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            for Owen and Denise
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Thanks to everyone at Orchard who’s been involved with this project, and for all your continuing enthusiasm and support. Also Andrew and Merel at J&A, one of whom is now delivering babies (mwah). I’d like to say a special thanks to Jo Williams of the Aldbourne CBG for wagging a stern finger and making me a lovely stew, and to Karen & Dennis at the Well Wisher Bookshop for looking after me and making sure I never got lost in Wiltshire! The same appreciation is extended to Ros and Julie over in the West Midlands, who’ve been there for me from day one. Also to Sam, who deserves a big hrrr for making the breakthrough and yet is still humble enough to lay some praise at my door. And last but not least to Jay … that polar bear sure was worth it.
            

         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
          
 
         
            … the eye altering, alters all.
            
 
            William Blake

         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
             

         
 
         From: Farrell, Tam (t.farrell@tne.global.net)
 
         
             

         
 
         Time: 17:22
 
         
             

         
 
         To: hrrrpenny@rainandfire.co.uk
 
         
             

         
 
         Subject: David Rain
 
         
             

         
 
         Dear hrrrpenny,
 
         
             

         
 
         Thanks for the feedback on David Rain. Appreciate you taking  time to reply, but you’ve told me nothing more than I can find on  your website already. Feature needs a definite angle. Some  history. Circumstances of his disappearance, perhaps? If you can’t supply, will look elsewhere.
 
         
             

         
 
         Regards,
 
         
             

         
 
         Tam Farrell
 
         Features Editor
 
         The National Endeavour
 
         883 Wellington High Road
 
         London N1
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Arctic ice cap, unrecorded time
            

         
 
         It began with a wind from another world. A fury unlike any other kind of blizzard. It tore a hole in the sky and screamed at the ice, forcing them together with an elemental charge. The eddy drew a death song out of the night and with it beat a storm all the way up to the clouds. The sea shook and the tablet of ice it supported broke in a random starburst of cracks.
         
 
         And when all this had passed, what was left was a bear.
         
 
         He was lying with his paws outstretched and straight, his snout pushed down between the hump of his knees. The wind at first refused to die. It ripped at his fur, making shallow angry waves across the curves of his back. It tugged again, and again and again, but on the fourth gust his great head rose in defiance and he breathed and held in the cold, sharp air. The wind grew tame in an instant and dropped. It fell to a whimper as he opened his eyes.
         
 
         Lumbering slightly, he rose to his feet. The wind made apologetic circles around him. He ignored it and plugged ten claws into the ice. The auma of the north poured into his heart. With it came power and a terrifying knowledge, of a world disappearing too fast, too soon. He opened his jaws then and roared at the sky, until his voice became water droplets melting in the atmosphere. Snow fell on the crest of the planet.
         
 
         This was the beginning.
 
         And this would be the end.
 
         But the Earth would not know it for another year yet.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            
A very special gift
            

         
 
         Sunday. February 14th. St Valentine’s Day. The words spiralled round Suzanna Martindale’s head as she walked hand in hand with her daughter, Alexa, along the deserted High Street in Scrubbley. It had been five years to this day since her partner, David Rain, had disappeared during a student field trip into the ice cold waters of the Arctic Ocean – and still the memory would not settle. In her mind, she replayed that dreadful moment, holding him, willing him to keep on breathing, remembering his head falling into her arms before surrendering his body to the breaking ice and the awesome power of four guardian polar bears. Tears burned her eyes, fuzzing out the street lamps. She whispered his name. David. A gust of air as sharp as a blade replied, landing a crystal of ice on her face. She touched it, rubbing it into her tears. David, she said again, and squeezed Alexa’s hand. David. My one true love. David.
         
 
         “Mummy, are we going to see Santa Claus?”
 
         The sheer sweetness of the question made Zanna chuckle. Such innocence could almost make her choke on joy. “No, darling, we did that at Christmas.”
         
 
          
         The little girl lifted her feet into a skip. The antlers of her reindeer hat flapped to the beat. “Are we going to see Snigger?”
         
 
         Snigger. The ‘hero’ of David’s squirrel story. Now a bestseller and family favourite. Zanna turned her head to one side. They were passing the precinct that branched off the High Street and led towards the library and the gardens beyond. Among those trees and twisting paths, David had first been inspired to write. “No, baby. Just to the shop.”
         
 
         “Mmm,” went the child. And it wasn’t really clear if she was satisfied by this answer or not. She changed her legs, almost stumbling for a pace or two.
         
 
         “Careful,” Zanna said, and swung her to a stop.
 
         They were looking at a small bay window, with slightly rotting frames and gaps in the putty. It was a shop, Zanna’s shop, and it was closed for the evening. The interior was locked and dark. But in one corner of the window, on a candlestick as gothic as a vampire’s finger, a candle spilling lava trails was burning freely. Beside it was a card. A Valentine’s card. A single red heart on a tall white background. It was open, but the words were difficult to read. Next to the card sat a small clay dragon.
         
 
         “Ruffen!” cried Alexa, pointing to it.
 
          
         “Guh-ruffen,” said her mother. “Don’t forget the ‘guh’.”
 
         “Guh!” went Alexa and put her hand on the glass with just enough force to make it rattle.
         
 
         To no one’s amazement, the dragon rolled his eyes in recognition. He lifted a paw and dibbled his slightly stubby little fingers.
         
 
         Alexa responded with a happy wave. “What’s Gruffen doing?” she asked, pronouncing his name correctly this time.
         
 
         “Just guarding,” said Zanna, and feeling overwhelmed added quietly to herself, “Just guarding Daddy’s flame.” A gallery of pictures flashed through her mind. They gathered in a spear of ice in David Rain’s heart. She took a tissue from her pocket and dabbed her eye. “Lexie, I’ve got something for you.”
         
