
The Giulia Effect and Other Stories

Barbara Davies

Other books by Barbara Davies . . . 

––––––––
[image: ]


Bourn's Edge

Christie and the Hellcat

Dee’s Gentlemen and Other Stories

Frederica and the Viscountess

Into the Yellow and Other Stories

Licensed to Spy

Rebeccah and the Highwayman

[image: A close-up of a book cover

Description automatically generated]

© 2024 Barbara Davies

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any means, electronic or mechanical, without permission in writing from the publisher.

978-1-960373-44-1 paperback

Cover

by

Sapling Studio

––––––––
[image: ]


‘The Giulia Effect’ was first published in the anthology Making Monsters, Sep 2018

‘Time Beasts’ was first published in Neo-Opsis 28, Sep 2017

‘A Tinseltown Fairytale’ was first published in the ezine The Lorelei Signal, Jan 2008

‘The Ystrelan Ambassador’ was first published in the ezine Khimairal Ink, Jan 2008

‘Wind Rider’ was first published in the ezine The Lorelei Signal, Jul 2016

‘The Rain Queen’ was first published in Neo-Opsis 7, Sep 2005

‘In The Shit’ was first published in the anthology Bash Down the Door and Slice Open the Badguy, May 2007

‘The Dragonbird’ was first published in the ezine The Lorelei Signal, Jan 2014

‘Dee’s Unicorn’ was first published in RAGE machine Magazine 5, Oct 2006

‘A Trip to Lagasy’ was first published in the anthology Far Orbit, Apr 2014

‘The Princess and the Frog’ was first published in the anthology Myth & Magic: Queer Fairy Tales, Dec 2014

‘The Windseller’s Gift’ was first published in Tales of the Talisman 5.3, Jan 2010

––––––––
[image: ]


Mindancer Press

a division of

Bedazzled Ink Publishing Company

Fairfield, California

http://www.bedazzledink.com



ACKNOWLEDGMENT

––––––––
[image: ]


Over the years, members of the online Critters and offline BSFA Orbiter workshops have helped to make these stories better. To them and to the editors and publishers who accepted these stories for publication, I would like to say a very big thank you.

CONTENTS

Foreword

The Giulia Effect

Time Beasts

A Tinseltown Fairytale

The Ystrelan Ambassador

Wind Rider

The Rain Queen

Black Dog

In the Shit

Lilka’s Lullaby

The Dragonbird

Dee’s Unicorn

A Trip to Lagasy

The Princess and the Frog

The Windseller’s Gift

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​FOREWORD


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


My third story collection comprises fourteen Fantasy and Science Fiction short stories. Twelve of them have appeared before in various anthologies, ezines, and magazines; one almost made it into print, but the magazine folded (something that happens too often, alas); and one is unpublished and included simply because I like it and want others to be able to read it.

My stories’ settings range from Elizabethan England to a far-flung future where space stations, stargates, and aliens are the norm. In these pages you will find sirens and werewolves, unicorns, fairies, and supernatural black dogs, witches and princesses, smugglers, plant hunters, cesspit cleaners and more. It is probably too much to hope that every story will be to your taste, but I hope you find something here to enjoy.

Best wishes,

Barbara Davies

April 2024
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“HOW LONG’S IT going to take?” asked Bettany, rubbing more sun screen lotion onto her arms.

Ian noted her frown with an inward sigh. He had hoped this weekend might bridge the widening distance between them, but Bettany seemed determined to find fault. “It’s her first interview for twenty years. I’m not going to rush her.” 

Overhead, a seagull screamed.

Bettany flicked her hair out of her eyes. “No one listens to Giulia Iammazzo anymore.”

Enough people were still interested in her that his magazine was paying for this trip. But he said nothing and sipped his Limoncello.

“Except when they can’t avoid it, or they’re addicts,” Bettany went on, giving him a sidelong glance. “Sometimes I wonder . . .”

His cheeks warmed. “I like listening to her, that’s all. There’s no law against it.”

“There should be,” she muttered. “It’s not as if they’re even proper songs!”

Giulia’s trademark liquid trills were an expression of feeling not meaning. Bettany had never appreciated that.

The ravioli caprese they’d had for lunch was making Ian sleepy. He relaxed on the sunlounger, closed his eyelids, and began separating out the sounds of his surroundings. The Marina Piccola’s blue waters lapped the shingle beach and sandals crunched across it. That baritone murmur was the sunlounger attendant, those distant shrieks and splashes some tourists taking a dip . . .

“So I’m going to have to entertain myself then?” said Bettany.

Ian opened his eyes. “Only for a few hours.” He scratched his nose and pushed up his sunglasses. “Why don’t you visit Gracie Fields’ grave?” The suggestion drew an incredulous stare. “Or those Roman ruins you were talking about? What was that place called? The Villa Jovis?”

Bettany’s brow creased. “It’s not much fun on my own.”

“I know and I’m sorry, but—” He shrugged. “I came with you to see that villa this morning, didn’t I? And the Blue Grotto yesterday?”

They had lain on their backs in the bottom of a rowing boat as it eased under the grotto’s low entrance then sat up to regard the water’s eerie blue light in astonishment. Bettany had been fascinated by the grotto’s history and the Roman statues found on its bed; Ian had been more interested in trying out its acoustics, joining in with the boatman when he burst into song.

He tried a conciliatory smile. “You could always go back to the hotel and read a book.”

“I didn’t come to Capri to read, Ian!” Bettany crossed her ankles.

“Let’s not quarrel.” He took another sip of his drink. “I expect the interview will take an hour or two at best. You know singers. Once they’ve promoted their latest project, they can’t wait to get rid of you.” 

It was time to change the subject. His gaze travelled across the water to the limestone stacks that were the Faraglioni, familiar from so many postcards, before settling on the other famous rock that divided the bay in two. “So that’s where the mermaids sat, is it?”

Bettany rolled her eyes. “Sirens aren’t mermaids, idiot.” 

Once there would have been affection in that “idiot.” Stifling a sigh, Ian closed his eyes once more.
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THE BUS TO Capri town was supposed to deposit Ian not far from Giulia Iammazzo’s villa, according to the directions he’d been given. But once he had left the café-lined Piazzetta behind, the steep, stepped streets were a labyrinth and he was soon forced to ask the way. How could someone confined to a wheelchair live in such a place? He thanked an old woman and followed the direction of her pointing finger away, thankfully, from the crowds of rushed day-trippers chattering loudly in every language under the baking Italian sun. 

Giulia had been born in the private villa she still occupied and rarely left the island. Marriage hadn’t changed that; Giulia’s husband Eduardo, who subsequently became her manager, had moved in with her. It had always puzzled Ian what the singer could possibly have in common with a man so profoundly deaf no surgery could help, but their marriage had been rock solid, according to accounts.

The bag’s strap was cutting into him so he shifted it to his other shoulder and considered the imminent interview. Giulia’s background and the origin of her unique voice were famously shrouded in mystery. It would be quite a coup if he could prise something new out of her.

A foot protruding from a doorway almost sent him flying into a bougainvillea-draped wall. He regained his balance and turned to remonstrate, then stopped. Ear buds protruded from the ears of the man lying in the doorway, and on his face was a faraway expression.

A player was clipped to his belt. Ian crouched, unclipped it, and inspected its display: Virgil’s Lament by Giulia Iammazzo. A few key presses revealed that the playlist consisted entirely of songs by Giulia. 

He replaced the player and regarded the man with fresh eyes. Those gaunt cheeks, the lack of muscle tone . . . Paradise Lost, some called it—that poignant sense of yearning, almost a physical ache, that remained with you afterwards. As if you had been snatched back from a bliss you could no longer remember.

He reached out to press the “stop button” but changed his mind. What business was it of his? From the full wallet in the man’s trouser pockets, no one had robbed him. He was hurting no one but himself. 

A memory of Bettany’s accusing expression surfaced, and Ian sighed. Bending, he dragged the man deeper into the doorway, out of reach of the sun, then hurried on to his appointment.
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FROM THE OUTSIDE, the villa looked much older than the Villa San Michele, around which Ian and Bettany had traipsed that morning. He had expected to find some paparazzi lurking, but the street was deserted. In the early days of Giulia’s twenty-seven-year-long singing career, photographers had been eager for pictures, but Eduardo had been fierce in protection of his reclusive wife. Not that she needed it—all she had to do was sing a few notes.

He tugged the bell pull. Somewhere inside, a bell clanged. After a few moments he heard the pad of approaching feet, followed by the sound of bolts drawing back.

The man who opened the door was short and built like a bull. Muscles filled out his crumpled blue shirt, open at the neck, and the thighs beneath the grey canvas trousers were like tree trunks.

“Si?” Small eyes peered suspiciously at Ian from a weathered face.

Bodyguard? Ian dug deep for his rusty Italian. “Buongiorno. Scusi. Non parlo molto bene Italiano.” The man grunted but motioned him to continue. “I’ve an appointment to interview Signora Iammazzo. My name is Ian Wymark.” 

