

[image: ]










 





Praise for Skendleby




 





“Gripping and genuinely creepy”


New Edition




 





“Echoes of the ghost story master MR James”


I Like Horror




 





“I wish the book had been longer”


Sexy Archaeology




 





“The perfect read for nights by the fire”


Spectral Times




 





“Archaeology, psychic healers and sinister monsters in one spine-tingling tale”


3 AM Fright



















The Dead


Travel Fast


Nick Brown









[image: ]




























For my sons, Greg, Marcus and Guy






















Hector turned to take the second spear from Deiphobus


But he was no longer there. He’d never been there.


Nothing real; just a phantom created by the Goddess Athena.


A glamour conjured to make him stand his ground and so meet his death.


The Iliad Homer (reworked version Nick brown)


 


Time hath, my lord, a wallet at his back,


Wherein he puts alms for oblivion.


Shakespeare; Troilus and Cressida
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First Bites





“Syntagmatarchis Theodrakis, sir, sir please, the Devil is amongst us.”


Theodrakis, shaken out of his daydream, looked at the young policeman running towards him along the harbour wall. He inhaled one last draw from the cigarette before throwing the butt to the ground, saw how white faced the boy was. But what could you expect when you were so far from Athens, stuck on this island of time warped communists and peasants?


“Oh, Syntagmatarchis Theodrakis, come quick, there’s been another one, sir; another, sir, she’s in the water.”


The boy reached him and Theodrakis placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder.


“Get your breath first, boy, then tell me clearly.”


“They’ve found another, in the sea, messed up badly, could have been someone’s sister. The Devil is back amongst us just like the warning said. God be with us.”


God be with us indeed, Theodrakis thought, it’s like being transported back in time to the Dark Age stuck here. He loosened his black silk tie, the only compromise with the heat and shabby dress of his colleagues that he allowed himself, and followed the young policeman along the waterfront to the harbour’s edge.


The walk gave him the opportunity to study the wreaths, charms and other protections against the evil eye that the locals had nailed to their front doors. Similar charms were attached to the prows of the fishing boats next to the painted all-seeing eye, presumably to augment its powers.


Some holiday resort, he thought, no wonder it’s always empty. And it was true, Aghios Spiridos was empty; never anyone in the bars and cafes lining the seafront, neither Greek nor foreigners. The economic crisis had obviously hit here just as hard as in Athens, only here people’s reaction to it was not as direct as it was in the capital. Here it was more secretive, more sullen. There was a constant sense of unease in the atmosphere he couldn’t quite put his finger on. How did the place manage to keep going and what had he ever done to deserve being posted here?


There were more than enough murders, acts of political terrorism and kidnappings to occupy his particular, if peculiar, talents in Athens where he belonged. But he knew the answer despite his dissatisfaction: there was no one on Samos with his skills, unsurprisingly, so he’d been ordered here, simple as that. He reached the harbour’s edge. A small group of men, mostly fishermen with time on their hands, were gathered staring down towards the water. As he drew level the group made way to let him through: he saw what they saw.


Below, bobbing on the water, was a small boat, and in it were two sick looking policemen staring at a large bundle covered with tarpaulin. Used as he was to the contents of such bundles he felt his heart lurch. Perhaps it was the smell of rotting fish along the harbour, maybe the effect this place had on his nerves. He pulled himself together. The policemen in the boat saw him and looked relieved; it was clear to Theodrakis they had no idea what to do next. He took control.


“Costas, whatever it is you’ve got there needs to be shifted; this isn’t meant to be a sideshow.”


Costas nervously rubbed a pudgy hand across the stubble of his lower face then began to tug the edges of his moustache.


“We found it where the message said it would be, the message was right again, Boss: he’s back amongst us, the saints protect us.”


Theodrakis was about to tell him that the next idiot who mentioned “him being back amongst us” would find himself assigned to a month of doing nights in Kokari dealing with the German drunks when Costas pulled back the tarpaulin.


A prickling of horror raised the hairs on the back of his neck: this one was young, had been beautiful, not now, bleached white, drained of blood. It was the same pattern; the usual pieces had been taken. Next to him, the young policeman noisily retched up his morning coffee and pastry into the sea.






















Chapter 1:


The Letter





Hotel Massena


Nice


 


Dear Steve,


I bet you’re surprised to read this after what you and Giles did to me; I’m as damned as you are now. You never told me what you were meddling with at Skendleby; just sent me to do your research and laughed at me behind my back. You never cared you were putting me in the same danger that ruined you. Well now I’m finished too, something’s playing with me. I don’t know if I’m haunted or mad, but you know all about that, don’t you?


Something led me to the references and documents you wanted but I think it’s finished with me now. I don’t think I’m coming back.


