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    For my Mother. A lost soul if there ever was one.

      

    



  	
        
            
             

'The order of everything has shifted and I cannot see the sky.'
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Chapter One

A Late Night Intervention

[image: ]




The recipient of that first knowledge was not particularly grateful. Though it was creeping towards midnight and slumber beckoned, that was the night that the Whisper Clocks were born.

They say it was some unanticipated attempt to balance the equation, ‘I’m part of it now, pulled in, pulled under.’ she heard herself say after she had had some time to reflect. 

There was money involved of course, to help move the unmovable, whose souls could not be reached by other means. Money had been involved since even before the building of the first city. 

Who knows how many times money had changed hands since then? How many tallies had been made in how many ledgers? Even then those preternatural ghostly voices were finding secret ways to express themselves. Quietly whispering as those ancient hands scratched their marks upon the parchment.

As the present day recipient lay scribbling these thoughts in her bed, barely able to keep her eyes open, the sound of an aeroplane overhead scraped all along the roof of the deep blue night sky. Drifting in and out of audibility like some giant whisper bird petitioning the heavens.

What crude thoughts these were, to ooze out of her sleepy head she reflected once more. Forcing her eye lids to remain open just a little longer as her pen traced its spidery way across the page. Listening to the expectant sound of the thousands of soon to be born whisper clocks as they sensed their moment had finally come.

The rumble of the traffic and sounds of the passing trains combined to tip her over the edge into the very jaws of slumber. She forced open her eyes even as she became more and more reluctant to stay awake with each passing second.

This then, is how the Whisper Clocks were finally born. Those secret hidden voices that etched their name on eternity and damnation. At that precise moment a car door slammed across the dark barely illuminated street. Its deep resonant engine ticked over before disappearing into that sleepy tottering night, that rolled out like a crumpled blanket before her. 

When the sound of its slow ponderous growl was gone, only the Whisper Clocks remained. Watching their chosen witness tumble into sleep, when her eyes could no longer remain open, as that ghostly nativity was finally over.  
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Chapter Two

Returned From Dust
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It was a brisk autumn day and the train which had spent the morning whisking across the country bound for Edinburgh emptied some more of its human cargo. The rhythmic automized voice of the announcer informed commuters that the long serpentine construction would shortly resume its journey. 

Though that is not why we are here. The matter which concerns us was taking place on the platform on the other side of the station. There stood a woman in her early forties, who had been travelling in the opposite direction. A teaching union representative, making the journey down from Scotland, to meet an old colleague.

By the nest of display screens, close to the cafe and jolly eaterie, the main bulk of the passengers congregated. A little tired from her journey, the woman chose to stand at the far, quieter end of the platform before commencing the second part of her journey. 

It was her time honoured spot, the place where she frequently stood on these fond travels. In the hurry to depart her train, her coat and scarf had been arranged in a discordant manner. As she adjusted them to something more suitable, someone spoke to her. 

‘They call me Mintum Arvam. Which one are you?’ said an old mysterious, ethereal female voice above her, as the woman finished arranging her scarf underneath the large Victorian clock that protruded grandly from the station wall.

She did not reply to this unexpected inquiry, in fact she did her upmost to ignore the strange whispery voice that was so intent on speaking to her. Hoping intensely and with great fervour, that it would go away if she ignored it.  

‘I know that you can hear me.’ continued Mintum Arvam, who’s voice seemed to be coming from the clock itself and also from inside the woman at the same time, which was undoubtedly the most disconcerting thing of all and why she had done her best to ignore it.

It was almost as if her proximity to the clock allowed her to tune into a supernatural radio station she had not heard before but had always been there. For the disembodied supernatural voice had been in existence for a very long time. It was the voice of an old, old forgotten minor goddess, who had like her many kin had finagled her way back from oblivion to peek out at the light of day.

Sat in the cafe further up the platform beyond the nest of display screens, the bleary eyed woman from the first chapter scribbled down this second instalment even though it was occurring beyond the sight of her own eyes. Many years had passed since the she had begun.

Sometimes her fevered writing was ahead of the actual events and other times behind them. Having no choice in the matter but to write and tell these tales whenever her instigators chose her to do so.

‘Of course I can hear you.’ said the woman on the platform in a terse Musselburgh accent, completely unable to see the scribe beyond as she hurriedly wrote her words down.

The woman underneath the clock shifted her feet, her body language conveying the displeasure in her voice. She looked around slightly flushed, unsure if anyone had heard her talking to herself. For it was very clear by the other people’s reactions, that she was the only one on the whole platform that could hear Mintum Arvam speak.

