skers. Snow had

| ayered the carpet fromthe snmashed wi ndow, but the cold seenmed not to
disturb the calmrodent. "Piss off!" she hissed at it, hearing a sudden
novenent from behind Nikki's bedroom door. She took off a shoe and threw
it, but it bounced past the nouse and tunbl ed downstairs.

"N kki -"

"I"'mnot listening to you, Mum" her daughter said. "lI'msitting on ny
bed and I' mthinking of him because he |oves nme and he's going to take
me away. |'mnot listening to you ... swear all you want, beg God for

hel p, He's not listening. If He was why woul d he have made Dad run out
on you again."

"He has not run out!" She stared at the door
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and consi dered smashing this one in as well. But breaki ng down doors was
not an answer, Megan knew that. There would al ways be anot her door to
hi de behi nd.

"What if Brand were to come back now and kill you, MunP"

"I know that's not N kki talking!" Megan screaned, alternating her gaze
bet ween t he cl osed door and the nouse on the landing ... now joined by a
spi der, rushing across the snow dappled carpet in rapid stops and
starts. Fromthe other direction, in her and Dan's bedroom sonething
was scratching at the wi ndow asking to be let in.

Megan crawl ed al ong the | andi ng and crushed the spi der beneath her palm
She reached for the nouse but it hurried past her and di sappeared into
one of the two spare bedroons.

"Mum " Ni kki said. "You're not doing any killing out there, are you?"
"That is not N kki," Megan said. "That is not ny daughter.”

Sonebody banged on the front door. Megan gasped in relief. She | ooked

t hrough the bani sters and saw Dan standi ng outside sil houetted agai nst
the snow, darkening the frosted glass with his shadow. She ran
downstairs, seeing darting things fromthe corner of her eye. She turned
this way and that, trying to catch sight of themfeathery shapes



fluttering above her head, slinky bodies slipping along skirting boards,
bl ack bl urs scurrying across the tinber floor-but whi chever way she
turned they
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seened to elude her, nmoving just outside her field of vision

The knocki ng came again, giving her an instant sense of deja vu, noving
her out of the normal and into the abnormal. Usually she enjoyed deja
vu, tried to perpetuate it by submtting to what it nmade her say, | ook
at, do. Perhaps it took her nearer to God, because it gave her the idea
that He was | ooking out for her, her life watched over beyond her ken
But not now. Now it scared her badly, because even though this al
seened so fanmiliar-fromlittle over an hour ago-there had been no
fleeting shapes dancing at the extrenes of her vision then. No
surreptitious sounds from behind skirting boards and cl osed doors.

Had t here?

Dan was sl unped agai nst the door now, the shadow of the baseball bat a
dark exclamati on mark agai nst the white background.

Megan drew the bolts and flipped the catch, and too | ate she saw the
shadow grow tall er and wi der as the door began to swi ng open. She tried
to push it closed, but the baseball bat drove through and | evered the
door agai nst her. She braced her feet against the floor, but there was
no conpetition. When Brand decided the silly little game was over he

t hrew the door open and Megan went tunbling.

"CGet out!" she screaned. She glared at him down at the bat-it was stil
dri ppi ng darkly- up again. "Were's Dan?"

Hs eyes were full of a dark liquid mirth. H's
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scars seened to dance, but it may have been the light. "Wuo?"

"The police are on their way. He's called the police and they'll be here
soon!"

"Well then," Brand said closing and | ocki ng the door behind him "I'lI
have to be an inconsiderate | over and cone first. No tinme to waste with
ni ceties.”

Megan tried to stand but he was already there, twi sting one hand into
her hair and tugging until she slid to her side on the floor. He haul ed
her across the hallway, whistling all the way. There was no tune to his
whi stl e, no discernible background or formation, but it made her skin
craw and drove her into a dark, Godless panic ... a panic where there
was no God, because how could He allow this? ... a dark place where
Brand's tune inspired fal se menories of bad, bad tines, where all the
truths she tried so hard to believe in were nocked, shit upon, spat upon
by this bastard because all truths were lies, life itself was alie ..

"Meet ny friends," Brand said. He pulled hard and Megan slid past him
into the study.

She heard her scalp rip before the pain hit, a white-hot glaze over her



whol e skull that set her ears and neck aflanme. It felt as if she'd been
doused in acid. She went to scream but held back, closing her eyes,

bl ocki ng out his face and opening herself up to God, using His | ove and
her love for Hmto tenper the pain. She did not want to give Brand the
sati sfaction.

"Megan," he said, clocking her on the head with the baseball bat. She
wi nced, opened her
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eyes. He had bl ooded his cheeks with the clot of her scalp, and the
bl ood nmoved. He gl anced over her shoul der and nodded. "As | said ... ny
friends." The door shut on his smile and Megan turned to | ook behind her

She gave in to the scream Nothing could hold that back: faith in God,
certainty in her love for Hm strength, strength from anywhere. Nobody
was that strong

The room was alive

Ni kki sat on her bed and stared out at the snow, seeing only white but
imagining a lot nore. She imagined the tree-line, standing stark and
dark fromthe snowfields and providing sonme sort of shelter for Brand.
Because he woul d stand and watch her wi ndow, day in, day out, naybe
forever, watch as she dressed and undressed for him brushed her hair
for him stood naked at the wi ndow and turned slowy around for his
attention. He would want her, she would feel the waves of lust heating
the surface of the snow and sending it into a nelt, a billion glittering
di anonds of water sinmmering and then refreezing when Brand started to
wal k towards the house. It was all so romantic. How much nust he | ove
her to be out in this storn? How nmuch must he really want her, to make
him stay around after they'd given hima lift, watch her, follow her and
make sure he could see her all the tine? Romantic ... even that tine at
the party, when his eyes had been hard and bl ank as he cane ... bad
lighting in the cellar, perhaps, the light refracting through old
bottles of wine to steal away his | ook
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of rapture. She had never let Jazz do that, but with Brand it seemed so
natural, so pure, so clean. And now that Jazz was gone ..

gone ...

