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      Turkey – 2022

      “We can’t hold out much longer. He’s too powerful,” Sümeyye cried, her flat palms pressed

      against the gnarled table.

      Two American tourists looked on, the man and woman wondering if this was part of the performance. They had travelled to the remote village after hearing about the mystic woman of the gorge. The Mountain Witch, or Dağ Cadısı as the locals had referred to her. The young woman’s eyes widened as torches on the wall flickered and the pottery on the countertop started to vibrate. “You need to video this,” the woman whispered, the hairs on her forearms bristling to attention.

      A glass on the table started to move as if an unseen hand pushed it clumsily towards her. “Oh, my God! Look at that!”

      “I can’t move my hands,” the man replied, his voice shaking.

      “Will it break the contact?”

      Sweat broke out across the man’s brow, his features contorting. “No, I mean, I can’t move them. JESUS!”

      They looked at the younger of the two local women and saw rivulets of sweat running down her olive skin. To her left, a much older woman sat hunched, bony fingers pressed tight to the table. In a blur of speed, the mountain witch looked at the ceiling, her eyes rolling back in their sockets until a milky-white stare looked towards the heavens. “Bana yardım et!” she cried. Help me.

      The younger woman broke the contact as darkness pressed down on them. “Mama!” she cried, dragging the older woman’s chair away from the table. “Wake up, Mama.”

      The torches waned until they extinguished themselves, leaving the room consumed by darkness. “What the fuck’s going on?” a voice cried, as the American woman felt the temperature in the small space fall rapidly. “Ryan.” She clamped her thighs together as her bladder threatened to empty itself over the dusty floor.

      “I’m here,” the man replied. “Just stay still.”

      “Jesus!” she exclaimed as the torches burst into light again, bathing most of the room in a yellow hue. One part of the room remained subdued, the light unable to penetrate the space behind the older woman.

      “Oh, God!” the woman breathed, nudging her partner.

      Ryan’s eyes widened at the sight in front of him, a shadowy figure standing behind the mountain witch. “What the f…” His words choked in his throat, both Americans feeling a crushing weight encircle their chests until they slumped on the table, blood seeping from their milky white eyes.

      Sümeyye pulled an amulet from her cleavage, pointing it towards the unwanted apparition. “Be gone from here, Hanpu.”

      The shape dissolved, shifting across the table until the American woman flinched. Sümeyye watched in horror as the woman rose to her feet, her bloodstained face turning towards her. “You should not have woken me, healer. Where is my son?”

      The amulet shook in the woman’s fist, her resolve leaving her as the entity took command of the corpse. “I compel you to leave this place. Go back to the shadowlands, dark creature. Pazuzu is waiting for you there.”

      “You’re coming with me. Both of you.” The American woman walked robotically towards a large mirror, smashing her face into it as shards of glass erupted across the room. She pulled a long sliver out of the frame, turning around as a wolfish smile spread across her face.

      Sümeyye tried to rise but was swatted to the floor, banging her head on the corner of a wooden dresser. As her vision cleared, she screamed as the American plunged the shard of glass into her mother’s eyeball, the older woman spasming on the floor until she lay still. Before she could react, the American was straddling her chest, spittle from her gaping mouth falling onto Sümeyye’s upturned face.

      “Do not worry. Your kin will soon be joining you,” the younger woman mocked, jabbing the shard into the older woman’s throat. As the world darkened around her, Sümeyye’s last thought reached out toward her son. “Don’t let them find you.”

      As the American woman stood, a side door opened and a burly man entered, a stun gun held in his hand. She regarded him quizzically before a barb landed in her chest, causing the living corpse to tumble to the ground.

      The man scooped her off the floor, tossing the limp body over his shoulder before making his way outside, where a van’s brake lights illuminated the surrounding scrubland. Another man opened the driver’s side door, hurrying over to the bigger man. “Acele etmeliyiz,” he urged, telling the bigger man that time was of the essence. He opened the rear doors, watching as the bigger man dropped the American woman into an oak coffin before grabbing a silicone gun from a shelving unit.

      Working quickly, the man drew a line of sealant around the lip of the coffin before closing the lid, pressing it in place with meaty hands. “Kadını ara. Bundan sonra ne olacağını biliyor.”

      “Yes. I will call her,” he replied in English. “She has everything in place.” Before the van set off, the smaller man doused the porch of the property in petrol, hurrying back to the van as the flames quickly took hold. Inside, three bodies were quickly consumed, leaving little trace as to what had transpired. And what ancient evil had been awoken.
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      England – Autumn, 2022

      As the plane touched down at Birmingham International airport, Tom Sutton looked out of the rain-streaked window. He grunted his disapproval as the small propeller plane came to rest away from the terminal. “Shit,” he grunted, knowing that a quick departure was not on the cards. After switching his phone back on, he waited for the door to open, his handset buzzing on the fold-down table.

