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I screamed. The hands that had grabbed my ankles yanked down hard and I disappeared beneath the snow and earth. Rough stone and the roots of old plants clawed at my hair and clothes, scratching what little flesh I had on show. I felt like I was falling forever into a pit of darkness. I landed with a heart-jarring thump. The air in my lungs was forced up my throat and out of my mouth, sounding like an ungainly belch. My landing was so hard that every bone in my body rattled. I found myself in utter darkness. A sound, not too far away, came from my right. I glanced in that direction, raising my fists which were now tingling with energy. I fired off three bolts of lightning from each of them. My surroundings lit up in hues of blue and purple. In the snapshot bursts of light, I could see I was in some kind of underground crypt or cavern. But there was something else, too. In the brief flashes of light that radiated like sparks from my fists, I could see a tall figure standing some feet away from me in the darkness. And although this stranger appeared unnaturally tall, his shoulders were rounded and his head looked narrow but had a bulbous top. What kind of creature could this be? I could only begin to imagine.

With my heart racing and fearing an attack from whoever had dragged me beneath ground – and I suspected it was the person now standing just a few feet away from me – I sprang to my feet. The rucksack I carried hung heavy against my back and snow dripped from my long, black hair and onto the shoulders of my coat. I raised my hands before me, a blue hue of light shimmering around them. And in the light I saw the person turn and run off into the darkness. Why run away? Was this person going to find help? Were there others beneath the ground?

“Come back!” I shouted into the dark.

But the only response I got was the hollow snap of the person’s feet slapping against cold stone as they ran away from me.

“Who are you?” I called once more into the darkness. But the sound of the footfalls grew fainter as the person ran further and further away from me. Should I follow this person? What if their plan was to entice me into some kind of trap? I looked up, hoping I might see the hole in which I been pulled through. All I could make out was the twisted roots of trees and plants as they dangled from the earth above my head, each of them looking like broken fingers. The ground was too far above me and there was no way I could possibly reach it and escape from the crypt I now found myself in. 

“Rea!” I called out. “Rea, are you there?”

If Rea was still standing above me in the graveyard, she didn’t reply. But then again why should she? It wasn’t as if she liked me very much, if at all. Since stepping off that train at that remote railway station set high in the Swiss mountains and finding Trent and the others, I knew that Rea, for whatever reason, had taken an instant dislike to me. At first, I wondered whether she was so hell-bent on war with the vampires if that was the true reason she failed to like me. I hadn’t come in search of war but a truce – some kind of peace between the werewolves and vampires. I had not come to take sides. But I also wondered, too, if there wasn’t another reason Rea disliked me. It was plainly obvious that Rea had a thing for Trent. She liked him. I knew that from the conversation I’d overheard in the barn while pretending to be asleep. I knew that Trent and Rea had once been more than friends. I got the distinct impression that they had once been lovers. But that was long since over or at least that was the impression Trent gave. I sensed that he had only feelings of friendship for her now. Would those feelings ever change? I had no idea. Was it any of my business to know? Rush had told me Trent had come back from the war with the vampires different. He had changed somehow.

Cocking my head to the right, I listened once more to the sound of the fading footsteps. Taking a deep breath, I ran off in pursuit of whoever had pulled me beneath the ground. As I headed into the darkness, I knew not where I was going or who or what I might find there. But there was little point in me staying in the crypt which I had been so unceremoniously dragged into. It wasn’t as if I could stay there forever, cowering in the darkness. I didn’t cower, that wasn’t me.

Heading out from the darkness of the chamber, I found myself in a narrow tunnel. There was strip lighting overhead and it flickered on and off. One moment there was light, the next only darkness. The tunnel walls were made of thick, grey slabs of stone. In the flashes of light, the walls almost looked black but I could see that this was dampness caused by the constant drip of water that came from above. As I inched my way further down the tunnel, I could see strips of rusty copper piping stretching away into the distance. I continued along the tunnel, my heart in my throat, fingers twitching at my sides. The sound of my captor’s footsteps were growing evermore distant ahead of me, so I quickened my pace.

Perhaps he knew another way out of this warren of tunnels I now found myself in? I continued to make my way forward in pursuit of the fleeing footsteps. My hands no longer felt cold from the wind and the snow above ground. They tingled with electricity and heat. I felt my hair shift and move about my shoulders even though there was no draft or breeze below ground. I knew I had to steady my racing heart as a knot of energy unravelled in the pit of my stomach. It flowed through my veins, congealing in my fingertips.

The sound of footsteps stopped ahead of me. I came to a halt and listened intently. Raising my hands before me, I made my way slowly forwards in the flickering light. I stepped into another vast chamber. This room was bigger than the last and was lit with candles that had been fixed into ornate looking candleholders attached to the stone walls. The flames twisted to and fro, showering the walls with eerie shadows.

I drew in a shallow breath that rattled in the back of my throat. “Hello? Is anyone here?”

I heard a shuffling sound from the back of the room. I glanced in that direction. With my hands raised before me, I extended my fingers. Each of them felt as if they had a heartbeat that was strumming with a nervous energy.

“Who’s there?” I whispered. There was a long, drawn-out silence to my question. Then the shuffling sound came again but this time from the other side of the room. It seemed to be coming from a pile of coffins in the far corner, which had been stacked high on top of each other. I spun around and faced the direction the sound had come from. My hair continued to blow back from my shoulders even though there was no breeze and the air was eerily still in the chamber below ground.

“Come out!” I hissed in the direction of the coffins. I suddenly realised what a fright I would have if indeed those coffins suddenly flew open and the dead or undead began to climb out. Spooking myself with such thoughts, I slowly stepped backwards and toward the entrance and the tunnel.

A voice suddenly seeped up from behind the coffins. “I mean you no harm.” Whoever had spoken sounded out of breath, their breathing laboured. I guessed that it was whoever had run from me who had spoken.

“Let me see you in the candlelight,” I said.

The shuffling sound came again as whoever was hiding behind the coffins slowly revealed themselves to me. And just as this person had appeared in the flashes of light from my fingertips in the crypt, I could see that he was so very tall and painfully thin.

“Come forward so I can see you more clearly,” I said, my fingers still extended before me.

Very slowly, the figure stepped out from behind the coffins and into the glow of the candlelight. I looked at the man who now stood before me. He was dressed in a threadbare suit that was black and spattered with dried mud and dirt. His face was so painfully thin that he truly did look like a corpse who had just climbed from one of the coffins. And I could see why I had first thought that the top of his head was bulbous in shape. The man standing before me wore a tatty-looking bowler hat on his head.

He looked at me with a set of pale eyes. They looked cloudy white and blighted by cataracts. “I’m true to my word,” he said. “I mean you no harm.”

“So why, then, did you grab my ankle and pull me beneath ground?” I asked.
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