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Books are not absolutely dead things, but do contain a potency of life in them to be as active as that soul was whose progeny they are.


John Milton, Areopagitica


And now we rise, and we are everywhere.


Nick Drake, ‘From The Morning’










I


Uhtceare


(OLD ENGLISH)


To Lie Awake Before Dawn, 
Too Worried to Sleep


Twice upon a time – for that is how some stories should continue – there was a mother whose daughter was stolen from her. Oh, she could still see the girl. She could touch her skin and brush her hair. She could watch the slow rise and fall of her chest, and if she placed her hand upon the child’s breast, she could feel the beating of her heart. But the child was silent, and her eyes remained closed. Tubes helped her to breathe, and tubes kept her fed, but for the mother it was as though the essence of the one she loved was elsewhere, and the figure in the bed was a shell, a mannequin, waiting for a disembodied soul to return and animate it.


In the beginning, the mother believed that her daughter was still present, sleeping, and that by the sound of a beloved voice telling stories and sharing news she might be induced to wake. But as the days became weeks, and the weeks became months, it grew harder and harder for the mother to keep faith in the immanence of her daughter, and so she grew to fear that everything that was her child, all that gave her meaning – her conversation, her laughter, even her crying – might never come back, and she would be left entirely bereft.


The mother’s name was Ceres, and her daughter was called Phoebe. There was also a man once – but not a father, because Ceres refused to dignify him with the word, he having left them to fend for themselves before the girl was even born. As far as Ceres was aware, he was living somewhere in Australia, and had never shown any desire to be part of his daughter’s life. To be honest, Ceres was happy with this situation. She had not felt any lasting love for the man, and his disengagement suited her. She retained some small gratitude towards him for helping to create Phoebe, and on occasion she saw a little of him in her daughter’s eyes and smile, but it was a fleeting thing, like a half-remembered figure glimpsed on the platform of a station as the train rolls by; sighted then soon forgotten. Phoebe, too, had demonstrated only minimal curiosity about him, but with no accompanying wish to make contact, even though Ceres had always assured her that she could, if she wanted to. He was not on any social media, regarding it as the devil’s work, but a few of his acquaintances used Facebook, and Ceres knew that they would get a message to him, if required.


But that necessity had never arisen, not until the accident. Ceres wanted him to know what had happened, if only because the trauma was too much for her to bear alone, even as all attempts to share it failed to diminish it. Ultimately she received only a curt acknowledgement via one of his associates: a single line, informing her that he was sorry to hear about the ‘mishap’, and he hoped Phoebe would get better soon, as though the child that was a part of him were struggling with flu or measles, and not the aftermath of a catastrophic collision between a car and the delicate body of an eight-year-old girl.


For the first time, Ceres hated Phoebe’s father, hated him almost as much as the idiot who’d been texting while driving – and sending a message, not to his wife, but to his girlfriend, which made him both an idiot and a deceiver. He’d visited the hospital a few days after the accident, forcing Ceres to request he be removed before he could talk to her. Since then he’d tried to contact her both directly and through his lawyers, but she wanted nothing to do with him. She hadn’t even wanted to sue him, not at first, although she’d been advised that she had to, if only to pay for her daughter’s care, because who knew how long Phoebe might endure this half-life: turned regularly by the nurses so that her poor skin would not develop bedsores, and surviving only with the aid of technology. Phoebe had banged her head on the ground after the impact, and so, while the rest of her injuries were healing, something in her brain remained damaged, and no one could say when, or if, it might repair itself.


A whole new vocabulary had presented itself to Ceres, an alien way of interpreting a person’s continuance in the world: cerebral oedema, axonal injury, and most important of all, to mother and child, the Glasgow Coma Scale, the metric by which Phoebe’s consciousness – and, by extension, possibly her right to life – was now determined. Score less than five across eye, verbal, and motor responses, and the chances of death or existing in a persistent vegetative state were 80 per cent. Score more than eleven, and the chances of recovery were estimated at 90 per cent. Hover, like Phoebe, between those two figures and, well …


Phoebe wasn’t brain-stem dead; that was the important thing. Her brain still flickered faintly with activity. The doctors believed that Phoebe wasn’t suffering, but who could say for sure? (This, always spoken softly, and at the end, almost as an afterthought: Who can say for sure? We just don’t know, you see. The brain, it’s such a complex organism. We don’t think there’s any pain, but …) A conversation had taken place at the hospital, during which it was suggested that, down the line, if Phoebe showed no signs of improvement, it might be a kindness to – this with a change of tone, and a small, sad smile – let her go.


Ceres would look for hope in their faces, but find only sympathy. She did not want sympathy. She just wanted her daughter returned to her.


29 October: that was the first visit Ceres had missed, the first day she hadn’t been with Phoebe since the accident. Ceres’s body simply wouldn’t lift itself from the chair in which she had sat to rest. It was too exhausted, too worn down, and so she’d closed her eyes and gone to sleep again. Later, when she woke in that same chair to the dawn light, she felt such guilt that she wept. She checked her phone, certain that she’d missed a message from the hospital informing her that, in her absence – no, because of her absence – Phoebe had passed away, her radiance finally forever dimmed. But there was no message, and when Ceres called the hospital she was told that all was as it had been, and probably as it would continue to be: stillness, and silence.


That was the beginning. Soon she was visiting the hospital only five days out of seven, sometimes even four, and so it had remained ever since. Her sense of culpability became less immediate, although it continued to hover in the background: a grey shape, like a spectre. It haunted the shadows of the living-room on those mornings and afternoons when she stayed at home, and sometimes she saw it reflected in the television screen as she turned off the set at night, a smear against the dark. The spectre had many faces, occasionally even her own. After all, she was a mother who had brought a child into the world and then failed to protect her, letting Phoebe skip just a few steps ahead as they crossed Balham High Road. They were only feet from the kerb, and the crossing was quiet, when Phoebe slipped her grip. It was an instant of inattention, but seconds later there was a blur, and a dull thud, and then her daughter as Ceres knew her was gone. Left in her place was a changeling.


Yet the presence that inhabited the dark was not a manifestation of guilt alone, but of something older and more implacable. It was Death Itself, or more correctly Herself, because it assumed a female aspect. On the worst nights at the hospital, as Ceres drifted into uneasy sleep beside her daughter, she could feel Death hovering, seeking her chance. Death would have taken Phoebe on the High Road, if only the child had landed a little more sharply on the ground, and now she remained tantalisingly out of reach. Ceres sensed Death’s impatience, and heard her voice, so close to kindness: ‘When this becomes too much to bear, ask, and I will disencumber you both.’


