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  Genetic engineering, a Bronze Age warrior in the 21st century, a 21st-century archaeologist in the Bronze Age, an artist whose creations have a life, dryads, aliens, near-future space flight, distant-future life in Earth’s space junk belt, a house of ghosts, fallen angels and demons…

These are the worlds explored in this collection of ten stories of science fiction and fantasy from David Bridger.


Lollipop

I exist. At first, my only sensation is awareness of my existence. Nothing physical. Not even a sense of time passing. My passive consciousness remains neutrally buoyant in a motionless soup.

The event that rouses me from that comfortable state is remembering my death.

I don’t suffer the screaming terror of my car falling into the canyon, but I recall it.

After that, my memory grows organically.

My name is Stuart Buchanan.

I never believed in an afterlife while I was breathing. But now, with my mind wearing the identity like a comfortable old coat, I suppose I’m still Stuart after my death.

Lollipop.

That was Sophie’s pet name for me. She screamed it when my car’s brakes failed, crashing us through the barrier and hurling us out into thin air.

This time, I feel the terror of the long fall into the canyon. My emotional responses must be growing alongside the detailed scope of my memory.

A road trip, Lollipop! Take me on a road trip in your beautiful car!

Sophie’s squeaky voice always irritated me. I put up with it because she was adoring and enthusiastic in bed, but I wouldn’t have chosen it to be the last living sound I heard.

That association isn’t a comfortable part of the old coat.

Elaine is. My wife. She wasn’t baby-doll pretty like Sophie, like all of Sophie’s predecessors. In fact, she was quite plain to start with and grew steadily more stern-faced over the years as her demanding career left its mark. But she was an amazing person, and I always loved her.

She was one of the top genetic engineers in the world. I never really understood her work, and she didn’t bore me with details. But whatever it was she did in those high-security laboratories, it paid for my life of supercars and glamorous women.

I was a selfish shit.

Until the day Elaine sat me down and said she couldn’t bear the pain of my infidelities any longer. She still loved me. Did I still love her? Because if I didn’t, she would give me an easy divorce and set me up in luxury for life. But if I genuinely loved her and wanted to stay, she couldn’t bear it if I took any more lovers.

I genuinely did love her, so I stayed, and for the next ten years our life together was good.

Then I met Sophie.

It was stupid. I knew that from the moment we started seeing each other. I was risking everything, and the risk was a bigger part of the attraction even than Sophie’s adoration and enthusiasm in bed.

Maybe this isn’t an afterlife. Maybe it’s a time for reflection before my mind ceases to exist.

Maybe.

Except that I heard something.

Just then, when I was thinking, I heard a distant noise.

Distant or muffled, I’m not sure. More muffled, I think, which means something is close.

I’m on high alert.

Time passes.

I can’t measure it, but I’m acutely aware of it passing.

More noises occur at intervals. I’m certain they’re muffled, not distant.

Am I in a coffin? That would be odd. Elaine knew I wanted to be cremated.

I wouldn’t like to be in a coffin.

A new noise occurs, closer, continuous, and in stereo. A rustle to my right, then to my left, then right again and left again and so on, while the dense, inky darkness of my universe lifts with each rustling circuit.

It glows red for a moment like a brief October dawn, and then a gauze bandage is removed from my eyes and I see the room.

It’s medical. Red light, white tiles, clean metal surfaces, and Elaine wearing a lab coat.

Elaine!

She doesn’t look at me. She’s winding the long gauze bandage around her hand and dropping it into a pedal bin.

Behind her, a full-length mirror is fixed to the wall, and I see me in it.

I’m a plant. A horror. A tall yucca trunk with my head stuck on top of it, sitting in a tray of reflective oily liquid and nested in a web of machines and tubes.

I have my eyes and my high forehead and strong chin but no mouth or nose. No outer ears, although my inner ears must exist because I can hear machinery humming.

I feel the terror of my long fall into the canyon.

I try to breathe, panicking for long seconds until I realise I clearly have no need to inhale. No ability to without a mouth and nose. The machines must be supplying oxygen to my brain.

Elaine stands before me, smiling. She loves me so much she’s brought me back. She’s growing me a new body. I can’t pretend it’s emotionally comfortable, but this is her genius, and if I had a heart, her love would warm it.

