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Jake stood on the quayside,
a loop of rucksack over one shoulder, his hand deep in a bag of dry
crusts. Summoned, the gulls crooked their wings to snatch the curls
of bread that rose and fell with each handful he threw. His fingers
chased the last rough, dry crusts of bread around the bag and then
launched a confetti of crumbs into the grey dusk.

It was midwinter and a few
lights already shone across the estuary, the houses blurring as
they rose to meet the rain-laden hills. He shifted his pack on his
shoulders and made his way past the row of pale pebble-dashed
houses that overlooked the harbour. Gauzy net curtains shrouded
their windows, but here and there he could make out faint shards of
Christmas lights. Once, he would have been excited by that sight,
but he was already learning that Christmas was as much about
obligations as gifts.

Further up the street his
grandmother’s cottage wore a thickly woven wreath on the door,
tartan ribbon snaked around it. Clan colours, his grandmother
claimed. His mother had said this was nonsense; they were from the
Borders and the wrong side at that.

He rang the bell and heard
the answering chime followed by a demented yelping and scrabbling
at the door. Finally, the door opened a crack on a brass coloured
chain and he saw a sliver of grandmother above the hyperventilating
muzzle of her stupid dog.

‘Oh it’s you Jake,’ she
said. The door closed and reopened. ‘Your mother sent you I
suppose?’ she said retreating in the direction of the kitchen. ‘She
worries too much. I can look after myself you know.’

She disappeared while the
dog continued to frantically climb Jake’s legs. ‘Let him alone
Bruce,’ she called from another room, as the dog’s whine became a
bark. Escaping the dog’s embrace, Jake went into the front room and
slung his bag down by the settee. The room was full of tar-coloured
wooden furniture and chintzy furniture. Black and white photographs
in new frames, old light captured and reflected off the faces of
the dead.

It had been months since
he’d been here. It felt like the past. The place he was stuck in
until he was old enough to leave this town.

He looked in books for clues
as to the man he might become. He still half-lived in a world in
which magic might exist but probably didn’t. He was beginning to
understand that he was not part of a prophecy with a strange and
terrible destiny. He already paid lip service to the boredom of
real life, of exams, jobs and cars and it had begun to leak in and
contaminate his daydreams.

He wandered into the
kitchen. ‘Cups. In the dining room,’ ordered his grandmother as she
moved around, a hand on the surface to steady herself. She was
frailer than he remembered. Her hair was a halo of white, her hands
twisted and swollen with arthritis.

He was casting about in the
dining room waiting for the cups to find him when he saw
it.

‘What’s this gran?’ he
called catching sight of a piece of furniture he hadn’t seen
before.

‘In the cupboard,’ she
replied mishearing him.

‘No, I mean what’s this, the
wooden thing.’

He heard her make her way
slowly along the hall. ‘What’s what dear?’

‘This.’

‘It’s a bureau. It was your
great-aunt’s – my sister’s. Open the top. There, you
see?’

He pulled back the angled
lid and saw pigeonholes stuffed with paper and plastic holders full
of blunt pencils and old biros.

‘It was your
great-grandfather’s originally, he left it to Molly – we were
always moving you see. It’s broken now. Those bits of wood used to
come out when you lowered it. I doubt anyone would know how to fix
it nowadays.’



He closed the lid and looked
at the small, hinged handle, like a doorknocker, that had first
caught his eye. It was in the shape of a strange creature, one leg
drawn up behind it. He touched the cold metal. ‘What’s
this?’

‘It’s an imp,’ she said with
a sudden, mischievous grin. ‘The Lincoln Imp, to be precise.’ She
rubbed a finger over it. ‘It’s awfully dirty. Your
great-grandfather used to say if you rapped it three times the
devil himself would appear.’

‘Does it work?’ he asked,
curious to find something so magical in his grandmother’s
house.

She smiled at him. ‘I’ve
never tried, dear. Not the sort of person you would want to meet.
Now would you like a biscuit with your tea?’

He nodded as she left the
room. He stared at the imp. It was an odd and ugly creature with a
long nose, horns and a nasty grin, like the offspring of a rat and
a fox. It had the look of a trickster or a thief. Or
worse.

He traced its outline with
his fingers; it was cold to the touch. Would it work? He knew it
was unlikely. He grasped it suddenly and rapped it hard three
times.

The dog went berserk in the
hall, howling and barking.

‘Can you get that Jake?’ she
called.

‘There’s no one there,’ he
replied going out into the hall. Then he saw the blurred figure
through the panes of glass in his grandmother’s door. He felt a
sudden surge of foreboding, a dizzying sense that the world was not
as he’d come to believe, that the things he both craved and feared
were real after all.

Three more raps on the
door.

‘See who it is would
you?’

With legs of lead, he forced
himself down the narrow hallway. His fingers shook as he unhooked
the chain; they felt hot and greasy on the latch as he turned
it.

He opened the
door.

There stood the Devil. When
he saw the boy he frowned, as if disappointed, then gave a toothy
smile. ‘Is your grandmother in young man?’

‘Yes,’ said Jake, suddenly
grateful that it wasn’t him he wanted.

‘May I come in?’

Jake stood silently, his
hand on the door. He knew that vampires had to ask permission, he
guessed the same must be true of the Devil. Except he didn’t look
like the Devil. His face was pink with cold, clean-shaven; his
glasses glinted in the light from the doorway. What if he wasn’t
the devil, what if he was just someone visiting his grandmother?
Then he saw his eyes. His pupils were vast, glassy black dots with
a faint grey rim.

The Devil saw Jake’s
grandmother in the doorway of the kitchen. ‘Ah, Mrs
Fitzpatrick.’

‘Dr Keyes, I wasn’t
expecting you today. Is everything all right?’

‘Just a housecall Mrs
Fitzpatrick. I was passing and wanted to see how you were. I can
call again,’ he added. ‘I didn’t know you’d have guests,’ he said
with a frown.

‘Just young Jake here,’ she
said. ‘Come in, I’m just making a pot of tea.’

The Devil smiled again.
‘Well, I know better than to say no to you Mrs Fitzpatrick. But
it’ll have to be a quick one, I’ve other calls to make.’ He pushed
past Jake and went into the sitting room.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/149308
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg





