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Chapter One




And then he said, ‘No one should distract an ordained knight from his thoughts in a discourteous way, for perhaps he has either suffered a loss or he is thinking about the woman he loves best.’


From The Mabinogion





The fire in the middle of the circle casts flickering shadows over our faces: we stand obediently in its fierce warmth, following the words of the monthly full-moon ritual.


I raise my hands up to the star-riddled Cornwall evening just like everyone else, just like every month, and feel nothing. I chant along with the whole village, as they follow the woman at the centre of the circle with their eyes; her head is thrown back, black hair blowing in the evening air, arms outstretched, long wool cloak rippling against her thin shoulders, conviction written across her brow. My mum, the head witch. El supremo. Sorceress. Disciplinarian single parent. Poster girl for our eco-pagan Greenworld.


‘She who is the beauty of the green earth, and the white moon among the stars, and the mystery of the waters. For She is the soul of nature, who gives life to the universe. From Her all things proceed, and unto Her all things must return,’ we intone as a group.


I puff out my cheeks and exhale loudly at the end of the litany.


Boring.


My gaze zigzags across the circle to Sadie, who catches my eye and gives me her slanty little grin. She’s a sorceress too, in her own way. All she has to do is smile at me.


Back in the circle, Mum’s bringing things to a close. She walks round the perimeter of the circle, blessing everyone, and returns to her altar at the centre. The altar is a tree stump; we’re in the middle of the village, on the green. An old maypole stands off to the right, its red and white paint peeling away. We still dance round it like idiots in the spring. We have to.


She brings her arms down by her sides and bows her head for the end of the ritual, and people start filtering out of the circle. I walk over to Sadie. Usually we’d slink off together at this point, but this time she goes up to Mum, who is packing her tools away. Wooden wand made out of a branch from our apple tree and engraved with sacred Celtic spirals; witch’s knife; candles; a cup of water; a pack of tarot cards; crystal ball; five-pointed star made from branches; figurine of Brighid, the Greenworld’s patron goddess.


As I approach, I can barely hear what they’re saying, but Sadie reaches out to touch the cards, and Mum’s eyes widen in panic as she pulls them away.


‘. . . special energy. You can’t touch them, dear,’ Mum’s saying icily as I get to them.


Sades looks affronted. ‘Sorry, I just . . . Oh, hi, Danny.’ She turns back to Mum. ‘Sorry, Zia. I was just curious. I’ve never seen them up close. I was just wondering if . . .’


Mum stuffs the cards into her bag and smiles a thin-lipped smile at Sadie: her definitely-not-happy expression.


‘That’s all right, dear. But they are special. Witches’ tools are powerful. No touchy-touchy.’ She wags her finger at Sades, only semi-playfully, and Sades smiles and opens her mouth to say something else, but she’s cut off by someone elbowing her way through the crowd.


‘Sadie! Sadie! What are you doing?’ yells a voice like a saw, and Sades’ mum Linda comes waddling over. Without stopping, she pulls Sadie’s still-outstretched hand away from my mum and drags her away from us, like we’re lepers.


‘What have I told you? Don’t go near those things! They’re evil!’ she shouts at Sadie.


Mum’s shoulders square up and her chin juts out. Here we go, I think.


‘What did you just say?’ she demands, and the villagers who were heading home start turning round when they hear raised voices. A fight’s one of the only decent bits of entertainment we get down here in the middle of nowhere.


‘You heard. I don’t want my daughter anywhere near those things,’ Linda says, jabbing her fat finger in the general area of Mum’s witch tools on the stump.


Mum raises her eyebrows. ‘She’s no more than three metres from them every month when we do this, and I don’t usually hear you complain about it. Well—’ she smiles coldly – ‘I do hear you, actually. It’s just usually easier to ignore—’


‘Don’t be so holier-than-thou, Zia,’ Linda spits. ‘We’re allowed to have our opinions, aren’t we? If we’re not, we may as well be in the Redworld.’


‘You’re free to go anytime you like, Linda,’ Mum counters, and points towards the village boundary, which we can just see over the rooftops: a barbed-wire fence that surrounds our village and protects us from the lawless people outside. ‘Don’t let me stop you. Give my regards to the gangs.’


Linda laughs nastily. ‘Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you? You’d like us to leave. Then you could get on with brainwashing everyone with your magical hippy rubbish. I’m the only one they’ve got if they want any real history or facts about what life was like before the Greenworld. I’m not going anywhere. I’ve got a duty to these people.’


Mum sighs and turns away from Linda, gathering her stuff into her bag.


‘So have I, Linda. So have I. And it’s not rubbish, as well you know. It’s our sacred Celtic spirituality. Why do you come to the ritual if you think it’s so pointless? And don’t blame me if your daughter’s interested in the craft. Maybe she’s got a bit more talent than you, eh?’ I can see her smile to herself, still turned away from Linda.


‘Over my dead body. Teach my girl any of your mumbo jumbo and you’ll regret it,’ Linda threatens, and pulls Sadie away. ‘Come on. Home,’ she says, but Sadie wriggles free.


‘Goddess, calm down, Mum. I’m going for a walk with Danny for a bit. I’ll see you later,’ she says, and she takes my hand, challenging Linda with her eyes.


‘No you’re not, my girl. I don’t want you seeing him any more. He’s a bad influence.’


I choke back a laugh at that, cos if she knew what her darling daughter wanted to do on our ‘walks’, she wouldn’t think it was me who was the debauched one.


Sadie tugs at my hand. ‘Come on, Dan. Mum, you’re making a scene. Everyone’s looking at you. Go home.’ And we walk off, not giving Linda a chance to argue. Winning the battle of wills, just like she always does.


‘Danny – don’t be late for dinner now,’ Mum calls from behind me, and I can hear the grin in her voice. She’s not exactly in love with Sades, but she just wants to make Linda even madder, I can tell.


‘See you later,’ I call, and we drift through the crowd.


Sadie blows her red hair off her forehead and grins up at me as we walk.


‘What was all that about?’ I ask. ‘I didn’t know you were interested in the cards.’


She shrugs. ‘Yeah, well. Just fancy learning something new, y’know? Something other than school.’


‘Reflective Greenworld Journaling not enough for you?’ We’re supposed to each keep a creative journal at school in which we can express our thoughts about living in our eco-pagan Greenworld, like anyone really cares.


She makes a face. ‘Surprisingly, no. Or t’ai chi.’ She screws up her face in imitation of our teacher doing her spiritual-concentration face. ‘Find the chi within you, Danny! Find it!’


‘I haven’t found it yet,’ I say, scuffing my feet along the dirt path. We’re heading out to the boundary, a scrubland where nobody goes except kids. It’s somewhere to go when you want to be alone.


