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[footsteps, wind, bells] 
 
Narrator: A trail of footprints stretches across the tundra. Follow it. Past fissures and ridges, 
past wild spots where the wind whips the snow into whirling twisters. Follow it past the 
palace, where the Manager feasts at tables of ice, and past the dark bulk of the factory, 
where the sound of hammering never stops. 
 
Follow it further, past rows of low houses where tiny figures skulk behind curtains in lamp-lit 
rooms, sleeping and rising, going about their endless nights. These are where the best 
workers live, in luxury, or so they think. But don’t stop here. 
 
Follow the trail onwards until you reach more homes, in blocks this time, more ramshackle 
than those before, with an air of neglect and untended rot. The inhabitants of these houses 
are not the best workers. They do work—for to be an elf is to work—but they do not do so 
gladly, nor well, and the toys they make are given only to poor children from broken homes, 
who hope for little and receive less.  
 
The tracks enter the block through a small brass door and turn from prints in the snow to a 
trail of snowmelt on a hardwood floor.  
 
[door opening]  
 
Follow this trail, into the maze of corridors that networks the building. The walls here are 
damp, shedding flakes of paint and crumbling plaster onto the uneven floor. The air is heavy 
with something sweet and noxious.   
 
A figure moves along the corridor. His pace is erratic, lingering in shadows then darting 
through pools of light below flickering gas lamps. Every few paces, he glances over his 
shoulder, his left hand compulsively stroking the angry welt of a branding scar on the inside 
of his right wrist. He is extremely short, at least to our eyes, and slightly built. His ears are 
perhaps a little pointed, and his features sharper than most, but he is handsome in a wasted 
way, for all that his face is tight and grim and his eyes deep set in dark grey shadows. Those 
who know him called him Leif. It’s not his name but it is, he reasons, as good as any.   
 
Leif’s halting progress takes him past several doors, some boarded up, some broken in, 
some dark holes like yawning mouths. When he reaches the one he seeks, he pauses, 
shuffling uncomfortably in the light of the lamp that hangs from the crooked door frame. He 
raps his knuckles on the rotting wood. Immediately he tilts his head, listening for sounds of 
pursuit. But the only noise comes from behind the door: the scuff of feet on unswept 
floorboards. A chain rattles and a latch is released. The door opens a fraction. Cold, dead 
eyes stare out of the crack.  
 
‘Were you followed?’ says a gruff voice. The accent is heavy but not one you would 
recognise. 
  



‘No,’ says Leif. ‘I am careful.’ His fingers brush the puckered flesh of the brand. 
 
The figure within says nothing but lets the door swing open onto a dark room. Leif enters. 
The air here is stale, smelling of mildew and unwashed clothes. A bare mattress takes up 
much of the room; a desk covered in papers stands in one corner, beside a single wooden 
stool. There is a bucket for piss and another for shit, and a battered lamp covered with a 
green neckerchief. The light it casts gives the unsettling impression that the room is 
underwater.  
 
The room’s occupant shuts the door quietly and turns to his visitor. He too is short and 
over-thin but his eyes have lost their coldness. They twinkle in the strange green light. 
 
‘I missed you,’ he says. 
 
Leif’s harsh features soften as he smiles. Crow’s foot creases play around his eyes. ‘Oh, my 
love’ he says. ‘You have no idea.’ 
 
A tension he did not know he was carrying seeps from Leif’s muscles and he falls against his 
lover, his shoulders sagging, his knees weak. Arms enfold him as he rests his face on the 
elf’s narrow chest, whispering his name like a mantra: Birgir. Birgir. Birgir. He raises his face 
and presses his mouth hungrily to dry, cracked lips. A nimble tongue slips into his mouth, 
tickling, teasing, tussling with his own. He feels Birgir’s cock swell and stiffen against his 
thigh. 
 
Suddenly, they’re undressing each other, fingers fumbling with buttons and belts. They fall 
on the mattress, kick away the ratty blanket, the trousers and underwear that catch on their 
ankles. Their bodies writhe together, hands gripping, limbs entwining. Leif walks his fingers 
down Birgir’s belly, brushes them lightly up the curve of his erection. He takes it in his hand, 
feels the pulse tight in his fist.   
 
