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			‘A story is like water

			that you heat for your bath.

			It takes messages between the fire

			and your skin. It lets them meet,

			and it cleans you.’

			– Rumi

		

	
		

		
			1

			“Absence is a house so vast that inside you will pass through walls and hang pictures on the air.”

			– Pablo Neruda

			Christopher peeled off his scrubs and hurriedly re-dressed in his street-clothes. As he bent down to pick up his nurse’s uniform an alarm-flash of red caught his eye. He flinched. As he went to wash it away there was nothing there. The phantom pool of blood in his palm was replaced by a deep itch. An eye stared back at him from his hand, regarding him coolly. Its gaze was placid, like a lake whose surface remain unbroken. He flinched and blinked twice till it was gone. He washed his hands again. A full surgical scrub made him feel better, even though he’d done it once already. 

			The Otherworld, which he’d once looked to his mentor Seth to make louder to his spirit-numb, urbanised ears, he now sometimes wished could be quieter. He rubbed his hands together to try to negate the feeling of enhanced sensory awareness. There was a strange feeling like carding wool that would seem to stretch between his hands sometimes. He brought his gaze up to regard himself in the mirror. There he was again… The other him, staring back at him, his eyes seemed mocking. Sometimes he’d wink at him from the mirror.

			If he kept looking and let himself get pulled in, the other him would seem to peel off his face skin, showing that Christopher was only a recent layer. At that point he always blinked and looked away. He knew that under the still surface, the faces of men he’d been before, or ones he might still have to suffer into being, would rise to the surface like a drowning victim. He rubbed his face. It felt rubbery, like the skin that sloughs away with sunburn, leaving hyper sensitivity. 

			It had been four years since that fateful meeting at the flooded ford where he’d first met Seth. Despite the modern element of the car he’d been driving it had seemed that his new-old friend had stepped out of some doorway to the Palaeolithic past. It was an energy that Seth had about him, even in sunglasses and when texting. The only thing that had changed for Christopher since then was now Christopher himself stepped in and out of such doors between world ages. Deferring the removal of his mask Christopher gathered together a face with which to meet the world and strode out. 

			“Bye, Christopher!” called out one of his fellow student nurses. 

			“Bye, Sara.” He waved and one of his teachers Dr. Ardesh held the door for him. “Cheers.” Pulling up his hoodie till it almost covered his face Christopher hoped the gesture would forestall further interactions. But Dr. Ardesh didn’t take a hint. “Drive safe, there’s a storm coming.”

			Christopher hoped he didn’t see the way his body jolted when he heard the words ‘storm coming’, for they wouldn’t understand. As soon as he’d run the gauntlet of social interaction Christopher all but sprinted for his car. It still had the mismatching replacement door they’d had put in after the shooting to hide the bullet marks. It reminded him whenever he got in or out of his car how difficult he was to kill. There were times for Christopher when that was important. 

			Rain seemed to be galloping up the road to Ramshead. Sophia paused and became still all over, listening to the rise of the weather. They had been there on Bodmin Moor for long enough that she knew all about the way the wind spoke for the dead here. The rain only seemed to hit about the same time she heard Christopher’s car pull into the driveway. Judging by how recklessly he drove and the rapidity of his footsteps on the gravel driveway, he was in a hurry. 

			“Of course,” she said aloud. “The cross quarter day…” She had been concerned about him doing his shift today. 

			Whilst she listened with protective vigilance she knew what was happening to him and didn’t disturb his rapid ascent of the stairs. When she noticed Seth in the hall she jumped. “Fuck! I didn’t see you there.”

			Seth smile showed a mildly sadistic satisfaction at having surprised her. He looked up in the direction Christopher had gone. 

			“He’s busy being what he is. Being who he is…” 

			Things were always that simple for him. He shrugged about most everything in life she railed against. She wanted the world to be more beautiful for good people and he accepted all the mess and funk of it. The longer she knew him the more she was coming to think this was the source of his power. “Busy being Other.” Despite their differences she found a comfort in his rough-hewn, potent life-way. He had a tough wisdom about him that smelled like the ancient silt in the oldest, dustiest digs she’d ever worked on. 

			“Still nothing from Eugene?” she asked.

			Seth shook his head. They asked each other this at least once a week. In the past she had fervently prayed for Eugene’s ghost to settle to earth, to be hammered home into his grave and never trouble them again, for him to get caught counting every grain of sand on the Cornish headlands. Now his very absence shrieked in the air. It wailed in the night and felt louder than his presence. Every light switch he didn’t flick off or on. Every time he could no longer be claimed for souring the milk in her coffee… The longer this loud absence went on a tension built. A tension with one fundamental source that Sophia didn’t wish to put words to. If she had to it would have gone something like: how long can Christopher be without him?

			“Soph? All the colour’s drained out of your face.” 

			It was never very far from the surface, Seth’s old warrior instincts, buried in his DNA, and the black fire of his soul. You only needed to change your mood suddenly to get a look at it. 

			“Did you hear that?” she asked, her hand tightening on the railing at the bottom of the stairs. Vincent’s house where they’d formed their Covenstead was built on the site of two ghost roads. Outside it was a worn-away cemetery full of the unhallowed dead, the suicides and the unbaptised. It was arguably one of the more haunted places in England. Sophia had learned to surf those wild waters, as person who walked with one foot in the Other, without the teeth-grinding fear she’d once felt in the presence of a ghost. The house and its site still made waves out of ripples. Perhaps it was just the thunder rolling in, taking control of the house, but Sophia could have sworn she’d heard the howling of wolves.

			“I hear the rain and nothing else.” 