‘Do not worry. They cannot hear you either. This is a private conversation between the two of us. My name is Mintum Arvam, returned from dust. I once roamed the Kazakh Steppe in endless search of those that could sense me. For I have spent an eternity in the places in-between.’ informed Mintum Arvam with an air both of secrecy and persuasion.

‘My name is Susan.’ the woman admitted with very very great reluctance.

‘I have noticed you before Susan, moving in amongst them all. So many now, not like the endless barren wastelands where I was born. I have observed this much about you Susan Brightwater, that you often stand here on this very platform casually gazing at the door that reads STAFF ONLY, forever wondering what lays behind it. For I know a great deal about doorways Susan.’ said Mintum Arvam in grand declaration.  

‘What the devil are you!? Get out of my head!’ answered Susan angrily, the spectral voice touching a nerve as she tried to gather her thoughts around her and guard them from its sight.

‘We are echoes, that is what we are. Confined to the shadows no longer, my dusty kindred and I observe you and are a part of you. For at last, at last, at last, we found the one to set us free.’ said Mintum Arvam with a sense of rapture and relief.

As the train she was expecting arrived Susan did not wait for goodbyes and immediately set off in haste towards the carriage with the least number of prospective passengers. Gladly leaving Mintum Arvam behind her. Yet when she reached her quarry instead of boarding, she found herself standing blankly beside the metal doorway. 

When the conductor glanced across at her, instead of quickly alighting she stepped back and let the whistle blow for the train to depart. Susan then turned as if dazed and walked calmly towards the door marked STAFF ONLY pushed it open and went inside.  

What she found there was not what she had been expecting. The interior was derelict, damp and musty. There were pieces of masonry, pools of water and rubbish scattered around the floor, with an unfurled spool of train tickets lying at her feet. The sort of tickets you would see in an old movie. In spite of her doubts she surmised it was an abandoned Victorian waiting room, the broken old fashioned chairs strewn upon the floor confirmed it.

Somewhere else in the building, birds in great numbers flew around the rafters. There were sounds of the station beyond but they seemed so very distant. She turned, trying to connect where she was now with the voice on the platform and tried to leave through the very door that had always tugged at her curiosity.

It moved an inch and then moved no more. It felt as if a large elephant had sat down on the other side of the doorway. Although the hide of the metaphorical elephant gave slightly with pressure no further progress could be made. 

Through a thin crack in the doorway Susan could see the platform and she let out a loud desperate ‘Help!’ with an additional ‘I’m trapped in here!’ as she banged urgently on the door. At which the crack shut firmly closed and would not open once more.

The sound of birds behind her caught her attention and she noticed an interior door on the other side of the forlorn waiting room. Expecting it too to be stuck, she pushed hard on it but instead it threw itself open and she went tumbling into what lay beyond.

As with the first doorway she felt an eerie further disconnection from the platform from whence she had come. The world she had known seemed very far away now. Getting up with bruised knees and grazed palms, she found herself standing in a large medieval barn that smelt of hay and animals long gone by. 

Concluding that something far from natural had happened to her and it may not be entirely safe to be here, Susan flew round to try the door through which she had entered. Like its cousin in the waiting room, it too gave only a fraction and remained shut. The barn side of the door that faced her, was completely different from the Victorian one through which she had entered. A discovery that did not reassure her at all.

The sounds of the platform were entirely gone, all that remained was the continual murmur and flight of birds above. Up in the wooden rafters of the barn hundreds of pigeons flew back and forth. Or rather the sound of them and the blur of motion but the actual birds themselves could not be seen. Merely the echoes of hundreds of pigeons passed in perpetual motion.

Bales of hay filled the whole barn in random lopsided stacks. With even more of it laid strewn across every part of the huge cobbled floor that sprawled out in front of her. Tiny windows and long narrow ventilation holes, let in shafts of bright sunlight and at the same time created pools of shadow. The sharp smell of livestock pervaded her nostrils and there was no escaping it, though no actual animals could be seen. 

As Susan adjusted to her new environment she took a few steps forward in tentative exploration, becoming aware of another sensory layer which had eluded her before. There was the faint noise and fleeting blur of livestock of all kinds and the farm hands that had tended them. Barely perceptible echoes of times past. Just the sounds and traces of movement, yet far fainter than those of the pigeons in the rafters. 

