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Welcome to "The Law of Mischief," the second anthology of  ‘The Law series’ of fantastical tales crafted by a diverse group of talented authors who are followers of the Bestseller Experiment Podcast. 

We aspire for this to be the continuation of a thrilling series of anthologies. Each story you are about to embark upon is a magical adventure, exploring the intricacies of the second law: the Law of Mischief.

All the contributors to this anthology are spread far and wide throughout the world meaning you will notice that there are differences between stories, particularly in relation to grammar and language. Please be assured that the language is correct for their particular corner of the world.

This anthology is the second of a series and as it is written by many talented humans, not AI, and as humans have feelings, and robots do not, please leave a review.

Now settle back, turn the page and begin your first adventure...
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It was early, very early.

Will looked out from his attic window, as he did every morning, to find night still blanketing the small coastal village. The solitary streetlamp down at the waterside and thin light of the moon overhead did little to dispel the darkness. There were the faint silhouettes of chimneys and the indistinct outline of the dockside buildings, but barely a hint of the bay’s calm waters beyond.

Silent and still, as if he was entirely alone.

Will stepped back, lighting the lantern beside the bed. He scratched yesterday’s stubble, yawning as he pulled on his work shirt and trousers before grabbing his boots. Only then did he notice something had taken up residence at the foot of the bed. He reached over to nudge the lump, causing it to snuffle, wriggle, and nuzzle further under the warmth of the covers.

Will smiled, sitting down and pulling on his boots before looking back to find the lump still hunkered down on the bed. ‘Come on, buddy,’ he said, standing up and whipping the covers off to a low growl of protest.

The dark red roll unfurled, head popping out from beneath a leathery wing. With eyes still stubbornly shut, the beast scampered across the bedding in search of the stripped covers, lantern light reflecting off his shiny, overlapping scales.

They didn’t have time for this, not today. Any other day, Will might have employed subtler tactics, but today he went straight for the big guns. ‘Gordon, there are leftovers downstairs...’

The diminutive dragon froze in place, cracking open an eyelid, his bright golden eye with black slash of a pupil pinning Will to the spot. Though any attempts to play it cool were for naught as Gordon’s ridged tail had already begun twitching from side to side.

‘Fish, I think,’ Will said.

Gordon shot up, both eyes wide in appeal, all pretence gone. Will had his undivided attention now, as he knew he would – the juvenile reptile not even trying to restrain the powerful swish of his tail as small licks of flame escaped past his sharp teeth.

‘Come on, then,’ Will said, and the dragon bounded down the steps ahead of him.

Gordon made quick work of the promised leftovers, torching and guzzling the offering in a single mouthful, his forked tongue darting out to lick any fishy remnants off his face. With claws clacking on the flagstones, he snuffled around the bakehouse floor hunting for any other stray morsels with his name on them.

Satisfied there wasn’t anything edible in the dark spaces under the benches or between the cabinets, Gordon plopped down at Will’s feet. Tail swishing back and forth, he looked up with his mouth open in anticipation – ever hopeful there would be more to come. For a creature who didn’t even come up to Will’s knee, he could sure put it away.

‘That’s it for now, mister,’ Will said, picking up the dragon and setting him on the ledge before the mouth of the cavernous baker’s oven.

Gordon clamped his jaws shut, rotating on the spot to face away from it, instead directing his scowl at Will.

Unflinching, Will returned the look.

The small dragon stiffened, a low growl building from deep within his belly, the rumble intensifying until Will could feel the vibrations reverberating through his own body. A rattling nearby ledge sent a flurry of flour into the air.

Will pinned the dragon with a glare, pursing his lips and flaring his nostrils as he slowly shook his head.

The belly-deep growl shifted to the beginnings of a throaty roar and—

‘No.’ The thunder in Will’s voice cut off the pre-adolescent dragon before he could launch into his tantrum proper.

The pair stared each other down a moment longer before Gordon’s expression crumpled and he dropped onto his belly – defeated, shamed, sulking.

Bending down so he was face-to-face with the pint-sized dragon, Will waited until Gordon looked up from scoring shallow marks in the ledge with his claw.

‘More treats later,’ he said in an attempt to soften the blow. Gordon may have been Will’s closest companion, but the dragon still had to earn his keep. ‘We have work to do, OK? Today’s a big day.’

Gordon huffed, twin streams of hot air puffing from his scaly nostrils, deflating his already small frame further. He laboured onto all fours like an arthritic old house cow, dragging his claws as he lined himself up in front of the oven again.

He turned his head to look up at Will who responded with a raised eyebrow.

Gordon huffed once more before bracing his forepaws on the bricks lining the front edge of the oven. He sucked in a single deep breath, his overlapping scales shifting to accommodate the increased volume of his lungs. The faint click of ignition was the only sound in the otherwise silent bakehouse, and the only warning before the dragon blasted a jet of superheated flames into the depths of the oven.

The fierce rush of heat roared around the oven’s void, the swirl of fire mesmerising as it set the wood alight. Shadows leapt, dancing wildly around the bakehouse. Even standing well back, Will had to shield his face from the waves of hot, smoky air flowing out again past the little pyromaniac.

Moments later, Gordon clamped his jaws shut, cutting off his fiery jet. The flames had already latched onto the wood, crackling and popping in the intense heat. It would soon settle down to a steady and even heat. For now, Gordon’s job was done.

‘Good work, buddy.’ Will pulled another fish from the icebox and flung it towards the dragon. Gordon coiled his muscles and leapt from his perch, snatching the fish mid-air and landing with a whoosh on the bakehouse floor.

Fish hanging out either side of his mouth, he looked up at Will with a toothy grin, triumphant.

‘Yes, I saw you, well done.’

Pleased his prowess had been witnessed, Gordon dropped the fish into his bowl, scorched it with a controlled jet of flame and snaffled it up in a single gulp, his gullet working to squeeze down the oversized mouthful.

A moment later, the small dragon’s jaws cracked open into a wide, razor-edged abyss. He let out a little growl as they slammed shut, his entire body shuddering with the effort – terrifying if you didn’t recognise it for the yawn that it was.

Already sleepy from the early wake-up, the jets of flames and hearty fish breakfast sealed the deal. Gordon padded over to his favoured napping spot under the bench, turned clockwise on the spot three times and kneaded his blanket, his claws catching each time he lifted a paw. With his nest arranged to his satisfaction, he split his snout into another quick yawn and lay down to sleep.

He’d be out for a few hours at least, which was ideal as having a mischievous little dragon constantly underfoot could get hazardous.

While the oven settled down, Will made a start on the day’s orders. He hefted the large, leather-bound order book down from the shelf and cracked it open on a page of meticulously catalogued entries. For such a large man – in regard to both physique and personality – his late father had had a surprisingly fine hand and orderly approach to bookkeeping. It’d been over two years, but even after all that time, Will’s chest still tightened at the sight of it.

He shook his head, pulling the lantern closer and flicking through the tome until he reached the latest entries written in his own hand. Breads, buns, cinnamon rolls, danishes, croissants, strudels, scones, sausage rolls, meat pies, fruit pies, tarts, and cakes...

All for today.

Eyes wide, Will puffed out his cheeks before releasing a long, slow breath. Market days drew in folk from far and wide, and they all had a hankering for baked goods, apparently. Not that Will was complaining – days like this kept him in business and Gordon in fish even through the leaner months.

Will was an adult, more than capable of looking after himself and his scaly sidekick. It was just the two of them now and they had a big day ahead of them, but it was still just another day in the bakery. Will pulled a plain, tan-coloured bakehouse apron over his head, tied off the straps behind his back, and nodded once. ‘A big day, indeed.’

Will hauled sacks of flour and sugar up from the cellar before raiding the pantry and icebox for everything else. He’d long since committed to memory the big-batch recipes and had spent weeks building up the required supplies. He’d even given himself a head start preparing some things the night before, but so much could only be done on the day. There would be no crusty old pastries or stale bread leaving the bakery on his watch.

Mixing, folding, kneading, and shaping the doughs and batters soon built up that familiar ache in Will’s arms, shoulders, and back. By the time the oven had settled to a consistent glow and even heat, he had multiple batches of raw dough lined up and ready to go. He cycled trays through the oven in a continual procession, preparing fresh new batches all the while – the only way he was going to fulfil the day’s mammoth orders.

It was hot, heavy, and seemingly hectic work, yet Will approached it in his usual straightforward and methodical manner. Alone in the bakehouse – the only person, at least – he was never flustered. He just completed one task before moving on to the next, as he did every day, working through the breads, pastries, and scones.

Absorbed in his work and determined to power through the staggering volume of orders, Will hadn’t noticed the sun easing over the hills behind the village, flooding the valley with light and rousing the town around him. It was still early, but the silence and stillness had been replaced with a building hum of activity and anticipation as locals prepared. It wouldn’t be long now before the town was heaving with visitors.

