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PART ONE

Aldgate
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They were monsters who preferred the night. For hundreds of years they had waited, becoming a part of the darkness that surrounded them. They lived below ground while the humans forged through history, creating lives, villages, towns then cities above. All the while the monsters bided their time, waiting for the moment they would go above ground. They roamed the darkness, their wide mouths full of teeth, each one a jagged point. White claws, razor-sharp. Eyes as black as the depths they hid in. They waited. They were patient.

But as time passed, some had been less so and they had crept from below ground and ventured into the world above. Here they had kept to the shadows, never venturing too far from their murky depths. They watched the humans from afar, still too timid to approach. The monsters fed on flesh, but it was always cold. They had yet to discover the true delights of warm flesh – of the hot sticky blood that surged through the veins of the living. So they fed on the dead and took what substance they could from them. They stole from graves, snatching bodies so as not to draw attention to themselves. And when there wasn’t enough flesh, or the risk of discovery by the humans was too great, they ate each other. Their Pale Liege told them their time was not yet. But it would come. One night they would at last know the delights of warm human flesh.

But deep within his withered soul the Pale Liege had a memory of a distant enemy, one who lived only to destroy him and his kind. His enemy lived above ground and wasn’t human. He walked in the light and the dark. But that darkness had to be absolute or he too would perish. The Pale Liege knew his enemy changed his skin in the light of the moon. If the humans discovered this, they would hunt him down. Yet the Skinturner cared for these humans – he wanted to protect them. That was the Skinturner’s weakness and that was what would kill him.

So it was better to wait in the darkness until there was enough flesh to feed his subjects.
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“Hey! You!” I called up the stairs leading off the Underground platform and on to the concourse area. The man who had told me to mind the gap was now gone. I glanced at the curved wall of the station and read the name fixed there. Aldgate. How had I got here again?

I fought to remember the last few hours of my life. I would be lucky – I could barely recall the last year. It had passed in a haze and when I tried to look back it was like staring through a sheet of frosted glass. The images of what had taken place in 1888 were there, but only just visible. I had to struggle to picture the preacher, Harry, Louise and Zoe. With eyes closed, I concentrated on what I had done this morning.

I had been woken once again by the cries of joy coming from Sally’s room just down the hall from mine. I had rolled over, covering my head with my pillow, but the sound of her being shagged by the guy she had brought home last night jabbed at my eardrums like needlepoints. Why did she always get to have so much fun? I thought, ripping back my bedding. I guessed I’d had my fun back in 1888 with a cowboy named Harry. Just my luck I could barely remember it!

Wanting to be gone before Sally slunk into the kitchen, her cheeks flushed hot and her eyes half shut with a look of dreamy satisfaction in them, I headed for the shower. Once I was dressed I left the flat. I wandered the streets of London, pretending to be interested in the same old sights I had seen a thousand times before. I smoked one cigarette after another, flicking the smouldering butts into the gutters that were swollen with rain. As I had walked, collar of my coat turned up, my blond hair soaked black, I had tried yet again to bring to mind the events that had taken place in Colorado. Had I really become a member of a group – pack – of skin-turning werewolves who hunted down vampires? Had I really caught a vampire myself? It seemed all too incredible; no wonder my brain had tried to block it out. If it hadn’t then perhaps I would have gone mad. Perhaps I’d already lost my mind? I’d spent the last year of my life living like a zombie, sitting in lectures at uni and gazing out of the window, wondering if I would ever travel back in time again and meet up with the friends I had made there. But would I even recognise them again?

Now I realised that as my mind had turned to vampires and the friends I had made in 1888, I had found myself once again standing outside Aldgate Tube Station. It seemed to pull me to it every time I left my flat, like it reached out with a set of invisible arms and dragged me. But there had been something special about today. The station had pulled me towards it for a reason. Exactly one year had passed since I had stepped on to a train and gone back in time. One year since a faceless stranger had wrapped his arms about me, enclosing me just like the station itself. That stranger had sent me to 1888. But why, and who was he? And was he the same man I had just been chasing? I opened my eyes and looked at the platform edge. Then it came to me. I had followed him into the station. He had caught my eye outside. I closed my eyes again, pressing my fingertips against my temples. Had he thrown something at me? I could see coins clicking against the pavement at my feet. The French francs I now held in my hand, perhaps? Had I been to Paris recently? Could I have forgotten that too? But the French used the euro now. Had they come from another time, just like the man who had thrown them? So many questions racing along the corridors of my mind but I was unable to find the answer to one of them.

