
Ethan pushed with his back through the glass 
doors, exiting Terminal 5 and entering the court-

yard. He managed to just catch the door with his foot 
as Collette rushed through after him, the wheels of 
one of her roller bags bumping over his toes.

“Did CNN send a car for us?” Collette asked. The 
cheery lightness had evaporated from her tone. Lon-
don was becoming entirely too real.

“There’s nothing about one in the travel itinerary, 
which always means that we’re on our own to get 
into the city,” Ethan said. 

The courtyard between the great glass face of 
the building and the parking garage was almost 
completely deserted, and there was a distinct and 
unnerving lack of traffic sounds. Occasional indi-
vidual motors, of course, but not the overwhelming 
and constant cascade of noise that Ethan was accus-
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tomed to when leaving the airport terminal in search 
of a cab. The queues were there at the taxi stands, but 
there was no one in them and only a handful of cabs 
were to be seen.

Ethan moved directly to the taxi stand with Col-
lette in tow. The first of the traditional black cabs 
pulled up, with the driver seeming to extract him-
self from the driver’s position before the vehicle had 
completely stopped.

“Hallo! Hallo! Velcome to London!” said the wide-
shouldered and broad-faced giant who emerged from 
the cabbie’s seat as though it were a black clown 
car. He was enormous. He wore a plaid flat-hat that 
perched atop his head as though attached by Velcro. 
He wore a dark windbreaker over his black t-shirt, 
and his wide smile showed perfectly spaced gaps be-
tween his gleaming teeth. “No need to vorry, Valja 
vill take care of bags.”

“‘Valja’?” Ethan asked. “You’re a London cab-
bie?”

“Absolutely,” Valja replied, his blue eyes gleam-
ing. He yanked the camera case away from Ethan, 
who wisely chose not to contest the cabbie for its 
possession. Valja gathered up Collette’s bags as well, 
scooping both of them up and lodging them under 
his arm. “Fortunate to get such prestigious job. It vas 
much vork and perseverance but, by Jove, now I am 
London cabbie.”

Valja pulled open the boot of the cab and tumbled 
their luggage into the back, slamming it shut. He 
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snatched his flat-hat from the top of his head. His 
hair, Ethan noted at once, was a military crew-cut, 
the bristles all standing at strict attention. The large 
man bent down slightly as he reached for the left 
rear door of the vehicle which, as with all tradi-
tional London black cabs, were rear-opening coach 
doors—what Americans called “suicide doors.” 

“Please. I vill make your journey comfortable and 
safe.”

Collette stepped toward the cab but Ethan grabbed 
her shoulder and held her back. “You’re not exactly 
from Bristol, are you, Valja?”

The large man’s smile dimmed only briefly.
“Ukraine, I think,” Ethan said, his dark eyes study-

ing the man. “Kyiv, perhaps?”
The cabbie’s dark eyebrows arched. “You are un-

usually perceptive, sir. Da, I vas from Kyiv origi-
nally, but are ve not all immigrants?”

“We certainly have all become wanderers,” Ethan 
answered.

Valja’s smile had returned. He gestured toward the 
car door with his free hand. “Then let us vander for 
a time together.”

Ethan nodded, releasing Collette’s shoulder. She 
shot him an irritated look and then ducked into the 
back of the cab. Ethan followed, dropping onto the 
seat next to her and putting his backpack at his feet. 
He automatically reached for his seatbelt, nudging 
Collette to do the same.

“Are you my mother?” Collette said.
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“No, I’m your nanny,” Ethan said, snapping the 
belt into place. He turned away from Collette as he 
settled into his seat, gazing absently out the window 
over the deserted courtyard between the road and the 
glass façade of the terminal—

—and found that it was not entirely deserted.
A lithe woman stood next to one of the towers 

supporting the elevated roadways overhead. Her 
skin was a creamy pale complexion, smooth and 
unblemished. Her pencil-thin eyebrows arched over 
eyes that, even at this distance, Ethan could see were 
a vibrant violet color. Her jawline extended down 
smoothly to a pointed chin beneath distinctive, pro-
nounced cheekbones. She wore a long jacket into 
which she had thrust her hands, her collar turned up 
at the neck against a cold wind apparently she alone 
felt. Her hair was a shocking white color, a care-
fully cropped and coifed exploding nimbus around 
her face.

A cold chill congealed in Ethan’s stomach.
She was so familiar to him—yet he was certain 

that he had never seen the woman before.
“Ve are off on our vanderings!” Valja shouted 

from the front of the cab. He put the cab in gear.
They pulled quickly from the curb, leaving the 

white-haired woman with the unblinking violet eyes 
behind.

