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	Nightmare Resurrection

	Nightmare Series Book 4



	




	Prologue: Stranger on a Train

	 

	Cassandra Bradley looked out of the train window as it pulled out of the small Welsh station. She had lost count of how many obscure places they had been through. There were two stops to go, if she had calculated right. Then, although she knew them by heart, she again consulted the list of instructions on her phone. She would have to get a taxi, chargeable to expenses, to the coastal village of Maldwyn’s Bay. There she would, apparently, be met by a boat and taken to her employer’s private island, Holyhaven.

	‘Prepare to have your personal ID checked by security before you are admitted to Mountfalcon House.’ 

	She checked her ID again, frowning at the photo. 

	It doesn’t look much like me, she thought. Well, it might be mistaken for me in a bad light. I look so vacuous, and those teeth!

	Shoving the ID back into her bag, she picked up a copy of a tabloid newspaper that someone had left on the adjacent seat. The front-page headline was guaranteed to draw in the casual reader.

	 

	FARM FAMILY MURDERS – POLICE STILL HUNTING ‘MANIAC’

	 

	Cassandra immersed herself in the lurid account. It was truly horrific. A week earlier, a couple called Murray had been found horribly mutilated at their farmhouse a few miles from a small town called Machen. The news, however, had been pushed off the front pages until now. The big story had been the chaos in London caused by the Hobbs Lane incident. 

	And nobody seems able to explain that, she thought, so they’re moving on to more familiar horrors.

	After a search, the bodies of the couple’s two missing children were found in a flooded quarry nearby. Police were asking anyone with information to come forward. According to the report, detectives still had no real clues to follow. And there was some confusion over the children’s bodies, as they were ‘badly decomposed’ despite the boy and girl only being missing for a few hours. 

	So many terrible things happening, she thought as she scanned the columns of newsprint. So much chaos and suffering in the world. I shouldn’t worry about starting a new job, now should I?

	Despite her best efforts, Cassandra found that the news was not sufficiently distracting. She was still nervous about the upcoming interview with Sir Charles Lanier. She flipped through to the horoscopes page, and for the twelfth time she read what her stars supposedly had in store. ‘Beware of new projects or relationships – now is not the time for a major change’. 

	Great, she thought. Just what I need. But these newspaper astrologers, what do they know? They just churn it out for the masses. Not like getting a proper natal chart from a professional.

	“Do you mind if I sit here?”

	Cassandra started, looked up to see a tall, friendly-looking woman pointing at the vacant seat opposite. 

	“Of course!” she replied. 

	It was only after the woman had sat down that Cassandra glanced around the carriage and noted that there were plenty of vacant seats. 

	Maybe this woman just wants to chat, she thought. Oh well, that might take my mind off things.

	 “You seem a little nervous,” the woman said in a surprisingly deep voice. “If you don’t mind me saying so.”

	“No not at all!” Cassandra replied. “I am starting a new job, you see.”

	“Ah, I see,” the woman said. “That is always a somewhat stressful experience.”

	Cassandra felt slight puzzlement over the way the stranger talked. The woman pronounced English words clearly, precisely. But there was no hint of a foreign accent, which could account for the rather mechanical way she spoke. The depth of her voice might be down to smoking.

	 “I am from Eastern Europe,” said the woman. “My name is Katya. And your name is Cassandra, is it not?”

	Cassandra gasped. 

	“How did you know my name?”

	“It is not difficult,” said Katya airily. “I have a gift for such things.”

	The woman leaned forward into the dull winter light, and Cassandra saw that her eyes were very dark against her pale skin. 

	“You see,” Katya went on, “I am – what you call a psychic.”

	“Oh, that’s totally amazing!” Cassandra exclaimed. “I went to see one in Brighton last year but she was terrible. You could tell she was guessing most of the time. One of those who just says things like ‘’I have a message from a spirit who has the letter A in their name.’”

	Katya nodded wisely, and they talked about the realm of the paranormal for several minutes. Then they moved on to Cassandra’s worries. The woman seemed so sympathetic that Cassandra felt much better about her situation already. Katya listened intently as she explained that she had been recruited from an agency to look after a rich, elderly man. 

	“But I’m not even supposed to say that much!” she said, suddenly alarmed by her own chattiness. “I signed an agreement, it was pages of legal jargon. Please don’t say anything to anybody about this!”

	“You have not told me his name, or where he lives,” Katya pointed out. “As for me, I am living in a small village on the coast, where I give psychic readings. That is no secret!”

	“Oh, then you must be going to Maldwyn’s Bay just like–” Cassandra began. “Damn, I did it again! You must be one of those empathic types. People open up to you. I suppose it’s part of being psychic.”

	“I suppose it is,” agreed Katya. “People do tell me things. And I tell people things. And sometimes I manage to help them. Perhaps I can help you with your troubles?” 

	“Are you a Gypsy?” Cassandra asked, then put a hand to her mouth in embarrassment. “Oh God, did I say that? It’s very rude. And anyway you’re far too pale-skinned for – oh God, there I go again. Sorry!”

	“I am not a Gypsy fortuneteller,” Katya replied, shaking her head and smiling. “But I am a member of a lost tribe, in a way. My people see things that others do not. We can sense the aura of those who are troubled, nervous, afraid – yes? We walk in the realm of dreams. That is why I sat next to you. Fate brought us together, I think, Cassandra.”

	This is just what I wanted, Cassandra thought. I so need to be told what my path in life should be. She’s right, it is fate. If she is the genuine article, of course.

	The tall woman reached over and took one of Cassandra’s hands in hers, ran a finger over the palm. Normally, Cassandra would have flinched from such uninvited contact, but not now. She knew, without being told, that it was part of the mystical process.

	“This man you are going to work for,” Katya said. “He is Sir Charles Lanier.”

	“That’s right!” Cassandra gasped. “You are so genuine – my coming here was a total secret. He doesn’t–”

	Cassandra stopped herself again, and Katya smiled.

	“I see it all,” the pale woman said. “He does not want it known that he is frail, infirm – in need of a nurse. A permanent career. Not an easy job, even when one’s employer is a pleasant individual.”

	The woman frowned, and closed her eyes for a moment. 

	“What do you mean?” Cassandra demanded. “Is something wrong?”

	Katya took a deep breath, exhaled, opened her eyes.

	“Oh, Cassandra, this is not good,” she whispered urgently, leaning even closer. “This man, Lanier, he is – not so nice. He will make you do things you do not want to do. Rich old men, they treat women like us as things, objects to be used. You do understand me?”

	Cassandra’s mind reeled at the implication. She had always put more faith in psychics, mediums and fortunetellers than she cared to admit to others. But part of her still resisted the implication of Katya’s words. 

	“Surely,” she protested, “I could just complain to my agency? They frown upon that sort of thing. They have a zero-tolerance policy for all forms of harassment!”

	Katya shook her head. 

	“Perhaps in normal circumstances you could complain. But, Cassandra, you are going to the private island of a very rich man. It would be your word against his. Who do you think they would believe? How would you prove anything? These policies you talk about – they are often simply for show.”

	Cassandra felt her world collapsing around her. On the one hand, she could not ignore Katya’s warnings. Not when the psychic was so obviously genuine. Katya had offered such insights into her life, her past, her destiny. On the other, in her bag she carried the agreement she had signed, and the contract of employment.

	“Whatever can I do?” she asked. 

	Katya released her hand, sat back, shrugged.

	“I can only reveal a few hidden truths in this way,” she said. “A full psychic reading, that would take longer. And these conditions are not ideal.”

	Cassandra looked out at the landscape rushing past. The train was reaching the end of a valley, and she could see a distant view of the sea beyond. Soon they would be at the coast, and she would have to choose. 

	“Please help me!” she begged, reaching out to seize Katya’s hand. “You can’t just tell me these things and then walk away.”

	Katya looked at her for a moment, her expression blank. Then she smiled, and to Cassandra’s troubled mind it was as if a sun of new-found friendship had emerged from behind clouds of doubt. A speaker crackled to life and the guard announced that the train was reaching its final stop. 

	“All change,” he added. 

	“All right,” she said. “I cannot simply abandon you to such a fate. Let us share a taxi to the coast. I have rented a little cottage in Maldwyn’s Bay. There we can hold a proper psychic reading, and you can decide how to shape your destiny.”

	Cassandra almost wept with gratitude. A small voice in the back of her mind told her she was placing a lot of trust in Katya. But there was something about the woman that banished such skepticism.

	“You’re so kind!” she said. “I can’t afford to pay you very much now, but–”

	Katya held up a slender, white hand.

	“Do not speak of money. There are far more valuable things.”

	When the train pulled into the small station, Cassandra got up and started to take her luggage down from the rack. Katya helped without being asked, easily managing the bulky bags, carrying them down the carriage to the door.

	“You’re a lot more fit than I am,” Cassandra said admiringly as she trotted behind the taller woman. “You must work out.”

	The taxi ride to the coast took nearly an hour. They talked all the way. Cassandra, who did not make friends easily, felt that she had known Katya all her life. The pale woman always seemed to know exactly what to say, and how to say it. When they arrived, Katya insisted on paying half the fare, although Cassandra pointed out she could claim it all on expenses. 

	“We are friends now,” Katya said, putting her arm through Cassandra’s. “My home is a short walk from here. Please, let me carry that heavy case.”