 
         The little girl turned on her heels.
 
         “Hold out your hands, together, in a cup.”
 
         No stranger to presents, Alexa adopted the pose right away.
         
 
         “Listen carefully,” said Zanna, dropping down on one knee. She brushed a curl of black hair off Alexa’s forehead. “You know we talked about polar bears and the icy place they live?”
         
 
         “Yes,” said Alexa (possibly hopeful of receiving one).
 
         Zanna looked at her a moment and tried to frame the words. Those eyes. His eyes. That rich dark blue. Unsettling and comforting, all in one glance. “Your daddy gave me a dragon there once. I want you to have him, because … because Mummy can’t look after him any more.”
         
 
         The little girl frowned and tilted her head. “Why are you crying?” she asked.
         
 
         Zanna bracketed her hands as if she was holding an invisible piece of rock. “You have to look very, very hard to see him. But he’s there. He’s real. His name is G’lant and his is a flame that will never die out.” She opened her hands – as if she was scattering the ashes of her grief – and set G’lant down on Alexa’s palms.
         
 
         The girl looked thoughtfully at the space above her gloves. “I like him,” she said.
         
 
         Zanna sobbed and reaching out, hugged her daughter tight. “I like you,” she said. “And I love you so much.” Her pale lips tremored against the child’s head.
         
 
         A second went by, then Alexa gasped.
 
         “What? What is it?” Zanna drew back to look at her.
 
         Alexa turned her face to the open sky.
 
         And from out of the darkness came fairy lights: snow.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            
What Zanna wrote
            

         
 
         At the same time that Zanna was out with Alexa, something odd was going on in the house at 42 Wayward Crescent where they lived with Elizabeth and Lucy Pennykettle, and Elizabeth’s partner, Arthur.
         
 
         Another dragon called Gwendolen was preparing for a mission.
         
 
         Gwendolen belonged to Lucy. She was a special dragon made by Lucy’s mother, Liz. Liz was a potter by trade and well known in the town of Scrubbley for her extraordinary dragon sculptures, though none that reached the market place there were quite as extraordinary as the ones that inhabited the Pennykettle household.
         
 
         Gwendolen was just such a dragon. For years she had sat quietly on Lucy’s bedside table, going almost unnoticed in the shadows by the lamp. Unlike the other special dragons in the house she had never shown any kind of magical ability. But on Lucy’s eleventh birthday, when the girl’s hair had begun to turn a deep shade of red (just like her mother’s and her distant, dragon ancestor Guinevere’s) Gwendolen began to show an interest in something.
         
 
          
         Computers.
 
         It was a pursuit which mirrored Lucy’s ambitions, but one which left the other dragons wary and suspicious. For they had seen Gwendolen rise from obscurity to become the kind of dragon that understood data and symbols and code. It was unnatural, they thought. A little bit … progressive. But Lucy was Lucy, she had dragon in her blood. So no one ever questioned it and Gwendolen was left to her own devices. No one bothered her or enquired about what she was doing, and this was certainly the case on the day that she stole Suzanna Martindale’s letter.
         
 
         Some people go to church. Some people lay flowers. And some mark the anniversary of a loved one’s death by writing to them, bizarre as that might seem. Every Valentine’s Day, Zanna did just that. She would sit at her desk and compose a long letter telling David all that had happened that year. It was beautiful and romantic and healing and cathartic – and it annoyed Lucy Pennykettle all to hell. For she was never allowed to read them (Zanna burned them afterwards) and she knew that with every word Zanna wrote she became more and more accepting of David’s death. That was wrong in Lucy’s mind. David wasn’t gone. He couldn’t be dead. He was just … well, he was just not here.
         
 
          
         So Gwendolen was sent to assess the state of play. It was a good time, the only opportunity in fact. Zanna and Alexa were out somewhere. Arthur was meditating quietly in Liz’s pottery workshop, the Dragon’s Den, where he’d been joined by the dragons Gadzooks and G’reth who were normally a fixture on the windowsill in Zanna’s room. Bonnington, the Pennykettles’ dippy cat, was asleep on Lucy’s bed. And Liz was in the kitchen; she was always in the kitchen.
         
 
         The house was quiet. The time was now.
         
 
         Gwendolen zipped downstairs. The door to Zanna’s room was usually ajar and was again as the little dragon flew down the hall. In a moment she was inside and on Zanna’s desk. There was the letter, a fountain pen resting soulfully beside it. Four pale blue, neatly-written pages. Too long for Lucy to sneak in and read without fear of being disturbed; but a mere blink in the eye of an IT dragon.
         
 
         Gwendolen made her eyes into slits and gathered her focus on the first page. A bar of violet light scanned it swiftly from top to bottom. In one flowing, nimble-clawed movement she flipped to page two and scanned that as well. It took her less than twenty seconds to raster the lot. She arranged the pages neatly and flew back upstairs.
         
 
          
         Lucy was already at the computer. “Did you get it?” she hissed, as Gwendolen landed beside the keyboard.
         
 
         Hrrr, went the dragon. She pushed her tail into a port on the back of the machine. The computer beeped and reported it had found new ‘dragonware’ then immediately downloaded Zanna’s letter.
         
 
         Lucy clicked her mouse and saved it in conventional bits and bytes. “Nice work,” she said. “Now, let’s see what slush she wrote. Oh, yuk. What a start. ‘My darling David’.”
         
