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         When sisters Lily and Della Pedley are persecuted for the shocking murder of their parents, they flee from their home in Cornwall to a remote and unnamed island in Scotland – an island known for its mysterious happenings, but far away from the whispers and prying eyes of strangers.

         
             

         

         Lily is terrified of what her sister might do next, and she soon realises that they have arrived at a place where nothing is as it seems. A bitterness runs through the land like poison, and the stories told by the islanders seem to be far more than folklore.

         
             

         

         Della settles in too easily, the island folk drawn to her strangeness, but Lily is plagued by odd and unsettling dreams, and as an annual festival draws nigh, she discovers that she has far more to fear than she could ever have imagined. Or does she…?

         
             

         

         Chilling, atmospheric and utterly hypnotic, Small Fires is a contemporary gothic novel that examines possession, female rage, and the perilous bonds of family – an unsettling reminder that the stories we tell can be deadly…ii
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1
            HER

            Old Town

         

         They say the Devil came here. He fell to the earth long ago and he never left.

         There is a silence over this land, the stillness of a muscle before it moves. Somewhere a bird calls a warning to us in its little throat. I see its body and think, I should offer a warning of my own: We have arrived. Now leave, before we break those wings.

         ‘This place knows we are here,’ my sister says, and I take a breath.

         ‘Why do you say that?’ I ask.

         ‘It knows,’ she says, and yes, I almost expect the mountain to take a gulp of air, like some great beast come to see us.

         Della catches my wrist with her finger. She smiles, says, ‘Mind me, Lil.’

         I carry memories of their deaths. Ghosts living inside a ghost. I think of our old home, our names, changing on tongues as the news spread. Until all anyone could think on were their pale bodies, emptied and hanging, and ours still very much pulsing, alive.

         The Witches of Old Town.

         We have so many names.

         They called us pariahs, and we ran fast. They called down their gods, and we ran faster. They called us a ‘condemning’, like a murmuration, a moving shadow that palms the sun and takes out the light. And now we have migrated.

         To this island with no name.

         I count the shadows but I run out of fingers to count them on. 2The path from the harbour twists down into a valley. There are no animals, or children. The houses are empty. Where are the people?

         There is nothing but the mountain. It watches us, throwing down its darkness, so unyielding it makes the light feel like a captive. What things has it seen? What will it say of us to the men and women who will come to this island in the future?

         They will not be good stories, this I know. My sister and I do not tell good stories. Mother and Father knew that.

         I rub my arms to bring some heat to my skin but all it does is hurt.

         I look at my sister. ‘Does it make you feel cold, the mountain?’

         Della smiles. It does.

         I wish I had not asked.

         We will find our new home, Lower Tor, later; we do not mind that it will soon be night. We have always been able to find our way in the dark.

         I follow Della to the Moloch Inn, and as we enter, my spine shivers, my pulse sings.

         We have found the people.

         The room stills, heads turning like clock hands, coming slowly to our bodies. I hear nothing, not even their breaths. I tap my wrist to check I can still hear at all. We have emptied their lungs. We have made living shadows.

         I look across all their faces, eyes sharp, even the young. Mouths open, ready to bite our secrets from our fingers. Della tips her chin at them. We take a table at the back. The Folk speak quietly, voices low so they can hear our movements.

         ‘We know you,’ they say with their eyes. And then, ‘Why have you come here?’

         We have come to this island because it is the furthest we could travel from where we are from.

         There is a man pouring ale into two pitchers. A curl of brown hair falls into the corner of his mouth. He is short – shorter than me. The men and women around us watch with curiosity, like 3animals watching other animals. We were not human, even as children. Or so our mother said.

         A man sits to my right, his nose jutting at an odd angle. He looks at me so deeply; I think he can see my very bones. I am without a covering. He can see it all. And despite myself, I think, do my bones look alright?

         Then his eyes move to Della, and my body softens.

         ‘You’ll be a favourite,’ he says to Della.

         ‘A favourite of whom?’

         ‘Of his.’

         ‘Who is “he”?’

         ‘Our Warden.’

         I glance at Della, sweat blooming beneath my ribcage, down my navel. They have fully shifted focus now. They are drawn to the call of her. The blackness of her, the size of her. She keeps spells in her pockets, and she uses them now. She looks like the Folk do: something violent under the skin.

