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			Dedication

			To the spirit of radical possibility. To radical hope, even in the face of almost certain defeat. To the shy soul of the new stirring in the moribund carcass of the old… May what is no longer serving life decay, let the daffodils have their day.

		

		

		
			Heart of Hidden Things

			‘Sometimes I wouldn’t speak, you see,

			Or answer when you spoke to me,

			Because in the long, still dusks of Spring

			You can hear the whole world whispering;

			The shy green grasses making love,

			The feathers grow on the dear grey dove,

			The tiny heart of the redstart beat,

			The patter of the squirrel’s feet,

			The pebbles pushing in the silver streams,

			The rushes talking in their dreams,

			The swish-swish of the bat’s black wings,

			The wild-wood bluebell’s sweet ting-tings,

			Humming and hammering at your ear,

			Everything there is to hear

			In the heart of hidden things.

			But not in the midst of the nursery riot,

			That’s why I wanted to be quiet,

			Couldn’t do my sums, or sing,

			Or settle down to anything.

			And when, for that, I was sent upstairs

			I did kneel down to say my prayers;

			But the King who sits on your high church steeple

			Has nothing to do with us fairy people…

			The Changeling 

			– Charlotte Mew

		

		

		
			To bring the dead to life

			Is no great magic.

			Few are wholly dead:

			Blow on a dead man’s embers

			And a live flame will start.

			Let his forgotten griefs be now,

			And now his withered hopes;

			Subdue your pen to his handwriting

			Until it prove as natural

			To sign his name as yours.

			Limp as he limped,

			Swear by the oaths he swore;

			If he wore black, affect the same;

			If he had gouty fingers,

			Be yours gouty too.

			Assemble tokens intimate of him --

			A ring, a hood, a desk:

			Around these elements then build

			A home familiar to

			The greedy revenant.

			So grant him life, but reckon

			That the grave which housed him

			May not be empty now:

			You in his spotted garments

			Shall yourself lie wrapped.

			– Robert Graves

		

	
		
			

			1

			Christopher fiddled with the plaster over his swollen eye. It itched in that spot, like it contained the twitches of embryonic life, where Eugene had given him the poison-blessing in his left eye. His room at Vincent’s house looked out in the direction of the driveway. At first he hadn’t known why he’d chosen this position, but today he knew. Here he sat, looking out, waiting. Waiting all over again.

			He’d given up waiting. It had leeched its way out of him over years. He’d stopped sitting in the window of his frontward facing room at his parent’s place, waiting for Eugene to return. Silbury had changed all that. His emotions were scrambled. His stomach was disturbed. Although he was no longer dehydrated or showing any physical signs of being in shock, the abduction had put a new wince around everything that had become numb. Even the idea of drinking a Scotch didn’t appeal. 

			He looked down at the braided wheat strands he’d found at the hospital. Though he’d tried to tell Sophia and Seth it was the same one he’d found in his vision they were too taken up with what had happened to Eden to really hear or process the small but persistent miracle of it. He was used to that, his miracles, like his grief were his and his alone. It made sense really, some things were too precious to share too often. As he got older he was realising that. 

			It was as though Christopher had spent a lot more time inside the Good Folk’s impression of Silbury Hill. It had surely been more than three days? It felt like the ocean lay between who he was when his feet disappeared from human ground and reappeared elsewhere. The crashing and the smashing of the waves roared between who he’d been before and who he was now. This new person knew that magic of a magnitude he’d never previously known possible, was something that could happen. 

			Opening his palms he looked at the closed over scars there. They looked like something that had been done over nine months ago. Whatever Eugene had done to close them over had passed, long enough ago that the scars had time to lose their pinkness. In that time he might have re-gestated. Or perhaps - and this seemed more likely- he had been gone so long that all his real friends were long old and dead, and this was all part of Morag’s cruel illusion. One that was probably meant to make him feel worse when she would reveal the truth. Had Eden even been a real person? The memories of him seemed behind something opaque. 

			It felt like that. As if nothing outside of the time he’d spent in the Faerie Queen’s barrow of wonder and horror had been real. Or at least, if it was, all of it happened a very long time ago. Christopher hadn’t told anyone yet, about the things he saw during the time in between being with Eugene and appearing outside the barrow with Sophia. The sequence of events was too confusing. Somewhere in there though he was taken past numerous human forms hung up from the ceiling or the walls… Whether they were alive or dead it wasn’t clear. With his new eye he had understood them in a way a human might not have.

			They were victims. People that Morag had taken. No doubt they were mainly young people who had fallen through the cracks in things, or gone missing. They had been drained of their vitality and something had been implanted in them, something faerie. Though he didn’t understand the situation any deeper than this, it was clear that these people had been taken like he had, and that they were still in her thrall. He had tried to tell Seth about it, perhaps his account had seemed uneven, irrational… Because his former teacher had seemed more worried about him than Morag’s other victims. 

			In the immensity of his sudden loneliness he got up and went over to his chest of drawers and opened one. He knelt down reached in. The sensation of being misaligned from his body weight hanging entirely from his arms twanged as he did so. His denial of needing medical attention was as much a matter of his altered state than anything else. His hands knew exactly where it was. Even with a swab taped over one of his eyes and his other eye irritated, there was no trouble. When his fingers touched it he jumped.