A breath of cool air swept under her bedroom door and gave her
goosebunps. Soneone had just wal ked over her grave, her grandnother
woul d have said. She'd been full of sayings. There were footsteps on the
stairs, slow and heavy, certainly not her nmother. She'd gone to answer

t he door and N kki had sat back, resting on her hands, staring fromthe
wi ndow, imagining Brand ... and now it sounded as if he'd come for her

She smled and felt her skin prickling all over at the thought of him
touching her. There was a sudden pain in her side, |like a tw nge of
stitch, but she shifted and it faded. Her smile faltered slightly. She
sat up straight and alert. The cool breeze under the door was stil

there. So were the footsteps. She tried to i magi ne Brand naked, his cock
hard and ready to inpale her, but try as she m ght she could not see
lust in his expression, nor |ove, nor anything other than that bland
nockery she'd seen before, the snile she'd tried to attribute to |ove



but which in reality was little nore than a passing interest.
No. He loved her. He did, and she'd make himlove her nore.

Per haps now, this evening, he'd show her the brand he'd spoken of. And
she woul d see what had been done to him

323
Chapt er Sixteen

Dan lay on his right side in the snow H's armwas stretched al ong the
ground above his head. The pain was so bad that he could not keep stil
between crawl s, and he was afraid that he'd roll over onto his back, hit
the ground with his ruined left |eg and hand.

The snow was al ready four inches deep

He' d made about six feet, if that. Halfway to the WIkinsons' front
door. He tried focussing on that rectangle of light, but it was tainted
by the sight of Frank's body at its base and the bl oody carpet beneath
his head. Luckily he was facing into the house and away fromthe door
perhaps turning to ook for his wife in those final nonments. Dan was
glad. He didn't think he could stand Frank's dead eyes watching his
struggl e.

He cl awed his hand again, gritted his teeth and
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tried pushing with his right |leg, shouting in pain but conpleting the
noverent because there was no other way. Pain was transitory, he'd read
t hat somewhere, horrible at the time but functional, a biologica
war ni ng that his body was damaged. In days or weeks he woul d not
renmenber this pain, it would not matter, so he tried to deal with it
like that. In a way, it was interesting. It wasn't the pain actually
damagi ng him He'd al ready been danaged. Perhaps the cold hel ped, too.
He could no longer feel the toes of either foot.

And he closed his eyes when he pushed to think of Megan and Ni kki. He

i magi ned N kki being attacked by that bastard, pictured hinself com ng
to her rescue and caving the fucker's head in with the baseball bat,
carrying N kki away and soothing her and telling her everything was
going to be all right. He did not allow thoughts of her enjoying Brand,
any enjoynent was based on his lies, his deceits. Dan would lay his head
open and let his smashed brain steamaway all its corrupted ideas. And
Megan, his lovely, disturbed wife ... the only picture he could conjure
was as he'd found her after the attack in the city. He would not see her
like that again. He would reach her before that happened, he would
defend her, stand in the way if needs nust. Each day since then he'd
hated hinself a little nmore for not being there, even though Megan said
she I oved himjust as nmuch, she hadn't blamed him could not blanme him
It wasn't her blame he was concerned about.

So thinking, Dan felt the WIkinsons' front doorstep against his
fingertips. He grabbed on
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and pull ed, kicking nore with his right |eg, accepting the pain by



shouting and swal |l owi ng a mout hful of snow. H's shoul der touched the
sill and he rolled onto his front; it was the only way he could get in.
H's ruined | eft hand fl opped uselessly in the snow and Dan tried to
burrow it down, hoping the cold would nunb shattered nerves and dull the
pai n.

Frank's body lay just past the swi ng radius of the door. Dan saw that he
coul d squeeze past it quite easily, but the old man's bl ood had soaked
into the carpet and spread in a |arge pool around him He'd have to

craw through the blood to go in search of the phone. It just was not fair.

"Fuck this," Dan whi spered, his voice shockingly loud in the silence. He
paused for a noment, listened, heard only the secretive hush of the
heavy snowfall and a strange, electrical fizzing from sonewhere in the
house. "Myra?" he called. He did not expect an answer. "Mra?" One nore
try for luck, one nore try, and perhaps he liked the sound of his own
voice in this deathly, nmuffled silence. He glanced at Frank and tried
not to see the danmage to his head. Dan had never been close to the

W | ki nsons-they never had each other around to dinner, nothing Iike
that-but he'd hel ped the old man dig a soakaway in his garden the

previ ous year, and he renenbered the gent's gentle disgust at the way
the world was going, his nourning of older, sinpler tines. They'd shared
some | aughs and a few cool beers together, and now ..

"CGot to stand. Got to get the phone." Dan gasped and grunted and swore,
biting his lip unti
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it bled to disperse the faintness as he nanaged to haul hinmself up
hol di ng onto the door handl e then reaching up and curling his fingers
over the door head, supporting his weight on his one good | eg and
pausing to |l et everything settle down once nore.

Brand coul d be there by now, he knew. It nust be ten mnutes since he'd
left. If he had managed to wal k straight to their house through this
storm he could be there, inside his house, doing whatever it was he'd
cone to do. Dan felt like crying, raging at his inpotence, but he also
knew that this would gain nothing. He kept his anger in and used it
instead to attack the pain.

He slid along the hall wall on his right side, trying to nove his left
leg but finding the pain easier if he sinply allowed it to drag al ong
behind him He held his swollen hand slightly away from his body,
fingers splayed in unnatural directions, the skin a dark purple. He
reached a corner and turned, resting for a few seconds before carrying
on. If he allowed the pain to die down it would be worse when it flared
again, so he kept up a continuous novenent, cursing and swearing and
shouting, unreasonably enbarrassed at the words he was using. Frank had
hated profanity. He kept gl ancing down at the dead man, and now that he
could see Frank's face the gl ances were quicker. Dan didn't |ike the way
hi s head | ooked.

He knocked pictures fromthe wall with his shoul der and they snmashed on
the floor, worsening the scene of violence. Frank and Myra's children
woul d have to tidy themup, he knew, pick up the shattered gl ass and
deci de whet her
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to keep the ol d photographs inside. Frank and Myra on a beach sonewhere;
a fifty-year-old weddi ng photograph; a famly shot, a dozen unknown
faces staring at himfrombetter times ..

