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After years in exile, Edgar Le Compte has returned to the island of Thaxos – and the locals tremble at the sight of him. The last heir of an ancient vampire bloodline, Edgar can no longer ignore the prophecy that has shadowed his family for centuries. Something old and hungry is stirring beneath the island, a power poised to challenge the Le Comptes and reclaim Thaxos in blood.

Kate Langley arrives seeking nothing more than sun, sleep, and a quiet escape. But serenity is the last thing she finds. From the moment she steps onto the island, she is pulled into Edgar’s orbit and into a world of secrets the islanders refuse to speak aloud. A monstrous presence stalks the night, and a dying old woman in the harbour whispers warnings of a catastrophe long foretold.

As the dead begin to rise and destiny tightens its grip, Kate must confront the truth about Edgar – and the part she may play in the prophecy he fears. Can she break free from the vampire who watches her every step? Can Edgar defy the fate written in his family’s blood?

On Thaxos, the past is never buried. And vengeance always finds its way home.

This is the first book in the long-running Dead Souls saga. Each book ends with a cliffhanger, and readers are advised to start at the beginning.
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​Prologue
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He felt it immediately, even as he lay in the dark. The slowing of the boat, the shift in pitch of the engine as the vessel began to turn. He knew it could only mean one thing.

Thaxos.

Sitting up in the pitch-black room, he took a deep breath, but the only smell that came to him was damp wood and spices, remnants of the boat's long history and of its earlier life as a trading vessel. Despite his tiredness, his senses were bursting back to life, anticipating the island's unique taste, so he forced himself to get off the bed and wander across the room until he reached the door. His body, which for so long had ached to come back here, was getting what it wanted, and it was almost too much for his mind to control. A thin sliver of light was showing through a crack in the wall, and he paused for a moment, preparing himself for the onslaught of the midday Aegean sun.

Outside, voices were shouting to one another.

Finally he opened the door, and although the sunlight was strong, it wasn't enough to make him uncomfortable. Not yet, anyway. Shielding his eyes a little, he stepped out onto the deck, and that's when the sights, sounds and smells of this part of the world began to flood his senses.

Bleached stone, slowly whitening in the sun.

Honey-blossom from the forest.

Lemon trees.

None of it had changed, not in all the time he'd been away.

He took a step forward, transfixed by the sensation of being back, and then eventually he turned and watched as the port town of Thaxos came closer and closer. A faint, unexpected smile crossed his face as he saw the little town hugging the shore, and the forest that rose up to cover the island's central hill, and finally the house at the top of that hill, waiting for its master to return.

Nearby, one of the deckhands shouted something in Italian, and a moment later a reply came from another part of the boat.

Humans, he thought to himself. Such a noisy species.

Walking across the deck, he stopped at the railing and studied the island as it came closer. With every second that passed, the boat moved closer to the island and he was able to see more detail. Although the sun had faded their paint, the brightly-coloured houses of the shoreline still welcomed all visitors, and the march of time had clearly brought precious few signs of modernity to a place that had tended to eschew the trappings of progress. It was, to all intents and purposes, the same unspoiled Thaxos that he had last seen so long ago.

And yet there was a hint of anger in his soul, threatening to blossom and take over completely. He had languished for so long in a malaise, constantly feeling in his gut the sensation that the world was not in order, but now finally he was close to the moment of which he had dreamed for so many years, and yet had been cruelly denied to him for so long.

Home. He was finally home.
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“We'll be docking at the main port on Thaxos in five minutes,” the captain announced over the ferry's tinny intercom. “As you disembark, please ensure you have all your luggage with you.”

Looking up from her book, Kate saw the rugged island ahead. It was exactly how she'd imagined, a rocky outcrop rising up from the Aegean Sea, with a cluster of villas around the harbour and a strip of forest running up toward the steep hill that marked the interior. On top of that hill, there was a large building, perhaps a castle or a mansion. Overall, it was like a picture postcard that had somehow sprung to life.

As the ferry began to slow, Kate noticed that she could see people walking through the streets now, and she realised that soon she'd be among them, experiencing their world. In fact, for the next week she'd have nothing to do except relax and soak up some sun. She'd specifically left all her work at home, and she hadn't even brought her laptop. Her phone would get no signal out here, and all her busy work at the gallery in London would just have to wait.

For a brief moment, as the ferry manoeuvred into the harbour, she wondered if it was too late to abandon the holiday and just head home to work.

“You've caught the sun,” said a male voice nearby.

Turning, Kate was greeted by the smiling face of one of the deckhands, who seemed more interested in her than in the rope he was readying.

“The back of your neck,” he continued with a thick Greek accent. “Looks red, you know?”

