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14 years ago, 1999


The howl of the wind was relentless, a constant, lonely cry of such heart-breaking forlornness that it had become easy, over time, for her to personify it, to imagine it as the shriek of some maiden wronged, some noonwraith in her distress. Standing at her window, her hands folded behind her back, knuckles white as she clasped her right wrist, Sister Mara listened to the howl with closed eyes, drinking in the sound of it, standing within her circular study; alone with nothing but the memory of the past, of the world she had known before the shape in the sky and the fires had washed over everything, cleansing it anew.



It was a cycle, the natural order of things, she had been told, and yet she was old enough to remember the world as it had been before, the rich forests, the towering buildings, and the people, she thought, oh G-d, the people.


It hurt to recall the past, it hurt to summon the images of those times with such vivid recollection, for, in her advanced age, she was never entirely sure what she truly remembered and what she simply imagined. The past was a story, a fable she had invented to make herself sure that what she had done as an adult—the terrible harm she had perpetuated in the name of survival—had been justified, needed even.

It was the people she remembered the most, the people and the music, the shape of bodies moving together in excitement, the sound of young men, their voices artificially loud, slim fingers at the strings of wooden instruments. There was none of that now, not after the war, and even if there had been, she was too old now to take pleasure in such things.

So now what, she asked herself. Now that they had weathered the firestorms, now that they had all been changed by the endless desert, the howling wind, now that they had endured the end of the world, were they destined to suffer it all once again?

A cycle, the natural order of things, she reminded herself. An infinite yet finite world continuing in an endless circle, ugly snakes that ate their own tail. Yet there was a way to change things, she knew there was a way, the ancient time scoop had suggested that—she just had to understand how to do it.


In the long years since the end of the war, since the visitation of the stern visitor in their skies, and the sea of fire that had washed over them, they had crawled up from the ruins, founded their own convents and hovels, established a new order in lieu of all that had died. In the long days since all had smelt of brimstone and sulphur, since everything was hail, and ice, and darkness, and fire, and death, relentless, unfeeling death, they had done all that they could to live.


Now that had been threatened all over again, the terrible storms growing all the more frenzied, the spirits of the world agreeing in accordance with the old ways that the world must be cleansed anew, that life must be washed away once more.

For all that she hated life, for all that she hated the world, Sister Mara, wizened and withered beyond age, could not allow such a thing. Cruel as the world might be, there were still bargains to be made, offerings that could be afforded the coldness of the void so as to buy more time. There were those that could take their place, could die so that they might live.

She turned slowly, regretfully opening her eyes, looking out at the solemnness of her study, the table she had fashioned herself from dead wood, the scattering of old parchments across it, the curled ball of the slumbering magcat resting upon a blanket on her chair, tail pulled up close about his legs, his forepaws beneath his chin.

She smiled to herself, and then quickly straightened her expression into a scowl for fear that the creature might sense weakness in her.

“Ungrateful beast,” she chided, hobbling over to her desk, standing as she looked down at the scrolls, refusing to shoo the creature out of place despite her pretend resentment.

Children often said that magcats gathered only in places of old magic, of wild magic, and if such was true, then she supposed that the convent they had founded after the fires, the Order of the Fabled Saint, was as good a place as any in which to begin believing in magic.

Before her eyes, the words of the scrolls seemed to swim, and she found herself abruptly and suddenly frustrated at her inability to concentrate. This concession to old age confirmed what she had known for so long yet had so often failed to acknowledge; she was no longer the woman she once had been.

Gently, she placed her hand under the magcat’s hind, causing his head to pop up and his eyes to open in a resentful glare.

“Move, you brute,” she said, “or do you intend to leave your elders and betters standing at attention?”

Despite the firmness of her tone, her gesture was gentle, and, though unspoken, the magcat seemed to understand instinctively that the old woman was bound by duty to speak in a certain way, despite acting in another.

With a languid stretch, the animal rose up and spread wide his wings, yawning soundlessly and then jumping down from the chair, sauntering off with indifference and leaping up to the window sill, where, despite the howl of the wind, he turned once in a circle, curled up again, and promptly fell asleep.

Easing herself into the chair, she placed her hands upon the papers before her and was momentarily alarmed.

Whose hands are these, she wanted to ask, so wrinkled and misshapen. Yet, she already knew the answer, to pretend otherwise was foolish.

Death, she thought again, relentless death.