“Lollipop.” Her voice is flat. Her smile has gone.

She knows about Sophie.

That isn’t love in her eyes. It’s hell.

My hell.

She leaves the room through its thick security door. When she returns, she’s trundling a frame on castors. It’s the size of a vending machine and covered in a white sheet that doesn’t quite reach down to a tray like mine filled with reflective oily liquid. She positions it beside the wall mirror, connects its tubes to a column of machines, and whips off the sheet.

Sophie is a plant too. She blinks in the low light.

“Lollipop!”

Sophie has a mouth. She has all her facial features, her blonde hair in a bob, and a pair of lungs hanging from her yucca trunk, filling and emptying as she breathes. She has the same squeaky voice.

“Oh, Lollipop, what happened to you? You’re horrible!”

Elaine pauses at the thick steel door. “Enjoy eternity.” She slams the door shut behind her.

My fall into the canyon is endless.


The Hill on the Moss

My attic window looks across tarred black roofs to the sea, where the Muddy River pushes a bloom of brown water out into the grey, and to the far riverbank where the city glints back at the sun or glows under glowering thunder clouds or glitters like stars in the black night.

The river isn’t really muddy. It just looks like it is, Mum says, because of where it starts. Something about someone called Pete.

Names don’t always mean what they say.

Like Stony Beach isn’t stony. It’s gritty, red sand with some slices of sandy, red rock.

The beach is where we play. And in our school playground when the gates are locked shut and in the old quarries when someone breaks a fence. But the beach is best. No one shouts and chases us off from there.

Sometimes on the beach, I forget to be scared.

I’m one of the kids without a best friend. But it’s okay. No one picks on me too much because my dad’s scary, and people say one day I’ll grow big like him.

He’s strong like a giant and angry all the time and oily-dirty from the scrap metal yard.

If I’m needing a wee when he shouts, I wet myself. So I always wee as soon as I need one because wetting myself makes him even angrier, and when he starts hitting, I’m scared he won’t stop.

Mum gets between us when she’s there, and then he hits her instead.

I wish she wouldn’t do that.

Neighbours called the police on him twice when he was hitting Mum bad and too angry to stop. The police don’t come to Billet much, but Dad knew these two from the scrapyard. They checked Mum was still alive and then left, telling Dad the caller hadn’t given her name.

The second time, he opened bottles of beer and sat outside our house with them, drinking and laughing together while Mum went to bed. No one called them on him again.

I’m tall for seven, but I don’t want to grow up big like him.

We’re leaving Billet. Leaving my attic bedroom and my school and the beach and all the families of quarrymen and fisherfolk. Moving around the island to live in Rock Village, in the basement of a big, old house by the moss.

Kids on Stony Beach say the moss is scary, but Mum is going to be the housekeeper and Dad the caretaker of Breck House. Dad will be there all the time. The moss means nothing scary to me next to that.

It’s a sea of dark, green nothingness under a flat, grey sky. Miles and miles of marsh.

I’ve never heard anywhere so quiet.

Except for the birds. Not seagulls, squabbling and screeching like they do over Billet. These birds talk quietly out on the marsh, almost below my hearing until I listen for them.

The owner of our new home is an old man called Sampson. He’s employed Mum to clean his house since she left school. His housekeeper just retired, and Mum’s taken her place.

Sampson has clean, white hair brushed back from his high forehead, and he reads lots of books. Every room upstairs is filled with them. He’s quiet and calm, and his eyes twinkle bright blue when he chuckles.

He says the moss is a wetland. It’s five miles across between our Muddy River in the north and the River Wrax in the south, and twenty miles from Rock Island to the mainland over where the sun rises.

A hundred years ago, it was a salt marsh, he says, until they laid a new raised surface on top of the old Roman road alongside the Wrax to take quarried rock to the mainland and built the railway embankment alongside the Muddy to take office workers into the city. The tides couldn’t flood it anymore, and now it’s a freshwater marsh. A boggy wetland.

On the Friday afternoon of the week before the autumn school term starts, Sampson invites me to have tea with him on the long lawn that slopes down to the moss.