Ian proffered his press card. The man took it. His gaze tracked between Ian and the photo on the card then, with another grunt, he returned it. He pointed to Ian’s shoulder bag and motioned.

“What? You want to look inside?” Ian eased it off his shoulder and handed it over. “It’s only a camcorder. For the interview.”

The man unzipped the bag and rooted through its contents. At last, he handed it back, and beckoned Ian to follow him.

“Grazie.” Ian wiped his feet on the doormat and stepped through. The cool of the interior struck him at once and came as a welcome relief—his shirt was sticking to his back. While the man closed the door and bolted it, Ian took off his sunglasses and waited for his eyes to adjust.

The man led him through a series of spacious rooms, whose whitewashed walls made the most of the light. In the centre of one stood a grand piano, but Ian was too far away to make out the score lying open on its music stand. A series of gaudy, amateurish paintings hung on the walls—on closer inspection they turned out to have been painted by Giulia’s husband. 

Two stone steps led down into a corridor, which led past a kitchen containing a huge, old-fashioned range. A big-bosomed, elderly woman in black was preparing something at the table. She looked up as they passed then away again.

Yet more steps. Ian remembered Giulia’s wheelchair. Do they carry her everywhere?

At last they emerged into a tiled courtyard. A pleasantly pungent scent rose from four large terracotta pots crammed with Mediterranean herbs. Life-sized marble statues of figures from myth and antiquity mingled with plinths on which sat various heads and busts. Was that meant to be Emperor Augustus or Tiberius? Bettany would have known. A little apart from the courtyard stood a modern building, out of keeping with the rest—the state-of-the-art recording studio Eduardo had built? His guide ignored it and pointed to a stone-paved path winding beneath pergolas draped with wisteria.

“Signora Iammazzo on terrace,” he said.

Ian nodded and put on his sunglasses again. “Grazie.”

The breeze was cool against his cheeks and carried with it a salt sea tang as he walked along the path. He made for a low parapet up ahead, which must mark the cliff’s edge, and stopped when he reached it. A shady terrace dotted with stone benches and tables stretched to his right but his eye was drawn to the view beyond the parapet. The crash of distant waves blended with birdsong and the chirp of cicadas as he gazed out over the precipitous drop. There were the Faraglioni rocks, and there the Marina Piccola, and farther out still the deep blue of the Tyrrhenian Sea, streaked white with the wakes of speedboats.

“Mr Wymark?”

A woman’s voice drew him back to his surroundings. He turned and looked along the terrace. Giulia Iammazzo was sitting in a wheelchair at its farthest end, in the shade of an oleander profuse with white blooms. A thin rug covered her knees.

He hurried towards her. “Scusi, Signora! I didn’t see you there.”

She waved his apology aside. “The view is captivating, isn’t it? I never tire of it.” She indicated the bench on the other side of the table next to her. “Sit. Constanza will bring us refreshments.” Her English was perfect, though thickly accented.

“Thank you.” He sat down, glad to take the weight off his feet, and set the shoulder bag on the ground before unzipping it and pulling out the camcorder. As he extended the tripod legs, he looked up. “I hope you don’t mind?”

Giulia shrugged. “Go ahead.”

He locked the tripod in place and positioned the camcorder, peering through the viewfinder to make sure she was in frame. 

The clink of glasses made him turn. The woman from the kitchen was coming towards them, carrying a tray laden with glasses, jugs in which ice cubes tinkled, some soft cheese, and a bowl of figs. She placed the tray on the table and glanced at Giulia.

“Molte grazie, Constanza.”

The woman’s wrinkled face broke into a smile. “Prego.” With a sharp glance in Ian’s direction, she waddled back the way she had come.

“Limoncello?” said Giulia. “Or iced tea? Do please help yourself, Mr Wymark. And pour some tea for me, would you?”

He did so, studying her covertly. She was a striking woman, with her raven hair, prominent cheekbones, and unblemished olive skin. She didn’t look a day older than in the photographs taken twenty years ago. Hair dye? Plastic surgery?

“Thank you.” She accepted her glass of tea and studied him in her turn, her dark eyes seeming to see right through him. “What do you think of Capri so far, Mr Wymark?”

“Very nice.” He resumed his seat and sipped his Limoncello. “It certainly makes a pleasant change from London.”

“You are staying on the island?”

“Just the two nights, yes. With my girlfriend. Bettany teaches history—loves anything to do with ancient Greece or Rome. She’s in her element here. All these ruins and statues.”

“You don’t share her passion?”

Ian shrugged and shooed away a yellow butterfly that had landed on the rim of the jug. “I’m a big fan of yours, Signora. I can’t tell you what an honour it is to finally meet you.” He was babbling—nerves always did that. Fortunately Giulia didn’t seem to mind.

