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Prologue 


North Africa, 1890


Halls of stone. Endless days in the desert’s furnace, long nights of aching cold.


The years, like waves, have beaten over my head, have lulled, choked and drowned me. But still I breathe. Still I endure. I’m not a man anymore, but a bag of broken bones, a web of clogged arteries and torn hide. I linger in forgotten places, a substantial ghost from a lost past. Now, at last, the tide of time is falling away.


Seven hundred years have passed. Seven centuries ago I was a young man caught in the fire of war and death. Hear, then, my confession. I stretched out my hand and acted without thought, conscience or compassion. And I have been punished – with life. This life is an excruciation. Each day, another barb in my skin.


Soon now. Soon you will know everything. The three will come.
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Avondale


London, 1890


The carriage trundled through darkening London streets. It wended its way from the heart of the old city, from the black river, the docks, the accumulated centuries of stone. It rumbled over cobbled, airless soil, where generations of bones had powdered and the long-buried privies of the Jacobeans seeped. A veil of smoke covered the city. Above the rooftops, a last streak of burnt orange, and the night soaking down among the houses.


Miranda and her mother’s maid, Marianne, were sitting side by side. Miranda gripped a cardboard case. The motion of the carriage had numbed her body, all the stopping and starting in the jostle of cabs and carts, the bumping on uneven roads. From time to time Marianne pursed her lips and tutted.


At last the hectic traffic began to thin, and the city streets joined wider suburban roads lined with redbrick villas, punctuated with trees.


‘Make sure you’re well behaved, Miss Miranda,’ Marianne said. ‘I know it’ll come hard to you, seeing as you’re so used to your mother’s free and easy ways.’ She sniffed, disapproving. Miranda didn’t reply. She turned away from the maid, and stared into the distance, cold as a piece of ice. She sensed Marianne was eager to be rid of her now. This one last task, escorting her across London, was an irritating final duty. A new post awaited Marianne, in a big house, with a reliable wage.


Miranda sighed, and gazed through the window. Here the houses were stout and solid, three and four storeys, with stained glass and iron railings. These were the homes of prosperous bankers and businessmen. An aura of comfort and respectability pervaded. Marianne glanced out, and nodded approvingly.


‘Don’t forget to put your gloves on,’ she said. ‘Remember your manners, Miss Miranda. Don’t speak unless you’re spoken to. Things will be very different, in a place like this.’


The maid’s voice and her litany of advice pricked like so many needles. Indeed, beneath the apparent concern, Miranda thought Marianne was positively gleeful at the prospect of her spoiled charge finally getting her comeuppance. As if she hadn’t suffered enough. Following hard on the heels of this thought came an image of her mother shouting out, calling her name. Miranda closed her eyes and threw her head back. She drummed her heels against the wooden seat.


‘Shut up,’ she said abruptly, without looking at the maid. ‘Shut up, Marianne.’


Marianne was stunned into silence. Miranda had always been quiet. Wayward yes, indulged and brought up with a loose hand – but never forthright or aggressive. Miranda felt a fleeting pleasure at the maid’s response, at her power to shock.


More seemingly identical streets passed the window, now illuminated by street lights. At last the carriage drew up in front of a villa with a powder blue door and a fanlight bordered with red stained glass. The path from the gate to the door was paved with red and cream tiles, and a lavender bush grew in the narrow front garden. Miranda was pleased with the place. It looked inviting, after all. The name, carved on the stone gatepost, was Avondale.


‘Here it is,’ Marianne said. Miranda glanced at the maid, and nodded.


‘This is it, then,’ Marianne added. ‘Time to say goodbye.’


Miranda swallowed hard, an impediment like a lump of dough lodged in her throat.


‘We’ve been part of each other’s lives a long time,’ Marianne said. ‘I’ve watched you growing up, Miss Miranda. Don’t think I won’t miss you.’ Her voice wavered, as though she were close to tears.


Miranda squeezed her eyes shut. She hadn’t cried before, and she didn’t want to cry now. Perhaps, she thought, it would satisfy Marianne if she did. She imagined Marianne telling her new employer, smugly, how much she was loved, how the daughter at her old place had wept to see her go. But if Marianne truly loved her, why was she letting them take her away? So many excuses had been offered, but if she was like a daughter to her, why hadn’t Marianne found a way?


Miranda bit her lip and quelled the urge to cry. She climbed out of the carriage, still clutching her case. Marianne stepped out behind her, and fussed as the driver unloaded Miranda’s box. Then she led Miranda up the tiled pathway and knocked on the door.


Above the house, a sickle moon was rising. Miranda leaned back on her heels, tipped her head back to look up at the stars. The door opened, but Miranda didn’t look to see who had answered. Instead she swivelled on her heels and contemplated the sky, the darkness putting out the final embers of the day. What did it matter? There was nothing she could do now. When her mother had gone, unknown people exchanged telegraphs and it was settled she should stay with her grandparents – people she had never met before. Like a bundle of old clothes, like rubbish, dropped on the doorstep of strangers. She was unwanted, certainly, and probably unwelcome.


‘Miranda. Miranda!’ Marianne hissed. With a sigh Miranda turned around. A servant stood in the doorway, a short, round woman in the uniform black dress and white pinafore. She glanced at Miranda, gave her a quick smile.


‘Come in,’ she said. Miranda crossed the threshold, looking at her feet. The driver stepped forward with the box, and dropped it in the tiled hallway at the bottom of the stairs.


‘Won’t you come in and have a drink before you go?’ the servant said to Marianne. On the doorstep, Marianne gave a little wriggle. Perhaps she was tempted.


‘No, thank you,’ she said. ‘I must be off. I have a new position, you see. Another journey.’


The servant nodded kindly. ‘Very well.’


