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ἔπατε τῷ βασιλε̃ι· χαμαὶ πέσε δαίδαλος αὐλά.

οὐκέτι Φοῖβος ἔχει καλύβαν, οὐ μάντιδα δάφνην,

οὐ παγὰν λαλέουσαν, ἀπέσβετο καὶ λάλον ὕδωρ.

Tell the Emperor the oracle’s hall has fallen

The god does not live here anymore, nor do the herbs that gave us Sight,

Nor the well-spring of prophecy; the waters still flow but they do not speak.

~ attrib. as the last oracle made by the Pythia at Delphi, 362 AD/CE 
[free translation, Harold Bishop, ‘Notes on the Cults of Delphi and Eleusis’, Sussex Agrarian History XVI (1990) 20-34, p. 20]
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Chapter 1
Beware the Ides of March​[1]
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15 March

Shards of his father’s skull were still embedded between his knuckles. He blinked in the rancid smoke and worked one free, ignoring the sharp sting, and sloshed a little of his father’s whiskey over the wounds. Pain blazed under his skin. He ignored it.

Ricky watched the flames take hold of his childhood home without remorse or emotion. He stopped wasting the malt and gulped it down from the bottle. His shredded back was numb, but that wouldn’t last. 

Pain didn’t matter now. 

Say a few words, Gran prompted him, an imagined ogre scratching at the back of his mind. 

He’s allus misrememberin’ the right words, the memory of his father re-joined. He’s a man of no account whatever.

Ricky toasted them both in silence, listening to the rush and crackle of the flames in his ringing ears and vaguely aware he was bleeding badly from places he couldn’t see. 

He hadn’t meant for this to happen. 

He hadn’t meant for it to get messy. 

He shouldn’t have lost his temper. 

But better him, better now, than they wait for the impending jaws of the Thirteenth. If they were doomed to die, he’d rather do it himself than wait on his little cousin to do it for him. 

(Should say something. What do I say?)

His mother’s birthday was coming up. He drank down his father’s best bottle, wondering what to get her this year, and realised he didn’t need to think about that anymore because he was watching her burn. He almost felt something then, but it slipped out of reach in a whirl of half-formed thoughts steeped in single malt.

“Lludw i lludw, llwch i llwch,” a voice said for him, through the flames. 

He stiffened.

(Ashes to ashes, dust to dust, I know what that means. What the pest is he doing here?)

Ricky was transported back thirteen years, guts in knots, joints frosted stiff, to the last time he’d heard that voice in the woods. He took another pull of the whiskey to fend off the sick throbbing in his bones. 

“Oh no. You won’t catch me speaking that tongue here. Makes things real, then some mad bearded old bastard shows up with fucking opinions.”

“My prophecies are not opinions, and I didn’t come to you when you were a boy for this,” said the voice. “Did you not listen to anything I said?”

Ricky snarled, pressing his hand to his side. Something sticky and warm smeared his palm and trickled through his fingers. Legs shaking, he sank onto the garden wall, ignoring the pain and making no reply.

The man had appeared to him twice before, but Ricky had thought all that was done with. His farsight wasn’t a gift of Grandad’s, it was something passed down to all single-born Pendles, and they had a touch of the cunning folk in them still. Ricky dabbled in all that – wishes, elemental tricks, the Otherworld – but he’d not wanted another elder telling him what to do with it.

The first time, the man had visited him as a child and told him where to find secrets that Gran would have ripped out of him with her bare nails if she’d known. 

The last time, he’d been sixteen, rat-arsed with a skinful of cheap spirits, lying on the icy ground of The Chase. For all he knew, he might have dreamed it. All the man had told him was he was wasting his potential, wasting the secret knowledge he’d been given, and he should pursue his soothsayer vocation over the promises of eldritch power. At least, that’s how he remembered it now.

Ricky had told him to fuck off. 

Rather Grandad’s promises of his heart’s desire, he’d thought at the time, than listen to another ancient voice in the trees, and have the hard path of someone else’s destiny foisted on him.

Things came at a price, and he wasn’t willing to pay. 

The blurred figure seemed to grow and straighten in the doorway of the burning cottage, his features impossible to make out. 

Ricky wasn’t sure he was real, but even if he was, it didn’t matter. He lifted his chin. “You’ve got no power here. Not anymore.”

“Insolence.”

Ricky snorted. “Insolence? This is my bloody— You’re nothing here. I’m not a boy. I’m not afeared of you.”

“If that’s so, why is it you’ve avoided saying my name since we first met?”

“Merlinus Silvestris, the mad prophet of the woods.” Ricky shook his head, a smile writhing over his lips. “Go haunt a battlefield, old man. The old world’s gone.”

As he threw this out at the shadowy figure, the fire blossomed and raged, blowing out the windows on the upper floor. In his parent’s room, Ricky saw the flailing shapes of his mother’s undead doll-daughters tearing themselves free of their nails and falling into blazing ash. 

He raised them a toast of their own and wondered how bad his back was. His father had slit him like a deer, he’d felt the claws grating on rib and spine. His mother had sliced him across his side, and that was dangerously deep.

“He could’ve said he was proud of me, just once,” Ricky said. “Wouldn’t have killed him.” A dark snigger bubbled up within him because, as it had turned out not an hour before, the opposite was literally true. “Di’n’t even know I was hitting him, to tell you the truth.”

He released his side and worked a few more shards of skull free from his hands. Suddenly dizzy, he flicked them onto the grass. 

His hand was covered in blood. 

He needed to Change. He could rip himself out of this flesh prison with its scars and wounds, assert his divine self, and rebuild a body good as new. 

Nothing happened. 

There was something wrong. 

Ricky reached into himself and the usual writhing worms and anaconda-thick tendrils residing in his human-passing frame were still and dormant. Something oily glistened on his bare skin, but he didn’t know what it was. It wasn’t just blood. 

(Good thing I’m pissed, or I’d be really bleedin’ worried.) 

