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				The twigs snapped underfoot like skeletal fingers crushed before they could snatch and seize hold. The teenager’s steps were hurried, kicking up wind-tossed leaves and weather-beaten branches as she swiftly climbed the slope. She glanced back occasionally, spying through the trees the neighbourhood lights, twinkling into life at dusk. Her dorm backed up to the woodland’s edge, her bedroom window overlooking the forest, this wild, wonderful world, right at her doorstep. His world.

				Her eyes darted, searching the shadows on either side of the trail, checking to see that she was alone. He was a recluse for good reason; the folks who lived in this quiet corner of Lincoln, Massachusetts, were suspicious of strangers. Where better for him to hide away than up here, in the woods? She knew how he felt. She’d never fitted in, always the outsider, even in her ownfamily. It wasn’t easy being a Goth when one’s younger sisters were preppy, pony-loving princesses. She’d imagined life might get easier once she got to college, but she remained a square peg in a round hole. Yet those misfit days were behind her now. That the two of them had found one another was a miracle. It filled her heart with hope that there was somebody out there for everybody, even the loneliest soul.

				Stepping through the forest, the young woman emerged at her destination. She stopped for a moment, taking one last cautious peek back the way she’d come; nobody on her trail, nobody in pursuit. She turned about, towards her lover’s home. The old mill loomed out of the darkness, its windows boarded, the stream rushing through its broken waterwheel. It looked sinister at twilight, but that didn’t bother her.

				It gave her a thrill, truth be told. Spooky things got the pulse racing, the blood pumping; they made her feel alive. A night-time rendezvous in an abandoned timber mill? This was their secret place. She reached for the long black scarf about her neck, fingers twining through the material to brush her flesh. She would be in his arms again soon enough. She’d waited too long for his kiss.

				‘Lovely evening for a stroll!’

				She looked up, startled to see a figure standing in the tree line at the top of the slope.

				‘Who…who’s there?’ she asked, squinting through the dim, dusky light. ‘Come out where I can see you. I’m not scared, you know.’

				He stepped out of the shadows. He was just a kid, a middle-schooler. His face was hidden within the hoodie cowl that poked out of his bomber jacket’s collar. The scuffed leather had seen better days, as had the drainpipe jeans and battered Chuck Taylors. In his right hand, a yo-yo spun lazily up and down; he made it rise and fall with the deft skill of a seasoned slacker. Over his shoulder he carried a khaki satchel, the bag resting against his hip. Finally, the boy tugged the hood back, his grin emerging in the gloom.

				‘You should be.’

				Max Helsing had hoped his smile might prove disarming to the young woman in black. Unfortunately, accompanied by those words, it just came across as creepy. She gave him a sideways look, reaching a hand into her pocket. Perhaps a can of pepper spray in there? Or something worse? Not that Max was too bothered. Nothing could be as bad as last summer’s Colorado job and the Case of the Cold Canyon Killer. The petrifying spitting venom of a dust dragon had turned his baseball cap into a bonnet of stone. That was his favourite hat, he recalled with a pang.

				‘Sorry,’ said Max, pocketing his yo-yo and raising his hands peaceably while stepping closer. ‘I didn’t mean to freak you out. I promise, I’m totally harmless.’

				‘That’s close enough,’ she said, backing away in the direction of the ruined mill. ‘What are you doing here?’

				Max made an embarrassed face. ‘Well, I was kind of hoping I could dissuade you from going in there.’

				He pointed at the dark building. She stole a glance, as if it might have transformed since the last time she looked.

				‘Why’s that?’ Her hand emerged from her pocket, clenching something solid and rectangular. It looked ominously like a gun. Max cringed; OK, so that could possibly rival the dust dragon.

				‘Haven’t you heard? Legend says the old mill’s haunted. Well, at least the locals do. They say it’s cursed. That terrible things happen to anyone who enters. Some big bad juju went on here in the past.’

				‘So?’

				That wasn’t the reply Max had hoped for. Usually the ‘big bad juju’ line would put even the most numb-skulled norm off. The fact that it hadn’t only confirmed what he feared.

				‘So you’re not scared easily? Cool. Maybe we can go in together?’

				The woman eyed him suspiciously. ‘You shouldn’t be here.’

				Max strolled toward the building, its double doors slightly ajar. He peered through the gap, the dark void impenetrable. A host of smells assailed his nostrils, none of which was pleasant. He was getting the musty aroma of mould and damp, a hint of rotten timber, and the sweet scent of decaying flesh; a heady bouquet indeed. This was the place, all right.

				‘I said you shouldn’t be here,’ repeated the young woman.

				Max looked back at her. She was in her late teens, no doubt a student from the university in nearby Waltham. A Goth, too, judging by her dark attire. He might have known; they were so often Goths. He spied the scarf bound around her throat. Hiding something? Before he proceeded any further, he needed to discover just how deeply she’d been glamoured.

				‘There’s no harm in taking a look inside, is there?’ he said finally, fishing a flashlight from his bag. ‘It’s abandoned, isn’t it?’

				‘It’s not abandoned. Somebody lives here.’

				‘Don’t be silly. Nobody would choose to live in a wreck like this.’

				‘My boyfriend does.’

				Max arched an eyebrow as he seized a door and tested it. It groaned, resisting his pull. ‘Boyfriend? Is he a hermit?’

