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	This is the story of a most unusual relationship; Fala the Slider Girl and Bartek her Watcher. No mere chance has brought them together, it is their destiny. Although neither knows it, theirs is a love as deep as the oceans and as enduring as Gaia, our earth which birthed and protects them. But the time is coming when Gaia will be threatened by a far greater power. To resist, Gaia will need their courage, and she will demand they both sacrifice their all, including each other.
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Prologue

	 

	 

	In the beginning, it did not matter.

	Nothing that had happened was important, not until she came into being.

	She was one of many, but she was different. She was special and the universe would burn because of it.

	Cherished, precious, beloved beyond words, she was the flicker that lit a million suns, the fire creating the energy that fuelled the universe. And such power overwhelmed her entirely. Insolent and confident within the heat of her presence, she could blow life into the weakest ember or scorch it into oblivion with the fury of a dying star. She laid waste to her world, giving great powers of destruction to her people but torturing them endlessly should they falter and fail in her schemes. They worshipped her with all the dread and horror that true divinity can bring and presented their very souls to her, gave her everything, even their capacity for individual thought, until they became a hive with only one consciousness―hers. They died willingly, brutally climbing over the twisted, burnt-out corpses of their brethren to do her bidding.

	It was not enough for her.

	It was never enough.

	Soon, bored and disinterested, finding no satisfaction with the wonders she had been given, she sent her spark outwards like the insignificant cosmic dust that drifted on the solar winds, to conquer the rest of the universe. To subjugate and enslave her sisters, the ones like her but not like her, be they great or small, who had not been given such a magnificent gift as hers.

	Borne on flames of violence and hate, unmoved by even the most tragic of circumstances, her fire devoured all that stood in its path, leaving behind worlds enslaved and barren, razed to ash and cinders, fit only for the habitation of her own mindless minions.

	The doctrine was always the same. Her people arrived in peace as sophisticated benefactors. They meant no harm, bringing gifts of civilisation, of progress, which they were willing to share. Whether embraced with awe and wonder or suspicion and defiance, the ending was monotonously predictable―the indigenous culture would be forgotten, overwritten and obliterated, the natives beholden, enslaved, unable to live without her fire.

	Then it was a simple matter of taking what she required, which was everything, always.

	Many worlds, many civilisations, be they just on the first step of development or already evolved into a complex, compelling society, were her targets. And the sister whose people she took, whose planets she enslaved, no matter how hard they tried to resist, would eventually succumb to the inevitable and be consumed into the all-encompassing flame, their powers enriching her own.

	That was her favourite part, to emphasise her domination, her superiority, for there was no one like her.

	Not really.

	And she would triumph over all.

	Her inferno raged across the universe. Nothing could stop it.

	So many worlds, so much terror. She was completely insensitive to any of it. Unyielding and obstinate in her desire to conquer all but excruciatingly dissatisfied when she did, her tedium and imperviousness to the suffering she created would be her downfall because, on a small, insignificant, green and blue planet, where her follower had been delivering her dogma for centuries, something astonishing was about to happen...

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	It wasn’t his face that piqued her attention, although with its striking cheekbones, proud mouth, and strong nose, it was achingly beautiful. Neither was it his inky-black hair, unfashionably short. Not his slim angular body caught at the end of the long years of transition from boy to man, nor his perfectly shaped buttocks that begged to have a hand squeeze them. He was more than bonny, it was true.

	All these things retained her interest but did not ensnare her gaze, did not capture her attention as surely as a hook through the lip of a fish.

	No.

	It was his eyes...

	 

	There was nothing quite so depressing as an English seaside town, once the drunken day-trippers and fighting families had scuttled back to the cities for their winter. Fala mused as, answering the overpowering pull deep in her soul, she wandered through the insipid grey for most of the morning. As she walked, the wearying weight of her loss threatened to smother her like a rolling sea fog. Her dull, aching chasm of grief made it easy to ignore the tatty amusements desperately flashing their gaudy lights and playing infuriatingly catchy tunes at her through the murky mist, the frighteningly forlorn laughing policeman machine, cackling loud enough to penetrate the peace of any child’s dreams, was one nightmare too many.

