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Silver Ravens

The Celts knew it as Annwyn, the Otherworld—certainly
not a destination IT professional Lori Cooper anticipates when
distracting herself with a magazine puzzle page in the dentist’s
waiting room. Clues buried in the answers lead her to Tamsin, who
claims to command a band of warriors for the queen of the fay. From
this, Lori concludes that Tamsin is both insane and dangerous.
She’s also quite worryingly attractive.

 


However, Lori’s own sanity becomes a bigger concern
when she finds herself held captive in a strange world with yet
more puzzles to solve. She must pick her way through layers of
illusion and deceit. Nothing and nobody, including Tamsin, is quite
as they seem. Who can Lori trust? She will need to uncover the full
truth if she is to return home, mind and body intact.


What Reviewers Say About Jane Fletcher’s Work

Isle of Broken Years

 


“Fun, fast, and deeply entertaining, Isle of
Broken Years is one of the better uses of the Atlantis myth
I’ve yet seen in fiction. I enjoyed it a lot, and I feel confident
in recommending it.”—Tor.com

 


“Isle of Broken Years is an amazingly
inventive story that started off being the tale of a noblewoman
being captured by pirates and veered off into something way more
interesting and fantastic.”—Kitty Kat’s Book Review Blog

 


 


The Walls of Westernfort

 


“Award-winning author Jane Fletcher explores serious
themes in the Celaeno series and creates a world that loosely
parallels the one we inhabit. In The Walls of Westernfort,
Fletcher weaves a plausible action-packed plot, set on a credible
world, and with appealing multi-dimensional characters. The result
is a fantasy by one of the best speculative fiction writers in the
business.”—Just About Write

 


“…captivating, well-written stories in the fantasy
genre that are built around women’s struggles against themselves,
one another, society, and nature.”—WomanSpace Magazine

 


“The Walls of Westernfort is not only a highly
engaging and fast-paced adventure novel, it provides the reader
with an interesting framework for examining the same questions of
loyalty, faith, family and love.”—Midwest Book Review

 


“The Walls of Westernfort is…a true delight.
Bold, well-developed characters hold your interest from the
beginning and keep you turning the pages. The main plot twists and
turns until the very end. The subplot involves likeable women who
seem destined not to be together.”—MegaScene

 


“In The Walls of the Westernfort, Jane
Fletcher spins a captivating story about youthful idealism, honor,
and courage. The action is fast paced and the characters are
compelling in this gripping sci-fi adventure.”—Sapphic
Reader

 


“Jane Fletcher has a great talent for spinning yarns,
especially stories of lesbians with swords. The Walls of
Westernfort is a well written and suspenseful tale…Fletcher
effectively intertwines the intrigues of the assassination plot
with a young woman’s inward exploration…and yes, there is romance.
…This book is a page-turner; you will have a hard time finding a
stopping place.”—Lesbian Connection Magazine

 


 


Rangers at Roadsend

 


“In Rangers at Roadsend Fletcher not only
gives us powerful characters, but she surprises us with an
unexpected ending to the murder conspiracy plot, pushing the story
in one direction only to have that direction reversed more than
once. This is one thrill ride the reader will not want to get
off.”—Independent Gay Writer

 


“Rangers at Roadsend, a murder mystery
reminiscent of Agatha Christie, has crossed many genres including
speculative fiction, fantasy, romance, and adventure. The story is
an incredible whodunit that has something for everyone. Jane
Fletcher, winner of the Golden Crown Literary Award 2005 for Walls
at Westernfort, has created an intelligent and compelling story
where the reader easily gets drawn into the fascinating world of
Celaeno, becomes totally absorbed in the well-designed plot, and
finds herself completely enamored with the multi-faceted
characters.

 


”Jane Fletcher, an amazing talent, gifted
storyteller, and extraordinary plot developer, is one of the best
authors of contemporary fiction today—in all genres. Rangers at
Roadsend will convince you of that.”—Just About
Write

 


 


The Temple at Landfall— Lambda Literary Award
Finalist

 


“The Temple at Landfall is absorbing and
engrossing tale-telling of the highest order, and the really
exciting thing is that although this novel is complete and
‘finished,’ the door is left open to explore more of this world,
which the author has done in subsequent books. I can’t wait to read
the next Celaeno Series volumes, and this book is a keeper that I
will re-read again and again. I highly recommend it.”—Just About
Write

 


 


“Jane Fletcher is the consummate storyteller and plot
wizard. Getting caught up in the action happens as if by magic and
the fantasy elements are long forgotten. The world Fletcher
creates, the characters she brings to life, and the rich detail
described in eloquent prose, all serve to keep the reader
enchanted, satisfied, yet wanting more. A Lammy finalist, The
Temple at Landfall is surely a winner in this reader’s book.
Don’t miss it.”—Midwest Book Review

 


 


Dynasty of Rogues

 


“Jane Fletcher has another triumph with Dynasty of
Rogues, the continuing story in the Celaeno series. This
reviewer found the book clever and compelling and difficult to put
down once I started reading and easily could be devoured in one
sitting. Some of the characters in Dynasty of Rogues have
visited us in other Celaeno novels, but this is a non-linear
series, so it can be understood without having read the other
stories. …Dynasty of Rogues has it all. Mystery, intrigue,
crime, and romance, with lots of angst thrown in too, make this
fascinating novel thoroughly enjoyable and fun.”—Just About
Write

 


“When you pick up a novel by Jane Fletcher, you will
always get a riveting plot, strong, interesting characters, and a
beautifully written story complete with three-dimensional villains,
believable conflicts, and the twin spices of adventure and romance.
Ethical and moral dilemmas abound. Fletcher writes real characters,
the type that William Faulkner once said ‘stand up and cast a
shadow.’ The reader can’t help but root for these characters, many
of whom are classic underdogs. I give the highest recommendation
for Dynasty of Rogues and to the entire Celaeno
Series.”—Midwest Book Review