Will was making good time, and the bakery’s resident juvenile dragon had become especially attentive since Will had moved onto preparing the meat pies and sausage rolls. Gordon’s red snout had sprouted from beneath the bench, awoken from his dozing by the scent of the first batch of freshly baked steak and onion pies. He ‘helped out’, mooching around the bakehouse floor and snapping up the occasional little morsel Will dropped accidentally-on-purpose – just enough to keep the little guy sweet. He didn’t like encouraging bad habits, but today Will needed Gordon contented and distracted – proper behavioural training was a job for tomorrow.

It wasn’t long before he’d finished the various parcels of meat and pastry, and Will turned his attention to the buns, cinnamon rolls, tarts, and fruit pies.

His mother had been a big advocate of baking with love, not contaminating anything with a foul mood or bad intentions. She reckoned you could taste it – ‘It’s like magic!’ She’d always been saying things like that. He didn’t know how much he believed her, but it couldn’t hurt.

And so, he’d fallen into the habit of speaking softly yet cheerfully to the doughs, as if kneading high spirits and good intentions into them. He said all the things he didn’t have the confidence to say to the customers, so often strangers or those he barely knew. It felt a bit silly – muttering away, as if he’d lost his mind or had no real friends to talk to – but he was alone, no people there to hear him, so it didn’t count. He put aside the nagging notion that his only friends were a dragon and lumps of dough and got to work.

‘I hope you have the best day,’ he said aloud as he kneaded.

‘These cinnamon rolls will bring back memories of those your great aunt used to make.’

‘This lemon tart will be perfect for sharing with a good friend.’

‘Treat yourself, you deserve it.’

‘This will be the best iced bun you have ever eaten.’

Will was so caught up in preparing the next wave of baked goods that he didn’t notice the bakehouse door creaking open until a scaly tail smacked into his shin as it bowled past. Someone slipped in through the side door and slammed it shut before Gordon – fizzing with excitement – could bound through.

It was Ruth, one of the few around Will’s age who hadn’t yet fled their hometown to see the world and seek their fortune, not like so many others had through the years. It was always good to see her.

She got down to the dragon’s level and scratched him behind the ears, Gordon’s back left paw thumping in response. Ruth had known the dragon since he was a hatchling and was well-versed in effective appeasement techniques. ‘Good morning, Gordo,’ she said, before giving him one final scratch and standing back up. ‘And you too, Will. It smells amazing in here, as ever.’

Being surrounded by it all morning, Will tended not to notice, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t savour the second-hand joy. ‘Morning, Ruth. Grab one of those if you like, fresh out of the oven.’

‘Don’t mind if I do.’ She smiled, picking up a raspberry danish from the nearest rack and immediately biting into it. Her face melted, squeals of delight escaping along with flakes of pastry as she chomped through the entire thing.

‘All right,’ Ruth said, wiping stray flakes from her lips with the back of her hand. ‘No dilly-dallying today, I’d better get back to the hotel. What do you have for me? They’re in a right flap, which means they’re expecting big numbers through the hotel restaurant. So, a big order, I take it?’

‘Looks like it’ll be five crates, all up.’

‘Five? That’ll take a couple of trips.’

‘Yeah, sorry about that—’

‘No, no. That is perfect. Any excuse to get out of there again, even just for a little bit.’ Ruth blew out her cheeks and rolled her eyes.

‘That’s your breakfast order there, ready to go,’ Will said, pointing to the crates nearest the door. ‘Can you manage all that?’

Ruth gave him a look.

‘Sorry, of course you can. You’ll have to come back for your morning and afternoon tea orders a little later. I’m working on them at the moment.’

‘You got it.’

Ruth hefted the crates as Will unlatched the bakehouse door, planting a boot in the way so she could get through without Gordon slinking out in the process – a convoluted yet familiar bit of choreography they’d perfected over the years.

There’s no way Will was letting the little fire-breather out to join Ruth on her errand, not on market day. The locals may have grown accustomed to the undersized carnivore in their midst – and would know where to send him home if he caused any mischief – but Will couldn’t be sure how out-of-towners might react. They mightn’t know he was really just a harmless wee tyke. It felt mean, but for Gordon’s own safety as much as others’, keeping him cooped up inside was for the best.

Dragons weren’t all that common, and were often misunderstood. Will couldn’t know who might be stuck in the past, who only saw a nightmare, liable to wreak havoc and reign terror on all those it clapped its demonic eyes on. In reality, you need only fear Gordon if you were unfortunate enough to count yourself among his favourite class of victim: footwear.

As far as Will could tell, Gordon was teething, much like puppies and human children at a similar stage in their development. The number of shoes Gordon had destroyed were countless, but the total number of human or animal victims with any more than a friendly, overeager nick on the skin? Zilch.

Strangers wouldn’t know this though, and Will wasn’t going to risk subjecting his little friend to their fear or intolerance.

‘Will,’ Ruth said, breaking into his thoughts as he went to close the bakehouse door behind her. ‘You should come out this evening, after you’ve finished up here. There are going to be so many people in town for the market.’

‘Yeah, maybe...’

‘Don’t give me that – it’ll be good for you to get out of this shop. We’re both burning through our twenties like nobody’s business. And I can’t help thinking you could do with meeting some more people, making friends.’

Will’s cheeks warmed at the comment. ‘I have plenty of—’

‘Yes, you have me. And Gordon, but he doesn’t really count. You know that, right? And these lumps of dough you spend so much time with – as delicious as they are once they’re baked – they don’t count either.’

Will frowned at Ruth’s words. They’d known each other their entire lives, but it still surprised him how she could echo his own thoughts, knew precisely where to strike for maximum impact.

‘You can’t hide in here alone forever, Will. Otherwise, you’ll just get carried along, all by yourself, doing what you’ve always done, going through the motions.’

‘What’s so wrong with that?’ Will said, though with little to no bite in his protest.

‘What is right with that?’ Ruth levelled another pointed look at him. Again, the truth of her words made their impact all the greater. ‘Anyway, just come out. Who knows’ – she smiled and waggled an eyebrow – ‘you might even meet someone.’

Will scoffed, but he knew she meant well so he appreciated the thought, no matter how misguided.

‘Think about it, at least,’ she said.

Will assured her that he would before closing the door behind her and shaking his head. ‘Come on, Gordon.’

The scaly escape artist sat on his haunches, eyes focused on the bakehouse door, ready to launch.

‘I’m sorry, buddy. We can’t go outside, not today.’

Gordon’s ears flickered, forepaws shuffling on the spot, his formerly stationary tail twitching ever so slightly, but otherwise he remained in place. Determined not to miss another opportunity should the door open again unexpectedly, he would not be distracted from his purpose.

Will sighed, feeling more than a little bad for keeping him locked inside all day. But at least sitting by the bakehouse door, the small dragon was within sight and out from under foot.

Shaking his head, Will took a moment for a cup of tea. He found it helped him shift from the hot, heavy-duty work of baking and put him in the right frame of mind for the more creative and refined work of decorating cakes, topping tarts, and icing buns. Will cupped the warmth in his hands, breathing in the life-giving aroma as he sipped his tea.

He only allowed himself the briefest of pauses before getting back to work measuring, combining, and beating the buttercreams, ganache, and glazes. Thankfully no orders for marzipan today, which only seemed to turn out worse each time he attempted it.

Will dolloped icing onto the cakes, lathering it across the tops and smearing it around the sides, before wielding the palette knife, tentatively at first, getting a feel for the icing as he evened out the coating thickness, smoothing the edges. Next, he took up the piping bag, filling it with big globs of icing to add flourishes to each of the cakes. Finally, he judiciously added fruit, berries, nuts, and other toppings which did an excellent job of masking any patchy bits.

All the while, Will spoke softly under his breath, just as he had with the doughs and batters, thinking of who might enjoy each sweet treat.

‘This swirl will brighten your day.’

‘A slice of this will be just what you feel like at the end of your meal.’

‘This curl of icing will make you smile.’

‘This ripple will remind you of the bay on a sunny summer’s afternoon.’

He didn’t think much of his decorating skills – didn’t have the flair that his mother had – but she’d always insisted he had the magic touch. Will had thought his mother was overselling things a bit, but he enjoyed the work enough, and both new and returning customers were always very complimentary.

Will’s parents had shared the dream of running the bakery. The bakehouse had been his father’s domain, at least until everything was out of the oven and cooling on the racks. Then his mother would take over, icing and decorating the bakery’s sweeter offerings until opening the shopfront to the high street. By that point of the morning, his father would be out making deliveries.

Growing up, Will had helped where he could, taking on more as he gained experience and confidence through his teenage years. Still, back in the bakehouse was where he’d always been most comfortable, and still was, doing the baking and the decorating – taking on half of his father’s responsibilities and half of his mother’s, respectively.