She smiled at him and nodded towards the camcorder. “Shall we begin?”

“If you’re ready.” He reached over and pressed “record,” then pulled out his list of questions. In the distance, a bell rang—the church he had seen near the Piazzetta? “You haven’t given an interview for years. Why did you agree to talk to me, Signora Iammazzo?”

“It’s time.”

So any journalist would have suited her purposes. Ian hoped his disappointment didn’t show. He waited for her to elaborate, but she sipped her tea. 

“Are you planning a new recording?” he prompted. “A change in direction, perhaps, after your husband’s death?” Her face blanched, and he cursed himself for his tactlessness. “I’m sorry—”

She stopped him with a gesture. “The recordings were Eduardo’s idea. He said we needed the money.” She put down her glass and indicated her surroundings with a wry smile. “This takes a lot of maintenance. And then there’s Sergio and Constanza’s wages.”

Sergio must be the bodyguard. Perhaps he was her chauffeur too, though Ian hadn’t noticed a garage.

“At first, the royalties came from those who like my music. Now they come from dentists and anaesthesiologists.” Her lip curled. “Eduardo had no idea it would be used in that manner but—” She gave a very Italian shrug. “What I’m saying is, I have enough to live on, Mr Wymark. I need nothing more.” 

A flash of green caught his attention, but it was only a lizard scuttling along the parapet, its forked tongue testing the air. “A live concert, then,” said Ian. “You’ve never done one, have you?”

“What would be the point?”

“But your voice,” he protested. “It’s unique!”

The smile she gave him was warm. “Thank you.” Then she sighed. “No one remembers it. Except me.”

He conceded the point. Each time, when he surfaced from one of her songs, its final notes were already fading from memory. Oh, he had seen the scores transcribed by analyser software, and heard others sing them too, but they were pale imitations of the original. On the page the melody became mundane, mediocre even. And other voices lacked “the Giulia Effect,” caused, so the scientists claimed, by the presence of ultrasonic harmonics peculiar to her. 

“Do you ever wish your voice wasn’t unique?” he asked.

“Sometimes.” She stared out to sea, her gaze distant. “It isn’t really, you know. My sisters were born with it too, but they died a long time ago.” 

The revelation startled him. Nothing he had read mentioned sisters. 

But she was already continuing. “As everyone knows, its effects can be . . . inconvenient.” She threw him a rueful glance. “I have to be careful where, and when, I sing.”

He glanced at the camcorder to check it was running smoothly. “It must have helped then that your husband was deaf.”

Her gaze became shadowed. Then she nodded. “But Eduardo often said how much he regretted not being able to hear me.” She shrugged. “At least I knew it was me he loved, not my voice.”

“Why did you never let the throat and voice specialists examine you?”

Her chin came up. “They have my recordings. That should be enough.”

“But—”

A hard glance stopped him.

A gull called out, soaring high above them, and the scent of oleander blossom was strong on the afternoon breeze. Ian took another gulp of his drink.

“Did it bother you, when broadcasters banned your songs from their playlists?” he asked.

“Why should it? They were being prudent. People had died, after all.”

He shifted on the stone bench. “You didn’t feel responsible? For the crashes, I mean.”

She shook her head. “Eduardo warned everyone. He may not have been able to hear it but he witnessed the effect on the first sound engineer. After that, we stuck to instrument-only recordings. The mix suffered, in my opinion.” She shrugged. “That first radio station was trying to boost its ratings: ‘Can you resist the Giulia Effect?’” Her mouth twisted on the phrase. “They got their answer, didn’t they?”

He opened his mouth to reply, but she interrupted him.

“I don’t presume to take the blame for any deaths, Mr Wymark, just as I don’t presume to take the credit for patients who survive surgery that once would have killed them.” She frowned. “Surely the readers of your magazine can’t be interested in all this? It’s old news. And what has it to do with music?”

He reddened. “I’m sorry. My editor wants a wide ranging piece. It’s been so long since you gave an interview, you see.”

“I understand.” She sighed. “Do you still listen to my recordings?”

He nodded.

“Why?”

He didn’t hesitate. “They take me somewhere wonderful.”

Her face softened. “Thank you.”

He glanced down at his remaining questions. “Do you think your life, your career might have been different if you hadn’t been . . .” He gestured at her covered legs.

“Crippled?” Her smile was mocking. “Of course it might. Have you no better questions to ask me than that?”

His cheeks warmed. On impulse, he crumpled up the list and stuffed it in his pocket. “Very well. What would you like to tell me, Signora? Or rather, my readers?”

