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​OCTOBER: THE WILD HUNT

[image: ]


Elena inserted the key into the lock of the apartment building. She struggled to turn the key and open the door, as usual. The condo, built in the early 1980s and externally renovated in the early 2000s, obviously needed more work.

She left the sunny morning outside and stopped in the entrance hall to get her mail. Junk mail only, the bills were all paid by direct debit. The good times of snail mail – those many letters in her mailbox – were over. Sigh.

She got into the elevator and hit the "3" button before glancing at herself in the mirror. Her long white hair was unbound since it was October – a warm Roman October, as usual, but the summer heat was finally gone.

She was tall and still slender at fifty-five, but she'd been white-haired since her twenties. Her bright pink hoodie and blue jeans reminded her of when she dyed her hair with washable pastel shades. No more, though. She had lost interest. She was becoming way too sedentary, and grumpier than ever. Not good.

She had gone out for breakfast and her morning walk before starting the day, as usual, but lately she was a little frustrated with her routine. She wanted to make a change, but couldn't find the stimulus. Maybe if she moved away from the condo apartment...

The elevator opened on the third-floor landing, with two doors on both sides and the staircase in front of it. In two steps, she reached her door and opened it.

Clangs came from the small radiator in the entrance, and it was too early for the central heating to be on. The mayor didn't allow it until at least November 15, still a month away. The sprites were at it again.

"Guys, what else are you up to in there?" she asked, glaring at the heater. At least they tended to use the small heater in the entrance and leave the other radiators alone.

The clangs stopped, but nobody answered or appeared. Damn house fairies. She huffed and dropped her backpack and shoes in the maid's room next to the kitchen before going to the living room and sitting at her desk.

The sun flooded that corner of the living room, coming in from the window to her right, which sometimes made it hard to see her laptop screen. Not this morning, though, or she'd have to pull down the shutter a little.

Elena rolled her right shoulder as she waited for the laptop to start. It was still hurting, and she didn't remember pulling a muscle or falling. It must be her age. She touched where she felt the pain, but it didn't help. She massaged her left knee as well, since it had started giving her problems.

Like her back. And her eyes. And sometimes her right hand. Her body was falling to pieces. On the outside she looked just fine, but inside new pains showed up every morning. And she was barely over half a century. She'd never make it to old age.

Much like her home. After almost four decades it was badly in need of repairs inside. Despite all the years she had spent in the apartment, it was feeling more and more like a foreign place where she didn't belong anymore.

The living room, where her laptop sat on a desk, was furnished with a couch and two armchairs positioned towards the bookshelves that held the flat TV screen. The round table for when she had guests, something that happened less and less since she was becoming a misanthrope, was covered with folders and printed manuscripts for her editing and translation work.

One wall was mostly windows, with a French-window opening onto the balcony that continued along the apartment and to her bedroom. The other wall had two doors to the rest of the apartment, and between them a thin floor-to-wall bookshelf for DVDs and pocket books, both of which she had plenty.

It wasn't an ugly home, with its two bedrooms and two bathrooms, and even a service (or maid's) room. Unfortunately the windows let the wind through, the shutters were made of wood and very damaged, on the corner of the living room ceiling there were traces of a leak from the apartment above and the electrical system of the whole apartment needed to be redone. Not to mention the mold and leaks in the main bathroom, and the cracks in the walls of some rooms.

An aging home with an aging owner. And too big and empty after her father's death. She longed for company. The lady across the landing had died and the new owner was still a stranger to her. She didn't particularly get along with her other neighbors, which meant that lately she'd been feeling as if the apartment were a trap more than a refuge. And since she worked from home, things could only get worse.

She checked her email and social media like she did every morning before starting the day's work. A single clang came from the room's heater, much bigger than the one in the entrance.

"Guys, stop messing with the radiators!" she said. Pixies and sprites whispered from somewhere at the top of the bookshelves, then things went quiet again.

Her morning routine was interrupted by a Skype call from Canada, where it was still the dead of night, but she knew Charlie didn't sleep much. His face filled her laptop screen. He didn't smile as he greeted her.

