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  Praise for Fight Like A Girl - Volume 1




  “Any of these stories could be a novel and you appreciate how many variations on a lead woman in the story there can be and how many worlds there could be to explore. As someone who strongly pushes for a bit more open mindedness in genre I really think this is an excellent way to start exploring outside of the stereotypes plus some more great authors to find!” - Runalong Womble, Runalong the Shelves




   




  “If you like action, adventure, violence, and kick ass female characters, this is for you!” - Joel Cornah, Goodreads




   




  “... the quality of the writing is excellent and there’s enough variety that you’re bound to find something you like” - A.F.E. Smith, Fantasy Faction






  




  Foreword




  By




  Roz Clarke & Joanne Hall




It started, back when it was useful, on social media. Way back in 2013 acclaimed SF author Kameron Hurley wrote an essay titled ‘We Have Always Fought; Challenging the “Women, Cattle and Slaves” Narrative’. The essay, which first appeared in A Dribble of Ink, was republished several times and went on to win the 2014 Hugo Award for Best Related Work.


The essay was written in response to discussion (furious row) online at the time about whether contemporary SF and Fantasy was accurate in its portrayals of female fighters, or whether it was an outspilling of what they now, eleven years later, refer to as ‘wokeness’. And it went viral. Fight Like a Girl was born in the fiery pits of Twitter, sparked by a suggestion from Danie Ware that we produce an anthology of stories about women who not only fought, but were true warriors. Danie went on to create the Sister Augusta series for Warhammer 40k, and her haunting story ‘The God Of Lost Things, or Ethel, Dragonslayer’ opens this anthology.


Years later, people were still approaching us at cons and asking us if we were going to do another one. When writers you hugely admire are coming up to you and saying ‘I really wish I’d been in that’, you know you’ve done something special. Following the closure of Kristell Ink, Wizard’s Tower took the project on, for which we are forever grateful.


The world has shifted in the decade-and-a-bit since FLAG 1, and we wanted to reflect that by increasing in scope the definitions of both ‘fight’ and ‘girl’. Not all fights, after all, are undertaken with fists or blades and not all fighting ‘girls’ are girlbosses in the line of Joan of Arc, or Buffy. Nor do fighting women have to be dropped into roles written for men, like Emma Peel or Ripley, though our love for those characters still knows no fuckin’ bounds fr. Representation has definitely improved, and perhaps now we can look beyond a direct kick back against the idea that women can’t fight, and start to reintegrate more traditionally acceptable forms of feminine power with that warrior archetype.


Women have always fought by whatever means were available. Danie’s heroine, for example, shows persistence and courage. We have women here exercising cunning, as in Gaie Sebold’s delightful ‘Ambition’s Engine’, and diplomacy, and teamwork—particularly prevalent here in Juliet McKenna’s ‘A Civil War’, and KT Davies’ ‘The Seamstress, The Hound, The Cook and her Brother.’ Cheryl Morgan’s military midwives combine hard and soft power.


We have older heroines and disabled heroines, and Dolly Garland’s ‘A Human Response’ brings us a non-Western perspective.


Of course we still enjoy a good bloodthirsty battle, for example Anna Smith Spark and Lou Morgan bring us compelling but very different fighting generals in ‘Lady Cona’ and ‘Amplify’.


The definition of a girl/woman has become a matter of increasing contention lately, especially in the UK. In speculative fiction, a field in which the definition of a human being has been up for discussion from its inception and explorations of all other aspects of human identity likewise, we have never shied away from pushing and poking at assumptions and challenging dominant social narratives.


Being a woman is vastly more than a matter of physical biology. Here we have trans women in both Julia Hawkes-Reed’s ‘We Have Always Been Here’ and KR Green’s ‘Ready for Combat’. Trans women are women, and AI’s, or ship-minds who have been stripped of their human bodies (as in Naomi Scott’s ‘A Way Out’ ) but identify as women are also women.


The calls for both anthologies have been open to women and anyone identifying as a woman. We’re absolutely delighted to be able to showcase three stories by trans women. We wish we could have done this quietly and without fanfare as we did in 2014, but right now we both feel a strong need to be seen standing proudly beside our trans sisters. After all, they fight like girls too… because they are.


Perhaps in another ten years, we will be able to stand down from that particular fight. Perhaps society will have moved on from both of the arguments to the extent that a third volume won’t be needed, although it seems slightly more likely that the world will catch fire and we’ll all be too busy surviving to worry about it. Watch our comms channels for anthologies on saving the world.


Fight the good fight, sisters, whatever shape or form that takes for you.


With love, Jo and Roz




  




  Introduction




  By




  Charlotte Bond




You look like a girl


You run like a girl


You dress like a girl


You fight like a girl




Comments such as these were standard in my grandparents’ and parents’ time. Even when I was at school in the Eighties, they were spoken by boys and girls with definite conviction. They’re less prevalent now, but my daughter still comes home from school with comments about how girls are excluded from the rougher games or told they can’t mix with the boys (mostly by the kids, but she also came home complaining about how the boys got to do sport for their free time and the girls had to do craft).