And it was all Ceres could do not to give in.



   






II


Putherry


(STAFFORDSHIRE)


The Deep, Humid Stillness 
Before a Storm Breaks


Ceres arrived at the hospital a little later than usual, and damp from the rain. Under her arm she carried a book of fairy stories, one Phoebe had loved since she was very young, but had never read herself. It was a book she associated only with being read aloud to, and usually at night, so that all her affection for it, and all of its power, was tied up with the sound of her mother’s voice. Even as she grew older, Phoebe still took pleasure in being read to by Ceres, but from this book alone, and only when she was sad or anxious. The collection was battered at the edges, and stained by fingerprints and spilled tea, but it was their book, a symbol of the bond between them.


Ceres’s father had once told her that books retained traces of all those who read them, in the form of flakes of skin, hairs visible and minute, the oils from their fingertips, even blood and tears, so that just as a book became part of the reader, so, too, did a reader become part of the book. Each volume was a record of those who had opened its pages, an archive of the living and the dead. If Phoebe died, Ceres had decided that the book of fairy tales should be laid to rest with her. She could take it into the next world, and keep it close until her mother joined her, because if Phoebe perished, Ceres knew that it would not be long before she followed behind. She did not want to remain in a world in which her daughter was reduced to a memory. She thought this might also be the reason why she took no comfort from looking at videos of Phoebe on her phone, or listening to recordings of her voice. These were relics, totems from the past, like a haunting, and Ceres did not wish for a Phoebe that was gone, but for a Phoebe yet to be.


A notice board beside the main entrance to the hospital reminded parents that a support group for those dealing with a sick child met every Wednesday night, with refreshments available after. Ceres had attended only once, sitting unspeaking while others shared their pain. Some of the parents were much worse off than Ceres. She still had hope for Phoebe, but surrounding her that evening had been mothers and fathers whose children would never get better, with no prospect of surviving into adulthood. The experience had left Ceres feeling even more depressed and angry than usual. As a result, she’d never gone back, and when she passed any of the parents from the group, she did her best not to catch their eyes.


She recognised, too, that Phoebe’s accident had resulted in a change in her own identity. She was no longer herself, but was now ‘Phoebe’s mother’. It was how the hospital staff frequently referred to her – ‘Phoebe’s mother is here’, ‘Phoebe’s mother would like an update’ – as did the parents of the kids with whom Phoebe used to go to school. Ceres was not a person in her own right, but was to be defined solely in terms of her relationship to her suffering child. It seemed to accentuate Ceres’s sense of dislocation and unreality, as though she could almost see herself fading away, just like her daughter.


A nurse greeted her as she entered Phoebe’s room: Stephanie, who had been there on that first night, Phoebe and Ceres both covered in the same blood. Ceres knew nothing at all about Stephanie beyond her name, because she had never asked. Since the accident, Ceres’s interest in the lives of those around her had largely fallen away.


Stephanie pointed at the book. ‘The usual, I see,’ she said. ‘They never tire of them, do they?’


Ceres felt a pricking at her eyes at this small kindness: the assumption that Phoebe, wherever she was, might be aware of these stories, of her mother’s continued attendance, and they might yet be capable of revitalising her.


‘No, they never do,’ said Ceres. ‘But—’ She stopped herself. ‘Not to worry, it’s not important.’


‘It might be,’ said Stephanie. ‘If you change your mind, just let me know.’


But she didn’t go about her duties, and Ceres knew that the nurse had further business with her.


‘Before you leave, Mr Stewart would like a quick word,’ said Stephanie. ‘If you drop by the nurses’ station when you have a moment, I’ll take you to see him.’


Mr Stewart was the principal physician responsible for Phoebe’s care. He was patient, and solicitous, but Ceres remained suspicious of him because of his relative youth. She did not believe he had lived long enough – or, more correctly, suffered enough – to be able to deal properly with the suffering of others. And there was something in the nurse’s face, something in her eyes, that told Ceres this conversation was not going to bring her any easement. She felt an end approaching.


‘I’ll do that,’ said Ceres, while in her mind she pictured herself running from the hospital, her daughter gathered to her breast, the bedsheet like a shroud, only for it to be carried away by the wind, floating high into the air like a departing ghost, leaving her to discover that her arms were empty.


‘If I’m not there, just ask them to page me,’ said Stephanie.


And there it was again, this time in the nurse’s smile: a sadness, a regret.


This is a nightmare, Ceres thought, a living one, and only death will bring it to a close.



   






III


Wann


(OLD ENGLISH)


The Darkness of a Rook’s Feathers


Ceres read to Phoebe for an hour, but had anyone asked her the substance of the stories, she would have been unable to tell them, so distracted was she. Finally she set the book aside and brushed her daughter’s hair, working so gently at the tangles that Phoebe’s head remained undisturbed on the pillow. Phoebe’s eyes were closed; they were always closed now. Ceres saw only a suggestion of the blue of them when Mr Stewart or one of his juniors came by to lift the lids and check on Phoebe’s pupillary responses, like pale clouds briefly parting to reveal a glimpse of sky. She set aside the hairbrush and rubbed moisturiser into Phoebe’s hands – peach-scented, because Phoebe liked the smell of peaches – before straightening her nightgown and rubbing tiny flecks of sleep from the corners of the shuttered lenses. When these small services were complete, Ceres took Phoebe’s right hand and kissed the tips of each finger.


‘Return to me,’ she whispered, ‘because I miss you so.’


She heard a noise at the window of the room, and looked up to see a bird staring at her through the glass. It was missing its left eye, the injury marked by twin scars. It tilted its head, croaked once, and then was gone.


‘Was that a crow?’


She turned. Stephanie was standing in the doorway. Ceres wondered how long she had been there, waiting.


‘No,’ said Ceres, ‘a rook. They used to haunt battlefields.’


‘Why?’ asked Stephanie.


‘To feed on the dead.’


The words were out of Ceres’s mouth before she could block them.


Scavenger. Carrion seeker.


Omen.


The nurse stared at her, uncertain of how to respond.


‘Well,’ she said at last, ‘it’ll find no pickings here.’


‘No,’ agreed Ceres, ‘not here, not today.’


‘How do you know such things?’ said Stephanie. ‘About rooks and the like, I mean?’