I found out where you are from that young witch that Giles cleared off with. But don’t think running to Greece will save you, Steve; I’ve learnt neither time nor distance means anything to these things. Read this letter carefully: excuse the mood swings: all I can say to explain them is the terror comes in waves, as I think you’ll soon discover. It won’t help you much but at least, unlike me, you will have been warned.


Ever since that last meeting in the archaeology unit at Christmas I felt I was being followed. It started in Ryland’s library when I was looking for the missing Davenport papers. All day I heard the sound of strange mutterings in the next bay but when I went and looked there was no one there. The gothic architecture and dim lighting there can play on your nerves. When I returned to my desk there was a note on top of my papers with the address of a private collection in Venice.


Who put it there and how did they know I was going to Venice for Christmas? Giles laughed when I told him but he didn’t really find it funny, he turned pale. You broke every rule in archaeology trying to re-bury the remnants in that tomb; he lost his job and you had your breakdown.


I used to like Venice: but it’s not a good place in winter when you’re alone and unsettled. I spent a few days doing the cultural tourist bit during the day and trying to strike up conversation with strangers, without much success, in the evenings. I’m used to living alone but over there I was isolated and lonely, so I decided to follow up the contact that had been left for me in Ryland’s. It wasn’t difficult to get the phone number from my hotel reception and I called it up.


The voice at the other end didn’t seem surprised; in fact, it seemed to have been expecting me. It was a difficult voice to place, spoke good, if heavily accented English with a husky tone; could have been a man or woman. There was no hesitation in agreeing to meet and show me the papers. But strangely not at the site of the collection which apparently was being restored, like everything in Venice. Instead I was to meet him - by this time I’d established that it was a man - at eight that night in a bar over towards the north side, not far from where Titian died. When I asked for fuller directions he said it would be easy to find and put down the phone.


That night was cold and damp, fine rain hanging like a mist, muffling sound so the footsteps you heard could have been just behind or some distance away round the corner. Not far from the hotel, I realised the directions bore little relation to actual streets I was walking. By the time I crossed the Rialto Bridge and walked through San Bartolomeo Square I was lost in a warren of tunnel-like passages.


I knew I was near a canal as I could hear the wash and slap of slimy water being sucked against its banks. So I followed the sound until I came to the canal path lined by tall, dilapidated buildings. In the murk I couldn’t tell whether they were old warehouses or palaces. Normally I’d have wanted to investigate but there was something repellent about the damp, rotting stone in that desolate place. I hurried on, lost, with little option other than follow the canal path until I reached a bridge. The bridge led to another dismal track between high blind walls; the silence was disturbed by the sloshing of water pouring out of rusted downspouts clinging to every wall.


I’d never felt so alone, except, of course, as I write this: but now, in a strange sort of way I have you, don’t I, Steve? No one’s ever loved me or wanted to listen, but you will. You must wonder why I’m writing this, wonder where it’s all leading. But you won’t be laughing this time, Steve, will you? No, not after all you’ve been through. I suppose I’m telling you all this to put off the moment when I have to stop writing because after that I don’t know what there’s left for me to do. Soon you’ll understand the dread beyond terror that I’ve reached. Still, I get ahead of myself.


Eventually the track opened into a small square with a weathered and peculiar statue in the centre and a couple of winter-dead trees dripping water. At the end of the square there was a scruffy bacaro with peeling paintwork, its interior lit by a single old fashioned bare light bulb. It fitted the description and as I came nearer I recognised the name, “The Blind Man’s Place.” I had no idea how I found it and wondered why we couldn’t have met at the “Alla Botte”, the “Alla Vedora” or one of the other better known ones.


The bar’s interior was no more appetising, and apart from a solid woman of indeterminate age behind the counter reading a magazine while spooning some slop out of a bowl into her mouth, it was empty. I ordered a glass of red wine and a plate of sardines, which was all the place offered, and went to sit on a rickety chair at a scuffed wood table to wait. The silence was of a quality that put you on edge and apart from a large and surprisingly ornate mirror, the walls were bare. From time to time I looked at my reflection in that mirror and was surprised at how timid and shabby I looked.


Then, from some deep recess in my memory, I remembered Somerset Maugham being in the Venice Accademia looking at a Veronese painting. As he stared, the painted face of Christ turned from the canvas to look at him. Maugham was, like me, an atheist but the incident profoundly unsettled him. Once I thought of this I couldn’t make myself look at the mirror for fear of what I’d see. I decided to leave at once but noticing I hadn’t finished the wine - well, I had paid for it - I sat back down. It was the most costly drink I ever took; if I’d left when I had the chance maybe things would have been different.


As I put the empty glass on the table the door opened and a man entered, bringing the dark with him. He wore a floor length black wool coat with a broad brimmed black hat pulled down tight over his forehead, almost like a cartoon villain. In different circumstances he might have seemed funny; but not there.


