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This novella is the third book I have written about an alternate Kiera Hudson. The first was called ‘Wolf Shift’ and the second, ‘After Dark’. 

These stories are about alternate versions of Kiera Hudson who live in the various different layers and wheres and whens. You don’t have to have read the previous two books to enjoy this, as each story is about a different Kiera Hudson and each is a standalone story. 

I have great fun writing these stories and discovering the different lives and adventures these different Kiera Hudsons’ lead. I hope you have just as much fun reading all about them, too. 

Best wishes

Tim O’Rourke

December 2018

The Christmas Wish
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Just one last simple mission and then you can take a break over Christmas, Noah had told me. 

Why did I still continue to believe the ancient Railwayman? The mission hadn’t been simple and I doubted I would be able to take Christmas off. And the way in which the mission was panning out, I also doubted I would still be alive by Christmas. And even if I did survive the nightmare, I now found myself in, what would be the point in taking a break over Christmas? I had no one to share Christmas with. I would spend it like I had every other year for as long as I could remember—rattling around the vast empty halls of Hallowed Manor on my own or pushing through the layers on the timeless steam train, the Scorpion Steam. 

Either way, I would be alone. Noah had once invited me to spend Christmas with him at the Grand Station. An experience I had found far more depressing than being alone at Hallowed Manor. Spending Christmas punching out tickets in the office on the concourse at the Grand Station was way too disheartening. To see all those people dashing for trains so that they could push through the layers to be home in time to spend Christmas with their loved ones, only reminded me of how alone I was. 

I took a crumb of comfort knowing I wasn’t the only one who would be spending Christmas alone. There was another like me. And I knew he would be spending Christmas isolated from the world, too. I had never met this man. I didn’t even know his name and he didn’t know mine. We had been corresponding by letter since we were both children. It was something Noah had arranged so that we both might not feel so alone. All I knew from this mystery man’s letters was that he was very like me. He came from a where and when different from my own, but just as I had done, since I was old enough, he had carried out secret missions by pushing through the layers for the ancient Railwayman. From the letters that Noah passed between us, I had learned that this young man and I also shared other similarities. We were both the same age, and we were both Vampyrus—a creature very much like a vampire but different. We had wings like giant bats and we didn’t need human blood to survive. We quenched our bloodthirsty cravings with a thick gloppy liquid called Lot 13. Noah supplied that, too. Although he had never said where he came by it. 

Just like Noah himself, the Lot 13 and where it came from was another mystery. But that was something both me and my secret letter writer shared with Noah. We didn’t know where or when we came from either. If we were both to believe Noah, we had been abandoned as babies, and Noah had secretly raised us, albeit in completely different wheres and whens. Both me and the secret man I wrote to, were orphans with no idea as to the identity of our parents. 

Over the years, the letters I shared with my unknown penfriend became less and less childish and more grown-up and adult, just as we both had. And although I had never met this mystery man, I knew I was in love with him. And from the letters that he sent, I sensed he had fallen in love with me, too. Over the years, I had asked Noah if I might meet my penfriend, but Noah always refused. He said that it would be too dangerous for us to meet. When I had asked Noah what could be so dangerous in meeting the young man I had spent so many years corresponding with, he simply changed the subject. I had often grown angry and frustrated with Noah’s refusal to answer my question and I would threaten to leave Hallowed Manor. I said I would stop going off on the crazy and death defying missions he sent me on—and go in search of the man I was in love with but had never met—however crazy that might sound. 

But Noah was always quick to remind me that not only did I not know the name of my mystery penfriend, I had no idea where to find him through the layers. The letters that passed between me and my penfriend were handled by Noah. It seemed that Noah was not only a railwayman but a postman, too. He was a man of many different guises and faces. There was never any address on any of the letters. I had often thought about breaking Noah’s rules and signing my name, Kiera Hudson, at the end of one of the letters in the hope that my penfriend might do the same, and at the very least, we would know each other’s names. My mystery letter writer, would start each letter to me by simply writing, ‘Hey Tiger’. But I suspected Noah read the letters that passed between us. It was something I resented as the letters grew more personal and of a romantic nature. 

But what choice did I have? I couldn’t leave my life of seclusion at Hallowed Manor and go in search of my mystery man as I hadn’t a clue as to where I might find him. And if I left Noah, the letters would cease to be passed between me and the man I had fallen in love with. My only hope was that if I continued to undertake the missions Noah sent me on, one day he might relent and let me and my secret penfriend meet at last.

That was my hope and my wish. It was what I lived for and why I stayed working with Noah and the reason I once again found myself running for my life!
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I looked back over my shoulder. The hearse turned into the street and came toward me. It’s long maroon body, the colour of a maggot infested plum. I turned my back on it, and quickened my step. This was the fourth time I had seen the vehicle since Noah had pushed me into this particular where and when. That had been four days ago and since then the maroon coloured hearse had been parked outside the lodging house where Noah had rented me a room in a very run down part of town. It was as if the hearse had come in search of me, just like Noah said it would. But why? The briefing Noah had given me before heading out on another of his crazy missions had been scant. He had told me to wait at the lodging house.

“Wait for what, exactly?” I had asked. 

“That’s on a need to know basis,” he had come back, his dark skinned face hidden by the beak of the railwayman’s cap he wore. The only thing that lit up his craggy face was the sparkle in his bright eyes.

“I think I need to know, don’t you?” I had shot back.

“A hearse will arrive,” Noah had said, almost reluctantly, as if not wanting to tell me too much. “Those who drive the hearse are called the Undertakers, but they’re not like normal undertakers.” 

“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” I sighed. “So what are they like? Are you going to tell me that at least?” 

“Only when you need to know,” he said, talking in more riddles. A habit of his that infuriated me. “But when they flush you out, your job is to run Kiera. Don’t fly—just run. I need you to lead them to the police. They will know what to do...” 

I looked shocked by what Noah had just said. “You want me to lead these freaky undertakers—if that’s what they really are—to human police? Why?”

“Because not all of the police officers in the where and when I’m pushing you into are human,” Noah had said. “I have friends on the force. Your job is to lead the hearse out of town and toward a disused railway station called, Little Hope. The police will take it from there.”

“Then what?” I asked. 

“You push back—go back to Hallowed Manor and enjoy Christmas,” he said, with a smile. 

I didn’t know why he was smiling. I’d never enjoyed Christmas. But what would be the point in telling Noah something I sensed he already knew.

“You could always come to the Grand...” he started.

“No thanks,” I had cut in. “I’ll stay at Hallowed Manor on my own like I do every year. I’ll watch some T.V. and get drunk.” I had no intention of doing either. I’d never been drunk. I knew exactly what I would be doing—sitting by the fire near to the Christmas tree and reading those letters for the millionth time and begin writing another.

So like I always did, I agreed to push again for Noah. And as I now watched the hearse turn into the street as I walked in the dark, I suspected I knew what the hearse wanted. Why it had been waiting outside the lodging house. It was waiting for me to die. And when I did, the inhabitants of that long purple hearse were going to scoop me up and carry me away just like they had with so many other people before me. Noah hadn’t needed to tell me about who and what the Undertakers truly were. I had travelled enough times through the layers to have heard many stories about the different freaks and creatures that inhabited the various wheres and whens. The Undertakers in the hearse where also known as the Skin-stealers. They stole the skins of humans so that they might live among them. But the Undertakers—Skin-stealers—had now begun to steal the skins of supernatural creatures like me. Because once they were wearing the skin, they also absorbed their supernatural powers. 
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