*****
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They were traveling eastward down the M4 mo-
torway. The traffic was much lighter than Ethan had 
ever seen it before on his previous visits. He couldn’t 
be certain if it was gas rationing or just that people 
were more inclined these days to stay close to famil-
iar territory. There certainly were a good deal more 
bikes being used on the regular streets. CNN’s Lon-
don Bureau had uplinked a number of stories lately 
about the London Underground and the recent ef-
forts of the Metropolitan Police Force and the City 
of London Police to make subway transportation safe 
for commuters. It had been a good effort and was ac-
tually garnering an increase in riders—all of whom 
were ignoring the rumors of three vanished trains 
and the fact that the tube between Aldgate East and 
Temple had been closed for nearly six months, along 
with truncating the Circle Line. Apparently anything 
underground near Tower Hill was not to be traveled.

Nor, by the look of things, was much above 
ground faring any better. They were still a full five 
miles from the center of the city, and the ominous 
black cloud, whose vortex was centered over the 
Tower of London, spun over their heads as an ever-
present and terrifying reminder that the old world 
had passed away.

Ethan was shaken from his thoughts as Valja ex-
ited the elevated section of motorway on the left for 
the surface streets—along with nearly every other 
vehicle traveling in their direction.

“Valja?” Ethan asked, leaning forward toward the 
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opening in the Plexiglas that divided the cabbie from 
the passengers.

“Yes, my friend?” Valja responded as they passed 
an old church on their right. The road curved to the 
north, and they began flowing with the traffic around 
a large bus station.

“This is Hammersmith,” Ethan said.
“Da! So it is,” Valja said cheerfully as he contin-

ued circumnavigating the block.
“And you know we’re trying to get to Trafalgar 

Square,” Ethan said.
“What’s wrong?” Collette asked, leaning forward 

to join the conversation.
“Nothing yet,” Ethan said, then turned his at-

tention back to the giant cabbie crammed into the 
driver’s seat. “We just crossed under the London 
motorway. Valja, that sign says we’re headed toward 
Castelnau.”

“You are most correct,” Valja responded. “That 
green iron bridge is Hammersmith Bridge. First bridge 
here vas built in 1824 by act of Parliament—”

“I’m not interested in the bridge history,” Ethan 
snapped. “You’re taking us the wrong way.”

There was a long and thoughtful pause. The green 
iron bridge slipped beneath their wheels and, below 
that, the River Thames.

“I am driver sanctioned by PCO,” Valja said. “I 
have the knowledge of London, sir.”

“What’s he saying?” Collette asked anxiously. 
“What knowledge of London?”
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Ethan leaned back. “Well, he knows nearly every-
thing about London. That’s what ‘the knowledge of 
London’ means to a cab driver. They have to pass an 
extensive test of the streets. It is the most thorough 
and demanding training course for any cab driver in 
the world. It usually takes more than three years train-
ing and failing the test before an applicant passes it.”

“I passed in just more than one year,” Valja said 
with pride.

“So why the detour?” Ethan asked.
“The knowledge is now more than just about 

streets,” Valja responded. “No more it is enough to 
know only vhere to go in London—now ve must 
also know vhere not to go. Further down A3 motor-
way not so good right now. Brompton Cemetery is 
there. It started to move.”

“Move?” Collette said. “You mean they were 
moving the cemetery?”

“No,” Valja corrected. “Cemetery began moving 
self. Everyone thought screams vere coming from 
soccer game in Stamford Bridge Stadium—but no 
game vas in play that night. Army now occupies 
most of Fulham, trying to put dead back to rest. Bet-
ter ve come into London from south. Vestminster 
Bridge get you close enough to—you are headed to 
Trafalgar, yes?”

“Yes,” Collette replied, leaning back in the seat 
again. “To the National Gallery.”

“Say, my friends, you are from the States, are you 
not?” Valja said suddenly. “Just arrived, no?”
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“Yes,” Ethan smiled. “We are from the States.”
“Tell me, friend,” Valja asked, licking his lips. 

“Are your Indians of the plains still in revolt?”
Ethan drew in a deep breath. “They have taken 

back territory in the northern plains—the Dakotas 
and parts of Minnesota and Wisconsin. Right now 
there is a truce and the government is considering a 
settlement. 

“Texas seceded from the Union—no one is quite 
sure whether they will support the Native American 
Nations or the United States now. The 7th Armored 
Cavalry has taken a lot of casualties, but no one 
knows for certain where the power that the Native 
shamans are wielding comes from. They find it hard 
to fight what they don’t understand.”

