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You shall never truly die.








One






Alexandra Bartos closed the envelope with a dribble of wax and pushed her own seal into it to close the letter properly. It had a long way to go and she wanted for it to be safe. She picked the letter up and took it outside.


“Mrs. Coleman?” she called out.


Her housekeeper stepped out of the kitchen. “Yes, sir?”


“I’ll put this letter on the table by the door to be sent off later. It’s for my family back home in Hungary, so make sure that the messenger boy has enough money on him to send it off. It will cost considerably more than a regular letter.”


“Of course, sir. Will that be all?”


“Yes, Mrs. Coleman.”


“I’ll call the boy up in a moment.”


“Thank you.”


Mrs. Coleman stepped back into the kitchen and Alexandra went to the narrow vestibule by the entrance door and placed the letter on the small table kept there. She’d already been to the table earlier and had collected the mail which had arrived that morning.


Alexandra had just put the letter down when the doorbell rang. As she was at the door of her flat, anyway, there was no point in having Mrs. Coleman come out of the kitchen to answer it.


“I’ll get the door, Mrs. Coleman!” she called back, therefore, and opened the door herself.


“Alexander, so glad you’re home!” Edward Pickering, her best friend and the only person in London apart from her tailor who knew the truth about her, looked seriously shaken.


“Edward, do come in.”


She stepped aside and he walked into her flat. Having been there before, he knew how to find her sitting room. She stopped by the kitchen door and asked her housekeeper for some tea, as Edward certainly looked like he needed some. She might even have to break out the brandy, despite it not even being noon.


He dropped down on her couch, so she took an easy chair nearby. “What has happened to trouble you like this?”


“I had a letter from my family this morning.” He closed his eyes for a moment. “Things have apparently been happening without my knowledge.”


“A sickness? A death?”


“Well, not a death in the family, but deaths in the area. Not a sickness, either, but a scandal.”


“You’re making me curious.”


Mrs. Coleman stepped into the sitting room with the tea and poured it, then left to return to her regular duties. Alexandra waited for her to leave, knowing that the English didn’t like to talk about scandals with servants present.


Edward took his own cup and almost drained it. “The letter was a shock, I will admit that,” he said then, “but what shocked me even more was that it didn’t come sooner.”


“That it didn’t come sooner?”


“Things have been happening back home for a while now and I should have been there and helped. Perhaps then the scandal wouldn’t have happened.”


Alexandra just nodded, giving him the time to sort his thoughts and decide what he wanted to tell her and what he wanted to keep to himself.


With a sigh, he continued, “Something has been attacking people back home. Not a regular animal, that has become very clear now. Not a regular human, either, from what my father has written. And a few days ago, that creature … whatever it is … has attacked my cousin who is currently staying with us.”


“They died?”


“As heartless as it might sound, it would have been better for her if she’d died, Alexander.”


There were few things considered worse than death by people on their level of society, so the guess was easy, “She’s been violated.”


“Yes.” His shoulders dropped in relief at not having to say it himself.


“You speak of a creature … not human, but also not animal. I assume that you shy away from animal because of what happened to your cousin.”


“Yes. An animal would not…”


“No, it would not. It might kill for several reasons, but it would not feel the need or the want to violate in such ways. Yet, as much as I appreciate the trust you put in me, why have you come to see me?”


“Because there might be something beyond the natural world out there…”


Now she understood him. “You remembered what I told you about my people.”


“Yes. This creature, it must be brought down. It must be hunted by someone better at it than my family is. It also may be something that cannot be killed by a regular human.”


Alexandra smiled. “And you remember that people like me, we are not considered regular due to the changes done to us.”


“I … I did. You spoke of the potions you were given, about the burial they did…”


At the age of ten, Alexandra had indeed been ‘buried’ by her family. The second-oldest daughter had officially died, so the only son, Alexander, could take her place. From then onward, she’d regularly been given a traditional potion that prevented her from developing into a proper woman, keeping her androgynous instead. Like this, she would one day take her father’s title and place, keeping it in the main branch of the family. Yet, the changes made to her put her in-between a man and a woman and that, according to the traditions, also made her someone who could stand against supernatural forces.


“You fear this creature might be supernatural, so you ask the friend who might be able to slay it for help.”


“I’ve also come to you because you are a good hunter and the creature slips away too easily. If someone can find it, it will be you. Besides … you mentioned that your family lives in a marshy area.”


“We do. I’ve grown up in the swamps. You mentioned it’s the same for your family.”