“Oh.” Kate instinctively touched her neck, only to feel a flash of soreness. “Yeah. I suppose so. Sorry.”

She paused, silently criticizing herself for that unnecessary, involuntary apology. Still, old habits were hard to break.

“You English,” the deckhand continued, “you're not so used to the heat. You'll need to put something on your skin while you're here, or you're going to shrivel up like a prune.”

Kate smiled politely, but secretly she was already waiting for the small-talk to end. The deckhand was a good-looking guy with the kind of rugged physique that made an immediate impression, but Kate had never felt well-versed in the art of conversation, and his attention just made her feel awkward. She was good at being polite and pretending to smile, but anything deeper was a stretch. She was used to being uncomfortable in social situations.

“That's a big boat,” she replied, pointing at a much larger, longer black vessel that was taking up most of the port. She immediately cringed inside at the sound of her own voice, and at the naivety of her comment.

“Looks like you're not the only new arrival today,” the deckhand replied, looking over at the other boat before turning back to her. “I think you'll be more popular than him, though.”

“Why's that?” she asked.

“Ah, just... People here aren't so happy about the Le Compte family returning to Thaxos. They've been away for so long, most of the locals assumed they wouldn't be coming back, but now the son has decided to return and reclaim the mansion. How do you English say? It has put a lot of noses out of joint.”

Kate watched for a moment as scores of men carried large boxes to shore from the incongruously large black boat. Seconds later, she was jolted as the much smaller ferry bumped against the harbour's stone wall, and the deckhand jumped ashore with the rope, immediately turning and pulling on it to steady the vessel. For a few seconds, Kate couldn't help but notice the way his biceps bulged as he brought the boat under control, but suddenly the guy turned and smiled at her and Kate felt intensely embarrassed.

Turning to look down at her luggage, she realised she was probably blushing. She fumbled with her book, forgetting to even mark her page as she shoved it into her backpack. The absolute last thing she wanted was to seem like a typical tourist, yet she'd allowed herself to be caught ogling the first man she saw.

“Here you go,” the deckhand said, grabbing the portable metal steps and putting them in place, before picking up her luggage and carrying it ashore for her. “You know, we're staying overnight before heading off tomorrow back to Athens. If you want to meet for a drink in one of the local tavernas, I could help you out with a little local knowledge, maybe give you some ideas about things to do while you're here. I can even fill you in on the story of the Le Compte family, if you like, although that might be something of a mood-breaker.”

“I'm fine, thanks,” Kate replied, stepping off the boat before reaching out for her backpack and suitcase.

“No no,” he said with a smile, “I'll carry these to your boarding house for you. All service included in the price of your trip.”

“Honestly, I'm fine.”

“I insist!”

“Can I please just have my bags?” she asked, instantly aware that she sounded a little abrupt. “Sorry,” she added, although once again she wasn't really sure why she was apologizing.

“Fernando,” the captain called from the boat, “give the lady her bags and get on with stripping the engine. We don't have time to fool around!” He added something in Greek, and although Kate didn't understand a word of it, she could tell that the captain wasn't best pleased.

Sighing, the deckhand passed the bags to Kate.

“I have an engine to strip,” he explained with a smile. “Sorry, no time for you.”

“It's okay. Thank you. But do you know where I can get a taxi?”

“You're on Thaxos,” he replied, climbing back onto the boat. “There aren’t exactly many cars here. If you're very lucky, though, someone might let you take a ride on a donkey.”

“A donkey?”

“You're not in London anymore,” the deckhand replied with a broad smile. “Don't worry. You'll get used to the change of pace eventually!”

“Right. Thanks.” With that, Kate turned to walk away.

“And if you run into Baron Le Compte,” the deckhand called after her, “give him my best!”

Kate glanced over her shoulder and saw that the deckhand was waving at her. She smiled politely before continuing on her way, walking across the cobbles until she reached a small, sunny square lined on three sides by dusty houses. Although she certainly didn't feel like she needed to 'get used to the change of pace', as the deckhand had so condescendingly described it, she was a little taken aback to realise just how rustic the island seemed. Everything was so still and quiet.

“A week,” Kate muttered, already wondering how she was going to fill the time. “Damn it, I definitely should have brought my laptop.”
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The mansion's large front door shuddered as soon as he pushed against it. Having remained shut for so many decades, the door now resolutely refused to yield – as if on some deep level it failed to recognise the touch of its one true master.

Stopping for a moment, Edgar took a step back so that he could admire the door. Ordinarily he might have been angered by its refusal to budge, but on this occasion he felt a flicker of pride in his chest. For so long now, his dreams had been filled with thoughts of returning to this place; now that he was back, the door was standing guard in a misguided attempt to keep the place safe.