He giggled to himself. “Think I’ve had it. You’re too late. She can’t see me like this.”

“I’ve seen your destiny, don’t forget. I know what’s coming. You don’t.”

Ricky grimaced. “If you want to know if I’m sword-in the-stone material yet, the answer’s still fuck off.”

He pulled his hoodie back on and the fibres rubbed against raw blisters and open wounds. The whiskey was helping but he wasn’t halfway down the bottle yet. After that he’d need another – if he lived long enough. 

The mistress would be better off without him, anyway.

The cottage roof caved in, and he didn’t flinch as it crashed through the upper floor, hollowing out the old piece of family history with him as its only witness to its final demise. 

As if he’d read Ricky’s mind, the figure raised his voice and said:

“Where do you think you’re going in that condition? Your lady’s waiting for you.”

“I’m going to see what Uncle David has lying around for the pain,” he announced to the burning cottage. “Be right back.”

“Don’t you dare.” 

“You ain’t even real. You’re a voice in my head.”

“And your lady? Is she not real? You’ll break her heart.”

Ricky snorted. “She’s no one’s lady, an’ she won’t want me like this. Promised her I wouldn’t set foot in her door with this in me.” He raised the bottle. “Promised when I was fourteen. I’ve not forgotten what I promised. An’ I won’t.”

“Sober up and go home.” The voice was closer, and there was a shape of a storm-wild man framed in the flames. “You need to clean those wounds before you can Change.”

Ricky squinted, trying to make him out. 

“Not yet.”

“You have a destiny to fulfil, or I wouldn’t be here. Do you think your Grandsire will settle for being trapped in the Outside forever? He’s coming, Richard. It’s nearly time, and you need to be strong. Go home.”

“Piss off.” Ricky forced himself up and knocked back as much of the whiskey as he could in one go, then hurled the bottle at the figure. The remnants of it exploded against the cottage wall in thick splinters of glass. “I am the god here. I have the power to open the gate for the old bastard and I’m not bloody going to. No one controls the Pendle Stone but me.”

“Are you so sure the shrines won’t work?”

Ricky scoffed, not dignifying that with a response. Nobody would dare perform those kinds of rituals without his permission. 

“Get back to where you came from, and leave me be.”

He headed off, stumbling away from the carnage and bad memories, feet dragging on the ground and leaving scuff marks through the undergrowth. He caught himself on a tree, smearing the bark with blood.

(Mine?) 

He wasn’t sure.

His body was in agony, but his head was numb. He didn’t want to go home yet. Oblivion was much more welcoming.

*** 

Winter, 13 Years Ago

He was drunk again. Still. One or the other. The man was watching him with wild eyes, resurrected from a long-forgotten childhood memory.

The bottle tipped from his hand, empty, and the man’s face held no judgement as it dropped to the tangle of roots and soil. 

Ricky hoped he would die this time, but he was too warm for the winter and there was something wrong with the ground. It was soft. 

The man was crouched some way away, and Ricky fought the thick, restful fog in his head to put one thought in front of the other, walking them towards a conclusion. He concluded, eventually, that he was in deep shit. 

For a start, there was frost on the ground. He couldn’t remember how long he had been lying there, or when he had fallen. But he realised again that he wasn’t lying on the hard, icy earth but on something else that shouldn’t be there, and he wasn’t flat on his back the way he ought to be, given that his last vague memory was stumbling backwards and the trees spinning above him in a sickening dance. He had emptied his stomach of beer and vodka and half a stolen kebab, and was now resting against an oak, wrapped in someone else’s coat. 

“How old are you, son?” 

Ricky blinked heavily and burped up something acidic. 

The question took a while to process. 

“Sik— Sixteen.” 

The man nodded. “But you’d still rather be a puppet of your elders than see what I have to offer you.” 

Ricky didn’t know what he meant – he would work it out later, but by then it was all too late to make new decisions. “Fuck off.” 

The accent was hard to forget but impossible to place. It wasn’t English. Wasn’t Irish. Wasn’t anything remotely North. He knew it. What was it? Oh – of course. 

(Shit me, him again.)

“Your thoughts are still as hollow as the rest of you, I see. How is Gerald?” The man cocked his head. “I suppose you still have him.” 

Ricky tried to grab the vodka bottle but couldn’t make his hand obey him. Everything was slow, stiff. Time lurched away from him, leaving his head blissfully silent and clouded. 

“Got any pills?” he asked. 

“Not for you.” 

The man’s question caught up with him, or he caught up with it. “Gerald. S’fine. Made him.”

“I know. I remember.”

“Made him myself.” Ricky frowned, again noticing the coat he was wrapped in, the soft blanket on the ground beneath his heavy limbs, the frost around him that he couldn’t feel.

The man stood up in one fluid, easy motion. Ricky couldn’t get a good handle on his features, whether he was old or young or somewhere in the middle, but the wildness of him stuck where the other details didn’t. 

Ricky blinked a few times as the man towered over him. 

“You’re not ready yet.” 

He heard a tinge of disappointment there, and that triggered something visceral. Ricky snarled, but he couldn’t stand. His legs disobeyed. 

“I know you. Know you, don’t I? I was a kid. Made me piss myself.” That was funny, all of a sudden: giggles erupted out of him, bubbles of mirth and booze that got trapped under his ribs and subsided into miserable hiccoughs. “Ah, fu—ck.” He slammed a fist into his diaphragm but that didn’t help. 

The man narrowed his eyes. 

“Maybe I do have something for you.” 

The man pulled out a small packet from his pocket, and Ricky registered the brown suit with the slow understanding that it was just one of the man’s many skins, and this was not how he always appeared. The packet was more interesting though. There was something in it. Ricky didn’t care what it was. 

“Open.”

He opened his mouth. It was a stupid thing to do. He knew better. He did it anyway. 

Something landed on his tongue, and he swallowed without tasting it. 

