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For Des Rogers.

One of life's good guys.










Prologue

They tore their gaze away from each other, looking out towards the pounding surf. A tiny figure stood there, frozen in time as the waves crashed a few yards away from her planted feet. She looked so fragile, so inconsequential against the raging sea. Yet they both knew she had an inner strength, borne out of the darkness that lurked hidden from view. Well, hidden for most. The woman rose to her feet above him, walking away towards the shore, her straw hat and summer dress buffeted by the warm winds from the Atlantic. He watched as she shrank further away until the woman was standing next to the girl, her white bikini and bonnet clearly visible across the expanse of sand. The man squinted, raising a tanned hand to shield his eyes from the overhead sun. He watched, fixated as both the woman and the girl both turned to their left, staring along the coast, towards the south. On any other day, the man would have followed, snapping several shots of the precious moment, captured forever. Not this time though. He grew uneasy as the sky to the south gradually darkened, thick clouds roiling up on the horizon, heading in their direction. A flash of lightning struck the sea, the two figures unmoved by its immense power. They looked entranced, seemingly hypnotised by an unseen force that beckoned to them. The wind picked up, blowing across his face as he shielded his eyes. Looking back to the surf, the two figures were accompanied by two more. Tall and willowy, with pale skin and dark clothing. He flinched, an urge to charge headlong down the beach towards them.

“She will never give you what you crave,” a voice carried towards him. “Their kind can bear no fruit.”

He looked around himself, seeing holidaymakers carrying on with their fun, the words lost to the stiffening breeze. His eyes returned to the sea as the beach became shrouded in darkness. The woman and girl no longer stood there. In their place, a shuffling group of figures, yellow eyes piercing the oncoming gloom. Bearing down on Jake's position.

 

Jake shot up in bed, the sheets damp with sweat, his body peppered with perspiration. Tears ran down his cheeks, his breathing elevated and ragged. He turned to his left, seeing the unmade side of the bed, two pillows plumped up like they'd been for the last six years. He looked out of the bedroom window, bright morning sun radiating in gently as the Atlantic breeze ruffled the curtains. Climbing out of bed stiffly, Jake kneaded his lower back as footsteps along the landing made him turn. The door flew open, an auburn-haired girl leaning against the jamb. “Hey, Dad,” she said confidently.

“Hey, poppet,” Jake replied. “What time is it?”

She smiled, her face transforming instantly. For a split-second, Katherine was stood in front of him. The moment passed, a dark shadow almost forming between them as Jake's loss tried to resurface. “Breakfast time,” Alicia proclaimed jovially. The dark clouds blew past, Jake returning the smile to his only living daughter as she turned and headed downstairs.

“Put the kettle on, please. I'll be down in a minute.”

“Okay, Dad,” Alicia chirped as she skipped along the landing before she headed downstairs.

Two minutes later, Jake entered the kitchen, pulling on a dark blue T-shirt that matched his blue shorts. “What's on the menu?”

“Do you fancy a bacon sandwich?” his daughter replied as she poured boiling water into a teapot.

“Perfect. Just what the doctor ordered,” he said, ruffling her long hair as he padded towards the fridge.

“Dad,” Alicia began. “Were you having another bad dream?”

Jake sighed as the fridge door closed to. He placed milk, bacon and eggs on the counter next to the stove before dropping onto a wooden chair. “Yes, love. They come and go.”

“Was it about Mummy, or Alana?”

“Alana,” Jake muttered, the attractive face of the white witch appearing before him.

She walked over, wrapping her arms around him. He closed his eyes, inhaling her scent, the world melting away for a moment. “You'll be okay, Dad.”

“Thanks. You've got an old head on young shoulders. You're wise beyond your years, like your mother.”

“I wish she were still here, Dad. I have no memory of her at all? Even Alana, I hardly remember her either?”

Jake's eyes became unfocused, images appearing before him. First was his wife, Katie. She'd been killed several years before, along with his daughter Megan. God. It's almost fifteen years, he thought. A tall auburn-haired woman appeared next, dark eyes boring into his. He'd met Katherine years after his wife had died, in another world. A world that lay next to his own, but far removed in every other sense. Vampires and dark beings had lurked there, Jake stumbling across an age-old secret after his brother-in-law had sent him on a wild goose chase following a double murder. A goose chase that had started a chain of events that Jake had been helpless to resist against. He'd visited two other worlds. Two parallel dimensions that had almost cost him his life. Jake had barely survived, his mother, father and brother all perishing at the hands of the creatures that had inhabited the forsaken lands beyond his own. “I know, poppet,” he replied sombrely. “The painful thing is, is that I remember them all.” Alana appeared before him, her milky-white complexion flawless, dark hair cascading around her face.

“Who did you love the most?” Alicia asked inquisitively.

