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    ‘These our actors,


  




  As I foretold you, were all spirits, and




  Are melted into air, into thin air,




  And, like the baseless fabric of this vision,




  The cloud-capped towers, the gorgeous palaces,




  The solemn temples, the great globe itself,




  Yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve,




  And, like this insubstantial pageant faded,




  Leave not a rack behind. We are such stuff




  As dreams are made on.’




  

    William Shakespeare, The Tempest
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  THE CLOUD-CAPPED TOWERS




  The rain began with one gentle tap at her bedroom window, then another and another and then a steady patter at the glass. She opened the curtains and beheld a sky like

  tarnished silver, with no sign of the sun. She had hoped so hard for a morning such as this that she let out a quiet cry of relief.




  When the cab came to take her to the airport, water spattered circles across its windscreen. The low-banked cloud smudged Manhattan’s towers into the atmosphere and the cab driver

  complained about the visibility. She described how dearly she loved these gloomy mornings, when the drizzle proved the solid world insubstantial, and he bluntly informed her that she was crazy. She

  craned her neck to look out of the window, upwards at the befogged promises above her.




  She did not think she was crazy, but these last few months she had come close. At the start of the summer she would have described herself as a sociable, successful and secure

  twenty-nine-year-old. Now, at the worn-out end of August, all she knew was that she was still twenty-nine.




  At the airport she drifted through check-in. She paced back and forth in the departures lounge. She was the first in the boarding queue. Even when she had strapped herself into her seat; even as

  she watched the cabin crew’s bored safety routine; even as the prim lady seated beside her twisted the crackling wrapper of a bright boiled sweet; even with every detail too lucid to be a

  dream, she still feared that all the promises of the moment might be wrenched from her.




  Life, Elsa Beletti reckoned, took delight in wrenching things from her.




  Elsa’s looks came from her mother’s side of the family. The Belettis had given her unruly black hair, burned-brown eyes and the sharp eyebrows that inflected her every expression

  with a severity she didn’t often intend. She was slim enough for her own liking most months of the year, but her mother and all of her aunts were round. At family gatherings they orbited one

  another like globes in a cosmos. She feared that one morning she would wake up to find genetics had caught up with her, that her body had changed into something nearly spherical and her voice,

  which she treasured for its keen whisper like the snick of a knife, had turned into that of a true Beletti matriarch, making every sentence into a drama of decibels.




  Her surname (which she gained aged sixteen, after her mother had kicked her father out) and her physique were all she had inherited from the Belettis. She had always considered herself more like

  her dad, whose own family history existed only in unverified legends passed down to him by his grandparents. One ancestor, they had told him, had been the navigator on a pilgrim tall ship. He had

  coaxed the winds into the vessel’s sails to carry its settlers over unfathomable waters en route to a new nation. Another was said to have been a Navajo medicine man, who had survived the

  forced exodus of his people from their homeland and helped maintain under oppression their belief in the Holy Wind, which gave them breath and left its spiral imprint on their fingertips and

  toes.




  Elsa’s mum said that her dad had made both of those stories up. She said he had done it to pretend that his sorry ass was respectable. She said his ancestors were all hicks and alcoholics.

  She said it all again on the rainy afternoon when she kicked him out of the house and he stood in the falling water like a homeless dog.




  Then, this spring, he had left them for a second and more final time.




  The plane took off with a judder. At first all Elsa could see through the window was grizzled fog. She pinched her fingertips together to keep herself calm. Then came the first

  tantalizing break in the grey view. A blur of blue that vanished as quickly as it had come, like a fish flickering away through water.




  The plane rose clear.




  If the world that she left below her had looked like this, she could have been happier in it. Not a world of packed dirt under cement streets and endless houses, but one of clouds massed into

  mountains. As far as she could see white pinnacles of cloud basked in the bright sun. Peak after peak rose above steamy canyons. In the distance one smouldering summit flickered momentarily like a

  blowing light bulb: a throwaway flash of lightning some two hundred miles to the south. She wished it were possible to make her home in this clean white landscape, to spend her days lying on her

  back in a sun-bright meadow of cloud. Since that was impossible, she was giving up everything for the next best thing. Somewhere remote, where she could rebuild herself.




  ‘Ma’am?’




  She turned, irritated, from the view of the world outside to that of the aeroplane aisle and the air hostess who had disturbed her. After the majesty of the cloudscape, the domesticity of the

  plane infuriated her. The plastic grey cabin and the air hostess’s twee neckerchief. People loafing in their seats as if in their living rooms, reading the airline’s free magazine or

  watching whatever came on TV. A little girl wailed and Elsa thought, Yes, me too.




  The air hostess outlined the choice of set meals, but Elsa told her she wasn’t hungry. The hostess smiled with good grace and pushed her trolley further down the aisle.