         ‘I don’t understand. Are you all mad here? Do you need a policeman to watch you? Who is he?’ Della asks.

         The man laughs, leans close, pinches my wrist between his fingers and wiggles it. ‘If I shake your hand, do you think I’ll break it? You are such a small thing, aren’t you? Just a bite.’

         Some daring voice in my throat wants to say, If you want to chew something with salt, take my sister. Instead, I gulp my worry and say, ‘Who is your Warden?’

         ‘He’ll be along.’

         The man sinks back into his seat, smiling. And I turn, looking at every face in this room. They watch Della with something like sweetness before bitterness shows through. They lick their lips, hungering.

         Are these people afraid of anything? They will be afraid of us.

         They’ll see.

         The man leans greedily into Della’s space. I shrink back. The shadows wrap me like gauze. And I keep going until I am covered.

         4He says, ‘Welcome to our small world. I’m sure you’ll enjoy it. And our small world will enjoy you.’

         Della nods. She gives what she takes. ‘I’m sure we will.’

         ‘You’re just in time for the festival.’

         ‘What festival?’

         I turn my head slowly, look at the men and the women and the children and their smiles. Dear God. Why do they watch us?

         The man says, ‘The festival of the Devil.’
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            HER

            Ferryman

         

         We were warned.

         Before we crossed over to this island, two days ago, the people on the mainland cautioned us. Perhaps we should have paid better heed to them. It was quiet that day, like the hand of some desolate God had run through the mainland and caught its people between his fingers, took them away. The street was terminal, bare of voices, of music. There was nothing.

         There was no regular service to take us across. Every face we looked on was hooded. We asked several fishermen if they could ferry us to the island. Their faces darkened, and their eyes closed, and they tipped their chins up to the rain and muttered a prayer, and we watched and wondered what they were calling down. Something to hurt us? Or to protect them?

         Eventually, we found somewhere to order food and to rest. It was cramped, and so dusty, I tried not to breathe. A man sat beside us. He was bent so low, bones poked through his coat.

         ‘We want to cross the water. We want to go to the island,’ Della said to him.

         ‘No one will cross the water.’

         ‘We can pay.’

         ‘No one will cross the water.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘That place takes.’

         ‘What does it take?’

         The man looked at us, for the first time. His eyes were wide, afraid. ‘What is missing from these streets?’

         6Della chewed her lip hard enough to draw blood. Anger came off her in steam. She would break this man.

         ‘I ask again, what do you notice missing from these streets?’

         I looked out of the window, saw the island, the mountain, grey and strange, a covering of fog like gauze around its middle. As if it was broken. A chill slipped down my fingers and I squeezed half-moons into the meat of my hands.

         ‘It takes our calm.’ The man lifted a finger to the window, to the island. ‘It is sick. Sick with madness. That mountain is a wound on the world. And it might be rock and moss and earth and air, but it is always watching us.’

         ‘Has it always been this way?’ I said quietly.

         ‘Yes. Since I was a boy. Since my father was a boy. And his father too.’

         ‘Have you ever been there yourself?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘What is there?’

         The man’s bones shivered inside their skin. He was so thin, I could see the blue of his veins. ‘The Folk. They do strange things. Sometimes they light fires, and the fires burn all night. And we hear them screaming on the wind. Then we hear them laughing. Like they are hunting each other.’

         ‘Hunting each other?’

         He nodded, cupping one hand in the other, like a boy. ‘We try not to listen. We try so very hard not to hear.’

         ‘How do you know any of this, if you have never been?’ Della asked.

         ‘Because in the past, some of us here did cross the water. And when they came back, they told us stories about the Folk, about the land and what has happened there. It is ill, that land.’

         ‘Do they ever come here? The Folk?’

         He shakes his head. ‘Sometimes two men come to fetch goods. Always the same two. But otherwise no. The Folk do not cross the water. The young there have never left the island. It is all they 7know. Such a waste … for that to be all they know. It is a crime for a baby to be born in that place.’

         ‘What are the men like?’

         ‘They are strange. Like they are mute, like they have never made a noise before. And they look at us as if we are beasts, only interested in a life long enough to kill it.’

         ‘Do they really never speak?’ I ask.

         ‘No. They are full of silences.’

         ‘Maybe they can’t speak.’

         ‘They can …’ he says. ‘They can, but not to us.’

         ‘And then they go back?’