I can smell the marsh from his tidy green lawn that Dad isn’t looking forward to maintaining. It smells old and almost tasty, like cockles and winkles on sale at Stony Beach and bubble and squeak and a hundred other things I don’t know the names for.

“St. George’s might be a bit difficult at first,” Sampson says.

The kids on Stony Beach warned me about this before I left Billet. They said I’ll get my head kicked in.

Mum carries a silver tray down from the house and places it on the table between us. A silver teapot, fine china cups with delicate handles that I’m scared of breaking, and lemon drizzle cake on matching side plates. Her lovely smile warms me all through.

“Lawrence, Sampson has bought you a new school uniform for St. George’s.”

New shoes too. Clean-smelling heavy leather ones like none I’ve ever worn before, and a new leather satchel. I’ve already tried everything on, but this is her reminding me to thank him.

“Thank you.”

“My pleasure. This is a lovely tea, Vanessa. Thank you.”

Mum smiles again and returns to the house.

“My brother and I went to St. George’s.” Sampson pours our tea through a silver strainer. “We didn’t like it much, and they certainly didn’t like us, but our father was rich, so they had to suck it up.”

Lucky old Sampson and his brother.

Dad carries a bucket of paintbrushes out to the cold tap beneath our kitchen window and starts cleaning them. He’s spent our first week here decorating our new home, which isn’t a basement after all. It’s the entire lower ground floor of the house, and my bedroom is huge!

I can feel Dad glaring at us from eighty feet away. It makes the lemon cake difficult to swallow, so I let it melt in my mouth.

“The school hasn’t changed much since Warwick and I were there. So I made a donation, like my father used to. We don’t need to worry your parents about this. I just want to reassure you that everything will be okay.”

He pours himself another cup of tea and offers to pour me one too, but I haven’t finished my first cup.

“If any teachers make you feel like you don’t belong, you tell me. I’ll deal with them. As for the children, I’m afraid you’ll have to find a way through it like Warwick and I had to. But I do have a couple of suggestions if you’re interested.”

I am.

“First, you might be a bit behind your new classmates in some lessons. Don’t worry. I’ll help you with that. We’ll have you ahead of them in no time.”

That’s a relief.

“Second, I recommend you explore the moss.”

I stare out over the stinking nothingness.

“Warwick and I did. It kept our spirits up when things were unpleasant at school.”

He tilts his head. “You don’t say much, do you?”

Best not to.

His eyes flicker towards Dad and his face goes serious, but then he’s smiling at me all friendly again. “I’m going fishing on the moss tomorrow. Would you like to come along?”

I would.

***

“Do you know what a triangle is?” he asks the next day.

We’re sitting on the highest bank of a three-sided pond with our fishing rods sticking out over the still, green water.

I do.

“Do you know what type of triangle this is?”

“A smelly one.”

There’s that twinkly-eyed chuckle. “The moss does whiff a bit, but you get used to it. I don’t even notice it anymore.”

I can see all of Rock Village from here, stretched out along the foot of East Cliff. There’s more of it than I thought.

There are two churches, one with a tall spire near the left end of the village and one with a tower near the right end, and in the middle is a big stone building like a fort with two pointed green turrets and a tarmac playground out front.

Breck House stands apart, away to the right and closer to the moss than any other houses.

But I’m more interested in the moss than the village because now that I’m in it, the air is filled with the chatter, buzzing, warbles, rustles and plops of birds and animals and insects getting on with their busy lives, and the different sounds of water everywhere.

“It’s a scalene triangle, all different length sides, like a right-angled triangle leaning over backwards. Don’t worry, I’ll teach you all this stuff. Keep them off your back at St. George’s.”

He’s true to his word, and from the start, it’s clear I’m going to learn more from him and his house of books than I will in any lessons at school.

He says he’s a scholar, not a teacher, but his enthusiasm is catching, and before long, I have to take care not to annoy my teachers with all my new knowledge.

I take his advice about exploring the moss. Without too much enthusiasm at first, but he’s doing right by me and the moss thing seems important to him, so I explore it.

And he’s right. I start to enjoy it.

Fortunately, the Stony Beach kids were wrong about the St. George’s kids kicking my head in. I’ve never been in a less violent place. There is no kicking of heads here.

But that doesn’t mean they like me. They think I’m scum. They tell me so every day.

In the first week, they call me Billet, as if they’re spitting. Then they start calling me Mossy. I can’t see why that’s an insult, but when it sticks, I ask Sampson what they’re on about.

“Mossies are people who live on the marsh.”

I lift my head from a book of birds and stare at my reflection in the darkened window. I’ve been walking around on the moss for four weeks now, never too far from Breck House but getting to know some tracks and enjoying the sweet birdsong and forgetting about the smell of the place that was so overwhelming at first. “I haven’t seen anyone out there.”

He doesn’t look up from his book, over in his fireside armchair. “They’ll have seen you, though.”

“Who are they?”

“Just people.”

“Where are they? How can I find them?”

“You won’t unless they want you to.” He takes pity on me and lowers his book. “They’re curious people. Find somewhere comfortable to sit. Take a book. If you keep turning up, they might say hello.”

He stares into the fire. “That’s how Warwick and I met them.”

***

At half-term, I take Sampson’s binoculars and my favourite book of birds, choose a rise of ground above a dark pond, and spend hours of every day studying finches and roosting swallows.

On the fourth morning, I’m fascinated by a sparrowhawk hunting silently across the moss, so I nearly miss the small human face watching me from inside a bed of tall reeds.

It’s a girl. I think. About my age, I think. I can’t say for sure because, although she’s only twenty feet away, she blends in so well.

I only notice her at all because her face moves slightly when I pause to adjust the binoculars. It’s round and brown among the slender, yellow reed stalks.

She’s standing in pond water. I have no idea how she got there without sloshing about or jostling the reeds.

I don’t let on that I’ve seen her. Sampson said mossies are skittish, so I ignore her as if she’s a small animal I don’t want to frighten away.

“You can stop pretending. I know you’ve seen me.” Her voice is calm and quiet, but in the stillness of the moss, it carries clearly.

I look directly at her for the first time, but she’s gone. “Hello?”

“Hello.” She’s behind me, climbing my ridge of rough grass, dripping water from her trousers and moccasins.

I don’t know what her clothes are made of. Woven grass? Her bow and arrows are small, but they look real. She’s taller than me, and her dark hair is tied back in a ponytail. She sits cross-legged beside me in a waft of air like grass after rain. “I’m Fionn.”

“Fiona?”

“Fionn.”

“I’m Lawrence.”

“You’re from the big house.”

“Yes.”

“Are you hunting birds?”

“Watching them. Learning about them.”

“So you can hunt them.”

“No.”

She has a serious face. She sits as still as stone, but her eyes are watchful.

“How did you know I’d seen you?”

“I’ve been watching you. Your shape changed when you saw me.”

“Why have you been watching me?” I look at her sharp arrows. “So you can hunt me?”

Her lips twitch. It’s a tiny movement, gone before it starts. “Someone wants to meet you. A man. Will you run away if I call him?”

I’m not sure. “No.” I’m really not sure.

She cups her hands around her mouth, barks once like a fox, and then stares out across the moss as if nothing has happened.

I do the same thing. It feels important not to look scared.

“Hello.”

I jump so hard I bite my tongue.

He’s standing right behind us.

He sits, cross-legged like Fionn, sandwiching me between them. He’s dressed in the same kind of lightweight clothing she’s wearing, but unlike her, he’s wearing several layers of it. His hair and beard are long and white. His skin is tanned nut brown.

“I’m Warwick. I hear you’re living in my brother’s house. Is he all right?”

“He’s fine.” I see the resemblance in his high, broad brow and bright, blue eyes.

“I’ll come and see him soon. Will you tell him that for me?”

“Yes.”

“Why are you here?”

“My parents are keeping house for him. He’s teaching me about everything. I like him.”

“That’s nice. But what I meant is, why are you here on the moss?”

“Oh. Sampson said I should meet some of you people.”

His eyes twinkle. “I see. He wants me to teach you too.”

Does he?

“Would you like to learn about the moss?”

I would.

“Then I will help Sampson teach you.”

Fionn nods. “So will I.”

So starts the happiest year of my life.

***

Fionn teaches me to move quietly, and how to track birds and animals.

Warwick teaches me lots of place names and how to map them with songs.