“Yes, that is another reason. Being able to move in marshy surroundings is also necessary and I know you can do that.”


Alexandra smiled. “Very well, I shall join you for the hunt, then.”


“Thank you. You’ll be free to come with me tomorrow?”


“I have no social obligations I need to heed that direly.” She had no family in England, after all, so she could very much come and go as she wished. “I can come along tomorrow and I shall.”


“And you can be ready tomorrow?”


“Of course. I shall have to send out a few messages to people who have invited me to parties that I can’t attend them now, but that will not be a problem. When are you travelling tomorrow?”


“The train leaves Saint Pancreas tomorrow at twenty-three past eleven.”


“I will be there.” She would be — she was good at packing quickly and he certainly needed her help.


“Thank you.”


Alexandra saw him to the door, then went to the kitchen to find her housekeeper. “Mrs. Coleman, I will be leaving tomorrow for an extended stay in the country. You will keep an eye on the flat while I’m gone, of course, and I shall give you the address to forward important letters and other messages to as well, but I don’t expect for many of those to arrive. You can very well pay all the bills and I have just answered a letter from my father, so he won’t be writing again in a hurry.” Her letter had to reach him first, after all.


“Do not be worried, sir, all will go well, I’m sure.”


“I’m sure it will, Mrs. Coleman. It always does, after all.” It was the advantage of employing a middle-aged woman as her housekeeper. Mrs. Coleman was very experienced and hard to shock. Alexandra was sure that, should her housekeeper ever find out about her secret, she would hardly be shaken by it. “Make sure to have my suitcases taken from the storage as soon as possible, so I can pack. I shall also have to write a few messages which need delivering, but they can be delivered directly, as all of the recipients are in London.”


“I shall see to the suitcases right away, sir, and then have a messenger boy standing by to take your messages around the city.”


“Thank you.”


Alexandra went back into her small study to check her calendar and figure out who needed to be informed of her leaving the city for a while, then she began to write the short messages necessary.


She’d originally chosen a flat over a house in London because it was cheaper and she had no plans or means to start a family, anyway. The apartment building offered a lot of services, such as laundry services, the messenger boys, and even a shopping service when needed. General cleaning was also provided. All of this meant she only needed a housekeeper for the cooking and general organisation of her household. Many men would also employ a valet, of course, but nobody in Alexandra’s family did that, anyway, so she didn’t, either.


There was a quick rap on the door. “The suitcases are in your bedroom, sir.”


“Thank you, Mrs. Coleman. I shall finish the messages before I pack, so they can go out.”


“Put them on the table by the door and I shall see to it that they are delivered promptly, sir.”


“I shall, thank you.”


With that, Alexandra went back to writing messages to excuse herself to people in London.






* * *






Alexandra took the rest of the day to pack all of her luggage, accounting for all situations a trip to the countryside might put her into and choosing the kind of clothing a man from the upper classes in Britain would use, not what she’d be wearing back home. It was quite a lot — clearly showing that men higher up in society could not travel quickly or lightly. She’d certainly travelled with much less in the past.


The next morning, Alexandra took a cab to the train station. Once there, she flagged down a sturdy porter with a trolley and had him load up all of her luggage for transport to the right train. Not that she knew the train or the platform already, but she was sure Edward would be waiting for her somewhere inside the station.


She was right about that. Edward was waiting with his own porter and trolley right inside the station, clearly not taking any risks of not meeting her when she arrived. He waved to her as soon as he spotted her, which was only moments after she had spotted him — but then, she was a well-trained hunter.


“I already have bought the tickets,” he said as she joined him. “As you’re my guest, I thought it suitable to do so.”


“Well, you know the right station, so I’m glad you did. I wouldn’t know which kind of ticket to where to buy in the first place.”


He nodded. “We still have enough time to get to the train in peace and I sent a telegram to my family yesterday to tell them when I will arrive and that I will bring a guest along.”


“I hope they’ll accept me.” Some people in Britain were quite set against any kind of ‘foreigner’ and Alexandra was a foreigner by all possible metrics, being from a different country and culture.


“They will, I’m sure. They also don’t need to know it all, I simply told them I was bringing a friend with experience in hunting along.”


“They don’t need to know it all,” she agreed. Few people knew all about her, after all, especially in England.


Edward took the lead through the station, taking them all to the right platform. The train wasn’t there yet, so they would have to wait some more, but the weather was still good enough for Alexandra, so she didn’t mind it too much. The platform was uncomfortable with the wind blowing through it, but that was one thing all train stations seemed to have in common — it had been no different in Vienna and Paris, nor in Calais and Dover.