From the corner of her eye, Miranda saw Marianne beckon, and the two women put their heads together. She couldn’t hear what was said, except at the end as Marianne drew away:


‘She’s a cold child. Very cold. Not a tear for her mother, and none for me either. And I’ve been like a mother to her.’ This was issued in a whisper she was, perhaps, intended to hear.


‘Goodbye, Miss Miranda,’ Marianne called brightly, over the servant’s head. ‘Good luck, my dear. Be a credit to me, and to your poor mother.’


Miranda squeezed her mouth shut, and refused to look at the maid. They had been friends once, so she thought. But everything was different now.


Marianne hurried away, and the servant pushed the door to. For a moment they stood together, the two of them. When Miranda raised her eyes she saw the woman was still smiling kindly.


‘Miss Miranda,’ she said. ‘My name is Mrs Norton, and I’m the housekeeper here. I’ll show you to your room. Have you eaten? I’ll bring you some supper on a tray. Your grandparents want to meet you, of course. When you’ve washed and changed, I’ll take you to the parlour. Don’t worry about the trunk now, Smith will bring it up later.’


Miranda nodded numbly and followed the housekeeper upstairs. She was escorted to a plain bedroom with a single bed. Mrs Norton lit the gas light on the wall and a warm, yellow glow fell upon an embroidered picture above the headboard. It said: The Lord is My Shepherd. This statement seemed more a threat than a comfort, because the embroidery was decorated with iron-grey crooks, interwoven like a prison gate.


‘I’ll leave you to settle in,’ Mrs Norton said. She looked at Miranda a moment or two longer.


‘It may not be as bad as you think,’ she said, stretching out her hand to touch Miranda’s arm. She closed the door gently, and Miranda was left standing on her own, still gripping the handle of her suitcase. She closed her eyes, and took three deep breaths. Sometimes, these last days, she found it hard to breathe. She had to force herself, stretching ribs tight as barrel bands. At last she unfurled her fingers, and placed the case on the bed. The quilt caught her eye. In the plain room, it was a riot of colour. Patches of so many sizes and shapes, scraps of luscious velvet and shiny silk, crimson, emerald, antique gold, and embellished with bits of ribbon, diamonds of patterned fabric, beads and mirrors. Miranda stretched out her fingers to touch it. How beautiful it was! Her mother would have loved it.


This sobering thought drew her up short. Miranda turned her regard from the quilt and opened the suitcase. There was little enough inside. A shawl, her journal, a silver-backed hairbrush and comb, a nightgown and three blouses, all of them a little small for her now. And right at the bottom, wrapped in a black silk scarf, a pack of tarot cards. These Miranda stroked, before she stuffed them, along with the journal, under the mattress. She would find a better hiding place soon enough. This would have to do for now. Finally, at the bottom of the case and tucked in a tear in the lining, a single black and white photograph. Slowly Miranda drew it out. Contained in a silver frame, it was a picture of her mother. She forced herself to look at it. Julia Maysfield. Her shoulders and throat were bare, except for a string of pearls. Her lush, black hair was pinned up and decorated with a jewelled comb. She had a warm, brilliant smile. And she was beautiful. Miranda ran a fingertip over her mother’s face, and raised the picture to her lips.


Someone rapped on the door, and Miranda instantly dropped the picture onto the bed. Mrs Norton stepped in, manoeuvring a tray.


‘Some soup,’ she said. ‘There’s a little bread and a slice of Dundee cake for you too, and a cup of tea with plenty of sugar. You look as though you need lots to eat.’


The housekeeper placed the tray on a table beside Miranda’s bed. Her eyes fell upon the picture, lying face up on the bed. Miranda, with a pang, wanted to grab it and hide it away, but it was too late now. Mrs Norton gestured.


‘May I?’ she said. Miranda gritted her teeth, but she nodded. What else could she do? Mrs Norton picked up the precious picture.


‘She’s a beautiful woman,’ she observed. ‘And you look a little like her. Though there’s something of your father about you too. In your eyes especially.’


Mrs Norton gazed at the picture a little longer.


‘I think it might be wise to keep it in your drawer,’ she said gravely. ‘Out of consideration for your grandparents. Keep it to yourself.’


Miranda didn’t answer. Instead she unpinned her hat and placed it on the bed beside her gloves. Mrs Norton took the picture to a chest of drawers and dropped it in the top drawer. Then she picked up the three small blouses and put them over the picture.


‘Eat up,’ she said. ‘Your grandparents want to see you in ten minutes.’


They were sitting bolt upright, side by side on a red velvet couch beside the fire. John Kingsley had a newspaper in his hand. Eliza Kingsley held a piece of embroidery – perhaps a companion piece to the one on Miranda’s wall. The room was overwhelmingly red, with patterned wallpaper and enormous plaster cornices, and a ceiling rose the size of a cartwheel, from which an elaborate golden gas lamp depended. The walls were covered with paintings and mirrors. A forest of framed photographs crowded the lid of a baby grand piano in the corner.


Miranda stepped into the centre of the room, her hands folded in front of her, and they regarded each other. The unwanted granddaughter. The unknown and obligated grandparents. Despite herself, Miranda had to suppress a mad urge to giggle. How preposterous they were, these two, so stiff and hidebound.


Mrs Kingsley spoke first, tucking her needle away and laying the embroidery to one side.


‘Miranda,’ she said, studying her granddaughter all the while, summing her up. ‘How old are you?’


‘I’m just fourteen,’ Miranda said.


‘Fourteen!’ Mrs Kingsley repeated. ‘You don’t look as old as that. You’re not very well grown. Twelve, I would have guessed.’ She turned to her husband. ‘She is very small for her age. Very thin too. And I don’t like her complexion. Sickly-looking, I think.’


Mr Kingsley cleared his throat. He looked Miranda up and down.


‘I can’t see anything of David in her at all,’ he said. ‘Such pale hair she has. Colourless. Like a dead fish! Still,’ he added more gently, perhaps remembering she was listening to his analysis, ‘something might be made of her yet. She’s young, Eliza. You know how these girls are. It’s a difficult age.’