			Closing his eyes so he could better focus on his senses Christopher could have sworn the tee-shirt was faintly warmer than the other items. As he lifted it to his face, a futile attempt to at least imagine how Eugene smelled, a scent that had long since faded, the hairs on the back of his arms stood to attention. When he buried his face in the fabric and breathed in deeply, there it was… The material was soaked with his scent all over again. Christopher drew his breath in sharply and moved the item back, turned it over, examined it. Then he smelled it again. 

			For a while he thought about taking it downstairs and showing it to his coven-mates. Then he questioned what they would think of him appearing with an old tee-shirt of Eugene’s claiming it miraculously smelled like him all over again? How would anyone else know what he smelled like except for Christopher? Certainly this would lead to people thinking that he had lost his mind, that he was indeed too faerie blasted to live. He made a decision to keep this new tender miracle to himself. 

			Closing his eyes Christopher opened his mouth slightly and let the sweet, faintly salty smell of Eugene’s skin parade across his tongue, as well as into his nose. It brought him back to play wrestling with Eugene as young men, the snap-fresh scent of his friend all over him and clinging. It clung to him with joy all afternoon afterwards. The joy he felt in the return of the scent seemed to push his fingers off the edge of the cliff, where unbeknown to him, they had been holding on to the edge of his own safety. 

			Without opening his eyes, Christopher slowly peeled back the covering over his faerie-touched eye. “Alright then,” he said to the air as he performed this act. “I’m ready to see, as well as smell you.”

			From the moment she stepped back through the door into Vincent’s house Sophia had been on edge. Her toes had twanged when she’d walked between Vincent’s mirrors at the front door. She hadn’t been afraid in Vincent’s house for years, this was a different feeling. It was something new, something more like wary alertness. In the beginning she’d been afraid of the way the past sat like a pall over the place, ready to be removed in layers, to gut itself before you. 

			What worried her now was far worse than anything the dead could throw at you, because it had to do with the living. When she got a chance she quietly ushered Seth into her room, and locked the door behind her. Already she could sense his adrenalin rising, based on her behaviour, and him taking stock of each of her motions and its character and already trying to anticipate what was happening. 

			“I need to talk.”

			

			“Okay?”

			She didn’t like being in this position. All too often having The Sight had put her in this very spot, knowing the thing that no one was meant to know, being the bearer of the bad news that turned out to be right. “Tell me something… The Good Folk, they can’t outrightly lie, can they?”

			“Not outrightly, no.”

			“So, if Morag showed me something… something that none of us know, something that has to do with one of our own coven. It would have to be true, yes?”

			He frowned. “She could twist it around and bend it out of shape. As far as I understand it though the fundamentals of it would have be true. What did she say, Soph?”

			“You know how I told you that Morag made me hold onto a variety of appalling things to get Christopher back?”

			Seth nodded rapidly. “Yep. Girl from Tam Lin style.”

			“One of them was a young woman. She was dressed in kind of eighties style clothing. She smelled of cheap perfume and had a very orangey dye job on her hair…” Sophia paused here, because what she was about to tell Seth was something she sensed he wouldn’t want to hear, something that she hadn’t wanted to hear. Something that, if it was true, would have deep impact. 

			“Right? Then what?”

			“She was speaking to me as though I was Vincent. She said the other man was the bad one, not Vincent and begged me to save her. I had to hold her in my arms and not let go so there was no way to miss it. On her neck… on her neck there was a big bloody wound. She was bleeding out from it. I’m pretty sure she died.”

			There was no immediate response. No Seth falling into action mode, just a layered confusion. After a while he found words. “Morag showed you a ghost who was claiming that William and Vincent killed her, planned to kill her and did, for blood sport?”

			Sophia nodded and swallowed hard. “I think she was a sex worker. Now I know Morag was trying to sow trouble in our coven… yet…it felt… real, Seth…”

			He nodded slowly. She knew him well enough to know the way this hadn’t fully landed. There didn’t need to be any questions. It was clear that even though he didn’t want to believe it, it wasn’t outside of the range of things he could see as possible about Vincent’s past. The discomfort of that fact was rising in him in steady dark waves. “He would have told me though… He would have…”

			“I would have thought so too. But then… I mean, what if they didn’t tell anyone? I mean, obviously they didn’t tell anyone otherwise they’d get in big trouble. He would have known you would have told Christopher and I, and that we wouldn’t have been able to forgive him for the killing of a young -and I mean really young- sex worker. They had all the money, all the power, what did she have in this equation? She wouldn’t have even had a phone on her!”

			“But I, of course, would have been perfectly okay with the casual death of an innocent young woman…”

			“Seth! This is so utterly serious!”

			“I know,” he nodded to himself. “Oh, I know. I’m going to have to confront him.”

			Without knowing it Christopher was primed, like a magical bomb about to go off and cast the debris of his life all the way back to West Kennett. Darkness began to pour through where the holes from the elf darts had been placed through his hands, they seemed to open again in his hands, as his new eye shimmered into its first proper breaths of life. 

			

			The walls were made of permeable stuff at Ramshead, Vincent had purchased the place because it was known for being one of the top ten most haunted properties in England. The structure of Ramshead was swollen with memories, engorged, it pulsed and creaked like a rocking chair on old floorboards. Communication pinged back and forth between Christopher’s elf eye, and the pain-doors in his hands, it became phantom new ocular nerves clustered in fibres, desperately seeking light. The human world ran away like liquid from a cracked vessel.

