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				Editorial — Journey into Dimension6

				Keith Stevenson

				It’s getting cold in this part of the multiverse, so we’ve brought you not three but four tales to hunker under the doona with in the winter months. But if these aren’t enough, you really should check out our other anthologies and novels on the website at www.coeurdelion.com.au. With tales from some of the best authors working in Australia today selling in ebook form for less than a cup of hot chocolate - or gluhwein! - we’re sure you’ll find something to take you out of the everyday and propel you beyond the borders of the real.

				But first, sit back and prepare to journey into Dimension6.


				



			
				Trollkyrka — a novella — Matt Wesolowski

				1.

				i.

				George Pike doesn’t especially like Luke Yeoman but he has listened to Your Light Within four times in a row. That’s dedication for you. The repeated exposure to Yeoman’s melodious (with emphasis on the odious) God-bothering has cemented his feelings to the guy-feelings that have moved from vague contempt, to being very close to actual hatred.

				George is not going to let on though; he’s very good at not letting on about things. He’s not going to let on because Holly’s sat in front of him and he can smell her hair. For the last three hours of the journey, he has taken in great lungfuls of strawberry shampoo; a smell he will — until the day of his death from complications after a stroke in the home, with his son beside him — associate with Holly Swan. In the years to come, the sweet odour of cosmetically induced strawberries will still draw breath from him in a freezing little gasp and he’ll be taken all the way back again to that seat on the left side of the minibus; Holly Swan in front of him as they travelled west along the skin coloured E20, the flat countryside rolling out in infinity like the tail end of a song, beside them.

				George adjusts his headphones; they are the ear-bud kind that sit inside the ears rather than the thick-banded, expensive ones that go over the head — Beats by Dre, whoever Dre is — that everyone else has.

				An hour or so later and another listen through Your Light Within, George has turned down Luke Yeoman so he is barely audible. Not just because he hates him. The one who hates his brother is in the darkness and walks in the darkness, and does not know where he is going because the darkness has blinded his eyes. John 2: 9–11, obvs. But he wants to be ready if Holly turns around and asks him if he likes it. He wants to be able to tell Holly exactly which song it is he likes (so far, it’s probably ‘Footprints in my heart’ that he hates the least), and he reckons it’s probably the one she likes the most. It’s the one she posted on her wall last night and got 57 likes for, anyway. He knows full well, however, that if Holly Swan posts up a picture of a dead pigeon it will rack up the likes as if they’re going out of fashion.

				Holly Swan, with her blonde hair and her perfect teeth. She knows how to take a selfie too. George had hit ‘like’ on the Luke Yeoman song on her wall and he’d also posted a little smiley face, which she’d liked as well. Job done. He then bought the album. It didn’t matter that he couldn’t afford the hotel room Wi-Fi. In fact it was good, because he’d been forced to put his phone away and spend their last evening in the country speaking to Holly in real life. It didn’t matter if Pete was there too; if this trip was going to be his re-birth, he’d have to start somewhere.

				This ideal was all well and good until he went to bed; the room was too hot and he spent most of the night thrashing about in bed, fretting about whether someone else had posted something on Holly’s wall about Luke Yeoman and they were having a conversation about it. What if they were liking each others’ comments and sharing little gifs of Pusheen, the cat that she loves so much? George awoke this morning considering that maybe, yes, that all happened. Maybe Holly and one of the older guys from ZEST (the 11–18 youth corps of Gospel Truth) had spent the night talking Luke Yeoman amongst other wholesome Christian pop singers. But as he rubbed the tiredness from his eyes with shampoo in the shower, he smiled, knowing none of the older guys had thought to volunteer to be ZEST leaders had they? Therefore, none of the older guys were off to Sweden, were they? With Holly Swan.

				He was.

				He’d take another fifty listens of Luke Yeoman for that.

				George smiles through the window of the minibus out at the pastel blue sky. The pines and birch that flank the E20 are starting to get thicker and higher the further they go. He saw a sign for Örebo not long ago. Twenty-five kilometres. Kilometres are shorter than miles, aren’t they? That means that they’re not far. One or two more songs at the very most.

				After ‘Footprints in my heart’ (twice more just to cement the lyrics), ‘Perfect’ and ‘Sublime Creator’, the yellow and blue minibus with ‘Gospel Truth SE’ painted on its side that met them at Arlanda airport, takes a right off the E20 and onto a suburban street lined with dinky houses made of painted wood or pale bricks. Some of the houses have steps up to their front doors and rolled orange tiles on their roofs. Trees rise from each side of the pavement and George is amazed just how green this country is. He was expecting. . . what? He didn’t really know. A giant IKEA perhaps? Vikings?

			

			
				‘Oh look, how sweet!’

				Holly turns around and beams her smile across the rest of the minibus. The younger ones don’t turn their gaze from the window.

				The boys are eleven or thereabouts. Daryl, Jonathan and Caleb. George doesn’t really know their ages, nor does he really care. They are annoying, that’s it (bloody annoying if he’s going to be brutal about it); they all have glasses and bowl haircuts. The two twins, Bridgette and Elizabeth, (not Lizzie, her mother says every few weeks or so at the meetings, a little twist of contempt on her lips) are both ginger-haired and freckled and make squealing noises as the minibus passes over an elegant little bridge that crosses the Svartån River. The bridge is lined with more trees and neat grass and winds into a cobbled square where a flock of bikes are chained to railings.

				‘The castle’s just round the corner!’ Pete turns around in the passenger seat and grins. His teeth are crooked and his beard sprouts lopsidedly over his mouth. His T-shirt says ‘KNOW HIM!’ in big, blue capitals, the same shade as the fish symbol on the back. The three boys look at each other, grinning.

				George doesn’t care about the castle; in fact, he has no interest in seeing it whatsoever. It will lie somewhere between the music of Luke Yeoman and one of Pete’s ‘raps’ (which mean sermons delivered in excruciating rhyming couplets and the occasional clumsy gang hand sign thrown in when he remembers). The boys will run around it pretending to kill each other with swords for a bit until Pete tells them to ‘Just calm it, okay? We’re representing Gospel Truth UK here.’

				‘The Gospel Truth SE guys will show you round!’ Josse says from the driving seat of the minibus, without turning around.

				This gets a better response. The boys look at each other and the girls giggle. More nerves than excitement. George gives an internal sigh. That was him a few years back and he hasn’t changed. At all.

				Josse’s got a booming voice, dyed red hair and a nose-ring. Josse doesn’t look anything like a Gospel Truth UK leader and she’s young enough to be Pete’s daughter. Probably. George guessed she’s in her early twenties. She’s hot, he thinks, but she’s no Holly Swan. Pete goes red every time he speaks to Josse and wonders if Holly’s noticed. Probably not. He wishes Pete would try to speak Swedish again like he did at the airport.

				‘Err. . . tarrrluur do ingilsk?’ His face went the colour of Josse’s hair but she’d not laughed even though her eyes said she wanted to. George files it away as something he can talk to Holly about later. Make her laugh. He loves it when she laughs. Maybe because that laugh doesn’t come very often.

				What matters to George as the minibus rumbles over the cobbled streets of Örebo, past the castle (which, as he suspected, looks more like a stately home with a moat) to find somewhere to park, is that this is where they ditch the kids. Last night, at the hotel, Pete gave him and Holly a really great chat about how well they had done as ZEST leaders so far, but once they got to Sweden, he would take things over.

				It wasn’t exactly hard. You just had to stop the boys fighting each other or the girls wandering off aimlessly. That was about it. It wasn’t as if any of the bad ’uns from the estate ever joined Gospel Truth UK. George sometimes liked to imagine what would happen one of the Waynes or Jordans came to a ZEST meeting and heard one of Pete’s ‘raps’.

				Real life carnage right there.

				‘Guys.’ Pete turns around again and looks from George to Holly. He lowers his voice slightly, adults talking.

				‘I just want to say thanks for all your help on this trip. You two have really reflected the values and the ethos of Gospel Truth; you’re such shining examples of positive young people and,’ he gestures to the boys and the twins who are staring listlessly out of the window, ‘you’re great examples to the youngsters.’

				‘Thanks Pete.’ Holly says, she turns and wriggles her hand past the headrest to clutch George’s shoulder briefly. He does his best not to melt into a little puddle.

				‘You wouldn’t know this was George’s first trip abroad either would you?’

				Thanks for that Pete. Cheers. Why not tell everyone I’m a virgin too while you’re at it, you beardy twat?

				George blushes and shakes his head. He remembers mum not letting him go on the French trip in year eight. ‘I just don’t think you’re ready for something like that!’ She said it in that half-laugh, half-shout that sounded like the whinny of a horse. ‘It’s a long way away you know!’ He’d been the only one who didn’t go, out of the entire year group. Mum had managed to surpass even this; she’d gone into school and asked the teachers for some work that he could do while he was at home. ‘It’ll be fun!’ She whinnied, ‘We’ll do it together, at home!’

			

			
				It hadn’t been fun. In the slightest.

				George hadn’t held out much hope of the trip to Sweden but he was older and this was Gospel Truth UK.

				‘I’ll be a ZEST leader,’ George explained when she was in a good mood. ‘I’ll be helping Pete look after the little ones; then we’ll meet some of the Swedish Gospel Truth guys and go hiking and fishing and stuff. . . it’ll be enlightening.’

				Mum liked things that were enlightening. She liked Pete as well, but even more, she liked Gospel Truth UK. George also knew that mum would talk to Pete about it when she came to pick him up and, even better, that Pete would listen, not like the teachers in school, who ‘just don’t seem to care’. Pete would want him to come and mum would want him to ‘hang out with people rather than moping round the house on that phone.’

				‘You’ve taken a big step.’ Pete’s hand replaces Holly’s and clamps his hairy fingers around George’s other shoulder; George can smell a faint tang of body odour. He hopes it not from himself. ‘You’re seventeen now, George, a man.’

				There is a pause while George smiles and tries to avoid Pete’s eyes.

				Holly’s hands are clasped in her lap, she looks, to the ceiling of the minibus, unsmiling. Like an angel, George thinks, a heavenly angel.

				‘Thank you lord, for this opportunity.’ Holly says in a breathy half-whisper, as sweet and as delicate as the coating of a toffee apple. ‘I hope your strength can keep me strong and safe.’

				‘Praise him, know him, love him.’ George, Pete and Holly all repeat simultaneously. To their surprise, Josse joins in too.

				‘Hey!’ Pete turns his attention back to the minibus driver. George rolls his eyes at Holly in a here-we-go-again expression and she covers a giggle with her hand. George feels a rush of excitement and thinks that this is probably the most beautiful sight he has ever seen.