 
         Gwendolen swished her tail. She rather liked that, actually. Maybe Lucy did too, but didn’t care to admit it. She turned her eyes to the screen and read along: 
         

         
             

         
 
         For once, St Valentine’s Day has fallen on a weekend and I’m able to write from the quiet of home. I always promised myself I would begin these letters at the same time each year, the closest I could calculate to the moment you left me, the moment my heart froze with yours, in ice. I’m sitting at your desk in what was your room, with memories of you all about me: the wardrobe door that still doesn’t quite close, cat hairs (of various shades) on the bed, a slightly threadbare Winston pining at me from the armchair opposite, Gadzooks firmly on the windowsill, studying the shape of a spider’s web, G’reth right next to him lost in thought. These days, the room has a  slightly more feminine touch, floral curtains, lace pillows, scents. A yellow hot water bottle (shaped like a flounder) sits upon the bed with a woolly mammoth called Bronson and a clutch of toys. Five years and a daughter do bring change. Yet, when I look up and peer into the garden, I still expect to see you out there with Lucy, rescuing squirrels or tripping over ice blocks, just being you, being frantic, being David. The man I love. I miss you so much.
         

         Hrrr, went Gwendolen, moved by the sentiment.
         

         “Don’t,” said Lucy. “Look at this. I can’t believe she’s written about the weather!”
         

         … it’s become such an issue. A conscience-nagging puzzle. There’s a conference about climate change at Stavanger, in Norway, next week. Lucy’s following it for a project for school. At Christmas (heat wave, daffodils in bloom), I had my seasonal email from Russ. Despite all that happened, he still talks fondly of our field trip to Canada. Until a few months ago he was still air-lifting polar bears away from Chamberlain, but they are closing down the Manitoba polar research station now because conditions have become so wild around Chamberlain. Some Inuit have evacuated their homes, he says. Everything is in such turmoil there, as if someone’s turned the ring from simmer to boil. Here, in the not so wild suburbs of Kent, global warming is more of a soap opera than an issue. Each week we have  special news reports debating the changes taking place in the Arctic. One day they’re warning us that polar bears are going to die out within twenty years, not fifty, because the ice is dwindling at such a devastating, unpredicted rate, the next it’s all just a lot of hokum, part of the planet’s natural cycle. And we all seem to care but we don’t know what to do. So we build an ark of optimism and hope we’ll be ok. We go shopping, watch movies, clean our teeth, go to bed. I do it. Liz does it. Henry, Arthur, Lucy. We drop ice into our squash while the north melts away. It’s bizarre and frightening and very confusing, and even we, the daughters of Guinevere and Gwendolen, with dragons in our bloodline and magic in our fingertips, can do little more than sit back and watch it all happen.
         

         “Wrong!” said Lucy, falling back into her chair. “If David was here, he’d know what to do.”
         

         Gwendolen raised a doubtful eye ridge.

         “Well, he would,” Lucy snapped, and carried on reading.
         

         One unforeseen consequence of these crazy days of weather is the increase in book sales of all things Arctic. You’ve become a best-selling author, my love. The other day, I saw someone reading a copy of White Fire on the train – a girl, not much younger than Lucy. I could see her eyes just above the pages, panning back and forth as she  devoured the text, one hand feeding her hair into her mouth. Suddenly, she turned to her mother and said, “This is really, really good, Mum. It’s as if the author knows what it’s like to be a polar bear.” I had to move seats. That kind of stuff confuses me and fills me up with hurt. If only they knew what you and I had seen … Last year, Apple Tree brought out a special edition of White Fire with an ‘adult’ cover. It’s typographical, you’d hate it, not a bear in sight. I don’t approve, but contractually I can’t argue. I just let myself be guided by Dilys’s editorial experience (actually, she’s risen to publisher now). We talk regularly on the phone, sometimes twice a month. She still holds you in great reverence. I honestly think she believes I’ve got you chained up in Henry’s attic and that one day you’ll surprise the world with another book. Talking of Henry, he’s been such a star. Who could ask for a better neighbour? When the sales began to rise and the paperwork piled in, I couldn’t cope with all the admin at home. So he gave me his study to use as an office. For the last few months I’ve split my time between managing your estate, running the shop and bringing up Alexa. It’s exhausting, but not a day goes by when I’m not grateful for the legacy you left to me. Every birthday, whether she understands it or not, I read Snigger and the Nutbeast aloud to Alexa. We even had a session in the library gardens – with squirrels in attendance. She so enjoyed that. She’s too young, of course, for the drama of White Fire. But she knows what Daddy does. And she knows that Daddy’s clever. One day she will be so proud of you.
         

         Liz and Arthur love her to bits. I swear they get soppier the older she gets. BIG news on this front. Would you believe that Arthur popped the question? Liz announced it in true Liz fashion. She was grilling cheese on toast one night and rapping at Lucy for some minor misdemeanour when she suddenly said, ‘Oh, I thought you’d all like to know that Arthur and I decided to get married. Does anyone want Worcester sauce?’ Of course, we made a huge fuss – well, Alexa and I did anyway. Lucy was quite reserved, but took it well enough. She and Liz have had a few heart-to-hearts since. I think Lucy’s primary concern is not the domestic arrangement, but the biological one, especially when Liz openly told her that she and Arthur might try for a child. Liz assures me it can happen, that even though she was birthed in the way of a dragon child, she still has the necessary human physiology to deliver a child as any ‘normal’ woman would, though the genetic situation might be … interesting.
         

         “I’ll say,” muttered Lucy, clicking her tongue.

         Anyway, they haven’t set an exact date yet. Liz doesn’t want to rush it. She’s an old-fashioned dragon-girl, she says. We think the autumn, perhaps. Maybe even Christmas. I don’t think Lucy will complain too much. Given the  circumstances, she could do a lot worse for a step-dad. Arthur bought her a top of the range iPod last September to celebrate his promotion to Professor of Physics at the now upgraded Scrubbley University. (Scrubbley Uni. Doesn’t that sound weird? Me and you were just lowly ‘college’ kids, struggling to understand basic geography; Lucy’s planning to take a degree in ‘Medieval and Mythological History’ there when she’s ready.)
         

