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The Castle on the Frozen Lake

Someone was watching her. She was alone in her room at the top of the house, lying on the floor doing her homework; it was Sunday afternoon in the middle of November, with a hint of fog in the air … And someone was watching her.

Or some thing. Jade shifted on to her side and looked around the room. The obvious place was the door – left slightly ajar, according to instructions. It was not unknown for her mother to creep up the stairs and peek in on her to see if she was doing what she was supposed to be doing, instead of cutting up her school books with a large pair of scissors, or piling them on top of the bed and setting fire to them, or conjuring up demons from the seventh circle of Hell or any one of the hundred and one bizarre things her mother seemed to suspect her of doing when she was alone in her bedroom.

But there was no sharp nose poking through the gap between door and lintel, not even the shadow of one on the wall.

‘Mum?’ she said, in case she was hovering on the landing.

No answer. Means nothing.

‘Mother?’ Raising her voice a little and adding accusingly: ‘Are you there?’

She listened for the telltale creak of a mother creeping away down the stairs. Nothing. Nothing she could hear anyway. She surveyed the other possibilities.

Her dolls. Her discarded dolls. Sitting in a glassy-eyed huddle on the wicker chair in the corner. Or the menagerie of cuddly animals piled on the floor at their feet. Entirely possible that they were watching her. Resentfully. Planning revenge for the years of neglect. She should give them to a charity shop, as her mother kept telling her, instead of leaving them there to gather dust. But Jade couldn’t quite bring herself to do this. Not yet.

She would if they kept staring at her, though, putting her off her maths homework. She rolled over on her stomach again and read the next question:

If one angle of a right-angled triangle is forty-five degrees, what are the other two?

Easy. 45 and 90, she wrote. Next … ?

How can a bear open an umbrella?

Uh?????

This question was not in ‘Mathematics Key Stage 2 Test B Levels 3–5’ which lay open on the floor in front of her. It was like a voice inside her head. A voice she had first heard just a few weeks ago and was becoming more and more persistent. Asking her stupid questions and telling her things she didn’t want to know. Usually when she was trying to think of something else.

Bears? She had no particular interest in bears. Or umbrellas. And why would a bear want to open an umbrella?

It might be a bear in a circus.

Yeah, well, OK, it might.

Now go away and let me get on with my homework.

But it wouldn’t go away. And now there was a picture to go with it – the image of a large brown bear holding a large red umbrella riding a unicycle – round and round in her head as if it was a circus ring – and the voice was telling her in its dry but slightly mocking tones: The claws of a brown bear are perfect for catching salmon in a waterfall or scooping honey from a hive of wild bees or ripping holes in someone’s face but not for fiddling with the small metal catch on an umbrella.

Well, thanks for telling me that, thought Jade, in the part of her brain that still seemed capable of thinking for itself, that’s very interesting. I’ll remember that – if I’m ever running a circus.

It could save your life.

Excuse me?

Silence.

No, go on, tell me. We don’t get a lot of bears in these parts but you never know. I might run into one in the park one day on my way to school. It might be raining and it wants my umbrella.

Exactly. And you could hand it over and while it’s struggling to open it, you could make your escape …

Where was all this coming from? It was as if there was a radio or a television programme going on in the background or she had an earpiece plugged into her mobile phone and someone kept talking to her, telling her all this rubbish.

She tried to concentrate on her homework but now she was totally distracted. Whatever the voice was, wherever it was coming from, it knew how to get her going. When she was nine she had started keeping notes on how to survive difficult or dangerous situations. Like how to survive an air crash by adopting the crash position or how to navigate by the stars if you are cast adrift in an open boat or how to light a fire by focusing the rays of the sun on to a pile of dead leaves through a piece of broken glass …

How to survive an encounter with a bear by giving it an umbrella might well come into this category.

But quite why she needed to know these things was a mystery, even to Jade. It wasn’t as if she lived in the middle of a wilderness, like Alaska or the Mojave Desert or the Himalayas … or even Wales.

