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	Sign up for our mailing list below and receive Sherman’s Library Trilogy by Ron Ripley, which offers many thrills and chills!
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Prologue: October Country


	 

	Global warming, my arse, thought Mickey, as he curled up in the shop doorway. Could do with a bit more warming round here.

	The cold nights had returned with a vengeance after a long, hot summer that had made sleeping in the streets a lot easier. Now, Mickey huddled down in his old sleeping bag, which was lined with newspapers, and tried not to think of the winter ahead. 

	Maybe get somewhere, he thought. Might get a hostel place if I just stay off the booze long enough. 

	It was about half past eleven on a Wednesday night. Mickey could always guess the time without opening his eyes thanks to the changing sounds of Cambridge during night time. This was the noisy hour or so when the pubs had closed, and youngsters set off for various destinations. Most went home to sleep it off, but hundreds went in search of fast food or admittance to a nightclub. 

	Mickey never tried begging at this hour, just in case some drunk person turned nasty. Most people were fine, but it was not worth the risk. Also, the cops tended to make sweeps through the town center around midnight and they could be awkward with homeless people. No, it was better to feign sleep and just let people walk by. If they noticed you at all, they might mistake you for an old garbage bag in a doorway.

	He heard footsteps approaching, and played his old game of guessing the type of passerby from their walk. It was a bit like counting sheep, a way of distracting himself from the cold, hard concrete he was lying on. Sometimes, he came up with a good story and drifted off to sleep feeling pleased with his own powers of invention.

	Clickety clack, that means heels, plus a short stride, he thought. Petite woman walking fast, out on a weekday night, so young, probably. Just in a hurry maybe, wanting to get home after work. Or is she angry, stomping home after a row with her pals, or breaking up with a boyfriend? 

	He listened as the rapid steps grew louder, passed his doorway, and then started to grow fainter. There was a slight pause, then the steps resumed, and he heard them grow fainter still and acquire an echo. 

	She's gone up the alley, he thought. Taking a short cut, probably on the way to the bus station. Or maybe heading for the taxi rank outside it. 

	The story of the unknown woman was almost over. But just as Mickey was losing interest, a new noise made him listen more intently. It was a familiar sound, but one he didn't associate with this hour of the night. It was a rattle and clatter of garbage being slung around, an early morning sound that came with the roar of the waste disposal trucks. Then came a scream, and Mickey sat upright, eyes wide. There was nobody else in the street, no bystanders to call to for help or offer assistance.

	Thousands of people staggering out of the pubs, he thought, but guess who has to play the good citizen?

	“Balls,” he said, scrambling to extricate himself from his sleeping bag. 

	The strange clattering sound came again. He could just make out the sound of heels getting louder, their owner running. As Mickey ran towards the mouth of the alley, there was another scream, this one louder and cut off suddenly in a way that made his heart miss a beat. 

	I should be running the other way, he thought. Could be anything round that corner.

	“Help!” he shouted, slowing down but still heading for the alley mouth. “Somebody help!”

	At the far end of the street, he saw a small group of people stop and look his way. He waved. 

	“Call the police!” he yelled, as he rounded the corner and stopped at the entrance to the alleyway.

	There was nobody there. All he could see in the half-light of the widely spaced streetlamps was a typical back alley. At the far end was the main bus depot, brightly lit and with the lights of vehicles moving back and forth. It was all reassuringly normal after the shock of those screams. The only sounds were those of the distant traffic, plus the occasional shout or outburst of laughter. 

	There was no sign of the woman he was sure had passed this way. 

	Did I imagine it all? he wondered. He had had his fair share of hallucinations, freaking out in various ways. But that's all in the past. I'm clean, now. I know what I heard.

	He took a few steps into the alley. His foot kicked a can, and it clattered over the tarmac. Looking down he saw a heap of garbage. It was oddly uniform in shape, as if someone had taken all the trash in the alley and piled it into a heap in the middle. It was in a pattern, something like a botched attempt at a five-pointed star.

	He tried to remember if the alley had been so badly littered when he had walked past earlier. He had the distinct feeling it had not been. Puzzled, Mickey studied the heaped trash again. It was then that he realized that it did form a definite pattern. It was the shape of a man, legs and arms splayed out. Only it was far bigger than life size. It reminded Mickey of the kind of modern art that people in authority always seemed to have money for. 

	“What's all the fuss about, eh?” shouted someone behind him.

	Mickey turned to see a group of young people, three men, and a girl, standing on the opposite side of the road. He could not think of anything to say.

	“Oh, it's just some old junkie,” said the girl, and the group walked on.