With his parents gone, it was all up to Will. Not that they’d ever expected him to take over the bakery. The option had always been there, but never the expectation. The bakery had been their dream, and it could be his too if he wanted, or not if he didn’t. Either way, running it helped him feel connected to them.

On the more practical side of things, the bakery was what he knew how to do, what he’d always done, what he continued to do. And Will had been content with that – his work, his life – no matter what Ruth might say. He’d thought so, anyway. He was coming to suspect that might not be the case after all and he didn’t know what to make of that.

What Will did know was that he had work to do. The orders from the hotel, tearooms, waterfront cafe, and the docks were many times their usual volume, all so they could serve freshly baked goods to their customers on market day. Ruth was back to collect the hotel’s morning and afternoon tea orders, soon followed by the bakery’s other regular customers buying in bulk.

Gordon thought it was wonderful – so many of his adoring fans lavishing attention on him and slipping him treats. He dashed around their legs, claws clattering on the flagstones and tail swishing back and forth, knocking over cake tins and other implements stored on the lower shelves in his excitement.

Nobody lingered too long though, their market day just as busy as Will’s. And they all knew the drill, careful to slip back out the bakehouse door with their orders in hand but without an eager little dragon in tow.

The moment it was just the two of them in the bakehouse again, Will changed into his tidiest apron – this one free of floury handprints, icing smears, and globs of jam.

He shifted trays of freshly baked goods to the shopfront and found the high street foot traffic had really ramped up, though still only locals rushing about on their errands. No sign yet of the distinctive ambling gait of a visitor with all the time in the world.

With display cabinets fully stocked, Will was ready – at least as far as having baked goods to sell. Serving those baked goods to all who stepped through the bakery door was another story. A typical day involved mostly regulars with only the occasional new face. That was manageable. Market days, on the other hand, meant the complete opposite – unfamiliar folk, and a lot of them.

Exchanging pleasantries with a steady stream of new customers didn’t come naturally to Will, not like it had for his mother. She could tap into an apparently limitless supply of quips, questions, and comments, maintaining the constant flow of light conversation, carving out a moment to brighten each customer’s day, all while offering suggestions and taking payments.

Will’s own repertoire of small talk was much more limited and used only sparingly. He had to rely on his baking to do all the talking. Customers didn’t seem to mind, not when they could walk out with a freshly baked loaf of bread; a croissant with its crisp, flaky outside and soft, buttery layers inside; or a hearty meat pie. Seeing the customers’ eyes widen as they scanned the cabinet full of delicious possibilities never failed to lift his spirits and bring a smile to his face.

From the moment the bell above the door first jingled, it barely settled again through the onslaught of ravenous out-of-towners pouring through the bakery. The frantic work out the front was a world away from the calm efficiency of Will’s bakehouse, threatening to overwhelm him as he rushed around fetching tarts from here and buns from there, agreeing that it was a wonderful day for it and giving directions to the nearest public loos.

The display stock rapidly dwindled, meaning Will had to keep ducking back into the bakehouse to replenish the cabinets. Gordon perked up each time Will made an appearance, but while he had a shop full of customers, he couldn’t spare more than a few seconds – barely enough for a quick scratch behind the ears.

The excitement on Gordon’s expressive little face grew with each appearance, but so did the dejection with each departure – puppy dogs had nothing on that dragon.

Will had to harden his heart, knowing they’d be through the rush soon enough.

And so it was. Apparently, locals and out-of-towners alike had had their fill of bread and pastries, for the day anyway. More people were leaving with brown paper bags in hand than were coming in with hankerings for sweet or savoury treats.

The hordes had dwindled to just one last customer, and then she too left, bell jingling overhead. Other than the muted hubbub of passersby on the high street, the shop was silent for the first time since he’d unlatched the front door that morning.

Will surveyed the cabinets and reckoned he’d judged the demand just about right. He still had a handful of each offering, but hadn’t run out early, nor had he drastically over-prepared.

Trusting the doorbell would alert him to any late customers, he returned to the bakehouse intending to give some well overdue attention to poor, neglected Gordon, only to find the space suspiciously still and silent.

His heart thumped for a beat before he spotted the scaled red creature safely curled up in his favoured nesting spot under the bench. Gordon’s small body slowly expanded and contracted with each steady breath.

Will let out his own shuddering breath. He had some serious making up to do with the dragon tomorrow. An afternoon of clambering around the rocks, practising his gliding from the hilltops, or romping through the forest. A bit of freedom after a day cooped up and locked away out of sight.

One day he hoped to be able to do better for the little guy. For now, at least Gordon was safe.

Back in the shopfront, Will tidied up the last of the day’s offerings in the display cabinets. He was considering calling it a day and shutting up early when the doorbell jingled once more.

A man stepped into the bakery. He had a lean, athletic build, and was dressed well, but there was nothing about the way he presented himself that drew attention nor gave any clue as to his purpose in town. He might have been there for business, for a leisurely day out, or just passing through.

He had dark auburn hair, which he ran a hand through as he removed his hat. He was of a similar age to Will, within a couple of years anyway. And despite his nondescript attire, Will couldn’t help noticing that the man was very handsome.

Will glanced down at his own front, checking for any smudges or spills on his apron before straightening it and smoothing out the creases. When he looked back up, his gaze caught on the man’s eyes, swimming with colour. First green, then blue, golden, hazel, violet – appearing to shift with every blink. Captivated, mesmerised, stunned – Will found himself staring.

After what might have been a second or a minute, the stranger smiled and simply said, ‘I see.’

The words broke the spell. Will blinked and shook his head, his perception returning to the shopfront. He cleared his throat. ‘Uh... sorry. Can I help you?’

‘Yes,’ the stranger said, slow and thoughtful, tapping his hat on the counter. His smile was small but appeared genuine. It was a nice smile, Will couldn’t help thinking, reaching all the way to his eyes which had settled on a distinctive shade of green. ‘Yes, I think you can. I’m looking into something. I believe I may have made a discovery, unexpected all this way from the capital, but not unpleasantly so – far from it, in fact.’

As he spoke, Will found himself again being drawn into the man’s gaze, but at those words he brought himself up short, mentally scolding himself.

The stranger’s discovery had to be Gordon – the only remotely ‘unexpected’ thing that might bring someone into their bakery. Was he a dragon hunter, poacher, trader, or something awful like that, come to steal the little fire-breather away?

Will knew he had to deflect, steer the conversation elsewhere, at least until he could confirm what this man was about. Or, ideally, get him out of the bakery and safely away from Gordon.

‘I haven’t been there myself,’ Will said, concern hardening his tone as he picked up on something else the man had said. ‘But I assure you that even simple folk living all this way from the capital can produce a fine loaf of bread, pastry, whatever it is you fancy.’

‘Ah.’ The stranger cleared his throat, looking appalled. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to come across so... so patronising. I only meant to say that I wasn’t looking, so to stumble across the existence of something so unexpected, and quite remarkable, came as a surprise.’

Will frowned. Gordon was remarkable in his cuteness and charm – that was undeniable – but this stranger hadn’t met him so couldn’t possibly know that. Will knew the existence of the juvenile dragon was uncommon and may have been unexpected, but remarkable? Hardly. Now more confused than concerned, Will had to know for sure what this stranger was talking about. ‘And what was that remarkable something?’

‘Iced buns.’

‘What?’ Will found himself glancing towards the last remaining pair of iced buns on display in the cabinet.

The stranger followed his gaze. ‘Yes, just like those. The baked treats were brought to my attention, which brought me here to this bakery this very afternoon. As I say, quite remarkable.’

Will’s iced buns were popular, that was true, but he hardly thought they were remarkable. ‘I’m glad you enjoyed them,’ he said, keeping his voice neutral in an attempt to mask his confusion. ‘Ah... my parents taught me everything I know—’

The man held up a finger. ‘Perhaps,’ he said, tapping the finger to his lips. ‘But no, not everything, I suspect.’

Regardless of what this man suspected, Will had his own sneaking suspicions about the stranger. What other reason could he have for being there and speaking such gibberish?

Iced buns?

He was there to butter Will up. Lavish him with praise, enough to let his guard down and allow Gordon to be abducted.

The man didn’t fit the dragon hunter profile of old, but perhaps that’s what made him all the more dangerous? Still, until he came out with it, Will would play the innocent village baker. Perhaps this stranger did just really like Will’s iced buns? If so, he was quite happy to sell him more.

‘It’s been a busy day with the market on,’ Will said. ‘But I still have a few things, two more of those iced buns you mentioned?’ He moved towards the cabinet, but the out-of-towner’s focus remained solely on Will.