‘You’re not going to get anywhere with that attitude, young man,’ she mock-lectures me, wagging her finger in my face. I grab it, then her hand, and pull her towards me.


‘Educate me, then. If we kiss long enough some of your smartness might rub off on me.’


She pulls her hand away. ‘I don’t want anything of yours rubbing off on me, thanks.’


‘Stop pretending. I know you want me.’


‘I know. I’m just hiding it really well,’ she banters back, sarcastic as ever.


I hold my hand out. ‘Come on, Sades. School isn’t my thing. You know that.’


She grins, but doesn’t take my hand again. ‘I wonder what school’s like in the Redworld?’ she muses.


‘Dunno. Got to be better than ours, though. Thankfully it’s almost over.’ We’re both sixteen. Just a few more months and it’ll be done.


‘You can’t fool me. I know you like reading.’ Sades’ mum Linda is one of our teachers, and her house is a kind of village library. I do visit quite a lot to read, but also as an excuse to see Sadie.


‘Mind, the more I think about it, there are probably other things we should be learning apart from water desalination and forest craft,’ Sadie says thoughtfully. ‘Like, Mum speaks other languages. I’d like to speak another language.’


I shrug. ‘What’s the point? You’re never going to need it.’


Where we live, at the far end of England, the old place of fairies and smugglers, cut off at Devon from the edge of the Redworld – we don’t meet anyone that doesn’t speak English. We don’t meet anyone new at all. We’d still be living in the Redworld now if Mum and all her mates hadn’t decided to branch off on their own and make us this weird little witchy closed community. It’s still out there, the Redworld, after all, going strong beyond the Devon border. Burning what’s left of the small amounts of fuel that can still be ripped out of Mother Earth; fighting; looting; exploiting the weak; buying and selling.


We walk on in comfortable silence for a while. She plaits her red hair as we’re walking along and tucks it into her blue woollen jacket. Wool is big in the Greenworld.


‘What are you going to do, then? After school finishes?’ I ask her, ticking off the options on my fingers. ‘Farming, spinning, dyeing, folk traditions, community work . . .’


She scoffs. ‘What, looking after little kids? No thanks.’


‘It’s probably what I’m heading for. Working on the water systems, house maintenance maybe.’


‘Not farming?’


I mime a retch. ‘No thanks. Can’t stand the smell.’ In a community that has to grow everything it eats, compost is revered as some kind of holy shit – pardon the pun. Mum might think there’s something magic about it, but the truth is that it stinks.


Shit is the signature scent of the Greenworld.


‘Mum’s got me in with folk traditions,’ she says, rolling her eyes.


‘Cool.’


She shoots me a withering look. ‘Hardly. She’s the one that likes telling old stories, not me. But it’s the best of a bad lot anyway.’ She groans, stops walking, throws her arms up dramatically to the sky. ‘Bloody folk stories and the oral tradition. There’s only one oral tradition I’m interested in. Everything’s bloody cold, and damp, and BORING! I’m sick of it!’


‘Well, what’re you going to do about it?’


She sighs, and slumps, bending at the waist and trailing her fingers on the ground. ‘Nothing, I s’pose. Join the gangs, maybe,’ she mutters into her knees.


I smile. ‘Yeah. We all say that.’


‘I might, though. I like the idea of it – soldiers of fortune, living on our wits. Outside the law. It’s romantic. Can’t you see me as a gang assassin?’ she asks, head between her thighs, grinning at me, and jerks upright, fingers in the shape of a gun. ‘Kapow! Gotcha. Gangs, one; son-of-bossy-village-witch-and-general-waster Danny, zero.’


I push her hand away. ‘So much for your assassin skills. You’d make a crap gang member.’


‘I wouldn’t. I’d be great. I don’t believe in anything. I have a natural aversion to authority. I’m ideal.’


‘I’d like to see you last five minutes out there. They’d put you in a pie and eat you, Little Red Riding Up-to-No-Good.’


She laughs. ‘Well, I s’pose I’ll think about it a bit longer.’


‘Wise of you.’


We’re almost at our usual spot, but she’s still ranting. I hope she’ll shut up in a minute so I can kiss her.


‘It’s their choice, though, you know? They opted out. They don’t know what it’s like to be a first-generation Greenworlder. One hundred per cent restricted to Devon and Cornwall. Forever.’


I shrug. I know this, but I can’t do anything about it, so why bother?


‘I mean, look at my mum. She doesn’t know how lucky she was, growing up in the Redworld. All that clean shit. I mean, CLEAN! Squeaky! Not like the mud-covered, cold shitholes we live in—’ she gestures to the houses we can see from the boundary – brick-built but getting tatty, or thatched cottages that haven’t been re-thatched that expertly. ‘Do you know how you make things really clean? CHEMICALS. Not vegetable soap.’


I smile. ‘I don’t mind things a bit dirty.’


‘I bet you don’t. Just imagine, though, Dan. Real booze. Cars. Disposable, delicious, greasy, wonderful, additive-rich food. Stuff that wouldn’t rot in a day.’


I hold up my hands. ‘I know, I know! You don’t have to convince me.’


She picks at her fingers. ‘Don’t you wonder what the Redworld must be like, though? Really, truly like?’ She looks at me over her chewed cuticles.


I shrug. ‘Course. I want to visit, you know, cross the border somehow, but Mum would go mad,’ I say, which is what we always say, regardless of whether we mean it or not. Most Greenworld kids are either genuinely fascinated with the Redworld, or know that it’s cool to appear to be fascinated by it.


She looks at me critically. ‘You’d be all right. They like that unkempt look in the Redworld, or so I hear.’


I run my hand through my longish mess of black hair, trying to tidy it a bit. Mum says I look like a Romantic poet. I’m tall and skinny. Brown-skinned, though lighter than Beebs, who got more of Dad’s colouring. Dad’s family were originally from India, which is unimaginably far away. I got Mum’s eyes, green like a cat, her longer face. Despite my supposed Romantic poet-ness, I can never work out why Sades likes me. I mean, I think she likes me. Who knows with girls?


‘Maybe I should come over and work out a plan. A detailed plan to get through the border. I might need to sleep over if we really want to get the detail right,’ I say, sighing theatrically.


‘Shut up,’ she shoots back, and we walk on in companionable quiet.


‘So what’re you doing for Samhain, then?’ Sadie asks, all perky again.


‘Dunno. Probably same as last year. Light a fire, remember the dear deceased, drink cider, get wrecked, piss in the bonfire. Get yelled at for not keeping the candles burning.’


Samhain (the pagan word for ‘Halloween’, which the Redworlders probably still call it) is in a week’s time, and it’s Mum’s busiest night for fortune telling. Most of the villagers come to our house and get their predictions for the year ahead.


