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Evil will always expose
itself by its zealous attempts to destroy.

Woe to the unwary
soul.

 


 


Fear dark corners of
the mind

In seeing yourself, you
are blind

Beware your own
conceit

Karma you cannot
cheat

 


Heed the inner
voice

That leaves you with a
choice

To think twice or not
at all

Disregard it and you
will fall

 


When fear creeps up
your spine

And on your psyche does
dine

Take note of what it
whispers

Dear brothers and
sisters


Prologue

 


 


Tailen had long rested
in the warmth of the cave, not quite awake, but not exactly asleep.
The humid fumes seeping through its walls hid her scent well, and
she bided her time until she could be sure that those who searched
for her had given up. For three long years, she had waited
patiently, yet an unidentified phenomenon in the air recently had
stirred her into an unusual edginess.

Something was coming
for her. The psychic pull had assailed her for a few minutes now.
Weak at first, it grew stronger by the
second. She worried that she couldn’t identify the source.
Perhaps Zalcon had found her.

Although… it didn’t
feel like Zalcon. It felt different, somewhat weak and pathetic.
Alien, even. His new assistant, maybe? She had, after all, killed
his last little helper in a rather gruesome manner. She smiled at
the memory, pleasant shivers rushing through her glistening torso.
Flexing her oily, leather-like wings, she stretched
luxuriously.

Tailen was just about
to rest her head back on the dark green rock when there was
a sharp, almost physical tug on her. She
stilled her breathing in an attempt to further hide herself from
the mental probe. Another psychic tug, this time stronger. She
moved an inch across the floor.

 



<><><>

 


Officer Keith James
flinched. “You want to send two men with no back-up to arrest a
bunch of dangerous fanatics?”

“Don’t be so dramatic.”
The police captain frowned. “It was a youngster who called with the
tip-off, so it’s probably a practical joke. You know how those
little shits like to waste our time. Besides, it’s only
possible cult activity. If there is actually anything
dodgy going on, then call for back-up. We’re understaffed,
you know.”

Keith relaxed. “Okay, I
guess you’re right.”

The captain frowned at
him.

Keith’s
twenty-nine-year-old partner, Officer Gabriel Rylan – Gabe to
everyone who knew him – uncrossed his arms and stood up. “Child’s
play. I’m sure we won’t need back-up anyway.”

Keith sighed. “I wish
you would get over this thinking you’re bullet proof crap,
Gabe.”

Gabe grinned. “This
young skin of mine is a lot tougher than your old wrinkled flesh.
No need to be sore about it now. I’ve got your back.” He
winked.

“Enough! Get going,
please. I have more important things to deal with.” The captain
dismissed the two officers from his office with a scowl and a
wave.

 



<><><>

 


Soft, unseen things
caressed Tailen’s tough skin, and she shuddered, straining against
the unfamiliar touch. Whoever it was could feel her, she sensed.
She also knew with sudden clarity that it was not Zalcon, nor any
creature she had come across in all her years. The touch was
unfamiliar and… yes, alien. Not of her world. She was
wrenched another two inches across the rocky cave floor. Hiding was
no longer an option.

 



<><><>

 


Keith put the car into
neutral and switched the engine off. The old abandoned warehouse
hulked ominously in the twilight, a forgotten carcass of days gone
past. He shuddered.

Gabe opened his door
and put a foot on the weed-ridden pavement.

Keith stopped him with
a hand on his arm. “Wait.”

“What is it?” Gabe
raised his eyebrows.

Keith hesitated. He was
near retirement age, and his eyesight wasn’t as good as it had once
been – or his reflexes – but he still had a nose for trouble. Right
at that moment, he had an overwhelming sense of looming disaster.
He was aware that the others thought he should retire before his
time, but damn it, he knew he was still a good cop. One of the
best… and that wasn’t arrogance talking; his impeccable record
proved it.

“Nothing. Just… be
quiet.”

Gabe shook his head.
“Really, those old bones of yours have made you more paranoid than
anything else.”

Keith sighed. He
climbed out of the unmarked police sedan and closed the door,
hesitating once again.

Don’t go in there.
You will die, a little voice at the back of his mind
warned.

The hulking building
appeared to grow fangs. Unseen claws scraped against the pavement
and orange, slitted eyes glinted at Keith hungrily from the
shadows.

Keith shook his head.
Maybe they were right and he was too old for this job. For
months now, he’d had this impending sense of doom. At first, it had
crept into his thoughts gradually, but, lately, he’d been unable to
ignore it. It had begun to affect his judgment on the job, he
reluctantly admitted to himself, and now paranoia made him
hallucinate.