The stranger smiled at him but otherwise didn’t acknowledge the suggestion. Instead he launched into the tale of his day. ‘I had completed my business and taken the chance to stroll through the market and your lovely town. I’d found my way back to the hotel, which is where I’m staying, only to discover I was a little peckish. Much too early for dinner, and I didn’t fancy a quiet drink by myself either, so I decided to look into the hotel’s afternoon tea.’

Will was accustomed to people aimlessly telling him all about their day, but considering how things had gone so far, this did not feel like that. This man was not one for idle chit-chat. He had come in with a purpose, and he was working up to something.

‘As I went in, I overheard someone saying, “This is the best iced bun I have ever eaten.” Sure, OK. I can enjoy a baked treat as much as the next person. A bit exuberant, perhaps? But I wasn’t going to begrudge them their moment of happiness. I ordered my tea and scone with jam and cream. Soon after that, I heard the very same declaration. “This is the best iced bun I have ever eaten.” How strange, I thought. Wouldn’t you agree?’

The out-of-towner appeared to be waiting for a response. Not that Will had any to give. He shrugged noncommittally before saying, ‘Strange.’

‘After the fifth person had said aloud, word for word, “This is the best iced bun I have ever eaten,” I knew I had to try one of these iced buns for myself. And the moment I bit into the bun – would you believe it? – I couldn’t help thinking that this was the best iced bun I had ever eaten. But the thought was not entirely my own, I could feel someone else in my head. I could taste them.’

The stranger didn’t ask anything this time, only held Will’s gaze for a moment before continuing.

‘I asked the woman at the hotel who was responsible for the baking – Ruth, I think she said her name was. She seemed pleased to give me directions to this bakery, and she said the baker responsible would be very happy to receive me.’

Will would be having words with Ruth. ‘Did she just?’

‘She did indeed. So, I had to see for myself. And now that I’m here, I’m glad I did.’ He smiled. ‘I can see that it was you I could taste.’

Again, he didn’t ask a question, and again Will didn’t volunteer an answer. He had so many questions himself. What did the man mean, he could taste Will? Absurd.

‘For the most part, anyway. Now that I’m here, I can see you account for the majority of what I tasted, but not all. There’s something else, someone else,’ the stranger said, moving his mouth as if trying to recall the flavours. ‘There’s an eagerness to please which I don’t think you are wholly responsible for. A strong sense of loyalty, protectiveness, but balanced with something else, something more primal. Is that you? Perhaps we’ll see?’ The stranger smiled, pinning Will with a look before considering further. ‘But no, it tastes more... fiery.’

The stranger’s eyes widened. He looked around, to the cabinet, to Will, and finally to the closed door behind him – the one leading to the bakehouse. He didn’t say a word before slowly returning his attention to Will.

He hummed, tilting his head, as if considering whether or not to speak. ‘Can I tell you something?’ He asked the question with what Will suspected was more than a little apprehension. ‘Can I tell you something that might sound a little strange?’

Curious despite himself, Will folded his arms, shook his head, shrugged and said, ‘Sure.’

‘I don’t think you realise the effect you have – on people, on things, and on baked goods, for example...’ He trailed off as if waiting for a reaction but continued when he received none. ‘I believe you may have the magic touch, and I am being quite literal when I say that. You work your intentions into being by touch – kneading dough, for example. You worked your magic on everyone who took a bite out of your iced buns, including me. Just as I have the sight, I suspect you have the touch.’

Will was speechless. He had heard of such things, of course he had, but magic was something other people did. He was much too ordinary. Gordon was at least a little extraordinary – what other beast could fly and breathe fire, all while wielding such sharp intelligence? Will, on the other hand, knew himself to be quite ordinary. But what if...

Slowly, Will unfolded his arms, looking at his hands. He really looked. And they looked the same as ever.

No, this was silly. He was not remarkable, and certainly not magical. There had to be some mundane explanation for it all. The euphoria of a sugar rush? That could very well lead to a bit of overexcitement. But magic? Nonsense—

‘I expect you’re thinking this is all nonsense,’ the stranger said with a kind smile. ‘But consider, this isn’t the first time the intent you’ve imposed on your baking has come true, is it? Not the first time you’ve had your thoughts and feelings echoed back to you?’

Will had opened his mouth to reject the suggestion, but then realised he didn’t have to think back far to find an example. Just that morning he’d been worrying over the notion his only friends were a dragon and lumps of dough, only to have Ruth echo the sentiment back to him...

He had contaminated the pastry with his concerns. And then Ruth had bit into it.

‘It is rather unbelievable, I know, at least to start,’ the stranger said. ‘But just imagine for a moment that it wasn’t nonsense. Think of what you could do, the people you could help, with a little direction, some training. Baking is all very well and good, but I think you know you can do that and more – you want to do more.’

The stranger paused. Will remained silent, too shocked to object but too curious to shut down the conversation.

‘So does someone else, I think – want to do more, that is. The fiery little friend you’re pretending you don’t have back there? What if he was given the chance to – quite literally – spread his wings?’

Will tensed, the comment reminding him once again of the danger Gordon was in.

Before he could deflect, the man lifted his hands, palms out in concession. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not here hunting him down, promise – it’s not like the bad old days. Just like us, dragons should be free to live their lives.’

The earnest stranger held Will’s stunned gaze for a moment before dropping his focus to peruse the cabinet, relieving Will of his intensity. ‘With your talents, who knows what good you could do?’ he said, pitched over at the waist, eyes scanning the croissants, strudels, and scones. ‘I’m not here to bring you in, to blackmail or coerce, nothing like that. You’re clearly an accomplished baker, and you live in a lovely little town. If that’s everything you ever wanted, then I’m pleased for you. Truly. What I’m offering is the chance for a different life, for you and for your friend, if that’s what you both want.’

Will considered the man absently looking over the remaining pastries. Just as handsome as he’d been when he first stepped through the door, but more mysterious with every passing minute. He cleared his throat. ‘Who are you?’

The out-of-towner smiled, straightening up and returning to stand before Will, just the counter between them. ‘Professionally speaking, I’m someone who admires your handiwork, someone who can see that you are destined for great things. But also personally, I’m someone who would like to show his gratitude.’

‘Gratitude? For what?’

‘For the best iced buns I have ever eaten, of course.’

‘How do you...’ Will trailed off, his mind already imagining the many ways this mystery man might personally show his gratitude. Will’s face warmed thinking of all the possibilities, warming further still when he realised that he didn’t object to any of them.

The stranger’s eyes flashed. His formerly pleasant and benign smile grew wicked for a moment, as if he could see everything that was going on in Will’s head. ‘How would you like me to show my gratitude?’

Will might as well have had his head in the oven, the way his face threatened to overheat at the man’s words. At everything they might mean.

‘Dinner, perhaps?’ the stranger said quickly, his expression now more modest, hopeful. ‘Would you like to join me tonight? My treat, of course. I assume you’re up early in the morning, so perhaps an early seating? We can’t have you falling asleep into your soup. How’s six o’clock at the hotel restaurant?’

Will was too busy catching up to the fact he was being asked out to dinner by a handsome, interesting, and mysterious man to consider what his answer might be before the handsome, interesting, and mysterious man continued.

‘No need to respond now. But if you do join me for dinner, I’ll answer any questions you have about what I do and what you could do too. It is entirely up to you.’

Will unfolded his arms, looking down at his hands as he rested them on the counter before looking back up at the man in front of him. ‘I’ll think about it.’

The stranger nodded and smiled. ‘I’ll be there,’ he said. ‘I hope you will be too.’ Then he left without another word, the bell above the bakery door jingling as he stepped out and the rest of the world flooded in. Without looking back, he walked up the high street and away, out of sight.

Will let out a long, slow breath, deflating until he slumped on the counter, quite unable to move. He found himself staring through the front windows, seeing nothing, but vaguely aware of the people passing by.

After a time, he pulled himself together, flipped the sign in the front window, and latched the door.

Will made quick work of packing away the leftovers before returning to the bakehouse to hang up his apron for the day. He turned to find Gordon perched on the ledge in front of the oven, wide awake and already waiting for him.

‘Hey, buddy.’ Will gave Gordon a quick scratch behind the ears. He rested his hip against the bench, a nervous smile on his lips. ‘I met someone this afternoon.’

The dragon sat on his haunches, his ridged tail sweeping back and forth across the bricks, watching and waiting.

Will had so many things to say about the man he’d met that afternoon – complicated and conflicted, yet cautiously optimistic things. He didn’t know where to start. Will settled on one of the first and most straightforward thoughts he’d had. ‘He was very handsome.’

Gordon stiffened, a low growl rumbling from his core.

‘Hey, none of that, mister,’ Will said, his voice stern, looking directly at the little dragon until the rumbling subsided. Will relaxed right along with him. ‘He seemed nice, too.’

Gordon twitched an ear, as if to indicate that he was listening, and that he’d better like what he heard.

