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      The two prone figures lay in the centre of the scorched field. Any grass or trees were either ashes or twisted souls looking on at the slaughter. Bodies lay all around as tendrils of smoke caressed their cold limbs, moving slowly across the horseshoe-shaped crater. The southern edge of the landscape gave way to a dense forest, whose trees were melded together in a brown and green weave that looked impenetrable.

      The walls on the east and west of the crater rose high over the death and destruction, slowly falling at the northern edge where a raging river cut through the land on its way to the sea. The sunset obscured by a thick blanket of cloud gave the crater a claustrophobic effect. The birds that circled overhead or that sat in the branches of the trees, looked on with interest, their caw-cawing the only noise to be heard apart from the crackle of tinder.

      A giant rook landed on a blackened, twisted limb of a tree near the centre of the field, its beady red eyes searching out the best option for a quick meal. It knew what lay around him - meat was meat whether dead or undead. The bird hopped down from his perch onto a headless corpse, poking his beak into the cold yellow flesh where the head once rested. Slithers of meat were pulled away from the ragged stump as the rook feasted as fast as he could - before something saw him as a meal option too.

      The rook ignored the two corpses further on that lay almost touching. Their capes and tunics distinguishing them from the rest of the carnage. Both bodies were missing limbs. One had lost an arm and both legs below the knee, along with several gaping wounds across the body. The head almost severed - only the spinal cord barely held it in place as it lolled unnaturally to one side.

      The white tunic was now no more than a bloodied rag. The eagle emblem across the chest covered in chunks of flesh and smears of charred earth. The other corpse had lost a hand and half its left leg. Its body was almost free of punctures, except for one in its chest that still had the sword that inflicted the wound lodged there. The black tunic was also covered in blood, the large blade had skewered the red spider in the centre of its chest.

      The battle was over for now. The next stage of the war was about to begin.

      Hibernation.

      On opposite ends of the tree line, two groups walked through the smoke towards the prone figures. Their heads bowed as they trooped towards their masters. Two figures split from the packs, coming together in front of the bodies, one dressed in red, one in black.

      “Looks like a dead tie. Pardon the pun, Elias,” the figure in black whispered.

      “So, it would seem, Torg,” the red-clad figure said. They removed their hoods to address each other face to face.

      White skin meeting grey skin. Fangs facing tusks.

      The larger black figure looked at the pitiful remains on the floor.

      “This will take some time. Let's hope next time they meet it's finished once and for all. Then our Master will rule both lands, and maybe one day the other places too. When that day comes my, dear Elias, you'll bow down to him.”

      “In your dreams, Torg,” the red figure spat. “Next time we'll be ready. He'll be stronger. Things are already in place. The race is on to see who wakes first, my friend.”

      They beckoned their respective groups forward, hurrying to their masters, a stretcher being laid next to each of them. Carefully, they hoisted the bodies into the gurneys before setting to work binding the lost limbs back into place. The severed head was bound with strips of damp cloth and two wooden splints to hold it in place for the journey home, the limbs likewise until both groups gave a series of satisfied grunts and nods. The sword that protruded from the black figure's chest was left in place for fear of doing more damage by removing it.

      “Deliver that back when the time is upon us, for Korgan will not miss the mark next time. Once he's slain his brother, he will close the doors to your land for eternity. Then you can feed only on the mutant beasts that roam that place. Let's see if that satisfies your hunger.”

      Both groups parted to sneers and hisses as they made their way in opposite directions across the crater. They would not return here until the brothers were ready to finish the feud that had festered for millennia.
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      The child was born on the New Year's Day of 1880, early in the morning. His parents had decided on a few names but were waiting to see what name would suit the baby boy, or girl. No sooner had he arrived than his parents had decided on George.

      George was the only son of Rankin and Geenie Drysdale, born in the small village of Aviemore, Scotland. His father had worked hard all his life to build a well-respected distillery where his finest 'Grampian Gold' whisky was distilled. His mother, Geenie, was a former school teacher whose task it was to educate their only son in their family home. They had both agreed that this would be the best solution, as the closest schools of any standard were at Kingussie. This was too far for the boy to travel and they wouldn't send him to boarding school and deprive themselves of their only child.

      George quickly became an excellent student, whether it was with his tables, or reading such classics as Robinson Crusoe or recent novels like Treasure Island. George loved his new-found hobby and never seemed to have a book out of his hand. This delighted his mother, who could see real potential in their young son. His father set about seeing how his boy would cope with the physical side of schooling and regularly took him hiking in the Cairngorm Mountains to get his son accustomed to outdoor life.

      Rankin marvelled at how his son could remember and recognise the local flora and fauna, and at barely seven years old had a mature way about him. What really amazed his parents was his ability to not feel the cold. On many hikes with his father, George would be running along in short trousers with nothing more than a knitted jersey covering his top half. His father often joked as his son reached adolescence, that George must have been descended from Eskimos. At hearing these rebukes, Geenie would scold her husband, telling him not to fill their son's head with such preposterous nonsense.

      At this point in the boy's life, his father had built a secondary school next to the family distillery for the children of the workers to attend, where George was flourishing with his studies. It was at the school library where George found his true love. Travel. He demolished book after book on anything regarding far-flung lands. From Rider Haggard to Jules Verne, George immersed himself into these adventure stories. His parents would often have to drag him to dinner with a copy of the latest book in tow.

      It was while reading at the library that he came across an early edition of National Geographic Magazine. In the magazine, he saw black and white grainy images of places he'd never heard of, and it was while looking at those images that he knew what he wanted to do with his life. His parents, although slightly sceptical, supported George, his father giving him his first camera on his eighteenth birthday. It was a strut-folding camera by German maker C.P. Goerz, and the young and excited George quickly got the hang of early photography.

      George seemed a natural at capturing the right moment to photograph his subject, whether it was his adoring mother or a Highland stag vaulting a fallen tree. George's portfolio became more and more impressive. Unbeknown to George, his father, who had been on a trip to London to attempt to branch out into the European markets, secured George a place on a Royal Geographical Society's expedition to the Himalayas. George was to be a junior photographer on the expedition's secondary trail. Although not in the limelight as such, it would give him a good grounding on how trips such as this played out.

      George was the talk of the village and even had a mention in the Edinburgh Evening Dispatch. He was too wrapped up in planning for the trip to notice the local gossip, as packing and preparation took over the months that followed. By the autumn of the year 1900, he was ready for what the world could throw at him. He'd become a very handsome young man, outgrowing his father's five foot eleven by a good few inches. As a keen rugby player, he had an imposing physique that was hard not to notice.

      Many of the girls around the village would burst into nervous giggles, becoming very tongue-tied and red-faced at the sight of the strapping young man as he strode past them. George never seemed to notice. His mind was elsewhere.

      By November he'd said goodbye to his beloved parents, amidst floods of tears and long embraces. Ten days later he was sailing from Portsmouth to the Indian subcontinent.
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      Mustang Valley, Nepal 1901

      Ten days after his twenty-first birthday, George was running for his life. Moments before, he'd been lining up his first shot of the day, trying to steady his beloved camera on the loose snow as he attempted to capture the majesty of the Lo-Manthang plateau when he'd heard a far-off noise that sounded to him like snapping timber. He turned slowly and looked up at the side of the mountain to see what had made the noise. As he scanned the peaks above him, his hearing picked up a far-off rumble as he saw what looked like swirling fog on the upper slopes.

      His brain was trying to digest what his eyes were telling him, but nonetheless, he was rooted to the spot, watching nature unfold around him. George watched in silent horror as the slopes above started to advance towards him, gradually picking up speed and noise until an avalanche of sound was blasting his ears. It seemed he was stuck there for minutes, although it was only seconds before a distant voice spurred him into action. His eyes dropped back down the slope to the small fur-covered figure jumping up and down, waving his hands frantically in the air.

      George could see his guide Barati shouting something at him, but his words were lost in the barrage of the avalanche. He knew what he was shouting and what he had to do as he snatched his camera out of the snow, throwing it over his shoulder as he bound for safety. Where Barati stood was a natural ledge that ran for several hundred metres across the upper slopes of the mountain. At the centre of the path lay a small opening that they had discovered minutes before, and now George was running as fast as his fur-lined boots would allow before he was swept away to his death.

      The behemoth was now at full speed, covering the ground at sixty miles-per-hour, burying everything before it. George realised it was going to be too close to call as to whether he'd make it or not. Time seemed to slow as all he could see was a wall of white smoke flying towards him. He reached the ledge with seconds to spare as the other man grabbed him by the lapels of his jacket, propelling them both backwards into the cave just as the entrance was engulfed.

      “Keep moving, Mr George,” Barati yelled, as they both scrambled further into the cave. The noise was phenomenal as the whole cave shook violently under the weight of the avalanche. Twenty feet inside the cave the two men lay immobile, looking back at the entrance as it vanished under the deluge, plunging the confines into inky-darkness.

      George lay there, listening as the rumbles gradually died away. He tried to take in the last few minutes, unable to comprehend that he had been a split-second from being killed. Before he became too engrossed in thought, he heard Barati feverishly scurrying beside him. George heard him muttering words in his own language and then he heard a match strike. It was struck a few times before it caught, an oil lantern barely lighting the low-slung cave against the darkness.

      “Quite the morning we're having, laddy,” said Barati in his best - or worst - Scottish accent. George stared at his little friend in stunned silence for a few seconds before he started to chuckle to himself. Both men started laughing although it sounded hollow and forced.

      “So, what's the plan now?” George enquired.

      The little guide began rooting through their packs until he came out with a small stubby shovel. “Well, Mr George, we can't go anywhere until the ground has settled, but we can dig a small pilot-hole for ventilation. That's if the snow isn't too thick. I am hoping that it won't be thicker than ten feet.”

      George felt he had to ask the next question. “What happens if it is, laddy?”

      The little Indian's face split into a huge grin. “Then you'll be digging all night, my friend.”

      Two hours later the small pilot-hole had been finished. The snow was thicker than was first hoped for, but not by much. Now at least they had ventilation. They lit a campfire after foraging around the cave entrance for wood, settling down by the side of it to keep warm. Barati looked at the young Scotsman, who was drying his thick socks over the fire. He smiled.

      “You were born to live in the Himalayas, Mr George. Here we are in a freezing cave and you have your boots and socks off like it was a summer's day.”

      George laughed.

      “I told you. I've never felt the cold. I don't know why.” He looked down at his feet before continuing. “As a boy, I used to run around the countryside in the middle o' winter in barely more than short trousers and a pullover. My parents said I had Eskimo blood in my veins.” He chuckled at the memory.

      “I've never felt the cold, even now, I feel fine. Maybe I could do this job full-time. Except for the running from avalanches part of course.” Both men laughed, with more feeling this time.

      Over the course of the evening, Barati told George more about his childhood - about how his mother had died during childbirth, leaving his father to bring up his only child alone. He recounted how his father had taken him to the shipyards of Bombay where he'd worked as a master dhow builder, and it was from there that Barati had learned how to speak English.

      “My Father told me that it was the new language of the world, and if I wanted to get on in life I must speak it as my mother tongue. I also learned Arabic, but it was English that I spoke every day. I even woke up every morning and thought in English.”

      Barati told him how he loved the life of the shipyards and would regularly sail with his father to the Arabian Peninsula to deliver new dhows. “My Father wanted me to continue in his footsteps and become a great shipbuilder like him. But after he died suddenly aged only forty-five, my life took a different path.” He stretched himself and yawned, amazed at how tired he suddenly felt.

      “We need to get some rest, Mr George. Tomorrow will be upon us soon, and we need to be awake early in case of a search party. Hopefully, we can venture outside and see if it's safe to try to descend the mountain.”

      “That sounds like a great idea my friend,” George said as he tested his socks to see if they were dry. Happy that they were, he slipped them on before settling down on his groundsheet. “I'd like an alarm call at 07:00 hours please, my man. Followed by strong coffee and hot kippers. Can you manage that?”

      Barati smiled, “For you, my friend, I'll try my best. Poached or steamed?”
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      Barati woke from a troubled sleep. The cave was still in almost total darkness, the dying embers trying to illuminate the low-slung space. He got to his feet, stretching his hands over his head before bending down to touch his toes - a morning habit. He carefully made his way over to the entrance of the cave to relieve himself against the snow, before making his way back to the fire. The Indian looked down at George who was still asleep but looked to be having a bad dream. His hands were at his sides, his fists clenched tight. His head was moving from side to side and Barati could see his eyelids moving in all directions.

      George started mumbling incoherent words that Barati couldn't make out as his head began more violent movements. His whole body started shifting across the floor as the words started to make some sense.

      “No, please. Keep away from them. How did you find us? I'm not ready to go yet.” Barati moved closer with the thought of waking the bigger man from his nightmare, a noise far-off in the depths of the cave stopping him in his tracks.

      Barati tried to shut out what the sleeping man was saying so he could hear the sound again, but the noise was too faint to make sense of. He slowly walked a few paces deeper into the cave and peered into the inky blackness; trying to listen. A noise drifted through the darkness that made gooseflesh break out all over his body. It was laughter. A light, child's laughter that echoed from within the darkness. The hairs stood proudly upon the back of the Indian's neck as he visibly shuddered, his face turning pale.

      “PLEASE NO!”

      Barati spun around to see that George was waving his hands in front of his face as if fending off an invisible force. His back was arching off the floor as his arms thrashed in front of him. Barati scrambled to his side and was about to touch him as more laughter echoed in his ears, making him almost lose his balance. Suddenly, George sat bolt upright, his eyes wide open in terror as he let out a scream. He looked at Barati with eyes full of anguish, his breathing ragged in his chest.

      From nowhere, a high-pitched screech filled the air around them, making both men cower on the floor.

      “EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!” The noise seemed to move past them and out through the small entrance, slowly dying away as it moved down the valley.

      George spoke first. “What in God's name was that?” He sat immobile, his knees drawn up to his chest, his arms wrapped around them tightly.

      Barati spoke, although his voice seemed choked. “It's the Djinny, Mr George.” The little man scrambled to the fire and threw what was left of their firewood onto the dying embers.

      “Barati, what the hell is a Djinny?”

      “A spirit, from the dark places. Some call it Vetala.” He made a sign with his hand in front of his face. “In truth, it has many names.”

      The firewood had started to catch, bathing the cave in light. Both men huddled in front of it, their heads moving slightly, trying to catch any more sounds. Barati looked at George.

      “You were having a bad dream, and as I tried to wake you, I heard the laughter of….” His voice trailed off. He looked at the bigger man before speaking again. “Of a child, nearby.”

      “A child! Here? How would a child get this far into the mountains by itself?”

      Barati sat down and peered into the fire, his expression empty. “I do not know how, but there are things in this world that have no reason and cannot be explained.”

      “Nonsense. I don't believe in ghosts and monsters, Barati. It's all fairy stories, myths and folklore.”

      The little man stirred the embers of the fire, lost in his thoughts for a moment. “Can I ask you a question, Mr George?”

      “Go on,” George said.

      “Do you believe in the Loch Ness Monster?”

      George considered the question as his heart started returning to a steadier beat. “Yes, I suppose I do.”

      “Why, Mr George?”

      George went to speak, then hesitated. He knew where the conversation was heading. “Because I've grown up with the stories o' Nessie. It's a Scottish tradition no less.”

      Barati liked the answer he'd received. “Well in this part of the world, we have our own folklore and it isn't wise to scoff at such things. Up here in the Himalayas, many things are considered mysterious. Like the Yeti for example. In your country, these stories would be regarded as ridiculous and people would laugh. Out here… well, Mr George, out here people believe.” George sat there, listening intently to the little Indian as he spoke.

      “I've travelled far, Mr George. From the frozen waste of Ladakh to the far-eastern Kingdom of Bhutan. I've never actually seen a Yeti, or Yeren as it is called in the east. But I've spoken to people who have. I've spoken to people who claim to have seen evil spirits in the snow-covered valleys, Or the Nagas in the forests of the Sunderbans.”

      “Nagas?”

      “A giant creature, half snake, half human. Many people claim to have seen it. I've not seen your Loch Ness Monster, but I'd not tell you it doesn't exist until I knew for sure.”

      A shiver ran through George's body, making him want to move urgently. He stood up and checked his watch, a present from his father. He angled his wrist so that it caught the glow of the fire, the white face of his Omega telling him it was almost half-past five in the morning. More than anything, he wanted the sun to rise so they could get out of the cave and back to the real world.

      “Look, Barati, this place is giving me the willies. Ghosts or no ghosts, I say we get out of here as soon as the sun's up. What do yer think?”

      “That would be a bad idea, Mr George. We don't know if the snow has settled. One slip and you could be in terrible trouble. Better we light a fire outside once the sun has risen, then any search parties will see our beacon. We've got an hour or so before sunrise, so I suggest we explore the cave to find more firewood.”

      George looked into the depths of the cave and suddenly felt cold. Not just on his skin, but a deep cold that seeped into his bones and made them ache. But he knew that his friend had a point. They needed to do something.

      Minutes later they were equipped with a lantern each. Barati held a machete for chopping wood, or in case they bumped into something unfriendly. George walked by his side, scanning the floor of the cave to keep an eye out for hidden holes. Immediately they came upon a pile of bones that Barati identified as an Ibex, or mountain goat. They agreed to collect it on the return trip and carried on further into the abyss.

      They found a few pieces of broken wood that had blown into the cave over the ages and had lain there ever since, untouched and forgotten. The floor suddenly dropped away in front of them into the darkness. They stood on the ledge and peered down. A sudden gust of icy air engulfed them from below, making the lanterns flicker and wane. Both men looked at each other for a brief moment before the wind suddenly abated. What replaced it was a deep droning sound. To Barati it sounded like the call of the whale. Again, both men broke out in gooseflesh as they looked as to what could be making the strange unearthly noise.

      “Do you see that?” Barati whispered.

      George held his lantern over the edge and looked down. He could make out two bright specks of yellow light, like fireflies hovering next to each other. He couldn't tell the distance, but he guessed it was about fifty feet below them.

      “What do you think it is, Barati? A large cat maybe?”

      “Impossible to tell, unless this cave has another entrance. But if it is a big cat it's best not to dwell here any longer, or one day our bones may be found by another lost soul.”

      George looked down and focused hard on the twin pools of light, watching as they appeared to vanish and appear in rapid succession, almost like a blinking action. He stood there almost transfixed, wanting to climb down to be near whatever it was in the blackness. He could almost hear his mind telling him that it was friendly. Come down. Come down and play.

      Barati spoke to break the spell on him. “I agree that we should make haste and get out of here, my friend.” Both men made their way back to the fire, throwing a few bones and wood on top to increase light and heat.

      Barati then took the shovel and attacked the entrance to the cave. They took turns digging whilst the other kept watch, keeping an eye out for unwanted guests behind them. After twenty minutes, they had made a hole large enough to walk through, standing in the open air surveying the valley below them. It was a welcome feeling to both the weary travellers. The sky above was a mixture of blues and reds as the sun started its daily climb, brightening the surrounding valley. Not a cloud was visible anywhere, both men feeling better being out in the crisp mountain air.

      Barati broke the silence.

      “Stay here, Mr George, and keep an eye out for anyone. I'll be back in a few minutes.” He disappeared into the cave leaving the young Scotsman alone to watch for a search party.

      George couldn't believe his eyes when further down the slopes he saw several figures heading in their direction. He guessed the distance to be a mile or so. He began to jump up and down, waving his arms and shouting to be spotted. A few moments later the group seem to notice him and change course, slowly making their way up the valley towards George. Barati came running out of the cave entrance with a shovel loaded with hot embers in his grasp.

      George turned to him. “We've been spotted, me old pal. It looks like our bones won't be found after all.”

      “God be praised,” Barati said.

      “Let's get our belongings out of the cave and head down to meet our friends.” He threw the embers into the snow, making a sizzling sound as they landed before he ran back into the cave, leaving George still staring at the figures below.

      Barati slipped as he rounded the turn into the cave and fell face first into the snow, cursing as he went. He was on all fours trying to regain his footing as a shifting sound above him forced him to look up. Out of the tunnel above his head, a large rock appeared and slipped from the grip of the surrounding snow, falling straight at him. He tried to fling himself out of the way, but the rock struck him just above the ankle, pinning him to the floor. The Indian cried out in anguish and pain as he tried to free himself. George was there in a flash, assessing the situation in a split-second as he quickly raced to his friend's side.

      “Oh bugger, my little friend it's got yer good. Don't move, I'll try to roll it off yer.”

      George felt around the sides of the boulder and dug his hands into the snow underneath it, trying to gain some purchase. He tested the weight, causing Barati to grunt with pain as the rock crunched over his shattered bones. George took a deep breath and heaved with everything he had. The rock started to roll away slowly, making the little Indian cry out even more.

      George increased the pressure, making his vision darken, his whole body straining until the boulder rolled away, coming to rest against the side of the entrance. He bent down to look at his friend's shattered leg, being very careful so as not to cause him pain. Barati sat up and gently felt around the area, wincing as he did so.

      “Well, I hope you're feeling strong enough to carry me down the mountain, my friend.” Even in pain, the little Indian tried to make light of the situation by putting on a brave front.

      “Drag me back to the fire and we'll make a splint out of some wood. Then you go outside and keep signalling, or else they may lose our location.”

      Thirty seconds later Barati was shooing George out of the cave whilst he busied himself with the splint, whistling to himself to take his mind off the pain. Out on the mountain, George looked for the search party, satisfied that they were still on course. Suddenly he was engulfed by a blizzard, knocking him to his knees. He looked up at the sky, seeing how it had quickly changed from sunshine to a maelstrom of snow and wind.

      George quickly looked back down the slopes to the advancing team, but he couldn't see past his outstretched hand. He blindly staggered down the mountain, hoping that he would burst back into the sunlight and be able to signal once more, but it was no use, and he fell, winding himself. He turned onto his hands and knees and looked back up the slopes to where the cave should have been, his eyes caught sight of something dark. For a few seconds the storm lessened, and he was able to see the entrance to the cave.

      George wished he'd not looked; he could not believe what he was seeing. He must have snow blindness or had gone mad. At the entrance to the cave, George saw a child. He looked in amazement at the sight in front of him. It looked to be a boy, roughly eight years old dressed in what looked like Victorian clothes. Black short trousers, a black coat, hat, black socks and boots. George remembered what Barati had told him about hearing a child's laughter. Maybe he was right, but how could this be?

      George tried to get a look at the child's face but the boy was stood side-on, making it impossible to see. The wind started picking up again as George tried to get to his feet and decide what to do, but his decision was made for him. The dark-clad figure disappeared into the cave, causing George to break into a sprint to catch him up. He rounded the entrance and bounded into the cave, tripping as he went. Things seem to slow down as he lost his balance. His eyes seemed to take it all in as he fell.

      The first thing that struck him was that the fire in the centre of the cave had disappeared. In its place was darkness. Second, he could see Barati at the side of the cave, lying on his back with a look of terror on his face. As George looked at him, he could see the flicker of the flames reflecting in his eyes. But the fire's vanished? The third thing he noticed was that the cave was freezing cold - so cold that even George could feel it seeping into his skin.

      George landed on his knees, ripping his trousers open and tearing the skin. He almost cried out in pain, but what stopped him was the fact that his hands had landed on something smooth. He looked down to see a flagstone floor, almost polished in its appearance. He looked back at his knees to see the rough stone floor of the cave. George turned to see the little Indian, but he had vanished, even though he could still see the entrance to the cave behind him. He shook his head and looked down at his hands once more, noticing the pair of black boots right in front of him.

