
        
            
                
            
        

    
UMBRIEL

Mel Keegan

and 

Jayne DeMarco

 

© 2010 by Mel Keegan and Jayne DeMarco

All rights Reserved

 

This book is a work of fiction. Any similarity between

real persons or other characters, alive or dead, is

strictly coincidental.

 

This edition published in  July 2010 by DreamCraft Multimedia.

 

ISBN: 978-0-9807092-5-4

 

No part of this publication may be reproduced

or used in any manner whatsoever, including

but not limited to lending, uploading and copying, 

without the prior written permission of the publisher. 

 

DreamCraft Multimedia

Box 270, Brighton 5048, South Australia

 

See MEL KEEGAN ONLINE for everything Keegan:

http://www.melkeegan.com

 

 

 

Chapter One

 

“You know it’s haunted.” Paul Morrison drained his glass and set it down on the dark, scarred wood of the bar. The pub was so old, it might have grown out of the landscape, with its thatched roof and thick, whitewashed walls, and the bartender who looked to be at least half as old. 

At this hour of the afternoon they were the only patrons.  An elderly sheepdog and a black cat drowsed by the hearth, but the pub might otherwise have been a crypt. Rick Gray liked it, and liked the bartender. Both appealed to the artist in him, the spirit that disliked the usual, the ordinary and mundane. 

The same spirit had brought him out of the city in search of clean air, solitude, time and space to write, hours to spend roaming the local moorland and woods, and to invest in multitudes of projects — most of which would come to nothing. But a few of his projects always bore fruit, and these were his livelihood, his business. His camera, his skill, and his artist’s eye were his greatest assets.

“Haunted?” Rick gave Paul a mocking look, over the rim of his own glass. The local ale was thick and strong, dark as the gathering shadows which seemed to congeal in the pub’s corners. Afternoon was almost spent, and the sky was low. The air was heavy, sultry, alive with the disturbing sensation of an approaching change in the weather.

“There’s a legend,” Paul began, waving for the barman, and another beer. 

He was elegant today, in black slacks, business shirt, black leather jacket, Italian loafers, all of which made a statement without Paul needing to say a word. Rick could never compete with him. Paul was taller by a hand’s span, with the big shoulders, the muscular thighs, the thick, dark hair which he wore a little long because his features were broad, rich, and the long hair was stunning on him. By contrast, Rick was smaller, and his body utterly defied him. It was gym-proof. The more time he spent lifting weights, the thinner he became; his hair was mid-brown and grew in the wrong directions, so he wore it cropped short, and his eyes were plain dark brown, while Paul’s were green with flecks of gold. It had been no contest since the day they met.

“There’s always a legend,” Rick retorted. “This part of the country’s alive with them.” 

Paul had grown up in the area, and since boyhood he had entertained a fascination for the bizarre. He met Rick at high school, and like knew like at a glance. They were both fourteen, both gay, both hungry for experience. Twenty years later, they were simply friends, and when Rick wanted to invest in a place out of town where peace and quiet came as part of the package with the antiquated plumbing and the mended roof, it was Paul he called. 

The old abbey ruins on Byland moor were haunted? Trust him to know about it. “A legend,” he repeated. “If you don’t believe me, ask Tony Costerson. He’s the batty old fruitcake who runs the folk museum in the village —”

“If he’s batty, why would I believe a word he says?”

“—  he’s got a boatload of goodies about the old ruin,” Paul finished. “I don’t remember much about it, but I do know it’s Benedictine, it was a victim of King Henry himself, and it’s haunted.”

Rick finished his own beer and beckoned Paul toward the hearth.  A small fire was set and as the afternoon aged, the flames became inviting. The red-gold light licked around the horse harness brasses and bronze plates, and the copper-handled fire irons.  “I don’t mind sharing the place with a ghost or two, so long as they stay the hell out of my pictures,” Rick said with all due glibness. “All I want to do is photograph the ruins. They’re haunted? Fine. They’re also incredibly beautiful. Every time the light changes, they look different. Dawn, dusk, sunset …  I could shoot five thousand frames in that place and never repeat myself.”

“Uh huh.” Paul draped an arm across his shoulders. “Well, you just watch out for spooks. If they bug you, tell ’em to come see me … they can walk through walls, right? Then they have to be a mine of stock tips. The ultimate in insider trading. You can’t prosecute some bugger who’s already dead.” He drank again, and then set the glass on one end of the polished mahogany mantel, between the taxidermed grouse and salmon, and held his hands to the fire. “So, when are you going up there?”

“This afternoon,” Rick mused.

“It’s getting late already,” Paul warned.

“But the gear’s all in the car —” 

“And the weather’s turning.”

“All the better.” Rick sometimes wondered if Paul thought world-class images captured themselves, or if they were created inside a computer after some basic, boring shot was taken on a sunny morning. “You want great photographs, you have to put yourself where they are.”

Paul shuddered. “Forgive me if I take off back to town … back to the comfort of a nice, warm office.”

He was a stockbroker, and a good one. He was the sole reason Rick could afford to buy the cottage known as Rokeby, a mid-eighteenth century haven of serenity and near silence, which stood at the end of the last lane to the south of Little Swinvale. The whole village was like something right out of a Peter Jackson movie, and Rick had fallen in love with it at first glance. Finding a ‘for sale’ notice on a cottage there was beyond anything he could have dreamed. Actually being able to afford Rokeby was something else —and this was Paul’s brilliance.

The stockbroker was already looking at his watch, and Rick knew what he was going to say. It was a long drive back to Leeds, and the offices of Althorp, Hopkins and Dean. “You ought to be moving,” Rick said, forestalling the predictable remark, “if you’re going to get home in daylight, and before the weather breaks.”

“And since I’m in a ragtop,” Paul agreed, “I keep one eye on the sky.”

“Told you, you should have bought the SUV,” Rick chided.

“Like you? Perish the thought, loverboy. Give some thought to the environment,” Paul said dryly.

“I need the Toyota to carry so much gear and get into places that’d kill an ordinary car. The things I do? Your wheels wouldn’t survive an afternoon.” Rick looked out through the window, with its tiny panes of glass — genuine antique leaded lights — and gave the green Land Cruiser a frown. It stood in the last of the grudging afternoon sun, battered, patched and repaired, hard worked for most of a decade now. “You know the kind of trouble I like to get myself into.”

He had made a name for himself for risking the kind of situations, in odd and distant places, that had twice won him the cover of National Geographic. Paul would never understand, but so long as he wrangled the investment capital, kept the money flowing through canny deals, Rick was happy.

“Gotta push off,” Paul said with a last glance at his watch. He leaned over and kissed Rick’s cheek, which might not have raised an eyebrow in Paris or Geneva or London, but here in Little Swinvale it earned them a glare from a barman who had yet to catch up with the twentieth century. “Ciao, honey.” Paul was shrugging into his jacket. “For what it’s worth, I think you’ll be bored to death in a month, and the cottage will be right back on the market.”

“Not a chance,” Rick scoffed. “It’s peace and quiet I want, and they sell that by the acre in this neck of the woods.”

Paul looked him up and down critically. “What you want? You know what you need?”

“I know what you think I need,” Rick said acidly.

“You need a solid, decent guy to make an honest man of you,” Paul told him quietly. “You need to put down a few roots. You need somebody to love, somebody who’ll make sure you keep both feet on the ground. You’re 34, Ricky. You’re still bouncing around like the proverbial loose cannon, and I’ll bet you’re using the tweezers to pluck out the first silver ones.”

Rick ouched. “You’re telling me, I’m running out of time?”

“I’m just saying,” Paul argued, “burying yourself in the boonies is not the way you’re going to meet somebody. Shit, Ricky, you’ll be lucky to find somebody around here who’ll roll you over and do you once in a while, much less put a ring on your finger and start picking out curtains!”

“Maybe I’m not ready for middle age just yet,” Rick grumbled. “All I want is somewhere quiet, where I can think for a change. London was starting to drive me right ‘round the bend. Too many people, too much noise.”

“Well, if you wanted a churchyard with lights, this would be it. You could eat brown rice and contemplate your navel to your heart’s content out here.” Paul gave him a poke in the chest with one long forefinger. “Mark my words. This soul-searching kick is going to last about six weeks, then you’ll be out there in the garden hammering the ‘for sale’ sign right back in! After you’ve got it set up, give me a bell, and I’ll see if I can’t make us both some nice money on the resale. The yuppie crowd are dying to get into this area.”

He was wrong, but Rick was not about to get into the old argument again. Paul was a farm kid, bred and born in the sheep country north of the village, and when he made his escape from the wilds — headed to London, first high school and then business college —  he swore a herd of wild horses would not drag him back here. Only the lure of a smart property investment would persuade him to return, and then only for a day. 

The pub’s heavy door swung shut behind him, and Rick watched through the tiny glass panes as his old friend headed out to the ‘catch me, arrest me red’ BMW convertible which sat beside the battered old Toyota, looking like a diva beside a venerable, weather-beaten farmhand. 

The furniture van had swung by in the morning; the cottage was an ocean of boxes, but Rick was content to throw a sleeping bag on the mattress tonight and worry about unpacking tomorrow. The camera gear was his sole priority, and as he had told Paul, it was all in the Toyota. 

With a honk of the horn, the BWM pulled out. The high-revving engine was audible all the way to the junction, where the narrow side road teed with the motorway. As the sound faded to nothing Rick stretched his shoulders, listened to the snap, crackle and pop of his spine, and for the first time he thought he felt relaxation setting in.

It was the hustle and rush of the city he hated most. If one single element had brought him out of the streets of London, it was the urgent need to relax. The deep, desperate longing to unwind before his sinews snapped with the tension of living and striving in an industry that was getting tougher, more competitive, every day. 

Fifteen years ago, fresh out of college and eager to be out and achieving, he backpacked Spain and Italy, biked his way across Greece, rode a bus beyond description through Nevada and Arizona, wore out his hiking boots in Mexico. Thousands of astonishing photographs established his professional name, won him the contracts to head out to even more improbable places, where the risks were greater, the images more striking — the pay checks more outrageous.

Even now he still thirsted for those scenes, the thrill of being on the edge, seeing and doing things that few Europeans ever had, ever would — and perhaps the piquancy of danger. But another side of Rick had begun to long for home … a place to plant a few roots, and to find the peace, the quiet, it took for a man to look inside himself, find his own soul and get to know it.

The city was not the place to do any of that. And Little Swinvale? Rick thought it might be. He had seen a large, black spider up in the corner of the parlor, as he signed off on the delivery of his goods and chattels, and he recalled the old superstition. A spider in the house was lucky.

Not that Rick was superstitious — though Paul was, with his rabbit’s foot keyring and the Feng Sheui mirrors in his home, and the horseshoe over his office door. In fact, if Paul said the abbey ruins were haunted, he very likely believed they were. 

Conscious of the relaxation seeping into his fibers, Rick finished his beer. He gathered both glasses, returned them to the bar, and was fishing out his wallet as he became aware of the old barman. His name was Ted, and he was watching Rick closely, sizing him up from behind impressively thick lenses in gold spectacle frames. 

It was a safe bet the news would be all over the village in a few hours: the new resident, the weird photographer, was queer. Rick did not mind if the news got around; having the truth on everyone’s lips would save awkward scenes later. He glanced down at himself, wondering if bluejeans and sneakers were taboo in this part of the country.

“Staying for dinner, Mr. Gray?” Ted offered in a nasal Lancashire accent which was no more local to the village than Rick’s London voice.

“Not staying,” Rick told him, “but I’ll probably be back. I want to get some work done while the light’s like this.”

“Like what?” The barman stooped to peer through the ancient window glass. “It’s getting stormy.”

“That’s exactly what I mean.” Rick slid twenty from his wallet and left it on the counter with the glasses. “These skies make great pictures. I’m going up to the ruins, before I lose the light.”

The man’s eyes widened. “This late? You must be kidding me.”

Rick favored him with a wry smile. “You mean, the old abbey’s haunted … there’s a legend.” He nodded at the door, in the wake of the departed Paul. “He told me.”

“And you don’t believe a word of it.” The old man swiped up the glasses. “You’re likely to get yourself convinced.”

“Yeah?” Rick slid the wallet into the inside pocket of his brown leather jacket, and flourished the keys to the Toyota. “Well, then, I’ll be convinced, won’t it?”

The bartender rolled his eyes and headed back to the kitchen with the glasses. “Dinner’s on at seven. Lamb or chicken hotpot.”

“Thanks. I’ll probably show up about eight. There’s only tinned food in the cottage, even if I felt in the mood to cook — which I don’t tonight.” He was on his way to the door. “I take the back road, do I? Up to the shoulder of the hill, then turn left?”

A disembodied voice floated out of the kitchen, where taps were running. “Take the road past Hopewood Farm, over the bridge, up the hill, and the ruins are right in front of you. It’s not as far as it looks.”

“Later,” Rick called, and stepped out.

The air was heavy, humid, and the massive clouds which had hung in the northeast since morning loomed closer. The horizon was rain-slashed. Two hills over, northwards, rain was already falling, but the wind was so light, the weather front was coming south so slowly, Rick’s best guess was that it would not reach the village much before midnight, by which time it would probably be rained out.

Little Swinvale was barely a dozen streets of gray- and white-walled cottages with properly trimmed hedges and obediently pruned roses. The real estate was expensive. The people who lived here had either inherited the cottages, or they were business people who could live with the high prices and long commute. 

A few faces turned toward him as he left the pub; he smiled and waved dutifully, looking for anyone of his own age, perhaps his own temperament. And then he mocked himself. This was hardly the environment to hunt for a companion. And in that department Rick had never had much luck. His relationships were notoriously brief. They set out optimistically and soon ended in either yawns or tears, almost all of which were his own.

He swung up into the Toyota, twisted the key and listened to the rattle of an engine that had traveled a great many miles. The village wandered away along the curve of the main road. Paul had driven that way — back to the motorway, headed for the city. But Rick turned right out of the pub’s small asphalt frontage, leaving the main road behind, and with it humans and their industries.

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

A few of the trees were starting to turn, though autumn was still not quite ready to begin in earnest. The nights were growing longer, but afternoons were still hot. The turn of the seasons fascinated him now as much as ever. The slow slide of spring into summer and summer into autumn made him remember Aunt Grace, whose Craft was scorned twenty years ago — the same Craft which was becoming chic now. 

The back road was old and unserviced. Ruts and holes pitted it, deep as craters on the surface of the moon. Usually, only farm vehicles came up here. The ancient tarmac was imprinted with the tracks of immense tires; the ditches at the roadside were deeply dug by heavy vehicles. 

Bouncing on its shocks, the Toyota skirted the holes and rucks, and he watched the hand-painted signboard of Hopewood Farm go by. Black faced sheep peered at him through post-and-wire fences; a bull, alone in his paddock on the shoulder of the hill, lifted his head for long enough to notice the car.

Then Rick was crossing a stone bridge so narrow, it would allow only one vehicle at a time, while a finger of late afternoon sun slanted from a gap in the clouds. The dusty windscreen sheeted out with dappled patterns cast by the neglected, abandoned orchard trees, challenging his vision.

Over the bridge, the road raked up sharply. He tramped on the accelerator, promised himself he would take the car in for an overdue service — next week at the latest — and came up out of the shadows of the old, forgotten orchard into the gold and deep purple light of late afternoon and the incoming storm.

These were the lighting conditions a photographer dreamed of, and prayed for. They could take the most mundane of scenes and render it into pure magic. Special effects executed in the computer could only imitate the reality, and being there to capture the magic itself was a large part of the thrill for Rick. He knew the digital artist’s trickery, but he fell back on it only as a last resort. 

According to tourist information and local gossip alike, the foundations of St. Martin’s Abbey were a thousand years old, but it had stood in ruins since around the middle of the sixteenth century, when Henry VIII dissolved those monasteries that could not afford to pay bribes, and then made off with the lead from their roofs. St. Martin’s was neither rich nor powerful. Its Benedictine monks were dispersed to other duties; the wilds swiftly encroached as the whole structure decayed. 

Now, only the white bones remained of a building which must have been magnificent in its day. Foxes hunted there; hares boxed in March and a few fallow deer grazed the unkempt slopes on the east side, beyond the cloisters, where once the monastery garden would have flourished.

There was something arresting about the stark, exoskeletal remains, Rick thought. He had seen it for the first time six months before, when spring was breaking out of winter’s bondage of mud and sleet; and at first glance it seemed to him that the great arches were the bones of some vast creature which had perished eons ago, and was just now weathering out of the turf as centuries of rain and snow wore down the landscape.

Fingers of red-orange light from the westering sun gleamed on the stonework while the masses of cloud in the north were angry, brooding, every shade of gray and purple and green. The artist awoke in Rick as he glimpsed the vivid interplay of color, and he rushed the Toyota onto a level patch of rocks where he could unload his gear fast.

Low light conditions demanded time exposure, and he was grateful for the stillness of the evening. Any wind at all would excite the trees, and they would blur through his shots while the shutter remained open for long seconds to capture every nuance of the fading light. The window of opportunity for such work was never very long, and he knew he had little time to waste.

The camera was a Nikon and not yet six months old; the tripod was of German manufacture, and older than Rick — one of his father’s hand-me-downs which proved so efficient, he would never let it go. He set up fast, light metered the sky, the ground, the deep shadows and the highlights, and set the digital SLR for the first of many shots.

The magic of the place was almost eerie. He fancied that he could actually hear the sweet, mournful sound of plainsong, and catch a glimpse in the shadows of the gentle Benedictines who had lived and worked here before their abbey was ruined, its roofing confiscated by a monarch intent on debasing the nation’s coinage. 

Two of the walls were still firm enough, but the fine, fretted traceriers of the windows was broken. One wall lay in mounds of pale rubble; another was gone entirely — its stones were resurrected as building materials in many of the cottages in nearby villages, and in the walls of farms like Hopewood. 

Of the whole abbey ruin, one feature drew his photographer’s eye over and over. It was the last remaining gargoyle of what must once have been a regiment of the creatures, a life-sized carving in gray stone which was pitted and weathered by time. 

It perched on a ledge, looking down on the turf and tumbled rocks, and it might have seemed forbidding, if not for the doves and red squirrels which nestled in against it, as if it were their refuge. The gargoyle seemed merely lonely, loveless, and the forlorn shape seduced him to frame it from every angle, at every zoom.

Little wonder this place was thought to be haunted. He could almost feel the electricity in the air, but he had felt the same thing at Giza, and Chichen Iza, and Stonehenge. He knew the sensation for what it was. 

It had long been called the spirit of place. The personality that tree and earth and rock actually took on, after oceans of time. The high valleys of the Himalayas had the same haunted feeling, and the parched, windy plateau of Tibet.

Here, the walls were silent, the wind was still; not a blade of grass moved while tiny birds flitted between thorn bushes and alder and sycamore, and the sky seemed to brood like a forsaken lover. He felt a great peace settle over him as he set up scores of shots, each with the potential to be the one chosen by a major company to spearhead next spring’s ad campaign. 

This was the line where the bread and butter labor of the jobbing photographer blurred into the sublime creativity of the visual artist, and Rick loved it. He had always loved it.

The beauty of the place and the work was that these ruins changed with every shift in the angle of the sun and the hue and texture of the daylight. He could come back at dawn, shoot a thousand more frames … shoot it by moonlight, or in the snow, or with a crackling frost outlining every twig, riming the ancient stone arches with ice that shimmered like glass in the winter sun. 

If the place were haunted, it was a benevolent haunting. He felt nothing evil as the light faded, and he lingered a lot longer than he should. The rain was no closer, and with the absence of a breeze the air remained oddly warm long after sundown, though darkness gathered swiftly.

He stayed too long. He was daydreaming — thinking of lovers and places and events which summoned him irresistibly into yesterday — and he returned to the present to discover the ruined abbey pooled in blue-black shadow, and the ground uncertain with loose rocks, mud and gorse thickets.

The last gleam of a purple, stormy twilight brushed deep blues and mauves around the stone arches. His pupils were wide open, dilated in the dimness, and still he peered to see his camera equipment. He had wandered through the smashed cloisters, where the remnants of rooms, shoulder-high walls, odd little alcoves and buttresses made a maze, and he realized he had turned himself around.

Momentarily disoriented, he cast about for his bearings. He looked up at the highest walls, searching for the tallest point, which he had photographed so many times, he was sure he should remember it. 

And there, he checked with an odd sensation, a prickle at the base of his neck. It was gone. The gargoyle should have been on its place, perched up on that ledge, with the doves and squirrels. He was absolutely certain he was looking at the correct wall from the correct angle, and —

It was gone. The ledge was empty.

“Now, that’s just … nonsense,” he muttered as his hackles began to rise. “I’m just turned right around here. And dumb, very dumb.”

As he became aware of the time he also felt the chill, and the hunger he had tuned out while he was working. Chicken hotpot, a shot of the Irish to ward off the chill — a game of darts, to give the locals the chance to make his acquaintance. The Swinvale Arms beckoned, if only he could  remember the way out of the maze of St. Martin’s.

Moonlight would have made it easy, but this was dark of the moon. The first sliver of the new moon would show itself tomorrow. Feeling his way, Rick groped back to the last place he had set up the tripod. Working by touch, he folded it up, balanced it over his left shoulder and followed his instincts, back toward the Toyota.

He was almost out of the ruins when he felt the shift of boulders under his sneakers. He knew he was going to fall in the instant before his left foot slithered away, and his only thought was for the camera. He pulled the tripod in against his chest, wrapped one arm around it while the other shot out in a futile effort to break his fall.

Rocks he could not even see skittered away; he felt the momentary numbness and then the burn of straining tendons, but before he had a chance to curse or cry out, the back of his head discovered a boulder the size of his fist. A second of nausea, and then dimness swirled over him, like going down into murky water.

How long he was out, he did not know, but when he began to feel and think again, he was aware of two things. The first was the nagging aches in both head and right ankle. The second was the weight of something warm lying over him, something that was pleasantly warm and smelt — odd. Before he cracked open one eye he registered a faint light, and when he did open his eyes he saw a face.

It was a young man, younger than Rick himself, with long pale hair, milky skin, and features that would have seduced Leonardo. The young man was sitting back on his haunches, peering down at Rick in the light of an antique brass lantern. The smell of burning paraffin issued from it, and a faint hiss. The flame was yellow, not even moving in the still air. It cast odd shadows around the stranger’s face, but Rick was arrested by the man’s strange, angular beauty. He had never seen a face quite like it.  

For some time they neither moved nor spoke, and then Rick tried to move. It was a mistake. With a curse of pain he settled back, and the weight of the stranger’s hands fell on his chest.

“Lie still till you know how badly you’re hurt,” the young man advised. “You fell. I saw you fall, but I couldn’t reach you to catch you.”

“I fell,” Rick echoed. “I’ve done some dumb-ass things in my life, but that just about takes the cake. Did I drop the camera? Is it busted?”

“No.” The stranger reached over him, lifted up the tripod, to which the Nikon was still attached. “It was on top of you when I got here, you saved it. I covered you … it’s starting to get cold. Can you move? I didn’t want to move you till you could tell how badly you hurt your head, your neck.”

His accent was odd, broad with some vowels Rick did not recognize. Was he foreign? It was a charming accent, but as strange as the cast of the man’s features. “Let me see,” he groaned, and before he lifted his spine off the ground he found, and flexed, every muscle and joint. “I’ve buggered up my ankle, but it’s not broken,” he mused, “and my neck’s okay … I just gave my head a bang. Good thing it’s only wood.”

“Wood?” the stranger echoed.

“Joke,” Rick said tersely. He took his weight on his elbows, pushed himself up, and peered down the length of his own body. The cover on him was a sheepskin; it smelt a little rank, a little smoky, but it was warm. Pain hammered through his skull as he lifted it, but as the discomfort settled he looked up at his benefactor in the lamplight. 

Slightly built, with wide shoulders and slender limbs, the man sat on his heels at Rick’s left hand. In the darkness Rick could not tell what he was wearing, save that the clothes were drab. “Can you stand? I can help you to your car, if you think you can drive.”

“Oh, I can drive,” Rick growled. “Just give me a hand, will you? And thanks, mate, I owe you one. A big one. I can’t believe how lucky it is you were here.” He was out of the sheepskin, poised on one knee, and angled a frown up at the man. “What the hell are you doing here at this time of night?”

The young man was rolling up the sheepskin. “I live just over there.” He nodded vaguely into the east. “I saw your car when I ... and you didn’t leave. I wondered if you’d had a breakdown. Or if you’re one of them.”

“Them?” Rick struggled up onto his good foot.