Finally he reached the living roomdoor. The electrical sound was coning
from here, acconpani ed now with the sharp tang of burning. Easing

hi rsel f around the door he saw the television, a fist-sized hole snmashed
into the screen, snoke wisping fromthe grille at the back. Small
flashes lit its insides. And then he saw Myra's | egs stretched behind a
chair, her feet turned in so that her toes touched, her white dress
spattered with red.

"No nore," he whined, glad when tears blurred the scene. "No nore,

pl ease no nore." He tried not to see Megan lying there in place of Mra,
but once the idea existed it would not go away. "No, no, no." The

tel ephone was on a table several feet away. Dan pushed away fromthe
door frame and hobbled to it, hopped, screanming as his left foot hit the
ground and jarred his knee, crying out all the time, "No, no, no!"

He snatched the receiver fromthe cradle and |listened to terrible
not hi ngness. No tone. No static. Silence.

"Shit!" He screanmed, smashed the receiver into the phone and I|istened
again, nade sure it was connected at the wall, nade sure there was not
an on/off button on the phone itself, stared at Myra's | egs, wondered if
Brand had raped her, |ooked back and saw Frank's corpse watching him

wi th hooded eyes, one side of his face dented
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and split, smashed the phone again, |istened, nothing.
Not hi ng

No hel p.

He had to get back home. He had no idea what he could do once he
arrived-if he got there through this blizzard and didn't end up frozen
to his own driveway-but that did not matter. Megan and N kki mattered.
Hs fanmily mattered, and seeing Frank and Myra dead in their own house
reinforced that nore than ever. They had fanmily. He'd knocked pictures
of themoff the walls as he slid by. They had famly, and that was nore
i mportant than anything. More inportant than life.

He' d never nake it wi thout help. Frank sonetimes used a wal king stick
Dan had seen hi mwhen he and Myra went for strolls along the road

| eadi ng t hrough t he woods, but where the hell. ... And then providence
snmled, fate-nore used to fucking himover big-tine-turned a blind eye,
and Dan saw the handle of the stick curved over the back of an arnthair.

When he left the WI kinsons' house he was crying again fromthe pain,
and the tears were cooling on his cheeks and making his face cold. He
tried to pack snow around his damaged knee, but the blood sinply nelted
it and sluiced it away down his trouser |leg. He plunged his swollen hand
into the snow, but the dark bruising was hot, and it did the sane.

Pain, then. He'd have to see the pain through and do whatever his
damaged body all owed, ignoring the nmessages that told himto stop, this is
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hurting you, it's naking your | eg worse, injuring your hand nore. The
snowst orm seermred worse than ever, |oading his eyel ashes and driving into
his eyes, stinging the exposed skin of his face |ike cigarette burns. He
could take time to find a scarf, towel, anything to protect hinself nore
fromthe storm but tinme was sonething he did not have.

Brand coul d be there by now.

Dan cl osed the front door on the horrors behind himand turned to
confront those that |ay ahead.

The room was alive. Megan was at the center of their world, and they had
i nvaded hers.

The study had one wall Iined with books, and the shel ves now craw ed
with life of every kind. Ants created new titles on book spines,
woodl i ce and beetles hurried along the shelf lips, spiders slung

t hensel ves from above on gossaner threads, worns slid across the tops of
t he books, seeking dark. Small things hurried in and out between the
packed books, too small to see individually but creating a hazy sheen as
a whole, a blurring of vision. A troop of snails hung on the undersides
of shel ves, extending hesitant antennae into the light. Birds perched on
t he upper shelves, pecking at a daring insect now and then, picking
nmotionless flies off the wall and ceiling. Blue tits, siskins, a tiny
wren, several sparrows, a pair of bull finches, and in the corner of the
rooma | esser spotted woodpecker, beak pointing directly at Megan's face
i ke a threat.

They were all watching her.
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A badger sat on the desk, its snout twitching as it took a good snell of

the rooms new visitor. Two squirrels frolicked on the wi ndowsill and

the end of the desk, junping back and forth, swapping positions but

al ways turning around ... to | ook at Megan. Under the desk a hedgehog

rooted in the bin, turning its head every few seconds to gl ance at Megan
or to make sure she was still there

A fox lay under the easy chair. A stoat weaved along at skirting |evel,
darting fromone itemof furniture to another. O her things noved around
the room sone of which she did not recognise, ignorance of nature or
shock confusing her ... or perhaps they had no nane.

They were all watching her, their eyes a uniform bl ank, and whi chever
way she turned she was being stared at. Their eyes were not as they
shoul d be, they were deformed and full of him She heard hi m nmounting
the stairs overhead, but she knew that he could still see her. She
wanted to be brave, defiant, wanted to pronise himthat he'd never break
her ... but she screaned.

The sound sent a brief ripple through the Iife around her. A couple of
bi rds hopped fromone place to another, the fox lay its ears back
against its head and the squirrels stopped |eaping, but other than that
there was little reaction. She stood hurriedly, screamed again and

ki cked out at a small nouse sniffing at her toes. It ducked to one side
to dodge the kick and started sniffing again.

The carpet was suddenly crawling with things, ant-sized upwards, and



Megan went on tiptoes
331

to avoid them Her bal ance wavered and she had to reach out to steady
hersel f against the black wall... but it was usually sunshine yell ow,

t he bl ackness now gi ven by hundreds of spiders, furry and spindly

| egged, small and | arge. Her hand hit the wall and they parted around
it. She was so scared, she could not scream There was nothing crushed
beneath her hand ... they'd noved away |ike grease under attack from
detergent, forming a circle which now cl osed, closed.

Megan noved back into the center of the roomand tried to stanp down on
the things on the floor, scream ng again, sw ping at her hair because
there was sonething tangled in there.

Still they watched her. Werever she trod, the creatures nmoved quickly
aside. She hit nothing. Their reaction was too fast, unnatural, but she
kept stanping and ki cking and scraping her foot along the floor to try
and crush and break the things staring at her. She danced, running on

t he spot, mnoving across the room and ki cking out at the fox. Her foot
was not fast enough. The fox ducked its head and dodged to the side,
darted past her and stood by the door, watching again.

They were God's creatures turned against her. In the lion's den, Daniel
had extracted the thorn and nade friends, turned wldness into
tenderness. Now she was trying to put the thorn back in, but the
reaction was not the opposite. These aninmals weren't wild, tender
aggressive, or subdued. They were sinply Brand's. "CGod, CGod, God," Megan
hi ssed as she danced, kicked and punched at nothing, but He was letting
her find her own way because nothi ng changed.
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They sat and stared. He stared.
There was nothing left to do but go nmad.

"Ni kki," the voice said through the door. It made the hairs on her neck
stand on end and sent a shiver down her spine, a shiver that remained in
her groin instead of dissipating. Fear and anticipation kept it there.
Per haps the greatest part of love was fear. And the nobst powerful part
of sex was anti ci pation.

Ni kki was al ready standing by the door ready to let himin. She touched
the bolt and it felt warm as if he was touching it fromthe other side.
She woul d feel that warnth soon across her skin.

She drew back the bolt and opened the door. A breath of cool air cane
in, exuded from Brand where he stood in the doorway. H s skin was pale,
a bluish tinge testanent to the cold, the white scar was raised and his
eyes ... they were upon her, they were looking into her, but they were
cold and jet-bl ack.

"Ch God," Nikki sighed, the skin of her scalp tingling. The stitch in
her side returned and she went down on her knees before him but he
lifted her under the arnmpits, taking her off her feet with ease and
wal ki ng her across the roomto the bed.

"Not that," he said. "Hasn't anyone ever told you that variety is the



spice of life?"

Even his voice was sex, caressing her with its cadences and sendi ng her
heart thunping, her breath racing. He lay her on the bed and stood up
slipping his coat fromhis shoul ders. Snow
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fell fromit and hit the floor, nmelting into the carpet. He took

somet hing shiny fromits deep pocket before dropping it, smling down at
Ni kki as he turned the knife and threw its reflection across her body.
She could feel it, a cool caress as the weak light from outside
travell ed up her |egs, across her groin and over her stomach, as if he
was ki ssing her already. Her arnpits were still warmfromwhere he'd
touched her. The heating in the house nust have gone off because she was
shivering and her breath condensed in the air. H's touch was warm the
snow did not nmelt in his hair or on his shoulders, she was cold, when he
cane it had burned her skin it was so cold ... and just what was he?

"\What ?" N kki whi spered, watching the knife, suddenly afraid. It was
perfectly polished, its point so sharp that she could not make out where
kni fe ended and fresh air began.

"Watch," he said, and he touched her chest with the blade. He held it
bet ween t hunb and forefinger and guided it down between her breasts,
over her sternum and across her bellybutton, exerting no pressure.

Her T-shirt parted perfectly, every thread cut, and she felt the sharp
point tracing an invisible |Iine down across her bare skin. She gasped
and arched her back, afraid that the novenment woul d encourage
penetration but unable to help herself. Brand stroked again with the
knife and the front of her bra parted. Her chest rose and fell with her
frantic breathing, and every novenent pulled the material further apart.

Brand | ooked down at her face, unsmling, but
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she saw the love in his eyes, the glint of lust. He repeated the
performance on his own shirt, sliding the knife in above the top button
and letting gravity take it down, buttons popping off and tinkling to
the floor as the shirt opened up. He was wearing a T-shirt underneath.
He split this too, but he nust have been pushing too hard because
rosettes of blood bl oomed on the white materi al

"Careful,"” N kki gasped, but then she saw his face, saw his eyes turned
up slightly, and realized that he was doing it on purpose.

And then, as his shirt parted and she saw his stomach and chest, she
realized that he nust have done this many, nany tinmes before

"My mark," he said, taking off his shirt and T-shirt and letting her see
his torso. Every inch of his skin was scarred. These were not just
passi ng cuts, but deep incisions, gouges, holes. Al were heal ed and

cl osed-all except for the cuts he had just made, old scars bl eeding
fresh bl ood. H's skin rose in knobs and tw sted heals. Every gash mnust
have needed stitching; none had been. "My brand."

"What's your nane?" N kki asked, unsure of where the question came from



"Brand. "
"Who ... ?"

He straddl ed her and rested his weight on her hips. He caressed her
stomach with his warmfingertips. The novenment caused a ripple in his
chest muscles, sent old scars dancing. "W did this? People. Tinme. So
now | live apart from both."
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"You're so warm"

"Shhhh," Brand said, lifting one side of her slashed T-shirt and bra
with the point of the knife and laying it over her arm exposing her breast.

He reached behind himwi th his other hand and touched her between the
| egs, pushing gently at her jeans with his knuckle. She wi shed he'd cut
those off as well. Then she thought, He will soon

Ni kki watched his face as he stared at her, saw it unchanging as he
touched her nipple with the cold knife, and she realized that the
duel I i ng scar had vani shed. She gasped and bit her lip, tensing beneath
t he bl ade, arching her back again. Brand lay the netal flat on her

ni pple and nmoved it slightly fromside to side, then he jerked the knife
away quickly. N kki cried out, closed her eyes and lay still. H s weight
still had her pinned down.

She heard her nother scream ng from somewhere down bel ow.

When she | ooked she saw a |ine of blood running down her breast and
pooling on her chest. There was a small cut next to her nipple. Brand
bent forward and kissed it, his other hand exerting nore pressure,

Ni kki's chest rising to neet his nouth as her breathing turned to
panting, and when his cold tongue touched her warm bl ood and cool ed the
nip of pain she gasped, crying out and covering her nother's angui shed
screanms with her own.

He suckled for a while, then sat back up. She could barely see him
t hrough the ecstatic haze. Hi s face had blurred. She nmust be crying. Then
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her ot her nippl e hardened under the ice-cold knife, and Brand's shadow
bent down once nore.

He was going to get lost out here in the snow and die. He'd headed off
fromthe WIkinsons' in the direction he knew hone to be, he'd been
wal ki ng as straight as he could, he'd even bunped into the fence he knew
bounded the road between their two properties ... but the pain was close
to defeating him the snow was worse, and he was going to coll apse and
freeze to death. They'd find himin a couple of days, just another
corpse between two houses of death.

And that's what nmade himgo on. Falling over and giving in would be too
easy. Brand may win in the end, but he would not conquer. Dan woul d
fight until he could not even think any nore, he'd decided that already,
and such determ nati on gave himan unreasonable optimsm Even if | die
you haven't really won, he was thinking. You can nurder us, but you
can't kill our famly.



