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This freakish show could never have gone public but for the efforts of my hard-working laboratory assistants:

Biddy & Liam—“The Gruesome Twosome”
“Diabolical” Domenica de Rosa
“Growling” Gillie Russell
Emma “The Exterminator” Schlesinger
and
“Lord of the Crimson Night”—Christopher Little

Thanks are also due to my feasting companions: the Horrible Creatures of HarperCollins. And the ghoulish pupils of Askeaton Primary School (and others) who served as willing guinea pigs and braved nightmares to make this book as tight, dark, and chilling as possible.
INTRODUCTION

I’VE ALWAYS BEEN FASCINATED BY spiders. I used to collect them when I was younger. I’d spend hours rooting through the dusty old shed at the bottom of our garden, hunting the cobwebs for lurking eight-legged predators. When I found one, I’d bring it in and let it loose in my bedroom.

It used to drive my mom crazy!

Usually, the spider would slip away after no more than a day or two, never to be seen again, but sometimes they hung around longer. I had one who made a cobweb above my bed and stood guard for almost a month. Going to sleep, I used to imagine the spider creeping down, crawling into my mouth, sliding down my throat, and laying loads of eggs in my belly. The baby spiders would hatch after a while and eat me alive, from the inside out.

I loved being scared when I was little.

When I was nine, my mom and dad gave me a small tarantula. It wasn’t poisonous or very big, but it was the greatest gift I’d ever received. I played with that spider almost every waking hour of the day. Gave it all sorts of treats: flies and cockroaches and tiny worms. Spoiled it rotten.

Then, one day, I did something stupid. I’d been watching a cartoon in which one of the characters was sucked up by a vacuum cleaner. No harm came to him. He squeezed out of the bag, dusty and dirty and mad as hell. It was very funny.

So funny, I tried it myself. With the tarantula.

Needless to say, things didn’t happen quite like they did in the cartoon. The spider was ripped to pieces. I cried a lot, but it was too late for tears. My pet was dead, it was my fault, and there was nothing I could do about it.

My parents practically hollered the roof down when they found out what I’d done—the tarantula had cost quite a lot of money. They said I was irresponsible, and from that day on they never again let me have a pet, not even an ordinary garden spider.

I started with that tale from the past for two reasons. One will become obvious as this book unfolds. The other reason is:

This is a true story.

I don’t expect you to believe me—I wouldn’t believe it myself if I hadn’t lived it—but it is. Everything I describe in this book happened, just as I tell it.

The thing about real life is, when you do something stupid, it normally costs you. In books, the heroes can make as many mistakes as they like. It doesn’t matter what they do, because everything works out in the end. They’ll beat the bad guys and put things right and everything ends up cool.

In real life, vacuum cleaners kill spiders. If you cross a busy road without looking, you get whacked by a car. If you fall out of a tree, you break some bones.

Real life’s nasty. It’s cruel. It doesn’t care about heroes and happy endings and the way things should be. In real life, bad things happen. People die. Fights are lost. Evil often wins.

I just wanted to make that clear before I began.

One more thing: my name isn’t really Darren Shan. Everything’s true in this book, except for names. I’ve had to change them because… well, by the time you get to the end, you’ll understand.

I haven’t used any real names, not mine, my sister’s, my friends, or teachers. Nobody’s. I’m not even going to tell you the name of my town or country. I don’t dare.

Anyway, that’s enough of an introduction. If you’re ready, let’s begin. If this were a made-up story, it would begin at night, with a storm blowing and owls hooting and rattling noises under the bed. But this is a real story, so I have to begin where it really started.

It started in a toilet.
CHAPTER ONE

I WAS IN THE BATHROOM at school, sitting down on the toilet, humming a song. I had my pants on. I’d come in near the end of English class, feeling sick. My teacher, Mr. Dalton, is great about things like that. He’s smart and knows when you’re faking and when you’re being serious. He took one look at me when I raised my hand and said I was ill, then nodded his head and told me to go to the bathroom.

“Throw up whatever’s making you sick, Darren,” he said, “then get your behind back in here.”

I wish every teacher was as understanding as Mr. Dalton.

In the end, I didn’t get sick, but still felt queasy, so I stayed on the toilet. I heard the bell ring for the end of class and everybody came rushing out on their lunch break. I wanted to join them but knew Mr. Dalton would be angry if he saw me in the yard so soon. He doesn’t get mad if you trick him but he goes quiet and won’t speak to you for a while, and that’s almost worse than being shouted at.

So, there I was, humming, watching my watch, waiting. Then I heard someone calling my name.

“Darren! Hey, Darren! Have you fallen in or what?”

I grinned. It was Steve Leopard, my best friend. Steve’s real last name was Leonard, but everyone called him Steve Leopard. And not just because the names sound alike. Steve used to be what my mom calls “a wild child.” He raised hell wherever he went, got into fights, stole from stores. One day—he was still in a stroller—he found a sharp stick and prodded passing women with it (no prizes for guessing where he stuck it!).

He was feared and despised everywhere he went. But not by me. I’ve been his best friend since kindergarten, when we first met. My mom says I was drawn to his wildness, but I just thought he was a great guy to be with. He had a fierce temper and threw scary tantrums when he lost it, but I simply ran away when that happened and came back again once he’d calmed down.

Steve’s reputation had softened over the years—his mom took him to see a lot of good counselors who taught him how to control himself—but he was still a minor legend in the schoolyard and not someone you messed with, even if you were bigger and older than him.

“Hey, Steve,” I called back. “I’m in here.” I hit the door so he’d know which one I was behind.

He hurried over and I opened the door. He smiled when he saw me sitting down with my pants on. “Did you puke?” he asked.

“No,” I said.

“Do you think you’re gonna?”

“Maybe,” I said. Then I leaned forward all of a sudden and made a sick noise. Bluurgh! But Steve Leopard knew me too well to be fooled.

“Give my boots a polish while you’re down there,” he said, and laughed when I pretended to spit on his shoes and rub them with a sheet of toilet paper.

“Did I miss anything in class?” I asked, sitting up.

“Nah,” he said. “The usual crap.”

“Did you do your history homework?” I asked.

“It doesn’t have to be done until tomorrow, does it?” he asked, getting worried. Steve’s always forgetting about homework.

“The day after tomorrow,” I told him.

“Oh,” he said, relaxing. “Even better. I thought…”

He stopped and frowned. “Hold on,” he said. “Today’s Thursday. The day after tomorrow would be…”

“Got you!” I yelled, punching him on the shoulder. “Ow!” he shouted. “That hurt.” He rubbed his arm but I could tell he wasn’t really hurt. “Are you coming out?” he asked then.

“I thought I’d stay in here and admire the view,” I said, leaning back on the toilet seat.

“Quit joking,” he said. “We were down five–one when I came in. We’re probably six or seven down now. We need you.” He was talking about soccer. We play a game every lunchtime. My team normally wins but we’d lost a lot of our best players. Dave Morgan broke his leg. Sam White transferred to another school when his family moved. And Danny Curtain had stopped playing soccer in order to spend lunch hanging out with Sheila Leigh, the girl he likes. Idiot!

I’m our best forward. There are better defenders and midfielders, and Tommy Jones is the best goalkeeper in the whole school. But I’m the only one who can stand up front and score four or five times a day without fail.

“Okay,” I said, standing. “I’ll save you. I’ve scored a hat trick every day this week. It would be a pity to stop now.”

We passed the older guys—smoking around the sinks as usual—and hurried to my locker so I could change into my cleats. I used to have a great pair, which I won in a writing competition. But the laces snapped a few months ago and the rubber along the sides started to fall off. And then my feet grew! The pair I have now are okay, but they’re not the same.

We were down eight–three when I got on the field. It wasn’t a real field, just a long stretch of grass with painted goalposts at either end. Whoever painted them was a total idiot. He put the crossbar too high at one end and too low at the other!

“Never fear, Hotshot Shan is here!” I shouted as I ran onto the field. A lot of players laughed or groaned, but I could see my teammates picking up and our opponents growing worried.

I made a great start and scored two goals inside a minute. It looked like we might come back to draw or win. But time ran out. If I’d arrived earlier we’d have been okay, but the bell rang just as I was hitting my stride, so we lost nine–seven.

As we were leaving the field, Alan Morris ran toward us, panting and red-faced. They’re my three best friends: Steve Leopard, Tommy Jones, and Alan Morris. We must be the weirdest four people in the whole world, because only one of us—Steve—has a nickname.

“Look what I found!” Alan yelled, waving a soggy piece of paper around under our noses.

“What is it?” Tommy asked, trying to grab it.

“It’s—,” Alan began, but stopped when Mr. Dalton shouted at us.

“You four! Inside!” he roared.

“We’re coming, Mr. Dalton!” Steve roared back. Steve is Mr. Dalton’s favorite and gets away with stuff that the rest of us couldn’t do. Like when he uses swearwords sometimes in his stories. If I put in some of the words Steve has, I’d have been kicked out long ago.

But Mr. Dalton has a soft spot for Steve, because he’s special. Sometimes he’s brilliant in class and gets everything right, while other times he can’t even spell his own name. Mr. Dalton says he’s somewhat of an idiot savant, which mean he’s a stupid genius!

Anyway, even though he’s Mr. Dalton’s pet, not even Steve can get away with showing up late for class. So whatever Alan had, it would have to wait. We trudged back to class, sweaty and tired after the game, and began our next lesson.

Little did I know that Alan’s mysterious piece of paper was to change my life forever. For the worse!
CHAPTER TWO

WE HAD MR. DALTON again after lunch, for history. We were studying World War II. I wasn’t too excited about it, but Steve thought it was great. He loved anything to do with killing and war. He often said he wanted to be a soldier of fortune—one who fights for money—when he grew up. And he meant it!

We had math after history, and—incredibly—Mr. Dalton for a third time! Our usual math teacher was out sick, so others had been filling in for him as best they could all day.

Steve was in seventh heaven. His favorite teacher, three classes in a row! It was the first time we’d had Mr. Dalton for math, so Steve started showing off, telling him where we were in the book, explaining some of the trickier problems as though speaking to a child. Mr. Dalton didn’t mind. He was used to Steve and knew exactly how to handle him.

Normally Mr. Dalton runs a tight ship—his classes are fun but we always come out of them having learned something—but he wasn’t very good at math. He tried hard but we could tell he was in over his head, and while he was busy trying to come to grips with things—his head buried in the math book, Steve by his side making “helpful” suggestions—the rest of us began to fidget and whisper to each other and pass notes around.

I sent a note to Alan, asking to see the mysterious piece of paper he’d brought in. He refused at first to pass it around, but I kept sending notes and finally he gave in. Tommy sits just two seats over from him, so he got it first. He opened it up and began studying it. His face lit up while he was reading and his jaw slowly dropped. When he passed it on to me—having read it three times—I soon saw why.

It was a flyer, an advertising pamphlet for some sort of traveling circus. There was a picture of a wolf’s head at the top. The wolf had its mouth open and saliva was dripping from its teeth. At the bottom were pictures of a spider and a snake, and they looked vicious, too.

Just beneath the wolf, in big red capital letters, were the words:

CIRQUE DU FREAK

Underneath that, in smaller writing:

FOR ONE WEEK ONLY—CIRQUE DU FREAK!!

SEE:

SIVE AND SEERSA—THE TWISTING TWINS!

THE SNAKE-BOY! THE WOLF-MAN! GERTHA TEETH!

LARTEN CREPSLEY AND HIS PERFORMING SPIDER—MADAM OCTA!

ALEXANDER RIBS! THE BEARDED LADY!

HANS HANDS!

RHAMUS TWOBELLIES—WORLD’S FATTEST MAN!

Beneath all that was an address where you could buy tickets and find out where the show was playing. And right at the bottom, just above the pictures of the snake and spider:

NOT FOR THE FAINTHEARTED!

SOME RESTRICTIONS APPLY!

“Cirque Du Freak?” I muttered softly to myself. Cirque was French for circus… Circus of Freaks! Was this a freak show?! It looked like it.

I began reading the flyer again, immersed in the drawings and descriptions of the performers. In fact, I was so immersed, I forgot about Mr. Dalton. I only remembered him when I realized the room was silent. I looked up and saw Steve standing alone at the head of the class. He stuck out his tongue at me and grinned. Feeling the hairs on the back of my neck prickle, I stared over my shoulder and there was Mr. Dalton, standing behind me, reading the flyer, lips tight.

“What is this?” he snapped, snatching the paper from my hands.

“It’s an advertisement, sir,” I answered.

“Where’d you get it?” he asked. He looked really angry. I’d never seen him this worked up. “Where’d you get it?” he asked again.

I licked my lips nervously. I didn’t know how to answer. I wasn’t going to tell on Alan—and I knew he wouldn’t own up by himself: even Alan’s best friends know he’s not the bravest in the world—but my mind was stuck in low gear and I couldn’t think of a reasonable lie. Luckily, Steve stepped in.

“Mr. Dalton, it’s mine,” he said.

“Yours?” Mr. Dalton blinked slowly.

“I found it near the bus stop, sir,” Steve said. “Some old guy threw it away. I thought it looked interesting, so I picked it up. I was going to ask you about it later, at the end of class.”

“Oh.” Mr. Dalton tried not to look flattered but I could tell he was. “That’s different. Nothing wrong with an inquisitive mind. Sit down, Steve.” Steve sat. Mr. Dalton stuck a thumbtack on the flyer and pinned it to the bulletin board.

“Long ago,” he said, tapping the flyer, “there used to be real freak shows. Greedy con men crammed malformed people in cages and—”

“Sir, what’s malformed mean?” somebody asked.

“Someone who doesn’t look ordinary,” Mr. Dalton said. “A person with three arms or two noses; somebody with no legs; somebody very short or very tall. The con men put these poor people—who were no different from you or me, except in looks—on display and called them freaks. They charged the public to stare at them, and invited them to laugh and tease. They treated the so-called freaks like animals. Paid them little, beat them, dressed them in rags, never allowed them to wash.”

“That’s cruel,” Delaina Price—a girl near the front—said.

“Yes,” he agreed. “Freak shows were cruel, monstrous creations. That’s why I got angry when I saw this.” He tore down the flyer. “They were banned years ago, but every so often you’ll hear a rumor that they’re still going strong.”

“Do you think the Cirque Du Freak is a real freak show?” I asked.

Mr. Dalton studied the flyer again, then shook his head.

“I doubt it,” he said. “Probably just a cruel hoax. Still,” he added, “if it was real, I hope nobody here would dream of going.”

“Oh, no, sir,” we all said quickly.

“Because freak shows were terrible,” he said. “They pretended to be like proper circuses but they were cesspits of evil. Anybody who went to one would be just as bad as the people running it.”

“You’d have to be really twisted to want to go to one of those,” Steve agreed. And then he looked at me, winked, and mouthed the words: “We’re going!”
CHAPTER THREE

STEVE PERSUADED MR. DALTON to let him keep the flyer. He said he wanted it for his bedroom wall. Mr. Dalton wasn’t going to give it to him but then changed his mind. He cut off the address at the bottom before handing it over.

After school, the four of us—me, Steve, Alan Morris, and Tommy Jones—met outside and studied the glossy flyer.

“It’s got to be a fake,” I said.

“Why?” Alan asked.

“They don’t allow freak shows anymore,” I told him. “Wolf-men and snake-boys were outlawed years ago. Mr. Dalton said so.”

“It’s not a fake,” Alan insisted.

“Where’d you get it?” Tommy asked.

“I stole it,” Alan said softly. “It belongs to my big brother.” Alan’s big brother was Tony Morris, who used to be the school’s biggest bully until he got thrown out. He’s huge and mean and ugly.

“You stole from Tony?!? ” I gasped. “Have you got a death wish?”

“He won’t know it was me,” Alan said. “He had it in a pair of pants that my mother threw in the washing machine. I stuck a blank piece of paper in when I took this out. He’ll think the ink got washed off.”

“Smart,” Steve said.

“Where did Tony get it?” I asked.

“There was a guy passing them out in an alley,” Alan said. “One of the circus performers, a Mr. Crepsley.”

“The one with the spider?” Tommy asked.

“Yeah,” Alan answered, “only he didn’t have the spider with him. It was night and Tony was on his way back from a bar.” Tony’s not old enough to get served in bars, but hangs around with older guys who buy drinks for him. “Mr. Crepsley handed the paper to Tony and told him they’re a traveling freak show who put on secret performances in towns and cities across the world. He said you had to have a flyer to buy tickets and they only give them to people they trust. You’re not supposed to tell anyone else about the show. I only found out because Tony was in high spirits—the way he gets when he drinks—and couldn’t keep his mouth shut.”

“How much are the tickets?” Steve asked.

“Twenty-three dollars each,” Alan said.

“Twenty-three dollars!” we all shouted.

“Nobody’s going to pay twenty-three bucks to see a bunch of freaks!” Steve snorted.

“I would,” I said.

“Me, too,” Tommy agreed.

“And me,” Alan added.

“Sure,” Steve said, “but we don’t have twenty-three bucks to throw away. So it’s academic, isn’t it?”

“What does academic mean?” Alan asked.

“It means we can’t afford the tickets, so it doesn’t matter if we would buy them or not,” Steve explained. “It’s easy to say you would buy something if you know you can’t. ”

“I’d love to go,” Tommy said sadly. “It sounds great.” He studied the picture again.

“Mr. Dalton didn’t think too much of it,” Alan said.

“That’s what I mean,” Tommy said. “If Dalton doesn’t like it, it must be super. Anything that adults hate is normally awesome.”

“Are we sure we don’t have enough?” I asked. “Maybe they have discounts for children.”

“I don’t think children are allowed in,” Alan said, but he told me how much he had anyway. “Eight-fifty.”

“I’ve got eighteen dollars exactly,” Steve said.

“I have ten dollars and forty cents,” Tommy said.

“And I have twelve dollars and thirty cents,” I told them. “That’s more than forty-nine dollars in all,” I said, adding it up in my head. “We get our allowance tomorrow. If we pool our—”

“But the tickets are nearly sold out,” Alan interrupted. “The first show was yesterday. It finishes Tuesday. If we go, it’ll have to be tomorrow night or Saturday, because our parents won’t let us out any other night. The guy who gave Tony the flyer said the tickets for both those nights were almost gone. We’d have to buy them tonight.”

“Well, so much for that,” I said, putting on a brave face.

“Maybe not,” Steve said. “My mom keeps a wad of money in a jar at home. I could borrow some and put it back when we get our allowance—”

“You mean steal?” I asked.

“I mean borrow, ” he snapped. “It’s only stealing if you don’t put it back. What do you say?”

“How would we get the tickets?” Tommy asked. “It’s a school night. We wouldn’t be let out.”

“I can sneak out,” Steve said. “I’ll buy them.”

“But Mr. Dalton snipped off the address,” I reminded him. “How will you know where to go?”

“I memorized it.” He grinned. “Now, are we gonna stand here all night making up excuses, or are we gonna go for it?”

We looked at each other, then—one by one—nodded silently.

“Right,” Steve said. “We hurry home, grab our money, and meet back here. Tell your parents you forgot a book or something. We’ll lump the money together and I’ll add the rest from the pot at home.”

“What if you can’t steal—I mean, ‘borrow,’ the money?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Then the deal’s off. But we won’t know unless we try. Now hurry!”

With that, he sprinted away. Moments later, making up our minds, Tommy, Alan, and I ran, too.
CHAPTER FOUR

THE FREAK SHOW WAS all I could think about that night. I tried forgetting it but couldn’t, not even when I was watching my favorite TV shows. It sounded so weird: a snake-boy, a wolf-man, a performing spider. I was especially excited by the spider.

Mom and Dad didn’t notice anything was up, but Annie did. Annie is my younger sister. She can be sort of annoying but most of the time she’s cool. She doesn’t run to Mom telling on me if I misbehave, and she knows how to keep a secret.

“What’s wrong with you?” she asked after dinner. We were alone in the kitchen, washing the dishes.

“Nothing’s wrong,” I said.

“Yes there is,” she said. “You’ve been acting weird all night.”

I knew she’d keep asking until she got the truth, so I told her about the freak show.

“It sounds great,” she agreed, “but there’s no way you’d get in.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“I bet they don’t let children in. It sounds like a grown-up kind of show.”

“They probably wouldn’t let a brat like you in,” I said nastily, “but me and the others would be okay.” That upset her, so I apologized. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean that. I’m just annoyed because you’re probably right. Annie, I’d give anything to go!”

“I’ve got a makeup kit I could lend you,” she said. “You can draw on wrinkles and stuff. It’d make you look older.”

I smiled and gave her a big hug, which is something I don’t do very often. “Thanks, sis,” I said, “but it’s okay. If we get in, we get in. If we don’t, we don’t.”

We didn’t say much after that. We finished drying and hurried into the TV room. Dad got home a few minutes later. He works on building sites all over the place, so he’s often late. He’s grumpy sometimes but was in a good mood that night and swung Annie around in a circle.

“Anything exciting happen today?” he asked, after he’d said hello to Mom and given her a kiss.

“I scored another hat trick at lunch,” I told him.

“Really?” he said. “That’s great. Well done.”

We turned the TV down while Dad was eating. He likes peace and quiet when he eats, and often asks us questions or tells us about his day at work.

Later, Mom went to her room to work on her stamp albums. She’s a serious stamp collector. I used to collect, too, when I was younger and more easily amused.

I popped up to see if she had any new stamps with exotic animals or spiders on them. She didn’t. While I was there, I asked her about freak shows.

“Mom,” I said, “have you ever been to a freak show?”

“A what?” she asked, concentrating on the stamps.

“A freak show,” I repeated. “With bearded ladies and wolf-men and snake-boys.”

She looked up at me and blinked. “A snake-boy?” she asked. “What on Earth is a snake-boy?”

“It’s a…” I stopped when I realized I didn’t know. “Well, that doesn’t matter,” I said. “Have you ever been to one?”

She shook her head. “No. They’re illegal.”

“If they weren’t,” I said, “and one came to town, would you go?”

“No,” she said, shivering. “Those sorts of things frighten me. Besides, I don’t think it would be fair to the people in the show.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“How would you like it,” she said, “if you were stuck in a cage for people to look at?”

“I’m not a freak!” I said huffily.

“I know.” She laughed and kissed my forehead. “You’re my little angel.”

“Mom, don’t!” I grumbled, wiping my forehead with my hand.

“Silly.” She smiled. “But imagine you had two heads or four arms, and somebody stuck you on display for people to make fun of. You wouldn’t like that, would you?”

“No,” I said, shuffling my feet.

“Anyway, what’s all this about a freak show?” she asked. “Have you been staying up late, watching horror films?”

“No,” I said.

“Because you know your dad doesn’t like you watching—”

“I wasn’t staying up late, okay?” I shouted. It’s really annoying when parents don’t listen.

“Okay, Mister Grumpy,” she said. “No need to shout. If you don’t like my company, go downstairs and help your father weed the garden.”

I didn’t want to go, but Mom was upset that I’d shouted at her, so I left and went down to the kitchen. Dad was coming in from the back and spotted me.

“So this is where you’ve been hiding.” He chuckled. “Too busy to help the old man tonight?”

“I was on my way,” I told him.

“Too late,” he said, taking off his workboots. “I’m finished.”

I watched him putting on his slippers. He has huge feet. He wears size twelve shoes! When I was younger, he used to stand me on his feet and walk me around. It was like being on two long skateboards.

“What are you doing now?” I asked.

“Writing,” he said. My dad has pen pals all over the world, in America, Australia, Russia, and China. He says he likes to keep in touch with his global neighbors, though I think it’s just an excuse to go into his study for a nap!

Annie was playing with dolls and stuff. I asked if she wanted to come to my room for a game of tennis using a sock for a ball and shoes for rackets, but she was too busy arranging her dolls for a pretend picnic.

I went to my room and dragged down my comic books. I have a bunch of cool comic books—Superman, Batman, Spiderman, and Spawn. Spawn’s my favorite. He’s a superhero who used to be a demon in hell. Some of the Spawn comics are pretty scary, but that’s why I love them.

I spent the rest of the night reading comic books and putting them in order. I used to swap with Tommy, who has a huge collection, but he kept spilling drinks on the covers and crumbs between the pages, so I stopped.

Most nights I go to bed by ten, but Mom and Dad forgot about me, and I stayed up until nearly ten-thirty. Then Dad saw the light in my room and came up. He pretended to be angry but he wasn’t really. Dad doesn’t mind too much if I stay up late. Mom’s the one who nags me about that.

“Bed,” he said, “or I’ll never be able to wake you in the morning.”

“Just a minute, Dad,” I told him, “while I put my comics away and brush my teeth.”

“Okay,” he said, “but make it quick.”

I stuck the comics into their box and stuffed it back up on the shelf over my bed.

I put on my pajamas and went to brush my teeth. I took my time, brushing slowly, and it was almost eleven when I got into bed. I lay back, smiling. I felt very tired and knew I’d fall asleep in a couple of seconds. The last thing I thought about was the Cirque Du Freak. I wondered what a snake-boy looked like, and how long the bearded lady’s beard was, and what Hans Hands and Gertha Teeth did. Most of all, I dreamed about the spider.
CHAPTER FIVE

THE NEXT MORNING, TOMMY, Alan, and me waited outside the gates for Steve, but there was no sign of him by the time the bell rang for class, so we had to go in.

“I bet he’s hiding,” Tommy said. “He couldn’t get the tickets and now he doesn’t want to face us.”

“Steve’s not like that,” I said.

“I hope he brings the flyer back,” Alan said. “Even if we can’t go, I’d like to have the flyer. I’d stick it up over my bed and—”

“You couldn’t stick it up, stupid!” Tommy laughed.

“Why not?” Alan asked.

“Because Tony would see it,” I told him.

“Oh yeah,” Alan said glumly.

I was miserable in class. We had geography first, and every time Mrs. Quinn asked me a question, I got it wrong. Normally geography’s my best subject, because I know so much about it from when I used to collect stamps.

“Had a late night, Darren?” she asked when I got my fifth question wrong.

“No, Mrs. Quinn,” I lied.

“I think you did.” She smiled. “There are more bags under your eyes than in the local supermarket!” Everybody laughed at that—Mrs. Quinn didn’t crack jokes very often—and I did, too, even though I was the butt of the joke.

The morning dragged, the way it does when you feel let down or disappointed. I spent the time imagining the freak show. I made-believe I was one of the freaks, and the owner of the circus was a nasty guy who whipped everybody, even when they got stuff right. All the freaks hated him, but he was so big and mean, nobody said anything. Until one day he whipped me once too often, and I turned into a wolf and bit his head off! Everybody cheered and I was made the new owner.

It was a pretty good daydream.

Then, a few minutes before lunch, the door opened and guess who walked in? Steve! His mother was behind him and she said something to Mrs. Quinn, who nodded and smiled. Then Mrs. Leonard left and Steve strolled over to his seat and sat down.

“Where were you?” I asked in a furious whisper.

“At the dentist’s,” he said. “I forgot to tell you I was going.”

“What about—”

“That’s enough, Darren,” Mrs. Quinn said. I shut up instantly.

At recess, Tommy, Alan, and I almost smothered Steve. We were shouting and pulling at him at the same time.

“Did you get the tickets?” I asked.

“Were you really at the dentist’s?” Tommy wanted to know.

“Where’s my flyer?” Alan asked.

“Patience, boys, patience,” Steve said, pushing us away and laughing. “Good things come to those who wait.”

“Come on, Steve, don’t mess around with us,” I told him. “Did you get them or not?”

“Yes and no,” he said.

“What does that mean?” Tommy snorted.

“It means I have some good news, some bad news, and some crazy news,” he said. “Which do you want to hear first?”

“ Crazy news?” I asked, puzzled.

Steve pulled us off to one side of the yard, checked to make sure no one was around, then began speaking in a whisper.

“I got the money,” he said, “and sneaked out at seven o’clock, when Mom was on the phone. I hurried across town to the ticket booth, but do you know who was there when I arrived?”

“Who?” we asked.

“Mr. Dalton!” he said. “He was there with a couple of policemen. They were dragging a small guy out of the booth—it was only a small shed, really—when suddenly there was this huge bang and a big cloud of smoke covered them all. When it cleared, the small guy had disappeared.”

“What did Mr. Dalton and the police do?” Alan asked.

“Examined the shed, looked around a bit, then left.”

“They didn’t see you?” Tommy asked.

“No,” Steve said. “I was well hidden.”

“So you didn’t get the tickets,” I said sadly.

“I didn’t say that,” he contradicted me.

“You got them?” I gasped.

“I turned to leave,” he said, “and found the small guy behind me. He was tiny, and dressed in a long cloak that covered him from head to toe. He spotted the flyer in my hand, took it, and held out the tickets. I handed over the money and—”

“You got them!” we roared delightedly.

“Yes,” he beamed. Then his face fell. “But there was a catch. I told you there was bad news, remember?”

“What is it?” I asked, thinking he’d lost them.

“He only sold me two,” Steve said. “I had the money for four, but he wouldn’t take it. He didn’t say anything, just tapped the part on the flyer about ‘some restrictions,’ then handed me a card that said the Cirque Du Freak only sold two tickets per flyer. I offered him extra money—I had almost a hundred dollars total—but he wouldn’t accept it.”

“He only sold you two tickets?” Tommy asked, dismayed.

“But that means…,” Alan began.

“… Only two of us can go,” Steve finished. He looked around at us grimly. “Two of us will have to stay at home.”
CHAPTER SIX

IT WAS FRIDAY AFTERNOON, the end of the school week, the start of the weekend, and everybody was laughing and running home as quickly as they could, delighted to be free. Except a certain miserable foursome who hung around the schoolyard, looking like the end of the world had arrived. Their names? Steve Leonard, Tommy Jones, Alan Morris, and me, Darren Shan.

“It’s not fair,” Alan moaned. “Who ever heard of a circus only letting you buy two tickets? It’s stupid!”

We all agreed with him, but there was nothing we could do about it but stand around kicking the ground with our feet, looking bummed out.

Finally, Alan asked the question that was on everybody’s mind.

“So, who gets the tickets?”

We looked at each other and shook our heads uncertainly.

“Well, Steve has to get one,” I said. “He put in more money than the rest of us, and he went to buy them, so he has to get one, agreed?”

“Agreed,” Tommy said.

“Agreed,” Alan said. I think he would have argued about it, except he knew he wouldn’t win.

Steve smiled and took one of the tickets. “Who goes with me?” he asked.

“I brought in the flyer,” Alan said quickly.

“Forget that!” I told him. “Steve should get to choose.”

“Not on your life!” Tommy laughed. “You’re his best friend. If we let him pick, he’ll pick you. I say we fight for it. I have boxing gloves at home.”

“No way!” Alan squeaked. He’s small and never gets into fights.

“I don’t want to fight either,” I said. I’m no coward but I knew I wouldn’t stand a chance against Tommy. His dad taught him how to box and they have their own punching bag. He would have floored me in the first round.

“Let’s pick straws for it,” I said, but Tommy didn’t want to. He has terrible luck and never wins anything like that.

We argued about it a bit more, until Steve came up with an idea. “I know what to do,” he said, opening his school bag. He tore two sheets of paper out of a notebook and, using his ruler, carefully cut them into small pieces, each one roughly the same size as the ticket. Then he got his empty lunch bag and dumped the paper inside.

“Here’s how it works,” he said, holding up the second ticket. “I put this in, squeeze the bag shut, and shake it around, okay?” We nodded. “You stand side by side and I’ll throw the pieces of paper over your heads. Whoever gets the ticket wins. Me and the winner will give the other two their money back when we can afford it. Is that fair enough, or does somebody have a better idea?”

“Sounds good to me,” I said.

“I don’t know,” Alan grumbled. “I’m the youngest. I can’t jump as high as—”

“Quit yapping,” Tommy said. “I’m the smallest, and I don’t mind. Besides, the ticket might come out on the bottom of the pile, float down low, and be in just the right place for the shortest person.

“All right,” Alan said. “But no shoving.”

“Agreed,” I said. “No rough stuff.”

“Agreed.” Tommy nodded.

Steve squeezed the bag and gave it a good long shake. “Get ready,” he told us.