“This is a horrid situation all around. There have been several deaths among the population of the surrounding villages and they are all looking to my family for help. There is quite an uproar there right now … people are afraid.”


She nodded. “It’s the same for my family back home. As the local noble, it’s your job to keep the regular people safe.”


That was one reason why in her family the women, too, were trained in riding and shooting — so they could go on a hunt with the rest of the family, if necessary. In fact, her older sister Maria was the best shot around, even better than Alexandra herself, and had taught all her younger siblings and several cousins how to shoot.


“I knew you would understand. My family has tried to find this creature, but to no avail. Yet, my father suspects that this search might have prompted the attack on my cousin. On the other hand, there could be a far darker reason for that.”


“Darker?” That sounded quite ominous.


“I’ll tell you later, once we are more comfortable on the train. It is not a story to be told out in the open.”


“We will have quite some time to pass, I guess, so that will be good. I packed something to read, but that can always wait.” Alexandra not only read for relaxation, it was also helping her with her English. Even after two years in England, she still had a very discernible ‘foreign’ accent, although she understood the language quite well and could hold herself in a conversation.


“Yes, we will certainly be on the train for at least four hours … and that is without any delays. They do provide good food, though, so it should be bearable.”


“You’re too used to modern comforts,” she said with a laugh.


Back in Hungary, the trains were as fast, but not as comfortable as they were in Britain. Compared to the first leg of her journey, that was, until she had been able to join the Orient Express in Vienna. Those trains were certainly very comfortable, even outright luxurious.


“I might be…”


She shot him a smile. “You are, trust me.”


“I have not travelled as far as you have, so I will bow to your experience there.”


“Trust me, a four-hour trip on a British train is perfectly fine.”


The train arrived at the platform, stopping in a cloud of steam. For a moment, they both waited as the passengers disembarked and made their way out of the platform, then Edward stepped up to a conductor with their tickets. The man led them to the right compartment and the two porters stacked the luggage racks with the suitcases and other luggage. While they did, Edward and Alexandra still stood on the platform, giving the men the space to work, as the train’s corridor was so narrow that two people could barely pass each other by.


Finally, the two porters were done with their work and they paid the men, climbed onto the train, and entered their compartment.


“I reserved the full compartment for us,” Edward said as he made himself comfortable, “so we can travel and talk in peace.”


“That was certainly a good idea.” Alexandra made herself comfortable as well. The upholstery of the first-class compartment certainly would be nice to sit on for the next four hours. “I do not mind travelling in company, but you will have it easier to tell me everything about the situation … and what else you wish to tell me … when we do not have any audience.”


“That is true. There are a few things we need to talk about which should not be heard by other people.”


For the moment, as the train hadn’t even started, Alexandra entertained herself by looking out of the window and studying the people on the platform. There still were several who were saying their goodbyes to their loved ones, some late-arrivals who were hurrying along the platform to find their compartment or seat, and some who were still greeting those who’d come to pick them up. The conductors still were mostly outside as well, taking care of things.


“Is this very different from your home?” Edward asked after a while. He’d always been curious about how things were in Alexandra’s area of Hungary.


“The clothing is certainly different,” she answered, “but I’ve found that people are the same everywhere.”


Right in front of their compartment, a young woman was giving a young man a goodbye kiss. They were both dressed in muted colours and clearly working class, yet the scene could just as well have played out between lovers back home who’d have been dressed in more colourful clothing.


“You are probably right there, even though I find it hard to imagine what it is like in your country.”


“The landscape differs,” she answered. “We have wide steppes which you lack here on the island. We have large forests and swamps and marshes, too. We have more free space than you do … but then, Hungary is much bigger than Britain. We have more space for slightly less people overall.”


“Perhaps I’ll see it one day. It won’t be easy to get my father to let me travel there, though. Not like yours…”


Her father had sent her to England to make acquaintances and learn, first and foremost. There was more technology in England and a different culture they might learn something from. On the whole, Alexandra didn’t see the point in imitating the culture, but the technology was certainly worth learning about. It might make things much easier for the people back home, once she knew more about it or could hire an engineer to help with bringing it back to her pocket of Hungary.


“It took some time to get my father to agree, too.” Travelling was dangerous to a degree and her father had no other ‘sons’ in reserve. “Yet, he and I both agreed that it would be good for me to see more of the west, of the more developed countries. Perhaps the opposite would be a good idea, too.”


“Well, my father is of the opinion that there is nothing to be learned from other countries … especially those further to the east. I’m no longer that sure about it myself.”