Dan | eaned over the wal king stick and dragged his bad | eg behind hinm it
hurt, but less than trying to lift it clear of the ground altogether
He'd never felt pain fromcold but he did now He'd cone out with a
thick coat but no gloves or scarf, and now the cold was picking at his
fingertips, constantly trying to slow the blood circul ation, battling

back and forth with his warnth until it felt like a mllion pins were
being driven into his fingers and hands and cheeks, pricking right down
to the bone. Still, it provided a counterpoint for the agony in his leg

and hand. The
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nore he hurt all over, the |l ess extrene the individual pains seened to be.
Per haps he was dyi ng al ready.

He wal ked; he shrugged snow from his shoul ders and shook it fromhis
head; and he renenbered good tinmes. Perhaps good tinmes would keep him
warm he mused, or naybe they would steer himback home. If nothing else
they would offer a distraction while cruel reality took himtoward his
death much faster than was fair. He thought about a holiday they'd taken
a few years ago. N kki had been el even, old enough to seemlike a wonman
somet i nes, young enough to still be their little girl, happy to give him
a kiss and cuddle in public, not yet concerned about being enbarrassed
in front of her mates. They'd hired a barge for a week and cruised the
Norfol k canals, pleased when they came to an autonmated | ock and equal ly
happy when they had to work the | ock thenselves. N kki had been ecstatic
when her parents had to take to the bank to open the gates, because then
they'd left her to steer the barge into the lock, easing the throttle so
gently, nudging the buffers suspended fromthe walls, so proud when they
cane back aboard and prai sed her. The weat her had been fine all week,
and one day he and N kki had spent a couple of hours sunbathing on the
roof of the barge while Megan steered and sipped w ne.

Dan and hi s daughter had chatted about things. The past first of all,
and then the future, what she wanted to do, where she wanted to go, who
she wanted to be. Dan had | ain back and |istened, watching puffy white
cl ouds pass slowy
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overhead and hearing the soft shush of water against the hull, a
soporific background to his daughter's excited chatter. It was, he'd
thought at the tine, the first tine he had really become aware of her

i mpendi ng adul t hood. She was her own person with her own dreans and
anbiti ons and ideas about things. Watever he said to her from now on
she woul d make up her own mind. He could advise, but not guide. It had
been an extraordinarily happy nmonent but al so extrenely sad, know ng
that his little girl was not really that little any nore, and that from
then on the inportant choices would be her own.

"You're a good girl," Dan whispered into the snow, his voice hoarse from
the cold. "A good girl, Nikki, Daddy's good girl. You do what you like,
as long as it's good." Pain tried to hobble him drop himinto the snow
where ice-cold arns woul d hold himdown, freeze him |eech the warnth
from his bones and his mnd. But he renmenbered that little girl on top
of the barge and wal ked on, each step an agony, expecting at any nonent
to slip away fromthe wal king stick and break another bone.



He cl osed his eyes and wal ked, and for a few seconds he was in a warm
operating theatre, surgeons rushing around, grim expressions hidden by
green surgical nmasks. They'd let himin, but only on his insistence. The
nmoni tori ng machi nes had told themthat the baby was in distress, it had
to be born now, and Megan was crying as she was jerked and wenched
around. Dan stayed close to her behind the rai sed sheet screen, not
wanting to see what they were doing
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to his wife even though he could close his eyes and imagine it. She
cried and groaned and whi npered, and he tried to hear what the nurses
and doctors were saying to each other, was it |ighthearted banter or
serious talked Iightened up for his benefit? Every second that went by
wi thout a sound terrified him he was sweating and shaking nearly as
much as Megan, and then they heard her cry ... her first cry ... and he
burst into tears, vision blurred so that he didn't really see his
daughter as they showed her to hi mbefore whisking her away to cl ean her
up. Megan was shaki ng, shock setting in, but she was smling too. She
was smling.

Dan opened his eyes. "Like you smling," he said past blue lips. "Like
the idea of you smiling. And you ..." He smiled hinmself, because in his
mnd's eye was Ni kki-a baby, a girl on the verge of her teens, and the
beauti ful young woman she was now | ooking at himw th her cheeky

| opsided grin. "You may be seventeen, but you're still nmy little girl."

He struggled on through the pain. Hs famly gave himstrength, his |ove
for themand theirs for him And a few mnutes |ater the stark, ghostly
formof the dead apple tree junped fromthe blizzard before him old
angul ar branches hol ding onto clunps of snow. He | eaned agai nst the
fence and fell over, crying out as he rolled but picking hinmself up
agai n straight away.

Three steps fromthe front door he brandi shed the wal king stick before
him hopping the last few feet to crash against the door. He tried the
handle. It was | ocked.
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Dan slid down to the step and felt tears freezing on his cheeks.
It was beautiful. Jazz had never been like this.

Ni kki's room had faded around her until there was only her and Brand,
the soft bed beneath their bodies, sheets danpened by sweat and beconi ng
nore tangl ed as they squirned and noved together. He turned her over and
pressed hinself to her back, biting her neck, her shoul der bl ades, her
buttocks, biting again, kissing her with the knife and it was beautiful
feeling the air touch where the knife had ki ssed was beautiful, and then
he suckl ed the blood and pressed his tongue into the wound. Every touch
of the knife sent a small shudder through her, every wet kiss of knife
or tongue or both, by now she couldn't tell which was which ..

He said nothing. He just did. Did things she had never dreaned of,
parted her legs with his knee and lay the knife against the curves of
her buttocks, let blood run and then followed it with his tongue. She
lifted to allow himaccess and the knife kissed again, every parting of
skin a rapture.



He noved back up her body and entered her, and she gasped because he was
so cold. Her heat nade himfeel colder still, and as he noved she could
feel every inch, every gnarled and twi sted scar that covered even that
part of him The only sounds were her own heavy breathing and the
raspi ng of his rough skin against her snmooth, |ubricated by the sheen of

blood ... blood ... there was so nuch ..
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Ni kki lifted her head and opened her eyes, twisting so that she could

see the bl oodstained sheets. Surely that wasn't right? Blood |like that
was bad, red, danger, and there was so much, was she feeling weak
al ready? Was this really what she thought? Was Brand really |oving her?