She noticed he hadn't shaved, but if his current girlfriend didn't mind the scruffy look, she wasn't going to comment on it. During the years they'd spent together he'd been mostly clean-shaven and kept his hair shoulder-length. Now it was short and spiky around his oval, pale face. And even though they were history, his oblong dark eyes still made her heart flutter.

"Hey, Elena, glad to see you're up," he said. "Just wanted to warn you to keep your eyes open. There have been a few Wild Hunts this month, one I witnessed myself about an hour ago, so something's afoot."

She knew seeing the Wild Hunt was thought to presage some catastrophe such as war or plague, or at best the death of the one who witnessed it. But Charlie was clearly very much alive, and since he was a half-blood like her, it was unlikely that their spirit would be pulled away during sleep to join the cavalcade.

"A Wild Hunt in Canada?" she mused. "I thought it was a Northern European thing."

"I had never seen one before," he replied. "Not even when the pandemic hit the world. That's why I think it's different this time."

"Mm... how are your house fairies?" she asked, frowning. "Mine seem quite hectic today."

"You mean worse than usual? Yeah, same here." He shook his head in disgust. "I hope it's nothing, but we'd better keep our eyes open."

"Well, thank you for the heads-up. I'll make sure my house fairies wake me up if they feel anything tonight."

"I know, you're still a dormouse." He shot her a smile.

"Not a dormouse, but I sleep at night, unlike you," she replied, amused.

He chuckled. "I'm going to send a message to the half-blood group chat as well, to keep everyone updated."

"If you set up a Zoom call, remember I'm on the other side of the world," she warned. "But if an in-person meeting is required, you know you're all welcome here."

"Yes, we know," he replied. "Now I'm going to try and get some sleep."

"Sweet dreams."

She ended the call and sat back, thoughtful. Half-bloods like herself and Charlie kept an eye on the fantastic creatures of myths and legends that tried to get out of Elsewhere. They were both fully human, but had an Elemental parent who had passed them gifts that differed from person to person.

If an in-person reunion was necessary to discuss the matter, she was the one with the bigger house and living room. She would have to make room for everybody, and clean the table so that the dozen half-bloods she knew could gather and make plans.

Not today, though. It had happened only once so far, during the pandemic, when travel bans were in place all over the world, so they had used the ghost buses to meet at Elena's. They had resorted to Zoom calls since, and hopefully it would be enough this time as well.

But if she saw a Wild Hunt on the outskirts of Rome tonight, something was definitely afoot. She might have to get on the ghost bus and visit her mother for advice.

Karydia was a Caryatid Dryad, associated with walnut trees. She was an Earth Elemental who was so similar to humans that almost sixty years ago she had managed to trick a handsome young man into marrying her, and had given him a daughter with pale-blond (and now white) hair and blue eyes.

Elementals were generally invisible to mankind, but had physical and commonly humanoid bodies, as well as eating, sleeping and wearing clothes like humans. The most recognizable were the celestial or Air Elementals who had feathered white wings. They were long-lived, but not immortal, and liked to mingle with humans.

Elemental companions had to be kept secret, or they vanished, forgetting their human spouse and offspring. Luckily for Elena, her father, Giuseppe Pace, was a very private man, so he never told anyone his wife wasn't human.

Elena had had her mother by her side until she was twenty-nine, when Karydia had gone back to Elsewhere. By then Elena was an interpreter, busy traveling and making friends, and she had met other half-bloods, so Karydia had decided she was no longer needed. Her daughter was perfectly able to police magical creatures on her own and with her half-blood friends.

Then Elena had met Charlie and had fallen in love. She was Earth and he was Fire, which had worked for a while. They were complementary somehow, like a volcano erupting freely and then going to sleep after some time.

They never got married and never had kids, and soon she and Charlie split and she went back to her father's home, the big apartment on the outskirts of Rome that still belonged to her.

Now that apartment was just a house, empty without her parents, and even the memories were more melancholy than happy. She had been considering moving away from Rome, but at the moment she wasn't sure where she could go.

She was tired of policing magical beings, although there had been much less magical activity in the twenty-first century. The surveillance technology probably helped in keeping monsters and fairies at bay.