“It's me,” he said darkly. “You recognise me, do you not?”

He tried the door again, only to find that it still refused to let him into his own home.

“Come on, now,” he continued with a faint smile. “Do you seriously not know me, after all this time?”

He placed both hands against the door's tough, mottled wood, giving it time to recognise his touch.

“I have come back,” he whispered, “and now I will return to my home. You have done a good job, you have guarded this place well, but you can stand down now. At least for a little while.”

He waited, and after a few seconds he tried the door again. This time, once he'd applied a little more pressure, the door gave way and its hinges creaked. Pushing the door all the way open, Edgar allowed himself another smile as he finally stepped into the mansion's dark, dusty old hallway, where he stopped for a few seconds so that he could truly enjoy this moment of triumph.

“I'm back,” he said under his breath. “Soon, it will be as if I was never -”

Suddenly hearing a clattering sound, he looked toward the grand central staircase.

“And I am not alone,” he muttered. “I need to get this place up and running again before my visitors arrive. What kind of -”

Hearing the clattering sound again, this time coming from somewhere slightly closer, he furrowed his brow.

“Jacob?” he called out. “It's me! Jacob, I'm back!”

Stepping toward the staircase, he looked at the dark, empty space at the top. Half-expecting to see his servant appear, he waited – and now he couldn't help but wonder why his return wasn't being greeted with more fanfare. He wasn't entirely sure what he'd anticipated, but he'd assumed that he might be welcomed by at least a few familiar faces. Instead, reaching out, he touched the banister and found that it was covered in a thick layer of dust.

“Jacob, what are you up to?” he murmured. “The place is looking decidedly rundown.”

Figuring that he needed to get to the bottom of the matter, he began to make his way up the staircase. His footsteps rang out proudly through the vast empty space as he glanced up at the central chandelier and saw that, here too, there was a lot of dust. He'd given Jacob strict instructions to keep the mansion looking respectable, at least on the inside where nobody would be able to see what was going on, and as he got to the top of the staircase he couldn't help but feel that his instructions had been ignored.

“Jacob?”

Silence.

“Jacob, I command you to appear,” he continued, trying to keep from sounding too aggrieved. “Jacob, I'm serious. If this is some kind of game, then it is not appreciated. Time is running out and we need to get this place fixed up so that it's at least respectable.”

He waited.

He heard only silence.

“I'm not accustomed to being ignored, Jacob,” he went on. “If you're thinking that time has mellowed me, I must inform you that it has not. And if -”

Before he could finish, he spotted something moving in the darkness ahead. His first thought was that Jacob must have lost his mind, that years of solitude must have pushed him over the edge, but a moment later the shape emerged a little more and Edgar realised that it was less human than he had anticipated. And in that instant he felt a flicker of concern in his chest as he understood that this thing was most certainly not Jacob.

“Who are you?” he barked. “What are you doing in my -”

Suddenly the shape screamed and lunged at him, slamming into his chest before sending him tumbling back down the staircase.
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Chapter Three
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“For you, Madam, the best room in the house!”

Ephram was trying to make conversation as he led Kate up the narrow, winding staircase. He seemed like a friendly guy, far more natural and less forced than the deckhand's unsubtle attempt to pick her up, but Kate was still struggling to make small-talk. She'd always been a more reserved person, and if she'd secretly hoped that her first holiday in years would bring about a change in her character, she was already realising that such an improvement was unlikely. Still, she was determined to try her best.

“This is a lovely house,” she said, even as she noticed a large crack running all the way up the wall.

“It's an old house,” Ephram replied as he got to the top of the stairs and stopped for a moment to catch his breath, before leading her to the door at the end of the corridor. “I try to do it up, keep with the times, but mostly I just focus on any essential structural repairs that need doing. As long as the place doesn't collapse on all our heads and kill us, I think we can be happy and sleep well, eh?”

He stopped to slip a key into the door, before turning to her and smiling from behind his glasses.

“That was a joke,” he added. “It's not going to fall down.”

“Of course,” Kate replied. “I realised.” Hearing a noise nearby, she turned and watched in shock as a chicken hurried out of one of the rooms and began to make its way downstairs.

“For the eggs,” Ephram explained. “But don't worry, none of them go into the guest rooms. I have trained them very well!”

Opening the door, he led Kate into the small, rather bare room with blue-painted walls and a bed pushed into the corner. There was a dresser with a small mirror, and a rickety wooden chair next to a chipped sink, but for the most part the room seemed very basic. Still, after travelling for two days, the bed alone was a sight for sore eyes and Kate figured it was probably going to be a good thing that the room wasn't too luxurious. After all, she knew she had a tendency to hide away and spend her days reading, and she was determined to get out and explore the island.