 


 


The Exile and the Sorcerer

 


“Jane Fletcher once again has written an exciting
fantasy story for everyone. Though she sets her stories in foreign
worlds where the traditional roles of women are reversed, her
characters (are) all too familiar in their inner lives and
thoughts. Unlike the Celaeno series (which I highly recommend)
where there are no men, this series incorporates male characters
that help round out the story nicely. …Fletcher has a way of
balancing the fantasy with the human drama in a precise way. She
never gets caught up in the minor details of the environment and
forgets to tell the story, which happens too often in fantasy
fiction. …With Fletcher writing such strong work, readers of
fantasy will continue to grow.”—Lambda Book Report

 


“The Exile and the Sorcerer is a mesmerizing
read, a tour-de-force packed with adventure, ordeals, complex
twists and turns, and the internal introspection of appealing
characters. The author writes effortlessly, handling the size and
scope of the book with ease. Not since the fantasy works of
Elizabeth Moon and Lynn Flewelling have I been so thoroughly
engrossed in a tale. This is knockout fiction, tantalizingly told,
and beautifully packaged.”—Midwest Book Review

 


 


Wolfsbane Winter—Lambda Literary Award
Finalist

 


“Jane Fletcher is known for her fantasy stories that
take place in a world that could almost be real, but not quite. Her
books seem like an alternative version of history and contain rich
atmospheres of magic, legends, sorcerers, and other worldly
characters mixed in with ordinary people. The way she writes is so
realistic that it is easy to believe that these places and people
really exist. Wolfsbane Winter fits that mold perfectly. It
draws the reader in and leads her through the story. Very
enjoyable.”—Just About Write

 


 


The Shewstone

 


“I was hooked on the plot and the characters are
absolutely delightful.”—The Romantic Reader Blog
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Note to Readers

The story makes reference to Playfair, Caesar, and
Vigenère ciphers. I have not tried to describe the encoding
processes in detail, judging that, in my hands, the cryptographic
intricacies would not make for exciting reading (Dorothy L. Sayers
could do it, I can’t). For anyone interested in learning more,
information about all three is readily available online.

I have also taken huge liberties with the
Mabinogion.


With a host of furious fancies

Whereof I am commander,

With a burning spear and a horse of air,

To the wilderness I wander.

 


By a knight of ghosts and shadows

I summoned am to tourney,

Ten leagues beyond the wide world’s end,

Methinks it is no journey.

 


from Tom O’Bedlam’s Song

Anonymous—first recorded early 17th century


Prologue

Dorstanley, Dorset

The first May Day following the restoration of King
Charles II to the throne.

 


“I dare you.”

“Why should I? What do I get?”

“I’ll think of something.” Eleanor spoke with her
head tilted coyly to one side. Her eyes glinted, taunting, teasing,
under heavy lids. The sway of her hips promised a reward that would
not be forthcoming. She was playing games again. Tamsin knew it,
but was unable to say no. She tore her gaze from the strand of
blond hair fluttering across Eleanor’s cheek.

For the sake of her pride, she should tell Eleanor
to find herself another toy. Yet, as much as Tamsin wanted an end
to the games, even more she wanted Eleanor to smile at her again,
although this did not mean she had to roll over like a puppy.
First, she would make Eleanor work a little harder.

“You’re being childish.” Tamsin crossed her arms and
looked away in a show of indifference.

A solemn peace surrounded St. Benedict’s parish
church. The service was over, and the rest of the congregation had
gone to join the revelry on the village green. She and Eleanor were
alone in the graveyard, except for the pair of ravens that nested
in the bell tower. There was some comfort, knowing the birds would
be the only witnesses when she submitted to Eleanor’s silly
dare.

“You’re frightened. You’re frightened the devil will
snatch you away.”

“No, I’m not.” The denial was out before Tamsin had
time to think. Eleanor smirked, seeing her barb hit home. Tamsin
stepped away, angry at herself for being an easy target. “But I’m
not missing out on the fun. Listen. The music’s starting.”

Distant laughter mingled with the sound of fiddle
and drum. The maypole was back on the green after sixteen long
years of banishment by Parliament and the joyless Puritans. Now
Lord Protector Cromwell was gone, and all the talk was of the new
King Charles’s return. There would be dancing around the maypole
for the first time since the year Tamsin was born.

“It won’t take long. Then we can go to the maypole.”
Eleanor caught Tamsin’s hand and swung their arms to and fro like a
skipping rope. As ever, her touch melted Tamsin’s resolve.

“RHARR. RHARR. RHARR.” The old cock raven launched
himself from the bell tower, cawing as he swooped overhead.

Eleanor jumped at the sound, jerking her hand free
and raising her arm as if to ward off attack. The alarmed reaction
was both unexpected and telling, bringing a sudden understanding.
Eleanor was on edge but had been hiding it.

Now who’s frightened?

Eleanor had picked the dare not because it was
childish and she wanted to make Tamsin play the fool, but because
the idea scared her. She dared not do it herself. Tamsin squared
her shoulders and turned to face the ancient stone, sheltering by
the yews. The game had changed, and the challenge had become
irresistible.

Hobs Geat had stood in the corner of the graveyard
for as long as anyone could remember. Legend said it was even older
than the church. Village children grew up with the stories: the
devil had turned a sinner into stone; witches danced around it
naked under a full moon; folk who slept in its shadow were never
seen again. Children would squeal and shudder, pretending to be
frightened, but deep down inside everyone knew it was safe—or so
Tamsin had assumed. Maybe some were more gullible than others.
Tamsin smiled as she wove between the gravestones, aware of Eleanor
trailing behind. The hems of their skirts brushed through the long
grass.

Despite the midday sun, this corner of the
churchyard was cold. Hobs Geat was a finger of granite more than
twice Tamsin’s height, pointing to the sky. The grass around it was
clear, as if even the gravestones were unwilling to approach. Only
the yew trees seemed drawn to Hobs Geat. Their branches twitched in
the breeze, reaching out to caress it. Their weaving shadows
flitted over the weathered stone.