‘My father taught them to me, when I was younger.’


‘That’s an odd lesson to be teaching a child.’


Ceres placed Phoebe’s hand on the bedspread, and stood.


‘Not for him. He was a university librarian, and an amateur folklorist. He could talk about giants, witches, and wyrms until your eyes glazed over.’


Stephanie gestured once again at the book under Ceres’s arm.


‘Is that where you and Phoebe got your love of fairy stories? My own boy devours them. I think we may even have a copy of that same book, or one very like it.’


Ceres almost laughed.


‘This? My father would have hated to see me reading Phoebe such nonsense.’


‘And why would that be?’


Ceres thought of the old man, dead now these five years. Phoebe had been permitted to know him only briefly, and he her.


‘Because,’ she said, ‘they just aren’t dark enough.’


The consultant didn’t have an office of his own in the main hospital, but worked from a private room in an adjoining building. Stephanie escorted Ceres to his door, even though she knew the way. It made her feel like a prisoner being led to the gallows. The room was anonymous, apart from a bright piece of abstract art on the wall behind the desk. There were no pictures of Mr Stewart’s family, though she knew he was married with children. Ceres always found it odd that doctors, once they attained a certain level of expertise, became plain old misters once again. If she had spent years training to be a doctor, the last thing she would have wanted was to forego the title she’d worked so hard to obtain. She’d probably have had it branded on her forehead.


She took a seat across from Mr Stewart, and they made small talk: the weather, an apology for the smell of fresh paint, the decorators having just been in, but neither of them had their heart in it, and gradually it dwindled to nothing.


‘Just say whatever you have to say,’ Ceres told him. ‘It’s the waiting that kills us.’


She spoke as mildly as she could, but it still emerged sounding harsher than she might have wished.


‘We think that Phoebe requires a different level of care from now on,’ said Mr Stewart. ‘Supportive, rather than curative. Her condition hasn’t altered, which is good in one way, although it may not seem so at first glance. It hasn’t worsened, in other words, and we believe she’s as comfortable as she’s likely to be, for a while.’


‘But that’s all you can do for her?’ said Ceres. ‘Make her comfortable, I mean, not make her better?’


‘Yes, that’s all we can do for now. Which is not to say that, down the line, this won’t change, either through developments in treatment or Phoebe’s own capacity for recovery.’


He looked strained, and Ceres thought she understood why he didn’t keep pictures of his wife and kids on his desk. Who could tell how many such conversations he was forced to endure every day, with parents hearing the worst news about their children? For some, being required to look at a picture of another man’s healthy family while they tried to come to terms with their own grief would only add to their burden. Not Ceres, though: she hoped only that, each day when he went home, Mr Stewart hugged his children to him and gave thanks for what he had been given. She was glad that he had his family, and she wished them only happiness. The world had enough misery to be getting along with.


‘And what are the chances of that?’ she said.


‘There is limited brain activity,’ said Mr Stewart, ‘but there is activity. We have to hope.’


Ceres began to cry. She hated herself for doing it, even though it wasn’t the first time she’d cried in front of this man. Yes, she continued to hope, but it was hard, and she was so weary. Mr Stewart said nothing, but gave her time to recover herself.


‘How is work?’ he asked.


‘Non-existent.’


Ceres did freelance copywriting, which had expanded into copyediting, but that was all past tense. She hadn’t been able to concentrate since the accident, and so hadn’t been able to work, which meant she wasn’t bringing in any money. She had already spent most of her savings – not that she’d ever had much, not as a single mother living in London – and really didn’t know how she could continue. It was one of the reasons why she’d agreed to sue the driver, but he and his lawyers were resisting the payment of even a modest interim sum for fear that it might leave them open to greater liability down the line. The whole mess would have kept her awake at night, if she wasn’t so exhausted all the time.


‘I don’t wish to pry—’ said Mr Stewart.


‘Pry away. I don’t have a great deal left to hide.’


‘How badly are you struggling?’


‘Pretty badly, in every way, including financially.’


‘I may be mistaken,’ said Mr Stewart, ‘but didn’t you tell me that your family owned a property in Buckinghamshire?’


‘Yes,’ said Ceres, ‘a small cottage not too far from Olney. It was my childhood home. My mother still uses it during the summer, and Phoebe and I spend the occasional weekend there.’


Her mother had often suggested to Ceres that she move to the cottage permanently instead of wasting money on rent in London, but Ceres hadn’t wanted to return. Going back to where she began would have felt like an admission of failure on her part, and there had been Phoebe’s school and circle of friends to consider as well. Now those things were no longer an issue. ‘Why?’


‘There is a care facility, a very good one, exclusively for young people, on the outskirts of Bletchley, with a considerable degree of specialisation in brain injury. It’s called the Lantern House, and a space has just opened up. My parents live in Milton Keynes, so I’m back and forth quite a bit, and I have a professional relationship with the Lantern. My suggestion, if you were amenable, would be to transfer Phoebe there as soon as is practical. She’ll be well looked after, I’ll be kept in the loop, and its status as a registered charity means that you won’t have that financial concern hanging over your head – not to the same degree, at least. Given the circumstances, the Lantern might be the best option for everyone. But we’re not giving up on Phoebe. You have to understand that.’


She nodded, but didn’t mean it. They were giving up on Phoebe here, or so it seemed to Ceres. And the word ‘charity’ stung, because she’d always paid her own way, and now it was what she and Phoebe were reduced to. She felt powerless, useless.


‘Let’s move her, then,’ she said.


And so it was done.


The evening had turned cold: November, and winter in the ascendant. Already, barely minutes after ending her conversation with Mr Stewart, Ceres was making plans to reorder her life. She wouldn’t particularly miss London, not any longer. She still consciously avoided the road on which Phoebe had been hit, and the pall cast by the accident seemed to have spread from that small stretch of tarmac to all of South London and, by extension, the rest of the city. Whatever her reservations about Buckinghamshire, moving back there would help her escape one shadow, and a change of environment might even enable her to get back to work again.


The winter king on his throne, and all change in the realm.