The pandemic had screwed up with the whole world, though, and if something was afoot, on Earth or Elsewhere, it would be tough. She no longer had the strength and enthusiasm of youth, but she'd do her duty, as usual, hoping to be able to retire afterward.

Everybody retired, even her mother who had gone back to Elsewhere when Elena didn't need her anymore! Elena felt completely useless, so it was probably time to get away from the world and the shit going on all over the planet.

Not that Elsewhere was paradise. They probably had their own troubles. Elena had never spent more than a few hours there, so she wasn't convinced it was a better place.

She sighed and closed the email and social media pages. Time to get to work. She still had bills to pay. She had quit being an interpreter after twenty-five years, switching to fiction translations during the new wave of indie publishing – which was good, since when the pandemic hit, she could still work.

Even though her editing and translating business had taken off enough to allow her to live comfortably, she wasn't going to get rid of her current life just yet. She'd probably keep the job and move somewhere cooler, since most of it was done online these days. But again, not today, or tomorrow or next month.

Moving to another country took some planning, even leaving Earth for Elsewhere. As soon as she found the place that felt like home, she'd start making real plans. Until then, if duty called, she'd respond.
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When night fell over the Italian capital, Elena went out. It was only 6pm of a clear October night, and she decided to go for a walk in the countryside beyond the buildings, where there were no streetlights and where she had occasionally seen will-o'-the-wisps.

Rome had expanded well beyond the original seven hills, but most of it was still on hilly terrain, including Elena's suburb – which meant that on the very rare occasions it snowed, buses couldn't reach the suburb.

Living on the outskirts of Rome also meant there were still places where construction wasn't allowed. There was a castle that had been built over Roman and medieval foundations in the hills and meadows beyond the suburb, as well as an old Roman tower, half-crumbled, and traces of pictographs on a tuff wall.

The ditch at the bottom of the hills was an oasis for birdwatchers, and there were paths for joggers and dog owners. Elena had heard of an underground river in the Fosso della Cecchignola, but had never seen the entrance.

Leaving the lights of the suburb behind and carrying an electric torch, she went down the steep path that led to the open countryside. The sky was full of stars now that she was away from the city lights.

There were no fireflies and no crickets, but she heard an owl call. The sounds of cars in nearby streets vanished as she reached the bottom of the hillock. Dog owners passed her with their pets, headed back for the lights.

She followed the unpaved road through a thicket and emerged in the meadow beyond. She could see the lights of the nearby suburbs and an airplane passing overhead. More nocturnal animal calls filled the night as soon as she stood still and switched off the torch.

She shivered since the temperature had dropped. She should have put on her wind-breaker.

And then The Hunt crossed the meadow, chasing their invisible quarry. Led by a mythological figure escorted by a ghostly group of hunters, it passed so quickly in its wild pursuit that she didn't have time to see who was in the lead. It vanished like a dream before she could move a finger.

A Wild Hunt. On Earth. In the 21st century. Damn, that was definitely a warning.

It was followed by a large humanoid who seemed to be strolling in the meadow as if looking for something, toying with its mighty club. An ogre. The human-like, muscular beast with deformed facial features stopped when it saw her.

Elena cursed under her breath. These monsters were one of the most feared and famous creatures in all of mythology. They were often described as stupid creatures, but some stories portrayed them as highly intelligent and even capable of using magic and casting spells.

She knew the ogre could be brutal and exhibit vicious violence, especially when hungry. Had it come through a portal behind the Wild Hunt? Was it now looking for its favorite meal, the tender flesh of small children? Not that it would find any wandering the meadows and hillocks in this time and age, but still...

Earth magic worked with ley lines, crystals and minerals, alchemy, plants and trees. Connecting with the energies of the Earth allowed healings and other amazing feats.

Elena had a moonstone hanging from a leather thong around her neck. It was her weapon and her strength, like a magic wand for a witch. She grabbed it and ripped it off her neck, transforming it in a mace as the ogre charged her.

She blocked the attack and her mace broke the ogre's club into splinters. The monster roared in anger, but before he attacked again with his superior strength, she knelt and dug her fingers into the ground.