  The plane turned away from the country of her birth, from the glass-grey city blocks and the gridlocked avenues, from the concrete landing strips, from the ferry terminals and the boats jostling

  in the cellophane sea. She felt no sadness in saying goodbye to all that, although she had bitten back tears before boarding. Against Elsa’s wishes, her mother had appeared at the airport to

  wave her off, sobbing into a handkerchief. She had brought with her another unwelcome sight: a pair of presents wrapped in sparkling red paper. Elsa had tried to refuse them – she wanted to

  leave her old life behind her entirely – but had ended up cramming them into her luggage regardless.




  It had been years since Elsa had properly connected with her mother. Their telephone conversations were dutifully recited scripts, both of them dutifully reciting their lines. Their infrequent

  meet-ups took place in an old diner, where her mum would order Elsa the same muddy hot chocolate and slice of pecan pie which she had consumed greedily as a child. These days, the mere sight of

  that glistening slab of dessert felt fattening, but Elsa always forced it down. She hoped that by playing along, she might, some day, bring this repeating scene to a close and let the next

  commence. But they had been stuck in the same tired roles ever since her mum had kicked her dad out; and Elsa feared that her mother had thrown the remaining acts out into the rain along with

  him.




  This past spring, the first sunshine and the cherry blossom had brought with it news that had shattered her life as she had known it. Her cell phone had rung, hidden somewhere in Peter’s

  Brooklyn apartment. She and Peter had searched for it, lifting up cushions and rummaging in pockets, while it teased them with its disembodied tone. At last Peter had found it beneath a pile of

  magazines and tossed it to her. She had been breathless when she answered.




  ‘Is this Elsa Beletti?’ A slow, Oklahoman accent.




  ‘Yes. Yes it is.’




  ‘My name is Officer Fischer of the Oklahoma Police Department. Are you on your own, Elsa?’




  ‘No. My boyfriend’s with me.’




  ‘Good. That’s good.’ And then a deep breath. ‘Elsa, I am terribly sorry to have to tell you—’




  She’d hung up and dropped the phone. After a second it had started ringing again, vibrating and turning around on its back. In the end Peter had answered and talked briefly with the

  officer, and then hung up and wrapped his arms tightly around Elsa.




  Her dad had been found in the wreckage a tornado had made from his car – his lungs collapsed, his femurs shattered – a hundred miles west of the windswept little ranch on which he

  had raised his only child.




  A jolt of turbulence and the seatbelt signs lit up. The plane was entangled in clouds. Elsa gazed out at the grey view. After a long while, it fissured open and she could see a

  line of ocean like a river at the bottom of a crevasse. Then the plane shot clear, and below it the wide sea shuffled its waves.




  For some hours the world stayed unchanged. Then abruptly the sea crashed against a tawny coast. The land below was a devastated wild country, with drought-dried hills and pockmarked plains. A

  settlement passed beneath, its scattered buildings like half-buried bones. A tiny red vehicle crawled like a blood spider between one nowhere and the next. Then, for a while, there was only brown

  rock and brown soil.




  She still had all the letters her dad had written her after he’d been kicked out. He’d stopped writing when he ended up in jail, and people said they found it difficult to comprehend

  how a man behind bars couldn’t find the time to pen a few words to his only child. But Elsa understood him where others could not. She understood how his mind shut down indoors.




  She’d seen it as a kid, when an afternoon storm had lifted the gutter off the ranch’s barn, twirled it in the air like a baton, then flicked it at him. It broke his leg. Being holed

  up in the house while it healed made him catatonic. ‘I’m weather-powered, see,’ he mumbled once, and it was the best way to describe him. One blustering day he decided his broken

  leg had healed. He rose from his armchair and drove into the empty distance of the prairie. She remembered pressing her hands to her bedroom window to watch the dust trails rise up behind his

  departing truck. Then the wind scuffed them out. She could imagine him in whichever blasted patch of wilderness he had headed to, stepping out of the vehicle to turn his palms up to the sky, wind

  and rain prancing about him like dogs around their master.




  Her dad had raised her to love the elements with a passion second only to his, but life in New York had weatherproofed her. Only at her dad’s funeral, as the spring winds wiped her tears

  dry and carried his ashes away into the air, did it feel as if that passion had been uncovered again. It was her inheritance, but it had knocked a hole through her as if through a glass pane. All

  summer long she had been dealing with the cracks it had spread through the rest of her being.