	The village seemed deserted as they walked through the cobbled streets. Now and again Cassandra caught a glimpse of someone at a window, but whenever she looked directly at them, they darted back out of sight.

	“The locals are very shy with strangers,” Katya remarked. “But once they got to know me, they took me to their hearts. So generous.”

	Katya’s home was a quaint, white-washed cottage near the small quayside. In the harbor, Cassandra saw a few fishing boats bobbing on the gray, wind-lashed waves. However, there was no sign of the boat from Holyhaven Island she was supposed to meet.

	“Come,” Katya said, opening the door. “I will make some tea, yes? And then reveal your future.”

	Inside, the cottage was surprisingly Spartan. Cassandra had had some vague expectation of bead curtains, dreamcatchers, statues, oriental rugs. Instead, she saw a cheap carpet, basic furniture, a television, a few books, some newspapers. There were no ornaments, pictures, or houseplants. The place looked like it had been deserted for months. The only sign of habitation were some clothes drying on a radiator. The clothes were small, certainly not big enough for long-limbed Katya.

	“Do you live alone?” Cassandra asked. 

	The pale woman glanced at the clothes, then shook her head.

	“My little niece and nephew, they are staying with me. They are playing in their room, I think. They will not disturb us.”

	At Katya’s invitation, Cassandra sat down at the kitchen table. Soon she was sipping lemon tea from a glass and watching her hostess close the curtains against the weak December light. 

	“Now,” said Katya, sitting opposite her. “Give me your hands, and we will consider your destiny.” 

	Cassandra reached across and felt the woman’s strong fingers enclose her smaller hands. As they did so, she heard a slight noise. It sounded like someone opening a door. She wondered if, despite Katya’s assurance, the children would come out. It would be natural for them to want to see their auntie, she reasoned.

	“Cassandra,” Katya said, her voice lighter, softer than before. “I need you to open your mind. Think of happy memories, from your childhood. When you are happy, you are truly yourself. It is that true self I wish to contact.”

	Cassandra, keen to oblige, duly thought of the enjoyable times she had had with her parents, her little brother, her school friends. She recalled beloved toys, her first crush, a wonderful birthday when the pony she had always yearned for had appeared, complete with a shiny red bow in its mane. 

	“That is good,” breathed Katya. “That is very good.”

	Again, Cassandra was struck by how high-pitched the psychic’s voice had become. Then she was back amid her childhood memories. But this time things were not quite so pleasant. She struggled to recollect incidents, places, even people. Her grandparents, for instance – why could she not recall what they looked like? Two benevolent figures looked down on her, but their faces were blank. She felt other memories start to disintegrate, slipping away from her, melting into a sea of nothingness. 

	“I can’t – I don’t – what’s happening?” she stammered. “Why can’t I remember?”

	“That is good,” sighed Katya, almost crooning the words. “More, I need more.”

	The other woman’s pleasure only upset Cassandra more. Far from showing her future, Katya seemed to be erasing her past. She tried pulling her hands away, but the larger woman held her in a vice-like grip. 

	“No!” she yelled, hurling her entire body backwards, tipping over the chair and crashing to the bare boards. 

	In the gloom she saw Katya stand up and begin to stride around the table. Cassandra scrambled upright and ran into the living room. She was making for the door when two pale, naked figures leapt out from behind the threadbare sofa. Their faces were rudimentary, mask-like, with small dark eyes. Instead of mouths, they had muzzles fringed with razor-like teeth. They were the size of young children, but there was nothing child-like about the way they bounded toward Cassandra. 

	She screamed, tried to dodge away, but the nearest creature had already fastened thin, wiry arms around her legs. She fell headlong, hit the floor hard and was too badly winded to keep struggling. The other small monster landed on her back, grabbing her by the throat. 

	She flinched in anticipation of an attack by the inhuman teeth. But instead the creatures simply kept her down until Katya’s boots came into view. Then her captors simply stood up and walked away. Cassandra looked up, scared and puzzled. Katya crouched down by her, the tall woman’s face in shadow.

	“We are nearly finished,” she said. “You already know it does not hurt.”

	“Why are you talking like that?” Cassandra demanded. “Is that your real voice? I don’t understand?”

	Katya reached down and lifted her easily, then held her upright. With the touch of the woman’s hands Cassandra felt her memories start to flow away from her again. She struggled, feebly this time. In response, Katya casually lifted her off her feet and swung her round so that Cassandra’s back was to the living room window. Now the tall woman was facing the light.

	“Oh my God!” 

	Cassandra stared at her own face. It was paler, the eyes a little darker, the mouth a little fuller perhaps. But she had seen so many Instagram pictures of herself that there was no doubt Katya had somehow become her near-double. She was looking at a vastly more beautiful, confident version of herself. 

	“Yes,” said Katya, in a voice Cassandra suddenly recognized as her own. “Soon all you have ever known and felt and thought will be mine. Then the young ones will dispose of what is left. Do not worry. You will feel nothing. Your body will be merely an empty shell. Less than an animal.”

	Cassandra could not even try to struggle, merely moan in despair as the last vestiges of her personality were leached away.

	“Don’t be sad,” said the false Cassandra, letting her victim go to slump onto the cheap, dusty sofa. “I will be far better at being you than you could ever have been.”

	 

	***

	 

	“This is worse than being in the bloody army,” whined Phelps, kicking a stone up the beach.

	Murphy looked over at his subordinate, gave a wry frown.

	“Care to explain how?” he asked. “We are enjoying a nice bit of fresh air, walking by the sea. And we’re getting paid. Many a poor soul would see that as a very cushy job.”

	“Yeah, but it’s so bloody boring, innit?” Phelps continued. “Stuck on this friggin’ island, nothing ever happens. No booze, no birds, no decent grub.”

	“Whereas when you were in the army it was just one long Roman orgy,” Murphy said, with mild sarcasm. “Wine, women and song, day and night.”

	“You know what I mean!” retorted Phelps. “There’s nothing happening here. All you can do is watch telly, sleep, or wander up and down like this, maybe chuck rocks at seagulls. Enough to send you off your rocker after a while.”

	Murphy sympathized with the younger man. He himself was bored much of the time. He would have much preferred guarding Lanier in London, or New York, or Dubai – anywhere else, just as long as there were people around.

	“Never mind,” sighed Murphy. “Let’s get down to the jetty, we’ve got to bring this new nurse over.”

	“That’s more like it!” exclaimed Phelps. “God, wish I had a live-in nurse. Sexy little uniform, naughty giggling, plenty of bed-baths.”

	 “You really are quite disgusting,” Murphy said. “I hope she turns out to be a lesbian with a black belt in karate.”

	“I could live with that,” Phelps replied with a leer. “I like a challenge. Point is, she has to have a nice pair, and a fine, peachy bum. Those are my minimum requirements.”

	Phelps continued to reel off his specifications for the perfect woman as they crossed the narrow strait to the mainland. The village that lay opposite Holyhaven was almost deserted outside the tourist season. There was nobody waiting on the windswept dock for the security team.

	“She’s a no-show,” Phelps complained. “Typical woman. Wasted journey.”

	“Stop moaning, she was coming by taxi from the station,” Murphy pointed out. “She might be late.”

	They had tied up the boat and jumped onto the dock when a young woman appeared, carrying two large suitcases. As she walked across the quayside, hips swaying, the security guards exchanged astonished glances. 

	“Private healthcare is clearly the way ahead,” remarked Murphy.

	“God almighty, look at that figure,” Phelps drooled. “Even better than the face.”

	Murphy was about to tell Phelps to shut his mouth when he realized that his own mouth was hanging open. 

	“Good afternoon,” said the young woman, in a pleasant contralto. “I am Cassandra Bradley. Do you want to check my ID now?”

	“Yes please,” said Phelps immediately. “Also, we need to conduct a full body search, for weapons and that sort of thing.”

	“Get the lady’s cases, Phelps,” said Murphy, shoving the other man aside. “I’ll handle this. I’m sure everything is in order.”

	Cassandra smiled as she handed him her agency ID, passport, and a sheaf of other documents.

	“These seem to be in order, Miss,” said Murphy. “Though I must say not one of these photos does you justice.”

	“Flatterer!” she said. “And please, call me Cassandra. I just hope everyone on the island is as friendly as you boys. I’ve been a little worried that Sir Charles might not find me … acceptable.”

	“Oh God,” muttered Phelps under his breath, as he heaved the luggage into the boat. “The lucky old bastard.”

	We are all lucky bastards, lad, thought Murphy, taking his time to help Cassandra aboard. Things around here just got much more interesting.



	
Chapter 1: Unwanted Gift

	 

	“For God’s sake, Charles, will you just listen?” 

	John Scoresby felt his heart-rate increase, and began to become breathless. He leaned against the mantelpiece of his Georgian farmhouse’s dining room as his head swam. He had been worrying so much he had barely eaten that day. A sense of impending disaster had killed his appetite.

	Calm down, he told himself. You’re not a young man any more. Remember what the doctors keep telling you.

	The man on the other end of the phone was, technically, Scoresby’s boss. But he had long considered Charles Lanier to be a friend. And in the past, appealing to that lifelong friendship had made a difference.

	But not today, it seems.

	Lanier continued to talk, explaining in measured tones just why he wanted LanCorp to pivot one hundred and eighty degrees on a key issue. Scoresby could hardly believe his ears. He held the phone out, stared at it, listened for a few moments’ longer. Eventually he could tolerate no more.