			Seth was one of the most Sighted people, other than herself, that Sophia had ever met. He was also a great noticer. So she knew that if he wasn’t hearing it or seeing it then it was aimed at her. 

			“I think I’m getting a call too.”

			

			Seth came over and lay a firm reassuring hand on her shoulder. “You should go and lie down, looks like something’s brewing. That storm followed Christopher home...”

			Sophia couldn’t help smiling even whilst she disapproved of the gleam of newly sparking vigour for life in his eyes. “Do at least try and cover your excitement at the prospect of trouble being on the horizon.”

			“You know me, Soph. Peace? I hate the word...” 

			“Yes, yes, yes, I know. ‘As you hate hell, all Montagues...’” 

			Christopher pulled his teeshirt off over his head and threw it to one side before flopping down on the bed without taking off his shoes. It was a taboo violation all right, he felt the dark power of it like a nudge in the guts. Instinctually a witch tends to understand the deeper story sorcery at work behind common superstitions. In the past to lie flat on the bed fully dressed in shoes only ever happened when laying out the dead, and therefore the action invites death. Under the circumstances it felt fully appropriate to Christopher, because every time he got the call he hoped that he would indeed meet with the dead.

			As soon as the cottonwool feeling in his hands began to clear he began to run as hot as someone with a fever. His heart was pounding and the veins across his muscles stood up to attention. Diagonal on the bed and his arms out in crucifixion pose Christopher shut his eyes and surrendered. It was such a dizzy rush, such an immense sensual relief. It was welling up like something trying to be birthed from between his rib cage. When it came and his body gave there was pain too, for a moment. His body on the bed twitched, his stomach muscles were each strained in his torso pushing against or into some invisible effort. A light film of sweat started to break out on his bare skin, then everything shimmered into freedom with a slippery grace.

			There was a horse he kept locked in his hips that had bucking and whinnying to be free all day. His hip beast was half wild still, yet where he had once held onto the spirit-stallion for dear life when he’d first learned how to free it, now he was smiling with a feral gleam in his eyes. Once you learned to hold on with his loins, via his deep connection to the spirit animal’s guts, everything changed. The beast skin moved within him and he moved with it. The spirit-stallion snorted smoke and breathed out a long draft fire as it pawed the ground. There was a man leaning against the tree. The outline of the stranger’s hooded face caused the hairs on the back of his neck- or at least the memory of them- to rise. He began to whistle a tune that Christopher recognised but could not place. When he drew his horse level with the man he didn’t respond to Christopher’s presence except to cease his whistling. 

			“Are you ready?” The stranger spoke softly, but the power of his words felt like fire crackers. 

			“Yes.”

			The man started to chuckle, then graduated into a full belly laugh. “You all say that!”

			“What do you mean?”

			He shook his head back and forth, trying to subdue his mirth. Christopher frowned. It was a while since he’d seen a grown man give himself over to humour so completely, and by all appearances so unguardedly. “When I say: are you ready?” Abruptly he became still, his laughter ceasing, as though demonstrating his power. He lifted his head very slowly. For a moment he saw the stranger’s face but later he could never remember what it looked like. “None of you ever ask me: ready for what? You just say ‘yes’. That’s how I know you’re the right ones.” 

			

			They were following her from the trees. Attracted by the scarlet red of her cloak, their cool lupine gaze felt like a rough caress on her bare legs. Sophia could feel the ancient foremothers crawling around inside her till her skin felt turgid. She had dreamed herself into some green crevice in the fabric of things. As if the forest around her was the memory of some primeval forest that had once been root-mother to the nascent cultures that had lived and breathed on Bodmin Moor. 

			The old ones, the great holders of power, knew this green forest ghost. It came after the open tundras full of spectacular migrations and pounding rivers fed from glaciers. In the hole left by the ending of that world it had sprung, beginning with birch at first, and then spreading into hazel and oak. So dominant had the power of the green become that its persistent, menacing encirclement of villages everywhere had left the greenwood with an ambiguous flavour of quiet menace.

			Sophia knew she was walking through a thick morass of story that lay behind Little Red Riding Hood and other fairytales about young women in the woods. Just as in the fairytale she knew that the wolves were not ordinary wolves and were instead the ones that live inside the guts of starving men, barely domesticated. This was an older sort of version of the tale her foremothers had known. She knew they were moving through the trees above her as well as on the ground and there wasn’t anywhere to run. Yet she had to run so they could chase, although it was never about getting away.

			When she was brought to ground by one of them it was rapid and yet controlled at the same time, so whilst she was totally in the beast’s power she was never harmed. The line between wild and tame had ragged and jagged edges that melt of forest loam and adrenalin, as the earth rose to meet her and her limbs were captured. But when the beast above removed his wolf mask she recognised Christopher’s face, transformed somewhat by lupine yellowish-green eyes. 

			She smiled and reached up to touch his face. When she did that skin peeled off in her hand and she saw another face. Afterwards she couldn’t remember what it looked like, or the one that was revealed when she pulled away that one also. Sophia wasn’t sure if she was panning for gold or looking for his bones. Before she could question why all these men were so familiar to her he flipped her over onto her belly.

			He was holding her like that when Sophia was pulled out of the vision by the gentle sound of Christopher entering their shared room. She awoke writhing and pressing her legs together with arousal. Something about the fact Christopher had been watching this happen excited her in a way she couldn’t remember being since some very unsafe situations she’d gotten into as a teenage. She hoped he would get into bed but he went over to the wall cabinet that had liquor in it. Sophia didn’t want to lecture him about drinking but there was whiskey in his bedroom… He wanted it too often to go downstairs for it now. 