He limped to my table and I saw his face covered with a thick black beard. The visible skin was pale white but disturbed by red blotches and pustules suggesting the skin itself was polluted. The contrast between the black, red and white was compelling; I couldn’t tear my eyes from that face, or from the faded and stained binding round his throat. He apologised for being late but, to my relief, made no attempt to shake hands. He passed me a packet wrapped in brown paper, refused, again to my relief, the offer of a drink and turned to go.


“I have things to attend, Doctor Thompson. Call on me at the address on that packet at eleven on Wednesday; I have something further to show you. These documents you must now consider as yours; your responsibility until they tire of you.”


That was it, an exchange of less than a minute. But it was long enough to blight my life thanks to you and Giles. If you’d let me in on what happened at Skendleby I’d never have followed those documents to Venice.


I can’t remember how I got back to my hotel and I’m pretty sure I couldn’t find that bar again; in fact I’m not even sure it existed in the first place, so strange were those days. I looked at the documents: the bulk of the package comprised a sixteenth century journal of travellers’ tales in Italian written for publication. It was of no interest except it mentioned some English knights in one of the less well-known crusades against the Lithuanians during the reign of Richard II, who, for reasons not stated, stopped off at Venice. It was a brief passage and was only included, I imagine, as it suggested that one of the knights was the future king Henry IV, then Henry of Lancaster, who, as it happens did join the Lithuanian crusade; so far so dull.


There were three other documents; the first was a will in Medieval Latin, interesting only in that it was witnessed by one Sir Hugh Davenport. I immediately suspected this must be an ancestor of the Davenports whose grisly secret you excavated, much to your cost. The second was the copy of a death bed confession written during the same period in medieval French. It was an unsettling piece which under normal circumstances I would have dismissed as the product of morbid pathology, but which, there in Venice, disturbed me so much that when I went to bed I locked it in the safe.


The last document was just a fragment of parchment in a crude early code. I left it alone; the contents of the confession had driven away any desire to know more. Some frightful thing or person had driven the dying man to make this confession, a plea for his soul to be saved from “that which pollutes and drags it to Hell.” Although anonymous I’m certain it was written by the same man whose will I’d previously read. The description of the thing scaring him to death bore a sickening close resemblance to my acquaintance of earlier that evening.


The next day I tried to book an early flight home but it was holiday season so there was no availability. I stayed in my room drinking. Surprised? Remember, Steve, I’m not a drinker like you or Giles. Still, the day passed and nothing happened and the following day, with only twenty four hours to go until my flight, I began to recover some of my confidence. Then the phone rang.


He only spoke one sentence.


“If you come to me at the palace I will show you something every academic dreams of; one chance only, the directions are at reception.”


I waited in the room for about twenty minutes, sweating in anxiety, but I knew I’d go: what else was there for me? Like he said, the directions were waiting at reception. Outside, the weather had changed cold and bright, the frost on the cobbles sparkled in the sunlight. This time the walk was easy and I didn’t get lost.


The palace backed on to one of the major canals and the door swung open as I knocked. Inside, the furniture was under dust sheets as if the owners were away. A voice called to me to come up to the first floor and as I climbed the wide marble staircase I noticed all the shutters were closed. On the first floor corridor the only light came from an open doorway at the far end. I followed the corridor past the covered chairs pictures and mirrors towards that light. The room was large and faced onto the canal, the shutters and windows were open; it was bright but deathly cold in that room. When my eyes adjusted I saw him in the corner furthest from the light standing next to an easel bearing a shrouded painting. In daylight he looked worse than I remembered and I heard myself blurt out,


“What are you?”


He replied as if the question amused him,


“Better for you, I think, to ask what I do: my purpose, to quote one of your English phrases is ‘to keep an eye on things’ but I see you miss the irony; a pity I thought you Englishman appreciated irony. Like last time our meeting will be short. You must break the code; understand the text: it will show you a way of looking at things you would not have imagined.”


He crossed over to the shrouded painting, wincing in discomfort at the light.


“Come, I have something to show you, something rare. Something that looks at things differently. Once you have seen it I do not think we will talk further. Once you have seen it you will think that you don’t want to look at things differently, that you don’t want to break the code. And you won’t want to, but you will not be able to help yourself.”


He pulled the cover from the painting. I recognised it: “The Flaying of Marysas”, smaller and not the original of course. As if he read my thoughts he said,


“It is Titian! A genuine Titian but not one you will ever have read about. It’s been kept away from those who should not know of such things, those who do not possess that particular cultivated taste required to appreciate the ecstasy. But look closely, it’s not like the version of Marysas that you know. However this is the one you will never forget. This is the one which will change your perception.”