‘You didn’t always own up to being a witch in the red days, apparently,’ Sades ponders. ‘People thought it was weird, then,’ she says, shrugging, cos, for us, a witch is the person in charge. It’s weird to us that it was weird then. ‘Knowing about medicinal herbs, reading the cards. Energy healing. You know.’


I do know. Some anyway. But Mum’s not just a fortune teller. She’s in charge of the village here – she’s the protector, the figurehead, the witch. Every village has a witch in charge, to protect it and do witchy things for the villagers, even blessing marriages and burying the dead. It’s a full-time kind of deal. The witch is supposed to hold the safety of the village in her hand; at every village boundary there’s a picture of a woman’s hand holding a cluster of buildings in it. We all celebrate the Celtic pagan festivals, cos that’s the history of this neck of the woods – the old Celts. The Greenworld honours Brighid, Mother Goddess of the land, and we take part in the moon ritual once a month, but the witches are the ones with the real magical skills and knowledge.


‘Your mum’s so cool. Would she read my cards, d’you reckon?’ Sadie asks as we walk past the burnt-out van.


Cars are not needed here in the Greenworld, we’re told. Pity. All us kids want one, but unless we can figure out how to build one that runs on grass cuttings, none of us are driving anywhere. And anyway, where would we go?


‘Don’t see why not.’


‘Wouldn’t she think I was too young?’


‘Dunno. Maybe.’


‘You’re a lot of help.’


‘I don’t really know much about it.’


‘How can you not know? You’re there every year.’


‘I know, but it’s not like I go in and listen to what she’s telling them.’


‘Hmmm. Maybe I shouldn’t. She might see us doing it in a vision.’


‘I can provide you with a first-hand experience of that if you’re interested.’


‘Shut up. You’re so forward.’


‘Yeah, and you’re so impressionable.’


She waves her hand at me. ‘No, but seriously, I wish I could read them. The cards. Or even have some of my own, but where would I get them? No one has any apart from Zia, and she’s made it clear she’s not going to show me.’


‘Other witches have them too,’ I say unhelpfully, thinking of the times Mum goes to covenstead meetings – where all the witches from all the villages in Devon and Cornwall get together. ‘You could make your own,’ I suggest.


She looks thoughtful. ‘Maybe. But I wouldn’t know what they’re all called and what pictures they’re supposed to have and stuff.’


‘I could show you the pack, maybe, without Mum knowing, and you could copy them,’ I offer before I’ve thought it through. ‘Write down the names anyway, make a start.’


She jumps on the idea. ‘Oh, really? That would be great!’ she says and claps her hands together.


Too late to take it back now; already this doesn’t feel like such a good idea.


‘I’ll get the cards after Samhain. Mum probably won’t use them for a while after then: she’ll have done all her readings for a whole season that night.’ It’ll be fine, I rationalize.


Sades smiles her snake smile. ‘Sounds like a plan, Dan.’


We’ve stopped at our usual spot – the wind blows aggressively through the barbed wire and makes her shiver. I pull her to me.


‘S’cold,’ she murmurs. ‘Warm me up.’


*


When I get back home later, Gowdie thumps down the hall, barking excitedly. We’ve had her since she was a pup and now she’s a big floppy-eared lolling-tongued drool machine, but we love her. Mum named her. I think it was after some historical witch or other. Typical. We couldn’t have a normal dog name.


I walk into the kitchen and my sister Biba is cutting up the veg for dinner, probably without being asked, the supergreen. Mum is nowhere to be seen, but calls hi from upstairs.


‘How’s the tin drive, Bibalicious? How’s the efficiency manifesto coming along?’ I ask, looking in the cupboard for something to eat. There isn’t anything.


She looks at me haughtily from her chopping. ‘Don’t make fun of me.’


I do make fun of her, all the time in fact, but that’s my job as an older brother. Biba gets teased at school sometimes too, though. She’s darker-skinned – and small, and less charming than me – and for some of the kids here that’s a reason to push her around. Despite this being the super-wonderful-liberal-Greenworld. Some parents haven’t quite forgotten their Redworld roots, I guess. And on those occasions – not too many of them, considering who our mum is, but still sometimes – I have to remind those kids what we believe in the Greenworld. That there’s no colour here. Not even the red blood that they wipe away under their noses after I’ve finished with them.


‘That’s my job, Beeball. Don’t sweat it.’


‘You’re the sweaty one.’ She sniffs the air around me in an exaggerated way. ‘Eurgh! You reek!’


‘Oh – you think I smell?’ I look at her with fake concern and sniff my armpit.


‘Like a compost heap.’


‘Oh. See, I can’t smell anything. I wonder if I can just get you to . . .’ And I grab her and stick her under my arm.


‘Ugh! Get off! Ugh, Danny, let me out!’


‘Suck it in, Beebs. You won’t get this off you for days.’


She’s making trapped-bird noises under my arm and spluttering about her constitutional rights when Mum comes in.


‘Daniel Prentice! Let your sister go!’


Reluctantly I release Beebs from under my arm. She shakes her shiny black hair in disgust. She got Dad’s straight hair – I got Mum’s. Curly. Both as black as ravens.


Beebs shoots daggers at me. ‘Ugh. You’re so disgusting.’


I shrug. ‘I’m your big bro. That’s what I’m supposed to do.’


‘Mum – Danny was making fun of me.’


‘Stop making fun of your sister, Danny,’ Mum says automatically.


‘How’s your good self, Ma?’ I say, and give her my most winning grin.


‘Danny, remember you were going to find me some stuff for the bonfire. Can you do it tomorrow? It’s a bit late now,’ she asks, mussing Biba’s hair affectionately, and eating a piece of raw carrot from the bowl.


I eye our yard, which has been stripped ready to burn. ‘No problem,’ I say, keeping her sweet. ‘Have I got time for a wash before dinner?’ She nods distractedly and so I head upstairs. I hear Beebs start to tell Mum about her Young Greenworlder Association meeting as I walk away.


‘It’s exciting, Mum, cos we’ve got a new plan. We need to get all the kids together, strike hard at the Redworld.’


I smile at Biba’s tough revolutionary talk. Before Samhain, you could tell Mum you were going to the moon and all she’d say would be ‘Get me some cheese while you’re there’.


Whistling, I head to the bathroom and pass Mum’s room, happening to see her tarot cards in their little sequinned bag on top of her dressing table. They catch my eye as they’re hardly ever left out. It’s usually ‘Don’t touch’; it’s ‘Those are our living, kids’; it’s ‘This is what makes us special, this is what keeps us protected’.


But, nevertheless, there they are, winking at me, saying, “Danny, Danny, pick us up! We’re your one-way ticket to Sadesville; one-way to L.O.V.E.! We want to be liberated. Liberate us, Danny! Liberate the hell out of us!” And so without thinking I nip in, take them, put them under my shirt and get in the bathroom double quick. I run the taps in the sink and slyly open the window. I’ve got out of here before on many occasions. I turn the taps off and bolt the door.