Keith ran his fingers
through his grey hair and straightened his shoulders. “Let’s first
see how much we can view of the inside through the windows.”

Gabe nodded.

The two policemen
silently picked their way across the overgrown parking space,
keeping an eye out for anything that looked as if it could be out
of place. This wasn’t easy, because almost everything looked like
it didn’t belong in the darkening area.

Keith, annoyed with
himself for not thinking of it earlier, placed a hand on Gabe’s arm
again and whispered, “I should check the back for cars. See how
many are here.”

Gabe nodded. “I’ll
start checking windows.”

Keith moved past Gabe,
his fingers itching to latch onto the comforting coldness of his
gun. The back of his neck prickled in apprehension and he stopped
just short of the corner of the building. He took a deep breath,
dropped to one knee and peered around it. He counted eight vehicles
in the parking lot, parked in a haphazard array at the far end.

Damn.

Keith drew his gun and
rose to his feet, his back against the wall. Trembling, he glanced
to his right for Gabe. When he didn’t see him, a shudder of dread
swept up his spine.

Stop it, he
commanded himself.

Trying to still his
breathing, Keith edged along the wall, careful to keep his head out
of range of the windows. At the opposite corner, he stopped again,
listening intently. About to drop to the ground again, he let out a
whoosh of fright when Gabe turned the corner and bumped into him.
“Shit. Jeez, Gabe. What the hell is wrong with you?”

The corners of Gabe’s
mouth twitched upwards. “Got the heebie-jeebies? Relax; they’re all
inside. Chanting.”

“How many?”

“Seven.”

“Then they’re not all
accounted for. Eight cars out back. And who knows how many
passengers per car.” Keith scowled at his partner. “And you walking
around like you belong here.”

“I belong here more
than they do.”

“That’s not the point.”
Keith scowled.

Gabe shrugged. “Doesn’t
look like they’re armed. Let’s take ’em.”

“Are you insane? We
radio for back-up.”

“C’mon, Keith. Where’s
your sense of adventure?”

“Packed away behind my
will to live,” Keith growled. “To the car. Now.”

Being the senior
officer, Keith knew he could pull rank any time he felt the need.
Gabe really pushed his buttons a lot, but, despite that, they were
close friends. Gabe was a good cop, but one day, Keith was sure, he
would get himself – and maybe his partner – killed.

“Keith…”

Keith winced at the
tone. It meant Gave was about to produce ‘a perfectly good
explanation’ as to why they should go in without calling for
back-up.

“You know the guys
think you’re no good as a cop anymore. So…” Gabe flashed his teeth
in a smirk. “Why not show them you’re not afraid to do your job?
And more than capable. We can do this.”

Hmmm, he’s right. What
if…?

Keith shook his head.
“At least eight, maybe more – against two. And just because you
didn’t see any guns doesn’t mean there aren’t any.”

“You’re still fast on
the draw; so am I. In fact, I don’t think there’s anyone on the
force faster than the two of us. And we’re smart.”

“That doesn’t mean
they’re stupid. It’s too risky, Gabe. Anyway, Cap said to
call for back-up.”

“Since when do we
listen to everything he says? You’ve never been a coward
before. Don’t be one now. I’m going in, with or without you.”
Gabe’s eyes flashed.

Keith grimaced. He
could pull rank, but… If he could reclaim his good name
before he retired…

 



<><><>

 


For a second, the force
drawing Tailen faltered, then she was sucked through what she
imagined was a vortex. In a swirl of wings and limbs, a
kaleidoscope of colours assaulted her senses. The pleasant damp,
mossy scent of the cave vanished. Within seconds, the cave’s
humidity ceased to exist, to be replaced by an icy stillness. She
closed her eyes in an attempt to avoid vomiting. Wings flapping
frantically, she tumbled through multiple shades of grey and
black.

The calm interlude
ended, replaced by the rainbow whirlwind again. The vortex spat
Tailen out into strange-smelling air. She tumbled to the ground,
the taste of unfamiliar dirt forced into her mouth, then rose to
her full height, opened her eyes and let out another shriek of
anger.

Tailen stood in a
gloomy cave of some sort. She sniffed. It smelt unnatural. So many
wooden boxes crowded the area that it felt cramped. Tiny flickering
flames circled her position, stemming from odd-looking tapered
devices. Smoke from some sort of twig she’d never seen before
wafted towards a tin roof. The smell was enough to kill someone,
she thought, trying not to breathe too deeply in case the fumes
were poisonous.

