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Introduction 

This book contains nine stories that were written over many years. Some of them
 have been published in other collections or anthologies, others are fairly new
 and have not appeared before.  
            

Short stories are fascinating to write; in them the writer can focus on single
 actions or brief moments that might be lost in a novel. However at least two
 stories here, or their events in them, were reworked into novels at a later
 date, and it’s surprising how the same situation can be completely changed and re-imagined in
 a new and interesting way.  
            

‘The Silver Road’ came from an idea about two brothers sharing the same dream. As I wrote it I
 became more aware of how dangerous and alluring a dream could be, and the
 relationship between the boys also became clearer. I like the end of this
 story, with its suggestions of other strange worlds out there to explore. ‘The Red Gloves’ was great fun to write, though I hope I wasn’t too unfair to poor Katy. Again, the magical element of the story was my first
 idea, and as I wrote it the events made the two girls and the awkward nature of
 their friendship become clearer. 
            

‘The Hare’ was written for a short-story competition. The adjudicator was the great Jenny
 Nimmo, author of The Snow Spider, so it was thrilling to receive praise from a writer I very much admire. Most of
 these stories are set in Wales, this one at Tintern in the Wye valley, a place
 I know well, and it uses themes from the Taliesin legend. And I was lucky
 enough to win the competition with it!


I have always found changing rooms strange and rather spooky places. So ‘The Changing Room’ story came into my mind one day when I was in one – probably with one sock on and one sock off. I like the idea of swapping
 identities, and again it reworks part of an old legend, from the First Branch
 of the Mabinogi. ‘Sgilti Lightfoot’ is a story based in the crazy and magical world of Arthur’s court, which I really like. In one of those old tales there is a list of
 Arthur’s famous men, who have all sorts of powers; Sgilti is one, so light he can run
 on the top of grass blades without breaking them. I stole him and wrote a story
 about him.


Mirrors are spooky too. There always seems to be something else in them, just
 behind you. In ‘The Mirror’, the bird Daniel sees emerging through the glass might be real or might be
 something inside him that needs to come out and only the mirror can make that
 happen.


‘Nettle’ is a version of an old English folktale, called Yallery Brown. In the original
 version – you should read it! – Yallery Brown is very scary, and comes out as the winner, but here I wanted
 Nettle to be so mysterious that you might wonder if he even exists or if he is
 an aspect of Nia herself. 
            

The final two stories in the book are the ones that have themes that became
 novels. ‘Not Such a Bad Thing’ is based on something that really happened (but not to me!) I used the
 situation again in my novel Crystabel.  

And in ‘The Ghost in the Rain’ I wanted to create a classic Victorian ghost story with a girl and a boy and an
 old house and a deep well, and it was only when I was preparing it for this
 volume that I realised it has a setting in common with my novel The Clockwork Crow, even though it was written long before that book, and is very different.
 Obviously those things were deep in my mind waiting to come back out and be
 re-created, all that time. 
            

I hope you enjoy the stories. 
            

Catherine Fisher 
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The Silver Road 

1 

Tom opened his eyes. 

He lay still for another minute, staring up at the ceiling, listening to the
 increasingly restless sounds from the other bed. Finally he heaved the
 bedclothes aside and got up. Weariness surged over him as he crossed the room. 
            

Simon was asleep, curled under the blue quilt, twitching and muttering. Tom
 looked at the tiny gleaming hands of the clock. Quarter to three. Bang on time. 
            

He bent over and took a fold of warm pyjama sleeve between finger and thumb. ‘Si! Simon. Wake up.’


The movement stopped, with one small shudder. Simon lay still, facing the wall. 
            

‘Are you awake?’ Tom whispered. 
            

‘Yes.’


Tom went for his dressing gown, hanging on the back of the door. He paused,
 listening, but there was no sound from his mother’s bedroom. He dragged the dressing gown on, glad of its warmth, then came and
 sat on Simon’s bed, pulling the quilt over his cold feet.  
            

‘Do you want the light on?’


‘Yes.’


When the lamp clicked on, a soft yellow glow showed them the familiar room: its
 huddle of clothes on the window seat, the pictures of ships, the cloud of
 mobiles that hung and drifted from the ceiling − Simon’s flock of carved, multicoloured birds. 
            

Simon lay silent for a moment, then turned over and sat up against the pillow,
 pushing the long fair hair out of his eyes. He looked very tired. Tom nudged
 the bedclothes. ‘Keep warm. Did you manage to touch the road this time?’


Simon shrugged. ‘The road was the same − it always is. Smooth and silver and cold underfoot. I remembered to touch it,
 like you said, but I’m still not sure what it’s made of.’ He yawned and rubbed one eye. ‘You’d better get the book.’


Tom bent down, opened the cupboard and pulled out an old notebook full of
 half-empty pages. He turned them, noting the date of each entry, sometimes in
 his neat round writing, ragged with sleeplessness, sometimes in Simon’s spiky scrawl. They had written in it every night for two months.  
            

He took a pen out of the drawer and wrote Thursday 23rd May 2.45am and then looked up at his stepbrother. ‘OK. Go ahead.’


‘I walked along the road,’ Simon said quietly, ‘towards the wood. I was just where I had been last night. The road went
 downhill. This time it was raining − big heavy spots. I soon got wet.’


Still writing, Tom said, ‘Were those birds there?’


‘No. There was just cloud: grey and low. I walked quickly and even ran a bit but
 it seemed to take ages to get anywhere − it always does. The moon came up, on my right. The wood got closer. There was
 no sound but the rain.’


‘What was on each side of the road?’ Tom asked. A sound in the other bedroom made them stop and listen, but after a
 while Simon whispered, ‘The same. Hillsides of grass and bushes. Blackthorn, rowan, hawthorn. A few
 trees.’


Tom jotted it down quickly. 

‘It seemed to take me about an hour,’ Simon went on, winding a corner of the sheet around his finger, ‘till I got to the wood. It was very dark in there; the road ran straight through
 the trees, I could see it shining in the dimness. I thought I’d have to go on, but I could hear water trickling and I wanted to go and see
 where it was − I was very thirsty all of a sudden. Then I saw a stream − like the others a few nights ago. It was bubbling up and running through the
 grass not far from the road, over some stones. It was very clear.’


He stared thoughtfully at the drifting mobiles. In the dim light their shadows
 wandered the ceiling. Outside, a lorry strained up the hill and rattled into
 the distance. 
            

‘Go on,’ Tom said. ‘What happened?’ 


‘I really wanted a drink. I walked right to the edge of the road.’ He sat up suddenly and stared at Tom. ‘But I had that feeling! Exactly the same … my heart pounding and my hands all sweaty. I knew if I stepped off the road,
 Tom, I was lost! Just lost.’


Tom watched him for a moment. He was almost too tired to think. They both were.
 He even felt a bitter twinge of envy. Why did he never dream of this place? 
            

Simon lay back. ‘And that’s it. I woke up. Maybe just in time.’


There was silence in the room. Tom finished writing and glanced back over the
 pages. ‘We’re still no nearer knowing what causes it, or what to do.’


‘I just want it to stop.’


They both did. At first it had been a joke, something to laugh about, but now it
 was a worry: a secret, growing fear. Now they only spoke about the dream to
 each other, and Tom often caught himself puzzling about it, at meals, on the
 bus, in lessons. He found it hard to concentrate on anything else anymore.
 Simon was good at art, he played the violin, everyone said he was the
 imaginative one, but this wasn’t right. It wasn’t normal. 
            

He cleared the worried look from his face. ‘It’ll go.’


‘It had better,’ Simon said simply, ‘because how long can we go without sleeping properly? And I know there’s something waiting for me, Tom. Someone at the end of that road.’ He closed his eyes and rolled over. ‘It’s not just a dream. It’s real.’


Tom closed the book. His hands were cold. After a moment he put the lamp out. 
            

*** 

‘The same dream?’ Ieuan Lewis said, sitting on the table. ‘A continuous dream?’


‘Night after night.’ Tom tossed his half-eaten sandwich into the metal bin marked ADRAN GELF and
 stared out of the window at the pupils of Ysgol Llanharan running out of the
 rain. ‘And he says it’s so real. He’s really there, and he can remember it, not like ordinary dreams. Even the
 weather is real.’