Miranda lowered her eyes and dug her fingernails into the soft skin of her palm. Mrs Kingsley sighed. She was dressed in a tight black dress with large drops of jet hanging from her ears. David, her son, and Miranda’s father, had been killed in North Africa three years before and Mrs Kingsley was still in mourning.


Unfortunately for Miranda and her grandparents, David and Julia had never married. Miranda, for so long unacknowledged by the Kingsleys, was a disfiguring stain on their precious family virtue. She was the shameful secret they had ignored for fourteen long years. Now here she was, in the heart of the profoundly respectable home, and they could turn a blind eye no longer. Circumstances had thrust her upon them. No wonder they hated her. Despite the blazing fire, Miranda’s hands were cold. She squeezed her nails deeper into her palm. She had nowhere else to go. She could only endure, and wait till her mother came back again.


Miranda’s bed was cold, despite the heavy blankets. She had tried to pray, on her knees, before climbing between the smooth, white sheets, but the words wouldn’t come. Instead her thoughts wandered to her mother, where she might be, what they were doing to her. Father in Heaven, her prayer began. But she didn’t know how to continue. Surely God, who was allknowing, would understand what her constricted heart was trying to articulate?


Then she lay in bed, stiff as a board, willing her cold limbs to warm. Distantly she could hear her grandparents moving around, preparing to go to bed. From time to time, the sound of horses’ hooves clopping in the road and, far away, the shriek of a train whistle. Later, in the attic room above, she heard the muted voices of the two housemaids as they settled down for the night. Despite her exhaustion, sleep was elusive. Her mind wouldn’t let go. She was taut as a wire. The night stretched out, a vast, black space, inhabited by countless tiny, isolated souls. She had no one to turn to.


Eventually she must have drifted off, into a shallow, fitful sleep. She dreamed, how sweetly, she was back at her aunt’s country house. Miranda and her mother had spent a great deal of time at the house when she was young. Her aunt Mary was an intellectual, a free thinker, who supported Julia when many others had turned their faces from her. Such long, golden summers they spent at the country house. And it was the summer of her eighth birthday Miranda half dreamed, half remembered, as she lay in her cold bed in her grandparents’ house.


The sun was declining behind a dusty hawthorn hedge. A little girl walked along the lane, kicking at the pale stones with the worn tips of her boots. The scuff and scuttle broke the evening’s heated silence. Ahead, upon the hill, the air shimmered above the white road.


Under her arm Miranda carried a fat parcel of muslin. Passing a gateway, the sun flashed in her face. She stopped, lifting her hand to shade her eyes. A full-bellied yew tree almost obscured the grey church, rearing beyond the graveyard. Amid billows of hogweed, briar stems and yellow grass, headstones emerged, broken like driftwood. Two figures stood in the lake of shade beneath the yew tree. The little girl stepped up to the gate, and stared.


The gentleman wore a faded black frockcoat. His hands were thrust in the high pockets of his trousers, brass buttons blinking on his waistcoat. Beneath a top hat, bald at the seams, thick locks of dark grey hair reached to the top of a winged shirt collar. A lady, sitting quietly upon a listing sarcophagus, turned the pages of a little book upon her lap. She was curiously colourless. A white dress, a straw bonnet, a shawl of delicate pink.


Miranda climbed upon the gate’s lowest bar to afford herself a better view of the strangers. The gentleman looked up. He called out.


‘Excuse me, would you help?’


Miranda frowned.


‘Do you know how far it is to the village?’ the gentleman asked abruptly. He paced up and down. The sun caught a silver pin, bright like an eye in his cravat.


‘Two miles, sir.’


The gentleman stamped in agitation. Upon the ground, beyond the sarcophagus, half a dozen boxes were heaped.


‘The coach, it dropped us off too soon. How am I going to transport my equipment? Is this All Saints?’ He waved the cane at the church.


‘Yes, sir. But the village is further on. The old village was here, but a long time ago the water turned bad. They knocked it down. This is All Saints church. You should’ve said All Saints village.’


The gentleman turned away, and cursed. The girl continued to stare.


The lady smiled again.


‘Would you send someone from the village, to collect us?’ she said.


‘Yes. Yes please,’ the gentleman said. ‘We’re visiting the Maysfields. I’m a photographer and I have a commission. Do you know the family?’


Miranda put her hand to her mouth, suppressing a laugh.


‘Yes I do,’ she said. ‘They live in the village.’


‘Quickly then,’ the man said. ‘Can you run? Tell them to send a cart, for my equipment.’ He gestured grandly to the pile of boxes.


Miranda clambered over the gate and ran along the white road, up the hill, and down again, towards the village. Powdery chalk rose in her wake, settling slowly. The thick heat pressed down. The road was silent again.


The next time Miranda saw the curious couple she had discarded her harum-scarum outdoor outfit and wore instead her best dress of bottle green velvet, with the wide silk sash. Her pale hair was neatly brushed and tied with a ribbon. Miranda stepped into the room holding her mother’s hand. The photographer was taken aback to see her. His wife laughed. In the drawing room the boxes had been opened, and a complex camera assembled. A large screen had been unfolded, bearing a painted scene, a view of exotic hills and forests. A cardboard pillar, like something from a Roman ruin, was posed as a prop.


‘We meet again,’ the photographer said gruffly. ‘Why didn’t you say who you were?’ Perhaps he regretted his abrupt orders, now he realised she was a client.


It was a wonderful adventure. The photographer and his wife spent a day and night with them, setting up photographs of Julia, Miranda and her aunt. It was a painstaking process and boring at times, keeping still for the picture to be taken, trying not to jump when the light flashed. But they dressed in different outfits, posed and preened. The photographer took many shots – individual and group portraits, inside the house and out in the garden. Later, Mary invited the couple to dine with them and the photographer regaled them with tales of a travelling life and anecdotes about the famous people he had photographed, including, he boasted, the noted engineer Isambard Kingdom Brunel.