“There is always something to be learned from other people.” Sometimes, it might simply be what not to do, but even that could be helpful.


The train gave a loud signal and began to move with a jerk. They were officially on the way now.








Two






Alexandra glanced out of the compartment’s window, watching the city of London pass them by on the way out. She knew Edward would need some more time to get comfortable enough to speak about whatever was on his mind.


Finally, as they had reached travelling speed, he rose and pulled the curtains across the windows and the door looking out over the corridor. He was getting ready to tell her more.


He settled again in his seat across from hers by the window and gave a sigh. “I didn’t get that much information from my father in his letter … there’s only so much you can really convey in writing … but what he told me is dire, especially for this day and age. We’re not in the middle ages any longer, after all.”


She nodded, but didn’t speak, again giving him the space to sort his thoughts.


He heaved a heavy sigh and began his story, “I already told you that the area where I live has quite some marshy places. That has always been the case and it has been settled for a long time, since there were ways to gain peat from there. We’ve not had any mines in the area, but there’s a lot of fertile ground away from the marshes and it has always been used for agriculture.”


“I see. It has a long history, then?”


“It does, yes. My family has been living in this area for a long time, too. We managed to keep it throughout the historical struggles, even if it wasn’t always easy. I believe it was similar for your family, from what you’ve said.”


“It was,” Alexandra agreed with him. “My family has held on to our seat for almost a thousand years now. Many generations of us have lived there and taken on the mantle of leadership.” As she would one day as well.


“You understand, then. The people in the area consider us to be their protectors, even if not all of their houses still belong to the family. We have never failed in this before, Alexander. Throughout all of the upheavals and problems in the history of England, we have protected them. Now, it looks as if we are failing at this.”


“What happened? You spoke of a creature, but gave no details so far.”


“My father didn’t give me all the details, either, but more than I have told you so far. It started about a month back … perhaps a little earlier than that. Several people who were out and about at night … mostly with good reason … saw a huge, lumbering creature close to the biggest area of swamp around. We call it the Devil’s Moor and it is very old. Older than any written history of my family or the area in general.”


“So the creature resides there?”


“That’s what my father thinks, yes. At first, though, there were only sightings, sightings that could be blamed on too many spirits or just too much superstition. My family wasn’t too worried about it. Then, however, there was the first body. A man whom everyone knew to be a poacher, even if he was never tried for it, was found close to the Moor. His body was mangled beyond imagination, according to my father. He’d been torn asunder by someone … by something. No human would have the strength to do that to a body, not even in the throes of madness. It had to be something else.”


“The huge creature people had seen.”


Edward nodded. “That was what everyone thought. The witnesses from before came forward and spoke of the monster, told everyone who wanted to know…”


“And the fear rose.” As it would have back home. People were indeed the same everywhere, deep down. “With the fear came resentment.”


“Yes. It got worse after the second kill a few days later. A doctor, one of two in the area, out on a late-night visit to a patient. He, too, was mangled and left lying on the ground.”


“Which made the situation much worse. A poacher killed is one thing, but a doctor? That’s almost as bad as a dead priest.”


“Yes,” he agreed. “That is very much what people were thinking. Only a week later, another man on a late-night errant was killed. This one was not a doctor or a priest, but still a well-liked member of the community. By that time, my father was already hunting for the creature, searching for it everywhere he could, but to no avail. No matter when he was out, nothing turned up, neither day nor night. Yet, it seemed to have changed something. When my sister and my cousin were on their way back from a visit in the late afternoon … before night had fully fallen, but while the sun was sinking rapidly … the creature came for them. My sister managed to run, but my cousin was not as lucky. She was caught by the creature, her clothes ripped and … well.”


Alexandra nodded, not forcing him to speak of it. “Yes. Why did this change the opinion of your father?”


“Not just of him. You see, there is a legend in the area, a legend about my family.”


“And it ties in with this creature?”


“It might.”


Edward fell silent and Alexandra gave him the time he needed, looking out of the window again. What she had heard so far was not promising — a creature which did kill and do even worse things to people. ‘Huge and lumbering’ should mean that it would be found easily, but that didn’t seem to be the case if a local noble, familiar with the area and trained in hunting, couldn’t find it.


“The legend is from the time when Christianity slowly spread throughout England. My family converted early on and, as was practice at that time, they demanded of all of the people on their lands to convert as well. The first church was built in the town closest to the castle which by now has been replaced by a manor home. The people frequented it, as expected, but there was talk.”