“One of the weird ones. Now and then groups of idiots come up here looking for ghosts or goblins or something.” He stooped for the lamp, and straightened. “Here, lean on my shoulder.”

Grateful for the support, Rick leaned heavily on him. “They told me the ruins are haunted. Not true?”

At close proximity the young man was strikingly lovely. His hair and skin smelt of herbs, and his clothes had the scents of leather and hearth smoke. “Haunted?” Fair brows arched. “In a way, I suppose it is … but not the way people want it to be. Can you walk now?”

“I can hop,” Rick corrected. “If you help me.”

The Toyota was parked at the bottom of a long, gentle slope. Clutching the tripod in one hand, clutching the stranger with the other, he hopped carefully, deliberately, peering in the grudging light of the single flame from an antique lantern. He was about to ask why the man did not get a proper flashlight, but he bit back the words. Beggars seldom had the right to choose, and Rick himself had no flashlight either tonight.

Like a phantom, the car loomed out of the coagulated darkness. No stars glittered, and this far from the city there was no discernible light pollution from humans and their industries. The few farms in the area were buffered by woodland, leaving the moors, the abbey, lonely indeed.

With a grunt of gratitude, Rick leaned against the driver’s door to catch his breath. He had left the window rolled down, and he reached in now, thrust keys into ignition, and turned on the highbeams. White light bounced back from the abbey walls; his pupils narrowed painfully as he turned to look at the young man.

The clothes were not actually drab; they were made of a patchwork of soft leather, more than likely rabbitskin — shirt and trousers, both crafted in a plain, simple design. He had never seen anything like them before, but they might have caught the eye, the imagination, of fashion gurus to whom pre-ripped jeans were the epitome of chic.

 He wore a pair of work boots, old and oiled to waterproof them long after the average person would have thrown them away. The rolled sheepskin was balanced on his left shoulder, and in the backwash of the highbeams Rick saw that the lantern was a genuine antique, late nineteenth century. 

The aches in head and leg had settled down into the dull throbs that would endure for some time, and he ignored them with an effort of will. He thrust out his hand. “Richard Douglas  Gray. Call me Rick.”

The young man shifted the lantern into his left hand, and took Rick’s right with cold fingers. “You should be going home. You need to take care of yourself.”

“What do I call you?” Rick held onto the man’s hand when he knew he should let it go, feeling palms calloused by hard work, and an uncommon strength.

“John.” The dark eyes were level on him. Frowning at him, as if John were somehow suspicious.

“John what? Is that a first name or a last name?”

“Just John.” The man seemed about to back off, and Rick gathered his wits with an effort.

“Hey, it’s okay.” He withdrew his hand. “I’m gay, it’s no big deal. It certainly isn’t a secret. If  it makes you uncomfortable —”

“No.” John shifted the lantern back. “I just wondered. It’s difficult for  me to … that is, I don’t meet many people, living up here. But —  no, I’m not uncomfortable. I’m … well, like you.”

Rick’s heart gave a small lurch. “You’re gay? Well now, ‘eureka’ doesn’t even half say it! Talk about luck. Hey, jump in the car. At least let me get you some dinner, buy you a drink. I owe you. I could have spent the whole night lying there. Stupid thing to do, I know. I just lost track of the time.”

“It’s easy to do, here.” John hesitated. “You should go right home.”

“All right. If you don’t mind canned spaghetti and yesterday’s baguettes, I can manage a decent Aussie shiraz cab, and a brandy or two for dessert.”

“An Aussie shiraz cab,” John echoed, as if he were thoroughly mystified by the term.

“Red wine,” Rick said, exasperated, charmed, as he took his weight in his good foot and maneuvered the tripod and camera into the back seat.

John’s eyes closed. “Wine. I’ve not tasted wine in...”

“Too long, by the sounds of this,” Rick guessed. “Jump in. I live down on the other side of the village. You know Rokeby Cottage? I just bought it.”

“I know it.” John hesitated a moment longer and then circuited the car, blew out the lantern flame, and opened the door. “I shouldn’t be doing this, but … for the wine, you understand. I can’t say no.”

With care and effort, Rick lifted himself into the seat and tried his right foot on the accelerator. “Damn, that’s sore.  I have some liniment at home. I ought to ice it, elevate it. You know the theory. I plugged the fridge in as soon as the power came on. So long as you know how to work a can opener and a corkscrew, we’re in business.”

In the cab light, John’s skin was so pale, Rick half imagined it was translucent, as if John had not seen the sun in so long, he had forgotten what it felt like. Rick knew a few night owls of a similar persuasion. They haunted the clubs from dusk till dawn, dancing, drinking, smoking, looking for sex and thrills, and slept away the daylight hours like any vampire.

“So, you live near here.” Rick ouched as the bruised back of his skull touched the headrest. “You lived here long?”

“Always,” John told him in a odd, almost amused tone.

“You like the quiet?” Rick guessed. “That’s what brought me here. I was up to my arse with the city. What can I tell you? One more year in London, and if they took me out and buried me, I doubt I’d even have noticed. I was braindead and getting deader every day.” He ouched again as he let off the parking brake and put the weight of his right foot on the accelerator. “Damn, that’s going to be a bit sore tomorrow.”

“You should rest it.” John was clutching tight to the sheepskin as if it were a security blanket. His eyes were wide in the darkness. 

Rick angled a glance at him in the odd glow from the dash lights. “You okay there? It’s only a few minutes. The cottage is a mess because I just got in today, but there’s plenty of space. I won’t be able to drive you home … gotta tell you, this ankle is really starting to give me some stick.”

“It doesn’t matter,” John said with such complete indifference, Rick shot another glance a him. He wore a faint smile, an infinitely sad expression. “I’ll find my own way.”

No road lights or cat’s eyes lit the trail. Rick left the highbeams on and kept the speed down, picking his way around the worst craters from memory. Under the forgotten orchard trees … across the bridge. A minute later he caught a glimpse of lights from Little Swinvale, and braked. “You sure you don’t want a proper dinner at the pub, a beer —?”

But John was adamant, with a mute shake of his head, so Rick drove on, following the curve of the road to the southern extremity of the village, and his own gate. 

Rokeby had been lovingly maintained until just a few months before. An elderly couple had lived their whole lives there, and when one passed away, the other moved to live with a married daughter in the Midlands. Rokeby came onto the market, but the ‘for sale’ notice was only up for three days before Rick saw it, and called Paul. Two days later a red ‘sold’ sticker was pasted corner to corner across the signboard, and the realtor would be along any day now, to take it away.

The gate was comfortably wide enough for the Toyota, and the house keys were already on Rick’s keyring. He wished he had left the porch light on, as he twisted in the seat and maneuvered himself into a position where he could get his good foot onto the ground.

Before he took his weight on it, John was there to share the load, and Rick leaned on him gratefully. It was only a dozen steps from the drive to the door. The garden service had been in to cut back the shrubs; the gnomes had been removed and the old pear tree was stripped of the season’s spoiled fruit. All this, Rick had noted as he signed off on his furniture. Tonight he locked the car deliberately since the camera gear would be stored in it till morning, and let John go a half pace ahead of him to the polished, brass-bound front door.

Still new here, he fumbled key into lock, and fumbled again, hunting for light switches that had been installed in odd place when the cottage was wired for electricity in 1962.

“There, let there be light … and I apologize about the mess,” he said as he hopped inside and threw the three bolts on the front door. Plasma screen, computers, cameras — even in the wilds, one could not be too careful. 

The nearest chair was his only armchair, a big red leather recliner. He dropped his jacket, sank into the seat with a groan and carefully heeled off his right sneaker. 

Sure enough, the ankle was puffy. He looked up at John in the light of too-bright overhead bulbs. “Thanks. Really. You want a drink? Kitchen table, four bags, two boxes, all my kitchen stuff from the flat in London. There’s beer, wine, brandy. The corkscrew should be in the box with the bottles. Help yourself — and bring me one. Glasses are packed with the crockery … that ought to be the small box on one of the kitchen chairs.”

In the middle of the sitting room, surrounded by stacks of taped-down boxes and a disorganized jumble of chairs, tables, shelving, John turned around and around on the spot, as if we were mesmerized. Almost everything he saw seemed strange to him. The 5.1 sound system, the big plasma screen, the desktop tower and laptop and printers, the scatter of DVD cases which bled out of an upturned bag, might have been alien artifacts. 

“John, are you all right?” Rick was intent on his foot, and the ache in his head made it difficult to concentrate, but even so he was becoming aware of John’s oddness.

The young man gave a guilty start. “Kitchen, bags on the table, glasses in the small box. Give me a moment.”

The cottage was cold, but according to the realtor the chimney was recently swept, and Rick had ordered in a load of firewood. A stacked basket stood at the hearthside, with a black, cast iron set of fire irons. The mattress had been flopped on the floor in one of the two bedrooms; the iron bedframe was still in pieces, leaning against the wall outside the bathroom door. 

He listened to the sounds of rustling and rummaging from the kitchen, and then John was back with two glasses, a bottle, and the old-fashioned corkscrew. Rick took the glasses from him, held them as he disposed of the cork. 

“It’s cold in here,” he said as John held the bottle to his nose to inhale the rich aroma. “You want to light us a fire while the wine breathes for a minute? I’d do it, but this ankle is a disaster zone.”

Without a word John was on his knees before the hearth, and Rick watched him build a fire with great dexterity. The art was being lost, lately, but John obviously knew wood as well as he knew fire. Rick might have remarked on it, but forgot the words in surprise as John produced not a lighter, nor even a box of matches, but a tinderbox.

“You like your antiques,” he said as the flint and steel struck bright sparks and the wadding and wood shavings in the box’s lid caught alight. John gave him an enigmatic look, and held the flame to the kindling. “It’s unusual to find a young guy who has a taste for antiques, the old-fashioned life.” Rick heard the awkwardness of his words and forced a laugh. “Ignore me. I’m babbling. You wait till I get half a bottle of that red into me … I’ll babble with the best of ’em. Might even make a pass at you. If I do, fell free to kick me.”

The fire had caught alight, and John sat back from the hearth. His hands reassembled the tinderbox and put it back into his pocket without him even looking at what he was doing. His dark, doe eyes gazed unblinkingly at Rick. 

“I wouldn’t do that. I told you … I’m like you.”

“Doesn’t mean you have to fancy me,” Rick said with bluff humor. 

John looked away now. “Oh, I like you, if that’s what you mean. I liked you the moment I looked into your face, back at St. Martin’s. You have a nice face. Lovesome and fair.”

The choice of words was as odd as the man himself. Rick had to smile. “Flattery will get you everywhere. You’re not an actor, are you? You sound a little … I don’t know. Shakespearean.”

For a moment John blinked at him, and then laughed softly and reached for bottle and glasses. “I’ll take that as a compliment, though in fact it was Kit I loved.”

“Kit?” Rick struggled to make the connection, and then  he had it. “Christopher Marlowe, known as Kit to his friends and intimates. I remember now. We studied him in school. We read Dido, Queen of Carthage … being sixteen years old, we renamed it Dildo, Screaming Queen of Soho. The English teacher hated our guts.”

The wine was ruby red, rich. John had taken a sip, and then another. A faint flush bloomed on his cheeks with the alcohol and the growing warmth from the hearth. He savored the wine and gave Rick a heavy-eyed look. “This is very good. I ought to go, now you’re safe.”

“I promised you dinner,” Rick argued. “Don’t go so soon. You know, the last thing in the world I expected to find in this place is a gorgeous young gay guy who actually fancies me too. I’d say it bodes well — and I owe you dinner. I owe you a hell of a lot more than tinned spaghetti and day-old baguettes, but it’s a place to start. There’s some Belgian chocolate in one of those bags. And plenty of butter. And parmesan.”

“Parmesan?” John was halfway to his feet. 

“Cheese. Powdered cheese. Look for the green drum.” Rick held out one arm. “Give me a hand here.”

“You shouldn’t be standing.”

“I’m not. I’m leaning on you.” Rick rested half of his weight on John’s right shoulder to demonstrate his point. “I kinda like leaning on you … and I like what you’re wearing. The leather’s so soft. Is that rabbitskin? Where did you get the clothes? I never saw anything like them before. They look handmade. They must have cost a fortune.” 

They had made their way to the kitchen  as he spoke, and he took his weight on his palms, on the table. Boxes and bags covered every part of it, the entire contents of the kitchen in his flat. He was not a great cook, but he possessed several pans of various sizes, and a dutch oven. He handed a stainless steel saucepan to John and began to rummage for cans, and a can opener.

The stove was gas, almost an antique in itself, and he watched, fascinated, as John took a bamboo skewer to the fireplace in the parlor, lit it like a taper, and twisted knobs till he heard, smelt, gas. The pan slapped onto it; three cans of spaghetti and meatballs began to heat while he dug out the parmesan; and once again he watched as John handled a variety of knives like an expert. 

He sliced and buttered the baguettes, took the sticks of celery, mushrooms and cucumber Rick had rescued from the crisper, and chopped then into the big glass bowl. He was opening jars and bottles then, not bothering to read the labels, but sniffing and tasting each until he came to the salad dressing. A liberal dash of this splashed into the bowl, and before Rick could say a word about modern concepts of hygiene, he had tossed the impromptu salad with his fingers and was licking them clean. 

Wisely, Rick said nothing. How many times in his wild youth had he been known to suck various items belonging to other young men, without suffering the slightest qualm? As his mother — always an artist, the essential bohemian — had once said, when challenged on the subject of her slapdash housekeeping, “Grow an immune system.” Rick grew up with a cast iron immune system, which paid many dividends.

The spaghetti was served in the ceramic wok bowls, because they were the most easily accessible. With a little juggling, a little maneuvering that was not unlike dancing, Rick found himself on John’s sheepskin before the hearth, with dinner balanced on his knees and a second brimming glass of wine in his hand. John sat beside him, more interested in the wine than the food, as if he had not tasted it in far too long — and had certainly never tasted an Australian shiraz cabernet. 

He was quiet, and Rick admitting to himself, how pleasant it was, sitting with a companion who did not talk incessantly. How nice it was, leaning his shoulder on John’s, and watching him tend the hearth as if he had been handling fire irons all his life. He turned off the lights and they sat in the firelight to eat while conversation wound down into a comfortable silence, and the wine bottle emptied.

A long time later rain pattered at the windows, and at last Rick roused himself far enough to peer at his watch. His earlier guess was right. It was just after midnight when the weather front arrived, and it was almost exhausted. Still, the trails back to Hopewood Farm and the ruins of St. Martin’s would be rivers of mud. 

“That settles it,” he said to John from within a cocoon of comfortable lethargy. “You’re staying here tonight. We’ll fry bacon and eggs, and I’ll drive you home, or wherever, in the morning.”

“If you say so.” John looked at him, heavy-eyed, languorous with wine and warmth and the magic of good companionship. He spoke as if none of it mattered; as if the moment — the ‘now’ — were all that existed in his cosmos, and morning might never come.

Something about him reached out to Rick, and he could not put his finger on what the quality was. It was not simply John’s strange beauty. Growing up gay, at a very early age Rick had become aware of the beauty of young men, and even though he was still moved by it, inspired, he often mourned the gay community’s preoccupation with physical good looks, which time soon spoiled. 

There was something more, much more, about John, an other-worldly quality, as if he were not quite connected to reality — or at least reality as Rick understood it. Whatever it was, the man’s magic reached out powerfully to Rick, touched him deeply on levels far below the ordinary layers of consciousness. 

They were sitting close, bathed in firelight, drowsy and languid with the wine, and Rick’s lips drifted across John’s cheek, encountering fine, almost invisible stubble, and feathered across his mouth. The kiss was so easy, it seemed they had been doing it all their lives, but when their tongues touched, caressed, an electric thrill rushed through every nerve Rick possessed, waking him up.

The pleasant familiarity persisted as he subsided onto the sheepskin, taking John with him, and then he was lying on the smaller, slighter body, threading his fingers through the fine, pale hair as he explored a hot, open mouth he already seemed to know. John’s arms wound around him; hands knotted into Rick’s teeshirt. Raindrops hissed and crackled in the hearth; a night bird in the old pear tree protested the change in the weather — these sounds, and the whisper of their breath, were the only sounds in the world.

John’s fingers were cool on his skin, under the teeshirt, popping the button on his jeans … John’s lips were hot, wet, soft as butter on his chest, his nipples, while Rick held his head to the task he had appointed himself. And John was very good at it, though Rick felt him trembling with pent-up excitement. It had been a long, long time for him, and Rick could only wonder why, since John had the looks to attract lovers at whim, in any town or city. He might not meet many gay guys in these wilds, but he could be over in York in an hour, and in Leeds in two, where the gay scene was lively enough to suit even Paul Morrison.

With wine-clumsy fingers, Rick took the hem of the odd tunic, made of its patches of baby-soft leather, and lifted it off over John’s head. The fair hair tousled, and he finger-combed it smooth while John chuckled, purred, closed his eyes to enjoy the pleasure of touch.

“I don’t sleep with every tall, dark, winsomely handsome man I rescue at St. Martin’s just before a storm breaks,” he whispered, half joking, half in earnest. 

He was saying Rick should not consider him a quick or easy fuck, and the dark eyes were serious as he spoke. “I’m … glad to hear it,” Rick admitted. “I don’t sleep with every blond, blue-eyed, beautiful angel of mercy who rescues me when I’ve been a complete idiot in the middle of nowhere.”

“No?” John was teasing now.

“No.” Rick kissed him again, and sat back to look at the man, whose pale skin was golden in the firelight. “And you are beautiful. Why do you live up here, on your own? You’re not hiding out, are you? Nobody’s after you, are they … not the law, surely!”

John laughed quietly. “No! I have my reasons for doing what I must. It doesn’t matter.”

“It does matter.”

But the fair head shook slowly, emphatically, and without deigning to argue, John picked up his task where he had left off. The rain grew stronger, but the thatch had been newly repaired to get the cottage to market, and Rick was astonished by how it absorbed noise. The downpour created hardly a sound, though the wind roared softly in the chimney.

The jeans slid off, leaving Rick’s skin prickling. John knelt back to look his fill, and then stood for a moment to drop the leather pants, before he poised in the firelight to let Rick see him, desire him.

He was finely made, with a pale cock as slender as the rest of him, high, taut balls, and body hair as blond as that on his head. He was finely circumcized, very beautiful indeed, and Rick told him so, murmuring words that almost evaded his tongue, before John was in his arms once more and neither of them could speak at all.

The throb in his head made Rick’s body reluctant. He knew he performed poorly, but John seemed to understand. They clasped together, rocked and rubbed, delighting in the sensation of skin on skin, making it easy. The time to get fancy, ambitious, would come later. For now, tonight, the simple frottage was more than enough, a pleasure so old, men must have been doing it in an age when big game hunting meant stalking the woolly mammoth.

His body was like whipcord, with not a spare ounce of flesh on his bones and an astonishing strength in those slender limbs. His hands were like leather after a lifetime of hard, physical work, yet they were light, delicate as they touched Rick, and they caressed as if they already knew him — what he liked, what he needed. Bemused, enchanted, Rick was fascinated by the flat, taut belly and, below it, the sparse thatch of pale gold hair and the elegant cock. As he watched, the shaft thickened with excitement and stood to attention, swift with youth, vigorous with health.

Rick went down flat on the sheepskin and opened his arms. John’s weight on him was a welcome burden; John’s scent filled his head as he settled, nestled his cock along the length of Rick’s own and began to move with him. The rhythm was ancient, timeworn, familiar to any man. It might almost have been a dance. Rick listened to his own cries as they heaved and twisted, glistening gold in the firelight with a film of fresh sweat. 

His curses were muffled by John’s tongue, and when he came, his face was pressed into John’s damp, tousled hair. Limbs trembling, he held on, fingers bruising the wide, bony shoulders as John hunted for his own release. He came silently, face clenched, head thrown back. Gazing up at him, Rick was reminded of the marble carvings he had seen in old, old churches, from Rome to Paris. 

For long moments John was a tortured angel, beautiful in a way Rick had seldom seen before. And then he relaxed, bone by bone, muscle by muscle, and subsided on Rick, heavy, hot, replete and exhausted. 

They should have talked, but the words were too elusive. Rick wanted to insist that he had not indulged in quick, casual sex since he was a teen, but he saw no accusation in John’s face, no judgment. He knew he had nothing to defend. He wanted to whisper that he had felt something much more and far deeper than pure, healthy lust, but John’s face was serene now, almost aloof, though his hands continued to stroke and pet long after he was as spent as Rick. 

In the end Rick said nothing of what he felt. In any case, it would all wait till morning. Declarations of love made in the dead of night, after great sex, smacked of the teenage faux pas, and the grown man could not bring himself to say them. 

Firelight, sheepskin, wine and the lateness of the hour seduced him into sleep. Long after midnight his thoughts unraveled, skewed into dreams, while he would have preferred to hold John and wonder at the outrageous fortune that had brought them together. John’s hands on him were a shameless luxury; John’s voice whispering into his ear was hypnotic. 

On the very verge of sleep he could have sworn John wandered into another language, something singsong, breathy, exotic, like no language Rick had every heard. Or it might have been the first tendrils of dream weaving into reality and transforming it into rich fantasy. He did not care. He knew only that John would be — must be — here beside him again, often, and for a long, long time.

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

He slept soundly and woke with only a faint headache to show for either the wine or the blow to his skull. Before he opened his eyes he felt, and smelt, the sheepskin beneath him, and he smiled. His body came alive at a thought of John and he turned over, wanting to see him in the first daylight, perhaps to watch him sleep and wake him with a kiss. Make love again, before they dawdled over frying bacon and eggs.

But a moment later the smile was gone as he saw the gray morning light shafting among the mounds of boxes, and no sign of John. He listened then, suspecting he might be in kitchen or bathroom, but the whole cottage was silent. 

The fire had been out for hours; the hearth was cold, but the rain had spent itself in the night and the sky was a rectangle of blue framed in the parlor’s front window. “John?” Rick cleared his throat and raised his voice. “Damnit, John, where’d you get to?”

No answer. With a curse he struggled up to his feet, tried his weight on the right ankle and was relieved to find it almost recovered after a night’s rest. A little ice and liniment today, and it would be fine. He explored the back of his head with careful fingertips and discovered an annoyingly small lump which felt only a little bruised.  

Still grumbling, he hobbled into the kitchen, but the backdoor was locked and deadbolted, and he remembered what the realtor had said about the backdoor key having a ‘sticky’ problem. It did not work properly. They had agreed not to use it until a locksmith had replaced the whole lock assembly, and  Rick was cautioned to rely on the deadbolt, which was safer in any case.

With a blistering curse, he hopped into the bathroom, swore again at the shocking cold of the floor tiles, and addressed the most urgent of his body’s demands. A beard-shadowed face peered back at him from the mirror. He gave himself a wry look, wondering what it was John saw, which he called ‘lovesome and fair.’ Beauty really was all in the eye of the beholder, he decided as he tried the taps. The water was clear and smelt good, even if the pressure was low.

Drying his hands, he limped back to the parlor, and it was then that he looked over at the front door. He checked in  surprise, hands stilling on the towel. 

It was still bolted — bolted from the inside as securely as the backdoor was deadbolted. And John was gone. 

For the second time in twelve hours, Rick felt the hackles trying to rise on the back of his neck. Quickly, clumsily, he pulled on jeans and jacket for warmth and did a swift patrol of the windows. All were dusty, since Rokeby had been unoccupied for five weeks; and the dust was undisturbed.

“How the hell did you get out?” he whispered. And there was a better question. “Why did you run away?”

What could John possibly be hiding that was so bad? Rick rubbed his face hard. He hated a mystery. He did not even like to watch them dramatized into movies, and he had not read a mystery novel since he was in his teens, in school, and compelled to. The same part of him which took him all over the world when he made his escape from college demanded to know. He could not bear unanswered questions, and John was mystery incarnate.

He must have remembered some duty or appointment which took him away. He got out of the cottage somehow, and did not even disturb Rick to take the sheepskin with him. Returning the sheepskin gave Rick the perfect excuse to track him down and find answers, and he stooped to swipe it up from its place before the hearth.

And there he checked again, because as he lifted it he saw the lovely soft leather pants and tunic beneath it, and the worn old boots lay around the corner of a stack of boxes. 

Now the hackles rose in earnest. John was gone. He had found a way to get out of the cottage without going through either door or window, and he had vanished into a chill, rainy night without even getting dressed. 