   






IV


Anhaga


(OLD ENGLISH)


One Who Dwells Alone


The move took about three weeks, all told. Preparations had to be made for Phoebe’s arrival at the Lantern House, and the cottage needed to be made ready for longer-term habitation. Ceres’s landlord in London was sorry to see her go – she was a good tenant, which meant she didn’t kick up a fuss, or cost him a lot in repairs – but any sorrow he felt at her departure was eased by the knowledge that he could now test the market by raising the rent. Ceres’s friends – of whom she had just a handful, London being a hard place to make enduring friendships, especially for someone who worked alone – held a farewell drinks party for her, but it was a low-key affair, and she knew that only a few of them would keep their promises to visit. They had done their best to be considerate towards her, but people only have so much time, attention, and care to give, and the torments and sorrows of others can be draining, even for the most generous among us.


Ceres was aware that the knowledge of her daughter’s condition altered the mood of any company of which she was a part. Sometimes, she knew, dinner parties or restaurant outings to which she might previously have been invited went ahead quietly without her being made aware of them, but she felt no resentment towards those involved. After all, there had been occasions since the accident when, among close acquaintances, and fuelled by a glass or two of wine, she had laughed aloud at a joke or story and felt immediately remorseful, the effect as sobering as a slap across the face. Was it permissible to laugh when one’s child was suspended somewhere between living and dying? When a day might come requiring a decision that would bring an end to her span on earth because of that most nebulous of concepts, quality of life?


And what, Ceres thought, if something were to happen to herself? What if she became ill, or died? Who, then, would make decisions about Phoebe? She supposed it would have to be a professional; she could not ask this of one of her friends, and even her mother might be reluctant to accept sole responsibility, especially as she was now in her early seventies. Ceres had been advised by the medical staff to set out her wishes in a will, but so far had resisted. No parent should be forced to make plans for the possibility of their child’s death by the withdrawal of medical care. It seemed impossible to think of such a thing and remain sane. How could she place such a burden on someone close to her?


Then there were the lawyers: interviewing witnesses, corroborating Ceres’s version of events, collecting photographs, maps, diagrams. Every week brought another letter, more questions, progress towards a hearing, a settlement. Her life had become inseparable from her daughter’s, so she was not even sure that she knew herself anymore. The passage of time had lost its meaning, and whole days would go by without any sense of purpose or achievement. She existed but, like Phoebe, she did not truly live.


On the day that Phoebe was transferred to the Lantern House, Ceres tagged after the ambulance in her car, the last of their possessions on the seats. She could have travelled with her daughter, who was hooked up to a portable ventilator for the journey, but she chose not to. She could not have said why except that, where possible, she now preferred to be alone rather than be forced to make conversation, especially in a vehicle containing her comatose child. Strangers who knew nothing of her predicament were easier to deal with – easier, even, than some friends. As she drove, she saw that the grass had still not fully recovered from the summer drought, when the land had been rendered a parched, dull yellow instead of the lusher green of her childhood. It seemed to get worse each year, but then so did many things.


The Lantern House was very modern, set on well-tended grounds surrounded by woodland that concealed it from the road. Every room, she was told, was situated so that it looked out on grass, trees, and blooms, summer-flowering plants having been replaced for the season with snowdrops, Christmas roses, mahonia, daphne, winter jasmine, and clematis. Phoebe’s accommodation, once she was settled in, smelled faintly of honeysuckle, and through the window Ceres could see the cream-white flowers amid branches that were otherwise close to bare. A pair of winter-active bumblebees were flitting from blossom to blossom, and the sight of them brought reassurance. Phoebe loved bumblebees, the speed and grace of creatures both small yet also, in their way, near-impossibly large.


‘But how do they fly?’ Phoebe would ask. ‘Their wings are so little, and their bodies so big.’


‘I don’t know, but they do.’


‘When I grow up, I want to be a bumblebee.’


‘Really?’


‘Only for a day, just to see what it’s like.’


‘I’ll add it to the list.’


Which included, variously, kingfishers, worms, whales, dolphins, giraffes, elephants (African and Indian), assorted breeds of small dog, butterflies (but not moths), blackbirds, meerkats and, just to be gross, dung beetles. It was an actual list, too, kept in an envelope pinned to the kitchen corkboard: plans for a life, halted indefinitely.


A voice spoke Ceres’s name.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘I was elsewhere.’


The staff member was big and tall, with a soft, indefinable accent. His name, he had informed Ceres upon arrival, was Olivier. Like most of the staff at the Lantern House, and the hospital in London, he came from somewhere distant from England, in his case Mozambique. All these people, Ceres reflected, far from home, cleaning, tending, consoling the children of others, often doing jobs that no one born here wanted to do. Olivier had been speaking to Phoebe since she was taken from the ambulance, explaining to her where she was, where she was going, and what was happening as they moved her from the stretcher to the bed. He did not treat her as anything but a sentient child who heard and understood everything she was being told, and his gentleness was striking for such a big man, because Olivier stood at least a foot taller than Ceres, and she was five foot seven.


‘I was just saying that we’ve made Phoebe comfortable,’ said Olivier, ‘and you can stay as long as you like with her. You can also visit when you please, or near enough to it. That sofa folds out to a bed if you want to spend the night beside her, although we also keep a couple of suites ready for parents. We ask only that you don’t arrive after nine in the evening, unless it’s an emergency, just to avoid disturbing any of the other children who may be settling down to sleep.’


‘I understand – and thank you, for being so good to Phoebe.’


Olivier looked genuinely puzzled, as though it would never have occurred to him to behave other than as he did, and Ceres knew that her daughter had found her way to the right place.


‘Well,’ said Olivier, ‘I’ll leave you two alone. I’ll drop by later, Phoebe, to make sure you’re okay.’ He patted her hand before leaving.


‘You’re being guarded by a giant,’ Ceres informed Phoebe. ‘No one will dare harm you while he’s around.’ But she looked to the shadows as she spoke.


The sun was setting, and soon it would be dark. Although she was wearied by the day, Ceres took the book of fairy stories from her bag, and began reading to her unresponsive child.


The Tale of the Two Dancers


Once upon a time, near the town of Aachen in what is now modern Germany, there lived a young woman named Agathe. As this name was common in the region, she was known as Agathe des Sonnenlicht, or Agathe of the Sunlight, because her hair was as golden as the rays of the sun, and like the sun, Agathe was bright and beautiful, with a pure heart. She took good care of her widowed mother and her two younger siblings, and worked their little patch of land with the aid of her brother and sister. So mindful was she of her family that she refused to marry, since she did not trust any husband to be as loving and tender towards them as she was – and, truth be told, since the family was not very wealthy, and could provide no dowry for her, Agathe did not have as many suitors as other women less pretty and kind than she.