				‘So, you say the blessings in English over here?’ Pete’s talking to Josse like it’s the most amazing thing in the world. 

				Josse nods with a quick ‘Mm-hmm,’ and draws the minibus to a halt. Pete starts to say something else but Josse ignores him.

				‘Here we go!’ she says, turning around. ‘Welcome to Örebo!’

				The little boys look disappointed again. George can sympathise; this castle will be full of paintings and red ropes. If there are swords, they’ll be ornamental. The girls seem impressed though; Örebo castle is surrounded by shops and apartment buildings and looks as dinky as the rest of the place. Its towers are circular with pointed tips and ivy on its walls.

				‘It’s like a fairy castle!’ Holly whispers to herself and George nods. Yes, yes it is.

				‘Ok guys!’ Pete says, turning round again. George watches one of his nostril hairs vibrating as he talks.

				‘Say thanks to George and Holly but, most of all, let’s say a big Gospel Truth UK thanks to Josse for driving us here!’

				The smaller ones start to comply but Pete interrupts them.

				‘Or should I say. . . Tack!’

				He explodes with laughter. Holly smiles with her mouth and Josse looks a little taken aback. The rest of them are quiet.

				Oblivious, Pete hops down from the minibus and onto the cobbles. He is wearing shorts and sandals. Even his toes have a mass of wiry black hair growing from them.

				‘Come on, guys!’

				George lets the boys clamber past him as a little part of him dies inside. He sticks out his foot to trip Caleb, who extends his tongue.

				‘Where are you going anyway?’ Elizabeth, not Lizzie, stands before the open doors, looking at George, hands on hips. Her ginger curls are in bunches and she’s wearing a long brown dress that covers her ankles. She looks like something from the early 19th century. George remembers when he was that age and the other lads all had football shirts and Nike trainers. ‘What do you need all that for?’ mum had said. ‘These are just as good’. Those shapeless, white supermarket trainers and the polo shirt from the jumble sale with the brown stain that was either coffee or blood and never came out. His protests were met with Matthew 16:26, For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and forfeits his soul? And was he going to argue against the word of God? Or mum for that matter.

			

			
				George wonders if Elizabeth or Bridgette are allowed to listen to One Direction or watch X-Factor like the rest of all the eleven year old girls in the entire world? He supposes not and feels a little flutter of sympathy for them. Maybe he should lend them some Luke Yeoman. Even he might be a bit edgy.

				‘We’re going camping!’ Holly pokes her head around her headrest, grinning at Elizabeth who glowers back.

				‘Where?’

				Holly points into the distance.

				‘Sixty kilometres or so that way. To a place called Tiveden.’

				She’s talking in a mystical, excited voice and George sees Elizabeth’s scowl break into an expression of wonder. ‘A giant forest between two lakes. It’s uninhabited, do you know what that word means?’

				‘Yes I do.’ Elizabeth says. ‘It means there’s no people there.’

				‘That’s right. Josse’s going to drive me and George out to meet some of the Swedish ZEST leaders to go camping in the woods.’

				‘Why?’

				The question perturbs Holly and her smile falters momentarily. She looks at George for support.

				‘Because. . . err. . . because that’s what older people do. . . for fun.’

				‘It sounds boring.’

				And with a little humph Elizabeth jumps down from the minibus to join Pete and the others.

				Holly grins and shakes her head.

				‘You guys ready?’ Josse is already revving the engine.

				‘Yeah!’ Holly calls. There’s three seats in the front now; the seat where Pete sat, beside Josse is empty. George realises this is his chance.

				‘Hang on.’ He leaps from his own seat in the back of the minibus and out onto the cobbles, heaving the sliding door closed behind him. Holly sees what he is doing and shifts up into the seat vacated by Pete.

				‘Cheers!’ George says and jumps in. Holly has wound the window all the way down and he pokes his head out, waving at the rest of them.

				Yes, he thinks, I’ve done it, I took my chance. This is my first step to re-birth, the new me. The George Pike who takes chances. The sun has come out and shines on the surface of the Svartån, rippling beneath the castle. The trees seem to glow with a viridian warmth and George can smell coffee mixed with the tang of exhaust on the edge of the fresh, Swedish air.

				‘Have a great time you three!’ Pete is waving. The kids, bored again, are clinging to the railings that look over the Svartån, their backs to the minibus. ‘Stay safe, god bless!’

				‘Praise him, know him, love him!’ George and Holly call as Josse swings the minibus around in an arc and they rumble again the way they have come, back along the cobbles and the dinky bridges to the E20.

				An hour or so left till we get to Tiveden and I get to sit next to Holly all the way. George is fully aware that when they get to the campsite, there’ll be others his age, probably older and they’ll be interesting, foreign, probably guys as well. But he also knows that not that many people join Gospel Truth UK who are good looking or interesting, certainly not in England. Maybe it’s different in Sweden? Everyone seems beautiful here. But he’ll cross that bridge when they come to it; for now, his jeans-clad leg is about an inch from Holly Swan’s bare thigh. Not that he’s looking, not that he’s noticed her shorts have rucked up a bit, because that would be sinful.

				It isn’t sinful to sit here next to her though, it’s not sinful to — maybe if it gets hot like this — have her head rest on his shoulder if she wants a nap.

				Nope, that would be just great.

				ii.

				It’s around 2pm when they stop in the town of Laxå. Josse pulls the minibus into a roadside cafe and orders from a Burger King. George and Holly grin at each other as they slurp coke. Pete certainly wouldn’t have stopped here.

				‘It’s only thirty minutes or so south to Tived.’ Josse says through a mouthful of chips. ‘Nice ride. The forest is all around us this way.’

				After their food, they take a narrow, two-lane road south, and soon banks of tall trees rise up on either side: gangly silver birch and orange-trunked pines. The occasional car or lorry passes by the other way.

			

			
				The sun is hot and the air smells rich and green. George has decided that Sweden is the most beautiful place in the whole world. Josse pulls a cassette from the well beneath the steering wheel and pushes it into a slot on the dashboard. The minibus fills with crystal synthesiser chords, electric drums and a floating female voice.

				‘Is this Kate Bush?’ George asks and Josse laughs.

				‘I know it’s a cassette, but I’m not that old-skool!’

				George reddens. He has no idea what she is talking about. He doesn’t really listen to music at home. His phone has WOW Hits (The year’s top Christian music and hits!), the Glee soundtracks and, of course, Luke Yeoman. Mum insists on checking what he’s got on there every few weeks just in case. The kids at school listen to Wiz Kalifah and Kanye West but George hasn’t even bothered trying; he knows they’ll never get past mum.

				George, therefore, has little interest in music. One Sunday, after church, he was poking around in the spare room and found a few of mum’s old cassettes from when she was younger. He once listened to something called Hounds of Love and the music in the minibus reminds him of it.

				‘I Break Horses,’ Josse says. Her red hair is streaming back from her face in the pine-scented breeze through the open window and her nose ring twinkles.

				‘You. . . break. . . what?’

				She laughs again. George looks at Holly who shrugs.

				‘The band!’ Josse points to the dashboard, shaking her head.

				‘Oh.’ George considers passing his ignorance, his un-coolness, off as a joke. Just like always. Not here, not now. Re-birth, remember?

				He hopes that when they get to the campsite, the other Swedes are less cool. He looks at Holly who’s tapping her fingers on the lip of the open window.

				‘What do you think?’

				‘I like it. It’s. . . sweet.’

				‘Yeah.’ George breathes an internal sigh of relief. ‘Me too.’ He does like it and as they whizz through the tunnel of trees, the floating music lifts his spirits again.

				‘So, how long have you been in Gospel Truth?’ Holly says to Josse.

				The three have been largely silent until now but it’s not an awkward silence, it’s peaceful. George cannot stop staring out at the endless forest that has enclosed them; even the fact that Holly is right beside him seems to have escaped him. He thinks he understands why he is here. He thinks he is starting to understand God now. It’s taken long enough.

				‘Oh, since I was like eleven or something.’ 

				George likes her accent. He feels a little shame that he can speak no Swedish. 

				‘I used to be quite a bad person, if you know what I mean?’ 

				They both nod and George feel as a little sliver of anxiety in his stomach. 

				‘My sister she. . . disappeared when I was young. . . it was hard for me, growing up, you know?’

				‘I’m so sorry. . . ’ Holly has her hands over her mouth.

				‘It’s okay!’ Josse is smiling. ‘Gospel Truth SE saved me. Do you know what I mean?’

				‘Yes.’ Holly looks hard at Josse. ‘The same for me.’

				George is pensive, unsure what to say. He is also reminded of something he saw on the news. Something about a disappearance, something about a forest. It’s hazy though, just someone else’s fleeting grief between celebrities and sports. Probably a good idea not to say anything.

				‘Where are you from, Josse?’ Holly has her hands clasped in her lap. Her shorts are still ridden up but she doesn’t seem to have noticed.

				‘Askersund. It’s not far from here. Little place. Not a lot going on. We came to Tiveden a lot. I know this forest well. We did fishing, boating, hiking, all that around here when we were young.’

				George tried to imagine what it must be like living here in this wild landscape; the endless trees and the vast lakes. He finds he can’t, that the place doesn’t seem real somehow. It’s like something out of a dream. He thinks of Josse’s missing sister. Not always such good dreams, perhaps?

				The woods have become thicker on either side of the road now and George can’t remember the last time they passed another vehicle. He takes a long breath in and out. His tent and sleeping back are packed tight together between the back seats of the minibus. He and mum practised putting it up a few times in the garden; it’s not that hard. He hopes none of the Swedes ask him to try and fish. He’s never fished in his life.

				Up ahead, a little blue sign points to their right with a picture of a wigwam and a caravan. Josse slows the minibus and turns off the road between a wall of trees where two yellow signs welcome them to ‘Camping Tiveden’. That little sliver of anxiety from before gets a little bigger. He wonders if Holly’s worried too; he wonders if he should put his arm around her. Probably not a good idea. This re-birth can take its time.

			

			
				‘Phew!’ Josse says with an exaggerated wipe of her forehead. The minibus trundles along a stone path between the banks of high trees before emerging into a large clearing of neatly mown grass where there are picnic benches a dinky wooden cabin with a sign that reads ‘Reception’.

				‘Oh how lovely!’ Holly says and leans across George to wave out of the open window. Her arm presses down on his thigh and George holds his breath.

