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  A Very Clockwork Christmas

It was dark. Very dark. So dark, in fact, that the dictionary definition of "dark" just wouldn't come anywhere near describing how terribly dark it was. The old adage, "Couldn't see your hand in front of your face", just wouldn't cut it as it was so dark it was incredibly easy to forget exactly where your face was. Or your hand. 
Needless to say, it was night. No moon, full stars. No gas lamps anywhere near. From time to time, the running lanterns of a zeppelin could be seen far away across the sky on the horizon, and then they would slowly twinkle and fade. A stiff breeze blew across the woods, the barren branches twisting as the gale wove between them, piles of wet, rotted December leaves attempting to furl underfoot. That is, if you could see where your feet were, of course, and this man couldn't.
He was creeping through the trees, obviously with a set destination in mind, and occasionally he gave a short grunt  – or possibly a curse – as he stumbled in the dark. After some time, he stopped, and there came a quick rasping sound as a flint was lit, and the forest briefly showed itself, thick trees all around and overhead. The man was tall. A full-length long coat fell around him, giving it the appearance of a cape at the back. Upon his head was a tall top hat, but his collar was up around his face, so it could not be seen. The light flickered as he held it towards him, a cigar jutting from where his mouth presumably was, and then the light faded, leaving only the dull, glowing red of the tip of the cigar.
But the brief flash of light seemed to have confirmed to him where he was, and he vanished into the dark again, heading quickly amongst the trees, all that was visible being the red glow of the cigar, which weaved through the trees like a Will O' the Wisp. Ahead, a light.
It is high in the air, and as the man draws closer, it can be seen to be shining from a candle. Draw closer again, and several lights can be seen. Windows, a wall, a roof somewhere above. This is a large building, it can be seen now, thick bushes on its perimeter, obscuring the drive. The candles continue to flicker in some of the many windows, and the man creeps closer to where a large sign stands beside a high metal double gate. The wind seems fiercer now that the trees are left behind. Overhead an owl hoots, but its cry is lost in the gale. Here fresher leaves scuttle across the road, making whispering sounds as they tumble clumsily back into the darkness. 
The man makes a sound as he stares up at the windows and the building,  and now it can be seen that the sign reads, "The Storminster Orphanage for Little Boys and Girls". The lettering on the board, it can be seen, is bright and lively, optimistic, almost. The headteacher and founder are signed beneath as "Mrs Lutworth", followed by a long line of letters that no doubt denote various impressive professional qualifications.
The man makes a great show of reading the letters on the sign and then, with a grunt, steals back into the dark, heading the way that he had come. As he does so, he pauses for a moment, listening. Yet the only sound is the sound of the wind. He grunts again and fades into the night. "Silly fool," he mumbles to himself, "nothing but a bat." The night takes him, and as it does, the bat sitting in the tree tops flies into the night in the opposite direction and is soon lost to the dark.