			With the amount of working out and running he did it just seemed a shame, sort of in the way Seth’s smoking had always seemed a shame. He was four years younger than Sophia though, so she knew he had a couple of years left before his liver would smack him around the head for it. Neither Christopher or Seth had ever stopped acting like they were in training for something dire, an apocalyptic scenario, where they would suddenly need to revert to being warrior men of old. On more than one occasion Christopher had teased Seth that his lungs were slowing him down. Sophia knew what it really was though that was slowing Christopher down, his old black dog, depression. 

			

			“What did you see out there?” she asked. 

			“Something different. After that the same sort of thing as usual.”

			She couldn’t help smiling sadly as she looked at his back there in the dim light where all the contours of his physique were shadowed and emphasised. He had been a very handsome boy, mature looking, now he’d grown into the sort of man people stare at in the street. Still at some level, he was a mystery to her.

			“Baby, you know as well as I do that it makes occult sense to tell me what you saw if it’s negative.”

			He regarded her silently for a while. Something between ironic amusement and weariness seemed to grapple in his eyes and the slightest of smiles played across his mouth. Then he went over to the chair grabbed his shirt and started putting it on. 

			“Yeah, I know but it’s still the same thing it always is. I don’t see the point boring people with it.”

			“It doesn’t bore me. You know I understand. He’s your fetch mate… If anyone should understand it’s other witches.”

			“Okay, fine.” He flopped down in the chair then and leaned his drink on his thigh. “The dream is usually the same. Eugene’s being washed away by a river, which I guess is symbolic of death or whatever is keeping him away from me, and I can’t get to him in time to grab his hand. By the time I get there and dive in I end up dragging his freezing, lifeless body up onto the rocks. His lips are blue and he’s frosty like he’s been caught under ice. I do CPR on him for what seems like forever and I can’t get his heart started. Don’t know what the dream is trying to tell me or what I’m meant to do about it... The longer he doesn’t come…”

			Sophia nodded slowly. Yes, ‘the longer he doesn’t come’, an unfinished sentence that really can never be finished. A bit like their love story as a whole... 

			

			“Maybe it’s because I still haven’t read it all? You know? His journals, his letters, his poems- I just can only get so far in one go and I have to close it. It feels like when new words of his run out…”

			“Say it.”

			“Say what?”

			“’It feels like when new words of his run out-‘”

			“I’ll run out.”

			“There it is,” she murmured nodding her head with the same old knowing. “We’ll find him, Christopher. I’ll make sure of it.” 

			Eugene’s papers began with the Rumi quote. Or at least that’s the way they had come to Christopher’s hands. They were arranged in the order that Eugene’s mother had found them, hidden around his room like a timed-release explosive. 

			Rumi was right, that much was startlingly clear. Stories, these pages with ink all over them, they were a protective layer of water that lay between him and catching fire. There was a packed heat in that simple A4 envelope that Christopher feared contact with. He seldom felt afraid. Even when life itself seemed to be spinning out of irreparable control, Christopher could count on one hand his moments of true fear. None of them had anything to do with having been shot or near-death experiences. Sophia said it was because he was touched, which he he had come to understand was her way of saying she loved him. Yet he knew the real reason why his fear had disappeared.

			It had taken him weeks to open a simple envelope, further weeks to absorb what was written on each piece of paper. Christopher remembered how the dust motes in the sun shaft danced between the page and his gaze. The sunlight made him frown to keep his eyes in focus. He enjoyed the smarting sensation of looking directly into the sun for a short time and then seeing its image burned into his retina for minutes afterward. Always he’d hold each piece of paper to his face to see if he could smell Eugene on it. He never could, and he still couldn’t say which would have been more terrible.

			It had taken months to read a bare few pages, and at least a month to recover the emotional energy to go back after reading something where Eugene addressed him directly. There were moments in Eugene’s journal and manuscript that were close to unbearable. The ones that seemed to speak to a failure he perceived in himself, a failure to act before it was too late.  I write this tonight to stop myself walking straight out of my house into the night with no shoes on and walking and running for hours until I’m outside Christopher’s door. Then I would throw little white pebbles at his window and stand there shivering in the cold with dirt up to my ankles until he’d let me in. And all I can ever think of to say is: ‘please love me Christopher… Quickly, there isn’t much time.’ 

			Rationally Christopher knew he’d been too young to understand. It had taken the good part of a bottle of scotch to burn out the bone-deep ache those words left behind. No matter what he drank he couldn’t kick the sensation that he was locked in some repeating nightmare where he would always be a little too late for that rescue, where he would always lose this strange changeling boy to a river of days, weeks, months…

			At night Christopher threw a black cloth over the papers to dim their stark light. The ones he hadn’t read yet were always tormenting him, inviting him back to complete his own textual crucifixion. By the time they had wrung answering words from himself and been submitted and accepted by a publisher three and a half years had passed since Eugene’s mother had passed them to him, and Christopher was at an age he had never thought he’d live to see. He took little delight in being published, Eugene’s precocity and the tragedy behind their story had sold the idea of the book, not any skill of his own. The idea of benefitting in any way from the loss of Eugene sat uneasily with Christopher, so he passed the small amount of royalties onto Eugene’s family. 

			With a sigh he closed the journal and placed the black cloth back over it. What kind of answers still lay inside the unread words? The questions remained each time he closed and wrapped the papers in black. “All right. Fine,” he told the mirror on the nightstand without yet looking into it. “Fine. Next time it happens… When my face changes next quarter I’ll take the skin off. Happy?”

			The whistling hooded man and his face skin all refrained from response, but he had a feeling he’d heard.  If only Eugene could hear.

