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All vampires most certainly do NOT look the same!
Beth Cooper is the modern type of vampire. After 300 years she's got life pretty much figured out. She runs a popular seaside pub in a small English town, she does whatever she wants... and nobody has a clue that she was actually born on a remote farm in the year 1698.
And then the storm hits.
Something has been dislodged from the seabed. Something ancient. Something cursed. Something that was dropped down there many years ago for a very good reason. And as the sun rises on the morning after the storm, pieces of wood are found scattered across the beach.
Pieces of a coffin.
Ezekiel's prison has been shattered. He's the old type of vampire. Vicious. Cruel. Tyrannical. He plays by a very different set of rules, and he's utterly horrified to find out what has happened to his species. Beth is everything he hates and more, and he quickly decides that he's going to put things right. He has peasants to slaughter back home, but first he's going to stick around for just long enough to grind Beth into dust.
Soon the stage is set for two very different monsters to face one another down. There can only be one survivor, and Beth quickly realizes that her carefree existence might be coming to an end. When her back's against the wall, will she be able to summon some 'old school' vampire energy? Or have three centuries of easy living smoothed all of that from her for good?
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The Wrong One



Prologue
Hundreds of years ago...
They finally acted just after dawn. Dragging the shackled prisoner from his tomb, they attached his chains to their horses and hauled him through the streets. Jeering and throwing rocks, none of them dared to get too close. They felt safety in numbers, but still... they knew he was dangerous.
Even now.
Even as their prisoner.
Covered in cuts and wounds from the night before, he struggled to get to his feet but never quite managed. The horses moved too fast, driven by their own fear, and he could only bump along behind them as he tried desperately to rip the chains away from his bloodied body. The road was rough and every few seconds he hit another rock or bump, some of which knocked the air from his lungs or broke another bone or two. He left a trail of smeared blood all the way down to the port, until finally the horses were forcibly stopped and a man with an ax dared to smash the chains away.
Left breathless and bleeding on the ground, the prisoner waited.
He knew he was hurt, that they'd finally succeeded in cutting him down. He knew, too, that he could recover given time. Barely able to breathe, he nevertheless lifted himself up just enough so that he could look around at the gathered crowd. The pain would have already killed a lesser man. Never before had he held humans in such contempt; their pale, blotchy faces gawped back at him with various expressions of shock, hatred and anger. Behind their eyes he could see fear, though, and it was the fear that emboldened him. He looked down at his bare arms and saw thick cuts exposing sections of bone, and he told himself that he needed perhaps three days to fully recover from these wounds.
Three days and he'd be able to come back and wipe this entire village off the map.
Suddenly he screamed as he felt something sharp crunching into his back. He instinctively reached out, flailing to grab his attacker, but the miscreant had already retreated to the safety of the crowd. With a metal fork now embedded in his spine, the pitiful prisoner felt his energy draining a little more. How had these simple yokels, these farmers and fisherman and housewives, done this? How, he wondered in his rage, had he ever let them get close enough to even consider striking him? Didn't they know that their purpose in life was to work and die and send offerings to him? Had they forgotten who was supposed to be in charge in this part of the country?
Letting his head dip now, he remained on all fours, naked and still shackled in their chains. He took a series of slow breaths and told himself that all was not lost. He might need three days to heal fully, but even three minutes might yet give him enough strength. If these idiots just lost their nerve and hesitated for long enough, he knew he'd be able to fight back, and that in turn he might then manage to run. He wanted to scream to the heavens, to remind the world that he was a nobleman of royal blood, but he knew that screaming would be a waste of precious energy.
There would be screams soon, he told himself, but they would not be his.
Hearing a bumping sound, he turned and saw that three of the villagers had set a crude wooden coffin on the ground nearby. A moment later he felt hands grabbing his bare arms and he was powerless to fight back as they dragged him to the coffin and threw him inside. He immediately tried to clamber out, but he was surprised to find that he was weaker still, even as the metal fork was pulled out from his spine. He still managed, after a few seconds, to lift himself up and prop himself on his elbows, and he bared his fangs and snarled at the crowd, causing them to pull back several feet. As they did so, however, the sun's morning rays finally reached him and he let out a snarl of a very different kind as he felt the light starting to burn his bare flesh.
Slumping down into the relative sanctuary of the coffin's shadows, he realized that he was well and truly trapped. Soon the sun would rise higher and there would be no escape. Blinking as he stared up at the ever-lightening sky, he began to contemplate the impossible. Had they won? Had these pathetic burghers actually managed to muddle through and concoct a plan that had toppled him from the heights of his castle? He was trapped now in the coffin and he was far too weak to escape, and the creeping rays of sunlight would soon burn his body away to nothing. Pure rage filled his mind as he remained flat on his back in the cramped space, but for the first time in his life he could think of no way out, no possible escape.
All he could do was lie on his back and wait for -
Suddenly a large rectangular object appeared above him and moved down, pushed into place by several sets of hands. Shocked that the peasants – having maneuvered him into the perfect trap – were now undoing much of their good work, he heard the sound of hammering and he began to understand that they were sealing him inside the coffin. In their fear and haste, they were in fact rescuing him from the one thing that had been sure to kill him. He instinctively reached up and pushed against the coffin's lid. It was already securely in place, of course, but it would be easy enough to break aside after a day or two's rest.
He heard voices shouting, and a moment later the coffin was lifted up, but he cared nothing about that. Even as he heard chains being tied around his temporary wooden home, his torn lips began to smile. They'd cornered him, they'd had to do nothing more and he would have died, yet now they were making a terrible miscalculation. Wherever they put him, he would now be able to rest and recover. Even if they buried him under six – no, sixty! - feet of dirty, he would be able to force his way out eventually. In an instant, any thoughts of self-pity were washed from his mind and he instead began to contemplate the exact nature of his vengeance.
It would be sweet indeed.
As the coffin was set down again and more voices called out, its inhabitant was already seeing in his mind's eye the sheer rampage upon which he was going to embark just as soon as he was well. Indeed, he reasoned that for all the trouble they were putting him through now, he was going to slaughter every man, woman and child not only in the village but also in the surrounding area. After all, humans were like rats: kill a bunch and more would soon swarm into the gaps. And he, the lord of the land as far as the eye could see, needed to stamp his authority upon his kingdom once more.
“Ungrateful fools,” he whispered in the darkness. “How you will pay for this moment.”
Soon the coffin began to shudder regularly, but he paid little attention to that. A few tiny cracks permitted chinks of sunlight, just enough to remind him of the fate to which he had been seemingly bound before the lid had been placed on the coffin. The humans had done a good job dragging him down to such a pitiful state, he had to give them credit for that, but as ever they'd made a fateful mistake. Again he reached up and pushed against the inside of the lid, and already he could feel himself becoming very slightly stronger.
“Soon,” he said under his breath. “You had better bury me swiftly, else you die before midnight.”
If they'd just left the lid off, the sun would have risen enough by now. He knew full well that his death would have been agonizing, that he would have felt every scrap of flesh searing away until nothing would have been left behind except bleached bones. Even then he knew that he would have fought hard to remain alive, that he would never have accepted death until the sun had burned its way through his empty eye sockets and directly into his skull.
His death would have been pathetic.
The crowd would have been entertained.
For perhaps half an hour or so, he simply lay in the coffin and imagined all the pain he was going to visit upon these fools once he was strong again. The coffin was bobbing around a little, moving gently every few seconds accompanied by a gentle creaking sound from nearby – but he didn't care about any of that. Instead he was picturing himself storming through the village, rooting out the hiding locals and tearing them to pieces with his bare hands. There were about three hundred of them, so he wouldn't have time to give all of them the painfully slow deaths they deserved, but he supposed that he could wipe out most of them quickly and then save a few – mostly women and children – to be carefully picked apart, perhaps in front of their kneeling and sobbing menfolk.
This was going to be good.
He was going to enjoy himself.
Finally he was broken from his reverie by the sound of more voices, and by the sensation of the coffin being moved again. He was being lifted up and he saw shapes moving on the other side of the slits in the coffin's wood. He looked around in the darkness, wondering what foolish trick they were trying next, but after a few more seconds he noticed the sound of waves hitting something. As the coffin moved again, he understood that he was on a boat, no doubt one of the simple fishing vessels that the people of his kingdom used every morning when they fetched in their hauls before delivering one half to the gates of his castle.
“What are you doing, you fools?” he whispered, barely able to find the strength to get any words out. “What is this? Do you think yourself so -”
Before he could finish, the coffin lurched and tipped. He barely had time to work out what was happening before he hit the water and crashed beneath the surface, and already he was plunged into darkness as he felt water starting to rush into the narrow space. He reached out and pushed again on the lid, desperate to escape now, but more and more freezing cold water was filling the coffin as it sank deeper and deeper beneath the waves.
Trying not to panic, he told himself that their latest plan was never going to work. He could survive the cold and he could survive the water, he could even survive without air. As he pushed against the wood again, however, he realized that the pressure was too great and that even his immense strength was not enough to break the wooden cage apart. A few seconds later the coffin bumped heavily before falling still, and he knew this meant he'd fallen all the way to the bottom of the sea. He grunted as he found the strength to kick at the coffin's base, but water was already up around his neck and he found that he still wasn't strong enough to escape. The peasants had trapped him earlier and could have burned him to death, but now he began to understand that instead – whether by design or by accident – they had trapped him in a far worse fate.
As water filled the coffin completely, submerging him in its icy darkness, he couldn't even scream. All he could do was push against the lid and feel his own impotent rage as he realized that they had trapped him alone forever inside an inescapable hell at the very bottom of the sea.



Chapter One
Today...
The wind had been picking up for hours, rattling the sails of boats on the beach as the sky and the sea darkened. Finally, a little before midnight, the first thunderclap cracked across the night sky.
The people of Witterton had at least been given plenty of warning. All day, television reports had urged people in the area to get ready for what was being heralded as the storm of the century. Schools and shops had shut early, people had been rushing around trying to get supplies and the supermarket shelves were bare of toilet paper. By evening nobody had been in any doubt that the storm was going to be a big one. Even some of the pubs had shut early, although others had defiantly remained open thanks to the usual old Witterton spirit. The old men, the ones whose memories went back decades, told tales of previous storms and warned that this one was brewing up to become another for the ages. They felt it in their bones, and eventually even they retired to their cottages to wait out the night's tempest.
Yet for some, it was business as usual. A merry assortment of obstinate ne'er-do-wells, determined as ever to do the opposite of everyone else, insisted that they weren't going to be stopped by a spot of bad weather. Lamenting the modern man's tendency to overreact to everything, they struggled on with their lives even into the evening, insisting on going out to the few open pubs, refusing to listen to warnings and enjoying the shocked glances they received from onlookers. They took their poor shivering dogs out for walks even when the wind threatened to send the dogs airborne, and one particularly foolhardy contrarian was spotted trying to mow his lawn before the rain finally proved to him that he needed to go inside. There had always been people like this in Witterton: stubborn, irrational folk who refused to go with the herd. Often this was an admirable quality, but there were times when it got them into a lot of trouble.
By midnight all doubt was erased, and even the most bone-headed had reluctantly retired to wait out the storm. Shutters were banging against windows, resisting – mostly – the wind's attempts to rip them away as rivers of rainwater ran through the streets in search of places to gather and flood. A few loose objects – pub signs, patio furniture and suchlike, not to mention one or two of the aforementioned shutters – blew scraping through the night as if they had lives of their own, and claps of thunder were joined now by occasional flashes of lightning. Eventually the power failed in a few areas, although most of the town just about managed to get by and eventually the townsfolk mostly retired to bed, lying in the dark and letting the sound of the storm outside gently lull them off to sleep.
A few roof tiles went flying, and occasionally the dark streets were disturbed by the sound of something breaking or snapping somewhere, but the town of Witterton had survived other storms and it would survive this one as well. Only a complete fool would have been out in the bad weather now that the storm was at its absolute peak. Only someone with serious emotional problems and a furious refusal to listen to reason would ever have ventured out once the storm reached the thunderous heights of its intensity a little before one in the morning. Only the most comically irrational and clinically boneheaded -
***
Waves crashed against the shore as morning sunlight slowly spread across the town and revealed the damage left behind by the passing storm. The fishing boats were all fine, because the fisherman still knew how to look after their property, and aside from some escaped objects from nearby gardens and the inevitable trampoline that had blown into the street near the bus station, there wasn't really too much mayhem.
A few hardy souls had even ventured out at the crack of dawn, splashing through heavy puddles left by the departing rain as they made their way to the shops. The stubbornness of Witterton folk was stirring and was on full display by eight in the morning, when even a few cafes insisted on opening again – whether they had electricity or not. Still, everybody was in agreement that the storm had been a ferocious one and that it had definitely been one for the history books.
And still the sunlight spread, casting its warming rays across the beach's cold pebbles until finally this light began to creep across a pale and very still outstretched hand. For a few minutes the light merely nibbled at the edges of the hand, as if pondering whether to advance, but eventually the side of the hand was caught by the morning rays – at which point the flesh began to darken rather abruptly, blackening and even beginning to burn.
Suddenly a gasp rang out and the hand retracted. Indeed, the owner of the hand retracted too as Beth Cooper woke up and retreated into the welcome shadow underneath the Lady Isis, one of Witterton's most beloved and photographed fishing boats.
Having been startled awake, Beth stared down the beach and saw the waves hitting the shores, and she blinked several times as she tried to work out what the hell had just happened. She was soaking wet and still in her work clothes, and her matted hair was clinging to the side of her face. Almost shivering in the cold morning air, she looked down and spotted a few clues nearby on the pebbles.
An ashtray.
An empty beer glass.
A soaked blanket.
“What... the...”
Looking at her hand, she saw that the flames had died down, leaving only a black smudge and the faint aroma of burned flesh.
Swallowing hard, she tried to remember the previous night's events. She'd been behind the bar as usual, and there hadn't been that many customers since most people were heading home early to get ready for the storm. A few had shown up, however, and they'd expressed surprise that Beth wasn't closing early. In turn, she'd continued pouring drinks for everyone and had loudly pronounced to anyone who'd listen that she wasn't going to shut for some bad weather and that she was surprised that so many people were getting so worried about a little wind and rain. She'd known at the time that she was perhaps being a little blasé, but she didn't mind that and sometimes she liked showing off in front of her customers.
And as people had gradually begun heading home, she'd downed a few more pints than she perhaps should have, until by closing time at eleven she'd been having to focus very hard on making sure that she didn't come across as being too drunk.
So far, so normal. It has just been a regular night in Beth's life.
But then...
As the shadows retreated a little further beneath the boat, Beth retreated too. Looking at her hand once more, she saw that the burn mark on one side was already starting to heal, but she was still a little shocked at how close she'd come to catching on fire. Then again, she knew the pain would always have woken her up, but she was still annoyed – yes, annoyed was the right word – that she'd ended up in this predicament in the first place. She supposed that her drunk self must have brought the blanket down from the pub to use for shelter, but when she reached over and picked it up now she found that it was absolutely soaked. Rainwater was dripping from the fabric, splattering against the already-wet pebbles.
“Great,” she muttered. “Another fine idea, Beth. You bloody genius.”
In the back of her mind she had some vague memory of hurrying out of the shuttered pub and heading up to the beach around midnight to watch the storm. She'd had a pint of beer in one hand and a cigarette and an ashtray in the other, and she dimly remembered taking shelter under some scaffolding for a while and looking out at the occasional flashes of lightning. She'd always loved storms, even back as a child in the eighteenth century when her father had taken her to watch lightning at the edge of the farm. Sometimes a good old storm reminded her of those long-gone days, and of the way her father had tried his best to explain the mechanics of thunder and lightning.
Of course, back then such things hadn't been fully understood, at least not by every common man, but old George Cooper had tried his very best to educate his daughter – an uncommon attitude at the time, when most poor people received no learning at all. Farmers' daughters even less so.
A faint smile crossed her lips as she thought of how much her father would have enjoyed this latest storm. Then again, she quickly reminded herself that he'd been dead for almost three centuries and that there was really no point getting sentimental about anything.
Finally, figuring that she really needed to get out of the open, she began to wring the sopping blanket out. Once it was at least slightly dry, she got to her feet and wrapped it around her head and arms for protection before picking up her glass and ashtray and hurrying away from the beach so that she could get to the safety of the pub. As she hurried home, patches of her skin occasionally caught fleeting glimpses of sunlight, burning the flesh slightly.
“Damn it!” she muttered under her breath between yelps of pain. Sometimes Beth Cooper thought she must have lost a bet right before she was born.



Chapter Two
“So that's most of the main roads in the area that are unpassable at the moment,” the voice on the radio continued, “which means police are advising motorists that if at all possible they should stay at -”
“Whatever,” Beth said, switching the radio off as she made her way back behind the bar. She even rolled her eyes a tad dramatically. “It was just a storm.”
Although she hadn't been born in Witterton and in fact had only moved there a few years earlier, Beth Cooper had quickly and enthusiastically adopted the local tendency to ignore authority. One might even say that she'd turned out to be a natural fit.
Witterton was a town with a long history of non-conformity, even if sometimes this trait had been to the detriment of the townsfolk, whose boats had been regularly burned by the customs men every few decades. Indeed, a popular local saying – almost the Witterton motto – stated that the people of the town had every right to make any mistake they wanted, and that nobody else had any right to give them advice.
If the people of Witterton wanted to consign themselves to doom, for example, then that was their choice and they were damn well going to get on with it. To the exasperation of various authorities over the years, the locals had proven themselves to be profoundly ungovernable, even if they usually got on with the bare minimum in an attempt to at least be ignored.
And this suited Beth just fine.
“What the hell happened here last night?” she asked herself as she stopped and looked over at the far end of the bar, where a pair of red high heels had been left on one of the tables.
Sure, The King's Arms had something of a reputation for being a party pub, and this was a reputation that had been born long before Beth had shown up. She'd done nothing to change the pub's ways, however, and as she stepped out from behind the bar she saw a few more signs that the previous night had been a little more raucous than she remembered. A chair had been left tipped over near the radiator, the dog bowl had been sent flying and had scattered water everywhere and someone had used lipstick to scrawl some indecipherable words on the mirror.
Stepping closer to said mirror, Beth tilted her head first one way and then the other as she tried to work out exactly what the illegible text said, but so far she was having no luck at all.
Suddenly she heard the back door opening, and when she checked her watch she realized that Peggy was arriving right on time. She turned and looked over her shoulder just as the elderly woman shuffled into view, and then – remembering that she had to hide her lack of reflection – she carefully stepped away from the mirror just in time.
“Morning,” Peggy said, propping the door open with a bucket. “Nice one last night, weren't it?”
“It sure... were,” Beth replied, forcing a smile. “That was a hell of a storm.”
“Weren't as bed as the one in ninety-eight,” Peggy went on as she opened the door to the storeroom and began to take out her cleaning supplies. “I remember that's one like it were yesterday. Now that were a proper storm. Even the fishing boats git tossed around like little toys.”
Peggy was a woman who tended to include typos in her everyday speech.
“Sounds... extreme,” Beth suggested, before stepping well away from the mirror and heading back behind the bar. “Was everything okay at your place, though?”
“Okay?”
Peggy carried another bucket behind the bar and began to fill it up in the sink, before turning and smiling at Beth.
“That were barely a storm last night,” the old woman continued with a chuckle, still making a mistake with every couple of words. “You youngster things git all panicky over the tiniest drizzles. Lord knows how you of managed if we ever git an actual storm. Their'd be the rib. You'd's probably all falls to purses, why don't you?”
“Probably,” Beth said, wondering whether she'd understood the gist of the woman's point. “I'm sure you're right.”
***
“Oh no,” Beth said a short while later, as she stood in her bedroom upstairs and watched another video that she'd apparently seen fit to post on social media a little after midnight, this time showing her and one of the regulars dancing on some tables. “How do I not remember this?”
As the video continued, she saw herself trying on some red high heels that one of the other women had been wearing. That at least explained the shoes on the table, she supposed, and she watched as her own drunk self had apparently tried tap dancing. That was embarrassing enough, but a few seconds later she noticed that her lack of reflection in the mirror was painfully obvious, although she supposed that people tended not to notice that sort of thing.
Hopefully.
Still, she quickly deleted the video, even though it already had some likes and comments.
Above her, the light bulb flickered again, reminding her that it needed to be changed.
Being an outsider in a town like Witterton wasn't actually that difficult. As she made her way to the window and looked out at the little square outside the pub, Beth felt a rush of relief at the fact that nobody ever seemed to notice the little clues she sometimes let slip whenever she was drunk. The lack of a reflection was one problem, but there was also the fact that she could never go out in direct sunlight as well as her absolute aversion to garlic. She was usually able to cover these things up or shrug them off with a laugh, although one running joke among her regulars was the fact that she was always so pale. A few even wondered occasionally whether she might be anemic.
As morning sunlight spread across the square, she pulled back slightly. The early sun always tried to get into the flat, although it only ever picked out one part of the far wall before moving behind another building opposite.
The hardest part for Beth, by far, was the teeth.
Most of the time she was able to hide the slight... abnormalities that affected a few of her teeth, specifically her canines. Sure, she had to mumble from time to time, but it helped that she'd never been much of a natural smiler anyway. The only time her... abnormal teeth ever showed up was in the odd photo taken when she was drunk, and she'd become pretty adept at scrubbing any such images off the internet. Such were the benefits of having total tight control over the pub's social media pages, which meant that she could hide any pictures that even hinted at the truth. It also helped that her regulars were always too drunk to remember.
Actually, no, the teeth weren't the hardest part at all. The hardest part, she admitted to herself in melancholy moments, was the fact that she never aged. She was frozen in time as a perpetual thirty-year-old, at least in looks, despite the fact that she'd been born more than three centuries earlier. Three hundred and thirty years earlier, to be precise, since she'd been born way back in the year of our Lord 1695, right before the turn of a long-gone century. And while some people would absolutely love to never age, she was getting tired of having to move and start all over again every couple of decades. After all, she couldn't exactly stick around and expect people not to notice that her features were perfectly preserved in time. She'd even considered pretending to be her own long-lost daughter one time, but she hadn't quite had the guts to pull that soap opera style scrape off.
At least she didn't sparkle.
After spotting a couple of people making their way to the bus stop, she wandered back across the room and picked up a new light bulb from the bowl. Then she grabbed the large chest from the corner, hauling it to the middle of the room and climbing up. The bulb above was hot but she couldn't be bothered to go and turn the light off so she gasped a couple of times as she unscrewed it, and then she set to work putting the new one in place. The element lit up immediately, but a moment later she froze as she heard a faint groaning sound coming from somewhere nearby.
Feeling the hairs standing up on the back of her neck, she slowly turned and looked across the room. Even by her usual standards, the place was pretty messy and cluttered, and her eyes were soon drawn to the pile of clothes on the sofa. She vaguely remembered hauling that pile from the machine a day or two earlier and tossing them down so that she could 'sort' them 'later', but now the pile was starting to move slightly and finally the socks at one end fell aside to reveal Stacy slowly sitting up and rubbing her head.
“What the hell are you doing here?” Beth stammered.
“Alright, alright!” Stacy complained, wincing as she held the side of her head. “Stop shouting. Why does it have to be so bright?”
“What are you doing here?” Beth asked again.
“Calm down,” Stacy continued. “It's not like this is the first time we've got wasted and you've let me crash.”
She sat up, although that task seemed to require a little more concentration than normal and she looked decidedly wobbly.
“Man, we drank a lot last night,” she pointed out, before looking over at the window. “Hey, what happened with the storm? Did it arrive or was it just another false alarm?”
“It arrived,” Beth told her, and now – piecing together the clues – she realized that Stacy must have passed out at some point between the pub closing and her own nocturnal visit to the beach. “It arrived big time.”
“I can't believe we were dancing on the tables,” Stacy said, hauling herself off the sofa, struggling a little to unstick her sweaty arms from the leather. She swayed slightly before stumbling toward the window and pulling the blind down. “Too bright,” she muttered. “Way too bright.”
“You've been here this whole time?” Beth asked, mentally running through everything that had happened since she'd made her way upstairs – and feeling a rush of relief as she realized that she hadn't said or done anything too revealing.
“Man, I was passed out like a rock,” Stacy continued, sitting on the sofa's tattered arm. “My head's throbbing.”
“I'll make you a cup of tea,” Beth said cautiously, heading over to the kitchenette and grabbing the kettle. “You... probably need it.”
“We were pretty extra last night,” Stacy said, sounding slightly amused by her returning memories of their drunken exploits. “You wouldn't shut up at one point. I can't believe some of the crazy stuff you were yelling at everyone.”
“Oh yeah?” Beth said as she began to fill the kettle. “I hope I wasn't too annoying.”
“You were just funny,” Stacy replied with a slight laugh. “I think the best part was when you kept grabbing people, pointing at your teeth and insisting that you're a vampire.”



Chapter Three
All along the north end of town, past the final row of houses and closer toward the start of the golf club's windswept green expanse, debris had been left scattered across not only the beach but also the promenade path.
Pebbles had been blown far inland, along with the corpses of various small fish that had been whisked out of the sea and sent flying across the concrete. A sign from the town's kebab shop had also somehow ended up near the bottom of the steps, having evidently managed to get blown to that spot from its usual hangout in the center of town, while a few flower boxes had been ripped away from cottages and had landed down near the edge of the beach with their soil and other contents spread out.
The waves had calmed down a little but were still hitting the shore hard, washing up the incline toward the promenade and disturbing the shingle before slipping back down and waiting for their next breath.
A little further along, Paul Potter winced as he leaned down and picked up another piece of broken wood. Fifty years earlier, as a young man working on the fishing boats, Paul had been one of the wiriest and most athletic men in the whole of Witterton. Now, early into his ninth decade, he was still fairly thin and he'd never quite managed to shake the habit of getting up well before the crack of dawn. He'd heard about the concept of lie-ins, but they were for other people; Paul had never in his entire life climbed out of bed any later than four in the morning, and he wasn't about to start now. Once a fisherman, always a fisherman.
Stumbling across the pebbles, he made his way to another, slightly larger piece of wood that had washed up. Taking it in his hands, he stood and examined the wood more closely and he was surprised to find that it was of an unfamiliar type he'd never seen before. Picking at the surface with one long yellowing fingernail, he found that it flaked away fairly easily, and then he turned it over and saw large black nails that at some point had been hammered into place. Something about the wood seemed a little 'off' to Paul, as if it was both older and younger than it appeared, and he felt a certain degree of fascination as he turned it around again and wondered exactly where it had come from.
Nearby, another wave hit the shoreline, breaking across the shingle and almost reaching Paul's feet before retreating again. The grey-green water further out in the English Channel looked calmer, although waves could be seen hitting the side of a buoy hard.
Sticking the strange piece of wood into his shopping bag, Paul set off again and soon found another, larger section that seemed to be from the same object. He set the bag down and pick up the wood instead, and now he could tell that this object – whatever it had once been, a crate perhaps? – certainly appeared to have been handmade. He recognized the slightly bent edges of the wood and several other telltale signs, but again he couldn't shake the sense that this wood was old. Really old. Older than anything he'd ever seen before.
Reaching down, he slid this piece too into his shopping bag, which was now almost full. Not wanting to leave anything to waste, Paul often scavenged on the beach, and he always found a use for the various items he found. A moment later, however, he spotted something a little further off, and he frowned as he squinted slightly.
A seagull had been left lying on the pebbles... or at least, what remained of a seagull. Stepping closer, Paul looked down and saw that the head had been ripped away and the body had been partially crushed somehow. He'd seen his fair share of dead gulls over the years, of course, but something about this creature's injuries struck him as being a little out of the ordinary. He took hold of one of the wings and used it to lift the dead animal up, and now he could see that the guts had been pulled out through the stump of the neck while the head itself was hanging by just a thin thread of skin at one side.
The bird's eyes were closed, making it look almost peaceful. Its intestines, meanwhile, were glistening in the morning light and looked to have been almost squeezed, while all the meat inside the stump of the neck had been gouged away to expose a section of bone. In fact, the more that Paul examined the dead animal, the more he began to feel as if its entire body had been compressed somehow, almost as if something had been trying to squeeze out every last drop of blood through the opening at the top of the neck. He spotted two puncture wounds on the other side of the bird's head, and a moment later the thread connecting the skull to the spine finally broke, sending what remained of the head tumbling down onto the pebbles.
A strong gust of wind blew along the beach, rustling Paul's coat and causing the bird to swing slightly. Having no use for such an animal, he turned and steadied himself for a few seconds, and then he threw the carcass into the waves. Better for it to be out there, eaten by creatures of the sea, than to leave it on the shore where it might be found by a child or a dog.
Suddenly he heard a banging sound, and he turned to see that the door of one of the beach huts was swinging in the wind, banging against its frame.
***
A salty smell hung in the air as Paul reached the hut a couple of minutes later. He'd made this walk many, many times over the years, but he'd never seen any of the huts with their doors left open like this. The council usually maintained them pretty well, although he supposed that the storm might have been strong enough to cause a little more damage.
Stopping in the doorway, holding his bag containing the pieces of wood, he peered into the hut's gloomy interior and saw nothing untoward. Various pots and other containers had been left on the shelves, ready for use next time there was an event near the beach. The smell of salty seawater was replaced now in Paul's hairy nostrils by the stench of various types of paint and varnish – along with the stagnant aroma of slightly damp wood. Some old nets and hooks had been left hanging on a nearby wall, and plastic shopping bags had been dumped on the floor with ropes spilling out from their tops, and overall the hut looked well-used and slightly crowded.
Paul approved.
He stepped back and reached out to secure the door, before stopping at the last second as he heard something falling over inside the hut – accompanied by a brief scrabbling sound that lasted for just a moment longer.
Looking into the darkness again, he saw no sign of movement, but now he was fairly sure that some kind of animal must have found shelter in the hut at night. A fox, perhaps, or a stray dog. There were plenty of possibilities, but he knew that he couldn't just shut any creature inside so after a few seconds he set his bag down and picked up one of the old brooms that had been left propped against the wall.
“C'mon,” he muttered, stepping into the hut, immediately hearing his close footsteps in the confined wooden space. “Ou' wi'yer.”
He waited, but now the hut had fallen still and silent. Looking down, he saw some dark smears on the rough wooden boards. He was too old and too tired and in too much pain to crouch and take a closer look, but there was just enough of a reddish hue to the dark stain to make him think that perhaps this was blood. His mind immediately thought back to the dead seagull on the beach, and he began to wonder what kind of animal might have killed the bird before taking refuge in a hut.
“Eh,” he continued, before banging the broom's handle hard against the floor three times, hoping to scare the miscreant and make it flee. “I said ou wi'yer.”
Again he waited, and now he was starting to feel a little frustrated. He had never been a man who could tolerate things being in the wrong place, and that included people. In all his decades working on fishing boats, he'd always insisted on tools being stowed away in their correct spots, so that there was no danger of not being able to find them in an emergency. He knew that over time some of the younger lads had come to make fun of him for this fastidiousness, but he hadn't cared – and there had been one or two instances over the years when finding a hammer or a hook in the right moment had been the difference between triumph or disaster.
“Who's e'er?” he called out, still convinced that at any moment a fox or something similar was going to make a break for the door. He hoped it wouldn't be a badger. He knew from experience that badgers could be vicious.
Before he could open his mouth and call out again, he heard a low, long gasp coming from behind a row of old wooden panels that had been lined up against the far wall. This gasp immediately struck him as a little unusual, as something more human than fox-like, and now he was starting to wonder whether some late-night fool or drunk might have been caught out in the storm.
Stepping back, he examined the lock on the hut more closely, and it was only now that he noticed it had been forced away. Someone had broken into the place and he felt an immediate sense of irritation. After all, locks didn't come cheap and the cost would have to be met by someone.
“Okay, out of 'ere,” he said firmly, shuffling over to the panels and reaching down to pull them aside, just as he heard the scrabbling sound return. “What d'you think yer doin' in 'ere, eh? Get 'ome an' -”
Stopping as soon as he'd pulled the last panel aside, and feeling a little breathless, he saw that there was nobody down there. He'd been so certain that this was where the sound had come from, but now he was faced with nothing more than a couple of spiders hanging from loose webs.
And then, slowly, he began to notice a crunching sound coming from somewhere just over his shoulder. He froze, already well aware that this sound was moving higher, certainly becoming taller than any fox. A couple of seconds later, as the sound stopped, he noticed that the air in the hut – which had already been cold and damp – was now suddenly even colder but also much drier, and a second or two after that he heard the hut's door creaking as it was gently pushed shut.
In an instant, a figure slammed against him from behind, smashing his head against the opposite wall with such force that he was almost knocked out. Then, dragging Paul's spluttering body down onto the floor, the figure quickly set about doing the same thing to him that it had earlier done to the seagull.