I turn on the radio in the bathroom, an old wind-up gig. It’s been set so that it only picks up a Cornwall Greenworld station. I’ve heard they have music on the radio in the Redworld, and, man, I just wanna dance. But instead I hear the ultra-boring Bull’s Greenworld Gardener’s Guide – ‘Save it, hive it, share it’ – transmitted from somewhere near Zennor. However, in this instance, the radio serves a purpose: if Mum knocks she’ll think I’m in here abusing myself quietly to new-world eco-pagan propaganda. Not often, but sometimes, being a teenage boy works for you.


I edge out of the window and down the pipes to the side of the house by the water butt, then slink on to the side lane and round the back. I get on my toes and I’m tapping at Sades’ window with a long stick in five minutes. Her red head pokes out and she gives me that little slanty smile. I wave the sequinned bag at her.


‘Got the cards for you,’ I hiss.


Her face lights up. ‘Ooooh. Already? Yay,’ she says, and holds out her cupped hands.


She wants me to throw them up to her, so I give it my best pitch. As they leave my hands I feel a tingle of betrayal. I haven’t really thought about this and now it’s a bit late. It looks like she’s not even going to let me in.


‘So, like, no hassle, but I’m going to need those back before Samhain,’ I say, hoping I don’t sound like a massive hard-on. She pulls a mean little face. ‘You can have them again after that, it’s just cos she needs them for the big fortune-telling night,’ I add hastily. Sades’s probably wondering why I didn’t just wait till after Samhain anyway, and I’m already regretting bringing them, but with the hinted-at promise of Sadie, what boy wouldn’t lose his mind a bit?


‘Course. I’ll bring them over Samhain morning,’ she says, like she has to be nice, but already she’s got what she wanted and wants me gone.


‘Cool,’ I say, and give her my least dorky smile, the one I hope makes her think, Oh, that intriguing boy, I must sleep with him soon.


She’s shutting the window so I whisper up to her, ‘So maybe tomorrow we’ll hang out?’


She remains elusive and kind of nods and shuts the window.


I slink off. Too late, I think, this might be a situation.









Chapter Two




Save it, hive it, share it.


From Tenets and Sayings of the Greenworld





When I get back to the house I climb back into the bathroom, have a strip wash and get dressed again speedily. I turn off the radio, which has now started spouting the memoirs of various luminary envirowarriors. Enviros are anyone – mostly the men, though – that have left the Greenworld to patrol the border, or be an anti-war activist on the front line – sabotaging Redworld tanks, or trying to stop mining or fracking. But most enviros aren’t heroes, they’re like my dad: wanted to have a purpose; wanted to feel functional again. They’d prefer to fight for the last traces of fuel left in the world than live here, not using it at all. If you’re strapping homemade bombs to the underside of supply trains or organizing picket lines you don’t have to take turns doing the laundry by hand, shelling peas, digging manure into the plots or taking part in the community storytelling sessions, and he hated all that. My dad said before he left, ‘This is survival, it isn’t life.’ Mum had said, ‘This is what life is now.’ She says he wanted to be a hero. The reality is that living even a month in this shithole makes everyone a hero.


I go downstairs and to the kitchen where Mum and Biba are dishing up dinner. Bean stew. It’s OK, I guess. We eat a lot of veg. Mostly the meat we get is chicken – we all have a few in the garden, as long as the foxes don’t get them. We haven’t got round to eating fox yet but it’s a distinct possibility – they’re bloody everywhere. Fruit in the summer from the apple tree in the garden, a bit of rhubarb, some plums for like two weeks in the summer. We trade apples with our neighbours cos we get so many, and we make cider every year. The village grows its own grain and we all make our own bread; we even grow tea and coffee. We also farm some animals for meat, but not many – meat gets kept for the seasonal festivals. For a while when we were kids there was still a bit of hoarded canned food around, left over from the Redworld days, but that’s gone now. And there’s strictly no trade with the Redworld, so we live off what we have.


We sit down to eat. For once I’m glad to listen to Beebs go on about her supergreen friends and what they’ve been up to this week, as it will take Mum’s mind off anything to do with her cards or Samhain. She babbles over the watery bean stew until Mum breaks into my thoughts.


‘I heard you listening to the radio earlier, Danny, was there anything good on?’


I shake my head, remembering just in time that I left it on when I slipped out. ‘Oh, right – no, just the usual.’


Mum sighs. ‘I’d give anything to hear some real music again. Greenworld folk singing only goes so far,’ she says, pushing her stew around her plate.


‘All ready for Samhain, Mum?’ Biba asks brightly. She’s always been tactless; insensitive to the undercurrents. Neither Dad or Biba could ever read the mood in a room.


Shit, I think. Shut up, Beebs. She doesn’t want to talk about it.


‘Oh yes, all ready, thank you, darling,’ Mum says and plays with her fork. The whole thing takes so much energy out of her she wants to save up as much as possible in the week before. Now we’ve had the community full-moon ritual, it can be a quiet week for her until Samhain. I asked her once, wasn’t it good to know everyone’s secrets? But she’d said, ‘Danny, there are some dark things curled up in the hearts of others.’


‘So how many people do you think will come for readings?’ Beebs ploughs on, unheeding. I cough but she doesn’t take the hint.


Mum is picking at the rough wood round the edge of the table, something she usually shouts at us for doing. She is smiling in a not-smiling kind of way.


‘Oh, well, it’s hard to know in advance,’ she says. ‘You know how it is. I just leave the front door open and they form a line. Danny organizes things.’


Supernatural receptionist wouldn’t be my top choice of job for the night, but it’s what Mum needs so that’s that.


Beebs blunders on. ‘Don’t you think it’s weird for Danny to do it, though, Mum? I mean, he’s only a kid.’


I expect Mum to get on her high horse and tell Beebs off, like what she says is holy writ, but instead she just shrugs. ‘Maybe you’re right, darling,’ she says. ‘He is still very young.’


Now, don’t get me wrong, I don’t particularly love providing off-the-cuff anteroom consolation and embarrassing chat to community members of a Samhain night. As soon as they get through that door on that one night of the year they seem to think that the gloves are off, and they don’t even want to wait for Mum. They’ll get hold of me in the hall as I’m bringing through glasses of water or taking coats and pull me into a doorway to ‘talk’. They don’t mean talk, though, cos that implies a two-way conversation. What they really mean is they want to know, can I do it too? Am I a seer, a prophet? Do I read the cards? So I have to say, ‘No, I have no insights for you. No, sorry. Can I take your coat? Mum will be right with you.’