			The Cornish moors were purple with the creeping dawn and the earth was breathing out a thick mist. Seth picked his way through flint-rutted path knowing his way from the shape of the stones under his boots and where the broken gravestones had weathered away like standing stones. Seth squatted down and dug away at the earth underneath with his necromancer’s bone. The earth was from the unmarked burial who owned the role of first dead of the place. Such soil taken from the first burial had a special application in an old favourite working of his that harkened back to the more archaic meaning of the word necromancy.

			After Seth heard the news of his biological father’s death from cancer it was as if his occult life had entered a renaissance. Nobody had ever told him any stories to suggest that the death of an elder in a vampiric bloodline would result in a new wave of power to the young heir, nobody had really needed to. There were some things that were just known. His hunger had begun to become more subtle, less blood oriented. It had nothing to do with the fact his father had been his enemy. The hatred that had motivated him years ago seemed a long way away now. 

			When Vincent had discovered he’d been the sole benefactor of his old mentor’s Will had been a complex and gut-wrenching. Almost immediately he had staunched the wound inside himself by having Winthrope and all associated possessions of William’s signed over into Seth’s name. Whether Seth had wanted it or not he now understood this meant that he, this grubby looking former hobo that he saw in himself, was technically a very rich man. As yet he still hadn’t been back there. Not because of Lucrece or who the property had belonged to, but more because he couldn’t quite get his head around owning something like that or what to do with it. Lawyers, accountants and various employees that Vincent recommended managed the property in his absence. 

			Seth hadn’t needed to deny the old rage it had just faded away along with his father. The new surge of power that had come with William Hanson-Stoke’s demise brought also a rising tide, fresh from the Well of Memory. The past was tangled all through Seth’s present ways, waves and waves of it, conjuring up resonances that you didn’t notice any more if you lived surrounded by noise and bombarded with information, as most modern people in the world seem to do. Seth had managed to cling onto enough of his preferred lifestyle to keep the essential essence of who he was, pure. 

			His unkempt dark brown hair hung down around his face as he worked. It annoyed him and he brushed it away, getting some dirt on his face. He paused. A familiar feeling was creeping over him. It was one of the boons of spending so much time in silence, you noticed the presence of spirits before they could give you a shock. Turning slowly he got to his feet in the action. 

			Seth’s Sight was always particularly keen in the mist. Of course Sight wasn’t really all about sight at all… It was a knowing that lived in the pit of each pore, in the hair that emerged from it. Creeping up through what was left of his forebear’s pelts, the black hair that grew on his body, bringing it all bristling to a standstill, this knowledge used all his senses, not just his eyes. Yet his eyes started to water in response to the sound of the old four-stop bone whistle. You heard that sound around here just before the old, old ones came out of the rocks, the wind would blow back from the deep caves… Taking a slow breath Seth steadied himself in readiness to receive whatever was coming for him. He’d seen some things over the years, so very little unsettled him. 

			Prepared as he was it wasn’t enough to protect him from holy dread when the tiny grandmother woman came hobbling out of the fog. At first he thought her horse-headed like the Mari Lwyd but as she got closer he realised she was holding a gnarled staff topped by a horse skull. About her neck was a snake and she wore little else but a fur cloak. Seth’s eyes travelled from her huge protruding teeth that resembled themselves the dentation of a horse, down to her long breasts. He knew things about them. Many are the thousands of generations that have suckled forth from those witch teats.

			“Greetings, Grandmother.”

			The old one smiled, revealing further her equine features. He shivered. The feeling of age was dizzying. How ancient her worn and stained teeth were… So strongly did she carry the scent of otherness he wasn’t even certain a smile meant the same to her as it did to him. Something that felt like serpent fangs entered the back of his neck like two needles of cold light entering his stem brain and thrashing around in the darkness of his limbic regions. He saw flashes of ochre hand prints, side-by-side, two very different shaped hands, the sonic boom of bellow of the male mammoth is musth, all interspersed discordantly with Winthrope where he’d grown up. 

			He saw Lucrece, he saw another woman further back in time who was also Lucrece… He was a Northman showing some Welsh speaking sorcerer the way out of Wales and into the heathen north… The Old North… He didn’t understand the shiver those word evoked in him. There was the clash of steel and he was dead through violence while the north burned. Just as quickly he was alive again along with blood, thunder, screaming, ravens, there was forest, there was arrow fire and the pounding pulse of sabbatic communion with the Otherwise. 

			Numerous naked bodies moved shamelessly amid the furs by firelight like part of one strange red serpentine organism. Things were communicated in bat shrieks too high for human ears, in the harrowing tune of the bone flute, and the echoing tapping of the bones in the cave that performed the magic of waking and feeding the dead, and in turn feeding the living on the communion of shades. Without words the Grandmother had conjured the oldest ones, those earliest of ancestors whose ways were forgotten and lost to time. He couldn’t weave words for those messages he just knew them like an ache in his balls. This horse-toothed hag in her nakedness spoke to and awakened the monstrous vampire-double he kept hidden inside him.

			When he began to return to normal consciousness it was to find Christopher standing over him using his own open long coat to shield Seth’s face from the risen sun. Seth opened his eyes from where he had sprawled himself between the broken graves in the unhallowed ground at the edges of Vincent’s property and smiled. In that liminal moment between spirit sleep and waking he had a creeping up sense of how old their friendship was. Perhaps their friendship was also an ancient monster?

			“It’s good to see you, brother,” he muttered, with a brusque species of wistfulness. 

			Christopher handed him up to his feet. “You only just saw me over breakfast…”

			Seth snorted. “You’ll understand the inexplicable bursts of nostalgia when you start remembering all the graves that are full of the people you and I used to be, my friend.”