Chapter Four
“Wow, I can... talk a lot when I'm drunk, huh?” Beth said, standing in the kitchenette as the kettle continued to boil – and trying to think fast, really fast, on her feet. “The nonsense we all come out with, really, is... quite extraordinary.”
“Yeah, but you're the best at it,” Stacy said, leaning behind the sofa and finally locating her handbag, which she pulled out and tossed onto a nearby chair. “You were really getting into it, too. Those fake teeth you were wearing... I mean, what the hell? Why were you even wearing something like that last night?”
“Oh, you know me,” Beth replied as she tried frantically to remember exactly who had been in the pub at closing time – and who, therefore, might have heard her astonishing claims. “I get totally random when I'm drunk.”
“That trick with the mirror was uber cool, too,” Stacy said, picking up her phone and checking for messages before sliding it into her bag. “I'm usually really good at figuring things out but I was totally stumped by that one. You've gotta show me how you did it some time.”
“Yep,” Beth said, before adding another word under her breath: “Fuck.”
“Do you remember how you grabbed Dave Sutton by the lapels of his coat as he was leaving?”
“No,” Beth replied, gripped by a whole new wave of fear now, “I do not.”
“You banged him into the wall 'cause he was laughing.” She stepped around the chest and over some piles of magazines, already heading to the kitchenette. “You wouldn't let up on him. You kept going on and on and on, asking him why he didn't believe that someone like you could be a vampire.”
“Oh God...”
“And the more he laughed, the more annoyed you got,” Stacy chuckled, stopping on the other side of the counter. “When you get stuck doing a bit, you really get stuck. It was like you just refused to stop going on about it. To be honest, you sounded almost offended. You kept asking if there was something wrong with you.”
“Is that right?” Beth said, picking up the kettle as it finished boiling and taking it over to fill two cups into which she'd already placed some tea bags. “I mean, everyone says weird stuff when they're drunk. People don't take that sort of thing too seriously... do they? It's all just one big joke.”
“Let me see them,” Stacy said, peering closer at Beth's mouth.
“Not now...”
“You've still got them in!”
“It doesn't matter.”
“So let me see them,” Stacy continued, reaching over and trying to part Beth's lips, finally succeeding in revealing the two sharp upper fangs. She leaned closer still, and then she tilted her head slightly to one side. “Actually,” she went on, “they're not as realistic looking as I remember.”
“They're not?” Beth replied, pulling away.
“Nah, they look a little fake,” Stacy muttered, taking a sip of her tea and then somehow – even though it was still piping hot – starting to drink the rest. “Sorry, I don't mean to burst your balloon. They just don't quite look real, you know? It's weird how just a little difference can mean everything.”
Checking her watch, she muttered something under her breath before turning and hurrying to the door, still carrying her cup of tea.
“Damn it, I've got to get going,” she called out. “Dean's meeting me at Julie's place at ten, and I kinda need to clean up first. I'll bring the cup back later, okay?” Reaching the door, she pulled it open and glanced back at her. “Hey, don't look so sad. I'm sorry I said that about your fake teeth, okay? I'm sure they're really cool, it's just the light in here that's exposing them for being a bit... cheap? No offense.”
With that, she slipped out of the room and a moment later could be heard tottering down the staircase, leaving Beth to furrow her brow as she self-consciously reached up and felt her very real fangs.
“None taken,” she muttered finally, but she spent the next few minutes still feeling her fangs in silence and trying to work out exactly what about them might seem in any way 'fake'.
***
“Good morning, Ms. Cooper,” a familiar voice said as soon as Beth opened the pub's large black front door and stepped outside with two of the metal chairs she always placed on the street at opening time. “We all seem to have survived the storm blessedly unscathed.”
“Mr. Borstal,” she replied, expertly hiding the fact that this was really not someone she enjoyed bumping into very much. “How surprising to find you up and about in town today.”
“Not,” she added under her breath.
“Oh, you know me,” the elderly gentleman said, smiling beneath his mustache as he watched her putting the chairs in place and heading inside for the small table. “I wanted to get here to see the damage. Not that there appears to be much at all, but one likes to keep up with the life of the town, doesn't one?”
“One does,” she said, struggling a little – as usual – to get the table out through the doorway but just about managing. “I'm glad to see that everything seems to be pretty much okay.”
“I heard that you were open last night.”
“That's right. We closed at eleven, like every night.”
“Do you think that was wise?”
“I'm starting to have some regrets,” she muttered, setting the table in place before turning to see that he was standing over by the bus stop in a patch of sun – whereas she, of course, had made sure to remain in the shade of the building. “I had a few customers in. I think sometimes people just want to forget about their worries.”
“Don't you think it might have been a tad irresponsible to encourage them to be out, though?” he continued. “Knowing that you would be open, peddling your wares until the usual time, might have persuaded them to put themselves into a potentially dangerous situation.”
“I think my customers are all adults who can take care of themselves,” she told him, bristling slightly at his habit of always trying to make subtle digs.
“And have you checked that they all made it home?”
“Have you checked that they didn't?” she countered.
“I've certainly not heard of anyone going missing,” he admitted. “I'm sure word would have spread by now if anything too untoward had occurred.
“Well there we go, then,” she replied as she saw some customers heading into the bank opposite. She then made a point of checking her watch before turning to go back inside. “Sorry, Mr. Borstal, I can't stop and chat. I've got to get everything set up and -”
“I still think the local council ought to be involved in these decisions,” he added.
Stopping in the doorway, with her back still turned to him, she sighed.
“I think this is something that should be discussed at the next meeting,” he continued. “I'm not singling you out of course, Ms. Cooper. I just think that perhaps it's a matter of responsibility, and as I'm sure you're aware responsibility is a cornerstone of our licensing system. The council has a duty to consider any business that might be operating in a manner that puts the lives of its customers in danger, and if we address any concerns nice and early we might all be able to avoid bigger problems emerging further down the line.”
“Is that right?” she said through gritted – and fanged – teeth.
“I'm just trying to be helpful,” he added somewhat merrily. “You can appreciate that, can't you?”
“Oh, I'll tell you exactly what I can appreciate,” she replied, before turning and marching over to him, grabbing him by the lapels and slamming him hard against the wall with such force that his spectacles fell from his face. “I can appreciate,” she continued, baring her fangs as she leaned closer to his terrified face, “that you're an insufferable little busybody who has no clue what he's getting himself into! I can also appreciate that while you might think you have a right to constantly harass myself and a dozen other business owners round here, in fact you really need to learn to mind your own affairs and keep your nose out!”
“Ms. Cooper, this is quite intolerable,” he spluttered. “I shall be reporting your behavior to the town council at the earliest possible opportunity!”
“Yeah?” she sneered. “Well while you're at it, you might as well report this too!”
With a second's further hesitation, she leaned even closer and sank her fangs deep into the side of his neck. Ignoring the pained cry that burst from his lips and his frantic attempts to push her away, she twisted her head slightly and dug her fangs deeper before putting her hands on his shoulders and starting to drink the hot, iron-rich blood straight from his jugular. She could feel him weakening already and a moment later blood began to pump out onto her chin, but she simply responded by forcing him down onto the floor as people on the other side of the street screamed. The blood was making her feel stronger and stronger, but that wasn't the real point right now; no, the real point was that after putting up with this pusillanimous little man's nagging complaints for the best part of well over a decade, she was finally showing him exactly where he belonged in the food chain – and the news wasn't good for him at all.
“Help him!” a woman shouted on the other side of the road as Beth pushed her fangs deeper still, and more and more blood splattered against her face, even getting into her eyes now. “What's she doing? Somebody help him!”



Chapter Five
“Ms. Cooper?”
Blinking, Beth found herself still standing in the pub's open doorway, still with her back turned to the street.
“I said,” Mr. Borstal continued, “that I'm really just trying to be helpful. If we can address these little niggles as a community of business owners and customers and nip any problems in the bud nice and early, then we can hopefully avoid letting anything blow out of proportion. Don't you agree?”
After taking a deep breath, she slowly turned and saw that he was still standing in that same patch of sun, which admittedly had shifted slightly and was starting to slowly approach the table and chairs as midday slowly inched closer. In that moment, her brief fantasy of revealing her darker side and teaching the disagreeable little man a lesson faded away as the fantasy it had always been.
And always must be.
“My license for the pub,” she said cautiously, choosing her words with great care, “is completely in order and I haven't had any complaints. If complaints are ever received, I look forward to establishing open and fair dialogue with the council and I'm sure we'll be able to come to a satisfactory conclusion. That's how things have always worked and it's how I hope things will continue to work in the future.”
Over on the other side of the road, a woman emerged from the bank and stopped to check something on her phone.
“All good?” Beth added.
“All good,” Mr. Borstal said with a smile, before nodding his head slightly. “I'd better get going, there's still the rest of the High Street to visit and I want to make sure that nobody's signs blew away. That horrible kebab shop has a sign that they usually leave out in the car park overnight, and I really don't trust them to have secured it properly.” He turned and began to walk away. “Why, if one of those things got loose in the storm, they could take someone's head off.”
“We can only hope,” Beth said under her breath, watching as he sauntered away across the square and then stepping back into the relative gloom of the pub's entrance.
Leaning back against the wall, she took a moment to calm her racing heart. Sometimes she genuinely wished that she could 'hulk out' and just show all these petty fools that she was in fact a centuries-old entity capable of great violence and filled with an unstoppable primal force that she barely managed to keep suppressed thanks to a combination of alcohol and fear. Then again, she knew she'd only be opening a right old kettle of fish for herself, so after a few more seconds she simply took a moment to congratulate herself for showing what she considered to be a remarkable degree of restraint – and went inside to make another cup of tea.
***
As she backed up the stairs leading from the cellar, carrying two large boxes of bottles and crisps, Beth realized that she was no longer alone. She hauled the boxes around the corner and onto the bar, and then she turned to see that Baz – one of her longest-serving and most trustworthy regulars – was sitting on his usual stool and looking up at the television screen above the till.
“You're late, Baz,” she said with a smile. “I opened ten minutes ago and you weren't lingering outside waiting to be let in.”
“Had to go to the Post Office, didn't I?” he replied, still watching the screen. “Wanted to get in before all the old dears who always talk too much.”
“I know what you mean,” she muttered, grabbing a pair of scissors and using one edge to open the box of crisps. “Give me a moment and I'll open a bottle of your usual.”
“No rush, Beth,” he murmured. “I can wait a minute or two if you're busy. You know me, I don't exactly have anywhere much to be.”
“I'm sure someone's missing you somewhere, Baz,” she replied as she shoved some bags of crisps into the bowl, casually checking the sell-by dates of the older bags in the process. “Not that I'm complaining. It's always a pleasure to have you in the pub on a -”
Suddenly she turned and looked at the window. She saw the tops of the houses opposite and the gray skies beyond, but all her senses were burning and for a few seconds she felt as if something out there had grabbed her attention with both hands. Her heart was racing but so far nothing seemed to be amiss, and the sensation finally began to fade after a few seconds.
Still, she couldn't deny that this particular reaction was usually only a response to one thing.
“Look at that vampire!”
Startled, she turned to see that Baz was still leaning against the bar, and a moment later she looked up and spotted a figure on the television screen with small but slightly bloodied fangs.
“Silly sod,” Baz continued with a chuckle. “I love these old films, but they don't help themselves, do they? If he'd just kept them fangs to himself for a few more seconds, he'd be sucking her blood by now.”
Sure enough, the shot changed to show a woman in a skimpy nightdress racing away across a moonlit lawn. She quickly tripped and fell, in the process pulling the front of her dress down to expose her ample 1970s breasts, and then she scrambled to her feet and kept running. With the sound off, the whole scene had a strangely comical tone, especially when the shot changed again to show the vampire slowly emerging from what seemed to be a rather large privet hedge.
“Then again, you don't wanna think too much about the logic in these films, do you?” Baz added, turning to Beth. “There's more plot holes than you'd get if a bookworm'd been let loose on the script.”
“Absolutely,” she replied, wondering whether her senses might have been alerted by the mere presence of a... v-word... on a flat-screen television.
As much as the idea seemed a little unlikely, she began to come around to the realization that there really weren't likely to be any other causes of her sudden fit of panic. Many years had passed since she'd last passed within a hundred miles of another v-word but she remembered the sensation well; now, as she stood by the bar with one hand still inside the box of crisps, she looked at the window again and felt to her relief that the sensation had already passed.
“Avert your eyes, Beth,” Baz called out. “It's getting raunchy up there.”
Looking at the screen again, Beth sighed as she saw that the running woman had somehow not only managed to get caught in a forest by the slow-moving v-word, but she'd also lost the rest of her dress and was now displaying some full frontal nudity. Grabbing the remote control from the side, she quickly tapped to put on the in-house quiz system instead.
“That's quite enough of that,” she muttered, still feeling a little discombobulated as she finished putting the crisps out, then starting to disassemble the box so that she could take it out to the bins in the garden.
“Spoilsport,” Baz complained good-naturedly.
“I'm only looking after you,” she told him as she opened a bottle of brown ale for him and set it on the counter, and then she grabbed the cardboard box and headed to the door. “Did you take our blood pressure medication this morning?”
“Of course I did,” he replied. “Well, I don't know. I'll have to count how many pills are still in the box when I get home. That's the only way to be sure.”
Smiling, Beth used her backside to push the door open and then she stepped out into the garden at the side of the pub. A few drops of rain had finally made up their mind to fall but there was no indication that another proper shower was coming, so she was in no rush as she opened the red lid of the bin and threw the cardboard in with all the rest she'd been accumulating. And then, as she closed the lid and turned to go back inside, she felt that same sensation again.
She stared at the gate, which she hadn't unlocked yet. She saw the square with various houses and shops opposite, but a niggling scratch in the back of her skull was once again whispering to the quieter part of her soul that maybe just maybe something out there required her attention. She really wasn't used to this feeling, in fact she'd specifically moved to a seaside town because she'd figured that this was the last place anyone would ever expect to run into one of her kind, yet the sensation persisted for several more seconds before once again petering out and leaving her somewhat confused and alone.
“You're cracking up,” she whispered to herself before heading back inside. “Either that or you're hungover. Or both.”



Chapter Six
As soon as he reached the top of the beach and felt concrete under his feet, he stopped. Looking down, he saw the strange surface of the promenade walkway and tried to understand exactly what he was standing on, and then – wearing Paul's clothes now, which he'd carefully removed from the corpse and which fit just well enough to suffice – he turned and looked toward the distant pier.
For a moment, as wind blew in from the sea, he could only stand and survey the strange, almost alien landscape. This place, wherever it might be, looked nothing like his homeland. At first he'd hoped that he was merely confused and that once he got his bearings he might be able to figure out his location. Now that he'd managed to feed properly, and with his thoughts feeling a lot more coherent, he had to accept that he'd clearly washed ashore in a very strange land indeed. Everything about the area – from the smell of the air to the feeling of cold wind blowing against his body – felt so extremely new.
The sky above was overcast, with clouds preventing any possibility of direct sunlight bursting through. A few spots of rain even fell briefly, as if to serve as a reminder that the tail of the storm was still in the area.
Hearing footsteps, he turned to see an elderly woman walking toward him with a small dog on a lead. His face flickered as he saw that the woman was wearing the most unusual clothing, which had been made from types of fabric that he'd never seen before in his life. The dog, meanwhile, was trapped in some kind of harness and – again – looked so very strange; its body was long, seemingly too long, and there was nothing wolf-like about the monstrosity at all. As the woman made her way closer, the man picked up a hint of a strong perfume and he took a step back so that his nostrils wouldn't be burned.
“Morning,” the woman said a little uncomfortably before pulling on the lead, forcing the dog to keep walking even though it had been more interested in the task of peeing against a lamppost.
And then, suddenly, the dog looked up at the man and immediately started barking loudly as if filled with a sense of rage.
“Come on, Cecil,” the woman muttered, pulling on the dog again before looking at the strange man. “I'm terribly sorry, he can be like this sometimes. You know what sausage dogs are like. Cecil, don't make me tell you again! Cecil behave!”
The dog was still barking as the woman dragged him away, leaving the man to once again look all around. Fixing his gaze on the sea, he realized that many years had passed while he'd been trapped down there in his coffin, more years than he'd ever been able to count. A storm had eventually freed him, and then he'd been dashed against the beach in the night with such astonishing force that he'd worried he might break every bone in his body. At some point he'd been knocked out, which had in fact been a blessed relief, and then he'd woken soaked in the pebbles with barely enough strength to open his eyes. Somehow he'd dragged himself to a small wooden structure on the shoreline and had broken his way inside.
“Cecil, stop that!” the woman was shouting in the distance as she pulled her dog along. “Leave the poor man alone! You can be very rude sometimes!”
“What strange land is this?” the man whispered, and his throat felt tight as he realized that these were the first words he'd spoken since that awful day when he'd been dragged through the streets of his own kingdom by his ungrateful peasant farmers. “I must find my way home. Even if those miscreants are long dead, I can still have my revenge upon their descendants.”
***
By the time he'd shuffled closer to the center of town in his ill-fitting stolen clothes, however, revenge was the last thing on the man's mind. Instead he was trying to make sense of the sheer rush of impressions racing at him from every direction, and it took all his willpower to keep from simply turning around and rushing back to the beach.
The first thing he noticed was the noise. Large metal carts – at least, that was the only way he could even begin to comprehend them – occasionally rumbled past him along the narrow higgledy-piggledy streets, seemingly pulled by no animals whatsoever. Instead these carts produced a cacophonous noise of their own while their inhabitants appeared able to merely sit in them and do nothing to make them move. There were other noises, too, such as strange music that drifted out from the open window of one cottage, music that seemed to be produced by an instrument that the man had never heard before. He stopped and stared at the window for a few minutes, trying to make sense of the melody that drifted out, but all these noises were starting to make him feel nauseous.
The effect only became stronger and stronger as he made his way deeper into the heart of the town, yet he felt compelled to explore this strange new world a little more.
Soon he was confronted by unusual smells, not least from the self-drawn metal carts that sometimes belched a foul stench from their rear sections. There were other smells too, wafting out from what seemed to be shops, and eventually he passed a place where blotchy plump and rather pale peasants were simply sitting around drinking from white cups. Having always kept his peasants thin and keen to work, the man was shocked by the sight of inferior people who seemingly had nothing else to be doing with their time, and he couldn't help but wonder why they didn't need to be out working in the fields or tending to their homes. Indeed, many of the townsfolk were shaped very strangely indeed.
Yet one or two of the people cast a puzzled glance in his direction, almost as if he might be the one who seemed strange.
Shivering slightly in the cold midday air, the man forced himself to keep going even as he began to perceive an invisible buzzing sensation in the air itself. He flinched as he saw several people holding small black rectangles in their hands, and some of them raised those rectangles and held them to the sides of their faces before seemingly starting to talk merrily to themselves. Far from being chased away as rectangle-talking-to lunatics, these people were tolerated and for the most part entirely ignored, which made no sense whatsoever to the man as he rounded another corner and stopped to look along a garish road lined on either side with brightly colored shops. The sight was so bizarre that for a few seconds he was filled with the urge to run – before reminding himself that he had never fled from a battle in his entire existence.
He shuffled onward, absorbing as much of the strangeness as he possibly could but feeling as if his senses were already becoming overwhelmed. He wanted to stop somebody and demand to know what was happening, yet he chose to be more discreet – at least for now. Worried that he might be among enemies, and sure that he was very far from home, he simply walked along the street and listened to snippets of conversations spoken in a harsh and very abrupt tongue that he just about recognized as a form – perhaps – of English.
Was that possible?
Had he been blown all the way across the sea and onto the shores of one of the most hated lands of all?
Spotting a large building with an opening at the front and a sign in green above, he was about to keep going when his attention was caught by something in one of the huge windows along the front. Making his way closer, he saw some form of facsimile of a man that had been dressed in a black cape and a black wig, but the most unusual aspect of all was what appeared to be a set of false teeth bearing fangs. Reaching the window, he reached out instinctively and touched the glass, and now he understood that this facsimile had been dressed up in what seemed to be some kind of mocking approximation of his own once-fearsome appearance.
Nearby, fake spiders had been left hanging from some form of false web, and a facsimile of a woman had been dressed in a large black pointed hat with a strange twisted green nose attached to its face.
It was to the false fangs, however, that the man's attention was soon drawn once more, since this particular image seemed both familiar and alien at the same time. With a hand still resting on the glass, the man tilted his head slightly to one side in another attempt to understand what he was seeing, but a moment later he heard an almighty screech and he turned to see a woman in bizarre clothing emerging from the building with a young boy in tow, and the boy was wearing not only a version of the cape from the window but was also adjusting a pair of false fangs in his mouth.
Realizing that he was being watched, the boy looked up and opened his mouth wide, revealing the fangs in all his glory and letting out a loud, laughing hissing sound at the man.
In return, the man opened his own mouth and bared his fangs, which at least seemed to shock the child as he was led away.
The man briefly considered following the mocking child and making him the first victim in his reign of vengeance and bloodletting, but instead he turned to look at the window display again and told himself that he had plenty of time to plot his massacre. Although he still didn't fully understand the display before him, he was feeling more and more certain that it was some kind of imitation of his own appearance – and certainly something worthy of fiery destruction. As much as he wanted to take time to plan his next move, there was a part of him that desperately wanted to scream and visit his violent displeasure upon these yokels.
Suddenly a loud sound filled his ears, and he turned to see another young boy emerging from the same building with a large flashing device that emitted a desperate screeching sound. Holding the device up, the boy pulled repeatedly on a trigger positioned on the underside, and all manner of horrific noises emerged from the flashing device as the boy aimed it straight at the man's face.
Unable to handle such a sound, the man in turn put his hands over his ears and stumbled around the corner, heading into a narrow alley that ran between the two buildings. Already the din seemed much further away, but he still felt weak enough to slowly lower himself onto his knees as he waited for his senses to recover. He turned and looked over his shoulder as he slowly moved his hands away from his ears, but now the strange street seemed more fearsome than ever. He saw figures walking past the alley's opening, going in different directions, and for a moment he wondered how he could ever again dare to venture out into such a mad world.
And then, very slowly, he began to pick up on something in the air. Beyond the foul concoctions of smells and stenches, another essence seemed to be almost reaching out for his attention. He tried to focus, to strip all the sensations of the world away, and finally he was able to isolate this one particular essence – and he felt a rush of relief as he realized that his was right.
There was another of his kind nearby. Another vampire. He was not alone.



Chapter Seven
“So are we having a Halloween party this year or not?” Stacy asked several hours later as she set the card-reader back onto its dock next to the till and turned to Beth. “People are starting to ask.”
Sighing, Beth turned to her.
“Why not?” Stacy continued, having anticipated the answer. “We have this argument every year and I just don't get it. You make a big effort for St. Paddy's and St. George's and for Christmas and New Year and bank holidays and pretty much any night that could possibly lead to a themed event. Last year you even did the Star Wars night on the fourth of May. The only thing you never want to hold in this pub is a good old-fashioned Halloween party. What gives?”
“It's just so corny,” Beth replied as some more customers made their way into the pub, with the sun having almost finished setting outside.
“And dressing up as leprechauns isn't?”
“There are other Halloween parties in town,” Beth continued as she made her way over to serve the new arrivals. “If people want to dress up as werewolves or mummies -”
“Or vampires,” Stacy added.
“Or anything,” Beth said, feeling the usual shiver that ran through her body whenever she heard someone use the v-word, “then there are loads of other pubs they can go to. It's the one night of the year when I like to offer something of a sanctuary for people who want to get away from all the commercial shit.” She turned to the men. “Gentlemen, what can I do you for?”
As the men blurted out their rather confused orders and she got to work, she began to hope that she might have persuaded Stacy to drop the subject. Once she was done and the men had paid, however, she turned to find her friend and employee holding up a phone showing a cartoon image of a v-word at a set of D.J. decks.
“This is my friend Gareth,” Stacy explained. “I don't want to be doing the hard sell, but how about this for an idea? I'll organize everything. You won't have to lift a finger. All you have to do is be here and be your usual happy-go-lucky self.”
“Ha,” Beth said flatly.
“He won't charge anything because he's still learning the ropes,” Stacy continued, “but I promise you he's really good. Plus I've kind of already told him that you won't mind and he's really excited. Beth, please, you won't have to do anything and I guarantee that the till will be ringing all night. In fact, I'll sweeten the deal even more. You don't even have to be here!”
“You want to kick me out of my own pub?”
“You can take the evening off and chill upstairs,” Stacy suggested. “I can't say better than that, can I? You just have to go upstairs, watch a film and then count the money the next day. Plus...”
Beth waited for her to finish that sentence, but she could already tell that Stacy was hiding something.
“I did kind of promise Gareth that it'd be okay already,” she added sheepishly, “and I kind of like him, if you know what I mean. And I've already bought this amazing costume.”
“Let me guess,” Beth said wearily. “Lots of cleavage?”
“It's pretty much nothing but cleavage. Listen, you know I've been wanting to put on a night since forever. My dad still thinks I'm wasting my life working at the pub and I want to show him that I can actually make something of myself. All he ever does is go on and on about how I flunked out of that Media Studies course last year. When he's drunk he just yells 'Media Studies' at me, he even uses it as a nickname. I just... I want to show him that I can do something. I think I might want to get into event management.”
“I'll think about it,” Beth said finally, hoping that this would buy her some time to come up with a proper excuse – one that Stacy wouldn't be able to get past. “Give me the weekend and I'll let you know on Monday, okay? I can't be fairer than that.”
“You're a star!” Stacy beamed, giving her a hug before heading over to serve some customers, clearly convinced that she'd already got her way and that the posters could start going up in the windows before the end of the night.
“Yeah,” Beth muttered under her breath, wondering why she sometimes had such little control over events that took place in her own pub. “I'm a star alright. I'm a veritable -”
In that moment she turned and looked at the window. The sense of being watched, of having another of her kind coming closer, was back and stronger than ever. This time, unable to help herself, she slipped out from behind the bar and squeezed between some customers before reaching the window and looking out. She couldn't really see much at all and she knew that this was no proof that she was wrong, and sure enough the sensation lingered for much longer than before until finally it once again faded away.
It had been stronger this time. Much stronger. Almost as if something had been watching her from just a few inches away on the other side of the glass.
“You're wrong,” she told herself softly, convinced that there was no way another v-word could possibly have shown up in Witterton. Besides, the sensation had been strong but maybe not strong enough. Most likely, she figured, her senses were just misfiring for some stupid reason she was never going to be able to understand.
“Hey Beth,” one of her regulars said as he stepped past her and took a seat, “Stacy just told us you're finally giving in and having a Halloween party this year. That's the best news ever!”
***
Having spent most of the day hunkered down in an alley just off the High Street, the man had waited until darkness fell to emerge. Even now he was shuffling along, feeling so weak that he knew he still needed to rest, but he was drawn ever onward by the tantalizing prospect that by some stroke of luck he wasn't alone.
Ordinarily he hated other vampires and went out of his way to avoid them – and the feeling was inevitably mutual – but in his current state he knew that he needed assistance. With reason trumping emotion for once, he limped around the corner, heading past a bank, and then he stopped to look out across a small open square.
At first he felt a little lost again. Several taxis were waiting on the rank nearby and a seagull was dutifully padding back and forth outside the door of a kebab shop as if waiting for some scraps, but the only other lights came from a fairly busy-sounding public house on the square's far side. Squinting slightly, the man looked around again, but so far he could see nowhere that seemed like a vampire's natural abode, and he was starting to worry that his senses – for so long dulled in a watery grave – might simply be ruined.
And yet...
And yet, as he stood shivering under some scaffolding outside the bank, next to the flashing light of a cash machine, he still felt as if another vampire was very close.
Shuffling forward, he began to make his way past the first taxi. As far as he was concerned, of course, this was merely another of the strange metal carts that seemed able to haul themselves along despite a lack of horses. There was so much about the world around him that he didn't understand, however, that he'd begun to try to filter out most of the questions so that he could concentrate on what truly mattered. There would be time later to figure out how the metal carts worked, or what caused the horrendous sounds and smells that seemed to fill this strange world, but at that moment he was focused only on the task of tracking down this fellow creature of the night.
Finally, having followed his instincts and crossed the square, he stopped next to the bus stop and looked at the bright lights of the pub. This, at least, he just about understood; there had been drinking holes back in his day, even if they had been quieter and less lurid establishments. The concept, however, made sense to him, even if he had no understanding of the throbbing pulsing sound that was thudding relentlessly inside. Was this music? He had never been to England before but he'd heard tales of the country's strange ways, and he was starting to understand that he should let nothing surprise him.
How long had he spent beneath the waves? How much had the world changed?
As he stepped past the pub's front door, keeping his distance, he saw lights flashing inside as the windows remained heavily steamed up. Not quite trusting himself to get too close, he maintained a distance as he slowly moved toward the open gate at the side, and he felt as if he was staring at something truly beyond his comprehension. The entire pub resembled nothing so much as a box of light and sound existing in a way that he knew he might never understand, and finally he took an involuntary step back. Never given to any show of fear, he nevertheless felt as if he needed to be patient for now and had to take time to understand exactly what he was seeing.
Suddenly a door at the side of the pub opened, a female figure stepped out and carried a large box toward a set of metal containers, and the man felt an instant and irresistible burst of fresh hunger.



