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Prologue

   In Gaelic, there is no word for "vampyre" although the idea behind the word is universal.  Instead, the Sidhe, the so-called "People of Peace" or faeries, have among their numbers vampyre-like creatures.  One is the Mistress, "Leanan", a vampyric muse who drinks the life out of her beloved, inspiring them to Death.

    What would her children be like?  What if once, a long time ago, she chose a sword-slain shepherd on a battlefield slowly bleeding his heart-blood into the Earth?  What then if she also found a master carver diseased and on his death-bed of stone shards and fine dust?

   And so our two characters were created many centuries past.  They met, found each other's company agreeable and spent many lifetimes together.

   But Time can be cruel.

Waxing Moon
Do you know

why I

miss you each day

and wait

   to be near you?

(you'll never guess why)

"I hate you 

so much

that it fills my loneliness

to a sweet contentment

   and I grow

      empty

   when you are away from me

for there is none around

I love to hate

with the joy

of continuity.
"(I guess it's) love",  A. T. Joyette


Chapter 1

   Moon, paper-thin disc on marbled sky.

   Sun, pinching his way over the horizon.

   Look again, and the Moon is gone.  I search the pale blue and she's simply no more.

   Geese bless the Earth with graceless heralding:  "Eostre comes!  Eostre comes!"  Only this sound pierces through the screaming from within.  I squint into brilliant light, catch their clumsy "v", then shuffle into the crypt under Spanish moss draperies, heavy-hung magnolia.  The little space quickly fills with my roasted stench, but it fades soon enough. . .  

   I risk much and nothing, worship Sun and Moon in near equal parts.  Gryphon would push for one more paint-stroke, one more pass with failing hands, but I would instead turn my back to him, sit and watch Time incarnate, the Earth rotate, the wheel spin.  Always a little thrill.  Always a little tense, as if once it would forget to happen.

   Foolish.

   But still. . . (In memory, I look over my shoulder.  He scrambles, cursing under his breath.)

   Faith is earned, not given or stolen.

   Three thousand years and still reason to doubt.  

   In the house in Tunis, I could use my own kiln but here this clay will have to wait until I get to the University.  With daylight so long, I’ll have to call ahead to make sure someone will be there to let me in after 8:00pm.  Though this little diversion used to be fun, to play the part of the mysterious artist (and with just a wink reduce the young women to giggling, blushing girls), it's tiring now and I’m fed up.  I feel like throwing these cups away!  The clay’s of poor consistency and the shapes are awkward anyway, whatever skill and purpose having evaporated like so much mist. . . 

   I used to be so good at this.  I used to enjoy it, finding pleasure and pride when I brought something inspired into the World.  Now, it’s just muck, the spin of the wheel is dizzying. . . just a mess to clean up.

   Like painting.

   Or carving.

   Or. . . 

   Tunisia. . .  Florian was always fascinated by the desert, the way children are by fire.  He’d sit on the windowsill, Mediterranean winds blowing his Moon-bleached hair, and while I massaged and caressed my clay into cooperating, he would describe the sands to me again and again with undiminishing enthusiasm and imagination.  

   Other than this, Tunisia is just a muddled memory, as is most of Europe. . .  Though I know I can quote with sincerity, “Much have I travell’d in the realms of gold, And many goodly states and kingdoms seen,” I don’t recall much of anything particular.  Every time I revisit those places, whenever I try to call up a memory, the colours become less and less distinct and I wonder what parts are history and what parts are dream, confused with a scene from a recent picture show or something read from a book?  And lately I've been thinking about Florian again, like a knot I can never undo.  Even after all these years. . .    

   I'm an artist, I've always known that about myself.  Creation is my magic, my talent.  My first medium was stone, though not by choice:  alone and young, I was at the mercy of the master stone carver who recognized my gift and took me as apprentice.  I lived that life without experiencing anything else, only knowing there was more.  I knew it when I climbed exhausted into the straw at the end of the Day, felt it every Night in the air like a growing storm and expected to be harassed by a twitching deep in my bones.  Even when I became a Master myself. . . even when every breath became a rasping rattle and I couldn't get up from the floor. . .  My death was the best thing that could have happened.  Well, not dying precisely but being kissed by that cold, beautiful muse! 

How I embraced that freedom!  

   And I've always been a bachelor, either too consumed in my work or too restless to settle on any one individual.  Of course I crave and appreciate good company but in small parcels of time and only when it suits me.  

   Yes, I'm selfish, arrogant, independent, fickle. . . and warm, gentle and generous.  Hey, in three thousand years there's been plenty of time to be as contradictory and changeable as the seasons!  I've cultivated my enigmatic nature like a rare jewel always in need of a bit more polish, a work in progress.

   It was very different for Florian.  For one thing, he was very happy in life. . . a very small life, granted, but he was happy in it with his wife, children and sheep.  We're such opposites!  He was so attached to his simple life that even after death he couldn't leave until his world had changed so much that it no longer resembled anything he'd known.  Imagine:  the freedom I sang out for was a tyrant to him, forcing him to abandon his love, his life, his blasted sheep!  I could understand but never empathize. . .  Still, I appreciated his inner serenity and unswerving sense of direction every now and again.

   How did I get from there to here?  When did frustration, restlessness and this uneasy feeling find me and settle in?  The origin of this discomfort is so elusive, I’m drawn to that simple conversation between Florian and myself so long ago in that distant, exotic land of African desert and ocean.  As if I had never taken part, I watch as the man with the busy, steady hands at the wheel, filthy up to his elbows, questions and listens while the tall fellow by the window elaborates and explains with dancing hair and fingers.  But though I try to swallow it unthought, I impulsively want to mutilate this tranquillity I’ve lost, slice off Florian’s digits and cut out his eyes.  (I could, but they’d only grow back.  They always only grow back.)

   And this is repulsive, and I push it away.  Contradictory, nonsensical, I throw it away along with these useless cups and call the University to donate my potter’s wheel.

   The digital clock by my bedside glows 17:12 in an eerie, familiar green while beneath me Montreal becomes a chaos of rush hour noises.  There'll be no peace again this afternoon, and as I lie awake in my bed waiting for the Sun to sleep and his light to leave from behind the blinds, often I relive the beginning of the end. . .

   Snow was falling.  We stood out in the cold and I recited from Longfellow to break the silence of that Night, our last in Germany together:
       "Out of the bosom of the Air,

       Out of the cloud‑folds of her garments shaken,

       Over the harvest-fields forsaken,

       Silent, and soft, and slow 

       Descends the snow."

   Florian turned to me, intricate little flakes lighting in his hair and eyes bright. 

"Come away," he said, almost pleading, but already distant.
   "No," was all I replied.

   He had no other words to share either, a sign perhaps of things to come.  He looked one last time at me and it seemed we stood there unmoving as a century passed.  He then turned and left, trudging through the snow deep up to his knees, his long coat dragging behind distorting his tracks.  The Moon shone brightly and her light glistened on the pure white blanket that seemed to smother the World. . . even the trees were numb in their nakedness and everything was so very still.  I could see his breath trailing behind and he made only slow progress, but never once did he look back. . .  Words had had their turn the Night before, angry words full of stubbornness, misunderstanding and a twisted sort of viciousness.  After months of debate ending in stalemate, together we had stood at the hearth and I had whispered what we both knew, "I'll be staying."

   "Gryphon, you know you can't really make anything different," he said, bewildered yet somehow aloof. 

   "But I can help a few more people and end a few more," I answered.

   "‘Playing at God’.  Why?"

   "Because they are wrong, and because I can,” I stated bluntly.

   "But why?  What makes this different?  Of all the slaughter we've seen, why interfere now?" he prodded.

   I searched for an answer he would understand, any reasoning that would reveal the importance of these events to me.  "Maybe we should have intervened then, too.  But now I can’t turn away. They're so blatant, so efficient, it makes my heart sick."

   Months before I had convinced him to stay.  He would rarely help anyone directly outside of his family line but, oh, how he enjoyed the hunt, the kill and my company in it!  Together we were as too long ago, two wolves.  And together we shared the blood of many a killer.  Two little s’s branded our dinners and I let him select from the nightly menu, I let him thrill, I joined him in the pleasure of the hunt and satisfaction of the feeding.  And we feasted!  So he was happy and I felt I was aiding these folk.  But that had been months before. . . 

   We were now in danger.  We’d been noticed by the Schutzstaffel.  One wonders what took them so long, two long‑haired noblemen followed about the country by so many Nazi corpses!  It was time to leave, Florian was right.  But there was still so much to do, and stubbornly I refused to give ground, even though they were asking about us, tracking us and we had too many secrets to keep.

   "You risk your life for a handful of strangers?  In fifty years they'll all be dead anyway!"

   "I'm not looking to be rewarded."

   "What are you looking for?” he demanded.

   "Florian!" I snarled, exasperated at still not being able to make him understand after so many Nights of discussion and argument.  "So long as the World's population isn't in danger, you don't care much at all, do you?  So long as you have enough to glut yourself, everything is fine?"

   "You know me well enough."  He was angry now, teeth clenched, eyes glowing in the dark.   He was right, we had seen so much. . . battles and wars too many to count, the Spanish Inquisition had almost done us in, slavery, slaughter, butchery. . .  Why now?  It was Florian, in fact, who had brought us here to snatch up and safeguard a distant relative, an imp of a girl (to her he needed only barely whisper, “Kumen avek, mayn tokhter, un kukn nit tsurik”).  Was it the lost art?  The young sent to the front or the ruined architecture?  Was I revelling in reckless power?  I didn’t understand it myself, so I embraced some exaggerated sense of humanity and tried to tell him that I felt connected to the human world, sorry to see another war, horrified at how all this glorious new technology, power and knowledge were being used to end the lives of thousands in such a dehumanized, surreal fashion.  I had to slow it down, break some cogs in these workings, as ineffectual as it might be.  Did he believe me?  Did I believe myself?  The effect was obvious, though: it pushed him away, and to finish the job I took on airs.  I didn’t accuse him of being nationalistic, but I bolstered myself up, pretending he was being led astray by our descendants, those backwards Irishmen who turned a dispassionate eye.  And I stood before him, oh so “holier than thou”, silent.  

   “They do it to themselves.  After this war, there will be another slaughter.  Nothing changes."  He spoke now to the ground, truths I couldn’t deny.   

   "I’m staying," I stated coldly as I studied him, my old companion and friend.  I wasn’t considering any consequences, I was simply acting out this role I’d created, thrilling in my ability to do what I thought was fair, what I felt was just.  My true motives I left buried, where they still lie buried. . . 

   Florian rarely seemed to ponder beyond the moment and didn’t seem to be aware of the implications behind his next statement:  "Then I go on without you."  Only now, as I hear his voice again, I think there was a question in those words. . .

   "I'll stay here as long as I can, then I'll meet up with you again, in America."  This ribbon of ideas tumbled out.  I hadn’t planned beyond the war but yes, the New World!  We could reunite in a few weeks, a few months. . .

   He shrugged his shoulders and a thin crook of a smile hooked up one side of his mouth.  "I'll find passage," he stated flatly and he left the room, scooping up his heavy wool coat as he passed the rack, walking out quickly and closing the door without a glance back in my direction.   Only the next Night did he return, standing outside my window with the snow gently burying him.  A premonition?  I thought he resembled a ghost, almost transparent, already gone.  But I went out to him, that last long look and I saw him walk off for America. 

   I then continued on alone, criss-crossing Europe on my way to hell and delighting in the rumours of a bestial revenant, my own ghost story.  My methods were cleaner than Florian's but still SS were discovered dead every morning, perhaps attacked less by some wild animal now than by an “enemy” of der Vaterland.  I was impressed with my work, my evasive powers and my skills at illusion and deception, many escaped their machines of death. . .  So why was I so unmoved when I heard Florian's ship lay at the bottom of the ocean?  So without empathy?  Then as now I’m mystified by my lack of compassion towards him in those few cold seconds of indecision. . . but I only paused that long before carefully, without a sound, I turned from my old friend, closed the door and walked away. 
   Stars map a path north and I follow Her backbone, this mountain ridge.  Ribs slope down to villages, towns, cities, scent-heavy with human folly. . . reluctantly I leave the peaks for valleys, where he would go.  But for me this is against instinct, a wolf going down to farmland. . .  an act of desperation.     

   Warm winds blow.  Soft seed silk tumbles from trees, across my shoulders, entangles in hair, and without warning I am again in that Night of snow, unspoken sadness and dread.  I feel the bone-cracking cold. . .

   The drama was done, decisions made.  Now was only the leaving.  I wanted to go, I wanted away from Europe, but still. . . and instead of suggesting "stay", he said "America", so I left.  This, what he really wanted, I wouldn't admit or question.  I did not turn back to see him standing there.  I did not turn for him to see hesitation, my confusion.  I wanted him to call out to me, but no. . .  It had taken all of the Night before to find a ship.  I had slept in a warehouse, not wanting to be with him, not wanting to argue anymore, not trusting myself.  Alone I felt, and worthless and endless.

   To the ship.  Boxes, crates.  Overfed I was yet certain of the sounds of rats.  Passengers.  A large trunk.  I pushed its contents aside and climbed in, shedding and hiding my coat.  I brought nothing with me from that hell‑bent, hideous land that stole him from me.   With hate, I curled down to sleep as the engines vibrated their distorted lullaby.  Eleven days to cross these waters:  I could lay that long. . .

   But again, no.  My horrid mechanical cradle screeched complaints, rocked wildly and knocked about.  I was aware of these things but could do nothing:  mid-Day, even in a storm, would be fatal and my body leaden besides.  Lurching, tossing, for what seemed hours, then even as I lay there encased in fog, the scents and sounds found their way: sheer panic.  Absolute fear. 

   We are sinking.

   I cannot open the trunk.  I am three millennia old yet can not lift the lid to save myself.  Pin‑pricked terror, screaming, salt water.  Desperation, adrenaline, death.  Above me the wails of the storm blend well with hysterical panic.  I join in as the first salty tears leak into my coffin and scrabble again at the lid.  But it is an ancient cripple with ineffectual hands, powerless limbs, that kicks and claws.  I howl, screech, the sounds sink with me.  Lungs fill with water.  Above, Death comes to claim those who perish, this watery graveyard good for the company.  But she ignores me, having already tasted my soul, and I continue down.  There is no more wild rocking, the screams are left behind.  I can sense the survivors at the mercy of the winds and waves.  I pull towards them but still it is Day and I am with the dead.  Screaming bubbles now, frenzied fingers bleeding, claws and wood splintering.  Pressure builds in my ears.  Rats drown against the ceiling.  Desperately I howl and kick and scratch until, finally, all is engulfed in darkness beyond Night and I sink into myself, finally lost.

   Far above, Night comes and, with her, wakefulness.  But my Daymare continues.  For the first time since death, I can see nothing.  Blind.  The water is black ink.  I feel my hair alive, brushing my cheek, neck.  Beyond sensation, there is pressure like a tightening fist.  I squirm and struggle in this coffin, my mind slipping again, until finally I slash, strike and splinters float away.  I am free!  But here is blackness too and terror still.  Which way is up?  Which way is out?  I dig at the wooden surface beside me, clawing madly until I am through and swim 

into. . . another chamber!  I shriek as all around I find more surfaces, add my own salted tears to the brine and frantically claw again.  I can taste blood in the water, my own.  Through!  A larger passageway, more walls!  But the water is alive about me, moving. . . yes, an opening and I am finally free!  Here the faintest of light allows an impression of the wreck I leave behind.  But which way is up?!  I grab and mend that last thread of sanity and fight for control.  Think!  Yes!  Like a stone I let myself sink. . . here is the bottom, soft sands sifting through ruined fingers.  So I travel up as quickly as I can, terror clinging as the water lazily passes.  Still more, still more!

   Finally. . . light!

   I break the surface.  From old instinct I gag, cough, retch water and breathe the air I need not but desire with every fibre of my being.  Lungs rattle and I convulse, spewing up more water, some blood.  In Moon and starlight I see the pink stain dissolve and with trepidation look up from it and around.  Nothing.  A span of stars and cloud blending into the dark liquid swallowing me.  Not even a piece of debris to cling to.  I tread water continuously, my body willing to sink.  No more!  The greedy sea sucks and begs to enfold me.  Where is land!?  Delirium creates for me imagined horrors and things to nibble at limbs.  I shriek, swallow water, struggle, look down and see nothing.  I scream.  If this were a Nightmare, Gryphon would have woken me by now.  The thought of him gives me focus and the root of a plan.  Send out. . . feel. . .  Hunt.  Panic almost crowds out sense, but I am wounded and hunger rises easily.  Yes!  Distant, but yes.  I am not so entirely alone on this watery plain.  The ocean is alive, coursing with hearts beating in time to the pulse of the World.  But also. . . human.  Ships.  To intercept I must concentrate, think.  I begin to swim in one direction.  Little time for me.  The water pulls constantly, this powerful, persistent siren.  My body begins to slow.   Moon watches and sighs, she can not stay, she drifts, but happily long enough.  There!  By the pounding of the blood, the salted flesh, fathomless loss and spent fear, it is the rescue ship.  I push to approach with all I have, all I am.  Moon kisses adieu and I feel more than see the brightening sky.  Close.  The pinking dawn surprises me with the sheer intensity of its beauty.  How long since I've seen this?  And my body begs to respond to its nature.  No!  Not yet!  So close!  By luck, by sheer force, by fate, the waves favour me, the boat decelerates.  I hear voices, see bright lights and dive.  Beneath, my claws extend and sink deep into the hull.  Like a leech I hang there, secure, as the Sun claims my fleeting consciousness.

   Night-terrors keep me clinging.

   Day.

   Mid-Day.

   Evening.

   Sun sets and the mouth of Night opens.

   Less man than beast, I slowly climb this boat, long fractured claws, mutilated fingers, digging deep into the hull, soundlessly claiming sanctuary.  I am sick of water, sick of its taste, its smell, its merciless touch.  I climb on deck, lean over the rail and vomit great rushes of it from lungs and gut.  I sink to the floor and breathe heavily, shivering.  The wind is still, the water calm, but I am nauseous.  I vomit again, this time blood as well.  

