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      Ingrid stepped through the murky damp flax forest, unsure of her direction. Through the blades she caught occasional glimpses of a western crescent moon, cutting infrequent glints through layered cloud.

      It was so easy to get turned around.

      The ground was boggy. It squelched and gurgled with each footfall. Even her sturdy leather shoes struggled against the water. Her feet were wet and her toes were cold. The muddy damp was creeping up the cuffs of her jeans.

      Not the kind of outfit to be wearing when lost out in the wilds. Boots, jeans, a tee shirt and a black vinyl motorcycle jacket. The jacket had red bands across the chest and a double way zip with domes. Great for the wind, not so great for the cold.

      Stretching out her hand in the gloom, she touched the edge of a flax leaf. Sharp. The leaf was as broad as her hand with outstretched fingers. It shifted under her touch. Other leaves rustled in the light breeze.

      The sounds could have been a soft lullaby—shh, a-shhish, a-shish, aa-aaa, shh—but in the cool dark the tiny sounds pushed at the edges, suggesting dangers and presences unknown.

      Were there holes here she could fall into? Thick, gripping muds that might hold her in place? Might tear her boots from her feet?

      Were there creatures abroad? Things with talons and fangs? With stiffly muscled legs ready to pounce? Ready to stuff her into their gullets?

      Ingrid stopped. Took a breath.

      She could be no more than a mile from the road. Maybe a mile and a half.

      And she knew which way west lay. Ahead. The flickers of the moon.

      All she had to do was bear to the right. Just a little. Keep it in sight.

      It wasn’t as if she was afloat in a dinghy in the middle of the ocean, trying to use a brass sextant to determine her position.

      Toru Flax Forest was only forty or fifty square miles, wasn’t it? Ten or eleven miles on its longest axis. No more than two at its narrowest. Hourglass shaped. Pressed between a curve in the river and the humps of old dunes.

      New growth. Less than forty years old. A return to the old flax swamps.

      And here she was. Lost.

      At night.

      Silly, really.

      Stupid.

      She took another breath.

      Took another step.

      From somewhere came the cry of an animal. Piercing at first, but descending into a growl. Something big.

      East? Hard to tell in the maze of leaves.

      Impossible.

      Ingrid took another step.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Bartolemew cracked his knuckles and sipped from a beer. The brew was good. Full and rich and with just the right kind of tang.

      The tankard was pewter and the table was wooden, and his motorcycle stood outside. The makings of a good evening.

      Around him, customers circled the bar. Some staggered. Some swaggered. Some warmed their hands by the fire blazing in the central stone pit.

      The floor was hardwood and the ceiling was high. On a shelf fitted just below the ceiling stood the detritus of ancient days, arrayed and displayed to bring some atmosphere to the place.

      Magnesium alloy wheels. A big block of a wooden telephone with a winder on the side and a black speaking horn in the middle. A pedal car. A traffic light stuck on blinking red. A silvery coffee machine with spigots and spouts and handles and dials. A radiostereogram.

      Bartolemew’s table was in the back corner. Where he liked it. Where he could keep an eye on proceedings.

      There were twenty-two people in the bar, as well as Silvya, the barkeep. Mostly locals. A couple from up north who’d ridden the highway on a recently refurbished Triumph Nine.

      Bartolemew rode a Triumph, so he’d gotten talking to them.

      The pair were now thoroughly soused and kind of slumped at a table two over from Bartolemew.

      Ah, people. He took another small sip from his tankard. It would last all night, which suited him. Suited Silvya, who was counting on him to keep trouble at a minimum. Saturday it could get a bit boisterous.

      The door opened, admitting a new arrival.

      Stoke. Ingrid’s father.

      Stoke looked around the bar. Spotted Bartolemew.

      Hurried over.
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        * * *

      

      The mud squelched. Ingrid stepped around another flax. They were close together here. In places, jammed in one against the other. And that all seemed to make the bog worse. Stickier.

      Something snipped at Indrid’s finger. A sharp jab. She recoiled.

      Stumbled backward.

      Glimpsed the glitter of a spiderweb in the moonlight. Shimmering in the light wind.

      Her finger throbbed.

      Had she been bitten?

      Wouldn’t that just cap off the night?
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        * * *

      

      Bartolemew gunned the Triumph’s engine. The beast fair hummed along. Some of the roads around were still in good shape. Peter and Jenni got out with hot mix from time to time and filled holes. The patience of those people.

      Of course, they did all right with grateful locals who brought them fruit and bread and, sometimes, a carcass.

      Stoke clung on behind Bartolemew, clearly terrified.

      The wind whipped their hair and tugged at their clothes.

      “She had a fight with Melissa,” Stoke said over the clatter of the engine. “I just now found out.”