“Bravo.” She regarded him with approval. “I agreed to this interview because I have an exclusive for you.”

“Yes?” He leaned forward.

“After today, the world will not hear from me again. The recordings—my husband’s idea, as I told you—have proved to be a mixed blessing, as I feared. Dear Eduardo is no longer here to share in the benefits, and I am tired of the attention, the notoriety.” For an instant he saw an immense weariness in her face. Then it was gone. “I long for peace, Mr Wymark.” She held his gaze. “Can you understand that?”

He nodded. “So you are announcing your retirement?”

“If you want to call it that.”

He studied her and saw that she was serious. “What will you do? Will you leave Capri?”

“I think that’s my business, don’t you?”

He flushed and nodded. On impulse he added, “Would you do me one last favour, Signora?” She cocked her head and waited, expectant. “Will you sing for us one last time?”

The pause that followed lasted so long he thought she wasn’t going to answer. At last she gave a slow nod. “Very well.”
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IAN HAD NO idea how much time had passed when he came back to himself, but the sun was setting, the air had grown still, and the heat of the day was dispersing. The camcorder’s flashing red low battery light stood out like a beacon in the gathering dusk. He thought for a moment that he was alone on the terrace, then registered the silhouetted figure seated on the other side of the table.

“Signora Iammazzo?” He had to clear his throat before he could speak.

“Time you were leaving, Mr Wymark,” she said.

Feeling dazed and working by touch, he collapsed the tripod and packed away the camcorder. Giulia’s wheelchair motor whirred as she passed him. He slung the bag over his shoulder and followed her, the chirp of cicadas replacing the sound of the waves as they turned onto the pergola path leading back towards the house.

“You have a great gift,” he told her, hurrying to keep up. “The ability to transport someone to a better place, if only for a short while.”

“Or a great curse,” she said, over her shoulder.

The lights of the courtyard beckoned, and a burly figure moved into view.

“It’s all right, Sergio.” 

The bodyguard inclined his head and retreated a few steps.

Ian walked past Giulia’s wheelchair and turned back to address her. “Thank you for your hospitality, Signora. I hope you will be happy in your retirement. You’ll be greatly missed.”

“I doubt that. But it’s kind of you to pretend.” She pursed her lips. “In return, I have a final gift for you, Mr Wymark. Something to satisfy your curiosity.” Sergio took a step forward, but she held up a hand. “It’s all right, Sergio.” 

The bodyguard halted, brows together, eyes disapproving.

“I’m sorry?” said Ian, puzzled.

She threw back the rug and stood up.

Ian’s mouth dropped open, first in surprise that she could stand at all, then in amazement as he saw the delicate feathers clothing the long legs, the sharp talons where human feet should be. He took an involuntary step back.

Giulia’s lips quirked in amusement and she resumed her seat. “Mr Wymark is leaving now, Sergio.” She pulled the rug back into place. “Please show him out.” 
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“YOU’RE KIDDING!” SAID Bettany.

“I wish I was.” Even to Ian’s ears, his explanation for his delayed return sounded preposterous. He threw himself on the bed and stared up at the ceiling. He felt shaky, disoriented. God knows how he had got back to his hotel room in one piece.

Bettany had said something, he realized. “Sorry?”

“What kind of birds’ feet?”

“Like an eagle’s.” He waited for her anger. It didn’t come.

“You’re serious, aren’t you?” Bettany’s forehead creased.

“Yes.”

She lay down on her side next to him, the mattress sagging under her weight. He blinked at her, confused by her reaction.

“You said Giulia sang for you, just before,” said Bettany.

“It wasn’t a dream!”

“You were in the garden. Was it dark?”

He summoned up the memory, feeling a shiver run down his spine as he did so. “There were lamps in the courtyard. Enough to see by.”

For a long while Bettany remained silent, her gaze turned inwards. The en suite bathroom’s extractor fan clicked off, leaving only the low hum of the minibar.

“Did you record the moment she stood up?” she asked at last.

He shook his head.

“Pity. It explains so much, Ian. The feet. The voice . . .”

He raised himself on one elbow, bemused. “What?”

“Remember when I told you sirens aren’t mermaids?” Bettany pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “They’re actually half human, half bird.”

For a moment he wondered what she was talking about then he stared at her. “You’re saying Giulia Iammazzo is a siren?”

She nodded.

“That’s ridiculous!” He sat up.

“No more so than the Giulia Effect.” Bettany sat up too. Somehow they had swapped roles—she was the believer, he the sceptic. 