  A pylon came into hazy view below. Then another. Then more, running in a little row towards the dimming horizon. Then came lights all aglitter and white, avenues of the first

  trees she’d seen in many hours, a wide blue river, roads chock-a-block with cars. Then everything reverted to rocks, plains and hilly land that looked like a sandpit from this high up. Dusk

  came. The speakers crackled with an announcement from the captain: they were coming in to land. The airport floors were mopped so clean that Elsa’s spectral reflection walked with her, sole

  to sole across the tiles. Heading for work in New York, she used to catch her reflection in traffic windows or corner mirrors in subway stations. She would pretend she’d glimpsed another

  Elsa, living in a looking-glass world where life had not become unbearable. Now, she thought as her suitcases slid on to the luggage roundabout, I’m one of them. A new Elsa. For

  a minute she was paralyzed by delight. She squeezed the handles of her cases so hard she heard her knuckles pop.




  By the time she reached the arrivals lounge, jet lag had set in. She stared at the row of bored cab drivers and wondered how on earth she’d find Mr Olivier. To her relief she saw a man

  holding a handwritten sign that bore her name. He’d left himself too little space to write it, so its last three letters were crushed together like a Roman numeral. He was a tall black man

  with a self-conscious stoop, wearing the same ghastly multicoloured jumper he’d worn in the photo he’d emailed her so that she would recognize him. His hair curled tightly against his

  scalp and was flecked with grey. When he saw her reading his sign he smiled with toothy satisfaction and proclaimed in a voice that sounded quiet, even though he raised it, ‘Elsa Beletti?

  You’re Elsa Beletti?’




  ‘Mr Olivier?’




  ‘Kenneth to you.’




  Funny to think that she’d first ‘met’ this man two months back, when she was in an Internet café in Brooklyn, bright sunlight filling her computer screen and making it

  hard to read the word she’d typed into the search engine: T-h-u-n-d-e-r-s-t-o-w-n.




  The computer returned a single match – an advert for a bed and breakfast. I’m looking for somewhere to stay in Thunderstown, she’d written in her email, and I’m

  thinking of staying for quite some time.




  Mr Olivier had emailed her back within minutes. In the space of the following hour they’d exchanged nine or ten messages. He described how he’d left St Lucia for Thunderstown in his

  late twenties, about the same age as she was now. He didn’t ask her why, precisely, she desired to exchange New York for a backwater of backwaters, a forgotten and half-deserted place many

  miles from any other town. She returned the favour by not asking why he’d chosen it over the Caribbean. She fancied she understood his responses instinctively, and that he understood hers,

  and that his offer to turn bed and breakfast into more permanent lodgings would prove amenable to them both.




  In the arrivals lounge he greeted her by clasping both his hands around her outstretched one. His palms were warm and cushioning. She could have closed her eyes, leaned against him and fallen

  asleep there and then.




  ‘I’m here,’ she said with tired relief.




  ‘No,’ he laughed. ‘Not yet. There’s still a long drive ahead of us.’




  She nodded. Yes. Her mind was wilting.




  Gently, he muscled her hands off her suitcases. He carried them as he led the way to a dark car park, eerily quiet compared to the concourse. Here he crammed himself in behind the wheel of a

  tiny car. Elsa climbed into the passenger seat and breathed deeply. The car smelled pleasantly of wool, and when she reclined her head against the seat she felt soft fleece covering it. ‘Goat

  pelt,’ he said with a smile. ‘From Thunderstown.’ She turned her cheek into it, and it was downy and gentle against her skin. He started up the car and drove them slowly away from

  the airport complex into the frenetic urban traffic and parades of street lamps, lights from bars, illuminated billboards. Then, slowly, they left these things behind them.




  The steady passing of anonymous roads made her head loll. She opened her eyes. The dashboard clock told her that half an hour had passed. They were on a highway, a line of red tail lights

  snaking into the distance, catseyes and gliding white headlights in the opposite lanes. Kenneth hummed almost inaudibly. Elsa thought she recognized the song.




  What felt like only a moment later she opened her eyes to find the clock had rubbed out another hour of the night, and the windscreen wipers were fighting rain bursting out of

  the darkness. The traffic had thinned. Another car sped up as it overtook them and vanished into the distance. She rested her head back into the fleece.




  When she opened her eyes again the rain had stopped. Through a now-open window the night air flowed in, fresh-smelling. Ahead appeared the giant apparatus of a suspension bridge, with traffic

  darting across it and its enormous girders yawning. Left and right Elsa could see winding miles of broad river and lit-up boats bobbing on creased waves. A wind hummed over the car and struck the

  pillars of the bridge like a tuning fork. All around them the metal hummed. Her head drooped forwards.




  She dreamed about being with Peter, before he did the thing that sent her over the edge and made her realize she had to leave New York. In her dream she listened while he made white noise on one

  of his electric guitars, back in his Brooklyn bedroom. She sensed all the tenements, all the nearby shops and offices and the distant skyscrapers of Manhattan packing in close around them. Every

  window of New York City straining to eavesdrop.