The bell silenced him; its electric scream made them both jump slightly, though
 they’d been expecting it. When it stopped, Ieuan twisted a strand of his hair between
 a cobalt thumb and a yellow-splashed finger. ‘That explains something. I always thought Simon had talent but… Come and look at this.’


Ieuan was the art teacher. He was also Tom’s first cousin, and not one of his teachers, which made things easy between
 them. Now he rummaged among a pile of folders and pulled one out with Simon Owen Jones scrawled across it in pen. He took a painting out of it that Tom stared at in
 astonishment. 
            

The silver road ran between boulders on a high hillside. A stream glinted beside
 it. On each side, in Simon’s intricate brushwork, were gorse bushes, bracken, high banks of hawthorn,
 bright bluebells. Butterflies danced in the pale sky. The empty road ran down
 to a distant wood, and beyond it the horizon was a blue wash, with a suggestion
 of far misty hills, blurring into the white paper. 
            

‘I thought it was a real place,’ Ieuan said. ‘I asked him about it, but he was a bit evasive. This explains why.’


Tom shook his head. ‘This was from last week. He’s right down to that wood now. Tonight he’ll be in among the trees. Where is it all leading to?’


Ieuan fingered the painting. A dozen Year Nines crashed through the double doors
 outside and roared down the corridor like a tide. When the noise had passed, he
 said, ‘You get on all right with him, don’t you? When your parents got married, I think they were a bit worried about
 whether you would.’


Tom shrugged. ‘It was strange at first. Especially sharing a room. We had a few big arguments,
 even a fight once. But not for ages.’ He smiled. ‘Perhaps this dream’s had one good result.’


‘You must be tired though.’


Tom nodded. 

‘Well, it’s not right. He should see someone. A doctor. Does his father know? Or Kate?’


‘Neither.’ Tom thought of his mother and Rhys Jones, imagined, in a brief vivid moment,
 their astonishment. ‘After all, what’s a dream, love?’ his mother would say. ‘It can’t hurt you. Don’t worry about it.’


‘Beats me,’ Ieuan said. ‘But you really ought to get him to see someone. If it goes on it could affect
 his health. Yours too.’


*** 

Too right, Tom thought on the way home, watching Simon’s wan reflection in the bus window. As they got off by the pub and began the
 long trudge up the hill, he said, ‘Maybe it won’t come tonight.’


‘Maybe.’


They walked in silence between the grey stone walls. Once, Simon stumbled, the
 long fringe of hair swinging into his eyes. Angrily, he kicked a stone out of
 the way. ‘Sometimes I’m almost scared to go to sleep.’


‘That’s daft.’


‘You don’t know. It doesn’t happen to you.’ He stopped and looked across the valley, at the small terraces of houses and
 the green tumble of trees that marked the river. ‘It’s getting worse, Tom, the further I go. But I daren’t step off the road.’


‘It’s just a dream,’ Tom growled, hating himself. 
            

And rain began to fall on them, a stinging downpour. 
            

*** 

The bedroom was dark and still; Tom drifted up to it through veils of fatigue,
 hauling himself stupidly to the surface. Then he lay there, half asleep. There
 had been some sound, something; he dragged it back to his memory – a cry, a gasp. He opened his eyes and struggled up onto one elbow. 
            

Simon was a dark huddled shape in the corner of his bed, completely still. Tom
 closed his eyes and listened to the slow, regular breathing. Then sleep closed
 over him, like a dark sea. 
            

*** 

‘Not at the table,’ his mother said, whisking his phone away and putting down the box of cereal.
 She went out into the hall and they heard her calling, ‘Simon! It’s almost eight!’


Rhys Jones turned the newspaper over. ‘Glamorgan are playing Saturday. We’ll go, if you like?’


Tom shrugged. He knew Simon hated cricket. ‘I don’t mind.’


‘I see they’ve recalled Lloyd. Now there’s a mistake.’


But Tom, sprinkling sugar, was listening to his mother upstairs. 
            

‘Rhys,’ she called. ‘Come here, quick.’ Her voice sounded strange. 
            

His stepfather hurried out. Tom ate a few spoonfuls but the voices upstairs,
 urgent and insistent, burrowed into his mind. He went out into the hall; his
 mother had her phone out. 
            