		

	
		
			

			2

			“Friendship is a sort of natural disaster that happens when two people’s stories collide at the crossroads. In the crash something of both is destroyed, a third story arises, made up of salvage material from both.” 

			–Eugene Davidson

			Millicent jostled with the arm full of herbs in her hands as she tried to open the door to Vincent’s study. Now that it was spring she was just starting to get a good harvest of medicinal and magical herbs again. She was excited about hanging them and the study had the best rafters in the house. Vincent was in there working and she was secretly keen to have an excuse to interrupt him. 

			“Can I come in?” she asked, opening the door already. 

			Millicent pretty much ran the entire house and generally walked briskly from room to room busily organising their lives; but this room was the only one that she asked to be admitted to. Most days she could be seen in long flowing skirts that concealed quite sensible shoes, striding up and down the place with her blonde hair tied back and a little notebook of tasks she was ticking off as she went.

			“Of course, my dear, a welcome distraction.”

			Millicent smiled and came in, placing her bundles of herbs down on the far side of Vincent’s desk so she could tie them and hang them. 

			“What are you working on?” she asked, looking with amusement at Vincent’s old-fashioned method of writing. It was beyond her why he insisted on writing letters on paper with a fountain pen. 

			“Just trying to get in contact with Allison.” Vincent looked up and seemed to catch her not remembering who she was. “It’s not easy trying to write to a gypsy,” he added, by way of politely jogging her memory. 

			“Ah! Yes. Allison, that’s right.” She placed an affectionate hand on his shoulder. “You do realise the proper term is ‘Romani’ these days, darling? And isn’t Dikka her Romani name?”

			“They don’t seem to be summering at the same place anymore…” he murmured, clearly not paying attention to her comment regarding terminology or cultural sensitivity. Seth was always joking that Vincent was yet to make contact with the spirit of the current world age, and this was only one of many examples.   

			“Then you won’t mind if I interrupt for a moment,” she burst out with. “I need to tell you something.” 

			Vincent frowned and put his pen down. “What’s wrong, dear?”

			“Oh, nothing is wrong.” She could see that his dark eyes immediately looked very alert and ready for some possible danger. Millicent had been putting off telling him for so long that it was hard to do it. For a moment she looked down and then an irrepressible smile escaping first into her eyes and her mouth, she looked back up. “I’m pregnant.”

			Vincent’s eyes widened in amazement and for a second she was worried that he was horrified. Then he smiled, a full smile that showed his unusual teeth. “Oh, my gods can it be?” he murmured. “How far along?” 

			

			“Twelve weeks.”

			Vincent gave her another look of amazement. “You didn’t tell me for three months?” 

			Millicent put a thoughtful hand on her stomach. “I guess I just thought I wanted to be sure. For your sake… I mean, that it would ‘take’. I know what you’ve been through in the past and…”

			Vincent got up and came around the desk to her. He took her in his arms very tightly then.“I can’t tell you what this means to me. I really barely know what to say.”

			Millicent smiled. How she loved this eccentric, outwardly repressed man! She had never really been in love before Vincent. The more she had seen of how little it took to make him happy and how grateful he was for her unexpected affection her heart opened to him and kept on opening. He had been so long without anyone in his life before she came along that sometimes he still seemed surprised to find someone cared for him.

			“And I guess the other thing I was thinking about was whether the baby would be like you… or like Christopher.”

			Vincent nodded. “Whatever happens it will be fine with me, Millicent. I will love any child that comes out of you. Gods…” he whispered. “You’re really having my baby…”

			“Yes.”

			“It still beggars belief that you considered me worthy of you. Let alone that you’re carrying my child. I’m quite humbled.” He said this in the quiet sort of way that Millicent had come to know denoted the discomfort of strong emotion. “Are you happy about this, my dear? You know that if our child is… like me… we may never again…”

			“Shh,” she murmured, kissing his mouth. “I’m ecstatic, I’ve got your baby inside me! Let’s just be happy for a while and maybe tell the others?”

			

			Sophia had been around witches long enough to know that not all the people you meet are people. Some of them have simply become echoes, even whilst they are still alive, walking their narrowing path that keeps looping in on something that’s stuck. Sometimes instead there are gods wandering around in crowds that look just like everyone else. Other times they are demons or faerie changelings hiding behind their modern clothes and personas. 

			For some other people you met were human explosions that hit your life and blew apart and rearranged all the pieces so utterly that you can’t remember how the old pattern used to look before they arrived. After the bomb of them goes off in your life and you’re watching the gently raining cinders coming down around you you seldom pause to ask yourself whether the person was an actual or metaphorical bomb. Christopher. Seth... Each of these men had hit her life with a street-levelling blast radius. 

			She felt it had something to do with an unspoken mythic dimension they saw in life, and in each other, one that you ended up getting caught up in the web of and then swept far away from the ordinary. Both of them were conscious of the fact they were living out the story of themselves in some way. It was like that with events as well as people. Sometimes something would happen, such as the fact she’d become involved in Artyn’s dig, and because of it she’d met Christopher. 

			Now there was another such opportunity beginning to open before her. One that promised to advance her career but maybe more than just her work. It was an opportunity she hadn’t told anyone else about yet, one that called her to Creswell Crags. She knew of the place because it contained the oldest Palaeolithic artwork in the country. But recently what were being called ‘witch marks’ had been discovered in one of the limestone caves there. They were medieval in origin and therefore fell inside the time-frame she usually worked in.

			It had become hard for her to ignore the extraordinary. A temporary relocation  somewhere near the Nottingham and Derbyshire border would be involved in the surveying and recording process would be necessary. She wondered with the work happening so close to Seth’s ancestral property if he might come with her? The whole thing fizzed and popped in her mind as she walked out into the street, put up her umbrella against the rain, and headed for her car. That was when she spotted the other woman again. She sighed to herself at the poor timing of it.