Opinions and perceptions are changing, but it’s a slow if steady process. What contributes to permanently embedding these new ideas and roles into society? Why, fiction, of course – whether that’s books, films, or TV series. And right now, female audiences are being offered more and more options where they can enjoy women fighting – in proper battle clothes, on an equal footing with men, and without any misogyny getting in the way.




For just a few examples of this we can include She-Ra making a welcome return, and Millie Bobbie Brown not only playing the superhero in Stranger Things, surrounded by a group of four boys, but also outwitting the famous Sherlock Holmes in Enola Holmes and fighting dragons in Damsel. And that’s just on Netflix.
 



I read Anne Lyle’s introduction to book one of Fight Like a Girl, and I was intrigued to see that we shared quite a few of the same influences growing up. I, too, found Doctor Who’s female companion to be inspiring, but when I watched it, the companion was Ace. I very much wanted her leather jacket. Not only was she a fighter, she was fun and witty too. It struck me at an early age that women could easily be both but weren’t always presented that way.




I also have to acknowledge the influence of Diana Rigg’s portrayal of Mrs Emma Peel. Despite her name reeking of the male gaze (it literally means “M-appeal” as in: appeals to the men), she was frequently shown as the equal to John Steed in fights. Sure, she got into scrapes and was rescued by John more than she rescued him, but the fact that she did any fighting or rescuing at all was just marvellous to my young eyes.




Of course, there was also Buffy the Vampire Slayer (the series rather than the movie). Here was a girl who didn’t have her power handed to her on a plate but had to train regularly and didn’t always win. She was powerful but flawed, and it was made clear as the series went on that her friends kept her safe and alive as much as her own skill.




So, a book like Fight Like a Girl is absolutely essential not just for entertainment but for changing perceptions. In a way, an anthology can be more powerful than a novel because, in a novel, you’ve got maybe a handful of characters and one setting or world for them to inhabit and change. But in an anthology, the reader is presented with a wealth of characters in a variety of settings, and each of them has a powerful message. In book one, you encounter women in a traditional fantasy setting, like a camp for sell-swords, as well as female characters inhabiting the real world (albeit a dystopian one where cults hold sway). Then there are the stories of the distant future and far-flung planets where humans fight aliens not just for survival but for money and fame.




In the second volume of Fight Like a Girl, there are even more women ready to show you how to fight like a girl. Perhaps you’d like to read about how a crown is stolen by three women in a high fantasy drama, or a steampunk story about hairdressers and dragons’ eggs.  Or perhaps a space opera with a sentient ship is more your thing.




Whatever your taste, whatever you’re looking for, in these pages, you will learn one thing: how to fight like a girl.






  




  The God of Lost Things


  Or


  Ethel, Dragonslayer




  By




  Danie Ware




On the coast, the spirits feel strange.


I’ve lived my long life in London, where they wreathe like the smoke of old pollution, or like haze, fine and grey, hanging in the air like dreams. Most are tied to one place—the ghosts of old memories. Some are new, created by flash-moments of great intensity; some have existed for centuries, their recollections gaining depth and layer. Yet all of them like to share tales, and they mutter, whispering undetected across the heads of the bustle below.


But I can hear them quite well.


Let me introduce myself. I’m Ethel, and I like finding things. Call it a hobby, if you like, something I started after I lost my husband. Were I a younger woman, I might term myself a ‘private investigator’, but such conjures images of smoky offices and femmes fatales, of frosted glass door panels with my name seen in reverse, and I’m too old for any of that. Mostly, I sit in the window of my little flat, looking out across the long, slow roll of the Thames.


I sketch, too.


Below me, the river’s great spirit pays me little mind. He remembers aeons, but he’s sleepy these days, like a soft grey fog across the water. I can spend hours watching him, shifting like some huge and dreaming cat, while I listen to the murmurs about him. The spirits react to emotions—passions of feeling—and they linger, learning images and sounds, and then passing them on.


This time, the image was recent. A girl, small and pale and furtive, maybe fourteen. She was depressive and struggling, sickened with anxiety and a strange determination. Needing to be unseen, and yet needing people to care…


Running away.


Moments like these, I offer things. Memories of my own—and I have many—or gifts of incenses or burning oils. This time, I gave the lingering spirits light, the facets of a crystal shining out across the winter dusk. It caught their notice, and they told me of the girl. They offered me her story, like a tail of grey shadow, following her to Victoria Station, and to the yellow-eyed smoke-dragon who curls about the old clock. He likes the people, I think; they keep him curious and awake. Occasionally, he even unwraps himself, out along the railway lines, watching those that have caught his interest.


It’s his tale of the girl that has brought me here.


And like I said, the spirits don’t feel the same.


#


Greywater.


A small seaside town, and well named, it seems.


It’s more than an hour on the train, and now I walk its winter streets, feeling the chill, and listening to the hiss and wash of the waves on the shingle. The beaches are deserted, carved by groynes and scattered with flotsam. They offer ranks of tiny, brightly coloured huts, but no-one needs them, not in November, and their paint is thin and peeling.


There’s a pier, classic and Victorian, falling down, judging by the wire-mesh fences. Red signs tell me to keep my distance. I leave it be and keep walking, the collar of my hiker’s coat up and my hands deep in my pockets. With my bag across my shoulder, I head for the lone hotel, creatively called the ‘Sea View’. It’s wonderfully dilapidated, standing like a sentinel on the cliff-top. The wind whines round it, rattling at the old windows.