“Is okay?” Ephram asked, placing her bags on the floor.

“Is very okay,” Kate replied. “I mean, it's very okay. It's... lovely.”

“This key works for the front door as well as the room,” he continued, handing the key to her. “It actually works for all the doors in the house, but don't tell anyone that, okay?”

Kate smiled awkwardly.

“My mother and I would like to invite you to join us for dinner,” he added. “No pressure, but we always like to bring new guests to our table on the first night, to extend a little local hospitality. I can promise you good food, a little wine, some boring stories from me, lots of boring stories from my mother...”

There was a conspicuous silence for a moment, as he waited for Kate to accept his offer.

“Maybe,” she said, swallowing hard. “Actually, I think I just need to take a nap, and I wouldn't want to put you out. It's a very kind offer, but maybe we could do it another day instead?”

“Of course,” Ephram replied, making his way to the door. “Bathroom is at the top of the stairs, and if you need anything else, I will be downstairs in the shop. I'm there all day every day, from dawn to dusk, so it won't be difficult to find me if you want anything. Other than that, I hope for you to have a very pleasant stay on Thaxos, and again, please don't hesitate to come and ask if there's something you want. My mother and I, we are very friendly.”

Once Ephram had gone back downstairs, Kate stood for a moment in her room, not really knowing where to start. She hadn't been on holiday for almost five years, and even in the old days she only used to go when her ex-fiance organized things. Since becoming single again, she'd thrown herself into her work and had come to think that she didn't need holidays at all. It was only after her friend Annie ribbed her for being a workaholic that she booked this trip in order to prove that she could relax, but now she was starting to think that it had all been a big mistake.

“A week,” she muttered, looking down at a power socket and feeling another pang of regret that she hadn't brought her laptop and a few work files with her.

After finding the cramped bathroom at the other end of the corridor, she stripped off and took a quick shower, although it was hard to relax since she could hear the house's entire water system creaking and bumping as it strained to deliver a dribble of warm water through the rusty shower-head. She dried off, wrapped a towel around herself and hurried back to her room, narrowly avoiding a passing chicken along the way, and then finally she began to fix her hair. Wandering over to the window, she looked out at the sleepy little courtyard, and she realised that anyone else in her situation would be blissfully looking forward to a week of relaxation.

“You are going to relax, Kate Langley,” she muttered under her breath, “even if it's the last thing you ever do.”

She took a deep breath.

“Relax,” she said again, almost as if it was some kind of mantra. “Relax.”

Sighing, she rolled her eyes at the sheer impossibility of ever getting her mind to switch off.

Just as she was about to head over to the bed, she happened to glance up at the top of the steep hill that rose up from the port toward the interior of the island. Her eyes fell upon the large house, jutting out in splendid isolation. Shielding her eyes from the sun, she was able to make out little more than the building's silhouette, although it certainly looked like an imposing structure and she figured it must be the mansion that the deckhand referred to earlier. She could certainly understand why the locals might feel a little intimidated by the idea of someone living up there, able to survey the entire town from above like some kind of old-time feudal lord.

After a moment, she realised that there was something moving a little way along from the house. Narrowing her eyes a little, she saw that a lone figure was standing on the edge of an outcrop, staring down at the town. For a few seconds, Kate felt transfixed, as if she couldn't tear her gaze away, and somehow she felt convinced that the figure wasn't just looking at the town from all the way up there, but was looking directly at her. She told herself that this idea was impossible, that the figure was too far away, but the feeling lingered.

Finally, she stepped back and pulled the shutters closed.
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As soon as his battered body hit the opposite wall, Edgar let out a grunt of pain and slumped down. He'd taken a dozen or more direct hits already and he'd barely managed to fight back. Meanwhile the wraith – for that was the only description that seemed to fit – screamed again as it swirled in the air around the chandelier and prepared to strike again.

“Wait!” Edgar gasped, wiping blood from his lip as he began to haul himself up.

His clothes were tattered now, exposing a couple of thick cuts across the muscles of his chest, and he knew that he needed a few seconds in which to regroup. Perhaps in the old days he would have dispatched this wretched intruder already, but he had to admit – deep down – that he was perhaps just a little out of shape.

“This is my home,” he continued, “and -”

In that moment, the wraith shrieked and rushed down at him again. This time, Edgar was just about able to dive out of the way, although in the process he slammed against a table near the door, smashing its legs and immediately grunting as he dropped down onto all fours.