I looked: he was right, it was different; the original is sufficiently disturbing but this, this was a perversion. I can’t even write about it now, the things staring from its fringes should never even have been imagined, they inverted any sense of goodness, it looked beyond morality into darkness and its vision contaminated everything.


I turned and as I ran I heard him call, “Look to see me in the Palais Lascaris.” Outside, I threw up in the road then ran on; people out for a walk on that beautiful day scattered as I approached.


The next day I flew home, but I knew that although I could leave Venice I couldn’t escape and so it has proved. Back home I threw myself into my work but I was never comfortable, never easy. I even wished that you and Giles were still there, but then you had gone through your breakdown, taken to drink and abused even Jan’s patience, and Giles took six months unpaid leave; it was either that or be suspended from his post.


So, I was alone. Living for your work and living alone makes you vulnerable, not that you would ever understand that. Bit by bit the thought of the code wormed its way into my troubled mind. I knew I should leave it well alone, but it whispered to me at night as I tossed and turned, sleepless in bed. It was there as I ate my lonely meals or went for walks along the river.


Then, out of the blue, I was called out to Skendleby. The new owner of the Hall, Carver, a vicious piece of work, had tried to build an extension for a swimming pool without planning permission. Several of the locals reported him to the council and as part of his retrospective application I was asked to assess the likelihood of damage to the historic landscape.


A good thing too, his plan required the demolition of the medieval Davenport chapel. Carver was eager to demolish it; I sensed it frightened him. He turned quite nasty with me after understanding I couldn’t be bribed to turn a blind eye. He threatened me which increased my determination to present a strong case against him.


That’s when I took the final wrong decision that’s led me here. Once I started to research the evidence I realised there were documents missing: deliberately lost or even destroyed. I began to consider that there might be a link with the coded document. Even from the surviving evidence, it was clear that the Davenports associated the chapel with some type of malevolent legacy as local folk lore has always maintained; but of course you know all about that, don’t you, Steve?


I interviewed the last Davenport, Sir Nigel, a decent old boy recovering from some kind of stroke. He sent you his regards. I found that odd, I couldn’t see you and him having much in common, or is that something else you kept quiet?


Any way I digress, it’s getting late. What I found really odd about Davenport was that he seemed relieved that the Hall was no longer his responsibility. In fact he seemed genuinely pleased he’d sold it on to Carver, and that in some way Carver deserved it and had been tricked into it like Karswell was in the M. R James ghost story The Casting Of The Runes.


I think Davenport was right about Carver deserving it, but giving up the family legacy seems a bit extreme just to get at him. That’s what hooked me; because, if after all the centuries, his family had struggled to keep it, he was happy to be out of it, there must be some good reason and that brought me back to the code. Now, looking back, I see I was led back to that cursed document: I’d been strung along, played. Well, I found out why the Davenports feared the place alright.


The code was crude; not difficult, once you recognised the simple pattern and re-positioned the letters, even though the writing was poor and crabbed. I’ve always been good with puzzles and had plenty of time to do them. Yet I thought this had defeated me because I found it hard to credit what I was reading. You don’t expect to read about demons in historical family documents and if, or when, you do, you laugh.


I don’t think anyone would laugh after reading this. I won’t read it again, I thought of burning it but something stopped me; perhaps my training as an archivist. I’ve hidden it away where no one can read it, but if in desperate times you need it look in my reading record in Ryland’s. It’s another code, crack it and you’ll find the thing and if you ever come to that I pity you.


Sorry, I’m starting to ramble again: back to the point. I’m not going to tell you much; it would stop your sleep. The fragment of code was written by Sir Hugh Davenport, if that’s what he still was. But I will tell you why this gruesome story should be of interest to you, Steve.


In November 1387 Davenport betrayed his master Sir Thomas Molyneux in a skirmish at Radcot Bridge. He then disappears from the record until 1392 when we find him in the service of Henry of Lancaster on his progression to the crusade in Lithuania. But as we know, the war ended before they arrived, leaving them at a loose end; so Henry decided to proceed across Europe and visit Jerusalem. In November they reached Venice. Davenport’s journal becomes very strange on the subject of his arrival in Venice; it talks of a man or thing that follows them. The text is unclear.


What is clear is that he is the only one who can see it. He travels no further with Henry, perhaps he is dismissed or perhaps he betrays Henry as he did Molyneux. Henry’s journal notes his relief at the absence of “that which did till of late greatly disturb us.”


Davenport lives in Venice for a time and sets himself up as a magus or sorcerer; a type of English Pico della Mirandola. He spends his time “attempting to see things as they truly are, not as people see them”. The way he describes what is true I cannot bring myself to write about, except that it’s what I saw at the edges of that hideous painting in Venice and I know I will never feel clean again. If I’d not seen it myself I’d say he made it up because his mind was destroyed, and perhaps it was. He spread evil and pollution then moved on to Nice.