Mossies learn from a young age how to get safely from place to place over quite long distances and how to describe a journey in detail without any need for paper maps. They can walk the marsh inside their heads. They sing it.

“Naming isn’t only for describing a thing,” Warwick says, “and certainly not for owning it. A thing is itself, with or without you. Naming is for knowing it and for letting it know you.”

I don’t understand that. But there’s a lot I don’t understand about this place, so I don’t question it. Accepting what he says without thinking too hard helps me absorb the knowledge he’s giving me. Sooner or later, I’ll see something happen or catch sight of a thing in a certain slant of sunlight, and something odd he said maybe weeks earlier will slot into place in a moment of bright clarity.

He shows me the blind stream, overgrown by a tall spiky haircut of coarse, white grass along much of its length so that it can’t see the sky but still gurgles and chuckles with life.

The green moon is a flat C-shape of velvet moss inside the wide loop of another stream, this one open to the light and its stony bed rinsed by clear water.

Deeper into the moss, the trembling field is an emerald patch of unbroken turf covering a body of water that quivers with vibrations when an animal approaches.

Deeper again, the stepping stones from birk to birk mark a path across a year-round wet bog that lies between the arms of an L-shaped birch wood.

The stepping stones take us to his home.

It’s a turf wigwam built on a circle of foundation stones and a framework of saplings, inside a dense stand of blackthorn beneath the tall trees. I don’t see it until I’m standing right in front of the thing, sopping wet from traipsing around all morning in the drizzling rain, nearly drunk on the rich birch scent and wondering why Warwick is grinning at me.

It’s the size of our bathroom at home, lined inside with layered sheets of woven grasses. There’s a small hearth smoking in the middle of the earth floor, a table made of split logs against one wall and a raised bed of dried grass opposite it. There’s no toilet.

Well, he lives on a bog.

And beyond his home, protected from the Roman road by more tall birch trees, is the barrow.

I thought it was just a hill, until he told me its name.

An attractive, flat-topped, oval hill of clean, green grass and clumps of flowers, pretty and dry in a landscape where raw beauty exists but no unthreatening prettiness, and where everything else is always wet.

“It was probably built in the Bronze Age,” Warwick says.

“It looks like someone looks after it.”

He tilts his head. “It does a bit, doesn’t it?”

We sit and look at the barrow. It’s a peaceful place. I like it.

I like a lot of things about the moss.

The mallard and teal ducks that come for winter and gossip to one another all the time; the herons that stalk the edges of ponds; and the stoats, weasels and foxes that hunt the not-so-wet areas.

The bee orchids, ox-eyed daisies, cowslips, hardheads, wild carrots and vetches that paint the green with splashes of colour in spring and summer.

The constant murmuring undercurrent of life, the clean air, the water everywhere, and the peaceful barrow, which is my favourite place in the world. I sit by it often and study the curious shadow shapes that moving sunlight draws on its surface.

Fionn’s family are friendly, once they get to know me. I see other people in the distance from time to time, but they never come near.

I like my new life.

Sampson says he’s teaching me theory while Warwick is responsible for practical.

“After our father died, we sold his quarry business and became academics, which is all we’d ever wanted. Later, Warwick rejected the island altogether.”

“Did you fall out?”

“No. We’re best friends. I understand why he lives the way he does. I prefer my home comforts, but sometimes I envy his freedom. And his intense focus on the wetland.”

Even school is okay, now the teachers have decided I’m not stupid and the kids have realised I won’t get upset when they call me a mossy.

Even Dad is safe to be around. Not nice. That would be too much to expect, but Mum says he’s too fond of the cushy number he’s got here to go upsetting the apple cart.

He still gets ugly drunk with his old scrapyard mates and mutters dark things about Sampson even when he’s sober and sneers at us across the dinner table every evening. But he hasn’t hit Mum or me since we moved into Breck House, and I’m grateful for that.

This is the happiest time of my life.

***

That was yesterday. Not today.

Sampson died in the night.

Mum called the doctor when she took his breakfast up and found him dead in his bed, but I ran to find Fionn and send Warwick a message, sobbing and gulping as I went. He gets here before the doctor does.

“He looks peaceful.” He’s holding Sampson’s hand and stroking his pale cheek. “I hope he wasn’t hurting or frightened.”