      A quick jog through freezing rain and he was on the bus, being jostled and prodded by fellow passengers before the doors finally closed. His watch told him that he wouldn’t get home until after seven, the skies above growing ever darker. After filing through passport control and collecting his luggage, he found himself in a multi-storey car park, where he opened the boot of his black Volkswagen. The motorway was still busy, remnants from the daily commute slowing his progress to the small town of Bromsgrove and the chip shop that was occupying his thoughts. My phone, he thought, accessing his calls and messages through the infotainment system. Tom frowned, seeing missed calls from his father, Colin Sutton, plus one answerphone message. He pressed call, waiting a few seconds for the connection.

      “Tom, it’s Dad,” the message began. “Something’s not right. I can’t get hold of your mother or grandmother. I’ve been trying for two days, but nothing. No one in the village has seen them, so I’m flying out to Turkey. I’ll call you as soon as possible. I’ve left Daisy in the utility room, so let her out when you get home.”

      The line crackled once then the call ended. Tom’s heart began to beat faster. He’d called his mother a few times on his business trip to Germany, but the call had gone straight to the answerphone. “What’s going on?” he said to himself as the car’s wipers struggled to keep up with the onslaught from above.

      The traffic thinned, the black car accelerating until the man steered off the motorway towards the suburb of Catshill on the edge of Bromsgrove. Climbing stiffly out of the Volkswagen, he walked towards the chip shop as the rain eased. After a quick chat with the proprietor, Tom drove away from Catshill, heading towards the sleepy village of Harewood that sat a mile out of town. As the car wound its way along country lanes, he swerved a few times as delivery vans and boy racers sped in the opposite direction. After a few moments, the fields gave way to a vast forest that encircled his village, the sight of the Fallen Dragon, his local pub, coming into view. He rolled along, turning away from the village green framed by chocolate box cottages and shops before the car stopped on the gravel driveway that gave way to the Sutton family home.

      After running towards the Georgian house to unlock the porch and front door, Tom ducked back into the drizzle to fetch his suitcase and laptop bag. Dumping his luggage in the hallway, he walked through the kitchen towards the utility room as excited barks and scrabbling paws took his mind off the potential dire situation in Turkey. The Labrador bolted from the room, her tail wagging feverishly as Tom knelt down, letting the dog slobber over his hands and face. “Hello, you,” he smiled. “You hungry?”

      After putting food down for the family dog, Tom settled in front of the television. As he shovelled forkfuls of kebab meat into his mouth, he zoned out of the news on the BBC, his thoughts returning to his parents. What’s going on? He knew his mother had travelled to her native Turkey the week before to see his grandmother. A cold sensation settled over him. He was fully aware that his father would not have dropped everything to travel over two thousand miles unless something terrible had happened.

      Glancing at a framed photograph on the mantlepiece, he felt a pang of sadness wash over him like cold surf. His parents looked back at him, their son noting the pinched expression on his father’s face, despite it being his wedding day. What should have been the happiest day of their lives seemed a distant hope as his father had stared at the camera thirty years before. As the years rolled along, he became more aware of his family story; snippets of information imparted by his mother, grandmother and great-aunt. It was the elephant in the room; his family never discussed the events before their marriage and his subsequent birth. Events that still eluded him. Why had his father been so cold towards him? Even now, their relationship was businesslike, light years from the strong bond he’d always had with his mother.

      His phone started to vibrate on the coffee table, bringing him back to the here and now.

      “Hi, Greg,” he said, trying to sound cheerful.

      “Tom, when did you get back?” his friend inquired.

      “About ten minutes ago.”

      “How was Germany?”

      “Very German. Same old same old. Airport, site, hotel, airport.”

      “You make it sound so much fun,” his friend countered.

      “Well, it pays the bills, I guess.”

      There was a pause on the line for a few seconds. “What are you up to later?”

      “Not much. Dad’s in Turkey. Long story. How about you?”

      “We’re popping to the Dragon if you fancy it?”

      Tom wanted to politely decline, even though he fancied a night out after three days of intense auditing. He knew that popping to the Dragon meant that he would be dragged into Bromsgrove or Worcester, arriving home in the early morning hours, a hundred pounds lighter and probably reeking of curry. He sighed, the past few days suddenly weighing heavily on his shoulders. “What time?”

      “Eight? Come on, it’s Friday night, mate. You need to unwind in style.”

      Tom smiled, his friend’s infectious enthusiasm winning out. “Go on then. I’ll finish my tea, take a shower and meet you there.”

      “Top bloke.”

      Tom walked into the kitchen a few minutes later, as Daisy trotted in from the garden. “I’d better take you for a walk,” he told the golden Labrador.

