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The transition between sleep and wakefulness was a slow one. Wherever I was, it was dark. My eyelids felt heavy and I fought the immediate urge to close them again. As I strained to lift my head from off the pillow, I peered about the room. As my surroundings swam into focus, I could see that I was lying on the bed in my room at the Clockwork Inn. A single candle had been lit on the table near to the window. The glass panes rattled in their wooden frames as the wind outside gusted against them. My head throbbed, as did every one of my muscles and joints. I felt as if I’d been severely beaten. Broken images of Mary Briggs racing out of the dark screaming, “Der... der... der... dead!” lingered at the corners of my mind. In those wavering images, I saw her lifting me up off the ground, then slamming me down again. Jones lunged out of the darkness at her, crushing her skull with one giant claw. I winced as I saw Mary Briggs’ skull shatter, spewing up a cloud of spinning copper cogs and silver discs.

I screwed my eyes shut in an attempt to rid my mind of those nightmarish fantasies. Because that’s what they surely had to be. Nothing more than hallucinations. Mary Briggs couldn’t have been strong enough to lift me above her head and hurtle me into the trunk of a tree. It would have been impossible for her to move at such a blistering speed. And her skull couldn’t have been crammed full of what looked like the intricate workings of a clock. Mary Briggs was dead. I had been to the mortuary with Fran...

“Franziska!” I gasped, snapping open my eyes. What had happened to her? Where was she? It was like she had disappeared as Mary Briggs had raced out of the darkness toward us. “Fran?” I whispered again, scratching my sore and befuddled head. 

“I’m right here,” I heard her say.

Wondering whether her voice was yet another hallucination, I lifted my head from off the pillow and looked into the murkiness that shrouded the room. “Fran, is that you?” I said, eyes becoming slits. 

“Yes,” she said, stepping out of the darkness and into the candlelight. Her long leather coat creaked as she came slowly toward the bed. She wrung her hat in her hands like it was an old dishcloth. Her green eyes were wide. She looked anxious.

“Are you okay?” she asked, sitting down gently on the edge of the bed and stuffing her hat into her coat pocket. 

“I feel like shit,” I groaned, propping myself up on one elbow. I winced at the stab of pain I felt in my right ribcage. It felt bruised. It might have possibly been broken, but I believed if it had been, my body had already started to mend while I’d been unconscious. But if I had sustained such injuries, then perhaps the vague memories I had of being attacked by Mary Briggs weren’t hallucinations after all. “How long have I been out of it?” I asked Fran. 

“Four or five hours,” she said, sounding unsure—perhaps even hesitant in her answer.

“How did I get back to my room?” I said through gritted teeth as another bolt of pain cut into my side like a dull blade.

“Jones carried you on her back,” Fran started to explain. 

“Where’s Jones now?” 

“Ron has put her in the barn.”

“Ron?” I asked, my thoughts still hazy.

“The innkeeper,” Franziska said. 

“Okay.” I sighed, resting my head back against the pillow again.

“Here, let me help you,” Fran said, plumping up the pillows with her fists. 

With her face so close now that her cheek was brushing against mine, I whispered, “What happened out there?”  

“Get some rest...” she started. 

“But I saw Mary Briggs,” I said, turning my head against the pillow so I could see her face—read her eyes. 

“I’m not sure what I saw,” she whispered, before glancing away.

I gripped her wrist. She was trembling. Was she scared? If so, what of? Was she terrified of what she had witnessed in the graveyard? “What happened to you? Where did you go?” I asked. “It was like you vanished.”

Still not making eye contact with me, she said in a hushed and somewhat breathless tone, “I tripped and fell as Mary came racing toward us. The light on my staff went out. I banged my head against a gravestone and lost consciousness. When I woke, I found you at the foot of the hill lying in the snow.”

“Did you hurt yourself?” I asked, feeling suddenly guilty that I had yet to ask whether she had been injured in the confusion that had taken place at the graveyard.

Very slowly, she moved aside a loose strand of her long, blonde hair with her fingers to reveal a gash across her temple. In the dim candlelight, the cut looked sore. Reaching out with one hand, I brushed my fingertips over the gash. 