She opened her nouth, not knowi ng what was going to energe.

Brand ki ssed the back of her neck and slid the knife al ong her side,
parting skin as he drove back into her. He stilled and N kki felt

col dness flooding her. Still he said nothing but N kki gasped, wondering
how she coul d possi bly have thought that anything was w ong.

He turned her onto her back again, sliding his hands across her bl oody
nakedness. His face was blurred, a red snear, she nust have bl ood in her
eyes. Nerve endings flared across her body, the knife and his nmouth

ki ssing her, blade and flesh, tongue and netal sucking or opening, or
both, it was all so beautiful.

Ni kki reached for himand found himstill hard, cold yet wanting. She
drew hi m down to her but he held back, touching her belly with the coo
kni fe, pushing.

Ni kki screaned and sniled. She knew that he was giving the very best he
coul d.

In madness Megan found a strange peace. She had called to God but found
H m col d and wanting, hol di ng back judgnment on sonething that was so
plainly bad, evil, corrupt. So she turned to something el se. She | ooked
to her menory. And she found N kki, a bloody wet bundle
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only just pulled fromher body, waved in front of her for a few precious
seconds and then taken away again. They would cl ean her and nake sure
she was well, Megan knew, but she wanted her baby with her now Dan
hugged her head and cried. Megan knew she should cry too, but she could
not. Instead she began to shake.

Her baby, her baby was covered in bl ood and crying.

"Baby," she said, "I want ny baby." They had used knives to open her up
she knew, a scalpel to slice under the nound of her belly so that they
could reach in and take out her baby, relieve her distress, rescue her
beautiful daughter fromthe deadly trap Megan's wonb had becone. But
their scal pels may have cut a |lot nmore, gone in too deep, and she had to
see her daughter to nake sure she was unharmed by the cool bl ade.

"Ni kki," she said, because that was the nane she and Dan had chosen for
agirl. Megan was instantly aware that the first time she had uttered it
was in fear. "Nikki, | want N kki, where's ny baby N kki ?"

And then she had her, a warmbundle, a miracle with black shiny eyes



| ooki ng around in wonder, staring up at her nother's face and perhaps
feeling safe at |ast.

Megan stood in the mddle of the study and wept into her hands. And then
she froze, a gasp half out, a nenory unfinished, because she thought she
had heard her baby crying again.

She | ooked around. The room was enpty. There were no animals. He was no
| onger wat chi ng her.
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Per haps he was too invol ved el sewhere

"No," Megan said. She darted for the door. The hallway outside was
silent, but if she held her breath and listened carefully she could hear
somet hing fromupstairs. It was a human sound, though she could not tel
who was nmaking it, or what was nmeant by it. No words for sure. A cry
maybe, or a scream or both. A gasp of pain or pleasure.

Her baby ... the nmenory canme again of Nikki finally being handed to her
but this time her baby had not escaped the scalpel. This tine, the
nurses place a slashed and bl eeding infant in her arms, and her baby was
crying and scream ng at the unfairness of it all

Wth her first foot on the stairs sonething nade Megan turn and | ook at
the front door. For the third time that day, soneone was trying to get
in. For the first time she knew for sure who it was. Brand was upstairs
wi th their daughter, so the shape slunped against the glass could only
be Dan. For a second she did not know which way to go. God hel ps those

she thought, and realized that she and Dan together would at | east
stand a chance. She went to the front door and opened it.

Dan was dead. He nust be to | ook that bad, that blue. And the snow
around hi mwas speckled red, a pink pattern already spreading fromhis

m sshapen leg like ink on blotting paper. There was snow frozen in his
hair, if he'd been alive his body heat would be nelting it, and he nust
have been here for ages because there were icicles hanging fromhis eyes-
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He noved. Her husband turned to | ook at her, and Megan cried out because
it must be Brand doing this, playing the sick puppeteer with poor dead
Dan's freezing corpse-

"Megan, " Dan said.

Megan knew her husband's voice. That bastard could not contrive that.
"Ch Dan, he's upstairs with N kki," she said, hauling himin across the
snow and ignoring his high-pitched keening, knowing that all there was
for themto do was to rescue N kki from Brand's cl utches.

She hel ped him stand. He was crying and whining with the pain but he did
not push her away. He al so knew what needed doi ng, and they did not need
to say anything else. As soon as he could stand, nove, they had to go
upstairs. Their baby was up there, and Brand was doi ng somet hing to her

Even now, they both thought at the sanme tinme, it nay be too | ate.

There was a smash and the door burst open. N kki turned her head to | ook



at her parents standing in the doorway, and she opened her mouth, sighed
and smled happily as Brand nade his own beautiful brand of |love to her

"You'll scar," he whispered in her mind, "and nmaybe you'll growto like it.
Megan smashed at the door with the heavy tool box fromthe spare room

and it surprised themboth by bursting open at the first inpact. Dan

| eaned agai nst the frame and held the wal ki ng
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stick ready. Megan dropped the tool box, a screwdriver gripped in her fist.

Brand was raping their daughter. That hit home first, but then sone odd
t hi ngs about the scene struggled to inmprint on Dan and Megan's ninds.
The bl ood, there was so much blood, too nmuch ... and Brand's position
was all wong, he held hinmself away from Ni kki and they could see the
kni fe, keen blade dulled with blood as it disappeared inside their
daughter's stomach

Ni kki turned to | ook at them And she screaned. So nuch agony and pain
and hurt there, so nmuch betrayal. She screamed at the unfairness of it all.

Dan and Megan | aunched thensel ves into the room

Dan staggered with his first step. He knew he was going over, so with a
shout that hurt his throat and blurred his vision he used his nmonentum
to swing the wal king stick at Brand. Its heavy rubber-coated end struck
t he naked man's back, skittering froma knot of grey scars and
clattering to the floor. Dan did the sane, holding out his right hand to
deflect the fall, his left hand conming around automatically and hitting
the carpet with him H's screamcontinued, rising in pitch

Soneone el se screaned as well, the sound perpetuating the echoes of

Ni kki's cries. At first Dan thought it was Brand but then realized it
was Megan, |eaping across his prone form and bringing her hand around in
an arc. The screwdriver was rusted, as if already coated with red bl ood.
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Its tip was blunt. But w elded with enough force it would kill.
It would kill N kKki

Brand woul d shift aside and it would go into N kki, finishing the job he
had begun.