I opened my eyes again, looking at the platform edge. I could remember myself teetering, arms pinwheeling as if I was going to fall on to the tracks beneath the wheels of an approaching train. He had pushed me. I had felt the flat of his hand between my shoulder blades. But he had changed his mind at the very last moment, pulling me back instead of pushing me under.

I placed the francs back into my coat pocket and raced up the stairs, taking two at a time. The sound of the leather soles of my boots echoed off the curved walls of the Underground Station. The coins jingled in my pocket. I glanced down at the desolate platform as the empty train slowly rattled into the tunnel. My brain felt like a fucking knot. The platform had been full of passengers. I had fought my way through them as I had gone after that man. There had been so many squeezed on to the platform I’d nearly been knocked into the path of the approaching train. But I was sure now he had saved me, gripped me by the back of the neck, yanking me away as I teetered on the edge. All of that had happened in a blink of an eye, so where had all the hundreds of passengers gone? How had they vacated the station so quickly? They hadn’t boarded the train, as that would have left the station empty. With a sinking feeling in my heart, I knew it wasn’t the other passengers who had gone – it was me who had vanished. Fearing I had lost time once again, I rushed on to the concourse. Just like the platforms beneath me the concourse was deserted. The gates on the barrier line were open. There was no ticket collector tonight. With my heart thumping in my chest, I walked slowly forward.

“Hello?”

There was no answer, just the sound of the wind howling through the wide-open entrance at the front of the station. What looked like flakes of dust swirled inside, covering the floor with white, like snow. Raising one hand up before my eyes, I peered out into the night as I passed slowly through the open barrier line. I couldn’t see any traffic – taxis or night buses – pass by outside. With my arm still raised before me, I glanced at my watch. It was 7:10 p.m. Commuter time. The only thing was, there were no commuters. There were no buses or taxis to take them home – nothing. Just the sound of the baying wind and what looked like dust swirling through the air at the front of the station. With my heart still pounding and my stomach clenched tight, I made my way to the entrance. Just as I reached it, a sudden gust of wind blew hard into the station, spraying my face and hands with the white dust. I turned away, covering my eyes, nose and mouth with my hands. As I stood hunched against the blast, I heard a sound. At first I thought it was the howl and roar of the wind that made my skin prickle with gooseflesh, but it wasn’t. The sound was too shrill – too agonising. The noise I could hear was the sound of hundreds of people crying out in pain. My fear was that if I dared to check back over my shoulder, I would find that I had somehow fallen into the depths of hell, where those who had never seen the light were now being tormented in utter darkness.

The moans and groans of despair circled me, gripping my heart, as if squeezing the life from it. In my mind’s eye, I could see an ocean of people writhing against each other, their limbs entangled like a giant knot of human flesh. Each of them was desperate to be free of their own personal torment. I took my hands from my face and opened my eyes. At once I wished that I could close them again, but couldn’t. I staggered backwards, stifling a scream by forcing my fist into my mouth. The hideous images my mind had conjured up now seemed like the illustrations from a fairy-tale compared to what confronted me.

I was no longer at the entrance of Aldgate Tube Station. It had vanished. I was on Aldgate High Street. How could I be so sure? St Botolph Church was still standing, although it looked kinda different to the church I passed daily on my way to uni, older, and although it still had a tall tower, it was now built from wood, rather than the white and grey stone I remembered. There was a graveyard which was now so vast the gravestones protruded into the road at the front and sides of the church where buses and taxis should pass by. But there were no real roads, not like the ones I had walked across daily in London. These were covered with dirt and stone. What looked like rotting food and excrement flowed in the gutters. I covered my nose at the vile stench, although it wasn’t the smell of the filth and dirt that made me want to gag. It was the sea of rotting corpses covering the road that stank so much. And just like in my mind the decaying corpses were entangled together in a mass of spoiling flesh. The faces of the dead were bloated: purple, black and blue. Lips puffed until they had cracked, revealing black gums beneath. Eyes rolled back in hollow sockets. There were men, women and children. Whatever had killed them had not discriminated between the sexes, the young or the old.