The man gave him a cold smile, and Ricky instantly regretted his choice. The clouds began to clear. His hiccoughs didn’t go away, and he became gradually aware of a dull ache absolutely everywhere. His ribs started to throb as if he had smacked into something hard and not noticed. His right knee was fine until he moved it and then something screamed in the joint and shot up his thigh. He yelped in pain. His stomach was in knots of misery. 

Worse, his head was clearing. The clamour of anxious, waspish ideas jangled for attention from the periphery, where the binge had pushed them and numbed their sharp, angry voices. Critics buzzed in his brain. 

“Fuck. You.” Ricky raised his head and looked the wild man dead in the eye. “Fuck. You.” 

“Do you know who I am yet?” The man folded massive arms, and Ricky couldn’t remember if he had been that size before, or if his beard had been that long, or if he had always had a staff with him that stood upright on its own. 

“You’ve had your day, mad old bastard,” Ricky sneered, too angry to pay attention to the tiny sliver of self-preservation swearing up and down that this was a very bad idea. 

“I know you. I know who you are. The world’s moved on. These woods ain’t yours and the chieftains sleeping in the barrows are fucking dust and bone, if they ever knew you in the first place.” He tried to stand again, but the pain stopped him. He thudded back on the blankets and sobbed back a scream. “Piss off and leave me alone.” 

The man shook his head. “Getting there,” he murmured. “I can see there’s something about you, boy, but you’re not done yet. Did you read the books I told you about?”

Ricky tried to remember. The last time he had seen this man he had been about ten, and the memory was so hazy it nearly eluded him. “You were in the grounds of the old house,” he said slowly. “You gave me a key.”

“Not for nothing I hope.” 

Ricky hiccoughed. “I can fucking read.”

“You even swear in this language too?” The man laughed, deep and rich, a booming guffaw that echoed around the trees. 

Ricky frowned. They were not speaking modern English anymore. He couldn’t remember when the switch occurred. “What the fuck?”

“Old English. Very good. Getting better. But you don’t speak my tongue, do you? You haven’t the backbone for the power in it, not yet. Well.” The man raised bushy eyebrows. “What secrets did you learn from those books that you don’t want your delightful Grandmother knowing about?” 

Ricky growled, stomach growling too. “I’m not your apprentice. I’m the One and Only, the soothsayer. I don’t need you or your books.”

The man’s eyes crinkled at the edges. “Oh no? No, I suppose you don’t. Alright, soothsayer. Prophesy to me.” 

Ricky knew he had walked into a trap. “No.”

“No?” The man pointed at a patch of ground. “Read the omens in the frost and the leaves, or the pattern of ash from your own fire. Can you not even do that?” 

Ricky stared at the spot the man was pointing at, and saw nothing there. His third eye was closed, and he was starving and sick and everything ached and hurt and screamed at him. 

“No,” he said again. “You’re so good, you do it.”

The man shook his head and Ricky knew he had heard the panic in his voice. He swallowed hard. “That’s not fair. So what if I read your books. You told me I could, but I didn’t say I’d be your apprentice. Didn’t say naun to you.” He paused. “Read other things as well. Looked you up.”

The man’s eyes twinkled. “Oh yes?”

“Read your dad’s the Devil.”

“So you do know me.”

“I don’t believe in the Devil.”

“And yet here you are.” The man looked him up and down. “Pendle blood in your veins, the offspring of unholy rites and coupling, ready to transform when the time comes. When I first met you, you felt it then, stirring inside – what’s still there now, just under the surface, waiting to break out.”

Ricky chewed his stinging, chapped lips, wishing the man would shut up and go away. He didn’t dare to think his name, in case it gave him more power. He didn’t know how to pronounce it properly, only the Latinised way. 

He wasn’t real. Myths weren’t supposed to be real. 

His head spun, guts gurgling as he pressed his back to the tree and tried not to panic. 

“There is food here for you,” the man said, changing the subject and stepping aside. “You’re famished, lad. Better eat something decent.”

Behind him was a patterned picnic blanket spread between the roots of an oak tree, and Ricky saw pies and cakes and a basket of juicy, shining apples, so fresh he could smell the sweetness from where he sat. 

“I can’t,” he whispered, crawling forwards anyway, praying to Grandad it wasn’t a cruel trick. 

“Your farsight will come back in a few days. Eat. You will feel much better. And I will come back when it is time.” The man paused, as Ricky forged forwards painfully on his hands and knees, consumed with desire and desperate hunger. He crammed the nearest thing into his mouth without caring to see what it was, and warm pastry and spiced meat danced on his tongue. He barely chewed before swallowing. 

He took a deep bite of one of the apples and the juice slid down his throat, thick and sweet and heady.

“You owe me, boy.” 

Ricky dropped the apple back onto the picnic blanket. It was too late to spit it out. He chewed slowly, each crunch of the flesh reminding him he’d royally fucked up. 

He looked up, trying not to cry. To his shame, his voice came out in a tense whisper. “I’m just so hungry.”

The man nodded. “I see that. I grew the apples myself.”

Ricky ached to finish the one he’d started. 

“Pick it up, lad, it’s not poison.”

He couldn’t resist it for long. He hadn’t eaten properly for days: he wasn’t allowed food with flavour, it interfered with his ability to see the lottery numbers. But fuck that. Fuck the farsight, fuck them all. It was already muddled, anyway. He snatched the apple back and sank his teeth into it, juice streaming down his chin. 

“Aren’t you going to do me the courtesy of at least telling me my name, Richard Edwin Porter?”

Ricky took his time, pointing to his full mouth and shrugging. He wasn’t going to name the man. If he acknowledged who he was, spoke the name into the still air, like the man had just spoken his, there was no telling what would happen next. 

Already the weight of his own name, pronounced by this dark-eyed Welshman with the Roman nose, was settling on his shoulders like a mantle he wasn’t ready to wear.

If he said out loud this man was known as Merlinus Sylvestris, because like fuck was he going to say it in Welsh, then all the power in that name would settle on the man too, and he would have to face it, and he couldn’t take it back. 

He didn’t want to see Merlin for who he was. 