We stood back from Steve and lined up in a row. Tommy and Alan were side by side, but I kept out of the way so I’d have room to swing both arms.

“Okay,” Steve said. “I’ll throw everything in the air on the count of three. All set?” We nodded. “One,” Steve said, and I saw Alan wiping sweat from around his eyes. “Two,” Steve said, and Tommy’s fingers twitched. “Three!” Steve yelled, and he jerked open the bag and tossed the paper high up into the air.

A breeze came along and blew the pieces of paper straight at us. Tommy and Alan started yelling and grabbing wildly. It was impossible to see the ticket in among the scraps of paper.

I was about to start grabbing, when all of a sudden I got an urge to do something strange. It sounds crazy, but I’ve always believed in following an urge or a hunch.

So what I did was, I shut my eyes, stuck out my hands like a blind man, and waited for something magical to happen.

As I’m sure you know, usually when you try something you’ve seen in a movie, it doesn’t work. Like if you try doing a wheelie with your bike, or making your skateboard jump up in the air. But every once in a while, when you least expect it, something clicks.

For a second I felt paper blowing by my hands. I was going to grab at it but something told me it wasn’t time. Then, a second later, a voice inside me yelled, “NOW!”

I closed my hands really fast.

The wind died down and the pieces of paper drifted to the ground. I opened my eyes and saw Alan and Tommy down on their knees, searching for the ticket.

“It’s not here!” Tommy said.

“I can’t find it anywhere!” Alan shouted.

They stopped searching and looked up at me. I hadn’t moved. I was standing still, my hands closed tight.

“What’s in your hands, Darren?” Steve asked softly.

I stared at him, unable to answer. It was like I was in a dream, where I couldn’t move or speak.

“He doesn’t have it,” Tommy said. “He can’t have. He had his eyes shut.”

“Maybe so,” Steve said, “but there’s something in those fists of his.”

“Open them,” Alan said, giving me a shove. “Let’s see what you’re hiding.”

I looked at Alan, then Tommy, then Steve. And then, very slowly, I opened my right fist.

There was nothing there.

My heart and stomach dropped. Alan smiled and Tommy started looking down at the ground again, trying to find the missing ticket.

“What about the other hand?” Steve asked.

I gazed down at my left fist. I’d almost forgotten about that one! Slowly, even slower than the first time, I opened it.

There was a piece of green paper smack-dab in the middle of my hand, but it was lying facedown, and since there was nothing on its back, I had to turn it over, just to be sure. And there it was, in red and blue letters, the magical name:

CIRQUE DU FREAK.

I had it. The ticket was mine. I was going to the freak show with Steve. “YEEEEEEESSSSSSSSSSSSS!!!!” I screamed, and punched the air with my fist. I’d won!
CHAPTER SEVEN

THE TICKETS WERE FOR the Saturday show, which was just as well, since it gave me a chance to talk to my parents and ask if I could stay over at Steve’s Saturday night.

I didn’t tell them about the freak show, because I knew they would say no if they knew about it. I felt bad about not telling the whole truth, but at the same time, I hadn’t really told a lie: all I’d done was keep my mouth shut.

Saturday couldn’t go quickly enough for me. I tried keeping busy, because that’s how you make time pass without noticing, but I kept thinking about the Cirque Du Freak and wishing it was time to go. I was pretty grumpy, which was odd for me on a Saturday, and Mom was glad to see me go when it was time to leave for Steve’s.

Annie knew I was going to the freak show and asked me to bring her back something, a photo if possible, but I told her cameras weren’t allowed (it said so on the ticket) and I didn’t have enough money for a T-shirt. I told her I’d buy her a pin if they had them, or a poster, but she’d have to keep it hidden and not tell Mom and Dad where she got it if they found it.

Dad dropped me off at Steve’s at six o’clock. He asked what time I wanted to be picked up in the morning. I told him noon if that was okay.

“Don’t watch horror movies, okay?” he said before he left. “I don’t want you coming home with nightmares.”

“Oh, Dad!” I groaned. “Everyone in my class watches horror movies.”

“Listen,” he said, “I don’t mind an old black-and-white film, or one of the less scary Dracula movies, but none of these nasty new ones, okay?”

“Okay,” I promised.

“Good man,” he said, and drove off.

I hurried up to the house and rang the doorbell four times, which was my secret signal to Steve. He must have been standing just inside, because he opened the door right away and dragged me in.

“About time,” he growled, then pointed to the stairs. “See that hill?” he asked, speaking like a soldier in a war film.

“Yes, sir,” I said, clicking my heels together.

“We have to take it by dawn.”

“Are we using rifles or machine guns, sir?” I asked.

“Are you crazy?” he barked. “We’d never be able to carry a machine gun through all that mud.” He nodded at the carpet.

“Rifles it is, sir,” I agreed.

“And if we’re taken,” he warned me, “save the last bullet for yourself.”

We started up the stairs like a couple of soldiers, firing imaginary guns at imaginary enemies. It was childish, but great fun. Steve “lost” a leg on the way and I had to help him to the top. “You might have taken my leg,” he shouted from the top of the stairs, “and you might take my life, but you’ll never take my country!”

It was a stirring speech. At least, it stirred Mrs. Leonard, who came up from the downstairs living room to see what the racket was. She smiled when she saw me and asked if I wanted anything to eat or drink. I didn’t. Steve said he’d like some caviar and champagne, but it wasn’t funny the way he said it, and I didn’t laugh.

Steve doesn’t get along with his mom. He lives alone with her—his dad left when Steve was very young—and they’re always arguing and shouting. I don’t know why. I’ve never asked him. There are certain things you don’t discuss with your friends if you’re boys. Girls can talk about stuff like that, but if you’re a boy you have to talk about computers, soccer, war, and so on. Parents aren’t cool.

“How will we sneak out tonight?” I asked in a whisper as Steve’s mom went back into the living room.

“It’s okay,” Steve said. “She’s going out.” He often called her she instead of Mom. “She’ll think we’re in bed when she gets back.”

“What if she checks?”

Steve laughed nastily. “Enter my room without being asked? She wouldn’t dare.”

I didn’t like Steve when he talked like that, but I said nothing in case he went into one of his moods. I didn’t want to do anything that might spoil the show.

Steve dragged out some of his horror comics and we read them out loud. Steve has great comic books, which are only meant for adults. My mom and dad would hit the roof if they knew about them!

Steve also has a bunch of old magazines and books about monsters and vampires and werewolves and ghosts.

“Does a stake have to be made out of wood?” I asked when I’d finished reading a Dracula comic.

“No,” he said. “It can be metal or ivory, even plastic, as long as it’s hard enough to go right through the heart.”

“And that will kill a vampire?” I asked.

“Every time,” he said.

I frowned. “But you told me you have to cut off their heads and stuff them with garlic and throw them in a river.”

“Some books say you have to,” he agreed. “But that’s to make sure you kill the vampire’s spirit as well as its body, so it can’t come back as a ghost.”

“Can a vampire come back as a ghost?” I asked, eyes wide.

“Probably not,” Steve said. “But if you had the time, and wanted to make sure, cutting off the head and getting rid of it would be worth doing. You don’t want to take any chances with vampires, do you?”

“No,” I said, shivering. “What about werewolves? Do you need silver bullets to kill them?”

“I don’t think so,” Steve said. “I think normal bullets can do the job. You might have to use lots of them, but they should work.”

Steve knows everything there is to know about horror facts. He’s read every sort of horror book there is. He says every story has at least some truth in it, even if most are made up.

“Do you think the wolf-man at the Cirque Du Freak is a werewolf?” I asked.

Steve shook his head. “From what I’ve read,” he said, “the wolf-men in freak shows are normally just very hairy guys. Some of them are more like animals than people, and eat live chickens and stuff, but they’re not werewolves. A werewolf would be no good in a show, because it can only turn into a wolf when there’s a full moon. Every other night, it would be a normal guy.”

“Oh,” I said. “What about the snake-boy? Do you—”

“Hey,” he laughed, “save the questions for later. The shows long ago were terrible. The owners used to starve the freaks and keep them locked up in cages and treat them like dirt. But I don’t know what this one will be like. They might not even be real freaks: they might only be people in costumes.”

The freak show was being held at a place near the other side of town. We had to leave shortly after nine o’clock, to make sure we got there in time. We could have got a cab, except we’d used most of our allowance to replace the cash Steve took from his mom. Besides, it was more fun walking. It was spookier!

We told ghost stories as we walked. Steve did most of the talking, because he knows way more than me. He was in rare form. Sometimes he forgets the ends of stories, or gets names mixed up, but not tonight. It was better than being with Stephen King!

It was a long walk, longer than we thought, and we almost didn’t make it on time. We had to run the last quarter-mile. We were panting like dogs when we got there.

The venue was an old theater that used to show movies. I’d passed it once or twice in the past. Steve told me once that it was shut down because a boy fell off the balcony and got killed. He said it was haunted. I asked my dad about it, and he said it was a pack of lies. It’s hard sometimes to know whether you should believe the stories your dad tells you or the ones your best friend tells you.

There was no name outside the door, and no cars parked nearby, and no waiting line. We stopped out front and bent over until we got our breath back. Then we stood and looked at the building. It was tall and dark and covered in jagged gray stones. Lots of the windows were broken, and the door looked like a giant’s open mouth.

“Are you sure this is the place?” I asked, trying not to sound scared.

“This is what it says on the tickets,” Steve said and checked again, just to be sure. “Yep, this is it.”

“Maybe the police found out and the freaks had to move on,” I said. “Maybe there isn’t any show tonight.”

“Maybe,” Steve said.

I looked at him and licked my lips nervously. “What do you think we should do?” I asked.

He stared back at me and hesitated before replying. “I think we should go in,” he finally said. “We’ve come this far. It’d be silly to turn back now, without knowing for sure.”

“I agree,” I said, nodding. Then I gazed up at the scary building and gulped. It looked like the sort of place you saw in a horror movie, where lots of people go in but don’t come out. “Are you scared?” I asked Steve.

“No,” he said, but I could hear his teeth chattering and knew he was lying. “Are you?” he asked.

“Course not,” I said. We looked at each other and grinned. We knew we were both terrified, but at least we were together. It’s not so bad being scared if you’re not alone.

“Shall we enter?” Steve asked, trying to sound cheerful.

“Might as well,” I said.

We took a deep breath, crossed our fingers, then started up the steps (there were nine stone steps leading up to the door, each one cracked and covered with moss) and went in.
CHAPTER EIGHT

WE FOUND OURSELVES STANDING in a long, dark, cold corridor. I had my jacket on, but shivered anyway. It was freezing!

“Why is it so cold?” I asked Steve. “It was warm outside.”

“Old houses are like that,” he told me.

We started to walk. There was a light down by the other end, so the farther in we got, the brighter it became. I was glad for that. I don’t think I could have made it otherwise: it would have been too scary!

The walls were scratched and scribbled on, and bits of the ceiling were flaky. It was a creepy place. It would have been bad enough in the middle of the day, but this was ten o’clock, only two hours away from midnight!

“There’s a door here,” Steve said and stopped. He pushed it ajar and it creaked loudly. I almost turned and ran. It sounded like the lid of a coffin being tugged open!

Steve showed no fear and stuck his head in. He said nothing for a few seconds, while his eyes got used to the dark, then he pulled back. “It’s the stairs up to the balcony,” he said.

“Where the kid fell from?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Do you think we should go up?” I asked.

He shook his head. “I don’t think so. It’s dark up there, no sign of any sort of light. We’ll try it if we can’t find another way in, but I think—”

“Can I help you boys?” somebody said behind us, and we nearly jumped out of our skins!

We turned around quickly and the tallest man in the world was standing there, glaring down on us as if we were a couple of rats. He was so tall, his head almost touched the ceiling. He had huge bony hands and eyes that were so dark, they looked like two black coals stuck in the middle of his face.

“Isn’t it rather late for two little boys like yourselves to be out and about?” he asked. His voice was as deep and croaky as a frog’s, but his lips hardly seemed to move. He would have made a great ventriloquist.

“We…,” Steve began, but had to stop and lick his lips before he could continue. “We’re here to see the Cirque Du Freak,” he said.

“Are you?” The man nodded slowly. “Do you have tickets?”

“Yes,” Steve said, and showed his.

“Very good,” the man muttered. Then he turned to me and said: “How about you, Darren? Do you have a ticket?”

“Yes,” I said, reaching into my pocket. Then I stopped dead in my tracks. He knew my name! I glanced at Steve and he was shaking in his sneakers.

The tall man smiled. He had black teeth and some were missing, and his tongue was a dirty shade of yellow. “My name is Mr. Tall,” he said. “I own the Cirque Du Freak.”

“How did you know my friend’s name?” Steve asked bravely.

Mr. Tall laughed and bent down, so he was eyeball-to-eyeball with Steve. “I know lots of things,” he said softly. I know your names. I know where you live. I know you don’t like your mommy or your daddy.” He turned to face me and I took a step back. His breath stank to the high heavens. “I know you didn’t tell your parents you were coming here. And I know how you won your ticket.”

“How?” I asked. My teeth were shaking so much, I wasn’t sure if he heard me or not. If he did, he decided not to answer, because next he stood up and turned away from us.

“We must hurry,” he said, beginning to walk. I thought he would take giant steps, but he didn’t, he took short ones. “The show is about to begin. Everyone else is present and seated. You are late, boys. You’re lucky we didn’t start without you.”

He turned a corner at the end of the corridor. He was only two or three steps in front of us, but when we turned the corner, he was sitting behind a long table covered with a black cloth that reached down to the floor. He was wearing a tall red hat now, and a pair of gloves.

“Tickets, please,” he said. He reached out, took them, opened his mouth, put the tickets in, then chewed them to pieces and swallowed!

“Very well,” he said. “You may go in now. We normally don’t welcome children, but I can see you are two fine, courageous young men. We will make an exception.”

There were two blue curtains in front of us, drawn across the end of the hall. Steve and me looked at each other and gulped.

“Do we walk straight on?” Steve asked.

“Of course,” Mr. Tall said.

“Isn’t there a lady with a flashlight?” I asked.

He laughed. “If you want someone to hold your hand,” he said, “you should have brought a babysitter!”

That made me mad and I forgot for a moment how afraid I was. “All right,” I snapped, stepping forward, surprising Steve. “If that’s the way it is…” I walked forward quickly and pushed past the curtains.

I don’t know what those curtains were made of, but they felt like spiderwebs. I stopped once I passed them. I was in a short corridor and another pair of curtains were draped across the walls a few yards in front. There was a sound behind and then Steve was by my side. We could hear noises on the other side of the curtains.

“Do you think it’s safe?” I asked.

“I think it’s safer to go forward than backward,” he answered. “I don’t think Mr. Tall would like it if we turned back.”

“How do you think he knew all that stuff about us?” I asked.

“He must be able to read minds,” Steve replied.

“Oh,” I said, and thought about that for a few seconds. “He nearly scared the life out of me,” I admitted.

“Me, too,” Steve said.

Then we stepped forward.

It was a huge room. The chairs had been ripped out of the theater long ago, but deck chairs had been set up in their place. We looked for empty seats. The entire theater was packed, but we were the only children there. I could feel people watching us and whispering.

The only spaces were in the fourth row from the front. We had to step over lots of legs to get there and people were grumbling. When we sat down, we realized they were good seats, because we were right in the middle and nobody tall was in front of us. We had a perfect view of the stage and could see everything.

“Do you think they sell popcorn?” I asked.

“At a freak show?” Steve snorted. “Get real! They might sell snake eggs and lizard eyes, but I’ll bet anything you like they don’t sell popcorn!”

The people in the theater were a mixed bunch. Some were dressed stylishly, others in sweatsuits. Some were as old as the hills, others just a few years older than Steve and me. Some chatted confidently to their companions and behaved as though at a soccer game, others sat quietly in their chairs and gazed around nervously.

What everyone shared was a look of excitement. I could see it in their eyes, the same light that was shining in Steve’s and mine. We all somehow knew that we were in for something special, the likes of which we’d never seen before.

Then a bunch of trumpets blew and the whole place went quiet. The trumpets blew for ages and ages, getting louder and louder, and every light went out until the theater was pitch black. I began to get scared again, but it was too late to leave.

All of a sudden, the trumpets stopped and there was silence. My ears were ringing and for a few seconds I felt dizzy. Then I recovered and sat up straight in my seat.

Somewhere high up in the theater, someone switched on a green light and the stage lit up. It looked eerie! For about a minute nothing else happened. Then two men came out, pulling a cage. It was on wheels and covered with what looked like a huge bearskin rug. When they got to the middle of the stage they stopped, dropped the ropes, and ran back into the wings.

For a few seconds more—silence. Then the trumpets blew again, three short blasts. The rug came flying off the cage and the first freak was revealed.

That was when the screaming began.
CHAPTER NINE

THERE WAS NO NEED for the screaming. The freak was pretty shocking, but he was chained up inside the cage. I think the people who screamed did it for fun, the way people scream on a roller coaster, not because they were actually afraid.

It was the wolf-man. He was very ugly, with hair all over his body. He only wore a piece of cloth around his middle, like Tarzan, so we could see his hairy legs and belly and back and arms. He had a long bushy beard, which covered most of his face. His eyes were yellow and his teeth were red.

He shook the bars of the cage and roared. It was pretty frightening. Lots more people screamed when he roared. I nearly screamed myself, except I didn’t want to look like a baby.

The wolf-man went on shaking the bars and jumping around, before calming down. When he was sitting on his backside, the way dogs do, Mr. Tall walked on and spoke.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, and even though his voice was low and croaky, everybody could hear what he was saying, “welcome to the Cirque Du Freak, home of the world’s most remarkable human beings.

“We are an ancient circus,” he went on. “We have toured for five hundred years, bringing the grotesque to generation after generation. Our lineup has changed many times, but never our aim, which is to astound and terrify you! We present acts both frightening and bizarre, acts you can find nowhere else in the world.

“Those who are easily scared should leave now,” he warned. “I’m sure there are people who came tonight thinking this was a joke. Maybe they thought our freaks would be people in masks, or harmless misfits. This is not so! Every act you see tonight is real. Each performer is unique. And none are harmless.”

That was the end of his speech and he walked offstage. Two pretty women in shiny suits came on next and unlocked the door of the wolf-man’s cage. A few people looked scared but nobody left.

The wolf-man was yapping and howling when he first came out of the cage, until one of the ladies hypnotized him with her fingers. The other lady spoke to the crowd.

“You must be very quiet,” she said in a foreign accent. “The wolf-man will not be able to hurt you as long as we control him, but a loud sound could wake him up, and then he would be deadly!”

When they were ready, they stepped down from the stage and walked the hypnotized wolf-man through the theater. His hair was a dirty gray color and he walked with a stoop, fingers hanging down around his knees.

The ladies stayed by his side and warned people to be quiet. They let you stroke him if you wanted, but you had to do it gently. Steve rubbed him when he went by but I was afraid he might wake up and bite me, so I didn’t.

“What did it feel like?” I asked, as quietly as I could.

“It was spiky,” Steve replied, “like a hedgehog.” He lifted his fingers to his nose and sniffed. “It smells strange, too, like burning rubber.”

The wolf-man and ladies were about halfway down the rows of seats when there was a big BANG! I don’t know what made the noise, but suddenly the wolf-man began roaring and he shoved the ladies away from him.

People screamed and those nearest him leaped from their seats and ran. One woman wasn’t quick enough, and the wolf-man leaped on her and dragged her to the ground. She was screaming at the top of her lungs, but nobody tried to help her. He rolled her over onto her back and bared his teeth. She stuck a hand up to push him away, but he got his teeth on it and bit it off!

A couple of people fainted when they saw that and a bunch more began yelling and running. Then, out of nowhere, Mr. Tall appeared behind the wolf-man and wrapped his arms around him. The wolf-man struggled for a few seconds, but Mr. Tall whispered something in his ear and he relaxed. While Mr. Tall led him back to the stage, the women in the suits calmed down the crowd and told them to return to their seats.

While the crowd hesitated, the woman with the bitten-off hand went on screaming. Blood was pumping out of the end of her wrist, covering the ground and other people. Steve and I were staring at her, our mouths wide open, wondering if she was going to die.

Mr. Tall returned from the stage, picked up the severed hand, and gave a loud whistle. Two people in blue robes with hoods over their heads ran forward. They were short, not much bigger than me or Steve, but with thick arms and legs and lots of muscles. Mr. Tall sat the woman up and whispered something in her ear. She stopped screaming and sat stiff.

Mr. Tall took hold of the wrist, then reached into his pocket and took out a small brown leather pouch. He opened it with his free hand and sprinkled a sparkly pink powder onto the bleeding wrist. Then he stuck the hand against it and nodded to the two people in the blue suits. They produced a pair of needles and loads of orange string. And then, to the amazement of everybody in the theater, they started to stitch the hand back onto the wrist!

The people in blue robes stitched for five or six minutes. The woman didn’t feel any pain, even though their needles were going in and out of her flesh, all the way around the wrist. When finished, they put their needles and unused thread away and returned to wherever they’d come from. Their hoods never slipped from their faces, so I couldn’t tell if they were men or women. When they’d gone, Mr. Tall let go of the woman’s hand and stepped back.

“Move your fingers,” he said. The woman stared at him blankly. “Move your fingers!” he said again, and this time she gave them a wiggle.

They moved!

Everybody gasped. The woman stared at the fingers as though she didn’t believe they were real. She gave them another wiggle. Then she stood and lifted the hand above her head. She shook it as hard as she could, and it was as good as new! You could see the stitches but there was no more blood and the fingers seemed to be working fine.

“You will be okay,” Mr. Tall told her. “The stitches will fall out after a couple of days. It will be fine after that.”

“Maybe that’s not good enough!” someone shouted, and a big red-faced man stepped forward. “I’m her husband,” he said, “and I say we should go to a doctor and then the police! You can’t let a wild animal like that out into a crowd! What if he’d bitten her head off?”

“Then she would be dead,” Mr. Tall said calmly.

“Listen, buster,” the husband began, but Mr. Tall interrupted.

“Tell me, sir,” Mr. Tall said, “where were you when the wolf-man was attacking?”

“Me?” the man asked.

“Yes,” Mr. Tall said. “You are her husband. You were sitting beside her when the beast escaped. Why did you not leap to her rescue?”

“Well, I… There was no time…. I couldn’t…. I wasn’t…”

No matter what he said, the husband couldn’t win, because there was only one true answer: he had been running away, looking after himself.

“Listen to me,” Mr. Tall said. “I gave fair warning. I said this show could be dangerous. This is not a nice, safe circus where nothing goes wrong. Mistakes can and do happen, and sometimes people end up a lot worse off than your wife. That’s why this show is banned. That’s why we must play in old theaters in the middle of the night. Most of the time, things go smoothly and nobody gets hurt. But we cannot guarantee your safety.”

Mr. Tall turned around in a circle and seemed to look everybody in the eye while turning. “We cannot guarantee anybody’s safety,” he roared. “Another accident like this is unlikely, but it could happen. Once again I say, if you are afraid, leave. Leave now, before it is too late!”

A few people did leave. But most stayed to see the rest of the show, even the woman who nearly lost her hand.

“Do you want to go?” I asked Steve, half-hoping he’d say yes. I was excited but scared as well.

“Are you crazy?” he said. “This is great! You don’t want to go, do you?”

“No way,” I lied, and slapped on a shaky little smile.

If only I hadn’t been so scared of looking like a coward! I could have left and everything would have been fine. But no, I had to act like a big man and sit it out to the end. If you only knew how many times I’ve wished since then that I’d fled with all the speed in my body and never looked back…
CHAPTER TEN

AS SOON AS MR. TALL had left the stage and we’d settled back into our seats, the second freak, Alexander Ribs, came out. He was more of a comedy act than a scary one, which was just what we needed to calm us down after the terrifying start. I happened to look over my shoulder while he was on, and noticed two of the blue-hooded people down on their knees, cleaning blood from the floor.

Alexander Ribs was the skinniest man I’d ever seen. He looked like a skeleton! There seemed to be no flesh on him. He would have been frightening, except he had a wide friendly smile.

Funny music played and he danced around the stage. He was dressed in ballet clothes and looked so ridiculous that soon everyone was laughing. After a while, he stopped dancing and began stretching. He said he was a contortionist (somebody with bones like rubber, who can bend every which way).

First, he tilted his head back so far, it looked like it had been cut off. He turned around so we could see his upside-down face, then went on leaning backward until his head was touching the floor! Then he put his hands around the backs of his legs and pulled his head through until it was sticking up in front of him. It looked like it was growing out of his stomach!

He got a huge round of applause for that, after which he straightened up and began twisting his body around like a curly-wurly straw! He kept twisting and twisting, five times around, until his bones began to creak from the strain. He stood like that for a minute, then began to unwind really, really fast.

Next, he got two drumsticks with furry ends. He took the first drumstick and hit one of his bony ribs with it. He opened his mouth and a musical note sprang out! It sounded like the noise pianos make. Then he closed his mouth and struck a rib on the other side of his body. This time it was a louder, higher note.

After a few more practice notes, he kept his mouth open and began playing songs! He played “London Bridge Is Falling Down,” some songs by the Beatles, and the theme tunes from a few popular TV shows.

The skinny man left the stage to shouts for more. But none of the freaks ever came back to do an encore.

After Alexander Ribs came Rhamus Twobellies, and he was as fat as Alexander was thin. He was eNORmous! The floorboards creaked as he walked out onto the stage.

He walked close to the edge and kept pretending he was about to topple forward. I could see people in the front rows getting worried, and some jumped back out of the way when he got close. I don’t blame them: he would have squashed them flat as a pancake if he fell!

He stopped in the middle of the stage. “Hello,” he said. He had a nice voice, soft and squeaky. “My name is Rhamus Twobellies, and I really have two bellies! I was born with them, the same way certain animals are. The doctors were stunned and said I was a freak. That’s why I joined this show and am here tonight.”

The ladies who had hypnotized the wolf-man came out with two carts full of food: cakes, chips, hamburgers, packages of candy and heads of cabbage. There was stuff there that I hadn’t even seen before, never mind tasted!

“Yum yum,” Rhamus said. He pointed to a huge clock being lowered by ropes from above. It stopped about ten feet above his head. “How long do you think it will take me to eat all this?” he asked, pointing to the food. “There will be a prize for the person who guesses closest.”

“An hour!” somebody yelled.

“Forty-five minutes!” somebody else roared.

“Two hours, ten minutes, and thirty-three seconds,” another person shouted. Soon everybody was calling out. I said an hour and three minutes. Steve said twenty-nine minutes. The lowest guess was seventeen minutes.

When we were finished guessing, the clock started to tick and Rhamus started to eat. He ate like the wind. His arms moved so fast, you could hardly see them. His mouth didn’t seem to close at all. He shoveled food in, swallowed, and moved on.

Everybody was amazed. I felt sick as I watched. Some people actually were sick!

Finally, Rhamus scoffed the last bun and the clock above his head stopped ticking.

Four minutes and fifty-six seconds! He’d eaten all that food in less than five minutes! I could hardly believe it. It didn’t seem possible, even for a man with two bellies.

“That was nice,” Rhamus said, “but I could have used more dessert.”

While we clapped and laughed, the ladies in shiny suits rolled the carts away and brought out a new one, packed with glass statues and forks and spoons and bits of metal junk.

“Before I begin,” Rhamus said, “I must warn you not to try this at home! I can eat things that would choke and kill normal people. Do not try to copy me! If you do, you may die.”

He began eating. He started with a couple of nuts and bolts, which he sucked down without blinking. After a few handfuls he gave his big round belly a shake and we could hear the noise of the metal inside.

His belly heaved and he spat the nuts and bolts back out! If there had only been one or two, I might have thought he was keeping them under his tongue or at the sides of his cheeks, but not even Rhamus Twobellies’s mouth was big enough to hold that load!

Next, he ate the glass statues. He crunched the glass up into small pieces before swallowing it with a drink of water. Then he ate the spoons and forks. He twisted them up into circles with his hands, popped them into his mouth, and let them slide down. He said his teeth weren’t strong enough to tear through metal.

After that, he swallowed a long metal chain, then paused to catch his breath. His belly began rumbling and shaking. I didn’t know what was going on, until he gave a heave and I saw the top of the chain come out of his mouth.

As the chain came out, I saw that the spoons and forks were wrapped around it! He had managed to poke the chain through the hoops inside his belly. It was unbelievable.

When Rhamus left the stage, I thought nobody could top such an act.

I was wrong!
CHAPTER ELEVEN

A COUPLE OF PEOPLE in the blue-hooded robes came around after Rhamus Twobellies, selling gifts. There was some really cool stuff, like chocolate models of the nuts and bolts that Rhamus ate, and rubber dolls of Alexander Ribs that you could bend and stretch. And there were clippings of the wolf-man’s hair. I bought some of that: it was tough and wiry, sharp as a knife.

“There will be more novelties later,” Mr. Tall announced from the stage, “so don’t spend all your money right away.”

“How much is the glass statue?” Steve asked. It was the same kind that Rhamus Twobellies had eaten. The person in the blue hood didn’t say anything, but stuck out a sign with the price on it. “I can’t read,” Steve said. “Will you tell me how much it costs?”

I stared at Steve and wondered why he was lying. The person in the hood still didn’t speak. This time he (or she) shook his head quickly and moved on before Steve could ask anything else.

“What was that about?” I asked.

Steve shrugged. “I wanted to hear it speak,” he said, “to see if it was human or not.”

“Of course it’s human,” I said. “What else could it be?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “That’s why I was asking. Don’t you think it’s strange that they keep their faces covered all the time?”

“Maybe they’re shy,” I said.

“Maybe,” he said, but I could tell he didn’t believe that.

When the people selling the gifts were finished, the next freak came on. It was the bearded lady, and at first I thought it was meant to be a joke, because she didn’t have a beard!

Mr. Tall stood behind her and said, “Ladies and gentlemen, this is a very special act. Truska here is new to our family. She is one of the most incredible performers I have ever seen, with a truly unique talent.”

Mr. Tall walked off. Truska was very beautiful, dressed in flowing red robes that had many slashes and gaps. Lots of the men in the theater began to cough and shift around in their seats.

Truska stepped closer to the edge of the stage, so we could see her better, then said something that sounded like a seal barking. She put her hands on her face, one at either side, and stroked the skin gently. Then she held her nose shut with two fingers and tickled her chin with her other hand.

An extraordinary thing happened: she began to grow a beard! Hairs crept out, first on her chin, then her upper lip, then the sides of her face, finally all over. It was long and blonde and straight.

It grew about four or five inches, then stopped. She took her fingers away from her nose and stepped down into the crowd, where she walked around and let people pull on the beard and stroke it.

The beard continued growing as she walked, until finally it reached down to her feet! When she arrived at the rear of the theater, she turned and walked back to the stage. Even though there was no breeze, her hair blew about wildly, tickling people’s faces as she passed.

When she was back on the stage, Mr. Tall asked if anybody had a pair of scissors. Lots of women did. Mr. Tall invited a few up.

“The Cirque Du Freak will give one solid bar of gold to anyone who can slice off Truska’s beard,” he said, and held up a small yellow piece of metal to show he wasn’t joking.

That got a lot of people excited and for ten minutes nearly everybody in the theater tried cutting off her beard. But they couldn’t! Nothing could cut through the bearded lady’s hair, not even a pair of garden shears that Mr. Tall handed out. The funny thing was, it still felt soft, just like ordinary hair!

When everyone had admitted defeat, Mr. Tall emptied the stage and Truska stood in the middle again. She stroked her cheeks as before and held her nose, but this time the beard grew back in! It took about two minutes for the hairs to disappear back inside, and then she looked exactly as she had when she first came out. She left to huge applause and the next act came out almost directly after.

His name was Hans Hands. He began by telling us about his father, who’d been born without legs. Hans’s father learned to get around on his hands just as well as other people could on their feet, and had taught his children his secrets.

Hans then sat down, pulled up his legs, and wrapped his feet around his neck. He stood on his hands, walked up and down the stage, then hopped off and challenged four men—picked at random—to a race. They could race on their feet; he’d race on his hands. He promised a bar of gold to anyone who could beat him.