      The cool evening air cleared his head as he walked through the village, Daisy sniffing hedgerows and lampposts before they approached the familiar stile that gave way to the fields beyond. He unclipped the lead and the Labrador went shimmying under the farmer’s gate, before bounding off into the wet grass, Tom failing to keep up with the two-year-old dog.

      To his left, a large forest framed one side of the field, tightly packed trees stretching out for several hundred yards. It was almost dark, the trees offering no clues as to what lay within. He found the familiar pathway through the forest, zipping his waterproof jacket up as a persistent drizzle fell from the leaden skies. “Daisy. Come on, girl.”

      The Labrador’s head popped up in the long grass and the dog trotted over to him as Tom entered the treeline, placing his hands on the gnarled trees as he went. Daisy’s usual exuberance became tempered inside the forest, the dog hunkering down as she walked a few paces in front of her master. Daisy was his dog, despite his mother bringing her home almost two years before. Sümeyye Sutton often spoke to her son on the phone, informing Tom that Daisy was pining for him during his many business trips. That always made him feel sad, knowing that only his mother paid any attention to the family pet, his father’s only interactions with her being short grunts, or explosive rage when Daisy did something wrong.

      He checked his phone, hoping to see a text message from his family, their silence making him increasingly uneasy. “What the bloody hell’s going on?”

      They continued for several minutes until the forest cleared. A meandering brook came into view, Tom smiling as he always did whenever he saw it. It was his mother’s favourite place. A memory flashed before him. He could almost visualise her spreading a blanket on the ground as the summer sun penetrated the canopy, mother and son enjoying sandwiches and a flask of tea as Daisy splashed around in the slow-moving water. Now, the place seemed desolate, barren and unwelcoming; he was aware that there was no birdsong from the trees.

      A sudden breeze kicked up, the trees protesting as the forest came alive in the darkness. Daisy went rigid, barking as Tom patted her back. “Easy, girl. What’s spooked you?” The barking stopped and the dog whimpered as she huddled close to her master. “Come on. Let’s get back and give you some dinner.” The breeze died suddenly, the forest falling silent once more. Waiting for his return.
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        * * *

      

      “The wanderer returns,” Greg announced as Tom entered the Fallen Dragon, grateful for the warmth from the open fire.

      Tom smiled, seeing familiar faces as he walked towards the bar. “Hi,” he replied happily, wrapping his hand around the cold pint of lager. He took a long swig, smacking his lips together before resting against the bar. “I needed that.”

      “Plenty more where that came from.” Greg clapped him on the shoulder, the red-haired man towering over his friend.

      “Where are the others?” Tom asked.

      Greg rolled his eyes, brushing his unruly auburn hair from his face. “Steve can’t make it. Helen’s going out with her mum friends, so he’s left carrying the baby. And Dean’s got a match tomorrow, so he’s slobbing out on the sofa.”

      “Just you and me then?”

      “Looks that way,” he replied, nodding at the young barmaid for two more drinks. “So, what’s going on with your dad? You said it was a long story, but we’ve got all night.”

      Tom took another swig before placing the half-empty glass on the bar. “Not sure. Mum went over to Turkey a few weeks ago to see Gran. Dad’s been trying to get hold of her for a few days, but she’s gone AWOL.”

      “Bloody hell, mate! Maybe she’s found herself a younger man and eloped?”

      Tom could always rely on his friend to lighten the mood. He grinned over the top of his beer glass. “Trust you to come up with something seedy.”

      “Sorry, Tom. But you know what Turkey’s like. It’s where bored housewives go to find a younger model.”

      “Well, unless she’s taken Gran along in some kind of twisted threesome, I very much doubt it’s that.”

      “Fair point. When will your dad get there?”

      “He should be there by now. He said he’d call me, but nothing yet,” he replied, checking his phone for messages or missed calls.

      “Don’t worry too much. I’m sure it will be okay.” He turned away from Tom, smiling as more patrons entered the pub. “Aye-aye, look who’s just walked in.”

      Tom turned, seeing three women shaking themselves out of their coats. Two had dark hair and he recognised them instantly. The third woman had light brown hair tied in a ponytail. His eyes lingered on her for a few seconds before she glanced his way. He smiled, his spirits lifting as the woman reciprocated, the rest of the pub dissolving for a few seconds. “Hi,” he mouthed. The woman smiled in response before she was almost dragged to the bar by her friends.

      “The lovely Sarah,” Greg whispered. “You wanna get in there, mate.”

      “Give over. She’s probably got enough on her plate right now.” The huge forest that circled the village seemed to harbour all its secrets and gossip. A few months before, Greg had revelled in imparting the hottest village gossip, which was that Sarah’s husband had left his wife of five years for a pub barmaid in neighbouring Bournheath. He’d hardly seen her since, occasionally bumping into her, their conversations stilted and brief.