“Ouch,” she winced, leaning away from me. 

With my hand still gripped about her wrist, I pulled her gently back toward me. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

Fran looked down at me. Her eyes were wide and fearful. She lowered her face so our lips were little more than an inch apart. I could sense her fear and my own. But what was it that really scared us? Was it what had taken place at the graveyard or the feelings that being so close stirred within us? It was like the near-death experience we had both shared had created an intimacy between us. Our lips were so close to each other’s. They brushed together. Her lips were so soft, the smell of her breath so sweet. Our tongues met and Franziska seemed suddenly irresistible to me. But I had to resist her. I couldn't let my guard down. It wasn't why I was in Grey Edge. I'd been sent to learn—to become a Talisman. But wasn't that just Holly talking? Holly! She was the reason I couldn’t let my guard down and become involved with Franziska. But I wasn’t so sure I wanted to get on that merry-go-round again. Last time I had fallen off it had fucking hurt. It still hurt. However tempted I was to kiss Fran deeper and enjoy the moment, I couldn't. A few stolen moments wasn't what I wanted nor needed.

I broke our kiss. “I can't,” I whispered. “I'm still kinda hung up on someone.”

Hearing this, Fran pushed against my chest. She eased herself away from me and out of our embrace. The moment was lost, but there was a part of me that regretted it had passed. I wanted to hold onto her. Feel her against me. But by the time my fingers were groping the semi darkness for her—for a second chance—Fran had moved to the edge of the bed and was standing up. 

“I’m sorry,” I whispered as she headed across the room to the door.

“I’m sorry, too,” she said without looking back. 

As she pulled open the door, I spoke again. “You did see her, didn’t you?”

Fran turned in the open doorway and looked across the room at me. “See who?”

“Mary Briggs,” I said.

“I’m not sure who or what I saw,” Fran said. “It was dark, and...”

“But you said that when Mary came racing toward us you lost your footing,” I reminded her. “You said her name... you said Mary.” 

“Get some rest, Jake,” Fran said. “We both could do with some sleep. Things will look different tomorrow in the light; they always do.”

Without saying another word, Franziska left the room, pulling the door shut behind her.

Groaning, not only in pain, but because I suspected I had been a fool in pushing Fran away, I eased myself up on the bed. Feeling as if I had been run over by one of the buses from the human side of the veil, I stood up. The blanket that had been covering me fell away to the floor, and for the first time since waking, I realised that I was naked. I looked across the room, and in the weak glow of candlelight, I could see my clothes draped over the back of a nearby chair. Who had undressed me? Fran, of course. But why? Had there really been any need? 

“Dirty girl,” I said, a wry smile forming across my lips. “She just wanted to take a peek at Jake’s snake.” 

Shivering, I glanced down at my body in the pale moonlight that streamed through the window. I could see that much of my body was covered in huge mushroom-shaped bruises that were black, purple, blue, and green. I had a crisscross patchwork of cuts and grazes over my chest, stomach, arms, and legs. Mary Briggs had really gone to work on me. 

I hobbled forward toward the window so I could better inspect my injuries in the light. At the window, I heard a sound come from below. Peering through the snow-speckled windowpanes, I looked down to see Franziska leave the inn via the front door.

As she made her way through the snow toward the narrow lane that led away from the Clockwork Inn, she reached into her coat pocket and pulled out her hat. She shook it into shape, then put it on her head. I continued to watch from the window as Fran reached once more into her coat, suspecting that she was going to produce her staff that would light her way back into town. But to my surprise, it wasn’t the staff she produced, but a small, silver hip flask identical to the one I had seen Grace Colt drink from—and had found in her cabinet back at the Talismen office.