Jake chuckled, relieved by the change in mood that was threatening to engulf the kitchen. “You can't ask a question like that. I loved them all, for different reasons,” he responded evenly. “I only thought I'd be with Katie. We were married and had Megan,” he said, his chest constricting. “But then Katherine came along, and I also loved her dearly. When she died, I thought that was it. But life tends to throw you curveballs. Alana and I probably came together through grief and suffering. I'd lost Kath, she'd lost her kin. And it kinda went from there.” He was suddenly cast back six years, remembering with aching clarity the look on the witch's face when she knew that she was dying. He remembered the blood, the screams and tears that had echoed through the house as the woman's pregnancy had come to an abrupt end, extinguishing the life of the mother and unborn son in a heartbeat.

“Well, I love you, Dad,” Alicia confirmed, lightening the mood. “I'll give you all the love and cuddles that you'll ever need.”

He opened his arms, welcoming his daughter's embrace as tears stung his eyes. “Thanks, poppet. I don't know what I'd do without you?”

“You too, Dad. You're my world.”







Chapter One

Cornwall – 2019

“I love coming up here, Dad,” Alicia said, her voice almost drowned out on the incessant wind. They both stood on a rocky headland, a few hundred yards away from a large hotel that loomed over the coastline.

“Me too,” he replied simply, the wind ruffling his dark locks that were now showing the first shoots of grey. His neatly trimmed beard was also shot through with silver, giving the former police officer a distinguished look that he now embraced. He knew he was getting older, his thirties behind him, with another milestone appearing on the horizon.

“I can feel her, Dad. She's still here with us.”

“Well, that's good. She loved this world. Your Mum felt at home here. Believe me, it's a million miles away from the life she was used to.”

“When will you take me? I need to see all this for myself.”

Jake pondered the question, nodding at his daughter. “Well, it's the school holidays. There's nothing to stop us going there.”

“Tonight,” she replied excitedly. “Come on, Dad. Please?”

The man smiled, wrapping an arm around his daughter. “Okay. We've got no plans for the weekend. I'll let Wilf and Jo know later.”

“What will you tell them?”

“I'll think of something.” A buzzing sound inside his pocket made Jake fumble around in his cargo shorts before retrieving his smartphone. It was an unknown number. Swiping his thumb across the screen, Jake took the call. “Hello?”

“Is this Jake Stevenson?” a female voice answered.

“Speaking.”

“Hi. I found your name on the internet. My name is Emma Thorne. And I need your help. My daughter has been taken.”

* * *

Two hours later, Jake pulled off the Atlantic Highway, weaving his way along tight country lanes in his black Volvo SUV. The hedgerows almost clawed at his wing mirrors as he headed ever downwards towards the sea as brooding clouds caressed the land. He'd dropped his daughter off with Wilf and Jo, promising to be back soon as the pouty nine-year-old had stood, hands on hips on the front doorstep. After a few minutes, a sign appeared, telling Jake that he'd arrived in his destination, Towan Point. The road squeezed in further an avenue of trees covering the road, making Jake's headlights come on, illuminating the dark tarmac ahead. After a few seconds, the car emerged into the main village, a handful of houses, shops and one pub presenting themselves to the private investigator. He crawled past the frontages, noting the name of the weather-beaten pub, The Narwhal. Strange name for a pub, he thought as the village passed him by, the SUV climbing a steep lane towards a headland. He slowed the Volvo some more as a large object caught his eye close to the sea. A large stone lighthouse sat brooding over the village, joined to the mainland by a raised rocky strip of land. Nice, he observed. If a little creepy. Jake depressed the accelerator, turning onto a grassy track a few-hundred yards further up the hill. The car trundled gently towards a stone cottage nestled amongst trees and tall hedges as the first drops of rain fell from the sky. He applied the handbrake, switching off the engine as his eyes took in the solitary building. It was the quintessential country cottage, double fronted with two windows upstairs and downstairs, a white door sandwiched between them. The thatched roof completed the cosy picture, tendrils of smoke drifting into the sky from the chimney. As he donned his summer jacket, Jake suddenly felt uneasy, looking around his position furtively for signs of life. Thinking that his imagination was running away with him he was about to walk over to the house when he stopped mid-step. A few hundred yards away, close to the turn-off, a lone figure stood against blackening skies. Jake squinted as he tried to focus on the person at the top of the driveway. Low clouds drifted across the land, obscuring the person who was dressed all in black, a hood blocking out his features. Jake knew it was a man, of probably advanced years as he stood rooted to the spot. A distant rumble of thunder rolled across the sky as the figure extended a hand towards him. Even from that distance, Jake could see that the man was pointing a bony finger towards him, a shudder coursing through his body as the stare down continued.