“It’s magic. Changed it all,” Valja asserted. “Start-
ed right here, you know. Ground Zero for return of 
madness, monsters, and sorcery. Not that rest of 
vorld has been spared—it most assuredly has not. 
Did you see pictures of uprising of spirits outside 
of Hanoi—far side of vorld mind you—vith spirits 
tearing down city? Of course, all pictures vere dis-
credit aftervard but I’ve heard from traveler just last 
veek that—”

“You shouldn’t believe everything you hear.” 
Ethan turned to look out the window at the swirling 
black mass over the city.

“You are, of course, right as ever, my friend,” 
Valja nodded. “You shall not vorry. Valja has the 
knowledge of London. I vill keep you safe and only 
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on roads that you should travel.”
“Tell you what,” Ethan said. “If you don’t mind 

keeping us on the meter, we would be grateful if you 
would just work for us for the rest of the day.”

The big man’s face broke into another wide grin. 
“I had no other idea in mind.”

*****

They motored across the Westminster Bridge 
through a grey rain. The Houses of Parliament and 
the tower of Big Ben slid past them on their left. Col-
lette leaned across Ethan, pressing her face against 
the glass so that she might catch a glimpse of the 
icons of the British Empire.

Ethan did his best to keep out of her way. She 
would never know the difference; he had memories 
of the city before the change, and the comparisons 
were painful to him.

He remembered London as a city filled with life, 
exuberance, and more than a touch of madness. It 
was, in its own right, a city of contrasts—at once 
both staunchly traditional and wildly exploratory. It 
was a place where stiff upper lips and counterculture 
walked the same streets in oddly the same measured 
steps, both dealing with the ubiquitous pickpockets 
maintaining their own London traditions. Everyone, 
it seemed, was happily engaged in the business of 
determining the furthest edge of just far enough.

Now there was a subtle and terrible turn to London, 
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as though something in its foundations had shifted 
out of line. 

The London Eye was still standing, though it had 
fallen into disuse after the day when enthusiastic 
tourists went up on one side of the enormous wheel 
and vanished into the circling cloud above. Work-
men who had scaled the Eye never reached the top, 
reporting that they could hear the voices of those 
who had disappeared calling out above them but 
could not see them.

The Tower of London and its environs were aban-
doned by nearly all normal people, the magical ema-
nations spinning in the cyclonic cloud overhead ra-
diating its own fearsome aura. Several expeditions 
to the Tower by British Special Forces had each 
failed to retrieve the Crown Jewels of the Monar-
chy. The new emergence of magic was said to have 
its center beneath the White Tower, and while it still 
attracted thrill seekers and unwary tourists, no one 
entering the gates of the Tower since that day had 
been known to emerge again. 

Even the clock tower of Big Ben—one of the 
most iconic London landmarks—had not gone un-
scathed. It was missing an entire corner, rumored to 
have been disassembled by a swarm of gargoyles 
who had built a nest around the enormous bell from 
which the tower and its clock borrowed the name. 
A scaffold had been erected to repair the damage, 
but Ethan could see that no one had worked on it for 
some time. 
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Tourism, once part of the lifeblood of the city, had 
largely devolved into a trickle of half-mad thrill seek-
ers who came to London mostly on the dare of sur-
vival. The bustling streets were now nearly deserted. 
British citizens had never been much for distance 
travel even in their own country, but now it seemed 
as though all of London was boarded up in their in-
dividual flats, trying not to venture any further than 
necessary from those places where familiarity might 
give them the illusion of normalcy. 

The double-decker buses still ran the streets, but 
there were far fewer of them than Ethan remembered 
in the past, and those that were running were largely 
empty. 

The only exception that he knew to the rule of 
“lock your door” was just ahead of them—Trafalgar 
Square.

Valja turned north up the narrow canyon of Par-
liament Street, past the Foreign Office and Ministry 
of Defense buildings. Collette was moving about 
the back of the cab excitedly, catching glimpses of 
Nelson’s Column and the ever-closer façade of the 
National Gallery beyond.

At last Valja deposited them at the edge of the 
square. Ethan shouldered his pack and managed to 
retrieve his camera case from the boot of the taxi.

“You’ll be here when we are finished, right,” Ethan 
said as more of a statement than a question.

“Of course, friend,” Valja grinned. “I have not 
been paid yet…of course I vill remain!”
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Ethan turned and started making his way to the 
main entrance of the National Gallery, but suddenly 
slowed his steps.

There was a van parked to the side of the Gallery 
entrance with a bright and all-too-familiar sign fixed 
to it.

Myth-takes with Jonas Farben!
“Oh, please,” Ethan muttered a vain prayer. “Not 

him!”
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