She lived in Turnham Green. In west London.

She climbed to her feet and walked over to the window. Her bedroom was high in the loft but it did not have a view – unless you counted the view of the houses opposite. And tonight she couldn’t even see them very clearly because of the fog. She watched it climbing from the street, wiping its wet, grey rags across the windows and turning a dingy yellow in the light of the street lamps.

Turnham Green was a very quite part of London. Once, according to her father, there had nearly been a battle here. Four hundred years ago during the English Civil War between the armies of the King and the Parliament. A battle that would decide the future of democracy. But it didn’t happen. The two armies went away without firing a single shot.

And that, so far as Jade was concerned, just about summed up the history of Turnham Green.

She sighed and headed back to her homework.

And then she saw the screen display on her computer.

It had been changed.

Instead of the usual picture of a lighthouse with waves crashing against rocks it was of a castle on a frozen lake in the snow.

And it wasn’t a still picture; the snow was actually falling.

She sat at her desk and looked at the picture more closely. It was a bit blurred and a bit dark and snowdrops kept landing on the camera and melting. As if it was a web camera showing live pictures.

Nothing unusual about this but how did it get on the screen of her computer if she hadn’t put it there?

She studied it carefully. The lake was surrounded by hills and forest and the castle was at the far end on a small island with a bridge connecting it to the shore …

And then she saw the light. In a window, high up in the walls. Like an eye; a single, unblinking eye.

And she heard a faint sound, a sound that sent a shiver through the hairs at the back of her neck.

The distant howling of a wolf.
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The Reindeer Herders

Something was spooking the reindeer. They rolled their eyes and tossed their heads and the old bull, Salmmo, shook his great antlers and lifted his grey muzzle to the trees and let out a long, grunting challenge with as much fear in it as defiance.

‘All right, old one, easy, easy,’ Tapio Turi murmured into the falling snow, as much to reassure himself as the bull, but he knew it was not all right and none of them would be at all easy until they were safely back in the village.

Old Salmmo gave another bellow. Tapio took his rifle out of its waterproof cover, pressed a cartridge into the breech and then slung it back over his shoulder. His son Aslat, who had no rifle, felt for the carved hilt of the hunting knife he wore strapped to his thigh and snapped open the little strap that kept it from falling out of the scabbard so he could pull it out in a hurry. Neither of them spoke but they shared the same grim thoughts. They were a long way from home with night falling and they had both heard the rumours. Back then, back in the village, it had been easy to laugh at them. Here, out in the forest, in the eerie Arctic twilight they did not feel quite as scornful.

They should not have been out at all so late in the year. Most of the reindeer had been rounded up almost a month ago – before the first of the snows – but a small herd had been sighted wandering along the shores of Lake Piru near the Russian border and Tapio had volunteered to go and fetch them in. There were eight cows with Old Salmmo, all but one carrying calves, and their chances of surviving the winter were not good, and not only because of the weather.

Something was stalking them, out here in the forest, something new and deadly. People said it was wolf packs, come over from Russia, but the only carcass that had been found looked as if it had been ripped apart by giant claws, much bigger than Tapio had seen on any wolf.

They were very close to the border, so close they might even have crossed back and forth without knowing. The Sami had never been too concerned with borders. Their ancestors had lived in this region for thousands of years before anyone had thought to call it Finland or Russia and draw lines on maps, and the reindeer wandered hundreds of miles through the forest, regardless of who owned it. Tapio reckoned they had detailed maps in their heads but they were no maps that any government would have recognized. Tapio himself was thought to be the best navigator in the village but even he wasn’t too sure of his bearings so far north.

It was a relief when they came out on to the lake. At least Tapio now knew where he was. He stood on the shore and gazed out across the ice. It would be another week or two before it was thick enough to take the weight of a man, much less a reindeer, and he could still see patches of water some distance from the shore. They would just have to keep trudging through the forest. But then, as he was about to turn away, he saw the light.