Chapter Eight
“Hey Stacy, can you grab some empties?” Beth called out as she finished off another pint of Guinness and set it on the counter. “Stacy?”
Glancing over her shoulder, she saw to her surprise that there was no sign of Stacy at all. She looked toward the tables at the far end of the room and saw scores of empty glasses waiting to be collected; that was usually one of Stacy's main jobs, and she couldn't escape a flicker of irritation as she wondered exactly why her friend was dragging her feet so much.
“Stacy?” she continued, leaning over the other part of the bar and looking into the snug area. “Hey, have any of you seen Stacy?”
“She went out that way,” Silje said, pointing toward the door.
“That's not exactly a priority right now,” Beth muttered, before glancing around again and seeing that nobody else needed serving.
Telling herself that she could afford to nip outside and tell Stacy to get off the damn phone, she dried her hands on a tea towel and headed toward the door. The music was loud, probably too loud, but she knew what her customers liked and she always just put up with the resulting slight headache. At least the pub was full, which was a miracle in itself given the parlous state of the hospitality industry, and she struggled slightly to squeeze past various groups of drinkers who were loudly chatting away to one another.
“Any chance of a top-up?” one of them asked.
“Yeah, I'll be back in one moment,” she replied, before finally reaching the door and pushing it open. “Just give me one second.”
As soon as she was outside, she felt a welcome rush of cooler air on her face. The garden was otherwise empty, and as she walked up the steps and stopped next to the railing she was surprised again to find that there was no sign of Stacy at all. She'd been so sure that she was going to find her vaping or texting that she hadn't even stopped to consider any other possibilities, and now she really wasn't quite sure where to look next. Finally, figuring that she just needed to get behind the bar and that Stacy was going to show up soon, she turned to open the door.
In that moment, hearing a rustling sound, she felt the same sensation as earlier: a very sudden understanding that she wasn't alone, one that this time snatched her breath away for half a second.
She froze, still touching the handle as she tried desperately to convince herself that she was wrong. Deep down she knew that the effort was futile, but she figured that she still had to try even as the rustling sound returned. After a few more seconds she forced herself to start slowly turning around, and she saw that one of the bushes over by the water butt was moving much more vigorously than all the rest.
“Stacy?” she said cautiously, trying to ignore the ever-tightening grip of fear in her chest. “Hey Stacy, is that you? What... what are you doing? Are you in there?”
As she waited for an answer, she couldn't deny that a sense of dread was creeping up through her chest. She told herself to stay calm and she tried to focus on the fact that Stacy had a habit of doing weird things, but as the bush continued to shudder she couldn't help but worry that something else was going on. At the same time, the sense of a presence – of being watched – was getting stronger and stronger with each passing second.
“Stacy, come on, I'm not in the mood,” she continued, trying to hide the fact that she was feeling pretty annoyed now. “I'm serious, we've got customers waiting to be served inside. I'm literally losing money as we speak, and you know how I feel about losing money. It's one of my least favorite feelings in the whole world, along with -”
Stopping suddenly, she noticed that she could hear a faint snarling sound coming from the bush. No longer convinced that Stacy was up to something, she began to wonder whether some kind of wild animal might have found its way into the garden. Sure, she'd been visited by the odd fox or two over the years, but nothing had ever actually snarled at her before. She wanted to reach into the bush and figure out exactly what was happening, and she knew she couldn't take the risk that a customer might wander outside and get attacked, but at the last second she held back as she felt some deep gut instinct telling her to stay away.
“Alright, then,” she said, taking a step back. “There's no need for anyone to overreact.”
Turning, she took a broom that had been left propped up next to the bins and then she turned to look at the bush again. There was no longer any sign of movement, but in a way that only made the dark patches seem more sinister. She felt more certain than ever that she was being watched, and that the eyes were... if not human, that certainly not anything from the animal kingdom either. Deep down she still felt as if another member of her own kind had shown up, even if she still couldn't bring herself to believe something so insane.
“V-words aren't magnetic,” she whispered to herself as she approached the bush and began to reach out, moving the broom's handle closer to one of the gaps. “That's just a fairy tale. V-words aren't magnetic.”
Almost shaking with fear, she pushed the broom's handle deeper into the bush while bracing for something to attack her. She really wasn't sure what she was going to do if a horrifying shape jumped out, although she told herself that she should be able to deal with anything. In theory. She continued to push the broom's handle deeper into the bush, and then she let out a sigh of relief as she felt it bumping against the wall on the other side.
Empty.
The bush was empty.
“Damn it, Beth,” she said with a sigh, “you're getting more and more -”
In that moment something crashed through the next bush along, then through the bush after that, and a dark shape tumbled into view and tripped on the rough ground. Shocked, Beth could only watch as the figure stumbled toward the gate, where it stopped for a moment and turned to look back at her.
As soon as she saw the pale, deathly eyes sneering in her direction, Beth dropped the broom and took an involuntary step back. For a moment the figure seemed absolutely frozen in place, glaring at her with such force that she stepped back again, then again – until finally she tripped over a plant pot and let out a yelp as she tumbled back and thumped down in the border.
Before she'd even begun to sit up, she heard footsteps racing away through the night. Getting to her feet, she couldn't help but notice that she was trembling slightly. There was no longer any sign of the figure at the gate, but his terrifying features were already etched into her mind and she couldn't help but replay the moment over and over as she tried to find some way to convince herself that she hadn't just seen another -
No.
No, it was impossible.
It had to be impossible.
In that moment, looking at the bush again, she remembered the reason she'd made her way out into the garden in the first place – and she also remembered the sound of something lurking in that bush, perhaps even the faint sound of something cracking and snapping in there too.
Like bones.
“Stacy?” she whispered.
As music thumped loudly inside the pub, she watched the bush and tried to tell herself that there was no need to panic. Sure, she'd heard lots of weird noises coming from in there, but she supposed that her strange nocturnal visitor had probably just been lurking all alone and definitely hadn't been chewing on the bones of someone who'd just wandered out from the pub. At the same time, she knew she had to be certain, so she cautiously took a couple of steps forward while watching out for any sign of blood.
“Stacy?” she said again, with tears reaching her eyes as she began to imagine the absolute worst. “You'd better not be in there. You'd better -”
“Beth?”
Letting out a startled cry, she spun round so fast that she bumped against a chair and sent it toppling over.
“Easy there,” Stacy said, watching her from the doorway as music continued to blast out from inside the pub. “I wondered what you were doing out here, that's all.”
“Where the hell did you get to?” Beth snapped, tossing the broom aside and hurrying over to her.
“I just -”
“I was looking everywhere for you,” she continued breathlessly, stopping in the doorway and glaring down into her eyes. “Seriously, Stacy, you can't just wander off all the time when I'm relying on you to man the bar.”
“I was cleaning the -”
“I don't want to hear it,” Beth added, fully aware that she was being uncharacteristically tetchy but unable to stop herself. “Do you understand? This is one of the busiest nights we've had in a while and I need you to be a bit more switched on.” She glanced around the garden for a moment before pulling Stacy inside and swinging the door shut firmly, then sliding the lock across. “Let's keep people inside from now on.”
“Are you okay?”
“I'll be more than okay if you just stay behind the bar and do your job!” she hissed before checking her watch. “Listen, I need to go and check on something upstairs. I won't be long, but you're just going to have to hold the fort down here alone for a few minutes.”
With that, she turned and hurried to the door.
“You're leaving me down here by myself?” Stacy called after her, sounding increasingly frustrated. “Are you kidding?”
“You'll be absolutely fine,” Beth said as she pulled the door open and began to make her way up the stairs. “You just won't have time to go wandering off into the garden, that's all.”



Chapter Nine
“You're losing it,” Beth said once she was in her front room upstairs, directly above the pub's main bar. Pacing to the far wall, she stopped and turned to walk the other way as she tried to hold her thoughts together. “You're imagining things. You're seeing other v-words when there's nothing there. That guy in the garden was probably just a -”
Stopping once she reached the middle of the room, she stared at the wall opposite.
“Just a weirdo,” she continued. “A pervert. There are loads of those around, in fact it's a miracle that you don't get more of them. He was just...”
As her voice trailed off, her mind's eye once again filled with an image of the strange eyes staring back at her. The image, coupled with the increasingly overwhelming sense that another v-word was in the area, told her that she'd had a very close call that night, yet she was still clinging to the hope that she might be wrong. After all, she was far from an expert when it came to such things and she knew she'd been more jittery than normal of late, so wasn't it entirely possible that she was in the middle of some kind of prolonged and extremely detailed and specific panic attack?
“Calm down and sort yourself out,” she said firmly, before taking a deep breath. “Sure, the guy in the garden looked weird, but so do perverts. That's... kind of their thing.”
She knew she had to get back downstairs, but she still couldn't shake the lingering fear that finally – after so many years – she might have actually run into another v-word. She'd been so careful to avoid the rest of her species, she'd very specifically kept the lowest profile possible, but she'd always known that there was a risk of this happening. Her plan had always been to keep one step ahead, to run if she got so much as a sniff of company, to stay away from the usual v-word hangouts... yet now as she stood in her flat above the pub she wondered whether, if danger arrived, she could really just drop her life and disappear into the night.
With tears starting to fill her eyes, she quickly told herself that first of all she needed to be sure before she made any kind of rash decision.
“Beth?” Stacy's voice suddenly called out from the bottom of the stairs. “Are you coming back down soon? It's just... I'm a little short-handed.”
“Give me two minutes!” she shouted.
“Okay, but -”
“Two minutes!” she yelled again. “I promise!”
She heard the door bumping shut and she told herself yet again that there was no need to panic. So far she had no proof whatsoever that another v-word was in town, and she also figured that maybe – just maybe – she could deal with the situation if it turned out to be true. After all, if that thing down in the garden had truly been another v-word, it had seemed pretty skittish and it had basically run away. She'd never even considered the possibility that she might actually be able to scare another member of her species, but she was starting to cling to the hope that all might not be lost.
She turned to go back downstairs, but at the last second she spotted her chest in the corner. She glanced around, just to make sure that she was alone, and then she hurried over and dropped to her knees. Her heart was pounding and she told herself that she could verify a few key details quickly, so she fiddled with the padlock and pulled it away before opening the chest. She moved the carefully folded blanket out of the way, and then she paused as she saw the various old texts and artifacts that she'd stored away centuries earlier and that she'd barely even looked at since. She didn't even really know why she'd kept them, other than out of some vague memory that there were certain items a vam... a v-word should always have to hand.
Reaching into the chest, she felt her heart pounding faster than ever as she picked up her leather-bound copy of 'The Book of Gothos'. She knew she might find some answers in there, but for now she set it aside as she searched for something else instead. Every atom in her body was screaming at her to stop, was begging her to ignore the chest and its contents just as she'd successfully ignored them for so very long, yet still she reached deeper with shaking hands as she tried to find the one thing that would tell her once and for all whether she had company in Witterton.
And then, as her hands moved through the darkness near the bottom of the chest, they brushed against a piece of fabric that she immediately recognized. She absolutely despised herself for being so sentimental, she knew that she should have thrown all these things out many years earlier, but after a few seconds she began to hold her breath as she forced herself to lift the torn beige fabric up and looked at the many ripped sections. More tears were in her eyes now, and as music continued to play loudly in the pub below she turned the fabric around and was unable to stop herself thinking back to the day many years earlier when it had been part of a beautiful new dress stitched together by the hands of her own mother.
***
More than 300 years earlier...
“Mother, it's so beautiful,” Elizabeth said as she turned around, feeling the perfect fit of her new dress. “I hope one day I can sew as well as you, although I fear that is a hopeless cause.”
“Nonsense,” Kate replied, before reaching over and examining a loose thread that she quickly broke away. “Although I must admit that, even if I say so myself, this dress fits you so very well. You're growing up to become a fine young woman, Elizabeth, and one day you'll make some lucky man very happy indeed.”
“Do you really think so, Mother?” Elizabeth said with a hint of hope in her voice. “Of course, I'll need to meet a man first, which isn't easy living out here on the farm with just you and Father for company. Not that I'm complaining, but...”
“But you wonder where your future husband will come from,” Kate said, finishing her daughter's thought. “Your father and I have discussed the very same thing. He was wondering whether to look for a suitor for you. After all, it seems unlikely that some handsome fellow will suddenly ride into view and sweep you off your feet.”
“I am truly happy being at home with you,” Elizabeth replied, clearly keen to avoid giving the wrong impression. “I love my life here and I wouldn't trade it for anything.”
Hearing footsteps, she turned to see her father making his way through from the other room, and she was immediately struck by a rather troubled expression on his slightly muddy face.
“Father, whatever is the matter?”
“Nothing, my dears,” Walter replied, wiping sweat from his brow. “I just have a lot to get done this week, that is all. The fields much be tilled and I promised Oliver Stafford that I would help him with those mares of his. I have spread myself rather thin although 'tis better to have too much work on one's hands than not enough. You mustn't worry, either of you.” He took a moment to stretch his hand a little, as if he was feeling some pain. “I shall be just fine.”
“Nobody doubts that, Father,” Elizabeth said, making her way around the table and picking up the basket that her mother had set out earlier, “but you must allow us to ease your burden a little. I can take this to Grandmother. That'll be one less journey for you.”
“There's no need,” he said wearily.
“You know I love seeing her,” Elizabeth said, planting a kiss on the less muddy side of his face before turning to Kate. “You don't mind, Mother, do you?”
“See that you're back well before dark,” Kate replied firmly. “I've heard talk of some strange folk being seen on the London road, so mind that you watch out. In fact, you should take the quieter back roads. Is that understood?”
“You worry so much, Mother,” Elizabeth said with a laugh, “but alright, if it will make you feel better, than I can certainly take a slightly longer route that avoids the London road entirely. Now, is there anything else that I am to say to Grandmother, or do you merely need me to drop off these items?”
“Just drop them off and hurry home,” Kate said. “You know I shan't be able to entirely relax until I know that you have safely returned. That's just my way.”
“I shall give Grandmother your love,” Elizabeth replied, already carrying the basket to the door. “And please, stop worrying too much. I am thirty years of age now. I am quite sure that I can take perfectly good care of myself.”



Chapter Ten
A couple of hours later, as she made her way along the dusty and deserted road leading to her grandmother's house beyond the edge of the next village, Elizabeth felt a slight soreness in her feet. Never one to complain, not even in her own mind, she reminded herself that at least she had the pleasure of a pair of shoes; there were many who lacked even that basic necessity, and she resolved to pray for them at church on Sunday.
The walk to her grandmother's house always took a little longer than she remembered, but she didn't mind too much. Walking was a way for her to free her head and set her thoughts on more serious matters such as chapters from the Bible or ways she might be able to better help around the house. Although the sky was a little gloomy and a cool wind was whipping up across the Oxfordshire fields, she was accustomed to finding beauty everywhere and she even allowed herself a faint smile as she imagined how pleased her grandmother would be to receive a basket of such fine offerings.
Reaching a crossroads after a few more minutes, she looked at the road ahead and remembered how it snaked about past the forest. She turned to her left and saw the straight, more direct road to London, and she knew that from this spot it was the London road that would deliver her more quickly to her grandmother's cottage, saving her as much as half an hour. Ordinarily she would never have even considered disobeying her mother, but on this occasion her feet were aching much more than usual and she found herself wondering whether the short cut might be a better choice. She turned to look the other way, but this entire stretch of the countryside appeared to be utterly deserted.
Finally, deciding to take the shorter route and telling herself that her mother would never have to know, she chose that road and set off again. As she walked, she began to hum a favorite hymn.
***
After another hour or so, she began to make out the faintest dark smudge on the horizon and she realized with joy in her heart that she could finally see her grandmother's cottage. She even quickened her pace a little, despite the pain in her feet, and she told herself that she could afford to spend perhaps one hour – but no longer – with her grandmother before turning around to begin the walk home.
A few seconds later, however, she heard the faintest hint of hooves in the distance. She turned and looked over her shoulder, and she immediately felt a slight sense of fear in her chest as she spotted two – no, three – riders on horseback thundering over the horizon and hurtling toward her. She immediately looked straight ahead, wishing that she had followed her mother's advice and had stayed off the London road, but she told herself that most likely these travelers would simply race past on their way to somewhere far more important.
Why would anyone stop to even notice a young woman such as herself?
She heard the hooves getting closer and closer, racing toward her from behind as she continued to walk. Reaching up, she adjusted her bonnet slightly, but in that moment she perceived that the hooves were slowing and that the riders seemed to be readying to stop alongside her. She still managed to keep from panicking, however, as she reminded herself that the vast majority of men in the world had good Christian souls and that they would at most offer to give her a ride for the rest of her journey.
Finally one of the horses trotted past her, going barely any faster than Elizabeth herself, and she couldn't help but look up to see the smiling man who had clearly taken an interest in her presence.
“Well well well,” the man said, trotting along happily ahead of her new, “if it isn't just the young lady we were looking for.”
“I am sure I don't know what you mean,” she replied, forcing herself to watch the road ahead – and hoping desperately that someone might ride into view and rescue her.
“It has been a while since we saw you last,” the man went on. “Are you aware that you have attracted some rather interesting attention?”
“I am sure I don't know what you mean,” she said again, hoping that this line might fend off any further inquiries. “I have never sought attention from any quarter.”
“Do you know of our master? Have you heard of Lord Grimfork of Grimfork Castle?”
“I believe so,” she murmured, “but I cannot be sure.”
“Well, he has certainly heard of you,” the man went on. “Or rather, he has seen you. Do you remember a few times when you were passed on these roads by a rather grand carriage drawn by horses? You cannot have missed it, such wonders are rarely seen on the roads in these parts.”
“I am really not sure,” she told him, “but -”
“Well, you were passed,” he continued, “and Lord Grimfork spied you from the carriage's window. And he had great cause later on to wonder whether he should have stopped and spoken to you. Which is to say that he thought of you much and eventually set out to see you again. His carriage has come up and down this road many times since in the hope of spying you, but alas he usually left empty-handed. And on the occasions when he spied you, he always refrained from stopping.”
“Indeed, I am sorry for that,” she replied, quickening her pace a little. Her grandmother's house was still on the horizon.
“Eventually he gave us some orders,” the man went on. “He told us that should we ever come across you out on one of these roads again, why, we should not let another opportunity slip through our fingers. You see, Lord Grimfork has been much taken with your beauty and he wonders whether he might meet with you in certain other circumstances.”
“I am afraid that I am late to see my grandmother,” she replied, trying to not sound rude – but maintaining her pace while keeping her eyes fixed very much upon her grandmother's house in the distance.
“Indeed,” the man said, bringing his horse around until it was obstructing her path, forcing her to stop and look up at him, “I do believe that Lord Grimfork is not a man who accepts the word 'no' as an answer.”
“On this day,” she said, very much aware of the two other riders who had stopped their horses just behind her and who were now forming almost a circle hemming her in, “I fear that he must.”
“He desires your company.”
“There must be a mistake,” she replied, trying to hide the fear that even now was filling her chest. “I am but a humble farmer's daughter. I am plain to look at and I come from a lowly background.”
“Yet Lord Grimfork sees something in you,” the man said with a lascivious grin. “Something that excites him.”
“He must be mistaken.”
“He is never so.”
“I am but -”
“A humble farmer's daughter, yes, I heard you the first time.”
“I wish only to be left to go about my business,” she continued. “I am sure I am not worthy of this Lord Grimfork's attention. I have not even met him.”
“But as I already informed you,” the man replied, “he has seen you from his carriage. Something about your beauty overcame him and made him very excited. He has spoken, too, of your deep and wondrous eyes, and I believe he feels you have even visited him several times in his dreams.”
“I have done no such thing,” she insisted, trying not to blush. “Now, please, I must ask you to let me pass.”
She tried to step past the man's steed, only for him to expertly place it once again in her way. Indeed, the swishing tail almost brushed her face.
“Do you not coming willingly, then, to his castle?” the man asked archly. “Is that to be your answer?”
“My answer,” she replied, trying again to get past – but with no better luck, “is that I must not be late to see my grandmother. Sir, please, I beg of you, I do not wish to be rude but you are impeding my progress greatly and I am quite sure that your master would not want you to be harassing a lady in such a manner.”
“Calling yourself a lady now, are you?” the man murmured. “A little presumptuous, but I suppose Lord Grimfork might very well make you such a thing if you will just come and see him.”
“I do not wish to.”
“If -”
“No!” she snapped firmly, much more firmly than she had intended. Shocked by her own tone, she immediately worried that she might have made life harder for herself. “No,” she said again, trying to sound a little more polite. “I am afraid, Sir, that I must insist. Please, do me the courtesy of hearing my response and relaying it to your master, who I am quite sure will be able to find a more worthy subject of his affection. I am, as I have already reminded you, a simple farmer's daughter. And now, if you will excuse me, I really must get to my grandmother.”
“You make some very good points,” the man said, “and are, I am sure, correct in absolutely all of them.”
“Thank you,” she replied, feeling a rush of relief as she began to step around the side of his horse. “I -”
Suddenly he grabbed her and hauled her up, and even as she struggled he was already tying a rope around her arms with such force that the basket fell from her hands and smashed open on the ground, where it was quickly trampled by one of the other horses.
“Nevertheless,” her abductor sneered, placing a hand over her mouth as she tried in vain to scream, “Lord Grimfork always gets what he wants. And right now, my dear, he wants you! Aren't you the luckiest young woman alive?”



Chapter Eleven
Today...
Still kneeling on the floor in her flat above the pub, Beth stared at the torn dress in her hands. Sometimes those bucolic days spent living with her parents on the farm felt far away and alien, but occasionally – for just a fraction or two of a second at a time – all the memories and feelings rushed back and filled her soul again.
A tear had almost begun to run from one of her eyes, but she quickly wiped it away before setting the dress back in the chest.
“I don't even know why I keep you,” she whispered under her breath. “Stupid sentimental -”
“Beth?”
Suddenly realizing that Stacy's voice was on the stairs, and that she could hear footsteps approaching, Beth slammed the chest shut and put the padlock in place before getting to her feet and turning just as Stacy stepped through the open doorway. Inadvertently kicking the chest with her foot, she tried to push it further into the shadows but of course immediately found that it was far too heavy.
“Beth,” Stacy continued, glancing at the chest for a moment before turning to her again, “I'm really sorry to come up here like this but you weren't answering and I got worried. Listen, that Tank guy just showed up, the one you barred last week and he keeps saying that you agreed he could come back in.”
“Did I bollocks,” she replied, trying to hide the fact that she felt flustered as she hurried past her friend and headed to the door. “I'm not in the mood to be dealing with annoying people tonight. If Tank doesn't get the message and leave, I might just have to show him why I've never had to bother hiring bouncers.”
***
Six hours later, as 1am rolled around and with the last of the drunks having finally been persuaded to leave the establishment, Beth finally kicked the door prop aside and waited as Stacy made her way over.
“Thanks again for tonight,” she said as Stacy stepped outside. “And I'm sorry if I was a little funny with you earlier. That wasn't your fault at all, it was just me being cranky.”
“You were cranky?” Stacy replied, turning to her with a mischievous smile. “I couldn't tell.”
“See you tomorrow?”
“Are you sure everything's okay?” Stacy continued. “You know you can talk to me, right? It's just that you've been jumpy tonight. More than usual. And... you're not drunk.”
“You say that like it's a bad thing.”
“It's a surprising thing,” Stacy pointed out. “You always get wasted unless... I don't know, unless there's something on your mind.”
“It's nothing big,” Beth replied. “Go home and get some sleep. You deserve it. Tomorrow night, we go again.”
“But you'd tell me if something was up, right?”
“Stacy...”
“I mean it. You can be so weird sometimes. Like... skittish. Sometimes I worry that you're keeping something big in, but whatever it is, you need to know that often a problem shared is a problem halved.”
“Not this problem.”
“Huh?”
“Nothing,” Beth said firmly, somehow forcing a smile that was pretty much the opposite of how she really felt. She looked past Stacy again and saw that there was no-one around. Even the takeaway opposite had its lights off. “Go home. And... be careful, okay?”
“Now you sound a bit like my mum,” Stacy muttered, turning and tottering away past the empty taxi rank. “I know how to handle myself. Hell, I pity any poor sucker who ever tried to mug me!”
As she pushed the door shut and slid the bolts into place, Beth felt as if she wanted to scream. She'd somehow managed to keep going for the rest of the shift, she'd even been able to fake pleasantries with all the locals, but inside she'd been caught in a constant struggle. She kept telling herself that her initial instincts had been all wrong, that of course there wasn't another v-word in town, but that only left the question of exactly what she'd encountered in the pub's garden. She thought back to those horrific eyes that had glared at her through the darkness, but she also reminded herself that a real v-word probably wouldn't have scurried away like that.
Besides, she was hardly an expert on such things. She'd been avoiding her own kind since the day she'd first been turned, and apart from a few unfortunate mishaps she'd been mostly successful.
“Keep it real,” she said now, hoping to talk herself down from these heights of panic as she turned and shuffled away from the door, heading toward the bar so that she could have a nightcap or two. “There's no -”
Suddenly something knocked hard and loud against the pub's front door, causing her to freeze in her tracks. Staring straight ahead, she instantly felt all her fears rushing back to the surface and this time she wasn't fast enough to shove them all back down.
“It's just someone who lost a coat,” she whispered, before swallowing hard, “or... left their purse behind. Or -”
In that instant the knock returned, and something about its firm insistence told her that this was no ordinary drunk returning for a discarded item.
“Just ignore it,” she continued, swallowing again – and this time finding that her throat was impossibly dry. “You're really good at ignoring things. It's what you do best.”
She waited, but she knew she couldn't simply go to bed and act like nothing was wrong. There simply wasn't enough alcohol in the entire pub – or the entire world – to dampen the fears that were now swirling through her mind, so she slowly turned and looked at the large black door and tried to imagine whoever was on the other side.
“Hello?” she called out, although she was immediately shocked by the meekness of her own voice. “Hello?” she said again, and despite her best efforts she somehow sounded even worse. “We're... we're closed.”
Her voice almost squeaked with fear, but she waited for some drunk to start rambling on about a dropped phone. Ordinarily she hated it when she had to help someone look for an item in the pub after closing time, but at this moment she wanted nothing more.
“We're closed,” she repeated, “so, uh... you'll have to come back tomorrow.”
She continued to stare at the door, waiting to hear shuffling stumbling footsteps heading away. Instead she heard only silence, although she quickly managed to convince herself that this too was a good sign, that silence meant that perhaps there was no longer anyone out there.
“Alright, then?” she went on.
Again she heard nothing, and she told herself that she could simply go up to bed. At the same time she wanted to prove to herself that there was really no reason to be scared, so after a moment she walked back to the door and reached out to pull it open. The alarm system was blinking green next to her in the entrance hallway, and she was shocked to see that her hand was trembling with fear. She even winced slightly as she slid the bolt out of the way, and she felt a tightening sense of fear in her chest that she worried might give her a heart attack. The door's handle was cold and slightly dented on one side. In a strange attempt to delay the big moment, she was starting to dwell on little details that she ordinarily ignored.
“Okay?” she whispered. “There's no-one there.”
As she began to turn the handle, she told herself that in a minute or two she'd be able to laugh at her own foolishness. She imagined herself kicking back upstairs and downing a glass of red wine or two and shaking her head in embarrassment; she wanted nothing more than to feel like such a loser for letting fear take over, yet part of her still worried about what she might find when she opened the door. Whatever that thing in the garden had been, could she really be sure that it had run away into the night like a startled rat?
The handle creaked slightly, and she paused for a few seconds to wildly misinterpret that cue. A good sign? A bad one? Nothing at all? And damn, that dent was really quite pronounced.
“There's no-one there,” she said again, and her teeth were almost chattering now – including her fangs. “Just get it over with, you dumb bitch.”
She took another deep breath, and then she forced herself to pull the door fully open. At the same time, she asked herself what she really feared seeing on the pavement outside. A full-on v-word glaring back at her with dark, timeless eyes and a pitying sense of superiority born of centuries of monstrous life? A powerful undead creature filled with such unbridled evil that it could raze a town like Witterton in a matter of hours without even breaking a sweat? A sneering embodiment of all that was unnatural, come to remind her of her own witless failure to rise to the required v-word standard? An actual v-word that had somehow ended up on her doorstep in the middle of the night, ready to shatter her entire world?
As the door opened fully, she looked out at the pavement and felt her heart clunk a little further down in her chest. Outside, a dark figure was standing with his back to her, seemingly focused on the shuttered kebab shop opposite, although after a moment he turned and looked into her eyes with the exact same expression she'd witnessed a few hours earlier in the garden – yet also stronger now, firmer and more focused. In that instant, she knew that there could no longer be any doubt about what she'd come face-to-face with.
A full-on v-word glaring back at her with dark, timeless eyes and a pitying sense of superiority born of centuries of monstrous life. A powerful undead creature filled with such unbridled evil that it could raze a town like Witterton in a matter of hours without even breaking a sweat. A sneering embodiment of all that was unnatural, come to remind her of her own witless failure to rise to the required v-word standard. An actual v-word that had somehow ended up on her doorstep in the middle of the night, ready to shatter her entire world.