				The minibus slows and its tyres crunch on the path, four people in yellow and blue T-shirts are lolling about on the grass beside the reception. They wave back at Holly and George notices the fish logo on the fronts of their shirts. Two of them are boys, more like men. One has long dark hair and the other’s is spiky, so blonde it’s more or less white. Both of them are tall and muscular. There are two girls as well. They are also blonde with smiling, freckled faces. George already feels like the odd one out with his black sensible haircut and pale skin. His rucksack has spray sun cream in the side pocket. Factor 50.

				‘Hallo, hallo!’ the Swedes shout as Josse brings the minibus to a halt. They are up on their feet and their faces are all smiles. George can feel Holly jiggling with excitement beside him and he takes a deep breath before fixing his own smile and murmuring a quick prayer.

				Josse calls out in Swedish, hopping down from the driver’s seat and slamming the door.

				‘Brå!’ calls back one of the boys, the one with the long hair and Josse jogs off toward the reception, raising her hand in a thumbs-up, the back of her red hair bouncing.

				The boys shake George’s hand. It turns out they’re not much taller than him and up close, appear to be about his age. Maybe a year or two older.

				‘Hey, how are you doing?’ the one with the long hair says, ‘My name is Anders. I hope you are well.’

				Anders looks around at the others, pleased with himself.

				‘Well done!’ The boy with the spiked white hair says, grinning. ‘Anders is bottom of the class in his English studies. For him that was very good!’

				George laughs and the other boy introduces himself as Jarno. He rolls the ‘r’.

				The girls are talking to Holly and are pointing at the flat spaces of grass beyond the reception kiosk. Holly is smiling and nodding, her eyes wide and bright. She fits right in already, George thinks. She looks like she has been their friend for a long, long time.

				‘Hey,’ Jarno says, ‘Let’s be the gentlemen, yes?’ He and Anders jump into the back of the minibus and begin heaving out George and Holly’s tents and bags. George puts out his arm to take something.

				‘Just relax!’ Jarno says, winking at him. ‘You’ve had a big drive, chill for a bit.’

				The girls, who turn out to be called Effe and Lidi, have already linked arms with Holly and are walking her down toward the campsite. He can hear their high voices tinkling in the afternoon air.

				George follows a few feet behind Jarno and Anders, his own rucksack slung over one shoulder and that little sliver of anxiety now feeling like a little cold hole that has opened at the bottom of his guts.

				2.

				i.

				Holly Swan takes a deep breath in. The tent is already too hot but she’s drawn the zip down on both the fly-sheet and the inner annex. If anyone tries to come in, she’ll hear them. They won’t though, the Swedes will respect her privacy and the world would end before George Pike tried getting into her tent without her permission.

				Holly exhales, slow and steady, one hand clutching her bottle of water. Outside, she can hear the laughter of the others getting quieter. They’ve gone to the little shop on the campsite for supplies. This is good. She has a few moments to herself. A shadow that looks very much like a snake is coiling itself over the outside of her tent, silhouetted perfectly in the sunlight. A snake with long, spidery legs that burst from swellings on its side. She ignores it.

				Instead, Holly takes a moment or two to marvel. This country; this giant, beautiful country with its endless blue skies and trees that shoot up into the sky like green-tipped spears. On the plane, they saw great lakes like wide, singing mouths and the peaks of snow-capped mountains between the clouds. God’s grace shines from this place, his love reflected in its waters and in the song of its birds. It’s people too: tall, blonde and strong-faced. Beautiful. Like her.

			

			
				Holly’s smile has fallen from her face and she exhales as slowly as she possibly can, lips pursed. Despite the beauty of the place, she knew this would be hard and, to be fair, she’s done okay so far. One on the hour, every hour, like always. It was easier when the little ones were on the minibus; one of them always needed to wee. It would be easier now they were at the campsite, there were toilets, showers, and her own tent.

				The snake-spider thing seems to be getting longer. Its legs are making a terrible scratching sound on the soft white walls of the inner annex scritch-scritch. Holly holds her head high. The thing has foot-long antennae that swivel this way and that as if trying to smell her out.

				Holly takes another deep breath and mutters, her voice breathy, ‘Mary our mother, we seek your protection and intercession with the sacred heart of Jesus and surround us with your mantle of love.’

				She kneels, hands clasped on her lap, letting her breath come slowly, in. . . and out. . . keeping the panic at bay. In her rucksack she has a paper bag, just in case.

				The antennae of the snake-spider are inches from her face behind the annex, but she does not flinch.

				‘St. Michael and our guardian angels come defend us in battle against the evil ones that roam the earth. . . ’

				The snake-spider’s body spasms as if it has been electrocuted.

				Holly’s phone lies in the middle of the crackly groundsheet and she checks the time. 3.50pm; nearly an hour late. Another silhouette joins the snake-spider, making its way back up the side of the tent. This one is like a giant crab with impossibly long legs, pincers at the end of each one of them and a spherical body the size of a tennis ball. Holly takes a deep breath — go slow, go slow — and salutes the shadowy creatures.

				‘In the name of Jesus, I bind and command all the powers and forces of evil to depart right now.’

				Another spasm and the snake-spider loses its footing on the annex of the tent and slithers to the bottom, antennae whirling in fury. The crab thing lowers its legs.

				Deep breaths, let the words flow from you.

				‘For you are a faithful and compassionate God, amen.’

				She closes her eyes. A few more seconds and the creatures will be gone, banished back to their dark place through the power of Jesus.

				Holly closes her eyes; waiting it out.

				As they travelled in the minibus from Arlanda Airport, she knew she just had to ask and they would stop. There was no need to explain. There never has been, to anyone. People are nice to her, especially the rag-tag assortment of misfits and weirdoes that are Gospel Truth UK. They are like a tent unto themselves; a tent of misfits where she would long to hide too, if only she was like them.

				Holly’s not naïve enough to believe that all of her fellow Gospel Truthers simply see only God’s grace shining out of her, like they should. She’s old enough to notice people, especially the men, taking sly glances at her legs, her breasts when they think she’s not looking. She can deal with this though. She’s had to deal with far worse things than looks in her seventeen years upon God’s earth. Just ask mum and dad. At least the Truthers don’t say anything. At least the worst thing that could happen at a Gospel Truth UK outing is having to sit too close to George Pike on a minibus. 

				He’s okay though, George. Harmless, quite sweet. He’s the first one she met outside the community centre on her very first meeting. Better spending a week camping with George Pike than any sort of time at school. The day that torture was over, Holly walked straight home and paid a visit to the special place to say a special thank you to God. 

				The boys throughout her miserable years at school were grotesque.  Lewd and blasphemous. Even more so as they got older.  They cared nothing for the beauty and the life that God gave them, that Jesus gave his life that they could enjoy. Show us your tits! Look at the arse on that! None of them knew about her love for God and none of them needed to either. They wouldn’t understand. 

				Her love is tightly locked in her heart. Her heart is a tightly fastened box. Her love is a weapon. 

				It’s not like the girls were any better. What are you doing? Sondra Charlton had said when Holly thought she was alone once in the toilets. Are you some kind of nutter or summit? 

				She hadn’t even blushed, hadn’t cared what Sondra Charlton with her badly drawn-on eyebrows and her spots thought. All she knew was that her words worked, the words that had been given to her had banished the wet things that had risen from the toilet bowls and come slobbering over the roofs of the cubicles in the girls’ toilet. The power of Jesus had sent the fell tubular things with their masses of eyes and mouths on stalks screaming back into the abyss from whence they came. Sondra Charlton had been privileged to hear those words that had saved the school from the forces of darkness. It was her problem she was too ignorant to understand them.

			

			
				Holly had come not to expect thanks from anyone for what she did for the world. Mum and dad would have been dead by now, the school a heaving mass of feeding monsters. Jesus never asked for thanks either. She didn’t need anything from anyone. Never had, never will.

				Holly opens her eyes and the spider-snake and the crab thing are gone. Just like she knew they would be. It’s far too hot inside the tent and the others will be coming back soon.

				They seem fine, the Swedes. A little older, but they are Truthers and will look after her in the forest. From what they’ve been telling her; it’s very different from the set-up back home. The 13–18 ZEST groups (Iver as they’re called over here) go off into the forests a lot: hiking, fishing, climbing. Their prayer meetings are in forest clearings rather than the indoor basketball court at the community centre. Holly thinks of her special place and her affinity with these people swells. She admires Josse for being so candid about what happened to her sister. Holly thinks of the vastness, the size of this forest and imagines being lost here. Did that happen to someone recently? Was it here or was it Russia? She’d been tidying the house up and only caught the end of the report. God works in mysterious ways.

				Tomorrow they will be hiking into the forest. Effe and Lidi have told her all about it; the trees that tower overhead and create a shady canopy and the endless silence save for the rustle of nature. Holly’s special place back home has silence too, but this silence, the Swedish girls tell her in their sing-song voices, the silence of Tiveden is where you will truly experience God.

				Holly pulls up both zips of the tent and clambers out, smile in place to the warm Swedish sun blazing down from the blue skies and the breeze on her face.


				ii.

				The forest is just as Holly imagines it would be. Even more so. 

				They rise early the following morning, eat at the campsite cafe and set off further south in the minibus from the campsite and down a winding, single lane road until the road simply stops, fenced in by the rows of birch and pine. They shoulder rucksacks and begin to walk.

				Holly is chatting with Effe and Lidi. Josse is in the lead with the boys and George behind her. Jarno and Anders are jolly, laughing and joking while George’s smile has the strength of a sodden paper towel. Holly wishes that he could just be happy. Can’t he see the majesty of the forest that surrounds him? This place has rendered her silent for the first hour and a half as the path plunges them between the trees and uphill along a thin path between the lichen, huge hills bearing down on them from every side. It is like they have left all of humanity behind them.

				‘You okay?’ Effe says and Holly nods.

				It’s been an hour and a half of uphill climb. Holly’s breath is coming hard and her legs are already aching but it doesn’t matter, none of it. They are travelling up a steep man-made staircase between a formation of colossal rocks. The trees extend around them in an endless wall of green and brown.

				‘These paths,’ Effe says, panting a little herself, ‘are the only man-made thing inside this forest.’

				Holly believes it; the paths have been carved from the forest floor, by who or what is almost impossible to conceive. Were there people once whose job it was to carve the occasional staircases into the ancient rocks, construct tiny bridges that lead over swamp-like marshland? On higher ground, the paths are lined with fencing where the land falls away in vast green canyons.

				‘It’s so. . . quiet.’