	And yet Fala sensed more mundane fears roaming the deserted streets, so that the sense of desperation was palpable, the shopkeepers and businessmen losing all hope for a summer, now long gone, that had never delivered where it mattered, in their accounts. The town was tottering on the very edge of despair. All who could have, had already left the dirty streets for something better, and only the truly hopeless remained, flotsam washed ashore with no means of re-floating itself.

	Fala fit right in.

	Periodically, as if to add to her despondency, the salty rain blown in from the sea threatened to engulf everything in large, smattering spots. Earlier, for a time the sun had managed to fight through the dense cloud to bring a shadowy ethereal light to proceedings and lift Fala’s mood but towards noon even it had given up as if the energy needed to keep the sepia gloom at bay was too much and it retreated, swallowed by the cloud as the dreary rain set in.

	Fala was miserable and cold, far deeper than the marrow of her bones. The temperature did not touch her, never had. She did not fail to be invigorated by a swim in even the coldest ocean. It was the paucity of spirit that sapped her strength, threatened her purpose. Danger could be anywhere. Her enemies were ruthless and efficient, and they thrived on the thrill of the hunt. Failure and intense loneliness stalked her as she shunned all human contact and simply stood staring out from the pier, a solitary figure almost indistinguishable in the grey, lost to the pull of the ocean and the memories that haunted her.

	Eventually, sodden and shivering, she allowed her feet to take her where they would, and she shuffled into the last cafe at the end of the pier. To her surprise, it smelt of warmth and safety in a way few places did, but such unexpected comfort caused the warning bell inside her to clang harshly.

	Something was amiss.

	Something was about to happen.

	Accepting fate with the stoicism of one who had previously tried and failed to change it, she chose a table by the window, shook off her saturated jacket like a dog emerging from the water and sat down.

	She ignored her internal alarm’s continuing dull peal with a studied indifference that silenced both her dread and her expectation. The need for accompaniment and love were both directly at odds with the weary acceptance of what such a relationship would bring.

	She had been alone for too long and she was as tired as death. She lacked the will to begin again.

	And then she saw those eyes.

	Every colour of the ocean swirled there, from the sparse chilly silver grey of the poles shrouded in ice and fog at the very edges of the world to the brilliant blue balmy warmth of the tropics.

	Alluring and so dangerous.

	Fala tried to look away, she really did, to reject the hope that rushed through her as those beautiful orbs held her glance challengingly, but she was already lost. Lost in their depth, their current and their colour, flowing, swirling, pulling her in like the most hazardous whirlpool in the deepest water.

	They were stealing her breath, reaching into her chest and snatching hold of her heart, claiming it with the sheer unfounded audacity of a thief in the night. Even now, taking her old and broken spirit and infusing it with life, with youth and vigour, the promise was enough to send a flutter through her, borne on butterfly wings of expectation.

	It was already too late.

	Those intense eyes called to her with both the fire of passionate partnering and the piercing loneliness of one forlorn gull riding the wind high in the sky. The salty tang of her past, never far from her mind, gripped her, plummeting her down into an abyss of sorrow for all she had lost, warring with the mesmerising promise of a future―the clutching longing to feel the heat of togetherness and companionship once more.

	She drew back, counselled herself with her father’s words as old as the wind, What is conceived with love, dies in pain and fear.

	She had spent lifetimes proving the simple wisdom learnt in her childhood. However hot the initial fire, the scorching desire, however violently the flames danced, eventually they would lose their energy and fade and die. Only the cold, bleak ashes of sorrow and loss would remain.

	Ashes of sorrow and loss.

	And yet that was all she had.

	He sauntered towards her, and it was a definite saunter, as if he were here only by necessity and there were many other places he would prefer to be. But she saw in his loquacious stride, and the hint of swagger, the man he would become, her rock, her protector, her saviour, if she would allow it.

	She closed her eyes, banishing the scene, and him to nothing, as if in doing so she could halt the course she had set by coming to this town, satiating her need to feel the sea, choosing this particular café, as if she could free him from the burden of destiny that already claimed him.

	She wanted to run, to leave him to his ignorance, to an insignificant life with no fear and no glory, but she knew she would not.