“They didn’t want to give up the old ways,” Alexandra guessed. It had been like that in Hungary, too. People paid lip-service to their lord, but still worshipped the old gods.


“Yes. They secretly prayed to their old gods and only pretended to believe in the new one. It came out and my ancestor was furious.”


“He would have been.” People had been taking religion very seriously at that time. Some still did in modern times. “So he tried to stamp out the old belief.”


“Yes, he did. With informants who were really believing in Christianity, he managed to find his way to the place where the others worshipped … in the middle of the Devil’s Moor.”


“That would have been the safest place to meet, as the middle of a swamp is hardest to reach without knowing the safe pathways through it.”


“Yes. There, in the middle of the swamp, my ancestor descended upon the unbelievers who were defying him. It certainly wouldn’t be like that today, of course, but back then, it was what a local lord did. Many of the worshippers fled, others were killed or captured. The priest of this cult, however, chose another way. Defiantly, he faced my ancestor at a pool in the middle of the swamp, head held high and a glow in his eyes … or so the legend says. ‘You will not have the pleasure of capturing or killing me,’ he said, ‘as I prefer a death of my own making to your weak new religion. Mark my words, though, because revenge will come to you and yours and destroy what you love most.’ With those words, he threw himself into the pool and sank in silence, indeed preferring to kill himself to being captured by my ancestor.”


She could see why the man might have chosen that — having captured and, perhaps, even converted the high priest would have been a glowing victory for her friend’s ancestor. “That was not the end of the story, though, was it?” As it hadn’t included the creature yet.


“That wasn’t the end of the story,” he agreed. “For a while, nothing happened. Those who had been captured were converted by force … not something my family is proud of now, but at the time, it seemed natural. Those who had run that night returned to the church services and could no longer worship their old gods. Those who had died would never worship again. My ancestor thought that had been all … the parting words of an old madman didn’t worry him. Until one night when he was called out by someone who had seen wolves close by their farm. There was no trace of the wolves once he reached the farm with his men, but that wasn’t too surprising. People feared wolves and would sometimes see them where there were none. They went back to the castle and found a field of carnage. All of the servants, men and women, old and young alike, were mangled on the ground, their corpses strewn about without care. My ancestor hurried to his own rooms and found his wife in there, but not alone … a creature was crouching above her, having clearly violated her, and it slashed her throat with its claws as my ancestor arrived before simply jumping out of the window and landing unharmed. By the time he came to the courtyard, it had vanished into the night, yet everyone said it was the priest’s revenge.”


“And now people think the creature has come back?” she asked.


“Apparently.”


“Why would it? Your ancestor is long gone.”


“That is indeed the question…”


The whole situation did promise danger, though. A creature able to lay waste to a complete noble household had to be quite powerful.






* * *






It was well more than four hours after they’d left London that the train reached the station they were making for. Several porters unloaded their luggage while Alexandra and Edward left the train swiftly. While Alexandra looked around to familiarise herself a little with the area, Edward was clearly looking for someone.


Finally, a man came forward, cap in hand. “Master Edward,” he greeted her friend, “I’ve been sent to pick you and your friend up.”


“Good to see you, Jake,” Edward answered. “I hoped that the telegram would reach the family in time … good to see it did.” He turned to Alexandra. “Alexander, come this way!”


Alexandra nodded and approached the two men.


“This is my friend, Alexander Bartos. He’s an excellent hunter and will help us find this monster,” Edward introduced her to Jake. “Jake is our coachman. You brought the trap, Jake, didn’t you?”


The coachman nodded. “Best one for a quick trip. Perhaps a little tight for the luggage.”


“We’ll make do.”


They left the station together — it only had one platform, as a lot of stations out in the country did — and made for the trap waiting nearby. Alexandra noted the horse pulling it — a good one, no doubt about that, she had an eye for it. She also noted something else, though — the way a lot of the people looked at them, especially at her. Edward was known in the area, being his father’s son and a member of the most important noble family around. She was not known and there certainly were signs of her not being a regular Englishman — even apart from the ‘man’ part of that. Some even made gestures she guessed were their way of warding off evil spirits.


Edward noticed them and shot the people a glare. “I’m sorry about that, Alexander.”


“Don’t be.” She simply pretended not to have noticed the gestures.


They reached the coach and began to stack the luggage inside in a way that would also allow for them to sit in it. It would be tight, but Alexandra didn’t worry about sitting in a tight spot for a little while.


“How far from here is your family’s home?” she asked.


“Not far … half an hour by coach, roundabout.”