Mum’s trying to catch my eye, no doubt wondering how I know this old man dressed in woven grass and hand-stitched soft leather.

I’m too busy crying lonely tears. Too cold. I can’t imagine life being warm and happy ever again.

Warwick turns to Mum. “Thank you for looking after my brother. He loved you and Lawrence like family. I’ll be grateful if you’ll continue looking after things here. Lawrence can find me if ever you need me for anything.”

He kisses Sampson’s forehead, whispers goodbye, and leaves quietly.

Things turn nasty as soon as they take Sampson’s body away. Threatening, like dark clouds rolling in from sea.

The storm finally breaks after the solicitor’s brief visit.

“I knew it,” Dad snarls. “I’ve always known it, and this proves it. The old bastard’s left his house to his whore.”

Mum begs me silently to say nothing. He’s itching to beat us, her intense stare says. Don’t give him an excuse.

We remain silent and as still as possible until he goes out for a drink. Then I escape from the house and stumble to the barrow.

This is the heart of my home.

I’m safe here. Safe to sob aloud.

Sampson’s gone and I can’t imagine life without him.

The afternoon sun is casting strong shadows across the barrow’s surface. Usually, I like finding shapes in the lumps and bumps. Not today.

Until a new shape catches my attention and gets clearer as I stare at it.

It’s as if the sunlight is getting stronger, as if the barrow is drawing closer and the rest of the world is falling away, as if I’m focusing on it through Sampson’s binoculars and nothing else exists outside their black rim.

It’s a big pi symbol formed by two standing stones and a third laid across the top of them. It’s an entrance. The shadows aren’t the stones. The stones have emerged from the turf to cast their own shadows.

Another new shape emerges, like a big man standing in the doorway. Bigger even than Dad, and with a broken outline like leaves and twigs and grasses.

Fear slices through my numbed grief.

This place isn’t safe anymore.

Nowhere is.

Mum comes to my room after bedtime. Dad hasn’t come home yet, but she still stays small and moves quietly.

She sits on my bed and strokes my temple with her thumb. It’s comforting. I nearly cry.

I find her other hand in the dark and hold it.

“We have to leave,” she says. “If we stay, he’ll kill me. Maybe you too.”

“I know.”

“We’ll go tomorrow.”

“Why not now?”

“We won’t get away at night. Everyone’s scared of him. No one will help us. We’ll catch a train in the morning.”

She strokes my temple.

I stroke her hand.

“It isn’t true, you know. Sampson was my friend, but there was never anything between us. I just hope you’ll remember Sampson’s gentleness and try to live like he did, not like your father does.”

We’re both crying again.

She strokes my temple until I fall asleep.

I stare up into the darkness, alone, my heart thumping and my throat closing with fear, trying to identify the sound that woke me.

A second crash shatters the trembling silence.

Mum screams.

I’m out of bed and running to the kitchen.

Dad’s got Mum pinned against the wall with the jagged neck of a broken beer bottle pressing into her cheek.

There’s blood on her nightie. Her lip is cut. One eye is bruised and swollen shut.

The kitchen is wrecked. Under the harsh electric light, it looks like what’s left of our life.

There’s broken crockery everywhere and my bare feet are cut.

He’s a raging bull, wild-eyed and sweating whisky fumes.

I try to drag his hand and the bottle away from Mum’s face. It’s like trying to bend steel.

He throws me across the room.

I hit the broken table hard. It splits open even more beneath and all around me.

He’s gripping Mum’s neck with one big hand and drawing the other one back to smash the broken bottle into her face.

She screams at me. “Run!”

I scramble to stand, desperate to stop him killing her. Splintered pieces of table scatter everywhere.

He’s laughing at me.

The back door crashes open, and something comes in from the night. Big, green, smelling like a deep bog. A fast-moving mass of leaves and twigs and coarse grass with bloodshot eyes and a growl like thunder.

Dad has no time to move before the creature snaps his neck.

Mum slides down the wall, staring at the monster in terror.

It throws Dad’s lifeless body over its shoulder and lumbers back out into the night.

I drop to the floor beside Mum, and we hold each other, trembling and whimpering.

A polite cough comes from the shattered back door.

It’s Warwick. Fionn is peeping around him, and some other mossies stand behind her in the darkness.