Tamsin stopped, close enough to touch the raw, rough
rock, pockmarked by weather. How well had she studied it before?
Orange lichen mottled the northern side, creating fantastic shapes,
like demons or faces contorted in pain. The pagan stone did not
belong here, tethered to a Christian church, but it did not
frighten her.

“You don’t have to do it.”

Tamsin glanced over her shoulder, amused. For once,
she had won. “Why not? You want me to go round it widdershins,
right?”

“Tamsin?”

She ignored the plea in Eleanor’s voice. Three
times, widdershins. That was the dare, the one detail all the
children’s tales agreed on. But she was no longer a child.

Tamsin began walking.

 


* * *

 


Eleanor cowered in the relative safety of the second
to last row of gravestones. Self scrutiny played no part in her
nature, but she was aware of being pulled between two emotions.
Teasing Tamsin was so much fun—far more so than with the village
boys who trailed after Eleanor, making doe eyes. They were boring.
Like fairground puppets, anyone could tug their strings. Whereas
she could never be quite sure if Tamsin would come to heel when she
snapped her fingers.

But now, Eleanor was feeling nervous, and she did
not like it. The stupid stone made her skin prickle. It was
Tamsin’s fault, agreeing so easily. The dare was not meant
seriously—of course not. Tamsin should have known it and insisted
on going to the maypole.

The music was getting louder. Eleanor turned her
head and looked in the direction of the green, although it was
hidden from sight behind the houses. A burst of cheering must mean
the dancing was about to start. Several lads had asked her to
partner them. She had said yes to some—not that she really wanted
to. Who would Tamsin dance with? She was taller than most boys.
Eleanor’s mood brightened. Could two girls dance together? That
would make a better dare. They should forget the nonsense with Hobs
Geat.

She turned back as Tamsin began another circle. To
Eleanor’s surprise, bands of mist were rising from the grass,
swirling around Tamsin’s knees. Eleanor looked up. How had the
weather changed so quickly? Yet the sky overhead was unbroken
blue.

A sudden clamour of church bells pealed out,
splitting the air, and driving both ravens from their roost.
Eleanor jumped so hard she had to grip a gravestone for balance.
Her heart hammered in her chest. But it was just the midday chimes,
the same as every day, although seeming somehow duller than normal,
as if muffled by fog.

The ravens circled the bell tower. A feather drifted
down and landed at Eleanor’s feet—a black feather, dark as Tamsin’s
hair. The prickling returned, sharper than before. Eleanor would
not stay in the churchyard a second longer. They must leave at once
and forget the horrible stone. She turned to Hobs Geat.

The mist was gone, and so was Tamsin. Eleanor was
alone in the churchyard. “Tamsin. Where are you?”

Only the breeze in the yews answered.

Tamsin must be hiding behind a gravestone or a tree,
ready to leap out. A mean, childish trick, as if Eleanor was not
already frightened enough.

“Tamsin. Stop playing games.”

Eleanor took a step forward, then another. Despite
the warm sunlight, the air around the stone was chill and damp. A
raven cawed loudly, sounding like laughter.

“Tamsin. Come out. Please.”

She looked up. Hobs Geat hung over her, an evil
presence, reaching for her, sucking her in. Soft voices whispered
words in a strange language. They were calling to her, seeking her
out, coming for her. She could tell.

Eleanor hoisted up the hem of her skirt and ran. The
lychgate swung shut behind her with a wooden thud. The ravens
returned to their roost. Around Hobs Geat, a final wisp of mist
soaked into the ground, and faintly, from a long way away, the last
echo of Tamsin’s voice faded to nothing.

Once again, St. Benedict’s church was at peace in
the May sunlight.


Chapter One

Islington, London

The last Friday in April. Present day.

 


The high-pitched whine picked its way along Lori’s
nerves and set up home in her jaw. The surgery door was useless at
muffling the sound. It only meant she had to strain to hear the
drill—she did not want to, but her obstinate ears insisted on
tuning in. The torment was worse than a mosquito in the bedroom
when trying to sleep. She shifted on the chair in the vain hope a
change in angle might help. The motion sent another throbbing wave
up the side of her face, sharp enough to make her nose sting.

Relax.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath to clear
her thoughts. Where had her family been when she lost that milk
tooth? Whichever part of the globe, the people did not subscribe to
tooth fairy myths. Lori’s playmates insisted she drop the tooth in
a rat hole as a gift, and for weeks after she had lain awake at
night, worried the rats might like it so much they would come for
the rest.

Lori jolted back to the here and now. This was not
going to work. There must be something to take her mind off both
toothache and dentist’s drill. The poster on the reception wall, a
bubble-shaped blue elephant holding a toothbrush—Nelly says,
“Don’t forget to brush”—might have worked better had she been
three rather than thirty.

The room held two other people, the receptionist and
a middle-aged Sikh man in a smartly tailored suit. Neither looked
as if they were eager to strike up conversation. The businessman
was hidden behind a copy of the Financial Times, while the
receptionist was engaged in an ongoing battle with her computer.
Judging by her expression, she was losing badly.

Her shoulder length, wavy blond hair was a match for
Lori’s although in the receptionist’s case, it was clearly due to
bleach and a perm, rather than genes. They had little else in
common. The receptionist’s shape and posture suggested she had not
seen the inside of a gym recently, if ever. Her face was a
kaleidoscope of makeup. Deep purple varnish coated her half-inch
long nails. Leaving anything the colour nature intended was
apparently not her thing—and nor were computers. Would she welcome
an offer of help?