	The universe gave her what she needed, exactly when she needed it, and today it had given her―him.

	“What can I get you?” His voice was of a higher pitch than she had imagined, wavering between the carefree child he had been and the worry-worn guardian he would become.

	She felt chillingly old and ashamed. What right did she have to steal him away from his life and family? To take away his youthful ambitions and dreams? To tie him so tightly to her that he would know no grace save in her own comfort, and feel no contentment except when she allowed it? But she looked up into those eyes and lost herself once more in the echoes of the past she found there, her heart constricting painfully in her chest as the shaft of sweet loss pierced her anew. He looked so much like her lost ones, and that memory brought only the withering cold of failure and utter defeat, a cold dagger thrust into the bottom of the spine, bringing instant paralysis.

	Pushing the bitter pain away to the dark shadows at the edges of her mind, she cleared her throat.

	“Fish, please,” she said.

	His face quirked into a puzzled expression, the eyebrows above those remarkable eyes lifting in a formidable question that he would never ask. Already, although he did not understand what was happening, the changes in him were beginning. Like any mortal, instinctively he fought them. “And chips?” he managed to ask, seeking sanctuary in the mundane as if it could win over the power of destiny.

	She smiled and noted how his mouth curled up in response and his body relaxed a little. “No thank you, and no batter. Just naked fish, please.”

	“Naked.” He gulped. The act of swallowing appeared to have become very hard for him and yet still, he fought it. “Mushy peas? Something to drink?”

	She shook her head, recognising his dogged determination to serve. She let the command voice coat her words just a little. “Go get it, please.”

	He stiffened, nodded curtly and turned away. She watched him weave between the tables, hips swaying sleekly, a man at the very beginning of his life’s mission, although he did not know it.

	She allowed herself the luxury of a selfish smile. She hadn’t been wrong about that ass.

	He returned minutes later, a shaking hand placing the stark white fish, almost the same colour as the plate it lay on, in front of her. “Thank you,” she said. “What’s your name?”

	“Bart Buchan?” he replied with an intonation at the end turning his response into a question. Already he sought her approval, even for his name.

	It could not be.

	Her world fluttered like a rupture in time, the scene shimmering before her eyes as the thrill rushed through her. This was unexpected. “Short for Bartosz?” she asked, working hard to keep her voice calm as the memories thundered through her.

	He shrugged. “Nah, just Bart. My mother liked the Simpsons.”

	She chuckled. The universe had a horrifically sick sense of humour and didn’t she know it. He smiled, ridiculously pleased that he had made her happy although unsure how and her heart cried out for him. This poor, lost soul. How little he knew, doomed forever to serve her in an impossible quest.

	“You not from round here, then?” he asked, words clipped as if he had difficulty getting them out.

	“No,” she replied.

	“Thought so...” He hesitated like an old man suddenly losing his balance and afraid to take a forward step. She waited, as a palette of deep emotions coloured his features, knowing that her presence had been the catalyst for great changes in his very being as his long-dormant DNA sought to fulfil its potential. He was changing, though none could see it except her. She wanted to leave. She wanted to walk away, to release him from a contract he did not know had been made but now the change had been set in motion. In doing so, she would condemn him to an even greater torment. He would wander the world forever, searching until he found her again. So she waited as his hand went to his head. His body shivered and he bit back a gasp.

	A family of five bustled in from the sodden elements and sat down by the window amidst a flurry of half-inflated water wings and buckets and spades that dripped murky puddles on the cheap lino flooring. They were all whingeing.

	“I want ice cream.”

	“No, it’s too cold.”

	The youngest child began to cry, his mother making soothing clucking noises to placate him. The middle kid knocked over the plastic menu card, which slapped to the ground and caused a corresponding rumble of anger to erupt from the frazzled father, while the older one didn’t even bother to look up through his greasy fringe as he killed another dozen aliens on his battered Game Boy.

	Fala ignored them, her attention fully focused on Bart who lurched to the table, reaching out to steady himself, his eyes flashing wide with confusion and fear. She held his gaze once more, her eyes calming and confident, soothing him. She felt the ties knotting together, weaving into a tapestry of mutual support, binding them together for the rest of his life.