Beneath her hands, the words of the parchment came swimming into view once more, and she saw the words it presented her, the key to turning back the tide of fire, the one chance they had to preserve all that they had worked for.

“A Storyteller,” she murmured in a voice like dry earth. “A Storyteller.”


Now, 2013

He gestured at the desk, fashioned from dead wood, the scattering of old papers across it.


“This,” he said, his hands wrinkled and misshapen as he held up a further bundle of papers, “this is unacceptable.”


He was an old man, she knew that, older than he looked, his hair wispy and white, his nose arched, his stature short, yet his eyes were fierce and alive with indignation, with that rare fire that when glimpsed, oft signalled displeasure.

He had not always been Mister Oblique, she knew that much, and yet Ayesha Swanson could not imagine him being anyone else.

Supposedly, the title was inherited, and there were rumours that he had arranged for the previous owner to be disposed of, yet she did not know the truth of it. She tried not to involve herself in stories about workplace politics. She was, after all, just a freelancer—a magician, yes, but a freelancer, nonetheless.

Again, the old man waved the papers at her, trembling with rage. So much for the paperless office, she thought to herself.

“I expected better of you,” he declared, his expression one of extreme unhappiness. “You’ve been with us for a good few years now, and I expected you to understand the significance of what it means to work for the division by now.”


She squirmed in her seat, trying not to dwell on the words that were directed at her, wishing she was anywhere but in that office with its view of Cannon Street below, with its cluttered desk of mimeographed reports and grainy photographs reproduced endlessly—Costa Rica, she thought suddenly, Ethiopia, Guatemala, anywhere.


The old man turned his ire towards her companion, sitting up straight in his chair, looking ridiculously like a child caught smoking behind the bike sheds at school. She tried not to smile, tried not to laugh, and yet the idea of Mister Mo, with his intimidating height and his broad shoulders, being treated like a naughty child amused her greatly.

“And as for you,” the old man growled, “you should know better.”

“Yes, sir,” Mister Mo inclined his head, a look of grave seriousness on his face.

“Shut up,” Oblique snapped in reply, turning away from them, glowering out of the window at the street below, looking down on the lunch-hour pedestrians, the tourists making their way towards St Paul’s or the bridge across the river in the direction of the Globe.

In amongst those crowds, he gazed down upon, there could be numerous agents of the division, Ayesha knew that.

United Kingdom Xenobiology Division had once been a clandestine affair; a mystery society of learned intellectuals who thought they’d discovered another planet beyond Neptune and Pluto.

During the Cold War, as their society had gained legitimacy, a significant amount of money had been funnelled into the organisation through Soviet dummy companies, the idea being that, with both the increasing attention afforded them and their history of being invested in pseudoscience, they might make the British government look foolish on the global stage.

Rather than making them seem farcical, the division—long since rechristened as UKXD by then—had instead taken on the role of a sort of secret police, investigating everything from the absurd to the crushingly, achingly real, their dossiers full of supposed vampirs and genuine child molesters.

Now, however, they were ubiquitous with enforcement, a government-sanctioned but rarely acknowledged paramilitary for the weird, employing freelance magicians and hulking robots that everyone in the industry recognised yet no one knew how to censor.

Oblique turned back from the window, glaring once more at Mister Mo.

“You are supposed to be her bodyguard on official business,” he said, gesturing sharply at Ayesha. “You are not supposed to be helping her run errands for organisations like Cale Corporation.”

Ayesha opened her mouth to protest, and was swiftly silenced by a sharp look, the old man’s expression daring her to argue.

“I think you’ve said more than enough, Ms Swanson.” He turned again to Mister Mo. “As for you, you can consider yourself reassigned.”

Once more, Ayesha attempted to protest, once more the words falling silent.

“Ms Swanson, if you intend to continue working for us, you would do well to be mindful about who else you share your talents with. Report to reception tomorrow at 8am for induction training with your new bodyguard.”

He looked from one to the other.

“That will be all. Dismissed.”

“Ah, Mister Mo, this is bullshit, I’m sorry.”

Ayesha looked down at the bar, her half-empty glass before her, ice cubes floating in a meagre amount of Jack Daniels and a generous quantity of Coke. Around them, the noise of men in suits—ties loosened, top buttons of shirts undone—echoed throughout the bar, voices that rose and fell with the movement of distant football players in distant locations far outside of London, trapped within the large television screen mounted on the wall.