‘The castle,’ he said.

Aslat had seen it too, and they gazed across the lake towards the ancient keep on the far shore – with the single square of light high up in one of the towers.

‘So there is someone there,’ said Tapio, who had heard the stories but not believed them until now.

The castle was the only building for miles around. It was on a small island on the north end of the lake, linked to the shore by a long stone footbridge. From a distance it looked more like a church than a fortress but it had an evil reputation. Both lake and castle were named after the Piru, the wicked demons of the forest, and it was believed by some that they guarded the gates of Helvata, the Nordic Hell of snow and ice.

Not surprisingly the castle was believed to be haunted and the locals gave it a wide berth – though it was in so remote an area not even the reindeer herders came near it. In recent years it had fallen into disrepair and no one knew who owned it but lately there had been a rumour that someone was living in it again. Judging from the light in the window the rumour seemed to be true.

They headed back through the trees to where they had left the herd. The animals were now close to panic. It took all the skill and patience of father and son to keep them bunched together, let alone drive them on through the forest. Finally Tapio took the rifle from his shoulder and told Aslat to stay close to the herd while he went on ahead to see if he could find what the problem was.

Not many animals could scare a full-grown bull reindeer like Salmmo. But back in the village stories were told of strange creatures that were roaming the forest. Some said they were polar bears driven far from their hunting grounds by climate change; others that they were mutants created by the radiation sickness that was in the lichens and the mosses. Either way they were large predators with a taste for reindeer. And not just reindeer. People said that two men from one of the Russian villages had failed to come back from the last round-up.

Tapio tried to put such fantasies out of his mind. Most likely the reindeer had caught the scent of a corpse, possibly another reindeer, rotting in the forest. But he tightened his grip on the rifle and kept his thumb hovering over the safely catch.

Back with the herd, young Aslat did not even have the comfort of a gun and he did not think his knife would be much use against whatever had put the fear into Old Salmmo. He peered into the depths of the forest. All he could make out was the gently falling snow and the weird and wonderful shapes it made of the young fir trees and the dead branches in the fading light – like sprites or hunched-up old witches.

Hefingered the silver charm of Tuulikki, the gentle goddess of the forest. His uncle – his mother’s brother, who was a shaman – had given it to him many years ago to wear on a chain around his neck as a protection against the evil ones. He was seventeen now but he still remembered the stories about the gods and goddesses of the forest; still, in his heart of hearts, believed them. Some were good, some merely mischievous, others wholly evil. And the Piru were the servants of the Evil One himself – Lempo, whose nickname was Paapiru, the father of demons. And so Lake Piru was the lake of demons …

They were just stories, Aslat told himself, but it was impossible to ignore them with the snow falling and the light fading and the wind whipping in from the Arctic and his father gone off alone with his rifle …

And whatever was out there, spooking the reindeer.

He wished he was safe at home in the village with his mother cooking supper and his little sister Marta prattling about something she had done at school. Or, even better, at the house of his girlfriend Liise cuddling up with her on the sofa and watching The Simpsons on television …

Salmmo let out another great bellow and turned swiftly to his right, lowering his great horns and pawing the snow with his hooves. Aslat looked past him into the trees and saw something that turned his blood colder than any wind and had him fumbling for the knife on his thigh and shouting for his father like a child.

Tapio came running back, stumbling over the roots and branches under the snow – but when he saw what had caused Aslat to cry out, his first sensation was one of relief.

It was a bear.

Only a bear.

The forests were full of them in high summer and though they could be savage at times, especially when the females had their young, for the most part they lived off berries and honey from wild bees and fish they caught in the streams and lakes. It was only if they felt very hungry or threatened that they became a menace to humans or other animals. But this bear was not a menace to anything, except perhaps itself … because it was caught in a trap.