   Voices. . .

   I stagger to my feet.

   . . . coming this way.

   I find shadows.  A doorway.  I move through.  A tiny chamber, crewman’s quarters. . . empty.  Softly close the door.  I lean against it, shaking violently, sink again to the floor.  It is past.  It is over.  I weep in exhaustion.  My mind collapses onto this tiny span in one thousand lifetimes.   I crawl across the floor and hide under the bed.

   Two days at sea and then there was land.  America or Europe?  Didn't matter.  Weak still, tight and small, I had not fed much on that fragile little boat.  I would not take more than I needed to heal my hands, mend brutalized lungs.

   The port.  The ropes and chains.  The dock.  I stripped and ran.  Wolf.

   Land.

   Only years after the war and that Night in the snow did I travel to America to rejoin with Florian.  Predictably, he had gone to his favourite spot up north, quiet and secluded in a thick, dark forest teeming with all life but human.  I found him easily, hibernating in our small, cedar-scented cabin entirely hidden from the rest of the World.

   I didn’t, however, expect what I found.  My friend, my gentleman companion, my comrade at arms, was like a wounded dog.  He was so happy to see me, and so bitterly angry.  And what did I do?  I stirred up the hornets.  I laughed at him when he told me, in broken sentences and half finished words, of his ordeal.

   "My sweet Saint Florian, drowned again?  And this time with a ship around your neck?!  You even still smell of salt water!  Did the merfolk bait and torment you?  Did they tickle your feet and plait your hair?  I can almost see you crawling up the side of that ship, like a giant, wet rat!"  I laughed until my sides hurt, it was so good to see him again. . .  But only my own voice echoed against the raw, wooden beams.

     His habitual silence never meant submission, I knew that.  I also knew that making assumptions and taking things for granted was the course of fools, but I did it 

anyway. . .  And, in retrospect, it all happened so fast, although that moment of realization came too late and took too long. . .

   I stifled my last chuckles and looked to find him seething, fuming, tiny pin-prick eyes like glowing coals.  His white, bony fist intended to find my cheek but it was a bear’s claw that made impact, tore flesh and knocked me to the ground, my blood seeping from the gashes. 

   Only then did I see the damage:  his scars were deep.  I should have come long ago,  I was years too late.  Why hadn't I realized it?  Why hadn't I felt it?  I had ignored my one true friend.  He stared at me, a flurry of accusations, grief and hate, then left without a word, leaving his sanctuary now both resonant and defiled by my presence.

   Years of longing.  Years of waiting.  My impatient friend had claimed patience as his own, for me.  Had waited for me to come to him, comfort him, understand what no one else could comprehend. . .

   Years of anger I couldn't heal with a simple "I'm sorry."

   In the following decades, I saw or heard of him only a few times.  Still, it was only his music I missed, and then this age brought with it such mechanical wonders I found recorded substitutes even for his strange piping.  I kept myself busy, travelled the globe again before settling here and (for the most part forgotten) I never even considered removing from my finger the ring Florian had made for me from his own hair, claiming him as a possession and yet fully ignoring the fact that I had given myself in exchange. . .  

   Once, though, I think it was in the 1960s, I bought a copy of Millais' Ophelia to display in my home.  Just beneath the surface the lass lingered in beauty for years before I took her down.  It reminded me of Florian.  Though I refused to admit it at the time, by his pain I also felt alone and the weight of all our years seemed oppressive.  Little did I realize then the truth behind these sensations.  Little did I know how his unrecognized trauma was the first symptom of my wasting. . .  Our separation, my ruin.

   Night slips in, stirs saltwater soaked rags.  Damning dream!  I wake exhausted again.  

   He didn't come (not now, not then).  Though I shouldn't have needed to, I had begged.  Still, no reply.  And then, finally, when he did come. . .  he leaned over, outstretched hand. . . and pushed me under.  I had believed nothing would be worse than the waiting. . .  

   Hard grows the heart confounded.  Over time, spent patience and false hope, hate took form, shifted.  Burned away black a decade before I let loose the fire, but only one white snarl rumbled free,  a curse: "May the Morrighan reward you well for slighting me."  Though I covered my mouth in shame, the thing was spoken. . . and ears always twitch in the 

darkness. . . whispers. . .  words with misplaced power, overheard.  Fearful, I reached for the gentle weave of our union and found it frayed, torn.  Where he was, a rat worked, determined chewing.  Where I lay, a serpent thrashed against the net.   Some small sharp voice: "Mar sin bitheadh e!"  So be it. . . 

   Time passed.  Sometimes touched at the fringe, I snapped my jaws, hissed.  He'd pull quickly back.  Nothing to be said, but still, wandering over the Earth following massacres and murderers, I always half expected to come upon him. . .   And She, gentle Mother, a myriad of poisons were spilled on Her skin, dung in Her waters, exhaust in Her very breath.  So many disfiguring wounds simply couldn't close. . .   Her angry mumbling fed mine.  

   Fifty years.  For me they were Winter.  Still, underneath ice, waters raced dark and deep, pressure mounting.  Slowly I became aware:  I am little but appetite now.  Dangerous.  Infected.  Raw.

   Doomed.

   (This modern age would have been difficult enough to digest on its own. . . )

   Uncommon clarity, this.  With it I realized time was up.  Rules broken.   Stalemate.  "Play or leave the table," Morrighan stated, our Warrior Queen long since faded and frail.   Enough, this warning.  I collected my remains and left the wasteland, seeking to mend and be mended.  Sharp, glinting white, a needle in the dark. . . or sword-point.  First, yes, I ran pride through.

Chapter 2

   I feel like an old man who can’t remember if he took his daily ration of pills or not:  I can’t recall if I’ve already eaten.  This is bizarre, because finding a suitable dinner partner isn’t all that simple!

   And I was rude to Father LeBlanc earlier when he came down into the church’s  archive to find me and discuss theology.  I told him to take his “High Holy Imaginary Friend” elsewhere.  While I have no love for the Church and he knows this, I do like him and my words were unkind.  He was offended and looked at me strangely, and I think he’s coming to suspect there’s something odd and powerful just below the surface of my "amazing" translating talent and “Pagan” ideas. . . which makes it all the more important that I down-play my skills and couch my beliefs with greater care.  Who would have thought that being able to easily read all three parts of the Rosetta Stone would have serious drawbacks?  Feigning ignorance, I’ve discovered, is an art form all on its own!  And what do you do when you can claim seniority over the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost?  A respectful beast in gentle company bites his tongue:  such news would break a good man but not a poor faith.

   I should be well practiced in this art because with Florian religion was, on occasion, an even trickier subject.  Although we hold the same beliefs, we don’t share the same degree of conviction. . . I think before we met he spent far too much time (what's the euphemism now?) in Never-Never Land.  

   Still, the only time I thought to flush him out was when the first photos of Mother Earth were taken, capturing what before only the Moon ever beheld: the whole glorious sphere.  (Cameras!  What a wonderful invention!  How we loved to play both in front and behind those layers of lens.)  I clipped out and kept that picture and began to make inquiries concerning his whereabouts. . . until I came upon him in a dream:

   "Florian, look!  They've photographed the Earth from space!  Look at how beautiful She is!"  In this dream it was snowing stars and I let spill all my visions of possibilities like a glittering cascade of diamonds at his feet.  In one hundred years, or maybe two or three, humans could break their final bonds and live beyond the planet in space or on other planets (why not?) and I'd still be around to experience it!  All of a sudden there were no limits!  Looking at that photo, She and all of infinite space vibrated with an incredible noise and seemed, all at the same time, so still.  Carpe lora!  I wanted to learn everything, study physics and astronomy, prepare for the glories that could be!

   He listened, at first in wonder. . . and then a scowl enveloped his narrow face.  "All is lost," he pronounced.  "Abuse without limit, they’ll abandon Her now, believing they have all oblivion to exploit.  In ruins and then they'll leave Her, a raped, barren corpse!" 

   I was surprised and caught off guard by his biting cynicism, yet I broke my stunned silence and defended the human race, remarking, "But now they'll see how fragile She is, how finite."  But he stood with sparkling shards cutting into his ankles, knee deep in red-tinted snow. 

   "She has always been fragile!  You needed a picture?"  For a man adept at weaving illusions he was strangely ignorant of the means by which humankind might dissolve their own.  No, not ignorant but stubborn, looking for faults.  Haughty, fatalistic pessimism. . .

   It was only a dream, but I couldn't shake the feeling that he wouldn't share my enthusiasm.  In the end, I stopped looking for him even before I began in earnest.  Of course, his fears had merit, but he could waste his time sulking about, not I!      

   I still have that photograph somewhere and I’m grateful that Florian probably never saw the images from Hiroshima either. . .  I know better, of course, but I prefer to pretend even when the wind borrows his lyrical voice sometimes and sings "These toadstool clouds are not faery mischief, no dances around that kin of mushroom!  But sing for her, Death’s been courted and she’ll have Science for a groom!"  When accompanied by shrill yapping and sinister laughter that seems to echo from somewhere in my rooms, I turn up the radio very loud.    

   Radio!  Progress is such a comfortable disease!  And the pretty blue marble of Earth doesn’t show off her cancers. . . and I don't pry.