      George slowly raised his eyes up to see a pair of stocking-clad legs, followed by a black coat and then a face. It was a boy's face smiling back at him. He was panting rapidly; his breath immediately clouded as it escaped his mouth. His face was pallid, but his cheeks seemed almost rosy.

      Their eyes locked and George couldn't help but stare into the glowing yellow pools of light. The boy sensed this, liking what he saw as his lips curled up into a feral smile, exposing his teeth. Yellow-stained teeth, smeared almost grey in places. Captivated, George couldn't will himself to move. His eyes grew wider as he saw the wickedly curved canines appear from underneath the lips.

      I must be dreaming, George thought to himself as he looked into the child's stare. His eyes enticed him, pulling him further into the darkness.
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      San Juan, Puerto Rico, 1951

      “No, I'm afraid Mr Guzman is at the company's warehouse, checking shipping manifests for the next freighter bound for Portsmouth. He'll be back in the office after lunch I expect.” The woman gripped the phone receiver as the call continued, her palms starting to sweat. She hated lying, especially for her new boss who was facedown at his desk in the room next door.

      “Hmm, yes. Okay, if I take your name and number I'll get Mr Guzman to call you the moment he arrives.” She listened for a few more seconds, drawing doodles on a notepad next to her. She wrote down the name and number and concluded the call. “Okay then, Mr Childs, I'll pass on your number, and I'll get him to call you straight away. Good day.” She hung up the phone, letting out a long sigh as she leant back in her chair.

      Barbara Stanwick had received a few too many calls of this nature for her liking. She wondered if her boss was into things that he shouldn't be. Maybe she should talk to her uncle, Peter about him. Barbara was born in England in 1931, growing up in Poole on the southern coast. Her father, Henry Stanwick, owned a large import and export business situated in Portsmouth, which had slowly flourished, especially during the war years and beyond.

      At the mid-point of the century, he'd branched out into the Americas, opening a large warehouse and offices on the island of Puerto Rico. It was ideally placed for trade, from both North and South America. He shipped everything - coffee from Brazil to timber from California. And with the Panama Canal on his doorstep, his vision was to extend his empire to the Far East, opening a third operation in Singapore or Hong Kong within the next five years.

      Barbara was the youngest daughter of three. She had recently fallen out of favour with her parents after a brief affair with a married man had left her expecting a child. A bastard child at that. The unborn baby had been miscarried after four months, a blessing to her father. Before he'd let the news taint his good family name, Henry had shipped his daughter out to the Caribbean to work as a secretary to the assistant logistics manager at his San Juan office.

      Six months after arriving, Barbara felt quite at home. Her wages, although not substantial, seemed to stretch quite far in Puerto Rico and coupled with the fact that she was living rent-free at her uncle's house, meant that almost all her wages could be used for pleasure purposes. She liked nothing more than walking the streets of the capital with her friend and colleague Maria, looking for bargains amongst the market stalls. Or perusing the latest fashions at the boutiques along the Calle De San Francisco.

      All in all, life seemed pretty good for Barbara, except for the growing unease that her boss was inflicting on her day by day. The moment she'd met Eduardo Guzman, or Eddie as he preferred, she'd had mixed feelings. He'd introduced himself and shook her hand, welcoming her to her new position. She had appraised him there and then, noticing that he stood a good few inches smaller than her five foot eight, but was of extremely stocky build, being muscular rather than fat. But it was his face that was his primary asset.

      Eddie Guzman was impossibly good looking. An olive face, framed by short wavy hair, combined with deep-set brown eyes and a perfect smile must have made him a hit with the ladies she'd thought. However, she'd noticed that his smile never seemed to reach his eyes, with even his most heartfelt words coming across ice-cold. It was from that first day that she'd seen the other side of him. He would regularly shout at her if he was displeased with something or would come into work and sulk morosely at his desk on a Monday morning.

      As the months passed, Barbara heard rumours about his weekend activities from Maria, who had learned that he was spending his Saturday nights at the local casino, losing more than winning. Afterwards, he and his friends would drive up into the hills to attend parties at certain residences where certain local girls would be in attendance. 'Putas,' Maria had called them, translating it for Barbara, so she knew the kind of people Eddie mixed with.

      His main source of complaint was that he was always too hot. The overhead fan above his desk was never off during work hours, along with the rotating table fan. His tie was always hung over the radiator, with his jacket slung over the back of his chair. With his shirt sleeves rolled up to his considerable biceps and his shirt half unbuttoned, he looked more like a taxi driver than a young executive.

      The last month or so had become even more strained. Eddie was receiving several calls from people that she had never heard of, asking to speak to him urgently. When she'd asked what the call was relating to; she was told it was of a personal nature. Eddie would regularly open his office door and hiss at Barbara, mouthing that he was not in the office. Her patience was starting to wear thin with the whole situation. More phone calls, more hassle, whilst her boss was sleeping at his desk, recovering from his twenty-first birthday celebrations. She would speak to her uncle this evening, hoping to get relocated elsewhere.

      She looked at her clock to see that it was almost midday. Barbara pushed her chair away from her desk, stretching her arms and legs. Walking over to her boss' door, she gently rapped her knuckles across the mahogany. Barbara heard her boss grunt something unintelligible before she pulled open the door, sticking her head around to see what was happening inside. Guzman's office was a rectangular room, with windows on three sides, letting in maximum light. Today the Venetian blinds were down, the slats fully closed. Only a few rays of sunlight pierced through, barely lighting the gloomy interior.

      At the far end of the room between the three large windows, sat the desk with a dishevelled man slumped on it. Barbara called his name a few times before he looked up bleary-eyed, trying to focus on her.

      “I was about to make a cup of tea, Mr Guzman, and I wondered if there is anything you would like?”

      The man nodded lamely, trying to shake the cobwebs.

      “Err, Si, Barbara,” he said, clearing his throat. “The usual please.”

      Barbara nodded, “Large water with ice. I won't be long, Mr Guzman.” She gently closed the door behind her, noticing that the office felt colder than normal. She dismissed the thought and made her way to the small kitchen at the bottom of the hallway.

      Maria was waiting for her as she entered the room, smiling a toothy grin. “How's señor grumpy today?” she said in her smooth Latino accent.

      Barbara sighed.

      “The same as ever, utterly charming. I think his birthday weekend was a little too much for him as he's been asleep all morning. If Uncle Peter were to see this…well, I'd be getting a new boss. Maybe I should bring my camera in next time.” Both women laughed as they set about making their lunch.

      A distant sound made Barbara look up from her tea making, like a distant groan that made her cup vibrate on the countertop.

      Strange, she thought.

      A few minutes later Barbara was just about to pour her tea when she heard an ear-shattering cry from down the hall. She almost dropped the teapot as she heard someone scream NOOOOOOO! Before hearing a crashing sound, like breaking furniture. The two women exchanged startled looks before Barbara set off out of the kitchen along the hallway to her office.

      As she burst through the door into the outer office, it had all gone silent. She ran to the inner door and grabbed the handle, trying to turn it. As soon as she touched the handle, she let go, recoiling with shock. It burned me! It's red hot. She looked down at her hand to see moisture forming in the centre of her palm, realising that it wasn't hot. It was ice cold. She gingerly felt the handle, convinced she must be mistaken - but it was no mistake.

      It wasn't just the handle either; the whole door was frozen.

      Barbara grabbed the handle once more and tried to open the door, meeting some kind of resistance as she did so. She braced herself before throwing her weight into the centre of the door, flinging it open. She could hear Maria hurrying down the hallway behind her as she stepped into the office, totally unprepared for what greeted her. The first thing that hit her was that the room was freezing cold, despite both the fans being switched off.

      Dust motes seemed to float around the office, catching the few rays of sunlight as they passed through them. The centre of the office in front of the desk seemed darker than the rest of the room. However, the darkness seemed to fade before Barbara's eyes. Maria was stood by the open door, a blank expression on her face as her breath clouded in front of her. Guzman's chair lay broken by the left-hand wall. Barbara thought that it must have been some force to break the thick wooden piece of furniture.

      Eddie was nowhere to be seen. Barbara couldn't think how he could have gotten out of the office as she'd heard him scream a few seconds before she'd left the kitchen to come to his aid. The whole office was gradually becoming lighter as she walked closer to the desk.

      Maria spoke first.

      “I'll go and see if anyone has seen Mr Guzman. He can't have gone far.” She turned and left the office, her feet echoing down the hallway.

      Barbara turned back to the desk and caught her foot on a small object on the floor. She bent down and picked up a black leather button, turning it over in her fingers. It was the kind of button you'd find on a heavy winter coat, although it wasn't the standard kind of button you found on such garments. It had a small metal stud in the centre and had a fixing more likened to a toggle from a duffel coat on the rear.

      Like the rest of the room the button was cold, but even as she held it the object didn't warm up. It seemed to remain ice-cold. She slipped the button into the pocket of her slacks as she heard the same groaning sound she'd heard a few minutes ago. This time it was barely audible, even though it came from somewhere inside the office. She broke out in gooseflesh as Barbara heard another sound right beside her. To her dying day, she would swear that she heard laughter. A child's laughter.
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      The flickering torches on each stone column were barely able to light the long structure. It sat there, surrounded by trees like a huge bandstand. The stone columns were evenly spaced, stout in appearance. They supported a vaulted wooden ceiling made from huge logs. In between the vertical columns were smaller columns that housed stone doorways, but with no visible wooden doors attached. All six openings emitted a faint blue glow around the edges, so dim it barely added any light to the structure.

      Through one doorway, a far-off street lamp could just about be seen. The door opposite was completely black, with the sound of the ocean in the distance. The last door on the left had snow gently billowing through it, carpeting the surrounding floor with a dusting of flakes. Each door was different, although they all held the same purpose. Past the six doors, the building continued to a raised circular dais with a thick wooden balcony running around its edge. In the centre of the structure, two figures stood motionless, looking towards the dais.

      A lone figure stood on the dais, looking out at the darkened forest with his hands resting on the wooden sill. A tall presence, cloaked from head to foot and hunched forward, breathing steadily.

      “It is time,” the cloaked figure whispered. His voice carrying to the duo way behind.

      The woman answered in a similar whisper. “It has been many moons since. But I could sense the time to cross over was near.”

      “Indeed, it is. Our reserves are growing thin, and we're almost out of our primary source. The secondary type sustains the rest of us well enough. However, our master is more selective in his tastes.” Both figures nodded.

      The lone figure continued.

      “Take the boy and bring back what you can, whilst I try to locate our next subject. Let's hope they're more use to us than the last. We don't need complications of that nature again. The last one is out there somewhere when he should be here to do our bidding. Or dead would be just as good.” The woman and boy both sneered, making hissing noises through their teeth.

      The cloaked figure continued.

      “Go. No more failures. If the child cannot handle what's expected, then find another who is.”

      The woman nodded, whilst the boy sneered at the cloaked figure in front of him. They both turned and walked to each of the six doorways, sniffing the air around each of them. One on the right seemed to take their interest before they slowly walked through it, leaving the brooding figure alone. Unmoving, pensive, deep in thought.
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      The Sunday times, 21st April, 1974

      “A murder hunt is underway on the Falkland Islands today. A brutal killing and kidnapping have left one man dead and another man unaccounted for. News coming from Port Stanley, along with radio and newspaper reports claim that young Australian yachtsman Owen Steadman has been abducted!”

      “Whilst the same reports claim that his coach, Trevor Green was found murdered at the scene. The incident, which happened on Friday evening, is the first murder on the islands for more than twenty years. Police want to question a woman and child seen entering Port Stanley Yachting Club moments before the alarm was raised.”

      “Steadman, twenty-one is an Olympic hopeful for the 1976 Montreal games, competing in the Finn class event. His family from Perth, Western Australia have been notified of his disappearance. Trevor Green's family have been notified of his murder. More on this story as it breaks. Brian Samuel”

      B.B.C. World Service News Report, 23rd April, 1974

      “Our South American correspondent Brian Samuel, has this report after recent events in Port Stanley.”

      “The sleepy capital of the Falkland Islands is today coming to terms with the abduction and brutal murder that took place last Sunday. Mystery has surrounded the events of the last forty-eight hours. Witnesses claim to have seen a woman and a young child enter the building where Steadman and Green had just arrived, in preparation for the upcoming Olympic Games in Canada.”

      “Locals are horrified that their sleepy capital could bear witness to such a heinous crime. What local police teams cannot work out, is how two individuals who no one seems to be able to identify, were in the vicinity of the crime moments before but had vanished moments after. Port Stanley itself is not the most accessible city in the world, and entering and leaving are done so by limited means.”

      “What I can tell you is that Trevor Green was pronounced dead at the scene with witnesses claiming that he'd had his throat cut. According to the same sources, he'd bled to death before emergency teams could treat him. Mr Steadman is still missing, and a full search of the islands has been underway for the last thirty-six hours, with no sightings so far. I'll have more on this story as it breaks. Brian Samuel, for the B.B.C. Port Stanley.”
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      Birmingham, England, 2005

      The woman walked to the end of the garden path, pausing at the wooden gate. She turned around to look at her son, wanting nothing more than to gather him in her arms and tell him it would all be okay.

      “Are you sure you'll be alright?” she asked.

      “I'll be okay Mum. At some point, I'll have to get used to this, so I may as well get used to it sooner rather than later.”

      The woman looked at her son and thought how cruel the world could be, to subject someone so young to so much pain. “Well, you know where we are,” she said. “And we'll see you Sunday for dinner?”

      “I'll be there. Two o'clock, right?”

      She took one final long look at her son before replying. “Yes, Jake, see you then.” She turned and walked out of the garden, past the hedges belonging to the house next door and out of sight.

      Jake Stevenson stood there on the doorstep, wondering how long he could stand here before he had to face the inevitable. He knew that the neighbours would be twitching their curtains soon, so he turned and walked into the house, closing the solid wooden door behind him. Once into the dimly lit hallway, he wondered what to do. He stood there weighing up his options before opting for a cup of strong coffee.

      Walking through his house suddenly presented him with a problem. Every room in the house contained pictures of his wife and young daughter. His wife and daughter who had been killed three weeks before in a hit-and-run. No matter where he looked, he could see reminders of his lost family.

      “I can take the easy route and put them all in the loft,” he said to himself. “Or I can just deal with it. I'd rather have the pain and still see their faces when they were happy.” He chose the second option.

      Jake made his way down the hallway towards the rear of the house, catching his reflection in the mirror on the wall. He stopped and looked at himself briefly. Dark smudges sat under his eyes, his dark hair looking unruly. He seemed to have aged ten years in the last few weeks, looking weary and haggard. His usual boyish good looks seemed a million miles away on a face that spoke loudly of his grief.

      As he sat at his kitchen table looking out through the window at the autumn scene in his back garden, he started pondering what he was going to do next. He had spoken at length with his wife about what would happen if one of them should die, with the emphasis on Jake as his career in the police had exposed him to real dangers over the past few years. However, he never imagined that it would be him sat alone, trying to plan the next stage of his life. And with no daughter to soften the blow, things seemed bleak for him. He gently sipped at the steaming brew as he tried to plot his course through dark waters.
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        * * *

      

      The week seemed to be a blur of activity for Jake, with little or no time left to dwell on how alone and lost he was feeling. Trips to his solicitor, coupled with phone calls to various life insurance companies had taken up much of his time. He felt like his body was on autopilot, just going through the motions of what needed to be done after a person loses their family.

      It was Friday afternoon when he decided to call at his parent's house for a cuppa and a chat. His mother answered the door in what seemed to be a flustered hurry to get him inside as quick as possible.

      “Come in quick before that nosey old beggar over the road gets an eyeful of what's going on.” Mrs Stevenson ushered her son into the lounge before calling instructions to her husband on his tea-making duties.

      They exchanged small talk before Mr Stevenson appeared with a tray full of teacups, biscuits and an old teapot, gently billowing puffs of steam from its spout. Moments later they were all sipping tea as an air of reluctance to talk hung in the air.

      Jakes mother took her cue.

      “So, Jake. What news from the solicitor and the insurance?” Jake knew that his mother wasn't being nosey. She was just being a mother.

      He took a swig of his tea before he started. “Well,” he began. “It's so much to take in, but it looks like the house will be paid off for a start. And Katie's company will give a payout for death in service.” Jakes parents exchanged glances before becoming lost in their own thoughts.

      Jakes father looked up from his teacup, with a resigned look on his face. “Well, the only shred of good to come out of this, Son is that you'll never have to worry about money again. I know it's of no consolation, but Katie would have wanted that for you and vice versa if she were sat here. At least you'd have known that she would have been provided for.”

      “Douglas!” Jakes mother bellowed. “It's not all about bloody money you know!”

      “Mum, please,” Jake started. “Dad's right. Katie would have wanted for me to be taken care of. It's not about money. The money is just there. I can't alter that. But my whole life has changed forever in the space of a few weeks. Everything I wanted and loved has gone forever.” His voice trailed off as he felt his emotions rise.

      He regained his composure before continuing.

      “We had our whole lives mapped out in front of us, and Megan's life too.” His mother winced as she heard her granddaughter's name mentioned, tears peppering her eyes.

      It was the first time in weeks that she'd actually heard Megan's name mentioned out loud and it still felt red raw to her, like fingernails drawn across a chalkboard. She focused on what her son was telling her and her husband.

      “And now it's been taken away from me and in its place is a pot full of money. It's not how I imagined my life would turn out.” Jake finished his tea and composed himself for what he was about to tell them, knowing that it would not be easy for them to come to terms with it.

      “So, Monday morning, I'm handing in my notice at work.”

      His mother tried to cut him off. “But, Jake you can't just.”

      “Let him speak, love. It's hard enough as it is without interruptions,” his father gently told her. She looked at her son before nodding for him to continue.

      “I can't work in a job where I'm supposed to protect the innocent. Only for the system to come along and take two innocent lives away. That piece of filth that did this had a conviction list as long as my arm and was currently banned from driving. He'll probably get six or seven years and be out in four. In four years' time he'll be free to resume his life. Where will I be in four years' time? Where will Katie and Megan be? Just ashes and memories. So, I've decided to sell the house for a start, as it holds too many memories. It's a family home. A family should live in it.”

      His father asked the next question. “What will you do then, Son? No house, no job. It sounds like you're leaving us.” Jakes father knew he was on the right lines by the way Jake looked at his feet.

      “Yes and no, Dad. I think a change of scenery will do me good. Being here will just make me sad, and I'll end up going crazy. I want to sell the house, then maybe do some travelling. Maybe a year or so.” His mother looked stricken.

      “A year! Where will you go? I can't believe I'm hearing this, Jake.”

      “Well, I am thinking of starting in Europe, with a few months bumming around Spain, Italy, and Greece. Then flying to Kenya and doing an overland trip all the way down to Uncle Colin and Aunt Elaine's. And if it's okay with them, I'll stay there for a while. What do you think, Dad?”

      “Well,” his father began. “I'm sure your Aunt and Uncle would make you feel welcome for as long as you wanted. And it would be nice to catch up with your cousins too.”

      Doug Stevenson's younger brother Colin emigrated to South Africa in the early seventies when the country switched to colour television. There was high demand for skilled technicians, so Colin and his young wife jumped at the chance for a new and exciting start on the other side of the world.

      Over thirty years, they had made a comfortable life for themselves and their two daughters, living in an idyllic fishing village called Knysna. The family had travelled to England for holidays over the years, but Jake had not seen any of his relatives since he was a teenager. The more he thought about it, the more it seemed like a good idea.

      His mother had other ideas about what would be good for her son. She got up and made a big fuss of taking the empty tea cups out into the kitchen. His father sat forward and placed a hand on his knee.

      “She's just upset, Son. We both are, but I can understand why you're doing this.” A loud banging erupted from the kitchen, followed by a curse as a teacup shattered on the floor.

      Jakes father looked at his son and winked. “Room in your backpack for one more?” Jake laughed.

      The first time he'd laughed out loud in over a month. It felt good to laugh, but it also made him feel guilty for doing so when things were so low for everyone. Doug embraced him, letting his son have a quiet moment in his arms. He spoke again. This time his face looked grave.

      “We both loved Katie and Megan, Jake. And we'll never get over losing them. God knows how you'll do it? But you will. You're young. Time does heal, and if it means that you have a change of scenery to help, then you go for it. Your mother will be fine. I'll look after her and vice versa. You do what you need to do.”

      Jake looked at his father and was amazed as ever at how calm and logical he was. All throughout his life his father had been a steady hand when things seemed at their worst. His mother was all hormones and hissy fits as his father put it on numerous occasions.

      Jake hoped that he took after him instead of his mother. His thoughts were interrupted by her as she came in from the kitchen.

      “So, when had you planned to tell Darren about this?” Darren was Jake's best friend, along with being his brother-in-law and a fellow police officer.

      Darren had introduced a fresh-faced Jake to his sister Katie at the works Christmas party several years before. Young romanced flourished immediately as the young couple quickly fell head-over-heels with each other. Jake and Darren, who worked together anyway, quickly became good friends. Jake helped Darren with his rollercoaster love life, while Darren helped Jake settle into his life as a police officer. Many a night Jake had taken Darren up to their local pub to hear his woes about the latest squeeze who had turned out to be a bunny boiler. Or that he'd spent his month's wages down the bookies, instead of paying the bills.

      He often wondered how he'd ever became a copper with his private life all over the place.

      “I'm meeting him later up the Hounds (his local pub).” Mrs Stevenson clearly agitated piped up.

      “Well, I wonder what he'll think of you leaving us all. Don't forget; he's lost his sister and niece. Don't you think you need to stay here and give him support through all this, Jake?”

      “Darren's much tougher than me, Mum. He doesn't let his feelings show, and he handles bad things by throwing himself into his work. He'll understand my reasons.”

      “Hmm. Well, we'll see, won't we?” She quickly changed tack, trying to add fuel to her argument. “And what about your brother? What will he think about you deserting him?”

      “Mum, Rick's at Uni. I see him about three times a year as it is. I'm sure he'll cope if I don't see him for a while longer.”

      His mother, clearly not liking the way their conversation had concluded said a muffled goodbye and tramped up the stairs, leaving the two men looking at each other.

      Jake's father put an arm around his son's shoulders. “Say hi to Daz for me, Son. Remember what I said,” he whispered as he slipped a twenty into his son's breast pocket. “And have a few on me.”
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      That evening, Jake made his way to his local pub, The Hare and Hounds. He'd been drinking at the pub since he was sixteen, on most Friday and Saturday nights. Many of the people who drank there over the years knew him by face or by name, and he always felt at home there until the place had undergone a complete makeover at the turn of the millennium. Now it was a new-fangled chain pub, with inflated prices and lots more people he didn't recognise. His friends often spoke about finding a new local, but with limited choices in the area, they always found their way back there most weekends.

      As Jake rounded the corner onto the Lickey Road, he was hit by a chilly gust of wind that made him shudder and instinctively pull his collar further up.

      Autumn seems to be coming on a quickly this year; he thought as he strode briskly through the pub's beer garden to a set of double doors.

      Inside, the place was soothingly lit with small table lamps setting the scene. Tables were spaced around the bar, with alcoves and nooks and crannies where punters could hide themselves from view. The place was filling up, with too many youngsters for Jake's liking.

      Youngsters! He thought to himself, suppressing a wry smile.

      He was only twenty-eight, and already he was feeling old. The welcome sight of his best friend's head, towering above the rabble made him feel instantly better.

      Darren waved him over, signalling the barman at the same time for another lager. The bigger man clapped Jake on the back before handing him his drink. “There you go, buddy, get that down ya.” His warm Brummie accent spilling out of his mouth.

      Jake half raised his glass before taking a hefty swig. “First one this week, Daz, I really needed that,” as he sank a further swig. They exchanged small talk as they finished their first beer, with Jake motioning his friend if he'd like a top-up.