She could manipulate the raw earth and opened a portal under the ogre's feet, sending it back to Elsewhere with another roar. Panting, she held her moonstone tight – now back to its original, small form – to close the portal over the green-skinned ogre.

She breathed deeply, trying to calm her racing heart. It had been some time since she'd had to send back a hostile creature of Elsewhere. And she was definitely getting too old for the job.

Sighing, she slowly stood up and looked around. No other creatures seemed to have followed the Wild Hunt. Good. She was a little weak in the knees, so she'd better go home and rest now.

Elena switched on the electric torch and went back up the hill, thoughtful. She'd have to tell the other half-bloods on their group chat. They had to find a meaning to the apparitions. Was it a warning that something was leaking out of Elsewhere? What presage could it be? What catastrophe was about to hit Earth, if not even a global pandemic had made the Wild Hunt show up?

As she reached the brightly lit streets, she was calmer. She had almost recovered from the energy spent to open the portal, so she went around the block to buy roasted chicken for dinner before going back home, still pondering what it all meant.

The house fairies were still in turmoil when she opened the door. All twelve of them fluttered around her head, clamoring for attention. Pixies and sprites of both sexes, with different kinds of wings – butterfly, dragonfly, moth – flurrying behind them.

"I got it!" she snapped. "I saw the Wild Hunt! I sent the ogre back! Leave me alone!"

She left dinner in the kitchen and went back to the living room. Time to switch on the laptop and see if it was necessary to hold an in-person meeting.
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Science called it sleep paralysis, she called it a trance. She wasn't sure what it was exactly, but every now and then her dreams were way too real. She knew ethereal beings visited her, usually benign, sometimes not so much. Angels and demons without faces she could only feel.

She thought it was one of those when she found herself lying on her bed with someone above her. In olden times they might have called it an incubus, a fiend in male form who lay upon sleeping women in order to engage in sexual activity with them.

She'd had some kind of similar experiences in the past. Someone (faceless) making love to her. It hadn't happened when her mother was with her or when she slept with Charlie, but when she'd come back to her father's house, it had happened.

But this felt different. The shadow looming over her seemed way too real and she started thinking maybe she wasn't sleeping after all. She couldn't focus on the person and didn't hear the house fairies who tended to vanish when an Elemental showed up on Earth.

"Who are you?" she asked. Like in her trance, she couldn't move. She knew they couldn't hurt her anyway. Not in the real world.

"Hello, Elena," they answered in an androgynous voice.

Shadow Elementals didn't really have a gender in their true, immaterial form, hence they could become anyone or anything. The one looming over her had only a vague human form, a shadow among shadows.

"What do you want?" she snapped. This one knew her name but hadn't bothered introducing themselves. Sneaky as usual. No wonder they were the least loved of the Elementals.

"Just wanted to tell you that even if I failed with you in the past, I succeeded in my latest attempt," they answered. She could hear the smirk in their voice and shivered.

So he had been her personal incubus in the past! Except now she had the menopause, so he had probably given up the thought of making her pregnant.

"I didn't know Shadows mated with humans," she commented, sarcastic.

"Oh, but we do! With humans and half-bloods!" he replied with scorn. "It's outside of your sphere of influence, Elena, you won't be able to stop us now!"

"We'll see," she said through gritted teeth. "Get off me now. I hate your incubus form."

He chuckled, but vanished.

Elena took deep breaths. She was awake. She could move.

She switched on the light on the nightstand if only to get a grip on reality, seeing the familiar walls of her bedroom. Two were covered in bookshelves with her bed parallel to one of them, one had a wardrobe and another had windows and access to the little-used balcony.

She had celebrity posters on the door and walls as well – a teenager's room for a middle-aged woman who still enjoyed eye candy. Nobody had touched her room when she had temporarily moved out, and she hadn't taken down the posters when she had come back, even though she was no longer interested in those people. But they reminded her of better times and their stare was comforting as she managed to calm her racing heart.