Here, the spirits dance oblivious. Unlike the ones in London, they’re free and alive, enjoying the openness, the sky and the water. They don’t know me enough to speak to me, but once I’m settled in my room, I can address them and see what they remember.


Seabirds caw, rising in spirals. It’s an uncannily summer sound, set against the low-bellied clouds. I pass a handful of storefronts—cafes and souvenir shops, places to buy postcards and surfboards and buckets-and-spades. A beaded wristband with your name on it, assuming your name isn’t unusual.


A few of these are even open, and their windows glow warm in the chill.


On impulse, I walk to the closest for a cup of tea. It’s called the ‘Rosie Lea’, though its rosebush has seen better days.


‘Hello?’


The door jingles as I open it, and there’s a wash of warmth. The place is almost deserted, only a woman behind the counter who glances up as I come in. She’s younger than me, probably in her forties, and she has the lined, faintly sun-beaten look of a long-time local. As I approach the counter, she grunts what might be a greeting.


‘I’m closing in ten.’


‘I’m Ethel, dear,’ I tell her, smiling. ‘Can I please have a tea to take away?’


I feel her looking at me, examining my lined face and my solidly utilitarian clothes, but my own attention has been caught by the shop’s inside. The walls, the tops of the windows, the back of the counter, are all absolutely covered in junk. Shrimp nets and fishing floats, pieces of water-worn glass or wood, a child’s toy boat, the torn remains of brightly-striped windbreak.


They make my smile deepen, and I try to catch her eyes. ‘Collector, are you? My husband and I used to mudlark, along the shores of the Thames. It’s amazing what you can find.’


The woman fits a white plastic lid to a steaming, polystyrene cup, and glares. ‘Not too many here, out of season,’ she says, like she’s doing me a favour. ‘Writers, sometimes. Photographers.’ The glare doesn’t fade. ‘Which are you?’


‘Neither,’ I tell her, not losing the smile. She may be rude, but there’s no reason I have to be impolite in my turn. ‘I’m looking for someone.’


It’s an opening, the hook that should catch the conversation, but it only makes her sniff, flaring her nostrils and shying backwards like a startled horse. ‘Well, you won’t find them here.’ With aggressive dismissal, she turns her back on me. ‘I close in two.’


I pick up the tea, and try one last time, ‘How’s the hotel?’ I ask her. ‘Quiet, I expect?’


‘Same as everywhere else,’ she says, not turning round. Her broad back shakes as she cleans the rear counter. ‘You’ll probably be the only one there.’


#


Outside the shop, I walk and think and sip scalding hot tea, looking in through the other stores’ windows. They’re all closed now, their frontages salt-rimed and fading, their glass reflecting the sky. Some have grilles, pulled down to protect displays of wind-chimes and dream-catchers, but all of them have layers of stuff.


Forgotten stuff, lost stuff. Books and boxes, hats and scarves and umbrellas, tote bags with broken handles. Cameras, their lenses smashed. One has a music-box; another a doll’s head, eyes open and hair tangled. Still more have old comics, their pages sun-faded, or porcelain cats, the sort my grandmother would have brought me as child. One is a genuine ‘vintage’ store, laden with chairs and tables and lamps and clocks, all of them wreathed in cobwebs. In its window is an old, brass barometer, the needle stuck on ‘fair’.


I’m fascinated, and honestly a little creeped out. The local spirits swirl about my ears, like the scents of wind and wet stone. They’re still not speaking to me, and the sea hisses cold on the shore. I pass a bus-stop, all filled with blowing trash, and finally climb to the hotel, huge above me at the very top of the cliff.


It’s colder up here; chill enough to make me shiver. The moon is ghostly behind the clouds, and the hotel is more of the classic Victoriana, grand and decaying. Its spirit weaves gently about its single tower and stares out across the huge, dark sea. I hope I can speak to it. For the moment, though, I bang in through the double front doors and ping the little bell on the desk.


Ping it again, a polite time later, when no-one seems to have heard.


‘Hello? Can I book a room, please?’


There’s junk in here, too, though not as much of it. It smells faintly of mildew, faintly of rusting metal. The wind rattles at the windows, trying to get in.


‘Coming, coming.’ The words precede a stooped, middle-aged man. He eyes me, exactly like the woman in the café had done. ‘Just you?’


A grandfather clock tick-ticks in a corner, the sound ponderous. As I listen, it grates and rattles, then chimes the quarter-hour.


‘Just me. Two nights, if you don’t mind?’ I take my card out of my purse.


‘Single room, that’ll be seventy-six sixty. Breakfast’s eight ‘til nine. If you miss it, Tabitha’s on the seafront is open all year.’ He waves at the card machine and I obediently tap. It beeps approval, weirdly chirpy in the surround.


‘Thank you,’ I tell him.


‘Room four,’ the man says, placing a metal key on the counter, complete with label. ‘Down on your right. We’ve a bar, if you’re wanting dinner. Seven ‘til eight, though we’re on the winter menu. You’ll even have company—you’re the second person I’ve seen today.’ He grins, ghoulish, and shuffles off.


I pick up the key and follow his instructions.


