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Desires and Adorations,

	Winged Persuasions and veiled Destinies

	Splendours, and Glooms, and glimmering Incarnations

	Of hopes and fears, and twilight Phantasies

	And sorrow, with her family of Sighs,

	And Pleasure, blind with tears, led by the gleam

	Of her own dying smile and instead of eyes

	Came in slow pomp.

	—Adonais by Percy Bysshe Shelley

	 


Chapter 1

	The keepers were near, very near. Marley could almost smell them. Only for the alertness of Bone, his lurcher hound, he would have blundered into the trap. He lay beneath the briar feeling the painful prick of the thorns. The youngster tested the wind against his face, feeling the sweat ooze from his pores now that he was in danger. His worst fear for the moment was that the gamekeepers’ dogs would get his scent. If that happened, he was in for a severe drubbing.

	Nicholas Jeffers, head gamekeeper to Lord Brownlow, was notorious for his rough treatment of poachers. It was known he carried a brutal truncheon—a blackthorn handle about eighteen inches long from which an ebony knob about the size of a baby’s fist was suspended on a short chain. Using this fearsome weapon Jeffers had in the past beaten men insensible, and in a number of cases the victims were so severely injured they never recovered.

	Marley knew if Jeffers caught him, he could expect no mercy. For too long Marley had thumbed his nose at the Charnwood Forest gamekeepers. Jeffers had sworn to catch the youngster and stop him once and for all from poaching on Lord Brownlow’s estates. If that meant crippling the poacher to achieve that end, the gamekeeper was willing to do just that.

	Jeffers had partridge-rearing pens inside the forest boundary used for nurturing the birds. When the chicks were fully grown, Lord Brownlow would invite his friends for a week of entertainment. There would be dinners at the big house and daily shoots. Dozens of birds would be slaughtered as titled men and women shot the prey driven into their guns. It would be a week of feasting, and drinking, and indulgent killing.

	Now Marley was caught red-handed. He was out in the night with his nets and his dog, the tools of his poaching profession, which would surely condemn him.

	Marley had a request from a gamekeeper in the neighbouring county of Nottinghamshire to supply any amount of game birds for his own shoots. The business was too good to turn down, and Marley was now paying for his eagerness to make some easily earned money.

	Slowly, moving as silently as possible, Marley slid the strap of his satchel from his shoulder. The bag contained his nets and pegs. If he was caught with the equipment, it would mean not only the vicious beating from Jeffers but also a visit to the magistrate’s court.

	He had to ditch the evidence. If they found him with the bag, the beating would be only the beginning of his punishment. A spell in prison would be on the cards, also. Marley couldn’t bear the thought of being confined for any length of time away from his beloved woods and fields. And who would look after his dogs?

	Marley pushed the bag deeper into the bush, which was proving difficult, as it snagged on the thorns. Wary of making a noise, the poacher kept at his task until the bag was wedged under the bush and out of sight of a casual observer.

	Now Marley had only to ease out from his hiding place and disappear into the night. If apprehended, he had nothing incriminating in his possession. He would surely get a beating but might escape a visit to the court.

	Bone had settled beside him. Marley reached out and touched the dog. It was the signal they were ready to move. The dog stiffened, and Marley tensed, also, knowing Bone had sensed something. Sure enough, he heard footsteps approaching.

	“Mason,” a voice called out, “it’s Jeffers. I’m coming in.”

	Jeffers was being cautious. A man coming unexpectedly up to gamekeepers on night watch might get his head bashed in or even a barrel of birdshot in his brisket.

	“Okay, Mr. Jeffers, it’s been a quiet night.”

	Marley was in imminent danger of being discovered as the head gamekeeper came on. A snap of his fingers and Bone took off, the furtive movement alerting Jeffers, skilled in reading noises and movement in the woods.

	“What’s that? Who’s there?”

	There came the click of a gun being cocked. Marley moved, hurling himself at the keeper, knocking the man sideways. Even so, Jeffers shouted a warning.

	“Halt or I fire!”

	Then Marley was past and running like the devil was after him, congratulating himself on escaping the trap that had been laid for him. The shot was extremely loud in the stillness of the night. Marley felt something punch him in the back, and then he was tumbling over and over, feeling as if a giant hand had hit him.