Merlinus Sylvestris gave him a slow, cold smile. “At bloody last.”

Ricky nearly choked on the apple. 

The bearded old bastard was in his head. 

“I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that last part,” Merlin said. 

Ricky tried not to throw up what he’d managed to scoff down, dizzy with recognition. The shifting form of the bard and prophet, not so much a man anymore, swirled before his feverish eyes. 

Merlin wasn’t just the Merlin of the modern stories or the French Romances, but the Merlin of every version of every story ever told, every prophecy attributed to him, every conflicting detail and every exaggeration, every description and every legend, all at once. 

He was the son of the Devil, the baptised antichrist, the old mentor to headstrong kings, the shapeshifter, the young boy who could read the future in the earth and stars. 

He was wily and sharp, the author of laments and predictions spanning the wide compass of time. 

He had been a waterfall, he had been the waves of the great sea, he had been the ancient oak and the great stag, he had lived many lives and hung between a thousand deaths, and Ricky was... (nothing).

Ricky held in a sob, shrinking in on himself. Something dark and equally ancient stirred in his bone marrow, reminding him it was there.  

“One day you will come to me as a god, and I will treat you as you deserve,” Merlin told him. “But that is not today. Your destiny is still before you.” He gave Ricky a look that was both piercing and quietly kind. “Try and live that long, and for the love of God, don’t fuck it up.”

Ricky nodded out of sheer terror, the food of the mad prophet filling his mouth. Heart pounding, he swallowed the last of the apple and closed his eyes. 

When he opened them, the picnic spread was still there, but Merlin had gone. 
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Chapter 2
How Runs the Oracle?​[2]
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16 March

Wes woke up with a start, sweat pouring off him, sheets in a frantic tangle around his calves. He’d hit himself so hard in his sleep that he’d not only woken himself up, but his cheek was sore and stinging. 

LET ME THROUGH. 

Grandad’s terrible demands echoed through his dreams and into his waking moments, skin crawling with grave maggots raining down from a sky boiling with blood.

It took him a few seconds to work out where the fuck he was; the damp patch on the opposite wall was unfamiliar, the bedclothes were cheap, and the whole room was a cluttered, narrow, low-ceilinged affair with a single window and a storage heater. 

He wasn’t in his own flat in Chelsea. It certainly wasn’t his boyfriend’s Kensington penthouse, and his girlfriend wouldn’t be seen dead in a place like this. 

It was Tina Harris’s bedroom, in her poky, rented cottage in Pagham-on-Sea. Shagging his oldest friend and unofficial sponsor was probably all kinds of stupid, but it wasn’t like they hadn’t had a bit of fun before.

He’d been friends with her since childhood. When her family moved away, she was his first pen pal. First lots of things, in fact. She’d kissed him once at the bus stop, a peck on the lips that nine-year-old Wes had been baffled but delighted by. Granny Wend had let their friendship be, encouraged it, even; she always said Tina’s family had old power in them. Maybe she’d only said that because even at that tender age Wes had been a sucker for power, but now they were pushing thirty, Tina was still his friend.

He checked his phone, and saw her text.

:Thanks for last night, stud. Call me if you need a check-in.:

He sent a heart back, indulging himself with a moment of self-satisfaction. He didn’t have to rise to the occasion for it to be an occasion. It was just temporary trouble, he reassured himself. It would improve with time, he was sure. Time, and maybe a clinic on Harley Street.

He swiped on something accidentally and opened a video he’d sent to everyone last month; the last thing he’d sent, as it turned out. 

“You call me a fucking Judas?” his own wasted voice slurred at him as his face glitched and strobed violently, sliding in and out of his head before he could close it, “Just fucking – fucking kill yourselves. Do the job for her, why don’t you.”

No wonder he’d been thrown out of all the family chats. 

He deleted it. There was no point in torturing himself with how much of an arsehole he’d been. He was twenty-two days clean, and the only way was forwards. 

Don’t you want to be a god, in complete control of yourself? Don’t you want to have them worship you?

He struggled out of bed and tried to shrug off the Voice in his head. 

“No, no, no.” If he said it out loud, he might believe it. “No.”

He could kid himself the Voice was part of the withdrawal process if he tried hard enough. Or he could face the fact it was Grandad, projecting into his sleeping mind while he was weak, probing his innermost desires. 

Good luck with that, old man, Wes thought, applying his concentration, and grounding himself in his current reality.

Wes had already rejected the bastard once. There was no way he would allow that monster to enter his world and destroy the life he loved. 

I do love it, Wes reminded himself, getting dressed and heading to the bathroom. I still love it. Things are tough right now, for everyone. They’ll get better. 

And yet, the offer of worship, the idea of ultimate control, ate away at him, even as his subconscious poked him with warnings of maggots and death.

They threw you out of the family group chats, a spiteful, hurt part of him whispered. Don’t you want to make them sorry?

“That was my fault,” Wes reminded his reflection in Tina’s bathroom mirror. He forgot his own face each time he blinked, constantly confronted with a brand-new person, eyes bloodshot and mouth ringed with toothpaste like rabid froth. He grabbed a towel. “I fully deserved that. If I ever go back to that place, the only thing I’m using that power for is to cure Charlie’s addiction. That’s it.”

I’d make a great cult leader, though.

He shook that thought off with a splash of cold water and started his skin routine. You couldn’t afford to skimp on that, if all you ever made on people were a string of first impressions.

He whiled away the morning trying to quell the feeling of impending doom, but distractions only kept it at bay. There was no shifting the feeling that something wasn’t right. 

By twelve thirty, nothing had happened, but that only made him more suspicious that life was saving the shit to be dumped on him all at once. He threw on Tina’s blue satin dressing gown which could wrap around him twice, then called his long-term girlfriend.

“Hello, gorgeous. Missing me?”

Charlie was at work, in her photography studio, but between clients. She tapped a pen against her glossy lips, frosted a delicate pink like the whites of her eyes. 

