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Dawn broke on Gov’s damp forest bed with a light that seemed every bit as wan and dejected as 

he felt, begrudgingly illuminating the cousins of the raindrops that had been trickling down 

(unseen but oh-so-squirming-coldly felt) into his sleeping bag for the last few miserably-dozing 

hours. 

Gov’s nostrils twitched. Over the earthy leaf-mulch aroma of the clearing floor, tendrils of apologetic 

damp woodsmoke were carrying the greasy lukewarm hint of animal fat. Bors was up already, and 

preparing the breakfast. 

Still in his sleeping bag, Gov hunched himself into a seated position and struggled both to rub some 

warmth back into his cold-stiffened joints, and to recall a time he not been so thoroughly miserable. But it 

wouldn’t do to think like that. Of course it was a bit of an ordeal: that’s why it was such an honour.  

Gov reached his thumb up to the centre of his forehead and with its edge traced the two bars of scar 

tissue. First vertical, then horizontal. He didn’t know why, but it made him feel a bit better. 

“Strong’s Table, boy!” rumbled Bors “Haul yourself out of that bag and start making ready to leave. I 

mean to be on our way, soon as the eating’s done.” 

Gov smiled to himself, and began packing away such gear as would not be needed later. Bors was a 

grumpy old so-and-so, but there was warmth in it. He hoped he’d be the same when it came his turn to 

shepherd one of the younger men through their first journey over the sea. 

The sleeping bags rolled and stowed to Bors’ satisfaction, Gov sat shivering by the paltry fire and waited 

for the older man to finish cooking. He hadn’t eaten since the sea-crossing – everyone knew to trust 

neither food nor water, over there – but even so, he wasn’t looking forwards to this. 

Bors had squeezed a slab of unseasoned forcemeat out of an old rectangular metal container and into a 

frying pan so thick it had nearly extinguished the smouldering logs onto which it had been placed. Now 

and again he would prod at the meat with the tip of his knife. Sometimes he’d even flip it over, apparently 

so it could fail to cook on both sides. 

At last, for reasons Gov was unable to discern, Bors decided that the breakfast was ready. He cut the slab 

into two pieces, motioning as he did so for Gov to pour out the tea from the stewing-pot the nettles had 

steeped in overnight. 

Gov retched for some time after choking down the breakfast, but managed not to bring any of it back up. 

Bors seemed pleased by this, which made Gov happy. He felt it augured well for later. 

It continued to rain for the rest of the morning, as the two of them made their way further into the forest. 

Even so, they made good time, and it was before noon – close as Gov could tell, from the waterlogged 

sunlight – when they reached the place. 

Bors seemed pleased by this, too. It meant they could set up the Offerings in good time and, if everything 

went smoothly, be back at the coast before sunset. A fair wind, and they might even be home that night 

to sleep in honest beds. 

Gov presented Bors with the three cords he had woven and dyed before they set out. The older man 

checked each one carefully, making sure none of the whiteness of the wool remained visible beneath the 



red of the dye. Finding them to his liking, he lay each one out carefully on the floor of the clearing before 

them, three paces apart, like the rungs of a ladder leading toward the opposite side. 

Gov reached into his bag, and took out the first of the icons. It was recognisably the figure of a woman, 

but only just. From her spiked shoes to the point where her shoulders squared, iron nails had been 

hammered through the wood, their dulled points bristling outward like the spines of a hedgehog. 

Gov passed the icon to Bors, who set it down at his feet, and reached again into his bag for the second. 

Whereas the first was all jut and angle, this one was round and bulbous. It may once have been the figure 

of a man, although Gov felt there was something undeniably… canine about its chops. He set this one 

down himself, whilst Bors filled a small earthen cup with a libation of whiskey to place beside it. 

The cords and icons both in place, Gov and Bors stood their ground, and waited. 

Time passed until, with an almost imperceptible rustle, the leaves on the other side of the clearing parted, 

and the woman walked in. 

Despite the warning Bors had given him when they first made landfall, Gov found himself catching his 

breath. The woman was not beautiful; there was nothing about her breasts or hips to keep a man warm 

through a cold winter. But everything about her, from the oily black of her shoe leather to her bone-white 

smooth and grimeless skin, seemed to whisper promise of vices far removed from the toils of a virtuous 

life. 

Her face wore a sad expression, like that of a parent confronted with the foolish lie of an errant child, or 

perhaps of a teacher who is unable to make their lesson understood. 

Bors cleared his throat of phlegm, and recited the first incantation, gesturing at the cords on the floor 

between them. 

“Behold the lines that we will not suffer you to cross. May it yet be done?” 

The woman sighed, but otherwise remained still and silent. She had showed her teeth as she did so, and 

Gov had shivered to see them, straight as razors and even whiter than her skin, so much so that his voice 

shook as he recited the second incantation. 

“Then you may cross the first line. May it yet be done?” 

The woman stepped across the farthest cord. 

“Will you tell me what it is that you want?” 

The shock of hearing a human voice issue past the unearthly geometry of that perfect mouth caused Gov 

to jump. Bors laid a steadying hand, not unkindly, on his arm. His voice was slow and steady. 

“What we want, we have asked for, long ages passing. You may cross the second line. May it yet be 

done?” 

The woman sighed again, and stepped over the middle cord. 

“You really haven’t asked, Bors. Sometimes I think you don’t even know what it is yourselves.” 

Gov noticed Bors wince at the woman’s use of his name. Once, at least, the older man must have gone 

beyond what the incantations permitted. Had he let himself be ensorcelled? Or had she or someone like 

her set straight sharp teeth against his throat and scared something more out of him? 

Bors half-turned his head, and nodded at Gov to continue. 

“What we want… What we want, we have asked for, long ages passing! You may cross the third line!” 



The woman stepped forwards again and reached her hand up to Gov’s cheek, her eyes filled with a 

terrible pity. His knees knocking with fright, he almost screamed the final words: 

“May it yet be done?” 

“Poor child,” she mused, as if to herself “You really don’t know, do you? It will be done when you decide 

it is done. Or when you choose to return.” She tilted her head slightly to one side, and this time there was 

no doubt her words were directed to him. “Will you return with me, child?” 

With a cry, Gov wrenched his eyes away from hers, and stared straight ahead, over her shoulder, trying 

not to feel the horrid softness of her hand against his skin. She remained close to him, so close that he 

should have been able to smell the sweat on her. The moment stretched out. 

Finally, she sighed once more, and lowered her hand. She took a step backwards, then three more, and 

said again: 

“It will be done when you decide it is done. Or when you choose to return.” 

And with that, she turned, and walked back into the forest. 

Gov waited for his trembling to subside before turning his beseeching eyes toward Bors. The older man 

laughed and clapped a delighted hand on his shoulder. 

“Well done, lad. Well done! I was right to deem you ready. Now, gather up the things, and let’s be on our 

way home.” 

Gov made to stoop to collect the icons, then paused. 

“Why is it that they will never tell us what our forefathers asked of them, Bors?” 

The older man shrugged. 

“Beats me, lad. Beats me. But one day they will. And then we’ll get it done and all will be well.” 

Gov picked up Churchill and the Iron Lady and placed them back in the bag. Together, they began the 

weary trudge back toward the Channel.

 

 