It might provide a distraction, but before Lori
could decide, another burst of pain erupted. Her tooth was trying
to tunnel its way out through her ear. Helping the receptionist was
a non-starter. Lori had little enough patience with the computer
illiterate at the best of times, and this was most definitely not
the best of times. Her life had been on a fast track to hell even
before the molar started its comedy routine. Thankfully, her
dentist had squeezed in an emergency appointment, else she would
have been forced to survive on ibuprofen and sympathy until
Monday.

In the middle of the room, a mound of magazines was
threatening to slide off a low table. The glossy covers suggested
all were devoted to food, or gossip about celebrities, or
decorating ideas for people with a kitchen large enough to hold a
five-a-side football match in. The semi-pornographic photos of
cakes and desserts seemed particularly inappropriate in the
circumstances. Arranging the magazines neatly would undoubtedly be
more fun than reading them.

Lori riffled through the pile in the hope something
more interesting had snuck in. She was nearing the bottom when the
title Zettabyte caught her eye. She shunted the rest back,
hoping they would stay put. However, a few escaped and landed on
the foot of the Sikh businessman. Lori smiled an apology as she
scooped the magazines up before returning to her chair.

As hoped, Zettabyte was devoted to computing,
with headlines and artwork suggesting it was aimed at the crossover
between IT professionals and gamers. The news section led with
rumours of the imminent collapse of Ganymede Games and regrets that
the upcoming project, Rank and File, would never be
released. Old news. Ganymede Games had gone into liquidation four
weeks ago, putting her out of a job. Had she known it, unemployment
was just the start of her problems.

According to the magazine cover it was the March
edition, and had presumably come out at the beginning of the month.
The deadline for job applications would surely have passed. Even
so, Lori flipped to the back, in search of adverts. Why not round
off the day by tormenting herself over missed opportunities?

Instead, she found a two-page spread of puzzles,
including a crossword. Someone who was clearly unfamiliar with the
concept of arithmetic had attempted to complete several of the
number grids. Presumably this someone was not the original
purchaser. Nobody capable of switching on a computer could be so
inept. Lori glanced up at the receptionist—or maybe they could.

Lori took a pen from her bag and started on one of
the unspoiled grids. She was running sums through her head when the
sound of the door broke her concentration. The previous patient had
returned. The elderly woman stood by the desk, rummaging through a
bulky purse while muttering under her breath.

“The dentist will see you now, Mr. Singh.” The
receptionist peered through the gap between her monitor and the
woman. The businessman folded his newspaper, flipped it smartly
under his arm, and marched through the door. “You’ll be next, Ms.
Cooper.”

Hardly a surprise announcement, given that it was
4:35 p.m. on a Friday and Lori was the only person waiting. After a
copious amount of additional muttering, the elderly woman finally
left, allowing Lori to return to the puzzles in silence,
interrupted only by occasional sighs from the receptionist.

Lori finished another number grid, balancing the
rows and columns. Unfortunately, the remaining puzzles were so
badly scrawled over, there was nothing she could do with them. This
left only the crossword and a multiple-choice section. Lori briefly
considered the crossword, since the mathematically challenged
bungler had left it untouched, but instead went to the
multiple-choice section. The bungler’s ticks would not stop Lori
from circling her own answers.

 


Question 1. Which comes next? 43, 41, 37, 31,

a) 17

b) 25

c) 20

d) 29

e) 16

That was easy. The sequence was counting down prime
numbers. Lori circled d, and then spent a full minute wondering
what possible arithmetic the bungler could have been using when he
or she picked b as an answer.

“Ahem—Ms. Lauren Cooper.”

Lori looked up. The Sikh businessman was back and
both he and the receptionist were staring at her. This time, she
had not heard the door.

“You can go in now, Ms. Cooper.”

“Yes. Thank you.”

Lori returned the magazine to the pile on the table.
Zettabyte had proved a very successful distraction.

 


* * *

 


Half an hour later, Lori was back in reception. Pins
and needles tingled around the numb section of her face. Her nose
itched and she could tell her lips were sagging to the side. But it
was more than worth it to be rid of the toothache.

The receptionist’s handbag was in the middle of her
desk. Her smile was tight and false, leaving no doubt that she held
Lori responsible for delaying the start to her weekend. “Everything
all right?”

“I hope so, once the anaesthetic wears off. How much
do I owe?”

The receptionist peered at her screen, treating it
to a dumbfounded expression that might have been justified were it
displaying in Linear B. “It’s not on the system yet.” She slid out
from the desk, said, ”Excuse me a moment,” and trotted through the
door leading to the restroom.

While awaiting the receptionist’s return, Lori
investigated the new filling with her tongue. It felt strange, and
the tingling was getting worse. How long would the receptionist be?
Was it worth sitting down again? She moved to the table.
Zettabyte was where she had left it, tempting her. Most of
the multiple choice remained, and there were the puzzles that had
been ruined by previous bungling. She could draw out new grids and
even attempt the crossword. What else did she have to do that
weekend?

There was still no sign of the receptionist.
Quickly, Lori flipped Zettabyte open. She would not stoop to
stealing the entire magazine, but nobody would miss the puzzles.
Apart from the crossword, all were either complete or spoiled, and
the backs of the pages were covered entirely in adverts. Squashing
any feelings of guilt, Lori carefully tore out the two sheets. They
were folded and safely in her pocket by the time the restroom door
reopened.

The receptionist had evidently been using the time
to adjust her makeup. The purple lips were questionable, and the
blue blusher was wrong in so many ways. Skin should not be that
colour.

“Here we are.” She tapped the keyboard with the air
of a woman prodding a sleeping tiger. “That’ll be a hundred and
seventy five pounds. Is that all right?”

What would happen if she said no? They could hardly
take the filling back. Lori pulled out her credit card. Her savings
would cover that month’s bills and the next, but soon money would
become an issue. How long would finding a new job take? All the
papers said there was a shortage of computer programmers.

Light rain was falling when Lori emerged into a
typical grey spring evening in London. She turned up the collar of
her jacket and joined the flow of people making their way home. The
door of the Red Lion pub opened as she passed, allowing warmth and
the hubbub of voices to escape. Groups celebrating the end of the
working week surrounded the fashionably dilapidated tables.