“Hey baby. I really miss you.”

Is she getting enough sleep without me? 

Wes hesitated. 

“Am I gone too much? Do you need me home?”

He hoped she’d say it was fine, even if it wasn’t. He wanted the excuse to stay away for a while, where Tina didn’t make demands and there weren’t the shared responsibilities of a relationship approaching a decade, even though Tina was his oldest friend. 

“Video chats aren’t... They aren’t the same.” Charlie dropped her gaze back to the screen, feasting on his face. There was a dull hunger in her gaunt cheeks that had nothing to do with food. 

Wes took a longer breath in, guilt settling in his stomach like a familiar ulcer he knew how to treat. “Babe... if... if I found a way to make you remember what I look like, to – to cure you, would you want that?”

“No.” Charlie answered too fast, too hoarsely. “You don’t need to do that. I’m fine, I’m fine, really.”

Wes realised all she’d heard was him asking to remove the thing she’d relied on and built her life around for the past nine years.

“No, I know, but, okay. ‘Cure’ was the wrong word. I’d still be here, I’d still be me, but you would have me all the time, in your head. That’s what you want, right?” 

I could have done this sooner if Queen Richard wasn’t so up himself.  

Darling Cousin Ricky had refused to let Wes back in the house unless he was off the experimental hallucinogens their uncle had developed, which had the bonus side effect of allowing Wes to remember forwards as well as backwards, seeing glimpses of the future. 

He’d removed himself from London and the party scene to detox, and Tina, who was more Charlie’s on/off squeeze than his, had let him crash at her place while he went through the withdrawals. 

The cravings had lessened over the last week or so, and he marked the days jealously, like a stoic Sisyphus, doggedly rolling his stone uphill. He wondered how long it would be before he had to start again from the bottom.

No, it won’t be like “quitting” smoking. One day at a time, right?

Charlie chewed the top of the pen, and the plastic cracked audibly between her teeth. 

“Babe?”

“I don’t know,” she said. She dipped her head, and he caught a glimpse of the scars on her eyelids, also nine years old. He’d left her only once, and she’d tried to cut her eyelids off so she could stare at his pictures forever. 

If I could cure her, she wouldn’t even have withdrawals. It would be instantaneous. We could be a normal couple. 

She changed the subject abruptly. “Are you still getting those side effects?”

That wrong-footed him. “Hallucination type things? Yeah. Sometimes. Only once last week, I think they’re going away.” He frowned. “Hey, I didn’t hallucinate that there’s a way to help you—”

“Are you sure you’re feeling better?”

He dropped it, recognising the hardness in her tone. “Yes. Yeah. I’m... much, much better.”

That was a lie. If anything, the hallucinations, visions, trances, whatever they were, were getting much worse, lasting longer, and he was pretty sure they were glimpses of the future. He was starting to worry that the drugs had irreparably opened his mind in that direction, and now he couldn’t stop those glimpses of what might be from invading his brain whenever they felt like it.

He hadn’t told her about the other dimension he, Ricky and Katy had entered a few months ago, or the Stone Circle they’d found there, which might contain some answers for controlling his own eldritch mutation and its effects. 

He should try and go back, if Ricky would help him open the portal again. Maybe that would sort him out, and he could release Charlie of her addiction to his image at the same time.

He tried again. “If I did have a way—” 

Charlie dropped the pen on the desk and shook her head, red ringlets bouncing around her face. “Babe, can we talk about this another time?”

“Why? What’s the matter?” Wes struggled into a better sitting position, satin gaping over his chest. “What are you scared of?”

She picked up the phone and brought him to face level, the forest green of her eyes glazed and vacant, jagged scars puffing her lids and cutting into her brows. He took that in, knowing what he needed to do for her whether she wanted it or not, and squirmed. 

Charlie tilted her head, and the sunlight caught in the vibrant shades of her hair. He almost saw the woman he’d met nine years ago; naïve and earnest, sweet and shy, living her life through her camera lens. He wondered who she could have been without him, if she’d still have won awards for her bleak exhibitions, if her art would have more joy and life in it.

When she spoke, her voice was flat and tired. 

“Babe... if you did that for me... I don’t think I’d ever want to see you again.”

Wes’s heart clenched. “Oh.” 

There it was. 

Total honesty, and the truth he’d always known.

He didn’t know what to say. An awkward silence extended between them, as he ruled out ever making Charlie better. 

Fuck. If she left, Hugo would go with her. I can’t be on my own. 

He told himself he was being irrational. Guilt roiled inside him, wrestling with the immoveable smile he aimed at the ceiling, which she’d forget was there as soon as she blinked or looked away. 

Here it was: the shit he’d anticipated since this morning. 

I’m not going to cure her, am I? I’m not going to cure my own girlfriend.

She backtracked. “But— I don’t— I can’t live without seeing you, I can’t imagine that. I don’t want to imagine that. It hurts. So just... leave it alone, okay? Come home soon.”

“Sure, yeah. I will.” Wes tried to change the subject, too stunned to push it. He couldn’t imagine his life without Charlie. “Um. How’s... how is Katy doing?”

“Settling in.” Charlie cocked her head. “I’m taking her shopping tonight. Huey’s getting her a new laptop. She’s missing her friends, you know, doing normal teenage stuff...”

“She’s technically dead,” Wes reminded her, more harshly than he meant to. “So absolutely no contact. Tell her.”

“She’s seventeen, she’s lonely, don’t be hard on her. She doesn’t need you being on her case all the time.”

She killed our parents and half our siblings in one go, don’t tell me how to fucking be.

But she was right. Katy couldn’t stay in the same town where everyone thought she too had been horribly murdered by some savage beast, her DNA and shed human tissue all over the crime scene, so he’d stepped up to take her in. 

Should never have gotten involved, should have cut ties with her the second I left home. But I didn’t, did I? What a hero.

And now, predictably, the rest of his family were treating him like a pissing pariah for choosing her over them.

Wes clenched his jaw, then released it. He nodded. 