The photographs came in the post several weeks later. The postman delivered the large, sturdy parcel wrapped with brown paper and tied with string, bearing a Bristol postmark. Miranda, barefoot, dashed into the house calling for her mother.


‘The pictures! They’ve come, they’ve come!’


Julia was still in her dressing gown, her hair tumbling over her shoulder, her skin perfumed with sleep and rosewater. Excitedly they sat at the table in the kitchen and began to tear open the packaging.


There were five photographs, including the stunning picture of Julia with a bare throat and string of pearls. Julia picked it up, thrilled to bits. Beneath it, they saw a fine picture of Julia and her sister Mary, and one of Mary standing before the painted screen, beside the Roman column. But where were the pictures of Miranda? They hunted through the pictures again, turning them over, sifting through the packaging.


‘Perhaps they’re sending them separately,’ Julia reassured. ‘Don’t worry darling. Maybe they’ll come tomorrow.’


But Miranda had a bad feeling. Something wasn’t right. Eventually, beneath the card and paper, Julia unearthed a letter in an envelope. She pulled out a bill and an apologetic note from the photographer. She frowned as she read.


‘What is it?’ Miranda asked. ‘Where are my photographs?’


‘He says they didn’t develop properly,’ Julia said, scanning the words for a second time. ‘I don’t understand – how can that be? He says none of the photographs of you worked out.’ She gave an abrupt sigh and dropped the letter on the table. ‘He says he hasn’t charged me for the photographs of you, but what good is that? I wanted a picture, Miranda. I wanted a picture of you to send to your father.’


Julia stretched out her hand, and placed the palm against her daughter’s cheek. David was often away, travelling across Europe and North Africa, on business her mother said vaguely. But they both missed him dreadfully.


‘I’m sorry,’ Julia said. ‘We’ll try someone else.’


Miranda sighed and tears filled her eyes. She had longed to see the photographs. She picked up the envelope and one small picture fell out onto the table. It was a portrait of Miranda and her mother. Julia was sitting upon a chair and her daughter was leaning against her. The picture was perfect. Julia looked beautiful and wistful, staring into the distance. Her loose, dark hair contrasted against Miranda’s pale locks. The photograph was crisp and cunningly composed – except for one curious feature.


Miranda’s face was entirely blank.


Instead of portraying features, the oval of her face was an even grey blur. According to the letter this had happened in every single exposure. For some inexplicable reason, the camera entirely failed to register Miranda’s face.


An empty space. A smooth grey nothing.
 

A void.


Miranda awoke with a start, gasping for air, as though a huge weight were pressing on her chest, pinning her down. She fought with the blankets, struggling to be free, kicking her legs in a panic. The bedclothes slumped onto the floor, and Miranda lay on the bed, burning hot and out of breath.


How late was it now? Hard to tell. Had she been asleep for hours or minutes? The house was silent, but outside the ceaseless city noises continued, the trains and faraway factories. Impossible to try and sleep now. She was often troubled by bad dreams and was afraid to fall asleep again so soon, in case the dream resumed. Instead Miranda climbed out of bed and pulled out the silk-wrapped deck of cards she had hidden under the mattress. She drew the curtain, so the dusty light from the streetlamp fell upon the floorboards. Sitting cross-legged on the floor, in the puddle of light, she peeled the black scarf from the cards and began to shuffle them.


They were tarot cards, long and slim, with bold pictures in red, blue and yellow. A summer ago, caught up in the craze for Madame Blavatsky and the Theosophical Society and all things arcane and magical, Julia and Mary had bought the cards and spent a week or two constantly consulting them with great enthusiasm but very little result. They were Miranda’s cards now.


Her flush of heat had ebbed away, so Miranda pulled a blanket over her shoulders, and continued to shuffle. She closed her eyes and let her thoughts spill away, shuffling the cards all the while. It was a knack she had learned, emptying her mind, so a dark space formed in her head as the train of thoughts faded. The dark space expanded, becoming a long tunnel, and far away at its end a bright light shone. The light beckoned, intensifying as it drew near. Radiant, pearl white, the speck became a jewel. The shape shifted constantly, casting a glitter all around it, burning in Miranda’s mind. In a trance, barely aware of her surroundings, she laid out ten cards in a circle on the floor. Her eyes still closed, she put the rest of the deck to one side.


The light receded, the tunnel pulling away. Quickly a flow of thoughts jostled in her mind, assaulting the empty space she had cleared for such a short space of time. Room, night, house, Marianne, grandparents, mother. Thoughts and worries swarmed. Miranda’s eyes flicked open and she shivered, pulling the blanket closer. Then she studied the cards.


Her eyes skipped from one to another. It was a knack she had, a knack neither her mother or aunt possessed, to see the cards and the pattern in which they lay, to understand the relationship between them and knit together their vague, individual messages into some kind of whole. Still, it was an inexact ability. She couldn’t predict the weather or answer a specific question about the future. Instead, the web of cards gave her a glimpse, now and then, of events still to come. It was as though a curtain were briefly drawn aside, so she could break away from the borders of her own mind and the present time, to see into the minds, and times, of others.


Miranda scanned the cards again, making connections. The Queen of Cups. The Tower, blasted by lightning. The Ten of Swords and the Knave of Rods. The Hierophant, a stern old man with his hands raised. Cataclysm and ruin. Sorrow and travel. A young man and a loving woman. The threads of the story wove together, creating a whole. Images rose up in Miranda’s mind, vivid and bright with colour, but as random as a dream.


A woman in a dark suit on a train, smoking a cigarette.


Julia, all alone in a plain white room, tugging at her hair and whispering to herself.


A gawky boy walking upon a field of broken stone, by the sea. A man standing in the desert, his head shrouded in a black turban.


And last, a vision she feared, the back of a girl with long, tangled hair. The girl was sitting in a dark place, full of dust, and held a mirror in her hand.