That was tough. A visit from a full-blood Elemental with another warning. The half-bloods had had their Zoom meeting, but nobody knew what to make of the Wild Hunts, often followed by trespassing creatures. In the morning she definitely needed to get on the ghost bus and visit her mother.

Sighing, she rolled over, switched off the light and tried to get back to sleep.
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The only problem with Elsewhere was the lack of connection to Earth. If Elena wanted to talk to her mother, she needed to take the ghost bus to the Enchanted Forest where Karydia lived.

The next morning Elena had breakfast at her usual coffee shop, then headed for the bus stop. She took her smartphone and checked the public transport app. It said "Now" and she saw the real bus had just passed and was already down the road.

The next one was due in five minutes.

The sky was blue and the leaves of the plane trees planted along the streets were changing color, with the first brown ones already falling onto the sidewalk. She was surrounded by four/five-story buildings, except the one "skyscraper" that must have maybe fifteen? She had never bothered counting them. She'd been living in that suburb for over forty years now, and it hadn't changed too much.

She frowned at the app. It said "Now" again, but nothing was in sight. Good. The street was empty of cars and pedestrians, which was also good. Not that anyone would see her climb on the ghost bus anyway.

A moment later the ghost bus shimmered into view and stopped in front of her. Ghost buses used to be classic city buses, but in the 21st century they had become smaller like the Gulliver electric minibus ATAC used in the town center to reduce air pollution. The smaller bus carried a maximum of twenty people with a dozen seats, but it was usually half-empty anyway.

Ghost buses were never crowded. They might look like electric or classic city buses, but they didn't run on petrol, gas or electricity. Opening the app at the bus stop closest to home functioned as a call for the ghost bus, and each trip cost one Elsewhere Silver Token, shortened to Silver.

Elena climbed in, nodding at the winged Air Elemental driver. She didn't know their names, but she recognized the faces of most drivers, pure-blood Elementals, similar to humans in size and shape. Once upon a time she knew the name of one driver, another winged Elemental, but he no longer drove the ghost bus.

She fished for a Silver and noticed she was running very low on the coin-sized tokens. She'd have to ask her mother if she could get more while she was at it. She paid her fare and sat down. The mist outside the windows allowed her thoughts to drift off until her stop. She barely noticed her fellow passengers, too busy thinking about what she would tell her mother.

She got off at the edge of the Enchanted Forest, and her looks changed. Elena's pale skin took a greenish hue. A sleeveless tunic that looked to be made of colorful leaves took the place of her normal Earth clothes – her dryad blood showing in Elsewhere.

She headed along a path that led to the walnut trees thicket where her mother lived. The forest was gigantic and thriving. Its canopy was made of entwined branches of maple, poplar, oak and beech, providing just enough openings for light to pass down for a plethora of ferns to flourish in the nut and seed covered grounds below.

Climbing plants hung from every tree, and a range of flowers, which grew in abundance, added colorful variety to the otherwise monotone forest grounds. A variation of wild noises, mostly birdsong, reverberated through the air, and added to the trickling sounds of a gentle stream.

Karydia sat under her walnut tree as if expecting Elena, wearing her usual brown tunic, her white hair braided like the ancient Greek sculpted female figures. Elena was nothing like her statuary mother – she never had her mother's hourglass body, and the only thing they had in common was their hair color – and felt like a child again as she sat under the branches of the walnut tree and nestled against her mother.

"I had a visit from a Shadow," she muttered. "He didn't identify himself, but mentioned he had already visited me."

"That would be Heinios, then," Karydia replied, squeezing her. "What did he want?"

"He mentioned he tried to impregnate me in the past." She looked at her mother's brown eyes.

Karydia nodded, serious. "That he did, but I was still by your side and chased him away."

"So you stayed to protect me?" Although Karydia had left long before Elena got the menopause, but maybe by then Heinios had found another target.

"Yes. So, what did he want?"

Elena told her. Karydia frowned.

"We might have stopped breeding with humans at the end of last century, but Shadows kept doing it," she muttered.

"You mean there are really half-Shadows around?" Elena asked, puzzled. "How?"