      “She could do with a bit of rebound sex. Might do her good. Might do you good too, if your old chap still works.”

      “Just concentrate on your old chap, and don’t worry about mine. Not seen her around for a while. Maybe this is her first night out with the girls.”

      “And the night is young. Who knows where it will end up?”

      “Take your mind out of your pants for five seconds. You’re like a dog with two dicks. So, tell me about the new job?”

      Tom’s best friend shrugged. Greg had promised much at school. The only son of wealthy parents, he dropped out of university after twelve months. For ten years, he’d jumped from job to job, from driving courier vans to installing windows, much to his parent’s chagrin. He’d finally found a job his family were happier with, working for a local marketing company, his father’s connections making it happen. “It’s okay, I guess. Plenty of crumpet to keep me distracted.”

      “You’ll never change,” Tom quipped, nudging his friend’s shoulder.

      “Hope not. Don’t want to end up old and boring like my folks.”

      “I’ve got news for you. You’re thirty-one. Before you know it, you’ll be forty, so I’d start thinking ahead.”

      “Screw that! I’ll just wait for them to pop their clogs and live off the inheritance.”

      “Nice to see you’ve got your priorities and morals in place.”

      “Anyway, shall we go and say hi to Sarah and Co?”

      Tom shook his head. “I’d leave them be.” His words fell on deaf ears as Greg sauntered towards the end of the bar.

      “Evening, ladies. Girly night out?”

      “Just a few drinks,” one of the dark-haired women replied, her expression neutral.

      “Well, can I get you another?”

      “We’re fine, thanks,” the other brunette replied, a terse expression etched on her face.

      “Hi, Tom,” Sarah said as he walked over.

      “Er, hi, Sarah,” he smiled. “Brooke, Carla, allow me to remove my friend back to the other end of the bar.”

      “That’s okay,” Sarah replied. “We were just having a bit of a catch-up.”

      “So were we. Come on, Mr Smith,” he said, tugging his friend’s arm. “Let’s leave the ladies to their catch-up.”

      “How’s your mum?” Sarah inquired. “Not seen her for a while.”

      Before Tom could come up with a plausible answer, his best friend stepped in. “She’s gone missing in Turkey. Tom’s dad’s gone over to find her.”

      Bollocks! Tom cursed inwardly as three sets of eyes turned towards him. He smiled awkwardly, trying to think of something to say as his face reddened. “I’m sure there’s a rational explanation. Dad’s just a bit worried, so he’s flown over to check everything is okay.”

      Sarah picked up her drink, nodding towards an empty booth. “Come and sit down. A problem shared and all that…” She looked at her friends, who nodded sympathetically.

      Tom glared at Greg, wanting to throttle his so-called friend. “Get them in. It’s the least you could do, big gob!”

      They settled onto the bench seat, Sarah’s friends sitting on the other side, waiting for their new drinking partner. “So, what’s happened?”

      Feeling under scrutiny, Tom composed himself. “Mum flew back to Turkey to visit Gran. I don’t know why, but she does it from time to time. Anyway, I’ve been away this week and only found out something was up when I landed this afternoon. Dad left me a voice message, saying that he couldn’t get hold of Mum, so he was heading out there.”

      “Maybe you’re right. There could be a rational explanation for it.”

      “Hope so. It’s not like Dad to just jump on a plane. I hope I’m wrong, but something feels off.”

      She placed her hand over his, squeezing gently. “Don’t overthink it. Have you tried to contact him?”

      “Earlier, but nothing. Dad said he’d call me when he arrived. Not sure if that meant when he landed, or when he arrived at Gran’s village.”

      “And how far is that from the airport?”

      “About two hours.”

      Sarah did the maths, nodding her head. “Okay, it’s about ten o’clock in Turkey. Maybe he jumped in a taxi or hire car and is almost there by now. Just keep your phone handy for when he rings.”

      “Thanks, Sarah. I didn’t want to unload all my shit on you. You can blame Greg for that.”

      She smiled, her face transformed for a few seconds. “Don’t mention it. Yes, it’s the first time I’ve been out in months, but it looks like I’ll have much more free time from now on to do this kind of thing.”

      “Oh. I heard about what happened. Small villages love a bit of gossip. For what it’s worth, I’m really sorry.”

      She smiled again, this one not quite reaching her eyes before her expression returned to normal. “That’s okay. It’s been a year to forget, but I’m coming through it.”

      “Good to hear. If you ever want to vent about stuff or talk, I’m around.” Jesus! Did I just say that?

      “Thanks, Tom. You’re a good bloke. If only my ex was as thoughtful.”

      “His loss…” Tom grabbed his phone, seeing Dad appear on the screen. “I’d better take this.” She nodded as Tom strode across the bar, opening the door as he accepted the call. “Dad.” There was static on the line, Tom hearing broken speech as he tried to listen. “Dad. Can you hear me?”