Why would he go naked? Rick struggled to put sense to it for long minutes, and came up blank. Swearing again, using language which did not come so often or easily to his lips, he rolled the clothes and boots into the sheepskin and set the bundle by the door. He had no appetite, but he set up the coffeepot, plugged in the toaster and put the last, stale slices from a loaf into it. 

He had planned to spend the day unpacking, pushing his furniture into place, making up the bed, but the mystery of John possessed him. Habit and necessity made him turn on the laptop, check emails, scan the headlines, get a weather forecast. A few large files demanded time to download, and while they did he limped out into the sodden garden and opened up the Toyota.

He was almost as eager to see last night’s images as to find John, take him by the shoulders and shake him till he explained what he was up to — why he had to run away without even leaving a note; how he had managed to get out of the cottage, leaving the bolts and the dust intact behind him. Why — how! — in hell he would take off buff-naked into the night.

The SD card slid into the laptop and began to read. Rick helped himself to more coffee, more toast, and pulled up a chair. He gave the boxes and bags a glare, not relishing the chore ahead of him. It could keep another day or three.

The images were as glorious as he had expected. The bleached skeleton of St. Martin’s framed against an incoming storm at late afternoon was the stuff of which tourist brochures and travel calendars were made. He saw enough in this first, impromptu shoot to seduce the agency and pay his mortgage for several months.

 And then he checked again, set down the mug and went back over three, four images — zoomed on them, leaned closer to the screen to be sure. 

No, there was no mistake. His photographer’s eye was as keen as that of a surveyor. He knew the location where he had hit his head, passed out for a while; he knew the way he had taken through the maze of the old abbey, and he knew the ledge where he had seen that gargoyle.

There it was, illuminated in a wash of golden evening sunlight, sitting on its ledge. The hairs on his nape rose sharply, prickling with every primal response to the strange, the unexplained. 

He had seen that ledge, much later. The sun was gone, the night sky was brooding, but he knew for sure, it was the same ledge where gargoyle and doves and squirrels rubbed shoulders earlier. The ledge was empty when he searched for it in the darkness, trying to use the old stone carving as a landmark. 

Rick swallowed his heart, which seemed to be beating in his throat now, and reached for his coffee. Paul Morrison’s dry voice mocked him as he blinked at the images. You know it’s haunted. This morning the words had the power to chill him.

While he finished the coffee, he connected the printer, and hit the button to hardcopy five frames depicting the ledge, the gargoyle, the exact location, from every photogenic angle he had been able  to find at the time.

The smell of ozone tingled in his sinuses as the copies came off the laser. The colors were vivid, the details sharp. He watched the prints come off, gathered them and slid them into a folder, before he began to hunt for shoes, carkeys, wallet.

The last things he gathered as the left the cottage were John’s belongings. His clothes, boots, the sheepskin. If John were as impoverished as Rick had come to suppose, he would miss them badly.

The morning air was cold; tendrils of mist coiled like serpents under the big sycamores, chestnuts and oaks on the hillside above the cottage. Some of those trees were more than a thousand years old. They would have been standing when St. Martin’s was built, and they would have been ancient when it fell into ruin. The abbey lands were all around the village, and as he drove through Little Swinvale, on the road back to the ruins, his eyes were drawn to the signboard outside the building opposite the post office.

Antique bay windows were filled with an odd assortment of trivia, and the brass sign read simply Regional
FolkMuseum, Tony Costerson, prop. 

Legends had gathered around the abbey ruins? In Rick’s experience, folklore gathered around any building that stood for any length of time. Russia, Australia, Canada — no matter where you went, if you talked to the locals you would hear tales of strangeness, stories of unexplained events. Ghost stories. Almost all of them were no more than amusements.

Almost all.

The sky was blue this morning; a faint haze would clear by noon, and he felt the first warmth of the sun, promising heat in the afternoon. The leaves were crisping; here and there a tree was already gold or red. Autumn was upon the land, and the skeins of southbound birds only reminded him that the season was done, the land was winding down into a time of cold and dark and sleep.

In the last century man as a species had grown so far away from nature, few people were ever aware of the rhythms and cycles of the earth; and those who felt, smelt, saw, the seasons change were often scorned for their pagan leanings. In ten years on the road, chasing images to every remote corner of the world, Rick had experienced a great deal to sharpen his senses. He felt the shift and slide of one season into another, just as he felt the faint crackle on the air as he pulled the Toyota into the same place where he had parked the evening before.

The quiet was profound. The sense of utter peace which yesterday had lulled him into forgetfulness of time was still soft as a blanket over St. Martin’s relics, as if the place were hallowed.

If it were haunted, as Paul swore it was, no evil crouched in the shadows. The same doves and squirrels were busy among the cloisters where wind-blown acorns snapped underfoot. A hedgehog was digging for worms under the brambles; a blackbird was trying out his voice in the bushes beyond the car.

The weight of the camera around his neck was familiar enough to be reassuring as Rick took the folder, the prints, and made his way back to the places he remembered. And there was the gargoyle, right back on the perch when he would have sworn on his soul, last night it had not been.

The ground was sodden after the night’s rain. Muddy turf sucked at his shoes, and he chided himself for not thinking to put on rubber boots. One winter in this part of the world, he decided, and he would have them permanently in the car. The ankle was merely stiff now. So long as he kept moving, it was strong enough for him to tune it out.

And the morning light was fine, fragile, so beautiful. Every branch was outlined in dew; spider webs were delicate traceries between stonework and bushes. The photographer was seduced again, even though he hated a mystery, and before he headed back to the car to fetch the bundle of John’s things, he had captured another hundred images.

John had said simply that he lived close by, and the remark could mean a half kilometer in any direction. But Rick was not about to be pessimistic. He could rule out the south, because John would  not live close to the village. To begin with, the real estate was too expensive there; and then he seemed to shun people as if he had an allergy to them. To the west was the highway, and getting across it was impossible at rush hour — not to mention the road noise, which would offend the likes of John. To the north was the moor, open country with rarely a tree to act as a break against weather and wind. From the hill above the abbey his view would be uninterrupted, and if John lived in a crofter’s cottage there, he would see it.

The only other direction was east — which took him onto Hopewood Farm lands, where the margin of woodland formed a dense buffer between fields and abbey. John’s home could not possibly be on the farm, which left only two possibilities. A croft on the moors, or a cottage in the woods.

Cursing lividly at the mud, he made his way around the abbey and up the hill beyond. The climb was steeper than it looked, and he was breathing hard, sweating lightly, as he made it to the top; but the view inspired awe. Again, the camera was working, capturing incomparable lighting conditions — heather and bare limestone, a few lone pines which could live, if not thrive, in the thin, acid soil. Sheep had grazed down the grasses; he did not see them, but he heard their bleating voices from the  dale which fell away before him.

No crofter’s cottage seduced the camera; no finger of smoke pointed southwest on the morning wind. He saw no sign of human life, save a light aircraft making its way north. With another hundred frames on the smartcard he turned his back on the bleak magnificence of the moorland and slithered down the slope, back to the brambles and dog roses which formed a barrier along the edge of the woodland.

For John to have found him so quickly, he could not have come far; and wherever he had come from, he had come on foot. Not from the moors, the highway or the village. From the woods to the east, then … and the briar thickets were the best guide Rick had. 

Foxes, rabbits, badgers and hedgehogs could make their way under them, but not a full-grown man. The edge of the woods was barricaded off by bushes where fruits and hips were blood red and blue-black with the season, reminding him again that the year was winding down. 

He walked two hundred meters south, which took him to a post and wire fence along the stream beyond which were the old, neglected orchards. And there he turned back, for the brambles and wild roses were just as thick. The footpath was half overgrown by bracken and heather; he suspected he was ruining a decent pair of shoes, but what was a pair of sneakers, against cracking the mystery of John?

Back at the place where he had begun, he walked north now, again watching the woodland for any sign that a human had walked this way … and there it was. Not seventy meters from the last fallen stones of St. Martin’s was a path, kept clear by cutting and trodden down by booted feet. He saw no large vehicle tire tracks, but he knew bike tires when he saw them — the big, wide tread of a mountain bike.

The sun was muted, filtered green-gold, and the air was moist, cool, aromatic with the scents of the woods. His foot falls were silent; only the crackle and rustle of dead leaves marked his passing. A face peered at him from the underbrush; a fox lifted its head, startled, and then was gone. Blackbirds paused in their digging for grubs, blinked at him, and drew back into the bramble thickets. 

He was on a path that wound like Celtic ribbonwork. The distance was probably not so far, as a bird would cover it, but Rick walked what seemed a good deal further, before he smelt the acrid scent of hearth smoke, and knew he was close.

The path opened out into a clearing, hemmed on all sides by the brambles and wild roses, and on the east side of it was a steep hillside against which a timber structure had been built. It was too small to be called a cottage, though one side of it was constructed of stone — a chimney. No smoke drifted from it now, but it had the smoky smell of a chimney recently used.

A window stood open to the morning air; no curtains moved in the breeze, and winter shutters were latched back to the timber walls. At both corners of the tiny dwelling were barrels, fed by pipes from the gutters. A dozen hens were pecking in the clearing; a tabby cat was curled, asleep, on one of the barrels, under strings of drying herbs. A basket of wild mushrooms stood on the window ledge, and a few meters from the house was a blackened area where a fire must often be lit, and a framework Rick recognized. Such frames were used for stretching and smoke-curing hides. Rabbit skins or even sheepskins.

The weight of the bundle over his shoulder reminded him of John, whose clothes were almost certainly handmade of a patchwork of rabbitskins, and whose way of warming Rick had been to set a sheepskin over him. Sure enough, there was the mountain bike, standing propped against the wall at the corner — an old-fashioned bike, well used, well cared for.  

If he had ever doubted that this was John’s home, the doubts dissolved as surely as the mystery deepened. He cleared his throat and called ahead. “John! John, are you there? John, it’s only me — I’ve brought your things back. John?”

A face appeared at the window, but it belonged to a young border collie. The dog was a beauty, sleek and groomed, and immediately suspicious of the stranger. The tabby cat did not even twitch a whisker, but the dog leapt out through the window with agility Rick envied, and blocked his path.

Fangs were bare, and her throat vibrated with a low growl. Rick stopped at once and dropped down to one knee. He held the bundle between both hands, extended it toward the collie. She could smell John on the clothes, the sheepskin, the boots. God knew, she would have to be able to smell John on Rick himself! 

Confused, she came to him, sniffed him out thoroughly, investigated the bundle, and seemed to decide there was enough of John about both of them for them to be trusted. The growling stopped; her ears pricked, and when Rick petted her, she let him.

She wore no collar, but she was well fed, clean and beautifully groomed. “What’s your name?” Rick wondered. “What do I call you, eh? What does John call you?”

Suspicion still glittered in her eyes, but she let him bring the bundle to the door, where he found a simple, old-fashioned wooden latch, and when he opened the door she went ahead of him into the house.

Looks were deceiving. From the outside it seemed too small to be a home; two steps inside, he realized it was merely a frontage built onto the opening of an existing cave. The walls were planed off and plastered; the floors were planked with old, oiled timbers. A rocking chair stood by the hearth, where last night’s fire had long ago burned out. A rug made of hundreds of diamond-shaped leather patches lay before the hearth, rucked against the legs of a hard-carved coffee table on which was a stack of well-read books. 

  A table; a single chair; a black iron kettle sitting on the hob off one side of the hearth; a century-old dutch oven on the other hob, a basket of firewood and kindling; four antique brass lamps. Everything Rick saw could have belonged to the nineteenth century. He saw little of the twentieth, much less the twenty-first. 

In a basket beside the table he found a bag of rice, others of sugar, flour, salt, oats. A delicately whittled white wood tea caddy opened with the scents not of Indian or Chinese tea, but of herbs and flowers. A second basket, beside the first, contained three plates, three mugs, two knives, four forks, four assorted spoons, and a very old set of chef’s knives, so often sharpened that the blades were worn concave.

In the back of the cave was a wide, low bed with a wooden frame and a pile of covers — not blankets, but soft leathers, and two heavy sheepskins that would be warmer than an eiderdown. He set the bundle of John’s belongings on the end of the bed, and the collie jumped up beside them. She watched every move he made, still unable to decide if she should trust him, even though he smelt so much like John.

Beside the bed was a little chest of drawers made no later than 1900, more books, another lamp, and a set of shelves on which were items that astonished him.

A wind-up gramophone and thirty, forty 78rpm records. Not even the 33rmp plastic disks of the pop era, which would not play on a machine so antique. And at last, a relic of the twentieth century: a transistor radio the size of a woman’s purse, polished and perfect, as if it were just waiting for fresh batteries. More books, and magazines now — but as he saw them he swore softly again.

The most recent was dated 1995; some were dated around 1957. Beneath the magazines was a thickly-stuffed paper bag, and though he felt a stab of guilt for prying, he could not resist opening it, looking through the contents. 

The papers were yellowed with age. They were newspaper cuttings, carefully clipped and stored flat, dry, cool and dark. He saw Mahatma Gandhi and Yuri Gagarin, Winston Churchill and Neil Armstrong, the Dalai Lama and John F. Kennedy, Albert Einstein and Mao Zedong and Nelson Mandela; and he realized they all had one thing in common. 

These individuals had made much of the history of the last century; the unfolding lives of billions of people pivoted around them. Rick’s world was constructed from the building bricks these people had crafted.

He was reading an eyewitness report of the Challenger disaster when the collie began to growl. For a moment he thought the dog had decided he was the enemy, but she jumped down from the bed and padded to the doorway, blocking it. Her ears were flat again, her teeth were bared, as a shadow fell there.

The man’s voice startled Rick, but it was not John. He had been so sure this must be John’s home, and found himself scrambling for explanations, excuses, for intruding here. “Hey, calm down, lass, you know who I am. Come on, girl, it’s only me.” The voice was deep, the accent northern. “It’s all right, Izzie. Here, see?”

The door opened a little wider and a man’s tall, broad shape filled it. With a guilty start Rick stood away from the bed and shelves, showed himself plainly, and pasted on what he hoped was a smile.

The man did not step inside. He froze on the threshold — a thickset figure in baggy jeans, boots, corduroy jacket, with a shotgun carried in the crook of his left arm. The collie — she answered to Izzie — sniffed at him again and backed off, so she knew him well enough. The intruder here was Rick himself.

“Who the hell are you?” The question was a fair one. The man stepped inside now, and Rick saw him clearly. He was mid-forties, as weather-beaten as most farmers, not at all handsome, wearing a walnut tan and a glare.

“I, uh, I’m a friend of John’s,” Rick said quickly. “Rick Gray. I just bought the cottage in the village — Rokeby, you know it? John probably saved my stupid life last night. I managed to fall and hit my head in the ruins … he picked up the pieces.” He gestured at the bundle on the end of the bed. “He left his things at the cottage. I just brought them back.”

He stepped closer, offered his hand, and after several moments of deep suspicion, the stranger took it. “I’m TomShore, from Hopewood Farm. I was after a couple of rabbits … saw you coming this way. Nobody comes this way, so I followed you.” Straggling brows rose. “You’re a friend of John’s, you say?”

“I just met him yesterday,” Rick confessed, “but what else do you call someone who saves your life, comes home with you and helps you whip up dinner.” Sleeps beside you, has fantastic sex with you. Then vanishes into the ether. But he said none of this.

“Damn,” TomShore muttered. “Ten years, Maggie and me have lived at Hopewood, and I’ve seen John twice. Didn’t see him clearly either time, what with the dark and his hood and all. And both of those times, he was looking for help. 

“Had a dog that’d broke his leg, first time, came knocking at my door, past midnight, asking for bandages, something to make a splint. So we kept the dog in our barn, warm and dry till he was back up on his feet. The vet that came out to check on our cows took a look at him, said the leg was fixed up nice. John likes his dogs. This girl here — she used to wear a smart red collar with a tag. That’s the only reason I know her name. Isabeau — Izzie, to me. She’s a love, is this one. I like to spoil her. 

“Then again, John comes looking for help … dead of winter, middle of the night. Can I spare a pint of paraffin, and of course he’ll pay for it. So I come up with a gallon, and he pays me back, every penny it’s worth, though it takes him a month to do it. He’s that honest, is John. Same as he leaves little notes tacked to the barn door, and money, to pay for the potatoes he’s taken out of the corner of the field there, where it backs onto these woods. I wouldn’t even know they were gone, but I get shop prices when he puts a spade in the ground.”

Rick was more confused than ever. “Why the hell does he live here? What is it, homeless youth making a place for himself anywhere he can?”

But Tom only shrugged. “He’s been here a lot longer than Maggie and me. When we took over the lease on Hopewood, the old man who ran the farm before told us fair and square, ‘There’s a weird ’un living in St. Martin’s Wood. He’s mad, but he’s harmless, just leave him be.’ Me? I’ve never seen him clearly to know, but he must be as old as God.”

For the first time, Rick wondered if they were talking about the same person. It occurred to him that the madman who had lived here for a long, long time and the young man who had rescued him last night were two different people; but this was definitely John’s home. His scent on the sheepskin, and on Rick, was enough to settle Izzie.

“I think your old neighbor has a young friend,” he said slowly. “The guy who rescued me last night was young.” He ran his hand over the lump on the back of his head and ouched. “I stayed too long in the ruins, fell down in the dark. It’s a maze in there, when you can’t see a hand in front of you.”

Tom’s eyes widened. “You were in the ruins?”

“I’m a professional photographer.” Rick gestured with the camera which still hung from his neck. “I was shooting them in the storm light, got some fantastic stuff. Then … bam, suddenly I’m on the ground, out cold.”

“You were in the ruins, after dark?” Tom’s adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “You’ve got guts — and rather you than me. You didn’t know it’s haunted?”

“I was told,” Rick said slowly.

“And you’re one of them skeptics, didn’t believe a word of it, had to see for yourself,” Tom observed. His nose wrinkled in scorn. “You were lucky.”

“Extremely.” Rick was thinking of John, and dinner, and making love on the sheepskin in front of a fire John had built. “Look, am I trespassing here? If I’m on Hopewood land, I apologize. I just followed the trail to bring back his things.”

But Tom’s dark head shook, and he seemed to brush off the issue of the ruins and their folklore. “You’re on abbey land. The whole farm’s on abbey land. It belongs to a trust, some agency over in York takes care of the paperwork. We just lease it, ten or twenty-five or fifty years at a stretch. Maggie and me, we signed for the twenty-five, but ...” He looked away. “The old girl’s not doing so well lately. She’s getting treatment in Leeds, three times a week. Wants to move there, to get out of all the back and forthing. Means I’ll be selling the lease soon, I suppose … and I’d be telling the next man in, ‘You’ve got a crazy old codger living in the woods, but he’s harmless, just let him be.’”

“A crazy old man in your woods, and haunted ruins,” Rick mused. “It wouldn’t do me any good to ask if you know when John’d be home, then.” Not a question.

The farmer chuckled. “I don’t know a damn’ thing about him, and that’s the truth. I only know he lives here, and he’s honest to a fault, and his dogs think the world of him … and that’s saying a lot about a man. You can’t fool dogs. They know a bastard when they smell one.” He stirred, looking around the cave. “Looks like he was gone all night.”

“He was at my place … the weather closed down right after we had dinner, so he stayed.”  Some instinct made Rick say no more. “So, uh, does somebody feed the dog when he vanishes this way?”

“I dunno,” Tom admitted. “This is only the third time I’ve ever been to this house, if you can call it a house, and I’ve never seen him here. I only know it’s his place because of the dogs.”

“Dogs? Plural?” Rick looked around.

“He always has a dog, but their lives go by so fast,” Tom said with a curious sadness. “Go’n look under the sycamore tree, just north of the clearing. As for me, I’m still trying to bag a couple of bunnies. Dinner, you understand.” He looked around the cottage-cum-cave. “You might wait for him, but like I said, I’ve never seen him here.”

“Maybe he hangs out at the abbey ruin,” Rick mused. “Everyone says it’s haunted. Does he study the paranormal?”

Again, Tom chuckled. “No idea, old son. That stuff gives me the willies. But if you want to know about St. Martin’s, drive down to the village. Talk to Tony Costerson.”

“At the folk museum.” Rick’s brows arched. “A friend of mine grew up around here. Paul Morrison, you might even know him.”

But Tom’s head was shaking as he withdrew to the door. “Maggie and me only took the Hopewood lease twelve years ago. If anybody goes back before 1998, we’re clueless. We were up in Durham.” He gave Rick a weather-beaten grin, displaying an expensive set of dentures. “Come by the farm sometime. Maggie doesn’t get out much, except down to Leeds for treatment. Cancer’s a bitch, you know? She’d enjoy to see a new face, hear a new voice. She was quite the photographer herself, years ago. Purely amateur, but she did some good stuff.”

“I’ll be seeing you,” Rick promised. “I’ll hang around here a while, then I think I’ll go and see what Costerson knows. If I come up to Hopewood later, I’ll bring a couple of bottles of a decent white to go with that rabbit pie that’s on your mind.”

“Can’t beat a nice drop of chardonnay, if you can take a hint,” Tom informed him, and then was gone.

The cottage was silent, and Rick looked down at Izzie, who was on the patchwork rug, looking up at him with hopeful eyes. “You hungry?” Rick wondered. “I don’t see any bags of dog chow around here, so … damn, what do you eat?” He cast about for inspiration, and then gave up. “Okay, Plan B. Walkies. You want to come for a ride? I have plenty of leftover spaghetti, and one thing I know for sure is, dogs love spaghetti.”

The offer seemed attractive. Izzie was at his heels as he left the cottage, and he latched the door, pulled the window almost shut, before he left the property. On a whim, he took notebook and pen from his pocket and wrote, Don’t worry about Izzie, she’s with me. I brought your things …
I’ll be back later. With wine. Rick. The note tore out of the book, and he tucked it under the latch, where John could not miss it.

To the north of the clearing, the big sycamore was turning red-gold. Sunlight dappled on the grass there, and now he was looking at the spot, he could not fail to see a number of stones marking special places. Each stone was carved with a name; some were so old, the letters were almost erased, but he read Bron, Kai, Kit, Molly, Peg. He counted fifteen stones, and looked away, and his heart did not seem to fit properly in his chest.

John always had a dog. One dog at a time. He must be as old as God, so TomShore believed. He had lived in this place by the haunted ruins for — how long? Did anyone know? “Tony Costerson might,” Rick whispered to Izzie, “and I’ll bet you know, don’t you, girl? I’ll bet you know every answer to every question, but you can’t tell me. Come on, then. You hungry? Let’s go eat.”

 She was familiar enough with vehicles not to freak at the sight and smell of one, but she was so hesitant to climb into the Land Cruiser, Rick knew it was her first time in a car. He rolled the window down far enough for her to get her head out, not far enough for her to be able to jump out, and started the motor as quietly as he knew how. She yipped and cried, but she also smelt John in the car, and Rick prayed she would trust him.

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

The drive back to Rokeby was less than ten minutes; the  dog could have run it, straight over the hill, forgetting the road, in the same amount of time. She must know the whole area, he guessed. Even if John did not come down into the village, if the dog was often left to her own devices, a collie would not be still for long — not with the whole moor, the woods, farms and crofts to wander among.

The house was cold again, and getting colder. He needed to light the hearth, leave a fire smoldering to get some background warmth into its stone bones. He needed to unpack, stock out the pantry, make up the bed, buy fresh food, set up the computers — get some work done.

“Tomorrow,” he told the dog as he set down the pan of leftover spaghetti. 

She wolfed it. She was either hungry, or she had never tasted anything as delectable. He filled a steel mixing bowl with water and set it down for her, and for himself grabbed a mug of hot chocolate and the last half pack of shortbreads.

The carbohydrates fed his brain while he downloaded the morning’s images and switched smartcards. His pockets were full of spare batteries when he whistled for Izzie, but instead of taking the car he turned right out of Rokeby’s black wrought iron gates, and strolled up into the village.

It followed the long left-hand curve of the road, no more than forty houses, and probably less. The highstreet boasted a country butcher, a general store, a garage with Shell pumps and a rollerdoor open to a tiny workshop, the post office and, opposite, the house with the bay windows which had been converted into the folk museum.

At eleven in the morning, the open/closed sign on the door was turned over to ‘open,’ and a shape moved inside the glass. Rick looked down at Izzie. “I don’t suppose he’s going to let you in the shop … will you hang around, if I promise you a T-bone for dinner?”

The door opened as he was speaking, and an older man appeared. It could only be Tony Costerson, whom Paul liked to describe as a ‘batty old fruitcake.’ In fact, Costerson was sixtyish, give or take a handful of years, with salt and pepper hair, a tall, thin frame on which slacks and an Argyle knit sweater seemed to hang, and a moustache that would not have disgraced an RAF pilot in his father’s day. 