         Arthur works so hard. Despite near blindness, he gets through any number of meetings, lectures and tutorials. He employs two full time secretaries, dictates papers, marks essays (that Liz reads out to him) and still finds the time to meditate with me. He’s such a steadying influence. His time as a monk at Farlowe Abbey wasn’t wasted. I’m very fortunate to have two great ‘teachers’ around me. When I’m frazzled by income tax forms and the like, I turn to Henry. But it’s Arthur, always Arthur, I take my woes to when I’m in need of spiritual comfort. Lately, we’ve been talking more and more about his days as a monk on Farlowe Island. He’s still awed and moved by what took place there. I wish I could say that the Fain have become a forgotten subject, but I’m sure Arthur broods about them all the time. I think their absence worries him as much as their presence ever did. They’re like a shadow he can’t escape. It seems bizarre to think that we were ever attacked by alien ‘thought forms’,  even though you gave your life protecting us from them. I suppose, like anything else, our perception of that danger has altered with time. Even when Bonnington is wowing us daily with his shape-shifting tricks (he turned into a small black panther yesterday and nearly gave the postman a heart attack) we tend to overlook the fact that the benign Fain-being trapped inside him is responsible. But I know they’re out there, in some peculiar parallel universe, hovering on the edge of human consciousness and doing … who knows what? Which is why in our sessions I try to steer Arthur clear of that subject and back onto peace, love, humanity and Gaia. He cares deeply about the soul of the planet. His take on global warming is a little more ‘mystical’ than the mechanisms proposed by most of his scientific contemporaries, but that’s the subject of another letter perhaps.
         

         Lucy is the one member of the family I still worry about …
         

         “Oh, here we go,” Lucy said with a humph.

         … she’s sixteen now and a real stunner. Flowing red hair, sweet green eyes (now turned completely from blue) and the attitude of a teenage warrior queen.
         

         “Cheek!”

         (But true, thought Gwendolen.)
         

         She fascinates boys, but terrifies them too. One glance from her and they turn to mush. Yet she doesn’t seem to show  a lot of interest in reverse. Most days she will come in from school, go straight to her room and disappear for several hours. We hear her tapping away at her computer, usually through a wall of soft rock music, but no one seems to know quite what she’s doing. She’s a genius at IT and even created a Pennykettle website so that Liz could go on selling the dragons after she gave up her market stall. (The school gave her an enterprise award and a certificate for her stunning ‘lifelike’ animations, lol.) It’s such a shame that she’s become so introspective. Every now and then she and Liz have a taut exchange about ‘anti-social behaviour’. That goes down well (she said, with irony). I used to worry that this was a problem with Alexa stealing all of Liz’s attention these days, but if anything, Lexie is the one person Lucy bonds with the most. She plays with her, talks to her, baby-sits her sometimes and generally seems happy to have her around. I think Lucy misses you terribly and Alexa is the closest link she has, possibly more so than Gadzooks or G’reth. She point blank refuses to believe that you are dead and cites your dragons as proof of this. Therein, I think, lies the fundamental problem between her and her mum. As the years go by and you show no sign of returning to us, Liz has become more accepting of the theory that a dragon created for whatever special reason can live a life independent of its owner. The fact that Gadzooks has not written on his  notepad since he left me with the name ‘G’lant’ so long ago is proof enough to Liz that you are gone. So she’s settled to a life of pipe and slippers with Arthur, leaving her daughter angry and confused.
         

         “Too right,” said Lucy.

         A few weeks ago they had a real humdinger and I heard Lucy shout, “Have you forgotten who you are?” I think Liz has. She and Arthur are more in love than any couple I’ve ever met, but I do think they’re guilty of neglecting Lucy’s heritage. I mean, look at us. We live in a house of flying dragons, with a cat that has an alien life form sharing its psyche. We’re the product of a time when dragons roamed the earth and bears ruled the Arctic. We’re the kooks on the block. The real Addams Family. And all we seem to concern ourselves with is paying the bills and watching the telly. Lucy has a lot to fight for, I think.
         

         “And she’s going to,” said Lucy, bashing her fist down right beside the keyboard and making Gwendolen jump a few centimetres.
         

         How? the dragon hurred, concerned to see Lucy’s eyes swimming with tears.
         

         “We’ve got to do something,” she said, almost sobbing. “We can’t let bears die and …” She flapped her hands to fill in the gaps. “If David was here, he’d be out there saving them. And I don’t care what Mum says or what Zanna thinks: David’s not dead. Arthur always says that the more people who believe something, the more likely it is to happen, right?”
         

         Gwendolen nodded. She was expected to, she thought.

         “So we ought to make sure that everybody knows who David is, right?”
         

         Gwendolen glanced at the screen again. There are still some words about Alexa, she hurred.
         

         “Later,” Lucy sighed and tapped a few keys. Her email inbox quickly unwrapped. Top of the list was the message she’d been dwelling on for several days, the enquiry from the journalist, Tam Farrell.
         
 
         
            Thanks for the feedback on David Rain. Appreciate you taking time to reply, but you’ve told me nothing more than I can find on your website already. Feature needs a definite angle. Some history. Circumstances of his disappearance, perhaps? If you can’t supply, will look elsewhere.
            