“Jacob has clearly let standards slip around here,” he sneered as he grabbed one of the broken legs. “It would seem that my return has come not a moment too soon.”

Turning, he looked up and saw that the wraith had once again retreated to the lights and patterns of the huge chandelier high above. That was where it seemed content to linger while it plotted its strikes, and Edgar immediately understood that he might not get any other chances to fight back. He hesitated for only a fraction of a second before throwing the broken pieces of wood, and to his relief he saw it cutting through the thick rope that held the chandelier in place.

As the vast collection of metal and glass smashed down in front of him, Edgar lunged forward and reached into the dust. His hands quickly found the disorientated wraith and he pulled it clear, swinging it around before slamming it down against the floor and clambering on top of it.

“What are you?” he shouted. “And what are you doing in my home?”

“Master?” the wraith screamed, staring up at him with two dead eyes. “Is it really you?”
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​Chapter Five
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“It's no good!” a man shouted, his voice loud enough to rattle the windows. “Why come back here after all this time, eh? My mother, she's against it too, and she's one of the few people in town who remembers the last time the Le Compte family was here!”

“My mother remembers too!” Ephram shouted. “She knew the old baron, remember?”

“We all heard the rumours,” the first voice muttered. “I used to tell them to Alice when she was a child, to scare her!”

“My mother is a good woman!” Ephram replied. “At her age, she deserves a little respect!”

“And what does she think, then?” the first voice continued. “She can't be happy about it! She knows more than anyone that the Le Compte family is bad for this island!”

Having been woken from her nap by the sound of an argument, Kate reached the bottom of the stairs and made her way into the convenience store's main room, only to find that Ephram was having a very loud, very animated discussion with an even older man who was standing by the counter and leaning on a walking stick. A bag of groceries was sitting on the counter.

“It's their house,” Ephram replied. “Just because it stood empty all these years, they don't lose the right to come back and claim it.”

“They should lose that right!” the other man shouted. “It's like the bad old times again, with the lord of the island coming back. If he expects to be anything more than just another resident on Thaxos, he's going to get a shock, that's all I'm saying. No-one's going to bow down and kiss his feet as he walks past!”

“Ah, but -” Suddenly spotting Kate, Ephram broke into a smile. “I'm so sorry, Madam. Did we wake you?”

“No,” Kate lied, making her way over to the counter. “I was just thinking that I should get out and take a look around the place before evening. I don't want to waste my holiday by sleeping through it, do I?” She forced a smile, even though secretly she actually liked the idea of sleeping her way through the entire holiday. In fact, as a chicken hurried past her feet, she was still idly wondering whether it was too late to turn around, head back to London and admit that a relaxing holiday was simply beyond her. The thought of sinking back into work was perversely tempting.

“You English?” asked the other man.

“Kate Langley,” she replied, holding out a hand for him to shake.

“What do you think?” the man asked, ignoring the hand. “Is it right that a family should treat this whole island as their plaything? A rich family that could have anything they wanted.”

“I really don't know enough about the situation to comment,” Kate replied tactfully, turning to Ephram. “I just -”

“It's the law of the land,” Ephram told the other man. “Some things, they don't change over time. No-one can have seriously believed that the Le Comptes were finished here. They were always going to come back, it was only ever a matter of time. Their blood is tied to this land.”

“You're just looking forward to their business,” the man sniffed with derision. “Typical shopkeeper. You expect to supply goods to the rich man, but I'm warning you, he'll just end up importing everything he wants from the mainland. Edgar Le Compte is not going to come trekking down to your little store to buy things. He can afford the finest food known to man. Caviar! Veal! Anything his heart desires! Why would he come and buy tinned beans and old fruit from you, eh?”

“You understand nothing,” Ephram replied, turning to Kate. “How can I help you, Madam? Please, ignore the rambling old fool standing next to you. That's what the rest of us usually do. Otherwise, you will end up with a terrible headache if you try to wrap your head around the nonsense he comes out with.”

“I was just wondering if you had a map of the island,” Kate replied, feeling intensely embarrassed by being drawn into the argument. “I thought I'd packed one, but I can't find it in my bags. I was hoping to go out to the north and look at the old stones I've been reading about.”

Reaching under the counter, Ephram quickly produced a crudely photocopied drawing of the island, complete with handwritten place-names and annotations.

“You don't need his stinking map,” the other man grumbled. “It's an island. How can you get lost on an island? If in doubt, just head downhill until you reach the shore and then pick a direction. Sooner or later, even an idiot can get back to the main town. No offence intended, obviously.”