         ‘And then they go back.’

         I looked into the street, at the grey locals. The ghosts the island had made of them. ‘Did you not cross the water to see if they needed help?’ I asked. ‘You heard noises. But you did not go and check?’

         The man opened his palms. ‘When I was a boy, my best friend crossed over. Curiosity or an attempt at courage, call it what you will. But he did not come back. A party was sent to look for him. They searched the island, every strange piece of it. They could not find him.’ The man closed his palms. ‘That night, we heard him screaming.’

         The life left my fingers. I tried to move them but I could not.

         ‘What – what happened?’

         ‘We do not know what became of him. I was in my bed when I heard it. And then I screamed too. My mother said it poured out of me like wind.’

         I looked at his face, and I thought, He has gone. He has left his eyes. He’s moved into his memories of his friend. 

         I turned and said to Della. ‘What will they do to us? We must find somewhere else to go.’

         My body chilled and I struggled to breathe. I felt as if I’d been drowned.

         ‘Did I hear you correctly: you want to go to the island?’

         8Another man was watching from the corner. His eyes passed between my sister and me, suspicion plain in them.

         ‘No —’

         ‘Yes. We do.’ Della smiled her smile, and it made me sick. She said under her breath, ‘Mind me, Lil. We are crossing.’

         The man nodded solemnly. ‘I’ll ferry you across. Tonight. Meet me at the harbour once the sun has set.’

         ‘We will.’ Della touched me, dug her nails into the soft part of my knee. I winced, pulled away. She grabbed a different piece of me and pinched that instead.

         The ferryman watched, horror inside his eyes. ‘I know who you are. You’re the Pedley women. I know what you’ve done. And that place deserves to be hurt.’ He stood, looked at us as if he wanted to run from us. ‘So hurt it.’
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            HIM

            Pariahs

         

         The night is quiet, and then it is not. The women enter the Moloch Inn not as ordinary women do. Not with footfall and breath and words falling from their lips. But with a silence inside their bodies that makes everyone else settle.

         Silas would have known the women had entered if he hadn’t seen them at all. If it was only their shadows that had come, he would have felt them.

         One can always sense an arrival, a bee on skin, a bird in a tree, a body in a room. The women have arrived. Silas sees them, yes, but he feels them inside his chest too, like a second beat.

         And these women are something new.

         The tall one has long fingers, a thick neck inches wider than his own. A beast among men. Beside her is a smaller woman. She is fair, with blonde curls and slim wrists and worry lines and a hand fixed permanently to her stomach. Is she pregnant? Is she ill?

         The beast glances back at her, and the small woman hurries, tripping on her toes to be by the beast’s side. Ah. It is no baby. She carries fear inside her body. A drum filled with a cruel music. Why is she frightened of her sister?

         Sisters they must be. The likeness is unmistakable. Something about the mouths and the ears and the way their bones move. They have his drinkers leaning forward in their seats; they shift like one muscle, eyes alert, watchful, wanting. The Folk are all wanting here.

         The little one wraps her arms around her middle. Her gaze 10lands on Silas, then it is gone again. Orsan leers across at them. He tells them about the Warden, the festival, and the little one shrinks, and the big one reddens, rises as if the stories are filling her body up.

         Silas delivers two pints to their table. ‘Welcome,’ he says. ‘I know you, don’t I?’

         The small woman’s eyes widen. ‘You’re the Pedley sisters.’ Silas taps her foot with his boot, brings her eyes to his. ‘Am I right?’

         ‘Yes,’ the beast says. ‘We are Lily and Della.’

         The Folk lean closer. They know these visitors. The women are pariahs, murderesses. Witches, one newspaper called them. Life-thieves. Blood-lovers. Following their parents’ deaths, the names for them grew evermore experimental. Silas heard of their gruesome story, even here, where the earth feels as if it ends.

         ‘What brings you to our shores, hm?’

         ‘The quiet.’

         ‘The quiet?’

         ‘How many people live on this island?’

         ‘One hundred and thirty-three.’

         Della nods. ‘The quiet.’

         ‘We don’t have many visitors here.’

         ‘Why?’

         Silas considers taking the seat next to Della but he decides not to; she might rip his fingers from his hand. ‘We are isolated. It’s an hour’s journey from the mainland.’

         ‘I see.’