  She opened her eyes. The traffic had vanished and Kenneth’s was the only car on the road. The only visible part of the world was locked inside the yellow wedge of the headlights. The road

  had no boundaries, no walls or hedgerows, and the car rocking and bouncing over potholes and scatterings of slate kept her awake. A forever road, as if there were nothing more in the universe than

  car and broken tarmac. Then it turned a sudden bend and for a half-moment she could see a steep drop of scree, and sensed that they were at a great height.




  The road straightened and the surface evened. Her head lolled.




  She opened her eyes. The headlights shimmered across nests of boulders and trunks of stone on either side. No grass, only slates splitting under the weight of the car, each time with a noise

  like a handclap. Eyes closing, opening. The clock moved on in leaps, not ticks. Either side of the road were trees bent so close to the earth they were barely the height of the car, growing almost

  parallel to the shingly ground. A wind whistled higher than the engine noise.




  ‘Awake again,’ said Kenneth jovially. But she was asleep once more.




  Awake again. The moon lonely in a starless sky. Swollen night clouds crowded around it. And beneath those the silhouettes of other giants.




  ‘Mountains,’ she whispered.




  ‘Yes,’ said Kenneth with reverence. ‘Mountains.’




  Even at this distance, and although they looked as flat as black paper, she had a sense of their bulk and grandeur. They lifted the horizon into the night sky. Each had its own shape: one curved

  as perfectly as an upturned bowl, one had a dented summit, and another a craggy legion of peaks like the outline of a crown.




  She lost sight of them as the car turned down an anonymous track. The only signpost she had seen in these last few awakenings was a rusting frame with its board punched out, an empty direction

  to nowhere.




  They had followed that signpost.




  ‘One more hour to go,’ Kenneth said.




  Saying anything in reply took more effort than waking up a hundred times. She drifted off again.




  When she came to, the car had stopped and Kenneth had turned off the headlights. ‘What happened?’ she asked, rubbing sleep dust from her eyes.




  He pointed past her, out of the window. She turned and straightened in her seat, suddenly wide awake. She could no longer see the mountains in the distance. Stars were brightly visible, but only

  in the zenith of the night. She could not see the mountains in the distance because now she was amongst them.




  Through gaps in the clouds moonlight glistened like snowfall, brightening mountain peaks where it landed and illuminating their bald caps of notched rock. Elsa could feel the mountains’

  gravity in her skeleton, each of them pinching her bones in its direction. Yet they were not what Kenneth had parked to show her. Ahead of them the road descended dramatically into a deep bowl

  between the peaks, so steep that she felt they were hovering high in the sky.




  At the bottom of that natural pit shone the lights of Thunderstown.




  The first time she had seen those lights had been from a plane a few years back, a passenger aircraft like the one she’d disembarked from tonight. She’d been sitting beside Peter on

  a second-leg flight, en route to what would prove to be a crappy holiday. He and the other passengers had slept while she leaned her head against the window and watched the night-time world drift

  by beneath her. And then she’d seen Thunderstown.




  Viewed from the black sky, the glowing dots of Thunderstown’s lights formed the same pattern as a hurricane seen from space: a network of interlocked spirals glimmering through the dark.

  And at the heart of the town an unlit blot – an ominous void like the eye of a hurricane. Peter had despaired because on the first few days of their holiday she’d wanted to do nothing

  but research the route of their flight, until at last she came upon the town’s name and repeated it over and over to herself like the password to a magic cave.




  Kenneth restarted the engine and they began their descent. As they drew closer to the little town, the view slowly levelled, turning the glimmering spiral into an indistinct line of buildings

  and street lamps disappearing into the distance. Then the road bent around a towering boulder that jutted up from the earth. Its grey bulk hid the approaching town for a second, and the headlights

  opened up the jaw of the night.




  There was something out there in the darkness. She saw it and let out a startled cry.




  The lights picked out two animal eyes. Fur and teeth and a tail. Then whatever creature it all belonged to ducked out of the beam and was lost.




  ‘It’s okay,’ said Kenneth.




  ‘Was that a wolf?’




  He laughed. ‘Just a dog, I think.’




  They cleared the boulder and the buildings drew close enough to make out individual windows and doors.




  ‘Here we are,’ said Kenneth. ‘Home.’ He spoke that word with deliberate heaviness. An invitation as much as a statement. Elsa had never been to Thunderstown, but –

  sitting bolt upright, wide awake now and stiff with anticipation – she did feel a sense of homecoming.




