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    Praise for Adrian Tchaikovsky’s Novellas



  
    “Tchaikovsky shows us yet again how versatile are his writing and storytelling.”

  Civilian Reader on Walking to Aldebaran

  


  
  
  “Tchaikovsky focuses the taut story in such a way that every detail is relevant, building towards a climax that feels like a perfect pay-off.”

  SFX Magazine on Firewalkers

  

  
  
  “Readers with a bent for social commentary and solving puzzles will be doubly pleased.”

  Publishers Weekly on Ogres

  

  
  
  “Once again shows Tchaikovsky’s gift for worldbuilding… An amazing story on so many levels.”

  The British Fantasy Society on And Put Away Childish Things

  


  
  “We less-superhuman writers are reduced to shaking our heads in awe and envy.”

  Locus Magazine on Saturation Point

  

  
  
  “Engaging, action packed, has a twist of horror and political satire.”

  Run Along the Shelves on The Hungry Gods

  


  
  “Has all the hallmarks of what makes the author’s work so popular and award-winning: engaging, very well-written, and offers new twists on popular tropes. Highly recommended.”

  Civilian Reader on Ironclads

  

  
  
  “A masterclass in concise storytelling… The book whips along at a rapid pace and characters are cleverly rendered. A fantastically easy read.”

  SciFiNow on Firewalkers

  

  
  
  “An absurdly funny, sharply written novella… a must-read for genre newbies and sci-fi fans alike.”

  Starburst Magazine on One Day All This Will Be Yours

  

  
  
  “Tchaikovsky knocks it out the park… A cunning take on both fantasy tropes and heroes’ journeys. He sticks the landing, too, with a last paragraph that perfectly pays off what came before it.”

  Locus Magazine on Ogres

  

  
  
  “What he doesn’t say weighs as heavily as the details we do get... This is Tchaikovsky in his main element.”

  Nerds of a Feather, Stick Together on Saturation Point

  

  
  
  “The pacing is excellent. Tchaikovsky never wastes a word, and the novella format suits him.”

  Fantasy Book Critic on The Hungry Gods
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  To Al Barclay and Tim Hewitt.


1.


 Around fifteen minutes later, Elena nudged Ross’s elbow, making the four-by-four swerve alarmingly on the gravel. “I thought you said we were here.”

 He waggled his eyebrows at her, that way he did, like a puppet on a kids show. “We’re here,” he confirmed. “All this is it. We’ve been here for quarter of an hour. House is ahead somewhere.” And the car crunched on.

 There had been a pile-up on the motorway—which was the closest the British got to freeways, though they still looked a bit cramped to Elena. The plan had been to set off from London and motor peaceably through what Ross called the Home Counties, lunch at this nice pub he knew, then arrive at the old family residence with plenty of daylight left still. Except other people’s traffic plans had been a bit more action-packed, so they’d ended up at a roadside services, arriving hours after dark with February fog wreathing the splay of the headlamps ahead of them. The promised grand view of Ross’s ancestral pile was not to be, or at least not until the morning. Instead, Elena got a blur of gnarled trees pressing close to the path on either side, grey and fleeting like out-takes from The Blair Witch Project. Ross, who’d been voluble on the way up, was pretending to concentrate now. Someone could do with coming up this way with thirty tons of tarmac; the car rattled and jolted over sunken potholes and scored through puddles of uncertain depth. The four-by-four had been sheer excess on the motorway, but right now she was powerfully glad of it, because if they’d brought the electric runaround or the ridiculous red sports surfboard-on-wheels thing that Ross hadn’t wanted and never drove, they’d have left a breadcrumb trail of undercarriage all the way back to the main road.

 “They like trees, your family,” she said, after a branch had scraped the windshield for the third time. “This your, what, hunting thing? Red coats and horses and the dogs with the floppy ears?”

 “You’d think, wouldn’t you?” Ross agreed. “I mean, I think Dad hates the very idea of it. The noise and the fuss and the social of it. He’s not a fox apologist or anything. But Uncle Jas is a member of some hunt in Berkshire. Spitting feathers when they banned it, not that he let that actually stop him molesting innocent animals. And gloating like F when it got reinstated, needless to say. Not the nicest of chaps, Uncle J.”

 “And he’s going to be here, I assume.”

 “I mean, presumably. The old B.”

 “‘Bastard.’ You can say that with me, remember? And ‘fuck.’ I mean I had you trained. I had you swearing like a sergeant of marines. Bit depressing you’re backsliding now.”

 “Dad does not approve,” Ross said firmly. “I mean Uncle Jas, now, he wouldn’t give an S—a shit, don’tcherknow. So maybe you two would get on, actually.”

 Then the headlamps flared on stone ahead, sudden as an apparition, and Elena squeaked. It was the sort of cartoon noise Ross always ribbed her about, and that she hated herself for, but what had just been illuminated was worth a squeak.

 It was a door, yes. Possibly a Dread Portal. A big arch of grey stone with a genuine castle-looking motherf—MFer of a door, with an actual iron ring set into it like Bela Lugosi would be turning up any moment in his opera cloak and fake fangs. That wasn’t squeak-worthy, though. As they’d come to park up on what was presumably a big gravelled space before the house, the car had jolted over one final pothole and the light had swung down, then up. Up to flare across the ivy-crawling stone above that ominous door. Up to what was carved there.

 And Ross was killing himself laughing, like he’d planned it. Although there was a nervous edge there that suggested he’d been caught out by the sight too.

 “One of the Enderby Angels,” he explained. “I’ve seen pictures. They’re… they’re a thing. Apparently we had to beat off art historians with a stick back in the day. Best-preserved example of the Valdés school or something. Seventeenth century Gothic rubbish.”

 “What,” Elena said with feeling, “the fuck.”

 “I know!” Ross crowed, and she still felt his sudden ebullience was covering for shock. “I mean, Jesus, right?”

 “Not my Jesus. Not my angels.”

 “Oh, well, actually,” he said in that nasal mansplainer voice he did, “in the actual Bible I think you’ll find that actual angels—”

 “Don’t look like that.” And the fact that the thing was lost to the darkness now the headlamps were pointed at the door again wasn’t much comfort. Perhaps the opposite, in fact. Because if she couldn’t see it, she couldn’t be sure it was still fixed in place and safely lifeless.

 An angel, he’d said. And there had been wings, and the thing between the wings had been roughly humanoid, but hideous. A devil, surely, save that there was a way devils were represented in art, and a way that angels were, indicating the relative attitude of the artists to the former and the latter. The thing above the door had most certainly been presented from a point of view of adulation and authority.

 “Ross,” she said. “Is there anything else you should maybe be sharing about your family about now?”

 Ross made an amused sound that didn’t entirely convince her. He reversed the car across what seemed briefly like an infinite expanse of chipped stone before a snarl of bushes loomed like a jump scare in the red of the rear lights. And then sat, hands still on the wheel, engine idling, as though he might abruptly change his mind and drive them all the way back to London.

 “I mean,” he said, “I thought I’d put you off with all the S I’ve already said about my bloody family.”

 She shrugged. “Most of what you said was that you were up to your necks in old money. Which has a certain appeal.”

 “Oh, sure.” The thought didn’t seem to enthuse him.

 “Look, I understand big families. You’ve met my aunts. All of them. Actually, no, you’ve only met some of them. There are always more aunts. Aunts inside aunts, like a matryoshka.” She was rambling now, because he’d been quiet since they hit the gravel, since he’d announced they’d arrived. And after the brief, slightly frayed ebullience of a moment ago, quiet once more.

 “I get the impression things are a bit fraught, with you and your folks,” she added. It was like feeling out the boundaries of a bad tooth with your tongue, working out where the edges of Ross’s feelings were. Sometimes you didn’t know until it hurt.

 “We have a lot of dumbass traditions,” he said. Dumbass was one of his favourite Americanisms. That he was using it felt like a good sign. “I mean, we go back…”

 “Longer than my whole constitution, sure, sure,” she filled in for him.

 “And we don’t throw anything away. Which includes ways of doing things. So there’s going to be a lot of stupid stuff, and please just smile and nod and we can laugh about it later, when Uncle Jas and the rest of them aren’t around to snoot at us.”

 “Are you embarrassed?” she asked, delighted. “Have I corrupted you with my modern ways and now we’ve gone back to the Old Country and they’re going to make you put on armour and joust for my honour or something?”

 “Honestly, I was embarrassed about this S—this shit long before I met you. Even at bloody Eton, where everyone’s family has stuff like this, it felt… except my family paid for a whole new dorm fifty years ago, and we could buy and sell some of the others there, and so nobody really… half the masters hated me and the other half treated me like I was made of glass.”

 He had not, she knew, enjoyed school much. And partly it was because of this family stuff, posh as posh, old as balls, weird as fuck. And partly it was because, as far as she could work out, a British ‘public school,’ which was to say the most exclusively private of private schools over this side of the pond, was like some kind of Stockholm syndrome experiment designed by horrible people to force small rich kids into exactly the same horrible mould. And thus preserve the Great British Aristocracy or some damn thing. Which was exactly the sort of comment she would not be passing in earshot of Ross’s family, obviously. Although she was glad that they’d never quite got Ross shoved into that mould. Ross had come out of the ordeal still Ross, somehow. Maybe it was the oldy-weirdiness of his family that had armoured him against it.

 Mould. Armour. She could almost feel the ‘u’s dropping into place now she was in Olde Englande.

 “Are we, you know, getting out of this car any time soon?” she asked.

 He drummed a bit on the wheel, one of his little tells when he was unhappy. Another thing they probably hadn’t tolerated much, at Saint Snooty’s Posh School For Boys.

 “Ross Enderbough Junior the Third,” she said, “you had damn well better not be embarrassed about me. Because the time to think about that was probably before you asked me to come with you here.” And he wasn’t a Junior or a Third, of course, and apparently that wasn’t much of a thing with the British rich. Just her way of needling him, and normally he’d laugh, but not this time.

 “I mean, no,” he said, after a worrying pause. “I mean, not in that way. You’re… the world.”

 “As in, ‘I mean the world to you’?” Dry, ha-ha-ha, but leaving him room to confirm it if he wanted. Because one thing about Ross was that he never actually said things like that. Good on romantic gestures, but terrible with words.

 “The actual world. The rest of the world. And I hadn’t… thought… until we were almost here. Look, my family is really F-ing old and weird and it’s all going to look stupid and stuffy and we can laugh about it later, but—”

 “Not in their faces here and now, I know,” she said. “Honestly, you can actually take me places. I won’t jump up on a table and start singing the hits from Hamilton or something. Not unless George the Third is there in person.”

 At last he turned the engine off, which had the drawback of leaving them in darkness. It was still a long moment before he opened his door. And then they had to use the pen torch she kept on her keyring to actually find that Dread Portal again, because the house was so big, and the gravel space in front of it seemed endless, like a chill, fog-shrouded desert of chipped stones. And she fought very hard to make sure the beam of her torch didn’t start creeping upwards. The thing over the doorway could remain in darkness, and if it had in fact flitted away to gibber and haunt amongst the trees instead of remaining properly fixed in place, then that was between it and her nightmares.

 There was a white push-button in a brass setting, rather than a frayed bellpull beside the door, but the sound they heard from inside was an actual bona fide bell, or at least a very good facsimile thereof. The bronze tone seemed to resound through incalculable spaces, like the bells of sea-drowned cathedrals with a storm coming on.

 The relatively pokey porch-looking place revealed when the door opened was something of an anticlimax. Elena had to adjust her mental image of how big the rooms in Enderby were going to be, because the walls were ridiculously thick.

 A young Asian man in a tuxedo bowed slightly and consulted a tablet. The grey-blue glow reflecting off his face was jarringly modern, as though he’d stepped in from some other genre of film entirely, not a bit of the Gothic about him.

 “Mr Ross?” the man said. “And…?”

 “Elena,” Ross prompted.

 The man in the tuxedo scrolled up and down his screen, frowning. “I beg your pardon, sir. Elena…?”

 “My plus one,” Ross said, and then a large man shouldered into the porch, practically bouncing the youth out of the door with his gut.

 “Ah, Ross. About bloody time,” he spat.

 Ross seemed to wilt. “Hello, Uncle Jas.”

 Uncle Jas was a barrel on legs, aquiline nose, greying. His mouth didn’t seem to have the muscles to smile. It only curved downwards. Small dark eyes flicked to Elena. “Who in buggery’s this?”

 “Uncle Jas, this is Elena Mendes.”

 Something died in the porch. Some fragile flame of familial cheer. Uncle Jas didn’t say anything of the immense offence and affront that abruptly filled him to bursting. He didn’t articulate the instant and utter loathing that he felt towards Elena, or just how much Ross had screwed up by bringing her. He didn’t have to. His face said it all.

 “Gil!” he barked, without taking his coal-chip eyes off her. “Someone’s brought some baggage back from the Colonies.”



 They weren’t exactly frog-marched into the grand hall, but perhaps only because even Uncle Jas’s wide mouth and protuberant eyes weren’t quite frog enough to handle both of them at once. And it was a grand hall. It was full-on Ren Faire bullshit, absent only the banners and the trumpeters—and Elena wasn’t entirely convinced there weren’t trumpets waiting in the wings, honestly. There was a real fire in what was probably a hearth rather than anything so prosaic as a fireplace, and there was a wall of actual swords and breastplates and the long things that start off as spears but then decide they’re going to be axes at the business end. There was a tiger skin rug in front of the fire, and the wall across from the medieval armoury had a rather disappointed-looking rhino, or at least the head of one. Its expression suggested it knew exactly what percentage of its species it had represented when some pith-helmeted Enderbough scion had shot it. Overhead the ceiling was a lattice of massive black wood beams beneath soot-grimed plaster.

 Ross had kept his head high and his back straight all the way from the entrance to the stifling heat of this room, but now he slumped, as abruptly as if he’d been shot, eyes fixed on the man the fire illuminated.

 “Hi, Dad,” he mumbled.

 Ross Enderbough was tall, athletic without being bulky. A long face and a shock of fair and slightly curled hair. Bit of a lantern jaw, bit of a pointy nose. Good-looking, but not in that smoothed-over, paid-for way that you got used to from a lot of actors and a lot of CEOs’ kids. Characterful in a good way. And Gilchrist Enderbough—‘Dad’—was basically all of that but three decades older, and if there was any grey in him then the ash-blondness hid it artfully. Or he dyed his roots. Honestly, if she hadn’t known, she’d have said they were older and younger brother, maybe, not father and son. And while Uncle Jas’s sporting exertions probably went no further than putting a hundred on a horse at Chepstow or cheering Oxford at the boat race, Gilchrist looked like he was a monster on the squash courts and carried his own golf clubs.

 He also looked quite profoundly unamused by the presence, or perhaps even existence, of Elena Mendes.

 “Um,” said Ross before that withering gaze. “Hi. Yes. Hi. Dad, this is… This is—”

 Gilchrist’s eyes consented to the fact of her. “Well, I assume that this is Miss Mendes, based on her likeness to that photograph of you and her at some manner of party.” Spoken in such a way as to indicate that what Gilchrist Enderbough would consider a ‘party’ was a world away from Ross, Elena and their friends cracking owl jokes at the Superbowl intermission. “What, might I ask, is she doing here?”

 Just when she thought the entire business was going to be an absolute bust, a little rebellion flared in Ross’s eyes. “She’s here, Dad, because she’s my guest.”

 “Ross, this is a family event.”

 “Well, I wanted her to meet the family,” Ross said. She could hear him getting angry, under it all, but Ross got formal when he got angry. And that must be a family thing, because Enderbough senior had gone the same way.

 “Ross, it is simply not appropriate. I’ll have one of the staff drive her to a hotel. Or the airport, if she would prefer. I assume a ticket to… What would it be? Baltimore International? I’ll have it arranged.”

 “No,” said Ross. Elena looked from one to the other. On the one hand, being argued over as though they were a pair of very polite wolves and she was a steak wasn’t exactly part of the emancipated agency she’d looked for in the twenty-first century. On the other hand, she wasn’t under any circumstance going to say a damn thing because getting between father and son right now would be like stepping into an industrial laser.

 “Ross,” Gil Enderbough said.

 “She goes, I go,” Ross said. “I didn’t even want to come.”

 Gil’s face was quite immobile, but Elena could almost hear the chess going on behind his pale grey eyes. Playing through how this conversation would go, first one way and then the next, looking for the winning gambit that would see her gone and Ross still here. Ross had his chin stuck out that way he did, and his hands curled lightly into not-quite-fists, the fingers twitching in sequence. His anger management bit.

 He’d said, occasionally, that his family—sprawling and appallingly well-to-do as it was—had been a difficult thing to grow up in, and a harder thing to get clear of. He didn’t come back home much, after he’d escaped to Johns Hopkins and the States.

 Something calculating and mechanical reached a conclusion within Gilchrist Enderbough. “It’s late,” he said. “We’ll talk about it after breakfast. I’m glad you came, Ross. You’ll be glad, too. You know we don’t do this often.” His eyes flicked past them to Uncle Jas as though anticipating a challenge, but there was none.

 Their bags were in the entrance hall, when they retreated. Outside, the car was gone. Ross must have passed the keys to the guy who answered the door. Or a wizard did it; after that great hall, Elena might just have believed the latter.



 “I mean it,” Ross was saying, as they followed their bags upstairs to what was apparently ‘Uncle Henry’s Room.’ He was saying it to himself, as much as her. “You stay. Or I go. Honestly, either’s fine with me.”

 The bags went through a heavy, low-lintelled door ahead, wood-panelled and brass-shod. As did the staff carrying them. Quiet, efficient young men and women wearing the same grey waistcoats and neckties. Elena tried to mark their faces and thank them, though she guessed tipping probably wasn’t the done thing. At the same time, she was trying to get a toehold back into whatever the hell was actually going on here.

 “Ross, I don’t want to be the thing that fucks things over between you and your family,” she pointed out.

 “That ship has sailed, honestly.” He looked back, smoothing back his hair, an old nervous habit. It just sprang right back up again after.

 “Okay, let me rephrase that,” she said. “I don’t want to be some kind of weaponised foreigner that you’re using to continue an ongoing feud with your family. I mean, you met my folks and Aunt Mari was super-rude to you when she didn’t know you had any Spanish, but this is a whole other level.”

 Then they were in Uncle Henry’s Room—oh, probably it was The Lavender Suite or something, but Uncle Henry had laid claim to it a century before and the name had stuck—and her words petered out. It was ridiculous. It was absurd. There were tapestries. There was a bed approximately the size of the M&T Bank stadium with actual posts at each corner and curtains you could draw around it so the servants couldn’t watch you sleep. There was also, rather blessedly, electric light happening when you pulled the string by the door.  Except the light revealed what was at the far end of the wall. Which was an even better reason to sleep with the bed curtains closed.

 Uncle Henry, Ross explained, had been some big explorer type back in Queen Victoria’s day. He’d gone to Africa back when taking other people’s stuff had been Britain’s chief stock in trade, and here was a lot of that stuff just gathering dust on a shelf, which those people’s descendants were probably agitating about getting back.

 Uncle Henry’s tastes, it appeared, had run to the grotesque. The half-dozen statuettes he’d decided to decorate his room with were—probably the words were ‘highly stylised,’ though Elena would also have accepted ‘creepy as fuck.’ Long-legged, hunch-backed, the small head well below the great round curve of the shoulders. The V carved into the chest was a sharp nose, looking down, she realised. She almost joked that they had the Enderbough features down, but Ross was flushed and visibly angry, now his dad wasn’t around to see it, and she judged the time wasn’t right for ribbing him.

 The figures’ arms were carved into the torso, too short, crooked, tucked in. She honestly couldn’t say what it was about them that pushed all the creepy buttons, just as she couldn’t say why the hell Uncle Henry had wanted to bring them back with him, but here they were.

 And there was something more. She remembered the brief flash she’d had of that nasty wings-spread carving over the front door. The Enderby Angel. And these statuettes were absolutely different in every possible way from that image. Except some part of her mind that didn’t show its working was telling her they were the same.

 They slept with the curtains drawn, and Elena turned every one of those statuettes to the wall beforehand, shuddering as she touched the dark, oiled wood.



 Her bladder woke her some time much later, and needless to say nobody had thought about en-suite bathrooms back in umpteen hundred and three when the house was built. It took some courage to part the curtains. Everything was completely silent, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t a hunched, beak-nosed shape waiting out there to scare the bejesus out of her.

 She tried to remember where the john had been. Somewhere down the hall and then round a corner. Barefoot, a blanket clutched about her, she tottered out to find it.

 And she couldn’t, of course, and she padded back and forth and up and down, only thankful it was too dark for all those portraits of Enderbough ancestors to properly glower at her. Until she tried a door that she was absolutely sure was going to be Uncle Jas’s bedroom or something, and instead there was a somewhat rusty but tolerably modern bathroom, brass fittings and all, and she was able to relieve the internal pressure without making some dreadful faux pas that would further dis-endear her to Ross’s family.

 And then she couldn’t find her way back. Too many turns around dark corridors, too many pictures and vases and occasional tables that all looked the same in the nocturnal gloom. And she pattered about on increasingly chilly bare feet, snagging the blanket on things and wondering how this already big house had grown to around the size of a city block.

 She came to a balustraded balcony at the head of a flight of stairs, and she almost cried because it wasn’t even the stairs she and Ross had come up. Down there was an entirely different entrance hall, a bigger one, with a stone floor spread with rugs. It was enough to make her think she’d gone back in time or something, like in those kids’ books she used to read.

 She was about to do something—run off or beat her fists on the nearest door or shout for a butler or burst into tears—when there was movement from below. And then she was about to run down the stairs and gabble to whoever it was about being lost and where the hell was Uncle Henry’s fucking room when you needed it. And then she didn’t, because there were four people below, and they were wheeling some sort of large trolley between them. All normal so far, sure. Staff doing staff stuff, ready for the new day. Except they weren’t staff. She saw Gil Enderbough there, and there were two other men and a woman. They all wore coats over what looked like nightwear, if she was any judge. They all had grim, flat expressions. And on the trolley—the gurney, she now realised—was a body.

 Or she didn’t know that, but the lights were on down there, and she could see quite clearly. It had a sheet over it, but she was studying medicine at Johns Hopkins and she knew what a body under a sheet looked like. Unless Ross’s family were prone to med student-style pranks, that was what they had. And not a fun body. Not even the simplicity of ‘Great Uncle Mordecai’s old heart troubles finally got the better of him.’ The shape beneath the sheet was twisted at a painful angle, as though their last throes had almost snapped their back, and there was something dreadfully wrong about the way the sheet hung over the chest. The way it was pushed up by some angular shape, like splayed fingers.