“Is that your dog?” Costerson began, and Rick groaned, expecting a lecture about letting her off the leash. “I’d have sworn she was a stray, but she’s so beautifully groomed. I’ve often seen her around, here and on the moor.” His voice was tenor; the accent was London, with a thick remnant of the Scots. 

“She’s not a stray … she’s not mine.” Rick offered his hand. “Rick Gray. I’m the new kid on the block, I just bought Rokeby, and this … this is Izzie. She belongs to a guy who lives in the woods up by Hopewood Farm. He’s a neighbor of TomShore’s. She seems to know everyone.”

“And everyone knows her.” Costerson took Rick’s hand and shook it briefly. “They’ll have told you about me, the old bat who runs the museum. Anthony Costerson. Call me Tony — and come in, if you fancy a cup of tea.”

“What about the dog?” Rick asked doubtfully. “She doesn’t have a collar. I don’t want her to run off.”

Costerson only chuckled. “If she did, she’d only take herself off home … or down to the butcher’s for a sausage. I’ve shared a sandwich with her several times — there’s a Roman road over the moor, you know. It runs right across to York, which the Romans called Eboracum. If you fossick around in the heather, particularly after there’s been a lot of rain, you can often find coins and bits and bots. Nearly two thousand years, and they’re still washing out of the ground. I sell them here … oh, look, bring her inside. She’ll do no harm. There’s nothing to hurt in here — is there, old girl? And she’d probably like a cuppa too. Most dogs like a cuppa.”

The shop’s glass door swung wide open, and Tony Costerson stepped aside to let them in. Rick blinked until his eyes adjusted to the comparative dimness, and then murmured as he saw the displays.

A suit of armor and a set of ancient, moth-eaten pennants that might have toured Palestine at the time of the Crusades; a lady’s dress of the late sixteen hundreds; a brace of pistols that might have served any highwayman; rusted cannonballs from a Napoleonic Wars era ship that had sunk at anchor on the nearby Humber; a harpoon from a nineteenth century whaler which would have shipped out of Whitby; an actual ticket for one of the local railways, circa 1870; a pair of rope sandals and a rosary, mounted beneath an artist’s depiction of St. Martin’s as it must have been before its monks were disbanded, its roofing lead was confiscated and the weather swiftly took the building to pieces.

There Rick stopped, and leaned closer to the glass cabinet. Costerson was right behind him, hands in pockets, waiting to see what would draw Rick’s attention. “Ah, so it’s the abbey that interests you, is it? Let me guess. They’ve been telling you ghosts stories!”

Rick gave an almost guilty start. “No … well, yes, it’s been mentioned to me that the place is haunted, but that’s not why I’m here. Well, not as such.”

“Earl Grey, Irish Breakfast or Russian Caravan?” Costerson wondered. “I just made a pot of Irish Breakfast, if that would do.”

“Irish Breakfast is fine,” Rick assured him. “It’s quite a collection you have here. Must be worth a small fortune.”

Costerson had stepped into the kitchen. His voice called back over the crackle of plastic, the sounds of a fridge door. “Less than you’d think, actually. There’s a few very fine pieces here … the pistols, one or two of the Roman relics, the Elizabethan era sword. All genuine and all quite valuable. The rest are merely curiosities. The meat and potatoes of a folk museum, if you like.” He stuck his head out. “Milk and sugar?”

“Milk, no sugar,” Rick told him. “I’m impressed. I didn’t know there was such a wealth of folk history here.”

“You’re joshing me, right?” Costerson chuckled. “You’ve got York over yonder, and a couple of major battles fought in the area during the Civil War, two local knights who won honors during the Second Crusade … three haunted houses with bloody histories within shouting distance of this location; the pioneering work of railway engineers who put in the old tunnel behind the village, the railway line was abandoned after the War — it goes on and on, before you even get to our very own abbey.”

The kettle whistled and he swiped it off the gas. Rick was peering into cabinets, examining oddments which opened doors onto the past. A spinning wheel, almost five hundred years old and still perfectly capable of spinning woolen yarn; a set of pens, nibs and inkwells with which a scribe seven or eight centuries ago would have hand-written copies of the Gospels and Psalms. 

“Those probably came from the abbey itself.” Tony was suddenly right beside him, and Rick almost jumped. He took a mug of tea with a smile of thanks, and moved on to the next display, where photographs of the abbey ruins had been block mounted above a floor chart, a map of the whole relic with another chart ghosted in over it in gray tones, indicating what the original building plan would have been. “It’s a victim of Henry VIII, of course,” Tony was saying. “Like most of the abbey ruins. The dissolution of the monasteries. You yawn your way through it when you’re twelve years old. The monks were dispersed, the building was abandoned, but it was still an enormous, fantastic stone structure. Heaven knows why the local people didn’t hire themselves some carpenters and thatchers and just fix the damned roofs, use the abandoned monasteries for — I don’t know, hotels, warehouses. It was almost as if they staged a protest after the monks were packed off and the roofing lead was purloined: ‘See what the King’s done to holy mother church!’ Of course, the other side to that is, ‘See what lengths God will go to, to save the abbeys,’ and of course the Almighty never lifts a finger, and they all fell into ruins.”

The observation was keen, and Rick was genuinely amused. He tried the tea, found it too strong for his tastes, and drank it anyway. “TomShore said the land belongs to some trust with offices in York.”

“Leeds,” Tony corrected. “It’s rare for land that ever belonged to the church to pass into private hands, but now and then I suppose they need to raise some money. The abbey lands were sold not long after it fell into ruins — not a great deal of land, something like four hundred acres, I believe. Most of it became Hopewood Farm, which is under lease more or less permanently. The Shores haven’t been there so long. Before they arrived it was old Bill Sedgewick’s family, and they were farming at Hopewood for more than a hundred years. Bill was the last of them. He sold the lease and moved to a retirement home near Scarborough.”

“Still alive?” Rick hazarded.

But Tony’s head shook. “Passed away a couple of years ago, in his late nineties. The proverbial ‘good innings.’ Why? You need local information?” Tony took a deep swig of tea and tapped his chest. “I’m your man.”

“So they tell me.” Rick was studying the chart, the plans of the original abbey. “I’m doing some research to back up a shoot … I’m a professional photographer, and I have to tell you, St. Martin’s is a dream come true.”

“Photogenic,” Tony agreed. “Do you sell prints?”

“I could,” Rick admitted. “I usually use an agency, an image library in London, but they don’t have exclusive rights to everything I do … only to what I send them.”

“Put some prints in here,” Tony suggested. “We do a good trade in guidebooks, maps, postcards, those silly little souvenir spoons and ashtrays, April to September. Tourist season’s almost over for this year, but next one will be here before you know it. I spend the winter refurbishing items for the museum — like Sir Geoffrey’s armor, standing in the corner there. Rescued from a house that went under the hammer when the last generation couldn’t afford the death duties and frankly preferred the disco scene to life out here.” He sniffed. “Takes all kinds.”

“It does,” Rick agreed. “So … the abbey’s haunted, is it? TomShore certainly thinks it is. You wouldn’t find him there after dark for love or money.”

Tony smiled indulgently. “Well, Tom’s a nice man. He’s a very nice man, but if his brains were gunpowder he wouldn’t have enough to blow his cap off. And it’s his loss, if he wants to stay out of the ruins. I find St. Martin’s … peaceful as a Taoist retreat. Serene as a Zen monastery.”

“Then, it’s not haunted,” Rick began.

“Oh, it’s haunted,” Tony corrected. “There’s definitely something going on there. A power, or a presence. But I’m no parapsychologist. I don’t know ghouls from goblins. You’ve an interest in the paranormal, have you?”

The question surprised Rick. “Up till yesterday I would have said no,” he admitted, “but today — maybe. I guess it’s like having a UFO encounter. You couldn’t care less about them till you see one, and then you might as well say you’ve seen the Loch Ness Monster.”

The older man laughed delightedly. “Exactly! There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio.” He cocked his head at the artist’s renditions of St. Martin’s in its glory days. “You know, once there were thirty monks living there; the bells could be heard for miles, it was a hospital and refuge for lepers, as well as a place to get away from the rigors of life in general and to sing praises to a patriarchal deity you may or may not even believe in. And then in 1534 it was all over. The monks were disbanded, the monastery abandoned, and within six months the land had been sold for farming. Only one monk remained behind … and he,” Tony said darkly, “is said to have been insane.”

An odd chill rushed up Rick’s spine from tailbone to neck. “Pull up a chair, Professor. You have a captive audience.”

“Really?” Tony beamed absently at him. “I haven’t had a captive audience since that bus load of Japanese tourists, and I’m almost certain they couldn’t understand a word I was saying. Come back to the parlor, my boy, and be comfortable. Most of my private goodies are back there anyway, and the door’ll buzz if a customer pops in … which is unlikely on a Thursday at this time of year. Come on, Izzie. Come on, girl, who likes last night’s beef stew, eh?”

Far from the dog being neglected, Rick realized she was spoiled, and probably by many people, from the butcher along the highstreet and on up to Hopewood Farm itself. She trotted into the parlor, which opened off one side of the kitchen, and settled on the rug before the hearth. Costerson fetched more tea, and a bowl for the dog, and sat in the second of the chairs by the fireplace.

“So, where was I?”

“Dissolution of the monasteries, King Henry, the abbey falling into ruins, one monk staying on, and he was a loon,” Rick prompted. 

“Ah, yes. Brother Ignatius.” Tony tapped his temple. “Now, depending on who you talk to, he was either a lunatic from birth and committed to the monastic life by well-heeled parents who didn’t know what else to do with him, short of drowning him while dipping sheep … or else he was a monk whose studies took him into regions of the occult so deep and dark, he was never able to find his way back to the light.”

The shiver in the spine was back. Rick took a sip of fresh tea, burned his mouth and did not even notice. “What’s your take on the man?”

“A bit of both,” Tony mused. “I’ve read every account of Brother Ignatius, who began life as Daniel Knowles, the second or third son of a local knight. I say second or third because one of his elder brothers died at birth, so the order depends which registers you go by. The line of inheritance to the Knowles estates would have called Daniel the second son; the parish register of the day would have called him the third.” 

“The records are amazingly intact,” Rick observed.

And Costerson nodded, preoccupied with the subject. “In this region, yes they are. They were all kept at the local churches, you see, until the War, and then for safety they were transferred to storage at the Minster over in York. Older records were utterly forgotten, and short of mice and mold getting into them, they were always going to survive. For once, we were lucky. During the renovations in the late 1960s they came back to light, and a group of historical archaeology students got their hands on them. Oh yes, we know a great deal about this era, in the area.”

“Enough to know about Daniel Knowles,” Rick said softly, “and that he was probably born a bit odd, a bit strange, so the parents offloaded him to the monks and got on with the rest of the family. And the monks let him study stuff that drove him right around the bend.”

The remark brought Tony back to the present and earned a chuckle. “Well, that’s one interpretation of the story.”

“Not the only one?”

“Good gracious, no.”

“Then, what’s yours?” Rick prompted.

Now Tony sat back and pursed his lips. “You’re right in one or two points. The child was probably strange … for which you could also say psychic, or gifted. Perhaps not mad, but in those days anyone with second sight or the gift of glimpsing into the future or hearing snatches of other people’s thoughts was automatically in league with the devil. I imagine they consigned Daniel to the monastic life to save his soul. As Brother Ignatius, you can rest assured he’d had the devil scourged out of him. They were wicked in those bad old days. Merciless. Many a child didn’t even survive the treatment.”

“Daniel did.”

“He survived long enough to take vows,” Tony said slowly, “but he was still young when the monastery was disbanded, dissolved, whichever term you prefer. He would have been in his early twenties when the rest of the brothers were packed off to other duties. But Ignatius was not so easy to deal with. More than a little crazy … still as psychic as ever, though he would have learned to call it voices from God or talking to angels and what have you.”

Rick gave an animated shiver. “That ploy didn’t work long for Joan of Arc. They burned her.”

“Yes, well, they burned Ignatius too, eventually,” Tony said with an eloquent shrug, “but he wasn’t burned by the church, and it was a good five years after St. Martin’s was looted and abandoned.”

“They — burned him?” Rick sat up straight. “Who?”

“The people.” Tony gestured at the street beyond the museum. “The good folk of this parish, which means the village, two hamlets, twenty or so farms, crofts without number, all of which were under the auspices of the same parish, which was administered from St. Bartholomew’s. That’s the church on the next hill over. And you couldn’t even blame the parish priest for this one. Father Jacob Prestwyck was a modest, moderate soul who did his best to quell the mob, but when they’re determined to see a man burned, well, you might as well grab the petrol can and the matches, and do it yourself. At least you’d make a quick job of it.”

“Damn,” Rick breathed. “They burned him for being nuts and staying on in the ruins, did they?”

The older man’s face was dark indeed. “Oh, no. They burned him for sorcery. For practicing the dark arts. Or, more specifically, for practicing them till he was good enough to actually get tangible results.”

Now Rick felt his blood cool. “You mean there’s evidence that this Brother Ignatius was able to call up the devil? To … what do they call it? Summon Lucifer?”

Tony blinked at him. “The devil? I really don’t know. Personally, I’ve never believed in the devil, and even if you did, you’d have to wonder why anyone whose name means ‘Bringer of Light’ could be so bad. The light bearer is the one who dispels the darkness, correct? And the darkness is supposed to be bad, or evil. No, no, I don’t think Daniel Knowles, Brother Ignatius as he became, had any slightest interest in Lucifer.”

“Then, you lost me,” Rick admitted. “If Ignatius was studying the dark arts, and they drove him nuts, and he wasn’t trying to call up the devil...”

“Ah, but was he nuts,” Tony challenged, “or was he merely gifted? And what are the dark arts, anyway? The study of magic, perhaps?” He gave Rick an indulgent smile. “No one ever suggested burning Gandalf at the stake.”

The remark punched Rick hard. “All right, so maybe Ignatius was gifted, brilliant, not crazy after all. And he studied whatever arts until he got results?”

“Mmm.” Tony leaned forward, took the poker from the set of fire irons and attacked the hearth with it. “From what I’ve learned, the art he studied was probably Kabalism, which is very far indeed from any kind of black magic. Mystical Judaism, in fact. Kabalism is the secret face of the same Bible they read from at christenings, weddings and funerals. It was guarded for centuries, and lately it’s become the diversion of celebrities and rock performers.” He gave a disdainful sniff. “They’ll cheapen it, but they can’t destroy the roots of it … and like any other system of mysticism, the roots are where the power is, where the real secrets lie. They don’t print their deepest mysteries on the backs of cereal boxes.”

For some moments Rick was silent, mulling over what Tony had said, making what sense of it he could. Something was tickling at the back of his mind, and not being able to put his finger on it was infuriating. At his feet, Izzie had settled to sleep with her head on her paws; Tony Costerson’s mind had wandered off on a tangent, and Rick’s own thoughts were a tangle through which he was determined to hack.

The talented boy whose parents thought to save his soul and sent him to be a monk … the ruin of St. Martin’s … the access a monkish scholar would have had to mysteries buried so deeply in the unplumbed roots of the Old Testament, only Kabalists knew they were there. 

“I suppose it all started when the pilgrims brought back the artifacts,” Tony said cryptically.

Rick groaned. How many more pieces of the puzzle were rattling around in Costerson’s encyclopedic and unruly memory? He willed himself to be still, be patient. “Which artifacts would they be?” He gestured over his shoulder at the museum. “Did I see them?”

“No, no. They were destroyed, burned to ashes in the same fire which killed Ignatius,” Tony said quickly. “What a loss — what a tragic loss! How many treasures of antiquity have been destroyed by the mob? One’s reminded of the burning of the Library of Alexandria.” He sat back and regarded Rick with a frown. “Two local knights, Sir Geoffrey Barnes and Sir William Carr, took themselves off to the Holy Land in the late twelfth century, determined to crawl up Calvary on bare hands and knees, that sort of thing. 

“They were trying to atone for  a murder … they’d managed to kill a young girl between them, when they were both so drunk, they had no idea what they were doing. When they sobered up, they found the poor thing dead where she lay, and quite rightly they suspected they were headed for hell, with one-way tickets! So they imagined they could save their souls by mortifying the flesh … well, that and donating the equivalent of forty or fifty million quid to the church. For their penance, they were sent on pilgrimage to  the Holy Land. Now, you might think they got off lightly, after raping a girl to death. But the fact is, for their time, they were uncommonly decent men. They deeply regretted killing the girl, they paid her family handsomely, and they fulfilled every part of their penance.

“Barnes and Carr made it back from the Holy Land in three years, and they brought with them a great crate of bric-a-brac — most of it complete rubbish, you understand. A few very nice icons, some of which are in the museum in York; a couple of very good Saracen tapestries. A barrow-load of junk, because they couldn’t tell treasure from trash … and two items which they should never, never have owned. They would have been the property of practitioners among the most shadowy of schools, and I can only assume that when Jerusalem was sacked and pillaged, in the chaos some things which should have been hidden away forever were abandoned.

“By all accounts there was a book, and there was also a mirror. The mirror was a six-foot slab of obsidian, black volcanic glass, in a solid gold frame. It must have weighed as much as a big man, and the gold alone would have been worth a fortune. But the black mirror was worth a thousand times as much, when it was accompanied by the book. The instruction book, if you take my meaning.”

“Instructions to do what?” Rick was blank. It was the first time he had heard of a ‘black mirror,’ and he had begun to glimpse vast gaps in his education. 

But Tony only shrugged. “Alas, we don’t know. We’ll never know, not now. But it was enough to get Daniel Knowles burned by a rampaging mob of townsfolk who seemed to be so afraid for their souls, not even their own parish priest could talk sense to them — not when they were sucked along in the wake of a bastard like Howard Gasquet.” He finished his tea, set down the cup and rubbed his palms together as if in glee. “Gasquet was the madman, by any modern standard you want to apply. 

“He saw himself as heaven’s messenger on earth. I suppose he was an exorcist of sorts. It was his divine duty to weed out the children of Satan, and in his own field he was at least as powerful as Ignatius. His followers believed he was calling down the wrath of God, because the only words that ever left his mouth were quasi-religious babble.” He lifted a brow at Rick. “Father Jacob was mortally afraid of him. He wrote letters to his bishop, begging for guidance, because he had a madman on his hands … and it wasn’t the monk! He was afraid Gasquet would turn on him next, if he perceived any tiny fall from grace, any tarnish on the priest’s halo.”

“Damn,” Rick whispered. “So, let me get this right. The book and the mirror, which were brought back from Jerusalem by these knights on a pilgrimage of atonement, found their way here to St. Martin’s. The crazy kid, Daniel, was allowed to study them after the brothers finished beating on him to drive out the devil. And he was gifted enough to figure it out … whatever ‘it’ was. Make it work. And whatever it was worked well enough to raise the mob and get this lunatic, Gasquet, howling for his blood. They burned him, and his book, and his black mirror.”

The words, so baldly stated, were chilling. “You have it,” Tony said pragmatically. “It’s rather a tale of woe, isn’t it? But shortly thereafter the stories of the haunting began. The same mob turned to Gasquet to exorcize the place, and Father Jacob’s rather frantic letters to the bishop state that Gasquet certainly tried, several times, before the priest himself was called in to try. 

“Howard Gasquet stood in the middle of the ruins, holding a Bible and wearing a cross the size of a meat cleaver, both for protection, one imagines, and he bade the demons be gone. What demons were ever in residence there, I don’t know; but I’m guessing that the villagers might — and I say might — have been catching a glimpse of Brother Ignatius’s young apprentice, who was a little slow to leave after Ignatius was killed.”

“His apprentice?” If Rick had been a cat, his ears would have physically swiveled around.

“All sorcerers have them,” Tony said dryly. “Politicians and barristers have them too. Learning on the job used to be a highly respected occupation.”

Rick’s scalp was prickling. “Do we know anything about the apprentice?”

But Tony’s expression was doubtful. “Not much. Male, young, shy, retiring, with a foreign accent. The kind of lad who’d more likely hide than confront the bastards when Master Gasquet and his hounds came calling. The lad might easily have been as crazy as Ignatius.”

“Or as gifted,” Rick added.

“Mmm. There’s no record of where he came from,” Tony said thoughtfully. “He just seems to have appeared one day, or night. He’s mentioned exactly eight times in Father Jacob’s diaries, and most of those mentions are around the time of the murder … execution, whatever … of Ignatius himself. After the immolation, the apprentice was assumed to have fled, because they hunted him with hounds and never found him. Then the sightings in the old abbey began, and of course the townsfolk believed it was Ignatius come back to haunt them, or else his demons, which he had released from hell, come to wreak his vengeance. And heaven knows, I wouldn’t have blamed Ignatius if he’d done just that!”

Rick’s mind was a whirl of information. It was like trying to put together the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, and the only picture he had to use as a guide was the memory of John’s pale, beautiful face. “You believe it was the apprentice they were glimpsing? Why do you say that?”

Pale hazel eyes studied him keenly. “You’re terribly interested in all of this.”

“I … might have seen your ghost,” Rick said quietly. “It wasn’t a demon.  And it sure as hell wasn’t some kind of — of Rasputin!” He mocked only himself with a grin, a chuckle. “Look, tell me what you know and then I’ll buy a stack of guidebooks and maps, and invite you to dinner as soon as I’ve got myself unpacked.”

“You cook?” Tony’s eyes brightened.

“I cook,” Rick affirmed. “Single guy, loves to eat, has better respect for his digestion than to eat fast food, of course I cook. What, you don’t?”

“I don’t get the chance,” Tony informed him. “My wife loves to cook. I can never get into the kitchen, and her cooking … toxic. Lethal. It’d drop a regiment in its tracks.”

“You like stroganoff?”

“I like almost anything that answers to the description of food.” Tony favored him with a smile. “We have a deal. And as to your ghost … I’ve never seen it. Or him. But the stories of it abound. There’s enough to make a pamphlet. I’ve often thought of doing just that. Of course, the stories are all over the landscape, like Nessie sightings, and UFO reports. But a handful of them, spaced many years apart, have a common thread. Enough in common, in fact, to make them disturbingly compelling.”

Rick swallowed several times before he could find his voice. “It’s the gargoyle, isn’t it?”

The question earned him an odd, probing look. “Now, how could you possibly know that?”

“Last night I was up in the ruins, photographing them in the evening stormlight. You know the kind of work. You see it on calendars and tourist brochures. Bread and butter work for pro photographers. I lost track of time, stayed too long … the next time I noticed, it was too dark to see much. I guess I blundered around in the ruins, looking for a landmark to find my way out. It’s quite a maze. I was looking for the gargoyle, because it literally pointed the way back to where I was parked. And ...” He shivered animatedly. “It wasn’t there.”

The parlor was so quiet, the loudest sounds were the tick of an old grandmother clock in the corner, and the gentle snoring of the collie at Rick’s feet. Tony studied him mutely for a long time, and then smiled faintly, as inscrutable an expression as Rick had ever seen.

“Yes, well, people have been saying the same thing for centuries. The first reported sighting — or non-sighting, if you prefer, since it’s a report of what isn’t there! — goes back to 1557, when a shepherd took shelter in the ruins in a storm, and swore the gargoyle was gone. Of course, the next morning it was right back, as it always is, and the man was accused of having drunken hallucinations.” Tony’s brows arched at Rick. “You’ve been back to the ruins this morning...?”

“That was the first place I went, with the printouts of the shots I did yesterday.” Rick jerked a thumb over his shoulder in the vague direction of St. Martin’s. “One gargoyle, front and center.” He looked Costerson levelly in the eyes. “But I’d swear on any stack of books you like, religious or otherwise, it wasn’t there last night. Not after sundown.”

Tony stood and stretched his back. “Then, there you are. There’s one of the mysteries of St. Martin’s Abbey, as reported by scores of reliable eyewitnesses for well over four hundred years. There are other mysteries, just as compelling. Like the stories of the angel who walks there, but only after dark.”

“Angel?” Rick echoed,  for a moment wondering if he had misheard.

“Angel-like being, or creature,” Tony mused. “Wingless but so blond and so pale and so beautiful, he seems unearthly. I could accept the sightings as reports of a real, living individual who was hanging around the ruins … either someone trying to research the paranormal phenomena, or else someone trying to pull off a hoax by pretending to be a manifestation … but one thing stops the theory passing the sniff test.”

“And that is —?” Rick held his breath.