She remembered why she hated pubs in the city, remembered how much she had hated working in places like Aldgate and Liverpool Street—remembered how much she loathed the worthless displays of insincere camaraderie and encouraged rivalry that such shitty offices encouraged.

“It’s fine, little bud,” Mister Mo said, trying to force a smile to his lips as he regarded the untouched pint before him, smooth white foam like cream atop what could have been tar. “These things happen. It was my fault for thinking I could get away with it.”

“Yeah, but you were doing it to help me,” she protested above the noise of the television and the murmuring crowd.

He shrugged.

“I should have been more straightforward about what I could and couldn’t do,” he answered, more than a little morose.

Ayesha looked down at her glass once more.

“That makes it sound like we’re not friends, Mister Mo.”

“You know I don’t mean that, bud,” he said quickly, more earnest than she might have expected, his familiar, jovial manner now sorely missed.

She turned to look at him.

In the past four years, he had not aged at all. The unfamiliar blood of the Æsir ran through Mister Mo’s veins, bestowing him a certain longevity and youthfulness that she found more frustrating than anything, having recently reached her thirtieth birthday.

In her youth, being 30 had felt like it would mean something. She had thought then, all those years ago, that by the time she was 30, she would have her shit together. Yet despite this assumption, for the past four years, she had simply been treading water, trying to recover from the last upheaval, from meeting Aimi again, from seeing Sam again.

Her expression darkened.

It was unkind to think so, but she was an adult now, and despite what she had felt for him as a kid, she hoped to Christ now that she never saw Sam again. The dead should stay dead, and yet, despite this, they rarely did, she knew that from horror films.

Quickly, she downed the rest of her drink, lifting the glass in a single, fluid gesture, hoping to quell any further thoughts of the past.

“Who do you think you’ll get?” she asked, turning to gesture at the young man behind the bar, receiving a nod.

Mister Mo continued to look down at his Guinness, remaining subdued.

“As long as it’s not Babette, I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

“Babette?” she asked.

A glass was placed before her, the bartender looking expectant. Ayesha sighed and opened her handbag, taking out her purse out and pulling free the bright blue of her debit card.

“My former partner. Before you.”

Gladly accepting payment, the bartender placed the receipt down on the bar next to her drink and shrunk away with the card reader in hand.

She turned to look at her friend, trying to work out who he was talking about, and then abruptly recalled the subtleties of the whitewashed room they had found themselves within during a previous mission, the fictional hotel shaped from the young girl’s imaginings, the presence of Mister Mo, an old wrestler’s mask covering his face as he stood atop a table with a young girl in elaborate frills and a sharpened spear between them.

Her expression soured.

“The little girl you told me was working for the CIA or whatever?”

A troubled expression clouded Mister Mo’s face.

“I was mistaken,” he said.

She raised an eyebrow and lifted her drink.

“Were you, Mister Mo? Or were you just shitting me because you used to work with her and she almost got us all killed?”

She remembered that night all too clearly now that she thought of it once more, an ugly occurrence on the border with Russia, a fake hotel constructed by Mister Mo’s former partner, and filled with bounty hunters, each of them intent on cashing in on the freelance magician and her bodyguard’s reputation.


They had even brought in a Siege Engine. Not one of the clunky, familiar ones, but one of the more modern ones, those machines that could appear as almost human—almost.


Mister Mo was silent, then, at last let out a deep sigh, placing his hands down flat on the bar.

“I should go,” he said.

She glanced at his glass.

“You haven’t finished your drink.”

“I’m not in the mood for drinking.”

She opened her mouth to protest, and then fell silent again, instead, faltering.

“I was going to say I’ll see you tomorrow, but I guess I won’t,” she said quietly.

Mister Mo nodded.

“I was about to do the same thing.”

Her eyes met his.

“This sucks.”

He nodded.

“It does.”

There was silence between them for a moment.

“Aren’t you angry about it?”

With a sigh, he shrugged.

“Yeah, but what can I do? Without UKXD, who would employ me?”

He reached back, brushing his hair over his right shoulder and revealing the sharp point of his ear.

“People don’t have to know,” she said, a weak protest.

“But they would work it out,” he said, “and then there would be questions.”

“Maybe,” she murmured.

Around them, the noise of the men in their crumpled suits and sweat-sodden shirts grew louder, but between them, there was silence again.

“I’ll see you around, little bud,” he said sadly.

She smiled weakly, raising a hand to wave limply.