         ‘Aside from yourselves, we have one other visitor. A geologist who came with her family twelve moons ago. But she’s leaving soon. She has what she came for.’

         ‘You misunderstand.’ Della looks him in the eye, and he takes a step back. ‘We are not visitors. We are here to live.’

         ‘You have a property?’

         She nods. ‘Lower Tor.’

         ‘You’re my neighbours. I live at Higher Tor, just along the cliff. 11You’ll get all the quiet you care to have. No one walks there. Even the birds don’t fly over it.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘It has its history, as all places do.’ He looks at Lily. She fiddles with a red ribbon, wrapping it tighter and tighter round her thumb until the skin turns deep and blue and strange. ‘You’ll get a taste of it soon enough.’

         Lily looks at him. Finally. ‘What is your name?’

         ‘My name is Silas.’

         Della then taps Silas’s foot with her shoe. She smiles. And it is a sight he doesn’t want inside his eyes.

         ‘Tell me about the festival,’ she says.

         ‘You don’t have long to wait. It’s in five days’ time. Midday.’

         Della rises suddenly, and so the sister rises too. They nod, then they leave, walking without steps. And all eyes watch them go.
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            HER

            A Condemning

         

         This land smells of death. Of something under skin. It’s not the reek of an animal taken by the wild, a life rotting away. But I can smell something here and I pinch my nose; Della sucks in a breath so loudly I think a gun has fired.

         Perhaps the smell isn’t here, really. Perhaps the smell is inside us, our clothes, perhaps we brought it here from our old home, Dyowles House. That place was ruined in the end, and it was our doing.

         ‘Ruined things can be mended,’ Mother used to say. But who can mend Mother, now she is dead inside the earth?

         Our new home, Lower Tor sits on the cliff, with only two neighbours. A small cottage just a short walk away and a large house further along the cliff. That house is huge, stretched by some irritable god’s hands, so it becomes thinner at the top, like a tower or a church. I am surprised it has not tipped into the water, making the earth shake as it comes away.

         There is something strange about this land. It is too silent. Where are the children? Where are the walkers? Bird-watchers? I lift my eyes to the sky. Where are the birds?

         There is a woman – our new neighbour – tending the cottage’s garden. She is the brightest thing I have seen in miles.

         ‘Can you see her? That woman, there?’

         Della nods.

         ‘She’s watching us.’

         ‘We are watching her.’

         Slowly, the woman lifts her hand. She is not smiling. Her 13hand trembles, and it is not moved by the wind. There is no wind. The island has forgotten to breathe.

         ‘We should say hello,’ I say hopefully.

         Della pinches me, a mark like a rose reddening my skin, and I nod, take a step back so she can enter our new home so she won’t give me any more flowers.

         ‘Leave that woman alone,’ she says.

         Houses are like bodies. There are always ghosts inside, like illnesses the bodies cannot remove. We left so many ghosts in Dyowles House in Cornwall. We put a cancer inside its walls with the things we did.

         Mould blossoms across the walls of Lower Tor, black blooms. Old leaves and dust spill across the floor. The bodies of bees lie across the sills. They have grown a fur. A mould of their own. Every life comes eventually to death.

         The bathroom is certainly unfit for use, yet I swallow the bile in my throat, scrape out the bathtub and run the tap until it scalds. Della likes it blistering. When she rises from the heat, her body is so red, she looks like she has fires inside her. Sometimes I visualise throwing water on her, not to put her out but to make her body smoke.

         But then her smoke would rot my lungs.

         ‘Is it ready?’ she says from downstairs. She does not need to shout. Her voice breaks bricks.

         ‘Yes,’ I say.

         She arrives, tests the temperature by flicking it against my hand. I wince and she smiles, ‘Lily-burning.’ The perfect temperature.

         I leave her to it, go to the nearest window and look for the woman.

         She is still there, kneading the earth. Sweat beads across my scalp and between my breasts as I run down the stairs and out into the fresh world.

         The woman rises. I trip over my left foot and fall in the dirt. 14A glob of it flicks into my nostril, and I cup my hand over my face and dig it out.

         ‘Are … are you alright? That was quite a fall. Can … can I get you a tissue?’ She pats my shoulder.

         Up close, she is older than I realised. Her hair is yellow, grazing her shoulders. She has slim fingers and a beauty spot on the tip of her nose like a button.

         ‘I’m Kit. Katherine. But Kit.’