Chapter Twelve
“I'm, um, sorry,” Beth said, running on autopilot for a moment as her psyche ran from room to room in her mind screaming for some way out, “but we're... uh... closed.”
She waited, but the figure on the pavement merely stared back at her. Although he was a couple of steps further down than her, his extra height meant that the pair of them were level in the eye department and she felt as if his stare was almost burning through her like a searing ray of sunlight. She wanted to step back and slam the door shut, then to open it again and perhaps hope for a best of three kind of scenario, but instead she remained frozen in place as finally she remembered some deep part of vampire lore.
“You... you can't come in,” she stammered.
He continued to stare back at her before finally tilting his head slightly to one side – like a dog puzzling over the behavior of its latest prey.
“You can't come in,” she continued as her teeth chattered again, and as she clung to one of the few v-word rules that she actually knew. “You're not allowed to.”
She looked down and saw that the fronts of her boots were very slightly poking out beyond the step. Beyond the threshold. Quickly pulling back to correct that error, she then looked at his feet and saw that they were bare – but, most importantly, that they were down on the pavement.
“You can't come in,” she said again, finally meeting his gaze once more. “I don't invite you. I mean... you can't come in if I don't invite you. It's a rule.”
She waited, but she could already tell that he was silently judging her.
“You... you can't,” she added, although she sounded slightly less certain now. “I know it. You can't.”
“Correct,” he said finally, with a voice that sounded as if it had barely spoken in several centuries, such was its gnarly gravitas. “I cannot enter any home unless I am invited by the occupant. So you know the rules by which our kind exist in this world. What, then, can possibly explain the rest of what I am seeing?”
He took a moment to conspicuously look her up and down.
“I don't know what you mean,” she replied, while reaching down and pinching herself in one last vain attempt to find a way out of this reality.
“This place confuses me,” he explained. “The noise, the smells... everything about it is foreign and alien, but I recognize that it is a town nonetheless. And you are its master, are you not?”
“Master?”
“Why do you treat your subjects as if they are almost your equals?” he asked darkly. “I came tonight to seek your assistance. Our people do not take easily to such lowly efforts, but in trying times we must occasionally beg sanctuary. I thought I would find a mighty and powerful vampire controlling this squalid town with an iron fist, yet that does not seem to be the case. Instead I find...”
He looked her up and down again, a little more slowly this time.
“You,” he added, sounding extremely unimpressed.
“I don't want any trouble,” she replied quickly. “I'm just minding my own business.”
“I can see that.”
“I just want to be left alone,” she continued. “There's nothing here for you, so why don't you just... jog on?”
“Jog on?” he replied. “I do not know the meaning of some of the words you use.”
“I can't help you,” she went on, struggling to hold back tears now. “I'm not that kind of v... of v... v...”
He tilted his head the other way now, as if perhaps he was surprised by her in a different way.
“I'm not that kind of v... v...”
“Vampire?”
“That's the one!”
“You cannot even say it,” he murmured. “What is going on here? How can you rule this town and its inhabitants when you cannot even speak of your own true self?”
“I'm not ruling anything,” she countered. “I don't want to and I couldn't even if I tried. I'm just getting on with things so... so you might as well get going and find somewhere else to... to hang out. To do whatever you're doing.” She waited, hoping that he would do just that, but instead he simply continued to stare at her. In turn, as her eyes adjusted a little better to the darkness, she was able to pick out his gaunt features more clearly and she felt at least a ripple of relief in her chest. “You're not him.”
“I am not who?” he asked.
“Doesn't matter,” she said firmly, although for a fraction of a second – as she blinked – she almost imagined Lord Grimfork's terrifying glare. “So you're really wasting your time here. I'm not the type of v... of person who's going to be able to help you.”
“I can see that.”
“So you might as well get going,” she added, more out of hope than expectation. “Right? I'm not important. I'm nothing. You won't gain anything by... talking to me.”
Again she waited, but the figure merely remained in place on the pavement and stared at her as if he was trying to read her mind. As far as she was aware, telepathy was very much not a weapon in the v-word arsenal, although she still worried a little that he might somehow be able to pick up on the maelstrom of fear that even now was swirling through her thoughts and letting its tail slip down as far as her heart.
“I am Ezekiel,” he said finally, “Count of Von Honigsburg in the north of Frankia. I have spent much time away from my lands and I wish to return to them so that I might wreak vengeance upon the ungrateful inhabitants of that place. They have much displeased me, and by their ingratitude they have demonstrated that I have perhaps been too merciful in my dealings with them. The only solution is to drain the blood of them all so that it might fortify the land and then start again with some new peasants. For that, however, I require a little light assistance, for I seem to have washed up on the shores of England. This place both bores and depresses me and I wish to find passage back to my own kingdom as swiftly as possible.”
Beth opened her mouth to reply, before realizing that this was a lot to take in.
“Let us start with the year,” he continued. “What year is this?”
“Right now?”
She immediately realized that this was, in any situation, a dumb question.
“2025,” she added.
“Twenty?”
“Twenty-five.”
“Half a millennium, more or less,” he replied, sounding a little shocked by this news. “Can I really have spent so long beneath the waves, trapped in that small prison? Then again, I suppose that might explain a few of the changes that I see in the world around me. Earlier I saw a child dressed up as some mockery of our kind. Tell me, what has become of vampires in this modern world? Are we still as feared as we once were?”
“It's... complicated,” she admitted.
“Do we still exert power from the shadows?” he asked. “Do we rule our kingdoms and bring death to those who dare to stand in our way? Do the kings of the human world still whisper our names in fear and panic?”
“I wouldn't know about that,” Beth said cautiously. “I think... things might have changed since your day.”
“I need you to organize a feast,” he continued. “Gather a thousand of your strongest peasants and bring them to me, and I shall select those whose life-forces I wish to drain. Have the rest of them put on some form of pageant or display to amuse me while I recover my full strength. I do not mind merriment, so long as they bow down to me at the appropriate moments. I especially enjoy the blood of children, so make sure to have all those under the age of ten brought to me. Their parents do not need to witness their deaths, not if they cannot refrain from mawkish displays of emotion, so banish them to the hinterlands. Meanwhile prepare a galleon with the appropriate number of slaves to row me back across the straits to my homeland. You need not worry about them further, I shall slaughter them upon my return as a show of strength.”
He fell silent for a moment, as if he was waiting for Beth to agree to everything he had just requested.
“Well?” he added finally. “I do not expect all of this immediately. Tomorrow night will be acceptable.”
“A feast?” she replied.
“It seems to me that these people could use a reminder of their place in the world,” he went on, “and it might not be a bad thing for you to... impress them a little more.” He paused, looking her up and down once again before turning and starting to walk away. “I shall return on the morrow,” he called back to her, “for my feast. Gather up some virgins for me too. I like the way their blood tastes.”
“Virgins?” she replied, watching as he disappeared around the corner, then finding herself staring out at the dark, empty square. “A feast? Wait – where the hell am I gonna find a virgin in Witterton?”



Chapter Thirteen
As she made her way up the stairs to her flat, Beth found to her surprise and dismay that her legs barely worked. She had to reach out and steady herself, and for a moment she worried that her legs might actually fall off due to some hitherto unknown physiological response to shock. Finally she reached the top, however, and she just about managed to stumble to the armchair by the door before slumping down and trying to work out whether she might have actually lost her mind.
“I need you to organize a feast,” she heard Ezekiel – was that actually his name? - saying again as his words echoed through her mind. “Gather a thousand of your strongest peasants and bring them to me, and I shall select those whose life-forces I wish to drain... I especially enjoy the blood of children, so make sure to have all those under the age of ten brought to me... prepare a galleon with the appropriate number of slaves to row me back across the straits to my homeland. You need not worry about them further, I shall slaughter them upon my return as a show of strength.”
“What the hell just happened?” she murmured as she tried to make sense of everything that had occurred. “Was he for real?”
Feeling as if her knees might just about support her, she hauled herself up and staggered across the room before sitting down in front of the chest. With trembling hands she moved the lock aside and reached inside, before carefully taking our her heavy copy of 'The Book of Gothos'. An ancient vampire text, the book was considered by many to be the ultimate guide to the ways of the species, and as she flicked through its pages now Beth realized that she should perhaps have paid a little more attention to it in the past.
Sure, she'd lugged it around with her for many years, but that was mainly because she liked the pictures – and also because occasionally it served as a pretty handy doorstop.
Now, however, as she reached the section on the history of the vampire species she saw images of tall, imposing lords dressed in old-fashioned robes. She knew that in the old days vampires had ruled vast swathes of land, mainly across Europe but also beyond; she knew that grand castles still stood in some of those places, even if the history books of humanity had mostly omitted any mention of the v-word. Turning to another page and then another, she saw more images of these ancient rulers, and she began to understand that this Ezekiel guy seemed to have stepped directly out of 'The Book of Gothos' – almost as if he had arrived in Witterton from another time entirely.
Over the years, vampires had kind of... petered out. She knew that wasn't quite the right word to describe everything that had happened, but basically a vast war had been fought far beyond the human realm. She hadn't actually gone into the details, all she really knew was that most vampires had reluctantly been forced to go and fight, and very few if any had ever returned. For the human race, this had been quite a bonus, because they had then been able to develop without the forceful hand of the vampires holding them down, and eventually even the memory of vampires had begun to fade. In the twenty-first century vampires were considered to be fictional creatures, little more than fairy tales designed to populate horror stories and titillate people who were turned on by lace and pointy teeth. Few humans – if any – truly believed that vampires had ever been real.
She turned to another page, and then she froze as she saw the name Ezekiel written in a grand and rather imperious font.
“Disappeared...” she whispered as she scanned the text. “Possibly overthrown... tight-lipped villagers... rumors of a coffin...”
A moment later she froze as she saw a date embossed in gold.
“1638,” she read out loud, before thinking back to the figure who had appeared on her doorsteps. “1638?”
The idea that this Ezekiel fellow had vanished from the history books for nigh on four hundred years before suddenly reappearing outside her pub in the year 2025 seemed improbable at best, yet frankly she'd also noticed a slightly fusty smell in the air and there had been something vaguely Middle Agey about the guy.
“1638,” she said again – as if she still couldn't quite believe what was happening. “That's, like, Elizabethan. Or something like that. That's ancient. That's even older than...”
Than me.
That's what she'd been about to say, although she couldn't quite get the words out. In truth, she never really liked to think about her own longevity, although moments like this sure made it difficult for her to ignore the fact that she was more than three centuries old herself. And as she turned and looked at a nearby mirror propped against the wall, and saw her complete lack of reflection in the scratched glass, she couldn't help but think back to the moment when she'd been dragged kicking and screaming out of the world of humans and had instead been turned into... a v-word.
***
More than 300 years earlier...
“Help me!” she screamed, pulling harder and harder against the ropes that kept her strapped to a large stone plinth in one of the castle's higher rooms, pulling even though those same ropes had already begun to wear against her own flesh. “Somebody please...”
Breaking down into yet another series of hulking sobs, she felt for a moment as if all hope was gone. She'd lost count of how many hours had passed since the three riders had dragged her into the castle and up the steps, and since they'd strapped her down while muttering about the need to wait and be patient. She'd lost count, too, of how many tears had been ripped into the fabric of the beautiful new dress her mother had made for her. All she knew for certain was that night had now fallen outside and that her parents would be frantic with worry.
“Help me,” she whimpered as the lights of several candles flickered nearby, catching the side of her face with their pitiful glow. “Dear God, please hear my pleas and -”
Before she could finish, she heard footsteps somewhere below in the castle's depths. She listened, but she could already tell that these footsteps were slowly making their way up the same tight spiral staircase that she herself had been dragged up several hours earlier. The footsteps were calm and ordered, however, until finally they stopped just as they began to echo through the cavernous room itself.
“Please?” Elizabeth whispered, barely daring to break the silence now. “Who's there? Can you... can you help me? Can you save me?”
She pulled on the ropes again, yet they felt tighter than ever.
“Have you come to help me?” she continued. “I don't know why, but three wicked men kidnapped me and brought me here. I was merely on my way to see my grandmother, to deliver some things. I do not even know what those awful men have done with my basket but... but they mentioned something about... about...”
Her voice trailed off as she recalled some mention of Lord Grimfork, a name she thought she had perhaps heard once or twice in the past.
A moment later the footsteps returned, making their way slowly closer. Elizabeth turned to try to see who had arrived, but she could barely move her head at all and instead she had to listen as the steps very calmly made their way around the plinth.
“Who... who is that?” she asked. “Please, I beg you.”
“How many times,” a dark male voice answered from the darkness, “have I seen you passing along the road? How many times, from the comfort of my carriage, have I spotted your pale skin and beautiful, large eyes... and wished that you might be mine?”
“I... do not know what you mean,” she replied, falling still now.
“How many times have I longed for you?” the voice continued, moving closer now until a hand softly touched her waist, causing a startled gasp to escape from her lips. “How many times have I thought of you when I am alone? Your beauty is impossible to resist, I should know because I have tried to resist it for so very long but you...”
His hand moved slowly up her body, until he gently squeezed her left breast.
“You are intoxicating,” he purred. “How can any man not want to drink from your cup?”
“My... cup?”
“You consume my every waking moment,” he went on. “I am certain now that you are the one I have been waiting for. Centuries of loneliness have all been worth it now that I have found my one true soulmate.”
“Have we met before?”
“Your flesh is even more beautiful and perfect now that I am beside you,” he said, leaning closer. She felt his cold breath on the side of her neck and instinctively turned away as a shiver ran through her body. “There is not one blemish. Not one thing that I would change. You are the woman of my dreams and I am almost terrified to touch you. Almost.”
“Almost?”
He squeezed her breast a little tighter, using a solitary thumb to stroke the gentle bump of her nipple beneath the fabric. This was decidedly not something that anyone else had ever done to her.
“Although you are but human born and therefore lowly,” he added, “there is a way for us to be together. It is something reserved for the tenderest of unions, and there are those who frown upon such things, who see humans such as yourself as nothing more than sacks of meat and bone. But I... I see the world – and love – so very differently.”
Still stroking her nipple through the dress, he began to tear at the fabric as if he meant to rip it away from her bare body.
“This... this is a new dress,” she told him as fresh tears filled her eyes. “Please, I'm begging you, my mother made it for me and -”
“I have a thousand priceless dresses in this castle,” he hissed, “and they are all for you. My world shall be your world and you shall want for nothing. We shall be together forever, for now that I have found your eternal beauty and wondrous soul, I can never let you go.”
“My... my lord,” she replied, “I am but a simple farmer's daughter. I am not worthy of this attention.” She felt his hand slipping beneath the fabric and cupping her bare breast skin to skin, squeezing it tight. “I think there has been some terrible mistake. I was merely on my way to Grandmother's house when -”
“Hush,” he said, moving his hand away from her breast and placing a finger against her lips. “There will be ample time for us to get to know one another better once you have entered the life of the eternals. For now, time is of the essence. Every second that drips away from your moist body is another second lost forever, another second of youth and beauty not preserved for all of time. I have waited long enough but I shall wait no more. Tonight you join me... and I, in turn, grant unto you the greatest gift that is mine to bestow.”
He moved his finger to the side of her neck, where it was joined by another. He seemed now to be stretching her skin slightly, for reasons that she dared not contemplate.
“The gift of eternal life,” he added, and now he seemed close to tears of joy, “given freely from me to you, so that you might rule by my side forever!”
“My lord,” she stammered, “I do not -”
Suddenly she felt two sharp pricks of pain in her neck, digging deep into her flesh and hooking her tight. She tensed every muscle in her body and tried to pull away, yet something invisible seemed to be holding her in place as a tingling sensation began to spread down into her chest. She could feel cold breath against her skin and a moment later a hand touched the side of her neck, and she noticed that she was feeling more than a little cold, as if a chill was extending itself throughout her body. Finally she closed her eyes and opened her mouth, letting out a gasp as she tilted her head back. She could feel the two sharp fangs that even now were deep inside her, she could feel their tips almost throbbing as they discharged their transparent gift, and in turn she could feel that gift eking its way through her veins and arteries as her entire body began to change.
When she opened her eyes a few seconds later and looked up at the high stone candlelit ceiling, they were no longer the eyes of a live and warm human.



Chapter Fourteen
What followed was a frantic, fitful slumber that lasted for several days and nights. Still strapped to the stone plinth, still wearing her ragged and torn dress, Elizabeth tossed first one way and then the other, never quite waking but never fully sleeping either. She was trapped in a state of half dreaming and half screaming, with sweat pouring from every part of her body as great changes roiled and riled beneath her skin.
Sometimes she murmured something, sometimes she cried out. Sometimes she rolled onto her back and tilted her head back, and her lips quivered as if she was about to say something. Her eyes opened regularly but remained entirely unfocused, even when servants had been sent to look directly into them. Her fingers twisted and sometimes curled tight, and for a while on the second morning she scratched at her own chest with such force that she began to draw blood, at which point additional restraints had to be applied. She kicked for a while too, accompanied by moans of either pleasure or agony – or both. Her dress, torn in so many places, was caked to her body by the gallons of sweat and blood that had gathered.
It was only on the fourth night that she began to settle, which was more or less when she had been expected to start making a recovery. On one side of her neck, the two fang marks had begun to crust over and heal, although pinpricks of blood still glistened in the damaged meat. The skin around the marks was red and inflamed, yet the rest of her countenance had become much paler. Her eyes began to stay open for longer periods and her lips trembled in a way that suggested she might soon try to speak, and finally her eyes flicked open all the way and she emitted a low gasp that she'd been holding in for some time now. She was entirely still, flat on her back lying on the plinth, staring up at the arched stone ceiling as candlelight struggled to reach the highest points.
Eventually word was sent that she was sensible again, and she began to notice the world around her just as slow footsteps made their way up from somewhere deeper in the castle.
“I am quite sure,” a whispered voice said near the doorway. “Sire, everything has proceeded in line with expectations. She is likely to still be groggy but... she should be able to speak.”
“You may leave us,” a darker, younger and richer voice replied. “You have done well.”
“I have merely watched over her,” the other voice said, getting further away now. “The change... that is all your work.”
Still not quite able to understand everything that was happening, but aware that she felt strangely cold, Elizabeth turned to look across the room. Her skin was icy, with sweaty hair drying against the sides of her face. Her mouth, meanwhile, felt wholly different, as if it was fuller somehow, and she was becoming increasingly aware of a throbbing pain on the side of her neck as well as a general tightness of her skin all over.
And still, slowly, footsteps edged closer.
“My darling,” the darker voice said finally. “It is done. I know that the process is... uncomfortable, but it was sadly necessary. Now we can be together forever.”
Her lips parted, although they briefly felt stuck together slightly, yet she was too weak to get any words out.
“You must still rest,” the voice continued from above, making its way around the plinth as if inspecting the occupant. “It will take time for you to become entirely accustomed to your new life, but I promise you that the moment will come. For now, just know that you have been granted a great gift. Together we shall rule this land forever and our love will last until the end of time.”
She felt a hand touching her shoulder as the footsteps came to a halt next to her head. Looking up, she found that her near vision was a little blurry, but she blinked a few times and began to make out an astonishingly handsome dark-haired man looked down at her with an expression of tender concern.
“Let me see you more fully,” he murmured, leaning past her and taking one of the few candles from a nearby table. “I must see your wondrous beauty again and bathe in the eternal love of your eyes, so that I might write yet more volumes of poetry on the endless topic of your perfection. Why, last night – in anticipation of this very moment – I wrote an entire concerto about the beauty of your eyelashes.”
He moved the candle closer to her face.
“I must witness this vision of beauty as it is now fixed forever and -”
Stopping suddenly, he stared at her in silence for a few seconds before tilting the candle slightly toward her cheek. He furrowed his brow, then he tilted the candle the other way, and then he hurried around the plinth so that he could examine her face from the other side. For her part, still exhausted and sweaty and confused, Elizabeth could only stare up at him and wait for whatever madness might yet emerge from his mouth. What eventually came, however, were words that did not quite seem to fit with his earlier pronouncements.
“Who are you?” he barked.
She tried again to speak, but something about her mouth – about her teeth – still felt very unusual. She used her teeth to feel them, only to wince as something sharp broke the surface.
“Who is this?” the man shouted, looking over his shoulder. “Come to me at once and explain this monstrous illusion! Who have you strapped to this plinth in my castle?”
Now footsteps came running, and Elizabeth realized quickly that at least a couple of other people had entered the room.
“Explain yourselves!” the man snarled, before pointing down at Elizabeth's face. “Who is this?”
“Why, Sire,” one of the men on horseback said, and she recognized the voice as belonging to the fellow who'd kidnapped her in the first place, “it is... the woman you ordered us to fetch for you and bring here.”
“This is not her!” the man hissed angrily. “The one I love has perfect beauty in her complexion. This... peasant does not have perfect beauty anywhere! The one I love has eyes that are filled with the mysteries of the universe! Does it look like this peasant has eyes that are filled with the mysteries of the universe?”
“I am... not qualified to make such a judgment, Sire,” the other man replied.
“The one I love,” the man continued, “and have seen from the window of my carriage so many times, has inspired me to write over ten thousand love poems in the past year along as well as several concertos and an entire opera. This creature -”
He jabbed Elizabeth's shoulder hard.
“This creature does not inspire me to write anything! This creature does not bring the joys of eternal love to my soul. This creature is... I don't know what she is, but she is not the one I told you to bring to me!”
“Are... are you sure, Sire?” the other voice asked.
“Of course I'm sure!” he thundered. “When I saw her only by candlelight, there were enough similarities that I did not question anything, yet now that I have moved the light closer to her face I am gravely disappointed. Why did you bring me such a plain and unattractive pauper when the object of my love and art is the most beautiful woman who ever walked the planet?”
“I...”
The other voice trailed off for a few seconds, as if truly lost for an answer.
“Tell me!” Lord Grimfork – for Beth had just about stirred enough to figure that it was he – roared with unrestrained anger. “What mockery of beauty lies on this plinth before me now?”
“Hey,” Elizabeth murmured, awake enough now to know that he was talking about her. “I didn't ask for -”
“Silence, you uncouth wench!” Lord Grimfork screamed. “Do you mean to tell me that for four nights now I have waited patiently for my true love to join me in eternal bliss, only to find that I was delivered the wrong woman?”
“Sire -”
“It's dark in here!” the lord continued. “You know why I can't have much light! Come along, man, you're supposed to be my most loyal servant! I rely upon you to get things done, I have never questioned whether you might perform your duties correctly!”
“She... was where you said she might be, Sire,” the man stammered.
“I told you of her beauty!” Lord Grimfork shrieked. “Do you not remember the five volumes of my love poetry, all written about her, that I read to you?”
“I remember that very well, Sire,” the man replied, and he sounded now as if he was choosing his words with great care. “How could I not? It was certainly a most memorable fortnight.”
“Then how could you listen to all of that,” the lord yelled, “and somehow perceive that it was all written about someone who looks like... THIS?!?”
He jabbed her shoulder again.
“Hey!” she snapped, pulling on the restraints again. “Stop doing that!”
“There has clearly been a dreadful mistake,” the first man said. “Sire, I shall correct it immediately.”
“How can you correct it?” Lord Grimfork asked. “The deed is done! I have turned this wretched creature already, I have given her the great gift of eternal life as one of my own. That is not something that can be undone! I cannot suck it back out of her!”
“We will find the woman you seek,” the man promised. “We will... get it right this time, I promise. Sire, I cannot apologize enough for this dreadful error. We shall find the object of your affections and bring her here, and then you can transform her, can you not?”
“Why am I surrounded by such fools?” Lord Grimfork complained.
“Let me get this one out of your sight,” the man continued. “Sire, if you would like to retire to your chambers, I shall remove her from the castle and you shall never have to see her hideousness again.” He hurried closer and leaned down to look into Elizabeth's face, and after a moment he grimaced. “I see my error now. She is indeed plain and of no great beauty. It was only the bad light earlier that fooled us all into thinking that she could possibly have inspired your heart to write such wondrous poems.”
“Hey!” Elizabeth hissed. “Are you talking about me? I can hear you, you know!”
“What... what should I do with her, Sire?” the man asked, looking away for a moment.
“I do not care!” Lord Grimfork snarled, marching closer until he too was towering above Elizabeth, then staring down at her with disgust and then jabbing her shoulder yet again, bring another “Hey!” from her lips. “Just get rid of her,” he continued. “I do not want her in my sight and I do not want to even remember that she ever existed. Take her far from here and make sure that she can never return. Bring me the woman I love so that she and I can truly start our lives together, but mind that you do not make another mistake. For this...”
He looked down at Elizabeth again, with as great an expression of contempt and disappointment as any man had surely ever mustered in the history of life in this world.
“This,” he sneered finally, “is the wrong one!”



Chapter Fifteen
“What are we going to do?” one of the men hissed, his voice filling with fear as he and another continued to drag Elizabeth from the castle. “Do you think... I mean, is Lord Grimfork going to...”
“Is he going to execute us for our foolish mistake?” the first man asked, holding Elizabeth's arms and maneuvering her past the end of the drawbridge. “I think not. I hope not. I suspect that he would have a hard time replacing us and he knows that, so hopefully we shall be spared.”
“We can't afford to make another error like this,” the other man pointed out. “He's not exactly known for his patience.”
“He is not,” the first man agreed, “but we have a bigger problem.”
“Hey,” Elizabeth said groggily. “Where... where are you taking me? I'm supposed to be at my grandmother's. I'm late.”
“Do you know where to find the woman Lord Grimfork loves?” the other man asked. “If you do, we can simply go and drag her to the castle and His Lordship can change her into a vampire instead.”
“I wish it could be as easy as that,” the first man replied, sounding as if he was struggling a little now as the pair of them continued to carry Elizabeth away from the castle. “Unfortunately, I have already managed to work out who we were supposed to kidnap and bring here. There was another woman I saw on the road sometimes and I see how the mix-up occurred, even if this one we have with us now is so much plainer and less beautiful.”
“I can hear you!” Elizabeth hissed, mustering a little more strength now.
“The problem,” the first man continued, “is that I understand now why the confusion occurred. I had noticed that the other woman was seen less often, and I fear I know why. I fear she is the same woman who, just last week, drowned in a bog while delivering some firewood.”
“Drowned in a bog?” the other man spluttered.
“It is so.”
“Then what are we to do?” the other man asked. “Can Lord Grimfork revive this other woman?”
“After death, he cannot, no,” the first man explained. “She is food for worms now and nothing more.”
“Have you told him?”
“Of course I haven't told him!” the first man said as they carried Elizabeth away from the road and across a patch of rough ground. “He really would have slaughtered me. You haven't heard his love poetry about that woman, but I have. He's completely enamored and I do not believe that anything can possibly quench his desire for her. He wrote an entire movement in his concerto about her little toe! He hasn't even seen her toes yet!”
“So what do we do?”
“Do?”
The men stopped, before swinging Elizabeth slightly and then tossing her into a muddy bog at the bottom of a ditch.
Spluttering and crying out, she splashed into the cold gray mud and began to sink down, before her knees bumped against the rough rocks at the bottom. Holding herself up, she just about found enough strength to sit up, before turning and seeing that the two men were already climbing back up toward the road. In the distance, Lord Grimfork's castle rose up high into the night sky, dominating the landscape.
“I don't know about you,” the first man was saying as the pair of them got further and further away, “but I know what I'm doing. I'm riding away right this instant, and I'm going to pray that Lord Grimfork never catches up to me.”
“Hey,” Elizabeth stammered, shivering in the moonlight now as she realized that she wasn't yet strong enough to even stand up. “Hello? Can you help me? Please, can... can somebody help me get home?”
She finally found the strength to get up, although this strength almost immediately failed her and she quickly dropped back down into the mud, this time with enough force to splatter some of the cold gray liquid against her own face.
“Can somebody please help me get out of here?” she shouted angrily. “You can't just dump me in a ditch and expect me to... to tidy myself away neatly! Are you still there?”
She looked up at the top of the ditch just in time to hear the sound of horses' hooves racing away – and not going in the direction of the castle.
“Hello?”
Sighing, she began to understand that the two men were scarpering, and that they certainly had no intention of sticking around to, say, help a maiden out of a ditch. Not even when they were the ones who'd tossed said maiden into said ditch in the first place.
“Don't mind me, then,” she grunted, somehow managing to crawl out of the mud, eventually reaching the side of the road and stopping to look both ways as muddy water dripped from all over her body. “I'm fine, I'll find my own way home. It's only the middle of a cold night and I'm only soaked and wearing a tattered old dress. Plus my basket is missing. And it can't be more than twenty or so miles back to the farm, so I should probably stop complaining and just get on with the walk.”
Looking at the castle, she briefly considered going back up there and asking Lord Grimfork for help. At the same time, she really didn't much fancy the idea of getting mixed up in more of that weirdo's shenanigans, so finally she turned and set off on the long walk home. Her bare feet – no longer with the benefit of any shoes – padded hard against the rough stone road and already, after just a few more steps, she was starting to limp.
***
Today...
As she slowly closed 'The Book of Gothos', Beth heard Lord Grimfork's words echoing through her thoughts – and indeed for a moment they sounded as a real and as close as they had three centuries earlier.
“This is the wrong one!”
“Yeah, speak for yourself,” she muttered now, closing the book as she remembered how she'd been unceremoniously dragged from the castle while still weak and tossed into a ditch. She remembered, too, how pathetically she'd begged from help from the two men even as they'd ridden away, and she felt a frisson of disgust for her earlier self.
Setting the book aside, she got to her feet.
“At least it wasn't you, Grimfuck,” she said under her breath as she recalled the moment when she'd properly seen the stranger outside her pub. For a moment she'd worried that Lord Grimfork himself had somehow found his way to Witterton, but at least that fear had turned out to be unfounded.
As far as she knew, Grimfork was still living in a castle far away and probably writing poems about yet another woman. Or, with a little more luck, he'd disappeared during the war.
Rubbing her face with her hands, she headed to the kitchenette and put the kettle on. Leaning against the counter, she tried to wrap her head around the night's madness. One of her greatest fears had always been the prospect of running into another v-word; indeed, apart from a few unfortunate accidents that had mostly occurred in the eighteenth century – and from which she'd learned a great deal – she'd become extremely adept when it came to keeping out of the path of her fellow creatures. She'd even begun to believe that she might never have to see one ever again.
Now, though...
Now this Ezekiel arse-hole had shown up and as she put the kettle on to boil she tried to work out how she was ever going to deal with him. He'd certainly seemed very full of himself, although she knew that wasn't particularly unusual: v-words, especially in her experience of the male variety, tended to have extremely high opinions of themselves. As she dropped a teabag into a cup and fetched some milk from the fridge, she wondered whether she might have said anything differently to him, but deep down she wasn't sure that he'd exactly been up for a conversation.
“Damn it,” she said under her breath as she leaned against the counter and waited for the kettle to boil.
There was, she figured now, only one real option. At more than three hundred years old, she'd been around the block enough times to gain a lot of experience, and through painful trial and error she'd eventually picked up a few life lessons along the way. Granted, these lessons weren't perfect, but they'd managed to get her out of some sticky situations in the past. Being effectively immortal had its perks, then, and one of those perks was the accumulation of great wisdom, to the extent that as she stood waiting for her kettle to boil she already knew precisely how she was going to deal with the problem of Ezekiel's arrival. Thanks to her infinite wisdom and great experience, she was going to do the one thing that had always been absolutely guaranteed to work in her many, many centuries of existence.
She was going to ignore the problem and hope that it went away.