			In its place Christopher looked up to find he was inside what looked like a hospital or maybe an older asylum. In the discordant and unyielding light he shielded his newly sensitive eyes. After a moment or two of adjustment he perceived another young man in a doctor’s coat who held what looked like a clipboard. Under the coat he wore a suit that looked like it might have hailed from an earlier era. He was fine boned and appeared no more than twenty years of age. As Christopher’s eyes did the up and down of him he jumped. This otherwise well-presented young man had no shoes on… 

			With the rough-handling light ravaging him he looked a bit unwell, like a Dickensian character who’d been out all night on a bender. Who might have started out as a gentleman, and then been stewed, screwed, and tattooed down at the docks and tried to pull it altogether the next morning for his job at the hospital. It wasn’t until he smiled and his face came to life that Christopher blinked and frowned. It was a face he’d seen somewhere, but could never quite place, like the fragrance of a memory lost in the fog of childhood, or a song you used to sing along to whose refrain you could never forget, even if you hadn’t heard it in decades. 

			He held up his hand. “Don’t say my old name if you know it.”

			

			“Why not?” Christopher asked.

			“It will all be over if you say my name.” Everything felt timed perfectly, with an almost musical instinct, because the young man left just the right pause for his words to drop into the deep waters of Christopher’s subconscious and for the reverberations to echo to the surface. Christopher began to weep without warning and the young man seemed to know what was coming and produced a handkerchief from his pocket. 

			When he wiped his face Christopher was jolted by that feeling he had only just began to sense in Eugene’s touch when they were boys, this coming home thrill-rush coursing to his core. He felt like a young horse feels when it knows it’s about to go out for a run, or how an older one feels when it smells home approaching and knows the weight is about to come off his back.

			“Look,” the young man said gently. He said, placing a mirror in Christopher’s hands in a gentle and well-mannered way. “Please. It will help.”

			With a strange reluctance he’d always had towards his own image Christopher took the old looking glass and gazed into it. It was only partly a shock when he saw his other face, the eyes so much darker than his current ones, with a long, thick-lashed prettiness. The rest of the face was a manlier kind of handsome than the eyes, high cheekbones, a fine nose and manicured facial hair. He frowned and watched his darker brows knot together.

			“You were the very epitome of handsome for the standards of our place and time, I assure you. Just as you are in this one.” While his expression was the essence of the good poker face Christopher had learned from watching Eugene for years how to detect subtle changes in his mood. “I can’t help wondering if they do it on purpose, you know? With your incarnations...”

			“Eugene?” Christopher whispered, his tone hushed over with awe.

			“I knew it was him,” Dikka said. “I bloody knew it… You were trying to talk yourself out of believing it from the first moment you went to pick him and Seth up from the hospital!”

			“Of course he is him. Anyone that’s been looking could tell you that. Think I knew that since I first laid eyes on the lad. I’ve just been uncertain as to whether he is ready to hear it himself.”

			“He ain’t that special, or at least not if he decides not to be now Eugene’s gone.” She laughed with a moment of mad hysteria before shrugging in a way indicative of defeat. Dikka let her hands flop down against her thighs. Her whole body was brittled away down to this last embittered struggle with a tough core of resignation at the centre. There was something about the body language of defeat that got Vincent’s hackles up, almost as if it were calling him out somehow.

			“What? So you’ll just give up because Eugene’s dead? Quite frankly it seems both safer for all of us and quite well thought out on the behalf of Fate that he is indeed creating daffodils in the churchyard as we speak.”

			She shrugged. “I’d probably have given up long ago if it was all up to me. Truth be told if it’s him he won’t give up.” Dikka hissed the words him and he as if afraid someone would hear her. Vincent was indeed concerned the very walls would hear her, in a place like Ramshead, haunted and full of other witches, you had to be careful. 

			“Why not? He’s been looking like he’s given up for some time.” 

			“If Christopher really is him then he’ll never give up. Probably the best way to know for sure that it’s him.”

			“Well, last time I saw him he seemed ready to. I wasn’t even aware he was quite so attached to Eden.”

			“Oh I don’t think it’s so much that,” Dikka replied. “I mean, it is that, of course, because Christopher is decent, and a boy tried to kill himself over him. But this is and always will be more about Eugene than Eden. They were together in Morag’s faerie barrow. Christopher is right up inside his fetch mate’s loss, all over again. Most people don’t survive that kind of experience once, let alone twice. I’d be on suicide watch, best not to leave him alone for too long.”

			“We have to run now,” the young doctor said. “They’re coming.” 

			“Where are we?”

			“No time!”

			Just as if it they were in a dream Christopher sprang into action. He took the other young man’s arm and pulled him into a corridor pulling a door shut behind them. Stopping very still as if he were hunting an animal Christopher listened with his whole body. Those who were approaching moved like special forces agents. Something was different though… Every time they passed by a door Christopher could very distinctly hear sniffing. It was hard to tell if they had dogs with them, or were they humans doing it?

			He gestured to the doctor to stay quiet. But the other man shook his head and non-verbally said ‘follow me.’ Christopher did, as he assumed he understood the layout of the building better. He led Christopher into a very narrow hallway and locked the door behind them. Without obvious explanation for how he appeared there with them Seth was suddenly there, quietly locking the door behind them.

			It was clear that the young doctor had chosen a space that was thin enough that these men wouldn’t be able to do anything else but move in single file if they got past the locked door.

			“What do we do now?” Christopher whispered, barely making sound at all. 

			In response he took something out from his clipboard. It looked to all intents and purposes like the kind of exercise book that a thirteen year old might take to school for Maths or English. “This is what they want!” the young man admitted. “Could you escape with it? Get it out? It’s not me they’re looking for… it’s this.”