“Yeah. See you around.”

Shivering, she slept fitfully most days, her glasses balancing on the bridge of her nose, her duffel coat about her for warmth as she rested momentarily on a bench in a station or in a park, watching the people move past her as if she was not there, until eventually she wasn’t.

Whenever she awoke, she found herself somewhere else, surrounded by different people, uncertain of what had happened, incapable of maintaining her presence in the world.

Yet she had got better at navigating the space between moments, and she had soon learnt how to fend off the hideous things that lurked in the dark oceans beyond time. Her arrows flew true, time and time again, and though she had been no archer in the life she had once led, the curse of who she was now had made it impossible for her to be anything but.

She closed her eyes. She opened her eyes. A different people, a different city, a different year. Yet still, she could remember him, that scene from all that time ago, his face a blur as he turned away from her, his drink still on the table before her.

“Focus,” she whispered to herself, voice trembling.

Fourteen years she had lived like this. If she could just find him once more, then she could break the curse.

Again, she closed her eyes. If she could put an end to him, if she could exact her vengeance, then the life she had wasted living between worlds, haunted by the shadows of unspeakable things, all of that would be as if it had never happened.

“Kill him,” she told herself. “Hurt him.”

And?

“Hurt his friends.”

She opened her eyes again.

A familiar song rattled from the jukebox.


14 years ago, 1999

A familiar song rattled from the jukebox, the sound of a lilting piano and a wistful whisper caught beneath the voices of men in suits—ties loosened, top buttons of shirts undone—echoing throughout the bar, voices that rose and fell with the movement of distant football players in distant locations far outside of London, trapped within the squat television screen mounted on the wall.

Donna glanced distractedly over her shoulder, frowning as she caught sight of a figure moving through the crowd, a snatch of song reaching her again beneath the noise of the crowd, heralding movement.

The Green Man was renowned for its somewhat lax attitude towards underage drinking, making it a natural place of interest for adolescent drinkers and ne’er-do-wells. Even those like Donna Liebowitz, who had recently reached the legal drinking age, still found their way back between its poorly decorated walls on a Friday and Saturday night, the instinct of familiarity too great to resist. In all of London, she thought, it would have been impossible to find a more wretched hive of scum and villainy.

A wave of noise rose up from the crowd gathered around the television, men whose shirts clung to them in the warmth of spring, whose hands clutched their pint glasses, whose eyes never wandered.

She turned back to the table, running a hand through hair dyed the colour of Parma Violets, hair that looked as if it ought to smell of sugar and syrup and soap. She offered the girl opposite her a roll of her eyes, a casual smirk.

“I hate this place,” she said.

Across the table, Aimi Underwood, 16-years-old, a dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose, smiled weakly.

“I know,” she said apologetically, “but at least we can get served here.”

Donna nodded.

You can get served, Donna thought. It wasn’t supposed to be a problem for her now she was 18.

“I guess,” she replied, an answer that was not really an answer.

Still, it was better than the alternative. She remembered being just on the cusp of 17, arguing with the Irish landlord in Quinn’s on Kentish Town Road, trying to petition him to serve her once he had found out she was underage, her arguments only making it worse. He was at fault, she told herself, still sore about it, remembering the tired expressions from those around her, those she gone to college with.

Such was the path that had led them to the Green Man, barely even in North London, that sad and dilapidated building with its shabby regulars of underage drinkers and wayward commuters resting almost in Hertfordshire, upon a curve of the Metropolitan Line so far out that it might have been in another world.

Another round of cheers from the men by the television set rose up, and she glanced again at the bar, a half-scowl on her face, wishing someone would turn up the sound of the jukebox, wishing someone would make them shut up.

Again, she caught sight of movement, a woman in her 30s, maybe, square glasses and bobbed black hair, Asian, she thought, though she wasn’t certain where in Asia.

She looked up sharply, sensing another presence, and found Ayesha, pint glass in hand, smiling weakly down at her as she pulled up a chair with her free hand.

“Everyone looks cheerful tonight,” the other girl said, her words lilting with the strange, reassuring softness of her accent.

Aimi smiled playfully.

“Ayesha,” she said, placing her hands down flat on her legs, “did you know that Donna hates it here?”

The other girl offered a look of mock surprise, turning to Donna with raised eyebrows.

“You hate it here?”

Donna sighed, pushing her dorky, unflattering NHS glasses up the bridge of her nose with a single finger.