It was a particular kind of trap – a cunning arrangement of logs and ropes baited with dried fish – that had been banned many years ago by the government because it condemned the animal to a lingering and painful death. The basic idea was brutally simple. The bear, attracted by the smell of the bait, put its head through a noose. As it struggled to free itself it pulled down a heavy log called the Tossing Bar. And the Tossing Bar pulled the noose even tighter around the bear’s neck and forced its neck up against another heavy log called the Choke Bar, which slowly choked the life out of it.

Which was what was happening to the bear in the trap.

Tapio could tell by the glaze across the bear’s eyes and the flecks of white foam round its black mouth that the process was well advanced. It was not even making a noise; it must have exhausted itself long ago, but he knew that it was impossible to free it and that even if he tried it would be in such agony and such blind rage it would turn on its rescuer – and one blow of those massive paws with the long razor-sharp claws and his brains would be spattered over the snow.

With a sigh – for it was a magnificent full-grown beast – he raised the rifle up to his shoulder and slid the safety catch. But before he could squeeze the trigger he heard something – the beginning of another bellow from Old Salmmo or a scream from his son, instantly stifled? – and he twisted round in alarm and saw the face of his worst nightmares and felt the gun plucked from his hands as if he was a child with a dangerous toy and the dark hole that was the thing’s mouth opened and closed and a deep voice that was strangely distant and remote said … No.

‘No. It is mine.’
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Blood in the Kitchen

‘It’s happening,’ Jade’s mother said. ‘I think it’s time.’

She was standing in the middle of the kitchen talking on the phone.

What’s happening, Jade wondered. Time for what?

But when she turned round and saw Jade watching her she looked embarrassed and said, ‘Can’t talk now, ring you back.’

She clipped the phone back on its base, picked up a knife and started chopping raw onions. She might as well have started whistling, it wouldn’t have been any less suspicious.

‘Who was that?’ asked Jade.

‘None of your business,’ said her mother. Then, after a moment: ‘Someone from work.’

She peered through her glasses at the cookery book propped on the kitchen unit.

‘Have you been messing with my screen display?’ Jade demanded.

‘What screen display?’

‘The screen display on my computer.’

‘No. Why should I?’

‘I don’t know but someone has.’

‘It was probably you and you forgot.’

She scraped the bits of onion into a bowl and started chopping up carrots. Jade watched her with rising irritation.

I bet it was her, she thought.

But why would her mother want to change her screen display?

She didn’t have an answer to that and you better believe she wasn’t going to get one from her mother.

She wandered over to the window, pressed her face up against the glass to cut down on the reflections and peered gloomily out at the back yard. Not that you could see much in the fog. Just the shed where they kept their bikes and the top of the neighbour’s fence and a bit of tree against the darkening sky.

‘I hate November,’ she said.

Her mother kept chopping.

‘Nothing ever happens in November. It’s just a nothing time between Hallowe’en and Christmas. And then it’s January.’

‘Haven’t you got homework to do?’

‘Finished it.’

‘You don’t seem to be spending very long on it these days.’

Jade shrugged.

‘Are you finding it too easy?’

Another shrug.

‘Well, if you’ve got nothing better to do you can lay the table.’

‘Have we always lived in Turnham Green?’

The chopping stopped. Jade turned round. Her mother was staring at her with the knife in her hand.

Like a witch cutting up babies.

What had put that in her head? Her mother looked a bit like a witch – she was tall and thin with a sharp nose and long hair that was often all tangled up and she couldn’t do anything with and was turning grey already – but cutting up babies? Gross.

‘What’s the matter?’ she said.

‘Why do you ask that?’ said her mother.

‘I just wondered, that’s all. I just wondered if we’d ever lived anywhere else.’

‘No.’ Sharply. Then, after a small pause: ‘Not since you were born.’

‘So I was born in Turnham Green.’

‘Yes. Well, not exactly.’

‘So where was I born?’

Another small pause. Then: ‘Berkshire.’

She started chopping again, even more furiously than before.

‘Berkshire?’

Jade tried to place Berkshire on a map of England. It was one of the counties just to the west of London, she thought.

‘Where in Berkshire?’

‘Does it matter?’

‘Yes. I want to know where I was born.’

‘Rackthorne,’ said her mother, after another long pause. It was like getting blood out of a stone.

‘Rackthorne?’ Jade had never heard of it. ‘What’s Rackthorne?’

‘It’s a village in Berkshire. Now will you let me get on with cooking supper. Before your father gets home.’

‘Why were you living there?’

‘’Cos we were.’ Chop chop …

‘And how old was I when we moved?’

‘Two.’ Chop. Knife paused. Thinking about it. ‘No. Less.’

Chop, chop.

Jade watched her for a moment. Then she said: ‘Didn’t you ever want any other children?’

Her mother gave a sudden yelp and dropped the knife.

‘Now look what you’ve made me do.’

She stood there dripping blood from her finger. Jade ran to the drawer with the plaster.

‘Let’s see,’ she said.

It wasn’t much of a cut. You’d think from the fuss she was making she’d sliced half her finger off.

‘Run it under the tap,’ she said.

‘I feel faint.’

Her mother couldn’t stand the sight of blood.

Jade took her by the hand and led her over to the kitchen sink to run her finger under the cold water tap. She watched the blood drain away with the water.

‘Now hold it up,’ she said. ‘So the blood doesn’t run into it.’

Her mother held her finger up, looking away with her eyes all scrunched up.

Jade took the plaster out of its wrapper and then pulled her mother’s arm down so she could reach but with the finger still sticking up like a rude gesture. She dried it with kitchen roll and wrapped the plaster round it.

‘It’ll be all right,’ she said. And then because she felt a twinge of guilt, ‘Do you want me to finish chopping the carrots?’

‘Please. I think I’ll have to sit down for a minute.’

So Jade led her into the sitting room and sat her down on the sofa, telling her to keep holding her finger in the air. Then she went back into the kitchen to chop carrots and despite her remorse she couldn’t help thinking that her mother had picked a very convenient time to start chopping her fingers off, just when they were starting to talk about something interesting.

‘What else do you want me to do?’ she shouted when she’d finished.

‘Just lay the table,’ said her mother faintly.

Jade yanked open the drawer where they kept the cutlery and then she saw the knife where her mother had dropped it on the floor. There was a smear of blood on the blade. She picked it up and wiped it clean with the kitchen roll. At least it was red like any normal person’s.

‘Have you ever wondered if your parents are like – aliens?’ Her friend Miriam had asked her once after a short stay in Jade’s house.

The answer was a rather curt No and an enquiry as to whether Miriam ever wondered if her parents were like – Muppets?

Jade did not wonder if her parents were aliens, not seriously, but she did sometimes wonder – increasingly of late – who they were.

Perhaps this wasn’t so strange. Lots of people didn’t know who their parents were. They were either Old Parents or Young Parents. Happy or Sad. In a Good Mood or a Bad Mood. Married or Divorced. They had jobs or they didn’t have jobs. And if they had jobs, they were either jobs that you knew something about – like teachers or taxi drivers or doctors or dinner ladies or traffic wardens – or jobs you knew little or nothing about, like financial advisers or stock market analysts or pharmaceutical consultants …

For a while, when she was a little kid, Jade had thought her father was a burglar.

That’s what he had told her. He said he was a cat burglar. At the time Jade thought this meant a man who stole cats but she soon gathered that it meant a man who stole from houses by climbing up walls and through windows – like a cat.