      More static before a few words came through, loud and clear. “They got to me.”

      “What? Dad. Who’s got you?” A loud burst echoed through the phone’s speaker and Tom flinched before placing the phone to his ear. “Dad? Dad, can you hear me?” The line went dead, the call ending abruptly. Tom called his father back immediately, his fingers trembling as they swiped the screen. The automated reply told him that the call could not be connected. “Oh, God!” he croaked as the rain fell around him. He tried again, the same response telling him something was very wrong. “Who’s got to you, Dad? What the hell’s going on?”
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      After explaining what had happened, Tom left the pub, leaving his fellow villagers feeling rightfully concerned. Emotions started to boil over, frustration and fear gripping Tom as repeated calls to his father’s phone went straight to an automated response. “Fuck! Answer the phone, Dad. Why isn’t it ringing out? Shit!”

      He hurried home as an icy wind swept through the village. After a few minutes, he sat down at the dining room table, a mug of coffee next to him. Daisy had curled up on the sofa, hoping her master would let her stay in the house overnight and not be shut in the cold utility room. “Right, focus,” he said to himself, noticing the cool temperature in the house. Five minutes later, the log burner’s glow gave Tom a sliver of comfort, his familiar surroundings enabling him to concentrate on the task at hand. He worked as an auditor, and the central part of his job was to analyse data and collect information. As his fingers flew over the keyboard, he began to knit his father’s recent activities together.

      “Okay, so you landed at 6 pm UK time, which is 9 pm Turkish time,” he confirmed, scribbling notes on a pad. He typed in the name of his grandmother’s village of Göblek, which was a few kilometres from the small town of Kayacık, which lay beneath the summit of Uyluk Tepe. The drive was over two hours long, winding lanes and treacherous drops making any car journey one to remember. He shook the memory of his last visit, trying to concentrate on the here and now. Memories could wait.

      Right, you called me at 8:15 pm, which means that you were close to the village. That would be over two hours after you’d landed, which makes sense.

      He brought up Google Earth, typing the village name into the search bar. The mountainous terrain of Turkey appeared before him, Tom zooming in on his mother’s last known location. After a minute of staring at the screen, he leaned back in his chair, taking a swig of warm coffee. Now what? I can roughly see where he may have called me from, but what do I do now? I can’t call the police.

      He tried his parents’ phones once more, tossing the handset on the table in frustration as Daisy whined from the sofa. “Don’t worry. I’m sure they’ll turn up,” he told his canine companion.

      The only other person Tom could contact was Zehra, his great-aunt, who lived close to his grandmother. Before his hopes took hold, he reminded himself that she didn’t own a phone and had only recently bought herself a laptop. Emailing his great-aunt in the middle of the night would not give him the answers. He was out of options, the radio silence seeming to bear down on his shoulders.

      Another thought came to him; his great-aunt had not been in contact. So, either something had happened to her, or she knew nothing of his family’s whereabouts. Suddenly, Tom felt very alone. The only company he had was dozing on the sofa. “Daisy,” he called, the dog lifting its head in response. “Let’s go to bed.”

      By the time he’d reached the bedroom, the Labrador had curled up on his duvet. He walked over to the shelf on the far wall, flicking the brass needle of his metronome, the rhythmic ticking noise following Tom as he walked to the bathroom. After cleaning his teeth, he slipped naked into bed, tiredness taking him quickly, drawing him into the darkness.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He walked up the rugged slopes towards the scattering of buildings that clung to the foothills, the air becoming colder with every step. His breath clouded before him, taxing his body as he continued ever upwards. After what seemed like hours, Göblek came into view, the buildings cloaked by the dark skies above. Fog had settled throughout the village, seeping from porches and curling around trees as he drew nearer. “Mum,” he called. “Dad.” Nothing came back, the small village remained in absolute darkness. Not one dwelling was lit, making his progress more precarious as he tried to navigate toward his grandmother’s home by the light of the moon.

      He saw the familiar shape of the cabin he was looking for, recognising the wraparound porch and rocking chair where his grandmother watched folk come and go. The chair was empty, like the cabin, the front door swaying gently. “Gran? Where are you?” As he climbed the three stairs to the porch, the stout wooden planks creaked under his feet.

      A voice made him start:

      “Tom.”

      Looking to his right, Tom’s eyes widening in the darkness. The rocking chair began moving, forward and backwards, as if an invisible entity was presiding over the porch. Hairs rose on the back of his neck, as he tore his gaze from the piece of furniture before stepping inside. He pulled his jacket around his neck, the temperature inside several degrees lower than outside.