So it’s a weird night. And made weirder by the fact, which I have never told anyone, that sometimes I do have flashes of knowing about people. I can’t say when it’s going to happen or for who, but now and again it’s like a bit of a movie that plays in front of my eyes.


‘Er . . . yeah. Anyway. I’ve finished. Need to do some, errr . . . homework,’ I mumble, scraping my spoon against the home-made clay bowl, and leave Beebs to regale Mum with her tin-drive update. Keep a low profile, Dan, I think, so she can’t find you to ask you about the cards. Even if she can’t find them, she might think she’s mislaid them somewhere. As long as they’re back where they should be by Samhain.


*


The next day I get up late and head downstairs for something to eat. It’s not a school day. Mum isn’t even up, which is a result. I whistle as I make my tea and bread, thinking about Sades, thinking about spending some alone time with her, and what might happen.


I leave it a few minutes to check the coast is clear and head out. Gowdie raises her head sleepily from her basket as I pass, and I ruffle her ears. ‘Not today, girl,’ I whisper to her. As I close the front door behind me I see Mum coming down the hall looking like she wants to talk to me, so I shut it and jog down the path. I start walking up the hill to Sades’ place. It’s a pretty nice morning all in all so I whistle my way along. My dad used to whistle sometimes, when he was working in the garden. It’s one of my favourite memories of him.


I get to Sades’ house and she hardly lets me in the door, just opens it a crack, and all, like, reluctantly, lets me in. I slide in like a snake with an agenda. We go upstairs. I get the impression I’m being smuggled in. Sades pushes her bedroom shut behind me. So far, so good. But she’s looking all weird, pulling the hair of an old doll she’s holding. Her room is full of old toys.


‘Ummm, Danny,’ she says, and all of a sudden I can feel the blood draining away from my underwear region. ‘Danny, ummm, the thing is, I don’t have your mum’s cards any more,’ she says, looking at her feet.


‘What? What does that mean?’ I ask unimaginatively, but I know what she’s going to say. Oh Holy non-existent Goddess, not the cards.


‘Well – don’t be angry at me, Dan, I didn’t know she’d—’


‘She’d what? Who? What’s happened, Sades?’


‘I was looking at them just now, you know, making a list of all the titles, when Mum came in. She said, “Where did you get those? Only one person has those. They’re evil; get your hands off them,”’ she blunders on.


‘What happened then?’ I say, but the answer seems horribly clear when I look at Sades’ tear-stained face.


‘She took them off me,’ she says despairingly, dropping the doll, her hands open as if to demonstrate this fact. Sades is always so composed, so cool, and it’s a bad thing to see her panicking like this. I walk out of the room and go down the stairs cos I’ve got no choice; I have to get them back.


Sades wails down after me, ‘She said she’s going to burn them!’ and so I start running down the stairs to the kitchen and burst in to find Linda sitting at the kitchen table, watching the fire, which is burning merrily. I can see the curling edges of the cards as they get sucked in and charred, burned – The Tower, The Ten of Swords, The Eight of Cups, chaos and disaster – turning to dust before I can do anything.


Linda sits there, greying yellow hair falling out of a ponytail. She looks at me full on, flat eyes like a shark smelling blood in the water.


‘Oh, Danny, won’t you have a cup of tea? Come and sit by the fire; it’s nice and warm.’ She doesn’t break eye contact. Bitch.


Instinctively I grab the first thing that comes to hand and smash it on the floor. I don’t know what it is, but it makes a glassy crash and Linda jumps up from her seat. I lunge towards the fire, and try to pull the cards out, but it’s too late – the fire has eaten them and cackles wildly at my misfortune.


I whirl round to Linda, and Sadie, who is standing in the kitchen door looking aghast. But Linda’s face is set in a determined grimace as she picks up the shards of glass from the floor.


‘You shouldn’t have done that. How could you do it? Why?’ I shout, and she looks up at me, smiling.


‘I warned her. I warned her what would happen if she tried to involve my girl in all that rubbish. I keep my word, Danny. You tell your mum that. I keep my word.’


My stomach aches at the unfairness, and the guilt of knowing that Mum had no hand in this at all. She’s going to be furious when I tell her what I’ve done, and for what? I look at Sadie, clutching her doll again and staring at us with round eyes. For her. I brought them here to be destroyed, for her.


‘Why didn’t you stop her?’ I ask, thinking of how Sades usually refuses to be told what to do, but her shoulders slump and she won’t look me in the eye. She doesn’t reply.


I look at her helplessly for a moment, but I can see she’s not going to help me. I walk out. Then I run and run and eventually find myself at the edge of the village where there’s a big pile of burnt-out cars. There’s nothing I can do and I’m furious at Linda, that smug old whore, for doing what she did. But I’m more furious at myself.


‘Give me a break!’ I scream at the wind; it blows ash back on me.


I trip up as I’m walking and see I’ve fallen over a big branch. I pick it up and whirl it around my head. It feels good, so I batter the boots and hoods of three cars, one after the other: crack, crack, break your mother’s back. I hammer the blows down, thinking, You bitch, Linda, you’ve ruined everything. I just stand there over the pile of dented car bonnets and start to cry, cos I know that really I’ve ruined everything and it’s all my fault.


I sit there for about an hour in one of those shitty rusted-up cars, and think about my options. I know I only really have one, which is to go home and confess to Mum and take whatever comes. But the thing is, I can’t do that. Maybe I’m not strong enough, but when Dad left, he said, ‘Danny, you’re the man now. Look after your mum and sister.’ I’m not supposed to be the one crying in the burnt-out car pile-up. I’m supposed to be strong.


Without the cards Mum’s far less special; they were part of her witchy armour to protect us from the gangs outside. Part of her power as head witch. Tools of the trade.


I feel sad to do it, my heart really aches at the thought, but I know what I have to do.


*


Getting out of the boundary is easier than you think, cos no one really wants to leave. The village is protected by wooden posts covered in barbed wire – not very inventive, but with power in short supply or non-existent it can’t be an electrified perimeter. I mean, we do have some solar panels that work, and a few basic handmade wind turbines, but the energy they generate is generally about enough to boil an egg. The boundary marks us out as a community, like a line drawn round us in pee, and it’s reinforced psychically by Mum, like a magic protective bubble. Apparently. That is, I don’t know if I really believe that. But if everyone believes it then there’s power in that belief.


Back in the days before the regime change to the Greenworld, nobody would’ve cared if some middle-aged woman had her fortune-telling cards burned in a fireplace. We’d all say, ‘Who gives a crap?’ and move on with consuming the planet and covering everything in plastic. But now, it really matters. As soon as the gangs know a witch’s tool has been destroyed, they’ll start circling, like dogs sniffing meat left in the sun. What’s happened is a sign of weakness. The witch’s power is supposed to hold the village, after all, to protect it from invaders with a magic circle. Her word is truth and all her tools are sacred: knife, cup, candle, cards, crystal. Her image as all-powerful witch has to be without doubt or scrutiny.