				The silence of the forest is almost as powerful as the look of it. No birds sing and nothing rustles in branches or the coils of bracken. The silence feels holy, this green cathedral’s venerable silence is blessed. Holly can feel God watching here; this is his observatory. If he sees her clearly, it’s now, it’s here, right here.

				They can only go in single file on the stairs, Effe is in front of Holly, Lidi behind. Effe’s hair is tied up in a bandanna and her cheeks are rosy. Like Holly, her legs are bare and she wears boots which are considerably worn. Holly’s are rubbing but that doesn’t matter either. She can feel God in the clean, pine-scented air.

				There is something about this place though, something strange, Holly cannot put her finger on it. She can hear her own breath, horribly loud and wishes she were fitter.

				That’s what it is. . . the silence. It’s so quiet here.

			

			
				‘There are not many animals here in Tiveden,’ Lidi pipes up, her voice huge. ‘only Tjäder — I don’t know in English but they are like fat chickens that live in the floor of woods. They don’t make much sounds!’

				‘Wow!’ Holly says. This truly is paradise. Between the trees of this place, nature is untamed; moss and lichen cover everything and the smell of the air is almost overwhelming in its purity. The ground where the path does not run cannot be glimpsed through the coils of bracken, fern and great mossy rocks like the discarded teeth of some ancient creature.

				Holly listens again. No bird calls, no rustlings, only the breeze. God can hear her too. Loud and clear.

				They reach a sort of summit at the top of the stairs but the land is by no means flat. The stairs have disappeared and a wooden fence leads them around the base of a colossal tree, its roots rise from the ground like smooth, ancient tentacles. Around them, the hills and rocks steer upward, great blue hulks in the distance. Holly has never felt such majesty before, not even in her special place down the lane between her street and the next.

				‘Look.’ Lidi, the shorter of the two Swedish girls puffs up beside Holly. She points through the trees. ‘If you are looking carefully, you can see the Lake Vättern.’

				Holly gives a little gasp. Sure enough, just visible over the tips of the trees that fall away below them is the surface of a still forest lake, its surface a giant mirror that reflects the lines of colossal pines that line its edge.

				They keep moving along the edge of the ridge, following the line of the fence. George is taking photos with his phone up ahead and Holly thinks that there’s no way you can capture the majesty of this place with such a small screen. Nevertheless, she pulls her S4 out of her shorts pocket and takes a few of her own pictures. She tries to capture the densest parts of the forest, where the trees’ branches interlock. She’ll print them out when she gets back to England and will add them to the special place, so her memory of this place will never fade, she will remember this forest always.

				The seven of them draw to a halt. The wonder of the forest has not abated from Holly, but George looks weary; he scuttles over and Holly sees sweat on his brow. He smells faintly of lemon.

				‘You want some?’ He holds a yellow spray canister of Jungle Juice. Red welts are already rising on his neck. Holly shakes her head.

				‘When I thought of Sweden, I didn’t think mosquitoes!’ George say., ‘Luckily my. . . ’ He coughs and his cheeks redden. ‘. . . lucky I packed this, eh?’

				It’s at these sorts of moments when Holly wants to tell George just to stop trying. She doesn’t though, only smiles. George has noticed her phone and has pulled out his own.

				‘Err. . . ’ he reddens further, ‘want to do a selfie?’

				He’s standing with his back to the fence, his phone in one hand, his other arm outstretched, awaiting her. Holly walks over, suppressing a wince with a weary professionalism and a shudder as George’s clammy arm winds awkwardly around her shoulder. At least he’s got the camera angle right; high up.

				‘Ready?’

				Just do it, just get on with it. The Swedes are sat on their rucksacks, drinking from water bottles. Just hurry up, George. The picture will go up on Facebook as soon as they get some signal and Holly will have to like it before liking and commenting on the endless comments that will rack up below.

				There’s a click from George’s phone and Holly wriggles from beneath his lingering arm. Better check if George has Instagram and twitter too when we get back, because he’s going to keep a hold of this one. Holly’s mind conjures up an image of her own head, lips pouted, stuffed and mounted on a wooden shield.

				They’ve reached a fork in the path with a sign that points in two directions. Above, the trees tower mesmerically high, their branches casting a perpetual gloom over the forest. One of the paths keeps going up and vanishes between two of the gigantic rocks that perilously balance on the banks of the hill; the other leads steeply down into the trees. The sign has been carved to look like an ancient bit of wood and two place names are carved in ye-olde script. Neither of them mean anything to Holly. The Swedes have been coming here all their lives, it seems. None of them have compasses or maps.

				The boys are pointing to the path that leads down into the trees. Holly hears a word she recognises from the phrasebook Fiska. Fishing. She smiles to herself, pleased. At least these boys want to catch their prey in the traditional way. Boys at home would be complaining that their legs hurt, or that it was boring. Anders and Jarno want to fish; they are truly God’s children. If the boys want to fish, it means that they’ll go downhill toward the lake. She’ll be able to rest then, maybe catch some of the sun.

				‘So.’ The boy called Jarno with the spiky pale hair turns around. Holly sees a shadow of stubble on his chin and cheeks; his eyes are the piercing blue of a wolf. If she wasn’t pure of heart, she might think of him as beautiful. There’s a little pull of something deep inside her. She ignores it.

			

			
				‘What do you guys want to do?’ Jarno shrugs and points in both directions, grinning. ‘Climb up a very big hill or chill at the lake in the sun?’

				Holly looks at George, but George is still standing against the fence, starting at his phone. How rude.

				Effe and Lidi point downhill. Holly trots over to join them. It’s coming up to 11am. Time for a toilet break. The edges of reality are beginning to ripple ever so slightly. That’s a sure sign that they are shaping up their next assault from their world into ours. Holly had been wondering if they’d be any different in a different country; they certainly seemed a little stronger here, but how much of that was down to her?

				‘I’m fine to do either,’ Holly says, shrugging. ‘The lake does look lovely, but I imagine the view from up there is amazing. What do you think, George?’ She blunts the point slightly, but not that much. George, however, doesn’t even look up.

				‘Yeah. . . I don’t mind.’

				‘OK, fishing by the lake it is!’ Jarno shouts, clapping the other boy with the long hair — Anders — on the shoulder. The Swedish boys seem to have forgotten about George. Holly sympathises with them; he’s got a good heart, but is hard work.

				‘Brå,’ Josse says and leads the way down the track into the canopy of green. Effe and Lidi pick up their rucksacks. Holly sees them hanging back, looking at her.

				‘One minute,’ she mouths and nods at George who has not moved. He is still stood there, staring at the screen of his phone.

				3.
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				It’s just not possible, George thinks. It can’t be. But it is. It’s right there staring up at him on the screen of his phone. It can’t be real, of course, it’s a trick of the light. A coincidental simulacra caused by the angle of the camera and the filter he’s added to the picture. What sort of odds would that have to be? He doesn’t even want to tap Instagram’s ‘tick’ icon just in case that causes it to disappear. It’ll stay on his phone, right? It has to.

				It is also a photo of him and Holly; he even has his arm around her. She’s smiling. Her perfect white teeth and her straw-blonde hair, a few stands of which have come loose from her ponytail and dangle in front of her ear. How he’d love to push those stands of hair back across her cheek with the tip of his finger.

				No.

				Not now.

				Even he looks good in the photograph. He remembered to take the photo from above, always take the photo from above. But it’s not him or Holly or their proximity that has rendered George Pike silent and still as one of the lichen-covered boulders that rise from the floor of this weird, silent forest. It’s the other face that seems to float just above and to the right of his head. The face that ignores the perspective of the trees behind them, the face that is both in the foreground and the background at the same time, the face that begins as green as the trees, fading impossibly as pale as bone, that stares down at him from an impossible middle distance. He can’t stop looking. The more he stares, the more real the face becomes. Eyes as deep and as dark as dark water, eyes that are not unlike the wild, black eyes of a deer. A mouth and nose, slim and almost beautiful. The face has hair, a tangled mane that begins as an autumn orange before dissolving into a tangle of brown branches.

				‘George?’ He gives a start and lets go of his phone.

				The next moment seems to happen in slow motion. Holly is walking over to him with a look of concern etched across her face; her voice jolts him from his contemplation and his right boot skids on the uneven path. George wobbles, one foot in mid air and clutches at the waist-high fence behind him. The vast slope of the forest looms up and he gives a little dry cry. His phone wriggles from his grasp and falls to the ground and both he and Holly, in an elegant and utterly unconscious synchronicity, bend and reach to catch it. As the edge of the phone pivots on the edge of the drop, the screen turns to face them for a moment and the pale, deer-eyed face that peers from behind them is unmistakable before the phone topples over the edge of the drop and plunges into the green abyss where it is swallowed without a sound.

				‘Oh no!’ Holly puts her hands to her mouth. ‘I’m sorry!’

				George plants both hands on the fence and stares down into the brown maw below them.

			

			
				‘George, I’m so sorry, that was my fault. That was my fault!’

				He can’t even speak to console her if he wanted to. He can’t speak because somewhere inside him, George Pike knows fine well that precious and valuable things like phones do not fall from your hands like that; George Pike knows fine well that when he is startled, that his natural reaction is for his hands to close hard around things rather than let go. George Pike knows all too well the sensation of your precious things being plucked from your hands against your will.

				‘George?’ Holly is beside him now. He can smell the strawberry scent of her hair, mixed with a faint musty tang of her skin. Any other time, this would drive him crazy and he would stammer and blush. Not now.

				‘Did you see it?’ He says, turning his face to hers.

				Holly still has her hands over her mouth.

				‘Your poor phone. Did it have anything important on it, I mean. . . are you insured?’

				‘Did you see it?’

				For a moment, he sees something pass through Holly’s eyes; some shadow, something cold and strange and for an instant she looks unhinged, terrifying.

				‘Holly. . . did you. . . ’

				‘See what?’

				She is back to normal. Back to her beautiful, normal self.

				‘I. . . ’ George shakes his head. ‘Nothing.’

				‘I’m sorry about your phone.’ Holly is looking at him with a babyish mouth-turned-down expression.

				‘It doesn’t matter.’ George points over Holly’s shoulder, down the hill. ‘We’re being left behind.’

				ii.

				The lake is much larger than it looks from above. In fact, George thinks it couldn’t look less inviting if it tried. From high up on the hill, you could not see the craggy grey banks of rock that hang like torn edges into its waters. The rocks are steep and the water looks wild and deep. It is, however nearly transparent and teeming with the movement of tiny fish.