   It's late, nearly 4:00am, and time to go home.  From the bowels of this church and from Her musty, dank womb, I climb and embrace everything else entirely, all this technology and science with every fiber of my immortal, undead heart. . . though still I don't feel satisfied and can't remember if I've eaten.

   Again I take shelter early from the coming twilight.  Tired, but still have to wait for the Moon and her attendant candles to dim.  Listen to bats' chittering. . . and discover the moment I climbed, curled into this cave, couldn't name in what continent I would soon be sleeping. . . 

   Dawn's first light embroiders fern leaves on forest floor, and so I lose my pelt, but, still, how many years as wolf, neglecting there was more?  I turn and twist but can not find burs or broken glass, nor wounds to lick.  They, too, are beyond reach.  What is this?  Grown so powerful yet so weak?  Though ageless, senile and feeble still?  I never reach land!  No, not senile:  a wolf has no need for names and I have misplaced myself, held fast to wolf's hair and abandoned the rest.  Human form and sense I tried to claim but after so long and their world so altered, I am an empty thing, incomplete.  Whether only silver thin spider silk or moonsap-soaked reed, I need Gryphon to throw me a line.  Wounded, I retreat too easily, distracted by the pleasant simplicity of now, overlooking there was a before and ignoring what's bound to come.  And there was a time before this and there is an afterwards coming fast. . . To survive, I must adapt, I need Gryphon’s humanity, though pray he can still recognize my scent.

   For focus then, a little spell:  I make of him a Winter stag marred in my snow (this all sides can comprehend) and by Night's fall the hunt will begin anew, hunger keeping course.  I’ll find him.  If he is not dust, I’ll find him.

   Moon-set.  I can not see but sense her leaving, weighting every fiber.  But I realize only now this is a womb of wet and seeping stone.  Foolish, I chose poorly!  Mallachd e!  Where is my head?  I cringe from clammy rock, self-doubt and dampness creeping into bone.  Nothing for it now, a captive corpse unable to refuse tugging embraces, suckling kisses.  My Daymare, ill-begotten, crooked child, settles in.

   I'd wager he’s sleeping with Ceiligh.  As I pack away my carving tools and prepare to lay down, I’d gamble he’s with his wife, wherever he is.  If the Sun is painting the sky, then he’s imitating the dead somewhere while in dreams he’s curling around her, their fingers intertwining and her hair against his chest.  She’s been underground nearly as long as we’ve been intimate with Death but the perfume of her skin still greets him at every Daybreak.  Ghost or illusion, he is so unwilling and incapable of change, for certain this little routine hasn’t been altered (though I’m perplexed by this emptiness in me, this feeling of loss. . .).

  Of course, sometimes I can understand and even admire his peace and unswerving loyalty, but I prefer diversity--lots of it!  The human race smiles, flashing fire for me.  I’ve enjoyed those who were absolutely radiant and others with unflinching strength of character.  (They had names. . . beyond my grasp now, but the taste of their lips is still with me, ochre red or rough, whiskered or shaven smooth. . .)  Restful dreams don’t interest me, it’s those moments of energy and creation’s power that I crave.  I want freedom and won’t be restricted to his tiny world, I’ve grown so far beyond him and re-created myself to match this city and its people. 

   But he knew me, Florian had a way with me.  As we’d wander about, he’d point to an archway, comment on a gnarled old farmer or hand me a broken stone and there would be just that certain idea or shape. . . he could gift me with what I yearned for before I could even describe it.  The days I’d spend fighting off numbness were half his fault, for how could I let go of his dusky moth of inspiration before my hands were done, before I'd captured and safe-guarded these visions, my dreams?

   And now, while he sleeps somewhere with his wife, whispering only to an apparition of all the sights he’s seen and humming a little over-heard tune, I’m hungry for his storytelling. . . and feel Jealousy’s pus-green tongue in my ear.

   I knew this was going to be a bad Night!  I hardly slept, I woke up irritated and now, as I walk to work, I’m certain I'm being followed.  This is absurd, but I can't shake the feeling that my legs are kicking through knee-deep snow and my cloven hooves are slipping and scraping slick ice for a hold.  I swing my neck low to avoid getting antlers entangled in low-hanging branches and spring forward, racing for my life!  

   This is crazy, it's all in my head!  If I can just get to the church I'll escape the pale beast I never see but I know, I feel, he's gaining ground on me!  Although here I am, moving along a city street, surrounded by buildings and pavement, somewhere I'm coursing, I can smell the broken pine needles and hear my heavy panting, desperately plowing through the underbrush and snow.  

   But here's the door, the church, and I dodge inside, pulling the heavy wood shut behind me!  Sweating blood, what an idiot, I've got to shake this off and clean myself up!  But instead of having a minute to pull myself together, I see Fathers Corbeau and Senopah walking towards me and I can’t let anyone see this!  Using shadows and hair, I try to conceal my red-stained brow and before either one can say a word I’m past them, scurrying down into the secretive darkness of the catacombs.

Excerpt of a letter from Father LeBlanc, Montreal, to Father Swift, New York City

   I have something to share with you that has me confused, even alarmed.  Miracles are one thing, but I witnessed something else yesterday and it concerns our enigmatic translator.  

   Your package finally arrived and I brought that lovely papyrus you found in Marrakech down to Gryphon.  When I approached the workroom alcove, I heard him reprimand someone in a very harsh tone and saw him hunting about on the shelves and behind boxes brandishing a ruler as a weapon.  I asked him what was the matter and without looking up he said very gruffly, “A mouse.  Did you hear that?”

   “Hear what?” I asked.

   “That chirping, that chittering," he nearly snarled!

   A mouse?  I thought I saw something move a few feet away from us and I exclaimed, “There!  There!” and Gryphon spun about but I was mistaken.  I did see something then, however, something dragonfly-like.  It shimmered in the muted light, flew up and disappeared near the place where Gryphon had been searching when I came in.

   He saw it too and uttered a decidedly unpleasant-sounding phrase in a language I didn’t recognize and I said, “That was not a mouse!”

   “A rat.  Rats,” he said and as I stood there incredulous he snatched the papyrus from my hands and started to ask questions about it but I couldn't pay him any attention.

   “That wasn’t a rat, it flew!” I exclaimed, unable to take my eyes away from the point near the ceiling where the thing had disappeared.  

   Gryphon then gave me a most piercing, cruel glare and snapped, “Do you have answers for me?   Or are you only going to tell of things I already know?”

   What followed was a brutal, terse inquisition about your finding, all the while I was nearly shaking and when Gryphon was through I left as quickly as I could.  I don’t know what I saw, and I doubt I ever will, but I do know what I felt:  I was with a lion in a cage, an animal in a leg-hold trap.  And for a split second, from the look in his eyes, I knew that my philosophizing young friend and confident of so many years wanted to seize me by the throat.  It was terrifying to witness, and yet I know him so well, it was so unlike him.  It has me worried.

   It’s strange and funny how chance works, how sometimes a life is changed completely in one pure instant.  One second, sometimes, just glancing in a particular direction can alter the course of existence--so we found out, to our mutual pleasure, so very long ago when we first met. . .

   I couldn't find dinner tonight.  I couldn't choose and I felt clumsy. . . and while the hunger may not be so unusual, the other part is.  I don't even pretend to deny that this is Doom stealing my queen from the board.   

   Change.  It went unnoticed, ignored and relegated to unread diary pages, scraps of crumpled letters and inaccurate bits of memory.  Lately, though, it’s ruptured through layers of ignorance and I’m forced to birth the idea:  I’ve given myself over, unwittingly, and allowed myself to be consumed by the overwhelming mass of my own history.  But this "idea" is such a miserable thing, a repulsive, infected little parasite. . .

   I should have realized. 

   For comfort, I call up the names of lovers lost and friends past and stare up at the late Spring’s sky full of counted stars, but they are so remote tonight. . .  so I conjure him up, our friendship as constant and yet changeable as the Moon herself. . . well, up until then. . .  And on those rare Nights when hunting would have been foolish, I don't remember feeling hunger like a headache.  Winters were often hard. . .  Those Nights. . . that Night so full of falling frost and stars, so long ago when we'd heard Galileo couldn’t keep to whispering any longer and “Christianity” became a triple-sworn 

curse. . . 

   It was simply too cold and difficult to travel, even for us.  The wind shrieked around the walls of our cocoon, fireside warmth and honey candles, and the little snowflakes, so individually magnificent before, now blurred into one giant mass, a raging blizzard.  

   I sat on the clean-swept hearth with fingers of heat kneading my back.  Florian sat across from the fire, legs curled under on the bed piled high with straw and skins.  His pipe came to his lips and he spun a sweet lament to the snow and the hungry creatures in it.  For balance, then, there sprang up from his instrument a merry melody and I danced with my leaping and twisting fire-born equal.  Later on, as we listened to the wind keening against our little den, I urged him to tell a tale, even though I knew them all or had heard each one a hundred times if once.  Obligingly, eyes bright, his thin fingers made crazy figures on the walls and the pipe sang out every now and again as he re-wove nearly a million rats, one hundred thirty children and the power of spoken words as broken promises.