Dan could not close his eyes.

Too fast for himto nake out-maybe he'd blinked, maybe he really had

cl osed his eyes to avoid the dreaded outcone-things changed. Brand had
nmoved from Ni kki's body to a standing position, one hand hol di ng Megan's
wrist, the other punching her stomach, two, three tines. She coughed and
stunbl ed back across Dan's | egs. Dan opened his nmouth at the shock as
she crushed his left leg into his right, but no sound energed, the pain
was too great to be given vent just yet.

Daddy, someone said, but Dan could only | ook at Brand where he stood, a
scul pture of scars. The man's face was still blank, no expression, no
scar ... the only flaw ess piece of him Except for the black enpty pits



that were his eyes. If hate had a color, they would be it.

Megan picked herself up quickly, ignoring Dan's expl osive scream as she
heaved herself fromhis body. Brand was smiling at her. H's face was
unbl em shed now, but the rest of his body seened to be in notion, every
inch of hima slowy twisting sigil, all scarred on, each of them
taunting her in |anguages she could not know. She still had the
screwdriver clasped in her hand. She could not breathe, she was w nded,
her stomach rnuscles knotted tight as steel, but if she only had a few
seconds left to live she would
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spend themkilling this bastard who had done this to her daughter

she | ooked at Ni kki but tried not to see, it was just too bad ..
And she threw herself at Brand.
He batted her away with a sinple novenent of his arm And then he
paused, |ooking up, an expression of surprise animating his dead-flesh
face. "Oh!" he said, as if an answer to an old riddle had just |eapt

into his m nd.

Dan and Megan stared up at him and for a nonent the room was al nost
silent. A nmpost, but for N kki's sobbing.

Megan wanted to go to her daughter but she was too afraid to nove. Dan
coul d not nove.

"Ch!" Brand said again. He was staring at the ceiling.

And then they all heard the sound of sonething wal king on the roof.
Heavy footsteps passing back and forth above them and then circling
themlike a hunter circles prey.

"Well," Brand said, scratching absently at the cuts across his chest and
stomach, "it seenms it's time for ne to go." H's cock drooped and dri pped
Ni kki's blood to the carpet.

"No," Megan sai d.

Brand frowned down at her. For an instant he | ooked al nbst confused.
"Sorry?"

"l said no."
"You don't want ne to go?"

"Why cone in the first place?" Dan asked, grinding his teeth together
from pai n.

"I could tell you, but you'd hate it,"
[ urched for himagain but he

the scarred man said. Megan
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ki cked her once, hard, in the side. She fell w nded, and the screwdriver
rol |l ed under N kki's bed.



"And perhaps that's why | will tell you. I cane in the first place
because | could. | wanted a noment of your tine, and you woul dn't grant
it, so |l gave you a nonment of mne. Really, a nmonent of yours woul d have
made it so nuch easier.”

"For what ?"
"For you all to accept ne."
"But why us?" Megan said, hopel essness bringing it out in one gasp.

Brand stood, pulled his coat on and stared down at Megan. "If God won't
tell you the truth, I will: because. Just because. Just because bad
t hi ngs happen to good people.”

"Daddy, " Ni kki whispered fromthe bed.

Dan crawl ed past Brand's legs, waiting for the kick, the stanp, but none
cane. The noi ses from above grew | ouder, the footsteps nore frequent and
i nsistent. Whatever was up there had started running. He reached the bed
and haul ed hinmself up. And when he saw what awaited him then he cried.
Ni kki's bl oodi ed hand reached for his and he held on tight. It was al

he coul d do.

"Best go," Brand said, glancing up again at the ceiling. "Tine."

"Bastard," Dan whispered. "You bastard.” It was quieter than a sigh, but
they all heard it in that room Even Brand paused for a second, turned
to look at Dan ... and Dan was positive he saw an instant of disquiet in
the mad man's eyes.

The bangi ng agai n, |ouder and |ouder, like the
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drunms of some unknown invocation beating faster and faster toward
concl usi on. Brand | ooked up

Sonet hi ng nudged Dan's | eg. Megan, reaching past Brand' s feet, past Dan
hand sear chi ng.

Brand gl anced back down at Dan, up again. They all felt his attention
|l eaving them All of them N kki included, had a sense of joyous relief.
On the carpet next to Nikki's bed, the famly's bl ood combi ned.

"It's been fun," Brand said. And then Megan |urched up and stuck the
screwdriver into his neck

Brand whirl ed and snacked her around the head, sending her bounci ng
against the wall, sliding down, fresh blood | eaking from her wounded
scal p. Her eyes were open but for a few seconds she could not see.

Dan stood quickly and quietly, imagining his pain in the past and
forgetting it even while it happened, because he was not letting this
nmurderer go. "No," he said, lifting the wal king stick, "you're not
going." Brand turned and Dan hit himaround the face, feeling the solid
i npact of the wood agai nst bone, hearing a crunch as somnethi ng broke.
Brand's head jerked back, and then he | ooked at Dan again. Hi s eyes were
t he sane dark pool s of nothing.



The tall nman staggered towards Dan and Megan. The screwdriver dripped as
bl ood | eaked fromthe wound in his neck. Megan fell across his path,
using all the strength she could nmuster to heave herself fromthe wall.
Brand tripped over her body and onto the bed, grunting,
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twi tching and bashing his feet in a rapid tattoo on the carpet.

The sound matched the frantic beating on the roof. Slates were cracking
up there, the inpacts were | ouder and | ouder, and then Brand's feet
stopped hitting the fl oor

Ni kki's hand reached out and touched Brand's head. She stroked his hair,
ran her fingers down across his face where she'd seen the dashing scar
There was not hing there now but cooling skin.

"You prom sed me so nuch," she whi spered. Then her hand dropped to the
screwdriver and, with one hard tw st that nmade her scream she drove it
all the way in.

Dan hopped and Megan crawl ed to the bedside. Brand's eyes had rolled up
in his head. They were still black

"Dead," Megan said.