 Gil opened the big double doors, and freezing, fog-damp air rushed into the house like clammy Vikings. Some part of her expected the lights to gutter, except of course electricity didn’t do that. Up at the top of the stairs, shrouded in darkness, she just watched as the four of them manhandled the trolley outside and shut the door behind them.

 The sole woman looked back, just before it closed. Looked almost into Elena’s eyes, if only she could have pierced the shadows. And Elena recognised her with a shock. Someone Ross had mentioned, one of the few times he’d been positive about his family. Someone Elena could have guessed would be here if she’d only thought. Someone she’d always wanted Ross to introduce her to.

 Right now, seeing the woman go off with her fellow body-snatchers, Elena wasn’t sure she wanted to meet her anymore.

 And then she turned and found Uncle Jas standing right there. Somehow silent and utterly unremarked in the shadows, despite the bulk of him. Seeing her. Seeing her see what she had seen.

 No anger on his face, barely any expression at all. That was, perhaps, the most frightening thing about him.

 “You appear to be lost,” he said, the very tonelessness of his voice imbuing the utterance with multiple meanings. “Why don’t I show you back to Henry’s room?”



 

2.


 When she woke up, she’d forgotten all of it. Because Ross had been fast asleep after Uncle Jas had unerringly found their room for her. Because she hadn’t woken him, just sat there staring into the dark at the horrible hunchbacked carvings she couldn’t see. Because as soon as the adrenaline of shock had ebbed away she must have fallen asleep. And when she opened her eyes it was to the sounds of Ross clattering about, dropping his phone from his pocket as he hopped into his trousers. Pattering over with a cup of coffee because apparently the staff had already been and gone. Telling her everyone would be down for breakfast and she should get a move on. And she didn’t think twisted body or family conspiracy or even celebrity bioscientist. She just thought breakfast and British and coffee.

 Until they descended the stairs, and then something twitched in her head because these weren’t the stairs they’d gone up, but they weren’t…

 Some other stairs. That she had seen. In poor light. But right now the new-minted day was streaming in through a big rosette window set with a spiral of stained glass birds, and so probably that was why these didn’t look familiar. Didn’t look like…

 Some other stairs. That she had seen.

 Except that speedbump thought was rolled flat by the understanding that nothing looked familiar, no two rooms she had seen so far, and the big dining room they stepped into was entirely separate from the big room with the fireplace where Ross’s dad had been angry last night, and just how the hell big was Enderby anyway?

 They must have been almost the last to arrive. There were three tables there, long, groaning with silver, busy with animated guests wearing informal clothes that somehow still looked starched and ironed and expensive. And Ross had made sure she had the right things to wear for each individual occasion—had sent it ahead because there was no way they’d be able to schlep that much wardrobe from the airport. Except having the things to wear, and knowing how to wear the things, felt like two very different cases. Imposter syndrome was looming large, if for no other reason than she was an actual imposter. The one person here aside from the staff who wasn’t family.

 Ross sauntered over to what she could only think of as the kids’ table. There were nine sat there already, and only one unoccupied place set. Yet, even as they arrived, a couple of maids were briskly whisking more cutlery and placemats and all the rest of the palaver into place before stepping back into invisibility like the stage crew of a Japanese play. She thought one of them was the man who’d answered the door at first, tried to meet his eyes for a little fellow feeling. It was someone different, though—in fact, the servants, like the rooms, all seemed to be an entirely separate cast of characters from anyone from the previous night—and he kept his eyes demurely downcast.

 The babble of talk around the table died away as they sat, and for a moment Elena thought nobody would ever speak again in the entire world throughout its whole future history, so awkward was that moment. Then a couple of jock-looking types at the far end just slammed back into their breakdown of a rugby game one of them had been involved in—the cause of the neck brace he was sporting—and the guffaw of the other’s laughter shattered the glass ceiling for her. The pale, blonde girl on Ross’s other side elbowed him, and the slender youth with at least two point five Mr Darcys of flowing dark hair nodded to Ross and said, “M’learnéd.”

 “M’learnéd colleague,” Ross replied automatically, with a weird expression of constipated solemnity, and then they were smirking at each other from the privileged vantage of old shared jokes.

 “You’ll have to forgive Ross,” the blonde girl said, leaning back alarmingly on two chair legs to address Elena behind his back. “He always was bollocks at introductions.” She had a sharp chin, elfin enough that Elena caught herself checking the ears for points.

 “Elena,” she said.

 “Whose are you?” one of the rugby lads asked, before the elfin girl could reciprocate. “Wait, are you Thom Prenderbilt’s spawn? He’s still over there, isn’t he? Californ-eye-ay?”

 She had to run that past her Anglo-American translator twice before she actually understood the words through the plummy accent, in which time Ross explained, “She’s a friend from Uni.”

 “Ross has got a girlfriend,” said the other rugby lad, but the first scrunched up his face and said, “Hold on, can we do that? Because I told Cynthia—”

 “We can’t do that,” said the thin youth with all the romantic hair. “Ross, did you seriously—?”

 “I don’t see why not,” Elf-girl put in decisively. “I’d have brought Norris only he turned out to be a twat.”

 “I told you he was a twat,” said Romantic Poet. “The moment I laid eyes on him, I said—”

 “Elena,” Ross said. “This is my cousin. These are my cousins.” And then set about naming people as Elena frantically tried to keep up. Elf-girl was Melissa and Romantic Poet was Will and the two rugby brothers were either Stewart and Tarquin or Tarquin and Stewart, and the washed-out, scowly girl down the table was probably Marianne or possibly Miriam.

 “There are,” she said, a little breathlessly, “a lot of Enderboughs.”

 “Oh, Lord, no,” Melissa said loudly. “Wouldn’t dream of it. I’m a de la Pole. Will’s a Fitzmaurice. On account of him being a right bastard.”

 William Fitzmaurice executed a sitting bow, then straightened up so one of the servants could serve him some scrambled egg.

 “But we’re all Enderboughs,” he put in. “I mean, Mama was, and Melissa’s mama, and so on and so on. I mean I wouldn’t have the old family firm’s name for a Bentley and that house in Crete. But we all got the ol’ genes, sure enough.” And, suddenly fixing Elena with a needlepoint stare: “And you do not.”

 She froze, rabbit in the headlamps, waiting for the other shoe, or possibly big stompy boot, to drop, and he grinned like a fistful of Byrons. “Which makes you honestly the most interesting person in this room.”

 The tension sagged again and someone was offering her a selection of round slices of sausage-style things over her shoulder. She took this as cover enough to look at the other tables.

 At the far end, perpendicular to the other two tables, was the senior branch of the service. A dozen old men and women, creased and silver-haired but tucking into their food with gusto. Tanned and fit in a way that had none of the leather-and-cartilage look Elena was used to, of old people with money enough for regular gym access. The sort of look sexagenarian congressional candidates and celebrities paid for, here deployed effortlessly for no audience at all. They weren’t talking much. One read a pinkish newspaper, another was dictating something to one of the staff.

 The third table held the intervening generation. She saw Ross’s father there, and Uncle Jas as well, and even that didn’t jog her memory. It wasn’t until her eye passed on and met the shock of the next woman’s gaze that it all came back. The woman who had been one of the pall-bearers. The woman she’d recognised. From Ross’s photos, true, but from the journals and literature too. Neera Enderbough, the geneticist, the biochemist, the middle-aged-but-still-enfant-terrible of pharmaceuticals research. She’d been in the running for a Nobel Prize, they said, for her cancer work, but she’d turned them down. Didn’t have time for that kind of showboating.

 Did have time for skulduggery involving getting rid of weirdly contorted bodies.

 Elena blinked. Something of her remembrance communicated itself through that grappling gaze, and Neera leant over to Jas and murmured something. He looked up too, and then Gilchrist beside him, and for a moment all three were pinning her like a moth in a case.

 “What do you say?” Ross nudged her and she started, and the three older Enderboughs were talking again, as though they hadn’t been staring into her very soul a moment before.

 “Say to whatnow?” she asked, feeling guilty. What did I see, that I wasn’t supposed to?

 “The pool here,” Will said, “is all right. I mean it’s basically okay, is what I’m saying. I don’t want to oversell it, but Mel and I were thinking we’d give it a go. I mean it’s either that or tennis and I for one cannot bloody abide tennis. I brought some really penging VR stuff but it turns out that when some monks built this place in the sixteenth century they somehow forgot about Wi-Fi.”

 “You’re a thug. And a beast,” said Melissa vaguely.

 Elena wasn’t sure about the pool, but Ross hadn’t reverted to just making decisions for her and was waiting for her to decide. At which point a shadow fell over them both, and Gilchrist Enderbough loomed behind their chairs like the spectre of death.

 “I see Miss Mendes has joined us for breakfast,” he observed, in what would have been very quiet tones if only everyone else hadn’t gone completely silent.

 “And is staying,” Ross said. “I mean—” And he had a hand gripping the table-edge as though he was about to leap to his feet. As though he and his dad were going to have it out right here while Will and Melissa and the rest stared on in horror. Except Gilchrist just said, “Of course she is,” which robbed Ross’s sails of all the wind he’d been husbanding. Elena actually heard the breath go out of him.

 “We wouldn’t dream of turning her away,” the older man said, and the word now somehow communicated itself from him direct to Elena without reaching anyone else’s ears. She actually expected him to add something like, I hope she had a restful night, or indicate in some other way that she was in, now. In because she’d seen the body, and even under a sheet it was too much knowledge to let just saunter out of the door and into the wide world beyond. But Gil Enderbough didn’t need to say a word. They understood each other perfectly.

 “Well, then…” Ross wavered, as his father returned to the other table. “Pool, then? Pool, after all?”



 Do your family…?

 Is there anything you want to tell me, about your family?

 Was there anyone missing, at breakfast?

 Human sacrifice much, your family?

 Ross… About your family…

 At the pool, lounging more than swimming. It was in a big greenhouse with a cast-iron frame, red paint flaking slightly. The actual pool itself, heated water tangy with chlorine, presumably hadn’t been installed by sixteenth-century monks. A fringe of greenhouse occupation still remained, about the edges, giving the whole business a rainforest air. I’m an American, get me out of here. Green tendrils twining and crawling their way up the glass, attacking the metal, spreading hand-sized leaves against the wan early-year sun.

 “So you’re a doctor,” William drawled. He’d done a dozen lengths of the half-size pool and was on a lounger now, glistening. His body was spare: not athletic, not scrawny. The romantic hair was even more so, after a ducking. “At least Ross got that right.”

 Melissa, on the other side, snorted. Elena had been braced for her to be catwalk-thin but what was on display looked mostly lean muscle. She fenced for Oxford, apparently, and wanted to go into military intelligence, except that wasn’t the done thing amongst the Enderboughs.

 “Fucking doctors and lawyers and politicians,” she declared, loud enough that a couple of the older generation on the far side of the pool glowered over their papers at her. “Not even the army or the clergy are good enough for the sainted Enderboughs.”

 Elena was quietly delighted that Melissa lacked all of Ross’s ingrained reluctance to swear.

 “And what are you, then?” she asked William.

 “Well,” he said, looking romantically sheepish. “Lawyer. Studying anyway. Oxford, and a pupillage lined up. I mean…” He shrugged.

 Ross hauled himself out of the pool then, shaking like a dog. “M’learnéd,” he said to Will, and received a “M’learnéd friend,” in return, and then they had to explain how Will’s dad had made them argue court cases against each other back when they were something stupidly young, all miniature gowns and wigs and the antiquated language, and the one in-joke had stuck.

 So, your family…

 So last night I saw…

 Is there anyone who—?

 “Are we all here?” she asked, desperately brightly. And, seeing the blankness, “The family. Everyone. Here? I mean, I got from Ross that this is a big deal, but I’m not sure… why…”

 “I’m not sure why,” Ross put in. William shrugged.

 “I mean, God, this isn’t the whole family,” Melissa added. “There are fucking dozens of us. We’re like ants. Lift any stone in the world and you’ll find someone related to the Enderboughs. So long as it’s a stone full of money.”

 “‘A stone full of money,’” William echoed. “What’s that even supposed to mean?”

 “Shut up. Beast.”

 “Well, what happened last time?” Elena pushed.

 They exchanged that look she’d been waiting for, the one that included them but not her.

 “I mean, we don’t know. We were… I don’t think I was even born.”

 “Your family gets together once a quarter-century?”

 “Oh, God, we see each other all the time. The ones who haven’t been vulgar enough to travel, you know,” Melissa drawled. “But this is some special thing. Once in a generation thing. And it’s invite only.”

 “It’s meet the ancestors,” William said. “All the old guard are here, you see? I reckon we’ll all get hauled in front of them and be given the Spanish Inquisition about what we’re going to do for the clan.”

 Elena examined the phrase ‘Spanish Inquisition’ but reckoned it was more Monty Python than a jab in her direction.

 “Sounds dreadful,” Melissa decided.

 “The dreadfulest,” Will agreed. “Anyone peckish? I was thinking we could get them to pack us a hamper and we could actually see this place while it isn’t raining.”

 “You’ve never even been here before?” Elena prompted. “I thought this was the old family pile?”

 “Oh, it is, but it’s a pain in the fundament to get to, and some of us quite like our wireless connectivity,” he said airily.

 “I’ve been here twice,” Melissa said. “Our place—the de la Pole house—it’s just a county over. There’s not much here unless you’re really fond of badly-tended woodland.”

 “I love badly-tended woodland. It’s my favourite ever thing. It really gets me going,” Ross announced. “Elena?”

 She shrugged, and all the things she couldn’t say slithered about in her head like trapped snakes. “Sure. Let’s.”



 Trees there were, in abundance. The track they’d driven up the previous night was one of the few piercing the dense, gnarled woodland: oak and ash and elm, old enough to be contemporaries of the house itself. Lovingly hand-planted by green-fingered monks. Except she’d been thinking about that and hadn’t King Henry the whateverth kicked all the monks out by then?

 “There was some deal,” Ross said vaguely. “The monks held on, but the lands went to the family.”

 “Your family.”

 “Well, naturally.”

 “So you’ve actually owned this since…”

 “It’s been in the family since… yes.” And one of those looks he gave her when she quizzed him about the mad English-money-ness of it all, half amused, half embarrassed. “I mean it’s not like we’re secret King Arthurs or something. It’s just… how it is.” As though she was accusing him of it being his fault, somehow. As though there was some fault to be apportioned.

 “That,” Will decided, “is my new band name. The Secret King Arthurs. Synth-folk music. Very experimental.”

 “Actually,” said Melissa. Just the word. She stopped, frowning. They were on what could just about charitably be called a trail through the trees. The hamper was empty except for the cups and napkins and wrappings that Ross had painstakingly collected. The sky, what little could be seen of it through the interlacing branches, was grey shading charcoal.

 “Use your words, Melissa,” Will said, in what Elena guessed was supposed to be a New York Psychiatrist voice.

 “Shut up,” she said. “Beast. I was just thinking. Lena asked was everyone here, and I don’t recall seeing Barty at breakfast, that’s all.” At Elena’s look she clarified, “Great Uncle Bartholomew. Crusty old fucker, must be a hundred and three. But still stomping about and complaining about losing the Ashes when he came to visit last month.”

 And probably Uncle Barty was ill or had a prior engagement, or alternatively that was Elena’s moment to open her mouth and let all the words out, but instead she could find no way into the conversation from outside. No polite way of saying, So, Great Uncle Barty, would you describe him as… horrifically twisted or malformed? What sort of shape would he make, if he was being carried out under a sheet? And partly it was just that these were not questions she could ever have asked anybody, but also it was that she really wanted Will and Melissa to like her and continue just being… normal and human and pleasant rather than icing her out like she’d very much expected them to.

 Those thoughts dragged her far enough into her head that a moment later her ankle turned painfully under her and she was abruptly skidding off the notional trail, down a sudden dip in the terrain, ribbed with roots and snarled with brambles. Ross made a lunge for her, snagged her sleeve and only succeeded in adding one more rip to the collection she’d suddenly acquired. She ended up at the bottom of a depression, staring at what her mind processed as a great grasping fist of crooked tentacles. She froze. They froze. Or, in fact, hadn’t been moving at all. Were roots, in fact, dirt-caked, dead, the uprooted, rotting underside of a tree that had finally been undone by time.

 If this was a film, she knew, I’d look round and come face to face with the body. Instead, Ross slithered down beside her, heedless of the thorns, asking her if she was all right.

 She wasn’t sure, honestly. The shock was still with her, that had somehow been welded to what she’d seen or thought she’d seen the previous night. And then Will and Melissa were reaching down from above, and she decided that yes, she was fine. Just a bit of ungainliness that made her feel rather self-conscious, but nobody was making fun of her for it. Then she was back on the trail and actually her ankle was painful enough that maybe she wasn’t fine. And yes, yes, ‘walk it off,’ but maybe she should walk it off back in the direction of the house and put some ice on it?

 That was Ross’s preferred course, and she acquiesced with as much grace as she could manage, leaving Will and Melissa to ramble on for a bit. Ross took her arm in one hand and the hamper in the other and they retraced their steps as best they could. Within three minutes they met one of the staff picking their way through the trees, sharp-creased uniform and all, as unlikely as if they’d run into Mr Tumnus doing his Christmas shopping. The young woman—it wasn’t anyone Elena remembered from before, making her wonder just how many people the Enderboughs had hired for this little get together—offered them an umbrella and said that she’d been asked to encourage people to return to the house, as being out in the grounds after dark was not recommended. Still hobbling, Elena could only agree. They sent the woman off after Will and Melissa and, soon after, the lights of the house were visible through the trees.



 That was how Elena got to meet Neera Enderbough, the woman who’d turned down the Nobel Prize nomination.

 Ross had brought her to yet another room she’d never seen before, this one a study with fish and birds and pinned butterflies cluttering the shelves in a triumph of taxidermy over taxonomy. Elena was plumped down into an overstuffed leather armchair with her leg on a footstool. An odd experience, to have a world-class biochemistry prodigy checking over her slightly sprained ankle.

 Neera was of that middle generation that included Uncle Jas and Ross’s dad. She was handsome, strong-chinned, with the barest concession towards make-up. Her eyes were astonishing, almost amber. She was also one of the few members of the family who weren’t straight up white. Her mother, Elena gathered, was something big in the tech industry in India. Not here for the family get-together then? Neera shook her head, looking amused, and Elena tried to puzzle out that expression and the thoughts behind it. Neera’s father was here, certainly. One of the silver-haired patriarchs on the elders’ table at breakfast. And Elena would have assumed a race thing, because she reckoned some problems worked the same whichever side of the Atlantic you were on. Except Neera caught her look, as she wrapped something self-cooling and flexible about Elena’s ankle, and her lips quirked.

 “This here is Enderboughs only,” she said. “The real family. A tradition, you know? Marrying into the clade isn’t enough to secure an invitation.”

 “Right,” Elena said, and then “Oh. Oh, I see.” Shrinking a bit before that cool, amused gaze. “I, er…” She looked at Ross. “Someone maybe didn’t explain that.”

 “Someone maybe didn’t explain that to me,” he said.

 “Gil was never the best communicator,” Neera said smoothly. “There. Keep that on until you go to bed. You’ll be turning cartwheels by next morning.”

 Elena moved her foot experimentally, feeling barely an echo of pain. “That’s…”

 “Technically proprietary technology,” Neera said. “I should make you sign an NDA.” She grinned, ten years younger at a stroke, and it was impossible not to smile back. Then there was a commotion outside and Melissa burst in supporting Will, whose tan shirt was all over blood.



 Neera descended on him instantly, and everyone else was shooed out of the room. Ross and Elena ended up sitting with Melissa who, now she’d actually got her cousin back to the house, was starting to shake.

 “There was…” Her eyes were very wide, the pupils huge like she was desperately trying to drag in any sign of danger from all over. “Something in the trees. We thought it was an owl. Just… wings, and then…”

 It had been dark. The complimentary-umbrella fairy hadn’t found them. They’d already been on their way back, though.

 “I mean,” said Ross, “maybe it was,” he shrugged, “an owl. Maybe it was… something like rabies? I mean I’ve seen… birds of prey, you know, their feet… talons, isn’t it?”

 “It was like he’d been stabbed.” She mimed jamming something sharp into her upper arm. “I hit it. It was… Not like a bird. I mean it felt solid, heavy. And gone. I could hear it crashing about in the branches. But Will… God, there was so much blood. Fuck!” She clenched her fists. “Fucking owls?”



 Will wasn’t at table for the evening meal, but Neera drifted past the kids’ table to say he was fine, just under some painkillers, back on his feet tomorrow probably. And gone, letting any questions slant from her shoulders, until Melissa actually went so far as to grab her wrist. A frozen moment. A breach of propriety even Elena felt.

 “A branch,” Neera said blandly. “Honestly, one day we should cut it all down, or at least hire some proper groundskeepers to clear out all the rot and old growth. But who has time to supervise all of that?” A bright, hollow smile that dared Melissa to contradict her. “Far too easy to lose your footing, end up scratched, bruised, or apparently even impaled.”

 “Doesn’t he need,” Melissa managed, “a doctor? A hospital?”

 “We honestly have more doctors and facilities here in this house,” Neera told her. She nodded to a sour, stern-looking man on the middle table. “Don’t you think his father would have already packed him off if there were any danger?”

 Melissa’s expression suggested she wasn’t remotely confident of that, but she said nothing.

 “I think it’s best, though,” Neera lifted her voice to encompass the whole of the lower table, silencing even the two bickering rugby bros, “that you all make sure you’re inside before dark. We don’t want this to be the family gathering that gets talked about for the next three generations for all the wrong reasons. Perhaps stay out of the woods entirely. Someone really needs to get a proper landscaper to look at this place.” With the absolute and implicit certainty that this would never happen.

 And Elena thought about the woods that surrounded the house on all sides, unbroken save for a handful of trails barely wide enough to get the four-by-four down. And she thought about the fact that one of the staff, that ever-changing lottery of faces, had taken the keys to that four-by-four, and taken it somewhere to park it, and she was willing to bet Ross didn’t know where.

 All of a sudden Enderby felt a whole lot more like a prison than a holiday.







 

 

An angel, he’d said. And there had been wings, and the thing between the wings had been roughly humanoid, but hideous. A devil, surely, save that there was a way devils were represented in art, and a way that angels were, indicating the relative attitude of the artists to the former and the latter. The thing above the door had most certainly been presented from a point of view of adulation and authority.