   When he was done, he slipped his long fingers into the front of his coat and sheepishly reflected my satisfied grin.  Oh, but the chill was invasive and his long nose seemed almost blue!  So I fed another log to the fire, stripped and went to curl down in the furs, the crackling straw a tease to the hiss and lick of flames.  Transforming myself with practised grace, I pulled in my cold toes and fingers, the softest pelt in the pile becoming my own.    

   Velvet-gentle notes laced with subtle wisps of power whispered to me and Mother Earth a lilting lullaby for the smothering snow and the wailing winds.  Only then, once his pipe was well put away, did he accept my invitation to come and curl down.  I felt the hair slide out of his skin, his cool body then thick fur against mine.  We slept away that Winter's Night sharing dreams of deer-scent, the foot-fall and laughter of forfeit children and the quiet hunger born of the Wolf Moon.  

   Yes, we are defined by the companions we keep, and I came to shun the company of wolves. . . 

   Directionless, hunting goes poorly, slowly.  Close to the ground, I lose the detail of remembered pain, but also my mark.  Gryphon left few signs. . . easy to leave the trail, pursue smaller prey. . .
   Owls haunt with their “Who?  Who?” and addle-brained I growl.  But this is disrespectful, unbecoming. . .  I shed this pelt, wipe blood from my chin and bow before them.

   I was more. . . 

   I am more. . . 

   I remember. . .   

   I have heard all the major and minor chords of this human race, sweet, soft sighs, howling, their plaintive cries and laughter.  My pipe played every song and occasionally I fiddled with the tempo, misled the tune.  On neither side, not altering the game they chose, this is how I played “God”:  stoic, silent, answering no one.  But if proper labels are designed, it will not be as Angel or Devil but Trickster by which I am half-remembered.  I’d just as soon trip up souls as serve, but not without motive:  perhaps my point of view was clearer seen from flat on their backs, staring up at the stars, thankful not to be wounded more than they were.

   I have seen the birth of ages, the passing of the Golden Time.  This simple shepherd, peasant, played with goddesses and gods, and attended their funerals.

   So who is he?  Why of all souls do I long only for him to thaw, thin, heal my blood?

   An artist he is, an interpreter.  A million masks and one, Gryphon is Anonymous personified.  Powerful, unquenchable, fierce with delight and savage with joy, but a gentleman always, if not always gentle.  In love, always in love, and so a cauldron of quickening passion. . .

   His soul was brewed for Moon's light, inside he holds the crackling cackle of fires dancing.

   I have been there. . . blessed for many seasons. . . 

   But who am I to demand his company?  To call his name?  Who am I, then, if all my companions, save one, are no more?  

   Homeless.

   Friendless.

   Wounded.

   Nothing.

   Nothing with no one to hold me to this place.

   But fire fed fire. . . and once he named me friend.
   It’s hard not to chuckle out loud as I steal about in the dark, careful not to disturb any of these mechanical watchdogs, these pretty laser streamers of glittering dust.  Shortly before the Museum closed, I casually walked in to view the touring Celtic Art exhibit but hid in the shadows when the other guests were ushered out. Now the place is mine, the guards’ footsteps like those of giants to my ears so they’ll never know of the one impetuous rat nosing about their treasure trove.

   But it’s so unreal. . . here's a figure I carved, Sheela-na-gig now with her left hand missing along with the tiny fingers I so meticulously crafted.  And here is my Crom Cruach with his head crumbled away. . .  At least they recognized and labeled him properly, for here’s my friend Petre’s work!  His silly stickmen scratched onto a rock laugh at the shiny brass plate that states “a unique pictographic stone, 3rd century BC” (as if we counted our years backwards!) “ probably depicting the voyage of the soul through realms of consciousness”.  What shit!  They’ve even hung the thing upside-down!  It was just a joke, a practice stone, though why it was funny I don’t remember anymore. . .  Still, no one would listen to me now.  Lucky Petre, his bones are ashes and I alone stand as witness, feeling entirely small and insignificant as all our toil, meant to last for all time, erodes to meaningless bits of sand in the hourglass.

   And why do I have to tiptoe around in the dark to visit my own creations?  I could claim nearly half a dozen of these relics!  . . .  Because I’d be labeled a lune or a thief, that’s why, and what would be the point?  I can’t restore these poor characters to their former glory.

   Stalking about, I feel more and more like an intruder, as if my memory and my unchanged appearance are an insult to them.  With growing unease, the prickly feathers on the back of my neck warn of mumbling, senile deities, their hushed, toothless complaints and the stirrings of stale, distorted power. Their eyes, so empty and yet so angry, stare unkindly as I quickly move out of this chamber, mindful not to look back until I'm out and a few buildings away.  Shamefully (and not without a taste of dread), still I don’t turn back even when I realize I’m leaving them behind again. . .

   The streets are nearly vacant and I walk the few blocks back to the temple dedicated to a less attentive god and the library nestled deep in its bowels.  But my presence here seems just as pointless and irrelevant.  I should tell Father LeBlanc that I won’t be coming any longer, that I no longer see a purpose in translating the texts, organizing the letters or hunting through book dealers’ catalogues for more volumes the clergy could hoard.  I should tell him I’m leaving. . . 

   But instead I sit and stare at the high, vaulted ceiling, a false sky of deep blue and fool’s gold full of saints and angels.  It’s easy to lose myself in the stained-glass windows of hovering Jesuses and Holy Marys, and watch the faithful come in even at this late hour.  They pray from these hard pews, then kneel before their chosen idols. . . these people are so beautifully contradictory in their belief:  so frail, so misguided and yet so strong.

   And I realize I have never been so devoted to anything.  I have carved a thousand of these Christian statues, and also Anubis and Kali, Buddha and Garuda, a thousand more for every religion whose followers ever craved a face to gaze into when they begged for mercy or held to hope.  But I don’t recall ever feeling the conviction of faith.  Once, I believed in something. . . but I know of no truth, have no visions to guide me and no sense of direction.  I have everything, but not even belief in a hell to call home.

   “Gryphon?” from behind me, Father LeBlanc puts his hand on my shoulder.  

   “Nothing and everything,” I say to a hundred ears gone deaf with dust.

   “Pardon?”

   I turn to face him and ask, “Do you think when the artist carved that Mary, there,” I gesture to a beautiful figure in a nearby alcove, “he was dreaming of some high ideal or did he carve his wife’s features, maybe a love who was stoned to death?  Would that then be revenge, a twisted sense of humour or love?”  There are so many things I want to tell him about her but only her graceful poise and image remain clear to me now, captured and preserved for this meager space of time in smooth-sanded stone.  So many things I long to reveal. . . 

   “What an odd thought, how ironic!”  He’s kind and very much wants to launch into a philosophical discussion but senses there’s something deeper here and that I'm hinting at something far more personal.  With gentleness he questions, “What’s troubling you, son?”

   And as I get up quickly and hurry away, I start to laugh hysterically, painfully, for among other things I’m old enough to have fathered his first ancestors. . .  And I can’t share any of this with a single, living soul.

Chapter 3

   I remember the first World War, all too clearly.  (Hard to believe there’d be a need to number the damn things!)  It’s inspired many a nightmare, so this is nothing new. . .  Where were we?  In Poland, on the Pusta, raising such fine horses.  The war ended it, this first of machines and chemicals, as explosions rattled our teeth, our bones, down to our souls.  Didn't they feel it?  Just the sight of herds dead on the field like that nearly drove us mad!  Couldn't they put the pieces together?  The images alone were enough:  animals driven insane by the pain, screaming and kicking as their bodies died. . .  But they ignored their own souls’ cracking, morphing, changing again.  Inevitable as always, but oh, so strange.

   If there had been anyone to take notice, I suppose I would have seemed quite insane myself, ranting and raging out on the battlefield among the bloody corpses.  Alternately kicking and kissing the soldiers that littered the Earth, I sometimes must have seemed like a child wailing over broken toys, sometimes as a god cursing or lamenting their stupidity.  Though Florian watched, he was in no condition to pass judgement or scrutinize my antics.  He was in shock, gray like stone.  He stood as witness with tiny, glassy eyes and then stiffly went about, stepping over the human bodies and stroking each horse to be certain that each one was dead.  I think a gunshot rang out once, maybe twice (though I was nearly deaf to that sound by then), and I howled out in despair.  He didn’t answer.  My musician didn’t make a sound.  Afterwards, far from the madness when he thought I lay asleep, I followed and spied to see him paddling a hole into the mud like some determined sea turtle.  Leaning forward, his mouth becoming a wide “o” over that hole, he soundlessly screamed until there was room for no more. . .  Like a thief I watched as he then buried this spell-binding pain in that same desperate, haunted fashion.  Amazed and afraid, I felt a tremor rise and fade beneath me. . . 

   We couldn't keep up.  This is when we couldn't alter ourselves to fit in.  Perhaps this is where the rift began between us, as we tried to mend ourselves and become human still.  Neither of us could fathom or grasp the sounds, feelings, scents, visions, combine them into a whole we could comprehend or accept.  This is when we lost touch with humanity. . . and with each other.  We were like two dumb marionettes facing one another and shrugging our shoulders, unable to play any part at all.