Gently, Leif rolls his lover over. He kisses him, whispers his lust onto the soft skin of the 
nape of his neck, and slowly, knuckle by knuckle, he slides a spit-wet finger into him, draws 
it out, and in again. Sighs build to deep bass moans that make the springs of the mattress 
buzz and purr. In a voice like honey-wine, Birgir whispers, ‘Now, my love’. 
 
Leif slides his cock into his lover. An unbalanced moment, caught between pleasure and 
discomfort. Then the lovers move, together, joined, mirroring each other like courting swans: 
a perfect ballet of synchronicity. Leif reaches around and takes his lover in his hand once 
more. A new rhythm is added to the dance. His teeth tug gently on the skin of Birgir’s neck. 
 
And then they freeze, both together, deathly still. A creak of floorboards. Footsteps in the 
corridor. More than one person, more than two. The sweat on Leif’s body turns cold as 
snow. His stomach clenches. Fear shivers down his spine. Suddenly breathless, he clings to 
Birgir as time slows, warps, stretches, stops. An endless drowning moment. He knew it 
would come, that it would happen to them, as it had to countless others.  
 
But not now, he thinks. Not like this. 
 



The only sound is his own blood throbbing and thrumming, pounding in his skull. Years ago, 
they had promised each other that they would not die for this. It was not, they said, worth 
death, or torture, or worse besides. Even then, Leif had known that it was a rash vow, 
spoken easily with the arrogance of youth and never discussed again. Now he wonders if 
they still mean it, or if they ever truly had. Carefully, he slips his hand beneath the mildewed 
pillow, and waits. 
 
[murmurs outside the door] 
 
As it does for the drowned man suddenly pulled from the freezing sea, the world speeds up 
and swims into focus. The sounds from the corridor resolve into slurred mumblings and 
drunken laughter. Shift workers, Leif decides, returning home having numbed their minds 
enough to sleep. In his arms, Birgir shivers and for a while they lie in silence, sucking in the 
chill, musty air.    
 
Then the dance begins again, first tentative, now faster, rougher, wilder, fiercer. Fear has 
leant hunger and urgency to their lust. A desperate passion drives their movements. They 
thrust and pull and bite and grip. Leif tastes sweat, the musk of skin. His body sings and his 
muscles strain. His orgasm is intense, almost painful, riding through him in waves and 
surges, making him gasp and convulse. At almost the same moment, Birgir comes too, 
jerking and spasming, bucking in Leif’s grip.  
 
They lie panting, unable to move in more than spastic shivers. Leif’s senses are overloaded. 
Tingling skin and misted vision, the stale smell of the mattress, the vinegar tang of 
unwashed bodies, the salty wash of sweat and semen: they become a symphony, a single 
sensation encompassing and eclipsing everything. 
 
In time, Leif feels his flaccid cock squeezed from his lover. It flops, spent and dripping, onto 
the mattress. They squirm away from the dampest patches and Leif pulls the blanket over 
them. They talk, in throaty whispers, until their voices drift into the silence of sleep. 
 
[music, wind] 
  
He does not know what woke him from that deep and blissful, dreamless sleep: a 
premonition perhaps, or some ancient instinct, or a tiny sound somewhere on the edge of 
hearing.  
 
[footsteps] 
 
Whatever it was, by the time the heavy footsteps echo down the corridor he is ready, sitting 
naked on the edge of the mattress. He slides his hand beneath the pillow again and this time 
pulls out an ancient flintlock pistol. It’s battered and rust-eaten but the mechanisms are oiled 
and the powder dry. Beside him, Birgir snores gently, his arm still stretched over the space 
where Leif had slept. The sound of the snow falling on the roof is like the wing beats of a 
thousand butterflies. Leif kisses his finger and places it gently on Birgir’s lips.  
 
The vow still stands, he thinks. I will not die for this. For us. He pulls back the pistol’s 
hammer; it clicks into place. 



[click of a pistol] 
 
‘But kill?’ he says. ‘Any time. Any place. Any bastard who tries to stop us.’ 
 
The door bursts inwards. 
 
He fires the pistol.    
 
[shot] 
END 
 