  In the first street they entered many of the houses were boarded up. They were terraced slate cottages, with rotted doors and windows locked by hobnails. ‘Nowadays there are more

  houses,’ explained Kenneth, ‘than there are people to live in them. We cannot keep them all in good order, especially when the bad weather comes. Nobody lives on this road any more. But

  don’t worry, we’re not all dead and buried in Thunderstown.’




  The car bumped along the road’s broken surface. The final tenements in the street weren’t so derelict, yet there were still no lights inside. It was late at night, but these houses

  would not be coming to life at dawn. Their doors looked like they could no longer even be opened, shut as tightly as the doors of tombs.




  In the next street the houses were taller but still seemed strangely cowed, as if they had been compressed under the weight of the sky. Their walls had been plastered and painted, and outside

  one front door a lantern fended off the shadows with a reassuring glow. Beside the lantern hung a basket full of wild mountain flowers, winking orange and yellow like the lamplight. The shutters on

  the ground floor had been flung wide, and through the window Elsa saw a sitting room lit by a chandelier. A thin mother in a nightgown rocked a baby in her arms, and stroked its forehead. It was a

  welcome sight after all the decay. The mother looked up as the car drove by, as if it were the first motor vehicle in an age of mule-drawn carts.




  They passed a bar, the Burning Wick, with outer walls of sooty slate and an interior panelled with caramel wood. A bare light bulb shone inside, but the bar had long since shut for the night and

  its stools were stacked on its tables. Nevertheless, in the doorway an old man in a raincoat remained, cradling a bottle of something wrapped in brown paper. He wore a leather rain cap, the broad

  brim of which flopped down at the sides like the ears of a spaniel. He stared up mournfully at Elsa as the car passed, and then the road turned and he vanished from view.




  More houses followed, some of their slate fronts painted in muted colours that brought tentative life to the streets. Then the road curved into an enormous square lit by antique lamp posts, save

  in a few instances where their glass heads had shattered.




  Suddenly Elsa gasped. At first she had missed the square’s principal landmark. It loomed so large that her tired eyes must have skipped over it, mistaking it for an intrusion from a

  dream.




  ‘The Church of Saint Erasmus,’ whispered Kenneth, and slowed the car down. ‘Patron saint of sailors, among all things.’ He chuckled. He had a habit of closing his

  sentences with a chuckle instead of a full stop. Elsa wound open the window to poke out her head and look up, then up further.




  It was gargantuan, disproportionate to the needs of the tiny town; a massif of stone to rival any cathedral. And it was entirely unlit. The night air around it looked displaced, as if evicted

  from its rightful position by the immense bulk of the building. She thought of the cathedrals of New York, and how at night their chiselled stone faces were celebrated by brilliant lamps. The

  Church of Saint Erasmus was lit by nothing. And she could tell, even in the gloom, that it would be a very different kind of spectacle if it were. Its awe was in its darker-than-nightness, its

  graceless silhouette, its sad blunt steeple hardly taller than the highest point of its roof, its broad sloping sides built for girth rather than height. More like a titanic pagan megalith than a

  Christian church.




  They turned out of Saint Erasmus Square and drove along more streets of hunched terraces and town houses. She caught some of the names: Auger Lane, Drillbit Alley, Foreman’s Avenue.

  ‘There were mines here once,’ explained Kenneth. ‘In fact, the whole town is built on them.’




  Then they turned into Prospect Street, a name she recognized. Here, at number thirty-eight, Kenneth parked the car and turned off the engine.




  It was a four-storey house, crumbling but charming. Kenneth confessed that he spent most of his life in it watching cricket matches on television. He joked that cricket and lashings of rum were

  all he had cared to hold on to of his old life in St Lucia. The keys he gave her for her room were large and warm, like the hand he clasped around hers when he placed them in her palm. He let go

  slowly, giving her fingers a squeeze.




  ‘You are here now,’ he said in a formal voice, clearly aware of how momentous the occasion was for her. A kick of adrenaline perked her up. Yes, here she was. At the start of

  starting over.




  She grinned and left Kenneth smiling after her from the bottom of the stairs, while she ascended to the uppermost floor. Kenneth had explained how he had converted this space into a one-bed

  apartment some years ago, when his fully grown son came to live here and wanted a place of his own. Here stood the door: a panel of rich, varnished wood like the lid of a treasure chest. She

  weighed the key in her hand: its head was the size of a medallion and satisfactorily heavy. She pushed it into the lock, pausing to enjoy the tarnished brass of the door handle and the flecks of

  rust on the hinges, then she reached out, pinched her finger and thumb around the head of the key, and began to twist.




  The mechanism of the lock made a noise like a quarter dropped into a wishing well. She opened the door and listened to the hinges sing.