			Sophia had been watching the red-headed girl off and on for a couple of days. Most people didn’t notice that she kept returning, or how few changes of clothes she had. She sat for as long as possible in the cafe, then at the bus shelter. It was clear to Sophia she was probably homeless. For a moment she even wished she didn’t see the strange heat-haze around her forehead, that caused things to distort whenever you looked at the young woman’s face out of your periphery. 

			Although once very confident in social interactions Sophia had become more reclusive as her Craft practice deepened. The occult inner silence had seeped into her outer life and caused her to stray from small talk and avoid interactions with people who gave little to her mind but noise. Going up to strangers in the street had never really been her way of going about things. Right out of my fucking comfort zone where the magic happens and all that other shit Seth bangs on about. 

			Sophia flopped down on the bus shelter bench as though the very fact she was there at all half annoyed her. “Want one?” she asked, offering a cigarette she’d rolled earlier. Although she didn’t smoke regularly Sophia often had a little tobacco in her purse to burn for the dead if they began bothering her too much. Having observed the girl try to bum a cigarette earlier Sophia had rolled some in preparation for this conversation that was going to have to happen eventually. 

			Wary hazel eyes regarded her from under a dark green hoodie that had seen better days. Underneath was a teeshirt for The Ramones. 

			“Thanks,” she said, reaching out to take the proffered cigarette. As she did tattoos of symbols were visible on her forearm. Sophia lit her cigarette up for her and lit one for herself also. “I’m Lily.” She offered her hand to shake. Although Sophia judged the girl was easily as young as Christopher, mainly due to her haircut and converse boots, her handshake was firm and assertive. As though some grandparent who still cared about judging a person through handshakes (like Seth did) had made a point of modelling this. 

			“I’m Sophia.”

			“I know. I’ve been trying to pluck up the courage to come in and speak to you for days,” Lily said, taking the savage drag of the nicotine deprived, before blowing the smoke out slowly with obvious satisfaction. She glanced at Sophia out of the corner of her eye while she was doing it. 

			Sophia eyebrows jumped up quizzically. “You don’t seem like someone who would need to pluck up courage.” Old Sophia would never have let on how observant she was, never showed her hand like that. But things had changed. More and more each day she was taking a new confidence in the things she just knew. 

			The other girl chuckled. “Yeah…” she muttered, pausing for more smoking. “It’s like, more pluck than courage in me sometimes, if you get me? Aren’t you going to ask how I know who you are?”

			

			Sophia shrugged, though she was burning with curiosity.

			“I’m looking for witches. Real ones.”

			Sophia frowned. This wasn’t something she telegraphed about herself in the way she presented so she was disconcerted. Sophia glanced over at the old woman who had sat down near them to wait for the bus. It was clear the older woman was not impressed by the passive smoke she was receiving. “I think we should take this conversation to a café.” 

			“Oh I don’t… I can’t…”

			“Come on,” Sophia said, taking her arm. “I know you’ve got no cash on you and I’m not asking.”

			She took Lily into the closest place that served food and sat her down. The girl’s embarrassment was clear, but Sophia could tell she was hungry.  After she ordered food for both of them she allowed Lily to eat for awhile and drink some of her coffee before prompting her to speak any further. 

			Sophia had sat where the other woman now sat after she’d first fled her crazy ex boyfriend, Josh. Not wanting to go to her parent’s home and bring trouble to them Sophia had got on a bus with no plan and had to rely on strangers. Despite her empathy with the situation there were questions that needed answers. “So… It’s a bit of a jump from psychic to witch. Who, may I ask, told you I was a witch?”

			Lily shrugged without looking up from the all day breakfast she was devouring. Sophia’s observant eye worked over the green threading through her one longer red dreadlock that hung out from the rest of her shorter hair. Without really meaning to she always tried to place a person’s background based on such physical cues. She kind of imagined Lily living on a platform in a threatened patch of woodland with some ferals trying to prevent logging. “It’s obvious, isn’t it?”

			

			“Not unless you’re one too,” Sophia said bluntly. 

			“I was in Glastonbury at the anti-fracking protest camp. That was where I heard about you and Christopher.”

			Sophia shrugged. “But why would you come looking for us in particular?”

			“People say Eugene was a changeling… They say a lot of things about your coven…” Lily’s eyes narrowed slightly, and Sophia felt herself being appraised at an animal level by the other woman. Then it was as if she saw what she was looking for even though Sophia had given nothing away, for she nodded. “They say you’re a great seer of the dead. I see myself turn into a black dog and hunt ghosts. When I hunt something down in my dreams, after a little while it dies in this world too. If you guys are really all that, I figure you can teach me how to stop.” 

			Christopher scanned the audience. He still looked for Eugene in the crowd of faces, even though there was no reason to think he would suddenly appear. Every conjuration, each haunting, every lucid dream freshened the bruise of it, so that it became his wound that would not heal. This year’s long silence drew out like a long, sharp note on the violin, a desperate, driving tension that would never seem to peak. 

			It was something at least, to be standing there on Eugene’s behalf in the upstairs room of the Tintagel bookstore. Going through and editing the poems hadn’t been easy, it felt like undressing Eugene abruptly, in a moment that was both too soon and never soon enough. It was an exposure before him and the world that felt raw on Christopher’s skin. Their eyes on Eugene’s private words were like hessian on mollusc bodies. Yet there was no question in his mind that the world must hear them. Even if the world did have to include his mother and father. Even if Eugene was, at his essence, something which the world might never be quite ready for. 