But she was also a good judge of character, having learned well at the feet of her mother, who had learned from her mother, who had learned from hers, and so Agathe was the inheritor of generations of female knowledge – which, as any wise person will tell you, is very useful knowledge to possess. Agathe could look into a man’s eyes and pierce straight through to his heart, although she spoke of what she saw only with her mother, for she did not care to arouse hostility, or risk being branded a witch for what was, after all, mostly common sense and perspicacity.


If Agathe had one love, her family apart, it was dancing. When alone she would find her feet following the patterns of a pavane or quadrille, tracing the movements on a dirt floor or a grassy field as she went, and leaving the evidence behind in the form of her footprints. On feast days she would be the first to rise when the music began to play, and the last to sit when it ended. So graceful was she, so lithe, so attuned to the rhythms of the players, that she could elevate even the clumsiest of partners, as though her gifts were so abundant that they overflowed her to spill into others. This was the cause of occasional envy among some of the less accomplished girls in the village, and even some of the more accomplished ones, too, but Agathe’s disposition was so gentle, and she was so generous in spirit, that few could remain resentful for long.


Few, though, is not all. On the other side of the hill from Agathe’s family lived a girl named Osanna, who was almost as beautiful as Agathe, almost as clever, almost as graceful, and for whom these shortfalls were like dagger thrusts to the heart. Sometimes she would watch from the woods as Agathe danced, willing her to stumble, wishing her to fall, the misstep to be punctuated by a cry of pain and the crack of a bone breaking. But Agathe was too surefooted, and only in Osanna’s dreams did her rival falter. Yet so fierce was Osanna’s jealousy, so poisonous her rancour, that it began to transform her very being until all her thoughts, both sleeping and waking, were of Agathe.


But we must be careful of our fancies and wary of our dreams, lest the worst of them should be heard or witnessed, and something should choose to act upon them.


It was the custom in that place to hold a special dance on Karnevalsdienstag, or Shrove Tuesday, a final opportunity for feasting and merriment before the commencement of the Lenten fast. As the time of the festival approached, Agathe danced away the days, and lost herself in music only she could hear. On the morning before Karnevalsdienstag, she was so distracted as she danced through fresh fields that she failed to notice another set of footprints materialising alongside her own, as though her movements were being shadowed by some unseen other, an invisible dancer as skilled as she, one who had no difficulty in matching her steps; and when she hummed a tune, as she did from time to time, a second voice echoed hers, but so low as to be mistaken for the buzzing of insects, or so high as to disturb only the birds in the trees, who fled from the sound of it.


That night, as Agathe slept, a shape watched her from the window, and it eclipsed the very darkness.


So Karnevalsdienstag came, and as usual Agathe was the first to her feet when the musicians began to play, dancing with all who asked, young or old, awkward or expert. Even had she not been so adept, it would not have been in her to refuse anyone for fear that she might hurt their feelings, or expose them to ridicule from their peers. She did not stumble, did not tire. The torches were lit, and the celebrations became louder and more raucous, and still Agathe danced, until no man in the town who was capable of it had not moved in step with her.


Finally, as a cloud passed across the moon – although the night was clear – and the torches flickered briefly – although no wind blew – a stranger moved through the crowd, the celebrants making way for him even before they became aware of his presence, because an old, fearful part of them, one deeper than sight or hearing, had sensed his coming and sought to protect them from it; and he did not touch them, and none touched him. He was tall and handsome, his hair dark, his teeth white and even, his skin unmarked, his eyes merciless. His clothing was black and without decoration, but finely made, and his leather boots shone as though worn for the first time. And while no one could recall ever having seen him in that place before, he appeared to them almost recognisable – and to Osanna more than the rest. She knew him, because she had glimpsed him in her dreams.


At last the stranger stood before Agathe, and extended a hand to her.


‘Dance with me,’ he said.


Agathe looked deep into his eyes, and perceived him for what he was. What was tall without was short within, what was beautiful was blighted, what was sweet was sour, and what was straight was crooked – so very, very crooked.


‘I will not dance with you,’ she said.


‘You have danced with me before.’


Only then did Agathe register the imprints of footsteps in the grass, the buzzing of insects where none flew, the fleeing of birds where no threat was to be found, and saw how careless she had been.


‘If I did,’ she said, ‘it was not by my own will, and that is no dance at all.’


‘I wanted to be certain that you were a worthy partner. Was that so wrong?’


‘I find it so,’ said Agathe.


His wintry eyes, cold grey, grew chillier still.


‘I will ask you again,’ said the stranger. ‘Dance with me.’


‘And for the second time,’ said Agathe, ‘I tell you that I will not dance with you.’


The stranger’s teeth nipped at the night air, and Agathe saw that they were now closer to yellow, like the flesh of an apple discolouring.


‘You have danced with all the rest,’ he said, ‘so why will you not oblige me?’


‘Because you are not what you pretend to be.’


His outstretched arms took in the gathering, because all were quiet now, and even the musicians had ceased to play.


‘Is anyone?’ he said. ‘You are prideful, and that, as your priest will tell you, is the original and gravest of sins, though you are not alone in sinning. This one’ – a finger pointed at Uwe the baker – ‘soaks old bread in water to add to his dough, and thus adulterates the mix.’


The finger shifted an inch.


‘This one’ – Axel the blacksmith – ‘cheats on his wife with a woman in the next village. This one is a thief, this one dilutes his beer, and this one’ – the finger found Osanna – ‘summoned me here out of envy of you.’


Osanna looked appalled. She was not a bad person, although there was badness in her. Now, confronted by true evil, and apprehending the part she might have played in its arrival, she was both fearful and contrite – but too late, her response rendered less sincere by coming only as a consequence of being found out.


‘Stop,’ said Agathe. ‘This is not kind.’


‘So many you have danced with,’ said the stranger, ‘and each not what they pretend to be.’


‘They are all flawed,’ said Agathe, ‘as am I, but our flaws are not the sum of us. That is not true of you. There is no good in you, no good at all.’


The stranger’s body spasmed, and everyone assembled there heard the snapping and popping of bone and cartilage. Afterwards he did not stand so straight or so tall, and lesions had opened on his face. From the deepest of them, a millipede crawled, only to hide itself away in his hair.


‘I will ask you one last time,’ he said to Agathe. ‘Dance with me.’


‘And I tell you for the last time,’ said Agathe, ‘that I will not dance with you.’