  She closed her eyes and remembered all the beds she’d called her own down the years. The bed she’d had as a kid, on which she used to sit with her duvet piled over her, reading with

  a torch the cloud atlas her dad gave her; the bed in her college dorm that she’d shared with various bugs and boys; the bed in her New York studio, narrow as a pew; Peter’s bed and its

  soft white sheets; stretches on sofas and floors.




  She opened her eyes.




  Beyond the door a dark stretch of hallway into which she walked so excitedly that she half-expected the air to crackle. She felt along the wall for the light switch and clicked it on.




  The walls were papered grey, with a pattern that might once have been artful but was now as broken as aeroplane contrails. In places the wallpaper peeled up where it reached the skirting boards,

  which ran around a floor of bare wood. At the end of the hallway hung a full-length mirror in a silver frame, like something from a fairy story.




  She left her cases in the hall under a row of coat pegs, took another deep breath and closed the door to shut herself in. On either side of the mirror were two closed doors and she walked down

  the hallway and opened the one on her left.




  So this would be her latest bedroom. A high ceiling, a wide bed with grey sheets and an antique wooden wardrobe. Big enough to fill a whole wall, its doors had been engraved with spiralling

  patterns that threaded hypnotically around each other. In each outer corner of the door was carved a round-cheeked face, and it was from the puffing lips of these that the swirling patterns

  originated. She grinned, remembering her dad clowning around in her bedroom when she was very young, flapping his arms and huffing through his impression of the great north wind. She opened the

  wardrobe to the smell of wood polish and the jingle of dancing coat hangers. A bunch of dried flowers hung upside down from the rail within. She opened her suitcase to unpack her clothes, but

  immediately had no energy to do so. Unpacking could wait until the morning, although she did deposit the presents her mum had given her (still unwrapped and in their carrier bag) into the wardrobe,

  before firmly closing the door. She did not want her old life coming with her to Thunderstown, however well intentioned her mother had been.




  Back through the hallway, the other door led to a sitting room with a kitchenette crammed into one corner. On a small table, Kenneth had filled a vase with fresh mountain flowers, their florets

  all buttery yellow. A wicker armchair by the window overlooked a courtyard lit by a lamp post. Beyond its far wall were more houses, and in the distance, a triangle of something darker than the

  rest of the night. She hoped that the morning would reveal it to be the low spire of Saint Erasmus.




  She heard a faint tinkle outside the window and pushed open the glass.




  A charm dangled lightly from a rusty nail wedged into the outside sill. She unhooked it and held it in her palm. A medley of trinkets, all bound by a dirty thread: silver-barked twigs; a pair of

  copper coins with their faces disguised by green patinas; a bent feather and something ... Suddenly she jerked her head away and dropped the charm to the floor. A canine tooth, flecks of blood

  dried to its roots. She reached down and retrieved it. The tooth clinked against the coins.




  She tossed the whole thing out of the window and watched it fall to the courtyard below, where the old twigs snapped on the flagstones.




  She yawned and returned to her new bedroom. She permitted herself to test the mattress.




  Within moments she was sound asleep.




  In the cold dead of night a strange sound at her window awoke her. A snuffling like some wild creature. She rolled over. Probably nothing more than the sounds of an unfamiliar

  house. Probably just the weather making its night-time noises.




  She put it out of her mind, and sleep dragged her back into her dreams.
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  AN EXECUTION




  Elsa woke to a bird chirruping on the window sill and a bedroom filled with sunlight. She blinked sleep away and yawned.




  Then she remembered she was not in New York.




  She propped herself up on her elbows. The clock on the wall had just struck half-past nine. She sank back on to the pillows and smiled. Finally. Finally she was a world away.




  When she got out of bed she stood for a while at the window, taking a long look at her corner of Thunderstown. A morning haze made the street look like a faded photograph. A yellow film of

  sunlight masked every crumbled facade and dusty flagstone. She smiled, washed, dressed and discovered the groceries Kenneth had thoughtfully left in her otherwise empty kitchen. After a breakfast

  of muesli and an apple that crumbled as sweetly as fudge on her tongue, she ventured out, ready to explore her new home. The haze was lifting, although it still hid the sun in a radiant quarter of

  the sky. In the east, small clouds marred the blue of the atmosphere, and the warm day seemed powerless to polish them away.




  The slopes of the rolling mountains that encompassed Thunderstown had been chewed back by centuries of biting wind, until their naked slate showed through. Where grass or scrub did grow, the

  late summer had roasted it golden. Dried-out soil had given way to rockslides that had exposed sheer tracts of black and brown earth.




  Of these mountains, four imposed themselves on the town beneath, one at each cardinal point of the compass. The largest was a crumple-peaked summit in the east. During her email exchanges with

  Kenneth, she had excitedly posed every question she could think of about Thunderstown, and he had told her that this massive mountain was named Drum Head. It was particularly dominating due to the

  way the sun caught its slopes: light threw its rocky sides into a relief like the man in the moon, so that on bright days it wore a gentle and stupefied expression made from untold tonnes of

  rock.