“But legends are just that,” protested Ian. Sudden doubt overtook him. “Aren’t they?”

“Perhaps. But something often lies at their heart.” Concern filled her gaze. “How are you feeling?” 

“A bit odd. How would you feel?” He paused. “Why?”

“You heard the song the sirens sing at close range.” 

His conviction that Bettany must be correct was increasing with every word. He scrubbed his face with his hands. “OK. Let’s suppose you’re right.” Her attentive gaze encouraged him. “I got the impression her husband’s death hit her hard. Giulia’s tired of it all, depressed. I think that’s why she agreed to the interview. ‘The world will not hear from me again.’ She was saying goodbye.” A thought struck him. “How did the sirens die?”

Bettany thought for a moment. “Threw themselves into the sea, supposedly.”

“Then she could be planning to drown herself too!” He bit his lip. “Should I tell someone? The police?”

“And sound like a loony?” Bettany shook her head. “Besides, she might simply be planning to lie low for a few centuries. To stay out of the limelight her husband shoved her into.”

His head ached. “Why me?” 

“Perhaps she was tired of keeping it a secret.”

It was ironic. Ian had wanted a scoop, but this—“Who’s going to believe me?”

Bettany shrugged. “Maybe that’s why she waited until you’d stopped recording. She knew you wouldn’t be able to convince anyone without proof.”

His gaze travelled to the bag lying by the dressing table. “At least I’ve come away with something: her last interview; that song.” 

He remembered the low battery warning light and felt a moment’s anxiety. He hurried over to the bag, knelt, and pulled out the camcorder, then exhaled with relief when the playback began to roll.

“Ian!” He came to his senses with a start. Bettany’s hand was resting on his shoulder. He hadn’t heard her cross to join him or seen her turn off the sound. He flushed at such an elementary mistake. “Thanks.”

“Idiot,” she said, but there was a note of warmth in her voice.

Together they watched as the camcorder motor hummed and on the little LCD screen Giulia silently sang, the oleander flowers glowing pale behind her in the fading light.

“Make sure the magazine pays you what that’s worth,” said Bettany, when the recording had drawn to a close.

“I will.” The battery warning light was flashing again so Ian switched the camcorder off.

Bettany walked out onto the balcony. A need to follow her overtook him and he gave into it. She was leaning on the railing staring out into the darkness, brows creased, shoulders hunched. She didn’t look round as he took his place next to her. They stood side by side in silence. The scent of lemons and the chirp of cicadas wafted up to them from the night-shrouded garden. 

The image of his own face, spellbound and sightless, as Giulia sang for him, was fresh in Ian’s mind. He remembered the gaunt features of the man he had tripped over on his way to the interview. He didn’t want to end up like that. “I’ll cut down on her music, Bettany,” he said. “Promise.”

“Good,” she said, her thoughts clearly elsewhere.

Her lacklustre response disappointed him. He picked at the railing and frowned.

“Poor Giulia,” said Bettany at last. “The last of her kind, Ian. Imagine how lonely that must feel!”

Her words threatened to transform the close Capri night into something vast and indifferent. Ian shivered. “I’d rather not.”

His world had realigned itself, he realised. As had Bettany’s. It would take some getting used to. He took a breath and let it out, before reaching over and touching her hand. For a moment, Bettany didn’t respond, then her fingers curled around his.
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AFTERWORD
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Homer’s epic poem the Odyssey locates the mythical island of the Sirens off the southwest coast of Italy, and the beautiful island of Capri has long since traded on this association to attract tourists. So when I decided to write a story about a siren, it seemed only natural to set it there. One problem: I’ve never actually been to Capri. Fortunately, guide books, maps, online videos, and holiday blogs soon made me feel as if I had.

But what would a living and breathing siren do with herself all day? As Italy is also famous as the place where the notoriously volatile Maria Callas spent a large part of her operatic singing career, I decided to take inspiration from her. Being a rich and famous recluse would also solve the problem of how a human/bird hybrid could fly under the radar in an age of science and technology. Which left me with one final fun task: to work out the ramifications a potentially lethal siren voice might have for the world at large. 
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TIME BEASTS
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TUCA TURNED ONTO the track that led towards the desert, glad to leave the tense atmosphere of home behind. It was a cold, clear morning, warming as the sun rose, and above her a hawk circled. She shifted the carry-sack on her shoulder, took a firmer grip on her lantern, and lengthened her stride. 

At the top of the first dune she shaded her eyes to see what the ruined City looked like today. It was fifteen years since the Great Storm had revealed the city’s presence, providing the folk of Jilla with a new source of income. Its silhouette was never the same from one week to the next, sometimes from one day to the next, and it wasn’t just due to the sandstorms that buried one quarter while uncovering another. Buildings appeared and disappeared at random, and no one knew why, though Trader Velia, who had had more education than most, talked of “time storms.”