For Linda to burn the cards is a really big deal, cos it shows that Mum’s power isn’t total. The gangs will think if she couldn’t protect those, maybe she can’t protect the village.


That’s why I’m going straight to Lowenna, Mum’s friend in Tintagel, the witch at the next major village from us. She’s the only person that I can think of who can help. We’ve got to make sure this doesn’t get further than the village walls. I creep between the barbed wire and through to the scrubland beyond, and without looking back start running into the unknown.









Chapter Three




We are called the Greenworld as green is the colour of life, regeneration and purity.


From Tenets and Sayings of the Greenworld





Between deciding that this was what I was going to do and finding myself nudging through the barbed-wire fence, I set some things in place. I scribble a note to Sadie and on my way out of the village push it under her front door – really hoping she gets to it first and not her mum. It doesn’t say much, just what it needs to:




Sades, I’m going away for a few days. Keep your mum away from mine till I get back. Don’t let her tell anyone about what she’s done.


Danny.





I think I’m going to be three days max. Get to Lowenna’s, get another set of cards, get home again. It should give me plenty of time to get them back for Samhain. I leave a note for Mum too, and even though it’s short it’s murder to write; with every letter I feel guiltier and it feels like I’ve swallowed a ball of knives. I write:




Mum, Linda burned your tarot cards. It’s my fault. Gone to Lowenna’s to get new set. See you in three days.


Sorry.


Danny.





I leave it on the kitchen table so she won’t miss it, take some snacks and a sandwich to eat on the way and leave. There’s nothing else to say. I’ll miss a day of school but I don’t think anyone’s that bothered whether I’m there or not.


Gowdie looks up at me from her basket as I make my way stealthily down the hall. She looks like she’s going to bark so I shush her, kneeling down by her basket and ruffling her ears. She whines and paws at my bended knee. She knows something’s up. I try to stand up and pull her paw off my leg, but she whines louder.


‘Shut up, Gowdie!’ I hiss at her, but she’s not having any of it. She follows me down the hall, claws clicking on the wood floor. I get to the door and she looks at me expectantly, as if to say ‘What adventure are we going on today?’


‘Too much adventure for you, girl,’ I whisper, and open the front door quietly, trying to hold her back with my foot, but she hops over it and stands on the front step, wagging her tail. ‘Get back!’ I try again. Maybe she’s not that daft. Persistent, definitely. I sigh.


‘All right, then, come on,’ I say to her and she yips happily. Damn dog.


I’ve only been to Tintagel once before, a long time ago when I was a kid, and so I hope I can remember where I’m going. Once past the boundary walls, and the peeling-off picture of the hand holding the village, I just run and run for ages with my guilt spurring me on – out into the wide open moor, green and purple, thick and mossy.


Tintagel is on the dramatic, often-stormy north Cornish coast, north-west from here. We’re inland people here in Dartmoor, as much as any part of Devon and Cornwall can be imagined to be inland anyway, cos you’re never far from the sea down this way. We know the heathers and the miles and miles of open moor. Stone circles, strange outcroppings of rock covered in moss that turn almost neon when the sun hits them. Boulders in the middle of nowhere that look like they’ve been left behind from giants playing catch. Little streams winding through the grassland, full of icy clear water, even in the summer. Eerie quiet, blanketing thousands of years of magic. Tintagel and those other places, like Boscastle, Treligga, Port Isaac – they’re all about the grandeur of the sea, the roar and break of the cold waves against black rock, into shadowed caves, with only the gulls and witches to watch.


One of the first things I run past is our local stone circle. Scorhill. A few tall jagged standing stones in a circle with a lot of smaller ones in between. It’s wide, one of the biggest circles in the south-west, so they say. No one knows why it’s not named after the village, as it’s right next to it, but instead it has its own name. Scorhill, an old Norse word for ‘steep’. Sades and me snuck out here a few times at night to look at the stars. Nothing happened – well, I mean, nothing magical happened. But there is a funny vibe to it, that place. Not bad, not good – just charged, somehow.


I don’t stop, even though Gowdie stops and sniffs around the stones a bit. I’ve got to run, get some distance between me and Gidleigh – and I’ve got to keep on the move out here in the in-between space. No man’s land. Purgatory.


However, an hour or so later, I’m out of breath and flagging, so I stop; I want to conserve my energy, so I eat an apple. It’s sour but it goes down well enough. There’s a little stream near to where I’ve stopped, so I drink a few cupped handfuls of cold, clean water. It’s so quiet out here, and it’s kind of nice, and I know not to get too comfortable and all like attuned with nature – but it’s hard to ignore the wide bright blue sky, the crisp cold October-morning air and the orange-and-gold leaves falling from the trees. But it’s not nature that matters out here, and you shouldn’t get distracted by whatever blue skies or purple sunsets or mossy boulders you see. There are gang eyes everywhere. This is their place, the wild in between. No laws. They can take you and nobody can do anything about it, not even witches: it’s out of their territory. I walk on carefully, whistling quietly for Gowdie who comes and trots happily at my heels.


Our relationship with the gangs has changed over time. When I was a kid there was much more crossover – Mum had several gang boyfriends soon after Dad left, one after the other with their gangland tattoos. I think they made her feel protected. They were mostly cool; they strutted around the place and were loud and swore a lot but they knew good music or they told me dirty jokes, how long their tattoos took and how much they hurt or the best ways to beat someone up. Weirdly, at the time Mum looked on and smiled. She didn’t seem to mind.


Omar was the guy she stayed with the longest. He was tall, black, muscled all over; he had a shaved head and bizarrely massive eyebrows (as if to compensate), and he always smelt sweaty, but somehow not in a bad way. Like all of the gang boyfriends he seemed to almost worship Mum, and if he was telling a sexist joke or talking about breaking someone’s ribs and she walked in he’d shut up, make her sit down and ask her what she wanted for breakfast, or that he’d noticed the water wasn’t draining properly and would she like him to look at the drains? Omar was the one I liked best too. I always got the impression there was real love there, the way they were with each other – I remember cos you find it disgusting when you’re a kid – grown-ups hugging and kissing. They were always mucking around. I remember Mum’s happy-but-outraged face when Omar would pick her up, hoist her over his shoulder and tickle her feet. She’d kick and demand to be let down, but you could see in her flashing eyes that she loved every second.


He’d do his Champions of the Wild routine to entertain me and Beebs, who was just a baby then – two or three. This included stretching both huge arms behind his head, locking his fingers and bringing the arms down into an arc, with a ‘hurgh!’ sound. He’d pretend to come at me and strangle me with his big hands, and muss my hair at the last moment or tuck Beebs under his arm and run up and down the garden with her.