   And the question was born, materializing and catching our attention slowly in the carnage around us:  Can we keep up?  Or is our time finally done?

   Of course, it was never spoken.

   Nightmares collapse and collide and now all those dead things crowd around me or dangle from grotesquely disfigured trees, watching as I wander and calling out, demanding to know what it is I want.  

   And from some dreams you wait and wait to wake, but you never really do.

    Apprehensive, I traded forest floor for asphalt again, another fetid city, but undone, the trail is long since confused, long since cold. . . 

   When to acknowledge Death?  When to finally kill by my own act of forgetting?  How to move on?  I should have seen it coming. . . 

   Tight and tired, wide awake and moving knee‑deep through sand, curling down into snow and bellowing, screaming at shadows.  Heart drumming too fast, face raw from salted waters, throat shredded by sharp sounds.  Time again to move on. . .  But from deeper within: "Not yet."  

   The World is empty yet vibrates.    

   The pounding blood is everywhere.  Tears obscure the view so vision is discarded in favour of other senses.  Listen to it.  Smell it. Taste it.  Feel it out.  Choose.  Blame one.  Accuse one of growing old, of not forgetting, of clinging, of hopeless age, of leaving, of not remembering me.  Bastard!  Fool!  My sick heart. . .  Anam-charaid.  We were bound, separate but inseparable; now the severed ends thrash about in dumb darkness.  The cold inside rattles my bones, the wind makes them whisper "move on", "start anew", "forget".  What to do? 

   First:  choose.  Choose one and curse.  Choose.  

   Shedding skin and flesh, running, only tooth and claw, all sharp and glinting white, bone clicking against pavement, hunting for a perfect prey, a painkilling kill.

   Listen.

   Quiet laughter in the dark, meant for no one.  The slight, rhythmic ticking only a bicycle makes, well‑timed, constant cricket.  I inhale the soft, liquor sweetened air, cool sweat and smoke.  This stolen breath escapes and scratches the walls, “Why didn't you come?" 

   Streets away, the bicycle's tick‑tick‑tick slows, then continues.

   "Why, Gryphon, after all?" Claws on brick mark every word.  The ocean bubbles up in my ears.  "When I was blind, why were you silent?  Why have you doomed us both?!" I shriek, covering my ears, hearing wind howl over water. 

  "Don't ignore me.  Don't walk away.  My words, I needed you to hear.  And what were you listening to?  L'anime dei morti?!  Did you let them demand your whole soul?  Amadan!  Fool!  Why didn't you come to me?"

   Tears sting anew.  I peel away offending pain.  Blood runs, slows, stops.  But not his.  I hear it, over the bicycle, quickening.  I taste salt water, seaweed.  Pressure boils hatred.  The smell of fear, chilling sweat, entices appetite.  I close in.

   He knows.  He pedals to keep time with his heart, glancing about, a rodent remembering the omen of owls.

   My saliva wets the pavement.  Keep pace easily.  Moon grins and is gone.  Clouds breathe heavy with rain.  

   I glimpse memories of spoken promises, "forever", "always".  Push past, shred them and find a true pulse in reach.

   Here.  

   Now.

   Night listens to screams shrivelling flesh.  Parting one from the other, bone from meat, rough tongue lapping up honey.  A thunder clap applauds and buries garbled shrieks.  At my side, near our ears, the bicycle and the rest of the World continue their ticking even at such an odd tilt.  I find the mouth, drink the bubbling red broth from this cup.  Ruin ocean‑blue eyes.  Hunger demands and the throat is opened.  Time stops.  Nothing else, only this life in liquid form. . .  

   I drop the emptied grail.  In me, all is silent. 

   Night now is filled with voices, calls, shrills, sirens.  Sky envies the damnable ocean and lets the rain down in waves.  The last of the blood, watercolour soft, washes into the Earth, yielding and secretive.  I seek shelter as rain reminds flesh of other waters.  Shivers shudder up from the bone.
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 Wild Animal Attack on    Hospital Grounds

MONTREAL--Police were called to the site of an animal attack last night between Mont Royal and Rachel Blvd.  On the bicycle path running behind the Royal Victoria Hospital, the severely mutilated body of Franco Zannelli was discovered moments before the torrential downpour at midnight.

      Informed by an anonymous 911 caller, the body was found beside an over‑turned bicycle and was identified by personal possessions.  Nothing appeared to have been removed, including the victim's wallet and jewellery. 

    Franco Zannelli, aged 31, was last seen leaving a pub on Metcalfe at 11:30pm where he and his McGill University softball league teammates were celebrating after a game.  His body was found only minutes away from his apartment on the Plateau. 

     Although police were quick to respond, little evidence could be collected because of the heavy rains.  There is no clear indication at this time what kind of animal was involved but the appearance of the body suggests a very large canine or feline.   Police are hoping that the witness who placed the 911 call will come forward. 

   Anyone who was in the vicinity and may have information is urgently requested to contact the MUC Police at 1‑800‑555‑5555.  

   My sleep was broken by the unmistakable pin-prick of instinct that insisted someone was moving in my apartment, but of course I’m alone.  As I prowl through the rooms one more time, I come back to my library again and to the probable cause of my uneasiness:  the book I left out on the table. 

   The worn leather is as soft as baby flesh and I handle it the way an anthropologist or an antiques dealer would:  with respect.  Yet, although I know it has value beyond the simplistic fact of its age, it has no meaning for me any longer.  I'm aware I should recognize this massive picture-book for more than its linen, vellum, and clever stitch work, but I can’t.  There's this thrill of accomplishment, though, a memory of a grand celebration and an always present sense of awe. . . but it won't offer any further clues.  On every page I turn, faces smile or grimace up at me, weird and contorted, radiant and wild, but they’re silent.  And the text, in more than one person’s firm, handsome print, is just as vacant and bewildering, for I realize these phrases used to flow from me but now I can't figure which language it is, what sounds the letters should stand for or what the words might mean.   

   Except for her.  The clean, neat letters say nothing, “Is mise Leanan-Sidhe”, but 

when I look at her, heavy paint-brush strokes for her dark spill of hair, wine red rivers for her gown, I find my fingers investigating my throat, searching for a sensitive spot, or wounds.  But there are none.  Still, I know:  once, long ago, she kissed me there.  And these peculiar, disturbing sketches of a human form becoming a wolf. . . almost as if to show how it could be done. . .

   I slam the thing shut and push away this weird sensation of hands grabbing onto my wrists. . .   Maybe I’ll sell it!  Be rid of it!  I feel so agitated around it and I’m helpless to appease that nipping, nagging, prodding that doesn’t give in or give way and I want freedom from it!  

   But I can’t even bring myself to put it away. . . because sometimes, sometimes, when the wind stirs, little things fall out or fly away from the pages, like leaves, thistle down and milkweed silk.  But none of this litter lies between the pages:  there are no bits between the soft calf-skin or heavy fabric, and no stains where they might have been.  And the wind in an honest moment I’ll admit has nothing to do with any of this.

   And there’s no end to this oddity!  Each page begs for attention:  a parade of strange creatures, every body shape and form, grotesque and beautiful, miniature and gigantic, and each one neatly surrounded by this text I can’t put a finger on.  What a wicked bit of imagining this is!  But it isn’t, is it?  Because I remember trying to convince Fyshwick to stay still for just one minute more (the little imp!), long charcoal smears on Florian's thin fingers and that beautiful red gown isn’t paint at all, is it?  I used blood. . . 

   Frustration carves rills down my cheeks, the salty pang of confusion is on my tongue and the gown starts to run like liquid silk.  Hastily, I blot the thick paper dry with a napkin, staining it too heavily red. . .

   And wander back to my bedroom.
   But I couldn’t sleep.  With all the voices and noises from the apartments and streets below, I couldn’t find peace.  Now, irritable and out-of-sorts, I still feel as if my rooms are full of strangers, always just behind my back.  Out on the balcony I hope for a breeze to clear my head but there is none, only bone-boiling heat.  “Where did you hide the wind tonight?” I accuse no one in particular, although I should know. . .  

  Sitting down and trying to concentrate, I want to tame the dead.  I try to relax and focus on this wrought-iron chair, this Night, this very moment. . .  I can almost keep the stars from pulsing but still the shadows are alive with past life.  Covering my face, I narrow it all down to the darkness presented before me but streamers of light penetrate through my fingers and create another illusion.  This looks like a sanctuary, though, a good place to hide, one of my favourites:  the neglected Church of Saint Florian, still my refuge if only in dreams.  This is a memory I want to hold clear yet the host refuses to respond to my most devout prayer, and a flash of icy panic courses through me when I realize I can't recall his image:  it's jumbled, mixed up and distorted by a hundred thousand other faces.  What colour is his hair?  What shape is his face?  What eyes that haunt me now most in their absence?  I search this tiny vestibule, remembered stone and earth, but find it empty, not even a purring stray to hint that he was recently here.  The thought oozes up from some place "He is dead?" and as I try to verbally deny it, "Not him!  Not‑‑", I discover even his name is lost.  Tomas?  Teirnyon?  Florian?  There were so many names. . .  Shocked and disbelieving, my heart stumbles and catches as I ruin the little steeple.