A glass of wine would be welcome. Lori paused for a
moment, but she no longer had workmates and did not want to start
drinking alone. Going into the pub would be a mistake. Quite apart
from anything else, until the anaesthetic wore off, half of what
she tried to drink was going to end up running down her chin.

Lori continued along the street, shoulders hunched,
matching her thoughts to the rhythm of her footsteps. How had
everything gone so wrong, so quickly? Just one month ago, she had a
job, a home, and a girlfriend. First, she had lost her job. The
girlfriend and the home had followed in quick succession. Lori
rubbed the side of her face in a pointless attempt to massage away
the tingling. Concentrate on the positives. The toothache was
gone.

 


* * *

 


Numbness was giving way to pins and needles. Lori
pressed experimentally at the side of her mouth. Her lips seemed
fully under her control again. Carefully, she took a sip. The tea
stayed in her mouth.

Adam flopped onto the settee beside her and took a
noisy slurp before setting his own mug on the coffee table. “How’s
your tooth, hun? Still there?”

“I think so.”

“You think so? Do you need a second opinion?”

“Can I trust your opinion?”

“Bite me.”

Lori laughed and flexed her jaw. “The anaesthetic
hasn’t fully gone. But I’m sure it’ll be fine, the dentist knows
his stuff.”

“That fossil you go to? Maybe he does, but I
wouldn’t let him play around in my mouth.”

“Why not? He’s good.”

“If a man’s going to put his face close to mine and
tell me to open wide, I want him young and gorgeous.” Adam flipped
around on the settee, imitating the pose of someone in a dentist’s
chair. “Like this, looking up into his eyes. I tell you, nice
scenery makes everything more bearable.”

“My vote goes with experience.”

He returned to a normal position. “I don’t mind a
man learning on the job.”

“You’d let a car mechanic loose on your mouth?”

“Been there. Done that. Got the photos.”

“We’re talking about dentists.”

“They’re still men.” Adam struck his forehead
dramatically. “Of course, hun. That’s your problem. Look, we’ll
find you a nice, young, female dentist.”

“The receptionist was young and female.”

“And?”

“And nothing. Maybe she once had a brain cell, but
it must have died of loneliness.”

“What did she look like?”

“As if she’d been caught up in an explosion at a
paint factory. Way too much makeup.”

“Has anyone ever told you you’ve become middle-aged
far too young?”

“Yes. You have.”

“And I’m right.”

“I want someone I can have a sensible conversation
with.”

“You’ve been trying sensible ever since we met, and
where has it got you? I think what you need is someone who can shag
you senseless.” Adam grabbed her hand and shook it to punctuate his
words. “Let Nathan and me find you someone. We can be your vetting
agency. We’ll take you out tomorrow night.”

“I have—”

“No. I know what you’re going to say. You have a
broken heart and aren’t in the mood. It’s like falling off a bike.
You have to get straight back in the saddle.” Adam paused,
frowning. “Is that the right phrase?”

“It should be falling off a horse.”

He made a show of thinking. “In your case, bike
works better.”

“I—” Lori’s phone rang. She fished it from her
pocket and checked the caller ID.

“Jessica?” Adam must have seen her face fall.

Lori nodded as she thumbed to answer. “Hi, Jess.
What’s up?”

“Hi. Am I interrupting anything?”

Adam held his nose. Lori ignored him and focused on
the wall. “No. We were just chatting.”

“Right, well, I was wondering if you could call
round and pick up your things.”

“What things?”

“Stuff you left behind. I’ve got it packed ready for
you.”

“Can’t you hang on to it a while longer?” Adam’s
spare room had been overflowing, even before she moved in.

“I’m sorry. We really need the space.”

More than I do? “Not just for a week or
so?”

“Oh, come on, Lori. Be fair. You can’t expect to use
my house as a storage facility forever.” Jess’s voice dropped. “It
will be better to have all your belongings with you. You need to
make a complete break.”

Of course. She should have guessed. It was all for
her benefit. Jess was just being thoughtful. Meanwhile, Adam was
lying on his back on the floor, imitating a dying fly.

Lori closed her eyes. “When would you like me to
come over?”

“Is tomorrow okay?”

“Yeah. Sure. Fine. What time?”

“I’m getting my hair done in the morning and Zoe’s
having friends round later. We’ll need to get the house ready.”
Heaven forbid I might interrupt them vacuum cleaning. “Shall
we say between two and three? And if you get caught by Mrs.
Jameson, I’d rather you didn’t say anything about moving out. You
know how nosy she gets.”

Anything particular you’d like me to wear?
“Right. See you then.” Lori ended the call and carefully positioned
her phone on the table beside the tea mug. The urge to throw
something at the wall was overwhelming, and neither object was a
good idea. Anger, misery, or a combination of the two, threatened
to fill her eyes with tears.

In an instant, Adam had slipped onto the settee and
wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Hey. Come on, hun. You’re
better off without her.”

“It’s just that…” Lori’s throat tightened
painfully.

“It’s just that you’ve got lousy taste in
girlfriends.”

As if he was anyone to talk. “I thought we
were doing so well together.”

“With Jessica? To be honest, I never knew what you
saw in her.”

“She’s…” What? Lori slipped out of Adam’s arm
and took a sip of tea to ease her throat. After four years
together, what was her main impression of Jess?

Adam had his own ideas. “She’s as much fun as a wet
dishcloth. She’s every cliché about a chartered accountant brought
to life—no, half-life. I’m surprised she managed to have an affair.
I didn’t think she had it in her.” He held a hand to his mouth.
“Oops, sorry. That’s not tactful, is it? But you know what I mean.
She’s dull. Always has been.”

“She’s not that bad.”

“What’s the most exciting thing she’s ever
done?”

“I don’t want excitement.”