“Quiet, you!” Ephram snapped, before grinning at Kate. “I'm sorry, you'll have to ignore some of the older, more stuck-in-the-past people around this place. They think that just because some of the Le Compte family were a little difficult in the old days, that history has to repeat itself. I say, we should judge this new Le Compte on his own terms, rather than assuming that he'll be just like his grandfather.”

“What was wrong with his grandfather?” Kate asked.

“He was a -” the other man started to say.

“Quiet!” Ephram hissed, as creaking floorboards on the other side of the room signalled the arrival of an elderly woman, breathing heavily as she made her way over to the counter and then eased herself into a chair. Her presence in the room seemed to have had an immediate effect, changing the tone entirely.

The man next to Kate said something in Greek, and the elderly woman replied, sounding distinctly unimpressed.

“My mother,” Ephram said to Kate, his voice notably softer and calmer now, as if the old woman's presence had brought about some kind of deep change in his character. “She is very pleased to have you staying in our home, and she wishes you an enjoyable visit to the island.”

The old woman said something else in Greek, and the other man glanced briefly at Kate as he let out a short laugh.

“She is not quite herself today,” Ephram continued, clearly straining to maintain his smile, “otherwise she would converse with you in English. My mother is an educated woman, but as she approaches her one hundred and first year, her moods can be a little like the weather.”

“One hundred and...” Shocked, Kate turned to the old lady, who seemed content to merely stare down at the floor and watch as a chicken pecked at the floorboards. “I'm sorry,” she added, turning back to Ephram. “I've just never...”

“The Aegean lifestyle,” Ephram replied with a smile. “It has its good points and its bad, but longevity is certainly common. When my mother was born, Europe was only just entering another infernal war, computers weren't part of everyday life and the Le Compte mansion was still occupied by the grandfather of the man who now returns to Thaxos. When she's in the right mood, my mother can tell stories that will make you think you've been transported back to an earlier time. Sadly, with her arthritis and her bad hip, she's not so much in a good mood these days.”

“I'm going to go and look around,” Kate told him, “but I was wondering if I could grab a few supplies first. Do you take credit cards?”

“Are you kidding?” Ephram continued with a grin. “It's the twenty-first century, Madam. We take everything. You can even pay in bitcoin if you prefer.” He grabbed a hand-held credit card reader and placed it on the counter. “I like to keep up with the modern world. It's like I keep saying. There's no need to either be stuck in the past, or embrace everything about the future. A smart man, he picks the best of both and makes his own world out of them. After all, the present is created by memories and expectations.”

Kate smiled, but she was becoming increasingly aware that the other man was getting into a conversation with Ephram's mother, and although everything they said was in Greek, they seemed to glance at her more often than she'd like.

“What are they saying about me?” she asked Ephram eventually.

“Them?” He paused, with a hint of discomfort in his expression. “They're saying that it's rare for such a beautiful English woman to visit Thaxos, and that they think you'll have a wonderful time.”

As he spoke, his mother scowled at Kate with an expression that suggested Ephram wasn't being entirely honest with his translation.
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“Master, I did not recognise you!” the wraith sobbed. “Master, you must forgive me, I was only defending your home! You have been gone for so long!”

“I have been gone for exactly as long as I needed to be gone,” Edgar told him. “I have not changed so much. Certainly not enough to merit this response to my return.”

“I have been guarding for you,” the wraith continued. “I am one of your dead souls. Do you not remember me?”

“I...”

Edgar hesitated, but in truth – as he continued to grip the wraith's throat – he was starting to realise that perhaps there were many things that had slipped his mind of late. Finally he let go and got to his feet, stepping back as the wraith rose back up into the air.

“Can you forgive me?” the wraith whimpered. “Master, I never would have attacked you if I had recognised you.”

“I forgive you for the attack,” Edgar muttered, wiping more blood from his lips before pausing for a moment. “After all, I bested you fairly easily.”

“Thank you!” the wraith cried out. “I -”

In that instant, flames began to ripple across the wraith's body. Letting out an agonised scream, the creature burned brightly for just a few seconds before fading away, leaving just a few specks of its dust to fall down onto the floor.

“However,” Edgar continued, unclenching his fists as he kept his back turned to the remains of the creature, “I do not forgive you for the chandelier. That was one of my favourites and now it's ruined. I shall have to get Jacob to take another out of storage.”

Hearing footsteps, he turned to see an elderly man appearing at the top of the staircase.

“Master!” Jacob exclaimed. “I was not expecting you until tomorrow!”

“Evidently,” Edgar muttered as he finally glanced down at the dust on the floor. “It would seem that things have been getting out of control here. I need to set it all right immediately.”

“At once, sir,” Jacob said. “I am almost done.”