  [image: A face-on photo of a stone gargoyle above a wooden door. The gargoyle has a horned, monstrous face, a suggestion of many arms, and feathered angel wings spread wide to either side.]





 

3.


 Will joined them past midnight, pale and with his arm in a sling. Elena, Ross and Melissa had been sitting up, partly out of worry for him, but mostly because the whole of Enderby suddenly seemed hostile and strange. Something had happened, and none of the older generation were talking about it. There was a dangerous animal or a man with a knife or an extremely aggressive tree out there. And Melissa hadn’t seen what it was, hadn’t really witnessed the attack, just heard Will call out, but she was damn sure the party line about a deciduous assailant wasn’t true.

 And then there he was, just as they were cracking open the second bottle of port, waving a glass hopefully in his good hand. He looked pallid unto death, grim and taut.

 Being a good med student, Ross wouldn’t pour him anything. “They must have shot you up with all sorts, m’learnéd.”

 “I’ll sign a waiver,” said the lawyer to the doctor. “I’ll take full responsibility. I need something.”

 “Not without knowing what Neera gave you.”

 Will made a sour face, but didn’t press it, just slumped into a chair. They were in a lounge of worn old horsehair upholstery, the slope of the roof testifying to the stairs above them. Probably some part of the servants’ area, Elena guessed, though the modern-day staff were obviously billeted somewhere else.

 “Have you told them?” Will demanded of Melissa.

 “I don’t know what to tell anyone,” she confessed. “You’d gone on ahead.”

 An aggrieved look. “You didn’t see it?”

 “What ‘it’?” Ross asked. “What happened?”

 “I was attacked,” said Will with perilous dignity, “by a bird.” He obviously sensed that robbed most of the drama from his situation, because he hurriedly added, “I mean, this mad thing battered through the branches above me and then it was clinging to my shoulder and back. I can show you my Barbour. It’s ripped up all over where the claws went in. And then… wham! Beak to the collarbone. And this thing was big. I mean, vulture big, but it must have had a nose on it like a bloody javelin. Then Melissa turned up and it took off, I think. I mean, you must have seen it.”

 She shook her head. “I hit it, but I didn't see it. I heard it flying into the trees, but…” Her face went blank and then jerked into life again. “And then the singing.”

 “Singing?” Elena prompted. “You didn’t mention…”

 “I… What with Will, I hadn’t…” She frowned. “It went right out of my head. I was only thinking about getting him back here. Will?”

 He nodded slowly. “I’d… almost forgotten that. It was the weirdest thing, though. Weird high sound. More like a power saw than a bird. I think I thought it was something my head was doing because of the pain, honestly.”

 “You’ve heard we’re all grounded?” Ross put in glumly.

 “I did, and frankly, balls to that. Tomorrow, after breakfast, I’m going back into the woods with my phone. I’m going to find the bloody thing and get a shot of it. Because I am not having my own relatives tell me I fell on a tree.” He was getting quite animated, but then sagged back, suddenly two shades paler.

 “You’re not,” Melissa pointed out. “But I can.”

 “They said—” Ross started.

 “They said in before nightfall,” she said grimly.

 “And stay out of the woods whatever.”

 “I mean, if they’re going with ‘dangerous trees’ I don’t think we have to take that terribly seriously, do we?” Melissa pointed out. “And if it’s something else then I think we need to know.”



 Probably nobody got that much sleep, that night. Elena kept waking with a start, feeling that she’d heard something at the edge of hearing. Ghostly singing. Not the machine sound Will had talked about. No mechanical siren, but instead a Classical one. A chorus of high, uncanny voices out in the dark, surrounding the house. Or possibly it was screaming. Screaming was always an option.

 She was up brighter and earlier than Ross, in the end. His restless night turned into a sluggish morning where he made a game attempt of levering himself out of bed but then just slumped back, saying he’d be good for Melissa’s expedition after lunch. For Elena, no sleep meant that she was just awake now, eyes wide, and incapable of staying still a moment longer even though she knew she would bitterly regret it later. Awake and, as her stomach now informed her, hungry. Turning up at the family table without Ross as her passport was a little daunting, but right then her stomach was being insistent, and so she washed and dressed and then had to find a servant to guide her down to the relevant room. And whilst the servant was a complete stranger, at least it was the same room this time. She’d been worried that breakfast would be a movable feast, designed to show off the insane warren of Enderby to its one clueless newcomer.

 Except she wasn’t the only ignorant one, of course. None of the younger generation had been here before. The old ancestral pile wasn’t anyone’s actual home, site of no childhood memories. Just a shadow cast over them from the past. She wondered if the place had other uses, or whether it was just this one weird get-together and then it sat vacant for decades at a time. She could have believed it, except for the pool, which was surely installed some time more recently than the 80s or whenever.

 The breakfast tables were only sparsely populated. It wasn’t only the youngsters who’d had a bad night. The middle table was mostly full, and she braved the withering regard of Gil and Uncle Jas and the rest. Melissa wasn’t there, and nor were the rugby bros. The only other youngster unenthusiastically picking over her eggs was an ascetic-looking girl Elena hadn’t been introduced to, and who didn’t look keen to have the pleasure.

 She took a seat a few chairs away, and yet another servant was at her shoulder, offering her toast and mushrooms and some sort of smoked fish.

 “Look, can I ask, how many people have they got catering this gig?” Elena asked, sotto voce. “There must be hundreds of you.”

 The young woman looked at her blankly enough that Elena guessed English wasn’t her first language.

 “So sorry,” she said, eyes swivelling as though to be caught talking to the guests was a fireable offence. “I am only here today. I don’t know. So sorry.”

 Elena spread butter, then chewed over the toast and the information. I am, she decided, making too much of this. Big creepy house, weird English traditions, old family. Easy enough for someone from the US of A to build it all into something gothic and crazy like she was Catherine Morland at Northanger Abbey. There were plenty of ways for families to be weird without it needing to be, well, weird. It hadn’t exactly been easy to explain to Ross all the stuff her own folks did at Thanksgiving, honestly. And his family had been doing these weird things since before the Declaration of Independence so no wonder it was all a bit convoluted. No wonder they couldn’t keep staff for long. Or maybe that was all part of how they did things, something that had made perfect sense in 1703 for some reason and now it was just how things are done.

 “I see you’re settling in.”

 She almost spat a gobbet of chewed toast all the way across the room. The voice was a hollow boom, right at her ear. She twisted around to see an old man looking down on her. Neither the expression nor the tone of his words were unkindly, but there was a gravity to them nonetheless. One of the staff drew back the chair next to her, and he lowered himself into it carefully.

 He was as broad across the shoulders as Ross, with the tan of someone who spent much of the year somewhere considerably warmer than Britain. His hair was silver-white, and there was a lot of character incised into his face. She could see the family lines here, like Gil, like Ross, but bonier at the temples and chin. A Kirk Douglas sort of face, she thought, where the exaggerations of feature only gave him more command.

 A hundred things to say flitted through her mind, all the vapid social pleasantries that the moment surely called for. But she was short of sleep and felt that there was a conversational trap in every direction, and what came out was just honesty.

 “I know this has turned out awkward for everyone. I know Ross wasn’t supposed to bring a guest. I guess there was a bit of miscommunication. I don’t mean to stir things up, but I’m here now. I’d like to make the best of it, if that’s okay?”

 He regarded her quizzically, as though she was pickled behind glass, and then something twitched in his face. A smile. “I’m Patrick Enderbough,” he told her. “Ross’s great-uncle.”

 “Delighted to meet you. Elena Mendes, though I guess you knew that.”

 “I did.” He took the hand she proffered, his own fingers startlingly dry, like sand. “They think you should probably go today. I’ve had a car made ready.”

 She regarded him steadily, fighting down the knee-jerk anger, because he’d phrased that very oddly. They presumably meant some bloc within the family, who had deputised Patrick to come talk to her. And yet he hadn’t said I think or even we think.

 “I don’t think Ross wants me to go. Or he wants to go with me. Which I guess isn’t an option.”

 “No.” Very firm, very flat, very much—again—with the indication that it was a majority decision that Patrick hadn’t necessarily agreed with. She’d been expecting the inquisition, after all, and most certainly from the elder generation, surely most likely to disapprove of her on a number of levels. And yet here was the elder generation and she could read a great deal of sympathy in his eyes.

 “A doctor, I understand,” he said. “You are, I mean.”

 “Studying,” she confirmed.

 “And you have the stomach for that, do you?” he asked candidly.

 “I mean, I’m not necessarily going to be a surgeon,” she said. “Actually I was thinking more the pharma industry.”

 He coughed abruptly, covering it with a monogrammed handkerchief: P.E. and a stitched design that recalled all manner of little flourishes she’d seen about the house, in the woodwork and on stone. Like spread wings woven from Celtic knotwork.

 Wings. And maybe she could have asked Patrick about the attack on Will, but that cough had shaken her. It had silenced the whole room, turned all eyes. A deep, resonant knock like a bass drum, all but rattling the window glass in the frames. Louder than even Patrick’s broad chest could account for.

 “I was a surgeon,” he said, into the quiet that produced. “I saw a great deal. Normandy, in particular. My commanding officer put me forward for a medal, for composure under extreme conditions. He didn’t understand that I’d already seen worse, before the war. Because I’d already come to Enderby the once.”

 And, because of a bad night, and because that cough had rattled her, she seized on precisely the wrong part of what he’d said and blurted out, “You can’t have been, surely. I mean you’d have been…” Looking at that lined face, the steady eyes, the full set of teeth when he grinned at her confusion. His evident strength. An old man, yes, but a hale one, and she knew that money could buy a lot of health, and the Enderbough clan surely had an obscene amount of money, but even so… “Ten…?” she hazarded. “Five?” Although honestly she’d have bet that he hadn’t even been born for that particular war. Was there some other meaning to ‘Normandy’?

 “Miss Mendes,” Patrick said, with a young man’s mischief lurking in his eyes, “I turned one hundred and eight last year. This is my third visit to Enderby, you see.” And again she missed the hook. Later she’d think back on it and try to puzzle out the precise way he said it, but right then she was so stunned by the assertion of his age that it was all she could think about.

 He coughed again, and she actually heard her cutlery rattle against the china. “If you change your mind,” he said, “come and find me and I’ll see about that car. It would be best, you see.” And still without actively recommending the course of action. Leaving her the option, no more than that.

 With far more ease than any one-hundred-and-eight year-old man should have mustered, he levered himself out of the chair and made his way towards the senior’s table. A couple of other elders—or possibly centenarians—glowered at her suspiciously, and at him, too. Quite the maverick, Patrick Enderbough.

 So what the hell was that all about? she wondered, but there was nobody around to give her answers. The expression on the face of the ascetic girl was cold and said clearly, If I were you I’d take the car, Yank.

 One of the rugby bros, Stewart—Tarquin?—made an appearance then, looking worse than Will had, though mostly through being hungover. Patrick Enderbough coughed again, like a cannon salute, and the greenish Stewart winced, looked bilious and rushed from the room.



 “Bloody hell, Melissa, is that a shotgun?” Ross demanded.

 Melissa looked unrepentant.

 “I mean, d’you think Will was got by some sort of prehistoric grouse?” He glanced at Will, who was looking pale, still. Not at all ready to go rambling in the woods as far as Elena was concerned, but just as obviously not to be dissuaded.

 “He was got by something,” she said. “And it’s very obviously something our seniors and betters are fully aware is out there, don’t you think? Dad absolutely took me to task this morning. Just like I was eight and I’d smashed the Chinese vase again. Except he wouldn’t actually tell me what was going on, so it was basically just him spitting feathers and shouting at me.”

 Elena tried to remember which of the middle table had been Melissa’s father, coming up with a solid, heavyset man whose face took her jaw and brow and turned them into something ogrish. From somewhere, her memory dredged up one more name. Jeffrey? Jeffrey de la Pole. Often to be seen with Ross’s Uncle Jas, and cut from the same coarse and bullying cloth if she was any judge. Probably not an easy man to have for a father.

 “Anyway, I plan to bag the fucker and give it to the chef, whatever it is,” Melissa finished defiantly. “See what Dad has to say to that.” That jaw was set, and the hands about the gun were only a little white at the knuckles. And it was a proper Elmer Fudd piece, Elena saw. Not what an Open Carry type would tout around back home, but double-barrelled and breech-loading.

 She strongly suspected they weren’t going to find anything, and that was probably just as well. That made the gun a liability, and she’d like to have persuaded Melissa to leave it behind, but that obviously wasn’t going to happen. At least the girl was carrying it pointed away from everyone and finger away from the trigger when they snuck out of the house by a side door Elena hadn’t even known existed.

 Last night she had been absolutely convinced that there was some sort of bird monster at large on the Enderby estate. In the light of morning, she wasn’t so sure. The idea that Will had got himself impaled on a sharp stick, and maybe a disturbed bird had exploded off through the trees at the same time, seemed entirely persuasive. And surely Neera would have been able to tell from the wound just what had gone in. She’d have been washing out fragments of bark and wood and whatever… Except Will and Melissa had gone all the way past ‘bird monster’ to ‘family conspiracy’ with a speed that said a lot about the collective childhood they shared with Ross.

 “Aunt Neera has a lab in the house, you know?” Will said as they reached the edge of the trees. “An actual laboratory somewhere.”

 “You’ve seen it?” Ross sounded doubtful.

 “No, but I believe it. She’s here all the time, on and off. Not just this stupid forty-year get-together thing.” Will looked up at the skeletal interlacings of the canopy and visibly swallowed, then took a forceful step under the shadow of the branches. He was pale and sweating, and Elena reckoned it wouldn’t be long before he’d need to go back, and then they all could, and this whole business could be put behind them.

 “Which is for what?” she asked them. “Ross never said. Just that your family did it, and it was very important so we couldn’t possibly not be there. Or he couldn’t, I guess.”

 “Well, it’s…” Will started.

 “It’s tradition,” said Melissa. “It’s just, once every generation Ye Whole Familie must gather, you know.” She skidded a little in the mud, holding the shotgun barrel high and swearing.

 “Forty years isn’t every generation,” Elena pointed out, and then reconsidered. “Your… great uncle? Patrick, he said he was a hundred and eight or something.”

 Ross rubbed at his neck. “I suppose he is, actually. I think most of them are, at the high table.”

 “A hundred and eight?” Elena looked from face to face, seeing none of the surprise she felt should be there. “I mean he’s not going limbo dancing any time soon, but that sure is one hale and hearty centenarian.”

 “My dad always says, ‘good stock,’” Melissa put in. “Runs in the family. Enderboughs and all the little branches.”

 “What did Uncle Patrick want, anyway?” Ross wanted to know.

 “He cornered me at breakfast. He was trying to get me to leave. He even had a car ready, he said.”

 Melissa stopped. “Dad said you couldn’t. He was righteously pissed off at Ross for bringing you, but said you were part of it now. He said…”

 “I’d seen too much?”

 They were all three of them looking at her now.

 “Did you…” Ross lowered his voice to a whisper. The quiet beneath the trees was a hollow and hungry thing. “…see anything?”

 So she told them about the body under the sheet, ornamenting every detail with disclaimers and expecting them to be as sceptical about it as she was about the killer grouse. When she’d done, though, they’d bought every word of it, were more convinced by the story than she herself was.

 “I think I’ve always known,” said Will in a taut voice, “that there was something. I mean, it seemed too good to be true, so much of it.”

 Melissa frowned. “You do know that’s how having a lot of money works, Will?”

 “No, I mean, it’s as if…” And then he mumbled something, and shrugged, and then winced with pain, which got him out of repeating himself. Elena had been leaning close, though, and she thought she’d caught what he said.

 It’s as if we made a deal.

 She shivered. Melissa finished fussing over Will, and for a moment it looked like they were turning round and heading back. He wouldn’t have it, though, and they ended up forging on, and that was when they found the clearing.



 It wasn’t so terrible. Not on the face of it. Not if they were just making a catalogue of physical evidence. Not in the light of day. Just a clearing in the woods, the only one they’d found. Far off the track, and the only reason they found it was that Melissa had been leading, and what she’d thought was the track wasn’t. And of course, Elena thought later, if they’d actually stayed on one of the uncertain little trails through the trees, they’d never have found anything, no birds, no clearing, no stakes, no blood. It would have been safe and uneventful and they’d have returned before nightfall all buoyed up with their defiance of the older generation. And perhaps that had been, at heart, what the others had wanted. Not what they actually found.

 And after all, what was it, really? If she hadn’t been with the others, and if they hadn’t been so rattled by it, maybe she’d have taken it as ‘just one of those things British people have.’ Like Stonehenge or the Wicker Man.

 She wished she hadn’t thought of the Wicker Man.

 A clearing, and she reckoned it had been intentionally made, and then routinely recleared, but not that often. There was a growth of new fern and flower that the relatively bare floor beneath the trees had been lacking, and they could all see where it had been trampled down. Other people coming off the path. The scuff of solid boots. Drag marks.

 There were seven stakes and they’d obviously been there a long time. Big wooden posts, almost black with a creosote-like preservative. The ropes were the same colour, absolutely crusted with tar and as thick as Elena’s wrist.

 “What the fuck is this?” Melissa demanded.

 The others were silent.

 “I mean, what the fuck?” she said. Her voice, harsh and loud, was the only sound, and the trees ate the echo.

 “Did you know about this?” she asked of Ross, and “Did you?” of Will. Both shook their heads.

 “We don’t even know… what this is,” said Will, weakly. He looked very much like he wished he hadn’t come. “I mean it could have been here for… decades. Folkways, you know. Maypoles…”

 Nobody said the obvious, about how recently someone—some several persons—had been tramping about here. Elena was right up against Ross, virtually in his armpit, and he looked very glad of it—to have someone there he could pretend to be unflappable for, when he was very obviously flapped.

 “I mean it’s weird,” Will rambled on. “But it doesn’t have to mean… it doesn’t have to have anything to do with… I mean, we’ve not seen a bird.”

 Elena glanced up at the trees. They all did. The branches were bare, though. No ill-omened thing was roosting there.

 Because they’ve already been fed. Another thing Elena wasn’t going to say.

 It was Ross who reached out and touched one of the posts. In the end he was the only one with the stomach for it. And she’d have liked to believe the reddish stickiness that came off on his fingertips was just the preservative. But she didn’t believe that, and nor would the others. Although Will was still talking, almost to himself, saying it needn’t be this, it didn’t have to be that…

 And no more, and they tried to follow the tracks of whoever had been there, but lost themselves in the trees; not good enough outdoors types to do it. And in the end, with the afternoon drawing on, they hurried back. None of them wanting to be seen where they shouldn’t be. None of them wanting to be where nobody should be.

 “Patrick,” Elena said, as they crossed to the same side door.

 “Uncle Patrick,” Ross confirmed. “Great-Uncle, actually. What about him?”

 “I was thinking that he… I think he was trying to help me. It’s like Melissa said. They’d decided I wasn’t leaving. He was offering me a chance to get out.” Unless something was going to happen to me once I was away from the house. But if that had been the game, she’d had no sense of it from the old man. “I think… he obviously knows what’s going on.”



 It had been hard to sit at dinner, having seen what they’d seen, minds full of what they thought they knew. A couple of the other youngsters who’d been playing games or lounging or trying to get phone reception all day wondered where they’d been. They put on a magnificent united front of vagueness and handwaving.

 From the middle table, Elena felt eyes on them. When she glanced up, Gil and Uncle Jas and the formidably scowling Jeffrey de la Pole just seemed to be making desultory conversation, their offspring and unwanted guest the furthest thing from their mind. When Elena looked to her plate again, their unseen regard settled on her like a claw-fingered grip.

 When she glanced up next, Neera was staring straight at her, cool and assessing, and Elena looked away hurriedly.

 A lab, on the grounds, she thought, and applied herself to her dessert.

 It had been agreed she should go to Patrick alone. Whatever sympathy he might harbour for her might evaporate in the face of other family members. He hadn’t been offering to bring up a car for Ross or the injured Will, after all. He hadn’t been there at dinner, but the elder’s table had been almost empty anyway, only a couple of husky grandmas debating something about the stock exchange in overloud voices. Instead, Ross had drawn her a map to Patrick’s room, in a whole different wing of the house, because when he’d tried verbal directions she’d lost the thread almost at once.

 So here she was, creeping through the house after dark. From below came a bellow of raucous laughter. Gil and a couple of his peers were playing cards down there, and drinking. She’d looked in on them. It hadn’t felt like rich old cousins cutting loose, but like soldiers in the trenches or police on a stake-out. The money, the cards, the play, all of it giving the impression that their minds were absolutely elsewhere and drawn taut as wires.

 And she turned a corner, consulting her map by the light of her phone. There was a stuffed deer’s head on the wall that was a landmark Ross had given her. So far so good. Ahead was a chill breeze. A sash window open to its utmost. She paused, obscurely terrified by it. The night was far too cold for someone to want a breath of fresh air.

 What if it got in? The thing, the bird thing that had attacked Will. That had… something to do with the stakes. She was sure of it. Images of harpies, furies, of fierce avian things descending on bound captives. The eagle with Prometheus’s liver.

 She heard it. A weird, high sound drifting from the massed darkness of the woods. And it wasn’t as though she could see the trees now, after nightfall, but somehow she felt them, the vastness of them for all that it was a tiny patch of woodland compared to the great wilds of America. The oldness of them. And now they were singing to her. Just as Melissa and Will had said. A keen, shrill sound, and not from a single throat. A wordless chorus that ebbed and flowed, ghostly and graceful, about an insistent, repeating rhythm. As though it was the tide calling to her. As though it was the sky, the music of the spheres. The world around her was growing numb and distant and her eyes unfocused. The part of her brain that understood miracles and believed in God spread a warmth through her head. She felt her jaw go slack.

 Then there was a clatter from nearby, harsh and artificial and shockingly familiar. Hollow aluminium tubes slotting together. Tents, stretchers, hospital beds. The same piece of convenience for anything that was light and needed to be assembled quickly. She jolted awake, aware that something had been happening to her, and that it wasn’t anymore. Before it could happen again, she slammed the window closed.

 Something was going on, around the corner. Patrick’s room. She hadn’t thought she was that close. Turns out she’d gotten ahead of herself and it wasn’t even the right deer’s head. And she saw.

 Neera was there, and Melissa’s dad, Jeffrey, and one of the elders, an angular man with a scar under one eye. And they were looking at her. They’d heard the window. They had a wheeled stretcher up, just as she’d pictured in her mind’s eye. And when she appeared, Neera lunged to cover what was on it, but too late this time. Now she really had seen too much.