‘What’s wrong?’


She flung him a quick, distant look. ‘It’s Simon… Hello?… Yes! Ambulance please…’


Shock seemed to drain Tom of all thought. He raced upstairs and into the
 bedroom.  
            

Simon’s father turned a white face to him. ‘He won’t wake up! I can’t wake him!’


Simon lay on his side, head on one arm. He breathed evenly, his face pale but
 quiet. Tom shook him and called him, but nothing happened. His mother ran in
 behind him. ‘They’re coming,’ she said. 
            

She went round and brushed Simon’s hair from his forehead. ‘Simon, love,’ she whispered. ‘Wake up.’


When the ambulance men came, Tom was ushered out. Downstairs, he fed the cat,
 his mind numb. There were voices, doors banging, the paramedic running
 upstairs, his stepfather’s deep, bewildered questions. He forced himself to go out into the hall. His
 mother ran down and grabbed his arm. ‘We’re going to the hospital. Will you stay here?’


He nodded miserably. 

‘You should go to school.’


‘How can I?’


‘All right. I’ll phone. Don’t worry.’ She tugged her coat on and kissed him briefly. ‘Don’t worry. It might be nothing. I’ll phone.’


When they were gone, the house was silent. He sat at the bottom of the stairs
 for a long time, listening to the silence. Finally he got up, washed the dishes
 and made the beds. It would be all right. Simon was just very tired. He would
 wake up and find himself in the hospital. Tom imagined the scene even down to
 the words. Simon would ask for something to drink. He’d be surprised. Rhys would call him ‘son’ and joke with the nurses. Everyone would be tearful with relief. 
            

Minute by minute, the morning dragged on, the sun altering the shadows on the
 mountain. He wandered from room to room, picking things up, putting them down,
 reading the paper, scuffing up weeds in the garden. 
            

At ten past twelve his phone rang. His mother said, ‘There’s no change. He hasn’t even moved.’


‘What do they think it is?’


‘They’re not sure. Doing tests. You know, all sorts of things.’


‘How’s Rhys?’


She sighed. ‘Beside himself, quietly.’


‘Can I come down?’


There was a muffled call from someone in the background. She said, ‘Come this afternoon. Get something to eat.’


He made some sandwiches and threw most of them away, then ran down the lane to
 the bus stop. It was almost an hour to the town; the bus dawdled down the
 valley, between the steep green slopes of forestry. In the end he wanted to get
 out and run and run. 
            

The hospital was a white maze of corridors and signs and rooms. They let him see
 Simon briefly; he looked so normal, just asleep, as if he would wake any
 minute. As Tom stood there, he heard his mother rattling on nervously to the
 nurse in the corridor, ‘…stepbrothers … we thought when we married … but after all they get on extremely well, better than we do…’ Then her strange, gasping laugh. 
            

At half past six they made him go home. ‘I’ll have to stay,’ his mother said. ‘Will you be all right by yourself? Shall I phone Ieuan?’


He shook his head. ‘I’ll manage.’


Climbing the lane to the house he paused and leaned on a gate, watching the dusk
 descend slowly on the houses and the mountain. Simon was lost somewhere, in
 that other country. The doctors had talked about coma and cataleptic states,
 but Tom knew what had happened. Simon had stepped off the road. And only he
 knew anything about it.  
            

At eight o’clock he went around and locked the house up, then went upstairs to the bedroom.
 Deliberately he took a pair of Simon’s clean pyjamas from a drawer and put them on. Then he turned back the corner of
 the blue quilt and climbed into Simon’s bed. It was a brass one, brought from Simon’s old house. It felt hard, and a little tall. 
            

He switched the light out and lay back. Now for the hardest part. He had to go
 to sleep. 
            

The room was quiet; he could hear the bleat of sheep from the fields at Ty’r Nant. The bird-mobiles drifted their dim wings under the ceiling, turning and
 banking, wing-tip to wing-tip with their shadows. 
            

Darkness fell on him. And sometime later, he fell asleep. 
            

*** 

He was standing on the silver road. It shone, like Simon had said, but he was
 astonished at its brightness in the full moonlight. It was like standing on the
 metal bar of a brooch. The land on each side was dark, but he could smell grass
 and soil and some familiar, salty tang. He looked around. 
            