"They can look human if they want to." Karydia smiled briefly and caressed Elena's head. "I'll have to check the status of the half-bloods. I know we lost some, recently, but I'm sure everything is still under control. I'll visit as soon as I know more."

"Fine." Elena sighed. "When can I come over?"

"Your work is not done yet," Karydia said tenderly. "Hold on."

"I don't know, I hate Earth and its inhabitants more and more," she muttered. "They're calling the apocalypse upon themselves!"

"And you're not even following their poisonous way of life, made of materialism and greed," Karydia replied. "Just keep following your dreams, Elena, you'll be fine."

"I'm running very low on Silvers," she said. "Any chance I can get more?"

"You were given the number necessary to last you a lifetime." Karydia smiled. "Although you kind of abused your credit at some point."

Elena knew it was true. Her relationship with Charlie had taken its toll on her Silvers. He lived in Toronto, she lived in Rome, and they hadn't always been willing to go through international flights and customs, especially in the early days of their relationship, when passion burned higher.

She should have known the Silvers entrusted to her wouldn't last forever, but at the same time, she hoped the last one would mean a trip to Elsewhere with no return to Earth.

"True... and I haven't been good at teaching my goddaughter how to use hers."

Before the public transport app, one only needed to go to the bus stop closest to one's home to call the ghost bus. And one day she had accompanied her friend Cristiana, who had come visiting, and the ghost bus arrived. They'd been touching each other, absorbed in their conversation, which had sort of carried Cristiana into the dimension where she could see the ghost bus.

Cristiana fell in love with the gorgeous "angel" at the wheel, and it was somehow love at first sight for both of them, since he came to Earth in human form to date her. Lunhris was an Air Elemental with the looks of a Christian angel and the body of a male porn star.

Cristiana found herself pregnant and when she told her family who the father was, she lost him and was considered crazy. She'd been a single mother for a few months, and then she'd met Lucio who had married her, given his surname to Baby Floriana and then given her another daughter.

Flo was probably one of the last half-bloods, born in 1995 and oblivious to her true nature until she had developed some powers in her teens. She didn't have wings, but she was Air Elemental as much as Elena was Earth.

"I hope Heinios wasn't referring to Flo," she muttered, unhappy.

"Don't worry, Lunhris is still keeping an eye on his daughter," Karydia replied. "They have met, but I'm sure Flo appreciates having you close at hand if she has doubts or fears."

Elena sighed. "I guess I'll have to call her when I get home," she said. "What if she saw the Wild Hunt too? Although she didn't call me, but then, maybe she overslept."

"I'm sure you'll get back to Earth in time to help her with any doubts she might have," Karydia assured her. "So you witnessed a Wild Hunt?"

"As did Charlie. He actually saw it first and called me to warn me. The house fairies were already in turmoil by then..."

Elena spent a couple of hours with her mother, reminiscing about their days together on Earth. The sun set on the Enchanted Forest, and a Faun with a pan flute strolled into the clearing. Next thing she knew, Elena was dancing under the canopy with a will-o'-the-wisp who barely reached her hips, while her mother danced with the Faun.

Her footsteps were lighter Elsewhere. She was a very good dancer here, unlike the uncoordinated middle-aged woman she was on Earth. And her dance partner flickered around her with the music, filling her with joy.

When all the dancers stopped and rested, Elena bowed to the short dancing fire in thanks for the wonderful moments. If only she could dance like that on Earth!

She hugged her mother good-bye, then headed back for the bus stop. Time to get back to work on the next assignment. She must find a way to keep Shadow Elementals away from Earth for good.
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When she got off the ghost bus, Elena saw she had received quite a few panicked messages from Flo. Elsewhere was definitely off Earth's grid. It was lunchtime by then, so she went to her favorite shop to grab some pizza before going home. She opted for kebab instead, and while she waited for her lunch, she checked Flo's messages.

The young woman – who would turn twenty-five soon – mentioned trouble with fairies and wanted to be called back as soon as possible. Elena went home and ate before curling up in her favorite armchair to return Flo's calls.

Cristiana had strawberry-blond hair, green eyes and freckles, but her daughter, Floriana a.k.a. Flo, was a brunette with the most beautiful baby blues
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