Nice, where I sit in my hotel room as the shadows grow and lengthen while I write this. “Look to see me at the Palais Lascaris,” that thing had shouted to me in Venice, and here I am. I never meant to come here, I tried to fight it.


Here, although it’s high summer, I feel chilled. I hear whispering but there’s no one there when I look, like the footsteps in Venice. Today I went to the Palais Lascaris. It’s a dark tall narrow building in the warren of filthy alleys in the old town. On each dark floor there are pictures and tapestries, musty with age and strange. Yet when you have learnt to “see things differently” they are truly terrible, not only at the margins, but all the way through; be very glad you can’t see them.


He was there. I didn’t see him. Every time I looked he’d gone but I knew he was there, waiting for me. The worst thing there is a picture “Ruines Avec Obelisque”, distorted, black at the heart. I had followed the Davenport trail, you can see him in the pictures and you can see where he went from here. And do you know where he went, Steve? I think you are beginning to guess, perhaps you are beginning to sweat a bit, I hope so.


He went to Samos, where you are, where you went to escape. Soon you will see him. I don’t think you’ll want to laugh at me or anyone else ever again.


The shadows are moving; they taunt me. I will finish this now. All my life I have written, I think these are the last words I shall ever write.


 


      Dr T. Thompson.


 


Tim Thompson sealed the envelope and walked through the shadows to the door. Outside it was dark. He posted the letter in an alley leading from Place Massena to the sea. On the other side of the alley was a restaurant called El Vino. He knew there was little time. He was calm now, and hungry, so took a table outside under the street light and treated himself; the credit card bill was irrelevant. He ordered foie gras with apricot compote, the house speciality, steak in sauce and the most expensive Bordeaux on the list. The service was attentive.


Then he walked back along the alley towards the steps leading up to Place Massena. In the shadows at the foot of the steps he made his appointment. He recognised the dark coat and hat, the pale bearded face, the red pustules. One disfigured hand held his shoulder, almost tenderly; he felt a line of freezing cold across his throat, he felt a warm sticky flow soaking his chest.


Then he felt nothing.



















Chapter 2:


Better to Let Him Die





The light in the square dazzled, flashing back off the marble paving, too bright even under the large parasol advertising Samian ouzo shading his table. Steve stuffed the letter back in its envelope and concentrated on rinsing the fine coffee grains out of his mouth with the by now tepid water from the accompanying glass. He’d swallowed the sludgy grounds: an involuntary action of surprise at recognising the spidery handwriting. He swilled the water round his mouth, then spat it onto the paving where it instantly evaporated.


It was before nine but he felt the beginning of the day’s sweat staining the creased cotton of the shirt under his armpits. He was surprised to get the letter, hadn’t thought Thompson knew where he was, and the postal service here was irregular at the best of times, which these were not. He didn’t want to read it here and besides, it was so long, more like an essay than a letter. But his real reason was that he feared its contents. He wanted no reminding of his Skendleby ordeal, he’d come here to escape.


He had been taking his usual full Samiot breakfast of Greek coffee, water and a small glass of raki in the old triangular square in Karlovasi when Mandrocles, one of his students who earned some extra money as an assistant janitor, brought him the letter. He owed his temporary post at the University of The Aegean to a previous postgrad student with whom he’d had a brief affair during an excavation on Cyprus some years ago. Unusually after his liaisons, they’d stayed on good terms. Lucky, because her father was well connected in the Greek higher education bureaucracy. In his desperation to get work away from Britain, Steve had tried all his contacts, and she’d produced a result.


It helped that he had a solid reputation in Europe as a fine field archaeologist, if unreliable and careless as an administrator, or lover for that matter. There wasn’t much for him to do at the university, about which the most imposing thing was the name, but Steve was grateful to be there. He spoke reasonably fluent if ungrammatical Greek, even though everyone immediately switched to English when he was around. He liked the lifestyle; he had no personal responsibility and little in his work. In fact, he’d had to hustle to become involved with a survey of Neolithic and Pre-Neolithic activity on the island and with the new archaeological museum in Pythagoreio. This suited him; he could move around the island and work almost entirely without supervision. The bi-weekly change of the island’s tourist population brought him a regular supply of short-term partners and no obligation or responsibility. He still had nightmares and his hair remained white; but he felt he was beginning to rebuild his life and, more important, to feel safe.


He liked Karlovasi, its faded prosperity, the disused and dilapidated warehouses and merchant’s houses that fringed the sea contrasting with the restless and lively student quarter. He liked the shabby little university and the cafes; but this time he was not going to get involved with any of his students. The consequences of that in a Greek community were too serious. So, he lived on the other side of the island in a small fishing village that doubled up with tourism to make ends meet. He had taken a long-term letting of an apartment overlooking the sea from a Dutch woman married to a Greek boat captain.