Tailen’s sharp eyes
glimmered. Resentment filled her as she surveyed the nine puny
looking, two-legged creatures surrounding her.

 



<><><>

 


Ominous silence filled
the warehouse. The two police officers stood, weapons raised, one
on either side of the back door. Still, Keith delayed, acid fear
gnawing at his stomach. His instincts insisted that he get the hell
out of there. Every fibre in his body screamed ‘run’.

Even Gabe’s muscular
build and his own broad shoulders didn’t give Keith any comfort
right then, and neither did his loaded gun, for once. He was glad
they’d compromised and called back-up already… though he would feel
much better if only they could wait for it to arrive. Gabe looked
at him questioningly, ready to tease should he back out, Keith
knew.

“Something’s… not
right,” Keith whispered.

Gabe rolled his eyes.
“Well duh… That’s why we’re here.”

“No,
something else. We really
should wait for back-up.”

Gabe raised an eyebrow.
“You still think we can’t handle this?”

Keith
hesitated, then, going against his instincts and doing his utmost
to ignore the sickening lurching of his stomach, held up three
fingers, folding them into his palm one by one.

One. Two. Three.

 



<><><>

 


Tailen turned to face
the cowering weakling, her spiked tail smashing into the wall
behind her. A strong wind swept into the foul-smelling area,
bringing some relief to her nostrils. She glanced at the jagged
hole, surprised to have broken the wall so easily. Puny creatures
with puny shelters.

Sensing fear, Tailen’s
head swivelled to face one of the others, which raised its hands
with a funny looking, short black object pointed at her, and she
had a second to wonder if it was a new kind of wand before the air
cracked and a sharp pain lanced through the left side of her neck.
Her nostrils filled with the metallic scent of her blood as it
trickled down her cheek. She fumed. The audacity of it! With a
flick of her tail, she knocked the pathetic thing off its feet,
raised a foot and stamped its head flat.

Two of its friends ran,
one shouting something over its shoulder to the one still cowering
against the wall. Tailen didn’t understand the words – that would
take at least an hour of listening to the things converse – but
figured they were probably telling the last one to run. It didn’t.
Fool. She grinned, sinking her head lower to meet the
creature eye to eye.

Neither blinked.

Neither moved.

Neither breathed.

 



<><><>

 


Gabe kicked the door
open with a resounding bang, then ducked away from the dark
opening. Keith dropped to one knee and swept the interior with his
weapon. Satisfied that they were alone, he stood and took a
tentative step into the warehouse just as a resounding crash came
from deep within the building’s belly. Then a gunshot.

The two officers crept
towards the sounds.

A tremor passed through
the building’s cement floors, simultaneous to another loud
crash.

Shouts.

Running footsteps.

Keith and Gabe
increased their pace.

They arrived at what
seemed to be the main storage area, old boxes and crates scattered
across the floor.

More shouts came from
down the passage to their right, where a blond man vanished around
a corner.

A woman’s sob, cut
short, came from inside the main area.

Gabe whispered, “I’ll
take the passage. You take this area.”

He didn’t wait for
Keith to respond. Keith watched his partner’s retreating back in
dismay. He’d lost count of how many times he’d tried to drum it
into the younger man: rushing into things will get you
killed.

Damn it all!
Keith moved into the room, keeping his back to the nearest
crate.

 



<><><>

 


About to consume the
creature’s soul, Tailen paused. A new presence cowered nearby. A
very afraid presence. Tailen’s heart quickened.

She turned to the
creature, enjoying its sweet-smelling fear, and breathed her magic
into the terrified female. She waited until it slumped unconscious,
ready to consume later, then turned towards the newcomer, her eyes
heart fluttering with unabashed malice.

 



<><><>

 


Keith attempted – and
failed – to ignore the clammy dread sticking his shirt to his back.
The cold wind blowing in from somewhere unseen succeeded only in
chilling him further. Frozen to the spot, he tried to dispel the
terror rising within. A clatter somewhere in the room drew his
attention, jolting him to move again. A metre in front, to his
left, another open door yawned blackness at him.

Keith’s trembling
rapidly turned to violent shudders as something vile clamped around
his spirit. He drew back, moving closer to the doorway.

Escape, the
voice of reason demanded.

Keith’s jaw drew
taught. No, he was not a coward. He refused to act like one.

The door behind him
now, Keith turned sharply to his right as heavy breathing in that
direction caught his attention.