“Everyone needs excitement in their life, a bit of
adventure.”

“It’s overrated.”

“Your parents are still going strong.”

“Precisely. I’d had enough adventure by the time I
was fourteen to last the rest of my life.” Lori drained the tea.
Adam was not so far off the truth. A large part of Jess’s
attraction had lain in her being, not dull, but safe and normal.
There were so many loonies around. Lori patted his leg. “Thanks. I
need you to keep me sane.”

“That’s asking a bit much, hun.” He scooted back to
the other end of the settee. “Anyway, what did the wet dishcloth
want?”

“She wants me to go round tomorrow and pick up some
more of my stuff.”

“When?”

“Between two and three.”

“Can’t you make it later? I’d go with you for moral
support, but Nathan wants me to watch him play football. We’ll be
back by four.” Adam scrunched his face in thought. “Oh…I’ll come
with you. I’m sure Nathan won’t mind.”

And Lori was absolutely certain he would. “It’s all
right. I’ll go on my own. There’ll be more space in the car.”

“How much is there?”

“I’ve no idea.” And where was she going to put
it?

The same question clearly occurred to Adam. “Maybe
if we pull the settee forward we can stack stuff behind.”

Which was another thing Nathan would mind. He and
Lori had never warmed to each other. The antipathy might not plumb
the depths reached by some of Adam’s previous boyfriends, but
Nathan definitely had his place in the string of lovers who
resented their friendship.

She and Adam had met in the GLBT group at university
during freshers’ week, and had hit it off. Over the years, they had
nursed each other through a series of train-wreck relationships.
Jokes about using each other as a vetting agency were old. It would
put them both in line for long-term celibacy. Lori was yet to date
a woman Adam liked.

She shook her head. “No. I’ll take whatever Jess has
found down to my parents’ house with the rest of my stuff. They’ve
got plenty of space.”

“Are they back?”

“No. Still trekking down the Andes. But I’ve got a
key. I can air the place out for them.”

“Do you know how they’re doing?”

“Mum’s talking about opening a sanctuary for retired
llamas.”

“Llamas retire?”

“Presumably. I think they’re like donkeys.”

A key sounded in the lock. “I’m home.”

“We’re in the lounge,” Adam called back.

Nathan appeared in the doorway. He smiled at Adam
and gave a curt nod in Lori’s general direction. “What’s for
dinner? I’m starving.”

“Spag bol. The sauce is done. I just need to cook
the pasta.” Adam wrapped his boyfriend in a hug and planted a kiss
on his lips before heading into the kitchen.

Nathan dropped into the vacated spot on the settee.
“How’s the job search going?”

You want me gone. I get it. “I sent off
another two applications this morning. But I’ve heard nothing back
from the others.”

“Games companies?” Nathan’s tone made it clear he
did not think video games were a proper job for an adult. Lori’s
parents would agree, although their opinion of a motorbike courier
would not come much higher. Like all Adam’s boyfriends, Nathan was
pretty, but unlikely to feature on anyone’s list of inspirational
thinkers. However, she had to concede he looked good in motorcycle
leathers.

“No. One was telecoms and the other security
systems.”

“How do you rate your chances?”

“Hard to say.”

“Do you think you’ll stay in London?”

How far away would you like me to go? “In the
long term, who can say? But I’ll be heading down to my parents’
place sometime next week.”

“How long for?” Nathan made no effort to hide his
eagerness.

Lori slid down in the seat. Part of the reason she
and Adam stayed such good friends was knowing when to back off. She
did not want Adam and Nathan arguing over her, and anyone could see
it looming on the horizon. “I’d been thinking just a few days. But
once I’m there, I might as well stay awhile.”

Adam stuck his head around the door. “Don’t you need
to be in London for jobs? Not stuck in Devon. Have they got
electricity down there?”

“Dartmouth is hardly the back of beyond. It’ll be
handy for Exeter and Bristol. If I get an interview in London I’ll
come stay with you.”

“What about your parents?”

“They won’t mind. And they’re not due home for a
month. With luck, I’ll have found a job by then.”

Nathan smiled. “Devon’s nice. You should treat
yourself to a holiday.”


Chapter Two

Lori sat on her bed with the laptop balanced on her
knees. There was nowhere else to work. Less than a quarter of the
stuff stacked around the walls was hers. Adam and Nathan had been
using the small bedroom for hoarding junk before she arrived. The
only clear horizontal surface was the bed. Even the improvised side
table was made from piles of books. Whatever Jess wanted her to
take would have to stay in the car boot until she reached Devon.
Fortunately, Mum and Dad believed in storing memories, not
possessions, so there was no shortage of space in their house.

They had built careers from travel writing and
environmental activism. Hitchhiking the length of the Andes was
their latest adventure. Even though they looked down on her career
choice, Lori could not fault them on embracing new technology.
Their podcasts got millions of hits. But after a childhood living
out of a backpack, Lori needed to know where she was going to sleep
that night. Grandma had been right, a tree without roots could not
bear fruit.

She ought to let Mum and Dad know she was moving in
for a while. Not only was it polite, it was also possible they had
installed new security systems. However, it meant telling them she
had lost her job. Their response would be predictable. They would
tell her to seize the chance, go wild and hit the road—live off
grid for a while. They made no secret that her degree in computing
and the resulting desk job left them bewildered. How had they
produced such humdrum offspring? Video games were for people who
did not lead interesting lives.

Lori chewed her lip. She had to get a new job before
they returned home, or run the risk of being kidnapped and dragged
off to Kathmandu, or wherever they were headed next. Attached to
their last email was a photo of Dad lying flat on his back on a
pebble beach with two penguins standing on his chest. The signature
line was definitely a dig at her. “Virtual reality is an
oxymoron.”

She typed:

 


Hi Mum and Dad

Hope you’re having a great time. Just to let you
know, I’m planning on driving down to Dartmouth sometime next week.
Is it OK if I stay for a while? Anything you’d like me to do while
I’m there?