“Cut it out, you two.”

“We’d never have guessed you didn’t like it here, you know,” Ayesha said, warming to the subject.

Donna shrugged beneath her heavy denim jacket, two sizes too big for her, its lapels appended with countless badges, portraits of characters from children’s television jostling with the names of bands familiar and unfamiliar: Mudhoney, Black Flag, Rancid Wankstain.

“You two are shits when you get like this,” she protested, her tone far needier than she have liked.

In sync, they smiled back, awkward twins, copper hair and black. She scowled back at them, but could no longer feel as displeased as she might have been. It was hard being angry in such circumstances, and it was easy to forget, to be distracted, the noise of provincial commuters washing in and out like waves on a dirty, beer-stained shoreline.

“So,” she said, looking down at her half-empty glass before her, ice cubes floating in a meagre amount of Jack Daniels and its generous quantity of Coke, “what are we up to tonight? Town & Country?”

When she had been younger, she had frequently mistaken the Town & Country for a branch of the building society where her nan cashed her pension in Chingford. Calling it the Forum felt weird now, even though the name had changed in 1993, and everyone else seemed to have forgotten such details—everyone but her.

She looked from one to the other, staring hard at the two girls with their unfinished drinks, already knowing they weren’t going to the Town & Country.

“Kentish is quite far,” Aimi said at first.


“Kentish is quite far from here,” she replied, and even that wasn’t really true, as, if push came to shove, they could have walked from Finchley Road.


“I just got here, I’m not going anywhere else for a while,” Ayesha stated, her tone perhaps a little defensive.

This was the problem, Donna thought rolling her eyes. The Green Man was too far out and too accommodating, it was hard now to raise a convincing argument for anything else, so she simply made a face, her muscles concerned with making her appear as frustrated as possible, a visual cue for the intense displacement she felt in places like this, one that she hoped her friends would read—one that they ultimately didn’t.

Both of them were far too comfortable with small spaces, she imagined, neither being originally from London, but all she had ever known was Waltham Forest and Camden, where it was forever autumn, where the leaves were forever falling from the branches of the trees, where every day it felt like there was a little piece of her missing.

“Where’s your friend?” she asked, a provocative question the answer to which she knew would not lighten her spirits.

Ayesha shrugged.

“Not sure,” she replied, simply yet honestly.

Out of the corner of her eye, Donna caught sight of movement again, that same woman with the bobbed hair and the black framed glasses, the dirty duffel coat that looked as if it hadn’t been washed in a million years.

She thought of saying something, thought of voicing something sharp and spiteful, but what would have been the point? Better to make the most of his absence, better not to let on how much she felt for him, even if it meant resigning herself to a night consigned within the Green Man.

The sound of the piano beneath the voices of the gathered men drifted off, replaced by guitars and drums, a rattling bassline that was too good for its timid accompaniment. She tried to place it but could not, one of those Britpop bands, she imagined, the ones that all sounded the same, that all had single word names and a hearty degree of 60s memorabilia.

She sighed loudly and examined her half-empty glass, instinctively searching out for a beaten red and white box of cigarettes, teasing one free from between layers of silver foil and cardboard.

“I wish the music was better here,” she remarked, flicking her thumb against the wheel of a cheap lighter and igniting the end of the cigarette in flame and smoke.

At 18-years-old, music was the most important thing in her life, the language she used as a proxy to interact with the world.

For a year and a half, she had been in a band with a girl from Northwood Hills and a boy in his 20s from somewhere in Hertfordshire, grinding out fast, angry music, spending every waking moment hunched over the cheap £100 guitar her dad had taken her to Argos to buy on her sixteenth birthday. All that had fallen apart with the fast-acting entropy of adolescence, people off to do different things, that girl from Northwood Hills going to university in Falmouth, wherever that was, the boy from Hertfordshire more interested in his new girlfriend with her dark hair and her Eurasian grace, the kind of advantages that Donna could not compete with.


For the last few months, she kept picking the guitar up, kept threatening to write something more, to ask around if anyone knew anyone who wanted to start a band, to mail in an advert to the NME or the Maker—Bandmates wanted! Must like Joy Division and the Clash!—but she never got around to it, always hesitated, for one reason or the other.



Now the entire extent of her life seemed to be the bus up from Chalk Farm, and the last train back to Finchley Road, and Christ, she wanted so much more, she deserved so much more.


Again, she caught sight of that older woman in the crowd, and she zeroed in on her, turning in her chair, glancing over her shoulder, relieved to have a target for her growing ire.

“Has anyone noticed that old lady who keeps creeping along the bar?” she asked, turning back to her friends, her brow knitted in an expression of displeasure.

“No,” Aimi said, and smiled mischievously. “Is she your type?”

“Sod off,” Donna bit back, fidgeting uncomfortably in her seat, trying not to look over her shoulder, trying not to pay attention to the presence that moved in the crowd at her back.

Ayesha lifted her gaze and glanced over the other girl’s shoulders, her eyes narrowing slowly.

“She’s right, you know, there is a woman over there glaring at us.”

The playful smile dropped from Aimi’s lips.

“Oh shit, do you think she knows we’re underage?”

She reached out and grabbed hold of Ayesha’s arm. Donna scowled.

“Is that all you’re worried about?”

Aimi returned her scowl with a blank look.

“Well, yeah, what else could it be?”

“Maybe she’s a stalker,” Ayesha said with the sudden glee of adolescence. “Maybe she’s a cannibal with a taste for teenagers.”

“Maybe she’s just a creep,” Donna said firmly, picking up her glass and draining the last of her drink.

Behind them, the woman, suddenly aware that she was the topic of conversation between the girls seemed stuck between the need to reveal herself and the need to conceal herself, her cover, Donna thought, now completely blown, as they said in the movies.

Aimi’s grasp on her friend’s arm tightened.

“What if she comes over here?”

Hastily, Ayesha shrugged free.

“We’ll tell her to mind her own business. It’ll be fine, don’t worry.”

Glumly, Donna stared at the empty glass.

“I’m going to go home,” she answered.

Ayesha turned sharply to her with frustration.

“I only just got here,” she reiterated once more, distracted from the question the woman at the bar posed.

Donna shrugged.

“Sorry.”

She pushed back her chair, hands deep in her oversized jacket, the badges rattling on the lapel.

“What are you going to do?” Ayesha asked in an almost accusatory manner, the spectre of the older woman now forgotten.

Donna shrugged.

“Read. Watch telly. Something.”

Ayesha glared at her for a moment and then sighed and turned away.

“Sounds wild.”

Donna felt something close to irritation welling up within her, something that dared her to voice harsh, sharp words that she would later regret, the worm of jealousy turning within the pit of her stomach once again.

“Sorry,” she said instead, hastily turning around.

At the bar, the older woman disappeared into the crowd once more.

“See you later,” she murmured.

“Yeah, laters,” Ayesha echoed with resentment.

“Bye, Donna,” Aimi offered weakly.

With both hands still in the pockets of her jacket, she made her way through the crowd of excited men, not bothering to look around for the woman, not bothering to look at anything, to look for anyone, her head and heart consumed with the sudden onset of doubt.

Outside, despite the warmth of the day, the night had brought rain.

Mara sat hunched over the desk, the quill held in her hand as she scratched ink onto the thin paper before her, the light of the candle burning bright at the corner of the desk, the snore of the magcat coming from the windowsill, and, beyond, the howl of the endless wind, rising and falling, throwing itself against the outer walls of the convent.

Abidan, the old abbey had been called in the days after the firestorms and the floods, the days before Mara had helped rebuild it with her own hands. There was no answer for why this was, no reason for the name, and it was not one that had remained associated with the convent, but Mara, with her keen recollection, remembered it, and though she understood that it suggested some place that was both sacred and profane, she did not know the meaning, or even from where the term had originated.

Still scratching words onto the parchment, she did not immediately hear the sound of a gentle hand knocking upon her door, nor did she hear the awkward shuffling of a pair of feet in worn slippers or sense the young girl on the threshold of the study, until she heard her name called.

She looked up sharply, a frown on her face that eased as she caught sight of the messenger’s features, a young woman, barely more than a child.

“Sister Constance,” she said softly.

The young girl nodded, awkward and uncomfortable, her eyes large, her face heart-shaped, her long, golden hair hidden by the habit she wore.

On the windowsill, the magcat opened one eye to observe her, mild curiosity expressed in the flick of a long, slender tail, a reaction that Mara took note of, that she filed away as something to remember later, some suggestion of the young girl’s hidden magical power.

“Forgive this intrusion, Sister,” the child began, awkwardly shifting her weight from foot to foot. “As per your instructions, we have activated the time scoop in order to acquire a, ah—”

Her voice faltered, discomfort evident upon her face. Mara smiled sadly, placing her quill in its well, and folding her hands before her, a sign of patience, of expectation. She inclined her head slightly.

“Go on, child, you can say it.”


“The, ah, sacrifice,” Constance said, the words heavy on her lips.


“And?” Mara prompted gently.

The young girl swallowed hard.

“A-And we are preparing to remove the prey from his time stream in order that we may begin the ritual. H-However, upon closer inspection, we have noted the presence of another, a Storyteller of lesser power but perhaps greater significance, one of the House of Abel, ma’am.”

She raised an eyebrow, mildly surprised at the matter. To find two Storytellers of the different Houses co-existing so peacefully was unusual, though, perhaps, she thought with faint regret, such was the ultimate fate of the scarcity of those descended from Cain. Beggars, she considered, could not be choosers.

Realising that the young girl was gazing at her with expectation, the older woman nodded.

“Indeed,” she remarked, “this is unusual, although we should not allow it to complicate matters. When we initially activated the time scoop, it was the boy of Cain we sensed first, was it not?”

The girl nodded nervously.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Straightening her back, placing her hands down upon the desk, Mara pushed the chair back and stood up, an ache running through her, the protest of her aged limbs, the rattle of the wind forever in her ears, forever reminding her of how much they stood to lose.

“Then it would make sense for us to continue with the original plan,” she said, gently easing herself around the desk, pausing to run her fingers through the magcat’s fur, eliciting a sharp glare in response.

She crossed the distance to the doorway, taking the young girl’s hands in hers, looking intently into her eyes.

“You are entrusted with a vital mission, young lady,” she said softly. “Do not allow hesitation to sway you. Trace the signature of his spirit once more and bring him here so that we might all be delivered.”

Sister Constance nodded with enthusiasm.

“Y-Yes, ma’am,” she said, her eagerness, her need to please in her girlish features.

Mara released her, letting the warmth of her young hands slide from her. With parting words, she watched the girl hurry back along the curve of the dimly lit corridor, the bristling fire of torches illuminating her passing.

Was this the right thing, she asked herself. Was it right to make such a sacrifice, to offer up a life so that they might persist? Was it acceptable to offer up a boy so that their hateful world might persist? Sharply, she drew breath into her lungs, felt the tremble of life still within her aged frame.


She cared not for the world, cared not for the pain, the rage, the sorrow of the winds, and yet to imagine the cosmos without such things was unthinkable—there was so much they had to preserve, so much they had to prevent from sinking back into the sands.


She nodded to herself, setting her face in an expression of conviction.

The Storyteller would be removed from time, cut off from the power of the Fictionsphere, that imaginary realm that granted him his strength, and in this lonely place, they would bury his body, until, at last, the fire and the winds that threatened to wash them away once more were finally appeased.

Aimi Underwood shrugged free of her coat and flung it dejectedly over the banister of the staircase that led up towards the higher level of the house. In the dark of the hallway, there was no sound, no whisper of television or radio, no conversation between her patient parents.

Just as well, she thought, still feeling woozy despite the bus and the walk home.

She didn’t like to admit that the Green Man, despite being Donna’s discovery, was terribly more convenient for her than going down into Camden. It wasn’t that she felt any real affinity with Pinner, with the Met Line, but it was easier to get served out here, she thought, easier even than in Birmingham, which she once called home, where the nights were so much colder, and everyone was so much more forgiving of her age on account of her perceived attractiveness.

She nodded to herself, a drunken congratulation, nice to be nice, as that poet they had studied in English had said.

She was doing all right, not great, but all right, and if things between her and Sam had worked out, then that would have been great.

It was difficult with Sam though. She was never really sure if she liked him, or if she just liked the idea of him. Nor was she especially sure if Ayesha liked him, and the prospect of that made her nervous, unwilling to enter into a competition with her friend.


At least there was no danger of Donna expressing interest, she thought, as she resolutely despised him. Slut, she had called him to his face, cheater, all of these other unflattering words.


Where there was smoke, there probably was fire, but all that stuff about him sleeping around, about him getting a girl from college pregnant, she had decided simply not to believe that.

It was hard to believe the worst in people, especially when those people were your friends.

A sudden tremble ran through her, and she reached out for the banister of the staircase, uncertain if this was simply a symptom of her drunkenness or if it was something else, some dissonance with the world.

It felt like the kind of feeling when you’re close to a tube station; it felt like a train passing beneath her feet, rattling along in the clay and dirt below, yet her house was in a quiet street a good fifteen minutes’ walk from the station in the wrong direction, there was no way she should be feeling the rattle of trains beneath her.

Still, the sensation ran through her.

She looked up anxiously as a light came on upstairs, signs of her parents stirring, a fact that provided her with great relief in that it made it clear that it was not just her experiencing this sudden unsteadiness.

Despite this relief, however, she knew that any involvement of her parents would also mean trying to discover where she had been, and why she smelt of Polo mints and alcohol.

“Shit,” she murmured softly to herself, more for the comfort of hearing her own voice.

Was it an earthquake, was it even possible to have an earthquake so close to London?

At the far end of the hallway, she could see the kitchen, the moonlight illuminating a small patch of linoleum floor—and then there was the shadow of another, and her breath caught, her heart in her throat.

“M-Mum?” she stammered.

The shadow in the kitchen turned, moved, and she caught a brief glimpse of a woman, older than her, trapped in the moonlight, familiar, her face full of fury, her hair cut short at chin length—a woman she did not know standing in her kitchen.

“Aimi?” a voice called.

She looked up, relief flooding her face as she saw her mother standing at the top of the stairs, wrapped in a pink dressing gown, her glasses wonky on the bridge of her nose.

She opened her mouth, her eyes darting again to where the figure stood in the kitchen. There was no one there, no sign that she had ever been there.

Trembling, she tried to force a smile to her lips.

“H-Hi, Mum,” she stammered.

“Is it an earthquake?” her mother asked.

“I was just thinking that!” Aimi exclaimed, sounding possibly too excited, the alcohol in her system leaving her prone to sudden and loud proclamations.

“Do we have earthquakes here?” her mother mused, talking more to herself than to her daughter, one foot on the stairs, one still on the landing.

She stopped, wavering, uncertain suddenly, and behind her thick glasses, Aimi Underwood’s mother, as if suddenly aware of the strangeness of the situation, narrowed her eyes.

“Aimi Underwood, have you been drinking?” she demanded.

A lock of mock surprise crossed her daughter’s face, a playful smile pulling at her lips.

“As if!” she protested.

Again, the ground rumbled, and she felt a strange and sudden warmth touch her, light pouring in through the glazed glass of the front door, casting her shadow out long before her, the whisper of something in her head, something calling to her.

“What’s going on down there?” her mother demanded.

“If I knew, I’d tell you,” she called, the light growing stronger at her back.

She moved her head, turning to look at the door, and then hastily looked away, yet it seemed as if the light was all encompassing, burning into the darkness of every corner.

She had to move, she knew that, but fear held her firmly in place.

“Aimi, I’m coming down there,” her mother called, and she became aware of the sound of her father stirring also.

“D-Don’t!” she said in sudden panic, the feeling of something strange stirring within her, something familiar, something awful.


There was a moment in which, standing in the hallway before the stairs, her coat over the banister, she thought she had been through this before and yet could not recall it but for the suggestion, as if someone had neatly sliced through her experiences and was carving up what she remembered and what she had forgotten.


Angrily, nervously, she shook her head. This wasn’t real, this was spooky magic stuff, the kind of thing that Sam always professed to understand but never explained.

“What’s going on?” she heard her dad call.

“S-Something weird,” Aimi stammered in reply.

The light grew stronger still, a cascade of colours refracted through the glass of the door.


Move, she told herself, suddenly sober. Move, find someone who understands.


“Aimi, what’s happening?” her mother asked in panic.

She lifted her head, meeting her gaze, and panic filled her.

“Don’t, Mum!” she tried to warn.

The ground shook with sudden and terrible violence.

With a sudden crash like water against the rotting wooden supports of harbour dwellings, the harsh colours beyond exploded inwards, engulfing the room. The door behind her exploded from the frame, thrown forward in fragments with such force that, when they hit her, she too was propelled, tumbling over the carpet, smashing the table with the phone book and telephone sideways, her lips open in a cry, blood in her mouth from the impact.

On the stairs, caught in the brilliance of the illumination, her mother’s essence dissolved, the flesh stripped from the bone, the bone ground to black ash. Sprawled out on the carpet amongst the ruin of the coffee table, Aimi Underwood also was taken by the light, sinking down into the morass of colour, dropping out of the world, carried away into another.
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