 Patrick Enderbough wouldn’t be telling her any family secrets. What had been done to the body seemed almost too on the nose, if someone—something—had been trying to silence him. His throat had been ripped out, but more than that. His lower jaw entire was gone, and the upper bars of his ribcage were snapped and bent, jabbing upwards so that she knew exactly what had so deformed the sheet the other night.

 They stared and she stared and redness bloomed like poppies over the drape Neera had thrown over the body.








 

 

The half-dozen statuettes he’d decided to decorate his room with were—probably the words were ‘highly stylised,’ though Elena would also have accepted ‘creepy as fuck.’ Long-legged, hunch-backed, the small head well below the great round curve of the shoulders. The V carved into the chest was a sharp nose, looking down, she realised
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 She understood, in that moment, that she’d crossed a line. She, the interloper, the outsider. She could see the future, and it involved Gil Enderbough telling Ross next morning how that Mendes girl had taken the offer of a car after all, left the house at midnight. Doubtless waiting for him in a hotel, in their student apartment in Baltimore, with her family in Columbia, OR, anywhere but here. And by the time Ross had the connectivity to try and get hold of her it would be too late. It, whatever it was, would have happened here. And any attempts to find her from outside would get lost in the abrasive storm of Enderbough money.

 She drew back, finding that the body, even covered, exerted a hypnotic pull on her. Jeffrey de la Pole was already lunging forwards, startlingly fast for a big, middle-aged man. He had a lot of that Enderbough huskiness to him, that had given even the late Patrick such a powerful physical presence. She had no illusions about being able to fight him off.

 She stumbled back, bouncing off the wall. With a blur of motion, he had her sleeve.

 And stopped.

 His eyes were fixed over her shoulder. His face, previously as cold and composed as a cadaver’s, twisted with a hard fury.

 Elena craned round. Melissa was there. Melissa, Jeffrey’s daughter. She’d been dogging Elena’s footsteps all the way. The ugly, angry expression on her face was perhaps the one thing she shared with her father, right then. She’d seen it. No doubt about that. She’d seen the thing before the sheet came down.

 The iron pincer of Jeffrey’s fingers unclamped, like an industrial process played in reverse.

 “We will talk about this,” he said, leaden words escaping him like bullets, “in the morning.” He was only talking to Melissa. Elena, the foreigner, was beneath his notice.

 Then there was another hand on her, infinitely more welcome: Melissa, drawing Elena away from Jeffrey’s hulking shadow, getting between them, looking with absolute loathing at her father.

 “We will talk,” Jeffrey repeated, identical weaponised inflection, but Melissa was already drawing Elena away.

 As they retreated, she thought she heard the singing again, high and piercing, enchanting in a way that had nothing to do with musicality. She stumbled, and Melissa did too, with identical timing, so she knew the other girl had heard it too.



 They woke Will. Ross was still up, sitting on their bed fully dressed and fiddling with a pen that way he’d done ever since trying and then giving up smoking, that one time.

 Elena let Melissa tell it. Her own account, in her Oregon accent, would not convince. Every word would just drive a wedge between her and the others. But Melissa was family.

 “Uncle Patrick’s… dead?” Will seemed to be having a hard time getting his head around it.

 “And he’s not the first,” Melissa insisted. “You heard what Elena said, about the night before. And it’s just… business as usual, to them. I saw them: Neera, Great-Uncle Godfrey; my dad, even.”

 “I don’t get it. I mean… this gathering happens every generation,” Will said. “That means that Uncle Patrick, Uncle Barty, all of them, they were here last time, forty years ago and change.” At their uncertain look he forged on. “So they knew. If it’s business as usual, if it’s expected, then it happened last time, right? So why the devil would you actually come here?”

 “Maybe it’s something new. Some big fight inside the family. That we never heard of,” Ross suggested uncertainly. “Like a coup?”

 “I mean, why have us here, then? If something like that was on the agenda?” Will wanted to know.

 “You’re missing the point,” Elena said quietly.

 “So what’s the point?” Ross asked her.

 “This wasn’t like…” Her eyes met Melissa’s. “The body. What had been done to it.”

 “It wasn’t like the assassination of Caesar, is what she means.” Melissa came to her aid. “Something had butchered poor Uncle Patrick. It was like an animal. I mean, it would have had to be a lion, or something. Something that big.”

 Elena thought queasily of the various trophies stuffed and mounted around the house. Surely there was a lion amongst them. She thought about wolves, that Ross had said were being reintroduced to Britain. She thought about the timeless strength of the Enderboughs, that seemed to endure like the trees of the woodland around them.

 She wondered if it was a full moon.

 She said none of these things.

 “Something’s fucked up here,” Melissa said. “Something’s profoundly fucked up with this family. And that’s why we’re all here. And I think the idea is that by the time we leave this little get-together, we’re all initiated into the secret. All part of the cult or whatever the bloody fuck is going on here. I mean, didn’t you always think there was something?”

 Ross and Will both looked wide-eyed enough that presumably they hadn’t. That whatever they’d seen or heard growing up had blended seamlessly with the eccentricities and excesses that wealth and class privilege permit. But perhaps Jeff de la Pole hadn’t been quite as subtle at stretching a human face over whatever monstrousness was going on.

 “I don’t understand what we’re supposed to do about it,” Will said in a quiet voice. “I mean, I think we all know how good the family is at making problems go away. It’s happened in the past. I reckon I know three servants who found out stuff, and who we paid to keep schtum. Or threatened. And I know about a dozen different lawsuits that just… went away. And we have nothing. No proof—”

 “You’re getting far too far ahead, Will,” Melissa said determinedly. “That’s all for another day entirely. What we do now is, we leave.”

 “It’s still dark,” Ross pointed out.

 “And?”

 “Last time you jaunted about at night, Will got stabbed.”

 “And this time there’ll be four of us and I’ll have a bloody shotgun. But we go now, because if we leave it then that window will be shut. And it’s a good night for it. It’s a—”

 “Full moon,” Elena finished for her, feeling a weird sense of unreality about everything. Shock ringing about her mind and body and getting in the way of every thought.

 And of course Melissa hadn’t meant it like that, had just been thinking about visibility and illumination, but Elena’s tone brought over exactly what she was thinking. So that Will gave out a hollow, hopeless little laugh. A laugh that said, No, but really… And then he met Elena’s eyes, and Melissa’s, the two who’d seen the corpse, and he swallowed and said nothing.



 By the time Elena had shoved some essentials into a shoulder bag and put on an extra layer of clothes, Melissa was back with a grim expression.

 “Gun’s gone,” she said shortly. “He knows we were out.” And there were a hundred clues, surely, that could have tipped off her father, from muddy shoes to one of the staff seeing them enter the woods. But the thought was still chilling.

 “We get out now,” Melissa said, as much to herself as to Elena. As though she felt the enormous, centuries-long inheritance of the Enderboughs rearing up from the root-enmeshed earth of their ancestral home, reaching to snare her and drag her down.

 Will turned up then, looking pale and frightened, all that Byronic poise gone. A kid, Elena thought. For all that he was her age, studying law at Oxford with a career and a future all picked out for him. Just a kid, at that moment. And then Ross was shrugging into his coat, pulling on the woolly hat with the bobble that she’d always made fun of.

 The four of them exchanged looks. Elena could almost taste the pleading in the air. To her, this felt almost inevitable. Nice American girl goes to creepy old British family pile, meets creepy old relatives. Of course there’s a curse, there’s a cult, there’s something. More than that: nice Latina girl living in Columbia, OR, studying in Baltimore, MD, she’d had her fair share of seeing the skin peeled back to expose the nastiness beneath. Catching people unawares so that the racism showed like a shirt tail they thought they’d tucked neatly out of sight. And this was more, and it was older, but it felt like it was all on the same continuum. But for the other three, this was their family. And while Melissa had plainly been fighting against the bonds of kinship for a while, Will and Ross had coasted through their childhoods with a minimum of friction. Until now. They wanted someone to laugh and say it had all been a joke. They wanted Uncle Jas or Gilchrist or Neera to leap out with a party hat on and say it was all an elaborate hoax the family always put on for the younger generation. For Uncle Patrick to turn up, still alive and laughing at their confusion. They hadn’t seen the body.

 And yet they were ready to go, despite that. Melissa and Elena’s words, the clearing and the stakes, the bird-thing, the singing. None of it added up to any coherent whole they could imagine, but there was some invisible secret all of these elements orbited about, detectable from its pull like a black hole.

 When they reached the door, and Melissa had the key, and it turned in the lock, and the door opened onto a moon-drenched expanse of manicured lawn before the trees took up, Elena found that she hadn’t believed in it. Surely the older generation would have second-guessed them. Surely they’d be waiting at the door, or the key would have been hidden, or… something. Some barrier to turn them back before they even escaped the house. But no, Melissa’s insistent now had somehow outstripped the reaction time of their elders. Dealing with Patrick’s body, no doubt. Some crypt, some crumbling Poe-style mausoleum where body upon hideously ravaged body was locked.

 In lieu of a shotgun, Melissa had brought a bundle of walking sticks to share out, each one solid and heavy enough to get a decent swing with. She looked as though the prospect of beating some monstrous bird to death was exactly what the doctor had ordered.

 Except the doctor in question was probably Neera, Elena considered, whose Nobel-Prize-refusing halo had slipped somewhat, now. And who had a lab on the grounds, allegedly. And did Elena really believe that? Did she believe that one of the world’s most brilliant bioscientists was breeding mad bird monsters for… reasons? That was where all her speculations ran off a cliff, because why? Because, even taking the eccentricities of wealth into account, it all seemed a little… extra. A little above and beyond the call of weird old family tradition.



 Melissa had thought about their escape. Once out, they didn’t cross to the trees straight away, but skirted the edge of the house, creeping through the rosebushes and ducking past even the darkened windows. Trailing a hand along the stonework was like walking through time. Elena could feel each successive re-edification, the new wings, the extensions, each with its own period’s signature materials and methods. And still she felt the house wasn’t huge, not even large enough to justify the confusing tangle of hall and hallways within. She thought of snail shells, constructed chamber by chamber in an organic process driven by nothing like thought.

 Then they came to a wall with few windows, and those small and utterly lightless. As though only constant observation had been keeping them away, here the woods had crept closer to the house, a shorter distance for them to dash across before they were hidden from human eyes. And exposed to something else.

 What if… But the way Melissa was hefting her stick was the answer to that. If they ran into whatever hunted in the woods she’d make the thing regret the meeting. And it’s used to prey that’s tied and helpless. Another shiver, above and beyond the cold.

 They shared a look, nods all round, and then they ran. A crunching flurry across gravel, a slip and a skid on damp grass, and then the trees closed round them like deep water. Then there was a pause, a fickle light from a phone. A compass, some family heirloom, brass-bound and faintly nautical.

 “Wall or fence all the way around the grounds,” Melissa explained. “Normally, estates like this, there are plenty of places you can hop in or out, where it’s just a low hedge or ditch. I reckon they don’t have the same gaps here. Because of whatever the fuck our folks are apparently doing. So: main gate. The big drive has a gatehouse next to it, and probably they’ve got staff there. To stop poachers or right-to-roam types or whatever.”

 “Unless they let the thing in the woods do for them,” Will whispered, which Elena reckoned she could have done without.

 “But I found a map.” And she had it up on her phone, a creditably still, clear photo of a creased old document under glass, up on a wall somewhere Elena hadn’t even found. Her estimation of Melissa only increased.

 “This shows two other gates. I think one’s just… woods. Woods either side of the fence. Or, if the trail’s still there, there’s no sign of it from the house. But there’s a side trail here.” She jabbed the lit phone off into the woods determinedly, meaning here on the map but there in the world. “And there’s a gate. Probably locked, chained to fuckery, but there. We head this way and either we hit the trail that leads to it, or we hit the fence and work round. There’s a bridle path that runs most of the perimeter.”

 “You’ve worked this out,” Ross noted.

 “Ross, I do not get on with my parents and I do not get on with the wider family, present company excepted. They are not accepting of my life choices, let us say. I’ve been looking into back doors since I first got here.” She shook her head. “Not because I thought there was some fucked up monster-murder-sacrifice-god-the-fuck-knows-what going on, but just… for me.”

 “Well thanks for letting us hitch a lift,” Will said. “Let’s move before my balls retract. It’s freezing.”

 Something flapped in the branches overhead and they froze. And probably it was just a bird. A non-monstrous bird. A clumsy owl, maybe. But when Melissa broke the spell and headed off into the trees, they followed so close they were treading on one another’s heels.

 The moon might have been full, and the boughs overhead might have been bare, but the light barely got a look in, as though the trees themselves were shedding darkness like old leaves. Elena barely had a chance to get spooked about their surroundings, because keeping up with Ross was a full-time job, and he was devoting the same concentration to keeping track of Melissa. It was only the occasional flash of her lit phone that steered them. Melissa herself seemed to be a font of confidence, using the ancient map and its contemporaneous compass as though she was Lewis, Clark, York and Sacagawea all rolled into one.

 When she paused, though, even just to consult her tools once more, the quiet moved in on them. The trees loomed, in reality and in her imagination. Ancient woodland, ancient families, ancient secrets. How many other clearings with stakes? What had killed Patrick? What was the Curse of the Enderboughs? The jumbled facts kept trying to assemble themselves in her head like too many belongings in an overstuffed suitcase, jutting out too many different ways to get it closed. The family met here every generation, except they lived long enough that their generations were spaced wide apart. Wide apart, yet synchronised in some weird way. Will, Melissa, Ross, the rugger bros and the rest, all of an age. Gil, Uncle Jas, Jeffrey de la Pole, all of an age. Patrick and the other hale and hearty ancients likewise. And there was something terrible here, that they came back to. Unless the terrible thing was within them all along, and Enderby was just where they brought it, when it came time for the curse to strike… And it preyed on the Enderboughs, because it had most certainly done for Patrick. But that wasn’t the whole of its menu, because there had been someone tied in the clearing to…

 She felt sick, something profoundly obvious fighting past her every attempt to overlook it, to leap and gibber right in the forefront of her imagination. Abruptly she stumbled, and then the solid ground to her left turned out to be a root-knuckled slope that she skidded down, as punishing as a flight of stairs. Ross let out a yell to warn the others, and came scrabbling after her into the utter dark. His hand, clutching her leg and gathering her up, was infinitely reassuring.

 “God damn it, what are you doing?” came Melissa’s angry hiss from above. “We’re almost clear. We must be almost to the fence.”

 “Well, please excuse the fact that we’re bumbling through a forest at two in the morning,” Ross shot back. “Just give us a hand, will you?”

 “You come up.”

 “We’re trying to come up.” Scaling the slope was proving surprisingly tricky. The roots that had so bruised Elena on the way down weren’t offering much in the way of handholds. They jutted out of the earth just enough to give her a good pummelling, then dived back in. Eventually Melissa wedged her walking stick between two trees up top and strung herself halfway down to them, reaching down as Will tried to keep the torch on his phone steady.

 From shockingly nearby, something began singing. Elena registered it subconsciously before her ears passed on the news, freezing even as Melissa’s hand clasped her wrist. A fierce, aggressive, unpleasant noise like a circular saw biting into metal, yet a moment later it was past her conscious appraisal, opening out inside her head into that unearthly, weirdly beautiful song. She felt her fingers go slack and forced herself to reciprocate Melissa’s grip.

 “Pull!” she hissed. “Please!”

 Melissa’s face, in the torchlight, was screwed up into a hideous grimace. She had her eyes closed as though, by blocking one sense, she could exclude them all. With a furious effort she hauled Elena up, and they tumbled together across the knobbly, icy ground.

 Below, Ross let out a yell, high and scared. The singing was rising in pitch, and it came from more than one throat. Two, three, a whole choir of them, high in the trees. The torch was out. Will must have dropped the phone, but Elena had no memory of the transition. Something big clattered to life overhead, showering them with broken twigs. She heard a solid thud as something else, some kindred horror, dropped down to the forest floor nearby.

 Melissa shook her. “Ross!” she snapped. “We have to get him up. Come on, Elena. I need you.”

 Ross seemed very far away. Elena’s own body seemed very far away as she let Melissa haul her over to the lip of the slope. The moon showed her a pale splash that was Ross’s face. The faint shimmer of his reaching hands. Then something passed between them, momentarily eclipsing him. She felt the shudder of the air, the rattle of wings. She should have screamed and recoiled, then. Instead, she just lunged forwards, almost too far—would have been too far if Melissa hadn’t steadied her. Far enough that she brushed fingertips with Ross, and he jumped, and caught her hand. His boots were scrabbling at the slope, but his full weight was on her arm for a moment, wrenching her shoulder hard enough to tear a scream from her. Then he was partway up, panic lending him all kinds of parkour skills. Melissa pulled back on Elena, and Will got Ross’s other arm in his good hand.

 She felt the thing hit Ross. Felt it thunder into him in idiot, frenzied flight, and then cling, an extra weight. Ross cried out in horror and pain, kicking and flailing. Nobody had a stick to hand, they were utterly exposed. Then Melissa put in one last furious effort and had Elena three steps backwards and Ross dragged onto level ground, frantically prying and beating at something.

 The moon showed her almost nothing. A dark shape, hunched, the size of a small dog. The wan light seemed to filter straight through its wings, making them nothing but a luminous blur. She saw the glitter of hard little eyes. Then it was beating savagely through the branches above them. And gone.

 The singing had stopped at some point, though she had no recollection when. Now it took up again, further into the woods, an eldritch choral parliament reconvening where it need not suffer human interference.

 Elena collapsed back onto the hard ground, feeling her abused shoulder in all its painful glory. Relishing the sensation, because it was immediate and undiluted and meant she had her mind to herself again.

 “Did it get you?” Melissa was asking Ross.

 “I’m scratched to F,” he said, sounding shaky. “I think… I’m bleeding. It’s fine. We need to go on. We’d better go on.”

 Elena was on her feet. She didn’t recall getting up. The singing was louder.

 They were pushing through the trees, almost running. They hadn’t found the trail yet. Melissa was cursing her phone battery. The singing was right at their back. There were wings overhead. The terror rising in Elena was more from the holes in her recollection of all of this, the realisation that something was robbing her of parts of her memory. Ross had her hand, pulling her forwards. Without it, would she just be standing vacant-eyed amongst the trees as the wings sang to her and readied their beaks? Little shiny eyes and gossamer wings. And hadn’t she read in a hundred urban fantasy stories how the fairy folk were proper little fuckers when you got down to the actual myths, and not nice little easily-marketable flower adornments at all? Old families and old secrets and old ways…

 Then Will was saying, “What’s that? What’s that noise?” and it was the fairy singing, of course it was. Except it wasn’t. There wasn’t any singing, and now it was gone she was horribly uncertain how real it had been, because so much of the sound had been created inside her head and not entered through the ears.

 But there really was a sound now, both more mundane and even less welcome.

 “The fucker,” said Melissa, the refined British-ness of her accent giving the familiar American word a peculiar edge. She meant her father, Elena had no doubt. And she was absolutely correct to link what they were hearing to the man, because they were hearing dogs.

 Then, abruptly, they were at the wall. Elena felt a rush of hope that dashed itself against those tall stones almost immediately. Nine, ten feet of stone, and the moonlight was strong enough, now they were out of the trees, to glint on what looked like jagged glass up there. They’d have needed to be birds themselves to get over. Melissa didn’t miss a beat, though. There was indeed an open track running below the wall, lightly rutted by tyres or perhaps hooves, and she headed along it without a moment’s hesitation. But the gate would be locked and chained, like she said, and the dogs were already closer. Or were they dogs? All Elena’s thoughts of full moons were abruptly in the front of her mind, conquering the fairy folk, or perhaps banding together with them to make one massed league of Old World curses and horrors. And she ran, because when the dogs were on your trail, what else was there to do but run?

 She’d seen pictures of the dogs they used to hunt foxes in Britain, back when it was allowed, and—Ross had intimated—also when it wasn’t. They were floppy, happy, friendly-looking dogs. Unless you were a fox, presumably. What was coming through the trees for them didn’t sound like that sort of dog. Close enough, now, that she could hear snarls and panting breath amongst the barking.

 Will stumbled, and Ross just hoiked him up by the armpit, set him on his feet and virtually carried him the two paces it took him to regain his stride. Melissa let out a sound that was part despair, part triumph. There was a gate ahead, an arm in the stone of the wall. It wasn’t a quaint old wooden portal to be kicked open in a moment of desperation. It was iron bars and an enormous bolt and chain clasped about it like a python. Melissa had something out from inside her coat, though, and to Elena’s astonishment and lasting admiration she saw long-handled bolt cutters in the girl’s hands.

 Then the dogs caught them, three hounds spilling out onto the path just past the gate. Ross rounded on them, walking stick in hand, waiting for them to lunge, but the animals just held their ground, barking ferociously, announcing that they had done their duty and cornered their prey. Another two stood on the path at Elena’s back. They were big, heavy bloodhound beasts, deep-chested and wrinkle-faced. If they hadn’t been in such a fury of accusation, then probably she could have scratched them under the jowls and made friends with them. They knew their business, though, and drew a clear distinction between master and quarry.

 Melissa’s teeth glinted in the moonlight as she set the bolt cutters to the chain—thick enough that she had to open them to their fullest—and then something huge stepped from the trees beyond the dogs, moving unlike a hound, unlike a man, shaped like a nightmare, too tall, too many limbs. Elena whimpered wretchedly.

 It lit them up, the searing beam of a torch pinning them in place just as much as the dogs. It stalked forwards on thin, deliberate limbs, and there was an almost audible click in Elena’s head as she recontextualised what she was seeing. A man, on a horse. Just a man on a horse, and where it had stepped from must be the trail they’d never found. Jeffrey de la Pole, on a horse, and behind him a couple of other riders.

 Melissa lowered the bolt cutters and stood there as her father approached. She was shaking, and some of that might have been cold, but Elena was willing to bet it was mostly adrenaline and rage.

 “Just what the hell do you think you’re doing?” Jeffrey demanded. Squinting past the torch, Elena saw his face in the backwash of the light, pale and frog-eyed with fury.

 “Whatever you’re doing here,” Melissa got out, “I want no part of it. None of us do. We’re leaving.”

 “Nobody is leaving,” spat Jeffrey. “And you are a part of it. What you think, what you want, what your current fad of the bloody moment is, none of it matters in any possible way. You have spent your whole life thumbing your nose at your responsibilities, spiting your own flesh and blood, indulging one ridiculous whim after another. It stops here. This is what you were born to, Melissa Jane de la Pole. This is your bloody inheritance and you do not get to walk away. I won’t allow it.” He was incandescent with fury, perhaps the single angriest human being Elena had ever seen, yet every word came out with the crisp, clear diction of a Shakespearean actor.