Miranda gasped, tearing her eyes from the cards. Quickly she pushed them all together, wrapped them up, and stowed the cards beneath the mattress. She had seen nothing comforting, and her mother was as bad as could be.
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Blackberries


The West of Ireland, 1890


A cluster of fat blackberries dangled on the whip of bramble stem just out of reach. Jack edged forwards, stamping down fierce, dusty nettles and the blades of dry grass, hand outstretched to grab them. Thorns scratched the skin beneath his wrist as he strained to reach. But it was no good. They were too far away.


The palm of his hand was sticky with blackberry juice, congealing in the creases. He looked at the forest of brambles and the jewels of berries on the barbed, iron tendrils. Plenty more, he thought. Enough to make a vat of jam, if only he could reach them.


Beyond the billows of bramble were the walls of the broken house. From his lowly position Jack could see a segment of wall, an empty window and a slide of roof where tiles gaped, letting in birds and weather. But he didn’t want to see the house, not at all. Even these little glimpses made him shiver. The problem was, he needed blackberries and on the remote, inaccessible house side of the bramble mountain he suspected the fruit would be thick and ripe. For miles around, the hedgerows had been plundered by the village children, but none of them dared step into the shadow of the house. From their earliest days they were warned away. It was home to the village’s store of ghosts, banshees, goblins, witches. If you’re naughty the Old Man will get you, the mothers said. Or the bloodsucker, or the elf hag, or the servants of the devil himself, depending on the enthusiasms of the mother in question. At fourteen, Jack was too old for his mother to threaten anymore, and his belief in banshees was fading fast – but years of stories had laid deep foundations in the mind. Even grown men kept away from the old house.


It was late August, the air hot and oppressive. It had been a good year for blackberries, with all the rain in July making them good and fat, but Jack didn’t have much time to collect them anymore. His father had left Ireland to work in London, and the running of the farm and the business had fallen to Jack. His little sister wasn’t very well, and in the dark, fruitless winter months his ma loved blackberry jam so much, he couldn’t let the season pass without getting a good lot. So he set off every evening, after tea. Probably his mother didn’t know how far he walked, how many miles, how much he wanted to help and please her.


This was the fourth evening he had gone out with his basket, and now the pickings were sparse. If he could just get one more load, it would be enough. If he could just work up enough courage to go inside – if he could find an easy way into the grounds of the old house. He pictured the basket piled with fruit, the pleasure lighting up his mother’s face. Then he stood up straight and drew his shoulders back. There was nothing else to be done.


The old house was about a mile outside the village, and close to the sea, above an island with a cairn on top. It was surrounded by a stone wall overwhelmed by trees, brambles and ivy. The iron gates at the front were locked, rust flaking from fancy curves and coils. Jack walked around the wall. The gate was his best chance for climbing, he thought, because the walls were defended by spiky brambles and slippery ivy. He would have to be careful of the spikes along the top. Jack wasn’t tall for his age, but he was slim and wiry, his muscles strong from years of hard, physical work. And he was naturally dextrous, able to walk on his hands, to somersault and tumble, just like a circus performer. This climbing of a gate should not prove a problem in itself. Only fear would hold him back.


Jack stared through the gate. At the end of a short drive the house loomed. It was a big place, compared to the cottages in the village, but not as large as the houses he’d seen in the town. The old house was built of pale, sandy-coloured stone, stained with long violet shadows cast by the declining sun, with small mullioned windows, mostly broken. It had two floors, with steps leading to a big front door and the huge hole in the roof.


Jack tugged at the gate, making the loops of chain rattle. Beyond, swallowing the drive, the grass was thigh deep. Inside the garden a blackbird was singing. Another band of cloud covered the sun, and Jack reminded himself the gate would not be hard to climb, and wondered why he hadn’t done so yet – and what he was waiting for.


But Jack had set himself the challenge and he wasn’t going to back down. He took a deep breath, stepped back, and tossed the basket lightly over the gate, where it lodged in a bush. Thus committed, Jack told himself he had no alternative but to follow. Quick and limber, he climbed upon the gate and carefully hoisted himself over the spikes at the top. Then he jumped all the way down, landing lightly on his feet. Then he looked back the way he had come, the village just visible in a cleft of the hills. It was odd to be on the other side of the gate, looking out. Jack didn’t give himself the chance to think about this too long. He grabbed the basket and headed for the hitherto hidden side of the blackberry bush.


The pickings were rich in the shadow of the old house. The blackberries were ripe and luscious, plentiful, easy to gather. Jack fancied the brambles leaned to his hand, eager to be plucked from the bush. Now he was a hero from one of his grandmother’s stories, the likely lad stealing the forbidden fruit from the witch’s garden. He enjoyed the sense of adventure. Within ten minutes or so the basket was piled high, and there were still plenty of blackberries left. It wasn’t so bad here. Perhaps he would come again.


Now the job was done Jack didn’t want to leave. The excitement of the adventure gripped him. The colours in the garden were curiously bright, his senses acute. Why not explore a bit, now he was here? Jack dropped the basket of fruit by the front gate, and skirted the house, beating a path through the overgrown garden. Here and there the more sturdy garden plants endured. He saw a huge, bent plum tree covered in bloated fruit, and marigolds, splashes of orange. A rambling rose had swallowed up a wooden summer house at the back of the garden.


As he walked, Jack was aware of the old house crouching beside him, the black eye-spaces of the windows. He bided his time, waiting for the right moment to make his approach.


The back door was skewed open on one rusty hinge. A faint draft emerged, cool and sweet, as though the house was breathing. Jack edged closer. He saw a tiled hallway, covered in dust and fallen plaster.


A pigeon flew out, in a mad clatter, and Jack jumped back in a panic. But he stepped closer again, lured by the hallway, wanting to see where the house might take him – what might be inside. He slipped through the angled door, rubble and plaster crunching underfoot. The house swallowed him up.