Those guys were struggling to survive, just like us. Not everyone liked the gang members, but Mum welcomed them. She said a repentant sinner is the most loyal soldier. And Omar was useful to her. He went back and forth to the Redworld all the time, through the border. He must have had contacts cos that border’s a mile wide, all feral dogs and barbed-wire fences. He’d get us Redworld toys sometimes, but Mum mostly wanted witchy things. Stuff she couldn’t get here – crystals, exotic smelly resins, other mysterious things. And so Omar used to tell us stories about the Redworld – how dangerous it was. How people lived – locked away, never going out, having everything delivered if they could afford it, or running the risk of being mugged or worse if they couldn’t. The streets were run by criminal gangs and security organizations equally, working together – creaming the money from the rich who needed protection or the poor who didn’t have any. I remember Omar describing those streets of shanty houses right next to the big gated mansions, with grey armoured vans patrolling the roads and guys with machine guns at the end of every street, and I’d feel scared and excited at the same time, thinking that all that was just a matter of miles away from us.


*


I stop walking and running after another couple of hours and eat half the sandwich. You have to be fit, living in the Greenworld. The good thing about being used to not having much to eat is that you don’t get that hungry. Plus I’m living off adrenalin right now. I can feel it pumping through me like liquid steel. I am full of purpose. ‘I will prevail!’ I say to myself. I decide it’s going to be my new mantra when I start running again. I say it out loud to Gowdie, who gruffs at me. She’s probably hungry too, so I give her the other half of my sandwich, which she gulps down in two seconds flat.


The place we’ve stopped at has these three huge, gnarly trees in one spot. They look like they’re on their own little hill, but really it’s their massive roots that are making that blip on the landscape. In this part of the moor there aren’t any other trees nearby; there’s the start of a forest off a way to my right, but these big old guys are just here by themselves, standing really close together like they’re talking. For the first time I wonder where I’m going to sleep tonight if I don’t get to Lowenna before dark, and it reminds me to move on.


I jog on, thinking, I will prevail, I will prevail, all medieval-sounding and shit, chanting it in my head to the beat of my footsteps. I know I’m going west, where the sun sets. Follow the sun to Lowenna, I think. I just hope I don’t lose the trail before dark. It gets dark early this time of year.


I look back at the trees one last time – I kind of liked them, those old guys – and blink, cos for a moment I think I see someone standing under the tilting tree. I stop, but the shape moves really quickly and I can’t tell whether it’s someone hiding behind one of the trunks or just a trick of my over-anxious, adventuring, man-on-a-mission eyes.


Gowdie’s seen something too, cos she barks at the trees. I hold her collar. If there is someone there I don’t know who they are or what they’d want – and maybe they’re hiding from me cos they’re afraid of what I might do too.


‘Come on, girl,’ I say, and tug the dog’s collar. I don’t really have any choice but to run on and hope it was my own brain messing with me. It’s spooked me, though, and it spurs me on.


*


I run, on and off, for the rest of the afternoon without seeing anyone else. I’m pretty pleased with myself, I won’t lie: I’m fitter than I thought I was. Like a whippet, you are, Mum says to me sometimes. Give me a few years, some more time to build myself up, and I’ll have arms like Omar. I’ll be able to crack nuts in the crook of my elbow. I’ll carry a pig under each arm. I’ll walk the earth setting things right. I’ll disappear like in those old stories and when I come back many years will have passed and no one’ll recognize me.


As I run I think about Linda. How could she have done that to me, to Mum, burned the cards, such an act of war? I mean, I know they hate each other, though I don’t know why, but she must know the shit Mum’s going to get into if anyone finds out her cards have been destroyed – and, ipso facto, the trouble the village will get into too. And there’s something else – something about burning tarot cards. It’s like burning books. How can you destroy such a source of wisdom? It’s an evil thing that she’s done. I have to stop thinking about her cos it makes me too angry, so I focus my thoughts on Lowenna.


A weird thing happens when I think of Lowenna – I’m still running, still panting and sweating, but it’s like suddenly I see her in front of me. She’s sitting on a bench shelling peas. She looks a bit surprised to see me, but she says, ‘Hello, Danny. Long time no see.’ She looks older, more grey in her hair, more sags round her oversized green eyes, but it’s Lowenna all right. She always wore these faded tops with old band slogans on them. She’s wearing one as I see her but I can’t make out the name of the band. I start to say, ‘Lowenna, I need your help,’ but just as sudden as the vision comes, it goes.


I stop running. As I stand there and stare off at the horizon I know it was just like the occasional visions I’ve had before, but this time I seemed to make contact with Lowenna. I saw her, and she saw me too.


All in all, after I think about it for a minute, it feels OK, so I start to walk on. Nothing horrible happened: I was thinking of Lowenna, that’s all, and the visions are coming more frequently nowadays. In a sense this one was useful. Maybe it will tell her I’m on my way, if in fact it was actual contact and not just an odd waking dream or something.


But as time gets on it gets dark, and the darker it gets, the more noises start up. Hooting, clicking, crackling, howling; it’s not reassuring, and my mood of adventure starts to evaporate. By five o’clock it’s almost completely dark and I know in half an hour or so I won’t be able to see my hand in front of my face, never mind where I’m stepping next. So I have to find a sleeping place and fast, cos I don’t want to be out here on the moor: easy prey for too many predators, gangs included. I look around at my options. The problem is that the land is mostly grassy, with patches of long grass and weeds, and sometimes marshy land where you definitely don’t want to step, but other than that, the only option is the forest to my right. I don’t like the look of it: the trees are really densely packed, all jostling with each other, like they’re prisoners and they can’t get out. But I know it’s my only option, so I make my way over. Gowdie runs ahead of me into the low branches. I walk in and look for something I can use as a shelter till it gets light.


Not too far in I find a tree that’s fallen at an angle to another, making a cosy little crawl space. I look inside and actually it looks OK. It’s dry and the forest floor is covered with crisp leaves. I look around, remembering forest craft from school, and find a big fern nearby. I take loads of its big furly leaves cos they’re soft and lay them on the floor of my hideout. There’s nothing to cover myself with but I decide to risk a little fire outside the entrance. It’s a pretty big risk as everything is fairly dry, but otherwise I might freeze. I rationalize that if I start a forest fire a) this forest could stand to be thinned out anyway, and b) hopefully I’d wake up and escape. I make the fire and light it, tapping a piece of flint I keep in my pocket against a stone. The dry moss I’ve heaped over some twigs and branches catches, and I guide the flames to the bigger kindling. The fire makes me feel safer, and as soon as it’s at an OK level and I’ve surrounded it with rocks, I sit back for a while, thinking about my journey and staring into it like a prophet. After a while my eyes get heavy, but I manage to stamp out the fire and cover the remains with leaves before I fall dead asleep in my fallen-tree cave, even though it’s still early.