			“Who are they? What is it? What’s in the book?”

			For a few seconds Christopher could see Eugene’s face ripple through this other older face, his elf face, his human ones, each of them by turn… “It’s The Story. It has… everything that has ever happened and ever will happen. They mustn’t get hold of it. Please!” He seemed so urgent that Christopher nodded rapidly and took the notebook from him, sliding it inside his jacket. 

			“Are you sure they won’t hurt you?”

			He nodded frantically. 

			“Are you absolutely sure?”

			“Yes! They can’t, in fact, hurt me. Only The Story.”

			“Okay.”

			The young man was in his arms suddenly, placing his nose and mouth against Christopher’s neck and breathing him deep, in the same desperate way Christopher had breathed in the miracle scent on Eugene’s old tee-shirt. The feeling of this intense reciprocation of his own desire and loss undid him. 

			“I’ll keep them busy,” Seth muttered. He killed the lights then, and one had the strange feeling that after he did so he skittered up the walls and laid in wait like some kind of night lizard. 

			Suddenly Christopher was running, dodging, moving behind sources of cover, waiting for a chance to move, and running again. The desperation he felt was beyond all explanation. This time, he told himself, he would not fail, he would get The Story to safety.

			“This isn’t what Christopher needs right now,” Seth murmured, almost under his breath. 

			“I’m pretty certain it isn’t what Christopher wants right now,” Sophia agreed. 

			He looked at her like she’d betrayed him somehow with this simply disambiguation between need and want. 

			“What do you mean by that?”

			“I’m just saying, I don’t claim to know what he needs, only what he wants.” 

			“This emanation business, he’s not up to it and you know very well it isn’t his style.”

			“Surely whether or not someone is an emanation hasn’t got a lot to do with his style. It has to do with… with… well, with the truth.”

			Seth shook his head adamantly. 

			“You knew he was an incarnation of some important teacher spirit the moment you first saw him. I could see a light around him long before I knew what it meant myself.” 

			“Sure! But it’s a light that puts a shroud around him, Soph! It’s in his story, surely you know this as well as I do? You’re the one who first saw it winding its way up him, not long after you two met.”

			She sighed hard, a shuddering sound that seemed to conjure up some old graves and tremble through the dust of them to the surface. They were things that she could no doubt have dusted down, bagged, put under a microscope and they still would never yield their secrets to the eye. Seth understood those kind of buried things.

			“Aren’t we all though, Seth? Aren’t we all someone in some larger story we don’t properly understand yet? It’s not like I want that to be Christopher’s story, I’m just saying I’m scared that it is, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it being his story. Maybe it’s a story that’s chosen him, or he’s chosen it.” 

			Seth grunted quietly and took a seat in Vincent’s chair and put his feet on the imposing Victorian Age desk. The insouciance of this gesture was comforting to him, and obviously discomforting to Sophia at the same time. 

			“There’s a difference between admitting you can see he’s someone and saying he’s… him… I would have thought you of all people would be the one to be most aware of his humanity? His…” fragility - that was the word he wanted to use but dared not. It felt like saying it might make something very particular happen. 

			“Wasn’t Mary Magdalene the first apostle to find Christ risen?” 

			The truth was that getting closer to Christopher over the years had done nothing to demystify him for Seth. He was one of those people, much like the archeological dig Sophia attended back at Pewsey that had pushed their paths into collision, who only became more extraordinary the more you sorted through the rubble of him. 

			“Or let me put it this way: we both know Christopher is designed for some kind of dangerous life that isn’t the one we’ve got to offer him here in 21st century Britain. All those questions he had when I first met him? I don’t think having a rich patron has just cleared all those things away for him, I still sense them kicking around inside him at night when he turns to the bottle. He is on the verge sometimes, and it could be either brilliance or madness, I’m not sure. Not even because he’s deeply depressed, but because he’s meant for something more than this. He’s pacing his cage just like you are…” 

			Seth was nodding. It was in him too, the restless pacing recognition that something was fundamentally wrong with their world age, or at least that it would never suit the hero light around Christopher. It was something that couldn’t be solved by receiving the blessing of a rich man who allowed them to stay on his property for very nominal rent. No. What Christopher had known was wrong when they first met hadn’t changed or altered fundamentally and neither had Christopher, he’d just become more fully who he already was. And when it came to his internal battles, well, he’d just got better at self-medicating and not talking to others.

			Back then Sophia hadn’t understood the feeling that domesticity was a pen a little too small for something you’re carrying inside you, something that feels like a thunder storm you were meant to unleash. Now he felt she did, and Seth wanted her to stop understanding, all of a sudden. He wanted her to be the one in Christopher’s corner joining him in saying he wasn’t ready.

			Sophia shook herself all over. For a moment he felt the fine line between the common house cat that had once lived curled in her belly dissolving into an older lioness, something that harked way back. She threatened to rise now, bloodied and mad, her muzzle wet with blood as she stalked with a leisurely, loose gait towards her prey, cities burning behind her at her back, and the sky turned scarlet in her wake. She was the rage of all women wronged across the centuries, walking, of the land wronged, walking… And carrion birds dogged her scarlet steps.

			He feared her a little for a second, and it was real fear, the kind he seldom felt. What the hell was going on?