With each swoop the pigeons made, the type of livestock changed, as did the clothes of the farmhands. All she could catch were faint glimpses and at last even that concentration was too much to sustain and she had to let them go. She remained dimly aware of their presence, but was unable to focus on the detail for any longer. Only then did she notice a figure at farthest end of the barn. It was a woman sat upon a barrel, glimpsed through a partition wall with a simple open doorway.

Susan immediately began walking to towards the figure, urgently needing some explanation of what was happening to her. Crossing the wide cobbled floor she stepped on two wooden shutters in the very centre of the barn. They bent a little under her weight and she stepped back in alarm, then circumvented them and continued.

Slightly afraid as she approached her quarry, Susan could see quite clearly it was an older woman in rural medieval garb. Ruminating on her pipe, her foot resting on a bale of hay. The closer Susan got the less like a mirage she seemed. The smell of hay, livestock and damp stonework and the sound of her own footsteps making everything seem completely real and natural, in spite of all the evidence to the contrary. 

‘So thou hast come to talk to me have ye stranger?’ said the older woman thoughtfully, closer inspection revealing her to be in her late fifties and of a ruddy complexion with a European accent Susan couldn’t quite place.

‘There is no one else to talk to, save the absent pigeons.’ Susan replied awkwardly, having no road map for such a conversation.

‘Some would call them ghosts, but echoes is what they are. They’ve been here as long this old barn, longer even than that.’ said the woman refusing to take her pipe from her mouth.

‘Where is here?’ asked Susan unable to hide her fear and confusion.

‘The Penumbra, that’s where ye be. Don’t ye know it?’ said the woman.

‘No, I never been here before.’ said Susan, none the wiser.

‘It’s a place of echoes and doors.’ said the woman, ‘That’s all ye will find here. That and the host of minor gods but they won’t show themselves unless they bloody well want to.’ said the woman raising her voice.

‘How did you get here?’ Susan asked, the more she knew the more daunting it became.

‘Like ye I warrant, curiosity and a guided hand. Some can hear ‘em, some can’t. That’s how people end up here. You know it, I can see it in ye.’ the woman said, a chink of darkness in her voice.

‘The door behind you, is that where you’re from?’ asked Susan by way of confirming what the woman had said.

‘It’s how I got in here!’ laughed the woman finally taking her pipe from her mouth.

‘What’s beyond it?’ she pressed.

‘Door after door after door. I’ve been through too many of ‘em. I lost my way and I can’t go home. Not now, not ever unless they let me.’ the woman said bitterly.

‘On the other side of my door, is another one still and that one leads outside. Outside to the real world.’ said Susan.

‘Long time since I’ve seen that.’ said the woman, ‘You’re a guided hand love, that’s what ye are.’

‘Then you better follow me, if they can’t let you out straight by themselves.’ said Susan feeling a sense of purpose.

‘I’ll better go where I’m guided or I’ll end up in dust.’ said the woman ruefully, tapped her pipe on side of the barrel and jumped down. The glowing embers fell upon the hay and she quickly lifted her apron skirts and stamped them out with her rough brown work boots.

In spite of this the hay caught alight of its own accord, even without the burning embers to ignite it.

‘Ghostfire!’ said the woman, for the flames were akin to the almost pigeons above them.

There was the sound, the consequence, the movement and the heat of fire, but the like the pigeons the flames themselves were absent. Yet the hay smouldered, smoked and charred rapidly regardless. It was just as deadly as mortal flames, making Susan afraid enough to turn to flee.

‘Walk, don’t run! Keep an eye on where ye are going, don’t get lost in the panic.’ said the woman sternly at her, as the flames caught light to the rafters causing a flurry of alarm amongst the almost pigeons.

As they passed through the open doorway in the partition the whole barn was now ablaze all around them. As they hurried out into the wide expanse of the main barn, the shutters in the centre of the room banged open. A disturbing manner of creature leapt out and landed on its four vast paws. 

‘And here I find thee, making trysts with frail mortals.’ said a half woman half lion, her long black hair streaming about her,  ‘Fear not thou rabid Dutch wench, this shall be thy last day and she will trouble ye no longer.’

The creature had a lion’s body but it was covered in the scales of a pangolin, save for her face and hands. She spoke to them with an Italian accent from the time long before unification, when the city states were in their height of majesty. 

The creature was sophisticated, intelligent and learned. As fierce and proud as any Sforza that looked out of the windows of Castello Sforzesco. Black and trimmed with gold were the grand cuffs about her ankles, as was a caparision blanket laid across her back like the horse of some feudal knight.