This place feels very strange.


#


The room is on the corner, two massive windows at right-angles. It’s both cold and draughty. One of the windows, the one facing the sea, has a metal-framed door that leads out onto what might be a sun-terrace, in season, but is currently a flat expanse of puddles, the paint peeling on its black metal railings.


I try the key, and to my faint surprise, the door opens. I put my bag on the bed, and head out.


The wind hits me instantly, fierce and somehow electric. It makes me smile—it’s why I do this, why I learned to speak to the spirits in the first place. My husband used to joke about it, when we were down by the Thames, ‘What if he could tell you where stuff was? You’d always find the treasure!’


I guess I taught myself, after that.


Holding that recollection, I stand on the terrace. I open my arms and mind and I beckon to them, Come.


Let me share my thoughts with you.


Let me share my memories with you.


Let me listen!


I half-expect surprise—that happens sometimes when they’re not used to you—but they pay me absolutely no heed. The smaller ones dance in the wild, seaside air, zephyrs like laughter, elated and uncaring. They have less substance, somehow, than the old smoke-spirits of London; they’re more like waveforms, twisting and turning, peaking and embracing one another. The bigger spirits, of hotel and promenade, are completely uninterested, lost in their own contemplations.


From somewhere, I see a single, yellow beam. It shines out and then vanishes again. A lighthouse, perhaps, another fragment of the past.


I find myself shivering, and wrap my coat about me. Beneath the sky-spirits’ coiling dance there lurks something I can’t quite detect, something much more aware, something about which the spirits cavort, all but concealing it from view.


What is that?


For a moment, they seem to part and I can feel it looking back at me.


It knows what I am; it knows that I’m here—


But then it’s gone again, and I have no idea what I’ve just seen.


#


Downstairs, the bar is almost empty, but the concierge was right. There’s another person here. He’s my age, weathered and balding and comfortably fleshed, his garments like mine, a sensible shirt and waterproof. There’s a camera on the table at his side and something in his face makes me like him immediately. I head over.


‘Hello,’ he says, smiling. He’s got a menu in his hand that’s had most of the choices crossed out. ‘I heard there was someone else here, but wouldn’t believe it until I saw it for myself.’ His gaze twinkles. ‘I’m Aubrey.’ It’s delightfully antiquated and it suits him.


‘Ethel,’ I tell him. ‘May I?’ I indicate the other chair. ‘Though I don’t want to intrude…’


‘Please, please,’ he gestures, moving the camera. ‘The Nikon’s a lovely thing, but it’s no good for conversation.’


‘Photographer?’ I ask him, taking the cue.


‘Student of life, inevitably. What else, at our age?’ Winking, he places the thing on the bench beside him, patting it like an old friend. The window at his back is scattered with rain. ‘I come out here to think, and to take pictures of the birds. I write, too, but I’m not really very good at it.’


His tone makes me chuckle, and I find myself warming to him further. ‘Surely that doesn’t matter?’ I say.


‘Of course not. And you, Ethel, may I ask why you’re here? Are you also a writer?’


‘Actually,’ I tell him. ‘I’m looking for someone. A missing girl.’


He frowns. The concierge appears at our side, pad and pencil in hand, hovers for a moment then mutters and drifts away again. He looks like he’s the only staff member here. The grandfather clock chimes the three-quarter hour. The rain is growing stronger.


Aubrey looks at me, frowning. Leaning over the table, he says, ‘Family?’


Something in his tone makes my skin prickle. I say only, ‘Just a friend.’


He pauses, as if waiting for me to explain, and when I don’t, he goes on. ‘This is a funny place, Greywater. I lost my wedding ring, about two years ago. Had it on a chain around my neck, and the chain must’ve broken. My wife—my ex-wife—had it inscribed with the date.’


He’s talking very softly, his eyes all over the room. There’s junk in here, too, a single high shelf almost more like a picture rail, offering brassware, and old photographs. I glance around at it, but Aubrey’s still pulling at my attention.


‘There’s a plain gold band in the souvenir shop, engraved with the same date, in exactly the same format.’


I blink at him, startled. ‘Surely that’s a coincidence? Hundreds of couples must have got married on that date?’


‘I don’t know,’ Aubrey said. ‘I…’


He tails off as the concierge returns, now quite pointedly brandishing his pen.


‘I’ll have the fish and chips,’ I tell him.


‘Make that two,’ Aubrey says, beaming. ‘And a gin and tonic, please. Will you join me, Ethel?’


‘Oh, yes. Another of those, I think.’


The concierge scribbles, grunts, and shuffles off. I wonder if he’s doing the cooking as well.


Aubrey waits until he’s gone, then leans back over the table. ‘My son brought his family on holiday here, last summer. He’s the one that told me about it. He just thought it was funny. But what are the odds? Really?’


I sit back, trying to digest what he’s told me. One part of my mind argues rationality, but another part of me, that part that cavorts with the spirits outside, is twisting round some truly uncomfortable thoughts. Why is there all this junk in Greywater? Where has it all come from? It can’t all be flotsam? Why was the woman in the Rosie Lea so curt?


And what about little Eva?


The thought of the missing teen makes me worry, reaching for a conclusion that’s still not there. I want to go back to the terrace, to the spirits, but I’m caught by Aubrey’s story.