 “You expect me to stay, after seeing what I saw?” Melissa demanded. “After what you did to Uncle Patrick?” She shook the bolt cutters at him and the horse shied, dancing sideways a step. Jeffrey dropped the torch and wrenched at the reins. Then there was a blur and Melissa cried out and fell to one knee. It was so sudden, so unseen in the instant it happened, that Elena actually looked up, listened for wings. Only a moment later did she see the riding crop in Jeffrey’s black-gloved hand. Melissa was clutching her face.

 “We are going back to the house,” Jeffrey declared. “All of you are going back to the house. This is your family. This is your duty. It’s time all three of you started living up to that. Or did you think that everything we’ve given you was free?”

 Melissa lunged to her feet, and for a moment Elena thought she would go for the man, drag him from the saddle, take that final irrevocable step into open and violent rebellion. But he brandished the crop again and she flinched back.

 And when they all started back for the house, chastened youth and stern age and the dogs, Elena was left with the bitter understanding that she had no family skin in this game, but she was absolutely not being allowed to leave.



 They were locked in a pantry, initially. Not exactly a purpose-built dungeon, and Elena was slightly surprised Enderby didn’t seem to have one. The door was solid oak, though, metal-bound, and the lock wasn’t about to yield under what meagre battering they could give it. And anyway, before they could work up some desperate escape plan using a leg of lamb and some tinned peaches, the middle generation were back. Jeffrey entered in the lead, still in his heavy outdoors tweeds, and Gil and Uncle Jas and a couple of the Enderbough women, and a man Elena reckoned was Will’s father. And Neera, the one person Elena had really wanted to meet and now the one she dreaded the most.

 They regarded the four would-be escapees for a moment, and Elena braced herself for the mother of all family interventions, because everyone had a parent right there. It would be unpleasant, but it was at least a familiar scenario amongst the crookedness of the night. But instead of that, Jeffrey just said, “Well, it’s time.”

 An unspoken communion, and Will’s father said, “William, come here. Not the rest of you, just William.”

 Will took a single step, then stopped and said, “Why? What’s—”

 “Just do it.” And there was a dreadful flatness to the man’s face, ruthlessly repressing whatever he might be feeling. Elena was suddenly very aware of the sheer physicality of them all, men and women both. The solidity, the brute heaviness of them.

 Will faltered, looked back, face twisted. His father barked his name once more, and he went.

 The door closed behind them. The key turned in the lock.







 

 

It was in a glass-fronted case, resting on faded green velvet. A piece of what she guessed was ivory or horn, yellowed with age, rounded by time. The work was simultaneously far simpler than either of the other depictions, and yet more vital, more expressive. The face, just great round eyes and a sharp V of a nose. A double row of zigzag markings on each side of the notional torso to indicate arms folded inwards. The hunch of its back, grotesque, worked deliberately from the natural curve of the medium. And, faint at the lowest edge where wear had almost erased it, a stream of tiny stick figures dancing or running or…




  [image: A photo of a carved ivory sculpture resting on a textured surface. The curved top of the sculpture depicts a crude face, with wide, bulbous eyes and a pointed nose or beak, and the bottom of the sculpture ends in a chipped, tapered end covered in indistinct stick figures.]






 

5.


 Melissa’s swollen face, from where the crop had hit her, soon became more than a bag of ice from the cavernous freezer could cope with. Ross didn’t seem to know what to do, so Elena decided to just be tactlessly American and bang on the door and make loud demands until a sour-faced Uncle Jas turned up with painkillers. After that, they sat in silence, and eventually everyone got some sort of sleep, taking turns on the pile of coats they’d made on the floor. Melissa didn’t have much to say, between the swelling and the post-rage exhaustion. While she dozed, though, Elena tried to draw Ross out a little. He seemed in shock.

 “I mean, I knew,” he said after a while, and then, hurriedly, “Not anything about this! But that some of the family weren’t… the nicest people. But you expect that. Like in any family. Your cousin Carlos.”

 Elena nodded philosophically. Carlos the Black Sheep, shame of the family, only out of the big house a year after a spectacularly ill-judged attempt to rob a gas station. She didn’t think that quite stacked up against whatever the hell was going on at Enderby but she allowed Ross the point. Mostly because he wasn’t trying to score points. He was trying to recontextualise a large part of his entire world.

 “I mean, if you kept your ears open, you worked out that a lot of how we stayed on top involved… well, you can imagine. Insider trading, brokering influence, dealing with some… pretty ropy people. When bad things happen in the world, the family fortunes spike, right? Arms industry, energy industry, that kind of thing. And you wonder, sometimes, whether there isn’t a finger on the scales sometimes, to make sure that the next profitably bad thing happens on time. I remember seeing a picture. It was after a coup, some place, Central America. There was Great-Uncle Godfrey, just in the background with a bunch of European diplomatic staff. And you won’t ever see an Enderbough in parliament, but you can catch us slipping into Number Ten. Wherever a good face-to-face chat behind closed doors can change the world, you know. But that’s not…”

 Evil. It was the word that came to her. She’d bet it was the word that came to Ross, too, though he didn’t say it.

 Melissa had moaned and mumbled, turned over, subsided back into whatever sleep could be had.

 “It’s… diffuse,” he said at last. “It’s not like clubbing baby seals or tying women to train tracks. No moustaches were twirled in the making of this family.” A hollow laugh. “But you know—unless you’re totally oblivious—that bad things were done. And you either tell yourself you have the right, rich and influential as you are, to profit from these things. Or that these things are for some nebulous trickle-down good which time will bring out, even if right now it looks like only you are the beneficiary. Or you try to put distance between you and it, while you get your head straight.”

 “Like you did,” Elena prompted.

 “Have I, though?” Ross asked, sounding surprised by his own clarity. “Have I ever? I mean, who was paying tuition at Johns Hopkins, exactly? While I played the dilettante and told myself I was boldly making my own way in the world. It’s like those stories about the ‘self-made’ millionaires where you find that they had a great big handout from the folks to start it all. And then the family say, ‘Come to this special party,’ and… this. This utterly F’d up thing that’s happening here. Whatever the F it even is.”

 Elena wanted to say a lot of things, then. At least partly, she wanted to shake him and demand to know exactly how he thought any of this had worked. Except she knew Ross, and one of the things that contributed to his endearing amiability was his ability to be completely oblivious to a great deal of what was going on. And now they were here, in the middle of this fucked-up thing, and he couldn’t ignore it. Even though they didn’t actually know what it was.



 In the morning, Will came to let them out.

 They expected Jeffrey or Uncle Jas or severe old Great-Uncle Godfrey. And indeed Godfrey was standing in the background, his lined, hard face unreadable. He was another example of elder Enderbough manhood, broad-chested still, heavy-shouldered. His eyes never seemed to fully open, so that he glowered at them through slits. He said nothing, only watched Will as the youth hauled open the heavy door.

 Melissa, awake now, lunged to hug him, then drew back.

 “I thought they’d…” she started, trailed off as though not sure what she’d thought they’d do, or not sure they hadn’t done it.

 “I’m fine,” Will said. “Everything’s fine.”

 “How,” said Ross, “is everything fine?”

 Will’s face was bland, blank. All the larking about, the humour, the character of him seemed to be utterly gone, like a snuffed candle. “Ross, it’s… not mine to explain, but… It’ll be fine. You’ll be told soon enough. And then it’ll make sense to you. It’s… a shock. But it’s for the best, believe me. Trust me, Ross. Melissa.” And Elena found herself nodding, without ever agreeing to it. There was a solidity to Will, as though all the world was rocking on an unfelt tide but he was still. He and Godfrey. Anchors, reliable, trustable. She broke away from the feeling, because it had come from nowhere save the tone of Will’s voice. There was a confidence to him, that was forever stripped of the self-effacing humour he had exhibited before.

 “Will, I… He hit Melissa,” Ross got out.

 “Jeffrey shouldn’t have done that,” Will allowed. “But it’s for the family, Ross.”

 Closing her eyes, eclipsing that familiar face, Elena was left with no sense at all that she was in the presence of the same person that had been taken from the pantry the previous night.



 “Vampires,” Melissa said. She was still mumbling a little, despite painkillers and anti-inflammatories. They’d all been let out of the pantry, given the house again, instructed not to step out of doors. Great-Uncle Godfrey had laid down the law himself, his voice gravelly and hollow like he was chewing rocks. There was something about the way he spoke that thrilled fear through Elena when she thought about going against his dictates. Even though he’d not been talking to her. She could see that very clearly. He’d been concerned with Melissa and Ross, just as Will had been promising them that things would be for the best. She had been included in neither category. She was entirely surplus to requirements.

 “Changelings,” Melissa said. “Some-bloody-thing.”

 “I mean…” Ross said awkwardly. “I can’t really… believe in that.”

 “They’ve done something to him,” Melissa said. “That wasn’t… Will.”

 “It was Will,” Ross insisted. “Except,” he admitted, “all right. Yes. But they told him something, or they threatened him with something, showed him something that whipped the poor sod into line. Maybe they said they’d… do something to us if he didn’t agree to collaborate with whatever’s… going on.” Hands fumbling with the air, trying to find the shape of what he was talking about.

 “Ross, you notice that Great-Uncle Godfrey is the only one of the old folks still around?” Melissa demanded. “You see how depauperate the top table was?”

 They’d been allowed breakfast. Godfrey had indeed been eating alone. The middle table had been a hotbed of conspiracy. Gilchrist and Jeffrey, Jas and Neera and the other parents and uncles and aunts, all talking finance and politics, but sneaking looks down the room at the bottom table. And the bottom table, well… Ross and Melissa and Elena at one end, and one of the rugger bros—Stewart, she thought—and the pale, thin girl. And the others, after a no-man’s-land a couple of chairs wide. Will and the others, sitting, eating, pale and calm and weirdly centred. So that Elena couldn’t help looking from Ross to Will and thinking before and after. And they’d passed the time of day, sure. And Will had even greeted Ross with a strained ‘M’learnéd,’ just as he always had. But it wasn’t the same and he wasn’t the same person. She was absolutely sure of it.

 “I don’t know if what’s going on is some bloody supernatural shit or if Auntie Neera really does have a mad science laboratory on the grounds,” Melissa insisted, “but the old folks are dying off, all of them, one after another, and us—we—we’re changing as they do. It’s like they’re…”

 “No,” Ross said. “Come on, now.”

 “How far back do we trace our family tree, Ross? We all get the whole tedious screed of it, I’m sure. Queen Elizabeth, William the Conqueror, Charlemagne, Pope this, King that, never on the throne but always at the shoulder, right? Always an Enderbough, or Endersby, or Eversey, or whatever the fashion was. We had a book. Dad got it from his mother, Marianne de la Pole née Enderbough. All the family notables. You know what was on the cover?”

 “I know,” Ross said heavily.

 “That motto, Fidelity and Continuity. And a snake eating its own tail.”

 “I know,” he repeated.

 “They’re the snake,” Melissa told him. “We’re the tail. They’ll come for us.”

 “Melissa, this is nonsense,” he said harshly. “Elena, back me up, here.”

 Elena looked from one to the other. “I don’t know what to say, Ross. You didn’t see the body. Whatever killed your Great-Uncle Patrick wasn’t human. And whatever’s singing out there in the woods isn’t human. And something happened to Will. So what’s the explanation? What’s the line: ‘Once you’ve eliminated the impossible…’? We’re running out of possibles, Ross.”

 She watched his internal struggle play out on his face, as it always did. When he was wrong-footed, Ross lost all ability to dissemble, and you could almost read his mind from the muscles of eyebrow, cheek and lip. It struck her that Will had been the same, but she’d be willing to bet it wasn’t true of him anymore. It made the recollected stillness and composure he’d had this morning all the more eerie. She wondered, if she were to examine his scalp, if she’d find surgery scars. Neat lines of sutures where some Will-ness had been cut away, or some Enderbough-ness implanted. To make him a fit scion of the family.

 Or to make him an existing scion. Which was where Melissa had been going with her vampire talk. Ancient Enderbough intelligences transplanted generation to generation, so that what looked like Will might just be Uncle Patrick wearing his face… Except that was crazy talk. Despite the corpse, despite the singing and the bird monsters and all of it, surely she couldn’t push the boundaries of her credulity so far…?

 “Let’s go wandering,” Ross said. He’d found some kind of equilibrium, and his jaw had that determined jut she’d always liked in him. In happier times.

 “I’m game for another break-out attempt if you are,” Melissa said.

 “I don’t mean that,” he explained. “Let’s go wandering inside the house. Nobody said we can’t do that. In fact, let’s go up. Let’s get into the attics.”

 Melissa gave him a sideways look. “Are you expecting…?”

 “I’m not looking for vampire coffins or body snatcher pods or anything like that, if that’s what you mean,” he said with dignity. “But it strikes me that this is the heart of the Enderbough dream, this place. This has been in the family for four hundred years and change. So a lot of junk accumulates. Old records, old things. And I know there’s a big attic here, runs above all the rooms on the top floor. I’ve seen the hatches to it. So let’s go up there and rummage. Because, fine, something pretty bloody weird is going on, and it’s obviously family weird, it’s an Enderbough thing and nobody’s going to give us a straight answer until it’s too late. But if there’s any way of learning the truth, then it’ll be stashed up there along with all the other forgotten rubbish. So let’s go hunting.”



 A dusty set of stairs, cramped enough that they had plainly been part of the servants’ domain back in the day. To get to the stairs, a wall panel that had once been entirely hidden, so that the domestics could come and go without disturbing their eighteenth-century overlords, betrayed by later redecoration that had treated doors and wall differently. To find the wall panel, a vague memory Ross had of something the rugger bros had said, when they’d been looking for some fabled stash of cask-aged whiskey. Entering the secret parts of the house felt like descending underwater, even as they were trekking upwards. Elena constantly expected her ears to pop.

 These were not servants’ areas now. The actual staff were billeted in the most modern wing of the house, brand spanking new and up to date as of nineteen-thirty-one, according to Ross. And she wondered just how that worked, because she was queasily sure that the staff at breakfast had turned up to find rooms that, perhaps, still had one or two mementos of the previous night’s occupants slipped down the side of the bed or under a chair. Except she hadn’t voiced that to the others. Even with how far and how wild Melissa’s speculations had grown, she wasn’t sure she could just say, ‘Oh, and I think your family is mass-murdering the servants.’ Even though they’d all seen the stakes and Ross had touched the tacky blood.

 Then they were at the head of the stairs, clinging vertiginously to the worm-eaten wooden banister, and the attic stretched out before them like a mausoleum, like the Paris sewers, like that church in Eastern Europe where the walls were tessellated bones. Oh, not that, obviously. Nothing so on the nose as that. But even though they were at the top of the house, the same sense of a chill, subterranean space. Sporadic and grime-dimmed skylights turning the dust into glittering fly-dances and constellations. A long, low-ceilinged space vanishing into obscurity, as though here and only here was the true anchor for the house’s extensive plan, all that labyrinth below opened out into a great, hollow shell and then recluttered with stuff. Hundreds of years of stuff. Ancient mouldering furniture whose upholstery had been riddled by the attentions of rodent generations. Moth-eaten hunting trophies with hollow sockets where glass eyes had fallen out and rolled away. Great trunks stacked one on another, from iron-bound chests that could have been rescued from the wreck of the Mary Rose through Titanic-era footlockers and wartime crates stamped with ranks and service numbers and ENDERBOUGH. Wooden crates and the cracked leather of old suitcases. And off, into the shadows, a museum of family obsolescence. And presumably it had a far wall, but just as the rooms below seemed to multiply and breed, so did the gloom-strung space up here.

 “Well,” said Ross, voice hushed like he was in a church and plainly losing heart at the scale of the task.

 “Well, let’s get to it,” Melissa decided, pushing past him with an alarming creak from the top step.

 It was out with the phone and on with their torches, watching the battery percentage dropping slowly—though amazing how much power the little things had, when they were denied the constant back and forth of communion with the wider world. Elena wanted to ask what they were actually looking for, but she didn’t think Ross knew. His answer would be something like he’d know it when he saw it. She considered how that would come over: a little laugh at his own vagueness, a shrug, an uncertainty. Then she tried to hear the words in the voice of his father, of Uncle Jas, Jeffrey, Neera, old Godfrey. They would know it when they saw it. The declaration would leave no doubt. It would have their subordinates bringing them all the treasures of the earth because there was an it, and they would know it.

 And Will’s voice, too.

 After an hour, going through the fourth trunk that was filled with ancient, musty-smelling formal clothes stowed away against some eventuality that had plainly become extinct around the same time as the dodo, she glanced back to see Melissa’s fickle torch like a distant campfire one way, Ross’s the other. Each of them panning through five hundred years of family detritus in the hopes of finding gold. The sheer, frustrating scale of the task, and the lack of any guarantee that there was even anything to find, made her shake with directionless anger. She could hear Ross getting more and more slipshod, slinging things around, spilling the contents of boxes, breaking some priceless vase that nobody had laid eyes on for a century, cursing in his weirdly repressed, genteel way. He would break soon, she knew. He’d come looking for the others, apologetic, awkward. I thought it would just… be there.  As though up in the attic there was a shrine explicitly dedicated to the Weirdness of Enderby, waiting to warn and educate the younger generation.

 She could have given up, then. She knew Ross well enough to see that moment of admission on the horizon like a fishing boat pulling dejectedly for shore with empty nets. They’d go downstairs, shower away the dust, change clothes, be there in time for dinner. And maybe their absence had been noted in the interim and Jeffrey and company were charging about the grounds on horseback going spare, and maybe she could take some satisfaction from that thought.

 She hauled aside a crate almost as tall as she was with a grunt of effort, feeling it scrape furrows in the boards, and found the shrine. She screamed a little, in fact, because what her torch fell on was a ghastly gargoyle visage, a human face distorted and distended, with a hunched, winged thing emerging from the hideously stretched mouth. A piece of stone, weathered and flecked with ancient lichen, that had perhaps stood over some Enderby portal before being replaced when the building was added to or repaired. Now it was wedged in place up amongst the eaves, and below it was a little trio of pictures and a big, stuffed scrapbook.

 The words Fidelitatis Et Perseverantiae were engraved beneath the hideous head. Screwing her courage to the sticking point, she turned her torch upwards again. The thing forcing its way from the mouth had angel wings still half-trapped, was clutching at the lips with too many little clawed hands. Its own face was gaping open, split wide below a caricature of a nose, and a smaller winged figure struggled to be free of it even as its own maw stretched around a miniature prisoner. For a moment Elena was frozen with vertigo, unable to tell if this was a succession of escapes, or if each figure was devouring even as it was devoured. Bile rose and she fought it down. By then, Ross and Melissa had joined her.

 The three images below were not stylistically matched, but followed a theme. One had the weird side-on stylisation of a medieval manuscript, showing a monastic figure kneeling before a winged figure that recalled the Enderby Angel she’d seen on her way in. And probably the one had copied the other or vice versa, but seeing the same weirdnesses reproduced with remarkable faithfulness—fidelitatis—made her shiver. The beaked, bulging-eyed face that radiated a kind of idiot beneficence for all its horror. The thin arms crooked into prayer in the shadow of wings that seemed more of the moth than the avian, painted with fierce and vigilant eyes so that the whole figure, at a blink, became an awful, divine countenance, the oval end of its trailing robe became the very beard of God, the V of its beak a celestial frown. The right hand image, balancing this, was a photograph, faded sepia, two white men in immaculate shirts and shorts and pith helmets, a black man in shorts, all standing before a rock face on which was carved… The style was very different, huge-headed, angular-bodied, and yet the thing itself was immediately recognisable, the same terrible angel as was preserved in expensive pigments on the vellum page. A different culture’s attempt at articulating the same inexpressible thing.

 Between the two was probably the oldest thing that Elena had ever seen. It was in a glass-fronted case, resting on faded green velvet. A piece of what she guessed was ivory or horn, yellowed with age, rounded by time. The work was simultaneously far simpler than either of the other depictions, and yet more vital, more expressive. The face, just great round eyes and a sharp V of a nose. A double row of zigzag markings on each side of the notional torso to indicate arms folded inwards. The hunch of its back, grotesque, worked deliberately from the natural curve of the medium. And, faint at the lowest edge where wear had almost erased it, a stream of tiny stick figures dancing or running or…

 The scrapbook was a baffling melange of clippings and photos. They leafed through the ragged, heavy pages, fielding the occasional escapee where old glue had dried to dust. Elena expected just more of the same, but there were only a handful of pictures that might have been of the same subject: some weird piece of French surrealism. A photo of a Mayan icon inscrutable in its stylisation, torn from some book on history or art. A sketch of what was apparently a stained glass window from some church somewhere, the scribbled pencil notation starting St… but illegible beyond that. The pastel-coloured fragments came together to make something oval, the face and limbs weirdly tiny and inward, the wings of tessellated glass shards radiating outwards as figures of shepherds and Roman soldiers knelt or threw up their hands in fear and awe. The rest of the scraps were news articles, some perhaps chronicling events where the Enderboughs had put a finger on the scales, others relating to archaeological sites, still more about advances in the biological sciences. Elena stared at a photo of Watson, Crick and Rosalind Franklin, nervous, awkward. The big man behind them would have fit right in at the top table at dinner. Same broad chest and shoulders, same Enderbough face.

 Elena leafed back through the book. Edward Gorey cartoons of monstrous hunched figures with tiny heads and crooked stick limbs. A couple of staves of music, perhaps trying to recreate the unearthly singing. Photocopies of some bizarre old manuscript, heavy with alchemical symbols. A frontispiece in faded print: On the Infiltrationne of the Soul by one Doctor Iohannes Enderbye.

 On the inside back cover of the scrapbook someone had written, in beautiful copperplate, I won’t I won’t I won’t I won’t I won’t, on and on, until the entire beige expanse was covered with ink that had turned a pale brownish-red with age.

 “Someone was here before us,” Ross said, and for a moment it seemed the most banal of comments, but he meant, Someone was researching the family. Trying to work out what was going on. “Someone who didn’t want anything to do with it either. Maybe they found a way.” He was running through the pages of the book, backwards, forwards, as though there was some final secret hidden in the interstices between them. “Maybe they escaped it. Whatever it was.”