				‘He just doesn’t get along with people,’ said the student, her words both cautionary and concerned as she stepped suddenly towards him. ‘You really should leave.’

				‘It doesn’t look like he’s in,’ said Max, before ducking between the doors into the gloom beyond.

				While she called after him, he flicked his flashlight switch. A bright beam lanced through the pitch black, the atmosphere alive with a swirling sea of dust particles. Max gagged now, the woodland aromas no longer providing adequate cover for the stench. This was the lair, undoubtedly. Behind him, the Goth girl struggled through the entrance, cursing the intruding twelve-year-old. Max ignored her objections, instead searching the chamber for signs of life. Or worse…

				Exposed rafters were vaguely visible in the darkness overhead, the rest of the ceiling shrouded in shadows. A rusted saw was suspended from a wall bracket up high, while log chains hung like iron curtains against the boards. The odd hand tool remained pegged in place, covered in cobwebs after decades of neglect. Long-forgotten offcuts littered the dirty floor, wedges of rotten timber that crawled with spiders and slugs.

				‘When you say he doesn’t get along with people, what do you mean exactly?’

				‘He doesn’t like crowds. Can’t say I blame him.’ She seized Max by the shoulder and spun him around. ‘I said you shouldn’t be here, and I meant it.’

				Max now recognised the item in her hand, and was shocked to see it levelled at him. ‘Um…you appear to have a Taser pointed at me. What gives?’

				‘You shouldn’t have come here,’ said the woman, snatching the flashlight from his hand. She glowered, gesturing for him to move deeper into the mill. ‘I gave you fair warning, but you didn’t listen, stupid little jerk.’

				Max smiled sheepishly. ‘Seems we might’ve got off on the wrong foot,’ he said, attempting to step within reach of her. If he could get in close, there was a chance he could disarm her. Slim, but better than nothing. He’d hate to be at Taser-point when the master of the house finally woke up. The teenager shone the flashlight beam directly into his eyes.

				‘Back up, and don’t try anything stupid. You’re going nowhere.’

				Max quit trying to get close to her, his dazzled eyes now searching the earthen floor of the building. Where are you? he wondered, seeking a sign that would reveal the occupant’s resting place. His present predicament confirmed the girl’s mental state; she was in the monster’s thrall, completely under its spell.

				‘The man-purse,’ she said. ‘Throw it over here, now.’

				Reluctantly, Max unhitched his messenger bag, regretting the fact that he hadn’t tooled up before arriving at the mill. There was an old, home-made catapult in the bag, his earliest childhood weapon, which might have come in handy if he’d had the foresight to pack it in his pocket. The canvas satchel that now sailed through the air to land on the floor between them was his box of tricks.

				‘So this boyfriend of yours,’ said Max as he backed up into a wall, the tools that adorned it rattling overhead. ‘He doesn’t sound like a people person. Is he a bit of a shut-in? Only comes out at night?’

				‘He only comes out for me. We have something wonderful. Special. Our love’s timeless. You wouldn’t understand.’

				‘I think I would,’ Max muttered, eyes still flitting across the floor. Maggots squirmed blindly in the soil, trying to avoid the student’s booted feet. Unless Max was very much mistaken, the earth there was stained dark. Dried blood, perhaps? Was she standing over the beast? Maybe it would burst from the ground at any moment, just like in the movies. He shuddered. It was rarely like in the movies.

				He looked back to the young woman. A goofy, lovey-dovey expression had appeared on her pale face.

				‘You got indigestion, or has something tickled you?’

				‘You’ll meet him soon. Then you’ll understand the nature of our love. Maybe, right at the end, you’ll realise what a fool you were.’

				‘The end? Sounds a bit final.’

				‘My love will be hungry when he wakes. He’ll need to be sated.’ She placed the fist that held the flashlight against her chest, caught up in the Gothic drama, the beam illuminating her face from below as in a Halloween prank. Her scarf hung loose, revealing the punctured skin of her throat.

				‘He sounds like a real catch. I take it he’s the silent type? Broody and moody? I bet he even sparkles…’

				‘He’s intense,’ she said dreamily, before frowning as she caught Max smiling. ‘Ours is a unique love. He and I shall live for ever. He’ll make me his bride.’

				‘They all promise that,’ muttered Max, searching in vain for a way out of the fix, still mindful of the Taser. He glanced up. The one weapon that might prove useful was the saw, and that was a good three metres above his head, balanced against the wall at his back. How to reach it…

				There, by his right foot; one of the chopped hunks of wood. Max slowly began to crouch, extending his hand down his leg, straining his fingers to reach the block.

				‘Hands where I can see them!’ the young woman hissed, causing Max to snap to attention, arms in the air like those of a puppet on a string. She glanced toward the boarded-up windows, Taser still trained on the boy. The light between the planks was pale blue, the sun’s warm rays replaced by those of a chill moon. Her voice was a whisper.

				‘He rises.’

				Max’s eyes were fixed upon the earth, expecting it to crumble and part as the creature rose from its pit. Instead, a shower of descending dust caused him to sneeze. The student raised the flashlight skyward, settling its focus upon the building’s resident.