 



<><><>

 


Tailen’s lips curled in
a silent snarl, her nose twitching.

The new creature was
physically weak, like the others. But different. Stronger in
spirit. Stronger, even, than the female she had been about to
consume. More importantly, this one was on the verge of giving in
to its fear. Perhaps this male would do better for her purposes.
Her tongue flicked in and out of her mouth as she let out a low
hiss of anticipation.

 



<><><>

 


Keith froze, foot in
mid-air, about to take a step towards the breathing’s source.

The gentle hissing,
almost like air escaping a car tyre, brought with it an
unexplained, intense loathing of whatever was making the noise.

Loathing and…
knowing.

I’m going to die
tonight.

 



<><><>

 


He knows,
thought Tailen with a shiver of pleasant surprise.

She sniggered.

 



<><><>

 


A strangled, choking
sound came from behind the crates in front of Keith, and he took a
step backwards, unwilling to drag his eyes from them. His gun aimed
at them, he inched back, closer to the door.

I won’t die
tonight.

I’m not a coward.

There’s something evil
here.

Keith gritted his
teeth.

I won’t. Die.
Tonight.

 



<><><>

 


Tailen sniggered again
at the creature’s response to her joy. She flicked her
poison-tipped tail high above her head, the sharp point a testament
of what was to come.

 



<><><>

 


The strangled choking
came again, louder this time. Keith’s heart contracted, glacial
tendrils of fear taking grip on the wildly pulsating organ. His
eyes snapped to the object rising from behind the crates.

Is that a…
tentacle?

Bile rose up Keith’s
throat, threatening to spill into his mouth. He gagged and
swallowed.

A man-sized shadow came
into view from the corner of Keith’s eye, to his left, but he was
unable to tear his eyes from the ridiculousness in front of
him.

The tentacle-thing – it
was a tail – swayed gently from side to side, before
abruptly dropping out of sight.

 



<><><>

 


Glistening drool swung
from Tailen’s chin. She was done playing with the food. She stepped
out from behind the crates and locked eyes with it.

 



<><><>

 


What the…?

Keith was unable to
tear his gaze from the… thing.

 



<><><>

 


Tailen savoured the
sweet taste of fear oozing from the male. Unable to control herself
any longer, she took another step forward, closing the distance
between them by half.

 



<><><>

 


I’ve gone mad.

Eyes glued to the
monstrosity in front of him, Keith’s finger tightened on the
trigger of his gun.

It was about the size
of a year-old horse, with a spiked tail twice that length. Oily,
leathery wings flexed to span at least a metre each. Dark green,
leather-like skin met sharply clawed feet. Sharp teeth glinted at
him beneath slitted eyes that radiated unadulterated evil.

There was no sign of
ears, Keith noted absurdly.

It was at that moment
that Keith registered what the shadow to his left was. His eyes
lightened in recognition, but he found himself unable to voice
warning to the man draped in the shadows’ safety.

What was he
doing there? Why was he just watching? Why wasn’t he helping?

The nightmare creature
shrieked and bounded towards Keith.

Keith turned and
ran.

 



<><><>

 


The fool. He
would never outrun her, and there was nowhere to hide. Not from
her.

Tailen flapped her
wings in irritation, even though she’d known the male would most
likely flee. She had hoped for at least a brief fight; it would
have added some nice flavour to his soul.

Tailen’s chest heaved
in disappointment as she took off after him.

 



<><><>

 


The warehouse corridor
seemed to have no end, and Keith was fast losing his ability to
run. Yet dying was not an option – fleeing from the fiend chasing
him was the only way to survive the encounter. Turning to face it
head-on was not a decision he was able to make, either. Somehow, he
knew that confronting it would render him as good as dead, or
worse.

Two sets of footsteps
pounded after Keith as he ran – one, the beast, and the other… was
chasing so he could help. About time, too. Maybe the two of
them together could take this creature on – he didn’t truly believe
that, though. Unless they ran into Gabe… Hope and hopelessness
blurred Keith’s thoughts, switching from one to the other as fast
as disco strobes. The sweat pouring from his body, he tried not to
think about what would happen when he could no longer run. He also
tried not to think about what would happen if it caught up to him.
He knew it was gaining on him, but he tried not to think about that
either. He could only hope that the passage down which he ran would
soon come to an end, providing some means of escape. Deep inside,
he knew there would be no escape, yet still he ran.

Fear pumped through his
veins as death’s breath fanned his neck. Urging his legs to move
faster, he knew he was as good as dead.