      “Hello,” he called. Crushing silence was the reply. As he moved through the living area, a noise made him start. Tom edged closer to the panelled walls, becoming still. It came again, faintly at first, the noise growing louder. It was the sound of scuttling feet. Hundreds and hundreds of them. He peered around the wall, his eyes drawn to the partially illuminated kitchen floor. He stepped back, sweat breaking out across his brow at the sight below him. A carpet of black spiders closed in on his position, tiny red eyes peering up at him.

      “Shit!” he cried, backing away before turning for the front door and his escape. He didn’t see the silvery web that barred his exit, he went barrelling straight into it, the sticky construction holding him in place.

      “NO!” he screamed as tiny legs made their way into his trousers, scurrying upwards. His arms became tangled in the web. Tom was unable to move as something brushed his ear, followed by several pinpricks to his flesh. He peered up at the doorframe, baulking in terror as a fat black spider lowered itself towards him, red eyes drawing ever closer.

      

      “Nooooo!” he cried, sitting upright in bed, his hands swatting his face. He looked around the room.

      Tick.

      Tick.

      Tick.

      His bedroom was silent, save for the regular clicks from the metronome. Looking across the bed, he saw that Daisy was curled up, oblivious to her master’s jolt from his subconscious. His eyes scanned the room; nothing out of place and not a spider in sight. Light filtered in from the garden, the silvery moonlight illuminating the floor and furniture. The time on his bedside clock was nearly three in the morning.

      He sighed, his body relaxing as he settled down to sleep, until a noise in the house made him freeze. It came again, a shuffling sound that drew nearer. “Shit?” he whispered, wondering why Daisy could not hear anything. The wooden banister at the foot of the stairs creaked, the noise telling Tom that someone was in his house. He tried to move, but was gripped by paralysing fear as footsteps approached. Leaning forward, he looked out of his bedroom, along the landing to the top of the staircase.

      Thud.

      Thud.

      Thud.

      Almost in slow motion, a dark figure appeared before him. Oh, my God! It stood there, unmoving, as it looked towards the bedroom. Slowly, the figure advanced, a large, dark shadow that seemed to fill his vision. Unable to move, Tom suddenly found his voice.

      “Who are you? Daisy, wake up. Wake up!” He shook the dog, but it was unresponsive as a voice stopped him dead.

      “Tom.”

      “Dad. Is that you?”

      The figure looked down on him as the sound from the metronome began to fill the bedroom. “It’s me.”

      Tom went to reply, his words drying up as his father’s eyes lit up, twin white orbs regarding the man on the bed. What the…?

      “HE’S COMING FOR YOU. THEY ARE BOTH COMING FOR YOU, SON OF NO ONE!” His father flew across the room in a blur of speed, large hands reaching for his throat.
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        * * *

      

      “Jesus Christ!” Tom sat up in bed, his hands in the air to fend off the dark attacker. He looked around and found the room empty, save for Daisy, who was whining at the foot of the bed. It was almost seven in the morning, grey light filtering through the windows. The dog relaxed, snuggling into him as Tom tried to regulate his breathing. “What the hell was that all about?” It seemed so real. Reaching over, he checked his phone for messages or calls, but nothing had come through, his spirits wilting. Coffee. “Come on, Daisy, breakfast.”

      Having slipped on a pair of joggers and a dark hoodie, man and dog made their way downstairs, the Labrador heading straight for the kitchen door. “Out you go,” he said, letting Daisy run off to do her business. As the kettle began to boil, Tom looked out at the mature garden with its vast expanse of lawn and fruit trees.

      Son of no one. He shook his head, trying to dispel the dream. “Just a nightmare,” he reassured himself. Tom was used to dark dreams. Dreams that he’d had since his childhood. This one had been particularly vivid, though, almost as if it had actually happened. The kettle switched off and he made himself a mug of strong coffee. The house was cold, which was only to be expected as autumn made its way towards winter. But today, it felt unnaturally chilly, so Tom turned the heating on before sitting at the breakfast bar. A few minutes later, a familiar scratching at the door made him move, letting his beloved dog into the kitchen before he fed her. He sat down once more, trying his mother and father’s numbers with no success. Not wanting to be inactive, Tom wrote a quick email to his great-aunt, asking if she’s seen or heard from his parents.

      Other thoughts invaded his mind, namely Sarah, who had seemed so empathetic to his family events. Opening Facebook, Tom found her profile, scrolling through her timeline. There wasn’t much to see, apart from birthday messages and very few pictures. He backed out, finding her ex-husband, the unfortunately named Christopher Cross, or ‘Kriss Kross’ as he was called at school after the ‘90s rap duo. A smirk appeared on his face, past memories surfacing as Tom scrolled through his timeline. He stopped at a picture; Chris, with his arms around a dark-haired woman in a local pub. There were numerous comments below, one in particular catching his eye.

      My man xx

      He clicked on the woman’s profile, comparing her to Sarah. “What a bellend you are, Kriss Kross. Why would you give up Sarah for that?”