“Mr Stevenson,” a voice behind him called out.

Jake flinched, turning towards the cottage, a woman standing there, a check blanket draped over her shoulders. He turned back towards the road, the figure now gone as more thunder echoed across the land. “Err, hi,” he replied tentatively as he walked towards her. “Nice place.”

“Thank you,” the woman replied. “Did the coordinates work okay?”

“Perfectly. Strange that there's no postcode for this place?” Jake replied as he extended his hand.

The woman took it readily, smiling up at him. “We're a bit off the grid here in Towan Point. Not many people visit and very few ever leave, except for a few. Come inside before the heavens open.”

He followed her in through the front door, slipping his trainers off and depositing them on a mat next to an antique telephone table. She led the way, walking along a narrow hallway that opened up into a large kitchen orangery. “Now this is lovely,” he said, walking across flagstone tiles towards the large bi-fold doors that opened onto a secluded rear garden.

“Thank you,” she replied. “Would you like a drink?”

“I'd love a coffee.”

“How do you take it?”

“Milk with two, please,” Jake said, his eyes never leaving the garden. High hedges and trees gave the intimate space a magical quality, a little stream running through the garden. He noticed other things too. A trampoline, covered in dried leaves, along with a small bike that lay overturned on a gravel path next to a stout-looking shed.

A minute later, a familiar aroma drifted across the kitchen, the woman walking over towards him. “Here you go. Why don't we sit down?”

“Thanks,” he nodded, walking over towards a kitchen table. Pulling out a chair, Jake seated himself, taking a sip of the heady brew. “Very nice,” he stated before proceedings could begin. “So, why don't we start at the beginning?”

“Okay,” she replied quietly. “I hope you've got an open mind, Jake. Because you're going to need it.”







Chapter Two

“We came to the village a few years ago, my ex-husband, Joe wanting a more peaceful existence. We'd lived in London for ten years and wanted to get out of the rat race.”

“Understandable. I've lived here for several years since moving down from Birmingham. I like the pace of life here.”

She smiled, Jake studying her face. She looked to be roughly his age, dark curly hair showing the first shoots of grey. An attractive face looked back at him, the man noting the dark smudges under her eyes, along with a sallow complexion at odds with the warm summer that they'd been subjected to. “You may have heard of him. Joseph Thorne.”

“The writer? Yes, I've heard of him. I've even read one of his books, The Winding Lane. It was very good.”

“Do you like horror?” she asked inquisitively.

An image flashed before his eyes. A vampire lying beneath him. A memory from a distant place that was woven into Jake's subconscious. “Yeah. Kinda,” he replied evenly. “Always fascinated me.”

“Well, I'm more of an Emily Bronte fan. Don't like things that go bump in the night. Anyway, where was I?”

“You moved here a few years ago.”

“Oh yes. Joe had recently hit the big time, with a movie deal in the offing. Because of the nature of his work, he decided that it would be better if we all moved to Cornwall to help him focus on his craft.” Her voice was soft, with little or no accent that Jake could detect. “Our daughter, Lauren, was about three at the time. And for a long period, things seemed perfect.”

“You mentioned that your daughter was taken. By whom?” Jake asked, the first tendrils of unease washing over him.

“When we came here, Joe was finishing another book. He began frequenting the village pub, hearing tales from some of the locals who would talk to him. Apparently, the lighthouse that you must have seen on the way here has been owned by the same family for generations. The Longford's. I believe that one of them took Lauren.” She walked across the kitchen, picking up a framed photograph that she duly handed to Jake.

“Nice picture,” he said, looking at the girl who sat staring back at him, an uneven smile on her face. She'd inherited her mother's looks, the same brown curly hair, the features very similar. It was a beautifully taken shot, capturing a carefree girl with a beaming smile. “How old is Lauren?”

“Nine. When she was taken, she'd just celebrated her eighth birthday. That was just over a year ago.” She paused, taking a sip of coffee. “I was saying about the lighthouse. It's inextricably linked to everything and everyone in Towan Point. As are the Longford's. They also own the pub, along with a few properties within the village. Joe became fascinated by the local legends surrounding the family and decided to write a story based on them. He tried to make contact with them but was rebuffed on every occasion. However, he became friendly with a barmaid at The Narwhal, who offered him plenty of inspiration for his book, and a lot more besides. I found out about the affair just over a year ago.”

“Oh. Sorry to hear about that. Sounds like you've been through the mill, Emma.”

“You could say that. One of the Longford's henchmen turned up one day, pinning Joe to the front door, telling us that this Ciara had fallen pregnant. Joe tried to wriggle out of it, but as soon as I knew what I'd suspected, I ended it. They're a nasty bunch too, the Longford's. Joe managed to find out that they're involved in some pretty shady activities.”

“Like what?”