	I'm only thirty-two, thought Mickey, for a moment distracted from his panic and fear. Is that old now? 

	From behind him came the sound of movement, though there was no wind. He turned to look at the odd-shaped heap again, and saw the central portion of garbage shift. He took another step, and heard a low moan. He dashed around the heap and started throwing trash away, burrowing into the mound. 

	Oh, Jesus there's someone underneath.

	In the poor light, he could just make out a human shape. It was a short, slender woman lying face down, dark hair splayed, jacket rucked up under her arms.

	“Help me,” she said, so weakly he could barely hear her. “I need an ambulance. I've been cut.”

	“I'll get help!” Mickey shouted, panic rising.

	What if they blame me? 

	He knew he was innocent; he’d never committed an act of violence against anyone. But irrational fear gripped him as he stood and stared around, wondering what to do. Then he saw movement, perhaps halfway down the alley. A figure emerged from behind a dumpster and started to run towards the bus station. 

	The killer! Hiding there all along. 

	Before Mickey could react, the man was gone around the corner, leaving nothing but an impression of a black-clad man, slender, and carrying something. A couple of seconds had passed, but everything had changed. Mickey felt a sense of relief, almost elation.

	Now I'll tell them everything and they'll believe it, he thought. I'll be a good witness, they won't pin it on me.

	He squatted down beside the woman again, wanting to reach out and comfort her, but knowing it was futile. 

	“I'll get help,” he said, “don't worry.”

	I'll make a 999 call from a phone box, there's one round the corner. 

	Flashing lights dazzled him, red and blue beams stabbing at his retinas. A white car with an orange stripe shot past, stopped, and reversed. A couple of cops got out and walked towards him. 

	“What's going on, mate?” asked one. “Someone called in about a fight? Some kind of noise?”

	Mickey held up his hands, an instinctive gesture of surrender he always made when confronted by people with power over him.

	“She's in the alley!” he said. “She's been hurt!”

	“What have you been up to, then?” asked the other policeman. He was not looking at Mickey's face, but at his right hand.

	“Jesus Christ,” said the other officer, and then started talking quickly into his radio, using a baffling stream of words and numbers.

	“Just put your hands down, sir,” said the first officer, reaching for something on his belt. “And please stand still.”

	“She's hurt” said Mickey. “She needs an ambulance!”

	“I bet she does,” said the officer, moving closer.

	As the handcuffs went on, Mickey looked down at his hands. The light was better here. He could see the blood quite distinctly. 

	



Chapter 1: Nightmare Season


	 

	At first, the dream was pleasant enough. Mark was walking through Cambridge, enjoying the autumn sunshine. He did not have a care in the world. His career was going well. His girlfriend, Sue, was waiting for him in their new home. 

	Mark Stine, PhD, visiting professor of American literature, he thought, you are one lucky man.

	Then he noticed the alleyway. Cambridge, a medieval city, was riddled with little backstreets and byways. Sometimes he would explore one on a whim, enjoying the minor thrills of risk-free exploration.

	Well, why not? 

	He turned down the back street, noticing as he did so the odd sign high on the wall. It read DESTINY PASSAGE. But then, Cambridge streets often had bizarre names, accumulated over centuries of very complex British history.

	The alleyway was enclosed on both sides by high walls of red brick. It was shadowy, the paving stones littered with dead leaves. It was also not quite straight, curving left and right so that he could not see far ahead. 

	Maybe I should turn back, he thought. 

	But then he rounded a final corner and walked into an open space. A moment before, he had been under an October sky. Now, he was in a circular room, the ceiling domed with colored glass, the wall lined with marble columns. Any feeling of classical elegance was undercut by a sea of litter covering the floor. Bottles, cans, fast-food containers, old newspapers. Now, he saw that between each column stood a pedestal topped by a statue. There was something odd about the statues, but it was the center of the room that drew Mark's attention. 

	There was a hole about six feet across in the middle of the litter-strewn floor. Mark knew, with dream-like certainty, that the hole contained something he did not want to see. He took one step forward, then another. Panic began to grow as he desperately tried to stop himself advancing towards the rim of the black pit. 

	A hand appeared, probing out of the void, fingers groping for a hold. Then another hand, fingertips scrabbling at the floor. A head began to emerge next, a mottled skull with patches of gray hair clinging to it. Mark took another step forward as the man-like creature dragged itself out of the hole and began to scuttle on all four limbs towards him. It was painfully thin, parchment-like skin stretched over bones, and clad in a few fragments of discolored cloth. 

	Get away from me! 