         ‘I’m Lily. I’m new here.’

         ‘So I gather.’ She looks at me with weariness. All women do, especially mothers, because they wonder if their own daughters could hurt them like we hurt ours. They look on their children differently once they have looked on us. We change their eyes, we condemn them to wonder.

         ‘Do you know who I am?’

         ‘I do.’

         ‘He told me you are a newcomer, like I am.’

         ‘Who did?’

         I gesture to Higher Tor. ‘The man who lives there.’

         She nods. ‘Silas. The only ordinary one here.’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘If you go to the festival, you’ll soon see what I mean.’

         ‘Will you go?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Why? Is there really a devil – their Warden – who lives here?’

         ‘There are no such things as devils. But that doesn’t mean this place is good either. Too many bad things have happened here in the past.’ She looks at me keenly, and I feel as if I am being pared back, my insides removed and cold water run through me. ‘How old are you?’

         ‘Twenty.’

         Her eyes soften. ‘Oh, sweetheart. You’re too young to know this place.’

         ‘What has happened here?’

         15‘Things you won’t want inside your mind. Things which will hurt your eyes.’
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            HIM

            Those across the Water

         

         They call this land The God-Forgotten.

         The people across the water, they say the land is so strange, no one dared name it. That no name could hold it, like fingers around something sharp. And isn’t there some truth to what they say?

         Silas knows what the men and women across the water think, even though he himself has never put his foot on their shores. At night, he sees their lights, and they see his. Strange hands lifted, not in acknowledgment but in warning. They do not come here. Children across the water are told the stories of The God-Forgotten as soon as they are old enough to know what stories are. They tell them that bitterness runs through the land like poison in blood. And if they cross the water, they will get blood on their feet.

         ‘Something bad has always lived that way.’

         ‘What?’ Children ask their mothers, ‘Who lives over there?’

         ‘The Folk,’ their mothers say.

         They warn travellers too. And so the travellers do not travel any further.

         ‘Is it not safe?’ they ask, heads twitching.

         ‘No. It’s never been safe. There are stories. Sometimes we hear things in the night. Strange things.’

         ‘Like what?’

         ‘Singing.’

         ‘Isn’t that … nice?’

         They shake their heads, eyes on everything but the land they speak of. Their fingers come to their throats as if they are sore. ‘Not this singing.’

         17‘What do the Folk sing about?’

         ‘Bad things.’

         ‘Are you afraid of them?’

         Fearful men are afraid even to admit to their fears.

         ‘How can you be afraid of that place?’

         ‘Evil lives in words, inside language. We are afraid because stories are never simply stories.’

         ‘And what do the stories say?’

         ‘That the Devil lives there. A Warden with his Folk. That’s what the stories have always said.’

         Silas wonders if the people across the water warned the Pedley women. He watches the sisters. They walk through the street, and the Folk follow the freshness of them, the newness of their smells. They are children, palms open for sweet fruits.

         Silas knows the Folk. He was born on this land. He has sipped on this poison since he was in his mother’s arms. And now his mouth is sore.

         The people across the water would have warned the sisters. So why did it not still their feet? Why did they still come?

         If they had heard the stories, if they had a god, they would not have come to this godless place.

         Silas takes a breath, filling his lungs until they feel as if they will burst their seams. Then he lets it go.

         What brought the sisters here? Where nothing but stories grow.
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            HER

            Stories that Bleed

         

         This place breathes.

         At least that is what it feels like. If I touch my fingers to the soil, will the soil move? When I take a breath, will it take one with me? Is there something under the earth?

         I stand in the street, look at the houses tipping into one another, at the cobbles, their shapes strange and stretched, but try as I might, I cannot bring to mind what they remind me of. I look at the mountain, so far from us all, and yet it feels as if it is close enough to count the bones of me, to take one right out of my body if it wanted.

         Yes, I think it would want to. I think it would want all of them.

         The Folk move through the street, silent, turning their eyes to Della and me. They are dressed in white, all of them, even the children. If this street is the island’s spine, then the Folk are its muscle, moving like a hand before it becomes a fist. They can walk, they can speak, but I have never seen humans look less like humans.

         I see a woman who stands in front of the island’s only shop. When Della is distracted, I go to her.

         ‘Hello.’

         She does not speak. She wears white, but as with all the Folk here, there is some strange violence about this, about the imitation of innocence. Her grey hair is pulled back and her life-worn eyes run over me.