‘He did say something strange, though.’ Will found himself looking at his hands again, as if he might notice something different this time. ‘He said he thought I had the magic touch. Can you believe that? I couldn’t, not to start. But perhaps...’ Will returned his attention to Gordon. ‘He said he was offering the chance for a different life, for both of us. We couldn’t leave the bakery, though... could we?’

At some point the small dragon’s tail had resumed its idle back and forth. Gordon didn’t acknowledge the question, except to slowly tilt his head to one side.

Will didn’t know what to make of that, so he went on. ‘He didn’t give me many details, but said he’d be happy to answer all my questions... over dinner.’

Gordon pinned Will with a look, his tail stilling.

‘Just dinner.’

Somehow, the little dragon’s look intensified.

Will squirmed under Gordon’s glare, his face warming once again. ‘Not to get ahead of myself, but if we happened to – uhh – enjoy a nightcap together afterwards, would that be so bad?’

Gordon appeared to consider the possibility, a familiar glint of mischief now in his eyes.

A little worried about how much the dragon seemed to understand, Will distracted him with another scratch behind the ears before looking around at the bakehouse. He had his reservations about leaving his home and his work, all he’d ever known. But the sense that he was going through the motions, day in and day out, had only grown recently. So too had the desire to do more – the mystery man had been right about that. What exactly that was, Will didn’t know, not yet.

‘I’m not committing to anything, but I won’t know if I don’t go, will I?’ Will said. ‘What do you think?’

Gordon levelled a look at Will, holding it for a moment before stepping forward and nudging Will in the front.

‘What are you—’

Gordon ramped up his nudge to a full-on headbutt, forcing Will to step back to maintain his balance, and in doing so putting him one step closer to the door.

‘All right, buddy.’ Will laughed as he moved out of the dragon’s reach. ‘I hear you, I hear you. I’ll go.’

He didn’t know if this dinner would lead anywhere but it was a start. He had to do it for his own sake as much as for Gordon’s – they couldn’t stay cooped up in the bakery forever.

‘I need to get changed first,’ Will said, laughing again as he fended off the increasingly insistent little dragon.

Will found himself smiling as he headed upstairs. He really was looking forward to dinner, for more reasons than one.

––––––––
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Letter of evidence from Mrs Agatha Lister dated 15 February 2020.

Government Papers: Violation of Family Life; Forced Adoption

Case No: CU8733.

Permission to go public

I have a good life and days can pass when I feel happy throughout. Happy with my lot, happy with those around me and happy with the direction I’m going. 

I’ve been thinking recently though, that there’s one thing I never achieved. And now it’s no longer possible. Not due to my age. Being seventy-two is no hindrance to getting on a train to visit a son. But in my case, I’ve left it too late. 

You see, last week I discovered something terrible. 

My son died. 

Fifteen years ago.

I never really knew my son, you see. Not after those first three precious days when he nestled close, breathing the same air as I lay stunned in that hospital bed in August 1973. 

Matron warned me they’d come and take him and I tried desperately to slow time. 

I learnt his smell from hours spent resting my lips against the top of his tiny head, protecting the soft bit which I hadn’t expected and which a younger nurse assured me was perfectly normal.

He learnt to twist his tiny fingers around mine, and he found that pushing down on my chest got him more milk. He searched my soul with his dark blue eyes when he fed, pausing in his sucking to occasionally thump his little fist against my skin. We seemed the only people awake in the world, the little murmuring noises filling the void of silence the home insisted on keeping at night.

I welcomed his demands. 

I was his everything. 

I was twenty.

In those three days, if he could have spoken and asked for something... anything... I would have given it to him. I would have fought, begged, borrowed and perhaps even killed to give it to him. I didn’t sleep as I did not dare miss even a second of our time together. Because the one thing I couldn’t give him was a secure home. 

I whispered his name on repeat so he might remember it. 

My parents had explained things to me in that way they had about them. I realised in later life that they’d been scared, believing what they were telling me was the truth and the only way forward. The mess I’d got myself in would ruin father’s career as a barrister, at which he’d worked hard for forty years to achieve. My mother would no sooner question my father than run down the High Street naked. 

I’d always been a good girl, except for that one autumn in 1972 when I let wants and desires override common sense. So, I did as I was told.

My son would soon ‘learn a new mother’ the Matron told me while she studied her watch and took my pulse. 

He was seven hours old. 

He would be given to a wealthy family­–my parents had seen to tha­t–where he would grow up and experience all the trappings of the life he could never have with me.

I was calm for two of the three days. But then, on the Thursday (I’ve always despised Thursdays) I held him closer, hugged him hard, while the panic trickled through my veins, increasing in intensity with each passing hour. He cried all day and my milk stopped coming. I so desperately wanted to feed him. For him to remember me, his tummy full. But I was failing him in the most basic of motherly duties. 

His face was scarlet. 

He hated me.

When Matron came for him, I refused to let go. She pulled the little body from my arms, his own escaping the blanket and flailing wildly as he was torn from the only world he knew. 

I listened to his cries fading as he moved through the building, walls and doors putting distance between us. I strained my ears to hear his desperate primal calls for his mother but all too soon they were gone. 

I don’t know where he went. I was told it was best I didn’t. 

Two hours later, Matron returned and slapped my face. I hadn’t realised I was still wailing and calling his name.

***
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Guy thinks about the evening ahead while he eats lunch alone. As he chews a slice of cold beef, his jaw momentarily locks, something he’s not experienced before. 

A rucksack, bought from a charity shop in Hampstead, is packed. Its sides bulge with items which will soon come into their own, particularly the hunting knife in its protective sheath.

Later, he takes the Omega watch from his wrist and places it carefully in a box. He watches the soft-close drawer glide into place, obscuring evidence of his wealth. Making no sound across thick-pile carpet, he walks into the dressing room where he touches a mirror with his fingertip. A warm glow highlights his reflection and he turns his head to the left and right. His beard is thicker than he likes to wear it but necessary for the days ahead. 

The week away from the office has been just enough time to lose the groomed appearance. The Guy who will carry out this killing will not be the refined version everyone in London thinks they know.

He goes out and runs round the park twice, heavy metal thumping through his Beats. Back home he changes–without showering–into clothes bought from the same charity shop. An out-of-shape T-shirt reveals a few blond hairs at his throat. He wrinkles his nose and eyes the bottles of aftershave, but leaves them untouched. He grazes the corner of the mirror and leaves the dressing room in darkness with no trace of affluence on his skin.

In the cab, he clocks the driver watching him in the rear-view mirror.

‘Got birthday cash to visit a friend,’ he lies, justifying his presence, adding an accent for good measure. It is not a friend he is visiting, but the woman who gave up a baby boy. A baby boy who grew up and became Guy’s father, Matthew.

‘Nice,’ the cabbie replies and stares for longer than is needed. 

Guy allows himself a vision. Knocking the nosy bastard out with one well-aimed punch. That’s the trouble with people these days, wading into business which isn’t theirs.

His tongue pokes at a molar which might be loose, he can’t quite tell. His dentist hadn’t found any problems the last time she’d giggled into his open mouth, but perhaps shagging your dentist isn’t the best way to ensure a thorough check-up.

As the postcodes change, so too does the landscape. 

Heavy rain begins to smack against the taxi’s windows while Guy sends time-buying emails to his clients. Then he holds down the red button to pause that side of his life and pushes the smartphone through a gap in the lining of his rucksack. The old Nokia with a pay-as-you-go sim will be his only form of contact from this point.

There are two sides to Guy and he knows them both intimately.

There is architect Guy, with a successful business in Hampstead which he’s built up with two partners over ten years. He has the apartment, the car, the clothes and the trappings of a stable life blessed with money and no kids to waste it on.

And then in the dark hours there is angry Guy. Vindictive Guy. Vengeful Guy. The Guy who will never bring a child into the world if he lives a million years.

In a few days’ time, someone will pay for his dual existence and after a lifetime spent hating, he’ll be able to finally bury angry Guy along with the woman who ruined Matthew’s life. 

As a small boy, Guy had assumed his dad was the same as all the other dads at parents evening. Queuing in the corridor, talking about long hours in jobs and the price of cars. But his dad wasn’t the same and behind closed doors, he’d sit and stare at the walls for hours at a time. He’d not hear Guy when he asked for help with homework he didn’t understand. It was not long after that when Guy realised there was a gap in the grandparent department. 

His heart begins to race as he mentally runs through the items in his bag, packed between enough clothing to last the few days he expects to be out of town, feigning another role.

The sleepy village drama group where his grandmother has been living is expecting Guy, the out-of-work actor who applied for, and secured, an audition for their production of Romeo and Juliet.