			“He and I are swords,” Seth muttered. In his mind he saw a sword covered in human blood, leaves in a forest sanguined with the evidence of sacrifice and struggle. “We rust in disuse.” Even just saying the words made his vision real, something that he didn’t want to ever make real. “I just thought Fate might give him a moment. He doesn’t seem old enough yet.”

			Sophia pressed her lips together. “I know.” She nodded as though thinking something over. Eventually she added more. “I’ve always wanted to protect him too, but that’s not part of his story I don’t think. It’s a tough story, the one he’s made for. But he’s made for it nonetheless and nothing else will satisfy him except living inside it. That’s how you know you’ve found the right story; it’s the one you can’t deny no matter how hard you try. So maybe Dikka can’t thrust this on him if it isn’t real…” She paused here and took a deep breath. “As you say, he’s a sword, and if you’re worried about him rusting? Well, these things he’s going through and the story that waits for him, they’re use, Seth.”

			“You’re becoming a very wise and great teacher, Sophia,” he said after a long silence. He got to his feet and came over to her. Sophia opened her mouth to say something but didn’t get it out before he knelt and kissed her over her womb, just above her sex, before getting up and quietly leaving the room. There was nothing else to say, after all.

			It was something to experience this, she had to admit that. Dikka’s once dark hair had turned quite grey while waiting. In her honest heart, that bobbed around, a lot like a hazelnut in a well, she was angry. Angry because it had taken him this long to exist. Why couldn’t he have come when I was young enough still to dance with this coven like I would have over thirty years ago? 

			

			If the young people were there she’d have made out like her heart was beating hard because she’d ascended the stairs too fast. The truth was it was pounding because she was finally standing in her moment. Truth was she could walk or ride a horse for miles without raising a sweat. She could do that at her age because she was a travelling woman who was always moving. If you caught her resting it was likely you’d caught her up to something on the sly. 

			So now, if she looked tired before knocking on Christopher’s door the truth was more to do with nerves than mere fatigue. What if it’s not him. Again? This is always a possibility. People get married to the idea it’s him. What if he is him but he’s not all that he’s cracked up to be? After all of this… Could anyone ever crack up to all of that though? That’s the horror of this story and why it hits you straight in the tits every time. 

			It was ridiculous, she told herself. An elder like herself standing outside the door of a young man in his early twenties, feeling awkward and something that was almost kindred to shyness. Banishing these tremors with a long out breath she raised her fist and knocked assertively on the door. Even if she was feeling it there was no obligation to let him know she was feeling it! This sense that asserting herself could take the place of real confidence filled her, and she began to come in before she heard a consent. 

			It was a good thing she didn’t wait for his permission, she would tell herself later, because when she entered Christopher appeared to be passed out on the floor, holding paper in his hands, surrounded on all sides by papers, all of them written on. “Don’t you fucking dare!” she grunted, as she rushed to his side and went down on her knees beside him. His eyes were wide open and he was on his side, staring into space.“Christopher? Don’t you fucking dare,” she whispered as she examine him for a pulse.

			He didn’t react to her voice, her step, or her touch. She could feel a pulse and he seemed to breathe shallowly. Only his left eye was in fact open. It almost seemed like someone else, after stealing his awareness, had placed him in the recovery position. Around Christopher was a series of pieces of paper, as if something had emptied a folder all over the floor. The whole time she observed this her Sight was opening like the maw of a bass fish, until it popped and took up the whole room. Sorcery of the Good Folk lay across this whole scene, giving it a weird sheen of non-reality. It felt like she was looking at a dream playing out, and found herself fighting against the persuasive sense that none of it would really matter in the end anyway.

			Dikka took off her iron-horseshoe necklace and placed it on Christopher’s forehead. He jumped faintly, almost as though it burned him, but he didn’t wake. Under the surface of his lid the closed eye was still, but in the open one the movement was rapid enough to suggest he was having a vivid experience. Perhaps it was a stressful experience even? Whilst this happened it only impacted the eye that was open, so that his eyeball danced around frantically. Dikka’s gaze searched the scene around him. She picked up the nearest paper and immediately began to read it. 

			I think I understand it now! There is something that happens when you break the rule like this. A disruption in the rhythm of things. Every now and then when he and I are together I feel it. And I have to hang onto something for a second. Usually he thinks my heart is playing up and tends to me. Meanwhile I am getting a hard shakedown from the world all suddenly being made of eyes! Eyes watching, eyes observing, perhaps eyes evilling. 

			Dikka looks up to the sound of a young man clearing his throat. She jumped when she recognises what looks like a faintly more mature age version of Eugene. An artist’s impression, Dikka figured. She looked him up and down. He sat on a chair behind Christopher, wearing suit pants and shirt with his legs crossed, one over the other. His whole posture said he was no threat to anyone, yet Dikka was aware this vulnerable aspect to his appearance and posture was all part of his showmanship. 

			“You probably shouldn’t read that.” 

			As Christopher’s fingers opened the roughed up notebook it felt like he’d stolen the apple. It was fair to say he felt safe, at least safe enough… to take these papers from The Story and to unfetter them. His fingers were as uncertain and excited as a new lover’s. Eugene’s as yet unseen words that seemed to possess an inviolable maidenhead that he’d daren’t wound. Now he was thrusting his fingers between the papers, roughly turning pages, undoing entire subplots within Eugene’s mind, as if a new form of voyeurism were available. He was letting the collision of worlds happen all over him like an arterial spray of some giant animal.