Fionn’s mother bustles past Warwick. She kneels beside Mum and starts tending to her injuries, telling Fionn to get water.

Mum stares at Warwick. “What was that?”

“The Green Man.”

“Did you send him?” I ask.

“No one sends him. We heard him walking and followed him.”

“Will it come back?” Mum wants to know. “Are we safe?”

“He made you safe. He protects the moss and its people.”

“We’re not its people.”

“Lawrence is. Through him, so are you. You have nothing to fear now. You’re safe.”


Blue

Have you found Blue yet?

Danny and Clare are no longer enemies, but her texts still carry echoes of their brief war.

And she knows exactly what he’ll be doing at four o’clock this afternoon or on any afternoon of the week. He’s taking his sketchpad and a mug of hot red-berry tea outside, to sit on their love seat under the arbour.

From there, he’ll watch the day’s deep darkness grow inside the forest, and possibly he’ll draw the wildflower garden again.

Or, more probably, he’ll draw Blue again.

The carved oak bench was his seventh wedding anniversary gift to Clare, and the sturdy arbour above was her gift to him on that same bright winter’s day.

No flowers or fruit have ever issued from the complicated ceiling of grapevines she wove through it.

Fallen vine leaves lie in a thin, new carpet beneath his boots, and the afternoon air carries its first chill of autumn. He nips back into the hallway for his old combat jacket, inhaling its friendly forest smell as he shrugs it on and trying again to jam the front door open against the springy resistance of a knee-high pile of junk mail in the tiled porch.

As soon as the house was theirs, back in those happy newlywed days and enjoying the first flush of his commercial success, they’d turned it around to face the forest.

What had been its imposing Victorian front elevation became a silent dismissal of the outside world, with the old front door bricked up and all the windows shuttered. They hadn’t even used any of the old front rooms, preferring to focus their domestic life on the impressionist wildflower garden out back and the deep, ancient woodland that all but encircled them.

Clare had removed the old front path and laid a new one around to their entrance at the rear.

He doesn’t reply to her text until he’s settled on the bench and taken his first sip of steaming tea.

Still looking.

Danny and Blue have been good for each other.

A human baby stolen from their cradle and named for their eyes that are sharp and startlingly different from the big golden-flecked brown ones all around them, they’ve grown in courage and wisdom until they command the respect of their adopted people and lead their own guerrilla band of fae fighters in the Forest War.

Ten years ago, it was they who helped Danny to build his rapid-rise career as a comic book artist.

And, yes, Clare was correct when she said that in Blue, Danny described his perfect love.

His current sketchbook is filled with page after page of their face, but not even the hint of a storyline. The Fae Forest series is stalled. He’s left them in an impossible climactic situation, and he can’t bear to draw them out of it.

He can’t let them go.

He sketches them again with quick, sure pencil strokes, sitting alongside him on the bench and sipping tea.

They’re so real he could talk with them.

“This is the last of the red-berry tea. Clare picked and dried the berries. I don’t know which ones are safe.”

Blue doesn’t answer. They stare into the forest from his page.

He watches with them until his legs get cold.

Clare’s absence is a ghost in the room Danny’s life has shrunk into since she left him. She stares out from dark, dusty corners, framed by dancing firelight shadows, and observes without comment that their faded, old, leather sofa is now his bed.

He slumps on the solid slate bench inside the inglenook fireplace, stretching out his legs and wriggling warmth into his be-socked toes while his little pan of porridge oats simmers and burps quietly beside the open flames. He’s nearly out of oats, all out of tea, and he toasted his last slice of stale bread a week ago.

The larder isn’t his only empty cupboard. Autumn is killing light bulbs every evening, and he’s down to his single remaining church candle.

Sooner or later, he’ll have to walk to the village shop and pretend not to notice the sideways glances. People in the village always liked Clare, but they’ve never been sure about him. He supposes the kindest description they could apply is eccentric. Those who prefer blunt honesty will use odd. Or weird. He can imagine them calling him the artist, with a certain inflection of the voice and a knowing look shared.

And they’ll be right.

He expects they wonder what she ever saw in him.

He’s always wondered that too.

They probably thought they knew what he saw in her. Practical Clare: doing everything for him, managing his everyday life so he could get on with creating Blue’s fantasy world.