				The figure hung upside down from one of the loftiest beams in the mill. Its hairless head was opalescent, pulsating as the flashlight’s beam caressed it. Even from a distance, Max spied the twitching blue veins that carried corrupted blood through the monster’s foul flesh. Its arms, originally folded about its torso in a frigid embrace, slowly extended from either side of its body, fingers flexing to reveal long yellow nails. Translucent wings connected its arms to its bony hips. Its gnarled feet trembled, crooked knuckles cracking as it prepared to disengage from the beam. It tipped its head, neck craning to look down upon Max and the teenage girl. Coal-black eyes blinked. Its nose was withered away to nothing, dark, slitted nostrils twitching as it sniffed at the air. A puckered mouth yawned open, revealing a maw of jagged teeth dominated by enlarged central incisors, each fully an inch in length.

				The girl returned her gaze to Max at the precise moment his sneaker connected with the block at his feet. Those Saturday morning soccer games in elementary school hadn’t been a waste of time after all. He went for a controlled pass with the inside of his shoe, surrendering the power of a penalty kick in favour of accuracy. His foot struck the piece of timber sweetly, propelling it at the student’s head. There was a resounding thunk as the rotten wood hit her temple before she crashed to the floor in a crumpled heap, Taser and flashlight tumbling from her hands. He dived forward, snatching up the stun gun as the monster hit the ground.

				Max jumped and turned in time to see the creature advancing on spindly legs. The flashlight rolled back and forth across the earth, its flickering beam flashing wildly around the mill. The creature’s pale skin was stretched taut over every bone, granting it the appearance of a staggering cadaver. Its dead, hungry eyes bulged in their sockets, fixed upon the young adventurer, a dark tongue fluttering across those familiar, hideous teeth. Max checked the Taser in his hands.

				‘Fool,’ groaned the girl from where she lay slumped at the monster’s feet. The abomination came to a halt, chuckling as it ran a grotesque hand affectionately through her dark hair. ‘You really think that can harm my love?’

				‘No,’ said Max, aiming the weapon overhead and firing it up the wall.

				The two Taser probes whistled through the air, wires trailing, catching themselves on the old saw blade. In a fluid motion, the young monster hunter yanked the stun gun back like a fish on a line. The rusted tool tore free from its bracket, spinning dangerously through the air towards him. Max made a silent prayer as his hand shot out to catch it, hoping to maintain a full complement of fingers. He snatched it by the handle and brought it around in a scything arc toward the creature.

				‘But this should do the trick!’

				The monster’s black eyes went wide as the rusty saw blade tore a jagged path through its neck. The decapitated head tumbled, landing neatly in the girl’s lap as she let loose a startled shriek. It was as if a switch had flipped in her head – with the glamour lifted, the effect of the spell ceased instantly. No longer the beast’s consort, she was just a confused young woman cradling a hideous, stinking, slack-jawed skull.

				‘Vampires,’ said Max Helsing, with a shake of his head. He tossed the bloodied saw aside as the monster’s corpse collapsed into the dirt. ‘Terrible boyfriend material.’
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				The fried eggs quivered, threatening to leap from the pan at any moment. With deft flicks of the spatula, Jed sent droplets of hot oil across their surfaces, the yellow yolks clouding over like cataracts. He only partly paid attention to the frying pan, his eyes drifting over the New England Examiner that lay open before him. Beneath the kitchenette counter, a battle of wills was under way.

				‘He’s a hellhound?’ asked Max incredulously.

				The ugliest dog in the world sat on the linoleum floor opposite, locked in a staring contest with Max. He was a small black pudgy thing, unblinking bug eyes regarding the young monster hunter vacantly. With a face like he’d been chasing parked cars, he wasn’t going to win any puppy pageants any day soon, not unless some terrible accident took out every other dog in the western world. He’d probably still lose out to a strategically shaved warthog. A bright pink tongue poked out of his panting mouth, a glob of pendulous drool suspended from his lip like ectoplasm.

				‘Eightball’s pedigree,’ said Jed, reading glasses focused on the newspaper. ‘You shouldn’t be so quick to judge a book by its cover.’

				Never a truer word spoken, thought Max. Jed was old as the hills, with a bum leg, but you underestimated him at your peril. A boxer in his youth, the man had fought alongside Max’s grandfather and trained his father. Jed’s own monster hunting exploits had been cut short when he went toe-to-toe with a minotaur in a Minneapolis junkyard. He’d killed the monster, but not before it gored him good and proper, leaving his left leg busted and locked at the kneecap. It had taken him out of the field, but there was still plenty of fight left in the old warrior. Max hadn’t been awake long, but Jed had been up for hours, hitting the punching bag before sunrise. His white vest left his arms exposed, the honed muscles belying his seventy-odd years, brown skin still glistening with beads of workout sweat.

				‘Where did you get this mutt?’ asked Max with a blink, now wondering if the dog even had eyelids.

				‘Odious Crumb. He passed on his best wishes. I thought you’d be more grateful; you’ve always said you wanted a pet.’

				‘I wanted something cute.’

				‘Like a Pomeranian?’

				‘What’s that?’

				‘Fluffy dog, looks like a teddy bear.’

				‘I wanted a puppy,’ said Max, rising from the floor and taking a seat at the counter. Eightball smacked his lips, sniffing expectantly at the air. ‘I don’t know what this is.’

				‘Stick with him. He’s a remarkable wee beast. He might surprise you.’