They used the aisles of the theater as a racetrack, and despite his disadvantage, Hans beat the four men easily. He claimed he could sprint a hundred yards in eight seconds on his hands, and nobody in the theater doubted him. Afterward he performed some impressive gymnastic feats, proving that a person could manage just as well without legs as with them. His act wasn’t especially exciting but it was enjoyable.

There was a short pause after Hans had left, then Mr. Tall came out. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, “our next act is another unique and perplexing one. It can also be quite dangerous, so I ask that you make no noise and do not clap until you are told it is safe.”

The whole place went quiet. After what had happened with the wolf-man earlier, nobody needed to be told twice!

When it was quiet enough, Mr. Tall walked off the stage. He shouted out the name of the next freak as he went, but it was a soft shout: “Mr. Crepsley and Madam Octa!”

The lights went down low and a creepy-looking man walked onto the stage. He was tall and thin, with very white skin and only a small crop of orange hair on the top of his head. He had a large scar running down his left cheek. It reached to his lips and made it look like his mouth was stretching up the side of his face.

He was dressed in dark-red clothes and carried a small wooden cage, which he put on a table. When he was set, he turned and faced us. He bowed and smiled. He looked even scarier when he smiled, like a crazy clown in a horror movie I once saw! Then he started to explain about the act.

I missed the first part of his speech because I wasn’t looking at the stage. I was watching Steve. You see, when Mr. Crepsley walked out, there had been total silence, except for one person who had gasped loudly.

Steve.

I stared curiously at my friend. He was almost as white as Mr. Crepsley and was shaking all over. He’d even dropped the rubber model of Alexander Ribs that he’d bought.

His eyes were fixed on Mr. Crepsley, as though glued to him, and as I watched him watch the freak, the thought that crossed my mind was: “He looks like he’s seen a ghost!”
CHAPTER TWELVE

“IT IS NOT TRUE that all tarantulas are poisonous,” Mr. Crepsley said. He had a deep voice. I managed to tear my eyes away from Steve and trained them on the stage. “Most are as harmless as the spiders you find anywhere in the world. And those which are poisonous normally only have enough poison in them to kill very small creatures.

“But some are deadly!” he went on. “Some can kill a man with one bite. They are rare, and only found in extremely remote areas, but they do exist.

“I have one such spider,” he said and opened the door of the cage. For a few seconds nothing happened, but then the largest spider I had ever seen crawled out. It was green and purple and red, with long hairy legs and a big fat body. I wasn’t afraid of spiders, but this one looked terrifying.

The spider walked forward slowly. Then its legs bent and it lowered its body, as though waiting for a fly.

“Madam Octa has been with me for several years,” Mr. Crepsley said. “She lives far longer than ordinary spiders. The monk who sold her to me said some of her kind live to be twenty or thirty years old. She is an incredible creature, both poisonous and intelligent.”

While he was speaking, one of the blue-hooded people led a goat onto the stage. It was making a frightened bleating noise and kept trying to run. The hooded person tied it to the table and left.

The spider began moving when it saw and heard the goat. It crept to the edge of the table, where it stopped, as if awaiting an order. Mr. Crepsley produced a shiny tin whistle—he called it a flute—from his pants pocket and blew a few short notes. Madam Octa immediately leaped through the air and landed on the goat’s neck.

The goat gave a leap when the spider landed, and began bleating loudly. Madam Octa took no notice, hung on, and moved a few inches closer to the head. When she was ready, she bared her fangs and sunk them deep into the goat’s neck!

The goat froze and its eyes went wide. It stopped bleating and, a few seconds later, toppled over. I thought it was dead, but then realized it was still breathing.

“This flute is how I control Madam Octa,” Mr. Crepsley said, and I looked away from the fallen goat. He waved the flute slowly above his head. “Though we have been together such a long time, she is not a pet, and would surely kill me if I ever lost it.

“The goat is paralyzed,” he said. “I have trained Madam Octa not to kill outright with her first bite. The goat would die in the end, if we left it—there is no cure for Madam Octa’s bite—but we shall finish it quickly.” He blew on the flute and Madam Octa moved up the goat’s neck until she was standing on its ear. She bared her fangs again and bit. The goat shivered, then went totally still.

It was dead.

Madam Octa dropped from the goat and crawled toward the front of the stage. The people in the front rows became very alarmed and some jumped to their feet. But they froze at a short command from Mr. Crepsley.

“’Do not move!” he hissed. “Remember your earlier warning: a sudden noise could mean death!”

Madam Octa stopped at the edge of the stage, then stood on her two back legs, just like a dog! Mr. Crepsley blew softly on his flute and she began walking backward, still on two feet. When she reached the nearest leg of the table, she turned and climbed up.

“You will be safe now,” Mr. Crepsley said, and the people in the front rows sat down again, as slowly and quietly as they could. “But please,” he added, “do not make any loud noises, because if you do, she might come after me.”

I don’t know if Mr. Crepsley was really scared, or if it was part of the act, but he looked frightened. He wiped the sleeve of his right arm over his forehead, then placed the flute back in his mouth and whistled a strange little tune.

Madam Octa cocked her head, then appeared to nod. She crawled across the table until she was in front of Mr. Crepsley. He lowered his right hand, and she crept up his arm. The thought of those long hairy legs creeping along his flesh made me sweat all over. And I liked spiders! People who were afraid of them must have been nervously chewing the insides of their cheeks to pieces.

When she got to the top of his arm, she scuttled along his shoulder, up his neck, over his ear, and didn’t stop until she reached the top of his head, where she lowered her body. She looked like a funny kind of a hat.

After a while, Mr. Crepsley began playing the flute again. Madam Octa slid down the other side of his face, along the scar, and walked around until she was standing upside down on his chin. Then she spun a string of web and dropped down on it.

She was hanging about three inches below his chin now, and slowly began rocking from side to side. Soon she was swinging about level with his ears. Her legs were tucked in, and from where I was sitting she looked like a ball of wool.

Then, as she made an upward swing, Mr. Crepsley threw his head back and she went flying straight up into the air. The thread snapped and she tumbled around and around. I watched her go up, then come down. I thought she’d land on the floor or the table, but she didn’t. Instead, she landed in Mr. Crepsley’s mouth!

I nearly got sick when I thought of Madam Octa sliding down his throat and into his belly. I was sure she’d bite him and kill him. But the spider was a lot smarter than I knew. As she was falling, she’d stuck her legs out and they had caught on his lips.

He brought his head forward, so we could see his face. His mouth was wide open and Madam Octa was hanging between his lips. Her body throbbed in and out of his mouth and she looked like a balloon that he was blowing up and letting the air out of.

I wondered where the flute was and how he was going to control the spider now. Then Mr. Tall appeared with another flute. He couldn’t play as well as Mr. Crepsley, but he was good enough to make Madam Octa take notice. She listened, then moved from one side of Mr. Crepsley’s mouth to the other.

I didn’t know what she was doing at first, so I craned my neck to see. When I saw the bits of white on Mr. Crepsley’s lips I understood: she was spinning a web!

When she was finished, she lowered herself from his chin, like she had before. There was a large web spun across Mr. Crepsley’s mouth. He began chewing and licking the web! He ate the whole thing, then rubbed his belly (being careful not to hit Madam Octa) and said, “Delicious. Nothing tastier than fresh spiderwebs. They are a treat where I come from.”

He made Madam Octa push a ball across the table, then got her to balance on top of it. He set up small pieces of gym gear, tiny weights and ropes and rings, and put her through her paces. She was able to do all the things a human could, like lift weights above her head and climb ropes and pull herself up on the rings.

Then he brought out a tiny dinner set. There were mini plates and knives and forks and teeny-weeny glasses. The plates were filled with dead flies and other small insects. I don’t know what was in the glasses.

Madam Octa ate that dinner as neatly as you please. She was able to pick up the knives and forks, four at a time, and feed herself. There was even a fake saltshaker that she sprinkled over one of the dishes!

It was around the time she was drinking from the glass that I decided Madam Octa was the world’s most amazing pet. I would have given everything I owned for her. I knew it could never be—Mom and Dad wouldn’t let me keep her even if I could buy her—but that didn’t stop me from wishing.

When the act was over, Mr. Crepsley put the spider back in her cage and bowed low while everybody clapped. I heard a lot of people saying it wasn’t fair to have killed the poor goat, but it had been thrilling.

I turned to Steve to tell him how great I thought the spider was, but he was watching Mr. Crepsley. He didn’t look scared anymore, but he didn’t look normal, either.

“Steve, what’s wrong?” I asked.

He didn’t answer.

“Steve?”

“Ssshhh!” he snapped, and wouldn’t say another word until Mr. Crepsley had left. He watched the odd-looking man walk back to the wings. Then he turned to me and gasped: “This is amazing!”

“The spider?” I asked. “It was great. How do you think—”

“I’m not talking about the spider!” he snapped. “Who cares about a silly old arachnid? I’m talking about Mr…. Crepsley.” He paused before saying the man’s name, as though he’d been about to call him something different.

“Mr. Crepsley?” I asked, confused. “What was so great about him? All he did was play the flute.”

“You don’t understand,” Steve said angrily. “You don’t know who he really is.”

“And you do?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said, “as a matter of fact I do.” He rubbed his chin and started looking worried again. “I just hope he doesn’t know I know. If he does, we might never make it out of here alive….”
CHAPTER THIRTEEN

THERE WAS ANOTHER BREAKafter Mr. Crepsley and Madam Octa’s act. I tried getting Steve to tell me more about who the man was, but his lips were sealed. All he said was: “I have to think about this.” Then he closed his eyes, lowered his head, and thought hard.

They were selling more cool stuff during the break: beards like the bearded lady’s, models of Hans Hands, and, best of all, rubber spiders that looked like Madam Octa. I bought two, one for me and one for Annie. They weren’t as good as the real thing but they’d have to do.

They were also selling candy webs. I bought six of those, using up the last of my money, and ate two while waiting for the next freak to come out. They tasted like cotton candy. I stuck the second one over my lips and licked at it the same way Mr. Crepsley had.

The lights went down and everybody settled back into their seats. Gertha Teeth was next up. She was a big woman with thick legs, thick arms, a thick neck, and a thick head.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I am Gertha Teeth!” she said. She sounded strict. “I have the strongest teeth in the world! When I was a baby, my father put his fingers in my mouth, playing with me, and I bit two of them off!”

A few people laughed, but she stopped them with a furious look. “I am not a comedian!” she snapped. “If you laugh at me again, I will come down and bite your nose off!” That sounded pretty funny, but nobody dared chuckle.

She spoke very loudly. Every sentence was a shout and ended in an exclamation mark(!).

“Dentists all over the world have been astounded by my teeth!” she said. “I have been examined in every major dental center, but nobody has been able to figure out why they are so tough! I have been offered huge amounts of money to become a guinea pig, but I like traveling and so I have refused!”

She picked up four steel bars, each about ten inches long, but different widths. She asked for volunteers and four men went up onstage. She gave each of them a bar and said to try bending them. They did their best, but weren’t able. When they had failed, she took the thinnest bar, put it in her mouth, and bit clean through it!

She handed the two halves back to one of the men. He stared at them in shock, then put one end in his own mouth and bit on it, to check that it was real steel. His howls when he almost cracked his teeth proved that it was.

Gertha did the same to the second and third bars, each of which was thicker than the first. When it came to the fourth, the thickest of the bunch, she chewed it to pieces like a candy bar.

Next, two of the blue-hooded assistants brought out a large radiator and she bit holes in it! Then they gave her a bike and she gnashed it up into a little ball, tires and all! I don’t think there was anything in the world Gertha Teeth couldn’t chew her way through if she set her mind to it.

She called more volunteers up onstage. She gave one a sledgehammer and a large chisel, one a hammer and smaller chisel, and the other an electric saw. She lay flat on her back and put the large chisel in her mouth. She nodded at the first volunteer to swing the sledgehammer at the chisel.

The man raised the sledgehammer high above his head and brought it down. I thought he was going to smash her face open and so did lots of others, judging by the gasps and people covering their eyes with their hands.

But Gertha was no fool. She swung out of the way and the sledgehammer slammed into the floor. She sat up and spat the chisel out of her mouth. “Hah!” she snorted. “How crazy do you think I am?”

One of the blue-hoods came out and took the sledgehammer from the man. “I only called you up to show the sledgehammer is real!” she told him. “Now,” she said to those of us in the audience, “watch!”

She lay back again and stuck the chisel in her mouth. The blue-hood waited a moment, then raised the sledgehammer high and swung it down, faster and harder than the man had. It struck the top of the chisel and there was a fierce noise.

Gertha sat up. I expected to see teeth falling out of her mouth, but when she opened it and removed the chisel, there wasn’t as much as a crack to be seen! She laughed and said: “Hah! You thought I had bitten off more than I could chew!”

She let the second volunteer go to work, the one with the smaller hammer and chisel. She warned him to be careful of her gums, then let him position the chisel on her teeth and whack away at it. He nearly hammered his arm off, but he wasn’t able to harm her teeth.

The third volunteer tried sawing them off with the electric saw. He ran the saw from one side of her mouth to the other, and sparks were flying everywhere, but when he put it down and the dust cleared, Gertha’s teeth were as white, gleaming, and solid as ever.

The Twisting Twins, Sive and Seersa, came on after her. They were identical twins and they were contortionists like Alexander Ribs. Their act involved twisting their bodies around each other so they looked like one person with two fronts instead of a back, or two upper bodies and no legs. They were skillful and it was pretty interesting, but dull compared to the rest of the performers.

When Sive and Seersa were finished, Mr. Tall came out and thanked us for coming. I thought the freaks would come out again and line up in a row, but they didn’t. Instead, Mr. Tall said we could buy more stuff at the back of the hall on our way out. He asked us to mention the show to our friends. Then he thanked us again for coming and said that the show was over.

I was a little disappointed that it had ended so weakly, but it was late and I suppose the freaks were tired. I got to my feet, picked up the stuff I’d bought, and turned to say something to Steve.

He was looking behind me, up at the balcony, his eyes wide. I turned to see what he was looking at, and as I did, people behind us began to scream. When I looked up, I saw why.

There was a huge snake up on the balcony, one of the longest I had ever seen, and it was sliding down one of the poles toward the people at the bottom!
CHAPTER FOURTEEN

THE SNAKE’S TONGUE FLICKED IN and out of its mouth and it seemed mighty hungry. It wasn’t very colorful—dark green, with a few flecks of brighter colors here and there—but it looked deadly.

The people beneath the balcony ran back toward their seats. They were screaming and dropping stuff as they ran. A few people fainted and some fell and were crushed. Steve and I were lucky to be near the front: we were the smallest people in the theater and would have been trampled to death if we’d been caught in the rush.

The snake was about to slither onto the floor when a strong light fixed itself to the snake’s face. The reptile froze and stared into the light without blinking. People stopped running and the panic died down. Those who had fallen pulled themselves back to their feet, and fortunately nobody appeared to be badly hurt.

There was a sound behind us. I turned to look back at the stage. A boy was up there. He was about fourteen or fifteen, very thin, with long yellowy-green hair. His eyes were oddly shaped, narrow like the snake’s. He was dressed in a long white robe.

The boy made a hissing noise and raised his arms above his head. The robe fell away and everybody who was watching him let out a loud gasp of surprise. His body was covered in scales!

From head to toe he sparkled, green and gold and yellow and blue. He was wearing a pair of shorts but nothing else. He turned around so we could see his back, and that was the same as the front, except a few shades darker.

When he faced us again, he lay down on his belly and slid off the stage, just like a snake. It was then that I remembered the snake-boy on the flyer and put two and two together.

He stood when he reached the floor and walked toward the back of the theater. I saw, as he passed, that he had strange hands and feet: his fingers and toes were joined to each other by thin sheets of skin. He looked a little like that monster I saw in an old horror film, the one who lived in the black lagoon.

He stopped a few yards away from the pillar and crouched down. The light that had been blinding the snake snapped off and it began to move again, sliding down the last stretch of pole. The boy made another hissing noise and the snake paused. I remembered reading somewhere once that snakes can’t hear, but can feel sounds.

The snake-boy shuffled a little bit to his left, then his right. The snake’s head followed him but didn’t lunge. The boy crept closer to the snake, until he was within its range. I expected it to strike and kill him, and I wanted to scream at him to run.

But the snake-boy knew what he was doing. When he was close enough he reached out and tickled the snake beneath its chin with his weird webbed fingers. Then he bent forward and kissed it on the nose!

The snake wrapped itself around the boy’s neck. It coiled about him a couple of times, leaving its tail draped over his shoulder and down his back like a scarf.

The boy stroked the snake and smiled. I thought he was going to walk through the crowd, letting the rest of us rub it, but he didn’t. Instead he walked over to the side of the theater, away from the path to the door. He unwrapped the snake and put it down on the floor, then tickled it under its chin once more.

The mouth opened wide this time, and I saw its fangs. The snake-boy lay down on his back a short distance away from the snake, then began wriggling toward it!

“No,” I said softly to myself. “Surely he’s not going to…”

But yes, he stuck his head in the snake’s wide-open mouth!

The snake-boy stayed inside the mouth for a few seconds, then slowly eased out. He wrapped the snake around him once more, then rolled around and around until the snake covered him completely, except for his face. He managed to hop to his feet and grin. He looked like a rolled-up carpet!

“And that, ladies and gentlemen,” said Mr. Tall from the stage behind us, “really is the end.” He smiled and leaped from the stage, vanishing in midair in a puff of smoke. When it cleared, I saw him by the back of the theater, holding the exit curtains open.

The pretty ladies and mysterious blue-hooded people were standing to his left and right, their arms filled with trays full of goodies. I was sorry I hadn’t saved some of my money.

Steve said nothing while we were waiting. I could tell from the serious look on his face that he was still thinking, and from past experience I knew there was no point trying to talk to him. When Steve went into one of his moods, nothing could jolt him out of it.

When the rows behind us had cleared out, we made our way to the back of the theater. I brought the stuff I’d bought with me. I also lugged Steve’s gifts, because he was so wrapped up in his thoughts, he would have dropped them or left them behind.

Mr. Tall was standing at the back, holding the curtains open, smiling at everyone. The smile widened when we approached.

“Well, boys,” he said, “did you enjoy the show?”

“It was fabulous!” I said.

“You weren’t scared?” he asked.

“A little,” I admitted, “but no more than anybody else.”

He laughed. “You’re a tough pair,” he said.

There were people behind us, so we hurried on, not wanting to hold them up. Steve looked around when we entered the short corridor between the two sets of curtains, then leaned over and whispered in my ear: “Go back by yourself.”

“What?” I asked, stopping. The people who had been behind us were chatting with Mr. Tall, so there was no rush.

“You heard,” he said.

“Why should I?” I asked.

“Because I’m not coming,” he said. “I’m staying. I don’t know how things will turn out, but I have to stay. I’ll follow you home later, after I’ve…” His voice trailed off and he pulled me forward.

We pushed past the second set of curtains and entered the corridor with the table, the one covered by the long black cloth. The people ahead of us had their backs to us. Steve looked over his shoulder, to make sure nobody could see, then dived underneath the table and hid behind the cloth!

“Steve!” I hissed, worried he was going to get us into trouble.

“Go on!” he hissed back.

“But you can’t—,” I began.

“Do what I say!” he snapped. “Go, quick, before we’re caught.”

I didn’t like it but what else could I do? Steve sounded like he’d go crazy if I didn’t obey him. I’d seen Steve get into fierce rages before and he wasn’t someone you wanted to mess with when he was angry.

I started walking, turned the corner, and began down the long corridor leading to the front door. I was walking slowly, thinking, and the people in front got farther ahead. I glanced over my shoulder and saw there was still nobody behind me.

And then I spotted the door.

It was the one we’d stopped by on our way in, the one leading up to the balcony. I paused when I reached it and checked behind one last time. Nobody there.

“Okay,” I said to myself, “I’m staying! I don’t know what Steve’s up to, but he’s my best friend. If he gets into trouble, I want to be there to help him out.”

Before I could change my mind, I opened the door, slipped through, shut it quickly behind me, and stood in the dark, my heart beating as fast as a mouse’s.

I stood there for a long time, listening while the last of the audience filed out. I could hear their murmurs as they discussed the show in hushed, frightened, but excited tones. Then they were gone and the place was quiet. I thought I’d be able to hear noises from inside the theater, people cleaning up and putting the chairs back in place, but the whole building was as silent as a graveyard.

I climbed the stairs. My eyes had gotten used to the dark and I could see pretty well. The stairs were old and creaky and I was half-afraid they would snap under my feet and send me hurtling to my death, but they held.

When I reached the top I discovered I was standing in the middle of the balcony. It was very dusty and dirty up there, and cold, too. I shivered as I crept down toward the front.

I had a great view of the stage. The lights were still on and I could see everything in perfect detail. Nobody was around, not the freaks, not the pretty ladies, not the blue-hoods—not Steve. I sat back and waited.

About five minutes later, I spotted a shadow creeping slowly toward the stage. It pulled itself up, then stood and walked to the center, where it stopped and turned around.

It was Steve.

He started toward the left wing, then stopped and set off toward the right. He stopped again. I could see him chewing on his nails, trying to decide which way to go.

Then a voice came from high above his head. “Are you looking for me?” it asked. A figure swooped down onto the stage, its arms out to its sides, a long red cloak floating behind it like a pair of wings.

Steve almost jumped out of his skin when the figure hit the stage and rolled into a ball. I toppled backward, terrified. When I rose to my knees again, the figure was standing and I was able to make out its red clothes, orange hair, pale skin, and huge scar.

Mr. Crepsley!

Steve tried speaking, but his teeth were chattering too much.

“I saw you watching me,” Mr. Crepsley said. “You gasped aloud when you first saw me. Why?”

“B-b-b-because I kn-kn-know who you a-are,” Steve stuttered, finding his voice.

“I am Larten Crepsley,” the creepy-looking man said.

“No,” Steve replied. “I know who you really are.”

“Oh?” Mr. Crepsley smiled, but there was no humor in it. “Tell me, little boy,” he sneered, “who am I, really?”

“Your real name is Vur Horston,” Steve said, and Mr. Crepsley’s jaw dropped in astonishment. And then Steve said something else, and my jaw dropped, too.

“You’re a vampire,” he said, and the silence that followed was as long as it was terrifying.
CHAPTER FIFTEEN

MR. CREPSLEY (OR VUR HORSTON, if that was his real name) smiled. “So,” he said, “I have been discovered. I should not be surprised. It had to happen eventually. Tell me, boy, who sent you?”

“Nobody,” Steve said.

Mr. Crepsley frowned. “Come, boy,” he growled, “do not play games. Who are you working for? Who put you onto me and what do they want?”

“I’m not working for anybody,” Steve insisted. “I’ve got lots of books and magazines at home about vampires and monsters. There was a picture of you in one of them.”

“A picture?” Mr. Crepsley asked suspiciously.

“A painting,” Steve replied. “It was done in 1903, in Paris. You were with a rich woman. The story said the two of you almost married, but she found out you were a vampire and dumped you.”

Mr. Crepsley smiled. “As good a reason as any. Her friends thought she had invented a fantastic story to make herself look better.”

“But it wasn’t a story, was it?” Steve asked.

“No,” Mr. Crepsley agreed. “It was not.” He sighed and fixed Steve with a fierce gaze. “Though it might have been better for you if it had been!” he boomed.

If I’d been in Steve’s place, I would have fled as soon as he said that. But Steve didn’t even blink.

“You won’t hurt me,” he said.

“Why not?” Mr. Crepsley asked.

“Because of my friend,” Steve said. “I told him all about you and if anything happens to me, he’ll tell the police.”

“They will not believe him,” Mr. Crepsley snorted.

“Probably not,” Steve agreed. “But if I turn up dead or missing, they’ll have to investigate. You wouldn’t like that. Lots of police asking questions, coming here in the daytime.…”

Mr. Crepsley shook his head with disgust. “Children!” he snarled. “I hate children. What is it you want? Money? Jewels? The rights to publish my story?”

“I want to join you,” Steve said.

I almost fell off the balcony when I heard that. Join him?

“What do you mean?” Mr. Crepsley asked, as stunned as I was.

“I want to become a vampire,” Steve said. “I want you to make me a vampire and teach me your ways.”

“You are crazy!” Mr. Crepsley roared.

“No,” Steve said, “I’m not.”

“I cannot turn a child into a vampire,” Mr. Crepsley said. “I would be murdered by the Vampire Generals if I did.”

“What are Vampire Generals?” Steve asked.

“Never you mind,” Mr. Crepsley said. “All you need to know is, it cannot be done. We do not blood children. It creates too many problems.”

“So don’t change me right away,” Steve said. “That’s okay. I don’t mind waiting. I can be an apprentice. I know vampires often have assistants who are half-human, half-vampire. Let me be one. I’ll work hard and prove myself, and when I’m old enough…”

Mr. Crepsley stared at Steve and thought it over. He snapped his fingers while he was thinking and a chair flew up onto the stage from the front row! He sat down on it and crossed his legs.

“Why do you want to be a vampire?” he asked. “It is not much fun. We can only come out at night. Humans despise us. We have to sleep in dirty old places like this. We can never marry or have children or settle down. It is a horrible life.”

“I don’t care,” Steve said stubbornly.

“Is it because you want to live forever?” Mr. Crepsley asked. “If so, I must tell you—we do not. We live far longer than humans, but we die all the same, sooner or later.”

“I don’t care,” Steve said again. “I want to come with you. I want to learn. I want to become a vampire.”

“What about your friends?” Mr. Crepsley asked. “You would not be able to see them again. You would have to leave school and home and never return. What about your parents? Would you not miss them?”

Steve shook his head miserably and looked down at the floor. “My dad doesn’t live with us,” he said softly. “I hardly ever see him. And my mom doesn’t love me. She doesn’t care what I do. She probably won’t even notice I’m gone.”

“That is why you want to run away? Because your mother does not love you?”

“Partly,” Steve said.

“If you wait a few years, you will be old enough to leave by yourself,” Mr. Crepsley said.

“I don’t want to wait,” Steve replied.

“And your friends?” Mr. Crepsley asked again. He looked very kind at the moment, though still a little scary. “Would you miss the boy you came with tonight?”

“Darren?” Steve asked, then nodded. “Yes, I’ll miss my friends, Darren especially. But it doesn’t matter. I want to be a vampire more than I care about them. And if you don’t accept me, I’ll tell the police and become a vampire hunter when I grow up!”

Mr. Crepsley didn’t laugh. Instead he nodded seriously. “You have thought this through?” he asked.

“Yes,” Steve said.

“You are certain it is what you want?”

“Yes,” came the answer.

Mr. Crepsley took a deep breath. “Come here,” he said. “I will have to test you first.”

Steve stood beside Mr. Crepsley. His body blocked my view of the vampire, so I couldn’t see what happened next. All I know is, they spoke to each other very softly, then there was a noise like a cat lapping up milk.

I saw Steve’s back shaking and I thought he was going to fall over but somehow he managed to stay upright. I can’t even begin to tell you how frightened I was, watching this. I wanted to leap to my feet and cry out, “No, Steve, stop!”

But I was too scared to move, terrified that, if Mr. Crepsley knew I was here, there would be nothing to stop him from killing and eating both me and Steve.

All of a sudden, the vampire began coughing. He pushed Steve away from him and stumbled to his feet. To my horror, I saw his mouth was red, covered in blood, which he quickly spat out.

“What’s wrong?” Steve asked, rubbing his arm where he had fallen.

“You have bad blood!” Mr. Crepsley screamed.

“What do you mean?” Steve asked. His voice was trembling.

“You are evil!” Mr. Crepsley shouted. “I can taste the menace in your blood. You are savage.”

“That’s a lie!” Steve yelled. “You take that back!”

Steve ran at Mr. Crepsley and tried to punch him, but the vampire knocked him to the floor with one hand. “It is no good,” he growled. “Your blood is bad. You can never be a vampire!”

“Why not?” Steve asked. He had started to cry.

“Because vampires are not the evil monsters of lore,” Mr. Crepsley said. “We respect life. You have a killer’s instincts, but we are not killers.

“I will not make you a vampire,” Mr. Crepsley insisted. “You must forget about it. Go home and get on with your life.”

“No!” Steve screamed. “I won’t forget!” He stumbled to his feet and pointed a shaking finger at the tall, ugly vampire. “I’ll get you for this,” he promised. “I don’t care how long it takes. One day, Vur Horston, I’ll track you down and kill you for rejecting me!”

Steve jumped from the stage and ran toward the exit. “One day!” he called back over his shoulder, and I could hear him laughing as he ran, a crazy kind of laugh.

Then he was gone and I was alone with the vampire.

Mr. Crepsley sat where he was for a long time, his head between his hands, spitting blood out onto the stage. He wiped his teeth with his fingers, then with a large handkerchief.

“Children!” he snorted aloud, then stood, still wiping his teeth, glanced one last time out over the chairs at the theater (I ducked down low for fear he might spot me), then turned and walked back to the wings. I could see drops of blood dripping from his lips as he went.

I stayed where I was for a long, long time. It was tough. I’d never been as scared as I was up there on the balcony. I wanted to rush out of the theater as fast as my feet would carry me.

But I stayed. I made myself wait until I was sure none of the freaks or helpers were around, then slowly crept back up the balcony, down the stairs, into the corridor, and finally out into the night.

I stood outside the theater for a few seconds, staring up at the moon, studying the trees until I was sure there were no vampires lurking on any of the branches. Then, as quietly as I could, I raced for home. My home, not Steve’s. I didn’t want to be near Steve right then. I was almost as scared of Steve as I was of Mr. Crepsley. I mean, he wanted to be a vampire! What sort of lunatic actually wants to be a vampire?
CHAPTER SIXTEEN

I DIDN’T CALL STEVE THAT Sunday. I told Mom and Dad we’d had a small argument and that was why I’d come home early. They weren’t happy about it, especially my having walked home so late at night by myself. Dad said he was going to dock my allowance and was grounding me for a month. I didn’t argue. The way I saw it, I was getting off lightly. Imagine what they’d have done to me if they knew about the Cirque Du Freak!

Annie loved her presents. She gobbled the candy down quickly and played with the spider for hours. She made me tell her all about the show. She wanted to know what every freak looked like and what they’d done. Her eyes went wide when I told her about the wolf-man and how he bit off a woman’s hand.

“You’re joking,” she said. “That can’t be true.”

“It is,” I vowed.

“Cross your heart?” she asked.

“Cross my heart.”

“Swear on your eyes?”

“I swear on my eyes,” I promised. “May rats gnaw them out if I’m telling a lie.”

“Wow!” she gasped. “I wish I’d been there. If you ever go again, will you take me?”

“Sure,” I said, “but I don’t think the freak show comes here that often. They move around a lot.”

I didn’t tell Annie about Mr. Crepsley being a vampire or Steve wanting to become one, but I thought about the two of them all day long. I wanted to call Steve but didn’t know what to say. He would be bound to ask why I didn’t go back to his place, and I didn’t want to tell him that I’d stayed in the theater and spied on him.

Imagine: a real-life vampire! I used to believe they were real but then my parents and teachers convinced me they weren’t. So much for the wisdom of grownups!

I wondered what vampires were really like, whether they could do everything the books and movies said they could. I had seen Mr. Crepsley make a chair fly, and I’d seen him swoop down from the roof of the theater, and I’d seen him drink some of Steve’s blood. What else could he do? Could he turn into a bat, into smoke, into a rat? Could you see him in a mirror? Would sunlight kill him?

As much as I thought about Mr. Crepsley, I thought just as much about Madam Octa. I wished once again that I could buy one like her, one I could control. I could join a freak show if I had a spider like that, and travel the world, having marvelous adventures.

Sunday came and went. I watched TV, helped Dad in the garden and Mom in the kitchen (part of my punishment for coming home late by myself), went for a long walk in the afternoon, and daydreamed about vampires and spiders.

Then it was Monday and time for school. I was nervous going in, not sure what I was going to say to Steve, or what he might say to me. Also, I hadn’t slept much over the weekend (it’s hard to sleep when you’ve seen a real vampire), so I was tired and groggy.