She squinted at the weary figure in the faded brown tunic and trousers emerging from what had been the gates. 

“Tuca.” The old man waved a hand in greeting as he drew nearer. 

“Morning, Poraq.” She started down the dune towards him. “Finished scavenging for the night?”

He gestured at his carry-sack, which seemed to contain little. “I’d hoped for better, but Ornado got to the Museum first.” He scowled. “Was a time he left night work to the likes of me. When there were finds enough for everyone and no time beasts.”

“The Museum’s back?” Her heart thumped in her chest.

“You didn’t know?” His wrinkled face creased in sympathy. “Wasn’t that where Cayo—?”

She nodded. It had been two years but the memory was still fresh. She had tried to hold onto Cayo, tried to pull him with her out of the window. Only with hindsight had she realised that he had prised her fingers loose, so that what had happened to her brother Zito could not happen to her too.

“Well, it’s back now. And Ornado’s men are swarming all over it.” Poraq sighed. “Sometimes I wonder if it wouldn’t be easier just to join his gang.”

Tuca considered the news. There was truth in the saying that pickings were richest in the most dangerous parts of the City, and the Museum was certainly that.

“You’re going to the Museum anyway, aren’t you?” 

The sharpness in his tone brought her back to her surroundings. “It’s not Ornado’s personal property.” But her shrug was defensive.

“Be careful, Tuca.” He rested a hand on her arm, his rheumy eyes grave. “It isn’t only him you have to be wary of.”

His concern touched her, and she patted his hand. “I know, Poraq. But I can take care of myself.”
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ORNADO STRETCHED THE stiffness from his back. “Well, well. Look what the sandstorms blew in.”

The mockery in the gang leader’s voice made Tuca flush, but she ignored him and let her gaze travel up the well-worn steps. The sand and time storms were hard on the City’s fabric: cracking walls, smashing tiles, and eroding the statues in its squares, erasing their features and inscriptions forever. As a consequence, the Museum’s massive doors had long since disappeared, but the crumbling stone pillars on either side of the entrance still conveyed a faded grandeur, a taste of what this place must have been like in its prime.

“I’m surprised to see you here of all places.” Ornado gave his bushy beard a vigorous scratch. “Your brother gets cut in half, your father loses his legs, then your friend Cayo vanishes. How long before it’s your turn, eh?”

“Ay,” muttered a man unpacking bronze figurines, lacquered boxes, and fine china bowls from his sack. “That’s more than bad luck, that’s a full-blown jinx.”

Tuca gave him a hard look but didn’t reply. 

Ornado chuckled at her discomfort, then his expression became lascivious. “How’s Lera? Looking forward to tonight?” He winked at his men. “I’m going to teach her some moves.”

Her resolve not to let him bait her vanished. “Don’t talk about my sister like that!”

“Like what?” The gang leader’s mask of injured innocence drew broad grins from his men. “Not jealous of her, are you?” The tattoos on his forearms flexed as he folded them. “You should make more of an effort. Wear a dress now and then.” He pursed his lips. “Do you even own one?”

Her scowl made him laugh. She started up the steps.

“Not so fast.” All trace of humour had left his voice. “There’s nothing for you here, girl.”

“I can scavenge where I like.”

He shook his head. “This place is far too dangerous for amateurs. You of all people should know that! Besides, you’ll only get in the way.” He jerked his thumb down the street. “Get lost.”

Jeers and murmurs followed her, but she ignored them. There were other ways into the Museum. And Tuca remembered them all.
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THE TRICKLE OF sand and whistle of the wind accompanied Tuca along the musty corridor. At every corner memories assaulted her: Zito’s broad grin as he held up the dented little statue of a horse she now kept in her treasure box; Father shouting at the two of them not to wander off . . . 

Fragments of stone littered the gloomy corridor and, when she had stubbed her toe for the second time in as many minutes, she used her flint striker to light the lantern. Around her the Museum creaked and groaned.

She peered round the first doorway she came to and scowled. The room was little more than a pile of rubble open to the elements and would contain few artefacts worth scavenging. Gone were the days when every corridor led to amazing treasures. The next room was more promising. It was high-ceilinged and largely intact, and from the pattern of debris, sawdust, and shattered glass on the floor, had once contained display cases. 

She sorted through the mess of broken figurines and shattered pots. Trader Velia was picky. Intact finds were a must—pristine, preferably. And any mechanical devices—the Ancients seemed to have been strangely fond of such things—must be in good working order.