  Opposite Drum Head, in the west, Old Colp climbed in a steep curve like the arched back of a cat. Its slopes were dense with a species of mottled heather that the locals called tatterfur. In the

  north, Old Colp’s foothills gave way to the ragged lower ranges of the Devil’s Diadem, a mountain with no single peak but a cluster, the points of which jabbed upwards like the teeth of

  a mantrap. Kenneth had said that two centuries back the Devil’s Diadem had been called Holy Mountain, but he had long since forgotten the story of its rechristening. There were too many

  legends in Thunderstown, he had said, for anybody to remember them all.




  The southern mountain was more discreet. A haze shrouded it like smoke around a bonfire. This was the Merrow Wold, piled up with so many boulders and so much stony rubble that it resembled not

  so much a mountain but the largest cairn ever erected. Goats had made it that way, gnashing at the soil and plant life until the earth shrugged up no more flowers and shoots, only pebbles and

  slates. The Merrow Wold was the most barren of all the mountains and the hardest to climb; its ground slipped and crunched underfoot like the shingle of a beach.




  These four were each too giant to ever be ignored by the little town they cupped between them. Their scale made Elsa feel so slight as she wandered the flowing roads with no fixed destination,

  letting their tributary alleyways and shadowed passages carry her. She felt at once enclosed, as if in a maze, and exposed, as if on the plains of her childhood. A narrow street would course along

  between the tall walls of houses, around a tight bend, narrow and narrow further, then terminate in a dead end. Just when she’d begin to think she might wander this labyrinth forever, a sharp

  turn or a run of steep steps would eject her and she would be released into a brilliantly lit courtyard, wildflowers bursting up between its flagstones. But wherever she found herself, one of the

  four mountains would always preside.




  There were more residents in Thunderstown than first met the eye, but they were furtive, like pill bugs found under a lifted slab. They were absorbed in themselves, always in a hurry to be

  elsewhere. She couldn’t comprehend their dress code: even in this late-summer warmth the women wore shawls and the men raincoats and broad-brimmed leather caps, as if such garments were the

  vestments of a religious order.




  The wind stalked Elsa through the town, brushing over her face and bare arms before dying away and leaving the air still. Otherwise it danced at crossroads and raised miniature whirlwinds out of

  the dust of poky courtyards, so that it did not feel like one wind but many, each wrestling to claim its own space and territory. At a stall where a butcher sold dried meats, the wind played the

  part of his assistant, brushing the purpling flesh of his meats free of flies. In another place the wind helped a woman hang out her laundry, unfurling the smocks and breeches she took from her

  basket to hang on the line.




  In one of his emails, Kenneth had potted as best he could the town’s history. He had told her of a devastating flood that once ransacked these buildings. In the dry Thunderstown streets it

  was difficult to imagine water bucking and roaring between the houses, but Kenneth said that great fathoms of old floodwater still lurked deep and dormant beneath the lanes and alleyways, filling

  old tunnels where once miners had toiled. Elsa pictured this undertow as she explored, pretending it determined her course, and in doing so she made a discovery: all of the town’s roads led

  back to the Church of Saint Erasmus. She had to tread with determination to avoid circling back there. Streets that first appeared to bypass the church turned a corner at the last minute and

  offered her up to it.




  Another fact remembered from her email education was that, not so long ago, an excavation in Saint Erasmus’s vaults had unearthed evidence of older buildings on the site, thought to be

  long-lost temples to long-forgotten deities. When next her route returned her to the church, she had the spine-tingling sensation that the distant past remained close in this place. She stared up

  at the bluntly steepled belfry and its crucifix dark as two crossed sticks of charcoal. It was the centrepiece of an array of metalwork adorning Thunderstown’s rooftops. Weathervanes in their

  hundreds glinted from the ridges, some depicting bestial figures, some depicting human faces with lips pursed to blow forth a breeze. Winds skipped nimbly from eave to eave, tinkering with the

  weathervanes as they went, like engineers toying with the dials of a complex machine.




  She began to walk around the edge of the church. Then, up ahead against one of its walls, she saw a small crowd of people, all raincoats and shawls, making quite a hubbub. When she reached them,

  one or two heads turned to regard her, but the thing they were crowded around seemed more pressing. People murmured to each other in low, serious voices. ‘Hold my hand,’ asked someone

  of their partner. ‘I can’t bear it,’ confessed someone else. ‘Whenever will Daniel be here?’ ‘Yes, where’s Daniel?’ Elsa budged into the throng to

  see what the fuss was all about. A creature cowered against the blackened church wall. A dog, growling uncertainly, frightened by the townsfolk who had backed it up against the stone. Elsa

  couldn’t tell the breed, but it was something akin to an Irish wolfhound: tall and of elegant limb, with a tousle-haired coat and silver whiskers. Its snout and ears were fox-like and she was

  surprised by the coincidence of its eyes, which were blue and brown-grey, just like today’s sky and indefinite clouds.