His eyes adjusted to the dim light. He tasted dust on his tongue. The tiled hallway ran right through to the front door, rooms leading off to left and right, and a staircase curved up to the first floor. Jack explored one room and the next. No furniture left, no paintings on the walls. Here and there fragments of the painted plaster mouldings on the ceilings survived, cherubs and clusters of fruit. Dead leaves had accumulated in piles. Beetles and woodlice scurried from the dirt and rubble Jack disturbed with his feet. The place was too broken, too filthy and derelict to scare him anymore.


He glanced around the kitchen, and then made his way upstairs. At the top of the staircase he glimpsed the sky through the breach in the ceiling where the rain had poured in. The floorboards didn’t lie straight, all warped and buckled by the damp. Jack trod a careful path to bedrooms beyond, but they were bare too, stripped of any furnishing, falling into ruin. The last room, at the end of the corridor, was the lightest, sunlight shining through an intact pane of glass.


Here stood an old iron bedstead, and beside it on a low cupboard, a ewer and basin. A huge cobweb, strands thick with dust, filled the loop of the jug handle. A stinking pile of mouldering clothes and blankets lay upon the mattress. He poked the unappetising heap. Tiny insects scuttled and a foul pocket of air puffed out. Then a clump of blankets fell to the floor with a damp thud – revealing a dead man.


A dead man.


Jack backed away, pressing his back against the wall. He couldn’t believe it. A dead man.


The silence was oppressive now – as though the attention of the house was focused entirely upon the body on the bed. Jack looked around him in a panic, sensing a watcher, alert for a threat. All he could hear was the thunder of his own heart, and his breath, both intolerably loud to him, as though everyone could hear, all the ghosts and demons in the house.


The moments passed. The body remained where it was. No one jumped out to catch him and Jack struggled to overcome his sense of shock. Perhaps a vagrant had hidden out in the house and died here. It was nothing to be afraid of, a dead body. He’d seen them before, his grandmother laid out in a coffin before the funeral, the baby brother who hadn’t made it to his third birthday. In the midst of life, death was all about them.


Jack crept back to the side of the bed, and steeled himself to look properly at the dead man. It wasn’t such a surprise he hadn’t noticed him at once. The man looked a part of the pile of hideous blankets, only his upper body and right arm visible among the mishmash of cloth. Probably the man had been dead for a long time, though for some reason, he hadn’t decayed so much as dried out. The white skin on his face had shrunk against the skull. The eyes had fallen back into their sockets. The lips stretched back to reveal strong white teeth. The one visible hand was a tight glove of bones, skin thin as paper, revealing the complex puzzle of joints.


Jack leaned over and sniffed. The body didn’t smell. He considered rifling in the man’s pockets for some clue to his identity but could not quite brave himself to do it. He would have to tell someone. The body should be taken out and buried properly. Someone must know who the dead man was.


Jack wondered how old the man had been. The skin was so parched and strange it was very hard to tell. And he looked peaceful. There was no sign of violence, no indication how he had died. Unable to resist the temptation, Jack gingerly lifted the blanket from the corpse and folded it back. Tiny mites scurried, and the dust rose.


Not a tramp, no. The mystery was ever more intriguing. The clothes were grimy, but they once had been fine, fit for a gentleman. Beyond the window the leaves shifted, and the sunlight fell briefly upon the body. Something glistened at the throat. Jack stretched out his hand. It was a piece of gold, he thought. Could he take it without touching the skin of the dead man? Closer he drew, till his hand was hovering just above the chest. His fingers fluttered uneasily. The air seemed to shift in the room, as though the house was sighing. His fingers, a bare inch from the body, waited to do his bidding. Then Jack grasped the bead of gold.


In the same instant, a hand seized Jack by the wrist. The dead man – a grip like iron. Jack screeched and pulled away, his cry echoing around the empty house, sending the dust spinning. He struggled with every ounce of strength, trying to break away from the vice of the dead man’s fingers, in a horrible panic. He couldn’t see, couldn’t think, threshing about in horror. How strong it was – even Jack’s wildest struggles didn’t shift the body on the bed.


The grip didn’t yield and finally Jack exhausted himself. He was sat on the floor, his wrist in the air still encircled by the corpse’s dry bony fingers. Jack gasped for breath. Shaking with terror he clambered to his knees and peered into the dead face.


The dark, hollow eyes were open. Bright blue eyes turned and fixed on Jack. In the decayed face, the shining eyes were hideous, monstrous. The old stories flashed in Jack’s mind, the old man who drank the blood of children in the night, the devils on the roof, the elf hag.


‘Let me go,’ he said. His throat was dry. ‘Let me go.’ He tugged away again, stretched out his free hand for something to use, some kind of weapon.


The dead man still stared. Then the face convulsed horribly. The lips moved, the dry tongue shifting behind the teeth. Was it trying to speak?


‘Let me go,’ Jack said again, trying to be fierce.


The eyes blinked. A cough escaped the white lips. The man’s chest began to rise and fall. The mouth flexed again. A tinge of colour rose into the face.


The man swallowed and swallowed again. He kept his eyes fixed on Jack, clinging on to him, as though he were drowning.


‘Let me go,’ Jack said, more gently now. ‘I’ll help you. I will. But let me go. Please. You’re hurting me.’


The man opened his mouth.


‘Who are you?’ he whispered. The voice was stale and dry, hard to hear.


‘Who are you?’ the man repeated. His voice was stronger this time. ‘A little thief. Come to steal from me.’ The blue eyes flashed.


‘I’m not a thief,’ Jack said. ‘I thought you were dead.’


The man half closed his eyes, and grinned, so the parchment skin became a web of creases. His body shuddered, and his mouth gave out a desiccated croak. Jack realised the creature on the bed was laughing.


‘Dead,’ the man echoed. ‘You thought I was dead. If only I were dead.’