He loved the murmur of the sea brushing the shingle below his window, the infinite view over the constantly changing water where on clear days he could see Patmos. Loved the brooding presence of Mount Kerkis, either baked by heat or obscured by cloud. The place calmed him, soothed his fears, his relationships in the village were casual with no obligation beyond a polite friendliness on either side which suited him just fine.


Suited him so well that one night drinking ouzo with Captain Michales under the stars, watching the green and red harbour lights flashing on and off, he mentioned that he wanted to stay permanently and become Greek. Michales made the facial gesture of incomprehension at the strangeness of foreigners that’s part of the Greek DNA, then, rearranging his craggy face into an even more intimidating expression, he leaned forwards and delivered the longest speech Steve had heard from him.


“Listen, Dr Steve, you could live here amongst us for a hundred years, two hundred years even, and you would still not be accepted as one us, would never be treated as one of us.”


He’d leaned back and favoured Steve with one of his surprisingly warm, if rare, smiles before continuing.


“But for you, I think, that is not so bad. Have you seen how we treat each other? Especially in winter, after the tourists go home and we are tired of being polite and having to speak English or German all day and all night. When the seas are too rough to fish and everything is shut down and the only place to go is Lekatis bar to drink. See how we are then, look, see over there Ephialtes who you say you like so much. Well, last year he broke a chair over the head of Stefanes, his friend, just because he had thrown a scrap of meat to a dog and Antonis did not like that one dog. Since then they not speak and that is what is like. No, you could not become one of us.”


He paused, deep in thought.


“But maybe you just stay and be treated like now, like honoured guest, not part of family or one of us. Believe me, that is much better for you. No feuds, no lawyers, no hitting, we keep you out from all that: for you just laughter and drink. Now I have arranged your life, so you will buy me one ouzo, then we go home.”


Afterwards they’d finished the ouzo and gazed at the headland across the bay to the east, where the sky was imperceptibly beginning to lighten and the pre-dawn breeze was ruffling the surface of the waters. Steve stumbled the few short yards home, banging into parked cars and scooters, then fumbled for what seemed ages to get his key into the lock before falling, fully clothed, onto the bed. He woke next day with a foul taste in his mouth and a splitting headache, but without the feeling of anxiety that was his usual waking companion; he didn’t exactly feel good, but didn’t feel frightened either and since the horror of the Skendleby excavation that was as good as it got.


Pulling out of the memory, Steve left some euros with the bill on the saucer and walked across to the periptero to buy some cigarettes. Like at most Greek street kiosks, there was an animated conversation taking place between the owner and the customer at the counter. The voices were raised and a fine range of shrugs, facial grimaces and expansive hand gestures were on display. In England it would have looked like the last stage in a verbal exchange before the first punch was thrown, but in Greece it was a normal transaction and probably between long standing friends. To Steve it was now routine, and he passed the time while the conversation gradually petered out in trying to improve his knowledge of written Greek by reading the headlines of the national and local Greek newspapers on display on the carousel.


The news was grimly familiar, the same two topics spread across each front page: the economic crisis and the alarming spread of wild fires. This latter was seen as a symptom of dramatic change in world climate, which had caused the unusually dry winter and the intense heat of early summer accompanied by gale force winds. Each of the papers took an apocalyptical tone; wherever Steve looked he saw scare stories, and according to his Greek acquaintances, this wasn’t alarmist journalism: there was plenty to be scared about. The global financial crisis hit Greece particularly hard, and in a land of sharp divisions, with a recent history of civil war, the fear of anarchy loomed large. Although there were some, particularly the young, who welcomed the prospect of rapid and violent change.


He knew this from a conversation he’d had back in the village. The elder son of one of the fishermen home from university in Athens for the summer was helping out as a waiter. When business was slack, he’d sit and talk with Steve. He’d been involved in the demonstration in the capital that degenerated into a riot. He, like all his friends, was angry and looked forward to the autumn when he predicted the increase in direct action would topple the government. But, as always, there was no commonly held opinion on who to blame and the arguments split the community. Some blamed the Americans, some the communists; the only real consensus was that the bankers and the Euro played a major role.


The panic caused by the fires was worse. The island was heavily forested and dry as tinder; there were rumours that some of the fires had been started deliberately and in a fire near Vathia two goat herders, arrested on suspicion of arson, had been almost torn apart by a small mob of locals as the police tried to take them away. The island was divided and tension was rising with the thermometer.