“Oh, good.” Half an hour was certainly manageable in a cramped trap.


They finished putting the luggage away and took the seating still available to them. Jake, also staring at the people still watching them suspiciously, took the driver’s bench, starting their trip.


“I would never have thought that the people here would act like this,” Edward said as they were leaving the small town with the station. “They are good people, I assure you.”


“You do not have to make excuses,” Alexandra answered. “I’ve seen this before … they are afraid and they do not trust strangers in this situation. It’s not about me being a foreigner, it would be the same if you had brought along the most English friend you have. I’m a stranger arriving at a time when things are dangerous and supernatural beings might be out and about. They are afraid of me … of what my arrival might mean. If your father is right and him hunting for the creature made it go for your sister and cousin, then me arriving and joining the hunt might be even more of a provocation for the creature.”


“You think so?”


“It’s possible. I don’t think this is the case, but I can’t say for sure. If there is a supernatural element to this, there is no logical explanation for anything.” That was the worst thing about the supernatural — it meant nothing was safe or clear.


He sighed. “I wish you were wrong, but you are right. With the supernatural, there is no logic.”


They had left the town by then and Alexandra glanced around the landscape. “That’s a mire over there, isn’t it?” she asked, pointing at the area in question.


“It is, yes. I’m glad to see that you can really understand the landscape here and won’t walk into a swamp by accident.”


“Not by accident, that much is for sure.”


She had no doubt, however, that she would be walking into a swamp on purpose before this was over. Supernatural threat or not, a swamp was a good place to hide, provided one knew one’s way through it.


“The servants are nervous, Master Edward,” Jake said from the driver’s bench. “It’s not that the creature has been seen around the manor, but they still think it will come for the family in the future. That it is the creature of the legend, back to end the bloodline.”


“Why wait almost a thousand years?” Edward countered. “It could have finished us then, made sure that no more branches came to be in my family. Now, there’s several branches who would take over the manor after we are dead. The creature would have decades of work ahead of it.”


“I doubt a supernatural being would mind several decades of work,” Alexandra said, “but I also doubt it would wait that long to eradicate the family.”


“Well,” Jake answered, “it is what the servants say … the young ones, mostly. The older ones, they know better.”


“I’m sure they do … they always do.” More experienced servants were much harder to scare — or to scare off.


“How is the family … especially Clara?” Edward asked.


“They are holding up, sir. Miss Clara isn’t leaving her rooms much now, certainly not leaving the house.”


Clara had to be the cousin, then. Alexandra certainly couldn’t blame her for not wanting to risk another meeting with that creature, given how the first had ended for her.


“What about my father?”


“He is trying to organise a militia of sorts, but he’s not having much luck, sir. The people are afraid and not many of them have weapons.”


The regular farmer or other worker in the countryside had little use for a firearm, of course, and those who added to the table with poaching wouldn’t easily admit to it. “There won’t be many rifles around here, anyway.”


“Well, my father could actually outfit them with all the weapons they need. We have quite some hunting rifles and similar weapons at the manor.”


“Well, they won’t be of any use to those who don’t know how to handle them.”


“That is true,” Edward admitted. “Yet, quite some of the male servants are trained in their use. My family has always seen to that.”


“It makes sense.” Still, no surprise that the regular people wanted nothing to do with it. “Or it used to make sense in the past when sieges or attacks were more likely to happen.”


“Well, yes.”


“You do not train the women, though?”


“No.” He glanced at her. “Would you?”


“My sisters are all trained to handle weapons and the oldest one, Maria, is a better shot than most men I know.”


“That is impressive … and interesting. Yet, I feel my father won’t want to hear it at this time.”


“I can’t blame him for having other things on his mind. Perhaps keep it in the back of your mind until you take over. It might pay to teach the female servants to fight as well. The creature didn’t make any distinction between men and women, as you have already told me.”


“It didn’t.” Edward looked ahead. “Well, we’ll be at the manor soon and,” he looked at the darkening sky, “not a moment too soon, it seems.”


She looked up as well. “It will make the swamps more treacherous, too.”


“Yes, unfortunately. The Devil’s Moor is treacherous at the best of times already. After a long rain, it is a nightmare to traverse.”


“I imagine so.” Every swamp and mire she’d ever crossed had been like that. “Yet, if I were that creature … natural or supernatural … that would be where I’d hide.”


“We’ve had a lot of rain recently,” Jake told them, “so it has been hard to find a way into most of the marshy areas.”


“Unless you know them very, very well.” Alexandra glanced towards the mire again. There were usually paths that were always safe, but few people would know them.