	A memory emerged from the jumbled chaos of the past in her mind and with melancholy, she recalled such a joining in other times―the ceremony, the pure and unsullied joy of her people at such a momentous event, the feasting, the hope, and happiness. But that was all lost, claimed by the swirling mists of time and defeat. She was the only one left to remember that sweet celebration.

	Now, she thought bitterly, the event happened unnoticed, unseen in the greasy chip shop at the end of the pier, the ocean the only remaining constant as it lapped below like a thirsty tiger, perhaps just a little less grey than it had been previously.

	“Bart!”

	She knew he didn’t hear, too lost in the depths of her gaze. The noise of the sea swirling in his ears, he swayed slightly as if he stood on the prow of one of those beautiful big sailing ships that used to fly across the water, borne on the very breath of the wind in times gone by.

	“Bart!” The voice was gruff and came from behind the glass cabinet that held a selection of deep-fried jewels―golden battered fish, fish cakes sparkling in vinegar and ingot-shaped sausages, all to be paired off with a trove of chips to make a true culinary treasure.

	“Customers!”

	She released him then and he gulped, Adam’s apple bobbing in his pale throat below his face, still set in grim confusion.

	“Go. Do what you have to do,” she commanded softly.

	“But...”

	“I will wait.”

	Still he hesitated, licking his lips nervously. “Who are you?” he asked.

	She smiled, recalling the end of the ceremony, the words he spoke, the part he played, although he did not know it. “I am Fala.”

	“Fala,” he repeated, rolling the word around his tongue, getting used to it as if it was a new pair of boots. “Who am I?” he asked.

	By magic, the whole firmament seemed to suddenly shift as though it had released an unexpectedly deep sigh. Silence fell over the chip shop as hearts stopped for a second and a blanket of well-being fell over the whole building. Everything paused for a glorious moment, the universe took a well-deserved rest.

	At that moment, a glass, untouched, tumbled to the floor from the family’s table and shattered noisily. And with that, the enchantment seemed to lift. The muted chat returned slightly cheerier than before, and the family, baffled, inspected the remains of the broken glass on the tiles before them.

	Fala knew the significance of the moment, the power that was in a name. In the old days, it would have all been foreordained and planned before the joining ceremony, a name of portent and of meaning, of significance to the couple. She floundered as wanting fought with need in her mind. She could not call him Bartosz. That name was forever bathed in wanting and wreathed in the bitter pain of defeat for her. She would doom no other with its history but this one was so like him. His aura shone more brightly than any watcher she had known since.

	And she should honour his mother whose seemingly innocent love of a yellow American cartoon boy had been a step on the path that had unknowingly led her son to this place.

	Finally, she gave in to the need which pulled at her all the way from a long-forsaken grave atop a barren Scottish hill, many, many years away.

	“You are my Bartek.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Ten years later...

	 

	The thumping pain was growing, from the middle of her hot forehead and radiating through every sinew, bringing with it the familiar wave of nausea that slowed her steps and caused her vision to waver nightmarishly.

	The itch solidified to a deeper desire―the call of the water, the need to break out, and immerse herself in the coolness, feel it flow over her feverish skin, calm her, massage her, make her whole once more.

	The need―oh, the need.

	Fala ignored all of the familiar symptoms, pushing herself onward along the busy pavement heaving with shoppers piled high with Christmas presents and good cheer.

	The smell of roasting horse chestnuts sweetened an atmosphere made ugly by greedy commercialism and incessantly overplayed Christmas tunes, insidiously flowing out to the street from every shop.

	It was her own fault.

	She had been a fool, but the lure of pretty things had always been her weakness. And she had known the shops were so very close, just a quick uphill walk and a turn to the left and the departmental stores of untold pleasures awaited her.

	How could a girl refuse?

	An hour before, unable to rest, she had fidgeted around the hotel room. Looking out through its long Edwardian windows at the people below, who with collars up and heads down, shuffled by in the gathering gloom of the winter’s day, so far north it could be dark just after three at this time of year. A

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg
SLIDER
GIRL

WEIRD FISHY TALES |






images/image.jpeg