‘It doesn’t make sense,’ I tell him. ‘How would a lost ring find its way down here?’


How would a lost child?


He shrugs, then sits back as the concierge appears with two tumblers of gin and tonic, neither with ice or lemon.


When he’s gone, I say, ‘Would you mind if I came with you? I’m…curious.’ He eyes me, half-delighted and half-questioning. ‘Of course,’ he says. ‘We could meet for breakfast? At half-eight?’


‘I’d like that,’ I tell him, and the matter is closed.


#


In the morning, I wake sandy-eyed and groggy. I’ve slept badly, tossing and turning, disturbed by the wind rattling at the glass, by the constant, pattering rain. There had been ominous thundery rumbles, but they’ve not yet manifest into a full-on storm. As I look at myself in the bathroom mirror, splashing water on my face, I wonder what I’ve been dreaming about.


Spirits, capering. Laughing at me. Picking things up—lost things, shiny things—and carrying them away. Facets of light in the dusk; memories tossed aside like trash.


And something about the pier?


The thought is a sudden compulsion, strong as a tug. It brings me to a stop, wondering where it had come from, so abrupt and so powerful.


I’ll mention it to Aubrey over breakfast.


The room’s shower is dribbly and not very warm, but it wakes me up well enough. Pulling on my clothing and my hiking boots, I head down.


He’s not there.


I order tea, and wait. Order another. I don’t want to order food, as it would be rude not to wait for him, but the grandfather clock chimes the quarter-to, then the hour, and the long, slow bongs of nine.


Nothing.


At last, I ask for a croissant and the concierge comments, slightly sniffily, that breakfast has closed, and that Aubrey had checked out that morning.


‘Family emergency,’ he tells me. ‘He asked me to apologise.’


Checking irritation—now you bloody tell me!—I gulp down the tea and go back to my room. I’m going to look at that wedding ring myself.


Going to look at the pier.


Outside, the air is thick and still. It’s warm, for November, and still raining, fat drops like harbingers.


I get to the shop, and pause.


The ring is obvious. There’s a jewellery display board with all sorts of necklaces and bracelets pinned to it, odd earrings and lost pendants. The wedding ring, a man’s plain gold band, hangs from a pin at the top.


Beside the board sits a Nikon camera, almost brand new.


What?


I stare at it, my heart thumping. It’s identical to Aubrey’s.


One coincidence is possible. But two?


Spirits tickle my ears, laughing on the breeze. They’re no help whatsoever. They seem to be mocking me, chuckling as they head outwards, to cavort over the open sea.


What do they know? Like the locals, they’re not telling.


Making a decision, I push into the shop.


‘Morning.’


There’s a young woman behind the counter, thin faced and pale. Her hair is almost black, and pulled back in an unflattering knot. She eyes me, then goes back to her book.


‘The camera in the window,’ I say to her. ‘How long has that been there?’


She looks up again, with an edge of resentment. ‘No idea.’


‘Is it for sale?’ I reach for my phone, take out my card.


Watch her gaze follow it.


‘S’pose.’


‘How much would you like?’


That makes her look at me fully, her eyes a washed-out, pale blue. ‘Why d’you want it?’


‘I want to take some pictures, and I forgot to bring mine with me.’


For a moment, we measure each other, and I smile, all affability though my heart is still pounding.


‘Two hundred.’


‘All right.’


I don’t know why I did it, why I gave up that much money on a hunch. Perhaps because I’d warmed to Aubrey, perhaps because I was worried about both him and little Eva. Perhaps because I don’t like mysteries. I find things; it’s what I do. Perhaps because the spirits were still not talking to me, yet the call to the pier was strong as ever. I put the card in the machine and paid her without question.


And then I took the camera down the seafront and sat on the bench in the bus-stop, in the lee of the wind, and flicked back through the pictures.


It was Aubrey’s all right.


Pets and garden parties. Smiling children, running in the sun. But I wasn’t there to stalk the poor man and I flicked forwards until I found his studies of Greywater—the cold sea, the cliffs, the birds, the faded colours of the beachside huts.


And…


The pier itself. Rickety and tumbledown, its access closed. The images strike me hard, making my heart pound louder, thumping in my ears and chest. He’d taken a lot of pictures of the rusting, barnacle-covered metal supports, and the newer concrete that had reinforced them. There was junk under it, too, piles of it, buried in the stones. He’d not disturbed it, but treated it as a project, macro shots of green sea glass and worn-smooth pennies. Of pieces of plastic fishing weight, all garishly orange, and rotting fabric still caught on the struts.


But it didn’t stop there. The place had fascinated him, it seemed. There were night-shots, taken of the old arcades, the shops, the collapsing funfair. And they held heaps and heaps and heaps of lost things. Forgotten things, abandoned things. Things that waited there, almost like offerings, like the treasure hoard of some unseen dragon…


Dragon.


The thoughts catch at me, making me look up from the camera. The pier had not had a spirit of its own, not that I saw, last night.


So why…?


My pulse still drumming, I put the camera away carefully, back its case. Out over the water, the morning sky is sinking even lower, and slants of sunlight angle down through the cloud. The floor of the bus-stop is all cigarette butts and empty bottles of pop.