He continued his ugly, painful laugh and let his fingers slip, at last, from Jack’s wrist and its bracelet of purple bruises.


Jack was angry now, after the panic and the old man’s laughter.


‘You looked dead,’ he said. ‘Shall I go then? Shall I leave you? You’re not supposed to be in here. It’s not your house.’


‘And you’re not supposed to be here,’ the man replied. ‘This house is haunted, don’t you know? A vampire lives here. Or a witch. One or the other. I forget.’ He lapsed into a kind of vacant dream for a moment or two, and then his attention latched on to Jack again.


‘What’s your name?’ he said.


Jack scowled, furrowing his brow. A lock of his thick, brown hair fell over his forehead.


‘Jack Elliott,’ he said.


‘From the village?’


Jack nodded. The man brooded, trying to remember something.


‘The Elliotts are farmers and horse traders,’ the man said. ‘Good ones. Are you good with horses, Jack?’


Jack straightened up and nodded, proud the man knew about his family and their talent with horses. The man began to cough, gently at first, a rasping in the throat. But the coughing grew louder, as though he had a bag of dust in his belly. Then he began to laugh again, the miserable dried out laugh Jack had heard before. He sounded like a lunatic. Jack backed away.


‘Are you going?’ the man said, looking up at Jack. ‘Will you come again?’


‘I don’t know,’ Jack said.


‘Come back. Come back tomorrow. Bring me something to drink, will you? My name is James Maslin and, contrary to your earlier assertion, this is my house.’


The effort of so much speaking seemed to exhaust the man, Mr Maslin. His head rested on the old bed and his eyes closed, sinking back into his head as they had done when Jack had supposed he was dead. But it wasn’t quite the same. Maslin’s face had a hint of colour now and the lips were closed over his teeth. Jack could see the shallow movement of his breathing. Had he been in a faint before? Some kind of profound fit? The man’s mind was addled. Maybe it wouldn’t be safe to come back, or he should fetch the doctor, someone who could help? At the very least, he could fetch him some blackberries to eat. Jack backed away, out of the room and down the splintered stairs. He slipped through the back door into the garden and grabbed the basket, returning with a handful of fruit for Maslin. He left them on the table, beside the dusty jug.


It was getting late. The sun was sinking into the tops of the trees. Outside, the air was moist and fresh. Jack hurried to the iron gates and carefully climbed out.


Then he looked back, to the old house, the forbidden place. Everything had changed. Strangely he felt a pang of disappointment. The house had yielded its secrets. The old man had frightened him, but in the end, there was no ghost or vampire. Simply the ruined house, and the mad man. Staring at the house, where no one dared to tread, Jack felt a slice of magic had slipped from his life.
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The Tower


Bohemia, 1890


Jacinth was sitting in the dark, with a mirror in her hand. Long, tangled hair fell behind her shoulders, the ragged ends brushing the dirt floor. Feathers were caught in her hair, and tiny twigs and broken cobwebs.


She had been sitting a long time. The tower’s lower chamber was never bright, with one barred window to the east, but now in the hour before sunset the light was almost extinguished. The mirror was dark too, offering no reflection. Jacinth put it face down on a low table and stood up. Barefoot, she walked across the small, square room and up a flight of rough wooden stairs to the first floor, with its books and desk, and then to the second floor, where she had a bed. From here she climbed a steep ladder and through a hatch to the tower roof.


A chilly breeze pulled at her hair, black tendrils fluttering. The sun had buried itself on the horizon, beyond dark trees that stretched as far as the eye could see. The tower stood in a small clearing, a narrow track leading away. But the track was soon swallowed up by the mass of gloomy trees. The tower was a small island in an ocean of fir and larch. And often the forest sounded like the sea, when the wind soughed through the trees.


Jacinth waited. Frayed ribbons of crimson and fiery orange flared at the rim of trees. Dusk gathered and the wind dropped away. This was her favourite time, when night drew on. She rubbed her arms, cold despite her warm, woollen dress.


The first star blinked. He would come tonight, she knew it. She sensed his approach, the faraway thud of hooves on the path, the heat and energy of the horse pounding its way towards the tower. In the distance, a startled pigeon flew up from the trees. In the peace of the forest, animals shifted, retreated or hid themselves away. The rider sent out a ripple of disturbance.


There he was! All of a sudden, the rider broke the cover of the forest, the horse pulled roughly to a halt. Jacinth stared down from her height, curtains of dirty hair falling around her. She imagined herself from the rider’s view, looking down, indistinct in the twilight, her face masked with shadows. The horse wheeled, still excited from the long gallop, and the rider tugged the reins.


‘Good day!’ he called out, in bad French. His greeting was a formality, containing no warmth. ‘Unlock the door, Jacinth. I don’t have much time.’


Jacinth waited, however, still staring down. It was her one small power, to keep the Englishman waiting for a little while.


The man swung a leg over the horse’s quarters and dropped lightly to the ground. He had a leather bag over one shoulder and a whip in his hand. The horse barged and fretted as the rider wrapped the reins over a post by the tower. Jacinth waited a moment more, until the Englishman was standing outside the door, and then she climbed back through the hatch into the body of the tower. From her bed she picked up a felt hat. She put it on, and drew the long, black veil over her face and shoulders. Thus apparelled she stepped slowly down the two flights of stairs to the tower door and turned the huge iron key to unlock it.


The Englishman stepped in immediately, almost knocking her over. With a brief glance around he made his way to the stairs and Jacinth followed him up to the room of books. He sat on the wooden chair, pushing it back so he could stretch out his legs and rest his dusty, booted feet on the table, upon a heap of Jacinth’s papers. He took his hat off, and rubbed his head. Then he stared at Jacinth, peering as though to see through her veil, though he insisted she wear it whenever he visited.