“Yes, sir,” the coachman agreed. “Few people here do. Most prefer to stay out of the swamps.”


“That is usually wise … unless you have business in the swamps.”


“True,” Edward agreed. “Unfortunately, we might have business there.”


“We might.”








Three






They reached the manor soon afterwards and were greeted by the family. Alexandra didn’t receive quite the same hospitality as her friend, naturally, but she didn’t mind it. She was introduced to all members of the family — Lord Leonard, Lady Grace, and their daughter Emily. Clara, the cousin, was also still at the manor, but didn’t stay long after the initial greeting. Alexandra wondered if it wouldn’t be better for her to leave the area, so she could overcome what had happened to her, but she didn’t voice it.


Alexandra was shown her room for the visit — a nice suite with a sitting room and a bedroom — and spent a little time resting and freshening up. Sitting by the window in the sitting room, she studied the landscape she could see. While it didn’t look anything like her own home, it still was easy enough to read.


Alexandra came downstairs again in time for dinner and stepped into the sitting room downstairs together with Edward. The family was already gathered — except for Clara who was nowhere to be seen.


Interpreting Alexandra’s gaze correctly, Lady Grace explained, “Clara doesn’t feel too well, so she has decided to turn in early. She’s not been too well for a while now.”


Alexandra surely could understand why Clara wouldn’t feel too well, so she simply nodded and chose a seat. Leaving the manor might really be good for Clara, but it wasn’t her suggestion to make.


“How has hunting that monster gone?” Edward asked his father. He clearly had also rested and not had the chance to ask about it earlier.


“Not well,” his father admitted. “We’ve been searching all around the countryside, often where people have claimed to have seen the monster, but it hasn’t turned up any new information. If it weren’t for Clara and the other victims, it wouldn’t even be certain that it exists.”


“You haven’t entered the Devil’s Moor, though, have you?”


“Not yet. You know that I’m not that good at moving in the swamps.”


“Well, then it’s good that I have brought Alexander along. He comes from an area in Hungary where swamps are common and knows his way around them.”


“I do,” Alexandra agreed. “I’ve grown up traversing swamps myself … it was very common in my family to take the children along for trips through the swamps to teach them how to judge the ground and find viable pathways through them.” Her father had been adamant that all of his children should know how to survive in the area.


“That is good to know,” Lady Grace said with a slight smile. “It is not common in my husband’s family. We live by the swamp, but there rarely is a reason to traverse it on our own.”


That was a good explanation for why Edward’s ancestor had needed someone to lead him through a swamps to find the worshippers. “Well, not everyone treats their surroundings the same way.” Just as not everyone treated their servants or family members the same way. “I will need a little time to familiarise myself with this area, with the swamps and marshes here, but I do know what to look out for to avoid the worst of danger. I also know how to get out of the swamp again, should I fall in.”


“You do?” Edward asked in surprise.


“My father made sure all of his children know. We were put in the swamp … of course with help nearby to pull us out, should something happen … and taught how to get out again on our own. We were taught not to struggle, because that makes you sink faster and deeper, but to wait until we had reached equilibrium … the moment we were not sinking any more, which is usually with the swamp at around the waistline. Then we were taught to lean forward and slowly work ourselves out again while moving on our stomachs … you do not sink as easily when your weight is spread out like that, not all in one narrow space. Like this, we could crawl back to safe ground. It took us quite a while to learn … to conquer our fear of sinking completely, to learn how to move in the marshy substance holding on to us … but we all learned it. It saved my life when I was an adolescent, as it were.”


“It did?”


“Yes. I had lost my way in the swamp and stumbled into an unsafe space … that was right after a long rain, so I should have been more careful. I waited until I stopped sinking, then I crawled out of it. It worked as well as it had when I was trained to do it.”


“That relieves some of my greatest worries, Mr. Bartos,” Lord Leonard said with a sigh. “I was worried that you might still get into trouble in the swamps … if you agree to hunting with us.”


“I will hunt with you,” Alexandra answered calmly, “that is why I have come along. Edward asked me to help and I will do what I can to help with this situation. It’s disgusting what happened, both to those killed and to your niece, and I will see this through at your side if you let me.”


Lady Grace smiled a little more warmly at this. “Thank you, Mr. Bartos. I am relieved to hear that you are prepared to stand with us, as many might not … not after they’ve heard of the state those poor men have been found in. You … know … don’t you?”


“Yes, Edward told me what he’d learned through the letter. The creature … whatever it is … ripped them apart.”