			Christopher’s parents were there of course. His mother had worn her pearls, which was her non-verbal way of saying she was determined to be proud of her son, ‘regardless’. After all it was perfectly possible in this day and age to be gay and still be absorbed respectably into the middle class. What Christopher was however… that was more challenging for her, it challenged comfortable categories. It was notable to him that his mother had never yet brought herself to call him bisexual. 

			His relationship with Sophia confused them, other times his attachment to Eugene was the source of  their consternation. His father looked tight and uncomfortable, as Christopher had suspected he would. Christopher only smiled when his eyes reached Eugene’s mother. Irene’s eyes were lightly misted with tears. There was an unspoken conspiracy of knowledge between them. Vincent was in one of his finest evening suits, which was a step up from his usual day suits and therefore made the rest of the room look underdressed. Millicent had dressed up too, sparkling with diamonds that Vincent bought for her, diamonds that Christopher had certain political opinions about which he tried to keep to himself as much as possible. 

			Seth, like Vincent, had his sunglasses at night despite the soft lighting. Sophia was wearing a dark-red tunic dress over her designer jeans and patent leather high-heels. His eyes spent a little while around her cleavage and clavicle before slowly moving up to her throat to drink in the support in her dark eyes. It meant so much to him to see her proud of him. In the past, when she’d sometimes been jealous of Eugene’s ghost it had felt like it might pull him apart. If he could have framed his non-verbal prayer in words it would have come out something like: please never make me choose. 

			Christopher had never really given up hope, after all. He hung onto some tender, tremulous thing much like a hope that when the book was complete Eugene would magically reappear. Through this work and this public exposure he’d have redeemed himself for something he couldn’t name. After all, this book launch was the culmination of an extended act of love between them. He had dressed for Eugene… He wore charcoal grey trousers and suit coat, with the emphasis on nice fabric and proper fit, because he knew that was what Eugene noticed in men’s clothing. Underneath he had a dark burgundy shirt with a black pinstripe in it, open at the neck. His blond hair had got a little darker over the past couple of years and there was enough of it so that if he put his head down it could obscure part of his face. 

			“Thank you all for being here tonight.” Christopher fumbled with adjusting the microphone that had clearly been set up for easy use by someone who, unlike him, was right handed. “Particularly those who have had a long drive. I am especially honoured to have Eugene’s mother Irene here with us tonight, a woman who has been like a second mother to me.” Christopher smiled and everyone turned to look at Irene and there was a light flurry of applause. “Nobody who has read any of Eugene’s work could doubt his genius. And genius doesn’t get into the world or get nurtured once it arrives here without mothers. Irene was a very special sort of mother, without whom none of us would have ever come to read any of Eugene’s work. So thank you, Irene.” 

			Christopher held her gaze as he spoke and by the time he released her with his eyes the tears that had been standing still were streaming down her face. It was strange. Sometimes he would be doing something like this, deeply, intimately engaging in the truth of what he was saying to someone, only to feel some part of him harmonising with the other person, drawing out their emotions as if he was playing them like an instrument. It was something he wasn’t comfortable with about himself, yet he knew it was an outgrowth of the type of witch he was still becoming.

			“As anyone will know that has read this edition already, it contains some of my poetry as well as Eugene’s. I found myself doing this naturally as I edited the material that Eugene had asked his mother to pass to me. It is a kind of reply. Something personal that I decided to make public, if for nothing else than to release some of the enormous power that Eugene’s work has, to get it out of my own being and into the world. Maybe now I can get some sleep,” Christopher smiled. As he said this he made brief eye contact with Sophia and saw her smile too. It was a sad sort of smile. The enigmatic kind of sadness that plays over the lips of the statues of Our Lady of Mercy. 

			There was a quiet laughter in the room, of that soft sort, barely vocalised, that acknowledges a wry, poignant comment. They were in his hands like the cello had been in Eugene’s… The idea this was a skill of sorts made him feel like a bad person, so he banished the thought. Considering himself sensitive to others was far more comfortable than thinking of himself as… as someone who knew how to work a room, how to play other people’s emotions. 

			“I’ve read a lot of poetry over the years. It’s a strange vice of mine that I caught from Eugene. And I have to say that in all these years of burying myself in the minds of dead men and women, I’ve never come across a mind like Eugene’s. Even the famed boy poet Rimbaud who began to write memorable work a good few years older than Eugene, the same can be said for Novalis, whose youth and genius were also inarguable. People have asked me whether I think it was because he was dying... I don’t have a rational answer to that question. I would prefer to let it go unanswered. I can only really let his own words speak for him. This poem Wall I think goes a good way toward expressing how Eugene’s experience was matured by a conscious experience of his mortality. It might be said that there is a difference between simply dying, which everyone does eventually, and truly experiencing your mortality as an intellect and as a fully developed imagination.”

			Christopher began to read the first of the poems that he had selected. He knew he could read all the ones he’d picked. There were some things in Eugene’s collection he could never have shared with the public, let alone read aloud. Christopher read them well and just the way he could imagine Eugene would have read them. 

			Changeling had already attracted a fair amount of attention for a book of poetry from an unknown writer. It had the gimmick of being written by someone as young as Eugene, who had also passed away. Christopher’s looks coupled with his mysterious and dramatic past had also done the mystique of the writing no harm. 

			The work had been said to possess a: ‘musical instinct. Christopher’s idiosyncratic lack of worldliness, with its sudden, shocking rawness brings out a deeper, bass note as it mingled with the soaring soprano of Eugene’s ethereal visions.’ Most of what the edition had received had been praise, and the book’s popularity was attested to by the standing room only turnout for Christopher’s first reading.