Since he’s been seeing the part-time dentist from Monday to Wednesday, he’s become enormously familiar with Agatha and her disregard of motherly duties in nineteen seventy-six because Paula is also a genealogist. On Thursdays and Fridays she digs into peoples’ pasts and once he’d discovered this, Guy had turned her interest to his advantage. Paula had responded to his charm, fallen into his arms at the end of their first date and into bed on the second. It had been her bed. Guy couldn’t risk her knowing about his life as an architect or his pent house apartment. 

She had told Guy, her hair fanning out on the pillow, that the rules surrounding historical adoptions had recently been lifted and new communication opportunities would make it easier to locate his paternal grandmother. And that she could even begin proceedings should he wish to meet with her. But Guy had assured her he simply wanted to know Agatha was alive and well. ‘Thank you for finding out about her, but think no more about it.’ He grinned, and held her down as she always begged him to. ‘In fact, let’s see if I can take your mind in a different direction.’ 

Surprising Paula at the office the following Friday had been a stroke of genius because while she’d finished speaking to a client in an adjacent meeting room, he’d located Agatha’s file and copied her personal details, from which it hadn’t been hard to trace her present whereabouts.

It’s dark when Guy pays the cab driver and closes the door. He stares across the village green to illuminated houses on the other side. The green is so large, there is room for summer cricket matches and a funfair every August Bank Holiday. There is nothing he doesn’t know about this village. And nothing he will want to remember by the time he’s finished.

He walks up the path to the end terrace cottage and pulls the key from a pocket. His grandmother’s ignorant and evidently dying husband happily sent him the key in a jiffy bag once he’d offered Guy the audition. 

The Nokia begins a tune and he pushes the door closed behind him with his foot before answering. ‘Hi.’

‘Hey.’ Paula sounds like she’s had plenty to drink.

‘Good night?’

‘Not really,’ she sighs.

‘Oh?’

‘You weren’t there.’

Guy walks through to the kitchen and shivers at the cold. ‘I’ll be back in a few days.’

‘What are you really doing there?’

‘I’m here to prove a point.’

‘But you can do auditions here in London!’ 

‘You know I need to get some experience in local theatre first. Breaking into the London scene is proving very difficult.’ It always amazes him how gullible Paula can be, the lies she believes.

‘Do something else. You’re talented, you could do anything.’

‘But I want to act, Paula, and I don’t have formal training.’

‘Well I want to fuck, and you’re not here.’

‘You’re right. I’m not.’

‘I won’t wait forever you know.’

‘Just a few days. This is important to me.’ 

‘Night, then.’

Guy runs the kitchen tap until the water turns cold and fills a glass. In the small living room, he switches on a lamp and gets out various documents including the newspaper cuttings he’s brought with him. It’s freezing but he spies a pile of logs and firelighters. 

Studying his grandmother’s husband has been a fascinating pass-time. Theatre Director Vincent has no doubt been filling Agatha’s head full of nonsense for over thirty years about how much she’s loved and how she did the right thing. 

A knock interrupts his thoughts. 

He opens the door.

‘Oh, sorry to bother you so late.’ A breathless woman is standing on the doorstep, red shoulder-length hair sticking to blotchy cheeks, a pendant at her throat displaying what looks horribly like a glass eye. ‘You’re Guy, yes? Here for the audition tomorrow?’

‘Yes.’ 

She holds out a basket. ‘I’m Madeleine and live across the green. I’m with the Hadley Players Ensemble and thought you might like lasagna on your first night. It’s my speciality.’

‘Right.’ Guy isn’t sure he wants to invite a thirty-something female in at ten o’clock at night. Not when he’s going to attempt to pull the wool over the drama group’s eyes for a while. And certainly not with the foundation plans for the newbuilds on the edge of the village laid out on the carpet, a large red circle identifying the site for underground sewage tanks. He takes the basket from her and catches a strange but not unpleasant smell.

‘Right. Yes, well,’ Madeleine falters. ‘Vincent asked me to check in on you. See you’re alright and got everything you might need.’

Guy remains tense. ‘I’m just fine thank you.’

‘Well, that’s good. I’ll tell him then. See you at rehearsals in the Hall tomorrow at 2pm? It’s across the green, next to the pub. You can’t miss it.’

He nods, then dismisses her with a polite goodnight. There’s a grinding in his ears and the molar moves more now than it did before. Maybe there’s a dentist in the village.

He decides to leave the basket on the porch but takes in the dish.

Back inside, he checks the fridge. Vincent promised it would be full and he’s been true to his word. I keep the cottage specially for actors who don’t live close. You’d be welcome to use it as I’m sure your audition will go well. Madeleine will deliver all your meals.

When Guy opens his eyes the next morning, he knows immediately that something is wrong.

He sits bolt upright. 

It’s when he stands up that the molar falls to the carpet. He stares at the ivory cube hung with tatty threads of bloodied skin. He puts an index finger in his mouth and feels the gaping wound, yet there is no pain. He dials Paula’s number and takes the phone into the bathroom where, in the mirror, his reflection reveals dried blood on his lip. Swilling his mouth out with water, Guy is unsure whether to be worried or relieved at the lack of pain. He’s never suffered from loose teeth or gum disease. Paula does not pick up.

He pushes the matter from his mind and throws the tooth in the bin. Today he will lay eyes on the woman he despises.

The hall is old. The window catches are blackened brass, the allocated Fire Exit door from the kitchen would be easy to kick open - or closed - depending on which side you’re on. Guy makes mental notes each time he is not on the stage, ensuring his eagerness to please is apparent.

But it is his grandmother he waits in vain to see.  

There were important details missing from the paperwork in Paula’s office file - Agatha’s height and weight for a start. Things he will need to know before dumping her body in the hole at the newbuild, less than half a mile from the village. Walking distance. 

He will need to befriend her and encourage her to amble through the village with him at dusk, once the builders have gone home. He’s spent years charming clients as they pore over extortionately-priced plans. He has no doubt she will quickly trust him.

His father had spent most of his short life in and out of foster homes and ended up helping to run a city-farm. Guy was horrified when, aged eleven, his father had shown him how to break into and start a digger, claiming you never knew when it might come in handy. They’d buried carcasses of cattle from the farm when a country-wide disease had taken hold. Finally, all these years later, Guy knows exactly how a digger might come in handy.

When Vincent stops rehearsals for lunch, he invites him to join them in the village pub. Over a beer, Guy listens to the chatter of people who’ve known each other a long time. A vein throbs in his neck. 

If Agatha is not in here and wasn’t at the hall, then she must be at home. He is anxious to walk to the Rectory and now would be a perfect time to pay her a visit.

‘You off boy?’ Vincent looks up as Guy pulls on his coat.

‘Sorry, yes. Got some stuff to do. Shall I meet you back in the hall later?’

‘Are you bleeding?’ Madeleine, the red-haired lady interrupts and peers closely at Guy’s face.

‘I don’t know. Am I?’ 

‘Your lip. Here...’ She finds him a tissue just as a drop of blood lands a perfect circle on the varnished table. He makes his excuses and leaves the pub as quickly as he can with the tissue against his mouth. Outside, he spits on the gravel. There’s a lot of blood. What the hell?

‘Are you alright? That looks nasty.’ Madeleine is beside him, her green velvet coat almost touching the floor. She looks like a bloody Christmas tree, but at least is providing him with more tissues. She fishes for them in her basket, moving feathers around revealing what looks like a claw the size of a crow’s beak against the wicker base.

He shakes his head, annoyed now that he’ll have to lose this nutter before visiting the Rectory. ‘Just a wobbly molar.’

‘Gosh, you need a dentist, surely?’

‘Possibly.’ He walks away and dials Paula again but his call is cut short. A minute later, a text from his friend-with-benefits demands his return or he’ll never see her again. He swears when she still won’t answer his calls. 

Madeleine brings him palatable meals although they are heavy on the herbs. He does not complain as he will need strength for the task ahead. He’s yet to meet the grandmother he’s never really had.

***
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On the third day, Guy is pacing the ground floor of the cottage. Eleven strides take him from the front door through to the back porch. He’s lost four teeth, all molars, and he’s stopped eating. He tries Paula’s phone whenever he has a chance, and now the number seems no longer to work at all and doesn’t even ring. He considers for a moment the idea of returning home to sort himself out, but there’s still no pain and he’s getting closer to achieving what he came here to do. He decides he’d rather be toothless and revenged than have all his teeth and a soul full of hate. 

There is no rehearsal today and Guy feels restless. The urge to bring his plan forward is eating him from the inside. Something weird is going on and he wants to get back to London and the façade of success. 

He opens the front door of the cottage to go for a run but stops in his tracks when he sees the contents of another basket. Inside is a slab of meat. He can’t tell what cut it might be. A note from Madeleine suggests he cook it himself as she’s too busy painting scenery. He leans down to get a closer look and is horrified when the surface shudders, like a heart beating outside a body. He leaps back, praying his eyes are not about to let him down like the teeth. 