Lady Grace nodded. “Yes. It was horrid to hear … I didn’t see the bodies, but my husband did.”


“It was horrid,” Lord Leonard agreed. “I’ve seen people attacked and killed by animals before, but nothing remotely like this.”


“I have seen that, too … Hungary still has wolves, unlike the British Isles … and I’ve seen some mangled bodies from bear attacks, too.”


Edward nodded. “Britain hasn’t had any large predators for a long time now, which makes this even more unsettling. We are not used to anything which can do that much damage.”


“I’m certainly used to it … even though bears are not that common where my family lives, either.” There were a few instances, but the area didn’t lend itself that well to a bear living there. Wolves were more common. “Yet, most predators keep their distance from humans … although perhaps not at night and when the human is alone.”


“That is true, I’m sure.” Lady Grace glanced at the clock on the mantle. “We should start our meal now, all will be ready.”


They rose from their seats and went into the dining room to start the meal. Yet, everyone glanced at the empty seat at the table which should have been filled by Clara. While Alexandra could understand both that the family might not want for Clara to attend the first meal of their guest under their roof and that Clara might not want to be around a stranger, she still thought it wasn’t the right way to do things. It was not how it would have been done in her own family.


Alexandra mostly listened while Edward and his father talked about what had already been done to find that creature and what they might be doing in addition. It seemed that most places outside of the Devil’s Moor had already been searched and not shown any traces of the creature at all. The places where the three men had been found had also been searched, but not brought up any new information. Alexandra was quite sure she would have found more, but then, she was an experienced tracker.


“You still haven’t found a person who would lead you into the Devil’s Moor?” Edward asked afterwards.


“Unfortunately not. Few of the people in the area know their way through it and most of those who do fear that creature too much. I might be lucky in a bit, but right now, there’s nobody who would lead us inside.”


“Once I’ve had some time to look around and get more acquainted with the area,” Alexandra pitched in, “I might be able to find my way into the Moor and back. We have similar places back home, so it wouldn’t be a first for me.”


Lord Leonard shook his head. “I cannot ask that of you.”


“You do not have to ask,” she answered.


Lady Grace smiled. “That is very generous of you to offer and I think we should take you up on that … if we can’t find a guide before you are ready.”


Alexandra nodded. “A guide who already knows their way around the place is always preferable, but if none can be found, I’m sure I can still get us in and out safely.”


Edward shot her a relieved smile. She smiled back to him and went back to listening to the troubles and topics discussed around the table. The names were different, but the actual topics were very much the same — people were very much the same everywhere.






* * *






By the time dinner had finished, dusk was falling outside. Alexandra had sat for most of the day and still felt quite fresh. The same also seemed to go for Edward and he offered her a little tour around the estate while they stretched their legs a little. Since there might be a creature turning up there, Alexandra definitely wanted to know more about the place.


“At the time of the legend, this place was different, wasn’t it?” The manor now standing on the estate had definitely been built well after the time Christianity had settled in England.


“Yes, there was a more old-fashioned castle here. Not the ideal space for it, but hills are in short supply in the area, so they made do with a moat.”


“That would be a good protection, too. Yet, the creature managed to get inside, didn’t it?”


“I guess that, given the lord of the castle was out with his men that night, they didn’t close everything off as completely as they usually would. The creature is tall and strong, once it was across the moat on the bridge, it would have been hard to keep away.”


“It would have been, I guess.” If the gates had been fully closed and, perhaps, the portcullis lowered, the castle would have been much harder to enter for the creature, but with them waiting for the lord to come back from his ride to the farm, that would not have been the case. “The place the creature jumped from is also gone, I would guess.”


“Yes, it is, but I can show you the general area.”


“Please do.”


They walked towards the main building again and stood at the side facing away from the main exit.


“It would have been about where there’s the two windows close to each other on the third floor,” he said. “That is about where the suite of the lord of the castle would have been at that time.”


Alexandra looked up at the windows in question, judging the height. “That is not an easy fall, not for anything large and heavy.” A small creature, like an insect, would barely feel it, but something large and more at the mercy of gravity would certainly be injured.


“Well, it wasn’t a regular creature.”


“Yet it could be killed, could it?”


“We don’t know … according to the legend, it followed its master into the pool, drowning as well.”


She nodded at that. A supernatural being could possibly survive even much deeper falls, of course. It was the realm of nature which limited things. Perhaps the creature had not even died, but lain dormant until it was called back. That would, however, suggest that someone had called it back. Given that the old beliefs of the Isles were long-gone, that would not be an easy task.