         ‘Hello.’

         ‘What is your name?’

         19‘Stina.’

         ‘I am Lily.’

         ‘I know who you are. Even here, where the world has choked us out of its mouth, we hear news of the mainland. And we know you and your sister. You’ve come such a long way from where you are from.’

         ‘Cornwall.’ I nod. ‘Why doesn’t this island have a name?’

         ‘The mainlanders have a name for it. The God-Forgotten. But they say if this island had a true name, it would only break it.’

         ‘How can you break a name?’

         She shrugs. ‘By hurting the meaning of it.’

         I point to the mountain. ‘There’s a fog on its way down to us.’

         ‘It means there is going to be a death.’

         ‘I’m sorry?’

         ‘The Devil – our Warden – is in the fog. It means he will come to us in the village tonight and there will be a death.’

         ‘But … that’s impossible.’

         Her sharp eyes come to mine. ‘Keep your “impossibles” close. Perhaps they will guard you tonight.’

         ‘You have strange stories here.’

         ‘Why did you follow them across the water then?’

         I open my mouth. Close it.

         She rubs a scar on her third finger, three lines through the skin. ‘This land has more stories than I have the memory to hold.’

         I move from foot to foot. ‘It feels like I am standing on the back of something, being here.’

         ‘This land makes the shape of a bird. The river runs from its eyes so he looks like he is crying. Our Mourning Bird.’

         ‘And now I live on its back,’ I say. ‘It’s like he’s going to shiver and I’ll fall straight into the sea.’

         She opens her eyes and smiles. ‘A funny feeling, isn’t it?’

         ‘I don’t like it.’

         ‘Then you shouldn’t go to the Singing Bridge.’

         ‘The what?’

         20‘A place with so many legends, they’ve spilled into the water, and now they kill the fish.’ The look on her face is one of fear and awe, a ravaged smile that tips my heart into a quick rhythm.

         ‘You speak oddly. In riddles and omens.’

         ‘And yet you can translate our language well enough.’

         ‘What is the story of the bridge?’

         ‘Centuries ago, a farmer worked the land. The land did not give much – it has always been unforgiving – but the man survived on the little he had. Then one day, he found children eating his crop. The more they came, the more he angered. Until one day, he caught them, these five children, and he took them to the bridge. There he cut them, hung them upside down and drowned them, an offering to the Warden for a good reaping.’

         Stina is shaking, even to her finger bones. They are frightened of their own history. Of their own stories.

         ‘What happened next?’

         ‘Their mothers found them later. And the wind that day blew through a hole the farmer had made in the bridge’s wall. The wind blew and the mothers’ mourned. It sounded like the bridge was singing for them.’ She tilts her head at me. ‘Children do not go to the Singing Bridge anymore.’

         ‘The children … they all died. They could not be saved?’

         ‘They could not be saved.’

         ‘My God.’

         I cast my eyes down. I realise now what the cobbles look like. The shape of them. They have been made to look like bones. We are all standing on bones.

         ‘What about the farmer?’

         ‘He was dealt with.’ Her eyes widen, and I can see the whites. ‘Our Warden dealt with him as he deals with all of us who misstep.’

         ‘You are frightened…?’

         She rubs her scars. ‘The children don’t go there anymore. The last time they did, they said they could still hear those mothers 21crying. And that they saw the Devil by the water, come to listen. That place plays bad music.’

         ‘Those poor children.’

         The woman takes my wrist, her nails cutting into me. ‘We are full of stories here, Miss Pedley. This land is a vein, and if you are curious enough, it will bleed for you. But be sure you want the blood on your pretty, pale hands.’

      

   


   
      
         
22
            HIM

            Reverence

         

         The Folk make a path for him. They reach, touching just to touch, to know that he is there for them. As he has always been.

         ‘What brought them here, Silas?’

         ‘What will the Warden make of them?’

         ‘They’ve come for a reason. But why?’

         The Folk watch him with a stillness that is almost predatory. They used to look at his father like this when he was a boy, he remembers. They used to make a line outside the door in the mornings, for help, consolation, absolution.

         ‘Now, now,’ he says, with a voice he gives himself when the Folk need calming. That’s what his father used to say, with his large, calloused hands opening to the sky. ‘Now, now.’

         ‘But what have they said? Is it true – what they did?’