“Time,” Tony said emphatically. “These reports all describe the same individual, and they keep popping up, once or twice in a decade, over centuries. There’s no way it can be a living human being … well, not unless he’s over four hundred years old! Frankly, it’s easier to believe in the haunting of St. Martin’s.”

A shiver ambushed Rick before he could gather wits enough to frame words. “You’re thinking, it has to be the — the sorcerer’s apprentice. The maniac, Gasquet, actually managed to kill him in the end, even if the murder wasn’t recorded.”

And Tony nodded thoughtfully. “It certainly is the connection my mind likes to make, and I don’t usually have much time for ghost stories. Ninety percent of them are too easy to explain away, like the Nessie sightings and the UFO reports. Then the last one in ten hangs on, defying you to explain it.” He picked up the black iron poker and stirred absently at the fire. “Howard Gasquet certainly tried to get his hands on the apprentice. As I said, they hunted him with dogs and didn’t catch him, though several of their own people and no few of the dogs were killed in the process. 

“The hunt ranged from here almost to York, and it ended back where it began. The fox led them right back to his own territory, by which time it was almost dawn again. The story goes that Gasquet was badly wounded, bleeding from gashes that would almost kill him, just as one of his bothers and two of his friends had already died. He used his own blood and his towering rage to curse the sorcerer’s apprentice.”

“Curse him?” Rick echoed. “Was the curse recorded? Do we know what it was?”

But again, Tony made negative gestures. “The whole episode was reported by Father Jacob, in a panicky letter to the bishop dated weeks after the hunt. By which time the ruins were widely believed to be haunted, despite Gasquet’s best efforts.”

    “And if the place still has a rep for being haunted,” Rick added, “he never did manage the exorcism.” He whistled. “That must have pissed off a man like Gasquet.”

 Costerson snorted. “It did. He was the one who called in Father Jacob to try his hand, and of course Jacob had no more luck. Gasquet cursed the priest to hell for being false, for not having the ear of God ... and the stories say young Father Jacob died that night.”

“Christ,” Rick breathed. “Do we know what happened to the madman, Gasquet?”

“Buried with all due honors and ceremony, in the churchyard at St. Bartholomew’s. The headstone is too worn to read the inscription, but it’s still there.” Tony was looking at the clock, and smiled apologetically. “You’ll have to forgive me — I’ve so much to do! But I’m glad you stopped by. I always enjoy telling that story.”

“I’ll trade you dinner, soon as I’m unpacked over at Rokeby.” Rick stood and called the dog with a low whistle. “Now, let me buy some maps and guidebooks.”

“Oh, you don’t have to,” Tony began.

“No, actually I need them,” Rick admitted as he stood, tried his weight on the ankle, and was pleased to find it better.  “I’m pretty new to this area, still have a lot of learning to do.”

“It didn’t take you long to blunder into the middle of the deepest mystery we have!” Tony ushered him back into the museum and cast about among his stock. “What kind of thing do you need?”

“You take plastic?” Rick brandished his wallet.

He bought a map of the region with an overlay of every Roman site; another one, with the heritage listed sites marked and detailed; a hardcover guidebook to the castles, stately homes and churches of the area; and a finger-thick wedge of postcards. Costerson was happy, and as Rick stepped out of the museum he realized why he was so hungry.

“Lunch,” he told the dog. “Meaning fresh food. If I eat one more bite out of a tin —”

He took Izzie back to Rokeby, closed the gate on her and walked down to the general shop, which was sandwiched between the butcher and the post office. He filled several carry bags with eggs, bread, butter and cheese, bacon and sausages, salad and vegetables. Izzie was sitting right outside the shop door, waiting for him, when he stepped back onto the street. The gate had not even slowed her down.

Mid-afternoon sun slanted into his kitchen through windows that could have used some polishing. He sizzled a chopped onion in butter, pan-fried a thick pork sausage and slapped the whole lot into a bun. The food was hardly elegant, but it was quick and not too unhealthy. 

The stacks of boxes mocked him as he ate, and as soon as he had washed his hands he broke open the tall one, which contained his bedding. Tonight he would sleep on a mattress, between clean sheets.

And he had no intentions of sleeping alone.

With the bed set up, drawers full of a hasty tangle of socks and underwear, he took an hour out to get the computers into order and online. The connection was wifi; the Internet was fast enough for him to work efficiently. He checked emails, promised the image library a new portfolio, paid his bills and sent a swift email to Paul.

Paul, you were dead right. The ruins are haunted. Got some fantastic images, made some new friends, got laid, give me the odds of that in a backwater like this? Go figure. Call me. I’m cooking at the weekend if you can get away. R.

The shadows were lengthening, reminding him that the equinox was weeks past now. Winter nights would soon be long, winter days short and cold. He looked out at Rokeby’s back gardens as the kettle boiled for a thermos of coffee; two apple trees, a pear tree, rhubarb and raspberry canes, cucumber frames and a potting shed — all invited him to putter around, get his hands dirty, unwind and relax. 

Rokeby was the first actual house he had owned. The flat in London did not even have a balcony where he could grow a plant in a pot. What he knew about gardening was almost nothing, and for a moment he wondered if he should hire a service. But the lure of puttering, learning, relaxing among a mess of his own making, was strong.

The sun was down on the shoulder of the hill when he called the collie again. St. Bartholomew’s was up there somewhere. He could actually find the grave of the fiend who had been the ringleader in the burning of the monk, Brother Ignatius — who hunted and cursed a young man, and who was soon interred as a hero. Where was justice? Rick had traveled much of the world, and had seldom encountered it.

Into his battered, duct-taped old backpack, he loaded the thermos, the shortbread and fruitcake, a bag of sandwiches from which lettuce and sliced beef were trying to escape, apples, bananas, a piece of blue cheese, a bag of peanuts. He rummaged for the flashlight and spare batteries, slung two tartan car rugs over his shoulder, dug out his boots and the jacket that was the least likely to bleed rainwater down the back of his neck. Into the footwell, he stacked two cameras, flash gear, and three changes of batteries. 

Izzie jumped into the car without hesitation this time. The Toyota started with a rattle, and the headlights were on as he backed out of his driveway and turned north through the village. The dog knew exactly where they were going. Her tail thumped on the seat as she stuck her nose out, finding and following the scents of the woods between St. Martin’s and Hopewood Farm. Rick gave her a scritch behind the ears. “Going home, girl. Makes sense … it’s getting dark, right? You want to be back on your own turf when it’s dark, don’t you?” There was a little of the wolf left in every dog, a little of the ancestral human left in every man. Both hunted by night, but on their own range. 

And night was not far off. 

 


  
 

 

Chapter Five

 

The wind had swung around and was southwesterly now, quite warm, as if summer intended a last fling before surrendering to autumn’s mists and frosts. Lights were on, curtains were closed, in the village; he could hear the hum of traffic from the main road, the noise of rush hour commuters shuttling between jobs in town and prestige homes in the villages.

The lights of Hopewood Farm beckoned, but he drove by. He would dine with Tom and Maggie Shore another night, and enjoy being sociable. Tonight, smalltalk was the  last thing he wanted, and his nerve endings were alive with the promise of having John in his arms again, warm and hard and hungry for the primal mating of male and male.

How the puzzle worked out, Rick did not yet know, and a large part of his mind resisted the urge to believe the stories Tony Costerson had gathered. The rational part of him rebelled; but beneath the materialist’s refusal to believe anything he could not see, hear, touch, was an instinct, as pure as anything the dog felt. He knew there was no mundane explanation for John, his behavior, his dress, his ability to appear as if from nowhere and then vanish back into nowhere with the same ease. Everything about him was impossible. Rick might be longing for a mundane explanation, but instinct had been warning him for hours, he was unlikely to get one.

The sun was still up as he parked the Toyota, and the moment he swung open the door Izzie was off fast, bolting down the path for home. This time Rick changed into the boots and deliberately locked the car. The backpack swung over one shoulder and he slung the camera around his neck before following in the dog’s wake. 

This time he knew the way, and he quickened his pace as he turned onto the path. The sun was low enough and the woods were dense enough for the air to already be dim. He was watching out for the cottage now, hoping to see chimney smoke, lights in the windows; but the house was dark, and though Izzie was sitting on the step she was not scratching at the door, as if she knew John was not home.

Still, Rick called ahead, knocked, before he lifted the latch, swung open the door. Just inside the door, he heeled off the boots and left them there. It was very dark inside, and the flashlight swung to and fro while he padded around barefoot, located lamps, lanterns, and lit them all. His next chore was setting the hearth, and he was not nearly as skilled as John. 

The fire cooperated eventually, and as he felt heat begin to bloom he swung the hob closer, with its black iron kettle. Izzie sprawled before the hearth, eyes half closed, but her ears were cocked — she was listening. 

For himself, Rick had no real appetite, but he set out the food he had brought, and poured a cup of coffee. The chair at the fireside invited him to sit, and he moved one of the lamps closer, to examine the books which were stacked on the table beside it.

Kipling and Burroughs, Hemingway and Twain, Shakespeare and Marlowe, Dickens, Austen and Brontë, Wells, Verne, Conan Doyle and Stevenson — and the poets, Keats, Milton, Byron, Tennyson. The books were worn, dog-eared, yellowed with age. Several of them looked like original editions; others were ex-library volumes, with canceled stamps in front and back identifying them as having been weeded out of public collections in York, Leeds, Manchester. 

A bookmark was set into the Shakespeare collection, and he picked up the  shabby green-jacketed volume. John was reading A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Rick had not read Shakespeare since high school, and if he told the truth, he had not understood much of The Merchant of Venice. Getting through it had taken more patience and dedication than the young student possessed, and he had not done well in the tests.

He scanned a few pages now, and felt the strangeness, the almost alien spirit of something that was as native to this country as himself. The difference was not space, it was time. Shakespeare was more English than Rick himself, with his Norwegian grandfather and his Scottish grandmother. Four centuries were the gulf that separated him from the words on the worn paper. Four centuries, only a dozen times the span of his own short life.

 

The king doth keep his revels here to-night: 

Take heed the queen come not within his sight; 

For Oberon is passing fell and wrath, 

Because that she as her attendant hath 

A lovely boy, stolen from an Indian king; 

She never had so sweet a changeling; 

And jealous Oberon would have the child 

Knight of his train, to trace the forests wild; 

But she perforce withholds the loved boy, 

Crowns him with flowers and makes him all her joy: 

And now they never meet in grove or green, 

By fountain clear, or spangled starlight sheen, 

But, they do square, that all their elves for fear 

Creep into acorn-cups and hide them there.

 

He was engrossed in the words, struggling with them, determined to wrestle coherent meaning out of them, when the dog lifted her head and trotted to the door. Heart suddenly hammering against his ribs, Rick closed the book, set it back on the stack, and waited. 

He waited so long, he wondered if Izzie had been wrong. But she woofed through the door — she was sure. At last it opened, and Rick held his breath.

The figure framed in the door was barefoot, bare chested, clad in a pair of faded denims, so old and ripped they were right back in the height of fashion. He stood there, hesitating on his own threshold, reluctant to step into the light, though he extended a hand to Izzie, petted her in greeting.

Slowly, not knowing what to say, Rick stood up.

“I,uh, I saw your lights, smelt the woodsmoke,” John said awkwardly. His voice sounded lame in his own ears. “How did you, uh —?”

“How did I find my way here?” Rick guessed. He swallowed several times as his eyes raced over the pale, hard, lovely body he had come to know so well. “You didn’t think I’d come looking? After last night you thought I’d just, what, forget?” Yet he knew this was not the case. John’s eyes were bruised, dark, full of tears. “Oh, for godsakes,” Rick said thickly, “come in, man. It’s your home! You must be cold. I put on the kettle — I brought food.”

“I can see.” John came inside, and a bolt rattled in the latch. He came to the hearth, stood in the warmth, though he did not seem to notice the chill. His eyes were vast, searching Rick’s face as if he wondered if he must defend himself, if he were about to be assaulted, verbally or physically.

The questions were hammering at Rick, demanding to get out, but instead he held out a hand and did not withdraw it until John took it, held it. Then he used it to pull John into an embrace and said against his hair. “I brought your things. Your clothes and the sheepskin you left at Rokeby.”

“I’m beholden,” John whispered as his arms went around Rick. “How did you find this place?”

“You told me you lived near the ruins,” Rick groaned. “I came back, first thing this morning. It didn’t take much finding, John. If that’s your real name.”

“It’s as good as any other,” John whispered. 

He was trying to move away, and Rick tightened his grip, feeling the thin, hard sinuousness, so male, so vital. “Tell  me,” he urged.

“Tell you what?” John surrendered to the embrace and set his head on Rick’s shoulder. “You wouldn’t believe a word of it.”

“Try me.” Rick inhaled the scent of him — the young animal, in its own way magnificent. The scent was more compelling than the most expensive cologne. Addictive. The longer he held onto John, the less he wanted to let go, though he knew John must be hungry, thirsty. “Do you want tea? I brought coffee.”

“Coffee,” John echoed. “I haven’t tasted coffee in … a long, long time.” He lifted his head, looked into Rick’s eyes, and what Rick saw in his face seemed to be equal parts fear and grief.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said quickly. “Eat, will you? I didn’t know what you’d want, so I brought —” He gestured at the table, where the contents of his backpack were arrange in the lamplight. 

“I am hungry,” John admitted. “You brought my clothes?” But he had already seen the bundle on the end of the bed. “I owe you,” he told Rick.

Rick was pouring coffee into the mug he had taken from the basket by the table. “No, you don’t. But if you think you do, you can pay me in answers.” He set the mug into John’s hands. 

The coffee was strong. John breathed its steam, eyes closed. “I don’t have any answers.”

“Bullshit,” Rick murmured.

“I don’t have any answers that would make sense to you,” John amended. “Every word I could say would sound like a lie or worse. Like mockery. You don’t understand.”

“I never will, if you don’t tell me.” Rick took his eyes from the tall, pale figure at last and looked around the cottage. “This place is like something out of the nineteenth century. Or is it the eighteenth? It’s like time stopped here.”

John took a sip of coffee and savored it. “There’s no electricity. No power. All your gadgets depend on power. Turn off the electricity, and you’re in the dark and the quiet.” His eyes opened to slits. “I don’t have the luxury of electricity.”

“So I see.” Rick gestured at the lamps. “At least tell me how you got out of the cottage last night.” John blinked at him. “You got out,” Rick said softly, “without drawing the bolts or opening a window.”

“I’m a mystery, aren’t I?” John said, mocking himself.

“You left your clothes behind, even your boots,” Rick added. “You took off before dawn, bare-arse, in the rain.”

“I suppose I did,” John agreed.

With a groan of frustration, Rick swiped up a sandwich, though he was not hungry. “You’re not going to tell me how or why.”

“I don’t know how or why,” John said, hollow eyed with the obvious longing to be believed.

“You don’t —?” Rick handed the sandwich to him and turned away, to the hearth. “Your good neighbor, TomShore, says you’re an old loony-tune. You know what he thinks of you?”

“Perhaps I am,” John said, as if it were a confession.

“He also says,” Rick added more harshly than he had intended, “you must be as old as God, because the old man who farmed here before the Shores took over the lease knew you so long ago.”

And then he waited for John to answer, and watched the clench of John’s face, the shuttered expression of pain in his eyes. It might have been grief which left him silent for a long time — too long — and Rick began to regret pushing him so hard on this score. If he had buried an old friend, much less a father or grandfather, the last thing he needed was to be hounded about it.

At last John lifted his head and looked darkly into Rick’s face. His own was a mask now. “There’s nothing I can say. If you won’t leave it at that, if you can’t just let me be, then you’d better go.”

“Do you want me to go?” Rick asked, hushed.

“I didn’t say that. I said, I want you to leave me be,” John corrected. “I’d be grateful for your company. I get too little of it, and I’ll confess, it gets lonely here, especially in the winter. But there’s not one word I can say to answer your questions, Rick, and I know you’re full of them.” He smiled, and it was a regretful expression. “A long time ago I met someone in the ruins, and he assumed I was on the run from the police and hiding out here. Before that, it was a woman who assumed I was an escaped lunatic. I’ve learned to avoid people, because they only bring trouble. The only reason you know who I am, where I live, is because I thought you might be dying.”

“And I’m grateful to you.” Rick took a long breath. “Last night was … well, it hasn’t been like that for me in a long, long time. I guess I don’t make friends easily, and … damnit, this is so hard to say. I feel something for you.”

“Don’t.” John held out one hand, as if to shield himself from an assault. “Don’t go there. It’ll only come to pain. We had a great night. Leave it at that. Don’t ask questions, don’t look at me as if I’m wicked, when I don’t have answers for you.” His eyes were wide in the soft light. “Because I don’t, Rick. I don’t understand much of it myself.”

It was far from what Rick had wanted to hear, but he heard the finality in John’s voice. John was within moments of actually asking him to go, and leaving was the furthest thing from what Rick wanted. Needed. He relaxed with an effort of will and hunted for a smile. “Okay. Good enough. You can’t tell what you don’t know. But … I’m always going to have questions, John. I just won’t ask them anymore. Can you live with that?”

Relief seemed to wash over John. “I can live with that,” he agreed. “Do you mind if I eat? I’m starving.”

“You’re thin,” Rick said bluffly.

“You didn’t criticize last night.” John sank his teeth into the sandwich, swallowed the food almost whole, and reached for his coffee. “Last night you … that is, I ...”

“Something happened between us,” Rick said quietly. “I don’t mean the physical thing, the fucking.”

“You didn’t fuck me.” John’s voice was taut.

Rick caught his breath. “I wanted to. I didn’t know what you might want, I didn’t want to wreck everything by asking for too much, too soon.” 

The night wind murmured in the chimney; Izzie panted on the rug in the heat; a twig scratched against the timber at the front of the cottage. The silence between them stretched on and on, and Rick was less reluctant than terrified to break it.

It was John who had the courage, at last. “Stay with me,” he said softly. “Stay here tonight. Sleep with me. Be here when I ...” He looked away. “I’ll be gone in the morning. But then, you know that, don’t you?”

Gone, even from his own home? Rick’s chest hurt as his heart skipped a beat and hammered on his ribs. “I don’t understand,” he admitted, “but I promised I wouldn’t ask, and I won’t. Wherever you go to, it’s your business. If I stuck around, would you be home for lunch?”

The fair head shook slowly. John would not look at him.

“Then, for dinner?” Rick offered. “I’ll cook. I’m supposed to be cooking stroganoff for Tony Costerson, the curator of the folk museum, do you know him?”

“I’ve seen him on the moor,” John sighed. “I’ve been into the museum. He opens late occasionally, when he has a special exhibit. He did a very good showing of Civil War arms and armor which was well reviewed in the local fish-wrappers.”

“When?” Rick wondered. “I didn’t see much Civil War memorabilia in the museum today.”

“It was a long time ago. I think, 1978,” John said in a bare whisper.

“You would have been a baby at the time,” Rick began.

“Would I?” John’s eyes were filled with mute warning. “I told you, Rick, don’t ask.”

The questions were under Rick’s skin like glass powder, but he wanted something more than he wanted an end to the mystery. He wanted John, with every muscle and nerve in his body, and every thought in his mind. Desire had begun to churn in his belly. Old-fashioned, healthy lust overrode all else and he set curiosity aside.

“There’s plenty of food,” he said, neatly diverting the conversation. “I fed Izzie. I’ll pick you up here tomorrow. Come down to the cottage, bring Izzie. I’ve set up the bed, got the computers online. Hey, enjoy the benefits of electricity for a while. Surf a little, Google a bit. And then, if you’re gone in the morning—” he shot a look at John’s angular, striking profile. “Well, I’ll just give Izzie breakfast and bring your things back. And I guess I’ll be here when you get back.”

“Sundown,” John said almost soundlessly. He gave Rick a bruised look, his eyes hollow with some indescribable longing, for what, Rick could not tell. “Eat with me.”

“I’m not hungry,” Rick said honestly. “I guess you’ve got me too shook-up to be hungry. That, and I’m wanting to hold you, kiss you.”

“Fuck me,” John added. He set down the remains of the sandwich and drained the mug to the dregs. “Strange, how those two words fill a grown man’s belly with butterflies, and  one seems to lose interest in food.” He ran both hands back through the mass of long, pale hair, standing it on end. “You’ll have to forgive me. It’s been a long time.”

Rick moved a step closer to him. “But, you want it?”

“Oh, I want it,” John said with dark humor. “When I came here, I had no idea you people had such a disapproval for acts of desire, or even love, between men. I got myself into trouble several times before I learned to be more circumspect.”

His voice shook a little; he did not look at Rick, but held out his hand, and when Rick took it he drew a breath to the bottom of his lungs. “Will you be staying long in the village?”

“I bought Rokeby.” Rick enfolded him, felt the tremble of his limbs. 

“Doesn’t mean you’ll be staying.” John moved against him, thin, hard, tense. “I’ve watched them come and go. Most of the houses in the village are just investment properties. You have no idea how they change hands, over and over, as people arrive and leave again, trading the properties for gain.”

“Not me,” Rick whispered against the shell of John’s ear, and what shocked him was, he meant it. He felt the faint prickle of John’s sparse blond stubble as he turned his head, and then his mouth covered John’s — tasting coffee, hungry, greedy for him, eating him alive while his hands clenched into slender shoulders, tight enough to bruise and make John yelp. He took his hands away, but John did not move out of his arms, and his mouth hardened. He took the very air from Rick’s lungs as the kiss deepened until Rick tasted a drop of blood.

They were on the bed, John’s hands were cold inside his shirt, his teeth had closed on the skin of Rick’s neck, marking him there with a brand he would wear for days. His skin rose up in goose bumps as he heard the chur of a zip unmeshing; his belly prickled at the sudden chill, but he only lifted his hips to let John pull off the denim and shorts together. They dumped themselves at the foot of the bed, and John stood only for a moment to drop his own jeans. He wore no shorts beneath them, and as he kicked them off his cock stood up like a lance, pale gold, nested in curls as blond as the hair on his head. 

He was big with excitement, and if Rick had wondered if he might be pushing this — moving too fast, too soon — he knew he was wrong. He wished he had brought something to use, a condom, a tube of lube, but John knew what he was asking for, what he needed.

On the shelves by the bed was a smoked-glass pot, unmarked and stoppered with a cork, which suggested its age. He placed the jar into Rick’s hand and knelt at the side of his own bed, intent on the shaft throbbing between Rick’s thighs. Rick had only to spread his legs wide, prop himself on his palms, on the patchwork quilt of soft leathers, and let John put his fair head down, put his beautiful mouth to work.

Pleasure was so intense, it flirted with the thin edge of pain, and Rick whimpered, struggling not to come like a kid, like the first time. He had lost count of the men he had been with since he was sixteen years old; he thought he had seen and done everything. Yet John was capable of reducing him to begging whimpers, no coherent thought left in his head, no ambition left, unless it was to bury himself to the balls in the body he had come to desire so much, the wanting hurt.

Had it only been a day? Was it just twenty-four hours since he fell, up in the ruins, hit his head and woke to find himself looking into the face of an angel, illuminated by the gold flicker of lamplight? 

And John might have been an angel — might have modeled for the artists of other times, other lands, who painted angels as they painted the saints and heroes of bygone ages. Time seemed to stand still around him. Nothing of the twenty-first century clung to him, nor even of the twentieth. He was outside his time, far from his proper place, a human anachronism, lonely and aloof. Yet he was still a man, flesh and blood, and throbbing with desire.

He tortured Rick with pleasure until Rick was within a moment of begging for release, and then lifted his head and looked down at Rick in the soft yellow light. His mouth was swollen, his lips the color and texture of ripe fruit. Rick wanted them, and pushed up to kiss him. He tasted himself on John’s tongue, and the salt-sweetness brought the desire to smoldering in his belly. 

His right hand curled around John’s cock, rediscovering the size and form and heat of him, the bulk and mass of his balls, the silk of the curls nesting his groin. He would have dropped his head to the task — his mouth was watering for it — but John’s hands clenched into his hair to stop him.

“Not now,” he said, rasping between clenched teeth. “You’ll finish me, and — I want you inside me when I come. I want to feel that.”

So Rick let him go, caught him by the shoulder and urged him onto the bed. The tight-packed straw mattress did not yield much under their double weight. John wanted to be on his knees. He kissed Rick again, tongue in his mouth and hands cradling Rick’s close-cropped skull, and then he drew back with a look of deep longing. He said not a word, but with faultless grace went to his knees and offered Rick everything he had, everything he was.

He might have been making a gift, and Rick felt the air rush from his lungs. He had been with so many men, yet none of them had made him feel the act was anything more than a fair trade of physical pleasure, a deal quickly consummated, and just as swiftly forgotten. 