Steve was in the yard when I arrived, which was unusual. I normally got to school before him. He was standing apart from the rest of the kids, waiting for me. I took a deep breath, then walked over and leaned against the wall beside him.

“Morning,” I said.

“Morning,” he replied. There were dark circles under his eyes and I bet he’d slept even less than me the last couple of nights. “Where did you go after the show?” he asked.

“I went home,” I told him.

“Why?” he asked, watching me carefully.

“It was dark outside and I wasn’t looking where I was going. I took a few wrong turns and got lost. By the time I found myself somewhere familiar, I was closer to home than to your house.”

I made the lie sound as convincing as possible, and I could see him trying to figure out if it was the truth or not.

“You must have gotten into a lot of trouble,” he said.

“Tell me about it!” I groaned. “No allowance, grounded for a month, and Dad said I’m going to have to do a bunch of chores. Still,” I said with a grin, “it was worth it, right? I mean, was the Cirque Du Freak superb or what!”

Steve studied me for one more moment, then decided I was telling the truth. “Yeah,” he said, returning my smile. “It was great.”

Tommy and Alan arrived and we had to tell them everything. We were pretty good actors, Steve and I. You’d never have guessed that he had spoken to a vampire on Saturday, or that I had seen him.

I could tell, as the day wore on, that things would never be quite the same between me and Steve. Even though he believed what I’d told him, part of him still doubted me. I caught him looking at me oddly from time to time, as though I was someone who had hurt him.

For my part, I didn’t want to get too close to him any longer. It scared me, what he’d said to Mr. Crepsley, and what the vampire had said to him. Steve was evil, according to Crepsley. It worried me. After all, Steve was prepared to become a vampire and kill people for their blood. How could I go on being friends with someone like that?

We were chatting about Madam Octa later that afternoon. Steve and I hadn’t said much about Mr. Crepsley and his spider. We were afraid to talk about him, in case we let something slip. But Tommy and Alan kept pestering us and eventually we filled them in on the act.

“How do you think he controlled the spider?” Tommy asked.

“Maybe it was a fake spider,” Alan said.

“It wasn’t a fake,” I snorted. “None of the freaks were fake. That was why it was so brilliant. You could tell everything was real.”

“So how did he control it?” Tommy asked again.

“Maybe the flute is magic,” I said, “or else Mr. Crepsley knows how to charm spiders, the way Indians can charm snakes.”

“But you said Mr. Tall controlled the spider, too,” Alan said, “when Mr. Crepsley had Madam Octa in his mouth.”

“Oh. Yeah. I forgot,” I said. “Well, I guess that means they must have used magic flutes.”

“They didn’t use magic flutes,” Steve said. He had been quiet most of the day, saying less than me about the show, but Steve never could resist hammering someone with facts.

“So what did they use?” I asked.

“Telepathy,” Steve answered.

“Is that something to do with telephones?” Alan asked.

Steve smiled, and Tommy and I laughed (although I wasn’t entirely sure what “telepathy” meant, and I bet Tommy wasn’t either). “Moron!” Tommy chuckled, and punched Alan playfully.

“Go on, Steve,” I said, “tell him what it means.”

“Telepathy is when you can read somebody else’s mind,” Steve explained, “or send them thoughts without speaking. That’s how they controlled the spider, with their minds.”

“So what’s with the flutes?” I asked.

“Either they’re just for show,” Steve said, “or, more likely, you need them to attract her attention.”

“You mean anyone could control her?” Tommy asked.

“Anyone with a brain, yes,” Steve said. “Which counts you out, Alan,” he added, but smiled to show he didn’t mean it.

“You wouldn’t need magic flutes or special training or anything?” Tommy asked.

“I don’t think so,” Steve answered.

The talk moved on to something else after that—soccer, I think—but I wasn’t listening. Because all of a sudden there was a new thought running through my mind, setting my brain on fire with ideas. I forgot about Steve and vampires and everything.

“You mean anyone could control her?”

“Anyone with a brain, yes.”

“You wouldn’t need magic flutes or special training or anything?”

“I don’t think so.”

Tommy’s and Steve’s words kept bouncing through my mind, over and over, like a stuck CD.

Anyone could control her. That anyone could be me. If I could get my hands on Madam Octa and communicate with her, she could be my pet and I could control her and…

No. It was foolish. Maybe I could control her, but I would never own her. She was Mr. Crepsley’s and there was no way in the world that he would part with her, not for money or jewels or…

The answer hit me in a flash. A way to get her from him. A way to make her mine. Blackmail! If I threatened the vampire—I could say I’d get the police after him—he’d have to let me keep her.

But the thought of going face to face with Mr. Crepsley terrified me. I knew I couldn’t do it. That left just one other option: I’d have to steal her!
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

EARLY MORNING WOULD BE THE best time to steal the spider. Having performed so late into the night, most members of the Cirque Du Freak would probably sleep in until eight or nine. I’d sneak into camp, find Madam Octa, grab her, and run. If that wasn’t possible—if the camp was awake—I’d just return home and forget about it.

The difficult part was picking a day. Wednesday might be ideal: the last show would have played the night before, so the circus would in all likelihood have pulled out before midday and moved on to its next venue before the vampire could awake and discover the theft. But what if they left town directly after the show, in the middle of the night? Then I’d miss my big chance.

It had to be tomorrow—Tuesday. That meant Mr. Crepsley would have all of Tuesday night to search for his spider—for me—but that was a risk I’d just have to take.

I went to bed earlier than usual. I was tired and ready to fall asleep, but was so excited, I thought I wouldn’t be able to. I kissed Mom good night and hugged Dad. They thought I was trying to win my allowance back, but it was in case something happened to me at the theater and I never saw them again.

I have a radio that is also an alarm clock, and I set the alarm for five o’clock in the morning, then stuck my headphones on and plugged them into the radio. That way, I could wake up nice and early without waking anyone else.

I fell asleep quicker than I expected and slept straight through till morning. If I had any dreams, I can’t remember them.

Next thing I knew, the alarm was sounding. I groaned, turned over, then sat up in bed, rubbing my eyes. I wasn’t sure where I was for a few seconds, or why I was awake so early. Then I remembered the spider and the plan, and grinned happily.

The grin didn’t last long, because I realized the alarm wasn’t coming through my headphones. I must have rolled over in my sleep and pulled the cord out! I leaped across my bed and slammed the alarm off, then sat in the early morning darkness, heart pounding, listening for noises.

When I was sure my parents were still asleep, I slid out of bed and got dressed as quietly as I could. I went to the bathroom and was about to flush the toilet when I thought of the noise it would make. I yanked my hand away from the lever and wiped the sweat from my brow. They would surely have heard that! A narrow escape. I’d have to be more careful when I got to the theater.

I slipped downstairs and let myself out. The sun was coming up and it looked like it would be a bright day.

I walked quickly and sang songs to pep myself up. I was a bundle of nerves and almost turned back a dozen times. Once I actually did turn and start walking home, but then I remembered the way the spider had hung from Mr. Crepsley’s jaw, and the tricks she had performed, and swung around again.

I can’t explain why Madam Octa meant so much to me, or why I was placing my life in such danger to have her. Looking back, I’m no longer sure what drove me on. It was just this intense need I couldn’t ignore.

The crumbling old building looked even creepier by day. I could see cracks running down the front, holes nibbled by rats and mice, spiderwebs in the windows. I shivered and hurried around to the rear. It was deserted. Empty old houses, junkyards, scrap heaps. There would be people moving around later in the day, but right then it looked like a ghost town. I didn’t even see a cat or a dog.

As I’d thought, there were plenty of ways to get into the theater. There were two doors and tons of windows to choose from.

Several cars and vans were parked outside the building. I didn’t spot any signs or pictures on them, but I was sure they belonged to the Cirque Du Freak. It suddenly struck me that the freaks probably slept in the vans. If Mr. Crepsley had a home in one of them, my plan was sunk.

I snuck into the theater, which felt even colder than it had on Saturday night, and tiptoed down a long corridor, then another, then another! It was like a maze back there and I started worrying about finding my way out. Maybe I should go back and bring a ball of string, so I could mark my way and—

No! It was too late for that. If I left, I’d never have the guts to return. I’d just have to remember my steps as best I could and say a little prayer when it came time to leave.

I saw no sign of any freaks, and began to think I was on a fool’s errand, that they were all in the vans or in nearby hotels. I’d been searching for twenty minutes and my legs felt heavy after so much walking. Maybe I should quit and forget the crazy plan.

I was about to give up when I found a set of stairs leading down to a cellar. I paused at the top for a long time, biting my lips, wondering if I should go down. I’d seen enough horror movies to know this was the most likely spot for a vampire, but I’d also seen a bunch where the hero walked down to a similar cellar, only to be attacked, murdered, and chopped up into little pieces!

Finally I took a deep breath and started down. My shoes were making too much noise, so I eased them off and padded along in just my socks. I picked up a bunch of splinters, but was so nervous, I didn’t feel the pain.

There was a huge cage near the bottom of the stairs. I edged over to it and looked through the bars. The wolf-man was inside, lying on his back, asleep and snoring. He twitched and moaned as I watched. I jumped back from the cage. If he woke, his howls would bring the whole freak show down on me in seconds flat!

As I was stumbling backward, my foot hit something soft and slimy. I turned my head slowly and saw I was standing over the snake-boy! He was stretched out on the floor, his snake wrapped around him, and his eyes were wide open!

I don’t know how I managed not to scream or faint, but somehow I kept quiet and stayed on my feet, and that saved me. Because, even though the snake-boy’s eyes were open, he was fast asleep. I knew by the way he was breathing: deeply, heavily, in and out.

I tried not to think about what would have happened if I’d fallen on him and the snake and woken them up.

Enough was enough. I gave one last look around the dark cellar, promising myself I’d leave if I didn’t spot the vampire. For a few seconds I saw nothing and got ready to scram, but then I noticed what might have been a large box near one of the walls.

It might have been a large box. But it wasn’t. I knew all too well what it really was. It was a coffin!

I gulped, then walked carefully over to the coffin. It was about six feet long and two and a half feet wide. The wood was dark and stained. Moss was growing in patches, and I could see a family of cockroaches in one of the corners.

I’d love to say I was brave enough to lift the lid and peek inside, but of course I wasn’t and didn’t. Even the thought of touching the coffin gave me the shivers!

I searched for Madam Octa’s cage. I felt sure she wouldn’t be far from her master, and sure enough, there was the cage, on the floor by the head of the coffin, covered by a big red cloth.

I glanced inside to make sure, and there she was, her belly pulsing, her eight legs twitching. She looked horrible and terrifying this close up, and for a second I thought about leaving her. All of a sudden it seemed like a stupid idea, and the thought of touching her hairy legs or letting her anywhere near my face filled me with dread.

But only a true coward would turn back now. So I picked up the cage and laid it in the middle of the cellar. The key was hanging from the lock and one of the flutes was tied to the bars at the side.

I took out the note I had written back home the night before. It was simple, but had taken me forever to write. I read it as I stuck it to the top of the coffin with a piece of gum.

Mr. Crepsley,

I know who and what you are. I have taken Madam Octa and am keeping her. Do not come looking for her. Do not come, back to this town. If you do, I will tell everyone that you are a vampire and you will be hunted down and killed. I am not Steve. Steve knows nothing about this. I will take good care or the spider.

Of course, I didn’t sign it!

Mentioning Steve probably wasn’t a good idea, but I was sure the vampire would think of him anyway, so it was just as well to clear his name.

With the note stuck in place, it was time to go. I picked up the cage and hurried up the stairs as fast as I could (being as silent as possible). I slipped my shoes back on and found my way out. It was easier than I’d imagined: the halls looked brighter after the dark of the cellar. When I got outside I walked slowly around to the front of the theater, then ran for home, stopping for nothing, leaving the theater and the vampire and my fear far behind. Leaving everything behind—except for Madam Octa!
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

I MADE IT BACK ABOUT twenty minutes before Mom and Dad got up. I hid the spider cage at the back of my closet, under a pile of clothes, leaving enough holes so Madam Octa could breathe. She should be safe there: Mom left cleaning up the room to me, and hardly ever came in snooping around.

I slipped into bed and pretended to be asleep. Dad called me at quarter to eight. I put on my school clothes and walked downstairs, yawning and stretching like I’d just gotten up. I ate breakfast quickly and hurried back upstairs to check on Madam Octa. She hadn’t moved since I’d stolen her. I gave the cage a small shake but she didn’t budge.

I would have liked to have stayed home and kept an eye on her but that was impossible. Mom always knows when I fake being sick. She’s too smart to be fooled.

That day felt like a week. The seconds seemed to drag like hours, and even break and lunchtime went slowly! I tried playing soccer but my heart wasn’t in it. I couldn’t concentrate in class and kept giving stupid answers, even to simple questions.

Finally it ended and I was able to rush home and up to my room.

Madam Octa was in the same spot as earlier. I was half-afraid she was dead, but I could see her breathing. Then it struck me: she was waiting to be fed! I’d seen spiders this way before. They could sit still for hours at a time, waiting for their next meal to come along.

I wasn’t sure what I should feed her, but I guessed it wasn’t too different from what ordinary spiders ate. I hurried out into the garden, pausing only to snatch an empty jelly jar from the kitchen.

It didn’t take long to collect a couple of dead flies, a few bugs, and a long wriggly worm. Then I raced back inside, hiding the jelly jar inside my T-shirt, so Mom couldn’t see it and start asking questions.

I closed my bedroom door and stuck a chair against it so nobody could come in, then placed Madam Octa’s cage on my bed and removed the cloth.

The spider squinted and crouched down lower at the sudden surge of light. I was about to open the door and throw the food in when I remembered I was dealing with a poisonous spider who could kill me with a couple of bites.

I lifted the jar over the cage, picked out one of the live insects, and dropped it. It landed on its back. Its feet twitched in the air and then it managed to roll over onto its belly. It began crawling toward freedom but didn’t get far.

As soon as it moved, Madam Octa pounced. One second she was standing still as a cocoon in the middle of the cage, the next she was over the insect, baring her fangs.

She swallowed the bug down quick. It would have fed a normal spider for a day or two, but to Madam Octa it was no more than a light snack. She made her way back to her original spot and looked at me as if to say, “Okay, that was nice. Now where’s the main course?”

I fed her the entire contents of the jar. The worm put up a good fight, twisting and turning madly, but she got her fangs into it and ripped it in half, then into quarters. She seemed to enjoy the worm the most.

I had an idea and grabbed my diary from underneath my mattress. My diary is my most prized possession, and it’s because I wrote everything down in it that I’m able to write this book. I remember most of the story anyway, but whenever I get stuck, all I have to do is open the diary and check the facts.

I folded the diary open to the back page, then wrote down all that I knew about Madam Octa: what Mr. Crepsley had said about her in the show, the tricks she knew, the food she liked. I put one checkmark beside food she liked a lot, and two checkmarks beside food she loved (so far, only the worm). This way I’d be able to figure out the best way to feed her, and what to give her as a treat when I wanted her to do a trick.

I brought up some grub from the fridge next: cheese, ham, lettuce, and roast beef. She ate just about everything I gave her. It looked like I was going to be kept busy trying to feed this ugly lady!

Tuesday night was horrible. I wondered what Mr. Crepsley would think when he woke and found his spider missing and a note in its place. Would he leave like I told him, or would he come looking for his pet? Maybe, since the two of them could speak with each other telepathically, he would be able to trace her here!

I spent hours sitting up in bed, holding a cross to my chest. I wasn’t sure if the cross would work or not. I know they work in the movies but I remembered talking to Steve once and he said a cross was no good by itself. He said they only worked if the person using them was good.

I finally fell asleep about two in the morning. If Mr. Crepsley had come, I would have been completely defenseless, but luckily, when I woke in the morning there was no sign of his having come, and Madam Octa was still resting in the closet.

I felt a lot better that Wednesday, especially when I popped by the old theater after school and saw the Cirque Du Freak had left. The cars and vans were gone. No trace of the freak show remained.

I’d done it! Madam Octa was mine!

I celebrated by buying a pizza. Ham and pepperoni. Mom and Dad wanted to know what the special occasion was. I said I just felt like something different and offered them—and Annie—a slice, and they left it at that.

I fed the scraps to Madam Octa and she loved them. She ran around the cage licking up every last crumb. I made a note in my diary: “For a special treat, a piece of pizza!”

I spent the next couple of days getting her used to her new home. I didn’t let her out of the cage, but I carried it around the room so she could see every corner and get to know the place. I didn’t want her to be nervous when I finally freed her.

I talked to her all the time, telling her about my life and family and home. I told her how much I admired her and the kind of food I was going to get her and the type of tricks we were going to do. She might not have understood everything I said, but she seemed to.

I went to the library after school on Thursday and Friday and read as much about spiders as I could find. There was all sorts of stuff I hadn’t known. Like they can have up to eight eyes, and the threads of their webs are gluey fluids that harden when they’re let out into the air. But none of the books mentioned performing spiders, or ones with telepathic powers. And I couldn’t find any pictures of spiders like Madam Octa. It looked like none of the people who wrote these books had seen a spider like her. She was unique!

When Saturday came, I decided it was time to let her out of her cage and try a few tricks. I had practiced with the flute and could play a few very simple tunes quite well. The hard part was sending thoughts to Madam Octa while playing. It was going to be tricky, but I felt I was up to it.

I closed my door and shut my windows. It was Saturday afternoon. Dad was working and Mom had gone to the mall with Annie. I was all alone, so if anything went wrong it would be entirely my fault, and I would be the only one to suffer.

I placed the cage in the middle of the floor. I hadn’t fed Madam Octa since the night before. I figured she might not want to perform if she was full of food. Animals can be lazy, just like humans.

I removed the cloth, put the flute in my mouth, turned the key, and opened the tiny door to the cage. I stepped back and squatted down low, so she could see me.

Madam Octa did nothing for a while. Then she crept to the door, paused, and sniffed the air. She looked too fat to squeeze through the gap, and I began to think I must have overfed her. But somehow she managed to suck her sides in and ease out.

She sat on the carpet in front of the cage, her big round belly throbbing. I thought she might walk around the cage to check the room out, but she didn’t show the faintest sign of having any interest in the room.

Her eyes were glued to me!

I gulped loudly and tried not to let her sense my fear. It was difficult but I managed not to shake or cry. The flute had slipped about an inch from my lips while I was watching her but I was still holding it. It was time to start playing, so I pressed it back between my lips and prepared to blow.

That was when she made her move. In one giant leap, she sprang across the room. She flew forward, up into the air, jaws open, fangs ready, hairy legs twitching—straight at my unprotected face!
CHAPTER NINETEEN

IF SHE HAD CONNECTED, she would have sunk her fangs into me and I would have died. But luck was on my side, and instead of landing on flesh, she slammed against the end of the flute and went flying off to the side.

She landed in a ball and was dazed for a couple of seconds. Reacting rapidly, aware that my life depended on speed, I stuck the flute between my lips and played like a madman. My mouth was dry but I blew regardless, not daring to lick my lips.

Madam Octa cocked her head when she heard the music. She struggled to her legs and swayed from side to side, as though drunk. I sneaked a quick breath, then started playing a slower tune, which wouldn’t tire my fingers or lungs.

“Hello, Madam Octa,” I said inside my head, shutting my eyes and concentrating. “My name’s Darren Shan. I’ve told you that before but I don’t know if you heard. I’m not even sure if you can hear it now.

“I’m your new owner. I’m going to treat you real good and feed you loads of insects and meat. But only if you are good and do everything I tell you and don’t attack me again.”

She had stopped swaying and was staring at me. I wasn’t sure if she was listening to my thoughts or planning her next leap.

“I want you to stand on your back legs now,” I told her. “I want you to stand on your two back legs and take a little bow.”

For a few seconds she didn’t respond. I went on playing and thinking, asking her to stand, then commanding her, then begging her. Finally, when I was almost out of breath, she raised herself and stood on two legs, the way I wanted. Then she took a little bow and relaxed, awaiting my next order.

She was obeying me!

The next order I gave was for her to crawl back into her cage. She did as I told, and this time I only had to think it once. As soon as she was inside, I closed the door and fell back on my butt, letting the flute fall from my mouth.

The shock I’d gotten when she jumped at me! My heart was beating so fast, I was afraid it was going to run up my neck and leap out of my mouth! I lay on the floor for a long time, staring at the spider, thinking about how close to death I had come.

That should have been warning enough. Any sensible person would have left the door shut and forgot about playing with such a deadly pet. It was too dangerous. What if she hadn’t hit the flute? What if Mom had come home and found me dead on the floor? What if the spider then attacked her or Dad or Annie? Only the world’s dumbest person would run a risk like that again.

Step forward—Darren Shan!

It was crazy, but I couldn’t stop myself. Besides, the way I saw it, there was no point having stolen her if I was going to keep her locked up in a silly old cage.

I was a little smarter this time. I unlocked the door but didn’t open it. Instead I played the flute and told her to push it open. She did, and when she came out she seemed as harmless as a kitten and did everything I’d communicated.

I made her do lots of tricks. Made her hop around the room like a kangaroo. Then had her hang from the ceiling and draw pictures with her webs. Next I got her lifting weights (a pen, a box of matches, a marble). After that I told her to sit in one of my remote control cars. I turned it on and it looked like she was driving! I crashed it into a pile of books, but made her jump off at the last moment, so she wasn’t hurt.

I played with her for about an hour and would have happily continued all afternoon, but I heard Mom arriving home and knew she would think it was strange if I stayed up in my room all day. The last thing I wanted was her or Dad prying into my private affairs.

So I stuck Madam Octa back in the closet and ran downstairs, trying to look as natural as possible.

“Were you playing a CD up there?” Mom asked. She had four bags full of clothes and hats, which she and Annie were unpacking on the kitchen table.

“No,” I said.

“I thought I heard music,” she said.

“I was playing a flute,” I told her, trying to sound casual.

She stopped unpacking. “You?” she asked. “Playing a flute?”

“I do know how to play one,” I said. “You taught me when I was five years old, remember?”

“I remember.” She laughed. “I also remember when you were six and told me flutes were for girls. You swore you were never going to look at one again!”

I shrugged as though it was no big thing. “I changed my mind,” I said. “I found a flute on the way home from school yesterday and got to wondering if I could still play.”

“Where did you find it?” she asked.

“On the road.”

“I hope you washed it out before you put it in your mouth. There’s no telling where it might have been.”

“I washed it,” I lied.

“This is a wonderful surprise.” She smiled, then ruffled my hair and gave my cheek a big wet kiss.

“Hey! Quit it!” I yelled.

“We’ll make a Mozart out of you yet,” she said. “I can see it now: you playing a piano in a huge concert hall, dressed in a beautiful white suit, your father and I in the front row…”

“Get real, Mom.” I chuckled. “It’s only a flute.”

“From small acorns, oak trees grow,” she said.

“He’s as thick as an oak tree,” Annie said, and giggled.

I stuck my tongue out at her in response.

The next few days were great. I played with Madam Octa whenever I could, feeding her every afternoon (she only needed one meal a day, as long as it was a large one). And I didn’t have to worry about locking my bedroom door because Mom and Dad agreed not to enter when they heard me practicing the flute.

I considered telling Annie about Madam Octa but decided to wait a while longer. I was getting along well with the spider but could tell she was still uneasy around me. I wouldn’t bring Annie in until I was sure it was completely safe.

My schoolwork improved during the next week, and so did my goal-scoring. I scored twenty-eight goals between Monday and Friday. Even Mr. Dalton was impressed.

“With your good grades in class and your prowess on the field,” he said, “you could turn into the world’s first professional soccer player-cum-university professor! A cross between PelÉ and Einstein!”

I knew he was only pulling my leg, but it was nice of him to say it all the same.

It took a long time to work up the nerve to let Madam Octa climb up my body and over my face, but I finally tried it on Friday afternoon. I played my best song and didn’t let her start until I’d told her several times what I wanted her to do. When I thought we were ready, I gave her the nod and she began creeping up the leg of my pants.

It was fine until she reached my neck. The feel of those long thin hairy legs almost caused me to drop the flute. I would have been a dead duck if I had, because she was in the perfect place to sink her fangs. Luckily, my nerve held and I went on playing.

She crawled over my left ear and up to the top of my head, where she lay down for a rest. My scalp itched beneath her but I had enough sense not to try scratching it. I studied myself in the mirror and grinned. She looked like one of those French hats, a beret.

I made her slide down my face and dangle from my nose on one of her web-strings. I didn’t let her into my mouth, but I got her to swing from side to side like she’d done with Mr. Crepsley, and had her tickle my chin with her legs.

I didn’t let her tickle me too much, in case I started laughing and dropped the flute!

When I put her back in her cage that Friday night, I felt like a king, like nothing could ever go wrong, that my whole life was going to be perfect. I was doing well in school and at soccer, and had the kind of pet any boy would trade all his worldly goods for. I couldn’t have been happier if I’d won the lottery or a chocolate factory.

That, of course, was when everything went wrong and the whole world crashed down around my ears.
CHAPTER TWENTY

STEVE POPPED OVER FOR A VISIT late Saturday afternoon. We hadn’t said much to each other all week and he was the last person I was expecting. Mom let him in and called me downstairs. I saw him when I was halfway down, paused, then shouted for him to come up.

He gazed around my room as though he hadn’t been there for months. “I’d almost forgotten what this place looks like,” he said.

“Don’t be silly,” I said. “You were here a couple of weeks ago.”

“It seems longer.” He sat on the bed and turned his eyes on me. His face was serious and lonely. “Why have you been avoiding me?” he asked softly.

“What do you mean?” I pretended I didn’t know what he was talking about.

“You’ve been steering clear of me these past two weeks,” he said. “It wasn’t obvious at first, but each day you’ve been spending less time with me. You didn’t even pick me when we were playing basketball in gym last Thursday.”

“You’re not very good at basketball,” I said. It was a lame excuse, but I couldn’t think of a better one.

“I was confused at first,” Steve said, “but then I figured it out. You didn’t get lost the night of the freak show, did you? You stuck around, up in the balcony probably, and saw what happened between me and Vur Horston.”

“No, I didn’t!” I snapped.

“No?” he asked.

“No,” I lied.

“You didn’t see anything?”

“No.”

“You didn’t see me talking to Vur Horston?”

“No!”

“You didn’t—”

“Look, Steve,” I interrupted, “whatever happened between you and Mr. Crepsley is your business. I wasn’t there, didn’t see it, don’t know what you’re talking about. Now if—”

“Don’t lie to me, Darren,” he said.

“I’m not lying!” I lied.

“Then how did you know I was talking about Mr. Crepsley?” he asked.

“Because…” I bit my tongue.

“I said I was talking to Vur Horston.” Steve smiled. “Unless you were there, how would you know that Vur Horston and Larten Crepsley are one and the same?”

My shoulders sagged. I sat on the bed beside Steve. “Okay,” I said, “I admit it. I was in the balcony.”

“How much did you see and hear?” Steve asked.

“Everything. I couldn’t see what he was doing when he was sucking out your blood, or hear what he was saying. But apart from that…”

“Everything,” Steve finished with a sigh. “That’s why you’ve been avoiding me: because he said I was evil.”

“Partly,” I said. “But mostly because of what you said. Steve, you asked him to turn you into a vampire! What if he had turned you into one and you’d come after me? Most vampires go after people they know first, don’t they?”

“In books and movies, yes,” Steve said. “This is different. This is real life. I wouldn’t have hurt you, Darren.”

“Maybe,” I said. “Maybe not. The point is, I don’t want to find out. I don’t want to be friends with you anymore. You could be dangerous. What if you met another vampire and this one granted your wish? Or what if Mr. Crepsley was right and you’re really evil and—”

“I’m not evil!” Steve shouted, and shoved me back on the bed. He leaped on my chest and stuck his fingers in my face. “Take that back!” he roared. “Take that back, or so help me, I’ll jerk your head off and—”

“I take it back! I take it back!” I shrieked. Steve was heavy on my chest, his face flushed and furious. I would have said anything to get him off.

He sat perched on my chest a few seconds longer, then grunted and rolled off. I sat up, gasping, rubbing my face where he had poked it.

“Sorry,” Steve mumbled. “That was over the top. But I’m upset. It hurt, what Mr. Crepsley said, and you ignoring me at school. You’re my best friend, Darren, the only person I can really talk to. If you break up our friendship, I don’t know what I’ll do.”

He started to cry. I watched him for a few seconds, torn between fear and sympathy. Then my nobler self got the better of me and I put an arm around his shoulder. “It’s okay,” I said. “I’ll still be your friend. C’mon, Steve, quit crying, okay?”

He tried but it took a while for the tears to stop. “I must look like a total fool,” he finally sniffed.

“No,” I said. “I’m the fool. I should have stood by you. I was a coward. I never stopped to imagine what you must be going through. I was only thinking of myself and Madam—” I made a face and stopped talking.

Steve stared at me curiously. “What were you going to say?” he asked.

“Nothing,” I said. “It was a slip of the tongue.”

He grunted. “You’re a bad liar, Shan. Always were. Tell me what it was you were about to let slip.”

I studied his face, wondering if I should tell him. I knew I shouldn’t, that it could only mean trouble, but I felt sorry for him. Besides, I needed to tell someone. I wanted to show off my wonderful pet and the great tricks we could do.

“Can you keep a secret?” I asked.

“Of course,” he snorted.

“This is a big one. You can’t tell anyone, okay? If I tell you, it has to stay between the two of us. If you ever talk…”

“You’ll talk about me and Mr. Crepsley,” Steve said, grinning. “You have me over a barrel. No matter what you tell me, you know I can’t blab, even if I wanted to. What’s the big secret?”

“Wait a minute,” I said. I got off the bed and opened the door to the room. “Mom?” I shouted.

“Yes?” came her muffled reply.

“I’m showing Steve my flute,” I yelled. “I’m going to teach him how to play it, but only if we’re not disturbed, okay?”

“Okay,” she called back.

I closed the door and smiled at Steve. He looked puzzled. “A flute?” he asked. “Your big secret is a flute?”

“That’s part of it,” I said. “Listen, do you remember Madam Octa? Mr. Crepsley’s spider?”

“Of course,” he said. “I wasn’t paying much attention to her when she was on but I don’t think anyone could ever forget a creature like that. Those hairy legs: brrrr!”

I opened the door to the closet while he was speaking and got out the cage. His eyes squinted when he saw it, then widened. “That’s not what I think it is, is it?” he asked.

“That depends,” I said, whipping off the cloth. “If you think it’s a deadly performing spider—you’re right!”

“Oh man!” he gasped, almost falling off the bed in shock. “That’s a… she’s a… where did… Wow!”

I was delighted with his reaction. I stood over the cage, smiling like a proud father. Madam Octa lay on the floor, quiet as ever, paying no attention to me or Steve.

“She’s awesome!” Steve said, crawling closer for a better look. “She looks just the same as the one in the circus. I can’t believe you found one that looks so similar. Where’d you get her? A pet shop? From a zoo?”

My smile slipped. “I got her from the Cirque Du Freak, of course,” I said uneasily.

“From the freak show?” he asked, face crinkling. “They were selling live spiders? I didn’t see any. How much did she cost?”

I shook my head and said: “I didn’t buy her, Steve. I… Can’t you guess? Don’t you understand?”

“Understand what?” he asked.

“That’s not a similar spider,” I said. “That’s the same one. It’s Madam Octa.”

He stared at me, as though he hadn’t heard what I’d said. I was about to repeat it, but he spoke up before I could. “The… same… one?” he asked in a slow, trembling voice.

“Yes,” I said.

“You mean… that’s… Madam Octa? The Madam Octa?”

“Yes,” I said again, laughing at his shock.

“That’s… Mr. Crepsley’s spider?”

“Steve, what’s wrong? How many times do I have to say it for you to—”

“Wait a minute,” he snapped, shaking his head. “If this is really Madam Octa, how did you get your hands on her? Did you find her outside? Did they sell her off?”

“Nobody would sell a great spider like this,” I said.

“That’s what I thought,” Steve agreed. “So how did…” He left the question hanging in the air.