Fran unscrewed the cap, tilted her head back, and took a long, greedy gulp of the thick, black liquid I knew was inside. Once she was done, she placed the silver hip flask back into her coat pocket before heading away from the inn and into the night. 
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I drifted around the edges of sleep much of the night. It wasn’t just the aches and pains racking my body that prevented me from falling into a deep sleep. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Mary Briggs charging out of the darkness at me, her face luminous green from the sickly light that shone from her eyes. Above the sound of her screaming, der... der... der... dead, I could hear the grind and whizz of cogs and gears. When I rolled over onto my side, screwing my eyes tight, all I could see was Franziska leaning over me, her lips teasingly close to mine. And as our lips came together, all I could taste was the bitter and acrid gunk that she had gulped down from the silver hip flask. Desperate for sleep to take me, I rolled onto my back pushing thoughts of Mary Briggs and Fran from my mind only to have the empty void filled with thoughts of Holly Felderstafe. 

Why couldn’t I purge my mind of her? Had my feelings for Holly really run so deep—deeper than I had first suspected? Or was it because she had given me the flick with such ease that was hurting my pride more than my heart? Whatever the reason, I had pushed Franziska away because of those feelings I still had lingering for Holly. It was those feelings that were preventing me from having some fun with another girl. A girl like Franziska, who, if I were being honest with myself, I did find more than attractive. She was beautiful, confident, and sexy. But more than that, she was smart, funny, and liked taking risks—she had followed me through the veil into the human world. But there was also an air of mystery about her. So why had I knocked her back for someone like Holly? It didn’t make sense. But what did? Nothing seemed to make sense anymore. 

Feeling frustrated and confused, I lay drifting in and out of sleep until the first shafts of dawn light crept around the edges of the curtains. With my body still aching and sore, I climbed from the bed. I pulled on my shorts and trousers. With the button fly hanging open, I padded across the cold floor and into the washroom. Someone, and I suspected Betty, had emptied the piss-pot on the floor. I immediately refilled it. Betty had emptied the bathtub, too. Tightening my belt, I left the washroom, heading back into the bedroom. It was bitterly cold so I wasted no time in snatching up my shirt from where it hung over the back of the chair and put it on. Once I was dressed, I left the room. 

The dining area was deserted. Perhaps it was still too early for either Ron or Betty to be preparing breakfast for their guests. Who was I trying to kid? There were no other guests other than me. I hadn’t seen any other guests at the inn since I had arrived. Turning up the collar of my coat, I stepped out into the cold. It was no longer snowing, but it covered the ground in icy drifts. My boots crunched through it as I headed around the side of the inn and in the direction of the barn where Jones was kennelled. The sky looked like a hard sheet of granite slate as I made my way into the field were the barn stood. In front of it was a small paved area and a well. I poked my head around the barn door. Jones was lying in a bed of straw in one corner, her snout resting on her front paws. Seeing me she raised her giant head, pointed ears twitching. Jones woofed at me, ruby eyes shining bright in the dull gloom of the barn. 

“I hear I owe you a word of thanks,” I said, standing in the open doorway. “Thanks for bringing me back here last night.” Then remembering how Jones had shattered Mary Brigg’s skull, I added, “Thanks for saving my arse.”

Jones leapt onto all fours and sauntered toward me. I ran my fingers through the thick, mottled fur that circled her neck. She brushed the side of her snout against my face before coating it in hot saliva from her tongue. 

“Okay, that’s enough already,” I said, pushing her away.

Jones jerked her head forward, barked, then strutted past me and out into the morning light. Her fur shimmered and sparkled like the snow that covered the ground. With thoughts of how Jones had saved me at the forefront of my mind, I looked at the wolf and said, “That shit really happened last night, didn’t it? I mean, I know I got a fucking good kick in, but it was Mary Briggs who attacked me, wasn’t it?”

Jones looked at me, her tail flicking from side to side. 

“I saw you crush that young woman’s skull with your paw, didn’t I?” I asked, not sure whether I was trying to convince Jones or myself. “And when you smashed open her skull, cogs and shit like that came flying out. I’m right about that, aren’t I? I didn’t imagine it?”

Jones licked her snout with her long, fleshy tongue and made a woofing sound. Was she agreeing with me or saying she didn’t have the faintest clue what I was talking about? 

“What’s the point in asking you?” I groaned, turning my back on the wolf. My eyes fell on the well. I glanced back at Jones. “Do me a favour and bark, woof, or howl if you see someone coming.” 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
CEEE—

=

N

7






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