Chapter Sixteen
“So,” Lionel Perlnutter said the following morning as he set his shopping bags on the table outside a cafe in the High Street, “let me guess. You were at work again in that pub last night, by which I mean you were getting pissed. I use the word 'work' in this context in the loosest possible sense.”
“I was doing a shift at the pub, yes,” Stacy said, tearing the end off a sachet of sugar and tipping the contents into her coffee. “It's an actual job, you know, Dad. It's not just about getting drunk and yammering away to people all night. I wish that was my job!”
“It's not a career, though.”
“I know that,” she said, trying to remain patient even though she could tell that he was in one of his nit-picking moods. Which, to be fair, was his way of acting most of the time. “But it's money, and it's better than signing on, and it gives me time to work out what I really want to do.”
“Which is?”
“I don't know yet.”
“You could always give Media Studies another try,” he said with a chuckle.
“Here we go,” she whispered, rolling her eyes.
“I'm not knocking it,” he continued, even though they both knew that he was about to get around to that part. “You only did, what, six months of that course? What did you learn in those six months, anyway?”
“I made a video for a first aid course and -”
“A video!” he spluttered with mock delight. “For a first aid course! How wonderful! Very useful, that. A video. I take back everything I ever said, Media Studies sounds like a very useful subject and you should be proud of yourself for having such lofty ambitions.”
“Sure, Dad,” she muttered, looking along the High Street as she began to once again regret meeting him for a catch-up at all. “I know you're not exactly...”
Her voice trailed off as she spotted a figure lurking in an alleyway opposite. Although her father was still talking, she was now far more interested in the strange man who appeared almost to be hiding, with a piece of fabric half pulled up to cover his features. A moment later he turned and glanced the other way, scowling at a group of young girls as they made her way past, and Stacy couldn't help but shudder as she noticed that this guy looked painfully thin and pale, almost gaunt. In fact, she felt as if on some atomic level she could tell that this particular fellow was very bad news. He almost looked like a -
“Are you listening to me?” her father asked, nudging her foot under the table and – in the process – breaking into her conscious mind again.
“Not really,” she replied, turning to him. “I'm sorry, Dad, I know you don't approve of... well, of pretty much anything I've ever done in my life, but I'm just taking my time working out what to do.”
She looked over at the alleyway again and saw to her relief that the strange man had disappeared. She wasn't quite sure where he'd gone, although she supposed that he must have scurried away somewhere and she could only hope that he wasn't going to become some kind of fixture in the town. Witterton already had more than its fair share of local weirdos with more turning up from elsewhere.
“You need a better plan than just working in a pub forever,” Lionel continued, causing her to sigh again. “I mean it. I'm just trying to look out for you, Stacy. I can't even begin to imagine what keeps you there in the first place.”
***
Having navigated the labyrinthine network of maze-like alleys running behind various shops near the High Street, Ezekiel finally emerged around the side of the ice cream parlor on the seafront. Stopping again, still keeping well clear of any direct sunlight, he saw the pier opposite and a few people fishing on the beach, but he couldn't help wondering why the burghers of this pathetic little English town appeared to be getting on with their regular lazy lives.
“I need you to organize a feast,” he remembered telling the ruler of the town during the previous night. “Gather a thousand of your strongest peasants and bring them to me, and I shall select those whose life-forces I wish to drain. Have the rest of them put on some form of pageant or display to amuse me while I recover my full strength.”
Now, as a warm wind blew in from the sea, he saw no sign of any pageant or display, and certainly nothing to indicate that the population was living in fear. He reasoned that they should know by now that some of their number were to be sacrificed to him, so why were they not cowering in fear and frantically drawing lots to determine who would be sent to satisfy his needs?
“It seems to me that these people could use a reminder of their place in the world,” he remembered saying, “and it might not be a bad thing for you to... impress them a little more. I shall return on the morrow for my feast. Gather up some virgins for me too. I like the way their blood tastes.”
Although he hadn't been particularly impressed by the local ruler of this paltry kingdom, he'd at least assumed that she must have a grip on her subjects. He'd spent the night in the beach hut, salivating over the prospect of a full display of subservience by the population of the town, yet no such thing appeared to be happening. He recalled his own regular pronouncements back in his kingdom in Frankia, and the way that the people there lived in constant fear, and he wondered how the local resident vampire in Witterton could survive with the shame of not striking constant fear into the hearts of her subjects.
“What filthy place is this?” he whispered under his breath. “Do you humans not recognize your place in the natural order? Do you not understand that you are mere tools to be used by vampire-kind?”
On the opposite side of the road, a group of youths walked past the entrance to the pier. With their features mostly hidden under hoodies, some of the boys jumped onto the pier's railing and climbed over before dropping down onto the shingle, and a couple of the others laughed as they all disappeared down toward the shoreline.
Feeling a ripple of pure loathing running through his ancient bones, Ezekiel thought once more of the rather weak-looking and uninspiring female vampire he'd seen standing in the doorway of the local hostelry. She was the only other vampire in town, that much was clear, yet he was starting to wonder whether she had completely lost her grip on the populace. Rather than forcing her subjects to live lives of perpetual terror and hard work, she seemed content to allow them to get on with things however they saw fit. Indeed, everywhere he looked Ezekiel saw fresh examples of the local men and women living their banal, meandering lives.
“What kind of kingdom is this?” he murmured as he felt his own sense of fury starting to stir. “What kind of affront is this to the honor of the vampire race?”
Hearing a creaking sound, he turned just in time to see a gangly young man emerging from a nearby door, carrying a large white sack to one of the nearby metal bins. The young man glanced at him and offered a faint, slightly nervous smile, before turning to head back inside.
“Wait!” Ezekiel hissed, stumbling after him and grabbing him from behind. “Tell me! What has your master told you all about her plans for tonight?”
“You what?” the man asked, turning to him and pulling free from his grip. “What are you on about?”
“Your master,” Ezekiel continued. “She must have sent word out about tonight's feast in my honor. How are the sacrifices being chosen?”
“Uh... I'm not sure what you're on about,” the man said cautiously. “If you mean a feast in the restaurant, have you got a booking? 'Cause you don't always need one, but it's best if you download the app and then choose whatever time slot you want from the ones that are free. Are you on Android or Apple?”
Staring at him, Ezekiel felt as if he had no chance of ever understanding such a strange set of words. In fact, he'd already written the man off as being entirely useless, although after a moment he spotted a vein on the side of the fellow's neck and he reasoned that he might yet have one purpose. Humans were rarely able to offer anything to vampires on an intellectual level, but they still walked around with one precious commodity that in that moment Ezekiel wanted a great deal. Indeed, the average human male usually contained approximately twelve pints of this commodity and Ezekiel could feel his hunger growing by the second.
“Mate, do you want something?” the man continued. “What are you doing here, anyway? You're not watching the kiddies in the queue, are you?”
Around the corner, children were waiting patiently for their parents to buy ice creams. As they chattered eagerly among themselves, none of them noticed a brief metallic thud coming from the nearby alleyway, or the faintest of interrupted cries, or – a few minutes later – a single trickle of spilled blood running down across the pavement and into a nearby drain.



Chapter Seventeen
“Harry!” the voice shrieked. “Harry! Get me one with raspberries in it! Harry! Harry!”
Skulking in the shadows, Ezekiel made his way slowly along Witterton's High Street, bombarded from either side by yet more hideous signs of modern life. Here a woman was screaming at her partner about ice cream flavors, there a child was screeching because its mother had confiscated its phone, and over by the benches several men were loudly discussing the merits of a football referee whose decisions they – to put it mildly – felt were sub-optimal. All Ezekiel saw, however, were more examples of a kingdom gone to ruin, of a land where an absentee overlord had allowed all manner of dismal behavior to fester.
“Do you not have fields in which you must work?” he murmured under his breath, stopping in the sanctuary of a health food shop's doorway. “Who is guarding your oxen? From where do you acquire your crops?”
A supermarket lorry thundered past the traffic lights.
“How do you have time,” he continued, “to sit around in such a slovenly manner?”
As those words left his lips, an enormous woman began to make her way toward him – and he felt the pavement shudder beneath his feet. Horrified, he pulled aside and watched as the woman squeezed herself through the shop's doorway, and again he was struck by a feeling of profound disgust. There was not one thing about the modern world, from its sights and sounds to its smells and beyond, that engendered in him anything other than a sense of the most abject revulsion. As much as he might not want to admit such a thing, he was even starting to think that his own peasants back home hadn't been so bad after all.
At least they had worked.
At least they had tried their best.
Even when he'd had to slaughter a few from time to time, they hadn't complained too much.
“If I... no, when I return to my kingdom,” he muttered, “I shall see everything in a changed light. Now I perceive just how awful humans can be.”
He battled on, scurrying from doorway to doorway, casting furious glances at a populace that was constantly able to surprise him with its profanity. He sought one – just one – example of hope, one person who reminded him of the lowly yet somehow noble peasants who had worked on his own land, yet he saw no such thing. Instead he saw nothing but laziness and gluttony. At one point a man even walked past with food stains on his jogging bottoms, while a few seconds later a woman emerged from a nearby shop with the most astonishingly huge bosom Ezekiel had ever seen in his life.
“These things cannot be real,” he growled. “Is it possible that this is all some fitful vision?”
He was shaking now in the face of such an onslaught. Finally he stumbled into the entrance of a nearby alley and headed for refuge, although at the other end of said alley he merely spilled out into the corner of a car park. Seeing more of the mysterious metal chariots and still having no understanding as to how they worked, he hurried around the corner – only to slip in a patch of ice cream and tumble down onto the ground. Reaching out, he tried to steady himself against the tarmac, but the rough surface felt entirely alien to his hands. For a moment, looking around, he saw nothing familiar at all and felt that he had stumbled into some nightmarish alien world. And then, finally, he spotted one thing that made sense.
Over by the side of the library, a large tree stood rooted in the dirt. Ezekiel knew, at least, what a tree was, and it was to this that he now crawled as he sought a place to hide – and a place to grow strong while he could come up with a plan.
***
“Lesley, stay there!” the woman shouted. “Stupid bloody girl, why are you always nagging me? I forgot something in the shop, okay? Stay there and I'll be right back.”
Figuring that there was no point arguing with her mother, Lesley merely stopped in the shadow of the tree and resolved to wait. She watched as her mother waddled away from the car park, and then she turned to look all around. So far she was having an awful day, and her only hope was that soon she would be allowed to go home and watch cartoons. Saturdays were supposed to be fun, they were supposed to be a chance to forget about school. In her thirteen years on the planet, Lesley had been hardened by a succession of knocks and calamities and she was already as weary and cynical as a child could ever become. In her heart, she knew that the world was a harsh and unfair place.
A moment later, hearing a rustling sound, she looked up into the tree.
“You!” a voice hissed from the foliage. “You there! Child!”
Opening her eyes a little wider, Lesley realized that there seemed to be somebody in the tree.
“Tell me,” the voice went on, accompanied by the rustling of leaves, “is there any news of a feast in my honor?”
“What?” she replied, although she didn't trouble the concluding letter 't' with her pronunciation.
“A feast!” the voice snarled, before letting out a sigh. “I should have known. Your mistress has even failed in that regard. What about a boat to take me home? Has she arranged a boat and slaves?”
“What?” Lesley asked again – and the 't' was still missing.
“What does she do?” the voice continued, followed by another brief rustle. “Tell me, do you fear your mistress? Do you and your family live in constant terror of her iron fist?”
At this question, Lesley could only furrow her brow.
“Then it is as I suspected,” the voice in the tree said darkly. “This entire land is rudderless. Humans work best when they are controlled, when they know that a firm ruler might at any moment crush their souls. Now I see, in this wretched little town, proof of what happens when they are left to their own devices. The worst of human nature emerges as an orgy of depravity and neglect. I was right all along to treat mine as I did!”
Looking round, Lesley began to wonder whether she was the victim of some kind of prank.
“Perhaps it is too late,” the voice added as the tree's leaves rustled sadly. “Yes, perhaps... but there is only one way to know for certain. Sunset approaches in but a few hours, and it is then that I shall be free to make my move. I have seen more than enough and now, before I leave for my homeland, I must ensure that this place is put right.”
“Who are you?” Lesley asked. “What are you doing in a tree?”
“I am Lord Ezekiel of the Harrowlands,” the voice proclaimed proudly. “I am the master of an entire domain. I am a member of one of the most powerful Frankian families that has ever existed, and after many years in exile beneath the waves I have returned to reclaim my kingdom. And, it would seem, to set other kingdoms straight. Indeed, I fear now that this land of Witterton is beyond salvation... but I shall do my best. This place is a stain on the world, and I intend to rub that stain out.”
“Alright,” Lesley said, glancing over her shoulder to see whether her mother was on her way back. “Whatever. Freak.”
“But first I need sustenance,” the voice in the tree explained. “My strength is faltering. I have not yet returned to my peak and I fear that I shall soon ail. This situation must be corrected at once.”
Still watching the alley, and hoping that her mother would return soon, Lesley hadn't noticed the frail arms that even now were slowly reaching down toward her from the tree. A rustling sound tried to warn her – but failed.
“I need blood,” the voice purred. “The younger the better.”
“Blood?”
She turned and finally saw the arms.
“What are you doing? Where -”
Before she could react, the arms gripped her by the shoulders and hoisted her up into the tree. She managed to let out a faint cry, but this was almost immediately cut short by a loud, mulching crunching sound that shook the leaves and made them rustle more profoundly than ever. For the next few minutes a succession of similar sounds began to emerge, including a cracking noise that sounded an awful lot like bones being split open and a kind of general slurping that led eventually to a few trickles of blood starting to run down from the branches and onto the trunk. Finally a few discarded and torn rags, parts of Lesley's dress, fell from the tree and were deposited on the rough ground. These, too, were soaked in blood.
“Where are you?” her mother yelled, finally returning from the shop with another carrier bag in her hands. “Lesley? Bloody hell, where's that girl gone now?”
Not noticing the scraps of fabric, the woman thundered away to find her daughter. Meanwhile the cracking sound could be heard coming from the tree once more; an expert in such things would doubtless have recognized this precisely as the sound of a young skull getting ripped open by some predatory force desperate to get at the brain matter within – and ripping away the hair in the process. Alas, in that gray car park behind the town library on a dull morning, there was no such expert.



Chapter Eighteen
“Beth? Beth, are you up there?”
As footsteps hurried up the stairs and thundered closer, Beth continued to sit on the floor in her flat and stare at the bottle of wine. A few hours earlier she'd had three bottles of red wine all lined up in a neat row; now two of those bottles were empty and on their sides, while the third had just been opened. When she'd decided to ignore all her problems and wait for them to go away, Beth had initially underestimated just how naggingly persistent her worries might become, but fortunately she'd been able to resort to the one thing that always made her feel better.
Wine.
“Beth, are you...”
Stopping in the doorway, Stacy stared at her with wide-eyed shock.
“Are you drunk?” she asked finally. “Beth, it's five o'clock in the evening! You don't normally crack open the wine until at least ten!”
“I needed a little... calming down,” Beth replied, staring at the third bottle before closing her eyes and tilting her head back against the wall. “But it's not working. None of it's actually working!”
“What's not working?”
“Anything. I'm not remotely drunk.”
“I'm not gonna be on my own down there tonight, am I?” Stacy asked. “Please, tell me you're gonna be able to work. It's one of those nights, Beth. You know when you can feel it's gonna be a big one? Well, I've got this sort of tingling feeling all over like the whole town's ready to let rip.”
“I need to think.”
“And I need to win the lottery and buy a house on a beach in Spain,” Stacy said, hurrying to the kitchenette and pouring a glass of water, then carrying it back over to her boss, “but I can't rely on that happening. You need to drink this.”
She waited, but now Beth was staring at the opposite wall as if she was lost in a world of her own.
“Beth!”
“Just leave me alone!” Beth snapped, pushing the hand away, sending the glass tumbling down until it smashed against the floorboards. “You don't understand. You're just... one of them! You'd never understand!”
“What's wrong with you tonight?” Stacy asked, grabbing a length of paper towel and starting to gather up the pieces of broken glass. “I've never seen you like this!”
“There are a lot of ways you've never seen me,” Beth muttered, hauling herself up. “Believe me, there are ways you've never seen me that you can't even imagine. And you won't see them, either, because they're in the past.” She hesitated, swaying slightly as she tried to at least seem sober – perhaps, she reasoned, she might be a little drunk after all. “But maybe I've been in one place for too long. Maybe I let myself forget that I need to keep moving.”
“Now what are you talking about?” Stacy asked, dropping the glass into a nearby bin. “You're being really weird tonight, Beth. You're actually starting to scare me.”
“Am I?” she asked, turning to her in a flash. “Does that surprise you? Do you think I could scare someone?”
“I -”
“I mean really scare them,” Beth added, stepping closer, glaring straight down into her friend's eyes now. “Look at me and think about it. Tell me. Could I, Beth Cooper, actually scare someone? Do I have that potential?”
She waited for an answer, but after a moment Stacy burst out laughing.
“Apparently not,” Beth continued, shaking her head as she took a step back. “Maybe I never had it in me. After all, I was the wrong one from the start. My entire pitiful existence has been one long mistake. I should have lived and died on that farm and... and never ventured further afield. I could be dead and gone by now, my bones could be fertilizer. At least then I'd be being useful.”
“You can be really weird sometimes, Beth,” Stacy continued with a faint smile. “Listen, can you please sober up and come downstairs? I can't work the whole bar by myself, not on a Saturday night. Even if you're not feeling up to much, you can still pour a few pints, can't you?”
“If you knew what I am,” Beth sneered, “you'd...”
Her voice trailed off, and then she suddenly grabbed Stacy by the arm and hauled her toward the door.
“Get out!” she hissed angrily. “You shouldn't be coming up here without permission! This is my flat, it's private property. You work in the bar, you're just a barmaid so that's where you should be. You can't just come storming up here whenever you feel like it.” She shoved her through the door so hard that she almost sent her tumbling down the stairs. “I'm your master!” she shouted. “I rule here and you have to do exactly what I say!”
“You've completely lost the plot!” Stacy laughed.
“You think I'm funny?” Beth asked, grabbing hold of the door and hanging in place for a moment, unable to quite trust her legs to hold her up. “Fine, then let's see if you find this funny. You're fired, Stacy. Go and find some other job where you can piss about all the time and disrespect your boss, because this one... this one's over!”
With that she slammed the door shut and stepped back – before her knees finally gave out on her and she slumped down hard against the floor.
***
“You don't think there's gonna be another storm tonight, do you?” Dave asked as he and Andy sauntered along the promenade, hearing into town. “Those clouds don't look very friendly.”
“Can't have two storms in a row,” Andy replied. “That's... I mean, that's not possible. Right?”
“I dunno,” Dave muttered as they crossed the road. “Nothing'd surprise me these days. I didn't see anything on the forecast, though.”
Stopping at the corner, he pulled his phone out and brought up a weather page. He saw nothing but a clear rain-free evening predicted, yet when he looked along the seafront he saw dark clouds gathering above the town with a ferocity that he'd never witnessed before.
“It seems to be coming on very quick, like,” he added, just as a bitterly icy wind began to blow. “I'm not sure I like this very much. Something feels different. I know last night was bad, but at least you could always tell it was just a storm. This time it seems almost... targeted.”
Nearby the flagpole outside the old cinema was starting to shake, causing the cord to whip frantically against the pole itself. In fact, the more he looked around, the more Dave began to see signs that a different kind of storm was building, one that seemed to be starting to encircle the entire town. Waves were being whipped up into a frenzy and had begun to crash against the shore, and sure enough a moment later the first rumble of thunder cracked across the sky above.
“You've got to be kidding me,” Andy said with a sigh. “I had to fix two panels in the back garden fence this morning. If I have to do the same thing again tomorrow, I'll be fuming.”
“No, this is different,” Dave pointed out, turning to him. “You can feel it, can't you? This is -”
Before he could finish, a much stronger gust of wind blew along the street. Grabbing a lamppost to keep himself from being knocked off his feet, Dave heard a crunching sound nearby and turned to see that a car parked on the other side of the road had been blown slightly out of its spot and sent bumping into another vehicle nearby. A howling sound was starting to ring out and even in the space of just a few seconds the sound of waves was much louder and more insistent.
“I'm not sure that this is just a storm,” he said as he felt the first spots of icy rain starting to fall from ever-darkening clouds above. “It's coming on too fast.”
“Alright, Einstein,” Andy replied, “if it's not a storm, then what is it?”
“I don't know but -”
In that moment they heard a car alarm starting to blare out in the distance, and a few seconds later an even louder burst of thunder spread across the entire town as lightning flickered above the clouds.
“I've seen films where stuff like this happens,” David said after a moment. “Come on, you must've too. It's almost like the end of the world's here.” He looked the other way, just in time to see a bin being blown over and rubbish spreading out across the road. “It seems very localized, too. Like the whole storm is entirely focused on Witterton. Look, you can just about see Ramsford in the distance and they've got clear skies.”
“That's not possible, is it?” Andy asked uncertainly.
“I don't know,” Dave continued, before turning to him again, “but I don't like this weird feeling I'm getting in my gut. There's only one thing for us to do here.” Grabbing his friend's arm, he led him around the corner. “Come on, we need to get to the pub!”



Chapter Nineteen
Beyond the flat's window, thunder rumbled again, causing the glass to shake as a flash of lightning rippled across the town. Cold rain was already falling outside.
Sitting up, Beth let out a shocked gasp before turning and looking toward the window. She'd passed out briefly, but now she was wide awake and she saw that the square outside the pub had darkened considerably. She checked her watch and saw that she'd only been unconscious for a matter of seconds, and then she crawled to the window and got onto her knees before peering at the storm that even now was starting to swirl directly above Witterton.
“That's not good,” she whispered, before spotting someone battling along the street and almost getting blown off their feet. “Not good at all. Time to...”
She thought for a moment, but deep down she already knew that the decision had been taken for her.
“Time to leave,” she stammered, getting to her feet and rushing across the flat, then grabbing the old suitcase from behind the sofa and opening it on the table. “I should have known. I've been here for too long. Never stay in one place for more than a few years at a time, Beth, no matter how comfortable you might get.”
Grabbing some dry clothes from the rack, she shoved them into the suitcase before throwing her laptop and charger in as well.
“You start to relax too much,” she told herself out loud, “and when you relax, bad things happen. This is a sign from the universe that it's a bad idea for you to even try to put roots down.”
Closing the suitcase, she dragged it to the top of the stairs before going back for the chest. She took hold of the handle and began to pull, only to find that it was even heavier than before.
“How much shit have I got in this thing?” she muttered, opening the chest up and pulling the blanket aside before looking at all the books and other items that she'd collected over the years. “There's too damn much of it,” she added, pulling out her copy of 'The Book of Gothos' and then grabbing some old pieces of jewelry that she'd gathered during her extremely long lifetime. “Talk about a metaphor for a wasted existence,” she added under her breath, before taking a step back and seeing the torn old dress. “I don't need it. They always say that every vam... v-word should have certain items but... but what do they know, huh?”
She swallowed hard.
“Not me,” she added, kicking the chest before hurrying to the top of the stairs and grabbing her suitcase, then starting to haul it downstairs. “Travel light,” she reminded herself. “Stay lean. Stay hungry. Stay -”
Before she could get another word out, she tripped and fell. Letting out a startled yelp, she tumbled down the staircase and smashed through the door at the bottom, landing in a crumpled heap behind the bar with her suitcase following a moment later and slamming down hard against her back.
“Damn it!” she hissed, feeling a sharp pain as she pushed the suitcase aside and got to her feet. “What -”
In that moment she saw that she'd attracted attention. Lots of attention. A couple of dozen customers were staring at her as music continued to play, while Stacy was just finishing pouring a pint for someone.
“Finally, Beth!” she called out. “What's with the suitcase?”
Another crack of thunder filled the air outside, and as Beth turned to look at the windows she once again felt as if she could sense another vampire approaching. She told herself that she had to be wrong, but when she checked her watch again she could already tell that this 'storm' was nothing of the sort. As much as she had some gaping holes in her knowledge of what vampires could and couldn't do, she felt fairly sure that the thunder and lightning and rain had to be something to do with Ezekiel, and she finally had to accept that ignoring the problem wasn't going to make it go away after all.
“Beth?” Stacy said cautiously.
“Get out,” she replied.
“What do you -”
“Get out!” Beth shouted, grabbing all the drinks from the bar and knocking them to the floor as shocked customers stepped back. “All of you!” she screamed. “Get the hell out of my pub! What are you even doing here in the first place, anyway? You're all a bunch of idiots, standing around wasting your time and money when you should be out there! You're all barred! Get out right now!”
She turned to Stacy.
“And didn't I fire you?”
“Yeah, but -”
“So what the hell are you doing still here?” she continued, rushing over and grabbing Stacy's arm, then shoving her toward the door. “Are you so pathetic that you're still working even though I've told you I don't want you?”
“Beth -”
“This is my pub and we're shutting!” she shouted, holding the door open and watching as a line of bemused customers began to head out into the driving rain. “Go on, all of you. The party's over!”
Once all the customers were gone, Stacy made her way to the door.
“Beth, what's got into you?” she asked, and now she was struggling to hold back tears. “You're acting weird, even by your usual standards.”
“And what are those standards, exactly?” Beth sneered. “You seem to have me mixed up with someone else, Stacy, because one of the main things everyone knows about me is that I don't have any standards! In case you hadn't noticed, this is a standards-free zone!”
“Beth -”
“Get out and don't come back,” she added firmly, fixing her with a determined stare. “I mean it, Stacy. The party really is over. I'm sorry it's so sudden, but that's just the way things have to be sometimes. We had a good run but we can't sit around drinking ourselves into oblivion forever.”
“Who are you,” Stacy replied, “and what have you done with the real Beth?”
“Just get out!” Beth snapped, grabbing her arm and shoving her out into the rain. “Go home, Stacy.”
Looking out into the square, she saw that the rain was really crashing down now, but so far there was no sign of Ezekiel. She felt sure that he was out there somewhere, and that he was heading her way, and she knew that she had to be long gone by the time he arrived. V-words – actual real old school v-words – scared her to her very core.
“Beth,” Stacy stammered, stepping closer, “tell me what's wrong and -”
Without giving her a chance to complete that sentence, Beth slammed the door shut and then turned around. Leaning back against the door, she listened to the sound of the storm outside and tried to come up with a plan. She could haul her suitcase out through the back door and go around the rear of the garden, and then she'd be able to cut through to the next street and get to her car. Then she could drive away and get far from Witterton, at which point she hoped that Ezekiel would simply leave the town alone. And if he didn't... if he didn't, then that wasn't her problem either. She'd always told herself to avoid getting attached to any particular place. She'd moved so many times during her three centuries of undead life and she figured that this was just more of the same.
Hurrying away from the door, she grabbed her suitcase and set off past the bar.
“See you,” she muttered. “It's been emotional but -”
“Beth, help me!”
Stopping suddenly, she realized that Stacy sounded terrified. She told herself to keep moving, but a few seconds later she was just about able to hear a faint scratching sound. She turned and looked back at the large black door and she felt a shudder run through her bones as she understood that Stacy was still out there.
“Beth,” the voice continued, “please... you have to help me.”
“Go home!” she yelled.
“I can't!”
“Of course you can! Stacy, just get out of here! Go home!”
“Beth, it hurts,” Stacy whimpered as the scratching sound returned, as if an injured animal was desperately clawing at the door's other side and trying to get back in. “Beth, please...”
“Don't do this to me,” Beth whispered, before glancing at the mirror and seeing her own complete lack of reflection. She knew, however, that if she could see a reflection then her eyes would be filled with fear. “Just walk away. None of these people matter. They mean nothing to you.”
“Beth, I'm really cold,” Stacy cried. “Beth, please let me in.”
“Damn it!” Beth hissed, dropping her suitcase before racing back around the bar. She knew she was going to regret this decision, but she finally pulled the door open – only for Stacy to slump through and land on the mat at her feet.
A few feet away, Ezekiel was standing in the rain. As soon as she saw him, Beth felt as if his eyes were piercing her mind, but she quickly dropped to her knees and rolled Stacy over, only to see that her entire chest had been ripped open and that blood was pumping frantically from a gash in one side of her neck.
“I usually have a rule,” Ezekiel said darkly through the rain. “I usually only kill things if I'm going to eat them or display them as a warning to others but... in your friend's case, I decided to make an exception.”