However, there was something else, only covered in the island papers, which Steve found morbidly disturbing: a body had been fished out of the water near Aghios Spiridos. A body marked in a particular way that the police would not disclose, but which the papers linked with unsolved murders earlier in the year. The reports stated that the local police were now under the direction of a senior homicide detective from Athens but were no nearer to closing the case.


Under the headline “Devil strikes again in Island horror”, the piece suggested that the killings bore the marks of satanic ritual and that perhaps ancient traditions, rather than the police, might be the only answer. Steve felt the hairs stand up on the back of his neck, but before he could read more the conversation in front of him abruptly ended and the heavily moustached man behind the counter asked him what he wanted. He bought the smokes and, as an afterthought, the paper which he put into his sack alongside the unread and toxic letter from Tim Thompson.


The heat of the day was increasing and he tried to stick to the shade as he walked from the square to his parking place by the river. The river had run dry even earlier this year and was now little more than a wide stinking trench of cracked and dried mud strewn with rubbish. As he walked across the waste ground by its banks, which was signposted a civic car park, his scuffed boots kicked up clouds of thick white dust from its surface. Inside the old Fiat, which he had on long term loan from a local car hire firm as it was no longer considered safe to rent out, it was sweltering despite the fact he’d left the windows open.


He threw his sack onto the backseat and began the regular painful process of negotiating the cars blocking him in and the potholes scattered across the rocky terrain. Then, after a prolonged wait at the new traffic lights, which seemed designed to hold up traffic from all directions before allowing one common thirty second window of opportunity, he turned onto the main road to Pythagoreio.


It was a relief to be out of the town and driving through the spruce and pines that lined the steeply climbing road as it snaked its way through the ridges flanking Mount Kerkis. Here it was cooler and, apart from the speeding taxis, driven by men with one hand out of the window holding a cigarette and the other clutching a mobile phone to their right ear, the road was quiet.


After climbing for ten minutes, the road levelled out and the sea could be seen on both sides of the island. Steve drove this road every day of the week but still hadn’t tired of the beauty of this view with the sea sparkling in the sunlight below him and the mountain looming above. For a few kilometres, the road followed the ridge through some of the best kept vineyards on Samos falling away gently on either side into the valleys.


He was startled by the sound of a siren as three police cars, one unmarked and black, swept past him at speed on the other side of the road, almost forcing him into a ditch. As he took evasive action he caught a glimpse of the clean shaven, pale face of the man in the back, obviously the senior officer, staring out of the window at him. The man was wearing a jacket and tie, most unusual for Samos.


He was watching this alarming cortege in his rear view mirror as it careered into the distance when a bright red sports car flashed round the bend behind him, and on seeing his old Fiat began hitting its horn and flashing its lights. The driver looked young behind his black glasses and Steve wasn’t disposed to give way, thinking that such an expensive machine would be unlikely to want to risk a collision with the shed he was driving. But he was mistaken; as Steve was trying to occupy the centre of the road going round a bend, the sports car pulled out, the driver gunning the engine and forcing him to swerve into the side verge. He had to focus all his attention into avoiding the ditch, but not before he caught a glimpse of the driver grinning through designer stubble and giving him the finger. The sports car, a Ferrari he thought, something else not often seen here, disappeared round the bend.


By the time Steve got his car back onto the road he was angry and shaken. The other driver had been more than just reckless: he’d enjoyed forcing the old Fiat off the road. He continued on through the vines, but the day had changed and his mood soured and wishing the sports car would crash didn’t do enough to lift it. Rounding another bend just before the sharp right turn towards Ormos-Marathakampos, he was flagged down by an old local woman in the middle of the road. She shouted to him through the car window.


“Kirios, Kirios, come quick, bad problem.”


She grabbed his arm and began jabbing her fingers frantically towards a copse of trees on the other side of the road. He saw tyre marks swerving off the road and the rear of the red Ferrari poking out of the undergrowth amongst the trees. The rear wheels were off the ground, the front of the car wedged at an angle into the wood. Steve moved nervously towards it, leaving the Fiat in the middle of the road, its driver’s door flapping open, the engine running.


He heard the whimpering before he saw the man and paused, fearing what he’d find. He was pushed forward by the shouts of the woman.


“Yes, Kirios, in there, go, you must go now. “


The heat of the sun was reflecting off the shiny red paintwork of the Ferrari; Steve hesitated, shifting from foot to foot in indecision, not wanting to move further but knowing he had to. There was a horrible bubbling sound at the back of the whimpering. Steve couldn’t stand it, wanted to stop it, so he forced himself on. At first he couldn’t understand why the driver hadn’t moved; the front of the car wasn’t badly smashed up, it had pulled up short of the tree trunk. Only some low growing branches of the old gnarled olive seemed to have come into contact with the car.