The white dust continued to swirl all about me, and I was grateful when it gusted so thick on the wind that it blocked the hideous view of the dead stretching away in the direction of the church. There was another sound I could hear, like metal being scraped across earth. It was digging. I made my way amongst and over the mountainous trail of rotting corpses, in the direction of the church and the sound of shovelling. It was night, but the sky glowed with an eerie orange tinge. Then, through the dust and the smoke, I could see fires burning ahead of me. Flames licked from a giant mound in the graveyard at the front of the church. I inched my way forward, a sweet smell like that of slow-cooking pork going some way to block out the stench of rotting flesh. Suddenly I stopped and looked ahead, blinking and rubbing smoke from my eyes. This was so fucked up. I could see what looked like four giant Wombles digging in the graveyard. Their faces were long and pointed, brown in colour and leathery-looking. These creatures wore long dark robes that billowed about them like giant wings. Two of the monsters dug at the ground with shovels, another drove long wooden stakes into the chests of the corpses and the last carried the dead and placed them into the fire that raged. I peered through my cold fingers again, my legs growing weak as I realised what it was these strange-looking creatures were doing. They weren’t burying the dead, they were digging them up, driving pointed wooden stakes into their black withered hearts, then incinerating them. I looked up into the night sky, my stomach knotting with revulsion, realising it wasn’t white flakes of dust that swirled all around me, but the smouldering ash from the corpses the creatures were throwing into the fire.

I wanted to be free of this nightmare. I wanted to wake up back in Aldgate Tube Station. I wanted to be in my flat, listening to Sally scream with orgasmic delight. Anything had to be better than the sound of those shovels scraping across earth, the rip of dead flesh as those stakes were skewered into the hearts of the dead and the crackling of burning corpses. I turned to flee towards the station that was no longer there. My head was telling me that it would be waiting for me, although my heart was telling me that it hadn’t been built yet, that the London Underground wouldn’t be constructed for another two hundred years and when they did dig the tunnels out in 1876 the ground would be almost impenetrable because of all the corpses buried in deep pits. But how did I know this? I had never been one for history at school. I had spent most of my time staring out of the classroom window fantasising about the existence of vampires. And if I wasn’t doing that I was clock-watching, counting down the minutes until I could slip away to the furthest reaches of the school yard and smoke a cigarette. What I wouldn’t do for a smoke right now. I drove my hand into my coat pocket, but there were no pockets. I wasn’t wearing a coat. I was wearing a long black flowing gown with a hood, just like those creatures. There was a noise, like the fluttering of wings. Startled, I looked up. One of those creatures with the Womble-like faces was now standing before me.
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My hand instinctively slipped beneath my robes, where my fingers found a series of long sharpened wooden stakes that hung from a leather belt around my waist. Before my heart had even a chance to beat, one of those stakes was in my fist and aiming straight into the pointed face of the creature that now loomed before me. The creature was just as quick to respond, and had gripped my wrist tight with one gloved hand. It was then as I stared into its strange face I realised it wasn’t made of flesh at all, but leather. It had large black eyes, the size of small saucers. What I saw before me was a mask of some kind, which had been stitched together.

“Who are you?” I breathed, trying to wrestle my wrist free.

Whoever was hidden behind the mask loosened his grip on me. Then with his free hand the mask was pulled from over the face. “Welcome back, Samantha Carter.” He smiled at me.

His face was familiar. I had seen in it my dreams – in my nightmares. Staring into his ice-blue eyes, I remembered. I had first laid eyes on this man in 1888 as he stood on an outcrop of rock, two gleaming pistols pointing at the bandit who had wanted to hurt me. I had killed the bandit’s men. I had blown their faces off with my own pistols. The pistols I reached for instinctively, just like I had now reached for the stakes fastened about my waist beneath the robes. But how had I known they would be there? How had I known how to use guns back in 1888? Had I been to both periods in time before?

“Preacher?” I said, astonished.

He took me by the arm and steadied me.

I looked into his blue twinkling eyes. He still had the bushy white moustache that drooped over his top lip like a handlebar. How many nights had I lain in the darkness of my bedroom fighting to keep sight of the preacher in my mind. Fearing that if I forgot his face, I would forget everything that had happened to me in 1888 – fearing I would forget Harry. And if I had, what would I be left with, a constant itch at the back of my mind? I had been right to return to Aldgate Tube Station on the anniversary of the night I had first gone back to 1888. I had time-travelled again. The man who’d saved me from falling in front of the Tube train had brought me here. But this wasn’t the Old West and it definitely wasn’t 1888.

“Are you the preacher?” I breathed. “Is it really you?”

“You sound as if you have forgotten all about me.” He smiled again beneath his overgrown moustache.

“I think I was about to.” I looked up into his face. And as I did, I saw memories being played out in his eyes. I could see him gunning down vampires with gaping wounds for mouths. I could see the shots from his pistols flashing. As I stood hypnotised, I could feel the contradiction and the conflict in his heart. There was the human side to this man, the priest who could care and give hope, but there was another side – the monster. And once again, his eyes were yellow instead of blue. In a sudden flash of memory I saw the preacher as he had first revealed himself to me on the train – the night he had told me he was a werewolf. His pupils were now blood-red; thick white eyebrows curled up in points at his temples. His white moustache now spread over his face like an unkempt beard. His ears were longer – pointed like wolves’. He smiled at me, and his lips cracked open, showing raw flesh underneath and a set of jagged teeth.

“What kind of creature are you?” I had asked him then.

A Turnskin, had been his answer to me.

“What’s a Turnskin?” I could now remember myself asking him.

“A hound of God,” he had explained.

I blinked and the monster had gone and the preacher was staring back at me.

“Sammy, are you all right?” he asked, still holding my arm.

“Where am I?!” I asked over the sound of the roaring fire and shovelling behind me. “When am I?”

With sudden flecks of yellow sparking in the preacher’s blue eyes before the firelight, he looked at me from beneath his hood and said, “It’s November 1665 and London is in the grip of a great plague…”

“A plague?” Suddenly I felt woozy. “A plague of what?”

“Vampires,” the preacher said.

And my world went black.
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The Watchman stood at the door. The streets were quiet. The whole of London was quiet. The only sound was the hourly chime of the bells from the nearby church as the dead were brought out and buried. Those who had been wealthy enough to hire carts had fled London months ago with their belongings. Others who had been granted a certificate of health at the Old Bailey had left London for nearby villages weeks ago. But as the plague worsened those living in the surrounding villages and towns had refused to take any more evacuees. That was good for the Watchman. He wanted people to stay. While there were sick, he was employed. But it wasn’t just the king’s money the Watchman wanted. It was the flesh. Since the outbreak of the plague, the Watchman had seen many a strange thing as he stood night after night at the doors of the houses that had been marked with a red cross. He kept his back to that symbol always; he did not want to look at it. Standing outside so many houses across London, making sure those who were sick inside didn’t leave and spread the plague, he had delighted at the death he had seen. He marvelled at the sight of those who rolled about in the filth-ridden streets as if being attacked by invisible adversaries. The Watchman had known very well what the sick were fighting off. Those who had first fallen ill had been bitten by infected rats that had come ashore on boats from Holland and Italy as they carried their goods up the Thames. But those infected vermin had died out months ago. It was another type of creature altogether spreading the plague now. And as the Watchman stood guard over those confined inside, he watched the dying convulse as in the last moments of their lives they remembered the creature that had bitten them, with his big grinning mouth and black gums crammed full with needle-like teeth, as he lunged at them, tearing the flesh from his victims’ necks.

But other watchmen had come to London. Where they had come from, the Watchman didn’t know. They were a different breed. These new watchmen had advised the king to tell his subjects to chew garlic. To wear it tied in posies about their necks. These new watchmen were dangerous. They were careful only to appear during the day, when he was sleeping – resting from the harsh glare of the sun. It had been a hot summer; the days and nights had been airless. The Watchman had needed to rest during the day, only seeking out his prey and spreading the sickness at night.

With only the sound of the distant tolling of the church bells to tell plague-ridden London it was midnight, the Watchman turned to face the door of the house he guarded. He kept his hood low, so as not to see the red cross marked on the door. Taking a key from his pocket, he unlocked the rusty padlock that fastened it. The young woman inside wasn’t infected – not yet. Her mother had died, so had her baby brother, and her father was lying in one of the many pest houses that had been opened, places where the sick could suffer until they died.

The Watchman eased open the front door and stepped into the shabby house. Wooden beams crisscrossed the ceiling just above his head. The young girl was asleep. He had seen her shadow at the bedroom window snuff out the candlelight some time ago now. She was only to be held captive in the house for two more weeks before the doctor would come to give her a certificate of health so she could flee London if lucky enough to find a neighbouring village or town that would take her in. But she would never get to leave London, the Watchman thought as he slowly climbed the stairs to her room.

Her mistake had been to smile at him. She was so flirtatious. On the nights he had brought her food, she had lowered the basket from her bedroom window so he could place in it the bread and cake he had bought with the coins she had thrown from the window at him. On those nights she had worn little more than her white vest and petticoat. Even in the bitterly cold nights she had worn the same. It had been the sight of her smooth milky-coloured flesh the Watchman had liked. He could smell the soap on it even over the stench of the dying in the houses on each side of the street.