The Englishman’s name was Nicholas Tremayne and in many ways Jacinth owed him a great deal. He had provided her with a sanctuary and protection. He made sure she was fed, and furnished her with all the books, quills, papers she required. He had enabled her to hide away and for this she was grateful. However, despite her appreciation of his guardianship, Jacinth did not much like Nicholas Tremayne because he so obviously didn’t like her. He accommodated her in order to use her. The hidden home and its modest comforts were provided in much the same way a farmer would provide a stall and hay for his cattle – creatures he would faithfully tend until the day he cut their throats, to eat them.


‘How are you, Jacinth? Have the peasants troubled you?’


Tremayne’s French accent was excruciating. It was three years, now, since he had brought her from Paris to Prague on the train, and then in a locked carriage to this forest in Bohemia. Despite their many conversations his French had not improved. Tremayne was staying in Prague. He travelled widely, however, and during the times he was absent, paid a servant to make a weekly trip to the tower with supplies for his prisonerguest. The servant never spoke to nor saw Jacinth. He simply deposited his load outside the door, picked up a list with her requirements and hurried away. Tremayne was the only person she had spoken to in those three years.


‘I am well,’ she said. ‘And no, the peasants haven’t troubled me at all. They stay away now.’


‘Good.’ Tremayne nodded. They stared at each other in silence for a while. Tremayne was in his late thirties, with rather long, curling dark brown hair. With bright blue eyes and strong, masculine features he was good-looking, she supposed. His clothes were expensive, if well worn, a long riding coat trimmed with fur and twinkling cufflinks with fat Bohemian garnets.


‘It’s getting dark,’ Tremayne observed. ‘I can’t stay long. Light a candle, will you?’ He opened his fat leather bag and took out two old books and a handwritten manuscript on aged, yellow paper.


‘They may be of interest,’ he said. ‘And I’ve brought you more ink and quills. The rest of the stuff is in the saddlebags downstairs.’


Tremayne stared again, narrowing his eyes. ‘You’ve seen something,’ he said.


Jacinth nodded. ‘I have.’


Tremayne took his feet from the table and leaned forward, propping his elbows on the desk instead, suddenly engaged in the conversation. He broke into English for a moment, and she struggled to understand him – some exclamation.


‘What is it?’ he said in French again. ‘Tell me, what is it?’


‘I’ve found one,’ she said.


‘Found one? Another one – like you?’


‘Yes. Like me. A girl.’


‘Where? Who is she?’ Tremayne babbled in English again. Jacinth, who was struggling to master this alien language, made out one or two excited words but he spoke too quickly for her to understand. She could read it well enough, after her studies, but spoken English was a different matter. She didn’t have enough practice. Tremayne calmed himself, and addressed Jacinth intently.


‘What have you seen? Slowly now, so I can understand everything,’ he said.


‘I’ve seen her,’ she said. ‘I can tell you where she is, Monsieur Tremayne. After all this time.’ A small, cold space opened inside her. The clutch of loneliness. The flavour of betrayal. She pushed these away, having no room for them.


‘In the morning two days ago,’ she said. ‘I travelled away, looking, always looking, and I found her.’


‘Where? Where is she?’ Tremayne was insistent, reaching out to seize her arm, pulling back at the last moment.


‘In London,’ she said. ‘In your own country. She’s living in London.’


‘Where exactly?’


Jacinth had been lying in bed, just after dawn. No curtain hung in the window, and no glass kept out the cold and wind. She had only a rough wooden shutter which was bolted across, to keep out the rain. Now a pale, grey light poked its way around the ragged edges, as Jacinth huddled under her blankets. Even in early September the tower was cold. She had awoken after what seemed like hours of dreaming, and just before waking the dreams had become lucid, so Jacinth could direct them as she pleased. This was a great delight. She was walking through the streets of Paris, with her father, among the hustle and bustle of happy people who didn’t stare at her.


When she woke, some of the glamour of the dream remained. Her mind felt a little detached from the waking world, a part still wandering the streets of Paris. She let this state persist, poised between waking and sleeping. And slowly, moment by moment, she let her mind unhook itself from her body. Much practised in the art now, she let go the bag of flesh and bone, the web of nerves, the stew of veins and arteries. Bit by bit she plucked at the threads stitching her into a physical self.


She rose up, hovering just above the bed for a moment or two, and then rising higher to the ceiling. Looking back, Jacinth saw her body lying under the blankets. The body’s eyes were open but entirely empty. She floated through the top of the tower, then drifted in the air above it. Filled with a surge of energy, she shot up, like an arrow, into the sky and through billows of rain clouds that would have chilled and wetted her, had she possessed a body. The flight exhilarated, filling her with a sense of power and freedom. She lingered for a moment, high in the atmosphere, hundreds of feet up, the face of the earth obscured by white and silver cloud. Then she dived down again, through the bed of clouds, to pass above the crown of the forest.


Unlike Tremayne, her passage did not disturb the forest animals. She saw a fox slinking along the fringe of the dirt path to the tower, and a huge grass snake, like a thick rope, and roosting pigeons beginning to stir in the early light. A couple of miles away, she saw the village right at the edge of the forest. The villagers thought she was a witch and stayed away from the tower, though now and then a youngster with something to prove would dare himself to approach.


But Jacinth had no time to think of them now, the petty, parochial villagers scratching out a living from the land. This was her moment of power. She soared over the huddle of buildings and continued onward, searching, always searching, for a light as bright as her own.


It was hard to measure how long her journeys lasted. Time stretched, as she flew above towns and cities and long, winding rivers. Perhaps, for her body waiting in the tower on the bed, her absence was no longer than the space between one breath and the next. A body could not survive without its animating spirit for very long, after all. This astral travelling took place in another stream of time, the many hours she spent floating above the roofs of city slums perhaps lasting the length of a heartbeat. The patchwork of fields unfolded, the hillsides embroidered with vineyards, the spires of mountains and at last, the line of the seashore, white waves breaking on cliffs and the scoops of beaches.
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