"Maybe, " Dan agreed. He grabbed Brand's hair and tipped himto the
floor, raised the wal king stick and smashed it into the corpse's face,
again and again and again until Megan turned away, N kki began crying
| ouder, the crunching noises turned wet and the beating on the roof
slow y ebbed away into not hing.

Dan cl osed his eyes and kept on hitting until the wal king stick broke in
hal f.

He turned to his famly, slipping down next to the bed. Megan held on to
him both of them hol ding N kki, touching her abused body, trying to
confort her while they wondered just what the hell they were supposed to
do now.

That was when Megan noticed that it had stopped snow ng.
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Chapt er Sevent een

The phone was working again. Megan called the police and an anbul ance,
and then she went outside to see for herself.

She called to God for help and tried to feel Hmw th her. And even
t hough her beautiful baby was |ying on a bed of her own bl ood upstairs,
Megan t hought she felt HHmthere, just a little.

The footprints marked the roof in a random frantic pattern. She circled
t he house and saw that they were everywhere. Sone slates were snashed,

| eavi ng gapi ng bl ack holes in the roof where the snow had showered down
into the attic. The holes were like Brand's eyes: enpty; lifeless.

Pul ped now, but no nore lifel ess because of that.

There were other blots on the roof and it took



352

Megan a while to figure out what they were: dead birds. A magpie,
distorted in death where its white bl ended with the background. A
sparrow, several starlings, a few small specks that nmay have been wrens.
Feet clasped at the sky. She could hear birdsong in the woods, even from
trees and bushes nearby, but nothing fromthe house and garden. Al the
ani mal s here were dead.

Maybe soon, Megan thought, they can cone back in peace.

And then, across the |lawn and | eading over the fence by the dead apple
tree, she saw another trail

Please God it leads to the house, not fromit ... But it did |ead away.
It started on the roof and | ed away.

Megan | ooked around at the white | andscape feeling the dread of a few
days ago once nore, the sense that sonmething great was building steadily
agai nst her and even God's presence in her heart would offer no
protection. Cuide her, perhaps. Save her if the threat of death turned
into a prom se. But not protect her in the here and now. That was not

t he way He wor ked.

She went in and checked on Dan and N kki. Her daughter was still crying,
but the wounds in her stomach and side had stopped bl eedi ng. Megan
didn't know whether that was a good or a bad sign. "I"'mgoing to the end
of the drive to make sure they don't niss the turning," she told Dan

and he nerely nodded weakly and tried to snile at her. H's face was

swol len, his left leg had seized up entirely and his broken fingers had
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turned an awful shade of purple. | want to go home to the city, she
t hought of saying, but she realized just how unfair that would be right now

She stepped over Brand's body when she left the room trying not to see
the nmess that had been his head. She preferred his expression nowto any
time she had seen himalive.

Qut si de, Megan nade sure the hamrer was secure in her belt and the
br oken wal king stick tightly gripped in her hand. Then she set out to
follow the footprints

They were the sane as before. She clinbed the fence and tracked them
across the field towards the WI ki nsons' house. Before reaching it they
veered sharply to the left, crossed the neadow and entered the woods.
She only hesitated for a few nmonents. It would be growi ng dark soon, and
al t hough the snow had suddenly stopped the sky pronised nore to cone.

But sonehow things felt quiet. Calm Finished. So she pursued the prints
beneath the trees, trying not to i magi ne what woul d happen if she met
what ever had made them

Fifteen minutes |ater she heard the sirens, and she realized that she
had left her family in their noment of greatest need. They could be dead
back there. N kki... her daughter, that bl oodied, crying thing that had
been ripped from her body seventeen years before, bloodied again now ..



coul d be dead.

She | ooked down and the footprints had vani shed. They did not fade away
or disappear to the left or right ... they sinply stopped.

Megan dropped the hamrer and the broken
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stick, took one nore | ook around at the woods and then ran all the way hone.

Dan was sitting in the hallway when she opened the front door. People
bustl ed about him policenmen panicking at the mess they'd found in their
| eafy, lovely village, paranmedics rushing up and down the stairs with
bags of equi pnent, studiously ignoring Megan and Dan.

In his lap he had a book. "I found this," he said. "In the study. On ny
desk. |'ve never seen it before. It..."

Megan saw the | ook on his face and did not want to know. She went to him
and hugged hi m because there was one thing she did want to know, the
only thing in the world she needed to know right then. It was life or
death, this thing, sanity or madness. Hope or dread. She asked.

Dan held her tight and whispered in her ear. "She's alive."

They brought N kki down ten minutes later. They carried her in their

padded tubul ar chair, her worst wounds patched, blood still speckling
her skin and dripping wild patterns onto the bl anket gathered around

her. One of the paranedics held a drip that fed into her arm Another
one cl asped her hand.

She was | ooking up at the ceiling, her head in constant notion as if

follow ng an invisible shadow or silent footsteps. Her eyes were wi de
and one of themwas filled with bl ood.

"I"'malive," she said. A snile pronpted fresh bleeding froma gash on
her cheek, one which the paranedics nust have nmissed. "lI'malive."
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The Book of Lies

You never wi n, because everything is a lie.

Wnning is a human conceit. Defeating the bad guy, coming through
energing victorious in the end ... who's to say? Wwo can truly believe
that any of this neans anything? Everything is a lie.

She may be alive. They nmay be alive. And you may be alive. But alive is
nerely a state of mnd, as is dead, and sonetines the two can be so
conf used.

Because death is alie, and life is its greatest untruth.

Believe ne. Wuld | lie to you?
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The Nature of Bal ance



ti m | ebbon

One norning, the world does not wake up. People lie dead in their beds,
killed by their own nightmares. They're lucky. For the few renaining
survivors, the newworld is a confusing, terrifying place. The bal ance
of nature has shifted. Mankind is no | onger the dom nant species-it is
an intruder, sonething to be renoved, destroyed by an Earth bent on
vengeance.

Blane is a man on his own in this world gone mad. He has no di st ant
menories, only the vague certainty that sonething nmomentous has happened
in his past. Fay is enigmatic, dangerous, a dark witch and a player of
gruesonme ganmes. What roles will they play in nature's new era? And w ||
they be able to survive long enough to find out? WIl anyone survive?
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