  The beast wore no collar, and judging by the dried dirt in its fur, Elsa guessed it was either a stray or wild. It did not seem to pose any threat, yet when it moved even a fraction towards the

  crowd, a man swished his walking cane so violently that it whimpered back against the masonry.




  A sigh of relief rippled through the crowd and the people parted for a tall man in a broad-brimmed rain cap to pass. He had a black beard, dark eyes and a Roman nose. He carried his large frame

  with an authority affirmed by the gathered townsfolk, who all relaxed upon his arrival. His coarse beard began at his cheekbones and hung in black straggles down to his nape. In addition to his

  rain cap, which he removed as he approached the dog, he wore scuffed britches, high leather boots and a brown chequered shirt with the sleeves rolled up, showing off his brawny forearms.




  The dog stopped very still upon seeing him, as if in recognition. The man crouched down so that his head was level with the dog’s, whisker to whisker. He stared for a while into its

  peculiar eyes, then began to make a deep rumbling noise in his throat like the sound of a distant rockslide. The dog seemed relieved, bowed its head and then pushed it forwards, nuzzling it against

  the man’s chest. The man’s arms came up gently to hold the dog, one hand stroking along the flat space between its ears, the other itching the soft fur hanging from its throat.




  Then his grip turned a right angle and the dog’s neck snapped with a click.




  The crowd took a step back, leaving Elsa foregrounded and shocked. The man stood up, punched his hat back into shape and squashed it on to his head. He crossed himself. The crowd followed suit,

  then gave him a brief ripple of applause while the dog’s corpse flopped on the flagstones.




  It lay there staring hollowly up at Elsa while she stared back in horror and disbelief. Then, as she tried to comprehend what she had just seen, a strange thing happened. Its blue eyes darkened.

  Its irises changed colour like paper blistering in a fire. In seconds they had charred from sky blue to singed black. A sudden breeze passed over and she shivered from confusion and fright all at

  once.




  One or two of the crowd thanked the bearded man or clapped him on the shoulder. Then they disbanded with satisfied chatter, as if exiting a theatre.




  The tall man crouched over the dead body, lifted it off the dusty floor by its ears, then hefted the carcass over his shoulder and stood up. The last of the crowd had dispersed. Elsa was alone

  with him, uneasy but indignant. It was the first time she had seen someone murder an animal for no reason. The man turned towards her quizzically, dog draped around his neck.




  ‘Ma’am,’ he said, and ducked his head in a half-bow.




  ‘What ... why ...’ she began. ‘What did you just do?’




  ‘It was wild, ma’am,’ he said, as if it were self-explanatory. He tried to step around her, but she sidestepped to block him.




  ‘You should have taken it out of town or to a kennel ... or ... or something!’




  He frowned. He seemed to her more like something blasted from rock than something that could grow up from a child. She stood her ground nevertheless.




  ‘You are distressed by this?’ He sounded confused.




  She nodded as if he were stupid, but his voice was gentler than she’d expected and he seemed to be giving serious if bemused thought to her position, all the while with the corpse lolling

  over his shoulders and the dog’s changed eyes upturned in their sockets.




  ‘It was wild,’ he pronounced again.




  ‘It’s –’ she flapped her hands, ‘– it was a living thing!’




  He frowned, like he was preparing to disagree, but instead he said, ‘You are not from Thunderstown? I would know you and your family if you were. But it is a pleasure to see a new face

  here.’




  She clenched her fists. ‘Where I’m from has nothing to do with it.’




  The dog’s drooping tongue and dangling legs were becoming too much, as was the man’s thoughtful face amongst all that dead fur.




  ‘My name is Daniel Fossiter,’ he said softly, ‘and I am pleased to meet you.’




  ‘Elsa,’ she snapped, then felt all the more infuriated for becoming even this familiar with this cruel man.




  ‘I should explain, Elsa, about this particular species of—’




  She raised her palm to him, defiantly. It was a gesture she hadn’t made since high school, where it meant she didn’t want to hear what he had to say, but in the wide church square

  Daniel Fossiter only looked intently at her palm as if he were reading it. Embarrassed, she cringed away as fast as she could. Only at the end of the road did she look back, to see him watching her

  patiently, the dog still slung over his shoulders as if it weighed no more than the air itself.
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