			A tide of long-repressed articulation seemed fit to rise and lap up to nose level like a drowning tide. Eugene’s words were all over his skin, just like his scent, saturating him till he could smell nothing but the colours of Eugene’s world as the papers created it. The lines between Eugene and Christopher collapsed so that he would wonder later had he not been partially possessed when he selected that poem to read? 

			It’s been a century, or so

			since last I baked for you.

			The orange blossom

			essence carries me,

			

			wrist deep and sticky

			into realising that all

			longing is nothing

			but a foreknowing

			of a happy ending-

			beginning

			that’s happening 

			somewhere, 

			some-when, 

			up the road from never-quite

			on the corner of always.

			All the old pain black strap 

			molasses thick, is nothing

			but wishing against the

			current of the days that

			lie between meeting

			for the first time again.

			—Eugene

			Christopher could see through membrane in the fourth wall for a moment, so there were layers of a grey haired woman leaning over him, and in the background Seth. He wanted it to all go away. He was caught in a web. It was made up out of Eugene’s ability to make you feel like you were the changeling baby in folktales who speaks with amazement about the unlikely business of seeing beer being brewed in eggshells. 

			It wasn’t just these things that made him struggle as they brought him back into the human world, wet with the blood and amniotic of Faerie. More than anything it came from the certain knowledge implied by the opening words of the poem: It’s been a century, or so. Since last I baked for you… 

			“Henry,” he murmured. 

			Christopher’s phone rang in his pocket and Seth hurriedly removed it. His impulse was to immediately hang up on whoever the person was, but Christopher’s hand was searching weakly to take the phone from him. Seth frowned with irritation at the outside world trying to make its claim on Christopher in this manner. There was nothing much in the world of man that interested him right then except whether Christopher was okay. The world he knew could have slidden firmly under the westerly wave, and none of it would mean anything to him in that moment of vivid urgency. 

			He felt an awful sense of de ja vu as though he’d already seen all this before, in another time. He answered with a tired tone in his voice.“Hello?”

			“Hello, is that Christopher Penrose?”

			“Yes it is,” He lied.

			“We have some unexpected good news for him about Eden Ashford.”

			“What is it?”

			“Your friend Eden was found a donor liver and it was compatible. The surgery was a success and your… friend… well, he’s a fighter. He’s still with us.” 

			“He’s… alive? Eden’s alive?”

			Christopher looked at him as he said it, blinked a few times. He reached for the phone. Seth shook his head. 

			“But they said he would die…” It wasn’t just shocking because they’d been told the hospital meant to make Eden comfortable. Most of all Seth was concerned about the magical implications. If Morag had taken him and modern medicine brought him back, would he be functional, or would he be a zombie? And what would the consequences be of taking back something, someone, that Eden himself had gifted to a faerie queen?

			“He will certainly be on immunosuppressants for life.” 

			“Thank you,” Seth replied, as Christopher. “If he’s conscious tell him I’ll be there as soon as I can!” 
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			Putting the sticking plaster with the cotton swab underneath back over his eye had helped. To wash his face he had to take it off. Whilst he did so Christopher kept his faerie touched eye tightly closed. The icy cold water from the tap was making him feel more in his body. He had wanted to tell Seth about what happened with Eugene’s tee-shirt and the altered-sight in his eye, the way it had stolen him. He’d wanted to tell him about The Story he had to flee with. After this recent news he was cognisant of the fact it wouldn’t sound important to others.

			With a sort of wince accompanying it Christopher forced himself to look at his own face. He was filled with a rush of disappointment. Once again he knew it made no sense. His face was handsome in a standard-enough sense. It put him in some kind of privileged group. “It’s not right though,” he muttered, touching it with his hands and jumping faintly when he felt his straight nose that lacked the faint turn up at the end. His eyes were all wrong. They looked far less deep and profound than his old eyes. 

			He made no decision to, his body just sat down on the cold tiles of the bathroom floor. He wanted to be able to call his people and tell them he needed to go to hospital. Not a hospital for his body, one for his mind. At the same time he thought he was going to vomit and use the toilet. His breath was coming on fast and his heart was hammering. Sweat broke out down the middle of his chest. 

			“Oh baby,” Sophia’s hands were on him suddenly. He tried to tell her not to touch him, because it was all just too much sensory stimulation. No words would come out. “What’s happening? Is this is a panic attack?” 

			“Sorry,” was all he was able to mutter as he rolled over onto his side. The shock-thrill of the cold was the perfect distraction. The peak seemed to hit and pass quickly. “I’m okay,” he managed to say. In these moments it seemed more important to convince Sophia he was alright than it really was to be alright. 

			“I’m going to go and get someone,” she said. 

			His manner imploring he grabbed her hand and shook his head. “Please don’t. I can’t… I… gods Sophia. I’m only human.”

			“Yes. Indeed. Exactly. This is why you need some help. Help that goes beyond what I can provide.”

			He shook his head more adamantly. “This isn’t something for the medical profession, Soph. This is some bad arse faerie shit and we have to solve this ourselves.” 

			“What do we do?” she asked grimly. 

			His pulse was normalising now and he could see her beloved face out of his one human eye. It was a bit blurred through the dehydration and stress he’d recently endured, but it did the trick. Her face was so much to him. She was comfort, passion, initiation into manhood, sorrow shared, and questions answered. 