All the way down to making sure his direct debits were in order before she left him so he wouldn’t lose electricity or water while living alone in his little world of make-believe. Love in action, despite the sorrowful circumstances.

His heart swells with grief at the enormity of everything he left unsaid to her.

Because although all those things the villagers believe are true, they’re not the whole truth.

He’s always loved her.

He always will.

But if he ever knew what it was that she saw in him, he can’t remember now. She certainly never needed him. And it’s certainly no one’s fault but his own that he lost her.

He eats his porridge from the pan, and the final wooden spoonful of it is halfway to his lips when someone raps the heavy brass knocker on his front door. He pauses, listening to see if they’ll knock again or give up and leave.

They knock again. Firmly. Non-negotiably. Whoever it is, they’re not going away.

He laces on his boots and steps into the hallway, cupping his palm around the candle to shield its flame when it struggles in a dry draught. He’s already homesick for his fireside seat and his lonely solitude.

A pale, moonlit movement looms outside the green and ruby stained glass at the top of the door, and a single set of fingertips drums a brief scale against the pane.

It’s Clare! She’s the only one who ever does that. She’s come home!

He throws open the door and steps back in shock.

Not Clare.

Blue.

And Clare.

Clare and Blue. Blue and Clare, together in one person, standing on his doorstep, eyes shining in his flickering candlelight.

They stand on tiptoe to kiss his cheek tenderly. They are wild and beautiful. Their scent is of the rich earth and light lavender and freshly fallen leaves.

Out there in the shifting gloom at the edge of the forest, their band of fae fighters crouch in postures alert and tense, their entire attention focused outwards at potential dangers from the deep darkness beneath the trees.

“We need you.” They take his hand to draw him into the forest, if he will come.

His heart hammers. He wants to voice all the brooding thoughts he’s stirred and steeped throughout these last silent weeks, but he can’t squeeze them past the big lump in his throat. He can only drink in the vision of them and marvel as love and happiness sing in his veins.

“I need you.” They squeeze his hand urgently. “I love you.” Their beautiful eyes pierce his confusion and shred his final scrap of uncertainty.

He lifts his combat jacket from the newel post, sets his candle flame to the mound of junk mail in the tiled porch, pulls the door shut behind him with a quiet click, and walks with them into the night.


Exile

Hello?

Are you here, love?

Maggie, can you hear me?

Can anyone hear me? Hello?

C’mon, everyone. It’s Steve, and I feel like I’m in a Lionel Richie song.

I know you’re here, people. I can hear you muttering.

What’s going on?

WHAT’S GOING ON?

Scared now, Maggie. It’s too dark to see. Where are you? Where am I?

*

Fell off that cliff on Little Orme, didn’t I?

I’m pregnant, you said. You’ll fall off and leave me to have this baby on my own. Don’t climb it.

Ruined our holiday, didn’t I? Sorry, love. I’ll make it up to you.

Everything hurts. Don’t want to make a fuss, but I’ve never known pain like this before. Splitting headache. Scary bad pain.

Think I broke a rib. Tried to take a deep breath earlier and fainted. That bad.

So I fell and now…what? I’m in a hospital?

Doesn’t feel like a hospital.

Cold. Hard. Pitch-black. Stinks. They’re burning something and speaking Welsh.

Wish I’d learned some Welsh like you did when we taught that summer school in Bangor.

They’re not speaking to me. Not even about me, I don’t think. It’s like I’m not here.

Not Welsh. Not modern Welsh anyway. None of that musical lilting. Similar, though.

Proto-Celtic? What do you think? You’re the Professor of Anthropology. I’m just a field archaeologist grunt.

Who speaks an ancient language? Who and where and why? Also: What the fuck?

*

I’m blind. Scared shitless. No one will answer me. Where are you, Maggie? I need you.

Thought I’d see something when it got light. Nah.

People are moving around. Busy. Talking proto-bloody-Celtic at daytime volume.

I can smell the sea. Salt on my lips.

Arms and legs paralysed. Head clamped. Only shallow breaths or I faint. Blind, paralysed, and very scared.

*

Not blind or paralysed. Limbs bound. Head bandaged with bark soaked in something.
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