				‘You know, most people get regular-looking dogs.’
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				‘We ain’t most people,’ said Jed, sliding the eggs from the pan to a plate. He shoved it across the counter just as the toaster popped. Max caught the two slices and juggled the hot bread. He didn’t stop to butter them; he was already running late for school. Eightball watched hungrily.

				Jed raised a steaming mug of coffee to his lips. He took a slurp, pondering the newspaper as Max tore apart a slice of toast and dunked it into an egg. ‘You sleep OK?’

				‘Yeah. I was wiped out after that Walden Woods job.’

				‘Vampires will do that to you.’

				‘Actually, I think it was the fresh air.’

				Jed arched a grey eyebrow over the rim of his half-moon spectacles. ‘Sorry it turned out to be a sucker, son.’

				Max shrugged. When possible, he tried to rehabilitate the creatures he encountered, or at the very least relocate them. Sadly, some beasties were beyond his help. Vampires fell firmly within that category. There was nothing grand or romantic about those particular demons. They were parasites that gorged on the blood of the living. Once drained and dead, their thralls would rise from the grave as newly made vampires. Thankfully, few of these monsters survived. The world had the Van Helsing family to thank for this, not that it would ever know.

				Max’s family had dropped the Van prefix before their surname during the war years, on account of it sounding too German. That it was actually a Dutch name was neither here nor there. The family’s unique line of work required them to remain inconspicuous, so the last three generations had all been plain Helsings. Max tossed a crust to Eightball, the pup’s lips smacking as he snatched it from the air.

				‘Don’t feel badly about how it went down,’ said Jed.

				‘I don’t. I was just out of options. Only hope the girl can come back from that. Being enthralled by a sucker ain’t nice at all.’

				‘Let’s count ourselves lucky that the few vamps that linger are a weaker, late-generation variety. Nowhere near as dangerous as the Elders your forefathers faced.’

				Max chased the yolk around his plate with the toast, nodding towards the newspaper. ‘So what’s happening in the world today?’

				‘Which world do you want to know about?’ Jed sighed, returning to the Examiner. ‘Politician popularity polls or baseball batting averages?’

				‘That’s news?’

				‘My sentiments exactly,’ said Jed, rifling through the paper to the culture section. A long finger trailed across the articles. ‘You gotta look below the surface to find the real stories. Here we go. A showing of rare Native American art at the Waterfront Gallery; the opening of an early settlers exhibition at the Museum of Anthropology; an archaeological dig out in Rockport that’s turned up some strange finds. This is where the real stories are, hiding in plain sight behind the slick senators and snarling sportsmen. This is our world.’

				Max nodded. ‘I’d better get going.’

				Dabbing up the last bits of egg with his toast crust, he snatched up his messenger bag. He paused beside the stove, where something bubbled in a covered pot. Taking a wooden spoon, Max removed the lid and gave the contents a stir. Lumps of indiscernible meat bobbed to the simmering surface of the soup, the unmistakable stench of shellfish rising on the steam.

				‘It’s your favourite,’ said Jed. ‘Home-made clam chowder.’

				Max blanched at the old man’s bad joke, and his signature dish. Besides eggs, it was Jed’s only dish. He regularly made a great batch of the soup, which would feed them for a week. Max couldn’t bear the stuff, but a boy had to eat. Sometimes.

				‘I’m not hungry.’

				‘It’s for tonight, numbnuts.’

				‘Still, doubt I’ll be hungry,’ replied Max, popping the lid back on to the pot. ‘You ever think of expanding your repertoire beyond eggs and soup?’

				‘Your chores all done?’ retorted the old man, eyes still on the paper. ‘Garbage taken out? Leaves brushed off the steps? Velcazar’s Words of Warding memorised?’

				‘Yep, yep, and yep!’

				‘Creaky floorboard outside the Liu apartment? That still needs nailing down…’

				‘Remind me again why I have to fix things for everyone in my house?’

				‘Strictly speaking, Helsing House ain’t yours any more. It’s owned by the Cole Corporation. We’re building superintendents.’

				‘Glorified janitors, more like.’

				‘Be thankful you’ve a roof over your head, even if it is the attic. Now scram before you’re late for school again.’

				Eightball leaped after him, giving chase as Max scampered through the door.

				‘And get yourself straight home tonight, y’hear?’ the elderly guardian shouted, but the boy was gone.

				The staircase shook as Max’s sneakers struck one step in six, carrying him down the flights in swift succession. He paused on the second floor outside the Liu apartment, placing his heel on the misbehaving floorboard. The warped wood groaned. He made a mental note of the job for later. He was determined to be punctual today. On too many occasions in the last few months, his unusual life had conspired to make him late for school, resulting in trips to Principal Whedon’s office. Turning from the Lius’ threshold, he charged straight into the stationary figure of Mr Holloman.

				Max bounced off him with a clang, his head ringing as he regathered his senses. He looked up at the statuesque fellow from 2A. Mr Holloman’s broad, slablike face stared down without emotion, his expression as blank now as on the day he was forged. Max hadn’t even heard him open his door. For an iron golem, his neighbour was awfully light of foot.

				‘How you doing today, Mr Holloman?’ said the boy, stepping around the towering figure. ‘Anything interesting planned? High jinks ahead? Shenanigans afoot?’