 



<><><>

 


Reaching the fleeing
male, Tailen swatted him with a clawed paw. He rolled over and
raised the same strange-looking object she had seen earlier. Before
she could register what was happening, hot light blazed from his
hands and burning pain erupted in her abdomen.

 



<><><>

 


Sharp claws raked
Keith’s back, and he connected with the wall and tumbled to the
floor. He flipped over onto his back, raised his gun and fired. One
smooth movement.

I. Won’t. Die.
Here.

Maroon liquid oozed
from the wound in the creature’s stomach. Keith almost cried with
relief. He had wounded it.

Good. Fucker.

The Hell thing shrieked
in outrage, rising onto its hind legs.

Footsteps neared, less
hasty now, but still… help was on the way.

Keith fired another two
shots, this time aiming for its head.

 



<><><>

 


Furious, Tailen reared,
bringing her feet down hard onto the puny being.

He howled.

She lowered her face to
his, looking into his eyes one last time.

 



<><><>

 


An agony filled howl
clawed its way from Keith’s throat.

The man he’d thought
would help him – his nephew – caught up to them and stood panting
in the shadows behind the hellish beast.

As the creature brought
its face to his, Keith fired another shot.

I won’t. Die. This
way.

It almost felt as if
repeating it to himself might make it so.

The evil thing snorted
and opened its mouth, dripping spittle onto his face.

His empty gun clicked
in finality.

I’m dead.

The creature opened its
mouth. Foetid breath fanned Keith’s face, and he gagged.

I won’t. Fucking. Die
this way.

Keith reached up with
both hands and rammed the gun into the creature’s left eye and his
knuckles into the right.

It drew back with an
anguished, ear-splitting screech, pawing at its eyes.

Sirens rose in the
distance, drawing closer.

Back-up! I’m going to
live through this!

 



<><><>

 


Tailen roared. Enough
was enough. These pathetic creatures had wounded her far too
easily.

It was a pity the male
had fought so vehemently, even through his fear. He had seemed on
the verge of letting his fear consume him, but, in that vital
moment when he could help decide his own fate, he had been strong.
He was worthless to her if he wouldn’t give in to his fear. The
unconscious female would have to suffice.

Disgusted, Tailen sank
her teeth into his face. If she couldn’t have him, no one
could.

 



<><><>

 


As the teeth closed
over his face, Keith’s last thought returned to the man in the
shadows.

Why didn’t he help
me?


Chapter 1

 


Two Years Later

 


 


Still half caught in
the dream, Rachael Timberson bolted from the bed. Dripping with
sweat, her short satin nightshirt plastered against her slim body
and her shoulder-length chocolate-brown hair clinging to the nape
of her neck uncomfortably, she stood with her back to the wall,
shivering. As her eyes grew accustomed to the darkness, it sank in
that she was alone. She had been so certain it was here, toying
with her, just waiting for her to make a run for the door before it
pounced on her. Her eyes sought out the dark corners of her
bedroom, finding nothing but shadows. Her mind raced.

A bad dream. Nothing
but a bad dream. Yet, the same dream every night. An omen maybe? An
omen of what? The thing that chased Rachael in her dreams was like
nothing from this world. If her dream was an omen, what unknown
danger was she being warned of?

For almost two years
now, upon awakening from the dream, it had been clear in her mind
that it had been nothing but a nightmare, clear in her mind that
she was awake, and that ‘it’ remained in the dream world. Tonight,
as she stood with her back to the wall, she was not so certain. The
creature had never caught up to her before. She had never before
smelt the foul odour of its breath, nor felt the coldness of its
touch. In fact, she had never seen its face until tonight. A chill
of fear coursed through her as she remembered the hungry glint in
its intelligent eyes.

Rachael shuddered, the
memory of the dream fresh in her mind.

A large shadow falls
over her and hot, sickly breath brushes against her neck. Spinning
to face her pursuer, she finds her face a little too close to dark
green, leathery flesh. She raises her head to look into the
creature’s face. It stares down at her in apparent mockery, a
wicked smile etched into its hard features.

Rachael dashed back to
the bed and clicked the lamp on. Wide-eyed, she crouched on the
bed, scanning the room. Gradually, her heartbeat slowed. She really
was alone. Duh. Idiot. She relaxed a little and sank into a
sitting position, her hands on her cheeks, elbows resting on her
knees. Letting out a sigh, she inwardly admitted how pathetic she
had become.

Since when are you
scared of dream demons, young lady, she chided herself.

