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For Pippa, 

rest in peace. 

 

 

 

The Dare

 

It was the fear in the end. That’s what they said. Fear, shock and the inevitable heart attack. I suppose I should feel guilty. My fault in part. Down to me that he was there in the first place. I dared him, you see. Dared him to stay one night in the isolated church. The ancient wooden door still bore the black grooves scratched into it by a gigantic, devil dog, who'd burst into the church, terrified, escaping a thunderstorm. Jed, my brother, said it was all nonsense. That it was just a legend to frighten the simple minded. No dog existed and never had. So, I challenged him. Goaded him until he agreed to stay in Holy Trinity at the winter solstice.  When he accepted the challenge, I didn’t believe he would go through with it, so I followed him and parked up in the lane to watch what happened. I’ll never forget the screaming, rending the night like ripping fabric. When his heart gave out, silence swam over the churchyard. A large dog nudged the north door open. He padded through the gravestones, loped over the wall and across the fields towards the marsh. 

 

 

 

 

 

Believing

 

I’ve never believed. All that nonsense of black dogs, churches and scorched doors? A story for fools and halfwits. But Catherine, my sister, had a way of teasing me. Ever since we were children, she could goad me into doing anything she wanted. She wanted to talk she said, but before I had finished my first pint I’d agreed to spend the winter solstice in the church. I would have to wrap up and take hip flask of something warming. Anything to show her I wasn’t afraid. 

At ten pm on the agreed date I wandered through the churchyard to the north door. I ran my fingers over the scorched grooves as others have done. I pushed the door and it creaked open.  Catherine had ensured the church would be unlocked. I sat in a pew and poured a little whisky to keep out the chill. I soaked up the peace. 

I woke slowly. It was nearly three am and I had depleted my refreshments. At first I thought the sound was my own breathing. To prove it to myself, I held my breath but the sound continued. I half-turned my head and his panting warmed my cheek. He was close enough for me to smell his damp coat. A low rumble emanated from his throat as he moved even closer, his eyes glowing in the light from my Tilly lamp. I screamed. Finally, I believed. 

 

 

 

 

The Wyvern Hunter

 

‘And what might I do for you my beauty?’ the old woman leaned forward in her chair and peered at the young man framed in her doorway. 

George was unable to see her face; although her shape was rim lit by the crackling fire behind her, outlining her in an eerie, amber glow. He stepped further into the soothsayer's cottage and wedged the door shut. There was no lock or handle to secure it. 

‘You know of my forthcoming trial?’ he asked. ‘That I have been chosen to defend the village against the Wyvern?’

‘I do,’ she replied. ‘Though what that has to do with me has me curious, youth.’ 

‘I want, no, I need, a protection charm if I am to succeed. Indeed, I think I will not succeed without one.’ He remained standing, twisting his cloth cap in his hands. 

‘Boy, I know what you want. It’s why I should give it you, that has me a-wondering. What will you do give in return?’ 

George opened his mouth, but it was dry, and no words came. He had prepared for this moment: the ancient crone would do nothing without reward, but any payment he could afford seemed cheap and tawdry. An offence to someone who could, he hoped, protect his life. 

‘I have nothing of great value, old mother,’ he said finally. ‘What would you like? Is there some favour I could do for you in return?’

She looked him up and down. For an age, her eyes roved over his body. George trembled.  He had not thought to suggest that! 

The chair creaked as she rose. She shuffled to his side and, placing a wizened hand on his shoulder, she pulled him down to her height to whisper her price in his ear. Then she ambled to her workbench and motioned an ashed faced George to sit by the fire whilst she worked. 

‘Mugwort, ah there thoust art my lovely.’ She levered the lid off a large jar and took three spikes of the plant, prised the seed heads off and placed them in the mortar. She ground them briefly with her pestle before rooting around the shelves for other ingredients. As she searched for each one she muttered its name aloud. Nettle. Atterlothe. Lambs’ cress. Waybread. Crab apple. Fennel. Thyme. Mayweed. Every herb she picked up was addressed formally as if she were meeting it in a Royal Court and not a dishevelled hovel. She pounded at the herbs until they were a fine powder. Stepping back, she looked around until she spotted her stool. She brought it to the bench and stood on first the stool and then the bench to reach the top shelf. She wobbled precariously, and George rose to aid her, but she waved him away. She rifled around the uppermost shelf, hidden in the darkness near the roof of her tiny cottage, squealing with all the excitement and delight of a young girl when she found what she was seeking. She clambered down, clutching a dark blue bottle. When she removed the stopper, a thick white vapour rose from the contents. The crone measured the slow-moving liquid into the mortar, replaced the stopper and continued pounding for several minutes more. At last she was finished, and she turned to face the youth at her fireside. 

‘Here,’ she said and showed George the substance in the bowl. ‘You must eat a tablespoon of this every day until you fight the Wyvern. Keep it close and, on the day itself, smear the last spoonful over your chest.’

George looked into the mortar at the grey sludge. Far from being inert as he’d expected, it was boiling in the dish, crawling up the sides and George sensed its desire to wrap itself around him. He shivered wanting to push the bowl away, to dash its contents to the floor and grind them into the flattened mud of the hut. He would rather die than eat the contents but, if he did not, the Wyvern would make his death a certainty. 

‘I shall do what you say,’ he said, looking down into the crone’s eyes. 

‘I know you shall,’ she replied. ‘And don’t forget my prize. I will expect you again seven days hence.’

George nodded.  He would not haggle with her over the price of fresh blood. Her skills as a negotiator were known from mountain summit to the deepest valley. Seven days, and either he would bring her the Wyvern’s blood or his mother would bring his. Grabbing the bowl, George dashed out into the night and his uncertain future.  
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