“Smuggling. But he never found out exactly what they are smuggling. Could be anything. Drugs, weapons, people.”

“So, where is Joe now?” Jake continued, his heartbeat beginning to increase as he was pulled into the web.

“He was told to leave the village, which he refused initially. When a group of them turned up outside, it turned ugly. They set about us all, Joe receiving the worst punishment. Lauren and I were hurt trying to protect him. A few days later when we arrived home from school, he'd gone.”

“Have you heard from him since?”

“Yes. He's living in Spain. A place called Yegen, in Andalucía. Do you know the area?”

“Not really. I've been to the Costa del Sol a few times, but never ventured too far from the beach. What's he doing there?”

“Writing. And hiding.”

“So, what happened to your daughter?”

“Honestly, I'm not sure. I involved the police, but they came back with nothing. She was playing in the garden while I was painting in here. That's what I do, I'm a full-time artist. Anyway, I went outside to call Lauren in for lunch, but she was gone. The police said that she'd probably ventured too close to the cliffs that are a few hundred yards away from here. They found one of her trainers,” Emma said before emotions boiled over. She wept silently, burying her head in her hands.

Jake looked around the kitchen, seeing a box of tissues next to the sink. He grabbed the box, handing it to Emma who accepted it with a sniffle. “Take your time, Emma,” he offered reassuringly.

“Thank you.” She blew her nose, wiping the tears from her face before composing herself. “The police and local coastguard looked for her for a few days before abandoning the search. And since then, life for the village has returned to normal. No one ever talks about it. It's as if it never happened.”

“I'm so sorry, Emma. A few years ago, my mother was swept out to sea in Tintagel. We went through a similar thing. After a few days, they called off the search. Her body was never found,” he lied, knowing that if he explained how she'd been taken by a vampire and transported to a parallel world, the woman would eject him from the cottage very quickly.

“Oh no!” she exclaimed. “I'm really sorry, Jake.”

“It's okay. It was a few years ago now. Anyway, we're here to talk about Lauren,” he replied almost too brusquely. “Sorry, that sounded a bit blunt. I just want to get as much information as possible before we proceed.”

“That's okay. I totally understand,” she replied, smiling at him. “The girl that Joe had the affair with also vanished, around the time that Lauren went missing. Same thing happened, the police quickly brushed it under the carpet. There were rumours that she'd fallen pregnant, being banished from the village because of the shame she'd brought on her family. No one's seen her since.”

“Do you speak to your ex-husband? Did he come back when Lauren went missing?”

“Did he fuck!” she spat, Jake shocked by the outburst. “He said that it was a tragic accident and that I should accept it and move on with my life. But how can I? My husband cheated on me, which to be fair, I can handle. But to lose my daughter, with no explanation as to how or why she vanished – well, I cannot move on from that.”

“Okay. So, how do you want to play this?”

She smiled at him over the rim of her mug, placing it before her. “So, you're willing to help me?”

“I am,” he stated. “Don't hold out too much hope though. It's been over a year and the police will not offer much information. And it looks like the locals may be a closed book too.”

“I understand. The fact that you're willing to help is enough for me.” The garden lit up, the flash of lightning followed a few seconds later by a crackle of thunder. The kitchen seemed to darken, the downlighters doing their best to ward off the gloom outside.

Jake shuddered, feeling the temperature in the kitchen begin to drop a few degrees. “You wouldn't think it was supposed to be summer,” he remarked, nodding towards the garden.

“I know,” she replied, walking over to the fireplace that sat on a far wall. She bent down, dropping a few logs onto the dying embers before walking back to the table. “You should come here in the winter. To say it can be bitter is an understatement.”

Jake drained his mug, watching as the logs begin to catch, a degree of warmth emanating from the hearth. “It's the same in Tintagel. Lovely in the summer, desolate in the winter. But we love it.”

“Are you married?” the question was blunt, taking Jake by surprise.

“I used to be,” he replied. “But not anymore. I live with my daughter, Alicia.”

“Any family?”

Jake needed to be guarded, not wanting to divulge too much information. Information that only a select few people knew about. “No, except an uncle who lives nearby.”

Sensing that the man didn't want to open old wounds, Emma changed tack seamlessly. “If you're going to help me, the best place to start is with Joe.”

“Your ex-husband?” Jake asked, confusion spreading across his face. “But he lives in Spain?”

“I know. But you'll get no help from the locals. You may even find them unreceptive to you being here snooping around.” Jake thought back to the lone figure who'd pointed at him earlier in the day. “Joe has never spoken to me about what happened. We've barely discussed Lauren's disappearance either. But he knows that I'll never travel to Spain. I'm terrified of flying and the thought of driving there is too daunting. I'm not much of a traveller y'see. Driving out to the local supermarket, or to Truro to sell my paintings is as far as I ever go. And Joe knows this. But if you turned up on his doorstep, you may be able to shed some light on the secrets that he's keeping from me.”