A glance at the bedside
clock showed it was almost 3 a.m. – the Devil’s Hour, according to
some beliefs, said to be the time most supernatural events took
place. Rachael shuddered, deciding she couldn’t go back to sleep
now anyway, lest she meet her dream stalker again. She slipped on a
robe and went downstairs to the kitchen. A nice mug of hot
chocolate and she would be just fine.

The simple chore of
making hot chocolate calmed Rachael’s nerves a little. Heading back
upstairs, the steaming mug in one hand and her laptop tucked under
her other arm, she again laughed inwardly at herself. As she
reached the top of the stairs, a dark shape launched itself at her,
colliding with her legs and winding itself between them. A scream
escaped her as her hands automatically released their contents. In
that instant, as her laptop bounced down the stairs and hot
chocolate splashed her bare legs, the beast’s screeches pierced the
air, and a vision flashed before her eyes: herself tumbling down
the stairs and then being eaten alive by the beast as she lay
paralysed and helpless.

It took Rachael several
moments to realise that the beast wrapped around her legs was none
other than her cat, Rascal. It was all she could do not to collapse
on the spot or give him a good, solid kick for scaring the living
daylights out of her. She realised on some level that she could
never blame him for her childish fears, but the urge to hurt him
for scaring her was almost consuming. She wondered if he could
sense her thoughts. Feeling guilty, she picked him up to cuddle
him. Rascal purred and graced her with one of his most adorable
smiles, his lips curled outwards and his teeth showing in what
appeared to be an insane grin. Holding him in her arms, she felt
safe again.

Rachael let the black
cat slip gently back onto the dark grey carpet and made her way
back down the stairs to check on the damage to her laptop, praying
it had not been damaged in the fall. Sitting on the bottom step
cradling the computer, she booted it up to check if it still
worked. She breathed a sigh of relief as it came to life, just
before her mind twitched with fear once again at the sound of
something scraping on tiles from the kitchen to the left of the
stairs. Her breath caught in her throat as the images invaded her
mind: the dream beast charging at her from the kitchen, sharp nails
clawing her, and saliva-covered teeth sinking into her throat.
Trying to clear her head of the horrific tableau, she told herself
it was only Rascal in the kitchen… then froze when she glanced back
upstairs and saw the cat looking down at her.

Please God, not
again.

As Rachael rose to her
feet, eyes locked on the kitchen entrance, Rascal bounded to her
and rubbed against her legs again, purring. She wasn’t sure if cats
could sense danger the same way dogs could, but surely Rascal
wouldn’t be so relaxed and happy if there really was something
dangerous in the house? Her nerves calming, she bent to gather the
cat into her arms, and whispered in his ear, “Let’s go get Mommy
some more hot chocolate, my darling.”

As Rachael took the
first step towards the kitchen, a shadow the size of a pony passed
across the doorway.

 



<><><>

 


Rachael was back in her
bedroom, Rascal still in her arms, facing the closed door, without
any recollection of how she had got there.

Hands trembling, she
made sure the door was locked. As she backed into the room, her
dressing gown fell from the back of the door to the floor, causing
her to jump in fright. She cursed herself for not agreeing to let
her friend, Mark, move in with her the previous month. Mark was a
platonic friend and she knew she’d never have to worry about him
making sexual advances on her, nor would she have to tolerate him
bringing home strange friends at strange hours, because he was
usually too tired after work to do much more than watch TV and, on
weekends, he preferred to go out. She had worried about what their
friends would think of them living together – in this day and age,
it was seldom believed that two people of the opposite sex could
live together and not have sex. Mark had been upset about her
reasoning and told her she was being silly, but he hadn’t pushed
the issue.

Now, as Rachael looked
around for her cell phone, praying she had left it in the bedroom,
she wanted to kick herself for being so worried about what others
thought of her. If Mark had been there, she’d not have to deal with
intruders alone. Spotting her phone on the chest of drawers next to
the door, she grabbed it and dialled Mark’s number from memory. She
knew without doubt that she was not alone in the house. His
phone rang and rang, before eventually going to voice mail. Rachael
hung up and dialled again.

“Hello,” a sleepy voice
answered, the tone tetchy.

Rachael hesitated,
glancing at her bedside clock again; it was just past 3:25 a.m.
Should she really have called Mark over a stupid bad dream? Had she
not perhaps imagined the shadow in the kitchen? Could it not have
been her own shadow she had seen?

“Hello?”

Rascal yowled, his eyes
focussed on the door, the hair on his back standing up and his tail
stiff. He hissed.
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