Something about the pier, and its invasion of my dreams. Its invasion of Aubrey’s camera…


Why is it calling me so?


I am going to find out.


Heading along the seafront, I ease between two of the rattling metal fences. Whatever is out here, I will find it.


#


The pier’s planks are rotting, but they hold.


Trying not to look between them at the seethe of grey below, I walk carefully, staying tight to the once-white buildings so I can’t be seen from the shore. There are old stalls here, faded signs that offer churros or tarot readings, something else that might once have been a shooting gallery. But I bypass all of that, stopping only to peer though the grimy window of the main arcade.


Here, the junk is piled—Aubrey’s pictures hadn’t quite captured the scale of this apparent dragon’s hoard. The light is poor, but I can see that the stuff at the bottom is older, crumbling almost to nothing. It’s rust and verdigris, and…


…and it’s bones, some yellow with age.


I stop dead, caught like a fish on a hook, staring to double-check. Those are bones, all right. A spread hand, tarsals and meta-tarsals; the unmistakable curve of a skull, its eye-socket empty.


Was this what had happened to Eva? To Aubrey? Are they here, somewhere?


And who—or what—has brought them here? Like so much junk?


And was that same something now calling me?


Invading my dreams?


It seems highly likely. A flare of adrenaline brings focus, tight and strong. Corrupted spirits do happen, damaged by trauma and cruelty, by sick memories—you might call them ‘ghosts’—and I have seen them before. I am no hero, but a long and full life has given me weapons of my own.


And now, I think I’ll need them. I raise the little crystal, the same one I’d shone from my window, and I let it glitter in the cloud-slants of sunlight. I remember my husband, the most magical times of our long, long marriage and I call to them once more.


Come.


This time, though, it’s not casual. This time, I offer them wonders, fragments of sparkling light. My wedding day, the home we built together. Laughing as we stood in the garden.


And I say, Come to me.


I think of little Eva, of the sheer ferocity of her need to run away. Of Aubrey, and his wedding ring, and his camera. Of all the times when I have been the happiest, or the most broken-hearted. Not only the day of my wedding, but the night I finally lost my dear Stanley.


The recollections are strong. The spirits are noticing me, now, stirring and turning and drifting past my shoulders. They’re curious, touching me with unseen fingers, with thoughts that drift and whisper. They can feel me, and it’s making them responsive.


What is it? I ask them. What’s here?


But that brings sparkles of fear, and they shy away. Despite my offerings, they are suddenly smaller, almost like a seaside’s children, playing at the penny arcades. They part, and for a moment I see, just as I had done the previous evening, that there is something else behind them, something darker and older, and far, far bigger.


Something twisted.


Gooseflesh flashes down my arms, my back.


This was what I had been dreaming about, and now, I remember. Past the derelict funfair, at the pier’s very end, there’s an observation point. There’s a telescope there, the kind you could once pay a pound to use.


And there’s something else, something that says to me, as I have said to its underlings:


Come.


#


The pier ends in a spiral tower, a tall and twisting stairwell that leads up to a viewing platform. It looks like some forgotten helter-skelter, and the whole thing is studded with a pebbledash of junk. Pieces of shells and broken ceramic. A vertebra that might have come from a seal. Newer things, plastics and a still-gleaming metal key.


Pulled by my own curiosity, by some on-going magnetic fascination, I climb the rickety steps and put a coin in the telescope slot.


The thing works. And there he is, out over the water, his eyes a burning yellow against the roiling sky:


The spirit of the pier.


I shiver, cold to the bone. He’s huge, far, far bigger than the one at Victoria station. He’s the colour of sky and water, his grey form washing like the currents of the deep, cold sea.


Thunder grumbles, like his herald.


But I do not fear him.


Where is Eva? I throw the thought upwards, defying his might. Where is Aubrey? You will give them back to me!


My communications are not words, they’re concepts, images. Feelings and memories. The dragon blinks its great yellow eyes and its form shifts and billows. It seems surprised, yet its power is absolute. I find my mind filling, as if it searches me: Stanley, thin and pale and fading. My parents, long gone. I’ve never had children, but I’ve lost many things in my life, things that I’ve loved and that did not return, and now the spirit drags them forth and throws them at me, like weapons of despair.


You, too, are lost, it says. You, too, seek the final answer.


I face it, throwing aside the memories and bringing others—joy and sunshine, friends in the pub, a black cat, sleeping in my lap.


I picture Eva and Aubrey again. Where?


With a yellow flash of ire, the dragon replies. Mine.


The response is silent but it echoes across the clouds, bigger than the pier, bigger than the crumbling funfairs and arcades, bigger than the town, tumbledown as it is. Bigger even than the cliffs, and the beach.


This is no local pier-spirit, bound to some tiny, Victorian comfort…whatever he is, he’s older. Ancient even, vast and ponderous and powerful. Encrusted with time like barnacles.


In the back of my head, a sudden thought: is there something else here, some old site, or memory, under the water…?


But the grasp for comprehension is brief, and I do not yet understand. His eyes burning, he says, Tiny thing, yet so defiant. You have lost so much more than all the others.