	“Ah, damn...”

	Gasping for breath he staggered to his feet and stumbled on, feeling the agony in his back and something wet leaking down inside his shirt. Behind him he could hear Jeffers shouting.

	“To me... intruder... this way!”

	Had to keep going...legs pumping, driving forward...numbing pain almost paralyzing. He had no illusions. He knew he had been badly hurt. But he was still able to move.

	“Damn!”

	The crashing of bodies was heard in the woods. There was no need for stealth now that they had a wounded quarry to pursue. Then the dogs started barking. Marley blundered on, also, making no attempt at concealment. The hunt was up and in full cry. He had to keep going and get as far away as possible.

	“Over here! Spread out. I’m sure I hit him.”

	He forced his legs to move, one foot forward, followed by the other. The shouts behind and the dogs barking...that was the danger. Marley knew from the timbre of the barking what was coming after him, Bull-Mastiffs, big dogs capable of bringing down a man and holding him until the keepers arrived on the scene.

	He could hear them getting nearer. Marley ran on, staggering as he went. He would be leaving a blood trail for the dogs to follow.

	Reluctantly he drew his skinning knife. It was against his nature to harm a dog. After all, he depended on his own animals to help him poach the game from the estates that were his raiding grounds. A high-quality dog was worth good money in the hunting world. But he knew he was in desperate straits. It was a matter of survival.

	Something cannoned into the backs of his legs. He stumbled and went down. He could feel the hot breath of the mastiff on the back of his head as it straddled him. Marley drove back with the knife, a deadly sliver of steel honed to razor sharpness, not quite knowing where he was striking but aiming for the neck and head. The knife met resistance, and he sawed at the obstruction.

	Hot blood spurted onto the back of his head accompanied by a choking, whining noise from the dog. Marley put his hands underneath and pushed upwards, hearing the dog mewling and choking on blood.

	Pausing only to swipe the mastiff once across its throat to put it out of its suffering, Marley set off running again. He had no idea where he was going. Only an instinct for survival kept him moving, the stinging agony in his back almost unbearable, his lungs burning as he laboured to keep going.

	A sudden howling was heard behind him as the other dogs found the dead mastiff. Angry shouts followed as the keepers caught up with the dogs.

	He moved forward only by sheer willpower. He felt badly about the mastiff’s death.

	“It was him or me,” he muttered in an attempt to ease his conscience.

	He stumbled on, suddenly losing his footing and pitching into water, the Charn, a rivulet running through the wood.

	Marley clambered to his feet, water cascading off his clothes. He turned right and kept going, trudging along in the water, forcing one foot in front of the other, the pain in his back spreading through his body. He made no attempt at keeping quiet as he splashed through the stream, the noise of barking dogs and shouting men effectively cloaking any noise he was making.

	It was an endless journey of numbing pain, and tumbling into the water, and struggling to his feet again, and going on. He was becoming delirious. Someone was calling his name.

	“Marley, do not give up.”

	He trudged through the water head down, lifting waterlogged boots that were becoming heavier and heavier. He staggered forward, his mouth open wide as he sucked air into his lungs.

	“Gotta lie down. Need sleep.”

	At some stage he must have left the stream, for he found he was on dry land, trudging uphill. It was only willpower that drove him forward. There was just him and the agony in his body, and the need to keep moving. He had no idea where he was or where he was going.

	Uphill. So hard to lift his boot. Put it down on the ground. Lift the other. Somehow his feet had been replaced by boulders. He must have picked them up in the stream.

	“Keep going, Marley. Help is on hand.”

	A small shape appeared in front of him, panting, tongue dangling, tail wagging.

	“Bone.”

	He was on his knees, not knowing how he had gotten there. Struggling to get up, his strength draining away.

	“Sleep. Must sleep, rest a moment.”

	Lying on his face, smelling the earth, rich and pungent in his nostrils.

	“Good dog. Give the dog a bone.”

	Bone licking his face, whining...
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	Black Annie they called her. It was because of the black clothes she always wore. Black Annie bothered no one, living the lonely life of a hermit in her cave up on Bardon Hill. Folk alleged she was a witch, and when she appeared among them, they made the thumb and finger sign against the evil eye. Some of the more devout crossed themselves in the manner of Christians.