				Max always hoped it might be the day that the peaceful giant spoke. Sadly, it wasn’t. Mr Holloman’s face only turned with a creaking groan as he watched Max pass by. With his tarnished metal flesh passing for dull, dark skin, the man could be mistaken for a regular human in the street, if it weren’t for the empty holes where his eyes should have been. The sunglasses he wore helped conceal these iron sockets and kept him from scaring his neighbours, who were unaware of his remarkable condition.

				‘Have a good one, Mr H!’

				One more flight of stairs and Max was hurdling the banister, hitting the first floor with a thump. Dust billowed where he landed. Another chore for his list, Max mused. No menial task was too boring for Jed to set him on, no drain too blocked for Max to wrestle with. Jed said these were life lessons. Max suspected they were jobs the old-timer didn’t want to do himself.

				When Max arrived in the lobby he was surprised to find Eightball waiting, head cocked, drool dribbling, stubby tail thumping the welcome mat.

				‘You’re pretty speedy, considering you’ve got cocktail weenies for legs.’

				Cracking the front door, he slipped out on to the pristine, freshly swept front steps of Helsing House, leaving a whimpering Eightball behind.

				Helsing House towered behind Max, a mountain of dark bricks and spires reaching for the heavens. It dated back to the mid-1800s, a fine example of the neo-Gothic architecture of that period, or so Max had been told. The wind whipped around the boy. The town of Gallows Hill was firmly in late fall’s bare-knuckled grasp. Skeletal trees swayed, their twisted branches stripped of foliage. Dead leaves had transformed the long driveway into a river of rippling reds, browns, and yellows, the occasional straggler fluttering on the breeze.

				A low granite balustrade flanked the entrance, with rampant stone lions roaring silently on either side of the door. Checking for a moment that he wasn’t being observed, Max jumped up on to the head of the lion on the left, reaching into his jacket pocket to pull out a blueberry muffin wrapper. A birdhouse stuck out from the brickwork above, its wooden wall and roof dappled with moss. Unlike most birdhouses, this one had a door on it, currently closed.
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				‘Yo, Mrs Fairweather,’ he said, lightly rapping a knuckle on the outside of the box.

				There was a rustle inside, and then the door swung open to reveal a tiny, smiling humanoid figure. She was perhaps ten centimetres tall, and as she stepped out a pair of thin gossamer wings peeled away from her back. The pixie fluttered into the air, graceful as a hummingbird. The bickering of tiny voices in the nesting box made her warm smile vanish.

				‘Will you kids keep it down in there,’ she called back irritably. ‘I’m trying to talk to Max!’

				‘Hey, Max!’ the children called from inside the birdhouse, raising a smile on the boy’s face as Mrs Fairweather gratefully took the sweet, crumb-coated wrapper.

				‘It’s very good of you, Max. The brood and I appreciate it.’

				‘No problem,’ he replied. ‘Now get back indoors before the mailman – or a hawk – spots you!’

				The little lady winked, rolling the muffin wrapper under her arm before fluttering back into the box. ‘Kids! Breakfast!’

				Max hopped back down on to the porch, chuckling. Sure, the menial jobs could be a drag sometimes, but life in Helsing House was never dull. He didn’t know many people who had a golem and a family of pixies as 
neighbours. He sprang down the steps and set off towards the rear of the building.

				Eightball awaited him.

				‘Didn’t I leave you inside? How’d you get out?’

				Max sidestepped the peculiar dog and crossed the drive to the side door of the detached garage. He yanked the clanking collection of keys from his pocket, sifting through for the one that matched the industrial-strength padlock. The key went in, and the brass mechanism popped apart in his hand. Stuffing the bundle back into his pants, key chain looping around his belt, Max opened the door, ducking in briefly to grab his Raleigh Chopper. There was no car in the garage: there wasn’t room for one. Workbenches crowded the floor alongside Jed’s gym equipment, while all manner of unusual and deadly looking ephemera adorned the walls and ceiling – the Helsing armoury.

				He backed the bicycle out of the building, oblivious to the figure that crept up behind him. A crunching footfall suddenly alerted Max to approaching danger.

				Max’s left heel dug into the gravel as his right foot kicked the Chopper’s rear wheel into the air. He spun around instantly, his retro ride suddenly a weapon as he propelled it toward his follower by the high-rise handlebars. Almost too late, he spied the innocent – and terrified – face of his ten-year-old neighbour, Wing Liu. Max pulled back on the handlebars just enough for the kid to jump clear and land on his rump in a shower of dead leaves.

				‘Whoa,’ gasped Max, booting the Chopper’s kick-stand. ‘You were nearly wearing that bike for a moment. You OK?’

				Wing took Max’s offered hand, and the older boy hauled him to his feet. Wing peeled leaves from his clothes sheepishly, rubbing his butt.

				‘You bruise your behind there?’

				‘That and my pride.’

				‘You’re in one piece,’ said Max, straddling the bike. ‘That’s all that matters.’

				Wing cast his eyes over the Chopper in wonder. ‘Epic wheels, dude.’

				Wing cracked Max up. Everything was epic to his homeschooled neighbour. Wing was obsessed with myths, monster sightings, and weird goings-on, always reciting facts out of Ripley’s or trawling the Internet for the latest cryptozoological gossip and conspiracy theories. Too bad I can’t show him something really epic, Max thought.