      “You bet, mate. I've just finished a six-on, and I'm dying for a few.” He instantly regretted using the word 'dying', but his friend didn't seem to register.

      As Jake nudged his way to the bar, he brushed past the group of youngsters he'd seen on entry. “Excuse me, mate,” he said to a large youth in a hooded grey top.

      The youth rounded on him. “I ain't ya fuckin mate. Mate!” The rest of the group joined in on the act, clearly on the lookout for trouble.

      The ring-leader pushed his face close to Jake's, eyeballs on a level with each other. “You got a fuckin' problem? Wanker!” The youth seemed to come up on the balls of his feet.

      Jake had seen this situation many times before in his line of work. He assessed the lad, his whole body seeming like a coiled spring, ready to launch at Jake. He was roughly Jake's height, six one, give or take an inch, but his frame was chubby, rather than sinewy like his own. He knew that one on one the youth wouldn't last five seconds. However, he was in no mood to fight so he tried the polite avenue, hoping that trouble could be averted with a few calm words. Maybe his father would be of help, he instinctively thought after their afternoon chat.

      “Look, I'm not looking for trouble. I'd just like to get a drink. Okay, sir?” He regretted using the word 'sir' as soon as he'd said it. Force of habit in his job. The youth advanced a pace, his crew following suit.

      “You takin' the fuckin' piss? I ain't your fuckin' sir!” A few people had turned to see where the raised voices were coming from as it looked like trouble may in the offing.

      The angry youth advanced some more, his hands coming out from his side to grab hold of Jake. Just before they caught him, two large hands clamped down over the young man's wrists and spun him around to face a new set of eyeballs.

      Darren looked down at the lad's face. He spoke very calmly as he was trained to do. “You looking for trouble, sunshine? Well, look in my direction if you want some.” The lad took a step back until his wrists came up short, making him advance on Darren a few paces.

      The bigger man wondered if the youth was either on drugs or just plain stupid as he quickly regained his bravado.

      “You want some an all do ya? You reckon you two can take us lot?”

      “Not two of us,” Darren said. “I'll take you all outside on my own and wipe the floor with you.” The gang clearly liked the idea of this as they started becoming vocal.

      “Come on then, wankers,” a skinny lad at the back shouted at the two men. The ring-leader started to try and free his hands, maybe trying his luck inside the pub. Darren saw his intentions and quickly took charge.

      “Before we start, what's your name sunshine?”

      “Jay. What's yours, dickhead?” Before the youth could react, Darren reached around into his back pocket and came out with a small leather wallet, which he opened in the lad's face.

      “You can call me Sergeant Harris, of the West Midlands Police Force. My friend here is Constable Stevenson. Now then Jay, where were we?” The colour drained from the lad's face, clearly knowing he was in deep shit.

      The rest of his gang quickly fell silent, standing awkwardly, hands fidgeting in their pockets. Darren, clearly enjoying himself pressed home his advantage.

      “I'll tell you what, boys. Get the fuck out of this pub and go back to whatever stone you crawled from under. If I see you in here again,” he paused. “Well, let's just say, that after I've finished with you, I'll call a few of my workmates to come and take care of you. Do you catch my drift?” The ring leader, who now looked like he was standing in front of a Grizzly Bear, slowly started retreating along with the rest of his friends. Darren and Jake watched them until they were safely outside and out of view.

      Jake turned to his best friend. “Well, we can always count on you to make a pub more interesting, mate.”

      “Fucking idiots!” his friend spat. Jake found his way back to the bar and ordered the drinks before both men found a seat in a far corner of the lounge.

      Darren could tell that Jake looked like he wanted to speak but had clammed up, so he started the ball rolling. “So, what's going on, mate?”

      “How do you mean?” Jake responded slightly too quickly. Maybe his intentions were easy to pick up on.

      “It sounded like you had something to tell me on the phone. And as much as I like a pint with you on a Friday night, it seems like you're here to tell me some news.”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      “It is, Jake. Look. I'm your best bud. You can tell me anything at all and I'll understand. Unless you've crossed over the dark side and started supporting the Blues.” Jake smiled thinly.

      Under any other circumstances that would have raised at least a giggle and a strong rebuke. He took a deep breath and started to tell Darren what he had decided. For an hour, the two men sat talking as the rest of the pub passed them by. Only a few trips to the bar and to the gents gave a brief respite to Jake.

      Finally, Darren sat back in his seat and looked at the younger man. He seemed to contemplate his words before letting them out. “Well, on the one hand, I think you're fucking mad, giving up a great career. Especially as you were so close to making Detective Constable. But on the other, I can see your reasons, mate. It does kind of smack of hypocrisy to be nicking crooks one day and letting them back out the day after to destroy innocent lives.”

      He took a long draft of his pint before continuing. “I've lost a sister and niece, and it breaks my heart that I'll never see them again,” his voice faltering as he tried to keep it together. “God knows how you must still be feeling. So maybe a year or so away exploring the world will do you good. Give you time to reflect or whatever some fucking shrink would say. Blah, blah, blah.”

      Even in the worst moments, Jake felt better having his friend around. He would miss his strength and confidence. He had the gift of making Jake feel better in his darkest hour. His thoughts were interrupted by the older man.

      “Oh, and don't forget, if you're staying at your uncles in South Africa, you could tell his daughters about that good-looking copper back in England. I bet they've grown up nicely.”

      “Keep your truncheon in your trousers, Sergeant. You're not on duty now.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Later, the two men left the pub, walking the short distance to the chip shop. Minutes after, they were making slow progress back to their homes, kebab meat and chips being devoured slightly faster than their walking pace. At the junction of Jakes road, the two men said their goodnight, the bigger man giving Jake a bone-crushing embrace before they went on their way.

      “Good luck at the O.C.U. (Operational Command Unit) on Monday. I'm sure Wilkinson will understand, even though he'll not let you go without a fight.” Darren looked at Jake with bleary eyes.

      “I'll see you soon, mate. Love ya.” Jake watched as his friend zigzagged across the junction of the two roads and up the hill towards his flat. He turned and made out for home, a cold, empty kebab box tucked under his arm.

      When he got in, he threw his keys on the hall table and walked through the dining room into the kitchen, stopping at the fridge for a nightcap. Cracking the seal on his beer, Jake wandered back through to the lounge and slumped on the sofa, reaching behind him to locate the remote control. He flicked onto a twenty-four-hour news channel to see headlines of a double murder in North East London, with a reporter telling the viewers how the crime had unfolded. Jake wasn't listening though.

      He fumbled in his pocket, locating and switching on his mobile. He sat there thumbing through the menus until he found the folder marked Katie, his thumb hovering over the button, wondering if it was a good idea. He pressed the button and took a swig of beer. The first message listed was the last text his wife had sent him.

      
        
        Hi, babe. We're just about to leave Merry Hill.

        We've been sat having afternoon tea.

        Your little madam has had ice cream too, as

        always. Lol…

        We'll be back in an hour or so.

        We love you Jakey… Xx

        Katie and Megan Xx

      

      

      His eyes swam with tears as he tried to focus on the text, but it was no good. He sat there and wept, his whole body racking with shuddering sobs. All around him, pictures of his wife and daughter looked on as he let all his pain and sorrow out.

      After a few minutes, the tears slowed down as he tried to compose himself, trying to inhale deeply and steady himself, opting to walk back to the kitchen to make himself move around and focus on something different. He disposed of his empty beer can and headed back to the sofa, throwing his legs over the arms and stretching out to get comfy. Thoughts of his family started to invade his mind again, but fortunately, the long day and the alcohol were on his side. A few minutes after he'd crashed out on the sofa, he was out cold for the night. All conscious thoughts leaving him, letting the subconscious take over.
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        * * *

      

      The man watched as the elevator doors opened, its occupants turning through a set of double glass doors into the multi-storey car park. The young woman was pushing a red child's buggy, softly singing a nursery rhyme to the giggling child who was holding a big red lollipop in her left hand. They walked away from Jake towards a striped crossing, singing and laughing as they went.

      They continued on towards the next crossing, oblivious to what was about to happen. A black car came down the concrete ramp from the floor above, accelerating towards the lady and the buggy, its tyres making squealing noises on the smooth concrete. Jake tried to cry out to warn Katie of the danger, but his voice had no volume. It was almost like he was a ghost, which he was. Time seemed to slow down for him as the car drew nearer. He saw his wife's chestnut hair slowly lift to one side as her head turned the other, realising what was about to happen.

      Jake saw his daughter's hand waving slowly from the side of her carriage, flapping up and down in the carefree way of a child. He tried to close his eyes as the impact tore through them, but his eyes seemed frozen open. The corner of the bonnet ploughed into the buggy, buckling it and sending it careering into a concrete pillar. Katie was hit head-on, sending her body flying into the air, only to be stopped short by the low ceiling. She came back down to the ground with a sickening thud, her head striking the floor first. She lay there, her limbs in a haphazard fashion as Jake raced to her side.

      As he skidded to the ground next to her, the black car stopped at the next crossing thirty feet from where his wife lay. The windows were blacked out, and he couldn't make out anyone driving until the window buzzed down to reveal the driver. A dark hooded silhouette looked out towards the scene, its breath clouding Jakes view. The car sped away, leaving him looking down at his wife who lay there looking past him at the ceiling.

      Her lips were moving, but he couldn't hear any words. Jake looked up to see the buggy had turned from red to grey and was disintegrating in the wind. The gusts seemed to intensify as Jake saw the remains of his daughter blow away in the breeze. He looked down to see that his wife had also turned ash grey and was slowly breaking up in front of him. He tried to scoop her head into his hands, but it fell to pieces, leaving him with fine grey dust all over his clothes. He sat there looking down at the floor when a voice from behind him made him spin around and clamber to his feet.

      His wife and daughter stood before him, holding hands, looking radiant in flowing white robes. Their hair seemed to float on the wind, his wife's lips a vivid red against the white of her skin.

      “It's all fine now, darling. Megan and I are fine, and we'll be waiting for you, in the next room.”

      “The next room,” Jake said, his voice strained.

      “Yes, Jake. Many doors lead to many rooms. Once you leave this world, you'll go to the next one, and that's where we'll be waiting for you. You still have a life to lead and things to do. We can both see big things happening for you soon. Things you would never have believed possible.”

      “What kind of things? I don't want to do things without my family with me, Katie.” He started to cry.

      “Please, Jakey, don't be upset. There are things that you don't understand. There are doors to other places. Good and bad. Just take care of yourself and do what's right.” They started to fade in front of him as the wind seemed to intensify even more. He took a step towards them.

      “Please, don't leave me. Please!” As she faded, her robes opened at the neck, revealing a black cross, framed in silver hanging from a rope chain. It seemed to glow as his wife faded, his eyes being drawn to it.

      His wife spoke once more. “We love you so much, and we'll always be waiting for you. Goodbye, my love.” They faded from view, leaving him standing alone in the car park.

      All the cars were disintegrated too, making a maelstrom of flying dust. He tried to shield his eyes and make it back to the double doors and the safety of the elevator, but his foot caught something lay across his path and he fell hard. His head hit the floor, stars filling his vision as his vision swam. As he looked up, the car park was no more. He was lying in a field, looking at a strange tree. It appeared to be bent double, and it was bleeding. Splatters of blood falling from the leaves, slowly carpeting the grass around its trunk. He tried to rise, but his vision was darkening. He let himself succumb.

      Then blackness.

      He sat bolt upright on the sofa, drenched in sweat, his whole body glistening in the moonlight. Slowly, his breath steadied as he tried to remember what had woken him so violently. He sat there trying to remember his dream, but nothing was coming back to him.

      He got off the sofa and padded to the kitchen to quench his thirst, flopping down onto a chair with a carton of orange juice. He sat there for five minutes, willing his brain to recollect what had taken place in his dream, but his mind was fuddled. In all the years that were to follow, the dream would always elude him.
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        * * *

      

      Two months later, Jake was finalising the sale of his house. What once housed happy memories was just a shell of brick, glass and timber. Most of the furniture he'd sold on eBay, preferring to make as much of a clean break as possible. He found himself on the Wednesday before completion performing the final job in the house. Sorting out his wife's personal belongings, before storing them at his parent's house. He was on his knees in their built-in wardrobe, trying to catalogue exactly what was stored there. He had no intention of ever throwing anything of Katie's away, but at the same time, he didn't want to open wounds that had barely scabbed over by looking through her personal items.

      Working quickly and efficiently was the order of the day. He was pulling out an old shoe box from the bottom shelf when he lost grip, spilling the contents onto the carpet all around him. He looked down to see Katie's college photos scattered in front of him. He busily shuffled them back into shape before finding the wallet they'd come from. He scooped various postcards and old pieces of jewellery back into the box before something next to his knee caught his eye.

      On the floor was a pendant, attached to a black rope chain. He picked it up, twirling the object between his fingers. It was a black cross, edged with silver. His mind was cast back to when his then-girlfriend had bought it. They were trolling the gift shops of Keswick when Katie had dragged Jake into a tiny shop hidden away between two larger outlets. Inside, Jake was instantly hit by the smell of burning incense. The pungent aroma filled his cold nostrils, quickly warming his senses.

      The shop was strewn with glass shelves overflowing with crystal skulls, pewter dragons with bejewelled eyes and many more objects of a dark nature. Katie immediately saw the cross pendant, telling Jake that it would go perfectly with her nuns' outfit that she was to wear for their New Year's Eve party. He smiled at the memory, remembering at the end of the night how Katie had acted in a most un-nun like fashion as she'd lifted her cassock to reveal the lingerie and knee-length boots underneath.

      The memory was so clear to him. Without thinking he slipped the necklace over his head, the cross making a satisfying thunk against his chest. It instantly felt as if it belonged there, a part of Katie being close to him always. In all the years that were to follow, Jake never took the pendant off once. One day, he would be very glad of Katie's purchase.
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        * * *

      

      Once his house was sold, Jake moved back in with his parents. It was too close to Christmas for him to leave his family, so he decided to start his travels the day after Boxing Day. He borrowed his father's car and drove the five miles to the cemetery where his wife and daughter's ashes were, stopping on the way to get some flowers. He pulled up outside the wrought iron gates as the winter rain gently beat against the windscreen.

      Grabbing the flowers, along with Megan's favourite toy, he made his way through the manicured grounds to their plot. He walked past hundreds of headstones of various shapes and sizes, ducking under tree branches that blocked his path. He came to the corner of the cemetery, where hundreds of smaller headstones and plaques lined the gravel pathways. His wife and daughter's plaques were opposite a newly placed bench.

      At least visitors can sit and chat with you both, he thought. He knelt on the wet gravel, instantly feeling dampness seep into his jeans as he kissed both headstones.

      He laid the flowers in front of Katie's plaque and placed the small figure of Dora the Explorer next to Megan's. He climbed to his feet, walking backwards a few steps and slumped onto the heavy bench. He looked at his boots for what seemed like forever as he gathered his thoughts.

      Finally, through red-rimmed eyes, he looked across the path.

      “Hi, guys,” he began. “Christmas was really quiet. I popped to the pub with Dad and Daz while Mum got the dinner ready. Daz had dinner with us, then promptly fell asleep in the chair while the Queen gave us her Christmas speech. They all send their love, and I'm sure Mum and Dad will be popping to see you in the next few days.” His boots slid and crunched across the loose stones as he thought how he would continue.

      It felt as if they were standing in front of him, waiting to be let down by what he had to say. “I'm going away tonight, babe. Just for a while. I need a change of scenery to get my head clear as it hurts too much to be here at the moment. Everywhere I look I'm reminded of you both. I drive past the park and see the swings and I think of pushing Meg on them before she totters over to the rocking horses.

      At the supermarket, I think of us arguing over what curry to get for our Friday night movie. Even my parent's house is full of memories of you both that I'm finding too painful to bear. So, I'm flying off tonight to Nairobi. I'm doing an overland route that should take me a few months until I reach Uncle Colin and Aunt Elaine's. I'll stay with them for a few months before I decide what my next step is.

      Mum and Dad will come and see you regularly, and I'm sure your brother will pop by. He misses you both, although he rarely says so. He's too much of a tough guy to let it show, but I know he does.”

      Moments later, Jake was making his way out of the graveyard, his feet crunching gravel as he trudged towards an impenetrable hedge with a small iron gate set within it. After he had passed through the hedge, the only sound echoing between the stones was the strengthening winds, sending wreaths and flowers skittering across the manicured grounds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Eight


          

        

      

    

    
      Elksberg

      Alice Bathurst's mission was simple. Get home before nightfall to tell her older sister of the strange goings on at old man Yeo's Farm. Rumour had it that Tyler Yeo, the only son of the old man was carrying on with his own cousin Morag, who was lodging with them since the passing of her folks. They had died during the harsh winter, succumbing to the sickness. But tragedy aside, there was some juicy tales to be told and Alice was a natural storyteller.

      Her problem now lay in front of her.

      The night was growing dark, the birds high up in the trees giving their last chorus of the day to the girl way below. Before her, lay a fork in the road, with the left fork meandering down towards what looked like a large lake in the distance. It sat there covered by a silvery mist, amongst stubby lifeless trees. The right fork climbed steadily up a forested hill and out of sight from the girl, but she knew where it led. She needed to make a quick decision.

      Well, she thought to herself. If I take Hooper's lake, I'll never make it back before the Moon is up. Katherine will be fast asleep by then, and I'll have to wait 'til daybreak.

      She turned her head to the right and looked up at the forest in front of her. This time she spoke aloud. “But if I go through Amatoll forest, I may never make it back at all. Unless I run.” She knew that the forest was a creepy place to be, even in the watery sun of daylight. However, at night, it was a place that not even the bravest of folks would care to venture, with stories of evil doings and strange beasts waiting for such a sweet fancy as Alice.

      It was one turn of the dial before the birds stopped and the land fell into darkness, and Alice knew she could make it all the way through to Banners Gate on the far side. Her village, Heronveld, lay a short wagon ride beyond. She knew she'd be able to see the twinkling lights soon. Her mind was made up as she hitched her long skirts over her knees and began skipping up towards the first gate on the crest of the hill.

      When she reached the large wooden gate, she stopped as she always did to read the faded painted sign that hung there for all locals and strangers alike.

      To heed the warning.

      
        
        AMATOLL FOREST

        YOU NEED A GOOD REASON TO PASS THROUGH

        DO NOT PASS THROUGH ONCE BIRDSONG HAS CEASED!

      

      

      She craned her neck to listen to the chirrups and whistles of the birds, feeling better that she still heard a strong chorus from them before they sought refuge for the night. They would not be so foolish to be out either, with what came looking for them when the Moon was high. She climbed the crudely constructed gate and set off at a steady pace, trying to keep her mind focused. It never ceased to amaze her how eerie the place was, the trees seeming to close in all around her.

      Underfoot was soft and dry, but the terrain was sapping her strength. It seemed to rise and fall in peaks and troughs, which made going difficult. No sooner had she vaulted a small stream, then she was climbing through dense thorn bushes, snagging her clothing as she ploughed through. She could see small animals scurrying out of her way as she made her way deeper into the wood.

      “Run, you fools!” she shouted at them. “You don't want to end up a hawk's supper.” She laughed as she ran on ahead, seemingly carefree in the gathering gloom.

      She stopped a few minutes and rested against a huge tree, panting for breath and mopping at her brow with her shirt sleeves. She'd not passed this way since she was about sixty seasons old, and since then she had grown fond of a few jugs of ale and her mother's rich cream cakes that had packed on the flesh around her hips and midriff. Now in her eightieth season, she realised much to her dismay that she was not a fit as she once was, which would make this journey even harder and longer.

      As the sound of her own heartbeat pounding in her ears gave way, she was dismayed to realise that the birdsong had been replaced by a chorus of ragging cawing. She looked up to see the trees dotted with huge black rooks, watching her through black beady eyes. She hadn't noticed the small birds leaving the trees, to be replaced by these harbingers of dread.

      One huge male landed on a branch close to her head, thrusting its inquisitive face to within touching distance of Alice. She recoiled and set off at a frantic pace, trying to outrun the very forest itself.
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        * * *

      

      The girl didn't see the doorway appear high up on the slope as she ran past. But why would she? In the already darkened forest, the doorway appeared as a dark rectangle with the faintest blue hue surrounding it. Only a trained eye or person a few feet away would have spotted its arrival between two fir trees. Seconds seemed to pass before a shadowy figure emerged from the blackness, standing there silent and pensive.

      It sniffed at the air and immediately something caught its interest as the silhouette of its head snapped to the left, its breath coming out in short, shallow gasps. The creature took a step forward into the forest as the faint footsteps of his quarry faded into the distance, the girl's scent slowly diminishing too. However, to Eddie Guzman the scent still filled his senses, making his mouth water. Making him almost come alive.

      It was the finest taste he had ever known and he wasn't about to let it slip through his fingers. In fifty years of hunting, nothing had ever come close to this in any of the places far and wide he had travelled. The girl was fresh, untainted, and pure. Everything that his kind wanted above all else. He took a step further forward into the forest and came upon the balls of his feet. His face, pale white, his teeth grey, his eyes, yellow and cunning. He set off after his quarry at a steady pace, enjoying the pursuit that would end in his first pure kill as a vampire.
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        * * *

      

      Alice saw the lights of her village as she crested yet another small rise in the forest, her breaths coming in quick ragged gasps. The yellow lanterns hanging from the homesteads made her quicken her pace as she got her second wind. It was only a few hundred paces to the fence and barred gate, then she was home safe. Free to spill the beans to her sister about all the juicy going's on at the farm. A noise to her left made her instinctively look in that direction, losing her footing as she took her eye off the path.

      As Alice staggered, she ran into what felt like a tree, knocking the wind from her lungs, making her see stars. As she started to fall back, confusion hit her as she did not remember the tree in her path. However, all thought left her as she was seized by two vice-like hands, pulling her back to her feet to face what she thought was a giant spruce. She looked into the yellow eyes, and her mind started to swim as the forest ebbed and flowed all around her. The figure in front of her started to talk.

      “Le he estado buscando para toda mi vida, la pequeña. Ahora mis deseos vivos pueden ser apagados.” She didn't understand this outlander's strange tongue, but before she could utter a word back he made his move. Like a darting snake, Guzman shot forward and bit Alice just under the left side of her jaw.

      She staggered backwards until she was halted by a tree as she tried to scratch at her wounds. A light hissing sound together with tendrils of smoke were seeping from her neck, making her cry out in anguish. She looked past Guzman towards her home and realised that she would never see her family again and that she'd made the fatalist of judgements taking this path. The figure spoke again, although this time she could make out the words creeping into the forest.

      “I promise I'll finish it quickly, señorita. Look into my eyes and see the worlds that you will fall into when I'm done.” His voice seemed to soothe her as she looked straight at him. He advanced slowly. Patiently.

      The twin pools of yellow made her think of walking through barley fields in the warm summer's sun. Everything would be just dandy. She didn't feel his canines penetrate her neck for the second time as she was lost in daydreams. He drank from her like it was the first time he'd feasted. Urgently. Greedily. Her eyes started to turn yellow as the change took her body.

      Sensing this, Guzman sucked harder, a faint blue hue emanating from his mouth as he fought to take her soul before it was too late. Her deep chestnut hair started to change colour until it was ash grey. Her once lustrous skin, withered and grew sallow as the life force finally left her. The eyes that had almost threatened to change to yellow were now lifeless back pits, already filmed over with death. He let the body fall, landing in an almost silent rustling impact on the forest floor.

      The wind blew a few fallen leaves over the body as if the forest wanted to conceal the crime. Guzman stood there, arms outstretched, head looking up at the oncoming night. He'd feasted well and taken a soul into the bargain. It was his special gift that he had gained when he'd been turned, knowing that he was once like the poor girl who lay at his feet. He too had been hunted because he was special, but with the passage of the seasons, it was a distant memory to him.

      He turned to see the twinkling lights of the village nearby, looking in hope for second helpings. He knew though that this would be folly as he would be spotted by the elders who would use their trinkets to drive him off. He also knew that news of this would reach his own kind deep in the nearby Vale and they would send out drones to bring him in. He had three choices ahead of him on this night. Stay close by and find shelter by morning.

      Go back through the door he came from and see if he survived till morning. Or go to the Vale and use their doors. He smiled at the scope of his third plan. The endless possibilities that came his way in his old world. He needed no further thought as he set off at a blistering pace through the forest, sending foliage and small animals flying as he went.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning a group of the village folk tentatively gathered at Banners Gate, a decidedly edgy feel flowing through them. At the gate, two older men stood in a deep muted discussion, casting their plans out to one another to see if they could find common ground. After a few moments, they turned to the people, beckoning them to come closer which they did in reluctant shuffles, except for one young woman who pushed through the throng of villagers to hear what was to be done.

      “Tell me, Father, what is to be done? We must make haste and move quickly for this inaction may cost us dearly.” Katherine Bathurst was concerned for her younger sister. Her face was etched in despair for all to see.

      Cedric Bathurst looked into the face of his eldest child and sighed. She was the apple of his eye and the finest daughter any man could wish for. His younger daughter Alice was the bane of his existence - always getting into mischief and never amounting to much in life. But he loved them both dearly for different reasons. As he looked at his Katherine now, he felt such pride that she was his own, but he also felt such sadness. For she was the image of her mother, who had died under the hooves of a horse many seasons before.

      From that moment forward, Katherine had become the mother of the farm, making sure the daily chores were seen to as well as keeping her sister and father well looked after. For that, he'd go to his maker a contented man. He couldn't help but smile even in these circumstances as he looked at her. Her elfin features with deep emerald eyes, framed by dark glossy hair tied into a ponytail that ran almost to her waistline.

      She was indeed a fine young woman, he thought.

      “Father!” She repeated, stirring him from his thoughts.

      “I've spoken to your Uncle Wilf, and we both agree that a group of ten men should ride on horseback to the far gate. From there, half will bring the horses back, and half will search the forest back to this point.” He issued quick orders to a group of men standing nearby, who then hustled towards the village.

      Moments later, the sound of horse hooves could be heard galloping off into the distance. Katherine pressed her father once more.

      “And from this side, Father?”

      “I don't suppose you'd go back to the farm and continue your duties and let the menfolk search?” He watched as she planted her hands firmly on her hips. One hip, visibly higher than the other. “I thought not. You're as stubborn as a mule, Kathy. So be it. You can join the search from this end.”

      With that she ran forward and vaulted the gate, landing lightly on the other side. The Bathurst brothers, along with five elders climbed the gate more slowly, before spacing themselves out fifty-wheels from each other.

      Cedric had to shout to make himself heard to all of them. “Keep a watchful eye out and shout if you see anything. Let's move.”

      The line started its slow journey into the forest, scanning the foliage for any signs of Alice as the rest of the braver villagers congregated at the forest gate. They didn't have to wait long for news of the girl's fate.

      Wilf Bathurst came across the crumpled form of his niece as he hurdled a fallen tree, spotting her bright clothing under withered brown leaves.

      “NOOOOOOO,” he cried as he uncovered the girl he knew and loved, who'd been replaced by this alien form beneath him.

      No sooner had he let out his cry then Katherine was on her knees at his side, sobbing at the realisation that her sister was gone forever.

      “Father! Father,” she cried as her whole body was rocked by a series of sobs. Cedric made it to the spot with the rest of the search party, the only noise in the forest he could hear was his daughter's broken howls.

      They fell around the body, in horror at what had become of their Alice. The once radiant hair was now a brittle ash colour, her skin resembled the bark of the nearby trees. It was as if all liquid had been drained from the girl, leaving a desiccated husk in its place. Katherine gathered up her younger sister and sat rocking her in her arms as the rest of the searchers crossed themselves and began looking about the forest for whatever was responsible.

      The tension could almost be tasted in the air. The two elders stood over Katherine, dusting their hands over themselves to remove vegetation from their clothing.

      Cedric spoke first.

      “Vampire.” He let the word hang in the air for a moment. It seemed to affect all that stood around him. His brother was quick to give his thoughts.

      “I agree, brother. It has all the signs. It has just been so many moons since the last attack. But this vampire is different. It's as if he's drained her of more than her blood. She is withered like winter corn husks.” Both men nodded, for they had seen another corpse similar to Alice.

      Their thoughts wandering back countless seasons to their childhood. Cedric had goaded his younger brother to go with him on a dare to Mount Agar, to prove that he was on the road to becoming a man. Such initiations were commonplace, with young Wilf accepting readily. Only then would he be able to tag along with his elder brother and share in his wild escapades. Legend had it that the mountain was haunted by a vampire, who took the souls of his victims.

      Anyone foolhardy enough to venture past the first foothills of the lower slopes would likely never return home. They could both remember the moment when they'd rounded a copse of trees to find a figure bound to one of the gnarled trunks. They'd recognised Elber the shaman by his elaborate cloak, his staff, and the necklace of bones that hung loosely around his tunic. That was the only means by which they recognized him. His skin had turned from a sallow yellow to a dirty brown.

      Cedric had reached out to touch his ruined face to find that it had the texture of local cured boar meat, with just as much gristle. Elber's eyes had turned a milky grey that seemed frozen in horror at what must have been his final vision. His dried-out tongue lolled out of one corner of his mouth. Both boys had stood frozen to the spot as they realised that the local fable indeed had some real fat on its bones.

      They both had high-tailed it back home as fast as their leather boots would carry them, only to be given a good beating at the hands of their father once he'd learned of such foolhardiness. Many moons and many seasons had fallen through time since that day. However, it felt as fresh in their minds as their morning breakfasts.

      Only the two puckered puncture marks on the girl's neck were proof of what caused it. Cedric, although dismayed and heartbroken had to rally the folk. He turned to them and spoke quickly.

      “Return to the village and erect a pyre. Go now, for time is of the essence.” They all made for the gate although not spaced out as before.

      They felt safer huddled together.

      Cedric addressed his brother and daughter, his voice strained and urgent. “We must get her back to the village and burn the body. There must be nothing left but ash by nightfall.”

      “But, Father, we must prepare Alice and give her a proper funeral. It is only right and just.”

      Cedric knelt and took his dead daughters head in his hands, his fingers parting the lips of her grimacing mouth. Katherine and Wilf both looked at what he was showing them, a look of dread on their faces.

      “Look. She has already started turning,” he said as he peeled back a lip to expose a curved canine that had broken through the upper gum. They both recoiled at the sight of the tooth, a fetid stench seeping into the air. “She must be put to flame. We cannot risk her waking from this slumber and slaughtering the village. She's not our little Alice anymore. We must move quickly. Afterwards, we can discuss how we deal with this.”

      “Brother, this is a bad sign,” Wilf said. “Whoever did this, knew that Alice was pure. There are not many left who are untainted to the likes of them.” He looked towards Katherine.

      “Child, you yourself may be at great risk.” Katherine stood up, unsteadily on her feet and looked around the forest. It was silent. She craned her neck to see the birds high up in the trees. They were on the uppermost branches of the forest, looking down at the trio, no sound coming from a single one of them. They could sense something alien in the forest as the folk could on the forest floor.

      Cedric lifted his daughter's body into his arms as if it were a bundle of barley. “There's nothing to her. It's as if a strong wind would blow her through the forest like a dust bowl.”

      They slowly made their way towards the village, furtively glancing all around for signs of anything ill. Once across the gate, Cedric strode purposefully to his farm. In particular, the massive barn attached to the homestead. Once inside he laid his daughter out in an empty horse trough, covering her over with a rough hessian sack. He then proceeded to watch over the erecting of the pyre on the village green, making sure that the ash from the fire would fall into the old well that his great papa built back in the mists of time. Once satisfied that all was to plan, he went to his study to think about how to keep his remaining daughter safe.
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        * * *

      

      An hour before sunset the family gathered around the pyre, Cedric and Wilf preparing the wood for torching. The brothers had gathered as much cane spirit as possible from their stores and had spent the afternoon dousing the structure. Under the pyre was a bed of dried tree bark sodden with the precious liquid. The brothers were satisfied that whatever ashes didn't fall directly into the ancient well, would burn on the ground around it. It would be easy to sweep up and tip the remaining ashes into the old well, where they would remain for all time.

      Alice's body had been wrapped in several old sacks that had been soaked in the flammable spirit. Once lit, the whole pyre wouldn't take long to consume its host. Katherine stood next to the pile of wood and gazed at the body bound in the coarse material, noticing the strong looking twine that held it firmly in place.

      She looked at her father. “Why is she secured so tightly, Pa? In case she falls off the pyre?”

      “Partly, my child. But also, partly for our own safety. For if she does turn, she may try to escape, or worse. We must be on our guard.”

      The villagers had gathered close by to watch the spectacle until the Bathurst brothers told them they needed privacy to grieve. The locals complied but still hung around the peripheries of the green. The three stood together as the surrounding trees started to bend and sway.

      “We commit our dear Alice to flame,” Cedric said.

      His voice barely audible over the rustle from the nearby forest.

      “She was in the mid-morning of her life and didn't deserve to leave it as such. She did not know the love of a man, and for that, I am full of sorrow, for she would have made a fine spouse and mother.” Katherine started to cry, trying her best not to wail for all to hear.

      She contained her sobs as her uncle placed his arm around her shoulders, pulling her into his embrace. It felt instantly comforting, the smell of old leather and pipe smoke filling her nostrils as her father spoke some more.

      “Keep a watch over us, dear Alice. And one day, we'll all sit around the same table once again, when the world is a little older. Amen.”

      “Amen,” his brother and daughter echoed. Cedric knelt and pulled out a small bundle from his pocket.

      He unwrapped two small sharp-edged stones, black in appearance. He then put a soaked torch between his knees and proceeded to strike the stones together. His left hand is making a small mark, striking the right-hand stone at a shallow angle. Sparks immediately flew from his hands, making the torch smoulder as the wind started to strengthen. He gently blew into the head of the torch as it quickly took, feeding the flames with his breath.

      Standing well back, Cedric drew his arm back to toss the flaming object at its target, judging the distance perfectly. It sailed through the air as an intense gust blew from the forest, instantly snuffing out the flame. It landed on the wooden structure without igniting it. The wind flew across the village, lashing everything in its path. Wilf had to shout to make himself heard.

      “They don't want her to burn. They are trying to stop the flame. We must move quickly.” A loud hiss erupted from the forest, sending hundreds of birds fleeing into the evening sky. Both brothers now had flints in their hands, working with speed to light more torches.

      After a few seconds, Wilf sent a burning offering skimming across the open ground, a few feet off the floor. As soon as it found its target, the pyre became a flaming mass that not even the strongest gale could quell. The watery sun had been consumed by low-slung clouds that seemed to touch the very tops of the trees, cloaking the village in premature twilight. The trio had to move back a pace as the heat became too intense to bear.

      Katherine looked into the flames, thinking that she saw movement from the sack. Her fears were confirmed as the bulge underneath started to writhe and buck against its bonds. “Look!” she shouted.

      “Forgive me, my dear Alice,” Cedric whispered, tears welling in his eyes.

      Wilf stepped a foot closer to watch what was unfolding before his eyes. “They tried to turn her before we could set her to flame. Look how the night grows dark.” He held his arms out left to right to emphasise their surroundings.

      The forest seemed to pulse with life as the trees were set in a morbid dance. Animals flew from the undergrowth, scurrying across the village green to find refuge in cellars and hay barns. The prone form on the pyre began hissing and screaming as the flames began to reduce her to ash, the bonds doing their job as hoped. All around, the forest issued dull drones that set the villagers teeth on edge as they clung to each other for succour. The brothers stood defiant, facing the forest down. Not letting it distract them from their task.

      Alice's body gave one final screech before becoming still. Slowly it dropped further down into the branches as the conflagration started losing its shape. It would not take too much longer before it would be no more than a pile of glowing embers. Each house in the village, indeed every structure within sight had a small spire with an inverted cross at its peak. As the forest gave its final tantrum, each cross began to glow in the gloomy evening light. From a faint hue, the crosses quickly became like a hundred fireflies, lighting the village as the fete did on midsummer's night.

      The folk crossed themselves as many ran into the dwellings where they lived, barring the heavy hewn doors behind them for fear of what would come for them.

      “We must stay here deep into the night,” Cedric said. “The crosses will keep them at bay. They will not add to their tally tonight.”

      “How many are there, Father?” his curious daughter asked.

      “More than I wished for. For I wish for none. Every day they exist is a plague on our land. They keep the sun so weak, only the hardiest crops grow. Making feeding us all the more troublesome. It has been that way for more seasons than there are leaves in old Amatoll.”

      Katherine looked deep into the burning embers. “What happens now?”

      He looked at his eldest daughter, his insides in turmoil at his decision. “At first light, you will go with your uncle. He will take you far from here, where you will be safe, Katherine.” He rarely used her given name, and when he did, she knew that the situation was grave.

      “My brother knows the far reaches of our lands well, and will take you to stay with our sister, your auntie I suppose you will call her.”

      “Why do I need to go away, Father?”

      “Because, whatever killed Alice, will come for you too. We've had no attacks for a long time now, but this is troubling. I'm sure that whatever is out there isn't part of Korgan's tribe. It could be acting alone, which is more dangerous, especially for you. You pack up your belongings and be ready to leave by first light. Your uncle will explain more to you once you're underway. For you will have plenty of time to talk.”
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        * * *

      

      The brothers stood long into the night looking into the dying flames. The conversation was at a minimum as each man had his own thoughts to play out. Finally, Cedric turned to his brother. “Give her my best greetings. How long has it been?”

      “I'd say at least eighty seasons. Or in her language, maybe twenty years.” They both gave a muted chuckle. Wilf continued. “I'm sure she is still alive out there, for she was born and raised strong. I'll probably find her lugging boulders up from the shore to rebuild a boundary wall. Or chopping firewood with a five-pound axe. Either way, she will be welcoming. Especially when she meets her niece for the first time. She'll spend the next few seasons filling her head with yarns and fables from here and beyond. Rest assured, brother; she'll be fine. I swear.” They embraced.

      A brief, but fierce contact that almost made their bones creak before Wilf retired for the evening. The eldest Bathurst stayed long into the night. The crushing silence all around him, his only company.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, before the first bird calls, Katherine was sitting at her father's gnarled kitchen table eating salted biscuits and drinking hot nettle tea. The glow from the hearth lit the room, casting long shadows into the far corners. Katherine's father was outside, loading up the spare cart with supplies and personal items that his daughter had stubbornly refused to leave behind. The cart was well made and robust.

      A bench sat up top, with the flatbed loaded with straw bales and belongings that be part of their new home. Once loaded, he checked the two horses, making sure their tethers and leather harnesses were snug but comfy, as it was to be a long ride for them both. Max and his sister, Ava had been with Cedric since they'd fallen out of their mother onto a wet straw mat many seasons before. He still smiled at the memory at watching them stagger drunkenly around the stables before mother gave them a lick and a helping hoof with their new lives.

      Now, he felt sad that he was potentially losing two of his best beasts, for who knew how long. For his daughter, though, it was a small price to pay. He playfully rubbed their ears as he fed them a few salted biscuits, eyes closing in ecstasy at their master's rough touch. A little while later, just before the dark sky lost its fight with the oncoming day, the cart was ready to roll. They kept their farewells short, as emotions were still very raw. Katherine tried her best to hold back the flow of tears as her father kissed the top of her head. However, the tears won out.

      “Take care, Katherine. Be sure to stay alongside your uncle when he bids it, for there is a long road ahead, with many perils for young girls like yourself.”

      “I'll stay right next to Uncle Wilf the whole time, Father,” she said through the sniffle of tears. Both brothers shook hands, clapping each other on the back with the minimum of fuss.

      “Go swiftly, brother,” Cedric said.

      “We will. You can count on that. We'll ride till nightfall. By then we should have reached Culnae. We'll camp in the village before making for the ridge. Let's hope the weather favours us.”

      A quick snap of the reins and the horses began their long journey. No one dared wave as the trio parted. Cedric stood there until the cart was out of sight into the tree-line, the rumble of its wheels being masked by the forest. He slowly walked back to the homestead, suddenly aware of how old he felt.
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        * * *

      

      They passed quickly through the surrounding countryside, skirting Amatoll on their left and grassland to their right. As the sun rose further behind the mist-ridden sky, they came to a fork in the track. One dusty path went south towards a huge mountain in the distance.

      The other climbed away left, becoming lost to the trees. A densely-packed forest dropped away to its right. “Korgan's Vale,” Wilf said.

      “Not the kind of place for a young girl such as you, Kath. Not even the foolhardiest roughneck would care to venture into that void.”

      “I've heard bedtime stories about that place, Uncle. This is the first time I've seen it with my own eyes.”

      “Better that you only ever see it from this distance, and at daytime too. For within the forest there are vampires and other such creatures that would turn your fine locks white overnight if you even caught a mere glance. Legend has it that there are gateways to many other worlds, and that's where they go to feed, for our people taste ill to them now.”

      “Why is that?” Katherine inquired. Her curiosity whetted.

      “No one knows. But it seemed to happen when Cedric and I were just mere striplings. There was talk that our people became infected with a germ that turned our blood, making us taste like sour milk to them. They stopped coming for us, instead preferring to use these doors to other worlds, where I believe there are more people than you could imagine. But this change in our blood doesn't affect our health. Which is good for us folk. Only a few still have the blood that they crave. Your sister was one. You may well be another, Kath.”

      The memory of seeing her sister's corpse made Katherine shiver. She quickly banished the image, concentrating on what her uncle was telling her.

      “So, we won't be taking that path anytime soon. We'll head for Agar until the road branches off again for Culnae, and the mountains beyond.”

      They rode in silence for a while, watching as the land became more rugged as they began a slow climb. Evergreens started to replace the seasonal trees as the air started to get an edge to it. Wilf took his coat off, draping it over his niece's shoulders.

      She thanked him with a nod before breaking the silence. “Where did they come from, Uncle?”

      “The vampires?” She nodded.

      “Again, no one really knows. They have been here as long as man has. My father once told us that a great vampire king fell from the sky, landing in the Vale that we passed earlier. That's why it's sunk into the land. And that he preyed upon travellers who strayed into the forest. The story I believe is that they came through these gateways, from other places. They must have liked it here, for they put down firm roots. Korgan, who is their master, still sleeps there to this day. His minnows keep watch over him until he's once strong enough to confront his brother.”

      “His brother?”

      “Yes. Reggan. Again, the stories that are passed down are that the two brothers were involved in a duel, many thousands of seasons ago. Both wanted the same goal, total command over these gateways and the opportunities beyond. Well, they damn near slew each other. And now they both have taken the long sleep to recover until the time is right. Korgan's slaves venture to the other places where they bring back outlanders.”

      “To feed on them,” Katherine beat him to his next sentence.

      “Yes. They are taken to his lair where they are slowly bled dry over the course of their lives. Some have lasted many seasons. Some are still there now. Talk to Mo, for she will tell you lot's more about that place than I.”

      “Do you mean about Great Grampy George?”

      “Yes, Kath. But she'll spin a much better yarn than old Wilf. She always did have a silver tongue. Forked too, on occasion.”

      They lapsed into silence for a long spell, Wilf paying attention to his surroundings and Katherine enjoying the unfolding landscape that was all new to her eyes. The grief she felt for Alice was being shrouded by the thought of a big adventure, to far and distant places. The sun had passed its peak when they came to a left-hand turn in the track.

      “This is where we turn off, Kath. Do you want to rest for a while and stretch your legs?” She nodded her agreement as Wilf ushered the horses into the short, wiry grass, taking care not to get rutted.

      He climbed down as the horses feasted on the coarse vegetation.

      “Stay close to the cart,” Wilf said as he strode off into the scrubland.

      Katherine ambled close to the cart, looking south at the imposing mountain on the horizon, its far-off jagged peak seemed to pull the sky down on top of it. In the distance, flashes of lightning stuttered around the massif, the sound of thunder barely noticeable on the wind. To the south and north, the land was a flat, brown featureless canvas. But to the east, the land rose steadily towards a huge massif of rock, swathed in a light fog.

      She could barely make out a dark smudge halfway up the slopes where the gorge split in two. She also noticed that the sun was stronger out in the open land, the mist that she was used to seeming to have melted away the further they travelled.

      “That's Culnae,” Wilf said as he approached her from behind, buckling his trousers up. “We'll stop there tonight. I know a good inn where the food is wholesome, and the beer heady. We should be there before nightfall.”
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        * * *

      

      Katherine watched the world go by to a steady combination of clip-clops and trundling wheels. She'd wrapped a heavy woollen shawl around her to keep the elements at bay as her breath had started appearing before her eyes. The horses' heads seemed to be lost in a chimney of mist. The occasional wooden building started appearing as they rolled closer to Culnae, herds of strange looking cattle milling around in the grass.

      “Bison,” Wilf commented before his niece could ask what they were called.

      “They look so strange, Uncle. I've never seen a beast quite like it.”

      “Indeed. No one really knows where they came from. For one day, there were none, then the next there were a few. And so, the line grew from there. All I know is that they taste so fine. Very peppery, that will leave your mouth burning all night. Maybe we'll sample some after we arrive at Culnae.” They trundled on, leaving the animals to amble through the grasslands.

      Slowly, as the sun started dropping towards the mountains to the east, they rounded a long bend and came across their destination. “Culnae. A good place to spend a night. Not so good to spend two. We need to be up before the sun starts its climb, Kath. So, an early night for you child.”

      Katherine looked on at a small ramshackle of wooden buildings behind a huge round fence. As they grew nearer she could make out the curved barbs that protruded from the branches woven into the barrier. Wilf knew what she was thinking before she did.

      “Yes, Kath. They keep things out once it grows dark. And any poor animal that gets stuck in there will be on the menu the night after.” He gave a low chuckle.

      They rolled through an enormous double gate, just as spiked as the fence but also adorned with white crosses. Katherine knew the significance of this as she pulled the shawl tighter around her already shaking shoulders. They came to a stop outside the largest building in the settlement, a haphazard sign painted above the saloon doors.

      Mungo's Lodge

      “It looks lovely, Uncle. I wager we don't find rats in our room. For they moved out long ago.”

      Wilf guffawed as he came around the side of the cart. “Relax, Kath. It may look a little shabby, but the food is first-rate, and the ale is even better. We'll get our key, get settled in then think about dinner, for my stomach thinks my throat has been slashed.”

      Wilf took out a brass coin, flicking it into the outstretched hand of a small boy sat on the front steps.

      “Give them a bucket each if you could, young scruff.” The boy nodded, scooting off to a large trough at the side of the building.

      They walked through the swing-doors as a hush fell over the room. Katherine surveyed the clientele, not liking what she saw. Many tables were unoccupied, but those that were, had swarthy looking men sat there. They looked like they'd not seen a hot tub since last summer. She hoped her room was well ventilated and far from such people. Katherine followed her uncle over to the long wooden bar where a huge yellow-skinned man with tiny slitted eyes was finishing serving.

      As soon as he saw Wilf, he waved a hearty greeting. “Bathurst, you old f…” He spotted the young woman behind him before he could finish his sentence. “…friend.” He extended his hand which Wilf took warmly before both men clasped their hands onto the other's forearm in a kind of secret greeting.

      “Hail, Mungo, I see you're still serving this lands finest. How's trade?”

      The big man waved his hands towards the room, “Steady. Been off and on for a while now, although I'm getting ready for the elk hunt at the next new moon.” Wilf nodded.

      He knew that the first new moon of winter heralded the elk migration. Thousands of the huge animals came south from the Kloof lands in the north, to feed on the grasses and give birth in the relatively safe land to the south-east. That was if they could survive the hunters that lay in wait at Wooten Drift Gorge.

      Wilf would be taking that path at first light and was thankful he'd not arrived a few weeks later, as it would be teeming with cut-throats, lying in wait for a winter's supply of finest elk steaks. He knew at a push they'd make it through by noon and was hoping it was an incident-free journey.

      For other strange things happen up at Windy Ridge, he thought. He laid a few silver coins across the knotted old bar.

      “This is my niece, Katherine.” He moved aside, allowing Mungo and Katherine to exchanged polite nods. “We need lodging for the night. Is the loft empty?”

      “You're in luck, old friend. Our finest room is empty and can be ready for you both in the time it takes an elk steak to fry. I'll have Bertie take your bags up.” He rang an old brass bell on the wall, next to the rack of spirits that looked like they'd been hanging there since the dawn of time.

      A small grizzled man appeared from a door at the rear of the lounge, heading over to his master. Mungo looked down at him, smiling warmly.

      “Take these folk's bags up to the loft suite please, Bertie. You'll find them outside, hopefully.”

      The bags were indeed still outside, and what Bertie lacked in speed, he made up for in sheer strength as he climbed the rickety old wooden stairs fully loaded with all kinds of luggage and belongings. Wilf handed him a brass coin as a thank you, with the grinning bellboy accepting it through a gummy smile. The loft was roomy without being vast.

      A giant four-poster bed lay against one wall, white nets hanging down three of its sides, making it look like a huge web had settled over it. Towards the window, a dividing wall gave way to a large bronzed tub and fireplace, complete with all manner of hanging implements and a large kettle. On the far side of the room lay a small cot underneath the rooms' only window. Animal heads were staring back at Katherine from all walls, giving the loft an eerie quality that she wasn't sure she liked.

      At least it was warming up nicely, she thought as Bertie had endeavoured to get the fire going for the new guests.

      At the side of the fire, a large pipe stuck out of the wall, with an odd-looking device on the end that Katherine had never seen before. Wilf walked over, hefting the kettle as he went. He held it under the strange handle and turned it. A tinkling sound filled the room as the kettle started filling up with water.

      “Wow,” Katherine said. “That's truly amazing, Uncle. How does it do that?”

      “It's just a tap, my dear. Mungo has many vats on the roof that collect rainwater, which in turn are fed through to the bedrooms. It saves us walking out onto the street to get our bath water. That's the beauty of Culnae. Lots of traders pass through with all manner of weird and wonderful devices, brought from other lands. Maybe tonight in the bar we'll come across some goods we can take with us. Perhaps a gift for Mo too.” Katherine walked over as the kettle quickly filled to the brim.

      She turned the handle with its four prongs, the water shutting off abruptly. She clapped her hands in amazement, almost dancing a jig before the older man. All thoughts of her dead sister were slowly ebbing away. He laughed with her as he hung the kettle on a stout looking hook over the fire, a few sizzles filling the room as drops of water landed in the orange flames.

      “I'll prepare you a bath, Katherine. And while you're soaking I'll pop down and check on the horses, and more importantly, check on tonight's menu.”

      A little later, the tub was half filled with steaming water that coated the window in a thick veil, adding to Katherine's privacy. Wilf knew that when word got out of a young lady in the settlement, folk would do many things to catch a peek of her.

      He spoke to her quickly before he left.

      “Now, bar the door after me. I'll give two short knocks, then a quick double knock so that you know it's me. Anyone else tries to get in, shout the place down and I'll come running.”

      “Thank you, Uncle. I'm sure I'll be fine. Go find out what you can to fill your belly with and let me know if it smells good.” They both smiled.

      As soon as she was alone, she stripped out of her long dress, hanging it near the tub so the steam would unwrinkle the creases. She stood naked, testing the water with her toe, swishing it back and forth until satisfied. Walking over to her bed, she delved into one of her bags, coming out with a small purse of silky material tied at the top. She loosened the drawstring and poured a small amount of crystals from the purse into her palm. Hanging from the fire was a big brass spoon, which she took on her way back to the bath.

      She flicked her wrist, sending a shower of crystals into the tub, marvelling at how the surface of the water instantly started to foam. Using the spoon to mix all the crystals in, she then stood back, happy that she could enjoy a long soak in warm suds. There were knots in her shoulders that the steaming water would hopefully loosen. How long they stayed loose though was anyone's guess.
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        * * *

      

      Wilf and Mungo stood out by the gates as the cloud-hidden sun was almost lost to the horizon. The fence creaked under the northerly wind that was fast becoming a gale. The gates strained against their chains almost as if they were trying to flee the storm that approached. The two men watched the grasslands that rolled away to the horizon, an ill feeling radiating from them.

      “I can see three figures, Wilf,” Mungo started. “By that copse of trees. They must have been lying there.”

      “I see them. Pray that they are not what I dread they are.”

      “Drones?”

      “Yes. If they are, then they would have smelt Katherine as they woke. Let's hope the fence does its job tonight old friend.” They watched as the figures edged closer in the gathering gloom until both men could make out their features.

      “Two men and a girl. She looks roughly Katherine's age, although how long she's been that age is anyone guess,” Wilf said through almost gritted teeth.

      “Let's hope for their sake they are not in the mood for mischief. I could take them all out from here.” He reached into his leather smock and pulled out a black catapult. It had an armrest fitted to it that he clipped into place on his left forearm.

      His right hand slipped into his smock once more, pulling out three silver projectiles. Each was as long as his thumb, rounded at one end with a hole in it. From the fatter end, each projectile thinned down to a barbed point that resembled a fish hook. He hung two on his belt buckle, keeping the third in his right hand as he twirled it through his meaty fingers. As the sun's light was finally engulfed by the night, the three figures seemed to float to within shouting distance.

      Mungo stepped forward to address them with Wilf matching him step for step. “Turn around and find another place to terrorise. There is no sport to be had here.”

      The largest of the three stepped forward to answer the stranger with the yellow skin. “We can smell a fine prize here somewhere. We'll do you a trade. Give up the fresh blooded one, and we'll spare the rest of you.” The other two snickered behind their leader, the girl scratching at her crotch with her clawed fingers.

      “Last chance,” Mungo shouted. “Follow a different path, or you'll be knocking on the gates of hell before the sun comes up. I promise you that.”

      “What makes you think you're capable of that? Human!” They edged closer. Mungo and Wilf exchanged a look as the big man's eyes flicked down to his belt.

      Wilf nodded and looked back at the trio as Mungo made his move. In a blur of speed that was impressive for a man of his size, the barb was planted firmly in the leather sling as he pulled on the ligament drawstring. He lined his arm up for a split second before he let go of the barb, both men hearing the queer noise it made as it flew. It struck the leader just below the opening of his shirt. A meaty thwack that they both heard clearly.

      “Tomsk!” the girl shrieked as the leader fell to his knees, the silver barb embedded deep in his chest.

      He seemed to crumble before his companion's eyes as his bones imploded in on each other. A sound like crunching ice carried to where Mungo and Wilf stood as the leader of the trio fell to the floor. Finally, all that remained was a steaming pile of filthy clothes that lay in the long grass. Mungo un-looped another barb into his sling as he readied himself for a second shot.

      “Be ready, Wilf, for when they come, they'll be quick as lightning.”

      Wilf drew a long dagger out of his boot, wishing that his crossbow wasn't snugly hidden under the seat of his wagon. “I'm ready, my friend.” No more words needed to be spoken. Both men knew that it could all end here, at the hands of these killers.

      They began advancing on the settlement at a steady pace, swishing through the grass, almost gliding towards their quarry. As they approached, the crosses that adorned the huge fence started to crackle and glow until Wilf could feel the warmth on the back of his neck. The vampires fell back, blinded by the collective shimmering of the crosses, angry snarls coming from their cracked lips. Just to make his point more forceful, Mungo let his second barb fly.

      At shorter range, it found its mark with ease, burying itself into the chest of the second male. He immediately caught fire as he staggered backwards, tripping over his feet and falling back into the grass. It caught quickly and threatened to engulf the woman as she stood there in shock at losing the other gang member. She gave a low growl as she fled for the refuge of the trees, covering the vast distance in mere seconds.

      Before both men could think, Bertie ran between them with a long brown hose trailing in his wake. It was spitting and coughing water from its end as he reached the burning mound that was recently a vampire. Wilf turned to the village to see the locals manning the water pump at the side of the street. Loud whoops and cheers were flying into the night as they encouraged each other to work faster.

      Bertie let the mound continue is cremation, spraying a wide circle around it. For many moments, he worked back and forth until he was happy that it wouldn't spread towards the village. He turned back towards the fence and yelled.

      “That's all.” The hose gradually lost its snake-like appearance as Bertie ran back past the two men.

      “Nice job, Bertie-Boy,” Mungo yelled, slapping him on the back as he scooted past. They turned their gaze back to the copse of trees. “We'll leave her there to lick her wounds tonight, Wilf. By tomorrow night you'll be well on your way to Fingles, and your scent will have left this land. If she makes an appearance again, we'll hunt her down and skewer her like a stuck boar. Come. Let's get indoors and get some good grub down us. I'll treat you and your young lady to some grilled Bison steaks.”

      “Sounds good to me, old friend. Let's hope she stays where she is until my niece is well out of harm's way. Not many of her kind can be found the further east we roll. Now let's get inside out of the coming storm and fill our bellies.”

      The woman nestled next to a swaying tree and watched as the two men turned and walked towards the buildings. They barred the huge gate behind them and were soon lost to sight. She was scared. She'd lost her companions, and she was in a land she'd never been to before. She looked past the village to the ridge of mountains, the gash in the rock still visible in the gloom. It seemed to call her from her hiding place like a welcoming friend. She felt exposed out there in the open, and the mountains seemed to be a good place to seek refuge before she could come up with a plan of where to go next.

      Stephanie was her name, although she no longer thought it pretty like she did before she was taken. The trio had come through a doorway a few nights before and had immediately been afraid. They'd crossed from a dimly lit park near a lake to a forest that was a chorus of shrieks and howls. Even as vampires, they had felt uneasy about the activity around them, opting to flee as quickly as they could. Once out in the open, they'd fed on the first animals that were unfortunate enough to be within range, barely satisfying them.

      They had rested during the day, in a cave on the side of a set of hills, close to a huge lone mountain. Their plan was to see what opportunities they could find beyond until Tomsk caught a whiff of the sweetest scent he'd ever known. The trio had drooled in the entrance of the cave as the sun started its final journey towards the west. Tomsk, who was a vampire of many hundreds of seasons, told his companions that the smell was fresh blood. Probably a young girl too.

      The reward had seemed too good to pass up on as they'd bolted from the cave across the grasslands at a sprint, zoning in on the intoxicating aroma. Now a short while later her gang were dead and she was alone, scared and unsure of where or what to do next.

      She had to make a quick decision. Stay here and risk the humans returning in numbers or make a run for the gorge. She sniffed the air, the sweet smell still strong in her nostrils.

      That would have to wait though, she thought.

      First, she needed a safe place to hole-up. Then she would plot the death of the humans. She took off at a steady pace as the Moon came from behind a cloud to bathe the grassland in silvery light. She didn't like being exposed and lit up, so she quickened her strides, the tall grass swaying as she cut through it. As she entered the gorge, she slowed to a jog, assessing her new surroundings.

      It was impossibly dark, even for eyes that were used to the night. She used her sense of smell and hearing as much as her vision as she came into a larger open space. She sniffed at the air as she grew increasingly uneasy about her decision to venture into this place. Suddenly she was aware of hundreds of tiny red pools of light coming from the canyon walls, blinking on and off every few seconds. She spun around, issuing a loud hiss to anyone or anything that would dare approach her. Even so, the lights seemed to slowly converge.

      She frantically looked around as her eyes fell on what looked like an old wooden structure, seemingly engulfed by the rocks around it. She flew across the sandy floor of the chasm until she stood in front of the double swing-doors. It looked to her like an old saloon of some kind, except it was totally dark and unwelcoming. Even so, it was better to try inside, where she could hole up, rather than take her chances out in the open.

      Several high-pitched squeals came across the gorge at her from the red blinking lights, making her realise at that moment, that there were hundreds of sets of eyes heading her way. She ran straight through the doors into a large room that was just as black as the outside. She made her way around the tables and chairs that were dotted about the place in random order. She stopped, her ears picking up a change in air pressure at the back of the saloon. She opened a stiff wooden door that led straight into the cave behind the building.

      As she surveyed the rocky catacomb, she noticed a faint blue glow in the darkness. She knew she'd found another doorway, but to where she had no idea. The noises behind her made up her mind as she ran towards it. She could hear the ocean in front of her. It filled her ears as she passed through. Into the unknown.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, Wilf and Katherine were seated in a corner booth with Mungo, who'd given himself the night off in light of his heroics earlier in the evening. A serving girl was clearing away the plates and bowls from the table, along with placing three more jugs of ale in the middle. Katherine had twisted her uncle's arm into letting her try some of the local brew, and after her third jug, she was feeling most pleased with herself. Her father would not have been so relaxed on such a subject. She sat listening to her uncle and the big man with the sallow skin as they began to talk.

      “How long has it been since you had vampires in your neck of the woods, Mungo?”

      “A while. The traders who venture through, sometimes give accounts of them on their journeys, but the stories are few and far between now, old friend. The further afield, the less they seem to be. It seems your kin are living in the wrong part of the land. You should all ship out and find somewhere that you can feel safer and maybe get some more sun.”

      Wilf nodded at Mungo's logic. And the lack of sun due to Korgan's magic did make for an arduous existence. However, it was their land too. And they would never ship out while there was hope that maybe the magic be lifted, and they could once more grow the kind of crops they now only dreamed of.

      “Our people are a stubborn lot. And although the crops are tough, we manage. I think we'll be there for a long time yet. You forget that before the dark days, Elksberg was a fine place to live. But enough talk of such things. I need to know about the risk to my niece after what we saw today. I need some kind of assurances that the road ahead won't be the end of us.” The big man looked around his bar, quickly scanning the faces to make sure everything was in order.

      Satisfied, he huddled closer to his two guests.

      “I've heard no ill news from out east. Your road should be trouble free, Wilf, once you are through the Drift. As long as you make an early departure from here, you'll be out the other side well before the sun starts to set. Then it's a nice fast roll all the way to Fingles. You should be there by midday the day after tomorrow.”

      “Well let's hope that we don't encounter what we saw tonight, my friend. I made a binding promise to Cedric that his only remaining child be well-looked after.” They both looked at Katherine who seemed very young and vulnerable, sat in a bar full of cut-throats and travellers.

      Wilf realised just how much peril she could be in until she reached the safety of the coast. He hoped that the next leg of their journey was incident free. His hopes would fall on deaf ears.
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      Namibia, 2009

      The mangy old tom crested the tall dune, the wind buffeting his face and shaggy black mane. His gait was stiff. He'd been running since he'd attacked a young boy, who'd been swimming in a rock pool next to the icy sea. He didn't know any better. He'd seen the young fair-skinned animal and his hunger had taken over. He'd heard the screams after the boy was dead. The lion had spied others as he was crunching through the boy's ribs to the warm salty innards underneath. He held his ground, baring his teeth at his potential attackers as the broken bloodied body lay at his huge paws. He'd felt the bullet before he'd heard the gunshot.

      It was the noise he feared most. He'd hardly felt the bullet lodge in his shoulder as he took off across the beach like a frightened moggy. The huge steel beast had followed him as he'd crossed from shore to desert and back to the foaming sea. And now, as he slowed his pace, he felt safer. Confident that he had outrun the men and the beasts. He found a small pool near to the sea, its surface a black pane of glass that reflected the Moon above him. He drank greedily until his stomach bulged. He'd not feasted enough earlier and his hunger was returning. However, the water that sloshed around inside him would take the edge of that until the sun came up.

      Then he would hunt once more. He rested, cleaning the wound on his shoulder as best he could. It was not the first time it had happened. He bore the scars of many bullet wounds, none of them yet fatal. He'd been lucky. He came slightly inland, stopping to defecate. The dark mound he dropped steamed against the cool night air. He padded further along until he came to a dried-out river bed. He knew this route well as he'd used it several times during his long life. It would lead him into the desert, away from danger. He stopped short as he came around the bend of the dune above him, confusion on his face.

      A short distance in front of him stood a girl with her back to him. Her long blond hair cascading down her back. The wind had died down in the river bed, making it hard to make out her smell. Hunger and opportunity took over as he stalked forward, his ears pressed against his head, his teeth bared. As he came within striking distance, the wind picked up, buffeting his face once more. He came to a stop, his mane doubling in size as he let out a nervous growl.

      Something was wrong.

      He didn't know what, but he was scared. His rear end rose into the air as he lowered his haunches trying to make himself appear bigger. The girl turned to face him, their eyes locking. The lion shook himself free of her gaze as he snarled once more. He looked at the human who was a quarter his size but made no effort to flee from him. Her skin as pale as the Moon above him, her hair flowing out around her shoulders as the wind blew steadily. Her eyes as yellow as his.

      He began quivering as she opened her mouth, revealing teeth similar to his. He knew he was in the greatest peril he'd ever known as he launched forty stones of muscle and bone at the tiny girl. His hunger had evaporated like desert mist. Hers was growing more ravenous as the cat crashed into her.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, they were rolling early. Just as the subdued sun cast its first glow over the land, the wagon was beginning its climb towards the ridge on the horizon. Wilf was taking in the stiff morning breeze, filling his lungs to blow away his recent slumber. Katherine though was still asleep. She'd managed six jugs of ale and had to be carried to her bed by her uncle. And just before they'd set off, she had to be carried to the cart, again by her uncle. He'd wrapped a heavy blanket around Katherine, tightly binding it around her, before placing her in the rear next to the hay bales.

      As the wagon rolled along, Wilf could hear his nieces' gentle snores, mingling with the sounds of the dawn chorus all around him. He chuckled to himself. He'd been young once, although it was too many moons to count now.

      Let her have some enjoyment, he thought. She's been through too much these last few days. The ridge filled his entire view as he crested a small hillock filled with spruces.

      From here he could make out the giant slash that ran down the imposing gorge to the east. Once inside, he would urge the horses on as fast as he'd dare in the tight ravine. He knew the dangers that the ground held for any traveller who was foolhardy enough to roll flat-out. They would go carefully, but swiftly.

      Katherine woke up with a loud sneeze. She tried to sit up but found it hard with the motion of the wagon underneath her. Her head felt slightly fuzzy, her mouth very dry as she looked around herself.

      “Afternoon, young Bathurst,” her uncle boomed from his perch.

      “It's not that late, Uncle. You can't trick me so easily. Do you have anything to drink? I had no idea that ale could make you so thirsty.” She smacked her lips together, trying to work up some spit. He patted the empty space on the seat, motioning for her to join him.

      In as most dignified a manner possible, she landed next to her uncle, straightening her clothing and her hair as she did so. He handed her a fur covered bottle that was the length of her forearm. She uncorked it and hefted it to her lips, greedily drinking the cool spring water that Wilf had filled up with before leaving.

      “How long until we reach the gorge?” she asked whilst wiping her lips dry.

      “Mid-morning I'd say, Kath. Once we're in there, we'll be picking up the pace. We don't want to be still there when the sun starts to set, as it's a dark place even at midday. The shadows lengthen very quickly and before you know it you've hit a rut, and all hell breaks loose.” Katherine didn't comment as she fixed her gaze upon the huge ridge that was slowly drawing near. She could make out the ravine clearly now.

      The entrance was almost within touching distance she thought, the dark rocks seeming to open up for her. Wilf broke her from her gaze. “Once we're inside, keep the conversation to a minimum, Kath. We need to keep our eyes peeled for any signs of danger. It will feel like night time, so keep your eyes sharp and your lips tight.” She nodded as the wagon rolled to a stop at the darkened entrance.

      Wilf climbed down from his seat and pulled a large crossbow from the compartment underneath. He loaded a dart into the breach, pulling on the ligaments until they passed over the trigger catch. He gave Katherine a light sword with a woven leather hilt.

      “Don't hesitate to use this if you think you're in peril, Kath.” She tested the blade with her thumb, satisfied that if she drew the blade even a fraction, it would split the skin.

      “Let's go, Uncle. The sooner we're through, the better.”

      As the entrance swallowed them up, Katherine was amazed at how dark it quickly became. It almost felt like twilight. All around them the black rocks gave off ominous shadows that played tricks on the eyes. A few times she reached for the sword on her lap, convinced that some beast was about to drop on them.

      “It plays tricks on your eyes, my dear. I've not forgotten the strange feeling that this place seems to wrap you up in.” The cart rolled along through the sandy tracks. Here and there, huge boulders were strewn.

      Dotting the floor of the gorge like some giant haphazard chess game. The walls seemed to close in the further they ventured until they almost scraped the sides of the cart before fanning out into a clearing. Ahead, Kath could make out a large building on the side of the northern wall. As they drew near, it looked like the cliffs had grown around the old house, until they seemed to settle right on top of its blackened timbers.

      “What's that place, Uncle?”

      “An old mining station,” Wilf said.

      “For many ages, folk mined into the gorge, digging the Coala rocks out that we use in our stoves. But after too much digging and too many cave-in's, the miners sought safer places to dig. Like the Hills of Porthhog to the north. Nowadays the station is deserted, except for the odd lonely wanderer whom-” His words were cut off as the wagon lurched into soft sand.

      The impact threw Kath against the front rail, knocking the wind from her lungs. The wagon almost tipped over completely as the horses whinnied and struggled against their bonds. Only their forward momentum managed to bring it crashing back down onto four wheels. Wilf, cracked his head off the front rail, an angry red welt appearing just below his hairline. His vision bursting into a million stars.
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        * * *

      

      The sun came up over the vast expanse of desert, spilling its rays over the surf as it crashed onto the shore. The rumble of the sea was joined by the roar of a diesel engine as the Land Cruiser rumbled to a stop halfway up the beach next to a rock pool. The engine died, ticking and cooling as the two occupants gathered their equipment before climbing out into the already warm morning.

      Mark Courtney came around the rear of the vehicle, his long strides hardly being matched by the diminutive African next to him. They approached the small pool, the dolomite rock a solitary feature amongst the sand. Both men stared into the water, whipped by the strong winds from the south-west.

      The little African stooped at the side of the bigger man, spitting into the sand.

      He spoke.

      “More tracks here, Oubaas. He must have rested before heading north.” He pointed his arm along the beach, clearly showing the bigger man the pug marks that grew smaller as they trailed into the distance.

      Courtney looked at the little San. He'd worked this stretch of coast for nearly twenty years as a chief ranger. He was responsible, not only for the local wildlife but for the safety and wellbeing of anyone who set foot within his park. Over the years, he'd dug foolish tourists out of sand dunes when their sedans became stuck. He'd taken thousands of people on desert safaris, accepting their American Dollars.

      From the southern regions near Swakopmund, right up to the far reaches of Damaraland where the elephants came out of the Namib to play in the surf. No one knew this area better than him, except the little man in front of him.

      “Ya, Moses. We'll take a look along this stretch. Maybe the old bugger has gone inland. If so, we'll never find him.” His thick Afrikaner accent almost lost on the wind. “You carry on while I get my stuff. If anyone can find him, you can with your bloody voodoo.” The little man's teeth filled his face as he smiled from ear-to-ear. He took off at a steady trot on old bandy legs, his torn khaki shorts almost reaching his knees.

      Courtney opened the rear door of the jeep, taking out his ammo belt and his radio. He buckled his belt around his khaki waistband, clipping the radio on his hip. Back into the front of the jeep, he pulled out his rifle, checking the breach to make sure he was ready for whatever was out there. He took a spare bullet from his belt, holding it between finger and thumb, mainly out of habit and for added comfort. Holding the gun in the crook of his elbow, he took off after the little San, not surprised to see that he was already a quarter of a mile ahead. He came upon him a few minutes later, already sweating from the exertion.

      “Shit,” the little African said as he pointed to a mound of droppings that looked like wet scoops of chocolate ice cream, peppered with dew.

      “How long?”

      “Last night, Oubaas by the feel of it. The old devil could be fifty clicks away by now.” The big man looked north, as the sand dropped slightly in the distance towards an old river bed.

      Courtney was calculating their best options in his head. He took off at a slow jog towards the river bed with the Bushman almost glued to his heels. The pugmarks could still be seen as they started to turn inland around a large dune to their right.

      “If he crossed the river we'll drive on further north. If he's gone inland, we'll have to….” Both men stopped dead in their tracks. The rifle coming to bear in a quick fluid motion towards its target.

      Thirty yards ahead, on the edge of the river bank half-buried in sand, lay their quarry. As they carefully approached they could tell he was dead. “Jesus man! What happened to him?” The lion lay on its back. Its front legs were broken in a crucifix pose, its rear legs raised to the sky.

      The Bushman looked worried as he circled the beast.

      “Something broke his legs like matchsticks. Look at his paws, Oubaas.”

      Courtney examined the lion's rears paws, amazed to see long strands of what looked like white cloth. “Check the front paws too, Moses.”

      After a quick inspection, the Bushman nodded. “Looks like it came from a dress or a robe, Oubaas. Maybe it snagged something before it died.” Both men looked totally perplexed.

      The bigger man started thinking out loud. “I can't see any other injuries. No bites or claw marks, which could rule out another lion. No other animal would be able to do this, except to an Ele. And I see no tracks to suggest one was here.” Moses nodded his agreement. Lions and elephants had been known to fight. Not on this occasion though. This was something else.

      Then his eyes picked up something along the riverbed, Moses scooting off, leaving the other man alone with his thoughts. Unclipping his radio, he contacted his colleagues. “Courtney to base, over.”

      “Hi, Mark, It's Moira. I hear you over.”

      “Contact the Swakop Police. Tell them we've found the lion, over.”

      “Alive or dead, over?”

      “It was dead when we came across him. Something did a real number on him, over.”

      “Really! Okay, give us your location, over?”

      “We're about fifty clicks north of town. Just past Machinery Graveyard at the side of an old river bed.” He could hear the tapping of fingers on the computer back at the station.

      “Okay, that looks like marker 384 on the C34. I'll get onto them now, over.”

      “Thanks, Moira. We'll be back soon, over and out.”

      “Well done, Mark. Over and out.”

      He clipped his radio back on to his hip as his companion came back to his side, a look of bewilderment on his dark features. “I've found some fresh tracks, Oubaas. But they don't make no sense.”

      “What kind? Lion, elephant?”

      “Human.”

      Courtney looked at his partner, knowing that if he'd said it was a human print, it was. The little African beckoned him to follow him up the riverbed, to where he'd made his discovery. They came to a stop in front of a large area of sand covered in small footprints. The Bushman squatted down, drawing a stick around the print.

      “Oubaas, I'd say this print belongs to a woman. Not very big. Maybe a girl in the first blossom of womanhood.” Mark understood this to be a teenage girl. He knew Moses was an expert tracker, the best he'd ever seen. He could tell the difference between a pregnant elephant and a normal one, just by how the rear pad marks were slightly deeper than the front. He could trust his judgement with his life.

      “A San?”

      “No. our feet are flat from toe to heel. This person has feet like yours, Oubaas, with the natural curve.” He drew a picture in the sand to illustrate his point. “But what troubles old Moses is why would a woman be out here in the desert on her own next to a dead male like him?”

      “Beats me, my friend. It certainly is very strange. We need to check the lion for any more gunshot wounds. It's possible that whoever this is,” he pointed at the footprint, “shot the cat dead.”

      They made their way back down to where the carcass lay. Already birds were circling overhead, checking out the possibility of a free meal. The men ignored the black silhouettes above them and got to their task. Moses knelt by the flank of the beast, rubbing his hands all over to check for any signs of wounding. He ran his hands over the lion ribs, making grunting sounds as he felt each one.

      “It looks like maybe ten ribs are snapped. Whatever killed it had great strength.”

      Courtney looked increasingly uneasy. He knelt next to the dead animal, pulling back a fold of fur under its jawline. Two small puncture marks revealed themselves from the matted yellow fur around them. He looked at the African.

      “Snake? It looks too big to me.”

      “Too big,” Moses agreed. “Could be a Cape Fox or a Cerval that took a bite once it was dead.”

      “Well, I suppose the good news, is that this old bugger won't be attacking any more tourists. The bad news is that whatever did this is still around somewhere. Moses, take a look at the highway. Look for fresh tyre tracks?”

      As the little African ran up the side of a large dune, the big man sat next to the lion, looking it over. A hundred and fifty kilos at least. Not even an elephant could manage to kill you so easily. And if it were another animal, there would be its blood all over the place too.

      What the fucking hell happened here?

      His thoughts were interrupted by his partner who came sliding down the dune next to the footprints, dusting himself off at the bottom. He carefully avoided the patch of prints next to him as he called out to his boss.

      “Nothing. No tyre tracks, no sign of prints of any kind. Nothing came down here. Unless they crossed the river, bed and made off north.” As both men looked across the bed to the other side, the dune behind Moses began shifting, its one side losing its top layer as millions of grains displaced themselves, sliding down to the ground.

      Moses spotted something strange in the dune, thinking his eyes were playing tricks on him. “Look, Oubaas; I'm sure I saw movement inside.” Courtney came up the pathway, stopping to look at the area Moses was pointing at.

      “Could just be a lizard. You may have startled him when you came surfing down the dune.” Distant engine noise made both men look toward the road as a fierce wind kicked up where they were stood.

      “Stay here, Moses; I'll go and get them.”

      As the big Afrikaner made way up the path, Moses looked at the area where the footprints were. Nothing. He rubbed his eyes and looked again. The fifty or so footprints that were clearly visible minutes before had vanished. Blown away on the wind.

      As he scratched his head, the dune moved once more. A swell was showing by his hand. Without thought he snapped his hand out, burying it deep in the sand. His hand locked around what he thought was a foot. Moses thrust his left hand into the dune, locking around what he knew was definitely an ankle and heaved with all his strength. With relative ease, the foot made an appearance through the red sand, followed by a bone white leg. As he pulled, another white leg appeared next to the one he was tugging on.

      “Oubaas. Come quick. Me find legs in the sand.” As he shouted, he became aware that his hands suddenly felt hot, hearing a sizzling sound coming from the sand. He looked at his hands to see that the leg he was grasping was turning black before his eyes.

      The skin began to pucker and weep like a sausage being fried in a pan. He tried to call out to his companion, but a noise cut his voice short. He swore he could hear a muffled scream coming from inside the dune.

      Whatever's in there is in agony, he thought as his hands continued to grip the solitary limb.

      Is this what killed the lion? Before he could answer his question, the leg exploded.

      The African's arms were blown to pieces, the force of the explosion crushing his chest to a bloody pulp. As he was tossed backwards into the river bed, the side of the dune erupted in a maelstrom of sand. Courtney heard the blast and came running, an overweight man in uniform chugging down the pathway behind him. His eyes tried to take in the scene, but it seemed like something from an action movie. The sun was almost blotted out as sand fell all around him. There was a deep crater on the left of the river bed where his friend had slid down, moments before.

      “MOSES!” he bellowed.

      As he frantically looked around, he spotted his friend's mangled body lying below him in the foot of the river bed. He flew down the sandy bank to Moses's side, cradling the African in his arms. He knew he was dead as Courtney's tears splashed onto his scorched face. His arms are missing. Jesus Christ. What the fuck had happened?

      The police officer, whose name was Hennie von Staadan came panting to the lip of the pathway, his shirt already drenched in sweat and covered in red sand. “What the fook, Mark! What 'appened? Ah no. Is Moses…”

      “Yes, Hennie. Yes, he is.” He gently laid his friend of twenty years on the sand, closing the lids of his staring eyes. He looked up at the police officer, tears streaking his face. “Call the army. I think a bomb went off.”

      “Ya,” he said as he walked away from the macabre scene in front of him.

      Mark scrambled back up the bank, his breathing hoarse as he sucked in lungsful of dust. He looked to his right to see that the lion was now laying on its side, facing the opposite way to how they had found it. As he walked towards it, something in the sand caught his eye. He picked up a small piece of shiny metal. The one end was a wickedly curved barb, the other end rounded with a hole in the centre. He absently thought it looked like an elaborate fish hook. Where did it come from? Was it buried in the dune that exploded? He tucked it into his breast pocket as he walked back to the crater.

      The once red sand had been turned black where the explosion had rocked the desert. As the wind blew across the crater, Mark thought his eyes were playing tricks on him as a white imprint of a skeleton appeared. It was perfectly formed, reminding him of the skeleton in his biology class when he was at school. He turned to the police officer who was trotting back towards him, the wind kicking up once more.

      “Hey, take a look at-” As he looked back to the dune, the wind blew the white powdered skeleton out towards the beach. Lost forever to the Benguela current.

      “What have you found, Mark?”

      He hesitated. “Nothing,” he said, confused.

      “The army and more local police are on their way man.” He looked into the river bed at the remains of Moses. “I'm so sorry, Mark. He was a good man.”

      “Yes, he was that.” He looked from the river bed out to sea, sensing that it was no bomb that went off. That stranger things were afoot.

      That night, and for many nights that followed in Marks long life, he dreamt of a giant gorge in a strange land. He often walked the gorge, stopping at the old mining station under the Moon's glow. He often spied a young girl, dressed in white, her face always shielded from him in the darkness. He often woke disorientated, trying to figure out why he'd suddenly started dreaming about this. The reason would elude him. Always unknown.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Ten


          

        

      

    

    
      The shadows in the gorge seemed to move across the walls as the sun tracked its path across the almost unseen sky. Wilf had set to work straight away, mindful of the sunset that was fast approaching. They set about releasing the horses, who stayed close by as they unloaded the wagon of its cargo. Wilf had ordered Kath to stay within sight of the cart and to keep her wits about her as he propped the wagon up to change the wheel.

      Kath could hear the thump-thump of her uncle's mallet as she made her way slowly over to the mining station. She could hear a gentle wind blowing through the rickety building as she mounted the front step. Several of the planks that led into the saloon were badly broken, causing her to reconsider entering the darkness within.

      “Kath. All done. Let's get going,” her uncle shouted from way off. She turned and started to make her way down the front steps as a massive explosion rocked the surrounding cliffs. She was thrown forward, landing heavily, banging her head on a blackened rock.

      The last thing she had seen before she passed out was a blackened cloud pass just over her prone body. An infernal screeching piercing her ears. Wilf had heard the blast before he saw it. He was bent over, loading the broken wheel onto the back of the cart as the wind erupted around him. He spun around to see his niece, who was walking down the front steps of the old mining station, fly across the open ground, landing awkwardly in a heap in the sand. He took off at a run as timber and rock flew in all directions from the building, raining down in a deadly onslaught.

      The horses moaned and kicked at the ground, the explosion clearly setting them on edge as the old man skirted them, heading for his stricken niece. Thankfully the blast flew past Kath as another noise greeted Wilf as he closed in on her. A piercing shriek pummelled his ears as a black wraith-like cloud erupted from the saloon doors, flying straight for the girl. For his niece.

      As the cloud changed shape, Wilf could make out the blackened face as the mist swirled around it. Vampire. He wished he had his crossbow with him as he neared Kath, the feeling of helplessness washing over him.

      “GET AWAY FROM HER, YOU OLD SKAG,” he yelled at her, hoping to distract it away from Kath.

      His words found the mark as the face within the cloud suddenly bared its huge blackened fangs, flying towards him, leaving tendrils in its wake. He could make out the features of the creature as it flew ever closer. The eyes bored into him as they came to within touching distance. Wilf dropped to the floor, knocking the wind from his lungs as he watched the swirling mass of blackness make a wide arc around the clearing, lining up for a second charge. The old man looked around on the floor for any kind of weapon he could use, to no avail. But what caught his eye was by far a greater weapon than anything else against a vampire.

      A ray of sunlight. It came down in the far corner of the clearing near to the wrecked building, illuminating the ground like a beam of hope. He scrambled to his feet and made his salvation, hoping he could reach it in time as the cloud tracked his path. Wilf could hear the crazed whining to his rear, filling his ears almost as much as the pounding of his own heartbeat as he raced over the uneven ground. He was almost there. He would be safe. The man was trying to be positive as the cloud reached out and grabbed him by the collar, hoisting him off the ground, careering towards the cliff face.

      Two things happened at once.

      Firstly, he felt the warm sunshine on the back of his neck. The feeling seemed to calm him before the inevitable happened. Secondly, his ears were filled with a terrible ululation of pain as the creature holding him was vaporised by the sun's rays, sending him crashing down into the coarse sand, knocking the wind from his lungs once more. He lay there for what seemed like an age, feeling his heartbeat gradually subside as he propped himself onto one elbow and looked around to take stock. He could see his niece sitting up, a dazed expression on her face.

      He smiled as he got to his feet, making his way over to her as pollen and grass seeds blew all around the clearing.

      “It's no time to be sitting down,” he chided her gently. “We need to make it to Hotten before nightfall.” He extended his hand, pulling her to her feet.

      She stood awkwardly, a dazed look on her face. “What was that, Uncle?”

      “A vampire spirit.”

      “Spirit?”

      “Yes. It must have recently been destroyed, maybe even in the explosion. It would have roamed the darkened reaches of the land until it found something to feed on. Luckily it wasn't us. Once it had fed, it may have retaken its original form. We were lucky. You're too precious to lose, Kath. I need to get you to your aunts as quickly as we can. Only there will you be safe.” She nodded dumbly, still dazed from the blast.

      He led her over and seated her on the bench, giving her a leather rein to hold onto for support. He didn't want her toppling out of the cart. With a snap of his wrists, the cart lurched forward, its wheels eventually finding the smoother ruts. Wilf looked up at the canyon walls, trying to make out any danger that lurked ahead. Nothing but the red eyes of the Moozers that lived in the forsaken rift. Satisfied they were in no immediate peril, Wilf urged the horses on a pace, keen to get to the other side and the welcome sight of the big roll to the sea.
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        * * *

      

      As they emerged from the eastern crack of the gorge, Wilf reined in his horses and jumped down near a thicket of coarse grass.

      “How far to where we stay tonight, Uncle?” Katherine shouted over the increasing wind. She noticed almost immediately that the sun was clearly visible through the fast-moving clouds and that there was a noticeable tang in the air.

      Wilf noted it too as he inhaled deeply, filling his lungs with the long- forgotten aroma.

      The sea.

      “Hotten lies at the side of the track further down the hill. Hopefully, we can sleep there tonight. We may have to rough it in an old barn, but no matter. Tomorrow we'll be rolling all the way to the sea. If we have good fortune, we'll make Fingles by afternoon as the tide drops away.” He stiffly climbed back onto the wooden bench, snapping the reins once more as they headed ever eastward.
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        * * *

      

      Katherine snuggled down in the barn as the wind outside whipped up a frenzy. There were enough gaps in the crooked planking to allow the fierce gusts to blow straw around the interior. But no matter. She was comfy and surprisingly warm as she suddenly felt the rigours of the day overcome her body. Wilf stood in the doorway, his pipe clasped tightly between his teeth. He looked down at the sleeping form wrapped in blankets and afforded himself a brief smile. He'd never been wed.

      The only woman he'd ever loved had died under the hooves of a horse when he'd had barely any hair on his top lip. He'd known the warmth of a woman's bed for sure but had never connected to another one since his first love. He was envious of his elder sibling but in a nice way. He didn't resent Cedric, but he wished he'd had a son or daughter who came running at the mere sight of him. One who buried their curls in his face and squeezed him for all their worth. Katherine was always his favourite niece.

      Alice was scatty, always having her head in the low-slung clouds, cooking up some crazed escapade with the local girls. Katherine was different. She was a woman, plain and simple. She had filled the gap left by Cedric's wife when she too was killed under the hooves of a spooked horse.

      Katherine is warm and homely. She'd make a fine wife someday, Wilf thought. A loud fart erupted from the back of the barn, making him stifle a chuckle.

      “Aye, as long as the lucky man sleeps with the shutters open, he'll be fine.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Wilf walked over to his resting horses, checking them over. They'd also had a gruelling day but had come through just fine. They lay in a tight circle, trying to shield the other horse next to it from the howling gale. The village past the fence was Hotten. A ramshackle of brick and wooden structures, built within a tall spiked fence, similar to Culnae.

      Wilf knew the eastern lands that rolled down to the sea were fairer, with fewer beasts and dangers roaming the grasslands. He was also aware that complacency was a foolish mistress though, along with the villagers, who all had white crosses adorning their porches. He would try to sleep for a short while before the Moon came up. His horses would warn of any immediate danger. Wilf walked back into the barn, slumping on a hay bale next to his niece and was asleep before he could hear another loud fart echo through the barn.
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        * * *

      

      The two figures stood in the depths of the forested crater, a myriad of noises whistling through the stone structure. Dancing flames from the wall torches barely illuminating the black cloaks they wore. Their faces were shrouded in darkness, except for the eyes. One yellow pair, and one red that offered a slight hue from the black hood. One spoke.

      “Can you taste the air?”

      “Yes. Stale. One was taken last night. Not by one of us either. We may have a rogue out there. Or it could be Guzman. Either way, one of the villagers is lost to us. The other may have moved on, for I cannot make out her scent.”

      “They may have taken her away,” the other whispered. “They may be human, but they're not entirely bereft of cunning. But where would they take her?”

      “The West is a forbidding region, with little or no places of note, unless they took her to the far reaches of Amatoll, where savages roam. South and north maybe an option. We'd have to send out scouts. Or there is east, through the ridge and out to the sea. Those mountains could block her scent quite well, brother.”

      The hood containing the yellow pools of light slowly turned to the other. “When is your next voyage through the void?”

      “Two nights. I will return soon with more blood for our master. We could leave the villagers be, for now. They are just scared witless at losing another. One day, they'll bring her back. By then my work on the other side will be almost at an end, brother.” The red orbs vanished, reappearing as he blinked.

      “We're counting on you, brother. He'll be forever in your debt once he has woken. You're the only one who has shone through. The rest have indeed struggled. The woman and the boy should never have been let into the coven, for they have yielded scant reward.” The black hood nodded in the torchlight.

      “I must take some rest before I travel back. I'll see you soon.”

      “Happy hunting.”

      The two figures parted, leaving the forest to make her sounds, helped by the wind that rocked her branches.
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        * * *

      

      Wilf threw the dead deer into the back of the cart before climbing onto the bench next to his niece. Katherine looked at him disapprovingly.

      “Uncle! How can you eat such a lovely animal?”

      “Because he will taste so good. If we make good time this morning, I'll roast him over the fire when we reach Fingles. You may scoff now, but you'll be feasting on sweet meat tonight I promise you.”

      A snap of the reins and the cart moved off over rutted grooves that led to the main track. Katherine looked at the countryside that ran down to the far-off coast. Bent trees stood like lone figures out in the grasslands. On the horizon to the north and south, she could see smoke rising from similar villages, only to be blown towards the gorge they'd just traversed. Above, she could see the sun making its way across the cloud-strewn sky.

      “Woah. I can really see the sun, Uncle. I can feel its warmth on my skin.”

      “Aye, Kath. The further we go, the more its strength will grow over the land. By the time, we reach the coast, Korgan's influence will all but have ebbed away.”

      “Uncle Wilf, can I ask you a question?” He looked at his niece, nodding readily. She cleared her throat. “I've never really heard any stories about great Grandpa George. It's almost like it's forbidden to talk about the subject. Why?”

      Wilf looked at the distant villages and small holdings dotted across the land. Inside, he felt it wasn't a conversation that needed to be avoided here. He nodded to himself before clearing his throat.

      “We don't talk about that back at Heronveld because we are still under their hold. Folk think it will bring them ill luck if they spin old tales of a strange man who came to our land. Korgan's minions themselves may overhear us and vent their anger on the village. Out here, and certainly at Mo's, you'll be able to hear more stories about your ancestors.”

      “All I've heard is that he landed in the Vale and had to be hidden from the vampires because he was special. That they wanted to harvest him.”

      “That's true enough, although it's much more in depth than that, Kath.”

      “Then tell me about how he got to be in our lands. Come on, Uncle Wilf, we've a long roll ahead of us today, and I for one can think of no better topic of conversation than my family's adventures.” She smiled at him and he could not resist reciprocating.

      He knew the story by heart, although the last time he'd heard it fully, he was around his niece's age. Wilf couldn't ever remember telling the story. It was the village elders that had spun the yarn.

      He nodded and got comfy. “It was merely by chance that our ancestors came across him. They were staking out the Vale, waiting for the appearance of Tamatan.”

      “Tamatan? What's that?”

      “Not what. Who? Tamatan was, or is a particular nasty scrote, who jumps between lands, causing mayhem wherever he chooses. He's a demon, taking his strength from the souls he terrifies. My Grandpa George once told me that Tamatan had also been seen in his land. Judging by the information he'd gleaned over the years here, he was certain it was the same individual. In his land, he was known as Jack. He told me stories about how Tamatan would terrorise people around the time that he'd lived there. Over many seasons or years in their tongue, he'd appear, create a whirlwind of destruction and vanish. George told me about how Tamatan's eyes were flaming orbs, and he'd constantly change his appearance. Once the folk here told him of similar stories, old George started accepting that all our lands, or worlds as he'd call them were linked together like threads of silk on a spider's web. Anyway, I'm straying from the path. Get yourself comfy, Kath. It's a long story.”
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      For a few seconds, he was frozen solid, peering into eyes that bored into his brain. Only the sound of a light voice snapped him out of his trance. “Welcome to your new home,” the boy said heartily.

      “I'm dreaming. Barati, wake me up for God's sake!”

      “You're out of the reaches of God now. He holds no sway here.” He looked back to see the cave behind him slowly fade from view.

      The light from the entrance where he'd stumbled only a few seconds ago, ebbed away to leave him in blackness. Only the twin pools of light and the pale face seemed to reach out to him in the darkness. He felt the torn skin on his knee, the other hand still planted on the cool flagstones. George's breathing was ragged as he tried to stumble to his feet. His eyes locked onto the boy's, seeming to freeze him in mid-stumble.

      For a moment, he swayed on his feet until the yellow glow soothed his breathing, making him feel altogether calm.

      “Come, big man of the mountains. Let me take you to your new masters.” He reached out and touched George's fur Parka, liking the soft material as caressed it with his white fingers.

      “My reward will be this nice coat. That will keep me warm in the coldest of places. Anya will approve.” George said nothing, his feet monotonously plodding forward through the bracken of the forest floor.

      “You'll need no such fancies where you are going. A hard bed and a rat-infested cell awaits you, mountain m-.” His sentence ended abruptly as he snagged his booted foot on an old tree root, sending William careering backwards into the ferns.

      It jolted George out of his walking slumber, his senses quickly returning. In a split second it took for the spell to be broken, George had assessed his situation. He was either dreaming, in which case Barati would soon be waking him with a mug of sweet tea. Or this was real and the creature in front of him was some kind of monster. Either way, his choice was the same.

      Take flight.

      He took off up the hill, his long loping strides unsteady in unfamiliar surroundings. Ahead, he could make out a thinning in the forest. Already his heart was thudding in his chest, his brow slick with sweat due to the heavy winter coat and leggings.

      No matter, he thought.

      He'd rather be hot and alive, then cold and dead. William shot to his feet, mere seconds after banging his head off a rock on the forest floor.

      He felt no pain, for such things didn't affect him. What he did feel were anger and fear. Anger at losing his catch momentarily. Fear, for what may happen to him if he didn't regain him. He twirled around, trying to catch a glimpse of colour in the blackness of the Vale. Movement up the hill caught his eye.

      “Too easy,” he said to himself as he took off at a sprint after the stranger. He would soon be in the favour of the elders. He smiled as he fled after his quarry.

      The four men (Acker Bathurst, Leif Torgul, Elner Wulf, Jannie Rogan) stood under the silvery orb of a full Moon, its dim light barely puncturing the low-lying mist. They stood alone in the middle of the path that skirted the Vale as it meandered its way to their village and onto the wilds to the east. All the men were dressed in black. Black capes, leggings and boots, crudely woven and shod, but sturdy.

      All had serious faces, a few scars here and there thrown in for good measure. The three had dirty grey hair under their capes, the colour of ash. The fourth man's head was clean shaven, save for two grey mutton chops that ran the length of his considerable ears. He was larger than his three companions. Even in the darkness, he gave off an aura of leadership and power. He looked at the three figures beside him and smiled inwardly. I couldn't have chosen three more unsavoury cut-throats to be out hunting on this night.

      They could all shoot cricklefly from a cow's rump at twenty paces. He also approved of the casual vibe that radiated from them. They were out in the dead of night, waiting for what could be an encounter with death, and yet they joked and jostled like they were setting up the crab's board at the local watering den.

      “Is Magda missin' ya, Jannie?” Leif Torgul snickered through his crooked teeth. “Or is another man keeping your side of the bed warm tonight?”

      Jannie laughed under his hood before his deep melodious voice purred. “She could take you both on at the same time and still have the energy to cook me smoked herring afterwards. She gets enough jig-jig from this old man to keep her oven stoked.”

      All four men laughed, including Acker. He'd known these men since they'd all ploughed the tough soil out at Yeo's Farm, countless seasons before. Jannie added to the conversation as the laughter subsided.

      “If Jannie were at home, you'd all hear the moans floating through Amatoll, whereas the only noises from Elner and Leif's bedrooms would be snoring and farting.” More laughter erupted from the foursome as a large black gull flew overhead. Acker looked up instinctively, knowing the gull had been spooked from its perch close by.

      “Shh, men. Somethin's amiss.” They all listened as a gradual crackling sound came from down the pathway.

      Elner spoke first. “Somethin's a'headin our way, boys.”

      He'd just finished his sentence as a large figure in a grey-furred coat broke from the tree-line a stone's throw from where they stood. The stranger stopped for a moment before spotting them, sprinting towards them hollering.

      “Please, help me! There's a monster after me. You've gotta help me.” The four men drew their sling-shots, already loaded with silver barbs.

      “Hold your ground,” Acker boomed. “You'll not trick us so quick. You're one of Korgan's lot, here to take us for yer supper.” The figure stopped in his tracks, his hands falling to his knees, trying to regain his breath.

      “What? I don't understand. You've gotta help me.” Another smaller figure broke from the trees just behind the grey-cloaked stranger.

      “It's an ambush, men. Let the big one have the first taste of our steel.” George heard a strange whining sound before he was struck by the four barbs almost simultaneously.

      Two hit him in the upper chest, one fastened onto his right shoulder whilst the fourth barb skewered his right bicep. He went down like he'd been stitched with machinegun fire, the four men advancing on him. The smaller figure approached slower now, a growing wariness settling upon him.

      “Behold,” Acker boomed. “We've seen this one before. Korgan's youngest disciple. Come closer, boy. Come and taste some silver.” The boy hissed at them, needing to taste flesh.

      Any would do.

      Young or old.

      The men were slower to draw a second barb. William knew he had but a split second. He launched himself at the biggest of the four, covering the distance in a single leap. Acker went over as the wind was driven from his lungs. Years of brawling had seasoned his reactions, his rough hands grabbing the boy's lapels as curved fangs swooped in for the kill.

      The young vampire's strength shocked him, calling on all his strength to hold the vampire at bay. Although inches from a painful death or an eternity of blood lust, Acker could sense a growing light all around him. He looked up just in time to see the boy wail in pain as his three friends bought their crosses to bear all around him. The vampire's weight shifted slightly, allowing Acker to reach into his cape.

      As quick as his old body allowed, he swung the ever brightening cross until it smacked into the boy's cheek. A scream that would have woken half of the land emitted from his lips, sending birds fleeing into the black night.

      “WAAAAAAH,” he screamed as gravity plucked him into the air.

      He hung there, his face bearing a blackening X mark across the one cheek. The boy regarded them through venomous yellow eyes. “Cunts! Filthy cunts. You'll pay for that, you worthless sacks o' shit.” The four men formed a circle underneath the boy, crosses held aloft to ward him off.

      “Such colourful language for one so young,” Acker shouted.

      Jannie joined in, enjoying himself immensely. “I hope your Mammy doesn't hear you talk like that, you little scrag. Or you'll be in for a vampire-whooping across yer behind.” The men laughed as the boy suddenly flew into the tree line, his wails echoing through the forest as he went.

      Acker blew out a breath. “That was a close one, men. I nearly soiled my breeches,” he said.

      They all erupted into laughter, slapping each other on the shoulders. After a few seconds, they fell silent in unison, their heads focusing on the prone form that lay a few feet away. Gingerly, they approached.

      “We got him good,” Leif said. “Yet he is still here. He's not melted or caught fire. Fuckenhell! I hope we've not killed one of our own.” Acker bent down, his cross extended towards the unconscious stranger. With his free hand, he turned him over, a low groan coming from the man on the ground. They looked at him as he tried to focus on them.

      He suddenly became aware of the wounds that had been inflicted. “Yers fucking shot me! Why in God's name would you do such a thing?”

      Acker could see that his cross's brightness had ebbed away, leaving the white wood cooling in his palm. This is no monster, he thought. But who is he, and where did he come from?

      “Who are ya? And how did you come to be in these parts?”

      George sat up and moaned as he became aware of the extent of his injuries. “Ah,” he winced, pausing to regain his thoughts. “My name's George Drysdale. And.”

      He paused again.

      “And I've no idea where I am. A few minutes ago, I was in a cave in the mountains. Now I'm in a forest. What's happening?”

      “My,” Acker whistled. “You're an outlander. From another place. Men, he must have come through a doorway in the forest.”

      “Aye a doorway.” He adjusted his position. “What was that thing that brought me here?”

      “Vampire,” they all said as one. “And you're fortunate you managed to give him the heave-ho. Or you'd have been bled dry. Talking of blood, let's have a look at you. We got you pretty good,” Acker said as he peeled open Georges coat.

      Two silver barbs protruded from the cloth of his shirt. The white cotton slowly turning dark in two patches.

      George suddenly felt woozy, his head lolling to one side. “Feel funny. Need to…” His voice trailed off as his head bounced off the gravel. The men crowded around him, making tutting and clicking sounds at their handiwork.

      Elner chirped. “Although we damn near killed him, I'm impressed with our shooting. We've still got the knack.”

      “That we do,” Acker said softly as he made a quick assumption. “We need to get him back to the village swiftly so I can stop the bleeding. We don't want this poor man's soul on our consciences. Also, he must smell as sweet to the vampires as a jug of ale does to Jannie here. We need to make haste men. Or else every monster from here to Agar will be upon us.” A limb on each shoulder, their hands supporting his body, the men made for the village as fast as they could. Praying that they would make it in time before hell caught up with them.
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        * * *

      

      George slowly came to, stretched out on a gnarled old table. Fortunately, whoever placed him there had the good sense to lie his thick parka underneath him. At least he woke with a modicum of comfort. He tried to sit, his body creaking almost as much as the table underneath him.

      “Take it slowly,” a voice said from the dark recesses of the room. “Don't strain yourself or you'll undo all the good work I've done.” A large man with a bald head and huge mutton chops approached George. He seemed to be limping slightly. Either through age or injury?

      “You've had a trying night. Be thankful it's now morning, and that you're still breathing. My name is Acker Bathurst.”

      George looked at the man standing across the room from him. He looked friendly enough. Probably about the same age as his father, give or take. Although something didn't fit. He seemed different. Maybe it was his clothes that looked like they belonged a few hundred years in the past. His parched throat croaked as he spoke. “What happened to me?”

      “We shot you. And for that I'm sorry. We thought you were one of them, and that it was a trap. Once we saw that the cross had no effect, we knew that you were like us. Just from a different place.”

      “So, where am I now?” George said as he looked out of a large window. He could make out a porch outside with what looked like a large piece of grass beyond.

      “You're in my home, the village of Heronveld in the land of Elksberg. I'll wager you've never heard of such a place?” He looked at George, taking pity on the dumbfounded expression that was etched across his face.

      “So, I'm not in Nepal?”

      “I've never heard that name, George. I think you need a strong drink.” Acker limped over to a table underneath the large window and picked up a clay jug with a stopper in the top.

      George heard the clink of glass as the old man returned to where he lay. Placing the two tumbler glasses on the table, he uncorked the jug before pouring a healthy measure into both.

      “Here. This will liven you up, young lad.”

      George took the glass that contained a dark liquid that looked like black tea. Tentatively, he sniffed. “It smells like Scotch,” he said.

      “Although a rough one at that.” He took the whole contents in one draught, savouring the taste and the burn in his throat.

      “Rough! That's my finest Hokie. It's been brewing for twenty seasons. Anyway, I'm getting off the point. The boy that you took you from your land is a vampire. You're in a different land now. Maybe even a different world?”

      “What? That's nonsense! How can that be? There are no such things as other worlds. This must be some kind of awful dream?”

      “No dream, lad.” He extended his hands, indicating that George takes them. Once he did, Acker lifted him off the table so that they were stood eye to eye. “How are your legs, George? Can you walk a pace?”

      “Aye, I think so,” he said, slightly unsure of himself.

      “Come. Let me show you where you are now. In my land.” He led George through the solid wooden door out onto a porch. Two rickety steps down and the two men were standing on stubbly green grass that extended over to other buildings on the far side of the clearing.

      “This is our village. Not much to look at, but it serves our purpose and has done since before we can remember.” George looked up at the sky. Low-slung clouds seemed to caress the tops of the trees, the sun a faint silvery orb beyond.

      Acker saw what the younger man was thinking. “We've had no sun for hundreds of seasons. Korgan keeps the land under his spell, even though he's resting now. That way, his minions can travel to and fro, protected from the sun's rays. Only a few wander about in daylight mind, they are not like the others. They almost look like you and me.”

      “Who is Korgan?”

      “All in good time, son. Your head has taken in way too much already. I don't want your cogs seizing up with all our stories and legends.” George nodded absentmindedly.

      He saw several similar buildings to the one he'd just stepped out of. People were going about their business like any other community does on any regular day. He could see pigs and chickens roaming around the village, happily foraging for whatever scraps they could find. Beyond the buildings, an imposing forest loomed over the land, taking up almost all of George's view. He could just make out a rutted track that split the trees behind Bathurst's home. His mind began to spin. He wanted to be shaken awake by the familiar face of Barati. He wanted to get back to his home, his family. Normality. His thoughts were swept away by the sound of a woman's voice close by.

      “Pa! Come quickly.” George looked over at the fringe of the forest to see the most beautiful thing he'd ever laid eyes on. She appeared no older than himself. The woman looked rangy, almost matching his height. He suddenly realised that he was stood alone as Bathurst's purposeful strides took him away from George towards the woman. He gave chase gingerly, curious as to what was occurring in the forest, and more so to find out who the mystery girl was.

      “What is it, Anna?” Acker said as he reached the fence. George's appraisal was right. She would almost match his height. And the closer he got, the more stunning she appeared to him. He stood next to Bathurst, gawping at her like a lost puppy.

      “A messenger, Pa.” She looked at George, surveying the strange man that was the talk of the village. “Is this the man you found last night? He looks funny. His clothes are odd.” Before she could add to her assessment, her father cut her off.

      “Where, Anna?”

      “In the forest. Can you see him in the clearing?”

      Acker climbed through the wooden fence like a fighter entering the ring and strode into the forest. Ahead, in a small clearing, a diminutive figure stood propped against a tree. “Come closer so we can talk,” Acker bellowed. The voice that came back seemed to float through the forest, barely audible.

      “And risk being dazzled by your trinkets. I think not, elder.”

      “No harm will befall you if you act accordingly. You have my word.”

      The small figure seemed to think the statement through before gliding through the ferns and undergrowth until he stood facing Acker. George looked at the man, who was dressed in check trousers, leather boots and a smart waistcoat with a check shirt. His hair was a lank black affair that hung lifelessly at the sides of his pale face. He looked as out of place as George did.

      “You have taken a very precious prize, elder. One that is needed at haste in the Vale.”

      “I take it you are referring to the young man we came across last night.” He turned and pointed at George.

      “Indeed. He is a special one. We've been tracking him for some time. Korgan needs his blood to aid his recovery. Give him up now, and when our master has risen and defeated his brother, he may look on your folk with a favourable eye.”

      Acker stood for a moment, digesting what the messenger had offered him. He looked back at George, noticing his only daughter stood next to him.

      Both so young. So much to live for, he thought.

      He turned back. “And if I refuse to hand him over.”

      The little vampire's face turned into a grimace, his eyes glowing yellow in the dim forest. “Then you will all perish in the foulest ways you can imagine. Your village will be wiped from existence. Just ashes and dust will remain.”

      Acker stood, facing the diminutive figure down until his shoulders sagged in resignation. “I will do as you ask, but first I need to confer with the elders, for we need to reach the same agreement. It is the way we do things.”

      “Just be quick,” the voice hissed back. “My patience grows thin.” Acker strode to the fence where the whole village was now assembled. Jannie, Elner and Leif were all stood at the fence, white knuckles gripping the top rail. Acker went straight to them, calling them in close to give them his idea. George was ushered into the circle, Anna huddled close to him.

      “He wants to take George to the Vale and is demanding we hand him over or fear the worst,” Acker muttered.

      “Hog's balls!” Elner said. “We can't just hand him over to a long and miserable death. We all know what happens to folk who end up there, Acker.” Bathurst nodded his agreement. He looked at the other two elders; a grim expression etched onto their faces. They agreed.

      He went on in hushed tones. “He only came to us last night and we know him not from Adam. But he's someone's son, and I'll not hand him over for some foul beast to play with as he sees fit. Are you with me, men?”

      “Aye,” was the reply. They all looked at George.

      Acker noticed the close proximity of his only daughter to this handsome stranger. He nodded. “George, don't speak, just listen and do as I bid and no harm will come to you. Anna, we're going to appear to do as the messenger wants. When we take George to him, I want you to protest. I'm sure you know how to kick up a fuss.”

      She pulled her tongue out at him, almost making him smile. “Good. I will play along with your little show.”

      Acker addressed George. “Just let yerself be led, son. Struggle a bit and maybe issue a few curses along the way. Make him think he's getting what he wants. His ego will be too wrapped up in his reward to know what's on its way.”

      “What is on its way?” Jannie enquired.

      “We stake him. That will give us enough grace to get George out of here. For they will come for him tonight. If we can get him as far as Culnae, his scent may be lost to them. They'll come for us for sure, so we'll defend the village. The crosses will do their work.” They all nodded.

      They briefly conferred as to how they would get the better of the thing that was stood waiting for them. While they talked, the forest billowed and yawned, tree trunks bowing and swaying against the wind. The four elders moved slowly forward, Acker and Jannie linking their arms through the crook of George's elbows. His legs seemed to dig into the foliage as they led him, making it look like he was frozen in terror. Acker and Jannie both had the same thought at the same time, by God, this lad's as heavy as a wild boar.

      Anna trailed behind them, almost tripping over their boots. “Pa, you can't just hand him over to this monster. You know what will happen to him, you heartless bastard!”

      A little too well acted, young lady. I didn't know you knew such colourful language, Acker thought.

      George was mumbling an incoherent trail of words that no one could make out as they neared the messenger, the vampire's face almost glowing with excitement at the prospect of such a catch.

      Time seemed to slow down for Acker as he approached the pint-sized monster. The forest seemed to slow with him, ferns gently swaying in time with his steady breathing. He could see the pointed end of a grey canine that peeked out from under the messenger's upper lip. The malevolence on his face increasing Acker's adrenalin. They were making the right choice, whatever the consequences. His mind came back on track as they made it to the handover spot.

      “Sorry, George. I have to think of the lives of my kin. I mean you no harm, but my hands are shackled.”

      “Please, no,” George whimpered. “I want to go home. Don't do this, for God's sake!” The vampire winced at the mention of the word God, his eyes glowing almost white. George fell to his knees, almost touching his future prisoner's boots as his cries rang out through Amatoll.

      “On your feet, young man. Don't make it worse, for I am not one to cross.” Acker and Jannie appeared at George's side and began to manhandle him to his feet. Both men remained silent as the vampire reached out to take George by the lapel of his shirt. Acker made his move the same time as his friend.

      Jannie grabbed the messenger's right arm and threw himself forward, opening up the smaller man's chest for Acker to pinpoint. Before the vampire could react, Acker's stake, with its leather weaved hilt thudded into the fabric of the vampire's waistcoat.

      “What the,” he began to say before he realised he was done for. Leif strode forward and plucked George from his grasp, propelling the young Scotsman into a nearby bush. They all watched the messenger as he looked down at his chest, a look of incomprehension etched onto his face.

      “Take that message back to your masters, you scrawny slither of horse prick,” Acker roared as the vampire began to hiss.

      “You will pay for th…,” before his words were out he vanished in a flash of light. Ackers stake landed in the undergrowth with barely a rustle. A concussion rang out across the forest, buffeting trees and plants as hundreds of birds took to the skies.

      He turned to the villagers. “They will not allow this to go unpunished. They will return when the sun has set. We need to move fast.” The small band hustled through the forest, back to the village where they headed for Bathurst's home. They stood on the wooden veranda, its timbers gently creaking as they leant against its railings. Acker pounded the boards, his mind a whirl of activity. His three closest friends, his daughter and George watched him in silence as he went back and forth.

      Finally, he stopped next to his daughter.

      “We need to get him as far away from here as possible, Anna. He cannot go back through the door he came from, or else he could end up somewhere else entirely. And what good would that do him? We leave immediately.” He beckoned his three friends.

      “Leif, we must take them out of their reach. The safest place is the sea. Remember that spit of land out past Fingles?” Leif nodded, remembering a few seasons past when he and Acker had visited that region.

      He simply nodded his agreement. Bathurst smiled thinly then turned to the other two elders. “You two rogues stay here and guard the village. Tonight will be a fearsome affair. You need to rally the people and stand firm.” The duo nodded, their faces showing the gravity of the situation. Acker turned to his daughter.

      “Pack everything that you need, for you will not be coming back here for a long time.” He turned to George. “Nor will you, George. If you truly want to get back home, you need to do as I ask now.”

      “But I need to get back to my family. They will be worried sick about me. Wherever I am now is not my home. I'm grateful for your help of course, but I need to get back to Scotland.”

      Acker nodded.

      “And someday you shall, George. Of that, I'm almost certain. Almost. I have no answers about how you got here. We're just simple folk, who lead simple lives. You being here is a real bind for us, because our folk are now in danger. So, you need to listen to me. We will take you to a safe place to hide out for a while. Once things have settled, we will look to try to get you back home. You have my word.”

      George looked at the village elder. He saw only truth in his eyes. He looked to his left and looked into the eyes of his daughter. He was impressed with how calm she appeared. So self-assured. Also, he couldn't hide the fact that she was simply beautiful. He looked back at the village elder. “So where do I go?”

      “East,” Acker replied. “You two will leave before immediately.”

      “Okay?” George replied quietly.

      “Anna will go with you. For if there is to be reprisals here, I don't want her in harm's way. If you make good time, you can camp out at Culnae tonight.” He turned to Anna.

      “You know the route to Fingles by now, Daughter.” She nodded readily. “Go there and find Alkash, the village elder. He knows me well, and we have an understanding. Tell him you need to stay there with them for however long it takes. Once I deem it safe to return, I will come for you both. Let's get moving. We need a head start on whatever lurks in the Vale.”
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      Birmingham, 2009

      The white saloon car pulled up in the pitch-black car park with a scrunch of its tyres on the gravel underneath. The engine died, leaving the two passengers sat in the gloom, motionless before the woman turned to the man to get the ball rolling. “The usual twenty quid's worth, then is it? Or do you fancy something more daring out in the open?”

      “Twenty,” the man replied abruptly, thrusting a note into the woman's fist.

      “Okay then, boss. Lie back and enjoy. Oh, and you're dropping me at the Dogpool on the way back. Agreed?”

      “Yes-yes,” the dark-skinned man said reclined his seat, interlacing his fingers behind his head to get comfy for what was about to happen. The blonde woman with her thick makeup and cigarette odour busied herself with his fly and belt buckle before she was into the routine, her head gently bobbing up and down in Kasim's lap.

      Kasim Farouk's night as a Birmingham taxi driver was almost halfway done, but with many long hours ahead before he finally collapsed into bed next to his wife the following morning. He worked as a taxi driver, along with a day job. He smiled at the thought of this while he was being blown in the front seat of his car, wanting to enjoy it and not go off too quick. He'd met the girl administering this week's pleasure outside a city nightclub. She'd been unable to pay, so they had come to an agreement and in the months, that followed it had become a regular thing.

      He knew she was a prostitute, a filthy western infidel too. However, he couldn't help himself. It was getting more and more addictive. This was his secret life that no one knew about, making the thought of it all so dangerous and exciting compared to his mundane day-to-day existence.

      A few minutes later, Kasim was tugging his trousers over his knees and up to his waist as he struggled to get fastened up. The woman took a small bottle of vodka out of her bag. She took a good swig before offering the bottle to him.

      “Fancy a drop of this, darling? It'll put hairs on yer chest.” She offered him a lurid sneer as she showed him the bottle.

      “No! Get that filthy stuff from under my nose,” he said in his thick Pakistani accent. “I drive you back to the pub.” He reached for his seat belt, wanting to get this woman out of his car quickly.

      “Hang on, darling; I need a quick slash before you set off. Just hang on a mo.” She opened the door, visibly shivering as a gust of cold air blew into the warm interior.

      Bracing herself, she set off across the car park, heels sliding over the stones as she sought out a place to do her business. Not knowing what was waiting for her.
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        * * *

      

      He came through the door and stood in the moonlight, surveying the unfamiliar landscape around him. This was a new place to him, and he needed to be on his guard. But maybe, just maybe some fruit would come out of his endeavours. In front of him, the ground fell away sharply, giving him a good vista of the surrounding land. He could see a vast green expanse, dotted with strange white pits here and there, stretching over to a similar hill.

      He strained his eyes at a low object on the horizon, under a silvery moon. It looked to him like a small castle, standing alone like a sentinel, keeping watch over the night. It drew his attention further as he heard a low rumbling sound and light coming from that direction.

      He took a few paces forward, his nose twitching as he sniffed at the cold night air. He knew his time was limited so he set off in the direction of the lone structure, his feet barely touching the forest floor as he went.

      He came across the white car after a few minutes, its bonnet still ticking as it slowly cooled down. He didn't know what to make of the large white object, but he was more interested in the person sat inside. It looked to be a man, eyes closed, facing upwards. He watched him for a few moments, wondering what to make of this. The man suddenly lets out a cry that made Guzman jump back a few steps, baring his teeth in a defensive growl. He slowly regained his calm, becoming more and more intrigued as a woman's head appeared from the man's lap, wiping a hand across her face as she talked to him.

      A few words were exchanged before she climbed out of the big creature into the cold night air. Guzman slunk back into the shadows as the woman tottered past him towards the rock structure on the horizon. He jumped as the white creature began making low growling noises, emitting a foul smoke from its tail. He didn't like being so close to the enormous beast so he chose to follow the woman, hoping that he may quench his thirst at least once more before he had to pass back through to his world.

      The woman approached the stone structure, fumbling in her bag as she came to rest against one of its cold rocky walls. She pulled a small packet of tissues out of her bag, casting it to one side as she pulled down her knickers and squatted in the gravel at the side of the building. He could hear her relieving herself, smelling the bitter tang of her urine at the back of his throat. He was feeling increasingly uneasy about where he'd found himself. He needed to act, quickly.

      She rose to her feet, tugging her panties back up into place before she set off back to the car. As she looked up, she froze on the spot, noticing a figure stood ten feet away from her. She could tell from the outline against the night sky that the man stood there was not her taxi driver. This figure seemed shorter, with heavyset shoulders and hands the size of dinner plates. She tried to regain her composure, hoping to bluff her way out of the situation with balls and bravado.

      “What do you think you're doing? Sneaking a dirty peek, mate? There are laws against things like that.” No reaction. He just stood there, gently swaying in the wind like a tree. She tried a different tack. “Look, me fella's in his car over there. Don't let him catch you pervin' over me or he'll fuck you up big time.” Still no reaction.

      She started to panic, thinking about making a run for it left or right, hoping to catch him off guard and win a few precious seconds.

      Just then he spoke. “I can understand your words. Even though I've never ventured through this door before. Tell me, where am I?”

      “Door? Look, mister, I don't know where you've escaped from, but I think you should get back quickly before the men in white coats come for ya.”

      “Where am I?” She looked utterly bemused by his question. “You're on the bleedin' Moon. Where do ya think you are?” She looked at the shadow bemused, a wariness creeping under her skin. “You're in Birmingham. Y'know, in England.”

      His face gave a flicker of recognition. Something deep within his memory sparked when he heard the word England. He mouthed the word silently to himself, trying to catch the meaning the memory resurrected. The woman started to move to one side, hoping that he would just stand immobile while she hot-footed it back to the safety of the car, and Kasim. He sensed her move and started his own movements, gliding towards her until their faces were only a few feet apart.

      Before the woman knew what was happening, she was lifted off her feet, moving backwards until she bumped against the cold stones of the monument. She looked into the eyes of the man who was too close for her own comfort, her breath held. His eyes now glowed yellow in the moonlight, his skin a deathly pallor of grey. When his lips parted, revealing massively curved canines, her bowels voided, splattering the ground between her feet. She knew what she was looking at. She'd watched enough late-night horror movies to know what she was looking at. However, she knew that it could not be possible.

      There was no such thing as, vampires. Her mind seemed to reel as events happened in front of her eyes.

      The man moved to within an inch of her neck as his mouth began to gape, poised for the kill. But he suddenly recoiled from her, his nose twitching and wrinkling. He spat on the floor then sniffed the air around the woman's body as if trying to discern her fragrance.

      His face changed again as a memory came back to him. England. Ports-mouth. Barbara. Bar-.

      As he stood, trying to unlock a thought from his past, the woman seized her opportunity. She reached into her bag, pulling a small black object the size of a mobile phone from the inside, gripping it in her right hand, ready to strike. She flicked a switch on its side as she thrust it just below the man's ear, pressing another button as it hit his skin. Blue light flickered, a crackling sound coming from the stun gun as it delivered its payload into the man's neck. She kept her finger pressed down, waiting for her attacker to fall to the ground in a heap as others had before him. Nothing. No reaction from him at all, except a deep snarl that emitted from his lips.

      The woman could not believe the thing was still standing in front of her. This stun gun was guaranteed to drop anybody, of any size.

      Oh god. Maybe he really is a-.

      Before she had time to finish her thought the man's left hand clamped down on the top of her head, his huge fingers reaching halfway down her skull. As his fingers clamped onto her head, he snapped her skull back in one swift movement. Her head went back, hitting the top of her shoulders, a sickening crunch filling his ears. He let go of her as she slumped to the floor, twin lines of blood seeping from her nose.

      He stood over her, sniffing the air. He spat again. “Rotten meat. No good.” A noise behind him made him spin round, baring his teeth as he did so.

      A man had appeared to climb out of the white beast, shouting something that floated across the parkland to him. “I'm not fooking waiting no longer. Make your own way back, bloody bitch.” Eddie's nose picked up what he had smelt earlier, and he immediately began to salivate.

      The man was his prize for the night. His sustenance. He watched as he climbed back inside the beast, maybe ready to take flight before him. Eddie's mind was made up as he took off across the grass, covering the three hundred yards in mere seconds. His thirst made any fear of the beast dwindle as he ground to a halt at its side where the dark-skinned man sat. His hands dug into the hard skin as he ripped a huge slab off the beast, revealing a cowering man looking up at him. Before either could speak, Eddie sunk his teeth into his prey's neck.

      The dark-skinned man couldn't move or make a sound, shock taking over his body. Eddie's eyes glowed brightly as he drank with all his force, trying to drain the man quickly. No sport was needed on this night as he needed to get back through the door before he was stuck in the strange land. Kasim's body was flinching and shaking as his lifeforce was drained, the tips of his moustache and hairline turning a dull grey in the gloomy light of the car's interior. His skin began to pucker and wither as Eddie drained the last of his blood, withdrawing his fangs from the victim.

      Small tendrils of smoke seemed to dance around the two puncture marks on the side of his neck, as the man's eyes clouded over milky-white. Kasim sat there lifeless, his identification tag swinging from the rear-view mirror in front of his dead eyes. Eddie stood next to the car looking at the stars, his head back and mouth open as he made a satisfied grunting noise. He looked towards the far hill that was his way home.

      He knew time was against him. Without looking back at his prey, he took off at a blistering pace, making his way down one hill and up another within a minute, arriving at the doorway. As he drew closer, he could see that it was no longer there, leaving him stuck here 'til midnight on the next day.

      Merde! Now I must find a place to hole up before the sun appears. It may be a different sun in this land. I must move quickly.

      A few hundred yards from the now-vanished doorway, he came across a huge stone building. Guzman circled it in the undergrowth of the forest, checking for signs of life or danger. Once satisfied he was safe, he noticed several small stone carvings at the front of the building. They were three feet tall with a circular stone on top, holding a stone cross in the centre of the headpiece.

      As he moved closer, the crosses began to glow, making him cower and fall backwards onto the well-cut lawn. He hissed at the gravestones, not understanding the relevance to the cross, but being wary all the same. As he slowly backed away, Eddie turned and inspected the house more closely. He made his way around the side of the building until he found steps leading down to a thick wooden door. He tried the handle and gave a grunt of approval as it turned and the door stiffly pushed inward, revealing a small dark, musty room.

      He entered, quietly closing the door behind him and made his way to the head of the room, sitting down between an old lawnmower and a fifty-gallon drum. This will be fine until tomorrow night. Then hopefully I can get home to familiar surroundings that make more sense than this strange place. He closed his eyes, listening to the howling wind that had picked up outside. It could blow all it wanted to, for he knew he was safe. For the moment.
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        * * *

      

      The lump under the duvet started moving once the ring tone had woken him from his slumber. A hand reached out from underneath the quilt to reach for the now vibrating, phone. Once found, the hand shot back under, into the warmth.

      “What time is it?”

      “Morning to you too, Jake. It's five-past-eight.”

      “Daz? What good reason do you have for calling me at this hour?”

      “This hour. It's mid-morning, mate. You wanna try working for a living, instead of playing a private dick.”

      Jake threw back the duvet and looked at his clock radio, yawning as he did so. “Okay, so what can I do for my old mate on a freezing November morning?”

      “Could you meet me in the next twenty minutes or so?”

      “Twenty. Where are you? Close I hope.”

      “Very. I'm in the car park at the Beacon Hill. We've got a double murder up here, and I was wondering if you wanted to give me your considered opinion.”

      Jake sat bolt upright. “Double murder. How long ago?”

      “Forensics have just left the scene, along with the bodies. They reckon around eleven-ish last night. But you need to come and see this. It's like nothing I've seen before. It's fucking weird.”
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        * * *

      

      Eighteen minutes later, Jake's Volkswagen pulled up to the police cordon at the entrance to the car park. He informed the officer that he was expected by Detective Sergeant Harris. He was waved through and shown where to park by another uniformed officer, well away from what he could see was the crime scene. As he walked over, the familiar sight of his friend came into view. Harris was standing by the side of a small tree talking to a fellow officer, his long khaki overcoat billowing in the strong northerly wind. He excused himself from the officer and made his way over to Jake, the pair shaking hands as they came together.

      Jake spoke first.

      “So, what have we got?”

      “Two very dead people. I'll give you their backgrounds before I get to the meat of it. The guy whose car it was,” Daz pointed to a white saloon fifty feet away with its driver's door missing, “is a Kasim Farouk. Moved here twelve years ago from Pakistan. Lived in Washwood Heath with his wife and three kids. Thirty-two years of age. Works, or worked in a chemist in Hall Green by day, a taxi driver by night. Never been in trouble. No parking fines, speeding tickets, etcetera etcetera.”

      They walked a few hundred yards across the parkland until they reached a familiar sight to both men. The stone monument, a landmark, that had stood for countless years at the highest point of the Lickey Hill. To its left-hand side, a police tent had been erected, billowing gently in the breeze. “The woman is a local prostitute. Donna Watts. Twenty-eight years old. Lived in Weoley Castle. A string of convictions, ranging from possession to G.B.H. A real piece of work.”

      They entered the tent and Jake was greeted by the combined smell of shit and death. “I really don't miss that aroma,” he said as he circled the chalked outline on the gravel floor.

      Daz turned to him.

      “Now, this is what we can piece together so far. The driver brings her here for some hanky-panky. We know this because we've recovered their phones and there are texts between the two of them. Standard kind of stuff. So anyway, she blows him in the car then comes out here to relieve herself, and that's when she died. Over in the far corner is where she took a piss. Medically, she was in bad shape, judging by the drops of blood in the urine, chances are she may have been H.I.V. positive too.” Darren turned to his friend and almost seemed to take a deep breath.

      “Now, here's where it gets weird. She took a leak over there. But shat herself over here. So, they were separate actions. We found a stun gun with her prints all over it, and it had been discharged by the look of it. Whoever killed her must have scared her to death beforehand. I spoke to a sergeant this morning, who works her area. He knew her well. Told me that she was a right rough piece of work, who wouldn't think twice about smashing a glass in your face or starting a full-scale brawl in a boozer.” Darren paused, almost for emphasis.

      “And yet she saw someone who actually made her soil herself right before she died.”

      Jake stood there, taking all the information in. Absorbing every last detail. “How did she die?”

      “Well, that's the thing. Shitting yourself could have happened because you see a gun or a knife. Not here, though. She died from severe trauma to the neck. In layman's terms, the guy almost ripped her head right off. The forensic guys reckon that someone grabbed her head and snapped it back so hard that it severed her spinal column in one movement. They've found a thumbprint at the side of the girls left ear to back this up.”

      “Just one print. How so?”

      “Well, they reckon whoever did this had hands like a gorilla. His fingers would have been in the hairline, but the thumb was at the side of the ear. One more thing. Her skull was fractured in five places. Where each of the fingers and thumb took hold.” He let the words hang in the air as both men tried to picture what could have happened. Jake shivered, even though he was wrapped up well. It wasn't the cold. It was the thought of what had taken place.

      Darren carried on with his spiel.

      “Forensics reckon that no one has the strength to do that. And I don't see many gorillas wandering the Lickey Hills these days.” They exited the tent and made their way back to the car park where the white saloon sat away from other vehicles. They welcomed the fresh air that was in stark contrast to the fetid stench of the plastic tent.

      “Fucking hell!” Jake said.

      “That's pretty much what I said too.” They were looking at the driver's door on the wet gravel. Next to the door handle were five holes that looked like giant claws had punctured the metal. Near the hinges, an identical pattern of holes. Jake could not believe what he was seeing.

      “Someone ripped the fucking door off!”

      “It looks like it. Someone with hands like a gorilla perhaps? The driver was thirty-two. I saw his identification badge. Regular Asian guy, black hair, black moustache. The guy we found had white hair, white moustache. He looked like Yoda. Like one of those bodies they find frozen in ice for a hundred years.” Both men stood in silence as Jake tried to think of a decent question that didn't sound far-fetched.

      “So, what do you think did this? A werewolf.” The big man looked at his friend, went to speak then laughed, a hollow laugh that had no mirth.

      “To be honest with you, mate when I saw the car door that's one of the first things that flashed through my mind. It's like something you'd see in a teen slasher movie. But we both know that's bollocks, right? It must be a guy. A colossus of a guy. One that I don't want to bump into anytime soon. But I'm fucked if I can explain the holes in the door. Unless whoever did this has a pet Grizzly Bear.”

      “Well, it sure has my curiosity whetted mate. It's like an episode of the X-files.” Both men moved away from the white saloon and made their way back to Jake's car. Strong wintry gusts buffeting them as they walked. “Let me know what you turn up on this one,” Jake said as he opened his car door.

      “Will do, mate.” Darren turned to look at his friend, resting his hands on the car roof as he did so. He looked at his brother-in-law for a few seconds, amazed that it had been nearly five years since the tragedy that had forever changed his life. But it didn't show.

      Lucky sod! Darren thought.

      “So, what have you got lined up, Jake? Any work or is it just a week of leisure.”

      “I should be so lucky. I'm off up north tomorrow, for that guy you know. Derek. I'm off to spy on his wife, and the mystery lover. If he exists.”

      “Oh yeah. Good luck with that one. I hear it gets a bit cold up that way this time of year. I'd pack your Thermos and a Johnnie Walker to keep warm.” Derek was an associate of Darren's from the golf club, who had spilt his guts to him during a round a few weeks before. He was convinced his young wife was playing away with one of his own employees.

      Darren had put him in touch with Jake, who'd met him and discussed how best to get some concrete facts to his concerns. Darren had regularly thrown work his way over the last few years, Jake being very grateful not only for the extra income but also for the regular changes of scenery it involved.

      “It should be a piece of piss. I'm booked in at the same hotel as Mrs Morgan, so if she is up to no good, Detective Stevenson is on hand to snap the dirty cow with her bit of rough. Then email the photos to poor Derek.”

      “Well, if she sees you, she may fancy a bit rougher. The rumour at the golf club is that this isn't the first. It's just the first time she's had the balls to start knocking off Derek's top sales rep.”

      “Well, I'll let you know how I get on. Off the record of course. And you can keep me updated on our little mystery here.” They shook hands and said their goodbyes.

      Jake climbed into his car and began driving slowly out of the car park, catching sight of the white saloon car with the missing door.

      I'd hate to bump into whoever did that, he thought to himself. He turned his head away, visibly shivering as he did so, turning left, onto Monument Lane.

      He watched as the men said their farewells, the smaller of the two climbing into his VW and pulling away across the bumpy car park. In his hand was a pad with the license plate scribbled across the top of the page. Even from the few hundred feet that separated him from the two figures, he could easily make out the plates. He could also hear much of the conversation that the strong wind carried to the copse of trees where he lurked, pensive and uncomfortable.

      The more he heard, the more he became agitated. This was the last thing that he needed. An unnecessary diversion to his task ahead. This had the hallmarks of Guzman. And maybe, he was still be close by. Either here or there it didn't matter. His biggest problem was that the police were now involved. Dead people simply didn't slip from view as easily as he'd wish over here. But what bothered him most was the appearance of the dark-haired man in the VW. He didn't dress like a policeman.

      Although he could have been off duty, or undercover. It was the way the two men shook hands, seeming to have a real affiliation. As if they were brothers or lifelong friends, talking like two friends would about all manner of topics. This created a problem for him. He'd have to find out what the police knew, along with finding out who the stranger in the VW was. If he caused any problem to him, he would be dealt with. He knew, that if needed, he could vanish and never be found in these parts. He shrank back into the shadows. His feet making not the slightest sound.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Thirteen


          

        

      

    

    
      At 04:15 the next morning, Jake was standing in his galley kitchen slurping freshly ground Indonesian coffee. The crumb-filled plate next to him had recently contained warm croissants that he'd fallen upon as soon as he plucked them from the top of the toaster. Forty minutes later he was warming up his diesel engine as he set his notes on the passenger seat for easy access throughout the trip.

      The drive was pleasant if a little dull as he made his way up the M6 before the main bulk of traffic began its daily assault on England's longest motorway. He didn't stop until he'd crossed the border into Scotland, a little after 08:30, stopping at Gretna services for hopefully a decent coffee and a toilet break. From here, he pressed on the north, frustrated by the reduced speed limit of sixty miles-per-hour, coupled with the regular speed enforcement cameras. Even though he was frustrated by the dip in speed, Jake enjoyed the views that were unfolding before him.

      Gentle hills gave way to craggy slopes that soon became heather covered mountains. He saw waterfalls in the distance that meandered lazily down the side of rugged slopes. The sky was dotted with birds, circling high above on the thermals. They were too far off to see properly, but Jake knew they were birds of prey, looking for their lunch. Four long hours later and Jake was pulling off the main highway into the village and resort of Aviemore. He drove slowly up the high street, taking in the grand hotels on his left and the shops and retail outlets on his right.

      Spice of India he memorised as Jake was a huge fan of Balti curries. Along with Mackenzie's Inn. That may come in handy for a few pints. He drove out of the village before his Sat-Nav told him to take the next right down a wide-open country road. In the distance, he could see snow-capped peaks, towering over the surrounding countryside. The dark, sleety day made them appear all the more imposing through his windscreen, filling his view.

      Minutes later, he was pulling into his hotel car park, his tyres making a satisfying crunching sound over the loose gravel before he parked. He reached down into the passenger's footwell, lifting a small black shoulder bag onto the seat next to him from which he pulled a digital SLR camera. After switching it on and checking it was set correctly, he opened the notes he'd need for the case, scanning the page until he'd found the information he needed.

      
        
        Black Volkswagen Eos. Convertible. Reg: MT58 OCB

      

      

      Across the car park, the convertible he was looking for was parked right in front of the hotel entrance. Jake set his wipers to intermediate, snapping the car and its plate as the windscreen cleared. Satisfied with the results, he packed his camera away, got his luggage from the boot and made his way to check himself in. Ten minutes later he was looking out of his massive hotel window at the mountains beyond. The girl on reception had told him that his room looked out towards the Cairngorm Mountains to the east. Peering at them now through the sleet-streaked window, he could hardly think of a better view from a hotel.

      It certainly beat the view from his honeymoon suite in Benalmadena, where he'd been greeted by a half-built hotel, fifty feet from his balcony. He smiled at the memory, remembering how they'd made light of the crappy hotel that he'd booked. She had never stopped teasing him throughout the holiday, even though their time together was magical. Jake's smile faded as he came back to the present. It all seemed so long ago now, almost another lifetime. He looked at the gathering darkness and checked his watch.

      Almost 4 pm.

      He had maybe an hour's light left with which to explore and spot his subjects, hopefully strolling hand in hand down the high street. He knew though, that it was seldom quite that easy. Jake was putting on his heavy leather jacket when his mobile starting buzzing, slowly rotating in circles across the desk. He picked up the phone, checking the caller display before he answered.

      “No, Daz, I've not found them shagging in a bunker yet.” He heard his friend guffawing on the other end of the phone.

      “And here's me thinking you were some kind of detective? Or maybe you're scouting for some Highland fun for yourself?”

      “I've only been in the country for a few hours. I'm not quite as direct as you.”

      “Okay, sorry, mate. Anyway, the reason for the call is that I've got some news for you on the thumbprint. That's if you can spare me the time.”

      “I'm always pleased to help the police where I can, mate.”

      “Okay, here goes then. We ran the print through our database and got bugger all. Perfectly normal you'd say. So, I ran it through Interpol and we got a match after a few hours. The print belongs to one Eduardo Fransisco Guzman, from San Juan, Puerto Rico.”

      “So, he's not a local chap then. But then again, who is these days?” Jake sat at the desk, propping his feet on the edge to get comfy.

      “Quiet. According to the information the local police dug up on him; he disappeared a few weeks after his twenty-first birthday. They only had his prints on file because he'd assaulted a barman on his nineteenth birthday. Probably got a slap on the wrist, small fine blah blah blah. The prints and information I received are correct, I've doubled checked them. So, here's a quick theory you could draw from this. This Guzman character was in some kind of bother so he skips town, ends up in England, where he just so happens to murder two people in a gruesome fashion. Sounds kinda plausible right. But his date of birth doesn't tie in.”

      “When was, he born?” Jake asked.

      “1930.” For a few seconds, the only noise on the line was the crackle of static between the two phones.

      “Sorry, Daz, say that again. I missed that.”

      “He was born in 1930.”

      Jake paused, “That would make him… eighty years old?”

      “I know. It's pretty fucked up eh? According to the police report, he vanished on the 26th of September 1951. So, this guy does a runner and stays off the radar for sixty years, before he pops up on the other side of the world, slaughtering two people in random fashion with no apparent motive.” Jake was no longer sat down. He was pacing the hotel room, his heart playing a mambo in his chest, the spectacular view outside forgotten. Darren carried on. “On the day he vanished, he was working for a company whose headquarters are based in the UK, called Stanwick Import & Export.”

      “It sounds like all this has you intrigued, Dazza. You seem to have been doing some digging.”

      “There's more, mate. The police report says that his secretary heard him scream moments before she bashed in his office door to find him AWOL. Her name is Barbara Stanwick.”

      “Is? You mean she's still knocking about?”

      “Well, I did some more digging and called their offices in Portsmouth. Got chatting to a nice young personnel assistant who just so happens to be a Stanwick too. She told me that Barbara is somewhat of a recluse and lives alone. So, after some polite police persuasion, she gave me the address for her great auntie.”

      “Blimey, you have been busy. Did you get the girls address too?”

      More laughter down the phone. “It was an official police matter. I maintained a professional front. Although I'll be checking her out on Facebook later to see if she's worth another call.”

      “So, you've got this Barbara's address. What now?”

      “Well, the boss doesn't know about my digging around. As soon as the print came back with Guzman's date of birth, he dismissed the whole thing. We've got to follow up on other lines of enquiry apparently. This is where my old mate Jake comes in. Remember you told me that you owe me one.” Jake groaned.

      “Well, how about you pop down and have a chat with her, once you've finished photographing the Scottish shagathon.”

      “What do I say? Hi there. Do you remember Eduardo? Because he's just killed two people, even though he's been collecting his pension for fifteen years.”

      “I'm sure you'll think of something over the next few days. I'll email you the information I have at this end. It may turn up nothing, but you just never know. And I'm intrigued to hell about this one.”

      Jake stopped pacing to pull his laptop out of his bag, leaving it on the desk where he could read the information later. His next question was poised on his lips. “So where does his lady live? Not in Puerto Rico still, unless you're paying my travel expenses.”
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