“Flying to Spain is not going to be cheap?” Jake stated evenly, a feeling of uncertainty creeping inside him.

“I know. But I live a very comfortable existence, money-wise. Joe sends me fifty percent of his royalties every three months. Plus, I make a modest living from my paintings and sculptures. So, money is not an issue. All you have to do is agree to it?”

“Okay,” Jake said, checking his watch. “I'll be happy to help you. I will need to speak to Wilf and Jo, to make sure that Alicia is taken care of while I'm away.”

“Thank you, Jake. When can you start?”

“Monday. Is that okay?”

She nodded. “Perfect.”

“Okay. I will book my flights when I get home and keep you updated as much as possible. I should imagine that I'll probably need to spend a few days in Spain, so I'll buy an open return.”

“Whatever you think is best. Do you require an up-front payment?”

Jake smiled, shaking his head. “That's not necessary. I'll send an invoice at some point, but let's focus on the task in hand.” Something came to him, a question that he'd not yet asked. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“What do you think actually happened to your daughter?”

Her face dropped slightly, the woman taking a deep breath. “This is where I need you to have an open mind, Jake. I think she's at the lighthouse. I think the Longford's took her in revenge of what Joe did with Ciara. And I believe that she's still alive. My daughter is alive, Jake. Please find her.”







Chapter Three

Jake pulled up outside The Narwhal, killing the engine. The village was quiet, save for a few people milling around the shops and front gardens. The main thoroughfare took up most of the village, a few side streets branching off on either side. There was a sign on the left, directing him to the seafront. A walk around can't do any harm? he thought as Jake climbed out of his Volvo. As he crossed the street Jake felt several sets of eyes focused on his every movement, a few people stopping what they were doing to stare at the stranger. He paid them no heed, heading down a winding lane that led to the sea. The rain had stopped, threatening clouds still looming overhead as the private investigator walked down the centre of the lane, tall hedgerows blocking any view. The sound of an approaching car snapped him out of his thoughts, a dark blue Land Rover heading his way, seeming to fill the lane in front of him. He found a small break in the foliage, stepping to one side as the vehicle approached. It slowed down, the driver peering to look at Jake who had pressed himself into the hedge.

Jesus, it's the same guy, Jake thought as a seated figure in a black hood regarded him for a few seconds before a bony finger pointed in his direction. He froze, an area of scarred skin on his chest beginning to itch. Instinctively, he looked down, scratching at his skin as the 4x4 sped away, spitting gravel against the private investigator's legs. Stepping out into the road, he watched as the Land Rover disappeared from sight, leaving the lane devoid of movement, the seagulls above bringing life back to his surroundings. “What the hell was that all about?” His fingers kneaded the skin on his chest, a faded scar where a black onyx pendant once hung. In its place, a purple stone from a distant land lay nestled amongst greying chest hair. He was cast back several years, remembering vividly how he'd received the scar. An image flashed in his mind of a grotesque creature who had appeared between two trees in a dark forest a few miles away from his home. The creature was a vampire called Anya, sent to kill him. Only blind luck and fortune had saved him as her fangs had lunged at him, the cross doing its job, sending the former human screeching into the night. Now as he stood there, a feeling of dread washed over him. You can walk away, he thought, weighing up his decision as another rumble of thunder stuccoed across the sky. No. All the vampires were destroyed, he thought, trying to reassure himself. It was just your imagination running away with you. He continued along the lane, coming out on a rocky beach a few minutes later. The clouds seemed to touch the sea, the top of the impressive lighthouse swathed in mist. The lane led out onto a rocky promontory, leading directly towards the stone structure that loomed over him. Jake walked onto the pebbly beach, seating himself on a low wall as his gaze drifted from the water to the lighthouse. A stout wooden door faced him, the rest of the building appearing impenetrable. Behind the main edifice, a low-slung section of building jutted out towards a jetty at the shore, steps leading down to the sea. Probably fifty feet height difference between the front door and the sea, he thought. I wonder if the place has a basement? If it does, that's where I would hide someone. He watched as a large bird of prey hovered on the thermals above him before Jake climbed to his feet, heading away from the lighthouse towards the village. A hundred feet above, a large glass window slid open, two men stepping out onto the gantry.

“Is that him?” the taller one asked, his features hidden beneath a grey hood.

“That's him,” the shorter one replied, his face also hidden. “Who do you think he is?”

“I don't know. But I do know one thing.”

“What's that, Lukash?”

“He's trouble.”