         
 
         “I can supply,” Lucy muttered grimly. And she wrote back a short, twice-edited reply:
         
 
         
            u don’t kno what ur getting into
 
            do this rgt, you get more info
 
            do this wrg, you burn
 
             
            The Healing Touch. Shop on Scrubbley High St.
 
            ask 4 suzanna J
 
            xhrrrpennyx
 
            www.rainandfire.co.uk
 
            the official website of David Rain

         
 
         “There,” she said defiantly, and clicked on ‘send’. “Time to wake the world up.”
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            
Sea ice, northwest of Nordaustlandet Svalbard archipelago, unrecorded  time
            

         
 
         It was many years since Thoran had watched the winter die. But there was little else a bear could do in these months, except shelter, rest, and wait for the long night to reach its end. Four days ago it had. He had seen the sun returning like a distant bird, its solar wings reaching out far across the north, setting the sea ice alight for miles. Each morning thereafter he had watched it rise a little higher in the sky, tinting the horizon with its pale shades of orange. Warmth. Spring. The promise of life.
         
 
         But it was not in a moment like this when they came.
 
         The sky was still half-lit. Moody. Grey. A blizzard was stirring up in restless circles, half-heartedly sighing as it ripped through his fur. Those parts of his body given mortal senses – the ears, the eyes, even the blacktipped snout – were all beginning to fail him now, so he did not hear the bears or scent them or see, but rather knew, in the ways of the shaman, they were close. He was dying naturally, growing weak, yet his instincts warned him there was something out there, something worth clinging to these shreds of life for. Not for him the heart stopping on a long bed of ice, nor the frosted eye staring at an unchanging sky. He was Thoran, creature of legend. Something wonderful was coming. Something strange.
         
 
         There were three of them, approaching from the permanent ice to the north. The two bears on the outer came slugging through first, flanking nothing but a cloud of swirling ice. One was a fighting bear, heavy, in his prime. The other was younger, slender, thoughtful. A Teller’s son if ever there was. That singular expression of awe in his eyes was as much to do with history as it was with fear.
         
 
         The visitors drew to a halt, blowing hard. They sat down, keeping a respectful distance. Thoran let out a moderate growl. He knew it was not their purpose to challenge him, but appearances and rituals had to be observed. The fighting bear offered up a cynical snort. The Teller looked sideways, into the mist. He shuddered as the third bear floated out of it.
         
 
         Thoran’s weak heart pounded with relief. Astonishing. Him. Just as he had hoped. Only now the bear walked with magnificent grace, as if the ice was his servant and carrying his weight not merely supporting it. The limp, long ago caused by a bullet of lead lodged deep in the shoulder, was gone, healed, an incidental nuisance. Confidence shone from the once-troubled eyes. Every hair of his thick pelt glistened with power. Even the snowstorm whipping about his ears was like a child, an ice cub, begging for attention. The ice was his plaything, his to command. Here was Ingavar, Lord of the Arctic.
         
 
         “You have walked a long way, nanuk,” said Thoran, for on the last occasion these bears had met they had been on the other side of the world.
         
 
         The fighting bear stiffened, visibly outraged by the informal greeting. But it was the Teller that Ingavar chose to glance at, as if to say, ‘Remember this. Remember how this bear addressed me as a cub, for in many ways that is what I am to him, his novice.’
         
 
         Ingavar swung his head forward in an arc. “This is your homeland,” he said, looking west, though no trace of rock or glacier could be seen.
         
 
         Thoran opened his claws, feeling the wind run between them. Cold. “Where else would an old bear come to die?” He spread his paws and pushed himself upright, wobbling slightly as he tried to stand. The curves at his sides fell inwards, not out. The Teller gulped, his empathy obvious. The fighting bear stared ahead, hard and unmoved.
         
 
         Ingavar said, “I need your help.”
 
          
         The wind moaned and seemed to gather in Thoran’s chest. “The North has changed – and I am not the bear I was.”
         
 
         “Nor I,” said Ingavar.
 
         The Teller shuddered again.
 
         “This is Avrel,” said his master, indicating the Teller. “Kailar to my right. They are here to witness a new beginning.”
         
 
         Thoran put his head back and stared at the sky. It was shifting, making shapes from the cloud: narwhal, seal, walrus, fox. His fore paws clenched and grated the ice, audibly catching in the brittle surface. “Where have you been, nanuk?” he asked.
         
 
         Avrel noted what he thought was a tremor of betrayal.
         
 
         “Away,” said Ingavar with measured reassurance. And in every reflection of his deep brown eyes he knew that Thoran saw an image of a fire star.
         
 
         “The North is dying,” the old bear said. There was a drumming in his ears, a song of the Arctic. Above him, the sky made pictures of The Men.
         
 
         Ingavar raised his snout to the wind. “I have come to free you from the burden of caring for it.”
         
 
         The sky darkened then and Avrel caught his breath. A light had appeared in the ice beneath Ingavar. It was at once both blue and colourlessly blue. He watched it spread into his master’s body, turning him from flesh and bone into … what? He looked across at Kailar as if to say, ‘Do you see this? A legend coming to life? The fire that melts no ice is upon us.’
         
 
         But Kailar clearly had. He was edging back, head lowered, physically shaken. He checked around his paws. The ice there was sound.
         
 
         Thoran tilted his head and stared into the radiating eyes again, looking for something that perhaps could not be seen. “When I was imprisoned in this mortal body, I heard the wind whisper that you had burned in the tears of Godith. Are you really the bear I knew?”
         
 
         Ingavar padded slowly forward, creating footprints of fire in the snow. On his forehead there now appeared a telling mark, three lines the North knew as the mark of Oomara. He turned his head sideways, scissoring his jaws. White flames danced on his tongue as he spoke. One word was all he uttered. “Sometimes.”
         
 
         “Then I am yours to command,” said Thoran.
 
         And the icefire leapt from Ingavar’s mouth, into the jaws of his old companion.
         