With that the stranger’s disguise fell away entirely, revealing a crooked man.


No, thought Agathe, not a crooked man, but the Crooked Man. It was his name and his essence, every badness made manifest. This she knew, although she could not have said how, having never set eyes on him until that night.


‘Then let the dance go on without me,’ said the Crooked Man, ‘but you will play no further part in it, and for that you may come to thank me.’


His right hand made a sign in the air, and a serpentine dagger materialised in his fist. Suddenly he was no longer in front of Agathe but behind her, and with a single slash, he severed the tendons in her lower legs. Agathe collapsed instantly, but none came to her aid. None could, because each had begun to dance, all except the musicians, who commenced a tune that they had never heard before, and never learned; slowly at first, then faster and faster, and as the music quickened, so, too, did the steps of the dancers; and though they tried to stop themselves, they could not, and the dancing continued for hours and hours, then days and days, and it only ceased when the dancers became so exhausted that even the Crooked Man’s spell could not compel them to continue, or their limbs snapped and they dropped to the ground.


And when the spell had depleted itself, and the revels were ended, only one of the villagers could not be found: Osanna, who had brought the Crooked Man down upon them by her ill will towards Agathe. Uwe the baker thought that he had seen the Crooked Man take her by the hand and drag her away with him towards the woods, and so a search began, led by hounds. By then a week had gone by, but the dogs managed to pick up Osanna’s scent, and they traced it to the heart of the forest. There they found Osanna’s body, her feet worn down to stumps as she danced herself to death.


And that is the Tale of the Two Dancers.


‘What an unusual story. I don’t think I’ve ever heard it before.’


Olivier was standing in the doorway. Ceres did not know how long he had been there. Long enough, at least, to have listened to some, if not all, of the tale.


But here was the thing: Ceres had never heard the story before, either. It was not contained in the book balanced on her knees. She had not been reading but reciting, as if from memory, yet she had no earlier remembrance of the tale, just as she could not recall having held a pen in her hand when she began. Stranger still, upon looking down at the book, she discovered she had been writing the story as she told it, but set at an angle to the existing text on the page, so that by slightly adjusting the position of the book one or the other might be read. A palimpsest, or near enough to one; that was what it was called. Her father, whose work had included deciphering old manuscripts, loved encountering them, artifacts from a past when paper was too precious to be used only once.


Olivier was now by Ceres’s side. He, too, had spotted her handwriting on the pages, five of which she had filled with the story.


‘I didn’t know you were a writer,’ he said.


‘I’m not,’ said Ceres, ‘or not like this. Of stories, I mean. I don’t know where that one even came from. I must have heard it somewhere, or read it as a child.’


‘Once upon a time,’ said Olivier. ‘Or “There was and there was not”, as my grandmother used to begin them.’


‘Yes, I suppose so. Once upon a time.’


Or ‘There was and there was not’. There was and there was not a girl. There was and there was not her mother.


But the idea that she had somehow birthed a story was confusing to Ceres. As a young woman she had enjoyed drawing, but stopped in late adolescence when she grasped that all she was doing was trying to reproduce the world. Real artists, by contrast, rendered the world anew, which was beyond her abilities. She had knowledge, but what she lacked, she decided, was imagination. Now perhaps that capacity – a comfort with not knowing, which brought forth invention – might have been hers after all, but in a different form: words, not pictures.


Ceres stood. It was time for her to leave. She kissed Phoebe goodbye.


‘She looks so small,’ said Ceres, not to Olivier but to some unseen other, because there was a hint of reproach to her voice. She had grown more and more used to speaking aloud her thoughts, especially when she was alone with Phoebe. It was a way to break the hush, and let her daughter know she was near. Phoebe never reacted, but that was no reason for Ceres to stop. The day she did, there would no longer be a point to anything. ‘Each week that goes by, she grows thinner. I can see it in her face.’


This is how we sometimes lose people: not all at once, but little by little, like the wind blowing specks of pollen from a flower.


‘I’ve seen her medical records,’ said Olivier. ‘Your daughter is a fighter. If anyone can pull through, she can.’


‘You’re very kind,’ said Ceres. It was a rote response. She’d grown good at giving rote responses, but Olivier, it appeared, was not one for them.


‘It doesn’t mean anything if it isn’t true,’ he said. ‘And I won’t ever lie to you, or to Phoebe.’


Ceres did not reply. Lies or truths, they made no difference now.


‘I don’t think I can keep doing this,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t have the strength.’


And somewhere a woman heard, and drew nearer.



   






V


Auspice


(MIDDLE FRENCH)


A Divination from the Actions of Birds


Olivier walked Ceres to the Lantern House’s main door and remained with her as she buttoned her coat against the chill. The sky was clear, the crescent moon hanging so low over an old house to the east that one might almost have stood on its roof and touched a hand to a dead world.


‘What is that place?’ said Ceres. ‘Is it part of the centre?’


‘Of a sort,’ said Olivier. ‘Years ago, a writer lived there. He wrote just one book that became quite famous, published under a pseudonym. He made some money from it, but he didn’t have a happy life.’


‘No?’


‘His wife died in childbirth, along with their baby, and he never married again. He just stayed in that house, wrote his novel, and lived modestly on the proceeds. Towards the end of his life, he founded a charity with earnings from the book, as well as money left to him by his father, which he’d never spent. His father was a codebreaker at Bletchley Park during the war, and afterwards invented something to do with computers and coding that made him quite wealthy. That money paid for the initial purchase of the land for the Lantern House, and much of its construction. The interest from the fund still contributes to our upkeep – along with the royalties, because the book continues to sell – which enables us to provide care for those without the ability to pay, always our main concern.’


‘When did he die?’ asked Ceres.


She had a vague recollection of all this, a passing reference by her mother or father after she’d left home, only to be discarded as inconsequential.


‘He didn’t, exactly,’ said Olivier. ‘I mean, he’s certainly dead now, but technically he disappeared, and may even be listed as “missing” in some police file. Whatever happened, he was a fading, elderly man when he vanished, and that was almost twenty years ago. There’s always talk of turning the house into another wing of the centre, or giving it over to office space, but parts of it are particularly old, and subject to all kinds of restrictions on what alterations can or can’t be made. At first the trustees tried to rent it out, but nobody wanted to stay there for long, and then it was briefly opened to the public as a museum, but it was just too much trouble to keep it running. After that it was used for file storage, and now it’s vacant. The floorboards are rotten, and there are holes in the roof, but the charity’s money can be put to better use here, and no one else wants to spend what’s required to renovate it.’