Love Lori

XXXXX

 


She hit send before she had a chance to change her
mind. She now had however long it took them to reply to work out
how to field the inevitable questions.

Next stop was a job website and the daily trawl for
new vacancies, but summoning the enthusiasm was harder than normal.
She stared again at Dad’s photo. Penguins—loud, smelly, chaotic,
but also strangely endearing, as long as you were taller than them.
She batted the memory away. There was no need to revisit the
Antarctic as an adult. She was staying put.

A roar came from the TV downstairs. Presumably
someone had kicked a ball into a net. The choice of viewing was
Nathan’s, and Adam was happy to go along with it—for now. Lori gave
the relationship another six months at most, but there was no point
saying anything to Adam.

She could go downstairs and join them, but it would
take more than a pert, leather-clad bottom to get her watching
football. However, staying in the bedroom was not an attractive
option either—eight o’clock was far too early for sleep. Lori
rested back on the bed and stared at the ceiling. Where did she go
from here? How had her life gone tits up so quickly?

She shut the laptop, and pulled out the magazine
pages. Forget the brooding. At least the puzzles were fun. She was
about to continue with the multiple-choice questions, but then
decided to try the crossword instead. The format was slightly
unusual, with answers to clues sometimes split between separate
locations, as with the first clue:

1 across & 29 down: Setting for a monochrome
lament (7, 10)

 


Lori tapped the pen against her knees. The trouble
was, you had to get into the puzzle setter’s way of thinking, and
people could be so perverse and hard to understand—even the ones
you were not in a relationship with.

Monochrome? Black and white? Or maybe grey? Or even
Gray. Lori punched the air. Of course, that was it. The lament was
an elegy, and the answer was obvious. Gray’s “Elegy Written in a
Country Churchyard” had been Grandma’s favourite poem. The
crossword was not the classic cryptic sort—which was not a bad
thing in her mind—but cryptic clues to general knowledge
questions.

The words COUNTRY and CHURCHYARD went
into the empty spaces.

 


* * *

 


Lori switched between puzzles until only one final
crossword clue remained. After a sudden burst of inspiration, she
filled in ATTILA THE HUN, and put her pen down. Everything
was complete.

A yawn surprised her, as did the silence. When had
the drone of the TV stopped? Adam and Nathan must have gone to bed
some time ago. She had not heard them climb the stairs, or anything
else. The house could have been burgled and she would not have
noticed.

Too late now to shower; it would have to wait till
morning. Lori stripped off her clothes and changed into pyjamas.
The pages, including the sheets of substitute grids, lay across the
bed. She considered them one last time. Maybe she should buy a book
of puzzles. It would keep her occupied during the empty days.

She was about to collect the papers, ready for the
rubbish bin, but stopped. Something was niggling her. Something
half noticed, but pushed to the back of her mind while pursuing
other problems. She riffled through her memory, going from puzzle
to puzzle. What had pinged her attention?

There it was—number sequences that repeated across
the different puzzles far more often than could be accounted for by
coincidence. Lori flipped her notebook to a fresh page.

2, 19, 1

5, 12, 6

7, 9, 14

11, 4, 7

 


No other sequences were repeated anywhere, yet each
of these four lines appeared multiple times.

Lori frowned at the numbers, searching for some
logic or pattern, but came up with nothing. It had to be no more
than an odd coincidence. But then, just as she was about to give up
and go to sleep, another curiosity struck her. When she compared
the second column to the answers in the multiple-choice section,
the answer was always the “a” option, whereas the answers in the
third column were always the “d.” Was it too big a leap to think of
across and down?

She picked up her pen again. The answer to
multiple-choice question 19 was a-11, and question 1 was d-29. When
applied to the crossword, 11 across was THE, and 29 down was
CHURCHYARD. It was the work of seconds to produce:

 


2: THE CHURCHYARD

5: AT MIDDAY

7: WALK THREE

11: ENTER THE

 


She stared at the lines. They looked like a partial
set of instructions. Could it be mere chance? Was she reading too
much into it? Everyone had heard the folklore about MI5 using the
Times crossword to recruit spies during World War II, but
even if the stories were true, they would not still be doing it.
Nobody these days played games with national security. Yet, now
that she thought about it, the pages from Zettabyte did not
have a link to the solutions. Normally in magazines these were
printed upside down on another page, but not here. The puzzles
really were a test.

Lori ran a hand through her hair. She did not want
to be the next Jane Bond, but might an IT company have hit on an
imaginative way to recruit software engineers? She could not help
laughing at herself. Fat chance of that. About as likely as
her fairy godmother appearing in a puff of glitter, ready to set
her up with Princess Charming and a happy ever after, complete with
talking mice.

She slid the sheets between the pages of a book,
turned out the light, and shuffled into bed.

 


* * *

 


The front of the building was the same as eleven
days before, when it had still been her home and everything she
wanted in life. An unremarkable, well-built house in a safe,
respectable street. The biggest danger was becoming the subject of
gossip. The curtains of Mrs. Jameson’s front room twitched even
before the car had stopped.

A cold, dull weight settled in the pit of Lori’s
stomach. One difference stood out. Zoe’s motorbike was parked
diagonally across the driveway, taking the space that had once been
hers. Lori sidestepped around its front tyre to ring the doorbell,
trying not to get dirt on her jeans.

The lock taunted her. Eleven days ago, the key had
been in her pocket. Eleven days ago, she had returned from the job
centre and let herself in. Eleven days ago, she had found Jess and
Zoe, sitting together at the kitchen table.

In itself, this was no great surprise. Jess had been
working from home more frequently, and Zoe was a regular visitor.
Her bike was often parked on the road when Lori got home from work.
Why had she not been more suspicious? With hindsight, the signs
were clear enough. The story that Zoe had called in for a coffee on
her way to DJ at the local gay bar was ludicrously weak. The disco
did not start until nine o’clock.