“I stole her,” I said, puffing up proudly. “I went back to the theater that Tuesday morning, crept in, found where she was, and snuck out with her. I left a note telling Mr. Crepsley not to come looking for her or I’d report his being a vampire to the police.”

“You… you…” Steve was gasping. His face had turned white and he looked like he was about to collapse.

“Are you all right?” I asked.

“You… imbecile!” he roared. “You lunatic! You moron!”

“Hey!” I shouted, upset.

“Idiot! Dumbo! Cretin!” he yelled. “Do you realize what you’ve done? Do you have any idea what kind of trouble you’re in?”

“Huh?” I asked, bewildered.

“You stole a vampire’s spider!” Steve shouted. “You stole from a member of the undead! What do you think he’s going to do when he catches up with you, Darren? Spank your bottom and scold you? Tell your parents and make them ground you? We’re talking about a vampire! He’ll rip out your throat and feed you to the spider! He’ll tear you to pieces and—”

“No, he won’t,” I said calmly.

“Of course he will,” Steve replied.

“No,” I said, “he won’t. Because he won’t find me. I stole the spider the Tuesday before last, so he’s had nearly two whole weeks to track me down, but there hasn’t been a sign of him. He left with the circus and won’t ever come back, not if he knows what’s good for him.”

“I dunno,” Steve said. “Vampires have long memories. He might return when you’re grown up and have kids of your own.”

“I’ll worry about that when and if it happens,” I said. “I’ve gotten away with it for the time being. I wasn’t sure I would—I thought he’d track me down and kill me—but I did. So quit with the names, all right?”

“You’re something else.” He laughed, shaking his head. “I thought I was daring, but stealing a vampire’s pet! I never would have thought you had it in you. What made you do it?”

“I had to have her,” I told him. “I saw her onstage and knew I’d do anything to get her. Then I discovered Mr. Crepsley was a vampire and realized I could blackmail him. It’s wrong, I know, but he’s a vampire, so it’s not too bad, is it? Stealing from someone bad—in a way it’s a good thing, right?”

Steve laughed. “I don’t know if it’s good or bad,” he said. “All I know is, if he ever comes looking for her, I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes.”

He studied the spider again. He stuck his face up close to the cage (but not close enough for her to strike him) and watched her belly bulging in and out.

“Have you let her out of the cage yet?” he asked.

“Every day,” I said. I picked up the flute and gave a toot. Madam Octa jumped forward a couple of centimeters. Steve yelped and fell back on his butt. I howled with laughter.

“You can control her?” he gasped.

“I can make her do everything Mr. Crepsley did,” I said, trying not to sound boastful. “It’s really easy. She’s perfectly safe as long as you concentrate. But if you let your thoughts wander for even a second…” I drew a finger across my throat and made a choking noise.

“Have you let her make a web over your lips?” Steve asked. His eyes were shining brightly.

“Not yet,” I said. “I’m worried about letting her in my mouth: the thought of her slipping down my throat terrifies me. Besides, I’d need a partner to control her while she spun the web, and so far I’ve been alone.”

“So far.” Steve grinned. “But not anymore.” He got up and clapped his hands. “Let’s do it. Teach me how to use that fancy tin whistle and let me at her. I’m not afraid to let her in my mouth. C’mon, let’s go, let’s go, let’s go go go go GO!”

I couldn’t ignore excitement like that. I knew it was unwise to involve Steve with the spider on such short notice—I should have made sure he got to know her better—but I ignored common sense and gave in to his wishes.

I told him he couldn’t play the flute, not until he’d practiced, but he could play with Madam Octa while I was controlling her. I ran him through the tricks we were going to do and made sure he understood everything.

“Being quiet is vital,” I said. “Don’t say anything. Don’t even whistle loudly. Because if you disturb my attention and I lose control of her…”

“Yeah, yeah,” Steve sighed. “I know. Don’t worry. I can be quiet as a mouse when I want.”

When he was ready, I unlocked Madam Octa’s cage and began playing. She moved forward at my order. I could hear Steve drawing in his breath, a little scared now that she was out in the open, but he gave no sign that he wanted to stop, so I went on blowing and started her off on her routine.

I let her do a lot of stuff by herself before allowing her near Steve. We’d developed a great understanding over the last week or so. The spider had grown used to my mind and the way it thought, and had learned to obey my commands almost before I finished sending them. I’d learned that she could work from the shortest of instructions: I only had to use a few words to prompt her into action.

Steve watched the show in total silence. He almost clapped a few times but caught himself before his hands could meet and produce a noise. Instead of clapping, he gave me the thumbs-up sign and mouthed the words “great,” “super,” “awesome,” and so on.

When the time came for Steve to take part in the act, I gave him the nod that we had agreed upon. He gulped, took a deep breath, then nodded back. He rose to his feet and stepped forward, keeping to the side so I wouldn’t lose sight of Madam Octa. Then he sank to his knees and waited.

I played a new tune and sent a new set of orders. Madam Octa sat still, listening. When she knew what I wanted, she started creeping toward Steve. I saw him shivering and licking his lips. I was going to cancel the act and send the spider back to her cage, but then he stopped shaking and became calmer, so I continued.

He gave a small shudder when she started crawling up the leg of his pants, but that was a natural response. I still got the shakes sometimes when I felt her hairy legs brushing against my skin.

I made Madam Octa crawl up the back of his neck and tickle his ears with her legs. He giggled softly and the last traces of his fear vanished. I felt more confident now that he was calmer, so I moved the spider around to the front of his face, where she built small cobwebs over his eyes and slid down his nose and bounced off his lips.

Steve was enjoying it and so was I. There were lots of new things I was able to do now that I had a partner.

She was on his right shoulder, preparing to slide down his arm, when the door opened and Annie walked in.

Normally Annie never enters my room before knocking. She’s a great kid, not like other brats her age, and almost always knocks politely and waits for a reply. But that evening, by sheer bad luck, she happened to barge in.

“Hey, Darren, where’s my—,” she started to say, then stopped. She saw Steve and the monstrous spider on his shoulder, its fangs glinting as though getting ready to bite, and she did the natural thing.

She screamed.

The sound alarmed me. My head turned, the flute slid from my lips, and my concentration snapped. My link to Madam Octa disintegrated. She shook her head, took a couple of quick steps closer to Steve’s throat, then bared her fangs and appeared to grin.

Steve roared with fear and surged to his feet. He swiped at the spider, but she ducked and his hand missed. Before he could try again, Madam Octa lowered her head, quick as a snake, and sank her poison-tipped fangs deep into his neck!
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

STEVE STIFFENED AS SOON as the spider bit him. His yells stopped dead in his throat, his lips turned blue, his eyes snapped wide open. For what seemed an eternity (though it couldn’t have been more than three or four seconds), he tottered on his feet. Then he crumpled to the floor like a scarecrow.

The fall saved him. As with the goat at the Cirque Du Freak show, Madam Octa’s first bite knocked Steve out, but didn’t kill him right away. I saw her moving along his neck before he fell, searching for the right spot, preparing for the second, killer bite.

The fall disturbed her. She slipped from Steve’s neck and it took her a few seconds to climb back up.

Those seconds were all I needed.

I was in a state of shock, but the sight of her emerging over his shoulder like some terrible arachnid sunrise spurred me back to life. I stooped for the flute, jammed it almost through the back of my throat, and blew the loudest note of my entire life.

“STOP!” I screamed inside my head, and Madam Octa leaped about two feet into the air.

“Back inside the cage!” I commanded, and she hopped down from Steve’s body and sped across the floor. As soon as she passed the bars of the door, I lunged forward and slammed it shut.

With Madam Octa taken care of, my attention turned to Steve. Annie was still screaming but I couldn’t worry about her until I’d seen to my poisoned friend.

“Steve?” I asked, crawling close to his ear, praying for an answer. “Are you okay? Steve?” There was no reply. He was breathing, so I knew he was alive, but that was all. There was nothing else he could do. He couldn’t talk or move his arms. He wasn’t even able to blink.

I became aware of Annie standing behind me. She’d stopped screaming but I could feel her shaking.

“Is… is he… dead?” she asked in a tiny voice.

“Of course not!” I snapped. “You can see him breathing, can’t you? Look at his belly and chest.”

“But…why can’t he move?” she asked.

“He’s paralyzed,” I told her. “The spider injected him with poison that stops his limbs. It’s like putting him to sleep, except his brain’s still active and he can see and hear everything.”

I didn’t know if this was true. I hoped it was. If the poison had left the heart and lungs alone, it might also have skipped his brain. But if it had gotten into his skull…

The thought was too terrible to consider.

“Steve, I’m going to help you up,” I said. “I think if we move you around, the poison will wear off.”

I stuck my arms around Steve’s waist and hauled him to his feet. He was heavy but I took no notice of the weight. I dragged him around the room, shaking his arms and legs, talking to him as I went, telling him he was going to be all right, there wasn’t enough poison in one bite to kill him, he would recover.

After ten minutes of this, there was no change and I was too tired to carry him any longer. I dropped him on the bed, then carefully arranged his body so he would be comfortable. His eyelids were open. His eyes looked weird and were scaring me, so I closed them, but then he looked like a corpse, so I opened them again.

“Will he be all right?” Annie asked.

“Of course he will,” I said, trying to sound positive. “The poison will wear off after a while and he’ll be fine. It’s only a matter of time.”

I don’t think she believed me but she said nothing, only sat on the edge of the bed and watched Steve’s face like a hawk. I began wondering why Mom hadn’t been up to investigate. I crept over to the open door and listened at the top of the stairs. I could hear the washing machine rumbling in the kitchen below. That explained it: our washing machine is old and clunky. You can’t hear anything over the noise it makes if you’re in the kitchen and it’s turned on.

Annie was no longer on the bed when I returned. She was down on the floor, studying Madam Octa.

“It’s the spider from the freak show, isn’t it?” she asked.

“Yes,” I admitted.

“The poisonous one?”

“Yes.”

“How did you get it?” she asked.

“That’s not important,” I said, blushing.

“How did she get loose?” Annie asked.

“I let her out,” I said.

“You what?!”

“It wasn’t the first time,” I told her. “I’ve had her for almost two weeks. I’ve played with her lots of times. It’s perfectly safe as long as there are no noises. If you hadn’t come barging in when you did, she would have been—”

“No you don’t,” she growled. “You aren’t laying the blame on me. Why didn’t you tell me about her? If I’d known, I wouldn’t have come busting in.”

“I was going to,” I said. “I was waiting until I was sure it was safe. Then Steve came and…” I couldn’t continue.

I stuck the cage back in the closet, where I wouldn’t have to look at Madam Octa. I joined Annie by the bed and studied Steve’s motionless form. We sat silently for almost an hour, just watching.

“I don’t think he’s going to recover,” she finally said.

“Give it more time,” I pleaded.

“I don’t think time will help,” she insisted. “If he was going to recover, he should be moving a little by now.”

“What do you know about it?” I asked roughly. “You’re a child. You know nothing!”

“That’s right,” she agreed calmly. “But you don’t know any more about it than me, do you?” I shook my head unhappily. “So stop pretending you do,” she said.

She laid a hand on my arm and smiled bravely to show she wasn’t trying to make me feel bad. “We have to tell Mom,” she said. “We have to get her up here. She might know what to do.”

“And if she doesn’t?” I asked.

“Then we have to take him to a hospital,” Annie said.

I knew she was right. I’d known it all along. I just didn’t want to admit it.

“Let’s give it another fifteen minutes,” I said. “If he hasn’t moved by then, we call her.”

“Fifteen minutes?” she asked uncertainly.

“Not a minute more,” I promised.

“Okay,” she agreed.

We sat in silence again and watched our friend. I thought about Madam Octa and how I was going to explain this to Mom. To the doctors. To the police! Would they believe me when I told them Mr. Crepsley was a vampire? I doubted it. They’d think I was lying. They might throw me in jail. They might say, since the spider was mine, I was to blame. They might charge me with murder and lock me away!

I checked my watch. Three minutes to go. No change in Steve.

“Annie, I need to ask a favor,” I said.

She looked at me suspiciously. “What?”

“I don’t want you to mention Madam Octa,” I said.

“Are you crazy?” she shouted. “How else are you going to explain what happened?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’ll tell them I was out of the room. The bite marks are tiny. They look like small bee stings and are going down all the time. The doctors might not even notice them.”

“We can’t do that,” Annie said. “They might need to examine the spider. They might—”

“Annie, if Steve dies, I’ll be blamed,” I said softly. “There are parts to this I can’t tell you, that I can’t tell anybody. All I can say is, if the worst happens, I’ll be left holding the bag. Do you know what they do to murderers?”

“You’re too young to be tried for murder,” she said, but sounded uncertain.

“No, I’m not,” I told her. “I’m too young to go to a real prison but they have special places for children. They’d hold me in one of those until I turned eighteen and then…Please, Annie.” I started to cry. “I don’t want to go to jail.”

She started crying, too. We held on to each other and sobbed like a couple of babies. “I don’t want them to take you away,” she wept. “I don’t want to lose you.”

“Then do you promise not to tell?” I asked. “Will you go back to your bedroom and pretend you saw and heard none of this?”

She nodded sadly. “But not if I think the truth can save him,” she added. “If the doctors say they can’t save him unless they find what bit him, I’m telling. Okay?”

“Okay,” I agreed.

She got to her feet and headed for the door. She stopped in the middle of the room, turned, came back, and kissed me on the forehead. “I love you, Darren,” she said, “but you were a fool to bring that spider into this house, and if Steve dies, I think you are the one who should be blamed.”

Then she ran from the room, sobbing.

I waited a few minutes, holding Steve’s hand, begging him to recover, to show some sign of life. When my prayers weren’t answered, I got to my feet, opened the window (to explain how the mystery attacker got in), took a deep breath, and then ran downstairs, screaming for my mother.
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

THE AMBULANCE ATTENDANTS ASKED MY mother if Steve was diabetic or epileptic. She wasn’t sure but didn’t think so. They also asked about allergies and everything, but she explained that she wasn’t his mother and didn’t know.

I thought they’d take us with them in the ambulance, but they said there wasn’t room. They got Steve’s phone number and the name of his mom, but she wasn’t home. One of the attendants asked my mother if she’d follow them to the hospital, to fill out as many of the forms as she could, so they could make a start. She agreed and bundled me and Annie into the car. Dad still wasn’t home, so she called him on his cell phone to explain where we’d be. He said he’d come right over.

That was a miserable ride. I sat in the back, trying not to meet Annie’s eye, knowing I should tell the truth, but too afraid to. What made it even worse was, I knew if I was the one lying in a coma, Steve would own up immediately.

“What happened in there?” Mom asked over her shoulder. She was driving as fast as she could without breaking the speed limit, so she wasn’t able to look back at me. I was glad: I don’t think I could have lied straight to her face.

“I’m not sure,” I said. “We were chatting. Then I had to go to the bathroom. When I got back…”

“You didn’t see anything?” she asked.

“No,” I lied, feeling my ears reddening with shame.

“I can’t understand it,” she muttered. “He felt so stiff and his skin was turning blue. I thought he was dead.”

“I think he was bitten,” Annie said. I almost gave her a dig in the ribs, but at the last second remembered I was depending on her to keep my secret.

“Bitten?” Mom asked.

“There were a couple of marks on his neck,” Annie said.

“I saw them,” Mom said. “But I don’t think that’s it, dear.”

“Why not?” Annie asked. “If a snake or a… spider got in and bit him…” She glanced over at me and blushed a little, recalling her promise.

“A spider?” Mom shook her head. “No, dear, spiders don’t go around biting people and sending them into shock, not around here.”

“So what was it?” Annie asked.

“I’m not sure,” Mom replied. “Maybe he ate something that didn’t agree with him, or had a heart attack.”

“Children don’t have heart attacks,” Annie retorted.

“They do,” Mom said. “It’s rare, but it can happen. Still, the doctors will sort all that out. They know more about these things than we do.”

I wasn’t used to hospitals, so I spent some time looking around while Mom was filling out the forms. It was the whitest place I’d ever seen: white walls, white floors, white uniforms. It wasn’t very busy but there was a buzz to the place, a sound of bed springs and coughing, machines humming, doctors speaking softly.

We didn’t say much while sitting there. Mom said Steve had been admitted and was being examined but it might be a while before they discovered what was wrong. “They sounded optimistic,” she said.

Annie was thirsty, so Mom sent me with her to get drinks from the machine around the corner. Annie glanced around while I was putting in the coins, to make sure nobody could overhear.

“How long are you going to wait?” she asked.

“Until I hear what they have to say,” I told her. “We’ll let them examine him. Hopefully they’ll know what sort of poison it is and be able to cure him by themselves.”

“And if they can’t?” she asked.

“Then I tell them,” I promised.

“What if he dies before that?” she asked softly.

“He won’t,” I said.

“But what if—”

“He won’t!” I snapped. “Don’t talk like that. Don’t even think like that. We have to hope for the best. We must believe he will pull through. Mom and Dad have always told us good thoughts help make sick people better, haven’t they? He needs us to believe in him.”

“He needs the truth more,” she grumbled, but let the matter drop. We took the drinks back to the couch and drank in silence.

Dad arrived not long after, still in his work clothes. He kissed Mom and Annie and squeezed my shoulder. His dirty hands left grease marks on my T-shirt, but that didn’t bother me.

“Any news?” he asked.

“None yet,” Mom said. “They’re examining him. It could be hours before we hear anything.”

“What happened to him, Angela?” Dad asked.

“We don’t know yet,” Mom said. “We’ll have to wait and see.”

“I hate waiting,” Dad grumbled, but since he had no other choice, he had to, the same as the rest of us.

Nothing else happened for a couple of hours, until Steve’s mom arrived. Her face was white like Steve’s, and her lips were pinched together. She made straight for me, grabbed me by the shoulders and shook me hard. “What have you done to him?” she screeched. “Have you hurt my boy? Have you killed my Steve?”

“Hey! Stop that!” Dad gasped.

Steve’s mom ignored him. “What have you done?” she screamed again, and shook me even harder. I tried to say “Nothing” but my teeth were clattering. “What have you done? What have you done?” she repeated, then suddenly stopped shaking me, let go, and collapsed to the floor, where she bawled like a baby.

Mom got off the couch and crouched beside Mrs. Leonard. She stroked the back of her head and whispered soothing words to her, then helped her up and sat down with her. Mrs. Leonard was still crying, and was now moaning about what a bad mother she’d been and how much Steve hated her.

“You two go and play somewhere else,” Mom said to Annie and me. We started away. “Darren,” Mom called me back. “Don’t pay attention to what she was saying. She doesn’t blame you. She’s just afraid.”

I nodded miserably. What would Mom say if she knew Mrs. Leonard was right and I was to blame?

Annie and me found a couple of video games to keep us busy. I didn’t think I’d be able to play but after a few minutes I forgot about Steve and the hospital and got caught up in the games. It was nice to slip away from the worries of the real world for a while, and if I hadn’t run out of quarters, I might have stayed there all night.

When we returned to the waiting room, Mrs. Leonard had calmed down and was off with Mom, filling out forms. Annie and I sat and the waiting began all over again.

Annie began yawning about ten o’clock and that set me off, too. Mom took one look at us and ordered us home. I started to argue but she cut me short.

“You can’t do any good here,” she said. “I’ll call as soon as I hear anything, even if it’s the middle of the night, okay?”

I hesitated. This would be my final chance to mention the spider. I came very close to spilling the beans, but I was tired and couldn’t find the words. “Okay,” I said glumly, then left.

Dad drove us home. I wondered what he’d do if I told him about the spider, Mr. Crepsley, and the rest. He would have punished me, I’m sure, but that’s not why I didn’t tell him: I kept quiet because I knew he’d be ashamed of the way I’d lied and put my own well-being before Steve’s. I was afraid he’d hate me.

Annie was asleep by the time we got home. Dad lifted her in from the backseat and took her to bed. I walked slowly up to my room and got undressed. I kept cursing myself under my breath.

Dad looked in as I was putting my clothes away. “Will you be okay?” he asked. I nodded. “Steve will recover,” he said. “I’m sure of it. The doctors know their stuff. They’ll bring him around.”

I nodded again, not trusting myself to answer. Dad stood in the doorway a moment longer, then sighed, left, and stomped downstairs to his study.

I was hanging my pants up in the closet when I noticed Madam Octa’s cage. Slowly, I pulled it out. She was lying in the middle, breathing easily, calm as ever.

I studied the colorful spider and wasn’t impressed by what I saw. She was bright, yes, but ugly and hairy and nasty. I began to hate her. She was the real villain, the one who bit Steve for no good reason. I had fed her and cared for her and played with her. This was how she repaid me.

“You stupid monster!” I snarled, shaking the cage. “You ungrateful creep!”

I gave the cage another shake. Her legs gripped the bars tightly. This made me madder and I yanked the cage roughly from side to side, trying to make her lose her grip, hoping to hurt her.

I spun in a circle, whirling the cage around by the handle. I was swearing, calling her every name under the sun, wishing she was dead, wishing I’d never set eyes on her, wishing I had the guts to take her out of the cage and squeeze her to death.

Finally, as my rage reached its boiling point, I hurled the cage as far away from me as possible. I wasn’t looking where I was throwing, and got a shock when I saw it sail through the open window and out into the night.

I watched it flying away, then hurried after it. I was scared it would hit the ground and break open, because I knew if the doctors weren’t able to save Steve by themselves, they might be able to with the help of Madam Octa: if they studied her, they might find out how to cure him. But if she escaped…

I rushed to the window. I was too late to grab for the cage but at least I could see where it landed. I watched as it floated out and down, praying it wouldn’t break. It seemed to take forever to fall.

Just before it hit the ground, a hand darted out from the shadows of the night and snatched it from the air.

A hand?!

I leaned forward quickly for a better view. It was a dark night and at first I couldn’t see who was down there. But then the person stepped forward and all was revealed.

First, I saw his wrinkly hands holding the cage. Then his long red clothes. Then his cropped orange hair. Then his long ugly scar. And, finally, his sharp toothy grin.

It was Mr. Crepsley. The vampire.

And he was smiling up at me!
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

I STOOD BY THE WINDOW, expecting him to turn into a bat and come flying up, but he did nothing apart from shake the cage gently to make sure Madam Octa was all right.

Then, still smiling, he turned and walked away. Within a matter of seconds he had been swallowed from sight by the night.

I shut the window and fled to the safety of my bed, where my mind turned inside out with questions. How long had he been down there? If he knew where Madam Octa was, why hadn’t he taken her before this? I thought he’d be furious, but he seemed amused. Why hadn’t he ripped out my throat like Steve said he would?

Sleep was impossible. I was more terrified now than I had been the night after stealing the spider. Back then I could tell myself that he didn’t know who I was and therefore couldn’t find me.

I thought about telling Dad. After all, a vampire knew where we lived and had reason to bear a grudge against us. Dad should know. He should be warned and given a chance to prepare a defense. But…

He wouldn’t believe me. Especially not now that Madam Octa was gone. I imagined trying to convince him that vampires were real, that one had been to our house and might come back. He’d think I was insane.

I was able to snooze a little when dawn rolled around, because I knew the vampire couldn’t launch an attack until sunset. It wasn’t much of a sleep, but even a small amount of rest did me good and I was able to think clearly when I woke. I realized, as I thought it over, that I had no reason to be afraid. If the vampire had wanted to kill me, he could have done it last night when I was unprepared. For some reason, he didn’t want me dead, at least not yet.

With that worry off my mind, I could focus on Steve and my real problem: whether to reveal the truth or not. Mom had stayed at the hospital all night, taking care of Mrs. Leonard, calling around to let friends and neighbors know of Steve’s illness. If she had been home, I might have told her, but the thought of telling Dad filled me with dread.

Ours was a very quiet house that Sunday. Dad cooked eggs and sausages for breakfast, and burned them as he normally does when he cooks, but we didn’t complain. I hardly even tasted the food as I gulped it down. I wasn’t hungry. The only reason I ate was to pretend it was any other average Sunday.

Mom called as we were finishing. She had a long talk with Dad. He didn’t say much, only nodded and grunted. Annie and I sat still, trying to hear what was being said. He came in and sat down when he was finished talking.

“How is he?” I asked.

“Not good,” Dad said. “The doctors don’t know what to make of it. It seems Annie was right: it is poison. But not like any they know. They’ve sent samples to experts in other hospitals, and hopefully one of them will know more about it. But…” He shook his head.

“Will he die?” Annie asked quietly.

“Maybe,” Dad said, being honest. I was glad for that. All too often adults lie to kids about serious matters. I’d rather know the truth about death than be lied to.

Annie started to cry. Dad picked her up and perched her on his lap. “Hey, now, there’s no need to cry,” he said. “It’s not over yet. He’s still alive. He’s breathing and his brain doesn’t seem to have been affected. If they can figure out a way to fight the poison in his body, he should be fine.”

“How long does he have?” I asked.

Dad shrugged. “The way he is, they could keep him alive for a long time with machines.”

“You mean like someone in a coma?” I asked.

“Exactly.”

“How long before they have to start using machines?” I asked.

“A few days, they think,” Dad answered. “They can’t say for sure, seeing as how they don’t know what they’re dealing with, but they think it will be a couple of days before his respiratory and coronary systems begin to shut down.”

“His what?” Annie asked between sobs.

“His lungs and heart,” Dad explained. “As long as those are working, he’s alive. They have to use a drip to feed him but otherwise he’s okay. It’s when—if—he stops breathing by himself that the trouble really begins.”

A couple of days. It wasn’t much. The day before, he’d had a whole lifetime to look forward to. Now he had a couple of days.

“Can I go see him?” I asked.

“This afternoon, if you feel up to it,” Dad said.

“I’ll feel up to it,” I vowed.

The hospital was busier this time, packed with visitors. I’d never seen so many boxes of chocolates and flowers. Everybody seemed to be carrying one or the other. I wanted to buy something for Steve at the hospital store but had no money.

I expected Steve to be in the children’s ward but he was in a room by himself, because the doctors wanted to study him, and also because they weren’t sure if what he had was catching. We had to wear masks and gloves and long green gowns when we entered.

Mrs. Leonard was asleep in a chair. Mom made a sign for us to be quiet. She gave us hugs, one by one, then spoke to Dad.

“A couple of results have come in from other hospitals,” she told him, her voice muffled by the mask. “All negative.”

“Surely someone knows what this is,” Dad said. “How many different types of poison can there be?”

“Thousands,” she said. “They’ve sent specimens to foreign hospitals. Hopefully one of them will have a record of it, but it’s going to be some time before they get back to us.”

I studied Steve while they were talking. He was tucked neatly into the bed. A drip was attached to one arm, and wires and stuff to his chest. There were needle marks where doctors had taken samples of his blood. His face was white and stiff. He looked terrible!

I started crying and couldn’t stop. Mom put her arms around me and hugged me tight, but that only made it worse. I tried telling her about the spider but I was crying too much for my words to be heard. Mom kept hugging and kissing and shushing me, and eventually I quit trying.

New visitors arrived, relatives of Steve’s, and Mom decided to leave them alone with him and his mother. She led us out, removed my mask, and wiped the tears from my face with a tissue.

“There,” she said. “That’s better.” She smiled and tickled me until I grinned back. “He’ll be okay,” she promised. “I know he looks bad, but the doctors are doing all they can. We have to trust them and hope for the best, okay?”

“Okay,” I sighed.

“I thought he looked pretty good,” Annie said, squeezing my hand. I smiled thankfully at her.

“Are you coming home now?” Dad asked Mom.

“I’m not sure,” she said. “I think I should stick around a little longer in case—”

“Angela, you’ve done enough for the time being,” Dad said firmly. “I bet you didn’t get any sleep last night, did you?”

“Not much,” Mom admitted.

“And if you stay on now, you won’t get any today either. Come on, Angie, let’s go.” Dad calls Mom “Angie” when he’s trying to sweet-talk her into something. “There are other people who can look after Steve and his mother. Nobody expects you to do everything.”

“All right,” she agreed. “But I’m coming back tonight to see if they need me.”

“Fair enough,” he said, and led the way out to the car. It hadn’t been much of a visit but I didn’t complain. I was glad to get away.

I thought about Steve as we drove home, how he looked and why he looked that way. I thought about the poison in his veins and felt pretty sure the doctors would fail to cure it. I bet no doctor in the world had ever come across poison from a spider like Madam Octa before.

However bad Steve had looked, I knew he’d look a lot worse after another couple of days. I imagined him hooked up to a breathing machine, his face covered with a mask, tubes sticking into him. It was a horrible thought.

There was only one way to save Steve. Only one person who might know about the poison and how to beat it.

Mr. Crepsley.

As we pulled into the driveway back home and got out of the car, I made up my mind: I was going to track him down and make him do what he could to help Steve. As soon as it got dark, I’d sneak out and find the vampire, wherever he might be. And if I couldn’t force it out of him and come back with a cure…

… I wouldn’t come back at all.
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

I HAD TO WAIT UNTIL ALMOST eleven o’clock. I would have gone earlier, while Mom was at the hospital, but a couple of Dad’s pals came around with kids of their own and I had to play host.

Mom returned home at about ten. She was tired, so Dad quickly cleared the house of visitors. They had a cup of tea and a chat in the kitchen, then went up to bed. I let them drift off to sleep, then snuck downstairs and let myself out the back door.

I sped through the dark like a comet. Nobody saw or heard me, I moved so fast. I had a cross in one pocket, which I’d found in Mom’s jewelry box, and a bottle of holy water in the other, which one of Dad’s pen pals had sent to us years ago. I wasn’t able to find a stake. I’d thought about bringing a sharp knife instead, but probably would only have cut myself. I’m clumsy with knives.

The old theater was pitch black and deserted. I used the front door this time.

I didn’t know what I’d do if the vampire wasn’t there, but somehow I sensed he would be. It was like the day Steve threw the scraps of paper up in the air with the winning ticket hidden amongst them, and I shut my eyes and reached out blindly. It was destiny.

It took a while to find the cellar. I’d brought a flashlight but the battery was almost dead and it flickered out after a couple of minutes, leaving me to grope through the dark like a mole. When I did find the steps, I started straight down, not giving fear time to catch up.

The farther down I went, the brighter it got, until I reached the bottom and saw five tall flickering candles. I was surprised—weren’t vampires supposed to be afraid of fire?—but glad.

Mr. Crepsley was waiting for me at the other end of the cellar. He was sitting at a small table, playing a game of cards with himself.

“Good morning, Master Shan,” he said, without looking up.

I cleared my throat before replying. “It’s not morning,” I said. “It’s the middle of the night.”

“To me, that is morning,” he said, then looked up and grinned. His teeth were long and sharp. This was the closest to him I’d been and I expected to spot all sorts of details—red teeth, long ears, narrow eyes—but he looked like a normal human, albeit a tremendously ugly one.

“You’ve been waiting for me, haven’t you?” I asked.

“Yes.” He nodded.

“How long have you known where Madam Octa was?”

“I found her the night you stole her,” he said.

“Why didn’t you take her then?”

He shrugged. “I was going to, but I got to thinking about the sort of boy who would dare steal from a vampire, and I decided you might be worth further study.”

“Why?” I asked, trying to stop my knees from knocking together.

“Why indeed?” he replied mockingly. He snapped his fingers and the cards on the table jumped together and slid back into the pack by themselves. He put it away and cracked his knuckles. “Tell me, Darren Shan, why have you come? Is it to steal from me again? Do you still desire Madam Octa?”

I shook my head. “I never want to see that monster again!” I snarled.

He laughed. “She will be so sad to hear that.”

“Don’t make fun of me,” I warned him. “I don’t like being teased.”

“No?” he asked. “And what will you do if I continue?”

I pulled out the cross and bottle of holy water and held them up. “I’ll strike you with these!” I roared, expecting him to fall back, frozen with fear. But he didn’t. Instead he smiled, snapped his fingers again, and suddenly the cross and plastic bottle were no longer in my hands. They were in his.

He studied the cross, chuckled and squeezed it into a little ball, as though it were made of tinfoil. Next he uncorked the holy water and drank it.