Even by moonlight Ceres could tell that it had once been an impressive residence, and might be so again, if someone were willing to invest in it.


‘Why did nobody want to live there?’ she said. She had picked up on a hesitancy in Olivier’s voice.


‘Old houses and all that,’ he said. ‘You know what some people are like.’


‘No, tell me: What are some people like?’


Olivier examined his shoes, and tried to make light of what he said next.


‘They claimed it was haunted, so they didn’t want to stay. Three leases were broken before everyone gave up on it.’


‘Haunted? You mean, by ghosts?’


‘Or by memories, which may be the same thing. And not good ones, either.’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘Because if they were good, all those people wouldn’t have upped and left, would they? I’d better be getting back inside before someone starts thinking I’ve run away with the fairies.’


‘Have you been inside the house?’


‘Once or twice.’


‘And?’


‘I didn’t linger.’ He was serious now. ‘It didn’t feel quite empty.’


As Olivier prepared to return to other tasks, Ceres asked one last question.


‘What was the name of the novel, the one that paid for this place?’


‘It’s called The Book of Lost Things,’ said Olivier. ‘Actually, I thought you might have read it.’


‘Why would you say that?’


‘Because it has a Crooked Man in it, just like your story.’


‘No, I don’t think I’ve ever heard of it. Or him.’


‘Well,’ said Olivier, ‘you have now.’


Nearing her car, Ceres saw that a rough path wound east through the woods from the parking area. She wondered if it led to the house, not that she had any plans to go visiting at this hour. She might not have believed in ghosts, but she’d read enough mysteries to know that bad things could happen to a person who chose to wander in woods at night, and Milton Keynes and its environs were not immune to crime. Even a wicked witch might stand a good chance of being mugged in the wrong stretch of forest.


On the lowest branch of an oak tree that marked the entrance to the path, she spied movement: an old rook with one eye, the other lost to talons.


‘No,’ said Ceres. ‘It’s not possible. You can’t have followed us here.’


The bird croaked three times, a response uncannily like laughter. Keeping her distance, Ceres leaned down and commenced gathering stones.


‘I’ll show you what happens to rooks that think they’ve found easy prey,’ she said. ‘I’ll make you wish that whatever took that eye had come back and finished the job.’


But when she looked up again, the rook had departed.



   






VI


Eawl-leet


(LANCASHIRE)


Twilight, or Owl-Light


Ceres slept late the next morning and did not dream; or if she did, she had no memory of the substance. She spent the hours that followed unpacking boxes of clothing and books, among them her daughter’s possessions. Phoebe had her own bedroom at the cottage, which already contained some of her things, but now Ceres added the rest, even putting up Phoebe’s posters and pictures from their former London flat. She could not bear to leave the room unfinished, because to have done so would have been to admit that her faith in the possibility of her daughter’s recovery might be wavering. Perhaps, too, there was an element of superstition involved, as though even by hinting at such an outcome she might bring it to pass.


The cottage was modestly sized, but with a considerable back garden, currently overgrown, and distinguished by a stand of old yew trees at its northern extreme, shared with a small cemetery fallen into disuse since the end of the nineteenth century. Ceres supposed that some might have found the nearness of a graveyard unsettling or depressing, but she never had. Growing up, it was part of the landscape – an occasionally thrilling one, as at Halloween, but otherwise an element that barely registered. Because those laid to rest in it had come from the poorest sections of the local community, it contained few headstones, and someone unacquainted with its history might have passed it by without registering its purpose. The faintest outline of a face formed from leaves, a Green Man, peered from one of the old gateposts, testament to beliefs older than Christianity.


By the northern edge of the graveyard ran a small stream, which her father used to claim concealed a water horse and a river sprite, and Ceres might be able to spot them if she stayed still long enough. But Ceres had never seen either horse or sprite, and came to suspect that her father had invented their habitancy as a means of keeping her occupied when he wanted to read, or watch football. To the east, the stream wound past a hillock, said by some to be a fairy mound, because it was once thought that fairies made their dwellings close to cemeteries, to claim the souls of those laid to rest. Her father had always been dismissive of this, if only because, in his view, it meant putting the cart before the horse: the mounds were older than human burial places, and therefore it was men, subconsciously, who chose to situate graveyards close to mounds, not vice versa. On the other hand, he was scornful of those who, out of caution, stepped around mushroom rings ascribing their presence to the actions of fairies. As he explained to Ceres, the fungal threads, the mycelium, sprouted in a circular shape underground; this was science, and there was no mystery about it. On such esoterica were articles for folklore journals built.


But it was the trees that Ceres especially loved. They were known as ‘walking yews’, formed when the branches of a parent trunk reached the ground, then layered and extended themselves to produce new roots – as well as interesting archways and grottos for first Ceres, then Phoebe, to explore – which regrew as sibling trees. Benignly neglected, the yews continued to thrive: evergreen, their branches sleeved in lichen, their barks, upon closer examination, not brown alone, but red, green, and purple, too. Lovely, and dangerous also, full of the poison taxine, used in the past to lace the tips of arrows, so that even a scratch might prove fatal; and, so local lore had it, once applied to the stems and thorns of a bunch of freshly cut roses, which were then sent by a baker’s daughter to her rival in love, who subsequently perished in agony.


Returned to her childhood home under the worst of circumstances, Ceres discovered a new comfort in the proximity of the yews, because they endured. Damaged, scarred, blighted, they persisted. They declined to yield to death. Even the nostoc, which her mother abhorred, gave Ceres hope. Currently in residence on the garden bench, the blue-green algae, blown in as spores from the cemetery, formed clear, glutinous clumps across the lawn and furniture after rain. On one level, Ceres accepted it was undeniably disgusting, but on another, it was tenacious, resilient. Nostoc could remain in a dry, seemingly lifeless state for years or decades, only to revive again at a time of nature’s choosing. Her mother, had she been present, would have sluiced it away with the garden hose, but Ceres chose to leave it unbothered.