Amazingly, she had believed him. She was embarrassed about this now because although her father looked a bit like a cat – a fat, ginger one – he didn’t look anything like a cat burglar. You could imagine him curled up by the fire but you couldn’t imagine him climbing walls or squeezing through windows. He was short and tubby with thin ginger hair and a small ginger moustache. He looked utterly respectable. And yet when she was little Jade used to feel quite anxious when she was out with him in case he broke into a house and left her outside to keep watch. Or even worse, took her in with him. Once he had taken her on a visit to a stately home and announced his intention of ‘Sussing Out The Joint’ in case he had to ‘Do A Job There’. She had been seriously alarmed, but that was the only time it had really bothered her and some time later she had realized he was having her on and his real job was nowhere nearly as interesting or as dangerous as being a cat burglar. And a little after that she had come to the conclusion that he had made it up to impress her, to make her think he was more interesting than he really was.

His real job was being a civil servant. He worked in the Home Office checking people’s passport applications. And her mother worked at home marking exam papers.

And that was one of the very few things that she knew about them.

Oh, she knew what they were like to live with. Their likes and dislikes and stuff like that. They were both quite old-fashioned and set in their ways. They didn’t like bad language or reality television. Her father had a weird sense of humour and an irritating habit of humming to himself when he was pottering around the house. Her mother couldn’t stand the sight of blood …

And despite the fact that she spent most of her time marking exam papers she never seemed to be able to give you a straight answer to a straight question.

But that was about as far as it went …

Part of the problem was that neither of them had a family of their own, people who told you where they were coming from and what they were like when they were younger. Her father’s parents had been killed in a car crash when he was a child and he’d brought brought up by grandparents who died when he was in his early twenties, before Jade was born. And Jade’s mother didn’t even know who her parents were. She’d been brought up in a convent and then by a series of foster parents.

Neither of them ever talked about their own childhood, except to say that it hadn’t been much fun. There was no home town they went back to, no childhood friends, no streets where they had grown up, no schools they pointed out to her where they had spent the first few years of their lives. In fact it was hard to imagine either of them as children. It was as if they had come to earth as grown-ups – to be her parents.

‘Oh, Jade, how could you?’

Her mother was standing in the door, looking pale, with her finger still stuck up in the air and a sad, people-always-let-me-down look on her face. Like a religious statue pointing towards heaven. Except that the plaster rather spoiled the effect.

‘How could I what?’ said Jade.

‘Lay the table without wiping down the surface,’ said her mother.

‘It doesn’t need wiping,’ said Jade, looking at it. It was spotless.

But her mother sighed heavily and limped over to the kitchen sink for a cloth.

Why does a cut finger make you limp, Jade wondered?

But she took the cloth off her and moved all the cutlery and wiped the table that didn’t need wiping and then set out the cutlery again and then went back up to her room in the loft because all things considered she was better off out of the way.

And besides she wanted to see what had happened to the screen display on her computer.

At first she thought it had gone because the screen just looked blank.

But then she saw that it wasn’t blank. It was dark. And if she stared at it carefully she could see the falling snow against the sky and the tiny light glowing in the distance …


4

Be He ’Live or Be He Dead

The priest sat in his darkened study and watched the snow swirling in the floodlights in front of the church. The church was usually only lit up on saints days and feast days – and only for the most important saints and feasts at that – but tonight the priest had switched the floodlights on. So that a stranger driving north could see it through the dark and the snow …

It was almost ten o’clock and the priest had been watching from the upstairs window for twenty minutes – ever since he took the phone call. He did not know why he was sitting up here in the dark – he could have waited more comfortably in the sitting room by the fire – but he did not have much else to do and it felt more correct, somehow, to keep a vigil, rather than slump in front of the television, as he usually did in the evenings.

He saw the headlights of a car coming from the direction of town and leaned forward in anticipation, but it swept past in a spray of snow and slush and he watched the tail lights disappearing into the dark. There was not much traffic at the best of times and on a night like this few people would travel unless they really had to. And yet his visitor had chosen to drive three hundred kilometres in the darkness and the snow, after the long flight from Rome. He must be very anxious to get here. Or else eager to do what had to be done and head back south as soon as possible.


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
PAUL BRYERS





OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
TEHENMVSTERIES OF
TESSEPT AGRAM

PAUL BRYERS