A slew of memories assail me, all of them painful. That same black cat, his body cold and stiff. Things and places that I had done or seen for the last time, and to which I never returned. The unstoppable trickle of sand that is losing one’s youth and health. Aches of nostalgia and regret—all those times when I had wished that my life had gone another way…


But it’s my life. Not his.


I tell him, in the same tone, Eva. Aubrey. Mine.


That makes him stare at me, his gaze as yellow as fire. He blinks. There is rage in in him now, but it is buried and slow to rise.


I am the God, he says to me. All the lost things come to me, all belong to me. And all stay. He is still watching me and the fire in his gaze is growing—I wonder if that was the light I’d seen the previous evening, the thing I’d thought was the lighthouse.


I am not lost, I tell him.


Rippling, he hisses, like waves on the shore. The air is still thick with thunder, and too warm, but still I do not release the scope. I face him without fear. I repeat, with images of both Eva and Aubrey, Mine.


His hiss deepens, rattles like laughter. He’s colossal now, towering against the clouds like some primeval, temple statue. He’s been here…


…been here for such a long time.


As I understand, his memories flash past me with the speed of train windows. This area was forest, then small farms and fishing boats, then roads and houses and people. Horses, then cars. I see the seaside as new and bright and interesting, dandily-clothed gentlemen, and ladies with parasols. And then I see it fade again, its colours smearing to grey.


And I was right: there is something under the water, some seaweed covered ruin, some shrine now all but lost…


His home. His memories. The things he’s trying to keep alive.


A brief flash of sympathy, but it does not last. The dragon’s great age has brought with it fear, insecurity, and a terrible hunger. It has corrupted him as surely as the spirit of some misused sanatorium. His anger is making him swell, as vast as the sky, the smaller ones now retreating from him. They know him and they’re terrified of him; he is a God to them, too.


But I say to them, once more:


Come.


Gently, I offer them treasures—my black cat and his thunderous purr, my Stanley, tending the roses on a Sunday afternoon. The thoughts are peaceful ones, good ones, and in return, they offer me stories—the crashing rage of wind and water, the collapse of the ancient shrine as it fell below the waves. The people, generations of them, forgetting that it had ever existed. The God-thing getting angry as it loses what it loves, and the damage that its anger always brings. They show the local people appeasing it, offering it pieces of their own lives, their own memories.


But soon, those gifts are not enough.


It hungers.


And it calls.


And the lost things always come.


#


Noises start me from the telescope.


Crackling radio sounds. A flare of siren from the road.


Police.


My first thought is of Eva, but they’ve not found the child. I don’t think they will. No, they’re coming down the pier now, and they’re coming after me. Whether the dragon has somehow called them or whether I’m just trespassing, I don’t know and it doesn’t matter.


I am out of time.


Looking back though the eyepiece, I see the thing’s teeth are bared. They’re sharp, pointed—very unlike the spirits of London, who have little anger left. All the wildness of Greywater is in this thing and it’s coming for me.


It will kill me, one way or another.


Boots rattle on the planking.


I ignore them; saying for the third time, Mine.


The dragon laughs, a snort of smoke through its fangs. I see a brief image of Eva running down the pier, climbing the steps to the top of the little tower. She looks out over the water like it was the answer she’d been seeking, the anchor her soul had so badly needed.


Then she throws herself from the platform.


And as its Eva, it’s also Aubrey. It’s a hundred, a thousand, a million, faces and names, people down through years without number. I see the shrine’s watery ruin, all covered in a mossed growth of sea-rotten bones. I see the pier’s construction, and the workers that died; I see the farmers and fishers who waded out into the water, compelled to offer themselves.


It calls them, and they feed it.


It needs their memories to live.


I have no more sympathy for this thing. Now, I raise my arms and the wind spirits come back to me, they swirl around me like a cloak. I feel them lift me, a dozen of them, more. I find myself—


Come, it says to me, thunderous with power. Are you not lost also? Are you not alone, bereft of your life’s love? Come. Find your answer!


It’s hard to resist, so strong. It’s partner and lover, it’s mother and father, it’s youth and fulfilment and the children I never had. It’s creative release, it’s the ultimate in self-expression discovered and satisfied. It’s my Stanley. It’s all of my cats, each one loved and missed. It takes my every good memory, and it makes of them ashes—because I am old, and I have the all good things behind.


Are you not lost?


Are you not alone?


Your answer awaits!


Yes, I think, I am alone. Alone in my window, drawing my pictures, looking out over the Thames. Alone in my strange obsession, finding others’ forgotten treasures. Alone on this cold grey pier, staring down at the churn of the water…


Oh, so tempting.


Come, it says. Let me take away the pain.


Boots come closer, and there’s shouting. Somewhere behind me, the planking creaks, snaps and gives way.


There are splashes, cries.


The dragon coils in sudden glee, its eyes all firelight. It’s hungry, it wants fulfilment.


But the noises have reminded me of myself. I no longer have hold of the telescope; I’m swathed in spirits. There, upon the platform where Eva had died, where Aubrey had died, I say:


No.


I feel it hiss, surprised.


I say:


No.


It tries to touch me, lift me, throw me. It shows me every tragedy of my life, every thing that I’ve missed, every opportunity that has passed me by or that I could not or would not or did not take. Every regret, every wrong turning.


But I say:


No.