Before it’s fully light, I wake up suddenly. I’ve heard the snap of a twig or something very close by. Now very awake, I listen as close as I can for another noise, heart beating like a Redworld train, ba-BUM, ba-BUM. I try to tune out the forest noises and listen for the thing that is out of place. There’s nothing, nothing, and then, close by, the noise of a tread breaking a fallen branch. I hold my breath. Then I hear a man’s voice, very low, saying something I can’t catch.


I peer out of a little crevice and see a pair of legs and heavy boots just to my left through the trees. If he turns round and walks through the next row of trees he’ll see the shelter. I swear to myself. I know the only option I’ve got is to keep quiet. I put my hand over Gowdie’s nose, and thank Goddess she sits quiet.


He looks like he’s just turning my way, and I’m trying to decide what my story’s going to be when he catches me, when he flicks his head round the other way and makes a ‘hmph!’ noise. I can see now he’s holding a rifle and he’s a big man, dressed in camouflage clothes, all greens and mud colours, those heavy boots caked in mud, a knitted hat. As he turns his head away I see the shadow of a tattoo on the back of his neck, something big: it stands out even in the half-light of early morning here in the forest. It looks like – I can’t be sure, maybe a cockroach. Anyway, I hear what he’s heard, something sounding like it’s breaking through the forest, running. It’s probably a deer. To my extreme amazement, he walks away from me and towards it.


Knowing a reprieve when I get one, I slip quietly out of my hideaway and scatter the fern leaves around and rough up the whole area a bit, so hopefully it doesn’t look as if I’ve been there. Cautiously I tiptoe to the edge of the forest, leading Gowdie by the collar and shushing her, and look around. To my right, at the edge of the trees a long way down, I can see some movement. A man breaks on to the flat moorland dragging something behind him. I can’t be totally sure but I’m pretty convinced it’s the same guy. I frown and can’t quite see what he’s dragging, but whatever it is, it’s not dead; it’s making these crying sounds, which I can hear – the wind must be blowing my way, and anyway, there’s nothing else happening out here in the middle of nowhere. It’s a horrible sound, that crying, and I try not to listen. It stops all of a sudden and I realize that the man has killed the deer. I see something glint in the distance and think it must be a knife. I watch, and the man drags the carcass away. After about ten minutes, he disappears over a hill in the opposite direction to where I’m going.


I take that as my cue to get out of here. That guy may only have been hunting, but there’s no guarantee he wasn’t hunting me, and so me and Gowdie hightail it out of there, heading in the other direction. The sun is behind us now, rising in the east, so it’s harder to get my line to Lowenna straight in my head. Still, I think I have it, so I push on. My morning adventure has reminded my adrenalin levels to stay high, so I run as fast as I can out of there. I’ve lost the enjoyment of yesterday’s journey and now all I can think of is getting to Tintagel, and for Lowenna to give me a cup of her disgusting leafy tea. And since I ‘saw’ her yesterday I’ve had a feeling in the pit of my stomach like a rope pulling me to her. Gowdie races along with me too. I think she feels the same urgency to get the hell out of Dodge.


*


An hour later I’m taking a rest and walking for a while past a rocky ledge in the moor. Dartmoor’s got tons of these weird things, ice-age rocks that appear out of the grass – and then I reflect that I’ve probably left Dartmoor by now. So where am I? Bodmin, maybe. Still the moors, but that much closer to the coast. Maybe five hours walking – less if running too. I run my hand along the ledge of rock that runs waist-high out of the heather and grass. It’s crumbling at the edges, and I work a piece free with my fingers. I’m rolling it over in my hand, looking at the grain of the cold granite when someone jumps out at me from behind the ridge and pulls me to the ground.


‘Don’t say anything; I’m here to help,’ says a voice in my ear.


I don’t believe it for a second – I push them off roughly and get up, but a moment later I hear a heavy tramping of feet approaching and I’m pulled down again.


‘By Brighid! Stay still! Do you want them to see you?’ a girl’s voice hisses at me. I try to look at her but she holds my head down with some force. I’m expecting Gowdie to bark and tear her face off, or at least nip her leg, but the girl whistles a low note and Gowdie trots over and curls up next to her, easy as you like. Traitorous dog. She might be daft but usually you can rely on her to protect you, but this girl – this woman, whatever – seems to have some kind of magic hold over her.


‘Who?’ I hiss back, mouth full of grass, face squashed into the dirt.


‘Gang hunters. Three of them. I’ve been following them for about an hour. Knew they were looking for you,’ she says in a low voice. I wonder how she knew that, but she puts her hand over my mouth. A huge centipede crawls over my hand. I don’t brush it off, but it takes a lot of willpower not to. I decide to stay put for the moment – better the devil you know, or, in this case, better the devil that doesn’t have a neck tattoo and a hunting knife.


The sound of footsteps is much nearer now and it’s more than one person; it’s as she said, three or four. I keep my eyes closed and start praying to a goddess I don’t really believe in. They’re right by us now and we can hear three men’s voices. They haven’t seen us but it sounds like they’re looking for me, especially when one of them says, ‘I thought I had him in the forest.’ This must be the tattoo guy, and I shiver. So he was looking for me.


His friends don’t reply. There’s a lot of puffing and blowing going on; they must have just stopped after a long run to find me. I manage to turn my head, loosing her hand from my mouth, and sneak a look at who this woman is, and almost give us away, cos there’s no mistaking that this is a girl, and this girl is a knockout.


She looks like she might be tall and she’s got almond-shaped hazel eyes and some of her dark blonde wavy hair has come loose from her hood. She puts her finger to her lips for quiet. But she smiles. It’s a killer smile.


The gang men look expectantly at the tattooed man; he’s in charge.


He doesn’t say anything; he’s staring at the horizon, looking west, in the direction of Tintagel. ‘He’s heading that way,’ he says, and nods to where the sun will set later in the day. ‘Doesn’t matter if we wait to pick him up there. Let’s move,’ he grunts. They start to march on past the ridge. They don’t look around them; they’re focused only on what’s ahead. I shudder, and the girl puts her arm round me. We wait until they’re out of sight before either of us say anything.


She rolls over, as her legs have been kind of draped over mine all the time we were lying there. As she does so I can’t help noticing her jacket is a little open. She catches my eye checking out her boobs and shakes her head disapprovingly, hauling me to my feet. She lets go of my hands. ‘I’m Bersaba. I’ve come to rescue you.’


We get up and dust ourselves down. She is tall, like I thought: great posture, lazily poised like a lioness. She pulls her hood off and her tawny mane of hair spills out – streaks of blonde and gold glow in the harsh Cornish sun.
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