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This story is set in a where and when not too dissimilar to our own...
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Mila Watson

I was running through a dense wood. My chest felt tight and I gasped in lungfuls of the cold night air. Tree branches whipped back and forth overhead, crashing into each other, their sound something close to giant black waves breaking against the shore. Ahead, between the trees, I could see a giant rock sticking up out of the ground. As I forged a path between the trees, I could see that it was more than a rock. It looked like a cliff face, a fountain of water streaming down it into a vast lake that glistened in the moonlight.

As I ran, I became aware of another sound, not just the hiss and splash of the waterfall in the distance, but the sound of running feet, many running feet, trampling over the dead leaves and broken twigs that covered the ground. I glanced back over my shoulder to see what looked like a giant shadow moving toward me at a terrifying speed. The sound of the feet came from within that shadow.

Facing front, I ran as hard and as fast as I could. Heartbeat racing. Breathing laboured. I reached the lake, which was surrounded on all sides by dense trees, foliage, and shrubs. Darting into the clearing, the ground was covered with rocks, which were slippery and wet from where they had been sprayed by the tumbling waterfall just yards away. Clambering over them to get away from the shadow that was growing ever closer, I slipped and fell to the ground. Water sprayed from the waterfall, soaking my hair, face, and clothes. I looked back once more to see the shadow had now reached the treeline. The sound of the stomping feet sounded like thunder.

Pulling myself up, I clambered over the rocks that circled the lake. In the glare of the dazzling moonlight, I could see the water was thick and black – almost gloopy. I moved toward the waterfall and now that I was closer to it, I could see that it looked like sheets of black satin rippling in the night breeze. Inching nearer, the water, if that’s what it was, looked like it was parting to reveal the mouth of a tunnel that was once hidden behind it. The sound of those approaching feet grew ever louder – like the roar of an approaching storm. Once again, I looked back. I could see that it wasn’t some huge black shadow, like a cloud of gas that had been chasing me, but a hundred or more vampires. As they burst into the clearing and into the moonlight, I could see that these were like no other vampires I’d ever seen. They didn’t look like Flint, the night-watchmen, or my Uncle Sidney. These vampires were skeletal-like. What little flesh covered their bones hung from them like fleshy rags. Their faces were so gaunt and ravaged, they looked like their cheeks and eye sockets had been hollowed out. Each one of them carried a long, jagged sword, which glistened in the moonlight, as did their pointed fangs. Looking straight at me, they began to make their way over the rocks that surrounded the lake. With my heart thumping, I turned and scampered as fast as I could over the rocks and toward the waterfall and the tunnel behind it. Water sprayed up from beneath my boots as I trampled through the puddles formed by the spray from the waterfall. But the water was making my boots heavy and my progress became slow. Gritting my teeth, I forced my way on, telling myself not to look back, fearing that the sight of those vampires might just freeze my heart and stop me dead in my tracks. Even though my brain was screaming at me not to look back, of course I did. I couldn’t help myself. I needed to know how close those vampires were to me. How much of the gap had they narrowed between us? Would I make it to the tunnel in time? Ignoring all logic and reason, I looked back once more over my shoulder and screamed. I could see that even more of those vampires had streamed out of the woods and were now racing toward me on their fleshless legs. There were men and women – their skin riddled with death and decay. They were so close to me now, I could see what looked like fresh blood dripping from their pointed teeth, streaming over their swollen black tongues.

Facing front again, I scrambled over the last of the rocks and through the gap the waterfall had seemingly made for me. On the other side of the falling water I could see the entrance to the tunnel. It was wide enough for me to stand up in, but filled with darkness. Through the streaming water, I could see the vampires on the other side of it. One of them sliced their long silver sword through the water, slashing back and forth just inches from my face. Backing away, I entered the tunnel. I had only taken a few steps when I slammed into something hard. At first, I thought I’d hit a wall, but it was the darkness I’d slammed into. The dark was preventing me from going any further – from reaching the safety that I knew waited on the other side of it. I knew that there was magic waiting on the other side of the darkness for me. And if only I could reach that magic, I could turn and use it on those vampires that were now breaking through the water behind me. I pushed against the dark with all my strength. I screamed in frustration, beating against it with my fists. But the dark was impenetrable. Unbreakable. I couldn’t break through it and reach the magic on the other side. The magic that would save me, that would make me all-powerful. It would not only save me, it would save my friends, Calix, Flint, and Clarabelle. It wasn’t just me who was in danger – they were in danger, too.

“Please!” I cried out in frustration and terror. “Please let me reach the magic.”

Looking back over my shoulder, my eyes burning with tears, I could see that the vampires, with their blood-smeared fangs and glinting swords, were now just inches away. The stench of their rotting and putrid flesh was so overwhelming, I fought the urge to throw up. Gagging in the back of my throat, I turned once more and faced the darkness. I hammered against it with my fists until they felt raw. I kicked against it with my boots until my legs ached, but I just couldn’t break through it, however hard I tried.
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