“Yeah. No, you’re right.” He wished he hadn’t mentioned his sister. “Fine. Good. As long as she’s okay with you both.” 

Hugo, his boyfriend, got on with Katy far better than he did. He trusted both his partners to look after his sister, and he knew she’d never hurt either of them. 

He did not trust himself.

“I better go, Tina’s getting home soon. I love you.” 

Charlie blew him a kiss. “I love you too.”

I love you. Why do we say that? he wondered, hanging up and staring at the phone. Does she mean it? Do I? Or is it something we just say to each other? If she left me... 

Wes stopped that train of thought in its tracks, not wanting to find out what might be lurking on the other end. He was alone now except for the stuffed raven on the mantlepiece, which seemed to be leering at him knowingly.

He glared at it, hating the damn thing. 

He also couldn’t shake the feeling that this wasn’t the only bad thing he’d have to navigate today; the cloud of ill-defined dread continued to loom in the back of his mind, overshadowing any attempts to relax. 

It’s the withdrawals, he told himself. Paranoia, anxiety, nameless dread. That’s all. Don’t look for patterns. I’m not the Oracle, that’s His Majesty’s job.

Wes helped himself to what was in the fridge-freezer; Tina had done a vegan-friendly shop, but it was a far cry from the London penthouse and his boyfriend Hugo’s choice of private chef. The sad selection from Pagham-on-Sea’s supermarket chain had to do. 

He mashed an avocado onto a hunk of sourdough and microwaved some soup. 

His phone rang again as he was looking for a clean bowl. 

“Yeah, you’re on speaker,” he said, not looking at who it was. 

“Wes?” 

Wes nearly dropped the bowl. It was his cousin’s... well, he wasn’t sure what she was, but she never called him, no matter how much he wanted her to. At least, she hadn’t up to now.

“Carrie? Hey! Everything all right, darling?”

“No.”

Wes’s stomach dropped. 

It’s probably nothing big. Trouble in paradise, that’s all. Maybe she needs a shoulder to cry on, that wouldn’t be a bad thing. 

He put the bowl carefully on the counter. “I’m just making lunch, nobody’s in. What’s up?”

She didn’t sound like herself. “Do you know where Ricky is?”

So it is trouble in paradise. 

Wes softened his tone, although she wouldn’t remember the sound of his voice in the same way nobody could remember what he looked like. “I haven’t seen him in weeks, sorry. Not since I was last over.”

A pause. “Okay. Thanks anyway.”

“Hey, hold on. What’s going on?” Wes poured the hot soup into the bowl, trying not to scald himself anywhere crucial and wondering if he ought to get dressed. “I’m at Tina’s, so I can pop round if you want?”

“No, you don’t have to.” Her voice wavered. “Do you know about Bramble Cottage?”

Wes looked for a spoon. “What about it?”

Another long pause. “Maybe it shouldn’t come from me.”

“Maybe it should. Just tell me.” 

“He was talking about death omens for days, and he just went out, and then... The cottage burned down last night. And he hasn’t been home since. I’m really worried.”

Wes set the spoon down, processing this. “Jesus.”

“Yeah, so, I just wondered if... you’d seen him, or... I can’t find him anywhere. He’s not any of the places I can think he’d go.”

A chill scuttled over his back under the satin in a wave of dancing ants.

He can’t be dead, can he? 

The soup lost all its appeal. 

“I know this is a – horrible thing to ask, but, did you check the cottage itself?” He grimaced. “And the cellar, if you can reach it?”

“That was the first thing I did. The police are all over it now. He killed his parents, Wes.”

Wes sagged in surprise, almost sitting in an imaginary chair, and caught himself on the counter. “Fuck.” 

His soup jolted as he slammed his hand down, nearly slopping over the side.

“Uh. Sorry, right, how do you know he—”

“Trust me,” Carrie said, voice hard as brick. “I know.”

Wes wrestled with this unwelcome surprise, taking a moment to steady himself. It was just another couple of deaths. The family had been dropping like flies since Katy started the cull, what were two more to him? 

I never liked them anyway. Get a grip.

But Ricky would never have done that, never have thought about it, not even a couple months ago before Katy’s Changes.

What’s changed? Fuck, he’s really not all right, is he?

He exhaled slowly, refocusing. “Okay. And the barrows, in Barrow Field—?”

“Second place I looked after combing The Chase.”

The Chase was going to be Wes’s third guess, but that patch of woodland was hard to hide in. It wasn’t really big enough to vanish without trace, even for Ricky, who knew every inch of it backwards. 

“Hate to say it, but he could be up on the Weald,” Wes said, thinking about the miles of rolling hills and steep-sided gills, woodlands, scattered villages and farms, and all the places Ricky might manage to get himself properly lost in if he had a mind to disappear. “Sometimes he’d go walking up there. I don’t know where he’d go, though.” He paused. “I’m happy to look, if you need a car.”

His two-seater was perfect for a blustery Spring drive, and it would be a good opportunity for her to get to know him sober. He had some ground to make up, since he’d been high most of the time she’d known him. 

“Are you... okay to drive, or...?”

“God, yeah.” Wes gave a short laugh, flushing. “Haven’t touched any Silver Lining for a month.”

“You must be feeling pretty rough, Tee said you weren’t doing that well last week.”

“No, worst of it’s over,” Wes lied smoothly. 

“She said you’re still having random hallucinations, or trances, or something.”

He clicked his tongue. “I can feel those coming on, it’s not happened in the car.”

“Yet.” Carrie didn’t sound convinced. “Well... where else would he be? I don’t know, how would we even find him by car if he’s off road? Can you summon him?”

“Me? No.” 

“Well...” Carrie gave an exasperated sigh, but there was a quaver of panic in her voice. “I don’t know what to do.”

“He’ll be back.” Wes had no doubt what was going on; if Ricky had finally snapped and killed his parents, which no doubt they deserved, he would be wallowing in guilt about it and that meant he’d jumped into a chemical void. “He’s got his own way of processing things.”