         ‘The big one, there is something about her. She’s like us. She’s like us, I’m telling you.’

         Silas turns to each of them, faces he has known since he was a boy. ‘I do not know why they have come.’

         One of them says, ‘They are known all over the world, Silas. What if the world follows them here?’

         ‘They have come alone.’

         ‘The Warden will not like the world on his soil. Too many feet. Too much noise.’

         Silas sighs. ‘Go back to your work. The world is not coming here. They are two girls. Just two girls. That is all.’

         ‘But what if they make the Warden angry?’

         ‘Enough!’ Silas points at each individual, then at their door in 23the street, as if they have forgotten where they live and he must guide them back. ‘Go back to your lives and your work. The girls will not bring the world to this place. You are safe.’

         ‘And the Warden…?’

         Silas shakes his head. He is weary of all of this. ‘You will wake the Warden with all your noise. He does not like to be woken.’ Silas points, draws a line from their bodies to their homes. One by one, they follow his finger, giving silence back to the day.

         When the last of them has gone, he sees Stina watching him from her shop.

         ‘I’ve spoken to Lily Pedley. She is frightened of our stories,’ she says as Silas joins her.

         And we are not? Silas wants to ask.

         ‘What do you think of them?’ Silas asks.

         ‘They are curious sisters.’

         ‘They are,’ he agrees. ‘Why did they come here? All the places, and they chose this one. It’s very strange.’

         ‘I’m sure they have a good reason. I’d like to know what it is.’

         ‘I would too,’ he says.

         They both turn and stare at the mountain. They seem as if they are looking for something; something that has the shape of a man but is not a man.

         ‘Your father was a strong leader,’ Stina says suddenly. ‘A formidable man. He knew how to calm tempers, to throw water on fires that grew in men’s throats. Those are the worst fires, if you ask me. I remember years ago, before you came along, Silas, two Folk fighting over their land. They were furious men, so hard and relentless, I thought they would kill each other.’

         Her eyes open wide, wider the more of the story she tells him.

         ‘What happened to the men?’ he asks.

         ‘Your father could not calm their tempers. One of them fell on a girl, an elbow to her left eye. She lost her vision in that sad little blue. So do you know what your father did? He burned down their crops.’ A pause. ‘I remember seeing them wander their burnt 24acres, pulling roots and husks from the dead soil. I remember their faces. I pitied them.’

         ‘They deserved it.’

         ‘Your father didn’t do it to punish them, he did it to preserve them. Those men would have killed each other. Your father saved them.’

         He nods. ‘I have different memories of my father. He could be cruel. A boy at school once told me he planned to catch the Warden, to trap him. He was young and he wanted to be brave, just like all young boys. But my father overheard. Do you know what he did?’

         ‘What did he do?’

         ‘He grabbed the boy and filled his mouth with cotton wool … to soak up his bad words. The boy cried and cried. He did not mean the things he said. He just didn’t want to be afraid anymore. He didn’t want his mother to be afraid anymore.’

         ‘He shouldn’t have said those things. He had to be taught a lesson. The boy was lucky the Warden himself didn’t hear.’

         ‘My grandfather was the same,’ says Silas.

         ‘Wise?’

         ‘Violent.’

         ‘Revered?’

         ‘Ruthless.’

         The woman’s face has hardened. ‘You are their blood. You have the same intelligence. The same analytical eye. That’s why we look to you, bring you our concerns and our questions.’

         ‘I know.’

         ‘Your ancestor was the same. Ura, her name. She was so tall, she was rumoured to be able to touch the sky.’ She pauses. ‘Or break it.’

         ‘How do you break the sky?’

         ‘The same way you break anything else: with your hands.’

         ‘My mother used to tell me about her. She was a strange woman, she said.’

         The woman smiles. ‘You’re a little strange too.’

         25‘In what way?’

         ‘In all ways.’

         Silas looks at his hands. Could he break the sky? He bends each of his fingers back, until he can force them no further. He looks at his knuckles, the movement of them. He wonders if they could break something as fathomless as that?

         Stina watches him. Then she says, ‘Yes, they could.’

      

   


   
      
         
26
            HER

            Lore

         

         Kit opens the door and gestures for me to come in. She leads me to the kitchen, pours water over her plants. They are dead, dried, and black and curling. But she tries to bring their life back anyway.