John was waiting now, forehead lowered to his folded hands. There was something almost ritualistic about it as Rick took the cork from the jar, and smelt a flower-sweet balm. The oil was light on his fingers as he stroked it onto John, deep into the warmth between his buttocks, and into the heart of him. John groaned, low in his chest, rumbling like a cat, and Rick sank two fingers into him, and then three, preparing the way, opening and oiling him, as if he were the most precious courtesan. 

Aching with urgency, he stilled at last. One hand was splayed on John’s back, the other still half buried in him. “Are you —?”

“Ready for you?” John’s voice panted. “Oh, yes.”

It should have troubled Rick, positioning the head of his cock at the tight ring of muscle, pressing forward there and plunging into the channel prepared by his fingers, and no fine layer of latex between them, nothing to uphold the vows of safe sex he had taken years ago, like an entire generation. It should have been anxious, sliding naked into John’s body, riding him bareback, thrilled with intense sensations which the latex too often dulled. But entering John’s body was like returning to a safe harbor, almost with a feeling of coming home. Rick groaned, and for a moment wished he knew words to tell John what he felt, before even the thoughts were gone.

His mind spun away, there was only the two of them and this coupling, this mating, until he could not hold off his climax any longer. John was whimpering softly, needing just the grip of a hand about him. As Rick provided it, he humped back, impaling himself one last time.

The orgasm was vast, like a storm breaking through every nerve in Rick’s body. He listened to his own cries, and to John’s, and moments later went down heavily on John’s back. He made a bony cushion, but Rick could not find the strength or the will to move for a long moment. He lay still, content just to drag air into his lungs, until John began to move under him, cramped and wriggling.

With a soft curse Rick let him up, and when John rolled over they lay together, still panting, sweat-slick in the lamplight. 

“I have to wash,” Rick said ruefully.

“Kettle on the hob. Hot water. Ewer of cold water on the stand in the corner ... basin, soap, towels in the basket underneath.”

“I … thanks.” Rick sat up with difficulty. “I’ve seen this stuff in museums — sorry, man. I’m new at this no-power thing.” He stood with an effort. “Why don’t you run a generator?”

“And buy it with what?” John asked pragmatically. “And fuel it with petrol bought with what? I don’t get money very often, and when I do, I use it to buy things I need.”

“And you don’t need a generator?”

“Not as much as I need a bag of rice, or a pair of boots, or a tin of paraffin for the lamps.” John sat up and watched as Rick poured a basin of water, adjusted the temperature with the tea kettle, and washed in the warmth by the hearth. “Don’t make more of electricity than it’s worth. Fifty years ago, country houses didn’t have it. You don’t need it.”

Rick cast a dubious glance over his shoulder. “Television, computers, microwave.”

“Books, gramophone, a skillet on the hob,” John retorted. “I never got used to all … that. The machines and the rest. I don’t need them.”

“Gramophone,” Rick echoed as he toweled down and returned to the bed with a warm, wet rag for John. “I noticed it. I haven’t seen one of those, except in movies. You crank it, don’t you?”

“You just wind it up, and put on a record, and put the needle down in the outside track.” He wiped sketchily at himself and then threw the rag in the direction of the stand with the ewer and basin. “Very wonderful thing, the gramophone.” 

He was on his feet now, naked and unconcerned about it as he rummaged through the precious 78rmp disks. Rick watched with an enormous fascination as he pulled one out of its paper sleeve, set it on the turntable, and wound up the ancient clockwork. A needle the thickness of a child’s thumbnail set down in the outside track, and the shush of antiquated recording technology began, a hiss and crackle, seconds ahead of the music.

It was sweet, lilting, a melody that seemed to transcend time and borders, lovely enough to overcome the poor quality of the recording. Rick listened, transfixed. “What is it?”

John gave him an odd look. “You don’t listen to music?”

“Not like this.” Rick retrieved the sleeve and read, “Introduction and Rondo Capriccioso, by Saint-Saëns, played by Fritz Kreisler. It’s ...” 

“Music,” John said, puzzled. He dropped a hand on Rick’s arm. “You listen while I make up the hearth and eat and feed Izzie. Are you hungry? Sex should give you an appetite.”

He was pulling on the denims as he spoke, and Rick watched him move about the cottage, so familiar in his own home, with his own things, that nothing seemed out of place or shabby or outmoded. 

The music, like the Shakespeare he was reading, was far removed indeed from anything Rick knew. John’s world was at once simpler and infinitely more complex. As the music ended he lifted the big, bulky arm and set it back in its cradle. “That was … beautiful.”

“I think so.” John had fed the dog, stoked the hearth, and was making tea. 

“You don’t often get money,” Rick prompted. “You don’t work in the area?”

The warnings were there in John’s face again: don’t ask me questions. But he said, “I trade, sometimes. Gourmet wild mushrooms — I know where they grow. Eggs — my chickens are free range. Handicrafts. Leather and wood carvings. Fresh fish, right out of the river, two miles east of here. I have a bike. I ride into the town, and I know who’ll barter.”

“You don’t trade in the village?” Rick wondered.

“Too close to home,” John said darkly. “In the town, they just think I’m a gypsy, don’t know where I’m camped, don’t care to ask. The village is too small. People get curious. Then they get suspicious.” He gave Rick a look that was becoming all too familiar. “In the town, I can trade in rainbow trout and free range eggs, and handmade wallets, and carved wood paperweights, and come home with that I need. Sometimes,” he added with an odd smile, “I buy batteries for the radio. Listen to the news, despair of how your world is descending into hell, and turn the damned thing off again.”

“Your world too,” Rick said pointedly.

“Is it?” John’s brows rose. “Is it really?”

“Isn’t it?” Rick pulled a cover off the bed rather than get dressed, swung it around his shoulders and lifted a chair out from the table. The fire blazed brightly now, and the lamps shut out the shadows. “You’ve made yourself cozy here.”

“I’ve lived here a long time.” John fetched a teapot and mugs, and poured a brew that smelt of herbs, flowers and honey. “I have everything I need.”

“Except companionship.” Rick tried the tea, and liked it. “You’re alone here. You won’t let anyone else in … you don’t even want to let me in. If I just walked away, you wouldn’t do anything to stop me, and you wouldn’t call me back. Would you?”

Very slowly, sadly, John’s fair head shook. “No, I wouldn’t.” He looked at Rick through a veil of steam from his mug, and his eyes glittered with tears that would not fall. “And not because I wouldn’t want to, and not because I wouldn’t mourn your absence.”

Exasperated, Rick swiped up a sandwich and ate, chewing mechanically and hardly tasting the food. “You know, you’re the most infuriating guy I ever knew.” Then he sighed and admitted, “And the most beautiful. You drive me right out of my mind, John. I don’t know what I’m thinking, what I’m doing. One minute, I think I have you worked out, the next you’re a bigger mystery than before.” He reached across the table and took John’s hand. “Part of me wants to run hard and fast and not look back.”

John’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. “And the rest of you?” 

“The rest of me wants to stay right here, be with you, grab on tight and not let go of you,” Rick sighed. “And I admit, I know it’s dumb, because I’ve only known you for a day.”

“A night,” John corrected. “Two nights, in fact.” He looked at the bed, and gave Rick a rare smile. “You’re welcome to stay. You’re always welcome here.”

“Careful,” Rick warned, “I might be tougher to get rid of than the mold that grows in the back of the fridge.”

At last John laughed. “Do you want to go somewhere? The rain’s gone, it’s going to be a beautiful night.”

The question took Rick by surprise. “You want to go dancing? I know a few places where you’d be the best looking guy in the club, with a couple of dozen young beauties knocking themselves out to get in the back room with you. Or, you want to go to a movie?”

“A movie,” John echoed. “I haven’t seen a film in … I can’t remember how long it’s been.”

“Iron Man 2 should still be showing,” Rick mused, “but I don’t think that’s your style. In fact, I can’t think what would be your style. What’s the last movie you saw?”

John was about to shrug off the question, and then admitted, “Roman Polanski’s Macbeth.”

“Now, there’s a golden oldie. That one goes back so far,  I only know about it from the DVD. You like your Shakespeare.” Rick opened the fruitcake and broke off a chunk. 

“I always liked Will’s work, though it was Kit I loved,” John said wistfully. “Poor Kit. He died too young, and the tragedy of it saddens me still.”

“Kit, as in Marlowe, Christopher,” Rick said slowly. 

“Yes.” John shook himself and seemed to become aware of what he was saying. He forced a smile. “You have to see, hear, Marlowe performed to appreciate him properly. Reading doesn’t do him justice. A traveling company toured here, they were in the area for weeks. Long enough for me to fall in love. And … no, I don’t want to go to a film. I was thinking, a walk in the starlight. Sometimes I ride up to the hilltop, see the lights. You can see York from there, shining like a caravanserai in the night. And I know where the trout are biting on nights like this. Have you ever tickled for trout in the moonlight on a summer’s night?”

Rick shook his head. “You make it sound wonderful.”

“I’ll show you,” John offered.

“I’ll let you.” Rick yawned deeply. “But if I tell you the truth, it’s been a long day, and so was yesterday. I’m tired. I could be happy to hang out here, talk, have sex again, listen to some of those old records … fall asleep with you in my arms, and then do it all again tomorrow.”

“Could you?” John’s smile was wistful. “You’d soon be bored to tears with my life.”

“With the peace and quiet, the way time and trouble just seem to stop, the moment you reach St. Martin’s?” Rick took stock of the question, and held out his mug for a refill. “This is what I came here to find. Peace. The quiet to think, and figure out who I am, what I want, where I’m going.”

“Ah.” John gave the cottage a speculative glance. “Well, you’ve stumbled into something of a hermitage. A Trappist retreat could be no more quiet, serene. Unexciting.”

Rick chuckled. “If I get bored, I’ll let you know. But there’s enough mystery about you to keep Sherlock Holmes busy for six or eight years.” He held up both hands as if John had pulled a gun on him. “And no, I won’t ask! But not asking won’t stop me wondering. So.” He ate a little cake, took a swig of tea. “Will you fall asleep in my arms?”

“If I slept,” John said simply, “I’d be glad to.”

“You don’t sleep?” For the hundredth time Rick was caught wrong-footed, and wondered if John were joking.

But he was dead serious. “I don’t sleep,” he said simply. “Or, not in the way you sleep. And it won’t stop me lying beside you when you can’t stay awake any longer.” He gave Rick a smile, part amused, part sad. “Like last night.”

“Last night was...” Rick shivered. 

“It was. Like tonight.” John stretched both arms over his head, showing sharp ribs, long limbs, the lean, clean body lines Rick had come to admire. “You’re always welcome here. Izzie likes you, and I ...” The pale blue eyes smoldered on Rick. “I could devour you.”

“And still you won’t share your secrets,” Rick chided.

“Can’t.” John spread his hands with an eloquent shrug. “Leave me be, Rick, as you promised.”

And Rick surrendered. “Then, tell me what you need here. Food, bedding … a solar panel to charge batteries, so you can have a few of the toys of rampant technology?”

“Just simple things.” John chuckled softly. “Coffee. Wine. Chocolate. It’s not important.”

But Rick was making a mental list, not of life’s necessities, which John could manage for himself, but of the treats and toys most people took for granted. He stood, caught John in both arms and held him for the pleasure of it. 

He was falling in love, and he was old enough, wise enough, to know it. He had been falling in love last night, as if a blank area in his life was suddenly filled the moment John took his hand as a friend, kissed his mouth as a lover. 

“I don’t suppose you’d want to come and live at Rokeby,” he mused. 

“I couldn’t,” John said philosophically.

“It’s not the big deal it used to be,” Rick argued. “I can see how you’d get out of touch, living way out here, but trust me. You and I could get married, and our friends would throw confetti and the neighbors wouldn’t bat an eyelid.”

“Married?” John echoed. He leaned back to look at Rick, and his brows rose.

“Married.” Rick traced a caress about the fine, angular features he was swiftly coming to love. “Times have changed, they’re still changing. No one would care if you came to live at the cottage. You’d have to watch out for a mate of mine, Paul. He’ll be drooling over you, eyes glued to your bum. Slap his hands off, if they get in places you don’t want them.” He chuckled at John’s confounded expression. “I don’t propose to every beautiful guy who saves my life in a haunted old ruin. And even if I did, I know it’s too soon. But think about coming to live at Rokeby.”

John’s eyes darkened and once again glittered with tears, though he refused to shed them. “Oh, I’ll think about it.” He wanted to kiss, and he took John’s mouth with a passion that could have bruised, and at the same time a great gentleness. “Believe me,” he said against Rick’s hair, “if I could tell you what I am, I would.”

The words were dark, hard, and Rick heard the finality in them. They forbade more questions, and with an intense effort of will he choked off the scores which clamored to be asked. 

They talked long into the night, made love on the rug before the hearth, listened to music Rick had never heard before, from composers whose names were not even familiar. The food was gone, they had talked themselves into a comfortable silence and dawn was not far away when John told him, 

“You should get some sleep. Try the bed. It’s comfortable. I don’t use it much because I don’t really sleep, but winter nights are long and cold, and it can be nice to curl up and listen to the storm.”

The bed had been looking more and more inviting, and Rick did not need much more persuading. “Will you lie down with me? I know you don’t sleep, but you do cuddle, I know that much for a fact.”

They were a tangle of limbs, warm, reveling in the peace and simple pleasure of companionship. Rick thought he had never felt more easy with any other human being. Sleep tugged at his mind; he felt John’s hands on him, just stroking now, trying to sooth rather that arouse.

“I’ll be gone when you wake,” John murmured. 

“So you said. Same as you snuck out of the cottage without even disturbing the dust.” Rick yawned. “You’re coming to my place for dinner, remember. Stroganoff. Then you’re staying with me ... bring the dog and leave a door unlocked, for godsakes. No need to creep out like a thief — and take your damn’ clothes this time. Runnin’ around naked, you could get yourself arrested.”

He was asleep then, going down into dreams which were as tangled as the embrace, dark and warm, confused with blurred, half-seen images of John and the sounds of strange music, the colors of dusk and dawn on the ruins of St. Martin’s and the sensation of peace which haunted the place, as if time itself were suspended there. 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

He slept a long time, and would have slept longer if Izzie had not landed on the bed beside him, pawing and yelping for his attention. The hearth was out, the door was closed, and she wanted to be out — probably needed to be out, just as Rick needed to visit the outhouse. John had told him where to find it, a dozen yards from the cottage, on the other side of the hazel bushes.   

The dog disappeared into the woods as he padded barefoot to the outhouse. He might have wondered what he would find there, but it was just a latrine with a polished wooden seat, and beside it a basket of hay, a pail of water, a  paraffin lamp. 

Yawning, he made his way back and stood on John’s doorstep, watching the sun dapple through the trees, listening to birds in the dog rose thicket while the chickens pecked for breakfast in the pile of scraps John had tossed out of the window last night. Bread, cake, cheese, crumbs and crusts, nothing would be wasted. 

He wondered if he was supposed to go looking for eggs,  but he would not have known where to begin. Instead, he watched a rabbit hop through the glade, and took a deep breath of clean, cold air. He was reminded of the shoot he had done at a Taoist retreat in the hills north of Hong Kong. 

Many people withdrew to such places to heal their souls when they were oppressed by wounds which never showed in the flesh. He knew John was weighted down by the past, by something he had suffered — perhaps even something he had done — which he could never forget. Did he live here like a Taoist hermit, trying to heal?

“I swear to God, I’m not going to ask,” Rick said to the cottage as he made tea and scrambled eggs for breakfast. “But not asking ain’t gonna stop the wondering!”

It was mid-morning when he left, and Izzie was looking expectantly at him. She would be hungry, and he had forgotten to ask John what she ate, where her food was kept. He whistled her into the car, and this time she jumped in without hesitation. 

The weather was superb. An early haze was already burning off, and it would be hot in the afternoon. The sky was a vast sheet of blue, and he wanted to photograph the ruins beneath it. As he drove back to the village he listened to the weather forecast, and grumbled soundlessly. Another front was coming in. It would be drizzling by midnight, but the sunset might be spectacular. 

“Sounds like a day to spend at St. Martin’s,” he told the dog. “I’m up for it if you are. I’ll get some food packed, and my gear, bring a book … we can wait for John to get home, and then … you like stroganoff? Show me a dog that doesn’t like stroganoff!”

Rokeby was still a maze of boxes, but by now most of what remained were full of books, music, movies. The moving company had pushed the bookcases against the walls, but they were in the wrong places, and some of them demanded two pairs of hands to move them without damaging them. John could make himself useful while dinner cooked. Most of Rick’s possessions were unpacked; the kitchen, bedroom, bathroom and office were set haphazardly up, and empty cartons were heaped in the corner of the parlor, waiting to be broken down and dumped in the garage. 

“I should have bought dog food,” he told Izzie as he set his backpack on the armchair. “Will you take sausages? Dumb question, am I right?”

She wolfed the sausages while he stuffed a bag of rolls with salad and sliced beef, and filled the thermos. He downloaded emails as he recharged two sets of batteries and checked his smartcards, and when he repacked the backpack, he put in the  guidebooks he had bought from Tony Costerson. He bagged up fruit, nuts, cheese, and stood looking into the backpack. 

“What am I forgetting? Oh, yes.” 

Salt and vinegar crisps, four cans of lager, a bottle of wine. He zipped the pack, swung it over his shoulder, collected his cameras and gave the dog a low whistle. She was at the door ahead of him, and waiting to jump into the car. How fast dogs grew accustomed to the way things were, how they must be. People lagged behind, preoccupied with objects that were obsolete, outgrown habits and outmoded thoughts. 

On the way out of the village he stopped at the store. Two kinds of chocolate, coffee, Ceylon tea, bacon, crackers and marmalade, condensed milk and drinking chocolate — and a dozen cans of dog food, the one which swore it was fortified with the proper vitamins and minerals to keep them healthy.     

And then they were out of the village before old Ted from the pub or Tony Costerson himself could waylay Rick and waste the glorious weather. Instinct whispered to him that too little of it remained, and the coming winter was going to be long, cold and dark.

The quiet of St. Martin’s enveloped him like a lover. He  set up camp on a rug in the lee of one of the standing walls, opposite the gargoyle, and as noon settled over the ruins he started his shoot there. The dog vanished into the woods, and for hours he photographed the abbey relic from every angle, every perspective. 

He smelt woodsmoke on the afternoon air, but before he could worry about a heath fire he saw TomShore and several locals in the distance. They were clearing the hedges and ditches — a seasonal chore, much easier done in autumn than spring. Tom saw him and waved; Rick waved back, but none of the men came up to the ruins, as if they were reluctant.

“You know it’s haunted, of course,” Rick said to the gargoyle, which perched on its high ledge, mute, weather-worn, dark and grim. Doves sunned themselves beside it; he zoomed on them, captured twenty frames, fine images. And it was as he zoomed out for a wider shot that he noticed the scuff marks, the worn-smooth area on the buttress below the statue.

The stone there seemed to have been polished, which made no sense. Who would come up to these ruins and deliberately polish part of the wall? Why one part, and not another? Why the section there around the buttress, where great building bricks had worn away, creating something like a flight of steps reaching up to the ledge where the gargoyle sat. 

He came closer, moving this way and that as the shadows lengthened, trying to see which stones were polished smooth, and how. The closer he looked, the more he saw the giveaway signs of activity, and it had to be human activity. Dogs, foxes, badgers — none of these creatures climbed, and the squirrels that did climb had no reason to use these building stones so often that their tiny hands wore the stone smooth.

It was as if someone climbed there, so often that after a decade of hands and feet scrambling up and down, the rock betrayed their coming and going. His eyes followed the huge bricks up from the base of the wall to the ledge where the gargoyle perched. Nothing was immediately obvious, but a thrill of suspicion tingled in Rick’s mind now.

Something was surely hidden up there. Did smugglers use the ruins? Was this a dropping place for drugs, or laundered money? Was this why John made such a mystery out of his presence here, and why he vanished at odd times?

Groaning, cursing himself for being so besotted that he could not see past his own desires, Rick set down the camera and wiped his palms on the seat of his jeans. He glared at the rocks, choosing the best way up. “Is this it, John-boy? Is this the big secret? Fuckitall to hell, if you’re smuggling drugs, if this is what your deadly fucking secret is all about, I’ll have your balls in the blender!”

He grumbled all the way up the odd stairs, where the steps were created by the crumbling of the ruin and the inexorable erosion of well over four hundred winters. He had a good head for heights, and at the top he paused to gaze around the ruin from this perspective. He should have brought the camera — the view was glorious. And up so close, the gargoyle was pitted and scarred by rain, wind, snow. Forlorn, Rick thought. Forgotten and somber. 

All around him, dust and tree debris had gathered into a thick layer of topsoil in which grasses grew. Rick looked behind him, under him, searching for a hiding place, a loose stone, anything that might betray a gang of smugglers.

Nothing. The rime of dust and dirt was undisturbed. He might have been the only human being to climb up here in a century. Longer. Puzzled, annoyed, he leaned on the gargoyle’s shoulder and surveyed the late afternoon landscape. He could see as far as the strip of woodland which bordered the highway, and as far as the moors, the spire of St. Bartholomew’s, and the rooftops of Little Swinvale. Beyond the woods to the east was Hopewood Farm, though he could not see it; and John’s cottage was too small, too well hidden, to be visible.

Still grumbling, he clambered down for the camera, climbed right back up and leaned on the gargoyle for balance as he captured a hundred frames. “You don’t mind, do you?” he asked the gargoyle. “I’m not in your way, am I? You don’t vanish till sundown, that’s what they say. Then, hush up and stay put. You’ve got two hours yet, and I want these pictures.”

The standing walls trapped the sun. It was hot enough to work up a sweat sitting still, and he stripped to his shorts to soak up the heat. The trick was to soak up enough to last through the winter. He sprawled on the rug, eating with one hand and engrossed in the guidebooks. As if she could pick up food with some kind of canine radar, Izzie materialized beside him. He shared with her, eyes on a book about the local heritage-listed sites and their lore, until he came to the margin notes attached to a map of this area.

 A wealth of folklore surrounds the ruin of the Benedictine Abbey of St. Martin’s, much of it concerning the haunting of the site, which has been observed and reported no less than eighty times between 1557 and the date of this writing, in 2009. The abbey sports a single remaining gargoyle which stands vigil over the south cloister — save when it is reported to vanish utterly. It is never seen at night, but from dusk to dawn the ruins are known to be haunted by the form of a wingless angel, a fair-haired young man of great beauty, who has been sighted on scores of occasions. He is described alternatively as an angel or a ghost, and in 1893 sketches of him were published in an August edition of the Yorkshire Post. The manifestation has been called the St. Martin’s Angel, while the mystery of the gargoyle remains one of the most enigmatic and fascinating cases in modern folklore. 

Beneath the text, thumbnail sized but still clear, was a reproduction of the artwork which had appeared in the paper, and Rick felt his heart literally stop for a full second before it began to race. The artist had made John’s cheekbones too high, his mouth too wide, but the likeness was too close for there to be any doubt about who it was.

The Yorkshire Post was one of the country’s oldest papers, founded in the middle of the eighteenth century. Even now, it was published in Leeds — Rick knew its offices well, since he had worked as a freelance all over this country for years. He had no doubt that he could go to the paper’s archives and pull the 1893 microfilms for August, and find himself looking into a drawing of John’s face that was close enough to correct to stand his hair on end.

He rolled over, flat on his back, and gazed up at the gargoyle, which squatted there on the ledge, gazing blindly across the abbey grounds, the stream, the old orchards, the woods. Tony Costerson was right about this place. It was as steeped in peace as a Zen monastery, and if the ruins were haunted, they were not haunted by any evil.

“Who are you?” Rick whispered. “What are you?” He rested one forearm over his eyes to shut out the evening light, and felt the prickle of ridiculous tears. He was in love; he knew what it felt like. It was more of a soul-deep ache than joy, because the rational part of his mind knew that love never worked out. Not for him. He had fallen in love with a man who was so unreal, unreachable, unattainable, the situation might have made him laugh if the pain in his gut were not so striking.

“It’s you, isn’t it?” he said to John, though only Izzie was with him in the ruined cloister. “It’s you they’ve been seeing here at night, for how many years? Just like they don’t see the gargoyle at night. Even I didn’t see the gargoyle when I was looking for it, trying to find my way out of here in the dark — Christ!” 

He sat up, hugging himself, calling himself all kinds of a fool. The shadows were long now; the air was chilling the way autumn nights were cold though the afternoons could be hot. The cloisters were already in deep blue shadow and the clouds which would bring the late-night drizzle had begun to mass up in the west. Sunset would be glorious.