	The only friend Black Annie had in her lonely life was the young poacher, Marley Fox. It was a strange relationship but of mutual benefit to the pair of outcasts.

	Marley supplied the recluse with the fruits of his poaching, and in return Black Annie imparted knowledge to the youngster. She also used her extensive powers of healing on the youngster when he injured himself in the course of his trade. When the need arose, his dogs were also treated.

	Tonight she was sitting by her fire, seeing things in the flames and embers that no one else would have recognized. There was always a fire inside the cave for warmth and companionship. After all, there was the nearby Charnwood Forest to harvest an endless supply of fuel. The interior of the cave was hazy with smoke, for ventilation was not good, but this did not bother the recluse. The soot darkened her appearance, giving her the name Black Annie.

	An owl hooted nearby, and immediately the semblance of the same bird materialized within the red and gold of the glowing embers.

	As the witch watched, the bird fluttered wildly as if in distress. Another bird appeared in the flames. An eagle with a wide wingspan swooped down on the smaller bird. With a flurry of movement, the owl swerved, and the eagle had to be content with a spray of feathers torn from its prey.

	Then began an aerial battle as the eagle swooped after the owl, which was just able to keep ahead of those fearsome talons. The coals shifted, and the vision disappeared in a flurry of sparks and tiny flames which appeared featherlike in their shape.

	“What does it mean? Who is the owl, and what is the eagle?”

	Lately there had been other fiery visions showing animals or birds in mortal combat: a lion chasing a wolf, a fox pouncing on a stoat. It was perplexing, and Black Annie spent many of her lonely hours pondering the meaning of the visions.

	There was a light noise by the cave entrance. At one time her friend Marley had fashioned a willow-gate, hinged to make it easier to open and shut. Someone or something was scratching at the gate. She knew from the faint noises it was an animal. It was a fact that when the animals of the locality were in distress, they would come to the cave for help.

	Black Annie rose from her chair, which had been constructed from a couple of apple boxes and then covered in fabric.

	“I’m coming. Never fear.”

	She scraped back the gate and saw the dog.

	“Bone! What is it, little one?”

	The lurcher gazed up at the witch, then twisted its head and looked back over its shoulder. Turning back to her, it crouched down and stared up at her with pleading eyes, all the while whining in a most pathetic manner.

	“Dear God, it is your master. What is it? Is he in trouble?”

	The dog stood upright again, took a few steps back, and gave a couple of short barks.

	For long moments the witch stood staring off into the darkness as if by her powers she could conjure up the night’s happenings out in the woods.

	“It has begun. I fear it has begun.”

	 


Chapter 2

	Black Annie sat by the side of the dying youngster.

	“My poor Marley. A life so short and so brutally ended.”

	She reached out and placed her hand on his forehead.

	“Dear boy, you are burning up. I wish it were in my power to take your place, but that is forbidden.”

	Taking a damp cloth, she placed it upon his head, even though she realized the futility of the treatment. She felt helpless and angry at the same time.

	“His son brought you into the world, and yet his underlings persecute you, and now they have managed to kill you.”

	As she worked on the boy, knowing she was but easing his soul into the next world, Black Annie talked to him. She talked as if he were merely resting on the bed and not fading away.

	The witch had washed and dressed the terrible wound in his back, extracting numerous lead pellets. Once she got the youngster back to her cave, she had cast a spell around the hill to confuse the men and hounds hunting him. His spoor would be easy enough to follow, for he had leaked blood at every step.

	On the pine-strewn floor of the cave crouched Bone, his head resting on his paws, the very picture of dejection. She had prepared a little meat broth for the dog, but that lay untouched as he waited by his master. It was as if his animal instincts were aware of the inevitable ending of the life of the person he loved.

	“That is the same bed in which your poor mother gave birth to you before expiring herself, and now you will soon join her.”

	Black Annie had never told the boy of his origins. As far as he knew, she had found him abandoned outside her cave and had taken him in. But the truth was much different. She had, indeed, found him abandoned, but when it happened, Marley was still in his mother’s womb.

	While foraging in the woods she had come upon the young woman in a woeful state. Her story was not uncommon.