“You mean, not processing anything?” Carrie snapped down the phone. “He’s had every opportunity to kill them for years, he never wanted to do that. He just wanted... Well, it doesn’t matter now, does it? Fuck.” She threw the expletive out with real venom, and Wes raised his eyebrows. She used that sparingly, as a rule. 

“Hey. Hey, it’s okay. I promise. I’ll – all right, look, how’s this for a plan? I can’t summon anyone, I don’t have the clout, but our Katy does. Let me get her down here, and she can pinpoint him no problem. We’ll pick him up, it probably won’t be pretty, but if you’re comfortable with him being in the house and only if you’re comfortable with him being in the house, we’ll bring him home to sober up or come down or, you know, heal up from whatever it is he’s done to himself.”

“I’m coming with you,” Carrie said. 

Wes nodded, drumming his fingers on the counter. “Fine. Yes. He’ll probably react better to you than to us, in all honesty.”

Carrie was quiet for a second. “Okay. Can you get hold of Katy and let me know, please?”

“Absolutely.” Wes hesitated. “How about I take you for a coffee? We can talk about it. Or, anything else you want. I know we didn’t get off on the best foot—”

“You deliberately pushed him into another dimension, and he could have been trapped there,” Carrie said flatly. 

Wes winced. “Yeah, okay, but I did get him out again, so—” 

“You were high as a kite pretty much every time I saw you. You literally did drugs in your bloody car on my drive, like I wouldn’t notice.”

“Yeah, that wasn’t... I should have asked, or... I’m sorry about that.” Wes found a soup spoon entirely by accident, fumbling through Tina’s dishwasher for something to keep his hands occupied. “Look, I’m really... I’m really trying.”

He didn’t mean that to come out the way it did, but the whine slid in and out of his own consciousness, too, and he forgot the petulance as surely as Carrie had. 

“I mean. Just... it would be nice if we could start again. Get to know me when I’m not... like that.” 

“Call Katy, please? And keep me in the loop? I just want him back.” Carrie’s voice cracked like plaster. “It’s like a whole room’s gone missing. Like I’ve lost a whole section of myself. Don’t tell him that.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Wes murmured. He desperately wanted to know what it was like for her to be part of her house, or for the house to be part of her, or however it worked. Ricky wouldn’t say, and Carrie had never explained it. 

Out of nowhere – well, not quite nowhere, since it was never far from his mind – he wondered what she was like in bed these days, if it was like making love to a living sex doll, if he’d go down on her and taste copper wire and plastic.

I’d blow her fuse box out.

He smothered a snort and turned it into a cough. 

“I’ll keep you updated, okay? Try not to worry. He can take care of himself.”

“Thanks,” Carrie whispered, and ended the call without saying goodbye.

Wes turned back to his lunch, the looming dread now almost dissipated but replaced with a dull, lowkey worry. 

“Fucking hell, Richard,” he said to the soup and the congealed green spread on his sourdough toast. “What have you done now?”
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Chapter 3
We Have Seen Better Days​[3]
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17 March

Katy knew showing up in a town where everyone thought she’d been brutally murdered was not the best idea, but she was sick of the gilded confines of the penthouse flat, and Wes sounded serious. 

It would have to be pretty serious, Katy thought, grim and sulky, for him to spend time with me.

She didn’t want to waste her energy Changing and showing up naked to a place where she didn’t have access to clothes, so Wes bought her train tickets to come down in the morning. Just because the Beast could travel through space and time didn’t always make that the most convenient option.

Pagham-on-Sea Parkway was the station outside the old town, serving the ‘new’ council estates – the Jubilee and Queen Mary developments now joined together with blocks of flats and ringed around by a high, well-lit wall, bristling with CCTV. 

Katy could see the estate and its unwelcoming architecture from the platform, the lurid purple of the TravelInn towering in front. She tried not to think about her friends who lived on the estate, and how their lives were going on without her. She just wanted a tiny piece of her life back, before all she was good for was devouring her own family.

Ducking her chin into her pastel pink scarf, Katy hoped that, and the matching cap, would obscure her features enough from the platform cameras. 

Charlie had taken her to a hairdresser, so her hair was now a nest of jaw-length ringlets in the same style as Charlie had, gelled and styled to within an inch of its life, but the sea air would have them dropping and lank in no time. 

She didn’t think anyone would recognise her. She barely recognised herself. 

Katy glanced at the opposite side of the tracks, at the platform from which her cousin had abducted her nearly three months ago, and shivered. January, and the person she’d been then, felt like a whole lifetime ago. Now she was supposed to track him down. 

Closing her eyes, she focused on her oldest brother until she felt a tug in her chest. Wes was waiting for her beyond the gates.

Passing through the ticket barrier, she spotted her brother’s gleaming red monstrosity behind an ancient hatchback in one of the parking bays, and rolled her eyes. He stuck his arm out of the window in a casual wave, as if she could miss him. 

Katy jogged over and slung her handbag down at her feet. “You’re still alive, then.”

Wes was just a suit in her peripheral vision, his expression impossible to pin down, his image invisible to her until she faced him. 

He snorted. “Yep.”

“Are you... okay?” Katy side-eyed him, trying to get a read on his body language from the way his purple silk shirt creased, the movement of his trousers or the flick of his cuffs. 

“Busy. Tired. Nothing to worry about.” He looked at her, and she remembered the shade of his foundation but not the shape of his jawline and rise of his cheekbones, the eyeliner smudged into a smoky glower but not the colour and size of his eyes. 

Something’s up. 

She feigned disinterest. “Do you think you ought to be buying a nightclub if it’s this much hassle?”

That was his latest venture; as far as Katy knew, that’s what had been occupying all his time and weekends for the past month and a half, although she’d noticed the mood swings were worse and his temper was on a shorter fuse. That is, when he was around at all. 

“I’m getting a manager in. That’s not what’s bothering me right now, it’s our bloody cousin. Can you tell where he is? If he’s left town or... or what?” 