				Josse, the two girls and Holly have made a semi-circle out of their rucksacks and are sitting down. They are pulling out fresh rolls, cheese, cans of coke and pastries. George could think of nothing he’d rather do than go and join them but Jarno and Anders have beckoned him over to the very edge of the rocks and are pulling some sort of self-assembly fishing rods from their packs.

				‘Look at this!’ Jarno is pointing into the lake, his face alight with enthusiasm. ‘The best fishing you will ever see, right Anders?’

				‘Brå!’ Anders is on his haunches winding fishing line around some sort of spool.

				George can think of nothing worse than doing this. The sun is still beating down on them but a cool breeze sweeps in from the water. Lake mist lies across its distance despite the sun.

				He looks behind him and sees the girls smiling and laughing in the last patch of sunlight before the forest begins again.

				‘I’d better just. . . ’ George begins but Anders hands him the spool and points to a handle on its edge.

				‘Can you do this please?’

				Without waiting for an answer, he turns away and begins screwing together the rest of the fishing pole, muttering in rapid Swedish. George looks down at the spool and back at Anders. Anders looks confused for a second then makes a winding gesture with his hand. George nods and begins winding. The spool makes a creaking noise.

				I’ll just do this, George thinks, then I’ll make an excuse. Maybe I’ll say I’m vegetarian and fishing is against my principles. Anders and Jarno are straddling the rocks in their battered boots, clipping and winding to assemble the fishing lines. How much more like men than me they seem, George thinks, winding at the spool. It doesn’t seem to be going anywhere or doing anything but he keeps going, looking back every so often at Josse, Holly and the other two who are now taking photos of each other. Friends already. Why does he find it so hard? George thinks of his phone. Holly said he should say something to Josse but he doesn’t want to; it seems so stupid, so babyish to have lost his phone like that. What could Josse do anyway? He’ll tell mum when he gets back to England. His heart sinks at this, slides even further as he realises there’ll be no way to see what Holly’s doing on Facebook either. Someone else will just glide in and pluck her from under his nose. That picture is lost too. That picture of him and Holly, together. He wonders if she’ll take another one and wonders how to ask.

			

			
				No way.

				‘Hey, you lot!’ Josse is stood up and waving to them. ‘Come and eat.’

				Thank God, George thinks and he places the fishing spool down on the edge of a rock and picks his way back to the edge of the forest. The girls are standing now. Holly is in-between Effe and Lidi, their hands in hers. Sometimes holding Holly’s hand just for the blessing at the end of a ZEST meeting is the highlight of George’s week. Today the world is against him. He clasps Lidi’s hand in his right and Anders’ in his left and joins in the food blessing.

				‘Blessed are we that have love and honour in our hearts. . . ’

				George watches the others close their eyes and turn their heads to the skies first before he closes his own.

				‘Blessed are we who stand beneath thy endless sky. . . ’

				A sound. A sound in any other forest would be normal. Not here though. The silence in this forest was weird; it’s as if the animals and birds have fled a long time ago. The sound is a crunching and whispering like feet through leaves.

				‘Blessed are we that give thanks for our bread. . . ’

				George opens his eyes again. None of the others must have heard it; they’re still chanting the blessing. George’s mouth moves mechanically, his voice sounding out the words, but his eyes are scanning the bank of trees behind them. Something is there. Something is watching them.

				‘Blessed are we that give thanks for thy light, thy power, thy boundless glory. . . ’

				There it was again, a crunch. George cranes his head forward to stare into the trees. It’s so close. His mind conjures up that face from the photograph, that trick of the light.

				‘Praise him. . . ’

				In the space between Holly and Effe’s head, something moves.

				‘Know him. . . ’

				Something white. Hands. Long, pointed fingers that clasp the trunk of the tree. A face. Deer-black eyes, peering at them.

				‘Love him. . . Amen.’

				The fear that has been building inside George bubbles over and he gives a little cry, letting go of Anders’ and Lidi’s hands. The rest of them open their eyes and stare at him, faces creased with concern.

				‘George. . . what?’

				‘Look!’ Fear is stamping a terrible, frozen tattoo in his stomach.

				He cannot breathe; his arms and fingers tingle and black spots blot his vision. The woods that surround them suddenly seem darker than before; they pulse with a terrible movement. George waves his hand at the trees; the dank shade like a curtain that gulps at the path and rears behind it like some vast bloated thing.

				‘What did you see?’ Josse has broken the blessing circle and is beside him, following his gaze into the woods.

				Her arm is around his shoulders but he does not feel it. He tries to speak but he cannot. All that comes out is a hiccupy sob, his mind playing and playing again the movement of the pale, gibbous creature that recoiled from his shout and slipped silently back behind the trees. His mind will not stop playing out the look in those fathomless eyes, the feral spite and hunger in that face.

				They are all around him now and he is crying, great gulping sobs that take him back to being a little boy in his mother’s arms — her breath that smelled of sleep and the shadows that fled back beneath the bed.

				‘It’s okay, it’s okay.’ Josse’s voice is soothing. Effe and Lidi are knelt before him, their faces twin moons of concern. Even Jarno and Anders are patting him awkwardly on the back.

				George hasn’t noticed Holly. Holly has moved a few feet away from the group in the opposite direction, getting closer to the line of trees. She has checked her phone, and her face is flushed. If George wasn’t crying and shaking with the fear that still thunders through him, he would have noticed that strange, unhinged look in her eyes has come back.

				‘I’m just. . . ’ she says but George does not hear her through the soothing voices of the Swedes.

				‘I need. . . ’

				4.

			

			
				i.

				‘. . . the toilet. . . ’ Holly says.

				For the last ten minutes, she has watched a mass of foul, black tentacles rise from the surface of the lake and flop onto the rocks. She has tried to ignore their grotesque, galvanic twitching, searching out the boys. Behind her, she knows there are more things coming from the woods; the branches are being bent back and the trunks of distant trees are snapping as giant, rock-coloured creatures heave their swollen bodies through the undergrowth. She talked to Josse, Effe and Lidi as if nothing is wrong; she has helped them unpack the picnic as if long-legged creatures were not unfolding themselves into reality. A couple of years ago, this would have been impossible, but not now; not now she has her prayers, her words and her God on her side.

				The food blessing has helped, the blessing has stopped them in their tracks a little, but she needs to find a little space and say the words she was given in the special place in the lane between the streets. Only the words will force them back into their pit. Just like it forces the black things back from mum and dad.

				What’s wrong with George? He broke the blessing and Holly thinks he must be having a panic attack or something. But time is critical now and if she doesn’t find some space and say her words. . . well. . . Holly doesn’t want to imagine what might happen. The others have gone over to him and he’s crying; maybe he misses his mum?

				A slippery, bulbous thing is rising from the centre of the lake; its mouths whirring like a crab’s and its eyes are dripping black balls on stalks. Calm down, Holly tells herself, calm down, deep breathing. It’s not been as bad as this for a long time; you’re out of sync and you’re in a strange place, just breathe. George is pointing toward the trees but the thing in the lake is getting to its feet, and its hands at the end of its many-jointed arms are the tentacles from before. Holly begins to say her prayers, backing out of the sun and between the trunks of two towering pine trees.

				‘Mary our mother, we seek your protection and intercession with the sacred heart of Jesus and surround us with your mantle of love. . . ’

				The sun is gone and the woods smell raw, like broken grass.

				‘St. Michael and our guardian angels come defend us in battle against the evil ones that roam the earth. . . ’

				Through the trees, she sees the tentacles jerk back as if scalded.

				‘In the name of Jesus, I bind and command all the powers and forces of evil to depart right now.’

				Holly sees the great bloated thing from the water beginning to sink; its stalk-eyes glare through the branches at her with a terrible fury but she knows it cannot hurt her, or any of the others.

				‘For you are a faithful and compassionate God, amen.’

				She breathes the last words out with a smile as the tentacles and the head slither back below the surface of the lake. The forest is still and silent again. Holly exhales in a long, grateful breath and closes her eyes.

				Like usual, she wonders whether to tell the others what she has done when she gets back, how she has saved them? But Sondra Charlton’s words ring out stark and clear: are you some kind of nutter or summit? If she’s ousted from Gospel Truth UK or SE, she’s got nowhere, she’ll be finished, back to having no one again.

				It’s the reason mum and dad don’t know about the prayers, let alone the special place.

				She’d had no one that day, when the shadowy creatures crawled from the dark places of the house. She remembered screaming as they heaved themselves from beneath cupboards, taps and plugholes: long fingers, trailing legs and shuddering tentacles. Mum and dad were spread across the sofas in opiate oblivion as many-legged things reached for them. It was like a nightmare; instead of plucking burning cigarette ends from their fingers and clearing away broken bottles and needles, she was screaming obscenities at the gambrel monstrosities that lurched from their dark world. That was before she had the words.

				She’d tried to honour her mother and her father just like God asked her too, but it had been too much and she had fled from the house that day, the day she had found the special place between the streets. The place where she’d run. The gap in the wall that led to the sliver of wasteland between her street and the next, the place where the old tree grew.

				That was where God had first come to her, from the storm raging in the black sky.

				She had climbed that wall between the streets, soaked and still screaming, the tears mixed with the rain and a rope in her hands. She had sat astride the tree and was looping the rope around the largest branch when his voice cracked the sky above. Holly had stared up in wonder, the noose already around her neck, her blonde hair blackened by dirt and her stomach hollow and hurting. 

			

			
				Look down. 

				And she saw the hole in the tree, the hollow in its trunk. She’d stared down at the rusted crucifix that lay there, so old it had almost become one with the wood. Brown speckled Jesus nodding forlornly from his cross and with her death still looped around her throat, she’d felt a love she’d never felt before. For the first time in Holly Swan’s life, she felt loved. God loved her in that special place behind the wall, on the patch of wasteland between the streets, where no one ever came.

				When Holly opens her eyes, she realises she has gone further into the woods than she meant. Through the trees, she can see the others on the rocks before the lake. They are huddled around George and have not noticed she has gone.

				It’s lucky, thinks Holly, that I can forgive. She’s forgiven mum and dad for worse than this; of course they don’t notice, why would they? George seems really upset. She hopes he’s okay; it can’t have been the phone, surely not. A flush of shame crawls over Holly’s face and she bows her head. I’m sorry, George, she thinks, but I just didn’t want that photo of. . . of us, to be out there and I. . . well, sometimes when I want something, if I think about it hard enough, if I ask God. If I ask God for something, just sometimes, he’ll help me out.

				It’s just a phone. Just a thing. For all that is in the world — the desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and the pride in possessions — is not from the Father but is from the world.