			“I think we need to both read part of it, but not the rest. Eugene’s work! We need to each read some of it.” Christopher was exhausted by having got the words out. She looked more concerned for him than ever… 

			“Christopher, don’t you think we need to focus on Eden right now? On getting yourself settled enough that we can go and find out what’s happened to him? Look,” she murmured. “I’ve got some Diazepam here…”

			He was going to insist she listen, to push the Valium away and say he knew what he was doing. But he didn’t, on both accounts. He didn’t know what he was doing, nor did he claim to. Obediently he accepted the ten milligrams from her and swallowed it. “I’m going to lay down on my bed till it takes effect, then I’ll get dressed to go to the hospital.”

			When she had left he didn’t do that though. He began to categorise Eugene’s writings into three piles. One of them he saw as his pile, the next was Sophia’s, the third was for Seth. Honest with himself as he now was Christopher realised they were the only people-of-flesh that he truly, deeply trusted in the world. He began to read.

			They don’t tell you about this when you learn about evolution in school. That you could be awake while it’s happening, and I mean for the messy parts. That’s the unease behind the changeling story, something that advertises itself into the bodies of others. Only the changeling knows the horror of their arrival. To others we are the object of a horror story, something to have its feet burned over the hearth, or abandon on the moor and run like hell because he will catch you before you make it home…

			You’ll be caught in the silence-wake left behind the turbulent loss of a young child taken by the waters. The unblinking gaze of the Other will be upon you. Maybe they don’t mean to do it, reflecting back at you a projection of all your leading anxieties…

			No one ever tells you you’ll have to go to the centre of your own muck and devastation and claw through filth to get to what you came here for. The raw quivering thing you share with the whole realm of raw, naked exposed flesh. You don’t imagine you’ll be chained to their machines filtering your blood, subject to indignities you thought reserved for the nightmare of old people’s homes. Different indignities to last time around, I suppose.

			I didn’t expect that I’d be awake while I banged my fists against the dreaming membrane, screaming at others to wake with nothing satisfying me until I could see some cracks across the screen to give away that the backdrop of the world wasn’t fully real. Because my mind was designed to conceive of and seek the Ultimate. Isn’t that excruciating? Isn’t it cruel and precise? Isn’t it the evidence that whatever force is dominant in this world, if there is one, that they are an artistically perfect torturer? 

			Did you imagine that the good little Australopithicus families turned so slowly into Homo-Habilis that there wasn’t even time for intergenerational rejection? For misfits thrown out of the nest or left on the hillside? No. Evolution is brutal to its forerunners. It was never that easy for any of us Others who were placed here with a mission to insert some single line of foreign code into the system, to add to the diversity of things and then disappear from view like we were never here. 

			Why would something non-mammalian, something not mortal submit themselves to such an ordeal as embodiment? To be coated and enmeated with deep, lush, saturating, red sensory detail? It has something to do with the sound and feeling of a man’s well-manicured fingers caressing the grain of an antique table, noticing exactly where each bump is placed, because he wants to remember the moment forever and he wants to do it properly. It was just after the moment when someone else came crashing through the membrane of his mind prison, and in a breathless act of defiance against separation he is suddenly not alone in his dream anymore. Is this how we get fetch mates? An act of unimagined violence against isolation?

			How alone the profound plastic-wrapped separation of my being, my state, I cannot unpack nor show but with mute gestures which are each a quiet supplication, what it has been to wait. They are not a young man’s gestures of surrender, these ones, even though my appearance is that of youth still. No. I taste in this flesh the salt memory of all the life cycle of man from child to elderly. I have tasted death already. I know it all already, and yet it is supremely alien to me at the same time.

			The old woman across from me is dying. She is rivers and forests now, she is not she, she has burst out her banks. She doesn’t know the extent of herself and yet it knows her and soaks her in. This is the tragedy of it all. Someone should carry her out now and lay her on the moss and the leaves. They are making her die a white death so she won’t feel pain. She will go on all over the grass outside and into the trees, don’t cry for her. 

			He will cry though, the old man that sits with her. In the silence of her stilled breath leaving is the whole history of their days together and their hieroglyphs of intimacy. The loss, not just of her presence at the breakfast bar or in bed at night, but of the references they shared that none other knows and will never be named aloud again until into his grave he takes them with him. So many other thousands stories go there and have gone down before in the same way. More than we can ever take account of to be honest. Though it is my business to remember things for a living. I only do it for the finest. 

			This time it’s happening in front of me and so I record some of the edges of it for posterity, though I don’t believe either of them were extraordinary men or women, they loved each other though. Perhaps that is special enough. It will take me a long time to tell you the story of how I know all this even though I’m only in a boy body. Things get rearranged inside you when you love someone. 

			That’s what love is. It’s an uncommon disaster - real love. The type you’d tear eternity apart for once you’ve tasted it. Or else it’s nothing at all for you, ever again. A courageous decision to meet the Other, an assault against the order of things. For most (as I have come to understand it) what is called love is a surrendering of a thousand little possible judgments and insecurities, fantasies we’ve hoarded and hidden from ourselves, all based around an ideal we constructed in our subconscious before we met them… A construction of shadows of different figures long forgotten that haunt our every move without us knowing it. Generally the shadow wins against the real lover, for most people, at least. Some of them punish the real lover for not being the shadow. This I don’t call love, but mere fondness, fondness that leads to meanness. And by meanness I don’t mean unkindness I mean an ungenerous disposition, which is something altogether different again. 

			But once every so often comes along a love that wrestles the shadow long enough that it learns to dance with it, one which battles beneath the sea with the spectre. At the end it rises, wet and triumphant, clasping the echo between the hands like a squid. It comes about after great struggle and mutual heroism. The heroism has to be mutual because you will be tested, fate will find out any weak link in your chain. Because it is a ‘thing that is perfect’ it is of interest to the Other Folk. They want to copy it for their library.