   It's so late. . .  Already I'm losing the night sky and all those points of perfect, pure light.  Compared to them, the moon seems ancient, dust-caked and dull-yellow. . . she’s lost her brilliance.

   (Tiny, terrible, feather-glued wings move beyond my sight but this time I don’t try to follow.) 

   With the frail twilight, I prickle.  My own body goes softly numb.  Still, in defiance, I cross to an eastern window to squint at the dawn. . .  A bottle of red-salmon ink tips over, colour spills and spreads and the acidic light that follows is almost anti- climatic. . .

   (I ignore coaxing and coquettish whispers just above the threshold of hearing,)

   . . . except for the pain.  I release the cord that holds the blind up, the one I clutched the way an infant holds a balloon string, and once again in darkness I ignore everything very matter-of-factly.  The thrill, the dread, the numbness and the pain, not to mention the sickly scent of a dead thing rotting:  I go to bed rationalizing like a child that I go not because I have to but only because I've been up all night and they expect me at the archive tomorrow.

   (muffled and murderous grumbling just below. . .)      

   Laying down, the seeping rigidity in my limbs and even the blood trickling out and tickling my cheeks and fingers can be deftly experienced without a thought and brushed away like a nuisance, a small insect.  It's been a hell of a long time since a fly found me interesting, though, and the idea of mosquitoes getting drunk and wagging their gorged, bloated bellies in my face makes me clamp down so hard the headache I create kills any further delirium. 

   (But not the pungent aroma of decaying wood and the delicate, careful stench of wasted colour.)   

   Why didn’t you scold me?

   Why didn’t you grab my shoulders and shake me, good and hard?

   Why didn’t you assume this is not what I wanted?

   Did you throw stones at your mocking bird, Florian, and did you wish me dead?  No?  Who, then, scorched my feathers, black to the quill?

   The power of my stupidity is dark and deep and needs to sleep.  I am so very human, I think, and my laughter is fit to scare everyone away. . . except Death, who tucks me under her cool, dry skin.
   With care tonight, not like the other!  I crouch down, become shadow behind a concrete pillar, evade human eyes, embrace invisibility.  Easy here, street light creates deeper darkness, hides more than it reveals.  I wait alone with my demons.    

   This unweaving's been a long while at work. . .

   Resentment.  It spoils the taste of memory and the blood on my lips.

   (But there was a time, smooth silk of stone beneath fingertips. . . )

   Him and his "High Arts"!  Moth tease just outside my grasp until I, chameleon tongued, whip and catch him up!  What water smooth stone should crumble before dei Rossi?  What architecture surpasses spiders' work?

   (He took my hand, placed it against marble. . . )

   Insufferable!

   Scholarly philosophizing to my instinct, the "intellect" to the "animal".  He'd come to see, eventually, drop pretext.  With every handful of my torn hair, his slow understanding like an opening bloom. . .    

   (His chisel beating in my hand and he in my ear, Springtime whispering, "Play!")

   Vital, fluid, how wonderful to be seen so!

   Why wasn't star and Moon's light enough?

   No need to remain hidden.  I slide out from shadow and away, concealing secrets no one would stop to hear.  The boy, if anything, will only wonder at a small bruise.

Chapter 4

   A trail of things.  A line of properties, objects, forgotten.  His.  Mine.  I sought out, visited all the old places only to find dust, decay, mice.  Neglect.  Others, those looked after, never held his clove scent, simmering mead, but smelt of strangers, sterility, emptiness.  The echo of his name was never answered. . . 

   Pretty trinkets, shiny souvenirs.  Everything and nothing.  How he loves to collect things!  True to his namesake, it’s still funny. . . 

   Everything I own I can carry.  Often, I have.  Some things too precious to discard were squirreled away and forgotten or revisited only to find time doing its work, worming holes through wood, fading paper.  Still, these are not treasures but toys, objects only, perishable and not worth their weight.  Except for a few things, and these on my back I've  carried.

   (Once, there was a book. . . but what became of it?  Who to inherit?  We left no pages blank for self-portraits. . .) 

   More for me is the warm memory of my wife in our bed.  Wood-smoke scented hair, rough hands, soft fingertips.  I know her bones are dust long since passed, but still her kiss greeted mine with every Sun's rise. . . until I drowned.  How wretched, to lose even her. . . But sometimes, sometimes, the girls pull my hair with their tiny fingers, their babies’ breath against my flesh. . . 

   He is a gatherer, but all for nothing.  His scheme shutters and shatters, mine sank.  Anchorless, we drift.  The fog, set thick, is ghost-haunted for him, empty of everything for me.  And the storm that could have blown through died. . .  I mourn that stillborn rage.

   I dream.

   I dream, but for once it's not that wet rag of a nightmare that's haunted my sleep for who knows how long!  This is new.

   I walk through a market.  It’s remarkable in every aspect.  The objects laid out for my perusal are from every century, beautiful and enticing.  This is more a museum than a street bazaar.  The vendors are from all the globe and from all of time.  I stroll about the displays in an ever-lasting twilight, gently drawn to the center of this vision and to She who is its core.  She, who now sits before me. . . I know I have travelled through the moss-soft valleys between Her breasts, I know I have wandered the flaxen-yellow plains of Her back and gotten lost in the dense, dark jungles of Her hair.  I have bathed countless times in the lakes of Her mouth and drunk deeply from the twelve tiny children sleeping in Her lap. . . 

   And yet, She gives me something more:  a box.  At first, it seems simple, even ordinary, but then the cunning art of the craftsman is revealed:  tiny patterns, intricate carvings in the firm but yielding wood.  These are the knots and unbroken lines at the beginning of my being, these are a lover's caresses solidified.  I hold the small treasure in my hands and draw back the lid on its silent, leather hinges.  Inside there is a small figure, blue and green and bloated, stinking of brine and seaweed. . . that other nightmare!  I flip the lid shut with a hasty snap, but it pushes against my hand until I can't hold it any longer. . . 

   If I had been listening, I would have heard the sounds.  If I had been paying due attention, I would have known what to expect. . .    

   Rats.

   Rats.  (Children chanting? "They fought the dogs and killed the cats!")

   Thousands of rats come pouring out of the box.  Their little claws scratch my hands, arms, neck and back.  Their dark fur rubs against my cheeks, they prod at my ears and mouth, they nip my fingers and toes.  I scream and then choke as they investigate my throat and the box, now on the ground, continues to let loose this tide.  I see the tiny, bloated figure now is a full-sized man staring up at me from the dirt with the rats streaming from his pale hair, his back, his entire corpse.  And I know him and I know why his open stare turns to hate as I kick and bite this dream-veil to shreds and then fling my own true corpse from the bed.

   Sitting, shivering in the muted light, I refuse to acknowledge any of this. . . and some part pretends that I've won more than misery.

   The pavement the whole length of St. Denis still seems to shimmer and even though the sun set some time ago, the air is oppressively hot and heavy, decidedly unpleasant.  The mulling crowd's communal wish for some release by lightening and thunder is almost tangible, that first crackle and roar almost audible, but it doesn’t come.  Only the nauseating heat greets me, the day’s lazily discarded garment, and that horrible fusion jazz pounding against my temples.    

   Restless with implacable desires, I left my apartment.  Exhausted by the empty thoughts and mindless paranoia, I abandoned again my chisels and mallet, brushes and knives, and tried to escape into the darkness.  Again, just like last night, and the night before, and before. . .  Stubbornly and stupidly, I’ve deluded myself for how long?  

   Last Summer I told myself it was the heat.  Even though temperature isn’t a bother anymore, really, I convinced myself.  But it continued into Autumn and so I said it was the melancholy death of things, the leaf-fall and the fading flowers.  I fooled myself into believing that in Winter things would be different with the quiet calm and the shortened daylight (though I’d miss the buffet of exotic, exquisite tourists).  But the snow only unnerved me and I spent the Winter anxious, tense and incapable of creating even ideas.  And as I hunted for inspiration I started to see and hear things, movement where there could be none and sound where all was silent.  I chased after people who left no footprints in the snow, animals that left no scent. . . and yet I continued with my carefully constructed lies.  

   So came Spring.  Birds broke the night and warned me of the sun’s new vigour and finally the foul slush and miserable ice begrudgingly faded to nothing.  The air was crisp and cool and full of potential. . .  but I was jumping at shadows, hearing voices, bumping into imagined objects.  My world became small as I limited the space I occupied, ignoring reality which dangerously continued on without me.  I fed heavily and was never satisfied, tried to work but found no release, immersed myself in my nightly duties at the archive but found no appeasement.  And all the while I ignored the gnawing deep within, convincing myself instead that this was just a phase that would fade away, just an impasse that would break down on its own.

   This Summer’s fragrances found me rotting in a sulphuric ooze, consumed by frustration and unable to focus.  At night I can still function, still work at the archive. . . or at least pretend to as I desperately ignore all the images flooding my senses, and the sounds just at the edge of hearing.  But enduring the day!  I can’t find peace, lying awake surrounded by sounds and scents that have no source, and if I do fall asleep almost always now I wake in a panic, wet and salty and unable to admit why. . .