	She had worked at the big hall as a maid. Being young and innocent of the ways of the world, when her master’s son had cast his lustful eye upon her, she had been flattered. The fruits of that licentious relationship were evident in her swollen belly. It meant instant dismissal without recompense or referrals. Afraid to go home to a censorious father, she had crawled into the woods and lain like an animal, awaiting the death that would release her from her suffering and shame.

	Black Annie had taken the young girl back to her cave. Little more than a child, she was unable to comprehend the circumstances that had expelled her from a life of comparative comfort to the despair of an outcast.

	The witch had cared for her until she gave birth to a squalling son. The girl had not lasted long after the birth.

	Black Annie had buried the body of the young girl in the forest beneath a large spreading oak marked only by a cross carved into the bark of the giant tree. She fostered the boy out to a couple in the nearby village of Cosby, visiting him often and becoming a familiar figure in his life.

	The baby’s foster father was a poacher, which was how Black Annie had come to know him, for they both lived from the produce of the forest, and their paths had crossed as they harvested the bounty of nature.

	Jed Fox passed on the skills of his trade to Marley until a long spell in Lincoln Prison had weakened his constitution so much that he had survived not long after his release. His wife died of grief, leaving Marley, orphaned once again at ten years of age. So, it fell to Black Annie to continue his education and guide him through life. Now that life was slowly ebbing, and Black Annie was stricken with grief, for Marley was as precious to her as if he had been her son.

	A wind stirred within the cave, making the candles flicker. The woman raised her head and stared towards the entrance. There was a sudden drop in temperature, and a dark shadow drifted inside.

	“You have come early for this poor soul, Harvester,” she said resentfully. “I had hoped to delay his passing yet awhile.”

	“Foolish woman, what is an hour or a day in the human life? They are but brief sparks in the firmament of the universe. Why waste your emotions on a mere mortal? He is but a beast of the lower orders. Release your sentimental hold on this maggot. His soul will go to feed the Great Universal Warrior whose strength grows with each forceful death. Since this being was stricken in violence, it is fitting his tiny energy be absorbed by my venerated Master.”

	“Why can’t you allow these humans to seek their own destiny? For what purposes do you torment and stir these feeble creatures to the extent they slaughter each other through the millennia? Every generation produces a blood-drenched history of war. As the centuries progress, you teach them new and more potent ways to slaughter each other. Why? To what end do you torment them?”

	The shadow drifted closer to the dying boy, and the cold increased. The old woman shivered and drew her shawl closer.

	“You are a sentimental old crone. Soon your time will be over, and I will come for your soul. I expect the ignorant people of this primitive place can be shown how wicked you are, and they will come for you and burn you as a witch. Then I shall have the pleasure of taking your soul as you scream out your curses, while the peasants dance around your pyre.”

	“You don’t frighten me, Harvester. I will live my allotted time, and I shall do my best to help these poor human souls where I can.”

	“Enough of this banter. Remove your feeble spells and allow the larva’s soul to soar free so it may join in the life of the Creator and be part of the glorification of my lord and mistress, Goddess of Life and Death.”

	Black Annie turned back to the dying youngster. There were tears in her eyes as she placed her hand upon his face.

	“Goodbye, Marley. I am sorry I could not save you. Your candle flared only too briefly. I failed your mother, and now I have failed you.”

	The cold grew more intense, and the witch’s breath was vaporizing in the air as she leaned over her young protégé.

	“May the divine goddess Ishtar watch over you on this, your final journey.”

	She made a series of passes over the youth’s body, placing her hand on his groin, on his lips, on his nose, on his ears, and finally over his eyes.

	“May all your senses keep you safe and serve you in your new existence.”

	As she prayed, a tear dripped from her brimming eyes and splashed on the youth’s forehead. Instead of dispersing, the drop froze on his brow and stayed as a transparent blob on the pale skin. The witch stared at the tiny frozen lump. She turned blazing eyes upon the formless shadow now hovering over the bed, turning the air frigid.

	“Could you not wait? I have not finished my farewells. His soul must be sent on its journey with all the help I can give him. I have looked after him in this world, and I need to guide him to the next.”

	“Stupid woman, do not question my actions. I have the power to do as I threatened and turn your peasant neighbours into killers so they will hunt you down, and rend you limb from limb, and your shadow will forever wander between worlds. Speak no more, and stand aside, for I have more important work to do tonight, and do not like to waste my time on such an insignificant grub as lies in that bed. The insect’s life has ended, and I shall take him now that I am ready, not when you desire it.”