				‘Thanks, man,’ said Max, trading a quick fist bump with his disciple. ‘What’s up?’

				‘My violin teacher is coming for my lesson in about a half hour.’

				‘I timed my escape pretty well, then,’ chuckled Max.

				‘Hey, have you seen that new Bigfoot footage?’ said the boy, suddenly animated. ‘It’s epic!’

				‘You can’t believe everything you see on the Internet, Wing.’

				‘Aw, c’mon. The Internet’s your friend!’

				‘Not mine. I put my trust in a good book, every time.’

				‘The clip’s about twenty seconds long; you can see it clearly. There’s no way it’s not real.’

				The boy was in his element now. Max admired his passion, which made his scepticism act that much tougher to perform.

				‘Where was it sighted?’

				‘Oregon. A party of hikers filmed it, and their sighting was corroborated by a delivery man later that day. He nearly hit it with his van, apparently. You should see it, Max. It’s epic, I swear!’

				Max laughed and shook his head. Truth was, the story was probably right on the money – there was a long history of Sasquatch sightings in the Pacific northwest. But the last thing Max needed to do was feed the flames of Wing’s fascination with the fantastic. The Lius wouldn’t be happy, and he was pretty sure Jed would skewer him if he shared their secret with the chatty kid.

				The two turned as Eightball suddenly emerged from some nearby bushes, dragging a huge branch behind him in his slobbering jaws. He deposited it beside the bike and looked extremely pleased with himself.

				‘Who’s this little guy?’ asked Wing.

				‘Name’s Eightball.’ The puppy answered to his name, scrabbling at Max’s leg until he bent to pick him up. Max patted the twigs from his coat, receiving a stinky lick in return. He grimaced. ‘We think he’s a dog.’

				‘He’s adorable!’

				‘Really?’ Max handed Eightball over as the puppy transferred the slobberfest to his new victim. ‘Play nice with Wing, Eightball.’

				‘You’re leaving him with me?’

				‘I’ve got lessons of my own to get to,’ said Max, pedalling away from both boy and dog. ‘But be careful: if you feed him after midnight he turns into a Pomeranian.’

				‘A pommy what?’

				Max’s Chopper cut up the gravel as he disappeared down the drive.

				‘Look it up, Wing! The Internet’s your friend!’
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				‘You’re cutting it awfully close,’ said the girl, lifting her sunglasses as he approached.

				She sat astride her BMX as Max cycled up to the gates of Gallows Hill Burying Ground. The girl wore skinny jeans and an oversize black sweater with her trademark white loop scarf, looking every inch the hipster.

				‘I was worried you were going to be late,’ she said. ‘Again.’

				‘Don’t worry about me, Syd,’ said Max, skidding to a dramatic halt beside her. ‘I could be an hour late, but I’d still make up the time on this beauty.’

				‘Oh, so it’s a time-travelling bicycle now? It certainly belongs in the past.’

				Max grinned as he caught his breath. His Chopper was an antique. He and Jed had lovingly restored it to its former glory after rescuing it from a garage sale. Syd’s BMX was another story. Matte black carbon fibre frame, welded rims, custom chain tensioners, aluminium heads, stainless steel spokes – Max didn’t know what any of these words meant, but he knew them nonetheless, thanks to Syd never shutting up about them. ‘You’re just jealous.’

				‘Yeah, that must be it,’ she said with an amused snort. ‘Good to go?’

				‘Ladies first.’

				‘Don’t be getting all chivalrous on me.’

				Max grinned and set off first. Syd might act like a tomboy, but he knew there was a girl beneath the disguise. Her olive skin was flawless, and (although he’d never tell her) her hair always smelled of strawberries.

				In the distance, the towers and office blocks of Boston reached for the sky. Gallows Hill was removed from the hustle and bustle of the city, but it wasn’t a sleepy town. Far from it. This was where many of Max’s people lived, humans and monsters alike trying to get by and get along with each other. The regular folks of Gallows Hill – the ‘norms’, as Max called them – had no idea that another society lived and thrived alongside them.

				Max stared through the wrought-iron railings as they cycled beside the graveyard. The world beyond took on a life of its own, graves and headstones flickering by as if viewed through a zoetrope. A crow kept pace with them, flying above the sleeping dead, its beady black eyes fixed upon the two cyclists. The Van Helsing family crypt was there, deep in the cemetery’s heart. Max would visit it on occasion, to feel closer to his father and contemplate his crazy life. People said the graveyard was haunted by the ghosts of witches hanged during the trials of old, and the neighbourhood kids did their best to keep that legend alive. It was the oldest burying ground in all of New England, and Helsing House’s close proximity was no coincidence. Everything seemed to be haunted by something in Gallows Hill. Rumour had it Max’s school had its own ghost, though it had yet to introduce itself to him.

				The crow cawed, its harsh call stirring Max from his daydream before it winged off into the graveyard’s depths.

				‘Seriously, though, you promised me on Friday you’d be on time today. “I’m turning over a new leaf on Monday.” Those were your words. Did your weekend go loco? If you make me late I’ll give you such a beatdown.’

				‘I went hiking in Walden Woods last night. It took more out of me than I expected.’

				‘You? A hike?’

				‘Yeah. It was a work thing.’