He turned his head to look at the driver, saw he was pinned back against the headrest, whose white leather upholstery was stained a slimy red. The twin forks of a time-hardened olive branch had burst through the shattered windscreen and skewered him to the seat. Steve forced himself to look at the injured man and understood the cause of the whimpered speech delivered in simple, almost nursery, Greek,


“Can’t die, not me, not here, help me please; help, can’t die, not meant to.”


One of the branch ends had gone through the flesh under his left armpit and the other had pierced his right shoulder, tearing a huge gash in his throat en route. Steve could see the blood gushing from this wound; he’d plenty of experience tending to accidents on excavations, and knew that if the arterial bleeding wasn’t slowed the man would die soon. He screamed to the woman to call an ambulance but she’d gone. The young man fixed him with the terrified look of a child, his large brown eyes imploring succour.


Moving the twigs and olive leaves away from where branches had pierced the flesh, he could see the wounds clearly. They confirmed his initial diagnoses, the bleeding from the throat was the killer; the rest could wait. Now he was doing something he felt calmer, his hands stopped trembling as he probed the bloody torn flesh for the source of the bleeding.


The terrified eyes of the young driver tried to follow his actions, mutely beseeching Steve to save him: he’d stopped crying and was silent. Steve found the gash from which most of the blood was pumping and tried to pull the flaps at the edges of the tear together. But the blood made it greasy and each time he tried his fingers stumbled and slipped against each other and away from the wound.


He let go and bent to rub his fingers in the dust below the car to give them extra purchase; something he had only ever done before when bowling occasional off spinners on the cricket field, an image he was surprised to find flashing across his mind. He moved back to the bloody throat, caught the agonised but trusting look in the young man’s eyes, noticed how pale his face now looked and murmured to himself without thinking, “Drained of blood, he’ll die soon.”


This time his gritty fingers found a precarious purchase on one flap of the wound and while trying not to let slip the hold of his left hand, he felt for the other fine lip of the wound with his right. Twice, three times he thought he had it, only for it to elude him and vanish back into the gore of the ruined neck. Then he had it: only a tenuous grasp, but if he could keep it, enough.


He carefully pulled the edges of the laceration together until they overlapped and applied as much pressure as he could without losing his grip. The pumping of the blood decreased, then reduced to slow ooze that seeped between his fingertips. He just hung on there, frozen in the same position, not daring to move any part of his posture in case he lost his slight hold on the slippery nubs of torn flesh.


He could never gauge how long he remained suspended there, all his senses concentrating on the feeling of his fingertips; it could either have been minutes or hours. But one thing he did notice was that, crouched down against one of the olive trees near the car, there was a man. Steve knew he hadn’t been there when he’d arrived. The man said nothing, did nothing, just watched. He was partly in shadow, Steve couldn’t see him clearly; he was wearing some type of dark woollen cloak like the older island goat herders. His face was partly obscured by leaves so that he resembled a creature of the ancient forest, like the carving of a Green Man Steve had once unearthed on an excavation in Cornwall.


This freezing of time was shattered by the sound of a siren. Steve daren’t turn his head to look, for fear that any movement would loosen his fingers’ precarious grip and the blood would begin to pump again. He couldn’t feel his fingers now and sweat was pouring down his forehead into his eyes making them sting; he felt like he once had in an assembly at school in the moment before he fainted, having stood for twenty minutes listening to the head teacher droning on. But he was aware how pale the young man was and how his breathing was faint and irregular, so the gentle touch on his shoulder took him by surprise. A paramedic moved next to him, looked carefully at the dying young man almost drained of blood then turned back to another medic behind him. The second man moved to the car and steadily placed two clips where Steve’s hands were and the first man gently steered Steve away.


He leaned against a tree and tried to light a cigarette with shaking hands, saw two police cars arrive and their occupants run to the accident; he saw his own car being moved to the side of the road. He heard, as if in a dream, one of the cops shouting and frenzied activity. Then there was someone beside him taking the unlit smoke out of his mouth. He looked down and saw that it was filthy with the blood from his hands. A fresh one was placed between his lips and lit for him.


As he took a deep drag, the figure spoke one sentence then moved off to disappear into the wood, and Steve saw it was the Green Man who’d silently watched him. By the time the smoke was finished the medics, augmented by several others he’d not noticed arrive, wheeled the young man on a trolley, with a drip suspended over him, to the road and into the ambulance. A policeman came over to Steve and began to lead him.


“You go with him to hospital.”


“Why?”


“Because you must.”


By now he was at the step leading into the ambulance. He climbed in, the door shut behind him, the siren started and they moved off. He sat in shock as they gathered speed, his brain trying to make sense of what had happened to his day, and the things he could make least sense of were the words the Green Man had spoken before he merged into the trees.


“You meddled with what you don’t know, for us and for you it would have been better to let him die.”
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