And I understand now. I understand how to beat it. No longer do I throw those memories back, or deny them. I keep them, embrace them. I find them and hold onto them. Radiate them forth and use them as offerings of my own. The smaller spirits gather to me thickly, called by those same recollections. I am not lost. I am the sum of everything in my life, good and terrible, light and dark, hope and grief. I am fused, I am resolution and courage, and they can feel it. They lift me from the tower until I’m floating in the air above the end of the pier, until I can see the coiling God-thing clearly.


It tries to strike at me and they stop it, flaring outwards in flurry, flocking at it to drive it back.


I cannot save Eva, I cannot save Aubrey, but I can save myself. I can save Greywater. And I can save the lost souls of the future.


With a gesture, I send them at it and they mob it, their numbers to its lone strength. I lend them my own steel, my age and experience, my wisdom, and my refusal to submit. I have lost much, of course I have—we all do—but those losses are not what define me. For every loss I have known, there is gratitude that it happened. For every cat that passed away, there is its warmth and its purr. And my dear Stanley…


I have known so much joy.


The spirits revel in this, bright and strong. I have lived a rich life; I have no fears of the things I’ve lost. I am the sum of everything, all of my experiences. And this becomes my strength, my call, my offering, my summoning. A swirl of wind, of spirits, of power, driving the God-thing back.


And I say again:


No.


Over me, the storm breaks like fury. A clap of thunder, echoing from horizon to horizon. A jag of yellow lighting strikes the sea. I hear a motorboat, it must be coming for the frantically splashing police, but I do not listen.


For it is my storm, my defiance, my life. It is everything I am.


I am not lost!


And as the rain reaches its crescendo and hammers out of the sky, ripples in gusty waves across the trashing water, my wind spirits overwhelm the God and take it down.


Until nothing remains but bubbles.


#


Back at the hotel, the concierge is wide-eyed with gossip—trespassers on the pier, the coastguard out to rescue the drowning cops. I say nothing. I’m drenched, and I feel drained. Like I have poured myself out upon the whipping grey water and come back empty.


But I just need rest, and I will be fine. Patting my camera, I go to head back to my room.


Behind me, the grandfather clock creaks and chimes the hour, then ponderously bongs eleven.


At the noise, the concierge eyes the picture rail, his hands on his hips.


‘You know,’ he says absently. ‘I really should have a clear out, it’s getting ridiculous in here.’


And, tutting at the hoardings of his past, he walks away.


Smiling, I turn back to the stairs.


 


THE END
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Caliest Deapa—a man with hair strenuously pasted over a balding crown and the meaty complexion of a little too much good living—snatched the letter from the tray. ‘Opener, opener!’


‘Lord.’ The slave passed him the slender pearl-handled blade. Caliest ripped open the envelope, flung it away, and sent the opener after it. It clattered to the floor, but he barely noticed the sound, or the slave bending to pick it up.


The letter unfolded before him, the Imperial stamp with its deep blue dragon curled protectively around a scarlet diadem. He scanned the niceties without bothering to read them; the important part was near the end.


…by order of the Emperor of the Divine Dominion, Lord Caliest Deapa, son of Lord Greno Deapa, is hereby appointed to the post of Chief Defender of the Dominion’s Transport.


As part of your duties, you will accompany the engine, the Dominion’s Envoy, on its maiden run, carrying essential supplies to the garrison at Endaklion…He did not recognise the name. A garrison. Hardly an appropriate destination for an important official such as himself! Some ghastly outpost where it would be impossible to get a decent meal. Still, accompanying the latest example of the superiority of Dominion technology would be prestigious, if dull. Duller would be the meeting he apparently must have tomorrow with the Governor of the Railways. Bureaucrats. So tedious.


In the Hand of the Fabricator we lie.


An illegible signature, and the seal of the Governor General, faint and askew. After wielding the seal he had probably needed a little rest, since he was at least a hundred years old. More than time someone else took over, but that post would no doubt go to one of the Emperor’s many relatives when the Governor General finally decided to stop merely looking dead.


No matter! Caliest had the post of Chief Defender of the Dominion’s Transport. And he had earned it. The endless, tedious, wildly lavish suppers for utterly dull but influential people! The tickets to the most fashionable theatrical performances, which he sometimes had to actually sit through! Not to mention the commission itself, which had been ball-crushingly expensive. He had worked for this, he swore, harder than any slave.


But the post would pay him back a thousandfold. Soon he would be the one being invited to dinner, offered theatre tickets (his wife could go, women liked that sort of thing). And money. Not bribes, merely gifts to help ensure the smooth passage of this package or that group of slaves across the Dominion’s vast territories.


Nowadays, with many of the conquered territories irritatingly restless, people would be even more anxious about things getting safely to their destinations. Might as well make the best of it until the wretched barbarians accepted their fate as Dominion colonies and settled down.


He clapped his hands for the steward. ‘A celebration, tonight. I want the best of everything.’


‘May I ask for how many persons, Lord?’


Caliest considered. He wanted, of course, to boast to his friends. And how green some of them would look! Especially Metifo, who despite being distantly related to the Emperor had been unsuccessfully angling for a high court post for at least a decade. He would have to swallow his jealousy with his meat, and what fun that would be!
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