			This kind of love doesn’t come about because two people miraculously find their projected ideal shadow in another person. It happens because two people decide to step up, and out, to go back to back and throw down for that person no matter what they end up facing. To become the love they would like to receive, to take the ultimate risk. 

			To reach out across the gulf of difference that lies behind any two psyches and say: I will meet you. I will see you. And I will want to know how you see. I will want to become part of the secret myth of you that others don’t see. I will yield my idea of perfection into a meeting place with yours where we will make music with our difference and our symmetries, with both a source of pure joy that cuts out the guts of the lethargy of habit. 

			This is my mission. It was our mission going into this. It is what I came here to do, to break reality. This is my violent symphony. I will tear apart anything that gets in the way between us. What if, (having learned to do this vital thing via the sometimes brief theophany of romantic love) we learned how to create this experience, the way music or poetry is in part a learned art? Wouldn’t we then call that skill magic? What if we could gradually learn to meet more and more people in this way? What if this is intrinsically the nature of Paradise? This dance of inter-subjectivity, of harmony and creative dissonance? And this is why (they?we?) as a species find the idea of romantic love so enchanting? Even though, in all honesty, it seldom amounts to much of anything among humans?

			Furthermore, what if this blossoming outward, this spreading of the love spore didn’t take away from the special quality of the original connection, and instead glorified it as the love-centre of a community of souls? The way a mother and father’s love-match is seen as the centre of the modern nuclear family? What kind of community would have that love at its heart? To me these propositions are the keynotes of my life’s work. The most important questions and the most important answers I’ve come across. 

			If I had to give a because I would say that what thrills my soul in this world thrills yours also. That our hair should stand on end for the same phenomenon may not seem to warrant this cosmic emotion, but for the fact it drags us to our knees before our oneness with all things. It brings you kneeling, choking, and heaving up your own vomit, mucous, and comfort zones. Love is also what comforts us even when all comfort is ravaged away from the bare bones of us, until we become but one synapse in the great mind regarding itself, of which the other is also another synapse firing in response to ours. So harmoniously that we recognise the greater source which is otherwise too vast an ocean of light for us to hold.

			It’s awkward this moment when the dead come back really though isn’t it? People write stories about it, but nobody wants it to happen. Especially not at nighttime. When you’ve covered us over already, sterilised the stories of us and packed us up to stop the seepage of memory from embarrassing our former mourners, and we’re just not ready to lie down quite yet.

			Christopher didn’t look surprised or thrown off by her intrusion. He was sitting on the floor with a paper in his hand, surrounded by three neatly ordered piles of papers and notebooks. She frowned as she took in his posture. His back and shoulders were hunched with a light convulsion she associated with recent weeping. Her initial instinct was to say harsh words to him, to verbally punish him for how he’d made her feel. Tell him he was going to need to learn to suck it up. 

			Dikka didn’t though. The air around him seemed to fizz. Perhaps it was the contrast of his physical strength with the vulnerability of his posture that bothered her? How dare he use vulnerability as a weapon as well? Was it not enough that he could survive a shooting with martial arts and evasion tactics? Did he also need to be able to make you feel for him on top of it? She was annoyed that it did something to the long dormant, brutally fierce maternal instincts that lived two miles underground below all the bile and thorns around her heart. 

			Or maybe it was the immediate fascination when he didn’t move, say anything or try to hide the fact he’d recently been crying? There was a shiny veneer of no-fucks-given that lay like a golden patina of untouchability over this young man’s skin. She had known men who were born decades earlier who wouldn’t let you see them cry. She recognised the strength it took for a grown man to sit there in a pile of letters and look up at her as if to say: so? 

			She nodded to herself in recognition. “So you’re him then?” Dikka dispensed with hellos and made no introduction of herself wanting to throw him off the scent of her true feelings. “ I wondered what it was Vincent was sitting on here with his secret coven.”

			“It’s nice to meet you.”

			In Dikka’s eyes he went from a clueless modern boy caught up in something bigger than he could possibly understand or appreciate, to a real player in The Game. Where Christopher had a Story she had a Game. She narrowed her eyes and reassessed him with this new information. “I see you’ve stopped caring what the crowd thinks, or says?” 

			Looking down he began to tidy up the papers and reorder them into piles in three different directions, before sliding them into an over-sized folder. Only after he’d buttoned it shut did he speak. “Generally speaking the crowd doesn’t think much anyway, so I needn’t have bothered myself. It was never what the crowd was going to say about us that I was worried about.” His voice came out sounding a little more refined than she’d expected, almost old-fashioned. As if she were in fact speaking to an older part of his mind.

			She grunted her recognition of the abominations mobs were capable of, and the fact in the past there’d indeed been worse things to worry about for men like him than unkind stares. It wasn’t that she intended to push all the sore spots and pick at every half-healed scab merely to be unkind. No, Dikka believed there was only one way to get strong and ready for the hardness the world would throw at him for being who he was, through becoming accustomed to the conditioning of harshness. Picking on him was her hard love way of letting him know she was rooting for him. 

			Instead of replying she sat down heavily on the end of Christopher’s bed. The weight of her history sat down along with her and tried the springs. 

			“By all means make yourself comfortable, Aunty Dikka,” he said without looking up, still finishing making sure his papers were well cared for. 
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