Chapter Twenty
“Stacy!”
Dragging her friend's bloodied corpse a little further into the pub, Beth frantically checked her for any sign of life. Deep down she knew that she was too late, even as her trembling hands moved scraps of fabric aside so that she could examine the wounds more closely, but she still felt as if she had to try.
“Stacy, can you hear me?” she sobbed.
Outside in the rain, Ezekiel had begun to laugh.
“Stacy!” Beth screamed.
“It always amazes me how easily they die,” Ezekiel continued. “It's like squashing ants. Just crunch them a bit and all their blood runs out. But come now, enough of the crocodile tears. You're not actually mourning this pathetic scrap of life, are you?”
“She did nothing to you!” she yelled angrily, looking at him as tears streamed from her eyes. “Nothing!”
“She did nothing for me, either,” he replied. “Why not end this charade right now? Permit me to enter this hostelry and I might be persuaded to spare the rest of the town.”
“Go to Hell!” she snarled.
“Every word that leaves your lips condemns you more,” he continued. “I see that the vampire species has suffered greatly in my absence. We have become figures of fun. We have become nothing more than scary stories, told to gullible children. Our accouterments have been turned into toys. We have become a joke. I intend to fix that.”
“By killing people?”
“By restoring us to our rightful position of power.”
He took a step forward, stopping just on the other side of the step.
“Let me in,” he added, “or the rest of the people in this town will pay the price. I have already made sure that they cannot leave. Those who try will either be forced to turn back or will suffer horrible deaths. But if you think I have wrought sufficient vengeance upon this place already, you are wrong.” He turned and looked back across the square. “This is but a taster. I, Ezekiel, shall -”
After kicking the door shut in his face, Beth put her arms under Stacy and lifted her up. Getting to her feet, she stumbled past the bar and carried her toward the staircase even as she heard Ezekiel on the other side of the front door still calling out something about vengeance and power and respect.
***
“I'm going to fix this,” Beth said ninety-three seconds later, settling Stacy down onto the sofa before hurrying to the chest and ripping it open. “You're not dead. I mean, you are, but you're going to get better. I'm going to bring you back. It's just a mild case, it hasn't had time to properly set in yet.”
She began to search through the contents of the chest, but she was starting to panic and finally she decided that she had to try a different tactic. Moving around the chest, she heaved it onto its side and sent its contents spilling out across the floor. In truth she understood very few of the items she now saw, some of which had been festering unseen at the bottom of the chest for centuries, but she had some vague awareness that there might yet be something in there that could help Stacy.
“Why didn't I pay attention?” she muttered under her breath, stepping around the upturned chest before dropping to her knees and starting to frantically sort through the various items. “Why didn't I study? Why didn't I take this shit more seriously?”
The more she examined the items, the more she felt as if there had to be something useful – but at the same time, she was also becoming increasingly aware of her own limitations. She'd always dismissed anything relating to v-word lore, she'd told herself that she didn't need to know about any of it, and up until that very moment she'd more or less managed to get through life unburdened by knowledge from 'The Book of Gothos'. Now, however, she pulled that very same tome out and opened it randomly, and then she began to search through its pages.
“An index would be nice,” she said out loud. “I know it's an ancient text from thousands of years ago, but had they not invented indexes by then? This isn't even on original, it's just a copy. Come on, did no-one ever think to -”
Suddenly she spotted an illustration that appeared to show a startled-looking human figure with blood all over its abdomen. The text beneath that illustration was extremely difficult to read, since it had been written in a script that seemed almost spitefully obscure, but at least it was in English and she began to pick out the words. There certainly appeared to be something about resurrection, and after a few minutes she had at least a vague idea of the various ingredients she was going to need.
“Come on come on come on,” she said, rooting through the jars and bottles that had fallen out of the chest. Finding a few that she needed, she set them aside just as a clap of thunder filled the air outside. “Yeah yeah,” she added under her breath, “I haven't forgotten. The town needs saving blah blah blah.”
Grabbing a glass bowl, she began to mix the various ingredients together.
“It's like a vampire first aid kit,” she said under her breath. “Let's just hope that the adjustments work and it can be used on humans too.”
For the next couple of minutes, trying to ignore the constant thunder and lightning outside, she worked as hard and as fast as she could manage. She still wasn't exactly certain of what she was doing, but she figured that she was more or less on the right track and that precise measurements probably weren't essential. Soon she had a decent-sized quantity of the pale liquid she'd been trying to make, and she wriggled over to the sofa on her knees before pulling Stacy closer and tilting the girl's head back.
“Here goes nothing,” she whispered. “Stacy, if this has any... unexpected side effects, I'm sorry, but it's better than losing you.”
She took a deep breath before forcing Stacy's lips apart and pouring about half the mixture into her mouth.
“Please,” she whispered, trying to keep her hand steady but already spilling some of the precious liquid. “You have to work, you just... you have to.”
She poured a little more than she'd planned into Stacy's mouth before setting the bowl aside. Grabbing her lifeless friend by the shoulders, she shook her gently in a vain attempt to get the liquid down her throat, and then she froze as she began to watch the dead girl's face for any sign of a response.
“Can you hear me?” she asked as thunder boomed and the windows rattled in their frames. “Stacy, you and I both hate this sentimental crap but I need you to try to latch onto my voice somehow. If you're in there, if you've got any kind of awareness at all that I'm here, I need you to follow the sound of my voice. Can you try to do that?”
She waited.
Stacy remained motionless.
“You have to come back,” she added. “It's not fair, okay? None of this is fair. You're not supposed to die, not like this. You're supposed to be the happy-go-lucky one who reminds me that I prefer being around humans rather than vam... than v-words. You're not... you're not supposed to get mixed up in any of this. But you are mixed up in it, and that's my fault. Please, Stacy, I can't have your death on my conscience. You wouldn't do that to me, would you? So wake up.”
Again she waited.
The glistening wound on Stacy's chest, which ran all the way up to her neck, hadn't even begun to heal, although at least fresh blood was no longer leaking from the edges. Then again, Beth figured that this was simply because all Stacy's blood had already been spilled downstairs. Reaching out, she gave her a gentle nudge, but already her sense of hope was starting to dwindle and she felt as if – while someone with more knowledge of these things might have succeeded – her own hopeless attempt to use 'The Book of Gothos' had ended in failure.
“I'm a useless v-word,” she said finally, turning and leaning back against the side of the sofa. Outside someone screamed, but Beth told herself that she couldn't possibly save anyone at all. “I've spent all these centuries being a complete waste of space and I can't suddenly spring into action now. Put me up against an actual v-word and watch how fast I crumble. Sure, I can pour an excellent pint of Guinness but that's hardly a skill that's gonna help me now, is it? I'm just -”
“Beth...”
Suddenly she froze as she realized that the frail, pained voice had been real. She stared straight ahead, not quite daring to believe what had just happened, and a fraction of a second later she heard a cracking sound. She turned slowly, and she was shocked to see that the wound on Stacy's chest had almost completely healed.
“My head hurts, Beth,” Stacy murmured groggily. “Hey, what am I doing up here? Is there another storm outside?”



Chapter Twenty-One
“This way!” Beth shouted, yanking Stacy's arm so hard that she almost brought her crashing down the staircase. “You've got to get out of here right now!”
“Hold on!” Stacy gasped, nearly tripping on the various boxes and other items that, over the years, Beth had 'temporarily' left out on the stairs so that they could be carried up later. A crate of candlesticks proved to be a particularly tricky customer to get past. “Can you please explain what the hell's happening? Because right now, not a lot of stuff is making any sense at all.”
“Back door,” Beth said, dragging her past the toilets and over to the door that led out into the garden. She peered through the window, watching for any sign of Ezekiel. “Where the hell did he get to?”
“Who?” Stacy asked, before touching the side of her own neck. “I feel really weird. Do you think maybe someone put something in my drink?”
“Here's what you're going to do,” Beth replied, turning to her and grabbing the sides of her arms. “You're going to go out there and run to the far end of the garden, and then you're going to climb over the wall.”
“I am?”
“You are, because it's the only way to avoid him.”
“Avoid who?” Stacy asked, before furrowing her brow. “Wait a minute, who was the jerk who was waiting outside the pub?” She touched her neck again. “I'm starting to remember a few things, Beth. I think there's some real arsehole on the loose tonight.”
“Yeah, that's the understatement of the past few centuries,” Beth said, pulling the door open and taking another look around the garden. Part of her still couldn't be certain that the coast was clear, but at the same time she knew she had to get Stacy as far away from the pub as possible. “I've got an idea, okay? I've got the beginning of a concept of a plan forming, but I can only put it into action if I know that you're not around.”
“What -”
“I'll explain later,” she added, turning to Stacy. For a moment she considered blurting everything out, but she wasn't quite sure how to get it all into words. “Maybe,” she continued. “I'll try. But listen, I need you to get out of here. That's step one of any plan. You can climb over the wall, can't you? You'll end up in someone's back garden, and then just keep going. Do you promise me you can do that?”
“You'd better explain all of this tomorrow,” Stacy muttered, before hurrying outside and running to the wall.
“I'll try,” Beth replied, watching as she clambered up onto the wall and hauled herself over. “If I can. If I'm still around.”
Once she'd shut the door she made her way through to the main bar area. She looked at the front door and saw Stacy's blood all over the floor and somehow she could already sense that Ezekiel was still out there, that he was still waiting for her. She'd been half telling the truth to Stacy when she'd claimed to have a plan although so far she hadn't really advanced much beyond the idea of a loophole. She'd always loved a good loophole in any situation and now she kept coming back to the one v-word rule that she knew from experience worked a charm.
“You can't enter someone's home without permission,” she whispered under her breath, still watching the black front door. “You can't enter someone's home without permission. You can't enter someone's home without permission. But...”
Another pause.
Another moment of fear.
“But how do you know when it's someone's home? With a little wordplay and some creative interpretations of certain terms and conditions...”
She knew the plan was tenuous at best, but she also knew that she had no other options. She certainly wasn't about to get into an old-fashioned v-on-v smackdown, since she knew that she'd lose any physical confrontation very heavily and probably end up as paste, so she supposed that she was going to have to rely on her wit and intelligence.
Again, not a great strategy
“Here goes nothing,” she said finally, before making her way toward the door while reaching a hand out and feeling the mottled surface of the bar for what she feared might be the last time. “Hey, old friend,” she added. “We've had some adventures, huh? Let's try to survive just one more.”
As her fingertips slipped away from the bar, she approached the door and stopped again. Then, before she had a chance to chicken out, she pulled the door open and saw that not only had Ezekiel barely moved, but that he was looking over toward the far side of the square while still making one of his grand pronouncements.
“And that is precisely why,” he continued, “they must be made to feel the pain that kept their forebears in check.”
“Hey,” Beth said darkly.
He turned to her, and then he looked down at the floor with a puzzled expression.
“Where did the dead human go?” he asked.
“I took her -”
Stopping suddenly, Beth realized that he'd been too busy making his speech to even notice that she and Stacy had gone upstairs. Apparently he hadn't even noticed the door shutting and he must have spent the intervening ten (ten?) minutes soliloquizing all on his own. Shocked by this level of self-absorption, she took a moment to pull herself together before trying to focus on the few scraps of an idea that she was optimistically – in the back of her mind – referring to as a plan.
“So you can't enter my home without my permission, huh?” she continued.
“That is a basic tent of vampire lore,” he sneered. “The fact that you even have to ask shows that you are barely even worthy of my contempt.”
“In you come, then,” she said, stepping aside and gesturing for him to go into the pub – and hoping that she wasn't making a terrible mistake. “You have my permission.”
She waited, and after a few seconds Ezekiel – with the smile of someone who clearly felt that he'd finally been victorious – swept past her and made his way inside, quickly approaching the bar before stopping to look around.
“Such a dull little place,” he sneered before turning to Beth again. “It's hardly a castle, is it?”
“It was my home for twenty years,” she told him, struggling to keep tears out of her eyes – before stepping back out onto the pavement. “But not anymore.”
“No?”
“No,” she continued. “I've officially moved out. The King's Arms is in need of a new tenant landlord, because Beth Cooper has poured her last pint. I'm sad and I'll miss the place, but I suppose all good things have to end eventually.”
“Your sense of attachment to this inglorious abode does you no favors,” he replied.
“Spoken like a true soulless monster,” she told him. “You wouldn't know a decent pub if it bit you on the arse, would you? You seem more like a wine bar kinda guy, maybe somewhere upscale that used to be a bank. I can see you knocking back small overpriced small glasses of wine while some local wanker tries to sell the art he's got on the walls, and yes – I know I used the word 'small' twice there. That was for emphasis. You'd probably pay fifteen quid for a tiny bowl of artisan olives while you wait for your gastrobullshit food to arrive, and you'd probably have ordered some Michelin-wannabe crap with edible flowers on it.”
“I -”
“And,” she continued, warming to her theme now, “then you'd keep quaffing your wine while trying to make small talk with local business owners because you want to run with the right crowd. You might not be a D.F.L. but you've definitely got that kind of air about you. You're more like a F.I.L.T.H., though... failed in London, trying here. But even that doesn't quite pin you down, Ezekiel, does it? Because you'd have a heart attack if someone put a decent tune on the jukebox or – God forbid – a dart board actually appeared!”
“I know barely half those words,” he countered, before stepping toward her again. “You've clearly spent far too much time among humans.”
“Actually,” she sneered, “I haven't spent nearly enough time among them.”
“You need to be taught a lesson,” he replied, marching to the door and reaching a hand out toward her. “Fortunately, I'm here to -”
“Stop!” she yelled.
He stopped in the doorway, but more due to surprise than anything else.
“You can't come into my home!” she shouted.
“I'm already in your home,” he pointed out.
“No,” she continued, “you're in my former home. I told you, as of a couple of minutes ago, The King's Arms is officially nothing to do with me anymore.” She paused, hoping desperately that her plan was going to work. “I'm in my real home now. It was my home all along, even if I didn't realize it.”
Stepping back, she held her arms out as rain continued to crash down, soaking her to the skin.
“This is so twee and syrupy,” she whispered under her breath.
In the doorway, Ezekiel stared out at her with a somewhat confused expression on his face.
“Witterton is my home!” Beth called out, raising her voice so that she could be heard over the tumultuous hissing sound of so much rain. “It always has been! And as far as I'm aware, there's nothing in the v... va... vam.... v-word lore that states a home has to have walls and a roof. In fact, it's all been left rather vague. So if I honestly, truly believe that this place is my home, then you can't enter it, and if you can't enter it...”
She paused, mostly for dramatic effect but also slightly to move some hair out of her eyes.
“If you can't enter it,” she went on, unable to stifle a faint smile, “then that means you're trapped in there. In that old pub. Forever.”



Chapter Twenty-Two
“Are you,” Ezekiel said after a moment, “completely out of your compact little mind?”
He took a step forward, only to stop at the last second as if he was being held back by something. He tried again, then again – each time with the same result, and each time making him just that little bit more annoyed.
“It worked,” Beth whispered, as if she could barely believe what she was seeing. “Wait... it worked?”
“What foolishness is this?” he sneered, putting his hands on the sides of the doorway and trying again to step out of the pub.
“It actually worked,” Beth said, with rain still falling all around her through the stormy night air. “One of my plans... worked!”
As more townspeople began to gather in the square, seemingly drawn to the spot, Beth tilted her head first one way, then the other, then the first way again – and tried to understand this entirely new feeling that was coursing through her veins.
“None of my plans ever work!” she continued with a hint of wonder. Spotting some of the new arrivals reflected in the window of the local chicken takeaway, she turned to them. “I've never had a plan work in my entire life!” she called out to them. “Not a proper big plan, anyway! Hell, I only ended up running a pub because my plan to open a nightclub went wrong!”
She saw a sea of shocked, terrified faces staring back at her, and then she turned to see that Ezekiel was still trying to find some way to propel himself out from the pub.
“This is my home!” she yelled at him. “This town! Do you get it now? You can't enter my home uninvited and I'm all out of pen and paper” – that line had sounded so much better in her head half a second earlier – “so you're trapped in there forever! How does it feel?”
“Do you truly believe that this place can contain me?” he snarled.
“Based on my extensive knowledge of the lore, apparently so,” she replied, still amazed at just how well her half-thought-out last-minute plan actually seemed to be going. “I hate to sound cocky, but I've got to say... I seem to be a natural at this kind of chicanery!”
“You can't designate an entire town as your home!” Ezekiel sneered. “That is a mockery of the language. You simply can't be allowed to get away with it.”
“Apparently I can,” she continued, holding her arms out to her sides. “I guess the true home was the people I met along the way. Sometimes the hokey cliched stuff turns out to be hokey cliched stuff for a reason!”
“These people are your subjects!” he hissed. “Your inferiors! Your property! Are you so venal and pathetic that you wish to consort with them?”
“I'm not a hundred per cent sure on what the word 'consort' means in this context,” she replied, “so I'm not going to give a specific answer right now.” She looked around again at the locals and for the first time in her life she felt as if she genuinely cared about them all. “Witterton is my home,” she added. “Not the pub. Not the flat upstairs. You can keep those, they're all yours. Frankly, there's a bit of a damp problem in there anyway.” She turned to him again. “Congratulations. You've just fallen for a good old-fashioned switcheroo.”
With that, she turned to walk away.
“Wait!” he shouted.
Stopping, she rolled her eyes dramatically. She was already thinking of ways to wall Ezekiel up inside the pub so that he wouldn't be able to cause any more trouble, although after a moment she began to realize that she was going to have to find a way to stop the storm too.
“What if they knew what you really were?” he continued.
A flicker of dread ran across her face.
“Have you ever told them?” he asked. “Have you ever let them see your true self?”
“You're not gonna ruin my parade,” she replied, although she sounded a little uncertain now.
Behind her, Ezekiel was starting to laugh.
“Don't listen to him!” Beth called out to the onlookers. Holding her hands up, she gestured for them all to leave. “Just go home and wait for the storm to pass. Because it will, you know. They always do. Even old Ezekiel hasn't got the puff to keep this going indefinitely.”
“You think I would simply tell them what you are?” Ezekiel asked. “How... disappointing. It's much more effective to show people.”
“And how are you going to do that?” she asked.
“You can trap me in here,” he continued. “Maybe. Or maybe I'll find a way to force myself out.”
“There's no way to force your way out,” she replied, before furrowing her brow. “Unless,” she whispered under her breath, “you got one of the other people here to invite you, because Witterton's their home too. It's not just mine. But... you don't seem to have thought of that loophole yet, so I'm just going to -”
Suddenly letting out a gasp of pain, she dropped to her knees.
“I might not be able to leave this filthy hostelry,” he continued, “but I can reach out with my immense powers. I can keep the storm running, at least for now, and I can also make you hurt in ways that you can't possibly imagine.”
“You'll weaken,” she sneered, even as she felt the pain rippling up her spine. “You'll need to feed. You won't be able to survive on blood you drink from the bins at the back of the butcher's shop, not in there. You won't even be able to get to the butcher's shop. All we have to do is wait for you to -”
Crying out again, she dropped forward onto her hands. The pain was so much stronger now but she told herself that she could still resist.
“Are you okay?” a woman asked, having dared to approach. “What's wrong?”
“Nothing!” Beth sneered, taking care to avoid revealing her fangs. “Just go home and this will all be better in the morning.”
“I can keep this up all night,” Ezekiel called out to her. “You're not used to pain, are you? You're not used to suffering. Because I can tell what kind of creature you are. You're the kind of creature that always runs away from things before they get too hard.”
“You don't know what you're talking about!” she snarled, slowly forcing herself to stand again. “You don't have a clue what I've had to deal with.” Grimacing, she felt an extra knot of agony starting to tighten in her chest, but she told herself that she couldn't possibly let him see any of that. “You're just another arsehole who thinks he knows everything about everything.”
“I know about pain,” he purred. “I know what it does to people. Human or vampire alike, pain makes us reveal who we really are. Perhaps we can resist it for a while, perhaps we can keep the mask up, but everyone has their limits. Every creature lets the mask slip eventually when the pain becomes too much.”
“This won't work,” she told him darkly, keeping her back turned to the building. At the same time, she was starting to clench her fists.
“And when the mask slips,” he continued confidently, “that's when the truth comes out. All of it, even the parts we've tried to squash down in the depths of our souls.”
“It won't work,” she said through gritted teeth.
“And that,” he added, “is when we reveal...”
She let out a faint whimper.
“...our true faces.”
“Go to Hell!” she screamed, turning and snarling at him through the dark pouring rain, and then – realizing her mistake – looking at the crowd that had gathered.
A moment later, spotting her own reflection in the window of the chicken takeaway, she was shocked to see that Ezekiel had been right. For a few seconds she'd bared her fangs and her eyes had darkened; the effect was already wearing off and she was looking more like her usual self, but as she looked around again at the crowd she knew that none of them could have missed what had just happened.
“Don't look at me,” she stammered, taking a step back as panic reared its ugly head and then began to fly up through her chest. “All of you! Stop looking at me! You don't understand, it's... it's not true. Okay? You don't get it!”
She waited, seeing the faces staring back at her through the rain, and then she heard Ezekiel laughing in the pub's doorway. Turning to him, she realized that he'd achieved the impossible, that he'd managed to make her reveal her true self to the people of Witterton. She wanted to scream, she wanted to explain, she wanted to find some way to somehow undo it all but she knew she couldn't. Finally, then, she did the one thing that seemed like an option, the one thing that had actually managed to get her out of so many scrapes and difficult situations before.
She turned and ran away.



Chapter Twenty-Three
“Come on, you piece of crap!” she snapped, slowing the car to what felt like an agonizing crawl as she tried to navigate yet another twisting turn on the road out of town. “Don't fail me now!”
As if to offer a defiant answer, the engine spluttered and almost died, only to miraculously keeping going somehow. Rain was crashing down harder than ever and the vehicle's headlights were picking out little more than the storm ahead, but Beth told herself that she had to be close to the edge of town now. She was taking the quieter, less well-known route that on calmer days meandered past the golf club; figuring that this route might make it easier to slip away, so felt sure that at any moment the storm would peel aside and she'd have nothing but an easy road ahead, although so far there was no sign that this particular plan was going to work.
Suddenly the car lurched alarmingly to one side, bumping against something hard and coming to a halt at an extreme angle. Beth immediately put it into reverse and tried to back away from whatever she'd hit, but now she heard the wheels grinding in the darkness. Worried that she was only going to ruin the engine, she muttered several curse words under her breath as she finally turned the whole damn thing off. She sat in silence for a moment, listening to the sound of rain pounding against the car's roof, and then she grabbed her flashlight before climbing out into the rain.
If anyone had heard the words coming from her mouth in that moment, they would surely have blushed.
Already soaked from earlier, she'd almost begun to dry off a little in the car. Now the biblical storm soaked her again in seconds and as she made her way to the front of the car she could already feel water squelching in her shoes. She stopped and aimed the flashlight down, and she saw to her annoyance that she'd somehow managed to hit a small mile marker by the side of the road. She felt sure that she'd stayed more or less in the middle, but she was starting to worry that this was somehow part of Ezekiel's grand plan to keep people from leaving Witterton.
“I'm not people!” she yelled angrily. “I'm... different!”
A flash of lightning cracked across the sky, giving her a brief glimpse of the town she was trying to leave behind. And then, before she had a chance to come up with a plan, she heard a banging sound coming from somewhere near the rear of the vehicle. She turned, convinced that this banging sound had to be some kind of mistake, yet now it was getting louder.
“What the...”
Making her way round to the boot, she realized that something was pounding on the hatch from the inside. Puzzled, she reached down and pulled it open, and then as she shone the flashlight inside she was shocked to see Stacy sitting up.
“What are you doing in there?” she gasped.
“Drowning!” Stacy spluttered, barely able to keep her eyes open as she pushed the flashlight slightly to one side. “And getting blinded!”
“How long have you been hiding in my boot?” Beth shouted.
“Long enough to know that you're making a big mistake!” came the reply. “I got stuck on a fence, okay? Or my underwear did. And by the time I got to the next street, I saw you heading to your car. I knew you were planning to run and I panicked, so I got into the boot because... I suppose I thought I could follow you and make you turn around once you'd calmed down a bit.”
She rubbed a sore spot on her elbow.
“You're a terrible driver, by the way,” she added. “Do you actually have a license or were you just guessing the whole way?”
“Go back to town!” Beth yelled, slamming the boot shut and making sure that it was locked this time, then starting to head around to the door on the side. She certainly had no intention of discussing the thorny issue of driving licenses. “I'm getting out of here.”
“You mean you're running away!”
“I mean once I'm gone, he'll probably stop being such a dick!” she shouted, slipping in the mud that had already built up, almost sliding down into a ditch before just about holding herself up by grabbing the side of the car. “He doesn't care about Witterton.”
“So you admit it,” Stacy continued, slipping and sliding on her way after her. “You're running away.”
“I'm drawing him away from the town.”
“By running away.”
“Stacy -”
“People are dying back there and you're just packing up and leaving like -”
“Why should I help them?” Beth screamed, suddenly turning to her. “Why should I try to help any of those people?”
“I thought you liked living here!”
“I do!” Beth shouted, before correcting herself in a fit of exasperation. “I did! But now that they're starting to find out what I am...”
Her voice trailed off as she tried to find some way to explain herself. At the same time, she found that words were failing her. Looking back at her friend, she briefly considered confessing everything, but she knew she didn't have the strength. Besides, word would spread eventually.
“When you all find out what I am,” she continued, wiping rain from her face as the storm seemed to worsen by the second, “you'll hate me! All of you! That's just how it always works!”
***
More than 300 years earlier...
As cold morning sunlight began to creep above the horizon, Elizabeth limped slowly along the barren country road. In truth, she could barely walk properly at all; her every joint felt stiff and resistant while her bare feet were cut to ribbons and she felt as if she had no energy at all. Since climbing from the ditch into which she'd been so unceremoniously tossed by Lord Grimfork's men, she'd felt as if her entire body might be on the verge of breaking down.
Her mind wasn't much better.
She knew she was going in roughly the right direction, thanks to the occasional tree or post that she dimly recognized in the darker recesses of her memory. She wasn't really capable of much actual thought in that moment, or of putting together a proper plan, but she felt sure that eventually she was going to find her way home if she just kept walking. And if she didn't... well, then she'd just have to walk and walk and walk until her feet turned to stumps, and then she'd have to hobble along until her stumps turned to bigger stumps, and then she figured she'd just end up as a worn-down blob in the road, ready to get run over by the next carriage that thundered its way along.
And then, feeling a burning sensation in her hands, she looked down and saw that they were in fact starting to literally burn.
“What the hell?” she murmured, holding her hands up and seeing that as they were caught in the emerging morning light, they were starting to ripple with flames.
She turned them over, convinced that she had to be wrong, but a few seconds after that she felt the same sensation further down her body. Looking beyond her hands, she saw to her horror that her bare feet – which were already crisscrossed with enough cuts and scratches to start a chessboard – were now actually and legitimately on fire.
Naturally, she screamed.
Looking around for water, she spotted a ditch of boggy mud running alongside the road. She clambered down and threw herself into the mud, and she felt her feet cooling as soon as they were beneath the thick surface. Before she had a chance to congratulate herself too much, however, her hands burst into proper flames. She pushed those too into the mud, only to feel her face starting to burn. Realizing that any inch of her body that was exposed to sunlight now seemed to be at risk of flaming up, she looked around for somewhere to take cover and finally spotted a convenient tree.
She ducked down, dunking herself entirely in mud and then clambering out of the bog. With the mud providing some much needed but distinctly temporary protection, she half ran and half crawled to the tree and finally threw herself down into its shade and then she wiped mud away from her face as she leaned against the tree's side and tried to get her breath back. At least she was no longer on fire, although as she looked out across the cold gray English countryside she saw sunlight spreading rapidly and she felt as if pure death was now stalking the land – almost searching for her.
“This can't be happening,” she whispered, looking at her feet and seeing that they remained singed and, in places, a little blackened. “It's a nightmare or... or a dream... or I'm dead and this is Hell.”
She remained in the tree's shade, and over the next few hours she had to occasionally shift around a little to avoid the spreading sunlight – as if she was being very slowly chased in a circle. All she knew was that she had to hide away for the rest of the day, and that she was probably going to have to wait until nightfall before completing her journey home.



Chapter Twenty-Four
Home.
When she finally saw the family farm ahead, bathed in moonlight, Elizabeth felt a surge of such pure happiness and hope that she almost dropped to her knees to pray there and then. The fact that she managed to keep going was down to some deep impulse, some need to feel her mother's arms around her again, although her body seemed to sense that it was almost home and in turn began to falter.
“I'll pray when I'm home,” she told herself.
“I'll pray when I'm home.”
“I'll pray when -”
“Help!” she tried to scream, barely able to raise her voice above a whisper as she stumbled across the field. Her throat felt hoarse and ragged. “Mother! Father! Help me!”
Somehow she made it to the barn, and she then leaned against its side as she inched her way toward the farmhouse. She was sobbing now – half with happiness and half with sorrow – but she told herself that everything would be alright just as soon as she got home. Once she was past the barn, however, she still had to get across the yard. On an ordinary day she would have made that journey in mere seconds, probably with freshly picked flowers in her hands; on this night, however, she barely managed to limp more than two paces before dropping to her knees. And this time, no matter how hard she tried to stand, she found that her wounded body had finally given up.
“Mother!” she screamed, at least able to raise her voice now – even though she felt the back of her throat shredding. “Father!”
Watching the farmhouse, she felt for a moment as if the entire place looked dead and deserted. Finally, however, she spotted the faintest hint of candlelight, and the front door creaked open to reveal her mother in her nightdress.
“Mother!” Elizabeth sobbed, reaching a hand out toward her as tears streamed down her face. “Help -”
In that moment the very last of her strength faded and she slumped down. Sobbing wildly as she clung to the grass, she heard her mother calling for her father, followed by the sound and sensation of feet rushing across the yard. A few seconds later hands – her mother's soft and loving hands! - grabbed her shoulders and gently rolled her onto her back, and she let out a gasp as she saw her mother's beautiful face leaning over and looking down at her.
“Elizabeth, where have you been?” she cried out. “We were so worried about you! We thought you'd been lost forever and... and that we'd never see you again!”
“Castle!” Elizabeth spluttered. “Bad man!”
“What?”
“Help me,” she whimpered, reaching up and clutching her mother's arm. “Please...”
“You're cold,” her mother replied, putting a hand against her forehead. “So very cold. And something else is different too.” She hesitated, peering down at Elizabeth as if on some deep level she was sensing a much more fundamental change.
“Help me, Mother,” Elizabeth groaned softly.
Her mother opened her mouth to reply, but now she seemed to be almost shrinking back. Before she could say anything, however, Elizabeth's father raced over with a blanket, set it over his daughter, and scooped her up into his strong arms before starting to carry her back to the house.
***
“These roads are becoming too dangerous for ordinary folk,” her father said a short while later, leaning down to stoke the fire in the front room. “Something must be done, but what? We're all just pawns in a game played by lords and barons.”
Sitting up slightly, Elizabeth looked at the dancing flames. She was still wearing her ragged and soaked dress. She knew she would have to take it off soon, but for now she was just focusing on trying to stay conscious. Her mother had muttered something before withdrawing to the kitchen. Elizabeth knew that she should have removed the dress by now, that its cold and wet fabric was sticking to her body and no doubt contributing to her need to shiver, and she was a little surprised that her mother hadn't taken more care of her already but...
But she told herself not to overthink things.
“I thought we had lost you,” her father said after a moment, still watching the fire. “It's not often that a young woman goes missing in these parts. But when they do, they are usually never seen again.”
He paused before turning to her.
“You said you were in a castle,” he continued. “Can you describe it better?”
She shook her head.
“Then again,” he went on, “what would be the point? It's beyond us little people to change anything. The lords can do with us as they please.”
Hearing a door opening, Elizabeth turned to see that her mother had returned. She felt a rush of joy, but this rush was quickly replaced by a sense of foreboding as she saw the worried and tense expression on her mother's face.
“Elizabeth needs something warm to eat,” her father pointed out.
Lingering in the doorway, seemingly barely daring to actually enter the room, Elizabeth's mother had one hand behind her back. For her part Elizabeth tried to force a smile, even though she could feel a growing sense of dread starting to ripple through her chest. Every sense was tingling with fear, even senses that seemed new and alien, and she could only watch as her mother finally dared to advance from the doorway.
“Did you hear me?” her father said. “She must eat. I fear that without sustenance, she might lose what little strength she yet possesses.”
With one side of her face caught by the light of the fire and the other side shrouded in darkness, the woman slowly approached the chair where Elizabeth sat. In turn, Elizabeth watched the fear in the older woman's eyes and saw that she still had a hand behind her back, and a moment later she saw that her father had noticed something amiss as well. Turning to him, she was just in time to see him looking down at her mother's hidden hand.
“What are you doing with that?” he asked cautiously.
“There is a change,” her mother replied, keeping her eyes fixed on Elizabeth now, stopping in the middle of the room as if she still did not dare to get too close. “I saw it almost immediately. You will see it too, if you look at her closely with the eyes that the Lord gave you.”
“What are you talking about?” Elizabeth asked, sitting up even more even as she worried that her mother might just be bang on the money. Not that the expression 'bang on the money' had even been invented yet. “It's me. It's your daughter Elizabeth. I... I came home.”
“She is shaken,” her father said cautiously. “She has been through a lot.”
“It is more than that,” her mother sneered, staring at her now as if she was witnessing the dirtiest, foulest creature in all of creation. “Do you not see the subtle change in her eyes? Do you not feel the iciness of her skin? Do you not notice the air shimmering around her, as if something about her is unholy?”
“Mother,” Elizabeth said, shaking her head slowly as fresh tears filled her eyes, “it's me, I swear. It's Elizabeth.”
“And one more thing,” her mother snarled. “When she talks, do you not see their tips?”
“What tips?” her father asked cautiously.
Shaking her head again, Elizabeth tried to think of some way to defend herself. The problem, however, was a fundamental one: deep down, on some subatomic level, she had the same fears that her mother was now expressing, and she was unable to shake the sensation that everything her mother was now intimating might well be absolutely correct.
“Talk to me,” her father added, and he too seemed apprehensive now. “What tips?”
“The tips -” her mother continued, before falling silent.
Suddenly she stepped forward and held out her previously hidden hand, revealing a large wooden crucifix that she thrust toward Elizabeth's face.
“- of her fangs!” she screamed.
For a fraction of a second, Elizabeth felt that the scene was entirely surreal. Yet after that fraction of a second had passed, and well before she had a chance to protest, she was struck by a burning pain that erupted in her chest. She winced and pulled back, and then she cried out, and finally she held up her hands to shield herself as she realized that this pain was being caused by the very crucifix in her mother's hand. And as much as she tried to tell herself that this could not be happening, she finally pulled back so far that the chair tipped over, sending her slamming down against the floorboards on the other side.
“What are you doing?” her father shouted.
“She has become undead!” her mother shouted, following Elizabeth with the crucifix outstretched, chasing the screaming girl out of the room. “I've heard stories of it! Father Maguire preached warnings about these creatures in church! She has become an abomination!”