Beside him, the collie lifted her nose to scent the air. Perhaps she smelt foxes or rabbits, but this time she did not chase them. She sat on a corner of the rug, waiting patiently, simply watching as the day wound down into evening.

A  breeze rustled in sycamores and alder. Rick shrugged back into his shirt and jacket, and forced his mind to work. There were always answers, no matter if the rational part of a man’s mind wanted to accept them or not. Sometimes the right answers were simply so incredible, the mind refused to believe on any material level. The next step was a leap of faith.

His limbs trembled as he slung the camera back around his neck and looked down at the dog. She was calm, content to wait, as if she had done this a hundred times. Animals could always sense strangeness. Evil. Rick studied Izzie closely, and knew he was not deceiving himself. Nothing evil dwelt here.

“It’s going to be a beautiful sunset,” he told the dog. “How many of them have you seen, waiting here? Well, you just wait a while longer, girl. I want to photograph the sunset.” He glanced up at the gargoyle’s perch. “And I know just the place where I can get the best view of it.”

The pulses hammered in his temples and throat as he climbed. He knew the handholds now; it was easier than before. He prayed he was wrong as he scrambled up the sun-warm stone. If he had believed in God or gods, he would have muttered prayers aloud — let me be wrong, just let me be wrong, and I’ll leave this place and never come back.

But instinct was as powerful as the dread that he was right. It made no sense … yet it made complete sense, if he could only set aside the materialist’s rationale. In the blue light of day it was difficult, impossible, to deny the twenty-first century materialist. But here, bathed in the blood and gold of a blazing sunset, in a place where time seemed to have stopped utterly, Rick was aware only of the drumbeat of his own heart, the millrace of his thoughts, as he clambered up onto the ledge.

The sun was bloated, scarlet, wreathed in clouds. The sky was catching fire as he settled himself against the warm stone shoulder of the gargoyle and began to fame the sunset.  He would take at least fifty shots, spaced fifteen or twenty seconds apart, and later, in the computer, he might combine elements of several of them to get the exact effect he wanted.

He had done this work so many times before, his hands could do it by themselves. He had only to balance there precariously, conscious of leaning on the gargoyle to steady himself as the light faded and his exposure times grew longer and longer. The sun dropped, blazing, into an ocean of blood. He pressed his back against the stone as it dipped below the horizon and the colors flared up one final time, brighter and clearer than ever, before the hues cooled, shifted to mauve and purple and steel blue, and began to fade. 

He was holding his breath as the violet and mauve gathered, waiting, praying he was wrong, knowing he was right, so sure he was right that when he felt movement against his shoulder he only caught his breath, and closed his eyes — too afraid to watch it happen — and turned to catch the St. Martin’s Angel in an embrace.

He was cold, but not shiveringly so. He shook, but it was with the powerful reaction of wrenching out of the grip of stone and finding himself in a man’s arms. He gasped in a long, ragged breath and tried to move away, but Rick was not about to let him. He tightened the hug, held on until he knew he was bruising, and only when John surrendered and came to him willingly did he let go enough to look into his face.

He was wild eyed with fear, gaunt with grief. “Why?” he demanded. “Why didn’t you just leave me be? Now you’ll go, and I’ll never see you again, and it’ll be just me, alone, for ever, as it’s always been.” For the first time the tears spilled, silver in the dying light. “Let me go. Let me go!”

“You can help me down from here,” Rick said thickly. He relaxed his grip, though he did not actually release him. “You’ve climbed it so often, you’ve worn the rock smooth with your bare hands and feet. And I’m going nowhere, John … if that’s your name. I’m not going anywhere. Not before you tell me the whole story — and not after I’ve heard your worst.” He still held John’s wide, bony shoulders between his hands, and while John was too confused to stop him, he leaned over, kissed his eyes, his mouth, tasted the salt of tears and something else. Something that was merely John.

“Why?” Confusion twisted John’s face. “Why are you still here? Why aren’t you —”

“Running away from you, or attacking you?” Rick guessed. He took John’s cold hands. “Maybe because I fell in love with you? Maybe because I’ve got the brains to know something’s going on here that I don’t understand, and I want to understand. Maybe because I’m not a Bible-thumper, and I’m not scared spitless of anything God might not like, because to cap everything else, I’m an atheist anyway. Maybe because all my life I’ve longed to believe in something, but churches and temples don’t do one damn’ thing for me … but I always knew there was more even though I couldn’t guess what it was. Is. Maybe because I’m an idiot, and I’m determined to make a fool of myself for a guy I’m in love with … even if this isn’t his face that was published in the Yorkshire Post over a hundred years ago.” He stopped there, needing to breathe, to think.

“It is,” John whispered. 

Rick’s insides clenched. “Oh, Christ.”

“I thought you said you were an atheist.”

“Figure of speech.” Rick leaned heavily against the wall at the back of the ledge. “How old are you?”

“It’s not as simple as that,” John sighed. 

“Tell me.”

“Can we get down from here first?” John had begun to pull his wits back together far faster than Rick. “I’m getting cold, and I’m hungry, and Isabeau is waiting, and she’s probably hungry too.”

“Izzie,” Rick said with a faintly hysterical laugh, “has been stuffing her furry face all day.” The dusk was thickening rapidly, and he looked down the stones he had climbed. “You go first. You know the way better than I do.”

“I should,” John said self-mockingly. “I’ve climbed these stones on more than a hundred thousand nights, which you can’t imagine. No human could imagine … not to see the sun, never to see the blue sky, nor travel further from this place than a single night can take me. Give me your hand. Let me help you.” He was naked, tall, thin, aloof, with a strange dignity furled about him, armoring him.

“Don’t,” Rick said, a bare rasp. “Don’t you dare shut me out. Not when I’m the first one to figure this out, and dare to be here.” He slapped his right hand into John’s left and shifted his weight to the step below the ledge.

John was far more nimble, as if he could have done this in his sleep. “You’re not the first.” He was a step below, and looked up at Rick with the face which had haunted him. “A young priest put the pieces together just before the First World War. There was a Benedictine student, fifty years earlier, who came to visit the ruins on some kind of pilgrimage. And a crazy artist who came up here to paint the way you take photographs, and was mad enough to believe the evidence of his eyes.”

“Then, I must be mad too,” Rick said cynically as his feet touched solid ground. “I only know what I saw.”

The collie bounced up, greeting John as if he had just come home after a day at the office. “Hello, girl. He says you’ve been eating all day! What did you eat, eh?” He knelt to hug the dog, pet her.

“She’s had sausages, sliced beef, cheese, muffins,” Rick muttered, watching John with a sense of weird dislocation. “For godsakes, man, tell me the truth!”

“Like this?” John stood and looked down at himself. “I’m naked, and I’m getting cold.” 

Rick shrugged out of his coat. “Put this on. What do you do for clothes, if you wake up here are sundown, naked?”

“I leave them in a place where they’ll stay dry,” John told him. “Summer nights are not so bad, but they’re so short. I have a few hours before the sun is up again, and I sleep the sleep of stone. Winter nights are so long, even I nap in the early hours, but waking here in snow and ice and wind is uncomfortable.”

“I can imagine,” Rick murmured.

“You can’t,” John said harshly. He was moving a stone out from the bottom of the wall, and Rick saw a space behind it. A pair of corduroy trousers, a dark green sweater, sandshoes, all of them old and well worn. John dressed swiftly and turned back to Rick with a defensive expression. “You see? I can take care of myself. I’ve had a very long time to find out how.”

The truth was standing before him, dizzying him, and Rick put both hands to his head, squeezed shut his eyes, forced himself to think. “You’re coming home with me tonight. You’re going to get warm and fed, and a little bit drunk, and very fucked indeed … and you’re going to tell me everything. All of it, right from the beginning.”

“Am I?” John demanded moodily.

“Yes, you bloody-well are!” Rick swung on him. “I love you, you imbecile! Don’t you understand plain English?”

The man’s eyes were vast pools, gray in the twilight, and for a moment the defenses went down and Rick saw through to his soul. “Oh, yes. I’ve spoken English for a long time. I speak it well. I just … can’t believe. Not yet. I’m waiting for it all to break apart and fly away. It always does.”

“Yeah? Well not this time,” Rick muttered as he snatched up the backpack and rug. “Get in the car, will you? Put Izzie in the back. I bought plenty of dog food, she’ll get a proper dinner as well. And as for you —” He looked back at John and saw the quizzical smile, the knitted brows, the utter confusion. “You get wine and chocolate and coffee,” he said bluffly. “Whatever it takes to bribe the truth out of you.”

“The truth,” John echoed. “Come on, Isabeau. In the car, now.” He held open the door, ushered her into the back, and climbed up himself. 

Rick threw the rug and backpack in. He was in a moment later and handed the camera to John. “Don’t drop that.” He stopped as his fingers brushed John’s. “What do I call you? It can’t be John.”

“You can call me John,” he said blandly.

“But it’s not your name. Is it?” Rick wove his fingers into the long, pale, cold ones. “I’ll always think of you as John, I suppose, but I’d like to know your name. I’m guessing you haven’t told anyone your real name in … how long?”

“Too long for the number of years to mean anything.” John looked away into the gathering night.

 Swearing soundlessly, Rick twisted the key in the ignition and slammed the Toyota into reverse. “Home in five. You can take care of the hearth while I get busy in the kitchen. I’m not a bad cook, but it turns out I don’t know jack about building real, live fires.”

“Umbriel,” John whispered.

An odd sensation prickled along Rick’s arms. “I’m sorry?”

“Umbriel.” John looked sidelong at him in the near darkness. “That’s my name. Was my name, the family name. I went by it because I was already far from home, but in the bosom of my family they called me Anjon, which means Youngest Son. So you see, ‘John’ is close enough, though it was many years since I’d gone by that name when...”

“When you got here.” Rick took a deep breath. “Umbriel. It’s a lovely name.”

“It means, ‘from the land of shadows,’” John said in a wistful tone. “It turned out to be very apt.” He shrugged off the melancholy and watched as Rick flicked on the highbeams and backed the car around. “Be gentle with me. It’s been years since I spent more than a few minutes in the company of any one person. They start to ask questions, and I have no answers.”

“Like me,” Rick growled.

John’s hand crept closer and molded around his thigh as he drove. “You have the right to ask.”

“That’s not what you said last night … or at least, before dawn, when I went to sleep in your bed.”

“Yes, well, that was before you put the pieces together, and instead of running away or attacking me, you fed my dog and offered me dinner, and told me you care for me.” There was a catch in John’s voice. “You’re making a mistake. You don’t want to be involved with me.”

“You’re probably right, but it’s my call,” Rick said with what pragmatism he could muster. “I’ve never been lucky with a relationship, so this pig’s ear of a situation you got yourself into — damn, I’ve almost come to expect it. It’s never going to be easy for me. But for some insane reason I keep on trying.”

“Because you have hope,” John said huskily. “Hope is the one real miracle in the world, the force that keeps us alive when everything else has faded.”

The highbeams danced in the old, neglected orchard and the car bucked through potholes a few meters ahead of the bridge. To the left was the access road to the Shores’ farm, and Rick said ruefully, “You’ve done a hell of a job of hiding. TomShore says he’s seen you twice in a dozen years, and never clearly enough to pick you out of a Police line-up.”

“I don’t hide,” John said blandly. “The ruins have a sound reputation for being haunted, so very few people come up here at night, and as you know, you won’t find me when the sun is in the sky. Well … you will, but you won’t recognize me.” He paused as Rick took the narrow road down the hill toward the village. “Ten years ago a group of young people spent a night late in summer in the ruins, for a dare. They lit a campfire, drank themselves insensible and humped each other by twos and threes. Eventually they noticed I was there, but I was just another man in jeans and a teeshirt, with hair longer than their own, and bare feet … they handed me the bottle and invited me to join them. I ate sausages and onions, got rather drunk, and I humped two or thee of them, though I don’t recall them as individuals, I never knew names, and the genders seemed unclear.”

“Boys will be girls, and girls will be boys,” Rick said, amused. “Nothing changes. You know they still call it ‘drag’ when a guy dresses up in women’s clothes.”

“’Dressed as girl,’” John said ruefully. “You know about that? I’ve watched your world change, and change again.”

“You keep saying the same thing. Your world. As if you think you don’t belong here, and it’s not your world.”

For a long moment, as Rick took the car through the village and braked down at the gates to Rokeby, John was silent. He seemed to be hunting for the right words, and Rick let him. At last, as the Toyota was turning into the drive he said, “This became my world because I have no way back, yet I’ve been an observer, a mere spectator on the fringes. I follow this world of yours through your newspapers. I sometimes listen to the radio. In 1968 there was a commune on the hill below St. Bartholomew’s. They played records of indescribable music all night, smoked the weeds they grew behind the hen house, and talked about the war in Vietnam, and mysticism, and the spirituality of distant lands in the Orient. I spent many a night in their garden, hearing about Hare Krishna and the Maharishi and transcendental meditation. Then one day the Police came, and two of them were incarcerated for some fancied crime involving substances that heighten the senses, make human minds more malleable, more open to other planes of existence. The others drifted away and the house was sold to people from the city.”

“Yuppies,” Rick said, as if it were an obscenity. “My friend Paul’s turned into one. He’s a broker. Stockbroker. He’s already stinking rich, and he’s younger than me.” He turned off the motor and listened to the quiet. “You said you have no way back. To where? You called it ‘the land of shadows.’ Umbriel, which became your name.” He turned in the seat to face John. “I never heard of it.”

John’s half-seen face smiled sadly. “I’d be shocked if you had. You won’t find it on any map. But it exists. Somewhere.” He tipped back his head, closed his eyes. “And you can’t get there from here. Not anymore.”

The mystery was enough to enrage a saint, and Rick was no saint. He groaned in sheer frustration and swung open the door. “Let me get dinner started, and then you’re going to sit down and talk till you’re hoarse.”

“All right.” John hesitated a moment longer. “You’re making a big mistake, Rick.”

“Yeah, well, it’s my mistake to make, isn’t it?” Rick demanded. “Just bring Izzie, let’s get her fed, and open a bottle of wine, and … do you want to take a bath or something? Not that you stink or anything. You smell great. But there’s every twenty-first century comfort here. You might as well make a pig of yourself.”

“You’re spoiling me,” John observed.

“Indulge me.” Rick pulled the pack out of the back, and held out his hand for the camera. “Like you said, I’ve earned it, by not taking off like the proverbial bat, and not shoving a crucifix in your face and screaming for an exorcist.”

“I saw the film.” John sniffed disdainfully. “As much a work of fiction and fancy as anything ever penned by Dennis Wheatley. There’s a book exchange in the town. I sometimes read the most atrocious drivel, for amusement.”

At last Rick laughed. “So this is what you do on long winter nights, when you’re snowed in. You’re going to enjoy a big plasma screen and the DVD library.”

“Feed me,” John said plaintively. “I always wake hungry. The change from stone to flesh tears the strength out of me. I need to eat.”

A shiver coursed through Rick from the soles of his feet on up. “Come inside. There’s plenty of food.” He swallowed on the lump in his throat. “What … what are you?”

“You mean, am I human?” John’s brows rose. He opened up, let the collie jump down, and looked at Rick over the long, high hood. “I don’t know. I was born human, but I don’t know what I’ve become. What they made me.”

“They?” Rick pointed him at the front door. “Go. Get what you want, want you need. I pulled things straight — well, straighter than they were. It’s not so much of a bombsite.”

The lights flicked on, and this time he grabbed John physically, pinned him to the door and ravaged his mouth with a kiss that was desperate, ravenous. He half expected John to fend him off, but long arms went around him, and one leg locked about him to hold him there until neither of them could breathe. “Fridge,” Rick gasped, dizzy for lack of air in his lungs. “Beer, food. Eat. In fact, toss me a beer. I need it.”

He needed something stronger, but he also wanted a clear head so that in the morning he would be sure of what he had learned tonight. He knew most of it, but the puzzle was short of several key pieces which only John could supply. He cracked open the beer, took a long pull and enjoyed the coldness as he watched John bring out bread, cheese, meat, lettuce, and construct a slab several inches thick.

“Is it Anjon Umbriel, or —?”

“Umbriel Anjon,” he corrected through a mouthful of food. “Where I’m from, the family name is first. It just means the youngest son of the clan from the land of shadows.”

“At least it means something.” Rick finished the beer and went to the fridge for another. “Our names mostly don’t mean anything at all. Or if they do, the meanings are lost.” He watched John eat with a curious satisfaction. He almost inhaled the sandwich and then sagged back against the table and gave Rick a rueful grin. “Better?” Rick speculated.

“Much. I’ll set the fire,” John offered. 

“And I’ll cook.” Rick returned to the fridge for ground beef, onions and mushrooms, cartons of cream, mustard and tomato paste.  How do you like your stroganoff? Spicy?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never had it,” John confessed. “But I haven’t eaten spicy food since before … before I got here. I’m not used to it anymore.”

“Then I’ll make it mild,” Rick allowed, “and you can start talking. I want it all, John. Everything. If I’m going to make a complete idiot of myself for you, at least give me a fighting chance to come out of this with a shred of self-respect left!”

“I think,” John guessed, “you already know.”

But Rick’s head was shaking. “I know the ruins are haunted by a gargoyle that disappears and the manifestation of an angel who’s been sighted over and over, for more than four hundred years. I saw your face in a repro of a sketch published in the Yorkshire Post over a hundred years ago. And Tony Costerson told me about Brother Ignatius, the original mad monk, with the book and the black mirror.”

“You make him sound like Rasputin,” John chided.

“He wasn’t mad? Tony thinks he was — well, either that or possessed by demons, or maybe just another poor sod like Joan of Arc who heard voices and was burned for it.”

“Tony Costerson wasn’t there,” John said tartly. “Daniel Knowles was a true mystic. He could hear the thoughts in your mind, and he had the second sight. The gift of precognition. He knew, the day the mob came for him.”

Rick was heating olive oil in the big iron skillet. “And he didn’t run for his life?”

At the hearth, John had coaxed a small fire to life and was feeding it kindling. “He had nowhere to run to. Neither of us did. He thought he might be able to talk sense into a bastard called Gasquet. Howard Gasquet. The illegitimate son of a barber and a lady’s maid, abandoned on the steps of a church and raised by a crippled old priest whose faith was as twisted as his body. Little wonder Gasquet grew up into a man who fancied himself the hand of God, when all I felt or saw about him was a puppet whose strings were pulled by a demon with a very sick sense of humor.” He warmed his hands at the new fire and angled a dark look at Rick. “You know he killed a priest. Did Costerson tell you that?”

The ground beef was sizzling and spitting in the skillet. Rick kept it moving with a wooden wok spatula. “He talked about a Father Jacob who tried an exorcism on the ruins, and failed, and he dropped dead.”

“Jacob was smothered,” John corrected in a voice without inflection. “I saw Gasquet do it, but I couldn’t stop him. It was just before dawn.” His eyes were dark pools, filled with memory, with pain. “You know what happened to me.”

He vanished out of being, no matter where he was, or what he was doing, and the gargoyle reappeared on its perch at St. Martin’s just as the sun crossed the horizon. Rick’s throat tightened at the tragedy of it. “You were hiding,” he said softly. “You couldn’t tell what you’d seen, or they’d have burned you too.” He watched John’s fair head nodding. “Tony says Gasquet is buried up at St. Bartholomew’s. How did he die?”

“Of a seizure, in the middle of one of his raptures.” John’s nose wrinkled in scorn. “I imagine he’s still turning slowly on a spit, with a line of hobgoblins forming a queue, waiting for a turn to crank the handle and baste him. It would be less than he deserved. Jacob Prestwyck was a wonderful man. A true man of God in the best sense of the word, no matter which god you believe in, or what name you call him by. Jacob was the angel, not me, and certainly not Ignatius … Daniel. Though Daniel Knowles was an incredible man.” The fire was strong enough to burn unattended now, and he turned his back on it. His hands slid into the hip pockets of the old cord slacks, and he gave Rick a look almost of apology. “Daniel was the man for whom I gave everything, and lost everything.”

The truth was so tangible in every word, Rick could reach out and touch it. Of a sudden he had no appetite. John had eaten, the dog had been fed. He turned off the gas and left the stove. He  paused only to pick up a bottle of wine and glasses, before he took John in an embrace, in the warmth. 

They slithered down, sitting on the bare floor where John’s sheepskin had been last night. The pale face was painted gold by the firelight, never more angelic, though his expression was tortured by memories he had spent many human lifespans trying to forget.

“Tell me,” Rick said quietly. “Now. All of it, from the beginning.” He pressed a brimming glass into John’s hand, took one himself, and waited.

For a moment John was a statue, eyes closed, face molded by grief and firelight. When he spoke at last his voice was light, lilting, as if with the cadence of another language. 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

“I was born in a village called Curnareth, on the south side of a great river. I’d watch the riverboats and barges going by, heading for places I couldn’t imagine. I was the youngest, as you already know from my name. They called me Anjon. I had two brothers and three sisters, all much older than me, and all gone from home by the time I was big enough to think about what I wanted to do with my own life. I was the last chick, spoiled and coddled, until I was eleven years old. And then my parents were killed in a fire, and the siblings began to squabble over who wasn’t going to be burdened with the child.

“I knew it would be difficult living with sisters who didn’t want me, so I stowed away on a barge heading east to the sea. I’d turned twelve while they fought amongst themselves. I was tall for my age, though I was green as a winter melon! I had no idea what to expect from men, and of course I soon found out. I was … pretty. And I’d come of age. The barge put into the port of Remfechen, over the border in Krailmenna, where marrying age was twelve. I snuck off the boat as unseen as I’d snuck on, and found myself a job, polishing windows.

“And I got offers. I could have chosen between an older woman who adored me, or the skipper of a cargo barge, or a handsome young man who was headed out with six mules and a great many tools, to prospect for gold and jade, and of course I chose the adventure. He courted me beautifully, and we married before we headed out of Remfechen, into the southern hills. It was wonderful, all summer long. We built a shelter and dug and panned. There was enough gold in the streams to make it worth our while to stay there, but in winter we argued and by spring we were utterly irreconcilable. Such is young love. Doomed, from the moment it’s born.

“But I left with enough gold dust in my pocket to be independent for a long time, and I wanted to see the world. I wanted to leave behind the lands of Umber — the land of shadows  — and see the bright lights, the great cities of Apos. You had to cross the LevethenSea to reach the west shores of Apos. A long journey, and uncomfortable; and no one had told me that the people there scorned folk from Umber. My family name — Umbriel— was like a joke. I called myself Anjon, which didn’t mean anything in their language, while I learned to speak like them, dress like them. I studied their ways, their poetry, their history. I suppose I thought they were somehow better than my own people, and I wanted to be like them. It’s a foolish thing to believe, but I was very young. Very alone. 

“It was their mysticism that fascinated me the most. They’re a great people. They’re flawed, like any humans, filled with the sins of pride and conceit, too proud of their own achievements to have much respect for the contributions made by others. They called my homeland the land of shadows because in many ways, it is. Umber is six small princedoms joined in federation, strung out along the banks of the river Estfeyn, and in the east and west we have mountains such as are unknown elsewhere. They’re steep as cliffs, tall as the sky. In primitive times they were our defense We were unassailable, as if we lived in a fortress, but the morning sun doesn’t rise above the eastern cliffs till almost noon, and it’s gone again beyond the western cliffs shortly after. We live in the shadows of our own ramparts. We always have. What of it? But Apos is high and bright, basking under blue skies and the rainbows cast by the high glaciers of their mountains, which are white with snow all year, and ranged only in the north. Apos is a land of bright magic, incandescent spirit, depthless mystery.

“I was young enough to hunger for their magic, thrive on their mystery, and trade all the gold dust I had left for a place in the great university at Syrene. By then I spoke and dressed like one of them. I passed myself off as an orphan from their colonies, come home to Apos to study, and they believed me. How old was I? Sixteen, when I entered the university. Seven years older and a little wiser when I left. And I departed … unexpectedly.

“I’d been on my own for years. I pictured myself as a wanderer — I thought, when I was done with my studies I would take to the road, teaching others what I’d learned, hiring my skills, or trading them, for my living. At the university I became a Third Level master of the Danung, which is to Apos what the Tao is to this world. A work so complex, at first it seems like gibberish, yet within it are hidden the keys to the riddles which govern all things.