         Today Kit wears yellows and blues. We have been on this island under a week and she is the brightest thing I’ve seen here so far. I hear her children’s small feet stamping in the room above.

         She smiles, and I see some softness where there were only edges. ‘Sorry about the noise.’

         ‘How old are they?’

         ‘Three and nine. Laurie and Xander.’

         ‘Can … can I ask you a question?’

         ‘You can. That’s why you have come, after all.’

         ‘What brought you to this island?’ I already know something of this answer. She slips into the chair opposite me with a sigh.

         ‘I’m a geologist. After a colleague told me about this place, I came here to study the land. In the beginning, we didn’t know there was anything strange here. Then Laurie and Xander came home from playing with the local kids and they would be reciting such strange rhymes.’

         ‘Nursery rhymes?’

         ‘Rhymes about the Warden. My husband and I, we noticed other things. Little things. We told ourselves it was nothing … Then came the day of the festival. It’s a madness that has been here a long time.’

         ‘What do you mean? What is the history of this place?’

         She looks at me. ‘They say the Devil fell here a long time ago. 27He lives under the land. They say he poisoned the soil and when the Folk bit into its fruit, they bit into something bad. Devil-Skin, they called it. It sent the Folk mad. Mad and cruel.’

         ‘Are they cruel now?’

         ‘No. They are not dangerous. They are frightened. These days they say they see him dancing with the children. They say they’ve seen him whispering into the ears of jumpers at Hell’s Mouth.’

         ‘Where?’

         ‘It’s a cove, close to where Silas lives. It’s become a death place. Because the rocks at the bottom are sharp and so many people have gone there to end their lives.’ Kit holds her head. ‘He has horns. He has red skin, and breath that smells of salt and smoke, and he’s as old as the earth itself. Some say he looks just like a man. Any man. Every man.’

         ‘How do they know it’s not a woman?’

         Kit grins. ‘When a woman is rotten, she is a witch. But when a man is rotten, he is the Devil? Isn’t that right? Seems unfair, if you ask me.’

         I nod. I was called a witch. I have many names. Many faces. I imagine if words caught and they stuck to my body like ink – Huntress, Cunt, Murderess – my skin would look like a letter.

         Kit sees me shiver and closes the window. Then she says, ‘When the crops perish here, it’s because he has drunk the juice from their skin. When a house catches fire, it’s because he has blown on the embers.’

         ‘Dear God.’

         Kit twists her wedding band round her finger until the finger is sore and puckered. ‘Sometime in the 1600s, this island was rumoured to have had a mass poisoning or a collective hallucination. But most of the Folk believe it was the Devil. He put a sickness inside the minds of over a hundred people, and they were lost.’

         I watch that ring twist and twist.

         ‘There was the Laughters too. An epidemic. It started with a 28man on the beach, walking his dog. He came across a dead body. The man, he was a farmer, a sensible man with a family. Law-abiding, rational. Then he started laughing.’

         ‘Laughing?’

         She nods once. ‘He laughed and the laughter spread. It went from house to house. They couldn’t stop. Until one person on the mainland claimed to have heard it in the night. He looked over to the island and he heard them all laughing together in the darkness. In their beds. They sent a policeman over to check, he stayed ten minutes and then he ran. Left the Folk to themselves.’

         ‘What was it? What did this to them?’

         ‘There were witch hunts in the past too. You think Salem was bad? Pendle Hill? But here, they didn’t do it in the name of God. They did it because the men of this island were tired of their wives. They called them witches, released them across the cliffs and hunted them for sport. And there is another story of a woman who murdered her whole family, then sat their bodies round the table for dinner. Her husband, their three children. So much history. All of it bad.’

         ‘How did we find this place?’ I whisper it to myself, but really I already know the answer.

         ‘I pity anyone who does. For the most part the island has been forgotten. Travellers don’t travel here. Deliveries are dropped on the beach and the boats turned. Few people come, no one leaves.’

         ‘How do you know all of this? Where did this religion come from?’

         ‘Where does any religion come from? The lips of a man, I reckon.’

         ‘Has … has anyone seen anything to justify all these stories?’

         She shrugs. ‘They claim to. Everyone here has a memory they could tell you.’

         ‘You’re scared?’

         She nods.

         ‘Of the Devil?’

         ‘No. I don’t believe in gods and devils, Miss Pedley.’
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