‘My trysts are my business Ravella Manticore! We have no fealty ye and I, save the twisted fictional romance ever playing out in thy thrice damned head.’ called back the woman slipping her pipe into the pocket of her apron.

‘There is some justice then thou foul recanter, we spent one night together by the fire and it has followed thee hence to burn out thy jaded pipe smoking heart.’ spat back Ravella.

‘And when the morning came there was no sweet maid but a wicked manticore who slit me open so my gut could welcome the rising sun. I still have the scar across my gizzard as a dear token of thy affection.’ the medieval woman replied.

‘Then I must gave thee another to match it.’ snarled Ravella and made a monstrous pounce towards them.

‘Run child or you will die!’ screamed her quarry at Susan and the two of them ran at full pelt between the burning bales of hay.

Ravella Manticore turned a wide circle as they escaped her then thundered after them in a great fury, easily catching up to them no matter how fast they ran.

‘Damn you Mintum Arvam.’ muttered Susan as she turned in fear,  Ravella almost upon them.

‘It is time for thee to suffer well!’ cried the huge manticore  and rushed at them, her prey scattering in opposite directions.

As she leapt upon the source of her fury Ravella found her head engulfed by a squall of almost pigeons. In moments the full complement of absent birds whirled hindered and cried about her, no matter which way her great lionous form turned.

‘Swift swallow, fly!’ shouted Susan’s companion yanking her by the wrist so hard it almost broke and the two of them ran for their lives.

The flurry of ghost birds circled about the mewling manitcore, sending the entire barn into a frenzied inferno. When her fleeing prey reached the door to the waiting room, it was completely engulfed in ghostfire. Susan pulled off her coat and the two of them used it to drag the blazing wooden door open.

Behind them the almost pigeons had forced Ravella to revert to her human form and she ran this way and that screaming, finally diving between the shutters the way she had come. 

Her quarry slammed the waiting room door shut and prayed the spectral flames would not follow them. Afterwards they stood there in the damp Victorian waiting room with their blistered hands on their knees as they caught their breath.

‘Can’t say I like it much.’ said the Dutch woman as she stood up and looked about her. Above their heads in the dark ceiling was the sound of hundreds of ghost birds who had somehow followed them through. Their wild agitation ceased and they upon the floor and cooed soothingly now the calamity was over.

‘We’re not staying. Let’s pray your unseen friends let us out.’ said Susan looking up and then pushed hard on the door that opened onto the platform and the whole flock of almost pigeons poured out with them. 

The not quite birds settling in the rafter of the station roof, frightening the living pigeons far away.

‘I know ‘em, they know me, but that’s all there is to it. Kinship is far more than that.’ remarked the woman as she squinted in the daylight and looked perturbed by the sights and sounds around her, the tannoy announcing the next train making her scowl greatly.

‘Is there somewhere I can take you?’ said Susan quite concerned by the woman’s reaction.

‘The last time I was outside it were Oliver Cromwell’s lot and then the ruddy Restoration. I think I know this modern world well enough.’ she replied.

‘Far more time has passed than you think. Who will tell you when to walk and when to run?’ said Susan.

‘I’ll go my own way, thank ye. No more guiding hands this day, for both our fingers are burnt. But we ain’t done yet me and thee. I feel it in my bones, such as they are.’ answered the woman with a sniff and lit her pipe once more from a vintage box of matches in her apron.

‘What’s your name?’ said Susan as the woman turned to leave.

‘Today’s not the day for names, it’s too soon for that. Let me be on my way and I shall see thee when I see thee.’ said the woman as Susan looked round at the next train drawing in.

When she glanced back the woman was gone, with no sign or her fore or aft. The great flock of almost pigeons had departed with her making Susan feel suddenly quite alone.

She looked up with trepidation at the large clock on the wall looming above her but it was silent now. As if Mintum Arvam’s objective had been achieved, for the time being at least. 

The long metal serpent on the platform behind her made a loud whistle then departed and Susan remembered she was very late for her meeting. Panic caught her and she ran down the platform to catch the next impatient train. 
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Chapter Three

A Fall From Great Heights
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‘Little rat, little rat fly away home.’ said Ciriya Tukkam as the woman continued on, checked her phone and had already forgotten the small dead bloodied rodent she had walked past a moment ago.

The woman in question put her phone back into her bag, turned the corner and briefly glanced up at the large gold plated clock, three storeys above her from where the voice had come.

‘I don’t have time to talk to you.’ sighed Felicity and crossed the street leaving the large ostentatious time piece behind her.