* * *

An hour later, Jake pulled up at his parent's former home. They'd moved close to Jake and Katherine years before, just as Alicia had made her arrival. They'd spent a few happy weeks there, until Alison was taken on a stormy night by a vampire named Elias. The police had surmised that Jake's mother had been washed out to sea by the floods, her body never found. It was only a short time after that Jake and his father had discovered the truth. She'd been turned, Killing Douglas, Jake's beloved father. The house had lain empty for a time, until Wilf had taken up residence, liking the new world that he'd found himself in. Along with the house, the older man had found Jo, the first woman he'd ever been with. At the time of their meeting, Jo ran a local pub in the village, recently widowed. They'd struck up a rapport, the old, usually brusque man vanishing whenever she was close by, replaced by a genial older gentleman. Jake walked up the path as low cloud blanketed Tintagel in a perpetual mist, the temperature feeling more like late autumn than mid-summer. A familiar face opened the door as he approached, Jo beaming at the man through the glass sliding door. “Hello,” she chirped, kissing him on the cheek before showing him in. “They're in the lounge.”

“Thanks, Jo. Has she been good?”

“Kinda,” the woman replied. “She's been giving Wilf a going over.”

Jake stepped into the cosy front room, smiling at the sight of his daughter and the old man from another world. They were sat on the sofa, Alicia sat on his lap with a large book in her hands. “Have you tired Wilf out?” he began. “He's missed his afternoon nap.”

Alicia slid off her great uncle, smiling up at her father as the older man levered himself upright. He walked over to Jake, clapping him on the shoulder. “She's been grand, reading me a story about three pigs and a big bad wolf.”

“We need to get you some more books,” Jake observed. “That story's for little children.”

Jo walked into the lounge, zipping up her jacket. “I'm just off down to the shop. We're almost out of milk and I don't want to get caught in a downpour.”

Jake nodded his head towards Wilf. “What would you do without this angel?”

Wilf stepped across the lounge, putting his arm around his woman, kissing her on the forehead. “She certainly is that,” he concurred.

Jake looked at them, loving how happy they looked. They had found happiness, albeit late in life. Jo was a few years older than Jake, with an attractive girl-next-door look about her. She was tall, almost matching height with the grizzled man next to her. Wilf had melded well with his new home. Gone were the medieval-type clothes and long straggly hair. His grey hair was now cut short, his attire befitting a senior citizen. He looked at home. He looked at peace. “Well, we'll be off in a bit, Jo. Taking Alicia up to Birmingham for a few days. Show her my old stomping ground.”

“Sounds like fun,” the woman replied happily before giving father and daughter a farewell hug.

Moments later, the three of them sat together, the lounge seeming to darken somewhat as mist pressed itself against the windows. “So,” Wilf breaking the silence. “Where are you really going?”

“Alicia wants to see Elksberg,” Jake responded.

Wilf nodded slowly. Elksberg was the land that the older man had spent much of his life in. A simple, yet harsh existence, living in a large forest that had been blanketed in cloud for as long as he could remember. He'd worked the land with his older brother Cedric, ensuring the safety of the villagers until an outlander had appeared one day. That outlander was Jake, who'd found a doorway between his world and Wilf's as he'd tracked a vampire called Elias. That had started a chain of events that had eventually brought Wilf to Cornwall years later. Gone were the horrors, replaced by a serene existence that the older man never knew could have existed. “Are you prepared?”

“We are. Got everything that we'll need, just in case.”

“How long will you stay out there?”

“Just a night. I was thinking of taking Alicia down to Shetland.”

Wilf stared past Jake, lost in his memories. He pictured a spit of land, battered by an unrelenting sea. A place that he once called home. It had been called Shetland, after his grandfather, George Drysdale had settled there many moons before Wilf had come into existence. Wilf had never known him, hearing countless stories of his courage and adventures, handed down throughout the ages. “Give them my best regards. Tell them that old Wilf is doing well.”

“We will,” Jake replied, clapping the older man on the shoulder.

“Bye-bye, Papa Wilf,” Alicia said, jumping into his embrace.

His face lit up as the young girl buried her face in the crook of his neck, squeezing her fiercely. “Now, you be good and listen to your Father. You may have vampire blood in your veins, but the land you're about to visit is not one to be taken lightly.”

“I know,” she countered, her face suddenly serious, her grey eyes peering up at him.

“Safe travels,” he said simply, walking with them towards the front door. Wilf stood on the doorstep as the Volvo sped off down the road. “No more drama,” he said to himself before closing the door behind him.