	Sharp-nailed fingers clasped his ankles and the being began to clamber up Mark's body. He wanted to batter it away with his fists, but his hands hung impotently at his sides. The cold, clammy flesh of his assailant repulsed him, but more disturbing still was the way it began to chuckle. It was enjoying itself, taking delight in his fear and revulsion. As he gazed down at the cadaverous face staring up at him with black, sunken eyes, he recognized it.

	“You thought you got away,” hissed long-dead Thomas Beauclerc. “But instead you came straight to me!”

	No! None of this is real!

	“This is as real as anything in your waking world,” sneered Thomas. The horrific being had hauled itself upright and was now clinging to Mark in a grotesque parody of a lover's clinch. It raised a claw-like hand and caressed the side of his face.

	“Don't worry,” it said. “It's your mind I'm interested in.”

	He sat bolt upright, staring around in the dark. His heart was pounding, his breathing fast and shallow. 

	“Oh Jesus, that was a bad one.”

	After a few moments, he began to relax, and became aware of his immediate surroundings. He could see nothing, but he heard rain lashing at a window, traffic noise, and a distant siren. He was aware of a warm glow, a slight movement beside him.

	“Mark?”

	Sue's voice. He sighed with relief. Mark remembered. He was at home in their new apartment, and Sue was with him, newly arrived from the States. He felt her move again, and then with a click, the bedside lamp threw a cozy glow over the room. 

	“You okay?” she asked.

	“Yeah,” he said, raising himself up on one elbow. “It was just a nightmare.”

	“Aw honey, you should get help with that,” she said, shuffling closer and putting her arms round him. “You can't fix everything by just throwing yourself into your work.”

	“I'll be okay,” he insisted. “Now that you're here.”

	She ruffled his hair, kissed him.

	“I'm your therapist now?”

	“Yeah,” he said, “I can think of a few therapeutic things we haven't tried in a while.”

	“Oh,” she said, affecting a stern voice, “I'm sure Doctor Sue can find the right treatment for Professor Mark.”

	Giggling, she playfully shoved him down onto the pillow, then straddled his chest.

	“I've been looking forward to this,” she said. “And so have the young ones.”

	“What?” he asked, confused.

	It was only then that he noticed that the over-sized tee-shirt Sue always wore to bed seemed too small. No, in fact it was that Sue's normally slim torso was somehow swollen, or bloated. Something under the shirt was moving back and forth. 

	“Sue, what the hell?”

	“Oh, don't be nervous, honey,” she said, reaching down to grasp the bottom of her shirt. “Just lay back and let us do all the work.”

	She lifted the tee-shirt over her head and Mark yelled out in shock and terror as the huge, pale spiders that had been clinging to her body scuttled down and over his chest. Sue unfolded her extra limbs, holding him down while her offspring pierced him with their fangs and started to suck him dry.

	Mark awoke from the nightmare. He was alone in bed in his apartment at college.

	Of course I am, he thought. Sue is arriving tomorrow. Or maybe it's today, now.

	He checked his phone. It was just before three in the morning.

	Great, I'll look like death warmed over when I meet her. 

	Mark slid down the bed and pulled the covers over his head to try and snatch a few hours of sleep. He had to meet Sue at the airport mid-afternoon after a morning of tuition at St. Caedmon's College. It was going to be a new start for both of them. If only he could shed some of the emotional baggage of the recent past.

	Maybe that explains the nightmare, he thought. I'm scared about what she might bring with her. 

	After his strange and almost-lethal summer on the island of Skara Farne, Mark had decided to fly out and meet with Sue. He was resolved to tell her face-to-face what had happened, even if she thought he was crazy. In the event, though, he had never had the opportunity for any kind of talk, as Sue's father had died. He had been ill for weeks after a stroke, but the blow had still hit Sue hard. Mark could hardly start talking about ancient curses and ghosts in such circumstances. 

	Can I talk about them tomorrow? Or the day after? When is a good time to say, 'Honey, you know all that supernatural stuff? All those Roger Corman movies we used to watch at night, huddled up on the couch? It's real. Monsters are real. The occult is powerful, and deadly, and not just an excuse for people to wear too much make up and jewelry and give their cats pretentious names. It's a force in the world, and I don't understand it, I just know it can reach out and swat people as if they were flies.

	He thought about Sue, with her cheerful, practical, down-to-earth approach to life. And he thought about how hard her dad's death had hit her, and how she had wanted him to be with her.

	Yeah, all I have to do is pick the right moment. She'll be fine with it.

	 

	***

	 

	“I brought it, Master,” said the acolyte, kneeling before a marble altar and holding up a silver chalice. 

	The three words echoed around the candlelit space, then silence returned. 

	“It was not easy,” added the speaker, in a less firm voice. “I might have been caught.”