“We'll need one of the other chandeliers,” Edgar pointed out. “And Jacob... let's try to get things back to how they used to be, okay? I might have returned a day early, but in other regards I'm rather behind schedule.”

“You are, sir?”

“Very much so,” he said darkly, as a shudder ran through his bones. “Kate has already arrived.”
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Chapter Seven
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A couple of hours later, having trekked out to the west and then beyond the limits of the port town, Kate found herself in an unspoiled landscape, with a rough path hugging the land close to the cliffs. Although she hadn't intended to go on such a long journey on her first day, she kept walking, and she felt that she was actually starting to appreciate the chance to explore a place that seemed so wild and free from the constraints of the modern world.

“This might actually turn out to be a real holiday,” she muttered, stopping for a moment and turning to look out across the vastness of the Aegean Sea. Perfect blue water rippled lazily under a dazzling sun, and Kate couldn't help but marvel at the beauty of this part of the world. She knew that most people would have run straight to the small sandy beach near the port town, and would even now be splashing through the water or roasting slowly on a sunbed, but those activities really didn't appeal to Kate.

Turning to look the other way, she saw a dark smudge at the top of the hill, and she realised she was a little closer to the mansion that overlooked the port town.

After walking a little further along the path, she eventually spotted activity up ahead. A couple of men were erecting a fence, running down the side of the hill, and as Kate got closer she couldn't help but notice that the fence seemed to be going straight across the path, cutting it off. Finally, she had no option but to stop and look down at Ephram's crude map, which clearly showed a public footpath snaking much further.

One of the men glanced at Kate and muttered something in Greek. He had a dark, haunted look on his face, as if his eyes were sinking back into his skull.

“I'm sorry,” Kate replied, “I don't speak the -”

“Path closed,” he said, before grabbing a hammer, ready to strike another post into the ground.

Kate looked down at the map again, checking to see if she'd made a mistake.

“Le Compte land,” the man continued. “You know? Private. New fences are going up to help make sure that people know where they can walk and where they can't. Good job, too. If you'd come past an hour earlier, we might have accidentally fenced you in rather than out.”

“Okay,” Kate replied. “Sorry, the map must be wrong.”

“Baron Le Compte is reclaiming the land,” the man explained. “This path has been used like a public way, but no more. Is closed, you understand? Tell others. Closed, no more coming this way.”

Kate watched as the two men began to uncoil a length of barbed wire.

“Yeah,” she said after a moment. “Sure. I guess I'll just turn back.” Noticing a small van nearby, she paused. “I thought cars weren't allowed on Thaxos?” she added, turning back to the men.

“Baron Le Compte brought one from the mainland,” the nearest man replied. “He's only going to use it on his estate, so what's the problem?”

“I guess,” Kate replied, realising that there was no point arguing.

Making her way back the way she'd come, Kate couldn't help glancing over her shoulder a couple of times and watching as the men continued to work. It seemed that the return of the Le Compte family was already having an impact on the island, and even though she understood that private land had to be respected, she felt as if barbed wire fences were a rather blunt way of carving up the island and telling everyone else to keep back. Turning to look out at the sea again, she noticed the large black boat sailing away, and then she looked down at the map again.

The stones were on the north side of the island. She'd have to go and see them another day. Provided this Baron Le Compte guy hadn't carved the place up completely, anyway.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter Eight



[image: ]




“No-one round here likes change,” Fernando replied, raising his voice so he could be heard above the general hum of the taverna. “They just want everything to stay the same forever and ever and ever.”

The evening was drawing on, and somehow Kate had managed to get herself cornered by the deckhand she'd met earlier on the boat. She wanted to tell herself that it had been an accident, that she'd just happened to accidentally wander into the one bar on the island where he was sitting alone with a quiet drink, but deep down she knew she wasn't being strictly honest with herself: in truth, she'd spent the best part of an hour walking the darkening evening streets, passing the taverna several times and wondering if maybe she could just drop in for one drink. She always felt herself to be a loner, but tonight she'd been hoping to bump into this guy for a little company.

No, not for company. To grill him for information about Edgar Le Compte and the history of the island. Another half-truth, perhaps, but one she could live with.

“So the Le Compte family,” she said, pausing for a moment to take a sip from her drink. “I'm getting the impression that they used to pretty much rule the island.”

“It was their little personal playground,” Fernando replied, swigging back some more beer. “My late grandmother, God rest her soul, used to tell me that Thaxos was considered off-limits by many of the people living on nearby islands. The Le Comptes had a certain reputation for being...” He paused, as if he wasn't sure how much to tell her, and then an awkward smile spread across his face. “Well, you know. They had a reputation for being unlike other people. They were weird, and people talked about them, about the things they got up to in their mansion up there on the hill.”