* * *

Hours later, Jake and Alicia sat in a darkened forest that lay at the southern edge of Birmingham. The Lickey Hills country park had been a constant in Jake's life, where he'd spent many years traversing its three hills as a youngster before finally realising that the trees held untold secrets that little or no one else knew about. He looked over at his daughter, who sat cross-legged on the bracken-strewn forest floor. She seems so at peace in the darkness, he thought. She really does have Reggan's blood in her veins. His thoughts drifted backwards several years. An image flashed before him, a huge beast a full head taller than Jake. Greyish skin and large tusk-like fangs floated before him, Jake remembering with startling clarity the moment when the vampire had literally taken a chunk out of him. Jake had barely escaped with his life, eventually destroying Reggan before beating a hasty retreat back to his own world with Wilf, Katherine and his dear friend, Tamatan the demon.

As if reading his thoughts, Alicia broke the silence. “You've told me so much, Dad,” she began. “I can't wait to go through the doorway. I've seen it so many times in my dreams.”

“Well, the door is due to open in a few minutes, I hope. It's been years since I was here. Let's hope the doorway still works.”

“I'm sure it will. I wonder if anyone else has ever been through it?”

“No idea, love,” Jake replied. “The last time I was here was to help Vicky to find her son. The doorway only opens for a minute or so, and at this time of night the forest is empty.”

“Have you heard from Vicky?”

Jake smiled in the darkness. “Yes. I told her that we were taking a trip up here, but she's on holiday with Jasper. I'm sure we'll meet up with them both soon.” Jake had told her about his involvement with Vicky and Jasper, who lived a mile away from their position. He remembered the face of the boy, floating in a bubble in front of him as he'd clung to life on a dark mountain. He was trying to get home, the vampiric virus inside him slowly taking Jake into an eternity of darkness. They'd made it home, Jasper eventually reunited with his mother, thanks to the help of Alana. It all seemed so long ago, almost another lifetime.

“Can you feel that?” Alicia said, standing up as leaves blew across the forest floor.

“Yes,” her father replied. “The doorway is about to open.” He walked over to a tree, kicking his motorbike off its stand before wheeling it back to his daughter as a blue doorway appeared in front of them.

“Oh my,” Alicia blurted.

“Come on,” her father urged. “Let's get through.”

The girl walked forward, her fingers extended as she tested the doorway that shimmered in front of her. She felt a slight resistance, liking the warm feeling that spread up her arm. Without thinking, Alicia walked through the doorway, coming out on the other side a moment later. The forest that she now stood in was deathly quiet, no passing traffic, no animals scurrying around in the darkness. “Wow. It's real,” she breathed as Jake leaned the bike against a stout tree trunk.

“You're finally here,” he said as a thick mist roiled around their feet. “Come on. Wilf's old village is a few hundred yards over there. We'll sleep there tonight and go exploring when the sun comes up.”

“Okay, Dad,” the girl replied, following her father across Amatoll forest, the blackness of night pressing down on both of them.







Chapter Four

Eight hours later, Jake and Alicia rolled across the grassy expanses of Elksberg, heading towards a large ridge on the horizon. The land around them was desolate, save for a few bison and antelope that grazed on the stubbly grass as the sun began to warm the land. “Dad,” Alicia shouted behind Jake. “What's that place?”

Jake looked ahead, seeing the small collection of buildings, obscured by a tall wooden fence. “That's Culnae. I've stayed there a few times, back when I first arrived here. We'll carry on, as I might not be too welcome there.”

“Why?”

“Because the owner, Mungo, died helping me fight the vampires.”

“Okay,” she replied, her arms clinging onto her father as they sped past the small settlement. Not long afterwards, they were walking through a dimly lit gorge, the walls closing in around them. “Spooky,” the girl observed, looking up at the red stone walls that towered over them.

“It is a bit. But we'll be out the other side in a few minutes. From there, it's a straight ride to Shetland.”

“Great. I'm hungry, Dad.”

“You're always hungry,” Jake smiled down at her, ruffling her long hair.

The sun warmed their skin a few minutes later, Jake kick-starting the bike. “If you need to go, do it now as we'll not stop until we reach Fingles.”

“Fingles?”

“Another small settlement next to the sea,” Jake replied. “The Finglers have also helped me out on many occasions. They are a hardy bunch, as you'll see when we get there.” As the sun began climbing into the sky, Jake and Alicia stopped next to a dark furious sea that battered the rocky shoreline. They dismounted, Alicia following her father towards a collection of wooden structures that reminded her of a Wild West movie set. “Strange,” the man said. “The place is deserted.” His eyes scanned the buildings, a cold feeling spreading through him as he noted burnt-out cabins and bones that lay scattered on the baked earth. “Something happened here.”

“What?”

“Not sure. But it doesn't look good. Come on. Let's head over to Shetland. Maybe they can fill us in on what went down here.” Climbing back onto the bike, Alicia hugged her father as he navigated the spit of land that stretched out into the grey sea. The bike made steady progress, climbing up grassy rises before dipping down towards the angry surf. A deep droning sound echoed across the land, the girl squeezing her father tighter as the rocky path narrowed to a point where she could see the crashing waves on either side of them.