				Holly closes her eyes and leans back against the trunk of a tree behind her. Speaking the words and remembering have drained her. It’s so hot here as well; the shade is cool, the silence of the forest comforting. She breathes in the scent of pine.

				ii.

				‘Hei.’

				Holly jolts awake. Sleeping? She can’t have been sleeping, surely not. She’s still standing, back against the moss that coats a huge tree but she feels strange. The world is a little softer than before. She stares around at the tangled forest, squints through the thicket to where the sun shines on the lake, the huddle of people on the rocks. But they seems far away, fuzzy, almost silhouettes. How long has she been here? Holly tries to move but her boots feel like they have been filled with ground glass. She winces and rubs her eyes. Her arms aren’t much better. She lets herself fall back again, breathing in the thick forest air.

				‘Hei.’

				Holly staggers a step forward and clings to a branch for balance. It feels soft, the wood crumbling beneath her grasp. The voice is coming from behind her.

				‘Kom hit. . . ’

				‘Wha. . . ’ Holly’s mouth feels sticky, her tongue like a bloated slug, drying out beneath the sun.

				‘Kom hit. . . ’ A female voice, soft and breathy.

				Holly staggers, clinging to the tree, trying to find the source of the voice, her heart thudding hard between her ears. The forest floor rears up at her and she can feel the moss sliding beneath her fingernails, the world waltzing around her.

				‘George?’ She manages. She is not sure of the direction the others are. The stink of the forest hangs heavy and the voice that calls her is the call of a bird, the rustle of the wind through leaves, the rush of water.

				‘Kom följ mig. . . ’

				She doesn’t understand the words. They are forest words, they fill her with a green warmth and she wants to laugh, wants to cry, a sudden lump in her throat.

				‘Kom följ mig. . . ’

				A few feet away, the length of her outstretched arm, where the green ground reaches upward and the lichen cloaks the standing stones: a pale figure. It flickers and floats in and out. Sometimes she is green, brown as branches, sometimes she is rock, her pale skin criss-crossed with black webbing like marble. Her voice tinkles like sunlight on water and she beckons Holly forward, her lips pursed beneath twin black pools that are her eyes.

				‘Kom hit. . . kom till mig. . . ’

				She moves back, up onto higher ground, dancing between the striped shade cast by the trees and her hair is brambles and briars and cascades over slim shoulders. Holly staggers toward her, her feet cracking and crunching on the forest floor; her elbows colliding with rocks, the branches of pines lashing her legs. She feels nothing, is unaware of anything as she heaves herself forward, fixed on the face of the pale woman with her tangled hair and the skin that is white, smooth, then the yellow of autumn and the black fur of a bee. She’s naked and her feet make no sound as she dances backward, upward, in and out between the trees. Her eyes are on Holly and her mouth is pursed in a kiss.

			

			
				Hands and knees now, Holly is climbing after her. Her fingers crash against stones and roots a longing inside her pulls her higher, a longing that burns deep inside her, a longing she has only felt before in hints and moments.

				‘Följ mig. . . snälla. . . följ mig. . . ’

				‘I’m coming. . . ’ Holly gasps.

				They have been climbing for seconds, for minutes, for hours over rock and stone, wading through ice cold streams and between boulders that tower in great grey monoliths, blunt spires to the green-cloaked sky.

				Holly’s legs and knees are a mess, the skin torn and weeping, but the pale lady with the eyes like ink stands at the crest of a hill with her arms out, calling her with that forest voice.

				‘Kom följ mig. . . ’

				She stands atop a colossal hill, rows of ancient rocks like the bricks of some stone-age fortress, held with tree roots and draped in white reindeer lichen. Her bare feet clinging to the edge of a ridge that juts out like a lip, the woods woman stares down at Holly. The sight of her naked body that is fur, that is skin, that is leaves and branches and blossoms has awoken something in Holly, like a flower that raised its soft head at the words of her God is now opening delicate petals and gaping up in wonder at the light that fills it, that nurtures it. Holly climbs, grasping at the ancient roots, her hands black with mud, heaving herself higher, scrambling over the stone, slithering and panting, higher and higher to the summit where the woman waits.

				She is nearly there. Closer, closer. Holly feels a warmth surround her heart, a euphoria that peaks as the woman reaches with her pale hand and the long fingers that are claws, that are rock, that are ice close around hers.

				‘Jag ska hjälpa dig. . . ’

				The feel of her hand is warmth, soft as duckling down and smooth with a pulsating, animal heartbeat. Holding on, Holly steps over the lip of the rock; the woman’s arm is pale and slim and perfect and she draws Holly close in an embrace that smells of moss and wet wood and of love. Holly can’t breathe. Her face is inches from the woman’s and she stares into her eyes, those nebulous waters and all around her the silent forest smiles.

				‘Vi är framme. . . ’ The woman lets go of Holly and turns, pointing. ‘Framme.’

				Holly, still dazed, her vision slow and spotted follows the woman’s finger, the arm that is a mass of roots, crawling with black insects. We are here.

				Between the trees, at the summit of the hill rises a final ridge, a stone knoll with a flat peak, big enough for two people to stand. No lichen clings to its sides. The trees surround it and sprout high and thin from its base, their branches clearing a space atop its summit where a single ray of sunlight breaks the canopy and alights the stone surface in a pale lambency. The sight of the place is mesmeric and Holly thinks of her own special place, the hollow tree between the streets, the place where she hears the words of God and leaves her offerings below the rust-spotted Jesus.

				Her special place is futile compared to here.

				‘Vi har nått det heliga ställe. . . ’

				Holly doesn’t understand the words but she doesn’t have to. This is a holy place. Even the air up at the top is different. Thick and cool, it has the stillness of a church and the sunlight that shines down on the rock is suffused with a power, which she realises now, has only been glimpsed.

				This place, this mausoleum crafted by nature is truly where something divine walks.

				The pale woman turns from her and begins to walk toward the rock; there is a ramshackle, wooden staircase that clings to it and leads to that flat peak where the forest parts to let the light in.

				‘Kom. . . ’

				Her eyes fixed on the shaft of sunlight where dust and tiny, winged life dances, unaware of the blood that courses down her swelling knees and legs, Holly Swan follows.

				5.

				George takes a shuddering breath and gets to his feet. He’s got his breathing and his tears under control now. He wipes his eyes and looks up. The others have stepped back a few feet and are looking down at their feet, slightly embarrassed. Josse is still kneeling beside him, her arm around his shoulders, but she’s looking the other way, the way they have come, toward the trees.

			

			
				‘I. . . I think I’m okay now. . . ’ George can feel a blush creeping over his face. His voice is small and boyish.

				Has he really been doing this, sobbing like a little kid? Why? Something he saw. Something that scared him. He tries to recall the pale thing behind the tree and realises he can’t. A trick of the light. An animal? No animals live in Tiveden but that can’t be true. How can there be such a massive forest and no animals?

				What about the face on his phone?

				That’s gone as well, along with the phone. He rubs the tears from his cheeks with his sleeve and stands up. Josse’s arm slips off.

				‘Okay?’ She turns back to him and he nods, avoiding her eye. She turns her attention back to the trees.

				George reckons they think he’s a right idiot now, a stupid little kid. He doesn’t blame them, a sudden shame and self-loathing taking grip of his mind. It’s only down to luck that Pete’s not here. That would have capped it off. Pete wouldn’t have been embarrassed to hug. Let it all out, it’s okay you know, boys do cry. George can’t imagine anything more cringe-worthy than that. It doesn’t matter, they’re only here for one more night and they’ll never have to see this lot again.

				So much for his re-birth. At least he gave it a go.

				George takes another deep breath and lets the sunlight fall on his face. He stares out onto the mist atop Lake Vättern, getting himself together. His shame is underpinned with a riptide of melancholy. What had he even been thinking? That he might make some friends here? Someone who he could maybe write to? What a joke that was; the Swedes were older and better than him in every way. He felt small and useless in the wake of Jarno and Anders with their fishing rods and facial hair and neither of the girls had even looked at him. He couldn’t even remember their names. Might as well just chuck himself in the lake and be done with it. Why had he even come here in the first place, to this weird, silent forest? Was he going to finally find God in the Swedish wilderness? Was he going to finally fit in somewhere? He doubts it; even if God did exist, he would have no interest in George Pike.

				Holly Swan, she was why he was here; beautiful, impossible Holly Swan.

				He’s loved her the moment he set eyes on her; that first day she walked, unaccompanied to the door of the community centre (Thank God mum had driven away by then) and asked him if this was Gospel Truth UK. He had very nearly asked if she was being forced to go as well, forced to believe in a big beardy man in the sky in the hope that would help her social skills. But he hadn’t. He had just nodded and listened and agreed with what a great and wonderful world it was when God loves you and yes, how he could think of nothing better than showing his dedication to the almighty by coming here.

				‘What are you running from?’ he’d wanted to say. In fact that was what he always wanted to ask Holly Swan and never had. ‘What is it? What is it that you’re running from?’

				It was the sort of question that someone else would ask her while he plucked up the courage. Some other man and she’d fall into their arms.

				Was she just beautiful and didn’t know it? Impossible. There was something else to Holly Swan, hidden depths that she kept concealed from the rest of them.

				Holly would be far from George Pike and Gospel Truth UK when she gave up her ghosts.

				‘Var är Holly?’

				Josse’s voice, the urgent caw of a crow. She is walking fast, away from George, away from the lake, over the rocks and toward the forest.

				George’s heart gave a little jerk and he turns around.

				‘I toalatten?’

				Anders is grinning but George sees his face fall when he turns it on Josse.

				‘Var är hon?’

				A rushing feeling begins in George’s stomach. The girls are on their feet, pulling on their rucksacks and trotting, not quite running toward the line of trees.

				The place where he saw the figure.

				‘Holly? Holly?’ The girls are calling.

				Jarno and Anders have picked up their rucksacks and they are running. Leaping across the rocks toward the trees.

				‘Holly! Var är du?’

			

			
				Why are they running? Why is there an air of panic around the Swedes? Surely, Holly hasn’t gone far, she must have just gone for a wee, behind a tree or something like that? Why is Josse now running, shouting? What is it they know about this place?

				Adrenaline fires through George and he begins to follow them at speed; his ankle teetering on the edge of a rock, millimetres away from a twist. He barely notices.

				‘Holly! Holly!’ He can hear their shouts being swallowed by the trees. He wants to scream, wants to tell them about what he saw, wants them to see that hunched, pale thing with the terrible black eyes.

				‘Holly! You can hear us?’

				Panting, George has caught up with Josse. She has stopped running and instead is striding between the trees, hands cupped around her mouth. The others are not far, spread out in a small semi-circle, calling into the forest.