	This time there was a reply. A faint whisper seemed to dance around the domed chamber, gradually growing louder and forming into words.

	“You will be rewarded when I return.”

	“I know, Master!” said the acolyte, bowing. “I am merely concerned that if I am taken, your great purpose will be thwarted!”

	“These things must be done. Do you doubt me? Do you regret our covenant?”

	“No, Master! I live to serve you!”

	“Then place the offering in the receptacle.”

	The acolyte stood and went to the altar, on which stood an oddly shaped glass jar. It was roughly the shape of a water cooler bottle, but at least twice the size and with a wider mouth. It was half-full of dark liquid, colorless in the poor light. The acolyte carefully tipped the chalice and its contents slid into the jar, landing in the liquid with a splash. The liquid began to bubble and froth. Vapor rose from the mouth of the jar.

	“Good! It has begun. Time is short and precision is essential. You know what you must do?”

	The acolyte bowed its head.

	“I will not fail you, Master.”

	“Await the call. Act swiftly. And do not hesitate to take the trophy when it is offered. There is no place for foolish sentiment, now. The harvest must be completed.”

	“Yes Master.”

	“And the second task is as vital. Ignorance must be our ally, mystery our shield.”

	“I will not fail you, Master.”

	 

	***

	 

	Weak morning sunshine did its best to illuminate an office at Cambridgeshire police headquarters. Two mugs of coffee stood on the desk by an open box of doughnuts, most of which had already been eaten.

	“A giant?” asked Superintendent Masson. “As in, a really huge bloke?”

	“That's what the report says, boss,” replied Detective Sergeant Lewis. “In the words of one caller, 'It looked like Frankenstein's big brother.'”

	Masson glanced up at his assistant and gave a weary smile. 

	“Go on, then,” said Masson. “You know you want to.”

	Lewis frowned, puzzled.

	“I don't know what you mean, sir.”

	Masson shook his head.

	I miss Jo Garland, he thought. At least she read a book now and again. We had some kind of rapport. Still, he does his best.

	“I'm very disappointed, Lewis,” he sighed. “It's customary for clever people to point out on such occasions that Frankenstein was in fact the human scientist, and not the great hulking monster he created. The monster had no name.”

	“Oh, I see. Very interesting,” said Lewis. “I'm not a great one for horror films, sir. Prefer non-fiction. War, exploration, that kind of thing.”

	“You're missing out on a lot of good stuff,” grunted Masson.

	He reached over his desk and took the file from his subordinate, flipped through it.

	“So that's, what, four sightings so far? Or at least four calls to us about them.”

	“Yes, sir,” replied Lewis, happy to be on firm procedural ground again. “All around the same time, and all in the center of town.”

	“And in every case this giant was glimpsed for a moment, in the dark, and then vanished as mysteriously as it appeared?”

	“Yes, sir,” said Lewis.

	Masson got up and beckoned Lewis over to the large map of the city that hung on his office wall.

	“Stick some pins in it,” he said, handing the file back. “Let's pretend this epidemic of giant sightings is a real crime. Let's pretend we're going to solve it.”

	“Any particular color, sir?” asked Lewis, deadpan.

	“Don't push your luck,” warned Masson. “Just stick 'em in.”

	“Yes, sir,” said Lewis, starting to mark out the locations of the reports with red pins.

	“I know they're sending all the weird stuff my way,” Masson went on, standing up to look over Lewis' shoulder. “They give me the cases nobody else wants – the cranks, the crackpots. When they give me anything at all, that is. Half the time, I'm doing nothing except counting paperclips.”

	“Yes, sir,” said Lewis, sticking another pin the map.

	“I'm taking early retirement and I don't give a damn,” Masson went on. “Six months from now, I'll be out of this, presented with a gold watch and a decent pension. But you should care, Lewis. You should put in for a transfer before too much of this messes up your record.”

	“I'd rather not, sir,” said Lewis, methodically marking out the last location on the map, “I enjoy working with you.”

	I must be losing my edge, thought Masson. I used to be obnoxious to my subordinates without really trying. 

	“There it is, sir,” said Lewis, taking a step back.

	They surveyed the map for a few seconds.

	“Huh,” snorted Masson. “If there's a pattern, I'm not seeing it.”

	“But the sightings are clustered together in a single area,” said Lewis, tapping the map. “Around St. Caedmon's College.”

	“Which makes it a student prank, probably,” said Masson. “Not unlike that killer clown nonsense that flares up every few years. I bet this is down to some upper-class twit on stilts concocting a jolly Halloween jape. Or maybe two upper-class twits, one on the other's shoulders.”