 
         Avrel, remembering all he had journeyed and all he had seen, now added the following to his stories to Tell: he saw how the body of the ice bear Thoran burst into flame, then broke into a blizzard of snowflakes and sparks which set themselves into the wind and were gone. And he noted, keenly, how the heart of the blaze appeared to move out of the body of Thoran into the body of his master, Ingavar, and what change took place in Ingavar because of this. He saw the morning sun rise. He heard the ice moan. And he witnessed the brightest of auroras above. A spirit-dance. A passing. A changing of Ways. And when the lights had settled and all was darkness and spinning cold again, Ingavar, standing with his back to them, said, “Do you know of an island called the Tooth of Ragnar?”
         
 
         The fighting bear, Kailar, was disabled by sickness, the last contents of his stomach in a pool by his feet. So Avrel answered for the two of them, saying, “Lord, the Tooth was destroyed by …” He dared not go on. Some tongues said that the island had been brought down by Ingavar himself.
         
 
         Ingavar nodded. “In that vicinity, Kailar will find a raven, a bird frozen in a block of ice. He is to free its head and feet but not its body. When he has done this, he will have it walk to me.”
         
 
         “And me, Lord?” said Avrel. “What am I to do?”
 
         “You are the Teller of Ways,” said Ingavar. “You will walk with me.” And he turned and a legend was instantly recorded.
         
 
         He was Ingavar. Ice bear. Bringer of fire.
 
         Ruler of the North.
 
         And his once brown eyes were blue.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            
The Healing Touch
            

         
 
         People said it was a ‘blink and you miss it’ kind of place. A narrow shop, barely three times the width of its doorway, sandwiched between a beauty salon and a larger shop selling computer supplies. Zanna had bought it on a sudden impulse shortly after graduating from Scrubbley College, when the royalties from David’s books had amounted to a sum that demanded she make them work for her. One night she had come home later than usual, sat down in the kitchen with Alexa on her knee and said to Liz, “I want to run a shop.”
         
 
         “Really?” Liz had turned to her, sounding thrilled.
 
         Unlike Lucy, who had looked up from her homework and said, “Why?” in a cursory, offhand manner.
         
 
         Zanna said, “It’s something that I’ve always wanted to do. I was passing that estate agent’s, Burroughs, in town, saw an advert for it, went in and got the sheet. It’s on the High Street. It’s perfect. I’d easily have enough money to put down a deposit.”
         
 
         Liz patted her hand. “That’s a super idea. What do you plan to sell?”
         
 
         “Anything ‘new age-y’. Crystals. Incense. Semiprecious stones. Gothic jewellery – I really fancy making some. Books. Cards. Even some bags and clothing perhaps.”
         
 
         “A magic shop?” said Lucy, twisting her nose.
 
         “I’d prefer ‘place of enchantment’,” said Zanna.
 
         Lucy gave a hmph. “Well, at least it’s not your hippie veggie stuff.” She glared at the bag of nuts Zanna was snacking from. “How can anyone eat so many nuts?”
         
 
         “Squiwels,” said Alexa. She kicked her feet and smiled upwards at her mum.
         
 
         “Hmm,” went Zanna, giving her a cuddle. “They eat lots of nuts, don’t they? The shop is close to the library gardens. We might have squirrels queuing up outside – if we decide to take it on, of course.”
         
 
         This last remark was addressed towards Liz, but it was Arthur, feeling his way into the kitchen, who asked the question, “Why wouldn’t you?”
         
 
         Zanna took a deep breath. She glanced at Lucy, who scowled and pretended she was focussed on her homework. “I’d need help, looking after Lexie.”
         
 
         “Are you a nutbeast, Mummy?” Alexa said.
 
         Lucy paused, closed her eyes, then went on writing.
 
         “Not a problem,” said Liz.
 
         “I don’t like to put upon you. You’re all so good to me as it is.”
         
 
         Liz cupped a hand round the back of Zanna’s head. “Sweetheart, it would be a joy,” she said.
         
 
         “Do you have a name to trade under?” asked Arthur.
 
         “Yes,” said Zanna, brightly. “The Healing Touch, because everything in the shop will have therapeutic potential. I’m going to take some courses as well. I’d like to offer people aromatherapy and reflexology – for a start.”
         
 
         “Feet?” said Lucy. “You want to touch feet?”
 
         “Honey, don’t, you’ll fall over,” Zanna said to Alexa as she tried to lean forward to touch her own toes. “Reflexology isn’t always done on feet. It could be hands or ears.” (Lexie held her ears.)
         
 
         “It’s still gross,” Lucy muttered.
 
         “It is not,” said Liz. “You have my backing, Zanna. I think it’s wonderful.”
         
 
         “A great adventure,” Arthur added, smiling.
 
         “Thank you,” said Zanna. “I appreciate that. Erm, there is one other thing I’d like to run by you.” She waited till she had Liz’s gaze again. “I want to sell tinctures, made from flowers.”
         
 
         Liz glanced at Alexa, who was curling her hair in rings around her fingers. “You want to involve Gretel?”
         
 
         They both glanced at Zanna’s special dragon, who was sitting on the table, casually jabbing an orange with a cocktail stick. Gretel was regarded (mostly by herself) as the most powerful dragon in the Pennykettle household. She had the ability to make potions from flowers, anything from a sleeping draught to a hay fever cure.
         
 
         “She can’t,” protested Lucy. “She can’t use Gretel’s powers.”
         
 
         “Hrrr!” went Alexa.
 
         On top of the fridge, the listening dragon frowned and noted that the David child had literally said, ‘hrrr’.
         
 
         In a level but guarded tone Liz said, “She can – if it’s done for the right reasons, of course.”
         