				‘Stay near to the path.’ Josse says.

				George wonders if he should shout as well. But a terrible, burning guilt has consumed him. All that time he was sobbing by the waters of the lake whilst the others stood around him, comforting him, Holly had slipped away.

				Or was snatched.

				George thinks of that white figure, those long fingers that curled hungrily.

				‘Of course!’ Josse slaps herself on the forehead and turns to George again.

				He is taken aback by the wideness of her eyes, the paleness of her skin. She looks terrified, he thinks. Absolutely terrified. This look on an adult, a Gospel Truth leader unsettles him even further.

				‘George, you must have Holly’s phone number, yes?’

				Josse extends her hand, her breath coming in little puffs through her nostrils.

				George is panting, unable to speak. Josse’s hand clenches and unclenches with impatience.

				‘N. . . well. . . no. . . ’

				‘What?’

				‘My phone. . . I. . . I dropped it. . . over. . . over there. . . ’ George’s voice is tiny and his face is beetroot. He points back the way they have come.

				‘Fan ta dig!’ Josse hisses under her breath, then covers her mouth with her hand. George has no idea what she said, but it didn’t seem nice.

				‘You know her number?’

				‘No. . . ’ His voice is barely a whisper.

				‘Jävlar!’ This time Josse shouts. Her profanity is swallowed by the trees.

				The others look around, their mouths little ‘o’s of surprise.

				‘Piss också, jä-ä-ävlar-r-r-r. . . ’ Josse is muttering to herself. The others are trudging back toward her.

				To George they all look pale.

				Scared.

				Jarno and Anders begin talking in rapid Swedish. Their faces are grim, eyes wide. George looks back and forth, he cannot make out anything they are saying but a word stands out, a word he has not heard since childhood, a word that sends little icy feet over his already pounding heart.

				‘Troll.’

				When he was a little boy, mum had a book of The Three Billy Goats Gruff. It was an old Ladybird Book with exquisite artwork that looked like it had been painted.

				When the troll emerged from under the bridge to greet the goats, his image leered over a full page. Lopsided, ghoulish eyes with wild, grey hair stared over the ridge of a gigantic nose. His feet and fingers were covered in black curling hair with claws on the end as sharp and deadly as the tusks that jutted from his mouth. This creature haunted George’s dreams for years and upon hearing that word from the mouths of the Swedes, he was transported back in time to the living room of his childhood and his mother’s lap and the fear that dwelled between the pages of that book.

				Josse is pointing up the hill, back the way they have come. Her voice is furious. Anders and Jarno are running their fingers through their hair and following her gaze. The two girls are cuddling close together and one of them has begun to cry.

				‘What’s happening?’ George doesn’t quite know where his voice has come from.

				He tries to recall the news report. What was it, when was it? Someone had disappeared in a forest and they couldn’t find them. He prays that it was not here; it couldn’t be here. If it was here why on earth were they visiting?

			

			
				The Swedes look around at him, then to each other. Both girls are sobbing now. A simmering, bubbling anger is beginning in George’s stomach. He can feel his hands shaking.

				‘Where is she?’

				Holly, Holly Swan. Holly Swan who loves God and Jesus and will never love him. Holly Swan who’s nothing like the other girls, Holly Swan whose hair smells of strawberries and whose face is like an angel’s.

				‘Where is she?’ George shouts this time. He sees something like agonised fear pass over the faces of the boys. The girls are cuddled up, crying hard. Josse looks at her feet.

				‘I am sorry, my friend.’ Jarno steps forward and puts his hand on George’s shoulder. George swats him away.

				‘What do you mean, “I’m sorry?” Where is she?’

				The silence of the forest roars around them for a few seconds. All George can hear is the slamming of his own heart.

				The boys look at Josse, their faces pinched. Josse pales.

				‘God did not protect her. . . ’

				‘What?’ George wants to shout but he has no more air in his lungs. It comes out as a gasp.

				Josse clamps her lips shut. The others are looking at their feet. The fury inside George rears again.

				‘God?’ He yells. ‘God? You were supposed to protect her. . . ’ He waves his hand around the circle. ‘You were supposed to protect her!’

				None of them will look up, none will meet his eye.

				George can feel his shoulders rising and falling, his breath coming hard. It’s like they have fucking given up! He opens his mouth but closes it again. In the last second there has been a subtle change of atmosphere in the forest. The silence here is no longer holy, no longer serene, but predatory and watchful. George suddenly feels horribly self-conscious.

				‘She has come too close to Trollkyrka. . . ’ Josse points up to the hill. The girls have stopped crying and move closer, taking it in turns to sniff.

				‘Troll-what?’

				‘Ingen kristen kan gå dit. . . ’ The girls speak in fleeting unison, their voices rhythmic like a schoolyard rhyme.

				George looks to Josse.

				‘What’s Trollkyrka? Is that where Holly’s gone?’

				The rest of them won’t answer, won’t even meet his eye. He thinks of the pale thing that stared around the tree, the tusks and the matted hair, the claws that haunted his childhood. This doesn’t feel real, he feels weak and powerless like all of this is a terrible dream.

				‘So. . . ’ George fights for breath, ‘so are we going to go and get her?’ He knows the answer from the expression on the faces of Gospel Truth SE.

				‘We can’t go there.’

				‘What?’ George casts around. His head is throbbing. The others are staring at their shoes, their faces blank and stricken.

				‘What do you mean, we can’t go there?

				‘Trollkyrkans berg tillhör de hedniska Trollen. . . ’ The girls continue with their song.

				‘Stop it! What are they saying?’

				‘It is an old place up there. . . ’ Josse says. She keeps her voice low. The rest of them have unconsciously closed together in a neat little circle.

				‘. . . the church of the trolls. . . ’

				The others flinch at these words.

				‘And it does not. . . belong to us. . . ’

				George takes a step toward the hill but Jarno reaches out his hand.

				‘Don’t. . . ’

				‘Om en kristen går in där så går han sin däd tillmötes. . . ’

				‘The old people say. . . ’ Jarno says, picking his words carefully. ‘If a Christian ventures there. . . he will come to. . . death. . . ’

			

			
				There is a terrible, heavy silence that falls over them. The forest seems vast, huge, wild and untamed. The girls are sobbing again and George thinks he is about to pass out.

				‘You mean. . . ’ George looks back and forth to the others, his mouth hanging open. ‘You mean we’re just going to. . . to leave her?’

				This isn’t real, this is a terrible dream, a dream where adults leave their children in the woods to be gobbled up by trolls. By pale things with long fingers that stare from the endless silence of the trees.

				‘They’ll send out the rangers. . . ’ Jarno says, staring at the floor and kicking at a stone with the tip of his boot. ‘The police, but they’ll never find her. . . ’

				It’s as if this has happened before. This realisation cloaks George like being plunged into icy waters.

				They’ll never find her.

				What did Josse say happened to her sister?

				Her own sister. . .

				Then why did we come? Why did we come here if it was dangerous, why? But with an even more chilling realisation, he thinks he knows the answer.

				‘I think it is time for a prayer. . . ’ Josse whispers.

				George feels their hands closing around his own. The others are muttering the words of the blessing, the closing prayer from the ZEST meetings but he finds his mouth cannot move.

				‘Father.’ They say it in English. Whether for his benefit or not. He doesn’t care. ‘I thank you for being the god of every blessing, the fount of every joy and the source of everything good. . . ’

				George thinks of Holly, of her hair that smells of strawberries and the fact that, okay, so she probably doesn’t like him like that, Holly doesn’t like anyone like-that, but she’s not horrible to him, she puts up with him following her about, taking her photo and commenting on her Facebook.

				‘Thank You, Father, that Your blessings abound to me in Christ, they are mine freely because of the great price He paid. I thank You that because I am in Him, You have showered upon me every blessing that heaven could possibly give. . . ’

				If it wasn’t for Holly, he would probably have never kept going to Gospel Truth. He would have sacked it off, just like everything else in his life: the piano lessons, the chess club, the after school swimming sessions, everything his mum had pushed him into to try and get him to be a proper person, just like everyone else.

				‘I receive Your blessings for this day as I walk with You — I ask for Your hand to cover me, Your power to keep me, Your face to shine upon me, Your love to fill me, Your strength to sustain me, and Your sufficiency to be my portion in every need I face. . . ’

				He doesn’t even believe in God. He’s tried. If there is a God, he’ll know just how much he’s tried. Christ, he even listened to that Luke Yeoman album. But he’s kept up the pretence, not for mum, not for him but he’s kept going for Holly, because she believes in God in such a selfless, beautiful way and it obviously means so much to her.  Even if Pete and the rest of them are the oddballs and the losers, at least he fits in there and if he says the blessing and helps with the jumble sales and doesn’t laugh when Pete does one of his raps, it doesn’t matter if he believes or not.

				‘Father, bless me and make me a blessing. . . ’

				And this lot are just going to give up on her? Just like that?

				‘Praise him. . . ’

				Just because of some belief? Some fucking insurance payment to whatever lurks between the trees of this place, so you can hike and fish and sing your pious little songs, safe in the knowledge that the older things in this forest have been appeased?

				‘Know him. . . ’

				Well if that’s the case, George thinks. You can shove your God up your arse.

				‘I’ll go,’ George says before the final words of the blessing are spoken. He pulls free of their hands and pushes Anders and Jarno out of his way.

				‘I’m not scared of the trolls.’

				Before they can stop him, he plunges into the trees.

				6.

				Holly is walking but can no longer feel her feet. All that matters is the hewn grey of the rock that rises triumphantly from the soil of this ancient place, the altar that thrusts itself between the trees and soaks up that single ray of sun.

			

			
				All around her the forest rejoices in a vivid, green silence. This cathedral of bracken and branches; God’s work is mysterious, sometimes inscrutable. She thinks back to the place between the streets, the wasteland and the hollow tree. Was that a sign? Was that God’s way of telling her to come here, to rejoice in his creation?

				The pale woman stands, facing Holly, one hand on the staircase. The wood is black, ancient like the ribcage of some fossil that clings to the rock. Holly gets closer.

				I’m coming home at last, she thinks.

				These stairs are the passage upward to redemption, to acceptance, her final destination in a world she has never been able to fathom. This world that has tested her to the very brink. She stares into the woman’s opaque eyes, drinks in their blackness. Her hair tumbles around her shoulders and over her chest — living branches that glow green with shoots, that hum with life, where white and pink flowers open and close then curl and die. Full circle.

				An angel, Holly thinks to herself. She is an angel. The woman is smiling with those moist red lips and Holly feels again that urge that pulls at her from somewhere deep inside. She feels no guilt, feels no shame for the fact that this forest creature with her pale skin, changing skin and her doe’s eyes is beauty.

				‘Kom till mig. . . ’ she says and her voice is the rush of the wind through reeds. ‘Kom till mig. . . ’

				I’m coming, Holly thinks, I am coming to you; I will come to this place and I will stay, far from mum and dad, their bottles and their needles, from the ugliness of the world, from the people that ogle me like strung up flesh, that call me a nutter, that don’t understand the work I do to keep them safe.

				She is close now. The woman puts one foot on the staircase and begins to turn around. Up at the top of the rock is ascension, beautiful oblivion.

				At the top of the rock in the space where that pale sunlight falls is home.

				‘Holly!’

				The woman hisses and Holly sees her genuflect, her pale hand on the black banister of the staircase curling into a claw.

				‘Holly!’

				Something has broken the sanctity of this place, some intruder.

				Holly turns around slowly, her movement strained, a very real emptiness and pain in her heart as she looks away from the pale woman and back down to the forest floor.

				‘Holly! Come back!’

				It’s George. Poor stumbling, fumbling George Pike far below the hill of boulders. He’s standing in the small space between two trees, waving. His hair is plastered to his forehead and his face is red.

				‘Holly!’ He calls. ‘Don’t!’

				The pale woman is wincing at George’s words; she is bent over the bottom of the staircase and Holy can hear her snarling like some wild animal.

				‘Holly! You don’t have to do this!’

				The woman has gone black like burned wood, her hair a mass of spiders’ legs and her mouth opens in a snarl, showing curved yellow tusks. Those eyes of hers burn like coals. A sudden familiar feeling passes through Holly, a fear. As if she has noticed this, the woman suddenly goes white again, her hair becomes a sea of wild daisies and she turns to Holly.

				‘Kom till mig. . . ’ her hand is outstretched and she begins to climb the stairs.

				Her jaw juts out, her lips unable to cover the mass of jutting teeth. That fear again drives through her like a spike, but Holly moves forward, reaching. This is a test, she thinks, a test from God. I’m not scared. She is up on the first step of the staircase. One foot on the next. The woman’s hand is inches from hers.

				‘Holly! No!’ George is screaming; his voice holds a resonance it never had before. It is heavy in her head and she stumbles on the stairs, hearing the ancient wood groan.

				The woman goes black once more; she is a mass of crawling insects, the skin beneath them moist and puckered like a slug’s. She clasps the rails and screams down at George, those tusks slicing through her lips and her eyes bulging from her head.

				‘Trollkyrkans berg tillhör de hedniska Trollen!’ Black saliva flies from her mouth.

				Holly gasps and takes a step back. George is unmoved. He stares up at Holly as if the woman is not even there.

				‘Trollkyrkans berg tillhör de hedniska TROLLEN!’

			

			
				A groaning sound comes from the rocks below her feet, as if the ancient, ice-age boulders are suddenly beginning to move. The wooden steps make a cracking noise and Holly jerks forward as the lower step moves below her boot. She clings to the handrail for dear life, the forest swinging horribly around her.

				‘Holly! Be careful!’

				George is running now. Holly can hear him scrabbling at the rock; the rock below her that is moving, that is opening to let something out.

				Trollen.

				‘Kom hit.’ The woman turns back to Holly. She is still black as smog, her top lip hanging in ribbons and her teeth jutting from her mouth. Blood and saliva drip from her chin and her smile is something from a nightmare.

				‘Kom hit!’ It is an order this time and she reaches with her twisted root of a hand to grab Holly.

				‘No!’ Holly pulls back at the last second as the woman nearly falls. She lets out a great screech and the stairs give another crunching groaning sound.

				There is a moment where time slows down and Holly is convinced the woman will fall, but her long, terrible fingers reach the handrail just in time and she clings to it; a black folded thing against the burned, ancient wood.

				There is a scraping, rumbling sound that fills the hill beneath their feet; something huge stirs below the boulders.

				The rumbling shakes the stairs. The woman slips again and for a moment Holly sees her bare back. Holly sees an empty hollow where the woman’s back should be. Holly sees the empty hollow of a long-dead tree — a burned, lifeless place — a tree that no longer grows, a tree like the one in the special place where her death hangs in sodden ancient loop from its branches. A sweet reek of rot comes spiralling down from where the woman clings like some terrible bat.

				Holly realises what God has been trying to tell her.

				God has been preparing her for death all along.

				But she will not do it here; not at this church of trolls.

				The boulders shift again and Holly smells something foul; she smells the stench of something rotted, something that hasn’t seen light for hundreds of years. She looks down and a something is forcing its way through a gap between the rocks: a gigantic arm. An arm the size of a tree trunk, covered in lichen. Soil pours from beneath the boulders, revealing three fat fingers with curved, ridged claws like the horns of a goat.

				The woman is making a terrible giggling, burbling noise and there is a muffled roar from between Holly’s feet. She looks up and the woman’s hair is gone; she clings to the staircase, her back hanging open.

				‘Kom till MIG!’ she shrieks, her tongue muffled by teeth.

				George is scrambling up the rocks, panting, heaving himself over ridges, unperturbed by the scrabbling and roaring beneath the hill.

				‘Watch out!’ Holly sees burning yellow eyes in the shadows between the boulders, hears a huge, rattling breath and that hand reaches for George, opens its foul hand to seize him.

				George stands in the face of it as if it’s not there. His eyes are on her and her alone. The black wood-woman screams a great cry and scrambles to the top of the stairs. Her arms, now blackened branches with spider fingers come slithering back down to seize Holly.

				‘Holly, please!’

				With a final look at the hollow, rotted and empty thing above her, above the place where the sun lights to the rock, where life begins and ends and nature rolls over in its eternal slumber — the place where heaven lies — Holly turns to face George.

				The huge thing has both hands loose from under the rocks, its claws inches from George’s face but he stands still, arms outstretched to Holly. Beyond him, the forest falls away.

				Holly says goodbye to eternity and leaps.

				She hears the scream of the hollow-backed woods woman rend the air and the roar of the hulking thing beneath the rocks. She sees George Pike’s open-mouthed face rushing up at her and hears him cry out.

				Then they are falling, falling, the trees reaching for them and the scent of pine in the air. She feels his arms tight around her and the rush of the air.

				The sunlight disappears and the forest floor ascends.

				Epilogue.

			

			
				He waits in the car park. He doesn’t mind. It’s a quiet place; there are little manicured lawns where a stone birdbath sits and multicoloured flowers sprout, unchecked, from chipped pots.

				It’s peaceful here. The building is old; stone pillars hold up the porch above the automatic door. Hedges obscure most of the windows and a perimeter wall encloses the building from view. If you didn’t know it was here, you’d drive right past. He’s only been inside once. The waiting room is plush, air conditioned and smells of lemon air freshener. The old and the new. It works, he thinks, somehow it just works.

				‘They’re two, they’re four they’re six, they’re eight!’ Joey starts singing from his chair in the backseat. ‘Shunting trucks and hauling freight!’

				George smiles and joins in, his baritone and Joey’s two year old lisp in perfect harmony. George remembers when Ringo Starr used to narrate Thomas the Tank Engine; the days when the engine’s faces weren’t CGI. They’re still steam trains on the island of Sodor, he thinks. They still shunt trucks and haul freight; the old with the new, something else that just works.

				The automatic door beneath the pillared porch hums open and George watches a woman step out; the sun has poked its head from between the clouds and lights up the little garden. The woman turns her face to it and it lights up her features, turning her hair golden. She stops for a second and watches a pair of sparrows flapping frenziedly in the water before disappearing into the hedge.

				Please, George thinks, let it have been okay. Please.

				‘Hi Joey!’ Holly opens the passenger seat door and Joey gives a little squeal.

				She lifts him from his chair and whirls him around in the air.

				‘Let’s have a look at the birdies.’ she says. George gets out of the car and follows them back into the garden.

				‘So. . .?’ George sits on a bench and watches Joey staring, enraptured up at the bird bath where a female blackbird has alighted.

				‘Last session,’ Holly says. George can see tears in her eyes. He never thought this day would come.

				‘Really?’

				‘Really.’

				He gets up and embraces her, buries his face in her shoulder and holds her tight. He can feel her crying.

				‘Can I have a cuddle?’ Joey is tugging at his trouser leg and they both laugh.

				‘Of course you can!’ George picks up his son and the three of them hold each other tight.

				It’s been a long road; a road that began long before Holly Swan fell from the rocks in that forest in Sweden all those years ago. A road that has not been easy for her but has been made easier with the unwavering support of her best friend.

				George Pike has been there for her throughout; she knows he’s always loved her and in a way, she loves him. She wonders sometimes if they would have worked out? She’s glad they’ve never tried.

				Holly Swan has had other things to do. She has fought her demons in a way she never thought was possible, not with her words but with understanding. She has come to terms with her childhood, her voices and the things she sees. She’s done this with the support of her friend. Her friend who kept holding on when no one else would.

				Sometimes, George Pike remembers that day. Sometimes he wakes from dreams where Holly is teetering on the tip of those old wooden stairs, her eyes wide. He dreams that she falls and he cannot catch her, that she shatters against the rocks, the silent forest watching on, and that he is held transfixed by something he can’t quite see, something that his unconscious mind won’t let him see. Something that lurks amidst the branches and the shadows of that far away place all that time ago.

				They break apart, and Holly picks up Joey by his arms and whirls him around. The birds take flight and Joey’s screams of delight are carried away in the breeze.

				‘I love you Auntie Holly!’ He yells.

				I love you too, George thinks. I always have done and I always will.

				It has been a long road for both of them, Holly coming to terms with her demons and he coming to terms with her. He’d always thought she was perfect: Holly Swan, created in the form of an angel. Holly Swan with her perfect face, her hair and trust in God. In reality though, she was just as much of an outsider as he was, doing everything she could to try and find somewhere to fit in. Both of us square pegs in this round hole that is the world.

				George wants to go back inside the building, through that automatic door, the plush waiting room and thank Dr. Rhodes for what he has done for his friend. He wants to shake his hand, hell, he’ll give him a hug. But he’ll save that for another time.

			

			
				‘What do you want to do on Sunday?’ George doesn’t say it to Holly, he says it to Joey, who screws up his little face in such a comical expression of thought that they both begin giggling and Joey joins in.

				‘I want to go to the beach, dada!’ he says.

				Sunday. They call it ‘family day’ now. Th