				‘Oh,’ said Syd, arching an eyebrow and nodding.

				Max felt lucky that there were no secrets between him and Syd. She knew all about what his work entailed. She’d first witnessed it when the two were in their last year of elementary school together. Syd had lost a baby tooth unexpectedly while chomping on an apple, and Max had jumped in swiftly to purchase it from her. It had cost him a week’s allowance, but he’d happily parted with the cash. Intrigued, Syd followed the boy after school to a derelict dentist’s office, where she discovered Max feeding her abandoned incisor to a wizened and grateful tooth fairy. Her gasp had given her away to the tiny creature and the Helsing boy. From that point on, Max had welcomed Syd into his world. Now she helped him out on jobs, supplying him with gadgets and gizmos she created.

				‘Then there were the house chores,’ Max continued. ‘Jed never gives me a break. And this morning he gave me a puppy. That was kinda left field.’

				Syd squealed. ‘Ooh! A puppy?’

				‘Why does everyone keep doing that?’

				‘Because it’s a puppy, Max! Puppies are cute!’

				‘When I say puppy, I mean it in the loosest possible sense of the word.’

				‘You can be so mean, Max Helsing. I’m sure he’s precious. What’s his name?’

				‘Eightball. You can meet him tomorrow, if you’re still coming for dinner. You clear it with your folks?’

				‘I cleared it with my mom,’ she snapped. ‘Perry’s not my dad. They’re going off on some date. And besides, I wouldn’t miss your party for the world.’

				‘I wouldn’t call it a party. Party suggests streamers, paper hats, and a crowd. It’s just a gathering of people I care about.’

				‘Aw, you’re such a sweetie!’ Syd reached across and rabbit-punched him in the arm. The Chopper veered away, threatening to careen into the road before Max righted it again. He sucked his teeth. Syd punched harder than any girl he knew. Harder than most of the boys too.

				‘Maybe I’ll get you an alarm clock as a gift,’ she said, picking up the pace as they climbed the hill past the creepy All Saints Church. The last school bus appeared, destined to arrive right at the bell.

				‘You’d miss this.’ He grinned, pedalling furiously.

				They turned the corner and hit an intersection, only a block away from the school now. The light shone red, halting their progress momentarily, as traffic barred their path. Parents’ cars drove south back down the hill, away from the middle school, overprotective moms and dads having safely deposited their little darlings. Hearing shouts across the road to his left, Max caught sight of a panicked sixth grader dashing down the intersecting street, away from the school.

				Max sighed, drawing Syd’s attention. ‘Check that out.’

				Two eighth graders followed the boy into the side street, laughing. Max recognised one of them straightaway: Kenny Boyle.

				‘Dude,’ said Syd, tapping his shoulder and pointing up the road toward the school. ‘We’re so close!’

				‘You’re right, we are.’

				Boyle was a head taller than Max, a great streak of sneer and sinew topped off with a shock of red hair. Max knew where he stood with most monsters, but he was less sure when it came to humans. He knew one thing about Boyle, though: the eighth grader was a stone-cold bully.

				‘This isn’t your fight,’ Syd reminded him.

				Even from this distance, they could spy the stunted figure of Principal Whedon at the gates, ushering children across the threshold. He was staring up at the school’s clock tower, watching the hands shifting slowly, inexorably closer to eight o’clock. Then the bell would sound and the gates would close.

				‘Max, if you miss that bell…’

				‘I know, I know,’ he said, nodding. He straightened the high handlebars, pointing the Chopper dead ahead, up the hill toward the school. The crossing light counted down, flashing and beeping. ‘Be on time. Turn over a new leaf. All that good stuff.’

				The light changed. Walk.

				Max pushed off, taking a hard left and setting off down the intersecting street, straight after the bullies and their victim.

				‘It’s not your fight!’ shouted Syd.

				‘It never is!’ came the reply as he pedalled away. The girl shook her head and continued up the hill, racing towards a glowering Principal Whedon at the school gate.

				Max found Boyle down an alley, the sixth grader in his grasp as he shook him down for lunch money. His henchman was tipping the contents of the poor kid’s schoolbag on to the ground and sifting through it.

				Max jumped off his Chopper, booted the kickstand, and dashed up to the trio. He slammed Boyle hard in the back, forcing the older boy to release the poor kid. Boyle turned, snarling, unrattled. As the bully’s fist connected with Max’s face, he thought he could hear bells ringing.

				He did. It was the school bell. He was late.

				Again.
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				Max stood outside the principal’s office, across the hall from Kenny Boyle, and smiled. It took some effort, for a number of reasons. First, Boyle was an intimidating fool who took delight in picking on those smaller than him. Second, the mere sight of the sneer on the eighth grader’s milk-pale, freckled face brought on a wave of nausea that made Max want to hurl. And third, and perhaps most importantly, the young monster hunter’s fat lip felt like it might tear apart at any moment, thanks to the powerful punch Boyle had landed.





OEBPS/images/Helsing_TTPs_fmt.jpeg
CURTIS JOBLIRG





OEBPS/images/MH_Chapterend_Stake_fmt1.jpeg





OEBPS/images/Vampire_page_fmt.jpeg
\j v <

- TAMPIRE (ADOLESCENT)

OTHER ALIASES : lamia, vampir, vampyras, wampir
4 ORIGIN: Transylvania, Eurcpe

>

STRENGTHS: Great speed, high intelligrence,
immunity to many conventional weapons. ®
WEAKNESS: Daylight, Holy Water (blessed), and 6) ")
Holy Symbols. Particular fear of the crucifix.
Aversion togarlic and silver. Wovden stake
tothe heart= instant dispatch.