      Tom flinched as his phone started vibrating. The number was international. One he didn’t have in his contacts. An unknown caller, from Turkey.
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      Tom ended the call, his hands shaking as his resolve crumbled. Daisy whined at his feet, watching her master sob. “Dad, no. Noooooo!” he croaked, his voice echoing around the open-plan living area as he buried his face in his hands. Eventually, the cries subsided as Tom recounted the conversation he’d just had with the British Ambassador in Ankara. His father’s hire car had come off the road eighty kilometres from Dalaman airport. Local fire crews were searching through the crash site, but there was little hope of his father surviving the crash and subsequent fire that had consumed the vehicle. The ambassador would be in touch later in the day and offered his sincere condolences. When Tom asked about the disappearance of his mother, the ambassador promised to follow up on her whereabouts.

      Tom spent the next few hours on autopilot, tidying around the house, letting Daisy out into the garden, the kettle staying warm all morning. Finally, he shook himself free of the malaise that hung over him, trying to focus on what needed to be done. His father was an only child, and both his parents were deceased, so there were not many people to call immediately. His father’s business partner would need to be informed, but not today. That could wait until Monday morning, and he didn’t relish the thought of speaking to his boss about the unexpected bereavement in the Sutton family.

      As he sat at the breakfast bar, the house phone trilled loudly. Tom grabbed the handset with shaky hands.

      “Hello?”

      “Thomas?” a female voice with a thick Middle Eastern accent replied.

      “Aunt Zehra? Is that you?” There was a crackle on the line; Tom heard the woman blow her nose loudly. “Are you okay? Have you heard about Dad?”

      “Your father? No. What has happened?”

      His voice quivered as he spoke. “He’s dead.”

      “Oh, my God! How? Where?”

      “In Turkey. He flew out there yesterday and was trying to find Mum. There was a car crash…” his voice trailed off.

      “Listen to me, Thomas. Your mother and grandmother are also gone.”

      He frowned, the words not sinking in. “What?”

      “Hear me, boy. They are gone.”

      His vision seemed to dissolve, tears forming quickly before running down his cheeks. His body shook as he tried hard to hold it together. “No. Not Mum as well?”

      “I am so sorry. She was like a daughter to me. The daughter I never had. And my poor Azra. What will I do without them?”

      Tom didn’t know what to say. In the space of twenty-four hours, he’d lost both his parents and his grandmother. “I can’t believe I’m hearing this. What h-happened to them?” he stammered.

      “I cannot tell you on a telephone call. You must come to Turkey. Come quickly. I have your mother’s ashes.”

      He frowned. “Ashes? You’ve already had a funeral? Why weren’t we told about this?”

      “As I said, you need to come here. Only here will you understand what happened to them and what you need to do to keep safe.”

      “Safe? What are you talking about? I am safe. Jesus! This can’t be happening!”

      “Do not take the Lord’s name in vain, young man. I will email my address. You must hurry.”

      “Is that it? That’s all you can tell me?”

      “My mum is dead, gran is dead, and you’re not going to tell me what happened?”

      “No. Come to my home, then we talk. You need to take the ashes back to England. They cannot stay here. I have to go. Kötülük gitmeli. Kötülük gitmeli.”

      The line went dead. As Tom stared out at the garden, his world crumbled around him. He turned, sliding down the patio door, his emotions tumbling out of him as he wept. As he tried to control his breathing, a wet nose pushed its way through his hands, a cool tongue licking his face.

      “Oh, Daisy,” he cried, pulling the dog onto his lap. “What am I going to do?” She looked at him with dark brown eyes that seemed to temper his emotions, then wriggled off his lap, scurrying over to the kitchen door, her tail wagging expectantly. “You wanna go for a walk?” She danced around in circles, looking up at the lead that hung from the kitchen door. “Come on then. I need some air.” He followed the dog to the front door, the enormity of the day unable to sink in. But he knew it would soon, and Tom realised his life would never be the same again.
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        * * *

      

      He walked through the village, passing the pub and shops, trying not to make eye contact with any of the villagers. He couldn’t face people right now. He needed to be alone, just him and the dog. Shit! What do I do with you? he thought, looking at Daisy. I’ll need to leave you with someone, but who? Definitely not Greg. As they left the village, the skies seemed to darken, the threat of rain bearing down on north Worcestershire. Two minutes later, Tom let Daisy off her lead, watching as she sprinted across the fields towards the forest. Not a care in the world.

      “Tom,” a voice said to his right.

      He turned, groaning inwardly as Sarah walked towards him. Oh shit! “Hi,” he replied, the muscles in his face trying to form a smile.

      She could see something was wrong. “Are you okay?”