      “They fight all the time,” Bartolemew said. It was true. Sisters, huh? Never can agree.

      “Melissa said Ingrid raced off,” Stoke said. “On her bicycle.”

      “How old are they now?”

      “Twenty-two.”

      “Should be well over that kind of nonsense, you ask me.”

      “Should be. Aren’t.”

      “You’re sure she’s gone to the forest?”

      “No. But anywhere else she’d just come home. Or be easy to find.”

      “Yep.” That was right. No one should go into the flax forest after dark.
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        * * *

      

      Ingrid sucked on her finger. There was a lump. She ran her tongue over it. Maybe hoping to find fang holes. Or worried that she would.

      But she didn’t.

      Could be anything.

      Still, the finger throbbed.

      She needed to get out of here. Go home and either slug Melissa across the chops, or make up with her.

      No telling how it would go.

      Ingrid pulled herself up. She was wet now. The back of her jeans soaked through. Water crept up her tee shirt.

      She clambered higher, pulling up into one of the flaxes. Right into the bole.

      It was soft and insubstantial and bent under her weight. But maybe if she could get some height, she could get her bearings a little better.

      Again there came the cry of the animal.

      Closer.

      It sounded bigger than she’d first thought.
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        * * *

      

      The last section of road, off the main strip, was rough gravel. Potholed and covered with runnels large and small. Few people came this way. Mostly just picnickers with horse and cart, coming down to the meadows at the edges of the flax forest.

      Bartolemew took it slow.

      The Triumph’s electrical headlamp blazed through the night. Shining off the old signs and posts and rusted out vehicles. Somehow the discards ended up just a little out of sight from the main throughways.

      “I don’t like it out here,” Stoke said over the clatter of the Triumph’s engine.

      The sickle moon was popping in and out of jumbles of cloud.

      “What’s to like?” Bartolemew said. “There’s a job to do.”

      And there it was. Picked out in the beam from the headlamp.

      Ingrid’s bicycle.

      Leaning up against a low wood pole fence.

      Right by the entry to the old boardwalk.
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        * * *

      

      Ingrid hunkered in against the lower stems of some big flaxes. The smell was earthy and organic. Rich and full. And usually it would be reassuring.

      Something was moving nearby.

      Could have been a boar, or one of the bigger cats. Either way she was in trouble.

      “Ah, Melissa,” Ingrid whispered. “Look what you’ve got me into now.”

      Truth was, she’d got herself into this situation. No one else to blame.

      Things fell quiet for a moment.

      Ingrid waited.

      The quiet lay across the flax forest.

      No cries from the animal.

      Ingrid could hear her own breathing, and the sough of the wind. The tiny chirps of crickets and low croaks of the small brown marsh frogs.

      She waited.

      Waited some more.

      Perhaps she could make a break for it. After her quick look-see she was sure that she was close to the end of the boardwalk.

      She waited some more.

      Maybe it had gone. Passed her by.

      If she could reach the boardwalk she would be fine. Scramble back up onto the solid platform. Run back to her bicycle.

      As she moved, something snuffled nearby.

      Ingrid stopped. Became rigid.

      It was right there.

      Just around behind the flax bush right by her.
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        * * *

      

      Bartolemew trotted along the boardwalk. Stopped ten yards in.

      The light was bad, even with his kerosene lamp.

      Stoke came up behind him.

      “There are spirits around,” Stoke said. “Bad energy.”

      “If by spirits you mean wild boars and pumas, sure.”

      “Those too. But we’re not supposed to toy with the forest. We know that.”

      “Yet you let your daughter⁠—”

      “Stop,” Stoke said. “There’s no ‘let’ involved in the raising of my daughters. They do what they need to do. Were I to ever try to stop them from anything, it would simply double their resolve.”

      Bartolemew held up his hand.

      “What?” Stoke said.

      “Quiet,” Bartolemew said. “I think I heard something out there.”

      He shone the lamp around.

      “What did you—” Stoke fell silent as Bartolemew clapped a hand over his mouth.

      There was something moving in the flax. If it was Ingrid, then he should call out. If it was something else, well, he needed to stay silent.

      Some of the things that inhabited this place, it would kind of be better to just get back on the motorcycle and hightail it. Wishing Ingrid the best of luck, of course.

      Bartolemew kept shining the lamp around.

      The flax blades shone in the light. Their fat, fibrous leaves fat and brown-green. Tall flower stems stood up from some, black, with golden drooping bell flowers. Many were gray and white. Last year’s. Dead, with their seeds long dispersed.

      Bartolemew dropped his hand from Stoke’s mouth. Moved along the boardwalk. His footsteps seemed loud. Echoey.

      Stoke came right up by him. Whispered in his ear.

      “We need to shout for her.”

      “And attract critters? I think there are more
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