“You know what I love?” he asked. “I love people who watch lots of horror movies and read horror books. Because they believe what they read and hear, and come packing silly things like crosses and holy water, instead of weapons that could do real damage, like guns and hand grenades.”

“You mean… crosses don’t… hurt you?” I stammered.

“Why should they?” he asked.

“Because you’re… evil,” I said.

“Am I?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said. “You must be. You’re a vampire. Vampires are evil.”

“You should not believe everything you are told,” he said. “It is true that our appetites are rather exotic. But just because we drink blood does not mean that we are evil. Are vampire bats evil when they drink the blood of cows and horses?”

“No,” I said. “But that’s different. They’re animals.”

“Humans are animals, too,” he told me. “If a vampire kills a human, then yes, he is evil. But one who just takes a little blood to fill his rumbling belly… where is the harm in that?”

I couldn’t answer. I was numb and no longer knew what to believe. I was at his mercy, alone and defenseless.

“I see you are not in the mood for a debate,” he said. “Very well. I will save the speeches for another time. So tell me, Darren Shan: what is it you want if not my spider?”

“She bit Steve Leonard,” I told him.

“The one known as Steve Leopard,” he said, nodding. “A nasty business. Still, little boys who play with things they do not understand can hardly complain if—”

“I want you to make him better!” I yelled, interrupting.

“Me?” he asked, acting surprised. “But I am not a doctor. I am not a specialist. I am just a circus performer. A freak. Remember?”

“No,” I said. “You’re more. I know you can save him. I know you have the power.”

“Maybe,” he said. “Madam Octa’s bite is deadly, but for every poison there exists an antidote. Maybe I do have the cure. Maybe I have a bottle of serum that will restore your friend’s natural physical functions.”

“Yes!” I shouted gleefully. “I knew it! I knew it! I—”

“But maybe,” Mr. Crepsley said, raising a long bony finger to silence me, “it is a small bottle. Maybe there is only a tiny amount of serum. Maybe it is very precious. Maybe I want to save it for a real emergency, in case Madam Octa ever bites me. Maybe I do not want to waste it on an evil little brat.”

“No,” I said softly. “You have to give it to me. You have to use it on Steve. He’s dying. You can’t let him die.”

“I most certainly can.” Mr. Crepsley laughed. “What is your friend to me? You heard him the night he was here: he said he would become a vampire hunter when he grew up!”

“He didn’t mean it,” I gasped. “He only said that because he was angry.”

“Perhaps,” Mr. Crepsley mused, tugging at his chin and stroking his scar. “But again, I ask: why should I save Steve Leopard? The serum was expensive and cannot be replaced.”

“I can pay for it,” I cried, and that was what he had been waiting for. I saw it in his eyes, the way they narrowed, the way he hunched forward, smiling. This was why he hadn’t taken Madam Octa that first night. This was why he hadn’t left town.

“Pay for it?” he asked slyly. “But you are only a boy. You cannot possibly have enough money to buy the cure.”

“I’ll pay in small amounts,” I promised. “Every week for fifty years, or as long as you want. I’ll get a job when I grow up and give you all my money. I swear.”

He shook his head. “No,” he said softly. “Your money does not interest me.”

“What does interest you?” I asked in a low voice. “I’m sure you have a price. That’s why you waited for me, isn’t it?”

“You are a clever young man,” he said. “I knew that when I woke up to find my spider gone and your note in her place. I said to myself, ‘Larten, there goes a most remarkable child, a true prodigy. There goes a boy who is going places.’”

“Quit with the bull and tell me what you want,” I snarled.

He laughed nastily, then grew serious. “You remember what Steve Leopard and I talked about?” he asked.

“Of course,” I replied. “He wanted to become a vampire. You said he was too young, so he said he’d become your assistant. That was all right by you, but then you found out he was evil, so you said no.”

“That about sums it up,” he agreed. “Except, if you recall, I was not too keen on the idea of an assistant. They can be useful but also a burden.”

“Where’s all this leading?” I asked.

“I have had a rethink since then,” he said. “I decided it might not be such a bad thing after all, especially now that I have been separated from the Cirque Du Freak and will have to fend for myself. An assistant could be just what the witch doctor ordered.” He smiled at his little joke.

I frowned. “You mean you’ll let Steve become your assistant now?”

“Heavens, no!” he yelped. “That monster? There is no telling what he will do as he matures. No, Darren Shan, I do not want Steve Leopard to be my assistant.” He pointed at me with his long bony finger again, and I knew what he was going to say seconds before he said it.

“You want me!” I sighed, beating him to the punch, and his dark, sinister smile told me I was right.
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

“YOU’RE CRAZY!” I YELLED, STUMBLING backward. “There’s no way I’d become your assistant! You must be mad to even think such a thing!”

Mr. Crepsley shrugged. “Then Steve Leopard dies,” he said simply.

I stopped retreating. “Please,” I begged, “there must be another way.”

“The issue is not open to debate,” he said. “If you wish to save your friend, you must join me. If you refuse, we have nothing further to discuss.”

“What if I—”

“Do not waste my time!” he snapped, pounding on the table. “I have lived in this dirty hole for two weeks, putting up with fleas and cockroaches and lice. If you are not interested in my offer, say so and I will leave. But do not waste my time with other options, because there are none.”

I nodded slowly and took a few steps forward. “Tell me more about being a vampire’s assistant,” I said.

He smiled. “You will be my traveling companion,” he explained. “You will travel with me across the world. You will be my eyes and hands during the day. You will guard me while I sleep. You will find food for me if it is scarce. You will take my clothes to the laundry. You will polish my shoes. You will look after Madam Octa. In short, you will see to my every need. In return, I will teach you the ways of the vampires.”

“Do I have to become a vampire?” I asked.

“Eventually,” he said. “At first you will only have some vampire powers. I will make you a half-vampire. That means you will be able to move about during the day. You will not need much blood to keep you satisfied. You will have certain powers but not all. And you will only age at a fifth the regular rate, instead of the full vampire’s tenth.”

“What does that mean?” I asked, confused.

“Vampires do not live forever,” he explained, “but we do live far longer than humans. We age at about one-tenth the regular rate. Which means, for every ten years that pass, we age one. As a half-vampire, you will age one year for every five.”

“You mean, for every five years that pass, I’ll only be one year older?” I asked.

“That is right.”

“I dunno,” I muttered. “It sounds sketchy to me.”

“It is your choice,” he said. “I cannot force you to become my assistant. If you decide it is not to your liking, you are free to leave.”

“But Steve will die if I do that!” I cried.

“Yes,” he agreed. “It is your assistance or his life.”

“That’s not much of a choice,” I grumbled.

“No,” he admitted, “it is not. But it is the only one I offer. Do you accept?”

I thought it over. I wanted to say no, run away, and never return. But if I did, Steve would die. Was he worth such a deal? Did I feel guilty enough to offer my life for his? The answer was:

Yes.

“Okay,” I sighed. “I don’t like it, but my hands are tied. I just want you to know this: if I ever get the chance to betray you, I will. If the opportunity arises to pay you back, I’ll take it. You’ll never be able to trust me.”

“Fair enough,” he said.

“I mean it,” I warned him.

“I know you do,” he said. “That is why I want you. A vampire’s assistant must have spirit. Your fighting quality is exactly what drew me to you. You will be a dangerous lad to have around, I am sure, but in a fight, when the chips are down, I am just as sure you will be a worthy ally.”

I took a deep breath. “How do we do it?” I asked.

He stood and pushed the table aside. Stepped forward until he was about a foot away. He seemed tall as a building. There was a foul smell to him that I hadn’t noticed before, the smell of blood.

He raised his right hand and showed me the back of it. His nails weren’t especially long but they looked sharp. He raised his left hand and pressed the nails of the right into the fleshy tips of his left-hand fingers. Then he used his other set of nails to mark the right-hand fingers in the same way. He winced as he did it.

“Lift your hands,” he grunted. I was watching the blood drip from his fingers and didn’t obey the command. “Now!” he yelled, grabbing my hands and jerking them up.

He dug his nails into the soft tips of my fingers, all ten of them at once. I cried out with pain and fell back, tucking my hands in at my sides, rubbing them against my jacket.

“Do not be such a baby,” he jeered, tugging my hands free.

“It hurts!” I howled.

“Of course it does.” He laughed. “It hurt me too. Did you think becoming a vampire was easy? Get used to the pain. Much of it lies ahead.”

He put a couple of my fingers in his mouth and sucked some blood out. I watched as he rolled it around his mouth, testing it. Finally he nodded and swallowed. “It is good blood,” he said. “We can proceed.”

He pressed his fingers against mine, wound to wound. For a few seconds there was a numb feeling at the ends of my arms. Then I felt a gushing sensation and realized my blood was moving from my body to his through my left hand, while his blood was entering mine through my right.

It was a strange, tingling feeling. I felt his blood travel up my right arm, then down the side of my body and over to the left. When it reached my heart there was a stabbing pain and I almost collapsed. The same thing was happening to Mr. Crepsley and I could see him grinding his teeth and sweating.

The pain lasted until Mr. Crepsley’s blood crept down my left arm and started flowing back into his body. We remained joined for a couple more seconds, until he broke free with a shout. I fell backward to the floor. I was dizzy and felt sick.

“Give me your fingers,” Mr. Crepsley said. I looked across and saw him licking his. “My spit will heal the wounds. You will lose all your blood and die otherwise.”

I glanced down at my hands and saw blood leaking out. Stretching them forth, I let the vampire put them in his mouth and run his rough tongue over the tips.

When he released them, the flow had stopped. I wiped the leftover blood off on a rag. I studied my fingers and noted they now had ten tiny scars running across them.

“That is how you recognize a vampire,” Mr. Crepsley told me. “There are other ways to change a human but the fingers are the simplest and least painful method.”

“Is that it?” I asked. “Am I a half-vampire now?”

“Yes,” he said.

“I don’t feel any different,” I told him.

“It will take a few days for the effects to become apparent,” he said. “There is always a period of adjustment. The shock would be too great otherwise.”

“How do you become a full vampire?” I asked.

“The same way,” he said, “only you stay joined longer, so more of the vampire’s blood enters your body.”

“What will I be able to do with my new powers?” I asked. “Will I be able to change into a bat?”

His laughter rocked the room. “A bat!” he shrieked. “You do not believe those silly stories, do you? How on Earth could somebody the size of you or I turn into a tiny flying rat? Use your brain, boy. We can no more turn into bats, rats, or fog than we can turn into ships, planes, or monkeys!”

“So what can we do?” I asked.

He scratched his chin. “There is too much to explain right now,” he said. “We must tend to your friend. If he does not get the antidote before tomorrow morning, the serum will not work. Besides, we have plenty of time to discuss secret powers.” He grinned. “You could say we have all the time in the world.”
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MR. CREPSLEY LED THE WAY up the stairs and out of the building. He walked confidently through the darkness. I thought I could see a bit better than I could when coming in, but that might just have been because my eyes were used to the dark, not because of the vampire blood in my veins.

Once outside, he told me to hop up on his back. “Keep your arms wrapped around my neck,” he said. “Do not let go or make any sudden movements.”

As I was getting up, I looked down and saw he was wearing slippers. I thought it was strange but didn’t say anything.

When I was on his back, he started running. I didn’t notice anything strange at first, but soon began to realize how fast buildings were zipping by. Mr. Crepsley’s legs didn’t seem to be moving that quickly.

Instead, it was as if the world was moving faster and we were slipping past it!

We reached the hospital in a couple of minutes. Normally it would have taken twenty minutes, and that was if you sprinted all the way.

“How did you do that?” I asked, sliding down.

“Speed is relative,” he said, tugging his red cloak tight around his shoulders, pulling back into the shadows so we could not be seen, and that was all the answer he gave.

“Which room is your friend in?” he asked.

I told him Steve’s room number. He looked up, counting windows, then nodded and told me to hop back up on his back. When I was in position, he walked over to the wall, took off his slippers, and laid his fingers and toes against the wall. Then he shoved his nails forward—into the brick!

“Hmmm,” he muttered. “It is crumbly but it will hold us. Do not panic if we slip. I know how to land on my feet. It takes a very long fall to kill a vampire.”

He climbed up the wall, digging his nails in, moving a hand forward, then a foot, then the other hand and foot, one after the other. He moved quickly and within moments we were at Steve’s window, crouching on the ledge, gazing in.

I wasn’t sure of the time, but it was very late. Nobody was in the room except for Steve. Mr. Crepsley tried the window. It was locked. He laid the fingers of one hand beside the glass covering the latch, then clicked the fingers of his other hand.

The latch sprang open! He shoved the window up and stepped inside. I got down from his back. While he checked the door, I examined Steve. His breathing was more ragged than it had been and there were new tubes all over his body, hooked up to menacing-looking machines.

“The poison has worked rapidly,” Mr. Crepsley said, gazing down at him over my shoulder. “We might be too late to save him.” I felt my insides turn to ice at his words.

Mr. Crepsley bent over and rolled up one of Steve’s eyelids. For a few long seconds he stared at the eyeball and held Steve’s right wrist. Finally he grunted.

“We are in time,” he said, and I felt my heart lifting. “But it is a good thing you did not wait any longer. A few more hours and he would have been a goner.”

“Just get on with it and cure him,” I snapped, not wanting to know how close to death my best friend had come.

Mr. Crepsley reached into one of his many pockets and produced a small glass vial. He turned on the bedside lamp and held the bottle up to the light to examine the serum. “I must be careful,” he told me. “This antidote is almost as lethal as the poison. A couple of drops too many and…” He didn’t need to finish.

He tilted Steve’s head to one side and told me to hold it that way. He leaned one of his nails against the flesh of Steve’s neck and made a small cut. Blood oozed out. He stuck his finger over it, then removed the cork of the bottle with his other hand.

He lifted the vial to his mouth and prepared to drink. “What are you doing?” I asked.

“It must be passed on by mouth,” he said. “A doctor could inject it but I do not know about needles and the like.”

“Is that safe?” I asked. “Won’t you pass on germs?”

Mr. Crepsley grinned. “If you want to call a doctor, feel free,” he said. “Otherwise, have some faith in a man who was doing this long before your grandfather was born.”

He poured the serum into his mouth, then rolled it from side to side. He leaned forward and covered the cut with his lips. His cheeks bulged out, then in, as he blew the serum into Steve.

He sat back when he was finished and wiped around his mouth. He spat the last of the fluid onto the floor. “I am always afraid of swallowing that stuff by accident,” he said. “One of these nights, I am going to take a course and learn how to do this the easy way.”

I was about to reply, but then Steve moved. His neck flexed, then his head, then his shoulders. His arms twitched and his legs started to jerk. His face creased up and he began to moan.

“What’s happening?” I asked, afraid that something had gone wrong.

“It is all right,” Mr. Crepsley said, putting away the bottle. “He was on the brink of death. The journey back is never a pleasant one. He will be in pain for some time, but he will live.”

“Will there be any side effects?” I asked. “He won’t be paralyzed from the waist down or anything?”

“No,” Mr. Crepsley said. “He will be fine. He will feel a bit stiff and will catch colds very easily, but otherwise he will be the same as he was before.”

Steve’s eyes shot open suddenly and focused on me and Mr. Crepsley. A puzzled look swept across his face and he tried speaking. But his mouth wouldn’t work, and then his eyes went blank and closed again.

“Steve?” I called, shaking him. “Steve?”

“That is going to happen a lot,” Mr. Crepsley said. “He will be slipping in and out of consciousness all night. By morning he should be awake and by afternoon he will be sitting up and asking for dinner.

“Come,” he said. “Let us go.”

“I want to stick around a while longer, to make sure he recovers,” I replied.

“You mean you want to make sure I have not tricked you.” Mr. Crepsley laughed. “We will come back tomorrow and you will see that he is fine. We really must go now. If we stay any—”

All of a sudden, the door opened and a nurse walked in!

“What’s going on here?” she shouted, stunned to see us. “Who the hell are—”

Mr. Crepsley reacted quickly, grabbing Steve’s bedcovers and throwing them over the nurse. She fell down as she tried to remove the sheets, getting her hands stuck in their folds.

“Come,” Mr. Crepsley hissed, rushing to the window. “We have to leave immediately.”

I stared at the hand he was holding out, then at Steve, then at the nurse, then at the open door.

Mr. Crepsley lowered his hand. “I see,” he said in a bleak voice. “You are going to go back on our deal.” I hesitated, opened my mouth to say something, then—acting without thinking—turned and made a dash for the door!

I thought he would stop me, but he did nothing, only howled after me as I ran: “Very well. Run, Darren Shan! It will do you no good. You are a creature of the night now. You are one of us! You will be back. You will come crawling on your knees, begging for help. Run, fool, run!”

And he began to laugh.

His laughter followed me through the corridor, down the stairs, and out the front door. I kept glancing over my shoulder as I ran, expecting him to swoop down on me, but there was no sign of him on the way home, not a glimpse or a smell or a sound.

All that remained of him was his laughter, which echoed through my brain like a witch’s cackling curse.
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I ACTED SURPRISED WHEN MOM GOT off the phone that Monday morning and told me Steve had recovered. She was excited and did a little dance with me and Annie in the kitchen.

“He snapped out of it by himself?” Dad asked.

“Yes,” she said. “The doctors can’t understand it, but nobody’s complaining!”

“Incredible,” Dad muttered.

“Maybe it’s a miracle,” Annie said, and I had to turn my head aside to hide my smile. Some miracle!

While Mom went off to see Mrs. Leonard, I started out for school. I was half-afraid the sunlight would burn me when I left the house, but of course it didn’t. Mr. Crepsley had told me I would be able to move around during the day.

I wondered, from time to time, if it had been a bad dream. It seemed crazy, looking back. Deep down I knew it was real, but I tried believing otherwise, and sometimes almost did.

The part I hated most was the thought of being stuck in this body for so long. How would I explain it to Mom and Dad and everybody else? I’d look silly after a couple of years, especially at school, stuck in a class with people who looked older than me.

I went to visit Steve on Tuesday. He was sitting up, watching TV, eating a box of chocolates. He was delighted to see me and told me about his stay in the hospital, the food, the games nurses brought him to play with, the presents that were piling up.

“I’ll have to get bitten by poisonous spiders more often,” he joked.

“I wouldn’t make a habit of it if I were you,” I told him. “You might not get well next time.”

He studied me thoughtfully. “You know, the doctors are baffled,” he said. “They don’t know what made me sick and they don’t know how I recovered.”

“You didn’t tell them about Madam Octa?” I asked.

“No,” he said. “There didn’t seem much point. It would have meant trouble for you.”

“Thanks.”

“What happened to her?” he asked. “What did you do with her after she bit me?”

“I killed her,” I lied. “I got mad and stomped her to death.”

“Really?” he asked.

“Really.”

He nodded slowly, never taking his eyes off me. “When I first woke up,” he said, I thought I saw you. I must have been mistaken, because it was the middle of the night. But it was a lifelike dream. I even thought I saw someone with you, tall and ugly, dressed in red, with orange hair and a long scar down the left side of his face.”

I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t. I looked down at the floor and squeezed my hands together.

“Another funny thing,” he said. “The nurse who discovered me awake swore there were two people in the room, a man and a boy. The doctors think it was her mind playing tricks and said it doesn’t matter. Strange, though, isn’t it?”

“Very strange,” I agreed, unable to look him in the eye.

I began noticing changes in myself over the next couple of days. I found it hard getting to sleep when I went to bed, and kept waking in the middle of the night. My hearing improved and I was able to hear people talking from far away. In school, I could listen to voices from the next two rooms, almost as if there were no walls between my class and theirs.

I began to get in better shape. I was able to run around the yard during break and lunch without working up a sweat. Nobody could keep up with me. I was also more aware of my body and was able to control it. I could make a soccer ball do pretty much what I wanted, dribbling around opponents at will. I scored sixteen goals on Thursday.

I grew stronger, too. I was able to do push-ups and pull-ups now, as many as I liked. I didn’t have new muscles—none that I could see—but there was a strength flowing through me that hadn’t been there before. I had yet to test it properly but I believed it might be immense.

I tried hiding my new talents but it was difficult. I explained away the running and soccer skills by saying I was exercising and practicing a lot more, but other things were trickier.

Like when the bell rang on Thursday at the end of lunch. The ball had just been kicked into the air by the goalie who I’d put sixteen goals past. It was coming toward me, so I stuck up my right hand to catch it. I did, but as I squeezed, my nails sunk in and burst it!

And when I was eating dinner at home that night, I wasn’t concentrating. I could hear our next-door neighbors having a fight and I was listening to their argument. I was eating french fries and hot dogs, and after a while I noticed the food was tougher than it should have been. I glanced down and realized I’d bitten the head off the fork and was chewing it to pieces! Luckily, no one saw, and I was able to slip it into the wastebasket as I was washing up.

Steve called that night. He’d been let out of the hospital. He was supposed to take things easy for a few days and not come to school until after the weekend, but he said he was going crazy with boredom and had persuaded his mother to let him come tomorrow.

“You mean you want to come to school?” I asked, shocked.

“Sounds weird, doesn’t it?” He laughed. “Normally I’m looking for an excuse to stay home. Yet now, when I have one, I want to go! But you don’t know how dull it is being stuck indoors alone all the time. It was fun for a couple of days, but a whole week of it… brrr!”

I thought of telling Steve the truth but wasn’t sure how he’d take it. He had wanted to become a vampire. I didn’t think he’d like knowing Mr. Crepsley had picked me instead of him.

And telling Annie was out of the question. She hadn’t mentioned Madam Octa since Steve recovered but I often found her watching me. I don’t know what was going through her head, but my guess is it was something like: “Steve got better, but it wasn’t because of you. You had the chance to save him and you didn’t. You told a lie and risked his life, just so you wouldn’t get into trouble. Would you have done the same if it had been me?”

Steve was the center of attention that Friday. The whole class crowded around and begged for his story. They wanted to know what had poisoned him, how he’d survived, what the hospital had been like, if they’d operated on him, if he had any scars, and so on.

“I don’t know what bit me,” he said. “I was at Darren’s house. I was sitting by the window. I heard a noise but before I could look to see what it was, I got bitten and passed out.” This was the story we had agreed upon when I went to visit him at the hospital.

I felt stranger than ever that Friday. I spent the morning gazing around the classroom, feeling out of place. It seemed so pointless. “I shouldn’t be here,” I kept thinking. “I’m not a normal kid anymore. I should be out earning my living as a vampire’s assistant. What good will English, history, and geography do me now? This isn’t my scene.”

Tommy and Alan told Steve about my skill on the soccer field. “He’s running like the wind these days,” Alan said.

“And playing like PelÉ,” Tommy added.

“Really?” Steve asked, looking at me oddly. “What’s brought on the big change, Darren?”

“There isn’t any change,” I lied. “I’m just on a roll. I’m lucky.”

“Listen to Mr. Modest!” Tommy laughed. “Mr. Dalton has said he might put him at forward for the under-seventeen soccer team. Imagine one of us playing for the under-seventeens! Nobody our age has ever made that team.”

“No,” Steve mused. “They haven’t.”

“Aw, it’s just Dalton talking,” I said, trying to brush it aside.

“Maybe,” Steve said. “Maybe.”

I played badly that lunchtime, on purpose. I could tell Steve was suspicious. I don’t think he knew what was going on, but he sensed something was different about me. I ran slowly and missed chances I normally would have put away even without the special powers.

My ploy worked. By the end of the game he’d stopped studying my every move and was beginning to joke with me again. But then something happened that ruined everything.

Alan and me were running for the same ball. He shouldn’t have been going for it, because I was closest. But Alan was a little younger than the rest of us and sometimes acted stupidly. I thought about pulling back but I was sick of playing badly. Lunch was almost over and I wanted to score at least one goal. So I decided, “The hell with Alan Morris. That’s my ball and if he gets in my way, tough!”

We clashed with each other just before reaching the ball. Alan gave a yell and went flying. I laughed, trapped the ball under my foot, and turned toward goal.

The sight of blood stopped me in my tracks.

Alan had landed awkwardly and cut his left knee. It was a bad gash and blood was welling up. He had started to cry and was making no move to cover it with a tissue or scrap of cloth.

Somebody kicked the ball away from beneath my foot and ran off with it. I took no notice. My eyes were focused on Alan. More specifically, on Alan’s knee. More specifically still, on Alan’s blood.

I took a step toward him. Then another. I was standing over him now, blocking the light. He gazed up and must have seen something odd in my face, because he stopped crying and stared at me uneasily.

I dropped to my knees and, before I knew what I was doing, I had covered the cut on his leg with my mouth and was sucking out his blood and gulping it down!

This went on for a few seconds. My eyes were closed and the blood filled my mouth. It tasted amazing. I’m not sure how much I would have drank or how much harm I would have done to Alan. Luckily, I didn’t get the chance to find out.

I became aware of people around me and opened my eyes. Nearly everyone had stopped playing and was staring at me in horror. I removed my lips from Alan’s knee and looked around at my friends, wondering how to explain this.

Then the solution hit me and I jumped up and spread my arms. “I am the vampire lord!” I yelled. “I am the king of the undead! I will suck the blood from all of you!”

They stared at me in shock, then laughed. They thought it was a joke! They thought I was only pretending to be a vampire.

“You’re a nut, Shan,” somebody said.

“That’s gross!” a girl squealed as fresh blood dripped down my chin. “You should be locked away!”

The bell rang and it was time to return to class. I was feeling pleased with myself. I thought I’d fooled everybody. But then I noticed someone near the back of the crowd and my joy faded. It was Steve, and his dark face told me he knew exactly what had happened. He hadn’t been fooled at all.

He knew.
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

I AVOIDED STEVE THAT EVENING AND rushed straight home. I was confused. Why had I attacked Alan? I didn’t want to drink anybody’s blood. I hadn’t been looking for a victim. So how come I’d jumped on him like a wild animal? And what if it happened again? And what if next time there was nobody around to stop me and I went on sucking until…

No, that was a crazy thought. The sight of blood had taken me by surprise, that was all. I hadn’t been expecting it. I would learn from this experience and next time I’d be able to hold myself back.

The taste of blood was still in my mouth, so I went to the bathroom and washed it out with several glasses of water, then brushed my teeth.

I studied myself in the mirror. My face looked the same as ever. My teeth weren’t any longer or sharper. My eyes and ears were the same. I had the same old body. No extra muscles, no added height, no fresh patches of hair. The only visible difference was in my nails, which had hardened and darkened.

So why was I acting so strangely?

I drew one of my nails along the glass of the mirror and it made a long deep scratch. “I’ll have to be careful of those,” I thought to myself.

My attack on Alan aside, I didn’t appear to be too badly off. In fact, the more I thought about it, the less dreadful it seemed. Okay, it would take a long time to grow up, and I’d have to be careful if I saw fresh blood. Those were downers.

But apart from that, life should be fine. I was stronger than anybody else my age, faster and fitter. I could become a sprinter or a boxer or a soccer player. My age would work against me but if I was talented enough, that wouldn’t matter.

Imagine: a vampire soccer player! I’d make millions. I’d be on TV talk shows, people would write books about me, a film would be made of my life, and I might be asked to make a song with a famous band. Maybe I could get work in the movie business as a stuntman for other kids. Or…

My thoughts were interrupted by a knock on the door. “Who is it?” I asked.

“Annie,” came the reply. “Are you finished yet? I’ve been waiting forever to use the bathroom.”

“Come in,” I told her. “I’m done.”

She entered. “Admiring yourself in the mirror again?” she asked.

“Of course.” I grinned. “Why shouldn’t I?”

“If I had a face like yours, I’d stay away from mirrors.” She giggled. She had a towel wrapped around her. She turned on the bath faucets and ran a hand under the water to make sure it wasn’t too hot. Then she sat on the edge of the tub and studied me.

“You look strange,” she said.

“I don’t,” I said. Then, looking in the mirror, I asked: “Do I?”

“Yeah,” she said. “I don’t know what it is, but there’s something different about you.”

“You’re just imagining things,” I told her. “I’m the same as I always was.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “You’re definitely…” The tub began filling up, so she stopped speaking and turned aside to turn off the faucets. As she was bending over, my eyes focused on the curve of her neck, and suddenly my mouth went dry.

“As I was saying, you look—,” she began, turning back around.

She stopped when she saw my eyes.

“Darren?” she asked nervously. “Darren, what are—”

I raised my right hand and she went quiet. Her eyes widened and she stared silently at my fingers as I waved them slowly from side to side, then around in small circles. I wasn’t sure how I was doing it, but I was hypnotizing her!

“Come here,” I growled, my voice deeper than normal. Annie rose and obeyed. She moved as if sleepwalking, eyes blank, arms and legs stiff.

When she stopped before me, I traced the outline of her neck with my fingers. I was breathing heavily and seeing her as though through a misty cloud. My tongue slowly licked around my lips and my belly rumbled. The bathroom felt as hot as a furnace, and I could see beads of sweat rolling down Annie’s face.

I walked around the back of her, my hands never leaving her flesh. I could feel the veins throbbing as I stroked them, and when I pressed down on one near the bottom of her neck, I could see it standing out, blue and beautiful, begging to be ripped open and sucked dry.

I bared my teeth and leaned forward, jaws wide open.

At the last moment, as my lips touched her neck, I caught sight of my reflection in the mirror, and thankfully that was enough to make me pause.

The face in the mirror was a twisted, unfamiliar mask, full of red eyes, sharp wrinkles, and a vicious grin. I lifted my head for a closer look. It was me but at the same time it wasn’t. It was like there were two people sharing one body, a normal human boy and a savage animal of the night.

As I stared, the ugly face faded and the urge to drink blood passed. I gazed at Annie, horrified. I’d been about to bite her! I would have fed on my own sister!

I fell away from her with a cry and covered my face with my hands, afraid of the mirror and what I might see. Annie staggered backward, then looked around the bathroom in a dazed kind of way.

“What’s going on?” she asked. “I feel weird. I came in for a bath, didn’t I? Is it ready?”

“Yes,” I said softly. “It’s ready.”

I was ready, too. Ready to become a vampire!

“I’ll leave you alone,” I said, and let myself out.

I fell against the wall in the hall, where I spent a couple of minutes taking deep breaths and trying to calm down.

It couldn’t be controlled. The thirst for blood was something I wouldn’t be able to beat. I didn’t even have to see spilled blood now. Just thinking of it had been enough to bring out the monster in me.

I stumbled to my room and collapsed upon my bed. I cried as I lay there, because I knew my life as a human had come to an end. I could no longer live as plain old Darren Shan. The vampire in me could not be controlled. Sooner or later it would make me do something terrible and I would end up killing Mom or Dad or Annie.

I couldn’t let that happen. I wouldn’t. My life was no longer important, but those of my friends and family were. For their sakes, I would have to travel far away, to a place where I could do no harm.

I waited for dark to fall, then let myself out. No hanging around this time until my parents fell asleep. I didn’t dare, because I knew one of them would come to my room before going to bed. I could picture it, Mom bending over to kiss me goodnight, getting the shock of her life as I bit into her neck.

I didn’t leave a note or take anything with me. I wasn’t able to think about such things. All I knew was, I had to get out, the sooner the better. Anything that delayed my exit was bad.

I walked quickly and was soon at the theater. It no longer looked scary. I was used to it. Besides, vampires have nothing to fear from dark, haunted buildings.

Mr. Crepsley was waiting for me inside the front door.

“I heard you coming,” he said. “You lasted longer in the world of humans than I thought.”

“I sucked blood from one of my best friends,” I told him. “And I almost bit my younger sister.”

“You escaped lightly,” he said. “Many vampires kill someone close to them before realizing they are doomed.”

“There’s no way back, is there?” I asked sadly. “No magic potion to make me human again or keep me from attacking people?”

“The only thing that can stop you now,” he said, “is the good old stake through the heart.”

“Very well,” I sighed. “I don’t like it, but I guess I’ve got no other choice. I’m yours. I won’t run away again. Do with me as you wish.”

He nodded slowly. “You probably will not believe this,” he said, “but I know what you are going through and I feel sorry for you.” He shook his head. “But that is neither here nor there. We have work to do and cannot afford to waste time. Come, Darren Shan,” he said, taking my hand. “We have much to do before you can assume your rightful place as my assistant.”