	“Jesus Christ, Charles!” he erupted. “What the hell has happened to you? This isn’t like you at all. Are you going senile?”

	For a long moment there was silence. Scoresby wondered if he had gone too far, if this would trigger the boardroom meltdown he had long feared. A few financial journalists had been predicting a split at the top of the Lanier Empire for years, but until now Scoresby had not believed it possible.

	But why should it happen because of some internet claptrap about government conspiracies, of all things?

	When Lanier started speaking again, however, his voice was still polite, even mildly genial. 

	“I really think it’s for the best, John,” he repeated. “But of course, if the board is with you, you could oust me as chairman. That’s the only way this policy change could be stopped, old friend.”

	Scoresby felt a terrible sinking feeling. It seemed he had no choice but to put it to a vote of the other directors. He could swing a majority, he calculated, and dethrone Lanier. It was the nuclear option, as it would upset the markets for a top CEO to lose his position too abruptly.

	“I don’t want to do that, Charles …” he began, trying to sound calm, conciliatory. 

	“Oh, don’t sweat it, John,” Lanier cut in. “Look on the bright side. I’ll have to retire sometime. And if I retire, I’ll have more time to spend with Cassandra.”

	Cassandra, Scoresby thought, gripping the phone more tightly in his frustration. That bloody woman again. There’s no fool like an old fool. Marries his nurse because she’s got a nice face, long legs, and big boobs. Even worse, why does he have to take her vacuous ideas seriously? 

	“Does Cassandra,” he said, keeping his tone level, “really have the experience to dictate policy to three national newspapers and a global TV news service?”

	“She’s awfully bright and creative, John!” replied Lanier. “You’d like her, you really should pop down and visit. She’s so keen to meet you both. Oh, and by the way, did you get the gift she sent?”

	Scoresby looked at the brown cardboard box on the sideboard of his living room. He had begun to unwrap the parcel, then paused in bafflement and a little disgust.

	“Oh, yes, it arrived safely,” he said. “I was just – admiring it before you rang.”

	“Isn’t it amazing?” Lanier enthused. “She’s so creative in so many ways, I don’t know how she does it.”

	“No,” Scoresby said, sincerely, “I don’t either. What on earth did she make it from? I thought it would be cool and hard, but instead it’s yielding and – sort of warm.”

	“I know!” Lanier replied. “Such a clever girl. And she produces all her little works of art with local materials – stuff she just finds lying around, or so she tells me. Anyway, the point is that we’ll discuss editorial policy and a few other little matters when you come down. Now I really must go – Cassandra has made quite a wonderful quiche, and one must feed the inner man, you know!”

	“Charles!” Scoresby cried, but the CEO had already hung up. “Bloody hell!” 

	Scoresby flung the phone onto the table, not caring that it scored a furrow on the polished oak. At that moment Dolores, the maid, looked around the dining room door. Scoresby glared at her, then essayed a fake smile. He recognized that he had many faults, but prided himself on treating his staff decently.

	“Mister Scor-ezbee?” Dolores said tentatively. “Is it okay if I dust in here now?”

	He beckoned the young woman in, and she began to dab at his wife’s collection of fine china ornaments with a feather duster. He watched as Dolores worked her way along the sideboard, then paused at the parcel from Lanier. She looked round at her boss.

	“This is a new ornament maybe?” she asked doubtfully. “Or is it a chocolate Easter Egg? But Easter, it is gone now, yes?”

	“Yes, long gone,” he grunted, going over to join her. “Here, what do you think of it?”

	He lifted the supposed work of art out of the box. For the first time he saw the object as a whole – egg-shaped, reddish-brown, with a knobby surface. It was about twelve inches long and half as wide. Scoresby guessed it was made of some dense substance, as it was too heavy to be hollow. He suspected it was a rock wrapped in fabric and then covered with some kind of resin. 

	“Here,” he invited. “Feel it.”

	Dolores reached out a tentative hand, jerked it back when her fingers touched the leathery shell. Scoresby smiled at her reaction. He, too, found the slightly moist object unpleasant. And, as he held it in his hands, he was again puzzled by the fact that it seemed to be warmer than room temperature. 

	“It is not nice,” Dolores said firmly. “Senora Scor-ezbee, she will not like this among all her nice things!”

	“No,” he agreed. “She has taste. Unlike some people.”

	He replaced the object in the box. If he unseated Lanier at the next board meeting he could chuck the thing away. But if he did somehow manage to be reconciled with his old friend he might be expected to display the artwork prominently, at least when the Laniers were visiting. He decided to put it in the roomy attic of the old farmhouse.

	“When you’re finished, Dolores, you can go,” he said, as he packed the egg back into its box and jammed the flaps down. “No need to wait around, it is the weekend after all. The cash is in the usual place. And there’s a hundred extra, as Christmas is coming up.”

	“Thank you, sir!” she said, flashing a bright smile at him. “Will the senora be back tomorrow?” 

	“I hope so,” he replied, pausing in the doorway, “her father seems to be on the mend. I’m sure Margaret will be glad to be home again.”

	Scoresby deposited the box in the attic among a clutter of junk, most of which struck him as more useful than the so-called object d’art. 

	“No fool like an old fool,” he muttered as he climbed back down the ladder. “Seventy-eight, and he falls in love with some vapid bimbo. And the whole business goes tits up.”

	After lunch, Scoresby tried to work. But despite the long list of emails that needed his attention, his mind kept wandering back to the gift in the attic. It was odd, but for some reason the image of the boxed egg sitting amid the cobwebs and dust bunnies disturbed him. The ability to focus intensely on a given matter was one of his trademark skills. He was famous for his eye for detail, a skill that complemented Lanier’s sweeping, strategic visions. 

	Now Charles is buggering about with details while I can’t focus at all, he thought disconsolately. He closed his laptop and went to make himself a drink, settling on neat Scotch. He sat on the couch in the television room, but as soon as he flicked on the news, he saw the crawl along the bottom of the screen refer to ‘New Monster Claims’. 

	“Monster bollocks!” he exclaimed, turning off the set and hurling the remote at the screen. The black box connected and cracked the bottom left corner of the glass.

	“Bugger it all, I give up!” 

	Scoresby fixed himself another treble whiskey, wishing his wife was home so he could talk over this latest, biggest crisis. Instead he was alone, half-drunk, and miserable. He decided to go for a walk to the village, a couple of miles through winding lanes, simply to get his thoughts back in some kind of order. It was a crisp, clear November day. 

	Scoresby paused to throw his unfinished drink down the sink before leaving. 

	“Balls to work, I’m rich enough. Maybe I’m the one who should retire.”

	As he was putting on his walking boots he heard a faint thud that seemed to come from above his head. He looked up, but the hall ceiling was of course unaltered. He wondered if the box from the Laniers had somehow fallen over. Or, he reasoned, perhaps bats or birds were roosting up there.

	Yes, that makes more sense.

	When he returned from the village he felt refreshed and energized. Convinced of his own rightness, he worked far into the night, marshalling support for the forthcoming board meeting. By the time he felt too tired to go on it was nearly two o’clock and he had his majority. A narrow one, but it was enough.

	All I have to do is turn up, he thought, with grim satisfaction. Maybe if I simply tell Charles I can stop him, he will back down?

	The thought lingered as he got into bed, hoping for instant oblivion. But, not for the first time, tiredness failed to bring sleep. Instead Scoresby lay gazing up at the ceiling, wishing he was back in their London apartment. 

	Too quiet in the country, he thought. Idyllic for some, dead for me. And isolated. Nearest police station is, what? Ten miles, fifteen? And the nearest hospital, more like twenty. Still, Margaret had her heart set on a place in the country. 

	With a sense of isolation came memories of his lonely, often miserable childhood. He had learned self-reliance, but never forgotten the way warmth, love, comfort were withheld. Scoresby dozed, but fitfully, waking every few minutes. Uneasy thoughts whirled in his head, and eventually one particular memory pushed itself to the front.

	Mister Snaffles.

	“Bloody hell!” he moaned, turning over, punching the pillow.

	Of all the bloody stupid things to remember. Perverse way the subconscious mind works, dredging up the thing most likely to keep me awake.

	Mister Snaffles had been a kind of goblin in a children’s book young Johnny Scoresby had received for some birthday or Christmas. Scoresby could not remember the occasion, or even who had given him the book. All he could remember clearly about it was the picture of the supposedly comical protagonist, a pale, spindly creature with an oversized head. 

	Mister Snaffles had had tiny, evil eyes, a hooked nose, and a pair of rat-like front teeth. Scoresby was recalling more about the book now, as if someone was going through his childhood memories, selecting the most unpleasant. Mister Snaffles had spent most of the story sneaking into naughty children’s bedrooms and tormenting them in various petty ways. Mister Snaffles’ hair pulling and ear-tweaking was no doubt intended to be funny. But the appearance of the little monster had left little Johnny in no doubt that the intruder could do far worse.

	“Ugly little bastard,” Scoresby muttered into the pillow. 

	What kind of lunatic thought that was suitable in a children’s’ book?

	There was another noise from the attic. It sounded like a small creature, scuttling across bare boards. Scoresby froze, then sighed. It was winter, when bats and other wild creatures hibernated. It would be natural for them to seek out a relatively warm attic. But whatever the local fauna might be doing, he would put money on it keeping him awake. 

	Then he had a brainwave. His wife used earplugs to block out his snoring. He found them in her bedside cabinet and stopped up his ears. As an afterthought he borrowed her sleep mask as well, as a pale hint of moonlight was visible through the curtains.

	Right, you little furry or feathery bastards, feel free to have a hoe-down up there. I’m off to the Land of Nod.

	With all sound and vision cut off, Scoresby found it easier to doze. This time no unpleasant memories surfaced. Soon he lost all sense of time and place, and dreamed of a tropical sky, waving palm trees, and gentle waves breaking on white sands.

	The pain stabbed deep into his throat, causing Scoresby to jerk upright and lash out. As he tore at the sleep mask he felt a gush of warmth flow over his chest, soaking his pajama top. Something pierced the back of his hand, and he heard himself howl in rage and fury, the sound muffled by the earplugs. He flung the mask aside and flailed at whatever was attacking him. He could not see it in the gloom, but felt the creature leap off his torso to dodge his blows. The pain from the bites in his throat and hand was distracting, but he still managed to focus on the problem.

	Identify your enemy, he told himself. Assess his strengths and weaknesses, judge your moment to attack or retreat.

	Holding up a pillow in the direction he guessed the animal would attack from, he quickly shuffled sideways and switched on his reading lamp. He gasped in horror at the amount of blood that soaked the front of his pajama jacket, staining the royal blue silk black. Then the attacker appeared, leaping around his improvised shield to stand glowering at him.

	“Mister Snaffles!” he screamed. 

	The grotesque creature stood just over a foot high. It was as pale and spindly as he remembered, its face even more nightmarish that he recalled. The creature chittered at him, and he realized it was laughing, mocking, enjoying his terror. 

	“You’re not real!” he shouted, but the person shouting was a boy of six, not a man in his seventies. Panic erased decades of adulthood, and with it all judgment, all confidence. He was a little boy again, and the world was no larger than his bedroom, and his bedroom suddenly a dark and terrifying place.

	Scoresby hurled the pillow at the little monster. Mister Snaffles easily dodged it, and bounded toward him again. He threw his reading lamp, missed, heard it shatter. Scoresby screamed, threw himself out of the bed, struck his head on the corner of the bedside cabinet. The stunning blow added to the pain from his bite wounds. Squealing in triumph, Mister Snaffles leaped onto his back, sank vicious needle-sharp teeth into the back of his neck. Scoresby was terrified.

	It’s trying to bite through my spinal cord! 

	“Help!” he screamed, losing all sense of time and place. “Mummy, help!”

	Another pain impinged on his fraying mind, a gripping agony that embraced his chest. He felt the frenzied biting, the blood, the terror all begin to fade away. The last thing he heard was a high-pitched, hateful voice.

	“Mummy’s not here. It’s just you and me, Johnny!”

	 

	***

	 

	Dolores arrived at seven, ready to make Mister Scoresby his special coffee and lightly-browned toast. She added a glass of orange juice to the tray and carried it through to the bedroom. The door was ajar, which was unusual. When he did not reply to her knock, she went inside. The first thing she noticed was that he had left a light on. Then she noticed some other things, and dropped the tray. 

	It took her nearly ten minutes to recover from the shock and call the police. 

	 

	***

	 

	The Reverend Herbert Bullingdon was opening up the church. It was Sunday, but he did not feel particularly enthusiastic about the service to come. The congregation at St. Wystan’s had dwindled to the point where Bullingdon had seriously wondered if he should encourage people to bring their pets. 

	A few cats and dogs, he thought whimsically, the odd rabbit, perhaps a carp in a bucket. Would get the numbers up. Please the bishop.

	The priest unlocked the side door, and then went through the ancient building to the main entrance. He unbolted it, eased the big slab of oak inward, then stepped outside to survey the village. Then, as part of a daily routine, he took a few more steps forward, turned around, and glanced up at the church tower.

	No sign of erosion, he thought, examining the ancient stonework. Nothing about to drop off. Good!

	Bullingdon was about to go inside again when he frowned, paused. While he had discerned no damage to the tower, he still felt something was not quite right. He shook his head, smiling at his own confusion. 

	Old man getting a bit dotty, he thought. Forgetful, imagining things, generally a bit confused. Oh well.

	It was only later, as he was preparing the communion wine and wafers, that it occurred to him to wonder about something that should have been obvious. The church porch was topped by some badly-worn medieval decorations, including a row of small gargoyles. Bullingdon had always thought there were two, one on each corner. If anyone had asked before this morning, he would have stated the number as fact. But now he recalled seeing a third grotesque figure. It had been in the middle, grinning down at him, black against the cloudless spring sky.

	But surely, I would have noticed it before now?

	He left his preparations and went outside. Gazing up, he shielded his eyes against the blue glare. There were only two gargoyles. He had been right all along.

	Start doubting your own senses and you might as well give up. Faith is all very well, but we must bow to commonsense in everyday matters.

	Just as he was going back inside, he heard sirens in the distance. He thought of troubled souls in need of aid, and said a quick prayer for them under his breath. 

	 

	***

	 

	Denny Purcell sank back on the sofa switched on the news, caught the tail end of an item about a media executive being found dead in mysterious circumstances. 

	“Might that be one for us?” asked Frankie Dupont, as she walked into the room carrying a tray. “Here, try this.”

	“Filet gumbo?” Denny said, half-listening to the news report. “As in the Carpenters’ song?”

	“The very same,” Frankie replied, smiling. “My first attempt with British ingredients. But, hey, London’s a foodie kind of city, so this is more or less authentic.”

	Denny nodded at the screen.

	“Probably not interesting,” she remarked. “Old rich guy dies. Maybe he was having some kinky fun time behind his wife’s back.”

	A picture captioned John Scoresby appeared briefly. The crawl along the bottom of the screen read ‘Lanier said to be ‘devastated’ by friend’s death’. 

	“Lanier?” Frankie said. “Oh, well, if that guy was one of his pals, I hope he caught his dick in a rusty threshing machine.”

	Denny, with a mouthful of gumbo, laughed and spluttered. 

	“If you ever open a restaurant,” she finally managed to say, “maybe you should stay back of house while somebody else handles the customers. And this is delicious, by the way.”

	“Thanks!” said Frankie. “I managed to edit that poltergeist story into some kind of shape, but I think it needs your magic touch.”

	“Of course,” Denny said, holding up a forkful of food. “I’ll do my best ‘awe and mystery’ voice, say all the right things. But we both know it was the kids throwing stuff, right?”

	Frankie nodded.

	“Nine times out of ten,” she agreed. “We’ll have to at least hint at that. You’d think kids today would have something better to do.”

	Denny shrugged. 

	“I’ve given up trying to make sense of the younger generation,” she said in a fake old lady voice. “You’re over thirty these days, you’re obsolete.”

	They ate in silence for a while as the news gave way to the weather. Out of the corner of one eye, Denny saw Frankie scratching the back of one hand. 

	“Does it still give you trouble?” she asked quietly.

	Frankie shook her head.

	“Not really,” she replied. “Mild irritation, like a rash that keeps recurring, you know?”

	How can I know? Denny thought. I didn’t get plumbed into the metabolism of an alien monster for a few days. 

	“I still dream about it,” Frankie admitted. “Me and all the rest of them, still trapped in that great mountain of flesh. But I guess that’s only natural.”

	Denny nodded, deciding to drop the subject. Nearly a year had passed since the so-called Hobbs Lane Incident. Official explanations as to what happened on the London Underground were widely challenged, not least by Lanier’s media empire. She and Frankie were widely considered to be charlatans, cranks, or part of some wild conspiracy. The bizarre events had cast a long shadow over their careers. 

	“You’d think a guy like Lanier,” Frankie said slowly, “would have been more interested in our story. He started in British tabloid journalism, for Christ’s sake. They’ll publish anything.”

	“‘Nazi Bomber Found on Moon’,” said Denny instantly. “Your turn!”

	They started to laugh as they played their old game, mixing real and fake tabloid headlines, seeing if they could fool each other. 

	“’Elvis Found Alive in Glasgow’,” said Frankie, with a suddenly straight face.

	“False!” Denny shouted. “Way too normal! It should be something like ‘Elvis Found Living on the Moon – With Hitler.’”

	Frankie held up her hands in mock surrender.

	“You got me. One point.”

	Denny thought carefully, then said, “’Drunk Killed During DIY Head Transplant’.”

	“False!” Frankie responded, then looked confused. “No, true!”

	“Cheater!” Denny accused. “Anyway, it is true. The headline, I mean. Not the head transplant. That’s just – well, I mean it’s too ridiculous – isn’t it?”

	There was another pause. When Frankie spoke again she was looking at the screen, no longer smiling.

	“Just like our story, right?” she said sadly. “We’re a down-market tabloid headline. ‘Journos Claim Attack by Monsters from Another Dimension.’”

	Denny shuffled along the couch, hugged her friend. 

	“Hey, we both know people have short memories! Give it a little more time. We’re getting a lot less attention from the crazies. That means we might get more legitimate work. With a bit of luck.”

	Frankie smiled up at Denny, put her bowl down on the floor. 

	“Sure,” she said. “And in the meantime, we put our stuff online and showcase our many talents. While investigating obvious bullshit UFOs, hauntings, Bigfoot, Nessie–”

	“At least we got to monetize the channel,” Denny pointed out. “We’ve got enough followers to pay the rent. And don’t diss Nessie, I’m pretty sure she’s real.”

	They talked a little longer, then Frankie got a call from her mother in Louisiana. While the two caught up, Denny went into the kitchen to work on editing their poltergeist story. First, though, she checked the comments feed on their YouTube channel.

	Amid the usual torrent of abuse, sneering, and illiterate nonsense were a few interesting items. One that had been posted just a few minutes earlier caught her attention.

	 

	‘Why don’t you investigate the moving gargoyle at St Wystan’s Church? I was out jogging and I saw it move! Just got my phone out in time. Weird!’

	 

	There was a link to a photo of a quaint old English church in what looked like early morning light. Denny enlarged the picture, thus blurring it slightly. She could make out the gargoyles the commenter seemed to find so interesting. The church porch had two of the grotesque little statues at each side. But then Denny looked again at a blur she had assumed was a bird in flight between church and jogger. It could, if she squinted a little, be a small, humanoid form racing up the lead-tiles slope of the church roof.

	“Lame,” she said, and closed the window.

	But as she edited the poltergeist video, the image of the alleged gargoyle kept intruding on her thoughts. Eventually she gave up trying to find a euphemistic way to say that two kids were pranking their parents and went back to the comment link. She copied the picture, enhanced and enlarged it. The result was a blurry, pale gray form that might have been a spindly monkey.

	“Whassup?” Frankie asked, crossing the tiny kitchen behind her.

	“Probably nothing,” she replied. “Somebody thinks a gargoyle on their church has come to life.”

	Frankie chuckled, then fell silent. Denny felt her friend’s small hand clutch her shoulder. 

	“Oh my God,” breathed Frankie. “It can’t be. Can it?”

	At that moment Denny gasped at her own foolishness. She suddenly put together disparate bits of data. There was the overall shape of the blurred form, the trailing strands of black hair, the pale flesh, the hint of a muzzle-like visage, the way it ran head down, arms almost trailing on the roof tiles.

	“But it’s so small!” she protested.

	“We start small,” Frankie said quietly. “Come on, we’re both thinking it. That’s a Loper.”


Chapter 2: Demons and Bureaucrats

	 

	“So, let’s be clear about this,” said the committee chairman. “Just so that we’re all on the same page.”

	Ted Gould felt himself becoming tense, but tried to keep his expression neutral.

	Here we go again, he thought. The very British, very polite trashing of all my ideas.

	“Your request for funding is interesting, certainly quite detailed,” the chairman went on, glancing at the sheaf of documents arrayed on the table. “But ultimately it is based on the bold assertion that beings from some kind of – well, let us call it what you do, another dimension – attempted to invade our world last year. Would you say that is a fair assessment?”

	“Interlopers,” said Gould, keeping his voice even, “beings reported by many reliable observers in this and other countries. And there are related entities, large and extremely dangerous, all entering our continuum from a realm where different physical laws apply. And I didn’t say invade, I said they attempted to migrate here as their own world was dying.”

	“How did they get here?” asked a committee member, a distinguished physicist. “How can anything travel from one universe to another? I am not clear about these portals you refer to.”

	“My hypothesis,” replied Gould, “is that the portals may be Einstein-Rosen bridges. Rips in the fabric of space-time, giving entry to a parallel universe. At the Romola Foundation we called the Interlopers’ realm the Phantom Dimension.”

	“And, as you spell out in quite exhaustive detail, it was full of monsters,” said the chairman. “Creatures that can read minds and take on horrific forms based on our subconscious fears or desires. A bit outside the realms of mainstream science. One finds such entities in science fiction, in fairytales, in horror films. But in the laboratory, one looks in vain for any real evidence of their existence. What do you say to that argument, Doctor Gould?”

	Gould felt himself reddening with repressed anger. 

	Every bloody time, he thought. They always make it sound like comic-strip stuff, never accept the solid evidence.

	“I think that abundant evidence of a strange and significant phenomenon, as presented to you, at least deserves fair consideration,” he said carefully. “Bear in mind that something undeniably happened at Hobbs Lane. And in other parts of the world. Reliable witnesses saw bizarre organisms appear out of nowhere, then disintegrate. That is a lot of data to dismiss.”

	Gould looked from one member of the three-man committee to another. The third person facing him, a statistician, had not spoken yet. At first, Gould had thought the expert was deep in thought. But then he caught sight of the reflected blue glow on the mathematician’s face and realized the man was simply on his phone. 

	“Data, yes, hmm,” the chairman murmured. “Much of this data was gathered by two journalists, while working for a so-called charitable foundation whose chairman has disappeared.”

	“Blurred video of yet more monsters, taken by a couple of American journalists who have repeatedly been accused of faking footage,” put in the mathematician, with a marked sneer. “No accurate figures, readings, measurements. Just gosh wow stuff.”

	Gould took a deep breath, looked past the committee chairman’s’ left ear. He found that if he looked the man in the face, he felt like punching it.

	“There are also a number of eyewitnesses who returned from the Phantom Dimension,” he said. “People who were abducted and subject to bizarre, cruel experiments by the Interlopers.”

	“And whose testimony is no more reliable than the video footage,” said the mathematician. “Some of these people supposedly vanished in the distant past, but no verifiable records exist. Most are exhibiting signs of psychosis.”

	“Those witnesses include my own sister, Lucy,” Gould pointed out, still keeping his voice under control.

	The chairman looked down at his folded hands in embarrassment.

	“Doctor Gould,” he said finally, “a small child was found among a disparate group of undocumented – people. Not one of them has been identified with any degree of certainty. A mystery, certainly. But to introduce the element of time travel…” 

	Gould sighed.

	“I have tried to explain that time flowed faster in the Phantom Dimension. My sister was abducted nearly fifty years ago, but has only aged about four years. And of course she is confused, given the terrible things…the terrible things they did–”

	Damn, he thought. I can’t do this anymore.

	Gould pushed his chair back and stood up. 

	“Gentlemen,” he said, making for the doorway. “I came here without any great hope of a fair hearing. I expected to be mocked, dismissed, not taken remotely seriously. You have at least proved me to be a competent prophet.”

	“Really, Doctor Gould,” said the chairman in a reproving tone. “There are correct procedures–”

	“Stick your procedures up your fat, pimply arse,” said Gould, and slammed the door behind him.

	In the corridor a dark-haired woman rose from a chair, started to put her phone away. She peered at Gould’s expression, and her face fell.

	“I take it they’re not going to be funding your research?” asked Harriet Zoffany. 

	Gould, still fuming, strode past her without speaking. They were in the car park of the research institute before Zoffany spoke again.

	“They’re just conformists, Ted,” she said. “These days, for every real scientist doing cutting-edge research – pure research – there are a dozen guys with brand new doctorates climbing some corporate ladder or other.”

	Gould did not look at her, instead continued to stride towards his car. 

	“They’d have turned down Galileo, Newton, and Einstein as well,” Zoffany added. “Not that you’re in their league, we both know that, I just thought I’d point it out.”

	Gould stopped, looking down at Zoffany with a rueful smile.

	“I’m sorry,” he said. “No call for rudeness. Well, there is call for it when I’m rude to those purblind buggers. But not to you.”

	He stooped to kiss her. 

	“Let’s have a pizza, a bottle of wine, and discuss our futures,” she suggested. “And in the future, please walk more slowly when you’re furious. I’ve only got little legs and these heels are already killing me.”

	“Sounds like a plan,” Gould said. “The pizza, I mean. And I promise to massage your poor aching tootsies this very evening.”

	“Now that’s the man I chose to shack up with!” she exclaimed, as Gould unlocked the car.

	“Proves I don’t get everything wrong,” he said. “But if I have to be a kept man much longer, I’ll go barmy.”

	“You’re not a kept man, you’re a man taking a career break,” she insisted. “This is me being supportive, by the way. And I’m far too tired to fake it, so you know it’s genuine.”

	Zoffany had returned to the National Health Service after the Romola Foundation had collapsed. The NHS was so desperate for trained staff that few questions were asked about her earlier career. Her salary had taken a nosedive as a result, and she was working far longer hours. Meanwhile, Gould tried and failed to win funding for some research into inter-dimensional physics.

	“Okay,” he said, as the buckled up. “Consider me supported. I just wish–”

	Gould was interrupted by a blast of ‘Highway to Hell’ by AC/DC. As he took out his phone Zoffany rolled her eyes.

	“What about something lighter?” she suggested quietly. “Bit of Monterverdi, maybe?”

	“You kids today, with your Renaissance opera,” he shot back, grinning. 

	Then he frowned at the screen of his cell, mouthed the word ‘Denny’, and took the call.

	 

	***

	 

	The Reverend Bullingdon took his duties seriously. He had few regular churchgoers, but if one called upon him for help, he went. Today that meant driving his antiquated Ford Fiesta along winding roads in grim winter weather. He was on his way to see an elderly farmer, Josiah Larkin. The man’s wife had called him, saying that Larkin had experienced some kind of shock that morning. 

	“He was mucking out the cows,” Liz Larkin had explained. “And he must have had a fall.”

	Bullingdon naturally asked if they had called the doctor.

	“Oh, he won’t have no doctors,” Mrs. Larkin had said. “He just keeps asking for a priest. Do come, Reverend! It will do him good just to see you.”

	The Larkin farm was on the far edge of Bullingdon’s territory. When the priest drove into the farmyard, Liz was standing outside, wringing her hands anxiously. Before Bullingdon had even got out of the car she was tugging at his coat sleeve.

	“Oh, Reverend, I think he’s dying!” she wailed. “I think the shock will carry him off, I really do!”

	Again, the priest urged her to call an ambulance, but she brushed the suggestion aside and hurried him into the small living room. The farmer, who Bullingdon guessed was in his late seventies at the least, was lying on the couch under an old tartan blanket. 

	“The Reverend’s here!” said the woman, unnecessarily. Her husband was already reaching out a quivering hand for Bullingdon.

	Oh dear, the priest thought. The poor soul does seem to be in a bad way. The Larkins really should seek medical help.

	“Hello, Josiah,” he said, taking the man’s hand and sitting by the couch. “I hear you’ve had a little mishap.”

	“Mishap?” croaked the farmer. “No, Reverend! It wasn’t no accident!”

	The priest looked up at Liz Larkin, who looked even more unhappy.

	“He’s wandering in his mind, I reckon,” she said in a stage whisper. 

	“I am not wandering in my mind!” responded Larkin. “I am not barmy! My eyes might be weak, but I know what I saw.”

	Seeking to calm the man, Bullingdon leaned closer, took Larkin’s hand between his own.

	“And what did you see, Josiah?”

	“It was a demon, Reverend!” gasped Larkin. “I saw it suckling at the teats of one of my cows!”

	The priest smiled benignly. 

	Larkin is known to like a few beers, he thought. Perhaps he’s started seeing things. 

	“I’m sure that it looked like one, Josiah,” he said. “But one can take some things in scripture too literally. Now, why don’t you let me call nine-nine-nine?”

	“I’ll die here, not in a hospital!” protested the old man, gripping the priest’s wrist. “And it was a real thing I saw. And not a natural thing, not natural at all. Not after what it did.”

	Bullingdon had not taken any courses on counselling for a while, but he felt that contradicting Larkin might only over-excite the man. So instead, he put on what he thought of as his ‘sensible, listening face’.

	“And what exactly did it do, Josiah? You can tell me. You know I will not mock you or dismiss your words.”

	The farmer seemed about to speak, but then he looked over the priest’s shoulder, and spoke to Liz.

	“What are you thinking of, woman?” he snapped. “Get some tea for the vicar!”

	After a few fretful protests, Liz Larkin allowed herself to be sent out. Then Larkin beckoned the priest closer, lowered his voice.

	“When I saw that thing, Reverend, I picked up a pick-handle I keep in case of burglars,” he explained. “And I took a swipe at the little bugger!”

	“Did you hit it?” asked Bullingdon, deciding to humor the man further.

	“Took it by surprise!” Larkin said, with a flash of pride. “Knocked the little sod into the corner of the barn. Had nowhere to run. So I decided to finish it off. That’s when it–”

	Larkin paused, looked past the priest again. Bullingdon glanced around, saw Mrs. Larkin looking on from the kitchen doorway. Behind her a kettle began to whistle shrilly, and she turned to quiet it. Larkin spoke again, his voice low and intense.

	“That’s when it changed,” he declared. “And it wasn’t a little monster any more. No, it was our Georgie, like he was just afore we put him in the ground, in the cold clay, sixty years ago. And him unbaptized. That upset the old lady no end, but the vicar at the time, he was a stern man.”

	For a moment Bullingdon was confused, then he recalled parish gossip. The Larkins had no children. There had been a stillbirth, back in the days when such things were not spoken of out loud, and hastily forgotten. 

	They buried unbaptized children to the north of the church, he recalled. Along with the suicides. 

	“Oh, my son,” he said. “I am so sorry. So very sorry.”

	Tears were streaming down Larkin’s age-ravaged face. The old man’s grip relaxed, his hands fell away.

	“I killed it, Reverend,” Larkin whispered, in a horrified tone. “It was wounded and crying and all twisted, and I knew it must be a devil’s imp that was deceiving me.”

	Larkin began sobbing uncontrollably.

	“Never a day goes by when I don’t think about our little boy. Never a day, Reverend. We never talks of it, like they all say you should. That’s not our way. Old-fashioned, we are. But I could never forget that poor little body afore the midwife took him away. And so, when I saw that imp of Satan mocking him like that, I saw red, and I brought that pick-handle down and I smashed – I smashed–”

	Bullingdon leaned forward to embrace the farmer, who was now moaning in despair. He felt the bony frame of a once-powerful man quivering with emotion. Then he heard the tinkle of a spoon on china, and gradually let the old man lie back. Liz Larkin brought in the tea tray as the priest dabbed tears from her husband’s cheeks.

	“I think it was a rather upsetting experience,” Bullingdon said to the old woman. “And Josiah here obviously needs a little rest. Now, I know you don’t hold with doctors…”

	It took six cups of tea and nearly an hour of slow, persistent negotiation, but Bullingdon eventually persuaded the Larkins to let him call an ambulance. He decided to wait and offer moral support on the journey to the hospital. Then he asked discreetly for ‘the little boys’ room’ as his bladder was overfull with strong tea.

	The Larkins, predictably, had an outhouse rather than an inside toilet. After he had used it, Bullingdon decided to take a quick look inside the barn. He did not believe for a minute that Larkin had seen a ‘devil’s imp’. But something about the description troubled him. He could not quite figure out what, and felt that looking at the scene of the mysterious incident might help.

	The barn was warm with the heat of the Larkins’ small herd. Cows mooed pitifully, still waiting to be milked. He found a light switch. A couple of fluorescent strips flickered into hesitant life. In the uncertain light, he made his way along the stalls, breathing through his mouth as the air grew more pungent. He saw a pale brown pick-handle lying near one corner. 

	That, at least, is true enough. Perhaps the poor man did see something, a wild animal seeking refuge from the cold. And, in this light, imagination did the rest.

	Going nearer, Bullingdon took out his half-moon reading glasses, adjusted them on the bridge of his nose. He could not risk crouching down, as his knees were arthritic. He stopped instead, holding onto the nearest stall. He heard a cow shifting uneasily. 

	The floor was damp with condensation and half-covered with straw. And there was something else. A rough shape was just visible in the flickering electric glow. It looked like a tiny skeleton, no more than a foot long, with a disproportionately large skull. The side of the skull was badly dented.

	Even as he watched, the brown, twisted bones seemed to shrink. A faint yellowish vapor rose from them, like a waft of discolored steam. Bullingdon heard a slight fizzing noise.

	“Good Lord!” 

	Bullingdon drew himself upright, unsure whether to trust his own senses. Then he thought of the extra gargoyle he had glimpsed the previous morning. He gazed down as the remains of Larkin’s ‘imp’ dissolved into nothingness, leaving only a dark stain on the concrete floor of the barn.

	The sound of the ambulance drawing up outside shook him from a reverie. The priest hurried out to greet the paramedics, grateful for the chance to simply do his duty, to focus on the mundane and knowable. 

	 

	***

	 

	“It could be a fake,” said Zoffany. Then, seeing Frankie’s face she added, “Sorry, but we were all thinking it.”

	“Sure, it could be,” Frankie said. “But take it from me, faking something like that takes a lot of effort. I’ve checked the lighting, shadow, motion blur. If it is a fake it’s up to professional standard. I’m ninety per cent certain that it’s something real, running up that church roof.”

	They were sitting in Gould and Zoffany’s apartment, which was a little larger than the one the Americans shared. Denny’s iPad was linked to a wide-screen TV so that the image of the ‘gargoyle’ was huge. 

	“It’s much smaller than any we’ve seen before,” Gould objected. “Smaller than the ones hatched in the Queen’s brood-chamber.”

	“True,” Zoffany said, thoughtfully. “But they evolved, we know that. The type Ones we encountered at the first portal couldn’t live long in this world. Type Twos, the ones in Machen and Hobbs Lane, had much more endurance. This could be, who knows? A Type Three?”

	“Well, if they’re getting smaller as well, that’s a definite improvement,” Gould grunted. “If we can kill them with a cricket bat, I’m all for it.”

	“Do we know where the picture was taken?” Zoffany asked.

	“Yeah,” Denny replied. “I got in touch with the jogger who snapped the picture. He was kind of pleased when I messaged him, I suppose because we’re all minor celebrities.”

	Zoffany chuckled.

	“My niece told me that I peaked at around one thousandth of a Kardashian,” she said. “Then she spoiled it by saying she didn’t mean any of the really famous ones.”

	“Unfortunately, the jogger doesn’t want to go on the record, because he’s afraid of being ridiculed,” Frankie said. “So I guess we’re not the right kind of celebrities.”

	“But he did give us some information,” Denny went on. “I was surprised when I found out where this St. Wystan’s church is. A little village called Broughton-on-the-Wold. Which is less than two miles from the house where this guy died.”

	She reached down and put a picture of John Scoresby on the screen. Then, seeing Gould and Zoffany looking puzzled, she explained the dead man’s connection to Lanier. 

	“That would be the ultimate irony,” Gould said. “The media types who trashed our reputations getting killed by the very creatures they claim we made up. Serves them right for calling me a crank.”

	Denny nodded. Nobody objected to the implication that the Interloper must have killed Scoresby. It was too much of a coincidence. They quickly moved on to what they should do. 

	“First, find out if the little bugger has been seen anywhere else,” Gould pointed out. “I suspect that’s one for your pals on the internet.”

	They agreed to put out an appeal for information about the Interloper. Denny knew this would attract ridicule, and that they would be bombarded with hoax sightings. But it would also get them more hits.

	And we’ve got no choice, she thought. There’s no official routine for telling the authorities that creatures from another dimension are among us, again. We just have to spread the word, hope enough rational people take it seriously. 

	“I’m guessing,” Frankie said, “that second on the list is going down to this place – Broughton-something? And asking people if they’ve seen a little creature running about.”

	There was a brief silence, during which Denny flicked back to the image of the blurred figure on the roof. 

	“We always suspected that some of them survived,” she said. “But is it possible that one of the survivors was able to reproduce? That there’s a Queen in our dimension?”

	They all looked at Zoffany, who shrugged helplessly.

	“I never got the chance to examine a Queen closely,” she pointed out. “But if the ordinary, sterile Interlopers could be modified to live here, why not the reproductive female? The question is, what would she look like?” 

	Denny thought of the huge, bloated body of the Queen she had encountered, and shuddered. It was hard to believe that such a creature could have entered the human dimension and gone unnoticed. 

	“No,” she said firmly. “If there’s a Queen, she can’t be big and slow. Simply getting through a portal would be impossible. They weren’t that wide. That means we’re talking about something human-sized.”

	“Something human-sized last year, when the portals finally closed,” Gould corrected. “She could be much bigger now.”

	Frankie gave an impatient groan. 

	“Too much speculation,” she complained. “We need more facts.”

	The discussion went on for a while, but eventually it was decided that Frankie and Denny would go to Broughton-on-the-Wold. Gould, aided by Zoffany when she was not working, would try to collate data. 

	“If there are just a few rogue Lopers out there, it’s no big deal,” Denny said as she packed up her gear. “But if there’s an actual colony, we’re in serious trouble.”

	“Are we calling them ‘Lopers’ now?” asked Zoffany. “Was there a memo?”

	“Might as well, thousands of people online have been doing it for months,” Frankie said. “And some of those people aren’t crazy.”

	“The ones who claim to have met Lopers are all pretty deranged, though,” Denny put in. “That’s part of the problem – the more credible the witness, the duller the sighting. Which is why Broughton-on-the-Whatsit seems worth a shot.”

	“Wold,” put in Gould, helpfully.

	“Ted,” Frankie said, hand on hip. “Can I ask you a deep and meaningful question, one adult to another?”

	Gould smiled uncertainly, glanced at Zoffany.

	“Okay, what it is?”

	“What the hell is a Wold?” asked Frankie sweetly.


Chapter 3: The Lady of Mountfalcon

	 

	Tim Garstang looked back at the wake of the boat. The spreading vee of foam led his eyes up towards the Welsh coast and the village they had just left. Night was falling. He was on the last stage of a journey that had brought him from LanCorp’s headquarters in London halfway across the country. The last couple of days had passed in a whirl of phone calls, emails, packing, and frantic attempts to find someone to take care of his tropical fish. He had not even been allowed to tell anyone where he was going. A confidentiality agreement saw to that. Instead he had been required to simply say he was away on a foreign assignment.

	Why am I here again?

	He had been summoned from his mundane job as a sub-editor on a Sunday lifestyle magazine to become some kind of assistant to the Big Boss. He still had no real idea why. Tim had no idea how Sir Charles Lanier, with his tens of thousands of employees, had become aware of him. At first, he had suspected the request to meet Sir Charles was a hoax perpetrated by a colleague. But the expression on his editor’s face – astonishment mixed with poisonous envy – had quickly confirmed that it was a legitimate offer. 

	“You should be looking to the future, not the past,” said Murphy.

	“Oh, right, yeah!” said Tim, looking round at Lanier’s head of security. 

	Murphy had been pleasant enough when he met Tim at the dock in the village, but there was something about the man he did not like. The man had no small-talk about politics, sports, the weather. He also had a very low blink-rate.

	Still, Tim told himself, people in his line of work are seldom charmers. He’s probably ex-military, or maybe an ex-copper. 

	“The island is very pleasant,” Murphy said. “The house has been extensively refurbished.”

	“Great!” Tim replied.

	And that’s another thing, he thought. The guy talks like a robot. 

	Shrugging off the minor annoyance, he did as Murphy bade and looked at Holyhaven. The island had, Tim knew, been a monastery of some sort back in the Dark Ages. But for hundreds of years it had been private property. Lanier had bought it back in the Eighties and had a kind of mini-kingdom of about twenty staff. And for some reason, Tim was about to join the select company. 

	“So,” he said tentatively. “What’s it like? Working for the man himself?” 

	“Sir Charles is a remarkable man,” Murphy said. 

	Tim waited, but the security chief apparently had nothing more to say. The security guard at the controls of the boat had not looked back once, and there was nobody else on board. Tim suddenly had a vision of himself in the middle of the channel, heading towards a mysterious island. He felt nervous, afraid of what might happen next, while having no real idea why.

	“You see, I’ve never met him,” he babbled. “I mean, I’ve seen him on the telly, of course. Last year, when he told that parliamentary committee to get stuffed, you know? But never, you know, in the flesh.”

	Murphy looked at him, unblinking. Then the taciturn man gave an odd kind of shrug, which was almost a wriggle. Tim smiled at the thought that Murphy might be wearing ill-fitting underwear. Then he looked ahead of the boat, and saw that they were turning in a wide arc towards a small jetty. Above, looking suitably dramatic on a tall crag, were the lights of Lanier’s house. Tim recalled that it was called Mountfalcon. The name, he decided, suited it.

	Looming up there like a hawk surveying its territory, waiting to strike.

	“Impressive,” he said. 

	“Yes,” said Murphy, turning his back on Tim and making his way forward.

	The boat slowed as the driver idled the motor. Murphy balanced on the bow, and threw a line to another uniformed man on the jetty. As they came alongside a ladder, the security chief leaped onto the wooden platform. He moved clumsily and nearly fell backwards, arms cartwheeling. The guard on the jetty grabbed him in time, pulled him to safety.

	And nobody makes a joke about it, thought Tim. Is Murphy such a bastard to work for? Or do all Lanier’s staff get some kind of humor bypass?

	He followed Murphy ashore, struggling with his suitcases. After a moment of staring blankly at him, one of the security men took a case without a word. 

	“Thanks!” Tim said, but the man looked through him, walked away.

	The security team set off up a steep path that zig-zagged up the cliffs. In his best suit, and carrying his other suitcase, Tim was soon sweating. The others seemed to be in better condition, but again they looked wrong in some way. Finally, Tim worked it out. The guards were wearing the usual black pants and heavy-duty boots, but their jackets seemed a couple of sizes too big. The men, Tim realized, all seemed to be slightly hunch-backed. He wondered if they were carrying some kind of equipment strapped between their shoulder blades. But what that might be baffled him.

	Parachute? Jet pack?

	They finally reached the top of the cliff and security lights flashed on. After being blinded for a moment, Tim got his first good look at the house. It was a big, sprawling edifice, showing signs of extensive rebuilding and modernization. There was a large satellite dish in one corner of a large front garden. A circular area off to one side was marked with odd symbols.

	“Is that a helipad?” he asked.

	Murphy did not answer, instead pressing on with his team. Tim picked up his suitcase and followed, panting. As he approached the house, he glanced up at the windows of the second floor. A dark-haired woman was looking down at him. The reflection of the floodlights on the window glass meant he could not make out her features. 

	“Is that Lady Lanier?” he asked. 

	Again, his question was ignored.

	 

	***

	 

	“Here’s something odd,” said Zoffany.

	“As opposed to all the normal stuff we’ve been looking at?” asked Gould, sourly. “Whenever I feel optimistic about the future of our species, I just have to go online for ten minutes. Then I become convinced we’ll be extinct before the end of the century. If not sooner. Much sooner.”

	The couple were lying in bed, surrounded by fragments of pizza, enjoying Zoffany’s first day off in six months. But they were also trying to trawl fringe news sites, blogs, and other sources for weird events that happened around the time of the Hobbs Lane Incident. Not surprisingly, there were a lot of reports.

	“Shut up and listen, you old cynic,” Zoffany said, leaning over to show him the screen of her laptop. “The day after the portals collapsed, when we were still trying to make sense of the mess in London – something weird happened. Guess where?”

	“Machen?” Gould hazarded. “The only other accessible portal.”

	“Not exactly Machen,” she said. “But not that far away.”

	Gould read the report, frowned.

	“Hang on,” he said, “according to this the dead truck driver was found in North Wales – that’s about a hundred miles from Machen.”

	“But read on,” she urged. 

	Gould did, raised an eyebrow, then kissed Zoffany on the end of her nose.

	“Brilliant!” he said. “The guy made an unscheduled stop in the middle of nowhere, not far from Machen. Gizmo in the cab says he stopped long enough to pick up a hitchhiker, company said he wasn’t the kind of guy to do that.”

	“Precisely,” Zoffany said excitedly. “Respectable family man, well-paid job with a large haulage firm – why risk that for a hitcher? Unless–”

	“It wasn’t a regular hitchhiker, but someone he literally had to pick up,” Gould put in. “Someone he felt an overwhelming attraction for.”

	“And then he’s found dead,” Zoffany pointed out. “And the police initially assume a thirty-two-year-old man was in his seventies, or older.”

	“Why?” Gould asked, puzzled.

	“Because he was so badly desiccated, totally worn out,” she said eagerly. “Doesn’t that remind you of anything?”

	Gould struggled to recall anything from his terrifying, chaotic encounters with Interlopers that fit this particular case. After a few moments he shook his head, smiled.