 
         “But she’s a—” Lucy bit her tongue, an act which only made Zanna glower.
         
 
         “Go on, Lucy, say it. You know you want to. Witch? Sibyl? Spawn of Gwilanna? Mad, bad, dangerous to know?”
         
 
         “Zanna,” said Arthur in a calming voice.
 
         “All right,” Liz pitched in. “Everyone cool down. I do not like being a referee in my own kitchen.”
         
 
         “But—?”
 
         “Lucy, that’s enough.” Liz’s manner was definite. “Zanna, you know I can’t stop you doing this, but please remember you have a great responsibility to use Gretel wisely and to keep us out of the public eye.”
         
 
         “Is Gurlanna a dragon?” Alexa asked.
 
         “And that’s just one reason why,” Liz said.
         
 
         Zanna nodded and answered her daughter’s question. “No,” she said quietly, placing a protective kiss on her head. “Forget I said that. Mummy was annoyed.” She looked again at Liz. “I wouldn’t ever let you down.”
         
 
         Liz filled a glass with water and raised it in a toast. “Then we wish you well. Here’s to success, and The Healing Touch …”
         
 
         
             

         
 
         And that was how it started. In the months that followed, Zanna’s life had been a turmoil of phone calls, deliveries and general moving in. Fortunately, there were barely any structural changes to be made. The previous owner had run the property as a small gift shop and had passed it on with all the fittings in place. Pine shelving racks occupied the two long walls and a glass display counter faced the door. Behind it, curtained off by bamboo strips, were two utility areas which served as stock room, preparation room and kitchen. The two rooms upstairs were as bare and dusty as Mother Hubbard’s cupboard, but over the next three years, as her turnover increased and her reputation for producing effective ‘lotions and potions’ expanded, Zanna was able to decorate throughout and turn them into her consulting area, for clients requiring her unique brand of healing.
         
 
          
         And so it came to be that one March morning, some five years after David Rain’s disappearance, the door chimes tinkled and a young man with short-cropped, salon-cut hair walked in. Zanna was sitting on her stool behind the counter, resetting a tray of earrings at the time. “Hi,” she said. “Feel free to browse.”
         
 
         “Thanks,” he said, smiling, but not at her. His voice had traces of a soft Scottish accent. He looked left and right, taking in most of the shop in one sweep. He pored over the card rack and dream catchers a moment, before a large block of amethyst caught his eye. He weighed it in his hand and put it back. “Wasn’t she a maiden turned to stone by the goddess Diana – something to do with protecting her from tigers?”
         
 
         “Sorry?” said Zanna.
 
         “Amethyst,” he said. “In the Greek legend, Dionysius wept tears of wine and stained her purple. Something like that. She makes a beautiful crystal, don’t you think? Mind you, I have to confess that whenever I see stones cut and polished like this they always remind me of the middle of strawberries. Or those kiwi fruits, sliced in half.”
         
 
         Zanna put the tray into the display case and locked it. “Let me guess: you’re the mystery customer from the Ministry of Crystallography, come to make sure I know what I’m selling?”
         
 
          
         He laughed at that and looked at her directly. He wore wide rectangular spectacles with frames as black as his hair and stubble. His eyes were quick and intelligent. Blue. “My name’s Tam. Tam Farrell. I hope you’re Suzanna?”
         
 
         “Well, if I’m not, I’ll be arrested for fraud,” she said. “What can I do for you, Mr Farrell?”
         
 
         He swung to his left, eyeing up a shelf of homoeopathic medicines. “I hear you do wonderful things with herbs?”
         
 
         In the back room, working on a pot pourri mixture, Gretel pricked her ears and paused to listen.
         
 
         “Flowers, actually. It’s not the same thing. I am a trained herbalist, but I prefer to make up tinctures based on ancient natural remedies. Is there something I might be able to help you with?”
         
 
         “Necks,” he said. “How are you with them?”
 
         “How many are we talking about?”
 
         “Just this one, here.” He tapped his shoulder. “I do a lot of computer work.” He wiggled his fingers to indicate a keyboard. “Always getting stiff.”
         
 
         “Then it’s possibly just your posture, the way you’re sitting.”
         
 
         “Tried all that,” he said, looking round. “Chair height. Rests. None of it seems to make a difference. I get headaches, too. I work long hours. I don’t believe the spin my doctor gives me. That’s why I’m here – on the trail of something … different.”
         
 
         Zanna reached for a diary. “I’d have to book you in for a consultation.”
         
 
         “And what would that involve?”
 
         “I take your details, do a little basic reflexology, make an assessment. If I think you need a tincture, I’ll have one made up.”
         
 
         He hummed indecisively. “Sounds sort of deep. I was hoping for something over the counter, actually.”
         
 
         “Then there’s a chemist just down the road,” she said.
 
         “Ouch.” He reeled back, smiling, with a hand across his chest, giving Zanna a chance to take him in fully. T-shirt. Jacket. Designer jeans. Casual, but street smart. Shoulder bag. Trendy.
         
 
         “That was my ego smarting, not my neck,” he offered. “Didn’t mean to offend. How much do you charge for a consultation?”
         
 
         Zanna considered his question a moment. His humility was genuine, she was pretty sure of that. “Give me your right hand.”
         
 
         He offered it, palm up. “I’ve been told I’ve got a pretty long life line.”
         
 
         She pressed the tip of his little finger, working down it with short intense bouts of pressure. “It might shorten if you don’t let me concentrate.”
         
 
         “I’ll shut up, then,” he said. “Erm, what is it you’re doing?”
         
 
         “Zone therapy,” she answered, leaning forward. “Each organ of your body is represented by a specific point on your hands. By feeling the points I can detect which bits of you have a blocked energy flow. If I massage the blocks, I should be able to stimulate the production of nutrients and blood to those zones.”
         