His curtness bothered her. His tone slid out of reach like the details of his face, but left her with a defensive twinge, like Ricky’s disappearance was her fault somehow. Since he wasn’t in the mood for conversation, even though they hadn’t been alone together for over two weeks, Katy pursed her lips and let her focus seek their Soothsayer. 

The Beast knew where to find any blood-kin of theirs, and seeking Ricky was child’s play to that instinctual part of her. Seeking their kin was like looking for individual maggots, while Ricky loomed in her consciousness like the whole carcass. She called out to him, heart to heart, and a shooting pain stabbed through her chest in response. 

Katy gasped, pushing down on her chest – such as it was – the arrows firing through her breasts and leaving her breathless and sore. 

“Fuck!”

“Language,” Wes retorted, and she punched his thigh, wincing. 

Eyes watering, she tried a slower breath and the pain sparked up again. “Ow, ow, that fucking hurts. What’s wrong with him?”

“That’s a big question,” Wes muttered. “Any idea where he is?”

“Devil’s Drop,” she said, forgetting its real name for a moment, but Wes knew exactly where she meant. 

He started the engine, and the car purred into life. “Brace yourself,” he said. “I don’t think I’ve ever known him this upset. Not upset enough to kill his mum and dad, at any rate.”

Katy kept quiet. She didn’t want to bring up that she could relate, but their dead siblings and parents hung between her and Wes in a veil of unspoken ghosts.

The road swept them through town and towards the coast, and along the narrow road to Unger Point, running parallel with the other train track. It came to a dead end outside a caravan park, eerily quiet with a few kids playing near the closed public toilets.

She broke the pregnant silence. “This is it. He’s down there.”

She hopped out and headed for the steps down from the cliff to the beach, Wes following at a short distance. The kids were silent, except for the ping of the plastic ball as they kicked it between them. Even the gulls were circling without calling, riding the winds out to sea.

The steps were slippery with sea spray and early morning drizzle, and steep enough that Katy had to navigate them slowly, clinging to the rail. She jumped the last few steps onto the shingle, converse digging into the loose stones and sucking into the wet sand. 

The tide was turning. 

She knew which cave to go for: the one everyone avoided. Unger Point was notorious for disappearances, and local legend claimed the scuttling noises from within the unwelcoming fissure was the ghost of a smuggler walled up by his own gang to die. 

“Here,” she said, waving Wes over, and slipped into the roughly triangular entrance. The rock was slimy with algae, and she tried not to rub up against any of it. 

The cave narrowed into a lower tunnel and honeycombed off at the back into rounder holes big enough to crawl through. Katy got out her phone and shone the flashlight at them. There were weird pockmarks in the sand like crustacean tracks, if lobsters were the size of Dobermans.

“Oh, fuck me,” Katy whispered. 

She wriggled her low-rise jeans down a bit at the back so she could release her tail, and the band cut into her uncomfortably against the underside of her vestigial tail, from which her scorpion-stinger-tipped exoskeleton could be squeezed out. 

It was too narrow for her tail to really do much, though. She couldn’t get a good swing and stab at anything. 

Her brother’s voice hissed into the entrance. 

“Richard? You in here?”

There was silence. 

“It’s me,” she added, then realised that might be unhelpful. “It’s Katy.”

“Shine your light over there.” Wes was much closer than she’d thought. She bumped into him and he pushed her tail away, holding onto it so it didn’t swing back into his face.

She swung her phone over the rock and saw a long vertical crack off to the left that she could squeeze through sideways. 

“I’ve got a good feeling about that,” Wes said behind her, with both hands wrapped firmly around the length of articulated bone, “And a bit of a bad one too, if you know what I mean.”

Katy shook him off and retracted the tail all the way to the wicked tip so she could slide through, choking on the dank air.

The place stank. It was a mix of ammonia and sulphur, sewage, and meat rotting in brine. 

Katy braced herself. Her flashlight picked out a dirty sleeping bag, small bones, and bottles. She moved it around and it cast a pool of harsh light on Ricky’s unconscious form, slumped against the wall in his trademark hoodie and well-fitting sweatpants Carrie had probably bought him, now stained with dark bruise shades of wet filth and vomit. The pull-cord of his hood was on the floor, a discarded grey string.

Something rolled under her foot. She shone the light down and it picked out a plastic syringe, the needle still in place.

“Shit.” She stared at it. “Is this his? What’s he taken?”

Wes pushed his way through behind her, his own phone torch shining on the debris.

“I’m not a doctor, but I’m guessing it’s not paracetamol.”

“You should’ve told me,” Katy said, kicking the syringe out of the way. “You should’ve fucking told me it was this bad.”

Wes blew out a slow breath. “I didn’t know.”

She kept her flashlight trained on the ground, picking her way towards her comatose cousin and battling the smell. “God, this stinks. Can we move him?”

Wes set his jaw, nodding. “Yeah, maybe. We can give it a shot.” He scanned the cave with his own light and sprang back with a shout, making her jump and spin around. 

There was nothing in the dark, but a frantic scan of the rock revealed a discolouration in the rough shape of a standing figure. Wes’s light lingered on it, but the corner itself was empty.

“Shitting hell. I thought there was a guy back there.” Wes sagged, panting hard. “Just had this feeling we weren’t alone, and— Fuck.”

“Okay.” Katy came a bit closer, but she was worried about Ricky’s tendrils and tendency to be violently unpredictable under the influence. “We


























































































*** 

















































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THREE POSSIBLE FUTURES.

TWO VERSIONS OF THE APOCALYPSE.

ONE CHANCE TO SAVE THE WORLD.

A
E ATE
RANDA

C. M. ROSENS

COSMIC HORROR FAMILY DRAMA





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.png
A TR T T A e e
A A B
e )

zierw 61 a zista zsia ocei'a odet a ozeta

_ sa0a- €1

eels Gea ool dea
ks pmea welen ool






d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image003.jpg





d2d_images/scene_break.png