Chapter Twenty-Five
“No,” Elizabeth whispered, stumbling away from the farmhouse, making her away along the moonlit road as tears streamed down her face. “Please...”
Ahead, the church of St. Winifred's stood at the crossroads, with a few small cottages dotted about nearby. This was as much of a village as existed in the area, and Elizabeth had been drawn in this direction by some vague hope that the church – which had always felt like a second home to her, like a sanctuary – might offer a solution. Having fled from her parents' farm, she told herself that there was still a chance to fix everything, to make it all alright, and that perhaps a good and holy man like Father Maguire might know the answer.
“Help me,” she whimpered, reaching the low stone wall at the edge of the cemetery, leaning on it heavily for support as she struggled to reach the church itself.
“Stop her!” a voice roared in the distance. “She is unholy!”
Horrified, she turned to see that her own mother and father were still in pursuit. Her father was carrying a flaming torch and a long metal spade with a pointed tip, while her mother was still holding out the crucifix. Already they'd attracted several confused followers.
“No, please,” Elizabeth sobbed, before forcing herself to keep going, finally tumbling through the opening in the wall and dropping down into the cemetery.
Starting to sit up, she saw the church ahead. The place was closed, of course, and she had no doubt that the door had been locked for the night. She still felt that this was her only hope, so she stumbled to her feet and took a step forward, only to let out another pained gasp as she felt the air burning all around her.
“Get away from holy ground, you creature of darkness!” her mother shouted. “Do not desecrate this place with your presence!”
As much as she still desperately wanted to reach the church, where as a child she'd always felt so very safe, Elizabeth felt as if the flesh might boil away from her bones if she took so much as another step forward. Instead, then, she pulled back out of the cemetery and turned just in time to see that her mother's raised voice had brought a few other curious, sleepy figures out of the nearby cottages.
“Undead!” her mother shrieked. “Unclean! Unholy!”
“No, wait,” Elizabeth murmured, holding up her hands. “Listen to me. There has been some kind of terrible mistake. I didn't ask for any of this. Someone did it to me, but it can be undone. I'm sure it can.”
“What is going on here?” Father Maguire called out, as he was the first of the locals to hurry closer. “It's the dead of night, why -”
As soon as Elizabeth turned to him, he stopped in his tracks and stared at her as if she was the most shocking and horrific thing he'd ever seen in his life. A moment later he took a step back, and now Elizabeth saw that several other people were watching her with expressions of fear. She was accustomed to being greeted happily wherever she went, and many of these people were usually so friendly; now, however, it was as if they sensed some great change in her soul, and finally one man – Frederick Upton, the local baker – ran back to his house and fetched a pitchfork before making his way toward her.
“Look at her!” Elizabeth's mother shouted. “Can't you all see what she's become?”
“I'm still me!” Elizabeth cried, trying to think of some way to make them understand. “Can't you tell? I'm still me, I just... I need help.”
Stepping toward Father Maguire, she told herself yet again that he would know what to do.
“Please,” she continued, “don't -”
Before she could get another word out, the priest pulled back and grabbed the pitchfork from Frederick's hands, and then he held it out as if he himself meant to run it straight through her chest.
“Be gone, foul beast!” he snarled. “We are good Christian people and we do not tolerate such monstrosities in our midst!”
“I'm not a monstrosity,” she sobbed, stepping toward him again as she began to notice the others forming a circle around her. “I'm me! I'm Elizabeth, you all know me! You know I'm not... I'm not a monster, I'm just -”
Suddenly Father Maguire ran at her, trying to stab her with the pitchfork. Pulling away at the last second, Elizabeth watched as he slammed into the wall, and then she cried out as she felt the air burning again. Turning, she saw her own mother advancing once more with the crucifix.
“Leave me alone!” Elizabeth cried out. “Why won't you help me?”
“Be gone, foul beast!” her mother shouted. “Be -”
In that moment, as pure instinct took over, Elizabeth turned and snarled at her, baring her fangs with such ferocity that everyone turned and ran. Sensing movement nearby, she saw Father Maguire getting to his feet; stepping closer, she showed her fangs to him as well, causing him to drop the pitchfork and run with the others. For a moment she actually caught herself enjoying this sense of power.
“Wait!” she cried out, suddenly horrified by the way she'd just reacted. “Come back!”
She saw that the locals had already regrouped nearby and that they were frantically discussing their next step. A few men had fetched more pitchforks and other weapons, while her own mother was showing the crucifix to the priest. Finally, realizing that at least for now she had no other options, Elizabeth turned and ran away into the cold night.
***
Today...
“Why should I help anyone here?” Beth asked as thunder rumbled once again in the sky above and rain continued to lash down, “when I know how you'll react to finding out what I really am?”
“I...”
Stacy hesitated for a moment, clearly confused.
“I'm a vampire,” Beth added finally, before pausing to wait for the inevitable response. “Okay? I know it's hard for you to understand, but it's true. And I know you probably don't even think that they're real, but I'm living proof that they are.”
“Yeah,” Stacy replied after a few seconds. “And?”
“And... I'm a vampire,” Beth said, finally allowing her fangs to show a little. In all honesty, she was surprised that she'd even managed to get the word out without stuttering herself to death. “I get it, you don't think vampires even exist. Few people do these days. I know this must be a huge shock to you and I'm sorry for not trusting you enough to tell you before. That must really hurt, but I was doing it out of fear. I guess I always knew that one day this moment would have to come, but I was putting it off for as long as possible and -”
Before she could finish, she saw Stacy stepping closer.
“Why are you doing that?” he asked. “What -”
And then, in a flash, Stacy slapped her so hard on the side of her face that Beth almost fell over.
“I know you're a vampire, you idiot!” Stacy shouted over the sound of the storm. “We all know you're a vampire! Everyone in Witterton knows!”
“What?” Beth spluttered, trying to hide the fact that the slap had really hurt. “How?”
“How?” Stacy explained, raising her voice again. “How do you think? First of all, you've told us all!”
“What?”
“Every time you get drunk,” Stacy continued, “which by the way is a lot, you go on and on about how you're a three-hundred-year-old vampire from some farm up north. You're always showing us your fangs and walking in front of mirrors to demonstrate that you have no reflection and doing all sorts of things to prove it. Hell, I'm surprised you haven't tried to turn into a bat!”
“I...”
“Second, do you think we're blind?” Stacy went on, warming to her theme now. “We see your fangs every single day! You can't hide stuff like that!”
“I can't?”
“And third, you don't age! Like, not at all. You've been in Witterton for twenty years and you haven't changed even slightly! There's no exfoliator or moisturizer that good, I don't care how French it is!”
“You know?” Beth whispered, still unable to get her head around this face. “All of you?”
“Duh!” Stacy shouted.
“They all know? All the people in town and they... they accepted me?”
“Are you kidding?” Stacy continued. “They accepted you so much, they didn't even feel the need to tell you they were doing it. They just did it anyway. We all did. Sure, occasionally it came up at council meetings, but the consensus was that it was better to have a vampire living in the town and on our side rather than not having one at all. I guess some people also thought you might be useful in emergencies.”
“What kind of emergencies?” Beth asked, still flabbergasted by everything she was hearing.
“Well, this seems like a good start!” Stacy yelled. “So are you gonna come back and try to help us save the town from that bastard?”
“I...”
Beth hesitated, looking toward the town again just as it was picked out by another flash of lightning.
“I can't,” she said finally. “It's my fault that is happening. The only way I can help is by... by trying to draw him away. If I leave, he'll probably follow. He'll leave the rest of Witterton alone. Vampires tend to be magnetic, one vampire often attracts another eventually. At least, that's an old saying I've heard. If I leave, he'll leave too and he'll try to follow me.”
“Do you really believe that?” Stacy asked. “Or are you just using it as a justification for running away?”
Beth turned to her.
“I think I just got my answer,” Stacy continued, and now it was her turn to sniff back tears. “Fine. Run away. Be a coward. Leave us to fight this thing alone.” She looked her up and down for a moment before turning and storming away. “Maybe you're not really a vampire after all.”
“I'm an old vampire,” Beth insisted. “I'm tired. I've got my own life to live.”
“Yeah?” Stacy turned and stared at her for a few seconds, as if she was debating whether to say what she was really thinking, whether to twist the knife. “I've got news for you,” she added finally through more tears. “You're not the person you think you are.”
With that, she turned to leave.
“That's not fair!” Beth shouted after her. “You don't understand! You don't understand any of it! I can't fight that Ezekiel guy, he's way too powerful, he knows stuff that's completely beyond me.”
In response, Stacy continued to march away without looking back. She did, however, raise her right hand and extend the middle digit in Beth's general direction.
“I can't do anything!” Beth yelled helplessly as Stacy disappeared into the darkness, leaving her alone by the side of the road next to her damaged car. “It's easy for you to say I should stay and fight him, but I wouldn't have a chance! Stacy, you have to understand! The only way I can even try to help is by leaving!”



Chapter Twenty-Six
Thunder rumbled high above and lightning occasionally flashed behind the clouds and rain poured down as Dorothy Miggins tried to help her daughter up from the ground.
“It's okay, Lucy,” she murmured, turning the girl over and seeing thick grazes all over her acne-scarred face. As much as she tried to stay strong for her child, her features briefly betrayed a sense of shock. “It's all going to be fine,” she added, trying to find a believable lie. “This is just a really bad storm, that's all. Another one. We've been having bad luck with those lately, haven't we? But the important thing to remember is that it'll pass. They always pass.”
“What time is it?” Lucy gasped.
“Why do -”
“I was born at ten in the morning, wasn't I?” Lucy continued, trying in vain to smile as rain fell against her face. “I was just wondering... what time I'm going to...”
Hearing footsteps bounding down the darkened street, Dorothy turned to see a young girl making her way back into town from the north end.
“You there!” she called out to the girl. “Has anyone found a way to leave yet?”
Stopping, Stacy stared first at the older woman and then at Lucy, who she vaguely recognized from school a few years earlier. Stepping closer, she flinched as she saw the full extent of the girl's injuries and she had to fight the urge to pull away.
“What's causing this?” Dorothy sobbed. “This isn't like last night's storm, is it?”
“I...”
Turning, Stacy looked back the way she'd just come. Despite everything she'd said to Beth and everything she'd heard in return, she was still clinging to the hope that somehow her friend might do the right thing. A few seconds later a furious flash of lightning arced across the sky, breaching the clouds and briefly lighting the rain-dashed street: the perfect moment, Stacy felt, for Beth to have made a triumphant and heroic return, perhaps with a superhero landing somehow thrown into the mix. Instead she saw only rain falling, and she felt an icy wind blowing through the town.
“She's gone,” she whispered under her breath, reasoning that Beth of all people was probably the one resident of Witterton who might be able to fight their way out. “She's really gone.”
“Help us,” Dorothy continued.
Stacy turned to her, but in that instant she felt utterly powerless.
“Do something!” Dorothy hissed, still cradling her dying daughter. “This is about them, isn't it? The creatures. Or... the creature, the one that's been living among us. I always worried that it was a mistake to let something like that fester in Witterton.”
“You don't understand,” Stacy replied.
“Don't I?” Dorothy asked through gritted teeth. “Maybe you're the one who doesn't understand! Witterton was a nice peaceful little town before that thing came to live here. Evil attracts evil. I've always said that. Tell me honestly... if that creature hadn't taken up residence in The King's Arms all those years ago, would this be happening now? Would this other monster have come here?”
She paused, before forcing herself to look down at her daughter's body. Lucy's eyes were closed now and her head was lolling slightly to one side.
“Or would I still have my daughter?” Dorothy asked as her voice began to crack with tears. “Because that's all that matters to me. Or it was. I don't care about these monstrosities and their petty squabbles.” Looking down, she moved some strands of blood-matted hair from across Lucy's face. “Now I've got nothing,” she added. “Now I don't care if the whole town gets washed away. Let the sea have it all.”
Another, louder clap of thunder shook the town with such force that the ground shuddered beneath Stacy's feet. Turning, she looked along the road again, and again she felt that the stage had been set perfectly for Beth to prove her wrong. Again, however, the road merely fell dark and rain continued to fall, forming rivers now that ran loudly into nearby drains that were already at risk of overflowing.
“I don't know,” she said finally, “but... we'll stop this. All of it. I don't know how, but... we'll find a way.”
***
A few minutes later, walking along the dark High Street, Stacy saw rain running down the windows of shops on either side. Every bin she'd passed had been blown over, and anything even slightly loose on the surrounding buildings was flapping loudly in a gale that seemed to be gathering force with each passing second. The streets were mostly deserted, save for a few people who'd taken shelter in the doorways of various bars, cafes, card shops and outlet stores.
Stopping just before the traffic lights, Stacy finally felt the last little drop of hope falling like poison from her heart and disappearing forever.
“You...”
Soaked to her skin, she wasn't even bothered about the rain now as she looked along the next part of the High Street. She could just about see a few people now, on their knees near the square outside the pub, but she couldn't even summon any comforting lies to tell herself.
“You... bitch!” she sneered finally as she turned and looked all around, and as she finally accepted that Beth had done a proper runner. “You total -”
Suddenly one of the traffic lights broke loose from its rivets and flew through the air. Ducking just in time, Stacy dropped onto her hands and knees and turned just in time to see the metal structure smashing into the side of the old bank and smashing through the window.
And then, in the distance, a figure raced into view.
At first, Stacy told herself that she had to be wrong, that she was just imagining the sight. As the figure raced closer, however, she felt the first stirring of hope again as she realized that she was right after all, that against all the odds things might be alright after all.
“Beth?” she whispered.
“Sorry!” Beth yelled, glancing at the traffic light in the broken window before hurrying over to join her. “Did you see that massive flash of lightning a few minutes back? That would've been the perfect moment for me to show up again, wouldn't it?”
“I knew it!” Stacy shouted, rushing forward and hugging her right. “I knew you wouldn't run away!”
“I just came back for my phone charger.”
Stacy pulled away and looked up into her eyes.
“What?” Beth asked. “Not the right time for humor?”
“People are dying!”
“I know,” Beth continued, looking a little uncomfortable. “I would have been back sooner, it's just...”
“I get it,” Stacy replied.
“I had to stop and do a nervous poo.”
“What?”
“Joke,” Beth said, before pushing past her and heading toward the square – and muttering something inaudible beneath her breath.
“The storm's getting worse and worse,” Stacy pointed out, hurrying after her. “At first when people said he was trying to wash the town away, I thought they were exaggerating but now... now I think that might be literally what he's doing.”
“I think so too,” Beth replied. “Vam... these creatures... have always had a flair for the dramatic. That's one of the many reasons I never fitted in.”
“Did you even try?”
“One time,” Beth added, “but... I don't want to talk about it. Let's just say that I'm not a dinner party kind of -”
Reaching the end of the High Street and the bottom of the square, she stopped as soon as she saw the carnage unfolding in front of the pub. Scores of people had crawled through the town to reach this point, but most of them had been battered down by the sheer relentless horror of so much wind and rain. Now, picked out in varying shades of moonlight, men and women and children were sheltering to the best of their abilities while The King's Arms now resembled nothing so much as a dark festering shell of its former self.
“What are they doing?” Beth asked, as she heard several people screaming nearby. “Why are they here?”
“Everyone's terrified,” Stacy pointed out.
“Of course they are,” she continued, “but why are they here?”
“They're here because of you,” Stacy said.
Beth turned to her.
“I guess they... thought you might know what to do,” Stacy suggested tentatively. “I guess they figured they might be safe if they came to find you. I'm not sure how that's working out for them, though. This feels like kinda the worst place in the world to be right now.”
“I'm not a hero,” Beth told her. “I think my failure to make a grand entrance just now probably proved that beyond all doubt.”
“But do you know how to stop him?” Stacy asked, shouting through the rain now. “What about that book? Is there anything in 'The Book of Gothos' that might help?”
“Maybe,” Beth admitted, “although -”
Stopping suddenly, she furrowed her brow.
“How do you know about 'The Book of Gothos'?” she asked.
“I used to sneak a look in that chest sometimes when you weren't around,” Stacy told her. “It's pretty cool, even if I didn't understand much of it. But do you think it can help us now?”
“Maybe,” Beth said again, before turning to look at the dark, festering hulking remains of the pub as a shiver ran through her bones, “but even if it could... We can't get to it. It's in there now. It's with him.”



Chapter Twenty-Seven
“My pub,” Beth continued a few minutes later, stepping across the square and looking at what remained of The King's Arms. “My beautiful pub. My pride and joy. My baby. What has this monster done to you?”
Whereas once the pub had been bright and colorful, now the place had begun to blacken as if charred by some invisible fire. The front door was wide open but the interior was impossible to make out, looking more like a black hole than the old welcoming entrance hallway of days gone by; the windows were mostly smashed, meanwhile, and the upper floor appeared to have borne the brunt of whatever evil had poured from Ezekiel's soul.
“What... what are you going to do?” Stacy asked.
Beth turned to her, but she had no words.
“Are you going to fight him?” Stacy continued. “Like... an actual vampire on vampire smackdown?”
“I don't think that would go very well,” Beth replied.
“For... him?”
“For me,” Beth pointed out. “I'd be liquidated.”
“What about another trick?” Stacy asked. “You managed to trap him already.”
“And how's that playing out now?”
“It might need some... tweaking.”
“Face it,” Beth went on, “I don't have a clue how to go up against this vam... this thing. In every possible way, he's better than me. I've spent my entire life, the past three hundred years, avoiding learning the exact skills that I need in this situation.”
“Why can't you even say it?” Stacy asked.
“Say what?”
“Vampire.”
“Of course I can say it. Occasionally.”
“Go on, then. Say it now.”
Beth opened her mouth to do just that, but at the last second she held back.
“You can't do it!” Stacy gasped, clearly shocked.
“This isn't the right moment. I said it earlier when I blurted it out. Isn't that enough for you?”
“What's wrong with you?” Stacy continued. “You're a vampire! You should be proud of that fact! Hell, if I was a vampire, I'd be yelling it from the rooftops!”
“Let's... use the v-word a little less,” Beth replied uncomfortably, glancing around to check that nobody else was listening. “To be honest, I've always found it a little ridiculous. For me, vampires have always been pretentious arses wearing ridiculous old costumes or... painfully thin cowering monsters like Dracula. I just want to be normal.”
“And how's that going for you?”
“Shut up.”
“You came back,” Stacy pointed out, putting a hand on the side of her arm. “You might be pissed off about it, but you came back when even I'd lost hope. That has to mean something, doesn't it? It has to mean that you're at least willing to try.”
Beth hesitated, watching the pub's open front door, before taking a step forward.
“Try to help as many people as you can,” she said as she made her way into the building. “I'm going to see if I can come up with another genius plan on the fly.”
“Go, vampire girl!” Stacy yelled. “Embrace your destiny! Show that prick what a real vampire can do!”
“Shut up!”
***
As soon as she stepped into the bar area, Beth felt a strong urge to run back outside again. Every inch of the place had changed and was now shockingly unfamiliar. The formerly bright walls were now blackened and peeling while the bar surface itself appeared to have been burned almost to a crisp. It was as if some form of evil, some form of destruction, had been leeching out from Ezekiel's pores and infecting everything. Reaching down, she put a hand on the mahogany she'd so lovingly polished over the years and a shudder ran through her bones as she felt its rippled and damaged surface.
A moment later, hearing a brief rattling sound, she turned and looked toward the staircase behind the bar.
“So you're upstairs, huh?” she said under her breath. “I should have guessed. If you're preparing for battle, always seek the higher ground.”
She thought for a moment.
“If you're preparing for battle...” she whispered again.
Her footsteps bumped loudly as she made her way behind the bar. Somehow the sound of the storm outside seemed muffled now that she was in the building; she'd always loved the way that being inside The King's Arms made her feel safe and protected from the rest of the world, but now that same effect felt strangely wrong. And as she reached the bottom of the staircase and looked up at the pitch darkness above, she felt as if this place truly was no longer her home.
Somewhere in the flat, a floorboard creaked, followed by another rattling sound. Beth had no idea about the rattle, and as far as she was aware v-words tended not to do that, but she could tell that Ezekiel was moving around. She figured that he must be ailing by now, that perhaps she'd been bang on the money when she'd suspected that he was going to weaken while he was trapped in the pub, that he'd shot his load a little early... although she felt a little surprised that he hadn't used any loopholes of his own to escape. Either he simply hadn't thought of any, or his mind was too addled, or beneath all the pomp and anger he might simply not be very bright.
Or, more likely, a combination of all three explanations.
“Okay, then,” she whispered, realizing that she was playing for time – and that while she prevaricated, people out there in the town were dying. “No time like the present.”
The steps shifted slightly beneath her feet, as if they'd been damaged already, and she had to reach out and steady herself. By the time she reached the top she felt almost seasick and she had to take a moment to steady herself before peering round the corner and seeing that her entire flat was now a dark, cavernous mess.
Somewhere at the far end, perhaps behind the sofa, something bumped gently.
“Hey there,” she said, stepping cautiously into the room while looking around for any hint of Ezekiel's location. Rain was still battering the windows and rattling the glass in the frames as she spotted the chest in its usual position. It had even been turned the right way up again.
So far, her only real plan was to grab 'The Book of Gothos' and get back outside as quickly as possible, so that she and Stacy might be able to find something that would help.
She waited, and now she was starting to wonder whether perhaps she'd struck lucky, whether Ezekiel might have become too sick to fight back. As much as she knew that she couldn't rely on that possibility just yet, she nevertheless started inching slowly toward the chest while trying to work out exactly how fast she might be able to run out of the flat. Glancing at the window, she was even contemplating some kind of crazy run across the room, culminating in her smashing her way out through the window with the book clutched against her chest and falling down to slam against the pavement outside. A barrel-roll even seemed like a possibility.
Sure, that would hurt a lot, but she knew she'd be able to recover and – besides – she also figured that it'd look pretty damn cool.
Another floorboard creaked, causing her to spin around and look toward the corner behind the television. Was he there? Was he lurking and watching her and waiting for his moment to strike? Or was he too weak now to do any of that? He'd only been trapped in the pub for a short period of time, but he'd already been weaker than he'd let on and she figured that the storm outside must have sapped even more of his energy. As she took another step toward the chest, she told herself that she just had to be smart, but finally the fear became too much: racing to the chest, she dropped to her knees and pulled it open, and then she tossed the blanket aside so that she could reach in and take the book.
Except...
“Looking for something?”
She froze as soon as she heard his dark, gravelly voice. He was suffering, that much was abundantly clear, but there was also a smugness in his tone that made her worry. Sure enough, the book was missing from the chest and a moment later she heard the distinctive sound of its spine creaking as it was opened.
“They say that every vampire should have their own copy,” he murmured as she slowly began to turn and look across the room, finally spotting him standing at the far end as he turned to another page. “Me? I don't need one, because I memorized the entire thing when I was a child studying in the ruins of Jagadoon. And do you know the best thing about memorizing an important text such as this?”
She watched as he held the book open wider. A few seconds later she heard a tearing sound, and she watched with a growing sense of horror as the entire volume blackened and charred in his hands and finally fell to the floor as nothing more than a pair of ashes.
“Hey!” she snapped. “That was a Folio edition!”
“You no longer need to keep the ornate, fancy copies around,” he snarled, fixing his eyes on her as a flash of lightning outside briefly caught one side of his withered, frail face. “You can focus on the more important things, like using that knowledge to destroy your enemies and crush their bones to dust.”



Chapter Twenty-Eight
“You're looking... well,” she said cautiously as she tried to work out whether she still had time to jump out through the window. “I can see that living in a pub is really agreeing with you.”
Was the barrel-roll still a possibility?
“I knew you'd have to come back eventually,” he purred before stepping forward, in the process taking care to step on the ashes of the book, “but I thought it would take you longer to face the inevitable. What's wrong? Don't you like the sound of all that screaming out there?”
“Don't take this out on them,” she said firmly, trying to hide the fear that even now was coursing through her veins. “They don't deserve it.”
“You're right, they don't,” he said, stopping to look down into her terrified eyes. “They don't deserve anything at all. They're mere peasants who simply had the misfortune to live under a weak and vain ruler.”
“You're a little behind the times,” she told him. “We don't call people peasants anymore. We call them... citizens. Or voters.”
“Call them what you want,” he replied, “but they still require a firm hand to guide them. I'm sure you think I was a cruel and callous lord back in my home state, but my actions had a purpose because I kept my peasants in line. I gave them jobs to do. I made sure that they knew their place in the world. In return, they lived simple but reliable existences, they knew that their lives would be spared and they got on with their tasks accordingly. They weren't fat or ugly or bloated. They were taken care of.”
“Why don't I believe that it was quite that simple?”
“Whereas your peasants – sorry, citizens – have been given absolute freedom, and look what they've become. Fat, lazy and stupid. Listless. Aimless. Completely reliant upon others to keep them alive. They – and you – miss the greatest truth of all, which is that freedom is a prison while only captivity can set you free.”
“Spoken like a true lunatic,” she replied, clenching her fists as she tried to work out whether she might, after all, be able to take him down in a straight fight.
And then a barrel-roll.
“I know what you're thinking,” he added. “You're thinking that I'm in a pretty bad way. Decrepit, even. You're thinking that I've deteriorated rapidly since you trapped me in here.”
“That's one way of looking at it.”
“So now you're wondering whether you might be able to take me in a straight fight. Whether you, a piddling little wretch with no training, might actually manage to hold your own against me for more than a handful of seconds.” He paused, as if he wanted those words to sink in. “Well, you might have a point,” he said darkly, “except for one thing. You see, you and I are currently at more or less the same level of strength, but I still have one crucial advantage. I descended to this level, whereas you... you have risen to it.”
She clenched her fists a little harder.
“Do your best,” he snarled, leaning closer to her. “Do. Your. Best.”
He waited, and now he could see that she was almost shaking with anger.
“What's wrong?” he asked. “Not feeling quite so -”
In that instant she lunged at him, trying to push him back. Before she could do anything else, however, he grabbed her and lifted her up, quickly turning her around before throwing her so fast and so hard that she smashed through – not into, but all the way through – the wall at the end of the room, sending her crumpled and broken body into the bedroom as dust erupted in the air all around her.
***
Coughing frantically, Beth immediately began to sit up – except, was it 'immediately' at all? Trying frantically to clear her lungs, she wasn't quite sure whether she might have passed out for a second or two, although she felt fairly sure that it couldn't have been any longer than that. Waving dust away from her face, she coughed for a few more seconds before trying to take a deep breath, only to find that she couldn't.
She tried again, but a sharp pain filled her chest as if something deep down was stopping her getting any air into her lungs at all.
Filled with panic, she stumbled to her feet and tried yet again to breathe, but she still felt as if there was still some deep inner force holding her airway shut. Reaching down, she felt her chest for damage; there was nothing obvious, but she supposed that getting thrown through a brick wall might yet have a few side effects. She tried to stay calm, yet still nothing worked as she tried again to breathe – only to feel the sharp pain becoming stronger and larger just behind her collarbone.
“I -”
Suddenly something grabbed her from behind, slamming her against the edge of the broken brick wall before throwing her back into the living room. She slammed against the side of the sofa and came to a rest, and this time she was finally able to breathe again. Evidently the second impact had dislodged some of the damage from the first. Trying to ignore the pain in her chest, she began to sit up, although her ears were ringing and she felt as if the entire world was spinning and pivoting all around her.
“Have we settled that little discussion?” Ezekiel asked, stepping back through the hole in the wall. “I hope you're not one of those tiresome little things that needs to have the same lesson drummed into their head over... and over... and over again.”
She tried to spit out some witty comeback, but all that emerged from her mouth instead was a large blob of dusty saliva. Even though she could at least breathe now, the effort was almost too much and as she sat up again she felt an excruciating pain running up behind her ribs.
“I almost find myself wondering whether I could train you up,” Ezekiel mused, towering above her now. “I'd written you off as nothing more than a scrapling, but perhaps you have some potential after all. What do you think? Are you willing to dedicate the next couple of hundred years of your existence to some self-improvement?”
“Go...”
She took another sharp, painful deep breath as she looked up at him. She could taste blood flooding into her mouth now, and the vision in her right eye was blurred, but when she saw his withered face staring back at her she felt nothing but pure contempt.
“To...”
Before she could finish, the ceiling above her rumbled loudly. As Ezekiel took a step back, one of the main support arches in the flat crashed down, slamming into Beth's spine and immediately crushing her under a huge amount of bricks and wooden posts. More dust than ever filled the air and for a moment she seemed to have been completely buried beneath the debris, as if the pub itself had recognized its new master and had consequently turned on its old.
When she finally pushed some wooden boards aside and got onto her hands and knees, she felt a sharp pain in her back and knew immediately that she was weakening fast.
“I want you to know that I shall remember you,” Ezekiel continued confidently. “I didn't think that would be the case, but now I think you might enter my mind from time to time once I'm back in Frankia. I shall always hold you up as an example of how our kind should not live.”
She tried to snarl “Go to Hell!” at him, but she was too weak now even for this.
“I'll tell your story at the next grand banquet,” he said airily. “It's about time that I had one of those to announce my grand return to the world. I'm sure some of the other barons and lords have been wondering where I got to over the past few centuries so I shall invite them all to my castle for the grandest feast that has ever been seen, and if there's a lull in the conversation I might well tell them your story. It'll be good for a laugh, at least.”
Again she tried to spit something vaguely defiant at him, but in truth she felt far too broken to even get another word out.
“I'm sure Lord Constantos will raise as much of a chuckle as he's capable of,” Ezekiel continued. “Le Compte of Thaxos, too.”
Stepping closer, he looked down at the back of her head for a moment before raising a foot and pressing it down against her scalp. Although she tried to fight back, she was ultimately powerless to resist as he slowly forced her face down against the dusty bricks. Once he'd done that, he began to grind her features into the sharp edges, watching as blood trickled down either side of the largest, sharpest brick.
“I do hope that Volmir's still around,” he purred. “He's always good value at a feast. So's Rickitus. And I might even invite a few of the more hated fellows, like Astraforgus and Grimfork and Ellendria. I wonder if -”
Suddenly Beth forced her head up. Blood was dripping from various wounds all over her face, but now she was just about able to push back against Ezekiel's foot and after a few seconds she even manged to push her head aside and look up at him.
“What did you just say?” she stammered, with more blood running freely from one side of her mouth.
“I said I'm going to hold a grand feast in my banquet hall when I get back,” he replied, “and -”
“No!” she snarled. “That name!”
“Which one?”
“You said his name!”
“I'm afraid I truly don't know what you're talking about,” he murmured. “I said a lot of names. There's Rickitus and Ellendria. Did I mention Bathshobum and Astraforgus? And Billy Symonds? And -”
“You said his name!” she sneered. “The one who made me like this!”
“Who?” he asked, sounding genuinely confused. “Esterhaus? Colston? Dedrifax? Grimfork? The Abbott of -”
“You said his name!” she screamed, stumbling to her feet and pushing him back.
“What are you talking about?” he replied, holding both his hands up.
She opened her mouth to tell him all about her time as a human, to relate the long and tragic tale of her mistaken capture by Lord Grimfork's men and her subsequent conversion to the dark side and the night she'd had to flee from her own parents and everything that had led her to that point. Instead, however, her attention was caught at the last second by a long, sharp and very broken metal bar that was now protruding from part of the damaged wall. She stared at the pointed edge for a few seconds, and then she looked Ezekiel in the eye.
“Why do you have that strange expression on your face?” he asked, sounding a little confused. “Stop it. I don't like it. You're freaking me out and... and stirring something.”
“Go to Hell!” she snarled.
“Oh dear,” he chuckled. “You're really not as smart as you thought you were, are you?”
“Come off it,” she sneered, dimly remembering that someone had used this line before. “No-one's as smart as I thought I was.”
In that moment she lunged at him with all her remaining strength. Knocking him back, she pressed herself against him so that she could be certain he wouldn't slip away and then she gasped as she threw them both together into the sharp piece of metal. A moment later, before she had a chance to even think of pulling away, she felt blood gushing into her mouth as the metal tip broke straight through Ezekiel's chest and out through the front – and then straight into her own chest as well, piercing her heart before finally crunching out through her spine.