Eleven days ago, the charade was over.

Even before a word was said, Lori had known what was
coming. Zoe’s posture wavered between cautious and combative.
Jess’s lips were squeezed in the familiar pout at the beginning of
a passive-aggressive sulk. Normally, what followed was several
hours of sniping, trying to make Lori agree she was being either
unreasonable or a bully, and possibly both.

That day, it was all over much quicker. Just long
enough for Jess to explain how, once again, it was all Lori’s
fault. If she had not lost her job, then she would not have been
hanging around the house all day, so Jess and Zoe could have
carried on their affair without upsetting her. But now that
everything was out in the open, Lori would be able to move on—as a
euphemism for move out—and take her life in new directions. In
fact, Lori would be quite childish to see it as anything other than
Jess giving her a range of exciting possibilities to explore.

The lump in Lori’s stomach started to crawl up her
throat. She clenched her teeth, determined to get through this
meeting without another scene. Nice, slow breaths. Rerunning
the conversation through her head was unhelpful.

The door opened, and for the briefest moment she
thought Zoe was standing there. Jess was wearing an unironed,
shapeless T-shirt proclaiming, “I’ve got zero fucks left to give.”
Her jeans were ripped at the knees. Her hair was pink and shaved on
both sides. Was this the result of that morning’s hairdresser
appointment? It might not be a full Mohican, but how would it go
down at corporate meetings on Monday? What had happened to the
sober, senior finance executive? But if Jess was suffering from
some sort of midlife crisis, it was no longer Lori’s concern.

“Hi.” Jess’s face was fixed in a false smile.

“Hi.”

“You made it all right.”

As if there was a risk she might have already
forgotten the way. Lori did not even bother nodding in reply.

After a moment of indecision, Jess stepped back,
inviting her in. “I’ll get your things. They’re upstairs.”

“Thanks.”

Jess’s fashion sense was not the only change.
Mismatched shoes were scattered along the hallway. A discarded coat
lay on the stairs, turning it into an obstacle course. Opened junk
mail was piled on the hall table, needlessly delaying its date with
the rubbish bin. It was doubtful if the vacuum cleaner had been out
of the cupboard since she left. Clearly, Zoe was making her mark in
all sorts of ways.

Through the open door to the lounge, the lower half
of Zoe’s legs were visible, stretched towards the TV, an open beer
can by her feet. A soap opera was playing—one that involved people
shouting at each other while wearing hospital scrubs. Zoe made no
attempt to acknowledge Lori’s arrival, which was just fine.

“Do you want help carrying the stuff down?” Lori
offered.

“No. It’s all right. Stay here.” Jess raised her
voice. “Zoe. Lori’s here for her things.”

Zoe grunted in reply.

“There’s quite a few boxes.”

This time Zoe did not even grunt. Clearly, she did
not respond to hints.

“A hand with them would be nice.”

“In a minute.”

Jess’s tight smile grew tighter. She looked as if
she was thinking about saying more, but then scuttled up the
stairs, avoiding the coat. After a minute of thumping about, she
reappeared, peering around the stack of four printer paper boxes.
She edged her way down, feeling with her feet. “It’s okay. I’m
fine. It’s…yes. Okay. Nearly there.”

The implied criticism finally provoked a response
from Zoe—she turned up the volume on the TV. Was the honeymoon over
so soon?

Jess glared into the lounge as she handed over the
boxes. “Here you go. I’ll get the rest of your stuff.”

“Right.”

Lori carried the boxes to her car, and arranged them
in the boot. By the time she returned, Jess was on the doorstep,
her arms stretched around three bulging rubbish sacks. A
four-foot-high yucca stood on the ground. Where had the plant come
from? Jess obviously considered it hers.

She eased two bags from Jess’s grip. Judging by the
feel and weight, they contained her winter coat and warm sweaters,
which would not be required for months. Did Jess really need to
clear everything out so urgently?

“I’ll take these, if you can bring the other one,”
Lori said

“What about the yucca?”

“Keep it, or throw it out.” Adam’s spare room did
not have space and the plant would not survive a week in the
car.

Lori dumped the two sacks in the boot and waited for
Jess. “That’s it?”

“Yes. That’s everything. Um…I don’t know if…” From
the way Jess stood, blocking the path, she did not want Lori back
in the house, but neither was she ready for her to go.

“If what?”

“You’re doing okay.” Jess’s tone made it more a
hopeful statement than a question.

Lori shrugged in reply.

“Still at Adam’s?”

“For a few more days. I’m going down to Dartmouth
next week.”

“Oh, that’s nice. Say hi to your parents from
me.”

“Will do.” Mum and Dad had met Jess twice, and had
not been impressed on either occasion.

“You ought to join them, next time they travel. See
more of the world.”

Thanks for the advice.

“Anyway, I’m pleased you and Adam are getting a
chance to catch up.”

Was Jess angling for gratitude at helping to cement
their friendship?

“You and me. Well…our relationship hadn’t been going
anywhere for a while. We’d got into a rut, hadn’t we?”

We had?

Jess’s monologue continued. “You need to grow, and I
was holding you back.”

You had an affair and kicked me out purely for my
benefit?

“We must be true to our real selves.”

That’s why you dyed your hair pink.

“And Zoe needed somewhere to live.”

But I didn’t?

“Her flatmates were always getting at her. She can
be…” Jess swallowed

She can be a lazy pain in the arse, and you’re
wondering whether you really want her as a permanent household
fixture? Lori was in no mood to offer sympathy. “I’ll be off
then.”

Jess looked startled, then confused, and then came
the familiar pout, as if she still had the right to claim Lori’s
attention.

“Take care.” Lori opened the car door.

“Wait. Before you go, I was going to ask about the
TV.”

“What about the TV?”

“And the fridge. You paid for half. What do you want
to do about them?”

Who got custody of the TV set was not at the
forefront
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