 
         “Well, I’m all for a decent blood flow,” he said, taking the opportunity to admire her face. “Do you mind if I ask how you got into this? I mean, where does a young English maiden go to learn the science of ancient medicines?”
         
 
         “Scrubbley College, two evenings a week,” she muttered, looping her hair behind her ear. “We dance naked round the campus, invoking spirits.”
         
 
         He laughed and said, “When’s the next meeting?” His eyes travelled to the leather band around her neck, following it down to where a pendant fell against her smooth white— “Ow, that hurt!”
         
 
         “Hmm,” she went. “That area needs attention.” Her thumb was hard in the centre of his palm.
         
 
         “Is that my neck zone?”
 
          
         “No, your liver zone,” she said, and let go of his hand.
 
         He stood back, flexing and stretching his fingers. “Is this a subtle way of telling me I drink too much?”
         
 
         Zanna smoothed her palms as if clearing away his scent. “I don’t diagnose. I redirect energy. Strangely enough, it seems to be flowing reasonably well through the region of your neck.”
         
 
         He sighed and held up his hands in surrender. “OK, I give in. You’re pretty impressive. First you cut me down in a couple of sentences, then you bring my scepticism into doubt: you’re right, I was testing you about the neck thing, and right again, I do put too much away.”
         
 
         “Then maybe you need temperance, not a tincture,” she said.
         
 
         “Or a chaperone,” he came back quickly. “How are you fixed this Friday night?”
         
 
         In the kitchen, Gretel scrunched a nettle in her paw.
 
         “Fri—? Are you asking me out?” Zanna said, her volume raised, her tone incredulous.
         
 
         He glanced at her hands. “Don’t see a shiny ring.”
 
         “I’m spoken for.” Her tone was as flat as a wall.
 
         He rocked on his heel. “Drat. Lucky guy. Absolutely no chance?”
         
 
         “None. I have a daughter.”
 
          
         The blue eyes flashed. “Daughter? Really? Just a baby or—?”
         
 
         “She’s nearly five,” said Zanna, folding her arms. “And we seem to have gone off the subject somewhat. If you’re here to chat me up, you’re wasting your time. If you’ve something you genuinely wish to consult me about then make an appointment. Otherwise, good day.”
         
 
         Tam pushed back his glasses. His tongue made one swift tour of his lips. “Consultation. Right. Can I think about it?”
         
 
         “Naturally.”
 
         He nodded and glanced at her arm. Apart from her bangles, it was bare to the elbow. On her fair skin, three distinct weals stood out. “That’s a pretty nasty scar.”
         
 
         Zanna lowered her sleeve. “Playground accident.”
 
         “Right,” he said. “Wouldn’t put a guy off.”
 
         She breathed in sharply.
 
         “OK, fair enough.” He stepped back a pace. As he did, his gaze dipped towards the glass display case. Zanna rolled her eyes as he hunkered down in front of it. “How much are the dragons?”
         
 
         “Fifteen pounds each.”
 
         “Did you make them?”
 
         “They’re done by a local artist.”
 
          
         “They’re cute,” he said. (In the back room, Gretel winced.) “My … niece would like those.”
         
 
         “They’re very popular,” said Zanna, trying to retain a professional air. “I’ve got one myself.”
         
 
         Tam stood up, tapping his fingertips together. “I’ll take him at the back with the green soppy eyes.”
         
 
         Zanna unlocked the case. She took out the dragon and let him inspect it. “That’s a female, actually, from an exclusive run of twenty.”
         
 
         “Gudrun,” he read from the tag on its tail. “Is that Norse?”
         
 
         “No, it’s from the south side of Scrubbley.”
 
         He chuckled and put the dragon down on the counter. “Fifteen quid, yeah?” He opened his wallet and counted out the cash. “I suppose you could say you’d given me a ‘gud run’ for my money?”
         
 
         Zanna rang up the sale.
 
         While she covered the Gudrun in two layers of bubble wrap and chose a suitable box, Tam asked, “So is that where you make your tinctures, through there?”
         
 
         Zanna glanced over her shoulder at the bamboo strips. “Yes. Why?”
         
 
         “You said if I needed one you’d have it made up, as if you buy them in. Or was that just a slip of the tongue?”
         
 
         More questions. Zanna broke a piece of sticky tape off the dispenser. “You’re a very inquisitive man, Mr Farrell.”
         
 
         He gave a blameless shrug. “Always had a curious streak. Good job I’m not a cat. I’d be long dead, I guess.”
         
 
         That produced a twitch in one corner of her mouth.
 
         “Sorry, I think I might have amused you.”
 
         Zanna allowed herself to smile properly. He was smart, she had to give him that. She sealed the box and handed it over. “I have an assistant who helps me, part time. She makes up the tinctures. Will that be all?”
         
 
         “I’ll think about that consultation,” he said, and at last he turned away, but not for long. “Oh, poetry. Nearly forgot.”
         
 
         “Poetry?” she repeated, looking blank.
 
         He flipped his satchel open and took out a flyer. “Allandale’s book shop. They have regular readings in their upstairs room on a Sunday night. Nice atmosphere. Good people. Wine and nibbles. Easy on the liver.” He put the flyer on the counter and pushed it towards her. “Thought you might like it.” He nodded at the wall behind her head.
         
 
         On a poster were the words: 
 
         
            … until the stars have blinked their last,
            
 
            wherever on this Earth you walk,
            
 
             
            he will arouse, excite, inspire,
            
 
            my Valentine, my one dark fire …
            

         
 
         “No strings,” he said. “Bring your partner.”
 
         He noted her shudder. Then he turned and walked silently out of the shop.
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