      Tom felt his bottom lip begin to quiver and took a deep, shuddering breath, trying to swallow his simmering emotions. He broke down, his words failing him as Daisy trotted back to her master. “No,” he garbled, staring at the ground as an arm snaked around his shoulder.

      “Tom. What’s happened? Is it your dad?”

      “He’s dead.”

      “Oh, my God.”

      He straightened, nodding as tears streaked his face. “Mum’s dead too.”

      Sarah’s eyes widened. “What? No, not your mum?”

      He could see the shock on her face, tears forming in her eyes as he pulled her into a hug. “They’re both gone.”

      They stood there for what seemed like minutes, shock and grief entwined as the first spots of rain fell from the sky. “Let’s get out of the rain,” Sarah said, taking his hand as she walked towards the treeline. “What happened?”

      Tom explained about his mum’s disappearance, his father flying to Turkey the day before to look for her. “The British Ambassador told me about Dad’s accident, but it was my great-aunt Zehra who phoned me about Mum and Gran.”

      “Gran?”

      He wiped the tears from his eyes, his vision sharpening. “Yes. They were together. I don’t know how they died. Whether it was an accident. Or something worse.”

      “You poor thing. I can’t believe it. I only saw your mum a few weeks ago in the village. She was a lovely woman.”

      Tom tried to smile, a memory flashing before him. “Yes, she was.” He exhaled, feeling the emotion leaving his body. “I don’t know what to do. My aunt said I had to go to Turkey to find out what happened. She wouldn’t tell me over the phone, so I need to book flights and get out there.”

      “When will you go?”

      “Probably as soon as possible. This has just hit me, so I need to get my shit together and book flights and stuff.” He looked at Daisy. “Not sure what to do with her, though. I’m sure the kennels would take her.” Daisy whined, as if she knew what was coming.

      “I could look after her for a few days,” Sarah offered.

      Tom shook his head, thankful for the support. “I couldn’t ask you to do that. Plus, you work, so you’d have to leave Daisy home all day.”

      “I only work five minutes from home. And I can always pop back for lunch and take her for a quick stroll.”

      “What about Chris?”

      “He moved out, so it’s just me at the moment until we decide how we split everything.”

      “I’m so sorry about what happened. For what it’s worth, I think he’s a twat.”

      Sarah smiled, her face transforming for a brief moment. “You’re not the first person to say that. But thank you. And really, it’s no trouble. Daisy knows me, and it would be nice to have a bit of company, especially as the nights are drawing in.”

      Two ramblers walked past, saying hello before heading into the forest. “Well, only if you’re sure. Thank you, Sarah. I owe you one.”

      “Don’t be silly. It’s the least I could do, and I’m sure you’d do the same for me if I were in this situation.”

      “Except you don’t have a dog.”

      His words hung in the air, Sarah’s face transforming into a toothy grin. “Well, there is that, I suppose. Maybe I need to get one.” Her face turned serious once more. “So, what are you going to do tonight?”

      Tom shrugged, feeling his emotions rise once more. Saturday nights were takeaway nights, spent sitting with his mother at the breakfast bar with glasses of wine before he ventured into Bromsgrove or Worcester with his friends. A thought came to him out of the blue; Tom’s father preferring to eat in his study, or watching television on the sofa. He shook the thought as the woman waited for a reply. “I’ve no idea. Not thought that far ahead, to be honest.”

      “Look, you’ve had a terrible shock, and I don’t like the idea of you being alone with your thoughts. So, what say I grab a takeaway, and we can keep each other company?”

      Under any other circumstances, the thought of spending the evening with Sarah Cross was a no-brainer. He wanted to say no, but the words were already out of his mouth. “Okay. Only if you’re sure.”

      “What do you fancy?”

      “I’m easy. I had a kebab last night, but I’ll let you decide.”

      “Chinese? I could pop down to the Oriental Royal and meet you back at your house in a bit.”

      Her words hit home, the news starting to sink in. Your house. And she was right; as much as he didn’t want to admit or think about it, the Sutton family home now belonged to him. “Okay. Thank you, Sarah. I really appreciate this.”

      “Don’t be daft. It’s what friends do.” She stepped forward, giving him a quick hug, the contact broken a few seconds later. “Come on, the rain’s easing. Let’s head back, and I’ll be over in about an hour. Is that okay with you?”

      “Sure.” He smiled, a simple smile feeling alien to him on the day that he’d lost both parents.

      “Let’s get a wriggle on before the rain gets worse. And Tom, don’t worry. It will be okay.”

      As they walked back towards Harewood, Tim found himself wondering if things would be okay, or if this was the start of something bad. His aunt’s words kept repeating themselves as rain fell from above. You need to take the ashes back to England. They cannot stay here. Her last words were also a concern. He didn’t understand Turkish, but he felt the force of his aunt’s words as she repeated them down the line. He tried to remember the words, but they were just out of reach. For now.
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