One night she had asked the Watchman to throw back his hood so she could look upon his face. She wanted to see the person who guarded her each night and bought her food. The Watchman was hesitant at first, for his face wouldn’t be what the young woman was expecting. She was hoping her guard – saviour – was a handsome young man. But no such face lurked beneath the hood. Still, he wanted to look upon that flesh with his own eyes. So stepping slightly back into the shadows, the Watchman pulled back his hood. In the light of the pale moon his face was young and smooth enough to fool the young woman into believing he looked like a beautiful young man. She seemed delighted, as the Watchman couldn’t but notice her look of desire. He lowered the hood again.

Now the Watchman stood in the corner of her bedroom, a sliver of moonlight filtering in through the window. He watched the fall and rise of her breasts as they strained beneath the thin fabric of her nightdress. The Watchman liked the sound of her beating heart, the smell of the blood pumping through it. He made his way across the room, stopping beside the bed. The young woman stirred, as if sensing in the furthest reaches of her sleep that she was no longer alone. The Watchman watched her eyelids flutter like butterfly wings as she opened her eyes. She gasped to find him standing there, in the pool of moonlight.

“Shhh,” he whispered, and placed one long white finger against her lips. He traced the tip of his finger around her mouth, over her chin and down the length of her smooth neck. The Watchman could feel the blood pulsing through her carotid artery and couldn’t be sure if she was scared or aroused by his presence in her room. Perhaps both. He smiled beneath the hood. With his free hand, the Watchman slowly pulled back the bedclothes. The young woman made no attempt to stop him, instead holding out her arms as if to welcome him into her bed – into her. Placing his hands on her thighs, he drew her legs apart, then up, so that they were bent at the knees. With trembling fingers, the young woman slowly hitched up her nightdress, revealing her fleshy thighs. The Watchman couldn’t help but notice how in the moonlight, they looked as if they had been carved from marble. Climbing on to the bed, the Watchman positioned himself between her open legs. He stared down into the V-shaped strip of darkness before thrusting her legs further apart, letting moonlight pour on to her glistening wetness. Sighing, the Watchman sank between the young woman’s legs. He lapped at her as she squirmed before him on the bed. He felt her hands go to his hood, and slowly pull it back. She wanted to look upon that beautiful young face again and those smooth lips that were now giving her so much pleasure. Gently, she raised the Watchman’s head so she could look into his dark eyes. Then, as if seeing his face for the first time, her face crumpled with a look of horror.

“Why, you’re not a man at all,” she gasped. “You’re a—”

Before she had a chance to say anything more, the Watchman sank his head back between the young woman’s legs as she began to scream.
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“Does she remember this time?” I heard someone ask. The voice was female, young.

“Not in Paris, she didn’t,” another voice cut in. This one male, gruff-sounding. “It was like she’d forgotten everything. She barely remembered what happened in ’88.”

“We need to get inside,” a female voice said. This one different to the first. “It’s not safe for us to be out here at night.”

I tried to open my eyes, but it was like they had been sewn shut. However much I willed them to open they wouldn’t. The blackness hovered at the edges of my mind, and in it I could see a young woman screaming as she was eaten on a bed in an upstairs room of some ancient-looking house. Her face was screwed tight with pain as she tried to claw and kick at a monster crouched between her legs. I didn’t want to see her face – I couldn’t bear to look upon it. But I knew the only way I would rid my mind of her slaughter was to open my eyes. With all the strength I could muster, I forced my eyes open. Long black eyelashes flickered in my line of sight as I struggled to focus on the faces above me. I saw the preacher first, then I rolled my eyes from left to right. The one furthest to the right was pretty, young, and frowning. Her hair was long, blond and tied into two pigtails that hung over each of her cloaked shoulders. Now I could remember parts of what I had forgotten. Faces and names.

Zoe? Zoe Edgar? I wanted to say, but just couldn’t form the words.

So Zoe hadn’t been a figment of my imagination either. Would I have created her again if all this was in my mind? Maybe my imagination wasn’t as creative as I believed it to be. I turned my head slightly. Another face. This one slightly older, but just as beautiful as the first and framed with long thick dark hair.

Louise Pearson?

Wasn’t she a werewolf now? She had been bitten by Zoe outside the mine carved in the side of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains back in Colorado.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE SA@)ANTHA CARTER SERIES