	“Go on,” he invited, “dazzle me with your brilliance.”

	Zoffany grinned and clicked on another browser tab. To his surprise, Gould found himself watching and listening to Denny. It was one of the online interviews they had all recorded to get their message across after the Romola Foundation had collapsed. Zoffany fast-forwarded a little, reached the point where Denny was describing her encounter with the Interloper Queen.

	“I kind of – shared her mind, her memories, in a way,” Denny was saying. “I got a strong sense of how they reproduce, for instance. It’s not pretty. The males are just used up in mating, and then discarded.”

	Zoffany stopped the video. 

	“Jesus Christ,” breathed Gould. “You’re saying this hitcher could have been our hypothetical Queen? And that she can mate with human males? That’s very hard to believe.”

	“Why?” Zoffany countered. “We know all their research was designed to merge our biology with theirs, to some extent. The first phase was to give the standard Loper foot soldier the ability to survive in our world indefinitely. The second phase, we’ve agreed, would be a reproductive female entering our world.”

	“But to use human - well, you know,” Gould blustered. “It’s too weird!”

	“Sperm, is the word you’re groping for,” Zoffany said. “And it’s not weird. If you want human genes, why not take them from a healthy human specimen? Clearly their mating process wreaks havoc on a man’s metabolism. It’s totally amoral, but then nature always is. Survival comes before ethics.”

	Gould stared at her.

	“Have you always been like this, but I never noticed until now?”

	Zoffany reached up, touched his cheek.

	“We both did some very questionable things when we were working for Benson,” she reminded him. “One thing it taught me was that no matter how sick and twisted something seems, if it confers some kind of power, or profit, or other advantage, somebody will do it.”

	Gould kissed her again, this time on the mouth, and slowly.

	“God, I always fancy you something rotten when you talk like a supervillain.”

	Laughing, she shoved him away. 

	“The point is that, if this poor guy was – sucked dry, so to speak, over eleven months ago, what does that imply about our Queen?”

	Gould leaned back into his pillows, gazed at the ceiling.

	“God, I don’t know. Maybe she could store the trucker’s seed away for years and produce thousands of eggs?”

	“Maybe,” Zoffany echoed. “But remember, we’re talking a human hybrid, here. A mix of the two species. So maybe she gets pregnant, squirts out some little Lopers, then has to get pregnant again. Just like a regular woman.”

	Gould sat up suddenly, lifted the sheets and looked down. 

	“What’s the matter?” she asked.

	“Just making sure nothing has shriveled up,” he said, without looking up. “Because if you’re right, no-one with external gonads is safe.”

	Zoffany chuckled, then punched him on the shoulder. He rubbed the spot, looking hurt.

	“I rather think,” she said, “that our hypothetical Queen would be after fresher gonads than those.”

	Seeing his hurt expression, she put her laptop aside and lunged at him.

	“You know me,” she said as she overcame his half-hearted attempts to defend himself. “I prefer my fruit a little riper!”

	 

	***

	 

	Despite his best effort to seem blasé, Tim was impressed by the luxurious interior of Mountfalcon House. As he followed Murphy and his silent retinue inside, he whistled up at the vast entrance hall.

	“Wow! My whole apartment in Holborn would fit in here about four times!”

	“Your room is on the upper floor, towards the rear,” said Murphy, ignoring the remark. “Phelps here will help with your luggage. You can freshen up after your journey. There is a light meal, and some coffee.”

	“Thanks, that’s very – hospitable,” Tim said, trying to keep a trace of sarcasm out of his voice. “And when will I meet the boss man – Sir Charles?”

	Murphy’s eyes flickered for a moment.

	Was it such a hard question? Tim thought. This setup is more secretive than MI5.

	“You will be kept informed,” said Murphy. “Sir Charles is currently unwell. He is old, as you know.”

	“Yeah, right,” Tim mumbled as he followed Phelps up the staircase. “Probably having his afternoon nap.”

	When the monosyllabic Phelps had left him in his room, Tim threw himself backwards onto the king-sized bed. Then he took out his phone to contact his girlfriend. The message ‘No Signal’ popped up immediately. 

	“Oh, come on,” he said to the ornately-decorated ceiling. 

	Then he smiled ruefully at his own naivety.

	As if Lanier would allow anyone to just call out as and when they felt like it. He probably has a gizmo that suppresses phone signals. 

	“Oh well, I’ll probably get a Skype connection in due course,” he muttered, getting up again. 

	Tim sauntered over to the window, paused to admire the view of the mainland directly across the strait. Then he turned to a side table, where a plate of sandwiches and a pot of coffee had been left. He suddenly felt intensely hungry and began to wolf down the sandwiches. However, after a few mouthfuls, he detected an odd aftertaste. 

	Would they serve dodgy food in a place like this? Seems unlikely.

	He poured himself some coffee, which tasted good, then did some unpacking. After he had put away his meager supply of clothing he finished off the coffee and wondered what to do next. 

	“Freshen up,” he said, recalling Murphy’s words. “Okay.”

	There was no en suite bathroom, but he reasoned that this was a home, not a hotel. He stepped out into the corridor and looked both ways. Every door was closed, but the one at the far end looked promising. Tim set off, taking his shaving kit. He was prone to five o’clock shadow, and it was well after six.

	It was a bathroom, modern and resplendent in marble and chrome. Tim was about to close the door behind him and have a shower when he thought he heard a voice. It was too faint to make out any words, but it seemed to come from one of the other rooms in the corridor. He paused, listening, and the voice came again.

	“Hello?” he called tentatively.

	This time he did make out a clear phrase.

	“Help me.”

	Tim’s first thought was that Lanier himself had had some kind of accident, or maybe a stroke. He had a sudden, heroic vision of himself saving his boss’s life on the first day of his new job. He dismissed the improbable idea at once.

	But someone seems to be in trouble.

	Tim stepped back out into the corridor, stumbled, almost fell before catching himself by putting a hand against the wall. The corridor seemed to tilt wildly for a moment.

	I should have finished those sandwiches, he thought. Getting light-headed.

	He walked carefully to the nearest door, stopped to listen. The voice came again, the plea for help more insistent, urgent. He knocked on a white-painted panel.

	“Hello? Are you okay?” he said, dismayed to find himself slurring his words.

	“Please help me!” 

	The voice was shrill, evidently that of an elderly person. Tim tried the door, and it opened. The room was much like his own. A lamp by the large bed showed that it was occupied by a shrunken, pale figure. Tim could not tell whether it was male or female. He hurried across the plush carpet to the bed, stumbling again. 

	“What is it, what’s wrong?”

	“Tim! They got you, too.”

	The face on the pillow was wrinkled, the lips cracked, the red eyes half-closed by hardened yellowish mucous. Tim felt slightly sick at the aroma of stale sweat rising from the bed. Then he belatedly understood what the stranger had said.

	“Do I know you?” he blurted out. “Have we met before?”

	Another wave of dizziness nearly felled him. He sat down on the bed, propped himself up with one hand. 

	“Tim, it’s me! Nigel!”

	Tim struggled to think of anyone called Nigel that he knew. There was only his old squash partner Nigel Rodgers, who had worked in the marketing department. But Nigel had been about thirty, whereas this man could not be younger than seventy.

	What happened to Nigel? He struggled to remember. Something about a transfer overseas?

	“It is, me, Tim,” croaked the man. “For God’s sake, try and get away before they–”

	“Please come with us, Mister Garstang.”

	Strong hands lifted Tim from the bed and carried him backwards, feet dragging, out into the corridor and back to his room. He tried to struggle, but felt very weak and confused. Murphy followed, and Tim tried to demand answers from the security chief. 

	“You – drugged – me!” Tim managed to say. “Why?”

	Murphy regarded him with his neutral, unblinking expression. When they reached Tim’s room, the security guards laid him on his bed. The men who had carried Tim left without a word. Murphy, however, paused at the door to look back for a moment.

	“You are more privileged than you know,” he said. “Your descendants will rule the world.”

	They’re all bloody mad, Tim thought, struggling to sit up. Maybe Lanier’s been captured by some kind of brainwashing cult? It sometimes happens to old rich guys.

	His limbs would not obey him. When he tried to lever himself upright, his arms felt like jelly. He gave up, reasoning that whatever they had drugged him with must wear off. Since he had not lost consciousness, it was probably weakening. 

	Okay, assume I can move again soon, what do I do? Fight my way past Murphy’s goon squad? Steal a powerboat? I’m not James Bond.

	He tried recall how big the island was, and whether it might offer cover for him to hide by night. 

	But then what? 

	The room was in near-darkness, with only a faint light from the open window. When the door opened, Tim struggled to turn his head, managed to swivel his gaze a few degrees. There was a figure in the doorway, framed by diffuse light from the hallway. The silhouette was tall, apparently clad in some sort of long robe. It stepped into the room, closed the door. The darkness of the night returned.

	Tim tried to speak, but produced only a dry, inarticulate sound. 

	The newcomer walked forward. He heard the rustling of the voluminous robe, gentle padding of what might have been bare feet on the carpet. The figure moved slowly. As it got closer, he became aware of a strange odor, not like perfume, more like the musk of an animal. Tim began to feel oddly excited, felt his fear begin to evaporate. 

	The silent figure stopped by the bed, and he sensed more movement. The reading light clicked on, and for the first time he saw the stranger clearly. 
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