   By a cruel trick, of course, the curtain eventually rises and even the fool removes the blindfold he double-knotted.  When was it?  Three nights ago?  Nothing remarkable happened, just a snippet of casual conversation was overheard, but the meaning sunk home: “He hasn’t aged a day” and I was trapped at the cocktail party with pin-cushion spiders racing down my spine and no more excuses.  I was completely caught off-guard, realizing only then that I should have left this life seven, maybe ten, years ago.  

   Now, as I look up from the street at my apartment with its handsome facade and long, elegant windows lit from within, I see how careless I've been and how the mask has distorted the man.  I’ve let myself fall prey to egoism and the mechanical routine of humanity.  Framed by the night’s immense shawl of bright, brilliant stars, I admit I intentionally, though mindlessly, shunned my difference, dependence and need.  But there are no excuses and I listen to a truth that has been waiting behind every hesitation, every second-guess, every uncertainty, every doubt:  it wasn’t just this year, but many years.  It wasn’t just this season but cycles of seasons.  My defeat has taken decades and I have spent myself hiding the facts, discarding the signs and ignoring instinct.  There’s only one chance at hope but, oh yes, it’s already paired with a        mate. . . only now a whisper remains, quiet and pained: “'As ye bind, so are ye bound'.  It is too late.”
   Earth caresses my spine, cool and inviting.  Rumbling waters cascade nearby, soothing and irritating all at once.  I folded under the forest floor, great dead tree den, now the last moments of failing Night. . . the sky would be salmon-tinted and pale blue. . . but I have no desire. . .

   Europe was empty of him, as were the jungles, the savannahs, the plains.  So the south, now the north of the "New World" in Summer steam. . .  I shiver, damp from within now and bothered.  Nothing so far.  (How can that be?  Wasn't there his scent?)  Still, north.  Keep moving north. 

   A disappointed fly continues searching elsewhere.  Tonight's tomb is quiet, only old bones, frail fabric, spidery drapes.  Nothing of interest to the living. . . only the forgotten and one stone angel stare as Night slips her gown, gossamer haze to be burnt by the Sun. . . 

   And I listen.  At that instant, between Night and Day, I reach.  As one curtsies out and the other bows in, I send out my plea again, when he has no choice but to hear: "Where are you?  Find for me!"

   Silence.

   Does he listen?  Does he know but not respond?  Does he smirk, or shrug, or is he lost?  A forgotten language ringing in his ear, an unanswerable cry?  Or are my calls to one undead mateless?  If he is gone, not even a ghost remains to sing for, nor even a corpse to shroud. . .

   The moment passes.

   Dawn, then Day, arrives.  Gratefully I embrace my nature, Sun's numbing power.  Let loose the ideas behind the doubts and escape into Death's fold of sleep.

   When I was coming home last night from my botched attempt at rare book-dealing (Why didn't I go through with it?   The sum he offered was far more than fair!), what possessed me to stop in the park?  I wanted to close my eyes and put down this heavy tome, shake out all this mumbling-bumbling and clear my head of all these shadowy shapes, so I sat down on a damp bench and rested my elbows on my knees, covered my face with my hands and listened as the moon-sap dripped from the maples.  I don't know how long I sat there but I must have dozed off. . . 

   There was a thief.  I remember vaguely someone walking by and then coming around to pass again, smoothly scooping up what lay beside me like a hawk on a mouse.  Although oversized, massive, he deftly tried to tuck his catch under his jacket and pretend it didn't weigh so very much.  But it did. . . 

   The book!  Mo leabhar!  A voice wanted to clamour up my throat and vault out to scratch razor screams down his back, "Give them me!" but I stayed permissive, silent and still, and watched as my seeping doom trailed him in the grass, hooked his striding shadow and infected the poor fellow.  And I witnessed their power.

   They ate him.  He couldn't have it, the book burst open and as the pages flew apart, absent were the soft petals and seed promises. . . Light and dark and incredible colour swirled and swallowed the human pole at its center, and I could feel the wind from it.  I caught glimpses of distorted, ugly faces and frail, beautiful figures. . . they knew me.  They glared at me. . .  

   They devoured him.  They tore out tiny portions, morsel by morsel like Winter birds on bread, until little was left but the bones.  And then the heavy ones with crunching mandibles and crushing claws dismantled the man-skeleton, fracture by fracture. . . 

   The wind died.  On dew-glittering grass, a few wisps remained, tattered strings of meat. . .  The book bulged.  In a shock-shrill trance, I walked to it, picked it up, wrapped it in my coat and carried it home, but I’ll never hold it close to my skin  again.

   And now I bury it.  I lock it into its fire-safe box and tuck it under the flooring.  But there’s no peace:  distorted shrieks vibrate the very ground I walk on.

   Something?

   Perhaps?

   That city I left holds something?

   A wing-quiver?

   Or corpse-twitch?

   I lie alert and listen, bone-still. . . for hours.  But there is no more. 

   Back, then, the way I came, that steel and glass rat nest. 
   Tonight I again find myself walking the streets.  Only this time, this time it all tumbles down.  The foundation finally gives. . . 

   I see on one side horses, carriages, coaches and cars and on the other huts and high-rises.  I hear a thousand voices and a million sounds all clamouring at once.  I feel grass, gravel and pavement beneath my feet and at my back hail, snow, rain or sweat plastering my hair to my neck, my clothes to my body.  I smell Spring, burning coal, turpentine, fresh cut juniper, human waste, sweat and rot.  Salt spray is in my mouth, with something faint, coppery and warm.  

   I am hot, but frozen.  I am lost and trip on a root or a step in the pavement.  A car or carriage wheel brushes and scrapes by and some hand or force pulls me a distance from that particular din.  I lean against a thatched wall as a wave of sound rides over me and I choke as salt water drags me down.  I find my legs, my naked feet, and start running and for a split second all I sense is "wolf" as they race by my side.  We run and then scratch, claw and break through, then drown again, only this time in a sticky, sweet wetness that has tiny whispering voices all its own.  I gorge myself, then lap up the drizzle in moon's light, as the sun's first rays bleed into the hot darkness.  Trails of venom spike and spread into the sky, poisoning everything and so the sounds, voices, sensations of thousands of years of a hot and hurried world crash in and I curl, shrivel against the earth, the cobblestones, the concrete, the parquet flooring, the tile. . .  I grope through the dizzying, blinding swirls of colour, shape and movement into an envelope of indifferent darkness where I cover my ears, my eyes, my head, and cower.  I am crushed and find that I'm no longer breathing.  I moan but can not pick out the sound.
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MONTREAL--Early this morning, police apprehended a young man at the Mont Medical Centre on Dorchester Blvd.  At around 3:30am, one of the laboratories was broken into and the haematology research clinic vandalized, although nothing of value was damaged or stolen.  The suspect was found on the premises in a near comatose state and brought to the Montreal General Hospital for observation.  Police have released no further details at this time, but stated they are looking for one or more other individuals due to the nature of the break‑in.  As the Mont Medical Centre is used as a teaching facility by neighbouring universities, they suspect another fraternity prank and believe that drugs may have been involved. 

Excerpt of a letter from Father LeBlanc, Montreal, to Father Swift, New York City

   You met him only twice, but can you imagine that well-mannered, intelligent young man mentally unsound?  They medicated him to let him sleep but under those harsh lights he looked absolutely unnatural.

   In all my experience, I never encountered anyone like Gryphon.  He has a quick mind, sharp wit, incredibly well-rounded education and wisdom (at his age!) and while holding strong opinions, still open-minded.  His ideas are so well thought out, his historical knowledge so complete (if not over-embellished with fanciful détail), I've told you before how I often tried to verify his improbable facts, searching through a multitude of texts.  Yet even when the scholars said otherwise, he would only smile, shrug his shoulders and move on to a new topic.  If I insisted on hearing his interpretation, he would eventually give in and present a wonderful story based on choice events and limitless imagination and so reveal how he understood the thread of history.  It was amazing, engaging and a challenge, how I enjoyed our conversations!  But I must admit that was some time ago.  Painfully, because of our open and candid discussions, these completely uncharacteristic outbursts of his in the last few weeks were all the more disturbing for, as I’ve recounted, he’d say such pointed, wicked things.  I found myself recoiling from the intensity of his misplaced anger.

   You've helped me before to understand his reserved and pensive nature, the distance he maintained on personal matters.  Perhaps you’re right and he felt it necessary to hide some horrible secret or guilt, and although he’d seem almost proud, I'm certain he didn’t want to be so isolated.  Something crucial was missing, a sad mystery for me.  Poor Gryphon, how all unfinished business comes back to take its toll!  I remember how our meetings seemed as a good-natured game or clandestine rendez-vous with a fellow conspirateur (Vive la revolution!) on those late nights in the catacombs, and yet there were times when he looked at me with haunting, all-seeing eyes, certainly something long ago and deep was troubling him.  On those nights of ill omen I’d leave feeling completely ridiculous and insignificant, and I am so very sorry I didn’t realize how seriously wrong things had become for him.

Thank you for reading the first chapter!  Please let us know what you think by writing to us at woosel@total.net   We'd really like to hear your opinions, comments, even criticisms!

you fit into me 


like a hook into an eye





a fish hook


an open eye





              Margaret Atwood
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