Ignoring the basket, he runs. For an hour. While walking to cool down, he sees Vincent’s Volvo parked outside the post office. Vincent is sitting in the driver’s seat reading a newspaper. Guy stops a little way back and pretends to tighten his laces. 

A smallish woman with white hair comes out of the building, her arm in Madeleine’s, who spots him and waves. ‘Oh, look! It’s Guy.’ 

She rushes over, the old lady trailing behind, and introduces them. ‘This is Agatha, I don’t think you’ve met yet?’

‘Good morning,’ Guy says.

‘Hello, Guy,’ Agatha replies.

Guy clocks kind eyes, a trusting smile, but he knows what lies beneath. ‘I hear you’ve been unwell?’

‘Oh, just a cold. I stayed away from rehearsals so as not to pass it on, but I’ll be back tomorrow as Prompt.’

Madeleine’s cheeks are red again. She’s gripping something on a leather necklace tied around her neck, sliding the item back and forth while she talks. ‘...making a chilli, you must come?’

He catches end of her sentence, thanks her and says he ought to get on. Now is not the time to shout at an elderly lady when her husband is a few feet away and her hippy friend is standing by. 

He hadn’t heard when Madeleine’s invite for chilli was but within a couple of days he’ll be over a hundred miles away, back in the safety of his other life, his grandmother’s body beneath heavy wet clay. Just like those cows.

Vincent fills the mug to just over halfway so as not to spill it and shuffles into his study. 

Once sat, he touches the keyboard and the screensaver pings to life - he and Agatha, she in her forties and himself always twenty years ahead, dressed in linen and silhouetted against a sunset. 

His fingers click across the keyboard and the draft of his memoir opens at the place he’d left it the day before. He works on it most days, usually in the evening. 

A noise against the window makes him jump. 

‘Hang on,’ he says to Agatha’s distorted image, her face outside the window crisscrossed with lead. She is smiling and waving a gloved hand. It takes him a full minute to get up, move around the end of the green velvet chesterfield and undo the window catch. ‘What are you doing out there, aren’t you cold?’

‘I’m fine, and just dead-heading roses. It’s lovely to watch the sun go down.’

He nods. They always did enjoy a sunset. 

‘How’s the hip?’

‘So so.’ He arches his back just as something behind her catches his eye. ‘What’s that?’

She turns around to face the garden. ‘What’s what?’

‘Could have sworn I saw something.’

‘An animal?’

‘No.’ He chooses not to describe the man-size shadow in the fading light. Perhaps his eyes are tired again. ‘Never mind, it was probably nothing.’

Agatha tilts her head to one side and smiles at her husband. ‘How’s the new actor? Will you give him the part?’

‘I think he’ll be fine. He gets distracted now and then. Great look though. And his application was by far the most enthusiastic, insistent almost. I like that, I can mould that.’

‘It’s good to see you like this again, doing what you do best, getting the most out of young actors.’ Agatha clips some ivy beginning to inch its way round the brickwork towards the window. Then she leans on the windowsill and watches him a moment. ‘Doing some writing?’

He nods. ‘Yup.’

‘Lovely,’ she says. ‘When I come in, I’ll make us some toast for supper.’

Vincent is already retreating to his desk. ‘Sounds perfect.’

A hornet flies in through the window and he wafts at it ineffectually. ‘Bugger off!’ He tries to swipe the insect, but it is too quick. Instead, his fingers catch the mug and it tips its contents across the desk. ‘Blast!’

Vincent is mopping up the mess when there’s a scream from the kitchen. Rushing to his wife’s aid is something only his younger self could do, but he shouts through the doorway while making his way around the furniture. ‘Agatha? You okay?’

In the kitchen, Agatha is rooted to the spot.

Guy lifts bloodied hands in surrender. ‘The door was open. Forgive me.’

‘Guy!’ Vincent has reached the kitchen and can see the boy is in trouble. ‘What the hell’s happened?’

Agatha gasps and realizes her mistake. ‘I didn’t recognise you, I’m so sorry. Quick, sit down.’

‘I didn’t mean to give you a shock.’

‘You’re bleeding again, son,’ Vincent says, unnecessarily.

‘Madeleine mentioned you were bleeding in the pub a couple of days ago,’ remembers Agatha. ‘I’ll get you some water and a bowl.’

‘No, it’s fine,’ Guy splutters. ‘If I could just use your cloakroom.’

‘Through there and second on the left,’ she replies, pointing.

Guy closes the door behind him and turns on the tap. Being called “son” by Vincent is every kind of wrong and Guy must fight the urge to take a swing at him. Spitting in the sink, blood splatters across the porcelain and onto the tiles. He moves his tongue around the teeth in his jaw and is mortified to discover two new holes in his upper gum. This time both incisors have gone. He begins to shake and cannot quell the panic any longer. 

In the kitchen, Agatha hears the terrified roar from the bathroom. She grips Vincent’s arm. ‘What should we do? Is he alright? He doesn’t look it.’

Guy stuffs his mouth with toilet paper and hopes the bleeding will stop. He has no time to waste. It has to be tonight. Eventually the bleeding slows enough for him to return to the kitchen.

‘I think this is yours.’ Agatha is holding a tooth. Small tufts of flesh curl on the palm of her hand. ‘It was on the floor here. You must be in agony.’

He shakes his head and feels faint.

‘Sit down, Guy,’ Agatha tells him. 

This is all going wrong. He turns and grabs Vincent’s shoulders, pinning him to the spot. 

‘That’s enough of that, lad.’ Vincent finds some strength from somewhere and pushes Guy away. 

Guy rights himself, steps forward and punches Vincent, smacking the old man’s cheekbone. 

He slumps to the floor.

Agatha screams, dropping to her knees next to her husband’s body. ‘What have you done!’

‘Nothing less than he deserves, supporting you all these years.’

‘What?’ She turns to look up at the young man just as he hauls her up by her shoulder. ‘Ouch!’

‘Shut up.’

‘Let me go!’

‘I said SHUT UP!’

She feels his spit in her ear. She is dragged, barely upright, across the kitchen floor and out through the back door.

‘We could have done this the easy way,’ Guy huffs, pulling her along, ‘but oh no. You went and made it difficult.’

‘Made what difficult?’ Agatha pulls back. ‘I need to see Vincent. He might need an ambulance.’

Ignoring her plea, Guy tightens his grip on her arm. ‘We are going to walk across the green as if nothing has happened. If you don’t, you’ll regret it.’

Agatha is crying now. ‘I don’t want to!’

He stops and puts his face very close to her own. ‘You will do as I say or when we go back, you will find Vincent no longer has a face. At the moment all he has is a bruise.’

‘I don’t know why you’re doing this.’ She sniffs and tries to keep up. The sunset is over and darkness prevails.

‘You are my father’s mother.’ He hisses the words.

Agatha feels faint and tries to stop, but is dragged on and falls, her knees hitting the shingle. 

Guy hauls her up again. ‘Which makes you my grandmother, but I will never call you that.’

‘Where are we going?’ she whispers, the breath stolen from her lungs, her mind racing with the revelation that it is her grandson who has her by the arm.

They are crossing the lane onto the green. Guy pulls harder and she feels her shoulder click, pain searing through her body. ‘Why are you doing this?’

‘Because it’s time you paid for what you did.’

Agatha moves faster, memories tumbling over themselves while she tries to make sense of what is happening. ‘Guy, please just stop a moment. I’m sure we can sort this out.’

It’s when they reach the cottage on the other side of the green that Guy speaks again. Inside the tiny living room, he yells at her. ‘You gave my father away without considering how it would affect his future.’

Her fear turns to anger and she slaps his face. ‘How dare you!’

Guy spits blood onto his palm and studies it. ‘Fuck!’ 

He throws more teeth into the fireplace, where they sink into last night’s ash.

She seizes the moment and turns to grab the door handle.

She feels his hand over her mouth, smells blood and grime as his thumb covers her nostrils. She is pulled back against him, her heels dragging up the rug Vincent bought a few months ago to make the cottage cosy. She hears a piercing shriek–her own– before hitting the floor with a thump.

Guy lays her unconscious body on the rug and swears. He will now have to get her body into the car. His plan for them to walk to the building site had been so much tidier. 

He moves a coffee table and begins to roll the rug around her small frame. He tries not to think of his teeth and what it could mean. He’s long given up trying to contact Paula and now believes she did something to his mouth. He will deal with her once this is over. 

He carries the fibre coffin through the open front door. The car is unlocked and while he grunts and pushes, he doesn’t notice Madeleine appearing from the shadows.

She taps him on the back. He reverses out from the back seat and leers at her. ‘Stay out of my business.’

She grips her necklace and stares silently at the bundle on the back seat.

Blood is running down his chin and he drags his sleeve across his mouth. ‘Piss off.’

‘No can do, I’m afraid,’ she says. ‘You won’t get away with this. The police are on their way.’

He closes the car door and puts out his hand to push Madeleine away. His hand doesn’t make contact with her. The air between them becomes solid and his hand is pushing against an invisible force. ‘What the?’

Her thumb lifts the necklace and she holds it up. There are teeth threaded on the leather. 

‘Are they mine?’

She nods, then laughs. 

‘What are you? Some sort of witch?’

‘Oh, I’m much worse than that,’ she says and fixes him with a stare. ‘Been enjoying my meals? How have you been sleeping? Like a baby, I hope.’

He gets in the car and slams the door closed so he doesn’t have to listen. His fingers scrabble for the keys he’d previously put in the ignition, but they are no longer there. Through the window, he sees Madeleine jangling them while she sucks her necklace, her lips turning black. She spits a mouthful of something disgusting against the glass, begins to crack. He can smell something obnoxious and threads of green smoke come towards him through the breaks in the glass.

He panics, shouts and hits the steering wheel with the heels of his hands. There’s nowhere for him to go. 

‘You blame Agatha for your sorry state,’ Madeleine yells.

He tries to open the car door, planning to knock her off her feet, but the door won’t budge. He shouts. ‘It’s her fault for screwing up my dad’s life. She needs to pay for him ending it like he did.’

‘You know nothing about Agatha, or why she had to give him up.’ Madeleine’s words reach him, but they sound far away and he’s feeling light-headed.

‘She had a choice,’ he says with his head in his hands.

Madeleine leans forward and brings her face close. Her breath change the pattern of the green smoke still coming through the broken glass. ‘That’s exactly what she didn’t have. A choice. You’ll learn one day, if you pause your selfishness long enough to listen, that things were very different in those days. She did what she was forced to do. By her parents, the church, the system. And she was told that Matthew’s best chance to have a good life was to let someone else bring him up.’

‘Well, it failed. Miserably,’ he whispers.

‘That,’ Madeleine straightens up, ‘was not your grandmother’s fault. The family Agatha’s father chose were worse than useless.’

He turns his head, vaguely aware of a siren in the background. ‘How do you know so much about it?’

‘I’m Agatha’s daughter. She and Vincent are my parents.’ 

Agatha’s hospital bed is covered in Get Well cards ready to be packed. 

‘You’re well enough to go home today, Agatha,’ smiles a doctor who has just read through her overnight observations. 

‘Thank you.’ 

She and Vincent are left alone.

‘Yesterday was the worse day of my life,’ whispers Vincent, the one black eye tearing up. ‘I was so worried when I came round that I’d lost you.’

She smiles at her husband and pats his hand. ‘It wasn’t that pleasant for me either.’

‘I’m so sorry I brought him into our lives.’

‘Where is he now?’

‘He’s been asleep for the best part of three days now. The police found him collapsed inside his car,’ Vincent explains. ‘But he’s also undergoing tests for a condition they’re not familiar with. His bones appear to be wasting away at a pace they’ve not seen before. Which I suppose explains the teeth falling out.’

Agatha shakes her head and stares out at the grey sky. ‘I never even knew Matthew had a son.’

‘You weren’t meant to, darling. You told me yourself they cut off all chances of future communication at the time.’

‘The laws changed recently. You know that meeting I went to a few months ago, when you dropped me off at the station?’

Vincent nods.

‘I was being interviewed by a government official. Giving my side of the story. They’re collecting evidence to show there were forced adoptions during those decades.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Vincent holds his wife’s hand. ‘I could have come with you.’

‘It was my memory, darling.’ Agatha’s tears roll down her cheeks. ‘And one I wanted to face alone. Don’t ask why because I don’t know. I met you a long time after all that had happened, almost twenty years.’

Vincent nodded. ‘I was so glad I found you.’

‘Thirty-eight and single.’

‘Thirty-eight and beautiful.’

Agatha smiled. ‘It was a tough memory to recall, to verbalise and put down in writing. But afterwards, it felt good to have remembered Matthew. I know I loved him and I’d always hoped that one day he’d learn that about me.’

Madeleine calls in that night to the Rectory. ‘Hello!’

‘Hello, darling.’ Agatha greets her warmly and smells the hot meal inside the basket. ‘You’re so kind.’

‘Where is Guy?’ Madeleine sits on a kitchen chair. ‘I never liked him, you know.’

‘He’s not well,’ Vincent replies.

‘Good.’

‘Madeleine!’ Agatha says sharply. ‘How can you say such a thing? He’s a troubled man. I’m sure he didn’t mean to hurt me.’

‘Don’t you believe it!’ Madeline says. ‘You don’t know him. Not properly.’

‘And you do?’ Vincent prompts.

‘I’ve done some digging, yes.’

‘And?’ Agatha sits gingerly, careful to ease the bruised parts of her body into the chair.

‘He’s a nasty piece of work. A brilliant fraudster. A con man. Claims to run an architect business in London, but is actually a part-time security guard in the building where the architects’ office is based. Illegally acquired keys to one of the partner’s apartments and breaks in whenever that partner is abroad.’

Vincent is shocked and stands behind his wife, his hands on her shoulders as if to protect her. 

Madeleine goes on. ‘He has a criminal record. Grievous bodily harm and two counts of assault, admittedly to some gang members who weren’t particularly nice themselves. Did a few months a couple of years back.’

‘Why is he coming after me now though?’

‘Because, dear Mother,’ Madeleine leans forward, her warm hands on Agatha’s. ‘He was able, finally, to find out all about you.’

‘The changes in the law.’ Agatha nods slowly as it dawns on her.

Madeleine fetches cutlery to set the table. ‘Yes. That meeting you went to–’ 

‘So you knew about that?’ Vincent interrupts.

‘Yes, Dad, I did, and don’t be offended. I’m glad Mum confided in me. It gave me time to dig around and find out who Guy really was. When you told me you’d found someone so quickly after putting in the advert for an actor, I was suspicious.’

‘Were you responsible for him losing the teeth?’

Madeleine purses her lips. ‘He has a condition, but I’m not going to say I didn’t speed things up a bit. The right mix of ingredients and the right spells upon delivery.’

‘Oh, Madeleine,’ Agatha berates her daughter half-heartedly.

‘He’s your flesh and blood,’ Vincent points out.

She stops laying the table and looks at them. ‘No, he is not. No man who can target an innocent woman is a relation of mine.’

After dinner, Madeleine takes her bag up to the room she has always used to mix the herbs. She’d long ago vowed she’d never use them on anyone but the moment her research had led her to believe the actor in Vincent’s cottage was not who he said he was, she hadn’t been able to stop herself. 

Vincent and Agatha get off the double-decker bus in Hampstead. They walk through the gates of the cemetery and along the gravel pathways past ancient stones placed there long ago, now leaning and covered in lichen.

‘I think he would like it here,’ Agatha says and stops walking to retrieve an envelope from her pocket. 

‘I agree, and perhaps along these yew trees.’ Vincent points.

Agatha nods and takes a handful of the red paper confetti. Hundreds of tiny lions, no bigger than her fingernails. Lions for Matthew. She lets them fall from her gloved hand, to land amongst the grass and the branches of the shaped shrubs. ‘He can be with God. In the place where I last saw him, or near enough.’

The news they’ve been waiting for has finally come through. Guy is in Holloway prison and won’t be released for some years, at which point he will be tagged and steered through a program of rehabilitation. 

Vincent walks slowly behind her and remembers the day he met the young woman who was an old soul even then, troubled and tormented. He’d wanted to take care of her, but it had taken over a year for her to let him in emotionally. Once he’d assured her that he didn’t mind not having children, she’d let him take her out. She’d been adamant she’d never have another child, and it had been easy for Vincent to respect that.

The surprise pregnancy when Agatha was forty-two had terrified them both, for different reasons, and Vincent had been quick to assure his wife he would support whatever decision she made. 

Madeleine had been special from the start. Agatha loved the fact her daughter was mischievous at school, that she would play tricks on them. She made potions in her bedroom, read about the moon and stars and learned about a way of life she felt she was born a part of. She had a talent for reading people and an insatiable need to know everything about everyone who came into contact with her parents. It had always felt to Agatha that Madeleine was the type of woman she wished she could have been.

When the last of the red tissue lions has flittered away on the breeze, they stand still and let the sounds of the place penetrate their thoughts. Agatha closes her eyes and remembers. Can smell the top of his head and see the tiny fingers curling around her own young hands. She sends up a silent prayer for her son and wishes his soul the peace and tranquillity she knows he deserves.
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The Trickster Drow by Jocelyn Sordoni


[image: ]




My mother, the elf Lady Fuchsia, leans out of the window of a Pullman carriage. She wipes a tear from her eye with the corner of her spiderweb cloak and bites her dainty lip. ‘Axi, promise you won’t do anything stupid?’ 
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