Chapter Twenty-Nine
Reaching up, she grabbed Ezekiel's shoulders, using him to hold herself up as she tried to come up with a new plan – or perhaps more realistically, a second part to the plan that had left the pair of them impaled. She'd felt the metal tip burst straight through her heart and she knew she'd just staked them both, but she felt sure that she could come up with a way out if she just thought really hard for a few seconds.
Really... really hard.
This can't be how it ends, she told herself. Please...
Having been pushed back against the broken wall, Ezekiel merely stared across the room for a moment, watching clouds of dust swirling in the moonlit air as if he too couldn't believe that matters had come to such a sudden and terminal conclusion, before finally he began to let out a low chuckle.
“What's so funny?” Beth asked, and she was increasingly short of breath now. “It's over. We both lost.”
“We did?”
“We can't survive this,” she croaked. “No vampire can survive being staked through the heart.”
“That's very true,” he agreed.
“And you feel it, don't you?” she added, fully aware that she could feel her life-force – her very essence – draining out along with her blood as her heart approached its last agonized beat. “You feel the metal that cut through. You feel it even now, it's so cold even in all that blood, it...”
Worried that she might pass out at any second, she tried to look away, but even this required a tremendous amount of effort that she simply didn't have.
“You feel its ragged edge,” she whispered, “as the last shreds of your tattered heart try to beat. There's no more blood, but the muscles are still twitching out of some kind of... memory. You've let your own heart down by not keeping it alive, by not looking after it better. It's like a pet, really.” She looked down at her chest and saw the metal pole impaling her body. “I'm sorry, little friend,” she added, before laughing. “Listen to me, apologizing to my own heart. How pathetic is that, right? But it's been through a lot with me, it's been beating for centuries now and... and I suppose maybe now it deserves a bit of a rest.”
She began to close her eyes before somehow forcing them to stay open. After a moment, as her head became heavier and heavier, she just about managed to look up into Ezekiel's eyes.
“I know you feel it too,” she added. “The fear of death. Even if you won't admit it. You feel it, just like you feel the cold metal piercing your heart but... maybe it's time for both of us. I hope I see my parents again and make them not be scared of me. Maybe nothing, not even vam... not even us... should be allowed to live forever.”
She waited for him to reply, but for a few seconds he simply stared back down at her before finally a single word left his mouth:
“No.”
She blinked.
“No?” she whispered, worried that this might be the last word that she would ever say.
“No.”
She blinked again.
“No?”
“No,” he said again, and now he was smiling slightly. “I don't feel any of that.”
“Because... you're a soulless monster?” she gasped.
“No,” he replied, shaking his head. “Well, there might be some truth in that, but the answer is rather less prosaic. You see, I don't feel it because the metal missed my heart.”
“What?” she stammered, looking down at his bloodied chest.
“Oh, it hurts,” he added. “It certainly hurts like a bastard. But it missed my heart by... ooh, I'd say by about three quarters of an inch. It's hard to be more precise than that. But the point is, it didn't miss your heart, did it? No, that's very obvious. You've staked yourself and no -”
He paused.
“Shall I say it?” he asked.
She looked up at him again as tears began to fill her eyes.
“And no mistake,” he added with a positive laugh. “I'm sorry, I couldn't help myself. It was right there, just begging for one of us to say it.”
“No,” she whispered, trying to pull herself free – only to find that she was already weaker still. “That's impossible.”
“No, it's unlikely,” he replied, “but as you can see, it's not impossible.” He tried to push her away. She forced herself against him, just about managing to hold him in place with the last of her dying strength. “Not bad,” he added, “but I don't have to struggle at all, do I?” He leaned closer to her face. “I can just wait, because soon you're going to die and then I'll slide you off this metal pole and let your lifeless body fall to the floor, and then I'll slide myself off and go about my business. Which, by the way, will start with making sure that every last person in this miserable town is dead!”
As the last word left his mouth, it was followed by a blob of saliva that hit her on the cheek.
“No,” she sobbed, and now tears were streaming from her eyes. “This can't be happening! It's not fair!”
“You might think that it's just a case of bad luck, but it's so much more than that,” he told her, sounding so gleeful now that he seemed almost poised to burst into song. “No, you see, there's no such as luck, not for creatures with our lifespans. You make your own luck, and the harder you work, the luckier you always become.”
“No,” she said again, trying to think of some way to finish him off even as her knees began to buckle and she felt that the metal pole was the only thing holding her up.
“You haven't got long,” he sneered. “A minute or two at most and then you'll slide right off. All this blood will be quite the lubricant, won't it?”
“No,” she said again, even as she felt herself almost passing out. Forcing herself to stay awake, she knew that if she closed her eyes for more than a brief blink she'd likely lose consciousness – and that then she'd never wake up ever again.
“You put up quite the fight,” he went on as her eyes once again tried to close, and now she was really struggling to keep them open. “You had it in you, didn't you? But without any training, you could never hope to turn your undoubted potential into anything worthwhile. And that is perhaps the greatest tragedy of all.”
He was still speaking now but she could barely focus on the words. Instead she was frantically trying to stay awake in the hope that she might come up with yet another plan, with one last wheeze that maybe – just maybe – might allow her to live to fight another day. Yet even as she tried and tried, she could tell that she was losing that battle, and finally she even began to see a faint hint of light, as if something was waiting to envelop her.
“No, please,” she whispered, even though she felt fairly sure she wasn't getting any words out. Not that Ezekiel would have heard her anyway as he continued to pontificate loudly about all her many flaws and failure. “Not this. Not a cliched... light at the end of...”
She fell silent and started to wonder whether she should just surrender to the light. Would it be so bad, she asked herself, to just stop fighting and rest instead? After all, the previous three centuries hadn't exactly been a bed of roses and she was so tired of running, and now the thought of letting her tattered body simply fall into the light – instead of being dragged in there – felt so appealing. She waited for the warmth to embrace her, and she told herself that whatever was on the other side couldn't be so bad or scary, and she watched as the light became just a little brighter.
And then, slowly, she closed her eyes as she felt the warmth on the side of her face.
Warmth?
Somehow she managed to open her eyes again. She could still see the light, but as she blinked she realized that this particular light was in fact catching on what remained of the mantelpiece. She blinked again, ignoring Ezekiel as he went on and on, and then she slowly looked over her shoulder.
Outside, the storm had begun to die down a little – no doubt due to Ezekiel's own weakness – and the clouds had parted slightly, and a miracle had occurred as the first rays of morning sunlight had begun to burst through.
She looked at the light on the mantelpiece again, then back at the window, then at the mantelpiece... and then finally she held her own trembling left hand out until the side of her thumb caught a hint of the same morning light. She waited, feeling the warmth, and after just a few seconds her skin began to ripple and burn. Pulling her hand away from the light, she wiped it against her shirt and then she looked up at Ezekiel with a growing sense of astonishment.
“I shall require boys in tunics,” he was saying, “and they must be old enough for their blood to be quaffable.” He looked down at her with a grin. “I find boys are always better than girls for that sort of thing because -”
Stopping suddenly, he furrowed his brow.
“Why are you smiling?” he asked cautiously. “You're not supposed to smile while you're dying. Stop it. Speaking of which, shouldn't you be gone by now?”
“You have no idea,” she groaned, “how annoying it always was.”
“What?”
“The light,” she continued as a sense of wonder filled her eyes. “In the mornings. It always found a way past the blinds somehow and... shone into the kitchen. It made it awkward for me whenever I wanted a cup of tea first thing.”
“Whatever are you rambling on about?” he asked. “Are you really going to waste your death throes by talking about tea? Can't you think of anything more magnificent?”
“No!” she snarled. “I can't! And neither can you!”
He opened his mouth to reply, before looking toward the window. In that moment, a rather concerned expression crossed his face.
“Every morning,” she snarled, “the sunlight shines through that window and slowly crosses the flat. It can be pretty bright and very... very direct. And you know what that means, don't you?”
He turned to her again – and she could see in his eyes the exact moment when the frightful penny dropped.
“It means I don't have to do anything at all,” she continued, “except stay right where I am, pinning you to the wall.”
Already the sunlight was creeping closer and closer to Ezekiel's horrified face. He was able to turn his head but he couldn't move away properly.
Putting her hands against his chest, Beth began to push with all her remaining strength even as he in turn tried to force her off the metal pole so that he could escape.
“All I have to do,” she sneered, “is keep you right here for a little while longer!”
“Stop!” he yelled frantically as he began to panic. “Let me go! This isn't allowed!”
“And I think I can do that,” she added through gritted teeth, “because I've got one thing that's more powerful than you can possibly imagine. It's actually something of a superpower if you... if you approach it in the right way. And the thing is, I've been training for this moment for years. I've been honing my skills to perfection, because do you know what I'm really good at? Do you know my one undeniable talent?” She looked up into his eyes again as morning light edged ever closer to his cheek. “Spite!”
“Stop!” he shouted, and now his cheek was starting to sizzle and burn. “You can't do this! I'm immortal! I'm going to live forever! Burn her! She's nothing, she's just an idiot!”
“Just a few more seconds,” she whispered with a smile, even as the sun caught the side of her neck and began to burn her flesh. “Have you noticed how it moves faster when it senses a vampire? I've never understood that, but it definitely happens. It's like the sun wants to hunt us out. And here it comes.”
“Burn her!” Ezekiel screamed as his face erupted in flames. “Not me! Burn her! You're burning the wrong one!”
“What did you say?” she asked.
“I'm not supposed to die!” he screeched at the top of his voice. “I'm the wrong one!”
“Didn't you hear, Sparkletits?” Beth asked, before tilting her head back for a moment and then spitting the biggest, slimiest blob of bloodied saliva – of all time – straight into his burning face. “I'm the wrong one!”
In that moment Ezekiel's body burst into flames, erupting into an inferno as the sunlight finally took hold. For her part, Beth was unable to pull away; instead, as she heard his screams, she could only turn her head as she too began to burn. She could feel Ezekiel still trying to push her back but she knew he had no chance, and she told herself that if she had to go then at least she was taking another bastard with her – and hopefully saving what remained of Witterton too. Finally she leaned forward a little, accepting her fate as the pair of them burned together, and as the sunlight passed over them both and turned their pinned-together bodies into a vast roiling all-consuming inferno.



Chapter Thirty
“Blimey!” Stacy gasped, standing in the dying rain and watching as flames roared from the flat. “Beth, what...”
For a few seconds she could only stare at the fire with a growing sense of concern. Finally the flames began to die down almost as suddenly as they'd erupted, revealing nothing left other than the burned and charred remains of the building, and when she looked at the front door Stacy realized that there was still no sign of Beth returning from her showdown with Ezekiel.
“Beth?” she whispered, still clinging to the hope that her friend knew what she was doing.
She waited for a moment longer before hurrying toward the door. She knew she shouldn't go inside, she knew that Beth would be furious, but she also knew that she had to at least try to help.
“Wait!” a voice called out.
Spinning round, Stacy saw a man on the ground with a woman leaning over him.
“It's my husband!” the woman sobbed. “He fell and hit his head. I don't know what to do!”
“Put...”
Stacy hesitated, before rushing over and dropping to her knees.
“We'll get proper medical help soon,” she said as she rolled the man onto his side and put him into the recovery position, before standing up and hurrying to the pub's front door. “Just keep him like that for now and if he wakes up, don't let him move too much.”
“Thank you!” the woman called out. “But... young lady, how do you know things like that?”
Stopping again, Stacy turned to her. She saw the man resting on his side and she wanted to stay and check that he was going to be alright, but she knew that she needed to find Beth so – instead – she only had time to respond with two words:
“Media Studies.”
***
Picking her way up what remained of the staircase, Stacy finally reached the top and found that most of the roof was missing. As rain continued to fall, albeit without the same intensity before and with sunlight spreading through the ruins, she looked around and tried to spot some hidden space where Beth might be hiding. Instead she saw only carnage and destruction in every direction, and a moment later the entire building shuddered slightly as if to warn that it might collapse.
“Beth?” she called out, picking her way through the ruins as she ignored any concerns about structural integrity. “Where are you? Beth?”
Stopping, she listened out for any hint that her friend was still around. As the seconds passed, however, she began to feel more and more worried that the flames had engulfed and consumed everything in their path. Turning to look the other way, she saw that part of the far wall was still standing, with a piece of a metal pole poking out. She made her way over and saw that the wall had been almost entirely destroyed, although she could just about make out the faintest smudge of what appeared to perhaps be a human-sized and perhaps slightly smug shape burned into the brickwork.
“Beth?”
Suddenly hearing a scraping sound, she turned and looked over her shoulder. A section of rubble nearby was moving slightly and after a few seconds a burned hand slowly reached out.
“Beth!”
Racing over, Stacy dropped to her knees and pulled some of the slabs away, before freezing as soon as she saw the impossibly burned figure beneath.
With every inch of her body charred almost beyond recognition, Beth tried one last time to lift herself up before slumping back down. Her clothes and hair had been burned away entirely, and what remained of her flesh had cracked open to reveal large glistening cracks of blood that even now were oozing their contents down onto the wooden boards. Two empty sockets held eyes that had survived the conflagration while cooking and yellowing slightly, and when she held her hand up again she let out a gasp of pain that revealed what remained of her fangs.
“Beth, is... is that you?” Stacy asked, somehow struggling to believe that something so horrific could have happened. “How... I...”
“He's gone,” Beth groaned. “Burned just a... little longer than me... to... ash.”
“Beth, what do I do?” Stacy continued, once again trying to hold back tears. “How do I help you?”
Looking across the room, she saw that the old chest had survived with almost no damage. Without waiting for an answer, she scrambled over on all fours and pulled the lid open before starting to search for 'The Book of Gothos'. Unable to find it, she glanced around before turning to Beth again.
“Where's that old book that's got all the secrets?” she shouted.
“Gone,” Beth whispered.
“Gone where?”
“Burned,” Beth said with a sigh before rolling onto her back. “Ash as well, I suppose.”
“Then how do I save you?”
Looking back into the chest, she quickly spotted a small bottle. She pulled it out and removed the lid, giving it a cursory sniff before crawling to Beth again.
“What about this?” she asked. “I remember reading about a spell or a curse or whatever in that book, something that could bring someone back to life. It included aniseed and this smells like aniseed. Tell me how to use it!”
“I made that earlier,” Beth whispered, “for... for you.”
“But there's enough for one more person, isn't there?” Stacy continued. “I can't quite remember what the book said, there was something about -”
“No!” Beth hissed.
“But -”
“Give it to someone out there,” Beth continued, pushing her hand away. “There's enough for one person. Find someone... a child, maybe... and use it to save them instead.”
“But I want to save you!” Stacy replied.
“Save someone who hasn't had three centuries to mess their life up,” Beth went on. “Please, Stacy, I can't let you save me at the expense of... Let me do something selfless for once. And let me sleep.”
“I need you!”
“Then don't forget me,” Beth replied, reaching up and touching the side of Stacy's face with a rough, broken hand. “Ever. But find someone with a life ahead of them. Someone young. Someone who hasn't been corrupted yet. Someone who's like... I used to be... before all of this happened.”
“It's not fair!” Stacy sobbed.
“Give them a chance,” Beth continued, still touching Stacy's face. “Give it to someone who doesn't have much life anyway. They might... use it more wisely. I'd only... waste...”
Her voice fell silent for a few seconds, before she let out a sigh and her hand dropped down.
“Beth!” Stacy shouted, shaking her frantically in an attempt to make her wake up. “I can't do anything without you! You have to come back! I remember something in the book, something about dropping this stuff into the open heart of someone you want to save. It said that for a human, swallowing it's enough, but that for a vampire you have to be more direct and put it right into their heart! Did I remember that right, Beth? Would that save you? Is that the answer?”
She waited, but deep down she knew that she was already too late and that Beth was gone. Still holding the vial as the sun continued to rise in the distance, she saw that Beth's eyes remained open. Reaching down, she gently closed them and then she looked out across the ruined town as she heard someone sobbing loudly.
***
As soon as she stepped out from the front of the pub, Stacy saw that the entire town was in ruins. The storm was finally abating and the rain had almost stopped, but the damage was overwhelming. All around, injured people were on the ground, some of them being tended by passersby or family members while others were alone.
“Please,” a woman whimpered, looking up as she tried to revive a young girl, “can you help?”
“Me?” Stacy replied, before looking at the vial in her hand. “Maybe. I -”
“Help!” a man yelled. “Somebody help us!”
Turning to look the other way, Stacy saw that the man was frantically shaking a young boy. She instinctively turned to go in that direction instead, before hearing another voice wailing on the far side of the square.
“Help me!” a woman called out. “My daughter's hurt!”
“I don't know what to do,” Stacy said as she realized that while so many people needed to be saved, she only had one vial to use. “I don't know how to pick someone.”
As voices shouted all around her, she felt as if she simply couldn't make a decision. Instead she backed away, fully aware that she was holding a vial that could save one person but not knowing how to make her pick.
“This isn't fair,” she sobbed, too scared to make a move even though she knew that she risked helping nobody at all. “I can't do this! Somebody else has to do it for me!”



Epilogue
One week later...
“It's so beautiful and calm,” Stacy whispered, with tears in her eyes as she sat in the shade of one of the fishing boats on the beach, watching the morning sea sparkling beneath the rising sun. “I know you never liked this sort of thing, Beth, but if you were still here...”
She paused for a moment, trying to find the right words.
“If you hadn't... died,” she added finally, forcing herself to be more direct, “I'm sure things would've gotten a lot better and -”
“Gotten?”
Sitting up, having been resting on her back, Beth pulled her hoodie a little tighter to protect her almost entirely healed face from the light.
“Is that actually a word? Seriously? Gotten?”
“Isn't it?” Stacy asked, turning to her.
“Never mind,” Beth continued. “That was good. I liked it a lot better with those changes. Okay, you've convinced me, you would have been able to deliver a good eulogy at my funeral. If I'd needed one, that is.” She paused again. “That was pretty smart, by the way,” she added. “I know I keep telling you, but the way you fixed everything was a stroke of absolute genius.” She glanced both ways along the beach; the town looked perfect in the morning light. “Every damn thing. I don't think I'd have come up with such an amazing plan.”
“I guess I found a good loophole,” Stacy said with a faint smile. “All those hours sneaking a look at that big old book turned out to be useful after all. I never realized that I'd accidentally memorized it until... well, until the pressure was on and I needed a big idea.”
***
One week earlier...
“This isn't fair,” she sobbed, too scared to make a move even though she knew that she risked helping nobody at all. “I can't do this! Somebody else has to do it for me! Someone -”
Stopping suddenly, she felt an idea slamming into her thoughts. She froze, convinced that this idea was completely foolish, but finally she turned and raced back into the pub even as more and more people called out to her. Running to the stairs, she hurried up and skidded to a halt next to Beth's body, dropping down and looking at the burned husk that was all that remained of her friend.
“Here goes nothing,” she muttered, before setting the vial down. “Sorry, Beth. This isn't going to be very respectful.”
Grabbing one of the old metal pokers from nearby, she held it up and smashed it down against Beth's chest. After trying a few more times, she managed to break several of the bones before tossing the poker aside and resorting to ripping the ribs apart with her bare hands. Once that was done, she rooted around in the bloodied meat until she managed to pull sections apart to reveal Beth's heart.
“Directly into the heart for a vampire,” she whispered as she heard more cries outside, “or...”
She hesitated, worried that she might be wasting the precious dose.
“It just said the heart,” she added, trying to give herself a little more confidence. “It wasn't specific, and I know these things love loopholes so...”
She took a deep breath, before using a nail to start tearing Beth's heart open. Once that was done, she poured the remainder of the liquid directly into the organ and watched as it dribbled out of sight.
“Please work,” she said under her breath, and now each second felt like an eternity as she waited and waited for some sign that her plan might be a success. “Please -”
Gasping suddenly, Beth sat bolt upright with such force that she immediately headbutted Stacy, knocking her back. Landing with a thud, Stacy winced as she felt a sharp pain on her forehead, and then she propped herself up on her elbows just as Beth let out a groan and slumped back down.
“Are you okay?” Stacy stammered. “Beth, what -”
Before she could get another word out, she felt the wooden boards shifting beneath her body. Looking down, she was astonished to see that the charred sections were fading away as the floor reverted to its old, polished style. All around, meanwhile, the pub's walls were slowly reconstructing themselves as Beth emitted several more whimpered sobs.
Scrambling to her feet, Stacy stumbled to the window and looked out at the square, where the storm had well and truly passed now and people – even those who'd seemed horribly injured – where now slowly getting to their feet in the cold, wet morning light.
“It's working!” she shouted excitedly. “I'm a -”
***
One week later...
“Foolish mawkish sentimental idiot,” Beth said, still watching the sea for a moment before turning to her. “But I have to admit, it was pretty smart.”
“The book stated,” Stacy replied, unable to stifle a slightly proud smile, “that the liquid could be applied to the heart for the strongest effect, and that from there it would spread out and heal everything. It didn't specifically state that it had to be limited to one body, and I got to thinking that in some ways... you and this pub are sorta the heart of the whole town. So if I applied it to you, I figured that the healing might spread everywhere. It's like -”
“Stop or I'll vomit again,” Beth said firmly, interrupting her.
Stacy's smile grew.
“It worked,” Beth continued, checking her watch. “'Nuff said. The beer delivery's due soon. I should be getting back. You know what they say, right? There's no rest for the wicked.”
She tried to get up, only to wince as she felt crackles of pain in her joints.
“Let me help you!” Stacy said, standing up and grabbing her by the arm. “I know you're still not quite at full strength.”
“That'll take a little while longer,” Beth admitted. “I'll be okay, though. I don't need looking after.” As soon as she was steady, she pulled away from Stacy's grip. “Thanks, though,” she added, pulling her hoodie tighter to protect herself from the sunlight before turning and setting off toward the road, limping slightly as Stacy walked alongside her. “Things would've gone very differently if you hadn't done what you did. You saved the whole town.”
“And you,” Stacy pointed out.
“Eh, everyone makes the occasional mistake,” Beth added, almost tripping as she began to cross the road. “Now let's get back to the pub. I need to get the lines cleaned before Baz shows up at the door like a lost puppy. Then again, I shouldn't complain too much. Right now, what I really need is some quiet time so that I can recover.”
“But you still want me to write down everything that I remember from the Gothos book, don't you?” Stacy continued. “The other day you said you wanted to maybe brush up on your knowledge of vampire lore a bit.”
“Yeah yeah,” Beth replied wearily. “There'll be time for that. For now, let's just try to really take things easy. And for a while, can we please stop talking about vampires?”
“At least you can say the word now.”
“Yeah, but I'm not gonna, because it's stupid.”
“You think vampires are stupid?”
“I think the word vampire makes me sound like a moron,” Beth continued as they disappeared around the corner, and as a seagull began to noisily attack a nearby bin. “Some things are definitely better left unsaid, and one of those things is absolutely definitely positively... the word vampire.”
***
Hundreds of miles away, Lord Arthur Grimfork stood at a window high up in his castle and stared out at the rolling countryside. The sky was gray and as he let out another sigh, Grimfork barely even noticed the sound of footsteps approaching. He was still wearing his pink nightshirt and he'd barely had time to apply any makeup or style his hair for the morning.
“Master?” a voice asked tentatively. “Have you... have you finished your latest concerto?”
“What's the point?” Grimfork muttered darkly. “I was up all night fiddling with my Stradivarius but nothing came of it. Living here all alone, it's almost impossible to get any inspiration.”
“I -”
“The loneliness,” he added, “is starting to get to me.”
He paused, before turning to see his servant loitering in the doorway.
“Do you remember that nightmare I had several centuries ago?” he continued. “The one about a girl being brought here and then I turned her into one of our kind so that we might be together forever, except then she turned out to be the wrong girl and I sent her away? Meanwhile the girl I truly longed for, the one I'd seen from the window of my carriage, had died. And if my former manservant had only got it right the first time, everything would have been so different. Do you remember me telling you about that dream?”
“I...”
“Because ever since that dream,” Grimfork went on, “I have been cursed to live alone. With no love.”
The servant hesitated for a moment, as if he wasn't quite sure whether or not to speak.
“That... wasn't a dream, Sire,” he said finally.
“I'm sorry?”
“It happened,” the servant continued, “about three hundred years ago. And I was the manservant who made the unfortunate mistake. Don't you remember that I fled in disgrace and you tracked me down and made me come back here to serve you for all eternity as your undead slave?”
“Are you sure?”
“You killed me. On your favorite rack.”
“Are you sure?”
The servant nodded.
“It all happened?” Grimfork said, stepping toward him. “It really wasn't a nightmare?”
“Her name was Elizabeth Cooper,” the servant told him. “I don't know what happened to her after we threw her into a ditch. I'm afraid I was too busy running from you in terror, Sire. And then when I came back here, I was busy being stretched to death and then I was getting used to being dead.”
“It really happened,” Grimfork mused, before looking over at the pages and pages of failed music that he'd tried to write, many of which had spilled off the music stand and were now spread across the stone floor. “Ever since that moment, I have been able to write not one good piece of music. I have painted not one worthwhile image. I have written not one poem. My inspiration has been torn from my breast and I have never been able to love again. That witch cursed me!”
“Witch?”
“There is only one thing to be done,” Grimfork continued, as anger radiated from his soul and the clouds outside began to darken. “We leave at once.”
“Sire?”
“My mind is made up,” he sneered darkly. “I shall not rest until I have tracked down the witch Elizabeth Cooper and forced her to lift this curse! And then, if she is very lucky...” He paused again. “If she's very lucky,” he added, “I might even be interested in marrying her.”



By the same author
THE GHOST IN ROOM 119
Something dangerous is lurking in room 119 of a Barcelona hotel. Something vicious. Something evil. Something that wants revenge.

Arriving in the city for a short break, Penny and Steve are looking forward to a week of sun, sea and sand. Those plans are ruined, however, when Steve thinks he recognizes a woman at the hotel bar. Ten years ago, he dated a girl named Annabelle, but the relationship ended badly. The woman at the bar looks a little like Annabelle, not enough for him to be certain that it's her, but enough for him to worry.

Soon, Steve finds himself drawn into a nightmare. He's starting to see the strange woman everywhere, and now he's worried that he's being followed. Has Annabelle returned to his life? If so, has she turned up in Barcelona by accident or by design? And how is her apparent appearance connected to the strange noises and flickering lights that can be heard every night, coming from room 119? 



By the same author
THE GHOSTS OF MARSH HOUSE
Marsh House stands abandoned in the heart of an English seaside town. A local ghost tour guide regularly stops in front of the house to tell its grim tale, but no-one has actually set foot in the building for more than forty years. Until now.

Desperate to get away from his troubles in London, Andrew heads to Marsh House and sets about trying to fix it up. Between rotten floorboards and bug infestations, he's got his work cut out for him. And that's before he even notices the strange noises in the night, and the fact that a strange presence is watching his every move.

When he invites a new friend to move in with him, everything changes. Andrew might not have paid attention to the darker side of Marsh House, but his new guest quickly realizes that something's very wrong. Does the ghost of a long-dead woman still haunt the house, cursing anyone who dares to fall in love? And is this malevolent entity somehow also responsible for the death of a local woman whose body was found on the beach?

And by the time he uncovers the shocking truth, will it be too late for Andrew to ever return to his old life?

The Ghosts of Marsh House is a horror story about a man who's trying to run from his own mistakes, and about a woman who'll stop at nothing to make others pay for her misery. 
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