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Introduction

 

To the North is a wholly self indulgent short story set some time into the future after the events described in the novel Reviver. It is very different from the Greenland crime books, thrillers and stories I normally write. Continuing in the tradition of Reviver, To the North includes guns, beasts, and bad language, with the added twist that it sets up the plot for North Bane  – an Advent Calendar released every day in December (2023) until Christmas Eve (maybe beyond). North Bane will go live each day on my Patreon page and be available in eBook at a later date.
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1

 

Luci Hampton didn’t talk about what happened to her in the desert. What happened in Libya, and the events that unfolded after that, were secret. Her secret. As was the blood on her hands – human and something… Something she didn’t talk about, no matter how strongly her therapist encouraged her to do so. And so, during each session, in the remote and suitably secretive Abercrombie Estate, Lucille Hampton – Luci to her friends, to her sister, to Fahd Najjar – Luci repeated the same banal details about her diet, her exercise, her reading… 

Yes, she was still reading Dickens.

No, she was not bored with A Christmas Carol.

Yes, there was a draught in her room. And yes, she had seen the snow creeping in through the gap in the window frame. Her room was above the kitchen, at the end of a long hall with polished floors – creaky by design.

“Lucille,” Mai, her therapist, said towards the end of yet another unproductive session. “They want to know, you know?”

“Yes,” Luci said.

“They will insist at the end.” Mai paused, waiting for Luci to react. “Do you know what that means?”

Luci knew. 

“It will be…” Mai paused again, searching for the right word. A trigger word, perhaps, or something else that might shock her client out of her torpor. She searched for an image she might paint with words, planting it into Luci Hampton’s head to force a reaction. She settled for the truth. “It will be invasive, Lucille. And they won’t ask for permission. Do you understand?”

“They’ll use the helmet,” Luci said, turning her head slowly to face Mai as she twisted on the wooden dining chair, two of which had been borrowed from the room next door when Mai requested more spartan surroundings, forcing Luci to focus on her words rather than latch onto something to stare at inside the room. “The helmet works.” Luci continued. “You can’t turn it off. It just keeps going, whining, and humming as the sensors tease more and more out of you.”

“Then you agree, it’s a bad thing,” Mai said, leaning forward, sensing progress. She struggled to remember getting so far before and made a note in her logbook. “You would prefer not to experience it again, I expect?”

“What?” Luci said.

Mai shook her head. A quizzical wrinkle of skin furrowed her brow.

“What do you expect?” Luci asked, clarifying her question with a statement, cutting Mai off before she could interject, giving her more time to make notes, to record her – again – just like the last therapist, the one who thought he could charm the answers out of Luci, or, at least, charm her into his bed.

It was what he expected.

Only, he got more than he had bargained for, plus a week in a hospital bed before he was discharged and fired. Luci smiled as she remembered breaking the man’s wrist, and how he must have struggled with all the non-disclosure agreements he had to sign. A secondary punishment.

Not what he expected, but just what he deserved.

“ShanuTek…” Mai began.

Luci turned her head to look at her. “What?” she said.

“They…” Mai paused again and then said, “They own you, Lucille. They bought you, you know? Your life belongs to them. You’re lucky really. I mean, you’re really lucky. They’ll provide for you your whole life. They’ll take care of your family; treat that nasty cough your mother has developed.”

“It’s a nervous cough,” Luci said.

“Well, yes,” Mai said. “They’ll treat her nerves, too. And, if they ever find your sister…” Mai pressed her lips into a thin smile as Luci flinched. “They’re looking. They won’t stop. They will bring Jocelyn home. You know that.” Another smile. “ShanuTek care about you, Lucille. They always will.”

“But?” Luci said, when Mai stopped talking.

“Yes…” Mai nodded. “There is a but. And an expectation. They expect you to cooperate. And, really, it is best if you do.”

Luci looked away. She said nothing. And then, just as Mai took a deep breath, ready to push her point home, Luci pointed at the white-topped hills visible beyond the line of Scots Pine trees, heavy with snow boughs, bordering the sandstone walls of the old Scottish mansion.

“What are they doing on the estate?” she asked.

Mai shook her head and said, “I wouldn’t know. It’s not my area.”

“Above your pay grade,” Luci said.

“Something like that.”

“But if you had to guess?”

“I don’t guess,” Mai said. 
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