	“You miserable cloud of filth, when will your masters be sated?”

	“Hah! I tell you now that there is no limit to the lust that rises within my lords and ladies. Accept your miserable fate. You are but cattle for us to feed upon. My mistress is the Goddess of War and Want, and she shall feed until she has consumed all life on this forsaken rock of a world.

	“She feeds on the human race, and as she feeds her strength and power grow. Yet she must pace herself, for we need these maggots to procreate in greater multitudes. As they kill each other in wars and strife, they need to be replaced. This miserable human race’s appetite for fucking is almost as voracious as their aptitude to slaughter each other. To kill them all would be to cut short the processes now brewing within the Goddess. So, we need them to breed unrestricted while we cull their numbers and harvest the energy from this cesspit of humanity. When the time is ripe and the Goddess is pregnant with the vast energy she has garnered, then she will give birth to the new and potent power of the universe. That is our purpose. As you so rightly named me Harvester, I will share in the eternal glory of the end of days.”

	“Fool,” Black Annie hissed, drawing her shawl around her as the cold increased within the cave. “Don’t you see you are but a tool of Direadol? When you have done her will and are no longer required, you will also be consumed in her greed.”

	“Yes, indeed. That is my destiny, and I embrace it, for I will live on in the glory of the Goddess. Now, cease your whining. I have lingered far too long here. I have much work to do this night. There is a good deal of murder and dark deeds afoot in this vile swamp that will bring me rich pickings this night.”

	A slight wind stirred at the entrance of the cave, almost like a sigh, which went unnoticed by those within, so intent were they in their striving over the life force of the dying youngster.

	By now the black shadowy mass hovered directly over the bed. Imperfectly, like a heat haze generated by a hot sun on a summer day, a translucent shape emanated from the somnolent form of the boy.

	“Aaaahhhh...”

	The sigh was drawn from Black Annie as she saw the soul of the boy she loved being drawn from his body. With a sudden movement she threw herself across the bed.

	“No, take me instead. I offer myself in his place.”

	The screech that came from the dark presence of the Harvester was filled with triumph.

	“Too late, black bitch. His death is already written. I can accept no death but his tonight. So, cease your foolishness. You are, indeed, an irrational creature. What is a mere human slug to you? You have spent too much time here on earth amongst these feeble creatures. You could have been amongst the chosen ones as am I, doing the work of the Goddess. But no, instead you opted to reside in this midden. You wallow in the filth of humanity and forget your higher calling. Leave off this maudlin irrational behaviour. It does not become one of your genesis.”

	Even as the dark shadow was speaking, the air was shifting within the cave, the slight disturbance causing the candles to flicker. The dark shape of the Harvester pulsated as it sensed the presence of a third party. Subtly the atmosphere in the cave altered, and a warm glow was apparent drifting inside the entrance.

	“What cometh here?”

	“You know who I am, Harvester. I am your opposite number in this world. I bring light, and love, and life where you bring darkness, and sorrow, and death.”

	“Why are you here?”

	“I am here to prevent you from taking this life. Be gone. Take your soul-gathering and your harvesting elsewhere. This soul is not for you tonight.”

	“You cannot! It is written. He is mine.”

	The words were hissed in a great rage.

	“Cannot? You dare use that word with me? Go back to your mistress. Tell Direadol that Morgadon has sent me to forestall any harm she may perpetrate upon this creature. He is under my protection.”

	The light in the cave brightened, and some warmth crept inside, dispelling the freezing temperatures that had heralded the arrival of Harvester.

	“This is sacrilege. You are usurping the natural laws.”

	“Laws? Since when did the Fallen keep to the law? You bend and usurp the rules to your own advantage. Now, leave this place before I do something you’ll regret. My patience is running low.”

	There came a great agitation within the cave as the forces of darkness and light vied for supremacy. A loud hissing was heard and then a wail like someone in agony. Slowly the cave filled with soft, diffused light.

	Black Annie sat up from the bed where she had thrown herself as she pleaded with Harvester to take her life instead of Marley.

	“Uzziel, you have done me a great
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