“What kind of things?”

“Some people said they had wild, lavish parties. Really decadent, you know? Naked handmaidens with large palm leaves, lots of wine, music. Pleasures of the flesh, as my mother described it. She and a friend were offered a one-night job there, just serving drinks, things like that. I mean, that's what they were told about the job, anyway. My mother turned it down, because she was a very Christian woman, but her friend took the money and went.”

“And what happened to her?” Kate asked.

“Never came back,” he replied. “That's what my mother said. No-one ever saw her again.”

“So then there must have been a police investigation,” Kate pointed out.

“This was almost a hundred years ago. I don't know the details, but with the money the Le Comptes have, I'm sure they could pay off every judge from here to Athens. There's a saying that the only law that really matters is the one you're prepared to enforce yourself. That just about sums the Le Comptes up. There's one law for the rich, and another for the rest of us.” He took another swig of beer. “And anyway, if you think that's crazy, you haven't heard anything. That's one of the more normal stories about them.”

“Go on,” Kate replied, keen to learn more.

Fernando paused for a moment, as if he was studying her face, trying to work out how far to take his stories.

“I'm a historian,” Kate continued, forcing a smile. “This kind of thing fascinates me.”

“There were some people,” Fernando replied, leaning closer as if he didn't want to be overheard, “back then, in the old days, who said the Le Comptes were into other things. Darker things.” He paused again. “Okay, don't laugh, because I'm just repeating the stupid old stories from the past, but a lot of people thought that Edgar Le Compte's grandfather was, you know...”

Kate waited for him to finish.

“You know...” Fernando continued, raising his eyebrows.

“Gay?”

“Jesus, no!” Fernando said with a sigh, before suddenly baring his front teeth. “Get it now?”

“A dentist?” Kate asked, genuinely confused.

“A vampire,” Fernando replied. “I know it's crazy, but that's what was said back then. People were dumber and more superstitious, but Edgar Le Compte's grandfather was accused more than once of being a vampire. Eventually he stayed in the house and was rarely seen, which only added to the rumours, and then one day...” He paused again, his eyes alight with the excitement of the story. “One night, some of the locals down here said they heard this loud, agonized howl from the top of the hill, and the next day the baron was gone. No-one knew where to, or how, or exactly when, but the mansion was abandoned. It took six months for anyone to go up there and check for certain, but the place was just left to rot. And that was the last anyone around here heard or saw of the Le Compte family for more than eighty years.”

“Until today,” Kate replied.

“Well, until last week, when word came that the grandson of the old Le Compte vampire was on his way to reclaim the family home.”

“But no-one can seriously believe that vampires exist,” Kate pointed out. “I mean, not in the twenty-first century. Vampire myths were the product of superstitions that have since been explained. Sure, some people like joking about them and reading books, but I seriously doubt that any sane person genuinely believes they're real.”

“You'd be surprised how old-fashioned people are around here,” Fernando told her, finishing his beer. “Time moves more slowly on Thaxos. Maybe the heat slows it down, or maybe people just drag their heels a bit, but the old superstitions.” He glanced over his shoulder, as if to once again check that none of the other dozen patrons in the taverna was listening in, before turning back to Kate. “People are nervous. They don't like the Le Compte family being back. The worst part is, Edgar Le Compte has the same name as his grandfather. To people here, it's as if everything's picking up where it was left all those years ago. I'll get us another drink and then I'll tell you about the -”

“No,” Kate said, grabbing her empty glass before Fernando could take it, “I should really be getting to bed.”

“One more drink!”

She shook her head, mindful of the fact that the first drink had already loosened her up a little, which she simultaneously liked and disliked. She wasn't a heavy drinker, and she didn't fancy becoming one tonight, not even on holiday and especially not in this heat. Besides, Fernando's stories had been interesting, but they were of limited interest to her now that they were veering off into silly supernatural tales and superstition. She was a historian, and while she saw the value of such tales in terms of illuminating aspects of a culture, she was more interested right now in the less lurid aspects of the island's past.

“Come on, English lady,” Fernando said with a grin. “One drink. It'll be fun. Anyway, my boat leaves in the morning and I won't be back for a week. This might be our last chance to, you know, get to know each other better.”

“Well that's going to have to be one of life's regrets,” Kate told him. “It's been great talking to you, but I need to get back to the hotel. I want to be up bright and early tomorrow so I can go and check out the stones on the north side of the island.”

“Early to bed and then up to see some rocks?” Fernando replied. “You call that a holiday?”
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