 “They didn’t,” said a deep, hollow voice from behind them. “But eventually they were shown why it was necessary. As we all were. As you will be.”

 It was Great-Uncle Godfrey. Nobody had heard him ascend the steps. None of them had any idea how long he’d been there.

 Given his words, Elena might have looked for sympathy, but his gaunt, scarred face was devoid of it, and of most things except a degree of contempt. “It is the great tragedy of our family,” he said, “that we are born weak, and must have strength thrust upon us, before we are fit to make our way in the world.”

 “Like Will?” Ross challenged him. “Is he strong, now? After what you did to him?”

 “Yes,” Godfrey said simply. He loomed. There was no other word for it. And presumably he was supposed to be a hundred years old or something like Patrick had been, but when Ross moved to just push past him angrily, the boy bounced off him.

 “You’ll understand soon enough, both of you,” he told them. Not even harshly, though not gently. Just a statement of fact. “Did you think you could just suckle at the teat of Enderby and not take part in what we do here? In what we are?”

 “So tell us what we are,” Ross said, rubbing his shoulder where he’d run into the rock that was Godfrey. “Because I’ve got what Melissa and Elena say they’ve seen, and I’ve got what Will and Melissa said they saw. Something hurt Will. Something happened to Patrick and Barty and the others, because I’ve not seen any of them around recently except you. Something is out in the woods. And there’s this—” A dismissive hand indicating the scrapbook and the display. “And it’s just… nonsense. Conspiracy theory ravings. So why don’t you actually just tell us? Given we’re going to find out anyway.”

 “You are.” Godfrey rolled his shoulders. In the shadows, in the fickle light of phone torches, he seemed to be growing. As though the darkness all around was a part of him, as it was a part of the family. “But she isn’t.”

 He moved far too fast for an old man. Even for a man forty years younger than he was supposed to be. The bony knot of his hand was digging into Elena’s shoulder on the instant, fingers like hungry roots, and then he had her, hauling her effortlessly into darkness, scattering the other two with her flailing limbs.

 “You never bring outsiders to the feast,” Godfrey spat. He was just a shadow in the dark, now, a shape grown monstrous in the imagination, and an anchoring grip she couldn’t dislodge. She felt the bones in her shoulder grind. And the attic was vast, extending on all sides into night, cluttered with a junk topography, the wan lights already just limning about the edges of all the intervening family history they’d hidden up here. She heard Ross and Melissa shouting, banging, trying to find her, scouring the uncooperative dark.

 She got one shout out, or possibly a scream, before he had her by the throat. The ficklest glimmer from one of the slanted skylights pasted Godfrey’s face with a ghastly slug-silver sheen. He hoisted her off her feet, and he was gigantic, the angular bulk of him pressing on all sides. She saw the top button of his shirt flit past her face as his exertions tore it loose. Her breath was a hoarse wheeze, but she kicked her heels at the crates and old furniture around her, even as she pried impotently at his grip.

 “I said,” he ground out, “we should have just vanished you. We should have taken you into the trees with the others. But they’re still soft, Gil and the children. Soft and young. They don’t know how to make the hard decisions.” He coughed suddenly, disgustingly, right in her face. Her ears shook from the sound. It filled the whole attic, like a discharged gun.

 That was how they found her, probably. Ross was suddenly wrenching at Godfrey’s arms, unable to move them, like the man was a statue, a machine. Elena could feel her whole head pounding by then, no breath in, no breath out, a dreadful pressure building within her. And Godfrey seemed almost to be suffering the same thing, his eyes protruding, his jaw wide as though he was about to tear her face off with his teeth. He said something, but none of it was words, just mad snippets of babble escaping from the corners of his mouth.

 Melissa let out a scream and hit him with something. An old umbrella, in fact, snatched from an elephant’s foot bin. It shattered into splinters, but they all heard the heavy snap from within Godfrey.

 His eyes stopped seeing Elena, or anything. His mouth relaxed momentarily and she heard a long exhalation of breath, as though it was all a grand relief.

 His grip loosened. He sat down heavily one way, and Elena fell the other, gasping for breath, hands to her bruised throat. Ross had his torch up, checking her over with the determined focus of a medical student who wished he’d studied harder.

 Melissa was standing at the edge of the light, a hand to her mouth, staring at what she’d done. When Godfrey let out another long breath, she actually squeaked, fear and relief combined.

 He continued to release that last breath, until there surely had never been so much air ever inside one person. His arms and legs flapped, fishlike, undirected. His head tilted slowly backwards, mouth yawning wide.

 Something went snap inside him again, and then again, as though inner restraints were breaking.

 A great shudder rose up through his torso, like reverse peristalsis. His face split.

 It split. As though it was dried paper. His jaw parted from his skull. They saw a segmented dislocation of collar bones and upper ribs. Something pushed itself up and out from within Great-Uncle Godfrey. Something big enough that it must have been filling a fair proportion of that big barrel chest and abdominal cavity. Ross’s hand was shaking violently by then, making the torchlight dance, but Elena saw the gleam of blood-red eyes, round and bulging, and a scrabble of horrible little clawed hands pushing and prying as it freed itself from the hollowed-out thing that had been Godfrey, and a long dagger beak like a flexing syringe.

 Melissa lunged for it, not from rage or anything properly heroic. Pure loathing was in the driving seat, attacking because the alternative would be to share the world with what they were seeing and that would be worse. She picked up a cricket bat that had spilled from the same bin as the umbrella and hit Godfrey’s corpse so hard that the handle sheared off. The thing was quicker, though. Elena saw it complete its exit, a hard, hunched shape skidding across the attic floor, limbs flailing for purchase. Its back split and she saw wings like crushed-up plastic bags, inflating and straightening out.

 With a wordless cry, Ross took up an old chair and brought it down on the thing. They heard the sharp crack as it split open, but he didn’t stop there. He went on slamming the chair onto the hideous escapee until he held only two broken pieces of wood in his hands, and the rest was darkness.

  







 

 

One had the weird side-on stylisation of a medieval manuscript, showing a monastic figure kneeling before a winged figure that recalled the Enderby Angel she’d seen on her way in. And probably the one had copied the other or vice versa, but seeing the same weirdnesses reproduced with remarkable faithfulness—fidelitatis—made her shiver. The beaked, bulgingeyed face that radiated a kind of idiot beneficence for all its horror. The thin arms crooked into prayer in the shadow of wings that seemed more of the moth than the avian, painted with fierce and vigilant eyes so that the whole figure, at a blink, became an awful, divine countenance, the oval end of its trailing robe became the very beard of God, the V of its beak a celestial frown.




  [image: A photo of a crumbling, faded page from an ancient manuscript, showing a devotional painting in a medieval religious style. The painting shows a vague robed figure surrounded by flapping cloth suggesting of wings, with hands pressed in prayer in front of it and a simple face with bulbous eyes and a beaked face, staring down at a kneeling, bearded monk whose hands are also pressed together in prayer.]
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 We killed a fairy. Elena wouldn’t ever have said she’d grown up steeped in magic and superstition. Catholicism maybe, though her family had been more about the lip service and the community than actually believing any of it. Her grandmother, who in the stereotype would have been the bead-counting, breast-crossing rudder of morality, had been a born-again atheist who’d left Mexico for what Elena could only assume were areligious reasons. Elena had grown up on PBS science shows, and had wanted to be a doctor since she was of an age where grown-ups asked her what she wanted to be. She had read Twilight, but had mostly ended up wondering how vampire physiology was supposed to work. Her favourite Halloween costume had been Jigsaw rather than Tinkerbell. Yet she just stood there while Melissa bustled, holding onto Ross while the words We killed a fairy roiled round and round in her head.

 And, she discovered, she had actually picked up a surprising amount of fairy lore from role-playing games and films and a remarkably creepy book titled The Call by an Irish writer that had led to three nights of waking from crooked dreams, no matter that it had been pitched as young adult. Fairies were not sweet or pretty. Fairies were malicious and hateful, often hideous, always vengeful. And they’d just beaten one to death.

 Now, away from the grisly attic, Ross was shaking. Probably she was shaking too, but Ross was shaking more, and he was bigger, so her own distress was lost in his. And she tried to remind herself that Godfrey, the ghastly split sack that was Godfrey, was a member of Ross’s family. Someone he had, however distantly, known. But right then she couldn’t even think of Godfrey as a person. In the whirl of introductions, names and faces, at the start of the gathering, the old man had been a glowering shadow at the periphery, and now he was… not even an individual. One more head of some unspeakable Enderbough hydra, along with Patrick and the other elders.

 “Right.” Melissa pried the pair of them apart with grim determination. “Enough of that. We’re getting out.” She was thrusting something into Elena’s hand: a rubber-gripped flashlight. Ross got a penlight. Melissa herself had a thin canvas bag with string straps over her shoulder, designed for picnics and doing reluctant duty as a knapsack.

 They weren’t back at the bedrooms. As Melissa pointed out, that would be exactly where everyone would expect them to go. Any possessions there were lost. They were burned, she said, like they were spies whose identities had been compromised. Instead she’d led them out of the attic by a different dust-heavy stairwell, through three dust-sheeted halls to a room with mould crawling up the corners, and wallpaper peeling from one wall. One more wing Elena hadn’t even seen, and this time for the entirely understandable reason that it wasn’t fit for human habitation right now. The ceilings were low, supported by massive, fire-blackened beams. Possibly this was a part of the original Enderby, the monastic retreat or hunting lodge or whatever the place had been.

 And Melissa had been busy since being dragged back the last time they’d tried to leave. Elena wasn’t even sure when she’d had the chance, but she’d stolen food and warm clothes and stashed them here where even the staff didn’t go. She’d already been looking towards their next escape attempt. And now she handed out coats, scarves, gloves. Antiques pillaged from Enderby’s ancient wardrobes, mixed with modern garments that might have belonged to servants who’d arrived but never left. The whip had not daunted her, only whetted her desire to be free.

 Now, she tugged impatiently at Ross’s arm, and Elena saw his face twist. She could almost see his train of thought, like a rat desperately trying to escape a maze but meeting dead end after dead end. Trying to find some scenario that could encompass what they had seen and done, and yet also allowed him to stay, to square things with his family, to face up to his father. Some way that he could shout and rage and actually have the leverage to accomplish something. Some way to explain what they had witnessed in a way that didn’t just end up at We killed a fairy.

 And there was no way out of that maze. He had to either unsee what he had seen, or let go of what he had, because the two of them were inextricably entwined like the roots of ancient trees. The Enderboughs and the things, the things and the Enderboughs, like the face vomiting out or devouring the face, which in its turn had another face tearing free of or chewing into it.

 Without any warning something broke within her and she turned and did her own part for the overall vomiting motif, losing everything in her stomach to spatter down the wall and into one corner of the room. Melissa waited impatiently as if it were no more than a sneezing fit. Her eyes flitted from Elena back to Ross’s twisted indecision.

 “Listen to me,” she told him flatly. “Fuck this family. And you know what? I’m almost glad it’s come to this, because I’ve been wanting to get the fuck out for years. And now it turns out that our folks are vampires or body snatchers or some-fucking-thing, and it actually makes sense. It’s better. Because it means that all the shit my dad put me through all these years is because he’s an actual monster.”

 “Melissa…” Ross started, but she cut him off angrily.

 “When I applied for the Army, behind his back and after he’d forbidden it, he beat me hard enough to put me in hospital. Oh, a private hospital where the doctors got paid really well to say I tripped and fell down the stairs. He beat Mum too, when she begged him to stop. We were in next-door rooms. Real tricky stairs at our London pad. You’d be amazed how many people went down them over the years. Like the maid he fucked, or that accountant who wouldn’t fiddle his taxes. Although the police bigwigs and the cabinet ministers never did, no matter how much sherry they all put away when they came round. Finding out he really is part of something hideous is a relief.”

 “It…” Ross’s voice was ragged. “It wasn’t like that with us. Dad, he…”

 “Maybe,” Melissa said acidly, “you never actually stepped far enough away to find out where the bars were. Doesn’t mean you weren’t in a cage. Ross, tell me everything here’s fine. Tell me you didn’t see what we all saw.”

 He faced her at last. He wasn’t actually leaning on Elena by then, but she felt that if she stepped away he’d fall.

 “I can’t,” he said flatly. “You’re right. I just…”

 “We go,” Melissa said. “We go now. Because they’re already looking. It’s not like we didn’t make enough noise up there.”

 Impotent gorge rose in Elena’s throat again, but she fought the impulse back down. Ross was still vacillating, so she gave his arm a hard yank, the way she always did when decision paralysis was setting in, and he was abruptly nodding jerkily.

 “Go,” he muttered. “Right.”

 On their way to this forsaken room, Melissa had thrown a side door open, left it ajar where the tell-tale breeze would soon draw notice. Not exactly the most subtle or convincing misdirection, but still plainly something she’d thought about and planned. And Elena might be only the most perfunctory of churchgoers, but if they got out of this, then she decided she’d write to the Pope and nominate the woman for sainthood. And also that the British military had probably missed out on a strategic genius when the family had put its foot down about Melissa’s career ambitions.

 Aside from being undisturbed, the other thing this room had to recommend it was a loose window—nothing of a period with the stonework, but something more modern that would open far enough to admit a human body. Doing so took some swearing and wrenching at rusted hinges, but after that, each of them was able to slither awkwardly out into the night: Ross, Elena, Melissa’s bag and then Melissa herself. She pushed the window as closed as it was going to go after she’d fought her way free of it, leaving the three of them in an untended thicket of laurel bushes, the broad evergreen leaves providing more than adequate cover against casual scrutiny.

 “Which way now?” Ross asked, but Melissa had a hand up, listening. There were lights limning the dark bulk of the house. She heard the dogs, and a harsh bark of human voices too, the words obscured in the echoes. Ross twitched, and Elena knew he’d picked out his father’s tones there. Then an engine, and they saw a four-by-four roll out, an old blue British model with a canvas back. They hunched back further into the bushes as the headlamps swept them. Melissa’s eyes were narrow, and Elena reckoned she was wondering where the garage was, and whether that was an escape tool she could have used. For a moment the car was just loitering there, the beam of its lights blinding, engine running and driver-side—no, passenger-side—door open. Melissa bunched, the whole plan up in the air.

 Then two people strode from the house and got in. They froze, not only because that put paid to any desperate vehicular escape, but because one of them was Will. Caught at the fringes of illumination, he looked pale and slender and just like the boy she’d been introduced to a few days before. Just good old Will. Except here he was with Aunt Someone-or-Other and whoever was behind the wheel, going out to hunt his cousins down to preserve the family secret.

 “Bloody traitor,” Ross whispered venomously.

 “It’s not Will,” Melissa decided. “Whatever’s there, it’s not him. It’s… It’s the elders. It’s the things. It’s them making themselves immortal at our expense. It’s living off the young. I don’t know what it is, but whatever it is, it doesn’t leave us. It just makes them go on longer.”

 They let the car crunch away, waited until its headlamps were lost in the tree-draggled tunnel that the paths out of Enderby became. Then Melissa tapped them both on the arm, not even needing to speak, and they went.

 Not through the woods, this time. Because the going was harder and they’d make worse time. Because the woods weren’t untenanted. Instead, Melissa picked a path out, and they clung to the very skirts of the trees, weaving in and out of them, keeping in their shadow enough that a sudden burst of light approaching from behind wouldn’t catch them in its glare. They kept their own torches off as much as possible, getting them out only where roots and undercutting made the going too complex to feel out. They tripped and stumbled. Ross turned his ankle, but swore he’d just walk it off, that he wouldn’t slow them. The sense of refugees fleeing a war zone, a police state.

 When Elena realised that the singing had started up, she was simultaneously aware that it had been on the air for a while. Melissa had slowed to navigate a tricky verge where the footing was just a hollow cage of roots with emptiness beneath them, where erosion or tunnelling animals or the ripping force of a toppled trunk had carved out an unknowable space.

 “I hear—” Elena got out, and Ross grunted, “I know.” Stray moonlight showed his jaw set. His whole body was taut and shaking when she touched his arm.

 A lament for their fallen sibling? she wondered. But if so, there was no change to the chorus. Perhaps the things had no fellow-feeling, their malice extending even to their own kind. The voices exalted out into the night with the same manic energy and Elena felt her focus blur, even as she tried actively to hold onto the moment.

 Melissa thrust something into the hand that wasn’t clinging to Ross’s coat sleeve. Foam earplugs. The sort of thing she’d used on the flight over, when she’d tried to catch a few hours’ disjointed sleep on the plane. And she could still hear the shrilling voices when she stuffed them in her ears, just as she’d been able to hear the engines or the tinny chirr of the music in the headphones of the man across the aisle, but the plugs took the edge off. They robbed the sound of its hypnotic edge.

 “Is it louder, ahead?” Ross had to ask three times, the last one with his torch under his chin like someone telling a ghost story, exaggerating the lip shapes grotesquely, gesturing with a stage actor’s oversized gestures. He made a roundabout motion of his hands. Is there another way?

 Melissa shook her head. An emphatic point. Onwards. Ahead. And she doubled her speed, scrambling and parkouring over whatever the edge of the woods threw at her, almost daring the other two to keep up. And they kept up, because being three people against the dark wasn’t great odds, but the alternative was to be just two.

 Something whirled overhead. Through the earplugs its wings battered dully at the air, the blunted sound of a helicopter a dozen blocks away. Elena ducked, heard a volley of snapping noises as its heavy body fought through the branches. Somehow the clumsy physicality made it all the more terrible. No thing of fey and gossamer this. She had skin-crawling thoughts of it just crashing into her, clutching with idiot blindness with its little claw hands.

 Something moved in the darkness ahead. Something big. For a moment she thought it was a rider again, that their run was up despite all of Melissa’s precautions. But it was too low for that, and moved a different way, lurching out of the trees and onto the path. It made a sound like a goat, a weird sick bleating that went straight from the ears to the stomach. Melissa was backing away, at last faced with something she couldn’t just vault or duck under.

 It swayed and gurgled. Elena had only a vague sense of shape, of something big blundering about ahead of them. It was Ross who broke, in the end. Turned the pen torch onto it, because right then not knowing was far worse than being detected.

 “Oh,” he said. “Oh, God.” But in tones of relief, because even that thin and wavering beam robbed the thing of its horror. A deer, only a deer. A big one, probably a stag although it was too early in the year for antlers. One broad brown eye blinked bewildered in the light. It bleated again, a sound like the one she’d made being sick, and stumbled one more pace into the road. And they saw.

 “Fuck,” said Ross. The beam shook wildly, but he didn’t drop the torch somehow. They all got to see the thing clamped to the deer’s side, bulking out the line of the beast’s spine like a tumour. The hard, hunched curve of its back gleaming shiny in the torchlight. Crooked arms dug into the poor animal’s lacerated flanks, and the filigree-and-plastic mosaic of its folded wings, a full six feet long, extended far past the deer’s tail, glittering half-seen like dust-motes. The eyes, red spheres. The beak almost hidden, driven all the way into the deer’s body as it drank.

 The deer lurched round and Melissa let out a horrified kind of yap because a second thing was latched onto its other flank, a grotesque, swelling tick. Aligned vertically, the fringes of its wings trailing in the dirt. This one must have been there longer, or was less thirsty; at Melissa’s cry, it scrabbled onto the deer’s shoulders, balanced there precariously, and then thundered into the air, the draught from its suddenly spread wings coming at them like the sound of a party when the door is opened. Freed of half its burden, the deer made another weeping, choking sound and lurched off the track and into the trees on the far side.

 Both the things had been bigger than the creature that had forced its way out of Godfrey, and brighter too, patterned across their backs and wings. Advertising health and potency.

 “Oh, God,” Melissa breathed.

 “What the Fff… What the…?” Ross sounded close to tears. “Fuck. What the fuck? What even…?”

 Elena let her own breath out in a long shudder. “We’ve seen them before,” she got out.

 The other two stared at her, Ross half-blinding her with the pen torch.

 “In ’21. You remember? They were all over. You got freaked out.”

 “What are you…?” He caught up. “Wait, no… I mean, they were… They weren’t…”

 “I mean, they were smaller than my thumb,” she admitted, “and they didn’t drink goddamn blood. But that’s what they were. That’s what we were looking at, right then. And the ones in Baltimore, that was their time. The time they all just hatched out and… sang. Mated and died. Their life cycle. Every seventeen years or thirteen years or whatever it was.”

 She saw understanding come to Melissa’s face, caught at the edge of Ross’s light. Or at least a different kind of bafflement. Whatever she was about to say was washed away by the abrupt and appalling shock of light that pinned them all in place. Less a torch than a mobile spotlight that bleached all colour from everything around them. Elena shielded her eyes with her hands, hunched against the light as if it were a gale.

 “That’s very perceptive,” came a voice from the sightless dark. Neera’s voice, cool and amused. “With this species, though, the interval is rather longer. And, as you’ve seen, they grow somewhat larger on a more nutritious diet.”

 The focus of the light shifted downwards, still keeping them well within its ambit, but giving them a chance to face up to their interrogators. Neera was still just a shadow behind the fierce glare of the lamp, but beside her was Jeffrey de la Pole, looking sour as a toad. He had his hands shoved in the pockets of his thick coat, and something long and metal gleamed in the crook of his arm.

 “Enough talk,” he said. “Back to the house, now.”

 “Dad,” Melissa said simply. “No.”

 His eyes flashed. “Back!” he barked. “To the house! You will not defy me on this. You will not show me up in front of the others. You have a duty to your family, and you’re deluded if you think you can stamp your feet and throw a tantrum about it.”

 “Dad, I’m leaving,” she told him. “I’m walking out of here. And if you come after me I will tell the whole world every damn thing we saw here, and everything else too. What you did to Mum, and to me, and to everyone. Every last sordid detail. I don’t care who you threaten or who you bribe. I’ll find somewhere to print it or I’ll do it myself. So let us go, cut me off, write me out of the will. Let’s just call it quits and nobody needs to see any of the family’s fucking dirty laundry.”

 “You,” Jeffrey told her, “are a resource. You are my contribution to our family’s future. You are not free to walk away.” He had his hands out of his pockets now, shaking with fury, and Elena saw with a shock he was raising the shotgun. The same one Melissa had found before, and that Jeffrey must have confiscated and kept hold of.

 “I will fight you,” Melissa said flatly. “In any way.”

 His face was flushed with rage, so contorted that if a monstrous winged thing had burst from his throat and chest right then, Elena wouldn’t have been surprised. “God damn you, girl. I’ll—”

 “What? Shoot me? But you need me alive for your fucked-up ritual or experiment or whatever, right? So, what, Dad? You’re going to slap me about again? Did you know about that?” Melissa was looking at Neera now, squinting past the light. “Are you proud of what you’re part of?”