	“It's still a couple of weeks to Halloween, though,” pointed out Lewis. “And wasn't St. Caedmon's where Dylan Morgan taught?”

	Bloody hell, he's right, thought Masson. Morgan, the serial killer we couldn't catch, because his accomplice was a supernatural entity. 

	“We shouldn't venture down that route,” said Masson, “if we can avoid it. Last time we did, Jo Garland nearly got herself killed.”

	And I still don't know more than half of that story. I should catch up with her, see how she's doing.

	“So what should we do, boss?” asked Lewis. 

	“Grab one of the uniform lot, and between the two of you call the witnesses back,” said Masson. “Tick that box. Following procedure is important.”

	“Yes, boss,” said Lewis. “Is that all for now?”

	Masson stared at the map for a few more moments.

	“Lewis, where did they nick that rough sleeper last night? After the assault on that girl?”

	Lewis frowned, looked at the map.

	“Sunitra Patel, boss. She was attacked between St. Caedmon's and the bus station, here,” he replied, indicating a side street. 

	“So it's in our area?” said Masson, picking up a doughnut. “More or less?”

	“I suppose so, sir,” agreed Lewis. “And there is something, well, a bit odd about that assault case.”

	“Been listening to canteen gossip, Lewis? I'm shocked. Tell me more.”

	“I did have a chat with the lead officer on the case, informally of course,” said the sergeant. “It seems a couple of uniforms brought in this homeless bloke, who told a preposterous story, had blood on his hands, and some history of psychotic episodes in the past.”

	“I sense a 'but' coming,” said Masson, perching on the edge of his desk. “It sounds a bit too easy. Vagrant who happens to be near the body, it must be him. If only.”

	“Well,” Lewis continued, “this Mickey Dolan guy, he has no history of violence against others. There was some self-harming when he was on crack, but that was a few years ago. According to officers who've encountered him, since he's been sleeping rough, he's normally quiet as a lamb. He never argues when they move him on, never begs aggressively.”

	“Right, we have an improbable suspect who may in fact just be a witness. How about the victim?” asked Masson. “She was able to talk?”

	“No, sir, she's still unconscious. She lost a lot of blood, it was touch and go for a few hours,” said Lewis. “And that's another thing. It seems she was assaulted with a broken bottle. Stabbed just under the ribs. Very deep wound. They found shards of glass around the body.”

	“Nasty,” Masson said, remembering many similar cases from his career. “But it doesn't sound premeditated, what with it being an improvised weapon. Classic drunken brawl, in fact. But I'm guessing the victim wasn't the sort to engage in that sort of late-night recreation? That might make things more difficult for the suspect.”

	“No, sir,” agreed Lewis, “Ms. Patel never touched alcohol. She had been out to the pub with people from her office, but had nothing stronger than fizzy water. And there are two further complications. One is that there are no fresh fingerprints on any broken glass found at the scene.”

	Masson, halfway through his doughnut, stopped munching. 

	“Now that, is interesting. Was this Mickey Dolan wearing gloves?”

	“No, sir,” replied Lewis, “but he had blood on his hands. Said it was from touching the victim, trying to help. Said he was running to a phone box when they nabbed him. Of course, if it ever gets to court, the prosecution will make out he was fleeing the scene.”

	“He hasn't been charged, then?” asked Masson. “Despite being arrested a few yards from the body?”

	Lewis shook his head. “Just helping with inquiries, as of this morning.”

	Which means the Crown Prosecutor isn't scenting an easy victory, thought Masson. 

	“This one seems more interesting than I thought,” he conceded. “But what's the other complication you mentioned?”

	For the first time that morning, Lewis smiled, clearly anticipating his boss's reaction. 

	“They're not releasing this to the press, sir, and in fact I'm not supposed to know either. A friend on the Scene of Crime Unit told me, in confidence. And it's very interesting.”

	“You cunning bugger,” said Masson. “You've left the best bit till last. Come on, then, spit it out.”

	Lewis awarded himself the last doughnut as he said, “This wasn't a regular assault, sir. There was also a theft, of a sort. Most of the victim's left kidney had been removed.”

	“Her kidney?” exclaimed Masson. “Bloody hell!”

	“Yes, sir. They couldn't find any trace of it at the scene. And the surgeon on the case said the tissue had been torn out of her with amazing strength. Not cut out, just ripped away by main force.”

	Masson stared at the map. 

	Well, that's two weird ones, and my gut instinct tells me they’re connected.

	“It would of course do neither of us any good to talk about phantom giants stealing people's kidneys,” he said carefully. “And it would be very unprofessional to start stepping all over another team's very serious assault case.”
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