‘Simon?’


The wood was just ahead of him; he could have touched the nearest tree trunk.
 Cautiously, he walked forward. 
            

The road glinted between wet leaves and the boles of trees. It ran downhill
 through the wood, often twisting back on itself, narrowing to a thread
 sometimes between rocks where great ferns sprouted; sometimes it was so steep
 that he had to hold on to branches and lower himself carefully. 
            

At the bottom of one steep part he stopped for breath. The night was quiet
 around him, a murmur of leaves and rustles, the far squeak of bats. 
            

‘Simon!’ he called. ‘It’s Tom!’


‘Tom! Down here!’


The voice came from in front of him, where the path twisted sharply; beside it a
 sheer drop fell into darkness. Tom took a step, and saw. Simon was a little way
 down, clinging to a log that seemed to have slithered down with him. If he
 moved, the whole thing might crash down. 
            

Tom scrambled to the very edge of the road and stopped. He dared not leave it.
 If he did, neither of them might ever wake up again. 
            

He knelt down. ‘Are you all right?’


‘Cuts, that’s all. But there’s nothing to hold on to.’


Tom stretched out, gripping a beech trunk with his other hand, but his fingers
 slid on the smooth bole. ‘Wait. This is no good.’ He looked round. 
            

Simon watched him. ‘Don’t leave the path.’


‘I won’t.’


He lay down, coiling one foot under a root. Then he slithered forwards
 carefully, until he was hanging well over the edge of the road, head downwards.
 His straining fingers touched Simon’s sleeve; he grabbed tight, slid down to the wrist, then the hand. Simon edged
 nearer; a shower of leaves and soil collapsed and crashed far below. 
            

‘Now!’ Tom gasped, both hands gripping tight. ‘Let go!’


Simon dug his toes in and made a leap upwards; the sudden weight almost dragged
 Tom off the road but he hung on, gritting his teeth against the pain in his
 foot. There was a moment of scrambling and squirming then, slowly, between
 breaths, he pulled his stepbrother up the shifting bank and over, onto the
 shining road. 
            

They crouched, aching, breathless. 
            

Finally Simon said, ‘You got here then.’


‘Yes. And now I’m here, I want to see where this road ends.’ Tom scrambled up. ‘Don’t you?’


Simon laughed sourly. But he stood up. 
            

Around the next turn of the road, they found the end of the wood, and they saw
 with a shock of delight that the sea was before them, black and shining, the
 moon’s track glinting across it. They could see the silver road spilling itself down
 the hillside, across the shingle, and right into the water that spread and
 ebbed over it. 
            

‘It goes into the sea!’ Tom muttered. 
            

‘Yes. But look out there.’


Far out, dim against the dark sky, was an island. Small lights glinted on it. 
            

‘Let’s go down.’


Quickly they ran to the sea’s edge, into the noise of the waves, crashing and sucking and rolling the
 shingle of the beach. Spreading fans of water ran over their bare feet. 
            

Tom jerked back. ‘It’s cold!’


Bobbing in the tide, with no rope to hold it there, was a small boat, half
 invisible in the darkness. Two oars lay in the bottom; it seemed to have been
 left there for them. 
            

Far out in the night, the lights on the island gleamed blue and green. 
            

‘Will you go?’ Tom said, after a long moment. 
            

Simon laughed briefly, then shook his head. ‘I’d like to. I mean, what’s out there? How far can anyone go, into his imagination? But I know this, Tom,
 that if we did we’d never get back. Only the road is safe.’


Tom nodded. ‘Do you think we’ll be coming here again?’


‘I doubt it.’ As he spoke, Simon seemed to get fainter. He laughed again. ‘See you later, Tom. I think someone’s waking me up…’


When he was alone on the road, Tom took one last look at the island. ‘Maybe one day,’ he said, quietly. Then he turned in surprise, hearing the sound that had begun
 in the air, a high, familiar, insistent call, repeated over and over. 
            

*** 

When he opened his eyes he was in bed, and his phone was ringing. For a second
 he lay there, watching the painted birds drift against the ceiling. Then he sat
 up lazily and grinned. 
            

He knew already what his mother would have to say.  
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