 The light shifted as Neera shrugged. “It is what it is,” she said, calmness personified compared to the man beside her.

 Then the shotgun shifted and Elena was looking right down the barrels.

 “We don’t need her alive,” Jeffrey said. “Nobody needs her—goddamnit, Ross, get the hell out of the way!”

 Because Ross had actually done the white knight thing. He’d stepped between her and the gun. Back in Baltimore they’d been mugged once, and he’d just stared at the pistol as though not recognising what it even was. Numbly handed over his wallet without ever quite engaging with the situation. But now he was facing a home-grown threat, something he could own and take responsibility for.

 “I don’t know exactly what’s going on, Uncle Jeffrey,” he tried in his best reasonable tones, “but I think—”

 Jeffrey shouted him down, demanding he get out of the way, and then Melissa flew at him, grappling for the gun, screaming in his face. Elena shrank away, pulling at Ross, imagining a convulsive twitch on the trigger, the sudden roar.

 It came, but at a heartbeat’s delay. Jeffrey had thrown Melissa off, just ramming the length of the gun against her and shoving with that brutal Enderbough solidity, knocking her to the ground. And later, doubtless he’d claim it was an accident, a misfire, the heat of the moment. Elena saw it all in the uncompromising light of the lamp, though. The moment when Jeffrey de la Pole decided he’d had enough, that further investment in this particular future was just a sunk cost fallacy. When he levelled the gun at his own daughter and let fly, it was with absolute clarity and premeditation.









 

 

The right hand image, balancing this, was a photograph, faded sepia, two white men in immaculate shirts and shorts and pith helmets, a black man in shorts, all standing before a rock face on which was carved… The style was very different, huge-headed, angular-bodied, and yet the thing itself was immediately recognisable, the same terrible angel as was preserved in expensive pigments on the vellum page. A different culture’s attempt at articulating the same inexpressible thing.




  [image: An old-fashioned photo of three men standing around an excavated stone statue. The three men – one Black and hatless, two White and wearing pith helmets – are wearing shorts and short-sleeved shirts. The statue is of a squat, heavy humanoid figure, with a smaller creature emerging from its mouth.]
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 She woke with the unbearable relief of knowing it had been a nightmare. How much of it? Maybe all of it. Perhaps everything that had happened since they reached Enderby. Creepy old house, only seen in the dark, who wouldn’t have a disturbed first night? Or had they even arrived at Enderby? This wasn’t the plush, slightly mouldering four-poster she’d shared with Ross there. The mattress was thinner. She could feel the cold of a metal frame against her calf where one leg was flung out at an angle. More, there was a distinct smell in the air. It wasn’t the dust and ages, floor polish and fossilised scents of cooking that she associated with the big old house. It was something cleaner, more modern. Disinfectant. Chemicals. Hospitals.

 A hospital bed. That was what she was in. She jerked to full wakefulness, sat up suddenly and felt a wrench at her wrist where she was manacled to the frame.

 For a second she stared at the restraint, utterly bewildered. Not a plastic tie, not even a cop’s handcuffs, but a big clunky thing that Sherlock Holmes might have slapped on a perp back in eighteen-whateverthehell.

 There was a very precise metal sound from nearby, the next room. A neat, clinical and above all nasty thing.

 She let her eyes drift from the cuff, in the full knowledge that she was not going to like what she saw.

 It was Enderby, of course. Some corner of the house she had never seen before—again—although in this case she reckoned it was because it had been most carefully locked away from any idle curiosity. They had said that Neera had a laboratory on the grounds, and this was probably it, although the décor was an uneasy ceasefire between modern science and Victorian amateur natural historian.

 There were half a dozen beds in the room Elena was in, crammed in close together. They were canvas slung over hollow aluminium frames, painted in peeling olive green, and she wondered just which war they were military surplus from. Her own had that thin hospital mattress over it, the others were bare. No sign of Ross. No sign of Melissa.

 That finally brought home that what she remembered had happened, no mitigating nightmare to undo it. Melissa, punched to the ground by the close-quarters roar of the shotgun. Loaded with something solid, not buckshot. Jeffrey had meant business, and Elena had the distance, now, to suspect that he’d had her in mind, rather than his own daughter. Although he hadn’t scrupled, when his temper was tested. She’d witnessed the final act of a bitter family snarl that must have been going on for many years.

 She was shaking. She gripped the frame of the bed. Given what had happened, she wasn’t sure why she wasn’t in the ground now, or tied to a stake out in the woods for the… Well, she’d had a good look at the things now. Not fairies, that was for sure. Weirdly familiar, even, save for the size and the habits. A taste of home. They weren’t even supposed to have them in Britain, as far as she knew.

 The room she was in was a kind of nook, off what looked like a complex of them. The next one had the patent Enderby clutter, but with a more scientific bent, and better organised. The shelves she could see were partly laden with taxidermy: a mongoose, a pangolin, a monitor lizard; with cases of pinned bugs, with the cracked spines of leather-bound books. And partly with more modern reference works: stacked journals, ranks of CDs, three humming desktop servers ducted into a real Rube Goldberg arrangement of heat exchange pipes that vanished through a rough hole in the plaster ceiling. The main light and fan above were cobwebbed enough to suggest that time had conquered them long ago. The illumination came from three separate Anglepoise lamps, precariously balanced on shelves and tables, positioned to cast a stark white glare on the mortuary slab in the centre of the room.

 Neera was there, wearing an honest-to-God white lab coat of a decidedly old-fashioned cut, yellowed at the sleeves with the sort of stains Elena associated with preserving fluid. She was working on something. The sound had been her setting down a scalpel in a steel kidney dish. A wheeled trolley of surgical implements was skewed beside her, and for a moment Elena was fighting a paroxysm of horror because surely it was Melissa on the slab. Melissa being ghoulishly eviscerated because there was absolutely no logic or reason to these crazy, barbaric Brits, and they’d do anything and care about nothing because they’d been steeped in money and privilege since before the founding of the Union.

 Then Neera moved, adjusting one of the lamps, tightening a clamp, and Elena saw that what was on the slab was one of the things. From her limited vantage point she reckoned that either the dissection had been conducted with extreme prejudice or the specimen had already been badly damaged before it reached the table. As of course it had. It was surely the thing that had clawed its way out of Great-Uncle Godfrey up in the attic, that Ross had smashed with a chair.

 Neera looked round at her. Without a hint of surprise. Holding what Elena recognised as a small bone saw, though surely there were no bones in her subject. And something of that weirdly analytical thought must have communicated itself because Neera glanced down at the implement and said, “They’re surprisingly tough, the inner connective tissue and the chitin. Even in this early hatchling instar. Quite a marvel, honestly. If the family would allow me to patent even a fraction of what we’ve learned… But then people would start asking where we learned it all from, and…” A level look, neither sympathetic nor cruel. “You understand that secrecy is paramount. We have the resources to buy rather a lot of it, but we don’t take risks.”

 Elena swallowed, fought down another fit of the shakes, said nothing. Certainly not Why am I still alive? Because that was the plain implication of what Neera had just said. No witnesses. No inconvenient American who’d blundered into this grotesque family reunion where no outsiders were supposed to be. None except the regular rotation of staff, none of whom, surely, would be going home with a nice tip for good service. She wondered if there was some particularly vile agency that sourced and supplied people who were simultaneously polite enough to serve the gentry and sufficiently devoid of family and connections that nobody would ask questions. Probably there was. Probably there were clandestine monied events both here and across the pond where things were done that the staff were never allowed to talk about. Probably it wasn’t all that different from a regular employment agency, honestly, given Elena’s experiences with them in the working year she’d spent before going to Johns Hopkins.

 There were very few reasons she could come up with to account for the fact that she, Elena Mendes, was not dead, and none of them were very pleasant. It wasn’t like she had the US ambassador on the line demanding she be released. It was, however, hard to ignore that the infirmary was right next to the dissection and that she was shackled to the bed. Vivisection was the order of the day, perhaps. Or they were going to turn her into a special living buffet so the fairies could grow up big and strong. Or the Enderby four-decadely revels were always capped by a live human sacrifice—Colonial for preference, in revenge for the Siege of Yorktown.

 She met Neera’s eyes and there was no indication there about what her fate would be. Neera herself apparently read something very different there, a reflection of her own concerns, because she shrugged and said, “I know. It’s a pain having to do everything myself, here. But what can one do?” So very urbane. And then a knock at the door.

 Neera rolled her eyes apologetically, as though Elena was going to get cross by having her valuable prisoner time wasted by visitors. When the door was opened, she felt a leap of hope that crashed instantly into despair: Will. Her new friend Will, who was newly the stranger, Will. Or whoever or whatever he was.

 And Ross, on his heels. And a frozen moment in which she waited for him not to know her, to cast her off, to have become like Will. The English upper-classness of him drawn about him like a cloak, the edges of which she could only pluck desperately at.

 Then he almost shouldered Will out of the way and was at her bedside, hugging her fiercely.

 “They wouldn’t tell me,” he said raggedly. “What they’d done with you. The bastards. They wouldn’t even say.”

 “What did they do? I remember… I only remember Melissa…”

 “Melissa,” Ross echoed. “The bastards. The F, the F… Fucking Jeffrey. F-fucking Uncle Jeff.” He cast a venomous look over at the others. Elena saw that a solid, heavyset woman had come in with them, and Uncle Jas as well, standing by the door like Russian heavies in a Bond film. They contrived not to hear what he said, but Will was looking over, and Elena could almost believe that she knew him again.

 “Nobody wanted that,” he said. He had his shirt sleeve rolled up to the bicep, and Neera was rattling about amongst her implements, filling a big old syringe from a modern membrane-topped phial. “Jeffrey’s been… reprimanded. Everyone’s furious with him.”

 “Furious,” Ross repeated. “Oh, well, in that case.”

 “She was my cousin,” Will said. “She was my friend.”

 “Was she?” Elena asked. “Yours? I mean, do you still… have his memories?”

 Will looked blank for a second, then scowled. “I’m still me. I just… understand what’s going on here. And it didn’t need to be… We shouldn’t have tried to get out. Melissa shouldn’t have. It would all have been… all right.”

 “So it’s her fault, is what you’re saying,” Ross said angrily.

 “No, I… Ross, we’re all… You never thought you’d have to pay your dues to the family, eventually? I mean it’s not like you can’t go right back out there, to your studies, to your life, after. I will. And I’ll do well at it. I’ll be the youngest damn Kings Counsel anyone ever saw, Ross. I’ll be at the cutting edge of the legal profession. You’ll be a genius surgeon or researcher or… anything you want, Ross. The world is your oyster. You can do it all. Pick a direction, people will open every door between you and your destination.”

 “For a price,” Ross noted.

 “They’ll give you the talk,” Will said. “Soon. Today. And then you tell me it isn’t worth it.” He winced when the needle went in. Elena was vaguely surprised that what he had become could feel pain.

 “We’re all very sorry about Melissa,” Will said. “It was a horrible mistake, a misunderstanding. Jeffrey being… Jeffrey. He was always… Jeffrey.”

 He shrugged, winced a little, obviously wanted to say more, but before Ross’s stony and forbidding gaze he just looked away and left the room.



 Neera left too, shortly after, and took her biology homework with her. For a short while it was just Ross and Elena, and a dour woman Ross identified as Aunt Helen, solid and square as a fridge. She sat on a stool in one corner like a hostile chaperone concerned with Elena’s chastity and glowered at them.

 Ross sat on the bed and picked miserably at the chain of Elena’s cuffs. It wasn’t lost on either of them that nobody was shackling him to anything.

 “I don’t know what to say,” he managed eventually. “It’s a horror show. I had no idea. Please believe me, I didn’t know any of this.”

 “I believe you,” she assured him, but he just went on, the words tumbling out of him like he’d opened a vein.

 “I mean, you hear things. Growing up. And you realise things are a bit… different. I have a lot of cousins, but they’re all within five years, maybe, of me. And all the uncles and the aunts are around Dad’s age.” And his mother was younger, of course. Kayleigh Enderbough née Fitzhugh was almost fifteen years Gilchrist’s junior. But she wasn’t of the blood, of course—wasn’t even invited to Enderby, just like all the other spouses who’d married into the family were excluded. Ross meant those born to the family, a rigid maintenance of generational division. “And the great-aunts, and great-uncles… Grandma Beatrice died. It was a car crash. I can just remember. I was five. Maybe if she’d been around I’d have understood more, worked out more. But it was just… I knew there were a load of crusty old aunts and uncles, but I never… I never thought about any of it.”

 It was like the money, Elena thought a little bitterly. The fact that Ross would quite happily bumble along eating last night’s cold pizza for breakfast like any other student, but then suddenly he’d say something like ‘Let’s go to Monaco,’ and just be in a position to do it, like it was a special power he’d been born with. Which it was, if you counted generationally entrenched wealth as a power. And it was only after going overseas to study and meeting people who weren’t of his usual social circuit that he’d begun to realise things didn’t work that way for the majority of other people. And he’d never really got round to questioning the other peculiarities of his family, because he’d grown up with them and they were just the way things were.

 It turned out that the way things were was grotesque and unnatural and they were both discovering that far too late.

 “I won’t let anything happen to you,” he said determinedly, jaw jutting out. In that way he had, which had always seemed so reassuring against the rest of the world. Ross, who would just amble through life until something pushed him, whereupon he was iron. Dependable Ross. Except here he was at the font of all his power, his family, the one thing he was impotent against.

 Still, they sat side by side, sliding the cuff awkwardly along the bed’s frame so they could hold hands properly. Aunt Helen glowered at them. Don’t get attached to your pet, her scowl seemed to say.

 After a while, the door opened again. It was Gilchrist Enderbough, Ross’s father. “Ah,” he said. “There you are.” As though Ross had somehow escaped the notice of the family, pulled off some daring piece of espionage to reach Elena’s side. “It’s dinner,” he observed.

 “I’m not hungry,” Ross said with dignity.

 “It’s dinner,” Gilchrist repeated. “And there are things to discuss.”

 “How about handing Jeffrey de la Pole over to the police?” Ross said darkly.

 “Censure of Jeffrey is on the agenda, as it happens,” Gilchrist said, utterly unflapped. “And I thought, as you were there, that you’d want to have your say. And you’ll understand that the police,” said with infinite distaste, “are not an option, but there are options nonetheless.”

 “Oh, right. Confiscate some of his stock options. Fair reparations for murdering his own f-f-fucking daughter,” Ross snarled.

 Gilchrist’s face was stony. “You will not,” he said, “use such language in my presence. Save it for the Colonies.”

 Elena watched Ross’s face go through two or three separate convulsions, expletives roiling just beneath the skin and clawing to get out. But there were two decades and change of parental authority holding them in, and in the end he couldn’t bring himself to free them. “Swear,” he said, “that Elena is safe.”

 “Well, that’s another topic that I thought you’d want to weigh in on,” Gilchrist said casually. “Or we could just debate the matter in your absence…?” When Ross just stared at him mulishly, he rolled his eyes. “Ross, do you think the moment you turn your back she’ll just be spirited away through a secret passage or something?”

 “Yes.”

 “Do grow up. Whatever’s decided, I’ll happily swear that she’ll still be here when you come back.” To say your goodbyes hung unspoken in the air. “Alive and unharmed, if you insist on being lawyerly.”

 She didn’t want him to go. She didn’t trust Gilchrist either. She didn’t trust the whole pack of them. At the same time, she reckoned Gilchrist was deadly serious about the agenda items for the Enderbough AGM they were apparently having, and there was literally nobody but Ross who could speak for her. Because given all that she’d seen and all that had happened, she was under no illusion whatsoever that she was under sentence of death right now. The odds of that being commuted to anything else seemed slim, but without Ross as her advocate they would be nil. Stay or go, the two emaciated wolves fighting within her, and she just squeezed his hand without direction, not knowing what she wanted him to do. When he squeezed back and then stood, accepting Gilchrist’s charge, she was simultaneously terrified at being left, and relieved that he was going.

 When Ross and his father left, Aunt Helen went with them, and in her place came the profoundly unwelcome figure of Uncle Jas. Apparently he’d drawn the short straw and wouldn’t get either dinner or family round-table discussion. Or else he’d volunteered because he could have some fun with a young woman chained to a bed who was going to be staked out for the not-fairies anyway.

 Except he just slouched onto the stool that Helen had vacated and sat there. He was dressed formally for dinner, but his outfit was already sprung at the seams, bow tie undone, shirt buttons popped. As Elena watched, he fished a flask out of his pocket and took a swig before staring at her, red-eyed. He’d obviously been steeping himself since lunchtime, at the very least.

 “What?” he demanded of her, even though he was an equal partner in whatever staring was going on.

 “I don’t suppose,” Elena managed with quavering dignity, “that there’s any of that for me.”

 Jas’s eyes wandered from her to the little silver flask and back, and he shrugged. The receptacle he found to decant into was a little steel bowl left over from Neera’s dissection class, though thankfully not one that had seen use. The liquid turned out to be a rather good port.

 “He’ll be all right.”

 Elena glanced up from drinking, surprised. Jas wasn’t looking at her. He wasn’t really looking at anything in the room, staring into time, not space.

 “Ross?” she clarified.

 “He’ll be fine. It’s a phase. Young people, they see a little of the world, they start to think that it isn’t the way they were always told. Then they come home, they learn it is. The illusion is what’s out there, not what we have here. What we have here is all that endures in the world.”

 He thought, she realized, that she was worried about Ross’s future prospects. That she, as a good peon, was perfectly sanguine about being disposed of by a bunch of overmonied English aristos; but that poor Ross, the golden boy with the big future, might be damaged by his association with her? Naturally that would be her principle concern.

 Also, raging at him on that topic wouldn’t help, she understood. Rattling her chain and insisting on her independent personhood, as anything other than a minor NPC in the Enderbough story, would probably meet with blank incomprehension on his part. She was one of the poors. She was a Colonial upstart. She was a peccadillo, a bit of fun for the favoured son to have on his years abroad, and now she was some dirty laundry he’d mistakenly brought home instead of leaving across the Atlantic for someone else to clean up. And whilst she knew that wasn’t a fair finger to point at Ross, she also knew that was exactly what his family saw it as. And when she disappeared, anybody back home who tried to work out what had actually happened, beyond whatever cover story the minions of the Enderboughs would put around, would meet a wall of family money proof against any investigation or accusation. Because everyone who might want to know the truth was just Little People, to the Enderboughs. Little people underfoot and beneath notice.

 “When I was his age,” Jas croaked, “I thought I was going to just… break away. When I found out. And I wasn’t supposed to find out early, just like you weren’t. Like Ross and…” Melissa, but he wouldn’t say the name.

 Elena watched him warily. It wasn’t what she’d have expected of him. He’d been just another Jeffrey in her mind, and she reckoned that the only reason she was getting this now was that the walls of him were soluble with sufficient alcohol. And because she wasn’t of the blood. She was someone safe to vent to. Because it wasn’t as though she’d be around for long.

 “I was going to do such things,” Jas said quietly. “Blow it all open. Tell… But who was there to tell, even? And I know I wasn’t the first. Every generation, probably, there’s someone who… wants to change things. Doesn’t want to accept it. I mean, it’s monstrous. Monstrous. What we are.”

 “But then—” And she shouldn’t have spoken. His head snapped round to pin her with bleary, angry eyes. She thought she’d sent him back into the shell of familial duty, then, but apparently he was sufficiently afloat for the mood to survive the reminder of her presence.

 “Why?” His tone was mocking, but she wasn’t sure who was being mocked. “Why go along? Because do you think it’s just us? Do you think there aren’t other families who’ve found what we’ve found?” A pitying look that enraged her, robbed her of all sympathy. “There are plenty over your side of the pond, don’t worry. The malaise was brought over with the pilgrims, you can be sure. Just as the Conqueror brought it here. It goes where the power is, because it is the power. And now it’s my turn.” He took another deep draught from the flask, shook it for a measure of how much was left, and found it almost emptied. “I’m the old guard now. I’m it. A custodian of the family honour.” Family secrets. “And next time I see this place I’ll… It’ll be my time to…” He made a sound, just a single noise. It took Elena a moment to identify it as a sob.

 Patrick’s exploded corpse—not torn into but torn out of. Godfrey splitting open as the thing burrowed its way into the open air. And that was it, really. Not Melissa’s murder, not the vanished staff, not any of it. His own fate. That was what so consumed James Enderbough Esquire.

 She wanted to shout at him. She wanted to scream, at the top of her voice, that he’d had so many opportunities to turn aside from this moment. But it wouldn’t have helped and, anyway, was she so very sure of that? He was in a cage, and maybe he’d built the bars himself or maybe he’d simply not balked enough at stepping inside. And it was such a cage, after all. The gilding was so fine, such craftsmanship, a real masterwork.

 He sucked the last drops noisily from the flask and just sat there, consumed by his own drunken misery. After a while his chin sagged onto his broad chest and his breathing turned stentorian, like someone sawing wood.

 Very quietly, wincing at every metal scrape, Elena examined the cuffs. A big, solid clasp of metal about her wrist, the same about the metal frame of the bed. No obvious weak points in the chain, even if she’d had a tool to give her sufficient leverage. Whoever had designed these restraints, back in the days of Charles Dickens, had meant business. Gritting her teeth, she tested the bed. It was just a light metal frame and, worst came to worst, she could probably drag or even carry it through the house, though that would likely sink any attempt at stealth even if she had a viable escape plan. It was strong, though. She pulled until her wrist bled and the metal didn’t bend.

 She began to plan how to get the bed, the whole bed, six feet long and thirty inches wide, past the snoring Uncle Jas and out. Out into unknown rooms, in a wholly other part of this goddamn ridiculously convoluted house. Rooms that might well not be designed for a single person to hump a whole bed through. A bed that they were still chained to. Rooms that might be filled with breakables, or be occupied, or…

 She actually physically kicked herself, wondering at the learned helplessness of the situation. Wondering at the Enderboughs’ own blind assumptions. They’d shackled her to the bed, of course they had. The bed, which was some war surplus thing, hence designed to be portable. But not portable as a single piece. It was made of tubular segments that twisted into each other. It was the work of a moment and some silent swearing to force two of them apart and just slip the cuffs out of the resultant gap. Now she still had the jingly bracelet, but it wasn’t restraining her anymore.

 She took her shoes off, held them in one hand with the dangling cuff-end stowed conveniently in one. With infinite care she padded, stocking-footed, past Uncle Jas and out.