“I was qualified as a Level Three master when I was nineteen, and doors opened for me. I wondered for the first time about perhaps staying in Apos and taking a post as a teacher. But, truth be told, I was bored, my feet were itching, I was eager to wander again. But one of the doors which opened for me was an opportunity to study with Master Brendal … ancient as the mountains, wise as I’ll never be. As gifted as Daniel Knowles, and in the same way.

“Brendal was still studying the mirror when I went to work with him. The black mirror, one of three timeless wonders that had been created by arts which were profoundly forgotten even in Brendal’s youth. The mirrors were as tall as a man, made of volcanic glass, polished, perfectly black, and so deep, you felt as if you were falling into the obsidian when you looked into your own eyes in it.

“Two other mirrors had been fashioned, but one was broken in an experiment centuries before I came to Apos. It stood in the museum, cracked and dead. Brendal knew only that the experiment that had been performed with it, or upon it, was too much for it to bear. As if a cauldron had been heated over such a fire that its own metal melted away into the hearth … as if lightning struck a living creature and reduced it to a smoking parody of itself. 

“All his life, Brendal had wanted to know the secret of such mirrors. How to make them, how to use them — how to repair the broken one, and find out where the third had been taken. No one could ever ever even speculate where the third might have gone. It vanished at the same moment the second was broken. 

“As it happened, Brendal was very close to the end of his work when I arrived in his laboratory, and I was charged with transcribing his notes … years’ worth of notes, all of them in a hand so tangled, you would have thought ink had been thrown at the page and allowed to dribble where it would. The language of Apos is written top to bottom, in columns of glyphs and symbols, where each should be as beautifully crafted as a tiny portrait. Brendal’s writing was beyond atrocious. It was abbreviated into a cryptic shorthand which I had to learn before I could even begin the work.

“He was a poor teacher — kind and gentle, but so preoccupied with his studies that he was absent minded, forgetful. He would begin a sentence and trail off into silence as his thoughts wandered. I would ask a question twenty times and piece the answer together from clues garnered at random from his vagueness. Some people assumed he was losing his mind with the sheer vastness of his age, but this was far from true.

“Brendal was the greatest mind Apos possessed. His was the intellect, and the skill, that fathomed the magic of the black mirror which stood on the podium in his laboratory. He had written down all he learned about it, and when I could understand his shorthand, it was my chore to take the writings and transcribe them, order them, into a proper book.

“It was not the first such book to have been written. The Grand Librarian at the university … a man called Mechem, whom I deplored for his arrogance and ill humor … described an earlier volume which had been brought to the library along with the three black mirrors. Brendal had a partial copy of it in his possession, a few pages here and there, copied from the book which had gone missing in the experiment when the second mirror was broken, and the third vanished utterly.

“I worked on the notes for longer than a year, and out of them came an understanding of what had happened, long before I was born. The second mirror was broken when it opened to reveal a Samahl, or a Way. Brendal’s predecessor had discovered its secret … the black mirrors were portals. Not gateways, nor even doors, but like membranes through which one would see and hear, and reach, into other places, other times.

“Before Brendal inherited the study of the black mirrors, his predecessor was a woman, Rajana. Her power was quite as great as Brendal’s. She also fathomed the secret of the mirrors. She must have used one to open a Way … and we reasoned that she vanished through that Way with the third mirror and the book, in the experiment which destroyed the second mirror.

“Rajana must have believed that if she took with her the book of secrets and the second mirror, she could reopen a Way from the other side of  the membrane, and return to Apos after traveling to a place no one ever knew. Of course, the second mirror was broken, and no one yet knew how to use the mirror which became Brendal’s. So Rajana stepped through the membrane and ... never returned. 

“Behind her, she left a great mystery. One broken mirror, one whole mirror, and a handful of pages copied from the book of her learning. When Brendal was summoned to replace her, he began almost from nothing. Just as Rajana’s studies had taken centuries, so did his, and I was merely lucky to be sent to work with him when his studies were close to complete.

“Or was I unlucky? Time will tell. I was certainly privileged to be there when he summoned the powers and first used the mirror. I watched him breathe life into it, watched it come alive, and it opened to show us such things … a world so different, strange and fascinating. But one truth, we both realized at once.

“The only reason for Brendal’s success was that he was not alone in his efforts. The second mirror — which Rajana had taken with her, and never been able to bring back — had come into the hands of one whose skills were comparable to Brendal’s own. Quite by chance, he was using it, breathing life into it, at the same moment as Brendal was working with his own mirror. And both Rajana’s mirror and Brendal’s opened as one. Between them, the Way was so clear, it was like looking out through a window at the morning mountains.

“And I saw a young man. He called himself Brother Ignatius, a Benedictine scholar of an ‘abbey,’ which I took to be something like the university. He spoke a language which bore nothing in common with the tongues of Apos or Umber. We could barely communicate for a long time, but Ignatius and Brendal and I, we would spend many hours in the trying, and gradually I learned enough English to be understood, and Ignatius learned enough Aposian to be amused by our humor.

“All this time, we would sit looking into the black mirrors … all this time, I spent falling in love with the young Benedictine scholar. I only seemed to come alive when I was looking at him, framed in the mirror. I could hear, too, the sounds of birds, chanting voices, and the wind in the trees of his world. He would take the mirror to the window and show me the view. I saw hills and trees, skies, so like this world that I was seduced. St. Martin’s had already fallen into disrepair. It had no roof, since the lead had been confiscated by the king, but many of the local people still held to the old faith. They still worked the gardens for food and medicines, still chanted prayers at matins and vespers. It was strange, lovely, wild, complex, confusing, vexing … seductive. 

“And then Brendal fell ill. He had been working too hard, and he was not young. Not old as Ignatius understood age, of course. Our people don’t age so. But even we feel the weight of the years eventually, and Brendal had reached a time of life when overwork, too little sleep and poor food will consign a man to his sickbed. 

“He was ordered to rest by the physicians, and he told me to continue the work, write everything down in my best hand, bring him the notes and keep him appraised. I did what I could. I wrote almost everything. I said nothing of the words of love which Ignatius and I spoke, in Brendal’s absence. I never mentioned how I longed to be in Daniel’s arms. 

“I did write of how Daniel had come by the mirror and the book. He told me they were among the exotic junk brought home from a pilgrimage by a couple of local noblemen who were trying to purge the sin of murder. They were responsible for the drunken murder of an innocent, and wore the stain of sin on their immortal souls. They had killed a young girl, and they were so afraid they would roast in hell for the crime, they crawled on bare hands and knees, seven times around Jerusalem. Then, believing themselves absolved, they spent a great deal of money in the city’s fleamarkets, and returned home to the Parish of St. Bartholomew’s with a lot of rubbish … and some few items which were priceless. Of Rajana, no stories were passed down, but it would be safe to assume she was soon killed. This world, and that part of it, in those years, was harsh on women, and Rajana was a scholar, not a warrior. 

“I did tell Brendal that one morning, when Ignatius took the mirror to the window of the laboratory where he worked, I felt the sun on my face as surely as I heard the birds singing in the trees right outside.

“In fact, I reasoned that if I felt the warmth of the sun, I would also feel the touch of Ignatius’s hand. He had told me that his name was Daniel. The other was a name given to him when he became a ‘brother.’ And he told me also that he was vowed to chastity, which to me was very strange. Our people have no such customs. He told me how in his world, men did not love men very often — and this also was odd to me, because where I come from it’s well understood that if too many men and women marry and bear children, the population swiftly becomes too large. Too many people, too little food. We encourage men to love men, and women to love women, and nature takes care of the rest.

“But Ignatius … Daniel ... had fallen in love with me, as I had with him. In the end it was he who had the courage to reach out his hand, reach through the Way. And I felt our fingers entwine. I could barely breathe as his hand closed about mine. I wasn’t thinking clearly. Before I knew it, I was in his arms, and I’d stepped through out of my world into his. 

“The scents of herbs and flowers, the sound of bells and chanting, the warmth of the summer sun … all this welcomed me to St. Martin’s. The chamber where Daniel worked was by the gardens, private and peaceful. No one knew, the first time I went there, or the second, or the tenth. No one knew when we made love, or when the Way opened. I began to spend more and more time there — lulled by my own complacency. And Daniel’s world had begun to fascinate me. I wanted to see more of it than his chambers, which he had shored up in the abandoned building, and the gardens which were starting to run wild.

“Eventually, of course we were seen. The mirror was observed while it was alive and the Way was open. A great uproar exploded around Brother Ignatius, and I knew it would come to violence. It had to. He manhandled me back through the Way and told me never to return, but I was terrified for him. Of course I used what I knew, reopened the Way — what else would I do?

“And here was my error. I assumed that I could move back and forth when one mirror opened the Way, and this was wrong. Two mirrors must be engaged to make the return possible. With only one mirror engaged, the Way back is closed. This was how Rajana was lost before me, trapped here. 

“The mistake was mine to make. The price of it was mine alone to pay, and I’ve paid it ever since. My only plan was to use Daniel’s mirror to open the Way from St. Martin’s and wait for Brendal to return. He surely would. He would drag himself out of his sickbed the moment I stopped fetching him every day’s notes.

“So I sat by the mirror, waiting and praying, and in the end we just ran out of time. People were very afraid of the magic Daniel and I had conjured into being. They despised and feared him as a sorcerer … and as a man who loved men. They came for him one night, before Brendal could return to work, and they murdered him. They built a hut of timber and dry rushes, and locked him into it. The mirror and the book — both of them bought to this world by Rajana — they threw into the hut with him, and then they burned it. He died crying my name and telling me to run and hide — and he called out to me in the language of Apos, which none but I understood.

“So I ran, hid, and they hunted me. It was the worst time of my life, and often I barely survived. Several times I was wounded, and in the end the mob believed the only way I lived was through the aid and succor of the devil. 

“At the head of the mob was a man I learned to hate as much as to dread. His name was Howard  Gasquet. He fancied himself the hand of God, but he was the devil’s true son, if there is any such creature as a devil, or a god. He tried to exorcize the ‘evil’ — me! — from the ruins of the abbey. When he failed, he charged Father Jacob Prestwyck with the duty of the exorcism, and when Jacob failed also he called the priest a sham, a charlatan, a liar. He smothered the priest before Jacob could cry for help.

“I saw it done … but by then, helping him was beyond me. I was already cursed. Howard Gasquet was a man of exceptional power. He believed me a demon, and tried to exorcize the abbey ruins of my presence, but since I’m as mortal as any human, he failed. In his rage, he called forth powers much darker than any I had ever dreamed of. Darker than anything Brendal or Daniel or Rajana knew of. I don’t know where Gasquet learned of such powers, or if he controlled them. I believe they possessed him, and he was merely their poppet. That in his rage, the darkness of his own heart invited them in … and when you make such an invitation, you can be sure it will be accepted.

“He stood in the ruined cloisters and he cursed me to the embrace of stone. He cursed me in language I had never heard, words I could not hope to understand. It was almost dawn when he cursed me. He was bloody, head to foot, with injuries sustained on the hunt for me, before the exorcism. He was dropping with fatigue, only fury kept him on his feet. A few words here and there made sense to me —

“I heard him say that the sun would never again warm my living flesh, and I would know only the grip and cold of stone. And then he fell, half dead, and I … I watched the sun approach the horizon. I was exhausted, so tired I might have let them have me, kill me. I thought I plunged into sleep, and I never expected to wake.

“But I did wake, and I knew the truth. His curse had come about. The sun did not warm my living flesh … but when the sun was gone, the stone released its embrace and I was free. The night belongs to me … the sun brings back his curse. No matter where I am, how far I run, I plunge into sleep with the sunrise, and I wake there at sundown, where the stone embraced me. 

“And this is how it’s been, while the abbey crumbled away to its bones, and the farms came and went. Now and then I’m seen, or the gargoyle is noticed to be missing. The folklore grew up, the ruins developed the haunted reputation. Few people go there at night, and by day what is there to see?

“I made my home close by. A cave in the hillside, a cottage built in front. I fish in the river, not far away. I keep chickens, trap rabbits, grow vegetables, trade for what I can’t grow or find in the woods. I’m clever with my hands, I make things, and occasionally I strike up a friendship with someone in the area. The gramophone and records were gifts, in 1924. The books, in 1946. Much less often, someone will like the look of me and offer intimacy. I had a lover in the 1970s, all winter long, and then he left, as they all do, while I can go nowhere. 

“I can wander as far as I can travel in a single night, and whatever I take with me is lost at sunrise. I own too little to risk losing much, and I soon learned to go only so far, and be back in time to save my possessions. Summer and winter are the hardest … summer, because the nights are so short; winter, because they’re so cold. I long for the spring and autumn, the weeks around the equinoxes, when the nights are not too short, not too cold. Life is quiet, filled with contemplation, as befits a Third Level Master of the Danung. I have my dogs, my freedom, enough to eat, a retreat where I can be safe and warm. One comes to place a high value on these things.

“And then a stranger, a photographer, thought he’d take pictures of the ruins in the stormlight. Handsome, I saw; still young, but bruised by life and searching for … something. He fascinated me from the moment I saw him — so very different from anyone I’ve seen in almost a century. The last time I saw such a man, he was a soldier, home from the front in 1915, crippled in body, wounded in soul. 

“So I watched this young photographer keenly, and I saw when he fell and hit his head. I’d been watching for some time, in the dusk after sundown. I wondered when he was going to go away, because I was cold and hungry, and naked. I needed to get to the place where I hid my clothes and some food, but the stranger sat there, watching the sky and dreaming.

“When he fell, I knew he was hurt. I had to help, and when he invited me home … for wine, which I hadn’t tasted in so long, how would I refuse? When he held out his hand to me, offered me the comfort and solace of his body … what human could refuse? 

“Only later did I realize I was falling in love. And how stupid is that?”

There, John wound down into silence. He had talked until his voice was husky, and by now he was tired enough to leave the decision to Rick, whether or not to believe.

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

The silence stretched on and on while Rick listened to the crackle of the fire, the wind in the chimney. If he had not felt the stone come alive against him, he would have called the monologue a wonderful story, spellbinding, compelling. But he knew the truth of it, even if raw honesty had not been evident in every syllable.

At last, shaken to the soles of his feet, he gave John his hand once more. “If you’re waiting for me to say something grave or grand, I’m going to disappoint you. It’s too much to take in all of a piece.”

“But you believe me,” John said hoarsely.

Rick’s shoulders lifted in an eloquent shrug. “I was there in the ruins at sundown. It’s not a trick. It’s not a hoax.”

“It’s my life,” John said softly. “And I’m afraid I’ve dragged you into it. I warned you.”

“Yes, you did.” Rick leaned over and kissed him, deep and hard, tasting the wine they had been drinking. The bottle was almost empty. “And I told you, Umbriel Anjon, the mistake was mine to make.”

“You don’t regret it?” John whispered.

“I also told you, I love you,” Rick reminded. “You haven’t given me any reason to regret being in love with you. Not yet. I think I could listen to these stories of your home and the past of this world for years and not be bored.” He poured the last of the wine, drank half of it and handed the rest to John. “How old are you?”

The blunt question made John flinch. “I was just less than 23 when I stepped through the mirror and found it was a one-way trip. That was in 1543, the way you think of time.”

For a moment Rick was honestly blank, and then he forced his mind to deal with the numbers. “You were born in 1520.” John nodded mutely. “You’re coming up to a milestone birthday, aren’t you?” Again, John nodded. “Did you stop aging when Gasquet’s curse got hold of you?” Rick’s voice dropped to a whisper, as if there might be something almost indecent about the question.

“No.” John passed his right hand over his face, feeling the shape of it. “My people don’t age the way yours do. I’m as human as you, but we’re much longer lived. I don’t know why. If you could travel to Apos, I’m sure the mystics and scientists at the university would be able to find out why you age so rapidly, and cure you. But with only one mirror ...” He shrugged. “There’s no way.”

“Then I’m going to grow old while you watch,” Rick said with a sensation of cold in the pit of his belly.

 “Yes.” John drew his fingertips over Rick’s face. “But not overnight — day by day, my dear, slowly, over decades and generations.” He smiled, a little teasing, a little sad. “I like older men.”

“Damn lucky for me that you do!” Rick shook himself hard. “The curse was real, then. Howard Gasquet had the power.”

“Oh, it’s real,” John said in a tone of resignation. “And you’re going to ask if there’s any way to break it.”

“You read my mind.”

“I didn’t have to. It’s written on your face.” John drained the glass and turned away to attend to the fire. “Everything I know says the curse would have to have been broken while Gasquet was alive. A vile power he channeled brought it alive, and the power could have been dispelled while he was alive to direct it. He didn’t live long enough for me to fathom the way.”

“And no one else can channel this power?” Rick wondered. 

“In Apos, yes. Brendal could have done it. But here? I don’t know. You see, I can’t travel more than a few miles from this exact spot. There could be a High Magician in Scotland, or Mongolia, or Australia … how could I know?”

A thread of hope had drifted close enough to Rick’s hands for him to make a grab for it, and he held on tight. “You’ve never heard of the Internet, have you?”

“I’ve heard of it,” John said ruefully. “Something to do with very wonderful machines that mean nothing to me.”

“No electricity, no money.” Rick pushed up to his feet and extended a hand to pull John up too. “Well, I do know about the Internet. I’m not saying there’s a High Magician out there on the high plateaux of Tibet, but finding anything is a whole lot easier when you’ve a super-fast broadband connection.”

John smiled wanly. “It’s a foreign language. It took me years to learn English properly. I don’t understand any of your science.”

“But you understand this.” Rick set one flat hand on his chest, over his heart. “And this.” He stepped closer, offered his open mouth for a kiss, and was gratified when John took it. “There’s not much I can do about a curse that was laid down four hundred years ago. But I do know what a man needs. I know what love feels like. And I’ll be damned if I’m going to let some bastard who was put in the ground at St. Bartholomew’s four hundred years before I was even born bust my love life all to hell, you know what I’m saying?”

“You’re saying, you won’t let Howard Gasquet win.” There was a tremor in John’s voice. “You won’t let him take this from you.” He cupped Rick’s face between cold hands.

“From us,” Rick corrected. “You let the bastard win, John, and we might as well take a sledge hammer and destroy that gargoyle once and for all. You any idea what would happen, if I break it into a million pieces?”

But John could only shrug. “I might be free of the stone. Or I might dissolve into the ether as the next sun rises. I think I’d simply die … and there have been times when the prospect was not unwelcome.”

“Not now,” Rick said hoarsely. “Don’t you dare do that to me, Umbriel Anjon.”

“Then don’t take a sledge hammer to St. Martin’s,” John said, chiding while his eyes glittered with humor. “You believe me. Dear gods, you believe me! You know it all, and you’re still here.”

“Still.” Rick held him in a grip tight enough to crush the breath from his chest. “Do you mind if I spoil you?”

John chuckled, and held on. “The only man who ever spoiled me was Daniel. I … liked it. Will I be a kept man?”

“Would it bother you?” Rick drew back to see his face.

“I don’t know,” John admitted. “I never tried it. I don’t think I have any scruples about it. I’ve been alone for too long, I’m too old to indulge in false pride. And a Third Level Master of the Danung knows better than that. I can pull my weight from sundown to dawn, which is a long time in winter. It’s not far from St. Martin’s to Rokeby.”

The people of Little Swinvale would soon notice that a beautiful young man was showing up here at dusk every night and leaving before dawn. Rick’s mind spun, already running through a dozen stories he would tell, to account for John. Only Tony Costerson might see through the deception, and if he did, he was more likely to spend years picking John’s brains, rifling his memories of the region, than to flee in terror. Rick had never made any secret about being gay; he had never come out because he had never been in, and John was from a world where men were encouraged to love men. 

“Then, it’s settled,” Rick said slowly. “We’ll fix up your place in the woods, in case you need it. But if you’ll let me spoil you … I’d like to. Very much.”

 “A Danung master learns early not to interfere with people’s true desires,” John said sagely, “because when a man genuinely wants something, being forbidden it will only make resentment fester in his heart like a wound.”

Rick cocked his head at him, studying him with narrowed eyes. “That was a Aposian joke.”

“Bravo.” John was delighted. “I wish I could show you my home. You would relish it, from the high valleys above Syrene to the land of shadows itself. But there is only one mirror now, and it’s probably gathering dust in a museum. Rajana’s mirror was destroyed by fire not two miles from this house. The broken mirror was a mere curiosity, cold and dead in the museum at the university. And the last black mirror is only a window, not a door. Brendal will be able to see through it into other worlds, other times, but he can’t step through it any more than I can go home.”

He sounded sad and resigned, and Rick touched his face. “There are high valleys and strange places in this world too, you know. I realize you’re imprisoned here, but you can explore them the way most people have to. Most folks can’t afford the price of the plane tickets, so the just settle for the Discovery Channel.”

John gave him a quizzical look. “You must teach me this language that sounds like Shakespeare’s English but makes no sense in the ears.”

“You’ll learn,” Rick promised. “Winter’s coming. Long nights, late dawns, early sunsets, short days. God, it’ll be like living with a shift worker.”

“Is that bad?”

“Not,” Rick said thoughtfully, “if we were on the same shift. You’re lucky, loverboy. I don’t punch a clock, I make my own hours. My own rules. I do pretty well for myself … hence, Rokeby, right?”

“Right.” John stretched both arms over his head. “Forgive me if I’m … weird for a while. I’ve been alone so long, it’s all strange.”

“You want to eat?” Rick hazarded.

“And make love, and bathe in a tub of hot water, sleep in a real bed, listen to music I’ve never heard before, learn every story of your world,” John groaned. 

“It all starts with dinner, and if you want to eat, you better help me cook,” Rick told him. “You can chop mushrooms.”

He retreated to the kitchen as he spoke and fetched out knives, wooden spoons, the large steel pan. John followed him, plastered himself against Rick’s back as he worked, breathed into his ear, sucked on the lobe, which made Rick’s hair stand on end and his belly churn. 

“I just had a thought,” he said windedly. “When’s dawn at this time of the year?”

“About five-thirty,” John told him. “We have plenty of time.” 

“Coffee,” Rick said resignedly. “Damnit, I’m going to turn into a night owl, aren’t I? I used to be. I’d be out there pubbing and clubbing till the wee small hours, getting laid and doing outrageous things with outrageous people, then sobering up in the morning, wondering if I was remembering it right, and wishing I’d been a bit less shitfaced.” He turned into John’s arms. “Looking back on it, it’s a wonder I survived.”

“It was probably dangerous at the time,” John sighed. “I know about those new social diseases … I read the newspapers. People throw them away. The news might be a little old when I get it, but I do know a great deal about what’s going on in this poor, troubled world of yours.”

Rick felt a blush steal over his cheeks. “I poked around in your stuff, back at your place. I’m, uh, sorry about that. I saw your cuttings. The people that shaped the last century or so.” He ducked his head. “I’m sorry for poking around that way.”

“Don’t be,” John said mildly. “I intend to poke around in yours. I have a lot to learn from you.”

“And there’s a lot you can teach me,” Rick added. “This world of yours … the magic and science of it. What’s your world called?”

“The world,” John said in rueful tones. “Until Brendal rediscovered the secret of the mirror, we knew other worlds existed because our mystics had seen them in vision and in dream, but we had no contact with them, to know what they were called.” He paused and said plaintively, “I’m hungry.”

Against the odds, Rick’s appetite had returned. “Knife. Mushrooms. Chop.” He gave John a push. “Then you can give me a hand to organize the bookshelves. If this is going to be your home too, you can help me set it up.” 

He was transferring the ground beef from wok to pan when John said, “Rick. Rick, look at me. Be sure. Be sure you want me here. I can walk out of here right now … you can forget you ever met me. You don’t have to do this.”

Rick felt his heart turn over in his chest. “And let the bastard, Gasquet, win? I’d prefer to go up to St. Bartholomew’s and bribe the sexton to dig him up, so I could punch him out before they put him back in the hole.” He traced John’s features with fingertips like feathers. “You’re not going anywhere.”

“Till dawn,” John whispered, eyes glittering with tears which spilled at last.

“Till dawn,” Rick echoed thickly. “And then I’ll be there at sundown with Izzie and your clothes, and a BLT and maybe a Fosters and a packet of Penguins.”

“This is a language I must learn to speak,” John said with mock gravity, and did not stop the tears from spilling.

“Later.” Rick brushed them away with his thumb. “Time is one thing we have plenty of, Umbriel Anjon. Yes?”

“Oh, yes,” John breathed. A smile played around one corner of his mouth. “And it starts with dinner.”

“Dinner is going to be supper by the time we get it,” Rick warned. “Although, for you I suppose that means lunch, doesn’t it?” He leaned over to ambush John with a kiss, and turned his attention to the food.
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