“Don't crash, Dad.”

Jake laughed. “Don't worry, love. I've been along this path many times.”

The bike made its way down towards a stout bridge that spanned the gap between the peninsular and the settlement of Shetland. Alicia could see a carved wooden sign, welcoming them. “So, this is where Mum's buried.” It was a statement rather than a question.

“Yes,” Jake replied. “Something doesn't look right. It's too quiet. Come on. Let's go.” They climbed up the rocky path on the other side of the bridge, Jake noting that some of the recently constructed buildings were mere husks, charred by flame. The farmhouse still stood proud, braving the perpetual elements that battered it from all directions. “No one's here,” Jake observed. He was about to speak again when a man appeared at the far end of the settlement, a pitchfork held out in front of him. Jake waved, watching as the man advanced slowly. “Hello,” he called.

The man lowered the weapon. “Jake. Is that you?”

“Yes. Toby, isn't it?” Jake replied as they closed the gap.

“Yes,” the man called across the open stretch of grass. “I thought you were one of them.”

“Who?” Jake replied as Alicia snuggled next to him.

“I don't know who they were. But they came a few seasons ago and wreaked havoc.”

Jake shook the man's hand as they came together, noting the dark smudges under his eyes. “What happened?”

“Men came from the south. Dressed in black. They took all the children and any able-bodied men. The women were all defiled and murdered.”

“Jesus,” Jake uttered, his heart sinking. “How did you avoid being taken?”

“I was away to the north with my family. When we got back, only Daria was still alive. She told us what had happened before she eventually gave out. We buried her and all the others next to the animal pens.”

“I'm so sorry, Toby.”

“It's just the three of us now. We've moved into the farmhouse and are just about managing to keep the animals alive. It's been tough.”

“I'm sure it has. We passed by Fingles. It looks like these men did the same to them.”

“Yes. They slaughtered all of them. After we got home, I went back out there to look for survivors. There were none. I've been back and forth ever since, taking tools and supplies to keep us going. Anyway, what are you doing here, Jake?”

Jake sighed, the horror of what had unfolded bearing down on his shoulders. “I'm here with my daughter,” he said, nodding his head towards the girl. “This is Alicia, Katherine's daughter. Alicia, this is Toby.”

“Hello,” she said sheepishly.

“Hello,” he replied, his face becoming sombre. “There is something you should know, Jake. Come with me.”

They walked a few hundred yards across the peninsular, heading towards Katherine's grave. When they were within a few feet, Jake's face creased in confusion. “What happened?” he asked, his voice edged with disbelief as he looked at the churned earth.

“They took the body,” Toby replied solemnly.

“What! Why?” Jake blurted.

“The leader stood by while the pillaging took place. This is what Daria told us. She said that the leader began sniffing the ground around the grave before he ordered his men to dig up the body. That's all we know, Jake. I am sorry.”

Jake walked around the graveside, his fingers caressing the green leaves of the tree that now dwarfed him. “Why did they take you?” he said to himself, looking over at Alicia who was being buffeted by the sea breeze. He looked at the man opposite. “Did the leader have a name?”

“Lukash,” the man replied.

“Lukash?” Jake repeated, the words dripping off his tongue like a bad taste. “How far to the south did they come from?” His voice was shaky, anger building within him. Anger he'd not felt for a long time.

“I don't rightly know,” the man huffed. “It's a featureless place, with only one settlement of any significance. They called it Vrybergen.”

“How far is it from here?”

Toby scratched his head as Alicia snuggled into her father, trying to fend off the cool breeze that battered the land around them. “On foot, it would take you at least two days. On your steel beast, it would be a lot quicker.”

“We have time,” Jake stated as he looked at his daughter. “If we leave now, I'm sure we'll make it back to Amatoll in time.”

“Are you sure, Dad? It might be dangerous?”

“Your daughter is wise, Jake. No one from our kin has ever ventured close enough to see what darkness lurks there. From the accounts we've heard over the seasons, the place is not visible from the land. It lies underneath the rocks in a large sea cave, protected from the elements. Don't stray too close. We would hate for anything to happen to you. Enough people have perished recently, Jake.”

“Don't worry. We'll just scoot past on our way home. And if there are any signs of danger, we'll be off like a bat out of hell.”

The man's expression remained neutral, oblivious to the musical reference. “Just take care. We'll prepare you some food for the journey. When you reach Fingles, turn left and follow the coast. From what I remember, there is a large lighthouse close by, to warn approaching vessels of the dangerous rocks.”

The hairs on the back of Jake's neck prickled to attention. Lighthouse, he thought, remembering his trip to Towan Point. Completely unaware that both places were connected. Like the silk threads of a spider's web.
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