‘Then worry not, for it is only the passing of a small humble creature. We had many conversations and I will miss her for you. A nameless rat she was, one of many multitudinous kin. Glorious in her own industrious way and more than worthy of my remembrance.’ continued Ciriya Tukkam with a sad regretful tone in her voice.

‘I am not worried.’ said Felicity tersely, as her phone chimed a notification.

With a little sigh she retrieved it, typed a quick reply and returned the phone to her bag then carried on walking.

‘I cannot ascertain the method of her fatal malady. Some passing car perhaps. An unfortunate encounter with a particularly angry pigeon. Or one of those small aggressive little dogs always on the look-out for ankles to bite. Poison would be another explanation save for the bloody wound upon her side. A cat perhaps, or some unanticipated encounter with a heavy object. In fact she may have been in the guttering high above and lost her footing.’ concluded Ciriya Tukkam in a moment of inspiration.

‘I am sorry for the loss of your little friend.’ muttered Felicity under her breath as she headed down towards her bus stop, the pavement dark and damp from the nights rain.

‘No you are not, but I will not waste breath to chide or reprimand you. If there is a Great Mother of Rodents, then my tiny friend has returned to the eternal comfort of her ratty bosom. Otherwise she just a little stiff board of rotting fur being kicked about on the pavement.’ said Ciriya Tukkam with small hint of melancoholy.

‘You are forever fretting on some dead sparrow or possessing an antique digital watch at a car boot sale to forlornly tell me about a garden snail that has got accidentally crushed on the path. Or about my friends hamster who departed to the great beyond after a very respectable tally of hamster years. Why the hell do you pester me with it all?’ fumed Felicity at last, her patience finally gone.

‘For I am Ciriya Tukkam, Goddess of the Passing Of Small Things. I grieve for those that others do not.’ came her sad declaration in reply.

‘Well Ciri you’ve had my five minutes today, I’ve got a bus to catch.’ said Felicity tersely and hurried off.

As she stood at the bus stop, the wind turned a little chill. The bus that Felicity had been expecting, disappeared from the wide narrow display that hung from ceiling of the shelter, without arriving. The next bus appeared on the display and it was always uncertain whether it too would disappear without trace, with no apology given for not fulfilling its most basic of obligations.

It was accompanied by that familiar little pang of despair that comes when one is tired and just wants to go home and the scheduled bus instead of arriving just seems fall into a black hole. That moment of distraction was what allowed the next thoughts to come. Something in her head latched onto the words of Ciriya Tukkam, Goddess of the Passing of Small Things and the view of the bus stop was gone in a blink.

In an instant she found herself on the move, even though her surroundings seemed unfamiliar to her. Hunger and insatiable curiosity, sending her out through a hole where roof meets building. Swiftly squeezing through to find herself paddling in the rain water that had accumulated in the guttering. The bright gaudy lights of the city night all around her.

The water smelt sweet with the fragrance of rotting leaves. There in front of her was an island of damp moss which she hurried towards and began to chew and slurp at. Taking in as much moisture as she could and savouring the distinctive flavour of green velvety morsels in her mouth.

She climbed on top of it and her sharp nostrils caught the scent of something else. The distinctive odour of a rotting pigeon at far end of the gutter. She galloped through the little stream of rainwater eager for that first bite. The rank malodorous smell becoming infinitely stronger and more enticing the closer she got. 

By the time she reached the grey and purple feathered carcass that seemed curled up on itself, her fur was damp from the water of the guttering. Quickly she pulled out the feathers around the open wound and began to chew greedily on the rooting meat. Her little paws seized a fat maggot and bit it in two.

The pigeons wing hung defeated over the side of the gutter. It began to rain heavily and she decided to pull off as much meat from the decaying bird as she could carry and return to warmth of the roof interior to eat it. 

She knew very well there was a good little bolt hole right at the end of the guttering and she scampered over the lifeless pigeon to find a better position before she began harvesting its putrid flesh in earnest. As she did so the wing of the pigeon shifted with her weight.

In a moment of panic she snatched at a feather to stop herself falling and it came away in her paw. That little burst of momentum was enough to send her tumbling down. The manner of her initial descent was such that the whole street span as she fell head over heels again and again.

Her front paws desperately clawed for something to hold onto to cease her fall. But there was nothing at all to save from her painful impact with the concrete below. She landed heavily on her shoulder causing a large unrepairable wound. The jolt of the collision broke her little neck and inspired her carotid artery to instantly haemorrhage in sympathy.
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