      [image: ]"Viktor!" shouted Victoria as the Christmas tree swung wildly around her living room, almost removing the chandelier overhead as it did so. "Will you please stop swinging the tree around like that? You nearly had my head off with it, then!" Viktor and Victoria stood scowling at each other for a moment. The Christmas tree seemed to be causing a little friction. Not the tree itself, however, though it did seem to be perhaps a little on the large side. It was more the placement of the tree that was causing problems.
"Look, I have moved ze tree eight times already," said Viktor indignantly, "Zo far I ave ze pine needles up my nose, the base of ze tree on my foot twice, and god only knows where ze angel has gone."
"It's in the box with the rest of the decorations," said Victoria wearily, "Look, just try it there." she pointed to the left side of the glowing fireplace, "I am sure it will fit."
"You said that ven we put it on ze right side of the fireplace," muttered Viktor, but he lifted the tree and placed it where asked anyway.
"That's perfect," smiled Victoria, and  Viktor stood back and looked at the tree carefully. The clock ticked slowly on the mantlepiece.
"I still zink it looks better on ze left," he said slowly, assessing the huge fir tree that was now resting in the corner of the room as if it was expecting the rest of the forest to arrive sometime soon.
"It's perfect there," said Victoria as Romney came into the room. He was taking physical form for a while, he had informed her that morning. He had been keen to tell her that his being in physical form was simply a matter of being available for any heavy lifting that may need to be done, but Victoria knew perfectly well (though she hadn't said anything) that Romney very much enjoyed placing the baubles on the tree, and rather oddly, the angel on the top of the tree.
"Ah, I see you have finally got it in place," he said, sitting down in the nearest armchair and hanging his legs over the side of it to admire their handiwork. Odd in the sense that as a demon of the third circle of Hell, he and angels didn't normally get on especially well.
"Indeed," said Victoria, pushing his legs off the armchair and onto the floor as she pushed past him, "No thanks to you."
"I was answering the door!" protested Romney as Viktor stood in the corner, continuing to look at the tree as if it was going to leap out and attack him at any moment. "And here I was thinking that was Viktor's job."
"It is his job," said Victoria, finally taking a seat, "He is just banned from answering the door until the new year. I swear those poor carol singers will never recover."
"Zat vos not my fault," said Viktor, "How vos I to know zey were ze carol singers? Zey could have been ze very clever burglars for all I knew."
"Still. There was no need for all that cloak-waving and fangy stuff," she replied, "Complete overkill. I have never heard such a rapidly ended version of "Little Donkey" in all of my life."
"Oh, votever," said Viktor, "I vill get ze baubles and vot have you from the attic."
"They are in the kitchen," said Victoria in exasperation, "I told you I got them down just before dinner."
"Right, right," said Viktor, "Vell, I vill go and get zem zen." He left the room, muttering just loud enough for everyone in the room to realise that he was not really muttering at all.
"I don't know what's been wrong with him these last few days," said Victoria, "His head seems to be somewhere else."
"I suppose the Little Cookham school Christmas choir wish he had been somewhere else last night," chuckled Romney, and Victoria smiled.
"It's not funny," she laughed, "I think I may have a chat with him and see what is going on. He is usually very focused."
Viktor re-entered the room, followed by Fanelda, the house ghost. She did tend to flit from room to room and not always by the doors. Victoria had tried to instil in her the need to avoid walking through walls wherever possible. She had stuck to it ever since, but Victoria knew that she would go back to her old ways after a few days. She was not one to judge, however, as she suspected that when you had tended to be tied to the grounds of one particular house for a few hundred years, then your attention surely must tend to wander from time to time.
"Ze decorations," announced Viktor, putting the box on the table, and true to form, Romney leapt up and began rifling through the box, no doubt in search of the angel.
"I like a nice little tree," said Fanelda, gazing at the Christmas tree fondly.
"Nothing little about zis tree," said Viktor, "It probably took a group of ze wood-cutters to cut zis tree down. Probably took zem a whole veek to do it, too."
"Oh, Viktor," laughed Victoria, and she saw him smile. She never took his moaning to heart. Complaining was just a hobby of his, just like his cloak collection. Viktor was a man who was made for hobbies, and it was just a coincidence that moaning was one of them. He was rather good at it, too, she thought.
"Now Viktor," said Victoria, "Don't forget that you are collecting the turkey from Mr Peacock, the butcher, at the weekend."
"Yes, I vill get it ven I go to collect my nice little parcel," he said absent-mindedly. Everyone knew that Viktor visited the butchers three times a week to collect his "little parcel", as he called it, but nobody had as of yet had the nerve to ask him what the parcel actually contained, though most of them had a very good idea of what was inside it, and it wasn't biscuits, one of Viktor's other little passions.
"Thank you, Viktor," she said primly.
"Found it!" shouted Romney, clearly excited as he pulled the angel from the box. "Now, let's see if I can get it straight the first time. Viktor moaned.
"I vill go and make ze tea," he said, "ze excitement is surely killing me."

      [image: ]Victoria sat by the fire, admiring the tree. Romney had, true to form, spent a considerable amount of time fiddling with the tree until, finally, he declared it "just right." She smiled to herself. She did look forward to Christmas, which was unusually sentimental of her. She was allowing herself a little bit of peace and quiet before bed. Now she had time to think, she thought about her conversation with Romney earlier about Viktor. He certainly had been acting rather oddly lately! He had been going to bed early too, which was especially strange for a usually nocturnal vampire. Still, at least he was out of the way for a while. 
More out of habit than anything, she scanned the house. Her augmentations had several types of scanners built into them, and she did this most nights. It had been a security procedure at first, but now things seemed to have quietened down, and London was leaving her alone, she had given herself the luxury of not doing it some nights. Using her enhanced frequencies, she focused her attention on the house itself and, mostly, its occupants. Henry Rollins, the gardener, had left for home some hours before, so she knew that he was not currently around. She detected Romney up in his room. When he took physical form, he did seem to sleep. Where he went to of a night when he was in her head, she did not know and did not care really, as long as he kept quiet. But yes, there he was in his room, not moving and so presumably fast asleep. Next, she detected Fanelda. She showed up on her scan as a little blip – she liked to think of it as a squiggle – and where was she? Ah, yes, she was on the chimney pots. Again. She did seem to like the roof for some reason. Which left Viktor. He was undead, and so her heat scan revealed nothing as per usual,  but movement, infrared and several other scans revealed nothing. Where was he? She looked at the clock on the mantelpiece. Just before midnight.
She rose and made her way to the cellar, where Viktor's room was. She peeped around his door. No, he was not there. His coffin was still open. Intrigued, she went upstairs and opened the door to one of the spare bedrooms, carefully tip-toeing past Romney's room as she did so. Nothing there. Apart from her room (she smiled to herself – he definitely wasn't in there!), there was only one room left. She opened the window, and a cold blast of air hit her instantly. He wasn't in the room, but the windows were wide open, a stiff December breeze blowing in through the windows. 
She didn't feel particularly cold, however. Her augmentations protected her from that, and so she settled herself down on a chair in the corner and decided to wait and see what happened. Nor did she need to sleep. Her built-in Babbage engine ensured she never felt tired unless she wanted to. She did enjoy sleep, however, and made a habit of it whenever she could. Right now, however, she had already decided that she was not tired at all. She settled down, quiet as
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Now read on for the first two chapters in a new series, 'Welcome to the Rook' (Book One)






OEBPS/images/5a29f96f-dd8b-462b-b3cf-d0a30d891c8d.png





OEBPS/images/37e06b79-4edc-429e-b18e-d86ce8bdd7d1.png