			When the reading was over Christopher came over to the little table that the publisher had set up for him where he was to sign books for people. He laughed when Eugene’s mother Irene asked him to sign a copy and hugged her close. Others said things to him as he signed, some of them far too personal. But he had an appropriate face with which to meet each of them. Most of these faces were charming and affable, some others a little more emotionally available, some gave nothing away at all.

			After about twenty minutes of signing Christopher was beginning to feel swamped with all the people he must be to answer the wants and needs of so many. He could see Vincent, Millicent, Sophia and Seth standing by the table where wine was being served, and he deeply wished to go to them, to be with his own people where he could take off the demands of the sheep fold and be with his pack. 

			“Hi, I am such a big fan of Eugene’s work, and yours. It just amazes me that two such talented people could come out of one school.”

			“Thank you,” Christopher said quietly, signing the book he’d been presented with without having glanced up. It wasn’t until he handed it back that he looked at the young man. He frowned. For a moment, from a certain angle, the young man reminded him of Eugene. He was a similar age and only an inch or so shorter than Christopher, just under six foot or maybe right on six foot, and elegantly slender. This made him the same height and build that Eugene had always appeared to him in his grown-up form. Like Eugene he also had blue eyes, and brown hair. 

			“Hey, if you’re not doing anything afterwards, do you want to get a drink?”

			Christopher continued to sign someone else’s book. “Umm, have we met before?” he asked. Then he realised what was happening. He smiled and put his hand lightly on the other man’s forearm for a moment. “Oh, I’m sorry, are you asking me out?”

			The young man immediately looked away, up at the ceiling and then at the wall and appeared to be searching his environment for some kind of assistance. He pushed his hair out of his eyes twice. “Well, I mean, not immediately, if you don’t want me to be asking you out? But if you were amendable to it I certainly might try later in the evening...” 

			“No one’s ever done that before so I didn’t recognise it. I can be a bit slow like that.” 

			“Are you serious?” the young man asked, with raised eyebrows. “Well that must be because everyone assumes you’re taken, or so far out of their league that they don’t even try. I’m just a bit kamikaze in that way. No regrets, try every door no matter how many times you fall, you know what I mean?”

			“Yes,” Christopher said, without elaboration but with a seriousness that denoted that he had taken the verbal habit of ‘you know what I mean?’ as a real question.

			“I’m Eden,” he said, giving Christopher his hand. 

			Christopher shook it. Eden shook hands a bit like Sophia did. Gentler than Seth or Vincent but with a purposeful firmness to let you know you should take it seriously. 

			“I went to the Devon Waldorf School at the same time Eugene did, before he moved to your school. Hence the name, my parents are huge hippies, my sister is Freya and my other brother is Krishna. Poor Krish, he copped it the worst, his middle name is River.” Eden laughed. 

			Christopher grinned, he had known some children with some interesting names at his Waldorf School too. He looked directly into Eden’s eyes for the first time. “Do you remember Eugene?” 

			“Oh yeah. I’d say he classes as pretty unforgettable, even to a nine year old. He was a genius, and I had a huge crush on him. He never noticed I existed. I was really sad when I heard… I mean we all hoped…”

			

			Christopher just nodded. He could see there was real feeling, real sympathy in Eden’s eyes when he said that. It was rare to see that after how much time had elapsed. Christopher found he liked the young man, primarily for having the good taste to have had a crush on Eugene. 

			“Do you believe in spirits, Eden?” 

			“I don’t know,” he replied immediately, “I haven’t seen any. But when I read Eugene’s work I certainly believe that he did. And you know what? Like Keats said: truth is beauty, beauty is truth, right? What Eugene saw… man it was breathtaking! Who gives a fuck? At the end of the day, really, wouldn’t you rather be seduced by an illusion than bored to death by objectivity? Shit, sorry, I’m babbling. I babble when I’m nervous.” 

			Christopher smiled. “I would indeed rather be seduced by an illusion than bored to death by objectivity. And as you just babbled out a Keats quote, yes to the other thing as well, I would like to get a drink with you.”

			Sophia smiled when she saw Christopher approach and he slid his arm around her waist. 

			He leaned closer to be able to whisper in her ear. “When we leave I’m going to go grab a drink with that lad I was just talking to.” 

			“He totally came onto you!” 

			Christopher grinned. “He did a bit. He went to school with Eugene, before Eugene moved to Wiltshire.”

			“Ah, a fellow Waldorf boy! He’s cute,” she observed, sipping her white wine with a mischievous look on her face as she checked Eden out.

			“He is,” Christopher agreed. 

			“If you go home with him I want blow-by-blow details.”

			

			“That’s jumping a bit far ahead… But he has certainly piqued my curiosity and I like feeling curious.”

			“I know you do,” she murmured, turning to him and wrapping her arms around his waist. “Ah, I know this very well about you Christopher Penrose.” 

			He smiled and returned the embrace. Her perfume and the distinctive scent of her hair stirred his loins. If anything she excited him even more now than when he’d first met her. Because now she was becoming who she was always meant to be. He was no longer dating a modern girl but a priestess.  

			“You do indeed, you know a lot about me, Sophia.” 

			“Looks like your parents are gearing up to leave,” she said. “You show them to their car and kiss Irene so you can go off with this cute guy. I better get Seth home, he has the fidgets, big time.” 

			Christopher went over to Seth then and gave him a firm pat on the back. “Thanks for being here.”

			“Wouldn’t have missed it.” Seth leaned closer to him. “I looked. I had my Other eyes open the whole time but…”

			Christopher just nodded. He already knew Eugene hadn’t been there. 

			Eden was leaning against the wall outside. It appeared he had come alone. “I’m not from around here, so you’ll have to show me to a good place to have a drink.”
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