HABITAT: Anywhere dark and removed from
daylight. Graves, tombs, and crypts all popular, but als:
s rost ncaves) disised buildings jand tunnelss ¥

Despite the fearsome visage,, the Adolescent (alsc
wreferred toas a “Stage IU) is less dangerous than its 474
Mature brethren. Post-pupation, this is the second stage
of the vampire (ife cycle, in which it has discarded many
human features since its Infancy (Stage . Regardless,
NEVER underestimate avampire, whatever its age.
—Erik Van Helsing, January z2th, 853

PHISICAL TRAITS
1. Enlarged canines - Used for puncturing flesh before feeding.
2. Nightvision - It-hunts only at night:

3. Wings — Akin 1o those of a bat: Unlike thase of Mature 8 Elder vampires,
Adslescent wings afford limited gliding abilipy as opposed to actualfight:

- Qgoiallosoe; - AV 1o grip 5 easily a5 fanid,
= Esme Van 2elsing, March 22nd; 1862

TeLEPATHIN CONTROLY R suckers!
% woran o for M0 L pagmie or L

ity NOT tlimnite W b i, 200

Telep®






OEBPS/images/Golem_Iron_page_fmt.jpeg
T .

w
ORIGIN: Prague,
GOLEMCTRON e
)

STRENGTHS: Almostimpervious tophysical harm., magic resistance.
WEAKNESS: Lowrintelligence, vulnerability towater attacks, reduced speed.
Steambheart in chest—remove this todeactivate.

HABITAT: Golems are predominantly used by minority/oppressed caommunities
as guardians. Oftenreside in or near houses of wership or shrines. Can easily be
mistaken for statues when inactive.

Golems are anthropemorphic beings first recorded in Jewish folklore. While
thatversion is a construct of clay, the animated irm variety is amore powerful,
complex creation, often the handiwork of amagus. The clay golem is charged
with defending the weak and disadvantaged from prejudice— less is known abowt
the irm golem. The purpose of this metal marn's creation is always particular to
the individual enchanter. —Erik Van Helsing, January zath, 853

P2ISICAL TRATTS
1. Chest-Cavity - Houses steambeart; Key o
golem’s animation.
- 2. Hammerbands - Mechanical fists strike ke,
morningstars!
3. “Shem” - Word of power, stored within head,
cither in mouth or follow eyes. The shem

connects the golem to its master.

~ Esme Van Heling, March 22nd; 1862

Golems have, on cecasion, been known to n amok
This is often cn accant of efher the death of their
by master or the shem (a holy word of power hidden within
Y = fom) being removed Keep a bucket of water handy
B4 when dedling with these ron garts. ~ Aleinon Ven
Q) Helsg, Jly ard, e

MR HOLLOMAN in 24.

- Are GOLEMS wute? Sl
GUY to Say somethy
either ~ maybe he

woiting for the BIG-
ng! No sign of a SHEM
Keeps it up his butt

Nov ard, 201





OEBPS/images/MH_Chapterend_Stake_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/MH_Chapterheads_fmt1.jpeg
ORE

BRKKFAST—A—GO—GO





OEBPS/images/MH_Chapterend_Stake_fmt2.jpeg





OEBPS/images/Hellhound_page_fmt.jpeg
HELLHOUND (UVENILE)

OTHER ALIASES: barghest,
) “Black Shuck”, gyerash
ORIGIN: Nerthern Europe,

especially British Isles

TRENGTHS: Infravision, heightened sense
of smell, flerecely loyal.
WEAKNESS: Hot-headed — suffer from tendency
torush intobattle. Loyaltycan be their downfall.
HABITAT : Deserted highways, woodlands,
scenes of great horror.
Featuring widely in Eropean folklore, these “hounds of hell” are considered Bearers
of Death, their arrival often portentous and heralding aperson’s demise. On cecasion.

they are used by vampir to-protect them as they slhumber. This ‘guard dog” variety of
hellhound can abays be found close toits master's nest . .«
—Erik Van Helsing, October zoth, 2858

s1C
1. Lightning speed - Deceptively quick cven
in its ungainly juvenile form.
2 Jaws - Bite is as powerful as Hat of an
adil crocodile - BEWARE!
3. Fire Breath - Adalthellbounds can belch
bolis of fire at their enemies. X6 reported”
instances of pups having this ability.
4 Growth - They get BIG. i
— Esme Van Heling, May uth, 1862 oV leth, 20






OEBPS/images/OrchardLogo_fmt.jpeg
&

ORCHARD





OEBPS/images/MH_Chapterheads_fmt3.jpeg
THREE

ALL KKIDS OF VERMIN





OEBPS/images/MH_Chapterheads_fmt.jpeg
£ HROLOGUE P

THE WALDEN WOODS HORROR





OEBPS/images/Max_cover.jpg
¥

Homework
is the
least
sof his
problems...






OEBPS/images/MH_Chapterheads_fmt2.jpeg
TWO

CROSSROAf