“Like what?” I asked, confused.

“First of all,” he said, with a sly smile, “we have to kill you!”
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

I SPENT MY LAST WEEKEND SAYING silent good-byes. I visited every one of my favorite spots: library, swimming pool, cinema, parks, soccer field. I went to some of the places with Mom or Dad, some with Alan Morris or Tommy Jones. I would have liked to spend time with Steve but couldn’t bear to face him.

I got the feeling, every so often, that I was being followed, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. But whenever I turned to look, nobody was there, Eventually I put it down to nerves and ignored it.

I treated every minute with my family and friends as if it was special. I paid close attention to their faces and voices, so I would never forget. I knew I’d never see these people again and that tore me apart inside, but it was the way it had to be. There was no going back.

They could do nothing wrong that weekend. Mom’s kisses didn’t embarrass me, Dad’s orders didn’t bother me, Alan’s stupid jokes didn’t annoy me.

I spent more time with Annie than with anybody else. I was going to miss her the most. I gave her piggyback rides and swung her around by the arms and took her to the soccer field with me and Tommy. I even played with her dolls!

Sometimes I felt like crying. I’d look at Mom or Dad or Annie and realize how much I loved them, how empty my life would be without them. I had to turn aside at moments like that and take long, deep breaths. A couple of times that didn’t work and I rushed away to cry in private.

I think they guessed something was wrong. Mom came into my room that Saturday night and stayed for a long time, tucking me into bed, telling me stories, listening to me talk. It had been years since we’d spent time together like that. I felt sorry, after she’d gone, that we hadn’t had more nights like this.

In the morning, Dad asked if there was anything I wanted to discuss with him. He said I was a growing young man and would be going through lots of changes, and he’d understand if I had mood swings or wanted to go off by myself. But he would always be there for me to talk to.

“You’ll be there, but I won’t be!” I felt like crying, but I kept quiet, nodded my head, and thanked him.

I behaved as perfectly as possible. I wanted to leave a fine final impression, so they would remember me as a good son, a good brother, a good friend. I didn’t want anybody thinking badly of me when I was gone.

Dad was going to take us out to a restaurant for dinner that Sunday, but I asked if we could stay home to eat. This would be my last meal with them and I wanted it to be special. When I was looking back on it in later years, I wanted to be able to remember us together, at home, a happy family.

Mom cooked my favorite food: chicken, roast potatoes, corn on the cob. Annie and me had freshly squeezed orange juice to drink. Mom and Dad shared a bottle of wine. We had strawberry cheesecake for dessert. Everybody was in a good mood. We sang songs. Dad cracked terrible jokes. Mom played a tune with a pair of spoons. Annie recited a few poems. Everybody joined in for a game of charades.

It was a day I wished would never end. But, of course, all days must, and finally, as it always does, the sun dropped and the darkness of night crept across the sky.

Dad looked up after a while, then at his watch. “Time for bed,” he said. “You two have school in the morning.”

“No,” I thought, “I don’t. I don’t have school ever again.” That should have cheered me up—but all I could think was: “No school means no Mr. Dalton, no friends, no soccer, no school trips.”

I delayed going to bed as long as I could. I spent forever taking off my clothes and putting on my pajamas; longer still washing my hands and face and brushing my teeth. Then, when it could be avoided no longer, I went downstairs to the living room, where Mom and Dad were talking. They looked up, surprised to see me.

“Are you all right, Darren?” Mom asked.

“I’m fine,” I said.

“You’re not feeling sick?”

“I’m fine,” I assured her. “I just wanted to say good night.” I put my arms around Dad, then kissed him on the cheek. Next I did the same with Mom. “Good night,” I said to each.

“This is one for the books.” Dad laughed, rubbing his cheek where I had kissed him. “How long since he kissed the two of us good night, Angie?”

“Too long.” Mom smiled, patting my head.

“I love you,” I told them. “I know I haven’t said it very often, but I do. I love the both of you and always will.”

“We love you, too,” Mom said. “Don’t we, Dermot?”

“Of course we do,” Dad said.

“Well, tell him,” she insisted.

Dad sighed. “I love you, Darren,” he said, rolling his eyes in a way he knew would make me laugh. Then he gave me a hug. “Really I do,” he said, serious this time.

I left them then. I stood outside the door a while, listening to them talk, reluctant to depart.

“What do you think brought that on?” Mom asked.

“Kids,” Dad snorted. “Who knows how their minds work?”

“There’s something up,” Mom said. “He’s been acting oddly for some time now.”

“Maybe he’s got a girlfriend,” Dad suggested.

“Maybe,” Mom said, but didn’t sound convinced.

I’d lingered long enough. I was afraid that if I waited any longer, I might rush into the room and tell them what was really the matter. If I did, they’d stop me from going ahead with Mr. Crepsley’s plan. They’d say that vampires weren’t real and fight to keep me with them, in spite of the danger.

I thought of Annie and how close I’d come to biting her, and knew I must not let them stop me.

I trudged upstairs to my room. It was a warm night and the window was open. That was important.

Mr. Crepsley was waiting in the closet. He emerged when he heard me closing the door. “It is stuffy in there,” he complained. “I feel sorry for Madam Octa, having had to spend so much time in—”

“Shut up,” I told him.

“No need to be rude,” he sniffed. “I was merely making a comment.”

“Well, don’t,” I said. “You might not think much of this place but I do. This has been my home, my room, my closet, ever since I can remember. And I’m never going to see it again after tonight. This is my last little while here. So don’t bad-mouth it, all right?”

“I am sorry,” he said.

I took one long last look around the room, then sighed unhappily. I pulled a bag out from underneath the bed and handed it to Mr. Crepsley. “What is this?” he asked suspiciously.

“Some personal stuff,” I told him. “My diary. A picture of my family. A couple of other things. Nothing that will be missed. Will you watch it for me?”

“Yes,” he said.

“But only if you promise not to look through it,” I said.

“Vampires have no secrets from each other,” he said. But, when he saw my face, he shrugged. “I will not open it,” he promised.

“All right,” I said, taking a deep breath. “Do you have the potion?” He nodded and handed over a small dark bottle. I looked inside. The liquid was dark and thick and foul-smelling.

Mr. Crepsley moved behind me and laid his hands on my neck.

“You’re sure this will work?” I asked nervously.

“Trust me,” he said.

“I always thought a broken neck meant people couldn’t walk or move,” I said.

“No,” he replied. “The bones of the neck do not matter. Paralysis only happens if the spinal cord—a long nerve running down the middle of the neck—breaks. I will be careful not to damage it.”

“Won’t the doctors think it’s strange?” I asked.

“They will not check,” he said. “The potion will slow your heart down so much, they will be sure you are dead. They will find the broken neck and put two and two together. If you were older, they might go ahead with an autopsy. But no doctor likes cutting a child open.

“Now, are you totally clear on what is going to happen and how you must act?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said.

“There must be no mistakes,” he warned. “If you make just one slip our plans will fall apart.”

“I’m not a fool! I know what to do!” I snapped.

“Then do it,” he said.

So I did.

With one angry gesture, I swallowed the contents of the bottle. I grimaced at the taste, then shuddered as my body started to stiffen. There wasn’t much pain but an icy feeling spread through my bones and veins. My teeth began to chatter.

It took about ten minutes for the poison to work its deadly charms. At the end of that time I couldn’t move any of my limbs, my lungs weren’t working (well, they were, but very, very slowly), and my heart had stopped (again, not fully, but enough for its beat to be undetectable).

“I am going to snap the neck now,” Mr. Crepsley said, and I heard a quick clicking sound as he jerked my head to one side. I couldn’t feel anything: my senses were dead. “There,” he said. “That should do it. Now I am going to throw you out of the window.”

He carried me over and stood there a moment with me, breathing in the night air.

“I have to throw you hard enough to make it look genuine,” he said. “You might break some bones in the fall. They will start hurting when the potion wears off after a few days but I will fix them up later on.

“Here we go!”

He picked me up, paused a moment, then hurled me out and down.

I fell quickly, the house whizzing past in a blur, and landed heavily on my back. My eyes were open and I found myself staring at a drain at the foot of the house.

For a while my body went undetected, so I lay there, listening to the sounds of the night. In the end, a passing neighbor spotted me and investigated. I couldn’t see his face but I heard his gasp when he turned me over and saw my lifeless body.

He rushed straight around to the front of the house and pounded on the door. I could hear his voice as he shouted for my mother and father. Then their voices as he led them around back. They thought he was pulling their leg or had been mistaken. My father was marching angrily and muttering to himself.

The footsteps stopped when they rounded the bend and saw me. For a long, terrible moment there was complete silence. Then Dad and Mom rushed forward and picked me up.

“Darren!” Mom screamed, clutching me to her chest.

“Let go, Angie,” Dad shouted, prying me free and laying me down on the grass.

“What’s wrong with him, Dermot?” Mom wailed.

“I don’t know. He must have fallen.” Dad stood and gazed up at my open bedroom window. I could see his hands flexing into fists.

“He’s not moving,” Mom said calmly, then grabbed me and shook me fiercely. “He’s not moving!” she screamed. “He’s not moving. He’s—”

Dad once again eased her hands away. He beckoned our neighbor over and handed Mom to him. “Take her inside,” he said softly. “Call for an ambulance. I’ll stay here and look after Darren.”

“Is he… dead?” our neighbor asked. Mom moaned loudly when he said it and buried her face in her hands.

Dad shook his head softly. “No,” he said, giving Mom’s shoulder a light squeeze. “He’s just paralyzed, like his friend was.”

Mom lowered her hands. “Like Steve?” she asked half-hopefully.

“Yes.” Dad smiled. “And he’ll snap out of it like Steve. Now go call for help, okay?”

Mom nodded, then hurried away with our neighbor. Dad held his smile until she was out of sight, then bent over me, checked my eyes, and felt my wrist for a pulse. When he found no sign of life, he laid me back down, brushed a lock of hair out of my eyes, then did something I’d never expected to see.

He started to cry.

And that was how I came to enter a new, miserable phase of my life, namely—death.
CHAPTER THIRTY

IT DIDN’T TAKE THE DOCTORS long to pronounce their verdict. They couldn’t find any breath or pulse or movement. It was an open-and-shut case as far as they were concerned.

The worst thing was knowing what was going on around me. I wished that I’d asked Mr. Crepsley to give me another potion, which could have put me to sleep. It was terrible, hearing Mom and Dad crying, Annie screaming for me to come back.

Friends of the family began arriving after a couple of hours, the cue for more sobbing and moans.

I’d have loved to avoid this. I would have rather run away with Mr. Crepsley in the middle of the night, but he’d told me that wasn’t possible.

“If you run away,” he’d said, “they would follow. There would be posters up everywhere, pictures in the papers and with the police. We would know no peace. ”

Faking my death was the only way. If they thought I was dead, I’d be free. Nobody comes searching for a dead person.

Now, as I heard the sadness, I cursed both Mr. Crepsley and myself. I shouldn’t have done it. I shouldn’t have put them through this.

Still, looking on the bright side, at least this would be the end of it. They were sad, and would be for some time, but they would get over it eventually (I hoped). If I’d run away, the misery could have lasted forever: they might have lived the rest of their lives hoping I’d come back, searching, believing I would one day return.

The undertaker arrived and cleared the room of visitors. He and a nurse undressed me and examined my body. Some of my senses were returning and I could feel his cold hands prodding and poking me.

“He’s in excellent condition,” he said softly to the nurse. “ Firm, fresh, and unmarked. I’ll have very little to do with this one. Just some rouge to make him look a little redder around the cheeks.”

He rolled up my eyelids. He was a chubby, happy-looking man. I was afraid he’d spot life in my eyes but he didn’t. All he did was roll my head gently from side to side, which made the broken bones in my neck creak.

“So fragile a creature is man,” he sighed, then went ahead with the rest of the examination.

They took me back home that night and laid me in the living room on a long table with a large cloth spread across it, so people could come and say goodbye.

It was weird, hearing all those people discussing me as though I weren’t there, talking about my life and what I’d been like as a baby and how fine a boy I was and what a good man I would have grown up to be if I’d lived.

What a shock they’d have gotten if I leaped up and shouted: “Boo!”

Time dragged. I don’t think I can explain how boring it was to lie still for hours on end, unable to move or laugh or scratch my nose. I couldn’t even stare at the ceiling because my eyes were shut!

I had to be careful as feelings returned to my body. Mr. Crepsley had told me this would happen, that tingles and itches would start, long before I fully recovered. I couldn’t move, but if I’d made a real effort, I could have twitched a little, which might have given me away.

The itches nearly drove me crazy. I tried ignoring them but it was impossible. They were everywhere, scampering up and down my body like tiny spiders. They were worst around my head and neck, where the bones had snapped.

People finally began leaving. It must have been late, because soon the room was empty and totally silent. I lay there by myself for a time, enjoying the quiet.

And then I heard a noise.

The door to the room was opening, very slowly and very quietly.

Footsteps crossed the room and stopped by the table. My insides went cold, and it wasn’t because of the potion. Who was here? For a moment I thought it might be Mr. Crepsley but he had no reason to come creeping into the house. We were set to meet at a later date.

Whoever it was, he—or she—was keeping very quiet. For a couple of minutes there was no sound at all.

Then I felt hands on my face.

He raised my eyelids and shined a small flashlight onto my pupils. The room was too dark for me to see who he was. He grunted, lowered the lids, then pried open my mouth and laid something on my tongue: it felt like a piece of thin paper but it had a strange, bitter taste.

After removing the object from my mouth, he picked up my hands and examined the fingertips. Next there was the sound of a camera taking photos.

Finally he stuck a sharp object—it felt like a needle—into me. He was careful not to prick me in places where I would bleed, and stayed away from my vital organs. My senses had partially returned, but not fully, so the needle didn’t cause much pain.

After that, he left. I heard his footsteps crossing the room, as quietly as before, then the door opening and closing, and that was that. The visitor, whoever it had been, was gone, leaving me puzzled and a little bit scared.

Early the next morning, Dad came in and sat with me. He spoke for a long time, telling me all the things he’d had planned for me, the college I would have gone to, the job he’d wanted for me. He cried a lot.

Toward the end, Mom came in and sat with him. They cried on each other’s shoulders and tried to comfort themselves. They said they still had Annie and could maybe have another child or adopt one. At least it had been quick and I hadn’t been in pain. And they would always have their memories.

I hated being the cause of so much hurt. I would have given anything in the world to spare them this.

There was a lot of activity later that day. A coffin was brought in and I was laid inside. A priest came and sat with the family and their friends. People streamed in and out of the room.

I heard Annie crying, begging me to stop fooling and sit up. It would have been much easier if they’d taken her away, but I guess they didn’t want her to grow up feeling they’d robbed her of her chance to say good-bye to her brother.

Finally, the lid was placed on the coffin and screwed into place. I was lifted off the table and led out to the hearse. We drove slowly to church, where I couldn’t hear much of what was being said. Then, with Mass out of the way, they carried me to the graveyard, where I could hear every word of the priest’s speech and the sobs and moans of the mourners.

And then they buried me.
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

ALL SOUNDS FADED AWAY AS they lowered me down the dark, dank hole. There was a jolt when the coffin hit bottom, then the rainlike sound of the first handfuls of soil being tossed upon the lid.

There was a long silence after that, until the grave diggers began shoveling the earth back into the grave.

The first few shovelfuls fell like bricks. The heavy dull thuds shook the coffin. As the grave filled and earth piled up between me and the topside world, the sounds of the living grew softer, until finally they were only faraway muffles.

At the end there were faint pounding noises, as they patted the mound of earth flat.

And then complete silence.

I lay in the quiet darkness, listening to the earth settle, imagining the sound of worms crawling toward me through the dirt. I’d thought it would be scary but it was actually quite peaceful. I felt safe down here, protected from the world.

I spent the time thinking about the last few weeks, the flyer for the freak show, the strange force that had made me close my eyes and reach blindly for the ticket, my first glimpse of the dark theater, the cool balcony where I had watched Steve talking with Mr. Crepsley.

There were so many important moments. If I’d missed the ticket, I wouldn’t be here. If I hadn’t gone to the show, I wouldn’t be here. If I hadn’t stuck around to see what Steve was up to, I wouldn’t be here. If I hadn’t stolen Madam Octa, I wouldn’t be here. If I’d said no to Mr. Crepsley’s offer, I wouldn’t be here.

A world of “ ifs,” but it made no difference. What was done was done. If I could go back in time…

But I couldn’t. The past was behind me. The best thing now would be to stop looking over my shoulder. It was time to forget the past and look to the present and future.

As the hours passed, movement returned. It came to my fingers first, which curled into fists, then slipped from my chest, where they had been crossed by the undertaker. I flexed them several times, slowly, working the itches out of my palms.

My eyes opened next but that wasn’t much good. Open or closed, it was all the same down here: perfect darkness.

The feelings brought pain. My back ached from where I’d fallen out of the window. My lungs, and heart—having been out of the habit of beating—hurt. My legs were cramped, my neck was stiff. The only part of me that escaped the pain was my right big toe!

It was when I started breathing that I began to worry about the air in the coffin. Mr. Crepsley had said I could survive for up to a week in my coma-like state. I didn’t need to eat or use the toilet or breathe. But now that my breath was back, I became aware of the small amount of air and how quickly I was using it up.

I didn’t panic. Panic would make me gasp and use more air. I remained calm and breathed softly. Lay as still as I could: movement makes you breathe more.

I had no way of knowing the time. I tried counting inside my head but kept losing track of the numbers and having to go back and start over.

I sang silent songs to myself and told stories beneath my breath. I wished they’d buried me with a TV or a radio, but I guess there’s not much call for such items among the dead.

Finally, after what seemed like several centuries stacked one on top of the other, the sounds of digging reached my ears.

He dug quicker than any human, so fast it seemed he wasn’t digging at all, but rather sucking the soil out. He reached me in what must have been record time, less than fifteen minutes. As far as I was concerned, it wasn’t a moment too soon.

He knocked three times on the coffin lid, then started unscrewing it. It took a couple of minutes, then he threw the lid wide open and I found myself staring up at the most beautiful night sky I had ever seen.

I took a deep breath and sat up, coughing. It was a fairly dark night but after spending so much time underground it seemed bright as day to me.

“Are you all right?” Mr. Crepsley asked.

“I feel dead tired.” I grinned weakly.

He smiled at the joke. “ Stand up so I can examine you,” he said. I winced as I stood: I had pins and needles all over. He ran his fingers lightly up my back, then over my front. “ You were lucky,” he said. “ No broken bones. Just a bit of bruising, which will die down after a couple of days.”

He pulled himself up out of the grave, then reached down and gave me a hand up. I was still pretty stiff and sore.

“I feel like a pincushion that’s been squashed,” I complained.

“It will take a few days for the aftereffects to pass,” he said. “ But do not worry: you are in good shape. We are lucky they buried you today. If they had waited another day to put you under, you would be feeling much worse.”

He hopped back into the grave and closed the coffin lid. When he emerged, he picked up his shovel and began tossing the earth back in.

“Do you want me to help?” I asked.

“No,” he said. “ You would slow me down. Go for a stroll and walk some of the stiffness out of your bones. I will call when I am ready to move on.”

“Did you bring my bag?” I asked.

He nodded at a nearby headstone, from which the bag was hanging.

I got the bag and checked to see if he’d searched it. There was no sign of his having invaded my privacy, but I couldn’t tell for sure. I’d just have to take him at his word. Anyway, it didn’t matter much: there was nothing in my diary he didn’t already know.

I went for a walk among the graves, testing my limbs, shaking my legs and arms, enjoying it. Any feeling, even pins and needles, was better than none at all.

My eyes were stronger than ever before. I was able to read names and dates on headstones from several yards away. It was the vampire blood in me. After all, didn’t vampires spend their whole lives in the dark? I knew I was only a half-vampire, but all the—

Suddenly, as I was thinking about my new powers, a hand reached out from behind one of the graves, wrapped itself around my mouth, then dragged me down to the ground and out of sight of Mr. Crepsley!

I shook my head and opened my mouth to scream, but then saw something that stopped me dead in my tracks. My attacker, whoever he was, had a hammer and a large wooden stake, the tip of which was pointing directly at my heart!
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

“IF YOU MOVE EVEN A fraction,” my attacker warned, “I’ll drive this right through you without blinking!”

The chilling words didn’t have half as much impact on me as the familiar voice that uttered them.

“Steve!” I gasped, glancing up from the tip of the stake to find his face. It was him, sure enough, trying to look brave, but obviously terrified. “Steve, what the—,” I began but he cut me short with a poke of the stake.

“Not a word!” he hissed, crouching down behind the stone pillar. “I don’t want your friend overhearing.”

“My…? Oh, you mean Mr. Crepsley,” I said.

“Larten Crepsley, Vur Horston,” Steve sneered. “I don’t care what you call him. He’s a vampire. That’s all that bothers me.”

“What are you doing here?” I whispered.

“Vampire hunting,” he growled, prodding me again with the stake. “And lookee here: seems like I found me a pair!”

“Listen,” I said, more annoyed than worried (if he was going to kill me, he would have done it immediately, not sat around talking first, like they do in the movies), “if you’re going to stick that thing in me, do it. If you want to talk, put it away. I’m sore enough as it is without you making new holes in me.”

He stared, then pulled the stake back a few centimeters.

“Why are you here?” I asked. “How did you know to come?”

“I was following you,” he said. “I followed you all weekend after seeing what you did to Alan. I saw Crepsley going into your house. I saw him toss you out the window.”

“You’re the one who sneaked into the living room!” I gasped, remembering the mysterious late-night visitor.

“Yes.” He nodded. “The doctors were very quick to sign your death certificate. I wanted to check for myself, to see if you were still ticking.”

“The piece of paper in my mouth?” I asked.

“Litmus paper,” he said. “It changes color when you stick it on a damp surface. When you stick it on a living body. That and the marks on the fingers tipped me off.”

“You know about the marks on the fingers?” I asked, amazed.

“I read about it in a very old book,” he said. “The same one, in fact, that I found Vur Horston’s portrait in. There was no mention of it anywhere else, so I thought it was just another vampire myth. But then I studied your fingers and—”

He stopped and cocked his head. I realized I could no longer hear digging sounds. For a moment there was silence. Then Mr. Crepsley’s voice hissed across the graveyard.

“Darren, where are you?” he called. “Darren?”

Steve’s face collapsed with fear. I could hear his heart beating and see the beads of sweat rolling down his cheeks. He didn’t know what to do. He hadn’t thought this through.

“I’m fine,” I shouted, causing Steve to jump.

“Where are you?” Mr. Crepsley asked.

“Over here,” I replied, standing, ignoring Steve’s stake. “My legs were weak, so I lay down for a minute.”

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“I’m fine,” I said. “I’ll rest a little longer, then try them again. Give me a shout when you’re ready.”

I squatted back down so I was face to face with Steve. He didn’t look so brave anymore. The tip of the stake was pointing down at the ground, a threat no more, and his whole body sagged miserably. I felt sorry for him.

“Why did you come here, Steve?” I asked.

“To kill you,” he said.

“To kill me? For heaven’s sake, why?” I asked.

“You’re a vampire,” he said. “What other reason do I need?”

“But you’ve got nothing against vampires,” I reminded him. “You wanted to become one.”

“Yes,” he snarled. “I wanted to, but you’re the one who did. You planned this all along, didn’t you? You told him I was evil. You made him reject me so that you could—”

“You’re talking nonsense.” I sighed. “I never wanted to become a vampire. I only agreed to join him in order to save your life. You would have died if I hadn’t become his assistant.”

“A likely story,” he snorted. “To think I used to believe you were my friend. Ha!”

“I am your friend!” I cried. “Steve, you don’t understand. I would never do anything to harm you. I hate what’s happened to me. I only did it to—”

“Spare me the sob story,” he sniffed. “How long were you planning this? You must have gone to him that night of the freak show. That’s how you got Madam Octa, wasn’t it? He gave her to you in return for your becoming his assistant.”

“No, Steve, that’s not true. You mustn’t believe that.” But he did believe it. I could see it in his eyes. Nothing I said was going to change his opinion. As far as he was concerned, I’d betrayed him. I had stolen the life he felt should have been his. He would never forgive me.

“I’m going now,” he said, starting to crawl away. “I thought I’d be able to kill you tonight, but I was wrong. I’m too young. I’m not strong enough or brave enough.

“But heed this, Darren Shan,” he said. “I’ll grow. I’ll get older and stronger and braver. I’m going to devote my entire life to developing my body and my mind, and when the day comes… when I’m ready… when I’m fully equipped and properly prepared…

“I’m going to hunt you down and kill you,” he vowed. “I’m going to become the world’s best vampire hunter and there won’t be a single hole you can find that I won’t be able to find, too. Not a hole or a rock or a cellar.

“I’ll track you to the ends of the Earth if I have to,” he said, his face glowing madly. “You and your mentor. And when I find you, I’ll drive steel-tipped stakes through your hearts, then chop off your heads and fill them with garlic. Then I’ll burn you to ashes and scatter you across running water. I won’t take any chances. I’ll make sure you never come back from the grave again!”

He paused, produced a knife, and cut a small cross into the flesh of his left palm. He held it up so I could see the blood dripping from the wound.

“On this blood, I swear it!” he declared, then turned and ran, disappearing in seconds into the shadows of the night.

I could have run after him, following the trail of blood. If I’d called Mr. Crepsley, we could have tracked him down and put an end to both Steve Leopard and his threats. It would have been the wise thing to do.

But I didn’t. I couldn’t. He was my friend….
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

MR. CREPSLEY WAS SMOOTHING OVER the mound of earth when I returned. I watched him work. The shovel was large and heavy but he handled it as if it were made out of paper. I wondered how strong he was and how strong I would one day be.

I considered telling him about Steve but was afraid he’d go after him. Steve had suffered enough. Besides, his threat was an idle one. He’d forget about me and Mr. Crepsley in a few weeks, when something new grabbed his attention.

I hoped.

Mr. Crepsley looked up and frowned. “Are you sure you are all right?” he asked. “You seem very uptight.”

“So would you if you’d spent the day in a coffin,” I replied.

He laughed out loud. “Master Shan, I have spent more time in coffins than many of the truly dead!” He gave the grave one last hard whack, then broke the shovel into little pieces and tossed them away. “Is the stiffness wearing off?” he asked.

“It’s better than it was,” I said, twisting my arms and waist. “I wouldn’t like to fake my death too often, though.”

“No,” he mused. “Well, hopefully it will not be necessary again. It is a dangerous stunt. Many things can go wrong.”

I stared at him. “You told me I’d be safe,” I said.

“I lied. The potion sometimes drives its patients too far toward death and they never recover. And I could not be sure they would not perform an autopsy on you. And… Do you want to hear all this?” he asked.

“No,” I said sickly. “I don’t.” I took an angry swing at him. He ducked out of the way easily, laughing as he did.

“You told me it was safe!” I shouted. “You lied!”

“I had to,” he said. “There was no other way.”

“What if I’d died?” I snapped.

He shrugged. “I would be down one assistant. No great loss. I am sure I could have found another.”

“You… you… Oh!” I kicked the ground angrily. There were lots of things I could have called him but I didn’t like using bad language in the presence of the dead. I’d tell him what I thought about his trickery later.

“Are you ready to go?” he asked.

“Give me a minute,” I said. I jumped up on one of the taller headstones and gazed around at the town. I couldn’t see much from here but this would be my last glimpse of the place where I had been born and lived, so I took my time and treated every dark alley as a posh cul-de-sac, every crumbling house as a sheik’s palace, every two-story building as a skyscraper.

“You will grow used to leaving after a time,” Mr. Crepsley said. He was standing on the stone behind me, perched on little more than thin air. His face was gloomy. “Vampires are always saying good-bye. We never stop anywhere very long. We are forever picking up our roots and moving on to new pastures. It is our way.”

“Is the first time the hardest?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said, nodding. “But it never gets easy.”

“How long before I get used to it?” I wanted to know.

“Maybe a few decades,” he said. “Maybe longer.”

Decades. He said it as though he was talking of months.

“Can’t we ever make friends?” I asked. “Can’t we ever have homes or wives or families?”

“No,” he sighed. “Never.”

“Does it get lonely?” I asked.

“Terribly so,” he admitted.

I nodded sadly. At least he was being truthful. As I’ve said before, I’d always rather the truth—however unpleasant it might be—than a lie. You know where you stand with the truth.

“Okay,” I said, hopping down. “I’m ready.” I picked up my bag and dusted some graveyard dirt from it.

“You may ride on my back if you wish,” Mr. Crepsley offered.

“No, thank you,” I replied politely. “Maybe later, but I’d rather walk the stiffness out of my legs first.”

“Very well,” he said.

I rubbed my belly and listened to it growl. “I haven’t eaten since Sunday,” I told him. “I’m hungry.”

“Me too,” he said. Then he took my hand in his and grinned bloodthirstily. “Let us go eat.”

I took a deep breath and tried not to think about what would be on the menu. I nodded nervously and squeezed his hand. We turned and faced away from the graves. Then, side by side, the vampire and his assistant, we began walking…

… into the night.

TO BE CONTINUED…

Read all the books in Darren Shan’s New York Times bestselling Cirque Du Freak series!

[image: image]

[image: image]

A Living Nightmare (Book 1)

[image: image]

The Vampire’s Assistant (Book 2)

[image: image]

Tunnels of Blood (Book 3)

[image: image]

Vampire Mountain (Book 4)

[image: image]

Trials of Death (Book 5)

[image: image]

The Vampire Prince (Book 6)

[image: image]

Hunters of the Dusk (Book 7)

[image: image]

Allies of the Night (Book 8)

[image: image]

Killers of the Dawn (Book 9)

[image: image]

The Lake of Souls (Book 10)

[image: image]

Lord of the Shadows (Book 11)

[image: image]

Sons of Destiny (Book 12)


      
      
         [image: Cover Image]

      
   
      
      For:

      Pearse and Conall—children of the night!

      OBE (Order of the Bloody Entrails) to:

      Rachel Clements—one year down, only a couple of hundred to go!!

      Isobel Abulhoul and all of the Shantastic gang in Dubai

      Editorial Mentor:

      Nick “The Blood Ninja” Lake

      General Masterminds:

      Christopher Little and his Princely clan

   
      
      Part One

      

      
               “Are cobwebs a treat where you come from?”

      
      
   
      
      
      Chapter One

      
      When Larten Crepsley awoke and yawned one gray Tuesday morning, he had no idea that by midday he would have become a killer.

      
      He lay on his bed of sacks packed with straw, staring at specks of dust drifting through the air. The house where he lived
         was cramped and dark, and the room where he slept never caught the sun except at dawn. He often woke a few minutes earlier
         than necessary, before his mother roared for the family to get up. It was his only quiet time of the day, his one chance to
         lie back idly and grin lazily at the world.

      
      There were six children in the room, five of them snoring and shifting in their sleep. Larten came from a crop of eight, but two had died young, and his eldest sister left a year ago to marry. Although she was only fourteen, Larten
         suspected their parents were glad to be rid of her—she had never been an especially hard worker and brought home little money.

      
      “Up!” Larten’s mother roared from the room next to theirs, and pounded the thin wall a couple of times.

      
      The children groaned and crawled out of bed. They bumped into one another as they tried to find their way to the bedpan, the
         older siblings cuffing their younger brothers and sisters. Larten lay where he was, smiling smugly. He had already done his
         business while everyone else was asleep.

      
      Vur Horston shared the room with the five Crepsley children. Vur was a cousin of theirs. His parents had died when he was
         three years old, his father in an accident at work, his mother of some disease. Larten’s mother had been keeping a close watch
         on the sickly widow and moved in quickly to take the baby. An extra pair of hands was always useful. The boy would be a burden
         for a few years, but children that age didn’t eat much, and, assuming Vur survived, he could be put to work young and earn
         his foster parents a nice little income.

      
      Larten felt closer to Vur than to any of his real siblings. Larten had been in the kitchen when his mother brought the silent, solemn boy home. After giving Vur some bread soaked in milk–a rare treat–she’d stuck him by Larten’s
         side and told her son to look after the waif and keep him out of her way.