Squatting on her haunches, Tuca sifted through the debris, setting aside items with potential, listening with half an ear for anything out of the ordinary—she had learned to tune out the creak of stonework settling, the thud of falling masonry, the soft susurration of the sand, and the distant shouts of other scavengers. Every few minutes she scanned her surroundings for the telltale glimmer or swirling motes of wrongness. 

She was putting an ivory comb, its teeth miraculously intact, inside her carry-sack, when the distant roar came, followed by a man’s high-pitched scream. She lurched to her feet, then stopped. After all, what could she do against a time beast?
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TUCA CLIMBED THE worn steps of the stairwell. The screaming had stopped a while ago, but it still echoed in her mind. Who had been unlucky this time? Ornado? Unlikely, worse luck. The gang leader took the profits, but his men took all the risks. 

She shifted the carry-sack so the strap didn’t dig into her shoulder and raised her lantern. Rubble blocked access to the first landing, forcing her up to the second. The rooms on this floor were spacious. Windowpanes had cracked or were missing, providing little protection from the sage-scented wind blowing off the desert, and shutters had long since crumbled to allow in the harsh sunlight.

On the faded walls, traces of colour showed the first room had been richly decorated, but its contents yielded nothing salvageable. As she checked every nook and cranny, shifting rubble and peering into the darkest corners, a vague feeling of familiarity stole over her. It increased when she entered the next room, full of rusted metal tables and chairs, their legs twisted or missing. At one end, a massive marble slab canted from crumbling supports and she remembered Cayo remarking on it.

Tuca continued past the slab to the window, following the sounds of whistling and men’s voices. She peered out then ducked back. Outside, some of Ornado’s men were showing him what they had scavenged and receiving either a nod of approval or a scowl for their pains.

She retreated into the corridor. But every step now was freighted with memories, and unwelcome images of Cayo’s last moments, his brown eyes wide, mouth twisted in fear, surfaced as she drew closer to the room where she had last seen him alive. Her steps slowed. 

One minute the corridor behind her was empty, the next it contained a massive, swirling, shifting, dark mass. The time beast’s roar hurt her ears, and it lurched towards her, appendages reaching. With a yelp, she lunged into the next room. A man crouched in the middle of the floor, examining his dusty finds, looked up as she sped past towards the window. His startled eyes followed her, then his head whipped round, his expression changing to horror as he saw what was close on her heels.

“By the Maker!” she heard him cry, then she was leaping through, and tucking and rolling. 

Shouts of consternation greeted Tuca’s appearance and men gathered around her, frowning. While she shook the stinging from her grazed palms and rubbed her bruised knees, necks craned towards the window from which she had jumped. From it came the sounds of roaring interspersed with screams.
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“IS THIS ALL?” Father scowled at the artefacts arrayed on the kitchen table. “A day’s scavenging and this is all you have to show for it?” He wheeled his chair forward, picked up a shabby figurine, and slammed it back down. “I’d have been ashamed to come home with such poor pickings.”

Tuca’s temper flared. “If you think you can do any better, old man, why don’t you?” 

His eyes narrowed and his fist lashed out, but she had already stepped back out of reach. When the City had taken her father’s legs, it had limited his ability to terrorise her.

“Tuca!” said Mother from the stove, where she was cooking flatbread. “Don’t speak to your father like that.”

“Why not? He deserves it.” But she spoke under her breath, for she had no wish to upset her mother further. Louder, she said, “I’ll do better tomorrow. I had to pack up early—a time beast came after me and then Ornado’s men chased me off.”

They had been angry at their colleague’s death, even gone as far as to accuse her of deliberately leading the beast to him. As if anyone could predict or control them!

“In the meantime, we’ve enough to get by on. Trader Velia will give me a good price next time she comes to town.”

Tuca’s mother looked anxious. “I don’t know if we can wait that long.” She indicated the almost empty flour sack. “We’re running low on supplies.” Her eyes flicked towards her husband then away again. 

Shame flashed across his face, giving way to truculence. “Can’t a man buy himself a drink when he needs it?” He shifted in his wheelchair. “My stumps hurt all the time. You don’t know what it’s like.”

Tuca could remember feeling sympathy for him once, but he had long since forfeited any right to it. She was about to tell him as much when the door opened and her younger sister came in. 

Lera scanned their faces. “What’s going on?”

“The usual,” said Tuca shortly. Lera was wearing her best red dress and had tied her hair up in a knot. She remembered Lera’s date. “You’re not serious about going out with Ornado, are you?”

“Why
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