 

 

The thing forcing its way from the mouth had angel wings still half-trapped, was clutching at the lips with too many little clawed hands. Its own face was gaping open, split wide below a caricature of a nose, and a smaller winged figure struggled to be free of it even as its own maw stretched around a miniature prisoner. For a moment Elena was frozen with vertigo, unable to tell if this was a succession of escapes, or if each figure was devouring even as it was devoured.




  [image: A side-on photo of a stone gargoyle. The figure has a human face and long, flowing hair and is raising its hands to stretch out its mouth; a smaller, more angular creature with wings is emerging from its mouth.]
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 As she’d feared, it was an entirely new part of the house. Not because the place was bigger on the inside or extended into other dimensions, but because she was underground. That, weirdly, was almost reassuring. That the hidden lab, the crypt, the satanic temple, whatever the heart of this business was, was buried beneath the house—that was the world working as she’d expect. The heart of the Enderby dream, as Ross had called it, was down here with her. And she didn’t know if she could escape, but just perhaps she could do something to destroy the thing that was breeding here.

 And in the normal world, with the regular kind of critter, underground was where they belonged. It was where they spent their dormant years, waiting out the obscure mathematical cycles of their lives until the time came for them to erupt en masse, have their brief and noisy party at the expense of everyone’s ears, then die off again for another thirteen or seventeen or however many years. It was something every child learned.

 And this was not. This was the secret of secrets, and she had no idea just how terrible it truly was, or how far it extended. Her ignorance burned her. Not just because her life might well depend on understanding what was going on around her, but because there was a whole extra world here, that she’d stumbled into. As though Ross had opened the door to Enderby and revealed a vast buried landscape extending into the Stygian gloom, a fairy kingdom, a mephitic underworld. The very foundations of her world had been shaken, and the only way she could set them straight was with knowledge that she’d surely never possess. All she could work with were the scraps: what she’d seen, chance mentions, the oddities of Godfrey’s attic shrine.

 She crept down a dimly-lit hall where a succession of pale, indistinct Enderbough faces gleamed in frames on either side of her. At the far end, a much larger canvas depicted some ancestor done up like an admiral and she shrank back at first, seeing a living person. But it was just some old great-great-uncle who’d had a boat and a big hat and a lot of gold frogging to go around. And the same broad Enderbough build. And doubtless the same family money and influence. Although, apparently, back then a career in the military hadn’t been entirely out of the question. Perhaps he was the sort of admiral who only sailed a desk.

 The thought of Melissa, of her thwarted ambitions and wasted life, brought a lump to Elena’s throat, and she fought it back down. Time for grief later. Grief for Melissa. Grief for Ross, because she’d already worked out that surely when she saw him next he wouldn’t be the man she’d known. They’d have done it to him, like they did with Will. Made him one of them. One of the family.

 There were voices, but faint, and from above. That deep, carrying rumble all the older Enderboughs had, that would surely dominate a board room or a battlefield. She paused, listening. They were coming no closer, and she could hear only the resonance, not the words within. Go away, she willed, but they just kept chuntering on about God-knew-what. She retraced her steps to the big portrait and went the other way.

 And stopped.

 A hall receded into shadowy oblivion, but lights burned through an open door to one side. Old-fashioned wall brackets and a far more modern desk lamp. And on the wall, emblazoned with colour…

 One of the things. Or its cast-off husk, meticulously pinned to a shield-shaped plaque over the ash of a long-dead fireplace, gleaming in its glorious heraldry. Not the blacks and greens and blues of the things she’d seen lampreyed onto the deer—at that moment when she’d finally understood what they were, though not how they could be—but red and gold and purple, like the standard of an emperor. Whoever had mounted the thing had done a good job, shown it with its stained-glass wings outspread, its legs clutching at the felt of the board it was fixed to. She stepped in, approached cautiously. The thought that she could have misread the situation, and it might be about to move, seemed entirely plausible.

 It was two feet long, from its bulbous eyes and jointed beak to the tip of its segmented abdomen. Its wingspan was almost five feet. It wouldn’t have fit down Godfrey Enderbough’s throat, but then she guessed that emergent horror had been a juvenile, a nymph. This was presumably the final moulting. They must mature at a terrifying rate, she guessed. The things she’d seen feeding hadn’t been much smaller than this.

 In shape and physical organisation, though, it seemed just like any other cicada she’d seen.

 There was a big desk of ornately-carved black wood beside the fireplace, and the lamp there cast a fierce blaze of light over a stack of books, huge and leatherbound. One lay open and she crept forwards, finding photos: images of the insects, alive and dead. Annotated with neat handwritten numbers: perhaps measurements, population sizes. Something arcane but rational, obscure only because she didn’t know the notation. Leafing back through the book, she found more of the same, the writing shifting, veering into the overcalligraphied, the photos supplanted by beautifully hand-coloured sketches in a style familiar to her from natural history illustrations of two centuries back. At the top of each set of drawings and calculations was a date, and she followed them back in fascination, forty years back, eighty. One hundred twenty, one hundred sixty, two hundred—or not quite. Not four decades exactly. And the drawings showed her an alternation, the green-blue and then the red-gold and back again.

 “Two broods,” she whispered to herself.

 “Precisely,” Neera said, announcing her presence. “Well done.”

 The woman was right there. Not even decently in the doorway but right behind Elena, within arm’s reach. A fistful of different and conflicting panic reactions struck. Run! Push past her! Hit her with your shoes! Threaten to destroy the books! So many different plans clamoured for Elena’s attention that she just stood there, staring, frozen with guilt and fear.

 And there was that breadth to Neera. That solidity. A true daughter of the Enderboughs, born to the purple.

 “You couldn’t resist,” the woman said simply. “Seeing what it was all about, I mean. This is the heart of it. Or at least it is since I became the secretary of the family.”

 “Secretary?” Elena echoed, stumbling over the bizarrely mundane term.

 “Meaning that I record,” Neera said. “Meaning that I keep the secret. It is, I suspect, a bit of a family joke.”

 “Is this what you turned down the Nobel Prize for?” Elena demanded. In retrospect, a weird thing to fixate on, but the words were out there now.

 “In a way.” A shrug of genuine regret. A little philosophical flip of the hand, about the loss, that made Elena bitterly sad that this woman was her enemy because how interesting she was! “It doesn’t do,” Neera said, “to be too in the public eye. We leave that to others. If it helps, the actual winner was a protégé of mine. Although they didn’t know, I think, where the prompting came from.”

 “Why not the public eye?”

 Neera’s smile veered into the patronising. “Do you think that the people you know, the ones who are famed for their wealth and power, are actually the richest and the most powerful? We have learned, this family and our peers, that a lightning rod is a useful thing to have, when the storms come. As they do. So why don’t you tell me what’s going on here?”

 “What?”

 “Elena Mendes. I’ve done my due diligence. I’ve seen your grades. I know every wish for your bright future that your family has ever expressed on social media. So why don’t you demonstrate to me just what you’ve understood.”

 She wanted to say, I don’t understand anything, but she was far past the point where ignorance might save her. And Neera’s gaze was cool and measuring and entirely ready to be disappointed. And that patronising tone irked her.

 “Eighty-three years,” she said.

 Neera’s smile broadened minutely and she nodded.

 “And two broods. The red and the green.”

 “We call them the red and the black,” Neera explained. “The colouration in the black brood has shifted over the last few centuries, judging from the old sketches. Plus I suspect that one of my ancestors was too fond of chess. But yes, well done. And?”

 “And they…” She riffled back through the book, finding that the oldest pages had actual old vellum fixed to them, layered over with a film of plastic to preserve it. The dates were in Roman numerals and she had to rack her brains to remember how they worked. “This isn’t old enough,” she said. “This can’t just have started… what, twelve hundred years ago? So how long…?”

 “This is as far back as the family records go,” Neera said. “But you’re right. It must be in the hundreds of thousands of years, if not millions.”

 “Do they…?” It felt like the fatal question, that would snap the line of informational credit that Neera was for some reason extending to her. “Do they control you? Am I… speaking to a bug right now?”

 Neera actually laughed. “They’re mindless. They’re animals. Not that they don’t have an effect on us, influence us in various ways, but we are ourselves. Is that what you thought, with poor Will?”

 She nodded numbly.

 “The only difference, when he came back to you, was that he knew the truth,” Neera said. She rolled her shoulders and settled herself down in the armchair that bulked out one corner of the study, gesturing at the desk chair. Elena glanced at the open door, tensed to run. But run where? She didn’t even know where to go, to get up to the surface, and then she’d be somewhere in that labyrinthine house, in the middle of the monster-infested grounds. And there would be Jeffrey, with his shotgun.

 So she didn’t run, but nor did she sit. Options held open even when she probably didn’t have any options left.

 “So,” she said, because technically she was still being examined, in viva, and if they were going to kill her, they’d at least have to acknowledge that she wasn’t just some dumb Yank arm candy Ross had brought back from the provinces. “There was some species of cicada that evolved God-knows-when to be parasitic on people. Or on something, and then it moved onto people. And it hides in them for… eighty-three years. A good prime number. Way to catch out the predators, all that. And when it”—she shuddered—“hatches out, it doesn’t just drink plant juice like the regular kind.”

 “A more demanding growth period requires a higher protein diet,” Neera agreed mildly. Stakes in the woods. The deer. 

 “And then it… what? Implants its eggs in people, and the whole goddamn merry-go-round starts up again. Another eighty-three years?”

 Neera nodded, fingers steepled beneath her chin, watching. “And?”

 Elena felt a stab of panic. Apparently she hadn’t understood the assignment, or not well enough. There was another phrase to the equation. For a second she just stared, wide-eyed, caught out by the examiner. Someone didn’t do their homework.

 “And… they…” And she saw it. Simple, really. The skeleton that underpinned absolutely everything that was going on at Enderby. “They aren’t parasites,” she said. “Or they were, but they became something else. Because eighty-three years is a long time to hide in a host. So you look after your host.” Thinking about the unnatural heartiness of Patrick or Godfrey—before their appalling demise, anyway. The burly solidity of all the Enderboughs beyond Ross’s generation. And then thinking beyond that.

 “It’s in the voice,” she said, and Neera’s smile was impressed and genuine.

 “A resonance,” she agreed. “The nymph slowly grows in the chest cavity. I can show you several thousand pages of writing about the various biochemical changes it makes to the human body, the enzymes it catalyses, the way it makes room for itself without endangering the host. The auditory physics of the chamber it builds, to produce a uniquely persuasive vocal instrument. I suspect that back in prehistory they infested major herbivores, perhaps: moose, mammoths. Made them strong and loud and more fit to breed. But when they shifted to humans… A peculiar biological serendipity. You really are very clever, Miss Mendes.”

 “I still don’t believe it,” Elena confessed. She realised that she’d sat down during Neera’s last speech. Partly it was the civility of the situation, the weirdly polite way all of this was coming out. But partly it was that Neera had wanted her to, and that had communicated itself somehow, through the precisely modulated tones of the woman’s voice. “I mean, these days, surely that’s not enough. Everyone’s online and electronic and… emails…”

 “And yet the very needlepoint of world influence remains face-to-face,” Neera noted, matter-of-factly. “Yes, all those bankers and ministers and senators and influencers. But follow the thread and someone they are in communication with gets their orders from someone who has met… someone. One of us, perhaps. The human race hasn’t really changed all that much.”

 “But why hasn’t this got out?” Elena demanded. “I mean, you’re talking hundreds, thousands of years. Millions of people. Someone must have found out and not wanted to be part of it. Somebody snitched to the Pope. You can’t keep a secret like this.”

 “History is full of powerful people who lived longer than you’d think, or survived things they shouldn’t,” Neera said casually. “Biblical figures, kings, holy leaders. And, of course, history coyly omits all the long-lived and powerful people who made sure that the historians didn’t sing their praises. And there are myths going back further than reliable historical records.”

 Fairies. Elena thought of gossamer wings glimpsed between the trees. Vampires. Articulated beaks draining blood. “But…”

 “And sometimes it does come out, despite everyone’s best efforts,” Neera admitted. “Find some time in history when there’s a purge of the nobility, a conspiracy, a witch hunt. The Affair of the Poisons, Gilles de Rais, Elizabeth Báthory. There’s always someone on hand to ensure that what gets written down reflects the understandings of the age: the Devil, that sort of thing. And in modern ages where information moves so much more quickly and is so much harder to clamp down on? It turns out that when the world is drowning in the conspiracy theories of people who’ll believe anything, then nothing will truly be believed. Some part of our story has actually come out into the open three times in the last fifteen years, then just vanished into the soup again. You could go to CNN, and the BBC, and your social media site of choice right now, and it would do you literally no good. Even before we had a word in the relevant ears.”

 “Not that I’m going to be given a chance, of course,” Elena said, finding her venom again.

 Neera shrugged and settled herself more deeply into the chair, utterly unhurried, utterly unconcerned. After all, it wasn’t her who was under a sentence of death. And then she said, “That’s what they sent me down to talk to you about, of course.”

 Elena blinked. Burn the book. Trash the study. Throw something. But she couldn’t. She felt trapped in a web of urbane manners. “What?” she managed. “If I promise very nicely to keep quiet you’ll let me walk away?” Not exactly stinging repartee but as much as she could manage right now.

 “Nobody really walks away,” Neera said, soft but firm. “That is practically the Enderby motto, more than that nonsense they have above the door. We’re all in this, and nobody gets to escape. We take the prizes and we pay the price. We are symbionts and parasites both.” She laughed, the sound exploding from the quietness of her words and making Elena start back. “But you can walk further in, if you want.”

 Elena blinked. “What? Why?”

 “Why? Because you’re smart. And because the family has been keen on medical research and knowledge for the last four centuries, because we’re always working on our particular condition, and how we can shift its parameters to further benefit us.”

 There was an icy hand about Elena’s heart. “You want to put… one of those things… in me.”

 “And you’re asking yourself why on Earth anybody would want that?” Neera said. “Assuming, of course, another eighty-three years of healthy, hearty life doesn’t appeal. Oh, and the power, the influence. The fact that people will listen to you, at last. Do what you want, what you say. And there’s the money. You’d be adopted into the family, after all. You could make sure that your cousin in rehab gets the best care, that your parents don’t need to worry about that medical insurance they didn’t renew this year, that… Well, I’m being crass. I’m insulting your intelligence. You’re quite capable of thinking about all this yourself.”

 “And Jeffrey?” Elena said.

 Neera stiffened a little, at the name. “Jeffrey de la Pole is an ass.”

 “He’s a monster.”

 “Yes.”

 “He’s a murderer.”

 “Yes.”

 “So?”

 “He’s family,” Neera said flatly. “And believe me, this isn’t the first time. It’s not even that unusual. What family can say it doesn’t have its share? There will be no trial for Jeffrey. No prison sentence. No—what? Electric chair?”

 “Then—what?”

 “The family’s extreme and lasting displeasure,” Neera told her. And, at Elena’s obviously unimpressed expression, added, “The family is all he has. We are his entire society, the only others who share the world he is a part of. He will be under our censure forever, persona non grata in the only society he can belong to. But it is an internal matter. There is no outside body that we can permit to judge us.” She shrugged. “It’s a bitch. But what are you going to do, precisely?” She cocked an eyebrow at Elena. “Will that be the sticking point, then? No bringing Jeffrey to justice, so you’re out? I won’t say I don’t applaud the principle, however self-defeating it would be.”

 “Do I hate your cousin Jeffrey more than I love my own life, you mean?” Elena said bitterly.

 “Ah, well.” Neera pressed the tips of her fingers together again. Her eyes gleamed in reflected lamplight. None of them wear glasses. One more almost surreally random thought. Elena was willing to bet they didn’t wear contacts either. That their eyes remained preternaturally sharp until the very moment a giant insect shouldered its way out of their faces.

 “So how about this?” Neera proposed. “Would you rather be adopted by the family, or just go home and never have anything to do with this again?”

 Elena actually stood, like a knee-jerk reaction grown wildly out of proportion. “What? You said—”

 “Nobody walks away,” Neera agreed. “But nobody is ever required to do it. We don’t strap people to the gurney and force the gift onto them. Because it is a gift. However terrible, it is a gift. We do not say, as you Colonials once did, Join or die. You cannot walk away, because you cannot un-know what you know. You will always share a world with this thing, that you can never, never talk about. Because if you did, firstly: nobody would believe you. And secondly, we would destroy you utterly, and your family, and your friends, and everything you cared about. Because we take our secrecy very seriously. As you know.”

 “And you think that’s enough, to keep me quiet? That threat?”

 “I think you are very capable of understanding that there is nobody you can talk to who is not within our sphere of influence and there is nothing you can do that would place anybody or anything beyond our reach. And so you will remain quiet, and live out your short and gradually declining life in our shadow. But you will live.”

 “Why?”

 Neera laughed again. It was less charming the second time. “Because if you join us, I want it to be your choice. Not to escape the axe.”

 I don’t believe her, Elena decided. If she said no, then she’d have an accident. Her plane would go down, or a car would swerve, or there would be a botched robbery, or… And now she was thinking, and it seemed that the world was so very full of ways that someone like her could cease being a problem to a family like the Enderboughs. I don’t believe her. And yet she couldn’t know. Which meant, of course, that in the end Neera got her wish. The choice had, by the slenderest of threads, become a real one, and not mere duress.

 “What could I do?” she asked. Somewhat apropos of nothing, but Neera’s thoughts had tracked hers, step by step.

 “Found a hospital. Buy an island. Sponsor a prize for aspiring young medics. Name your own research budget. Kick a few politicians into going carbon neutral. The big things involve negotiation with the other dynasties, obviously, but you would be one of us. You’d have a voice. You could do good, for a given value of good. Or not. I mean, mostly they don’t, if I’m brutally honest. But if I take myself as an example, what I’ve been able to achieve behind closed doors would have blown the minds of any number of Nobel Prize judges. I have done, and will continue to do, what is important to me. Because of what this curse allows me to do.”

 “And yet you call it a curse.”

 Neera gestured at the book, at the mounted specimen on the wall. “There is a short story by an American author,” she said, “about a place that has every advantage but one, and the one drawback is that its prosperity is founded on a vile immorality that continues year on year. The story is about those who walk away, because that cost is too great. We are the ones who didn’t walk away, Miss Mendes. Now, what is your decision?”



 Later on, they brought Ross in again. So that he could see her. She could only imagine the fuss he’d been making in the interim. Convinced, no doubt, that his family would have done away with her, disposed of the body, fed her to the cicadas so that they could grow big and strong, enter their final instars, copulate and produce their precious eggs. And it was a reasonable hypothesis, on Ross’s part. Even excepting Uncle Jeff’s overactive trigger finger, the Enderboughs hadn’t exactly shown themselves to be paragons of honour or virtue. But here she was, still alive, and he embraced her with a kind of mad incredulity, and she held him back, coolly, feeling the distance. And she watched the others. Gilchrist, Neera, the sourly hungover Uncle Jas. If she hadn’t guessed already, she’d have known then. It was written on their faces quite clearly: it was Ross they were hiding things from, not her. With his back to them, they were an open book.

 But she knew already. Because however flattering the praise from Neera might be, especially with that extra timbre to the woman’s voice that cut straight through to the subconscious and did—whatever it did, that had greased the Enderboughs’ way through history… However nice it might be to have the woman tell her how clever she was, that was never going to be all of it. Elena Mendes, medical student at Johns Hopkins, was never going to be that important, in and of herself, not to them.

 And Ross released her, held her at arm’s length, blinked, said, “I thought they’d…” and then, “I thought they were going to…” Blinked. Cocked his head on one side, the way he did when he hadn’t quite heard something properly but was too polite to actually say so. Well brought-up boy that he was. “I thought…” he said uncertainly.

 His eyes strayed to the bandage obscuring the hollow of her throat, the soft depression between the collarbones, above the ridges of the trachea. It was easier, Neera had said, with women. The laryngeal prominence was smaller and didn’t get in the way. And, of course, they didn’t just leave things to nature. No Gigeresque ovipositor involved. A neat, clean procedure once the eggs had been harvested from gravid females. Whilst, across the grounds, the husks of spent males would be lying on their backs, legs curled in, their part in the business done.

 Godfrey’s beast—the one they’d smashed—had been a male, Neera said. No great loss, she’d added with a derisive snort.

 “I thought…” Ross repeated, and put just a sliver of distance between them. Just a few inches, that were like plate glass and restraining orders.

 She met his gaze levelly. She owed him that. He had no bandage beneath his shirt, yet. He’d been holding out, refusing to be a part of the monster circus, disowning his family, making such threats! She wondered what threats, how far he’d gone, what earthly powers he’d vowed to bring down on them all.

 Past Ross’s shoulder, she met the cold, stern gaze of Gilchrist Enderbough, and he nodded to her, ever so slightly.

 “You didn’t,” Ross said. In those two words was all that he’d thought of her, her virtue and her moral fibre and her human worth, as opposed to the inward-turned venality of his own origins.

 “For you,” she said. Nobody had coached her, so just as well she’d already read the room. And it had been for him, as far as Gilchrist and Neera were concerned. Because she was the sticking point for him, and now she was part of the family, inducted into the traditions, part of the secret. Which meant his last reason for refusing them evaporated. Except for just basic decency and morality and not wanting to have anything to do with the whole hideous business. But she knew Ross. He didn’t deal in imponderables in that way. His focus was always on small things, individual people. She was the symbol of what he was fighting for, like some sacred relic. And now the relic was in the hands of the enemy and the garrison would surrender soon enough.

 “For you,” she tried again. “Because what would you do, if you walked away?” And although the egg would barely have hatched, and though what would hatch would be nothing but a grub the size of her finger-joint, she already felt a thrum of assurance through her. Assurance that the world would move when and how she wanted it to move, that people would make way for her, that every worry she’d ever had about money or family, health, failure was just a thing that happened to other people now. And she had promised herself that she would change things, continue Neera’s work, pare away the horror from what they were, find alternatives to stakes in the woods and staff who never served at the same table twice. Just because they were monsters didn’t mean they had to be quite so monstrous. And, even as she swore those things in the sanctity of her own head, she knew she was already equivocating. That she had been given a casket filled with cursed and bloodstained treasure, and was plunging her arms in up to the elbows.

 “It’s fine,” she told him. “It’s for the best.” And he nodded, as she knew he would, uncertainly at first and then more firmly. All the cognitive dissonance that had been eating him alive ebbing away, the rift in their family slowly suturing shut. With her on the inside, encysted like an insect.
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Doctor Jasmine Marks is going back into hell.
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