When she grew weary of resettlement chores, she drove to a supermarket to stock the larder and refrigerator before, on a whim, going book shopping, something she hadn’t done much of since the accident. She and Phoebe were inveterate browsers, although they preferred older, secondhand bookshops to newer ones, assuming one could still find any of the former open, charity stores having usurped them. Then again, even when used bookstores were ubiquitous, Ceres had often wondered if part of their purpose was to be closed as often as possible, just in case someone should come in and disturb their studied disorder by actually buying a book. Used booksellers’ ploys were legion: BACK IN FIVE MINUTES signs that remained in place for hours, or days; a scribbled phone number to be called in order to gain entry, but destined never to be picked up, assuming it had ever been connected in the first place; and once, carefully typed on a lined card, the five words CLOSED DUE TO DEATH TEMPORARILY, which raised more questions than it answered, not least whether it was the closure or the death that was intended to be provisional.


In the Snug, nearby Olney’s children’s bookshop, she bought the only copy of The Book of Lost Things on the shelves. Since Phoebe was a beneficiary of the writer’s largesse, Ceres supposed that she should know more about her benefactor’s work, having learned more about his life from the internet. As Olivier had explained, it was one coloured by sadness, but not defined by it. The author had found a way to turn his pain into a novel, and that novel had occasionally helped others with their pain. This was what stories did, or the ones that mattered to us: they helped us to understand others, but they could also make us feel understood in turn, and less alone in the world. Right now, Ceres thought she would be happy with that, because she’d never felt more alone.


But she remained troubled by ‘The Tale of the Two Dancers’ that had transmitted itself, seemingly unconsciously, from mind to mouth to hand, and from there to the page. Had it not been in her own writing, she might have doubted it was her work at all. Typically, when she wrote longhand, she left a trail of crossed-out words, rethinks, and corrections. When she was contemplating the right turn of phrase, or the construction of a sentence, she had a habit of tapping the end of the pen or pencil on the paper, creating a swarm of dots. By contrast, the writing of the previous night was word-perfect, and showed no signs of hesitation or reflection.


Upon her return to the cottage, Ceres brewed a pot of tea and spent a few hours at her desk. She had forced herself to begin working again, and already had three deadlines imminent, all involving advertising copy for products she would not have wanted to buy or websites she wouldn’t wish to visit, which made the task of convincing others to do so that much more difficult. Then again, if she had only consented to write about products she liked, she and Phoebe would have ended up on the streets long ago. That was one of the differences between childhood and adulthood: as a child, you often had to do things you didn’t want to – including, in Phoebe’s case, go to school, finish homework, and eat broccoli – because someone bigger and older told you to do them; as an adult, you still had to do things you didn’t want to do, but if you were fortunate, somebody paid you to do them, which helped a bit.


Once the work was completed, and the day was mellowing into evening, Ceres allowed herself a glass of wine, to accompany her reading of The Book of Lost Things. It had been a long time since she’d opened a work of fiction for her own pleasure. Mostly she read for Phoebe, even before the accident, and she now found it hard to associate the act with anyone but her daughter. Not to be reading aloud felt odd to Ceres, so much so that it took her a moment or two to realise she could hear herself reciting the opening of the novel to the empty room, like a spell or incantation. Once upon a time: Who even began a book that way anymore?


And – oh! – there was that sudden sharp sting of loss again, as she caught herself using one of her daughter’s favourite sentence constructions, a formulation on which Phoebe fell back when something was particularly frustrating or bewildering.


Who even knows that song?


When even was that?


What even is cauliflower?


God, she missed the sound of Phoebe’s voice so much. It was the quiet that was so hard to bear, as though Ceres were gradually being prepared for a deeper silence to come, when she would no longer even have her daughter’s breathing to console her, and remind her that she remained in the world. But how to balance this with the despair that descended on her more frequently, and most acutely in the hoary light before full dawn, although it had also come upon her as she drove home from the Lantern House the night before: the secret wish that this would all just come to an end, a resolution, for her –


Or for Phoebe.


‘No!’ She shouted the word to the empty room, startling herself. ‘I take it back. I didn’t mean that.’


To the dust motes caught in the lamplight.


‘I will not part with her, not like this. Whatever it takes, I want her returned to me.’


To the crumbs on the plate, and the spilled tea in the saucer.


‘She is my child.’


To the spiders in the corners, surrounded by the shrivelled discards of their quarry.


‘Are you listening?’


To the woman in the shadows, who heard only what she wanted to hear.



   






VII


Ryne


(OLD ENGLISH)


Mystery


It was dark, and the book had been set aside in favour of the main evening news, which turned out to be an error, given that it was dominated by Russian tanks bombarding villages, and scientists prophesying imminent climate catastrophe. Before the accident, the latter had particularly troubled Phoebe, who couldn’t understand why politicians weren’t rushing to save the planet. It had been left to Ceres to try to explain that, rather like some small children, politicians were driven by short- to medium-term gain, and rarely thought further than the next election, which only confirmed Ceres’s view that politics was no proper pursuit for an adult. She gave up on the news bulletin after only ten minutes; she didn’t need to be made to feel more impotent.


She stroked the cover of The Book of Lost Things, as she might have a sleeping cat. Although she didn’t like to admit it to herself, Ceres realised she’d become distanced from fiction, so much so that she could no longer use it as a form of escape – and she had more cause than most to want to leave reality behind, if only for a while. She couldn’t even blame her disengagement on the accident, because it had been ongoing since adolescence. She had fallen out of love with stories, and what had come upon Phoebe simply confirmed the pointlessness of them. What good were they? The happy ones were untrue to life, and the sad ones couldn’t tell you anything you didn’t already know.


Here is my story: I had a daughter once, but she was stolen from me, and left in her place was a doll in her image.


Yet …


The book on the table was calling to her, wanting to be read. She thought it might be because of its connection to the Lantern House, to the author’s old residence rotting away on the grounds, and the mystery of his disappearance. These things gave texture to the tale. They made it more relevant, and so it was less the book than the circumstances surrounding its creation that engaged her. This is what she told herself, even as she caught the lie lurking. It was peculiar, but everything about the experience of reading this novel now made her perplexed. Earlier she had found herself becoming immersed in it without noticing, and when at last she surfaced, she was shocked to find that nearly two hours had gone by, so lost had she been in the story of a boy who loses his mother, gains an unwanted stepmother and half-brother, and ventures into a land, real or imaginary (that was never clear), built from the books on his shelves and the fairy stories that he loves. In its pages dwelt the Crooked Man, a being who was, as Olivier had pointed out, bore the some name as the monster in the story she had invented for Phoebe. The only explanation Ceres could come up with was that, in the past, she must have read a review of the book, or an article about its author, and stored those details away in her mind.
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