      
      Larten had eyed the newcomer suspiciously, jealous of the gift his mother had given the stranger. In return, Vur had stared
         at Larten innocently, then tore the bread down the middle and offered his cousin the bigger half. They had been best friends
         ever since.

      
      “Up!” Larten’s mother roared again, slamming the wall just once this time. The children blinked the last traces of sleep from
         their eyes and quickly threw on their clothes. She would come crashing in on them soon, and if they weren’t dressed and ready
         to go, her fists would fly.

      
      “Vur,” Larten murmured, nudging his cousin in the ribs.

      
      “I’m awake,” Vur replied, turning to show Larten his smile.

      
      “Don’t you need to go?” Larten asked.

      
      “I’m bursting,” Vur giggled.

      
      “Hurry up!” Larten shouted at one of his younger sisters, who was squatting over the bedpan as if she owned it.

      
      “Go in the bed if you’re that desperate,” she jeered.

      
      “You might as well,” Larten said to Vur. It wasn’t uncommon for them to wet the bed—the great thing about straw was that it
         dried swiftly.

      
      “No,” Vur said, gritting his teeth. “I can wait.”

      
      Larten’s clothes were on the floor next to the bed. He pulled them on, not removing the thin vest that he slept in. Larten’s
         mother was an orderly woman. She did the family laundry every other Sunday. All the children had to wait in their beds, naked
         beneath the covers, until their clothes were returned. Then they would wear them without changing for the next fortnight.

      
      Larten’s sister finished on the bedpan. Before his youngest brother could claim it, Larten darted across the room, snatched
         it, and passed it to Vur, careful not to spill the contents.

      
      “My hero,” Vur laughed, loosely aiming with one hand while he rubbed yellow crust from his eyes with the other.

      
      Although Vur was Larten’s age, he was much smaller—a thin, weak, mild-mannered boy. He seldom fought for anything, happy to
         go without if he was challenged. Larten often stood up for his cousin, even though Vur never asked for help.

      
      “What’s keeping you?” Larten’s mother screeched, sticking her head in and glaring at the children.

      
      “Coming!” they roared, and those nearest to her ducked through the doorway, even if they weren’t finished dressing.

      
      “Vur!” she yelled.

      
      “Just a second!” he panted, straining to finish.

      
      Larten’s mother squinted at the boy, deciding whether or not to punish him. In the end she just sniffed and withdrew. Larten
         sighed happily. He didn’t mind when she hit him–he could take a fierce whipping–but he hated it when she hurt Vur. Larten’s
         father almost never struck the frail orphan, but his wife whacked him as much as the others. They were all equal in her eyes.

      
      When Vur was finished with the bedpan, Larten tossed his clothes at him and hurried down the stairs to the crowded kitchen,
         where his brothers and sisters were already making short work of breakfast.

      
      There was never much to eat, and those who grabbed first got the most. Their father, who’d shuffled off to work three hours
         earlier, had generously left some strips of pigs’ ears for them—he always shared what he could with his family. The older
         children seized upon the gristly treats with excitement. By the time Larten and Vur arrived, the strips were gone, and they
         had to make do with stale bread and watery porridge.

      
      Larten tore bread from the fingers of his eldest brother–they were slippery from the grease of a pig’s ear–and passed it to Vur, laughing as he bobbed out of the way of his brother’s swinging fist. Taking a couple of small, chipped
         bowls, he dipped them into the pot of porridge, filled them to the top, and hurried to where Vur was waiting by the back door.
         He licked drips from the sides as he crossed the room, eager not to waste any.

      
      They ate in silence, chewing the crust of the dry bread as if it were meat, using the rest to soak up the watery porridge.
         Larten was quicker than Vur and managed to refill his bowl before the pot was scraped bare. He ate half and saved the rest
         for his cousin.

      
      It was cold and raining outside, but the kitchen was cozy. His mother hadn’t lit the fire–she’d do that in the evening, when
         she returned from work–but the tiny room was always warm, especially with so many bodies crammed into it.

      
      “Move on!” Larten’s mother yelled, coming down the stairs. She belted those closest to her and waved a hand threateningly
         at the others. “Do you think I’ve nothing better to do than stand here watching you eat all day? Out!”

      
      Still chewing and gulping, the children filed out into the yard, leaving their mother to mop up after them before setting
         off for the first of the four inns where she cleaned.

      
      There were two barrels of water in the yard—one for drinking, the other for washing. The Crepsley children rarely bothered
         with the latter barrel, but Vur went to it every morning to scrub the dirt from his face and neck. Larten had tried talking
         him out of his peculiar habit–the boy would shiver for half an hour on a bone-chilling morning like this–but Vur would only
         smile, nod, and do it again the next day.

      
      Larten drank thirstily, dipping his face into the barrel, ignoring the drops of rain that struck the back of his head. When
         he pulled away, he left faint orange clouds in the water. His hair, like Vur’s, was stained a deep orange shade. The dye was
         caked into his scalp, and although he could never wash it out, clots came off sometimes when he dunked his head.

      
      He watched the clouds of dye swirling around. They were pretty. He put a finger in and splashed the water about, to see what
         other patterns he could create. He considered calling Vur over, but the clouds were already disappearing, and in a few more
         seconds there would be nothing for his cousin to see.

      
      “Out of it,” one of his brothers grunted, shoving Larten aside.

      
      Larten yelled a curse and kicked out but only hit the barrel. His brother pushed Larten again. Anger flared in the younger
         boy’s eyes, and he stepped forward for a fight. But Vur had spotted the danger and acted quickly to avert it. He didn’t like it when Larten got into
         fights, even when he won, as he often did.

      
      “If we don’t leave now, we’re going to be late,” Vur warned.

      
      “We’ve loads of time,” Larten scowled.

      
      “No,” Vur said. “We’ll be getting our heads daubed today. If we’re not early, Traz will beat us.”

      
      “We got them daubed a few days ago,” Larten argued.

      
      “Trust me,” Vur said. “Traz will do it again today.”

      
      Larten growled but turned away from the barrel and skulked across to where Vur was using a scrap of cloth to pat his neck
         dry. There was no fixed schedule for the daubing days. Traz seemed to hand them out at random. But Vur had a knack of being
         able to predict when one was due. He wouldn’t tell Larten how he knew, but eight times out of ten he got it right.

      
      “Ready?” Larten asked, as if he was the one itching to leave.

      
      “Aye,” Vur said.

      
      “Then let’s go,” Larten sniffed, and the two boys, neither yet a teen, headed off to work.

      
   
      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      
      Larten and Vur wound their way through the narrow, filthy streets to the factory. Though it was early, the city was already
         bustling with life. In these dark autumn months, you had to make the most of the sunlight.

      
      Traders had set up stalls in the gloom before dawn and were busy haggling and selling fruit, vegetables, meat, fish, shoes,
         clothes, rope, pots, pans, and more. Larten and Vur occasionally went to one of the big Sunday markets, where animals were
         traded and stalls boasted exotic wares from countries that the boys had never heard of. The pair would spend their time ogling
         the worldly traders and their goods, dreaming of travel and adventure. Those markets were a place of magic and mystery.

      
      These small street stalls, on the other hand, were a nuisance. It took time to detour around the crowds, and some of the traders
         cuffed the boys if they drew too close—they were always wary of thieves, and one dirty street urchin looked much the same
         as any other. Certain traders lashed out at any child who came within striking distance.

      
      “I want to be a trader when I grow up,” Vur said, smiling as they passed a fish stall, ignoring the putrid stench.

      
      “Aye,” Larten said. “We can hunt elephants and sell their tusks.”

      
      “No,” Vur shivered. “I’d be afraid they’d eat me.”

      
      “Then I’ll collect the tusks and you can sell them,” Larten decided.

      
      They’d heard many tales of elephants but had never even seen a picture of one. From the wild stories, they believed the mighty
         creatures were bigger than five houses, with twenty tusks, ten on either side of their trunk.

      
      The two boys often discussed their plans for the future. The nineteenth century had dawned a few years earlier, and the world
         was a place of mystery and intrigue, opening up to travelers more than it ever had before. Vur wanted to visit the great cities, climb the pyramids,
         sail across an ocean. Larten wanted to hunt tigers, elephants, and whales. He knew that was unlikely, that both boys would
         probably remain at the factory, marry in their teens, have children of their own, and never venture beyond the outskirts of
         the city where they’d been born. But he could dream. As poor as they were, even he and Vur had the right to do that.

      
      They arrived fifteen minutes early for work, but Traz was already outside the door, buckets of dye lined up, a brush in his
         hand and a wicked glint in his eyes.

      
      Traz was their foreman. He had been at the factory for a long time, part of the staff even when Larten’s father had worked
         there as a boy. He was a cruel master, but he produced excellent results and kept costs down, so the owners tolerated his
         brutality.

      
      Traz’s eyes narrowed as the boys approached, their heads lowered and knees trembling. Part of the fun for him on daubing days
         was catching the children by surprise. He loved it when they turned up on time, only to find themselves at the back of a line.
         By the time he’d processed those ahead of them, the children at the rear would be late and Traz could legitimately beat them.

      
      Traz disliked the Horston boy intensely. The pale weakling was too smart for his own good. He did a fine job of hiding his
         intelligence, but he gave himself away at times like this. Only the shrewder children were able to second-guess Traz. These
         two almost always turned up early on daubing days, and he was certain that the Crepsley brat wasn’t the brains of the outfit.

      
      “You’re early!” Traz barked when the boys stopped before him, as if being early was a crime.

      
      “Our mother had to leave earlier than usual today,” Larten muttered. “She threw us out, so we came here.”

      
      Traz glowered at them but decided not to press the matter. Others were already arriving, and he didn’t want to waste too much
         time on the daubings—he would take the blame if production dipped.

      
      “Bend over,” he grunted, and grabbed the back of Larten’s neck. Thrusting the boy down, he reached into the bucket of orange
         dye with his brush, swished it from side to side, then ran the coarse bristles over the top of Larten’s scalp. The dye stung,
         and a few drops trickled into Larten’s eyes, even though he kept them squeezed shut.

      
      Traz painted Larten’s head a second time, then a third, before releasing him. As Larten staggered away, coughing and wiping
         his eyes, Traz forced Vur down over the bucket. He was even rougher with Vur and daubed his scalp five times. Vur was crying
         when the foreman finally let him go, but he said nothing, only stumbled along after his cousin.

      
      Traz daubed the head of every child in the factory. Each had a specific color, depending on their job. The lucky few who worked
         on the looms were blue. Cleaners were yellow. Cocooners were orange. He liked being able to tell with a single look where
         a child was meant to be. That way, if he saw an orange-haired boy lurking by a loom, he knew straightaway that the child was
         shirking.

      
      Larten and Vur had been assigned to the cocooning team when they started at the factory at the age of eight. Their heads had
         been orange ever since. In fact, Larten couldn’t remember what color his hair had been before that.

      
      Larten’s father had been a muscular child and had worked on a team carting heavy loads around. His head had been dyed white,
         and although he’d left the factory before Larten was born, his locks had kept their unnatural color, so Larten had resigned
         himself to a life of orange hair. Nobody knew what sort of poisons Traz included in his dyes, but they seeped into a person’s pores and remained there for life. Larten wouldn’t be surprised
         if the dye had even turned his brain a dark orange color.

      
      Once past Traz, the boys made their way to the room of cocoons to begin their shift. They worked in the factory for twelve
         hours a day, six days a week, and eight hours on most Sundays, with no more than a handful of holidays every year. It was
         a hard life, yet there were others worse off than Larten and Vur. Some of the children were slaves, bought by Traz from poor
         or greedy parents. The slaves worked constantly, except when they slept. They were supposed to be set free once they came
         of age, but most died long before that. Even if they lived long enough to earn their freedom, they were usually ruined by
         that time, good for nothing except stealing or begging.

      
      The factory primarily produced carpets, but it also manufactured silk clothes for patrons with more money than Larten or Vur
         could dream of ever possessing. Silk came from worms, and the boys were part of the team responsible for loosening the strands
         of the worms’ cocoons.

      
      Silkworms hatched from the eggs of carefully bred moths and were fed on chopped mulberry leaves to fatten them up. They were
         kept in a warm room, countless thousands stacked on wooden trays from floor to ceiling, munching away. Larten had been in the room a few times,
         and the sound was like the rain falling on the roof of their house during a storm.

      
      When the silkworms had eaten enough, they spun a cocoon around themselves. It took three or four days. After that they were
         stored in an even warmer room for eight or nine days, then baked in an oven to kill the worm but preserve the cocoon.

      
      That was when Larten, Vur, and their team went into action. When the cocoons were delivered, they sorted through them, dividing
         them into piles on the basis of size, color, and quality. Then they dipped the cocoons into vats of hot water to loosen the
         threads. Once they’d done that, they passed the cocoons to another team, whose members unwound the threads onto spools, which
         were finally given to the weavers at the looms.

      
      Although Larten couldn’t remember what color his hair had been when he first came to the factory, he would never forget the
         first time he dunked his hands in a vat of near-boiling water. Traz watched, smiling, as the boy worked up the courage to
         stick in his fingers. The foreman laughed when Larten touched the hot water and jerked away with a yelp. Then he grabbed the
         boy’s hands by the wrists and jammed them in. He held them under, chuckling sadistically while Larten cried and his flesh reddened.

      
      Larten studied his fingers. They were callused, stained, and cut in many places. He didn’t mind the calluses and stains, but
         the cuts worried him. Silkworms were disgusting, filthy creatures. Larten had seen many of his team lose a finger or a hand
         when a dirt-encrusted cut became infected. Some had even died of blood poisoning.

      
      There was nothing worse than the stench of gangrene. Sometimes a child tried to hide an infected wound in the vain hope that
         it would miraculously cure itself. But the smell always gave it away, and Traz would gleefully cut out the rot with a heated
         knife or hack off the diseased limb with an ax.

      
      Larten lived in fear of infection. He hoped he would have the courage, if the day ever came, to cut himself before Traz could,
         and cleanse the wound with a firing brand. But he knew it would be a difficult thing to do, and he was afraid he’d try to
         hide it, as so many others had before him.

      
      “I see some green,” Vur murmured, looking closely at Larten’s left hand. Larten’s heart beat faster, and his head darted forward.
         Then he caught Vur’s smile.

      
      “Cur!” he growled, playfully punching his cousin.

      
      “They’re fine,” Vur laughed. “The sweetest pair of hands in the factory. Now let’s stop wasting time. There are cocoons to
         boil.”

      
      Sighing, Larten reached into his bucket. He took out a few cocoons, steadied himself, then drove his hands deep into the heart
         of the bubbling vat. The pain was fierce to begin with, but after a few seconds his toughened flesh adjusted, and he worked
         without complaint for the rest of the morning.

      
   
      
      
      Chapter Three

      
      
      The hours passed slowly and quietly. Dunking cocoons wasn’t a demanding job, and boredom quickly set in. Larten would have
         loved to chat with Vur and the others on his team. But Traz prowled the factory relentlessly, and although he was a large
         man, he could move as lithely as a cat. If the foreman caught you talking, he would whip you until he drew blood. There was
         a rumor that he’d once cut out a girl’s tongue and kept it in his wallet. So everybody went about their business in silence,
         only talking if it was work-related.

      
      The fires beneath the vats were kept burning around the clock–slaves worked throughout the night–and the room was forever smoke-filled. It wasn’t long before the children were coughing and spitting, rubbing grit from
         their eyes. Larten could never get the taste of smoke out of his mouth. Even in dreams his tongue was heavy with soot.

      
      His clothes stank too, as did Vur’s. Some nights, when Larten’s mother was in a foul mood, she would scream at the boys and
         force them to undress. She’d toss their clothes into the yard, and they’d have to go to bed early to hide their naked bodies
         from Larten’s jeering brothers and sisters.

      
      Larten’s father hadn’t wanted to send the boys to the factory. He hated the place as much as they did, even though he’d escaped
         and now labored elsewhere. He had managed to find work in other areas for the older children, but jobs were scarce when it
         came time for Larten and Vur to earn a living. The silk factory had recently won a lucrative contract, and Traz was offering
         halfway decent wages. There was nowhere else for the unlucky pair to go.

      
      Larten had to keep the fire beneath his vat at a constant heat. As soon as he felt the temperature of the water dropping,
         he fed the flames with an armful of logs from a mound at the back of the room.

      
      Across from him, Vur finished dunking another batch of cocoons, then set off at a jog for the pit out back. Traz reluctantly accepted the need for toilet breaks, but if he caught you walking instead of running, you were guaranteed
         a whipping.

      
      Larten grinned. Vur had a weak bladder, and most days he had to go to the pit three times to Larten’s once. Vur tried drinking
         less, but it made no difference. Traz had beaten him in the early days, when he thought the boy was making excuses. But eventually
         he realized that Vur’s complaint was genuine, and though he still cuffed Vur occasionally, he let the wretch go as often as
         he needed to.

      
      Vur looked worried when he returned this time.

      
      “What’s wrong?” Larten whispered.

      
      “One of the owners was with Traz,” Vur panted. “They were on their way to inspect the room of baby worms.”

      
      Word spread and everyone upped the tempo. It was bad news whenever one of the owners came to visit. Traz got nervous in the
         presence of his employers. He would meekly lead his boss around, a false smile plastered in place, sweating like a pig. As
         soon as the visitor departed, Traz would take a few swigs from a bottle of rum that he kept in his office, then storm furiously
         through the factory, finding fault wherever he looked.

      
      They were hard days when Traz was on the warpath. No matter what you did, he could turn on you. Even the most skillful workers on the looms–normally the best-treated
         in the factory–had suffered lashings at times like this.

      
      Larten prayed while he worked, begging a variety of gods to keep Traz away from their vats. Though Larten wasn’t religious,
         he figured there was no harm in covering all the angles when trouble was in the air.

      
      They heard a roar, and every child lowered their head and dunked cocoons as fast as they could. The problem was, they had
         to leave the cocoons in the water until they had softened properly. If Traz found hard cocoons in their baskets, it would
         be far worse than if he thought they were going slowly.

      
      Traz entered like a bear, growling and glaring, hoping someone would glance up at him. But all the children stared fixedly
         into their vats. He was pleased to see that most of them were trembling. That sapped some of the fire from his rage, but he
         needed to hand out three or four more beatings before he’d really start to calm down.

      
      A girl lost her grip on a couple of cocoons as Traz was passing, and they bobbed to the surface. He was on her like a hawk.
         “Keep them down!” he bellowed, swatting the back of her head. She winced and drove the cocoons to the base of the vat, soaking the sleeves of her dress.

      
      “Sorry, sir,” the girl gasped.

      
      Traz grabbed her hair–she was new to the team and had made the mistake of not cutting it short–and jerked her face up to his.
         “If you ever do that again,” he snarled, “I’ll bite off your nose.”

      
      It would have been funny if anyone else had made such a ludicrous threat. But Traz had bitten off more than one nose in his
         time–a good number of ears too–and they all knew that he meant it. Nobody snickered.

      
      Traz released the girl. He wasn’t interested in newcomers. He knew the younger children were terrified of him and probably
         dreamed about him when they went to bed every night. They were too easy to scare. He wanted to work on some of the more experienced
         hands, remind a few of the older lot of his power, make sure they didn’t start taking him for granted.

      
      He cast his gaze around. There was a tall boy in one corner, a lazy piece of work. Traz started to move in on him, but then
         he caught sight of Vur Horston and changed direction.

      
      Traz slowly strolled past Vur, giving him the impression that he’d escaped the foreman’s wrath. But when he was about four strides past, he stopped, turned, and stepped up behind the boy.

      
      Vur knew he was in trouble, but he worked on, not giving any sign that he was aware of Traz’s presence. Larten could see that
         his cousin was in for a beating, and although he risked drawing attention to himself, he raised his head slightly to watch.
         He felt sick and hateful, but there was nothing he could do.

      
      For a while Traz didn’t say anything, just studied Vur as he dunked cocoons and held them beneath the surface of the water.
         Then he stuck a thick, dirty finger into the vat and held it there for a couple of seconds.

      
      “Lukewarm,” he said, withdrawing the finger and sucking it dry.

      
      Vur gulped but didn’t move. He wanted to throw more sticks on the fire–even though the heat was fine–but he had to keep the
         cocoons down. If he released them early, he’d be in an even worse situation than he was now.

      
      Behind Vur’s back, Traz scowled. He’d hoped the boy would panic, release the cocoons, and give the foreman an excuse to batter
         him.

      
      “You’re a vile, useless piece of work,” Traz said. He tried to think of something more cutting, then recalled someone telling
         him that the boy was an orphan. “An insult to the memory of your mother,” Traz added, and was delighted to note the boy’s back stiffen with surprise
         and anger.

      
      “You didn’t know that I knew your mother, did you?” Traz said slyly, walking around the vat, cracking his knuckles, warming
         to the game.

      
      “No, sir,” Vur croaked.

      
      “She didn’t work here, did she?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “So where do you think I knew her from?”

      
      Vur shook his head. Across from him, Larten guessed what the foreman was up to, but there was no way he could warn Vur. He
         just hoped that Vur was reading Traz’s intentions too. Usually Vur was a better judge of people than Larten was, but fear
         had a way of shaking up a person’s thoughts.

      
      “Well?” Traz purred.

      
      “I don’t know, sir.”

      
      “Inns,” Traz declared grandly. “I knew her from inns.”

      
      Vur’s head rose and he frowned. Larten groaned—his cousin had swallowed the bait. This was going to be bad.

      
      “Beg pardon, sir, but you’re mistaken. My mother didn’t work in an inn.”

      
      “She did,” Traz sniffed.

      
      “No, sir,” Vur said. “She was a seamstress.”

      
      “By day,” Traz jeered. “But she earned a bit extra by night.” He gave Vur a few seconds to dwell on that. “Worked in a lot
         of inns. I met with her many times.”

      
      Vur was too young to have kissed a girl, but there were few true innocents in the world at that time. He knew what the foreman
         was implying. His cheeks flushed. The worst thing was, he couldn’t say for sure that it was a lie. He was almost certain that
         Traz was toying with him, but Vur had few memories of his parents, so he couldn’t dismiss the insult as an outrageous piece
         of slander.

      
      “She wasn’t a pretty thing,” Traz continued, relishing the twisted look on Vur’s face. “But she was pretty good at her job.
         Aye?”

      
      Vur started to tremble, but not with fear. He had always been able to control his temper–much better than Larten could–but
         he’d never been subjected to an insult of this nature before.

      
      Traz whispered something in Vur’s ear. The boy’s face went white, and a lone cocoon bobbed up inside the vat.

      
      “Keep the bloody things down!” Traz roared, punching Vur hard in the left side of his head. Vur was slugged sideways and lost
         his grip on the cocoons. They all shot to the top. “Idiot!” Traz yelled, and followed it up with cruder curses, each accompanied by a blow to Vur’s head.

      
      Vur tried to push the cocoons down again but was knocked away from the vat by the bullying foreman, then to the ground. As
         he hit the floor, Traz kicked the boy in the stomach. Vur cried out with pain, then threw up over Traz’s boot.

      
      The foreman’s fury doubled. Cursing the boy with his vilest insults, he grabbed cocoons from the vat and lobbed them at Vur’s
         face. Vur retreated like a crab, trying to avoid the soggy missiles. Larten and the others watched with their jaws open. They
         had never seen Traz as mad as this. Nobody was bothering with work any longer. All eyes were on the furious bully and his
         defenseless victim.

      
      When the vat ran out, Traz plucked cocoons from the vat next to it. He had never before manhandled the valuable balls of silken
         thread, but something inside him had snapped. It wasn’t anything Vur had said or done. This had been building within the hate-filled
         foreman for a long time, and Vur was simply in the wrong place at the worst possible moment.

      
      Traz stamped after the fleeing Vur, pelting him with cocoons, calling the boy and his mother all sorts of disgusting names.
         Larten saw Vur getting close to the door and prayed his cousin wouldn’t make it. He had a vision of Traz slamming the door shut on Vur, over and over, smashing the bony boy to pieces. It would be better if
         Vur collapsed in the middle of the floor. All Traz could hit him with then would be his fists, his feet, and cocoons.

      
      As if responding to Larten’s silent prayer, Vur stopped crawling and held his ground ahead of the advancing foreman. But Vur
         hadn’t stopped to take a beating. Something had switched inside him, just as it had inside the vicious Traz. Vur knew it was
         lunacy, but he couldn’t stop himself. Maybe it was a reaction to one of the insults aimed at his dead mother. Maybe a bone
         had shattered in his ribs and the pain drove him momentarily insane. Or maybe life had been leading him to this point since
         he first stepped into the factory, and it was simply his destiny to one day hit back at a world that treated helpless children
         so repulsively.

      
      Vur snatched a cocoon from the floor, hurled it at Traz, and screamed, “Leave me alone, you…” He paused as the cocoon struck
         Traz between his eyes, then smiled and finished with an insult every bit as crude as any the foreman had used.

      
      Traz came to a stunned halt. The cocoon had only left a wet, slimy mark behind, and he’d been called far worse in his time
         by drunkards, scoundrels, and women of ill repute. But no child had ever spoken that way to him. And he had never been struck in front of a crowd of gaping children.

      
      Traz was a beastly man and always had been. But in that second he slipped beyond the boundaries of mere brutality. He had
         beaten children senseless in the past. He had chewed off noses and ears, and the story about cutting out a girl’s tongue was
         true. Children had died under his watch from festering wounds and starvation, and he had laughed at their agonies. But he
         had never set out to openly murder one of his crew.

      
      As the cocoon dripped on the floor and the echoes of Vur’s curse died away, Traz lost control of himself. It was abrupt and
         awful, and before anyone knew it was coming, he had already launched himself at the boy.

      
      Traz scooped Vur up from the floor with one huge paw. Vur cursed him again and hit him with a fist instead of a soft cocoon.
         But Traz was in no mood to play. Instead of beating the boy, he swept Vur over to the nearest vat and shoved a cringing girl
         out of his way. Before Vur could protest, Traz upended him and thrust him underwater, pushing him all the way to the bottom
         and holding his head there with one thick, hairy, powerful hand.

      
      Vur kicked out wildly. One of his feet struck Traz’s chin. The foreman grunted and slipped. Vur bobbed to the surface like a cocoon. But then Traz regained his balance and pushed Vur down again, using his free arm to bend back
         the boy’s legs. Ignoring the heat of the water, he held Vur in place, fingers squeezed tight into the flesh of the boy’s skull.

      
      “Let him go!” Larten shouted, surprising even himself.

      
      Traz’s eyes flared and he bared his teeth. “Stay out of this!”

      
      “Stop it!” Larten cried. “You’ll kill him!”

      
      “Aye,” Traz chuckled. “That’s what I’m aiming to do.”

      
      Larten had lived in fear of the foreman since the age of eight, but there was no time for terror on that cold, gray Tuesday.
         Vur was drowning. Larten had to act swiftly, or it would be too late.

      
      Abandoning the safety of his vat, Larten raced towards the laughing Traz and threw himself at the monstrous man. The floor
         was wet, and he hoped Traz would lose his footing when he was tackled. If he could get Vur out of the vat, they’d flee like
         rats and never come back. His father wouldn’t care, not when Larten told him what had happened. There were limits to what
         even the likes of Traz could get away with.

      
      But Traz had clocked the Crepsley boy’s every move. He anticipated the leap and adjusted his stance. When Larten threw himself
         forward, Traz simply let go of Vur’s legs–not thrashing now–and slammed a fist down on Larten’s skull.

      
      Larten felt as if his head had been caved in. For a few seconds he came close to blacking out. He would have fainted any other
         time, but he knew Vur needed him. He couldn’t afford to fall unconscious. So, drawing strength from deep within himself, he
         shook his head and lurched to his knees.

      
      Traz was surprised. He thought he’d killed the boy, or at least hit him so hard that he’d slump around simplemindedly for
         the rest of his days. Even in the midst of his murderous fit, he found himself respecting the way Larten hauled himself up,
         first to his knees, then to his feet. His legs were swaying like a drunk’s, but Traz admired the boy for rising to make a
         challenge.

      
      The worst of the foreman’s rage ebbed away, and he grunted. “Stay down, you fool.”

      
      Larten moaned in reply and staggered forward. This time he didn’t try to hit the huge man. He was only focused on Vur’s legs.
         They were as still as a crushed dog’s, and Larten knew he had mere seconds in which to fish out his cousin—if it wasn’t already too late.

      
      Traz squinted at the advancing child. When he realized Larten was only worried about the drowning boy, Traz looked down and
         hissed. Vur Horston was no longer moving, and no bubbles of air were trickling from his mouth.

      
      Traz felt no guilt, merely unease. Though he doubted his employers would care too much if word of this incident reached them,
         there was always the possibility that they might decide he had gone too far. Releasing Vur’s legs, he stepped away from the
         vat and wrung water from the sleeves of his jacket, thinking hard.

      
      Not being a man of the world like Traz, Larten thought there was still hope. He gurgled happily when Traz moved aside, then
         gripped Vur’s legs and dragged him out of the vat. His cousin was heavier than normal, his clothes soaked, and Larten was
         still dizzy from the blow to his head. But it only took him a couple of seconds to pull Vur clear and lay him on the floor.

      
      “Vur!” Larten called, sprawling beside his motionless cousin. When there was no answer, he turned Vur’s head sideways and
         pried his lips apart to let water out. “Vur!” He slapped the silent boy’s back. “Are you all right? Can you hear me? Did he—”

      
      “Silence!” Traz barked. When Larten glanced up, blinking back tears, the foreman added coldly, “There’s nothing you can do
         for him. The gutter rat’s dead. All that’s left for him now is the grave.”

      
   
      
      
      Chapter Four

      
      
      As the world seemed to spin wildly around the dazed, sickened Larten, Traz faced the rest of the cocooners. He was only worried
         about protecting his job. He didn’t care a shred for the bedraggled remains of the murdered Vur Horston.

      
      “Listen up!” Traz roared, glaring at one and all. “The savage little rat attacked me. Everybody saw it. I was defending myself,
         and it’ll go bad for anyone who says different.”

      
      Traz cast his gaze around, challenging the children to disagree with him. They all dropped their heads, and Traz puffed up
         proudly. He had nothing to fear. None of these cowards would speak out against him.

      
      “I’m going to hang his body off a hook out back,” Traz boasted. “I want you to study it long and hard before you go home.
         This is what happens to vicious fools who attack their foremen. We won’t be having any revolutions in this factory!”

      
      Already, in his mind, he was exaggerating the boy’s act of defiance. He would tell the owners that several of the brats attacked
         him. Claim it was an organized revolt, that the Horston boy was its leader. Fake regret and say that he had to kill Vur for
         the good of the factory. Let them believe there were others who were plotting against them. If they believed there was a threat
         to their profits, they’d give Traz a medal for working so hard to suppress it.

      
      Men of wealth were easy to appease. If you kept money flowing into their pockets, they backed every move you made. They wouldn’t
         care that he’d killed an orphan, not as long as he could put a price on the cur’s head.

      
      On the floor, Larten was staring at Vur with horror. The dead boy’s right eye was closed, but his left was open a fraction,
         as if he were winking. Larten wished Vur was playing a joke. He wouldn’t mind if his cousin sat up and laughed at him for falling for the trick. Larten would cry with
         joy if that happened.

      
      But Vur wasn’t acting. Larten had seen death many times—an older sister, children in the factory, corpses in the street waiting to be collected. There was no mistaking the
         chilling stillness of the dead.

      
      “Out of my way,” Traz sneered, pushing Larten aside.

      
      Larten hadn’t been focusing on Traz’s speech. He didn’t know what the foreman intended to do with Vur. In his bewildered state,
         he thought Traz was trying to help.

      
      “It’s no good,” Larten whispered. “You can’t help him. He’s dead.”

      
      Traz cocked an eyebrow at Larten and laughed. “Help him? Didn’t you hear me? I’m going to hang him from a hook and teach you all a lesson.”

      
      Larten gaped at the burly foreman.

      
      “Go home to your father,” Traz huffed. “Tell him he’s lucky I let you live. I could have killed you too for attacking me. But because I’m a merciful man, I’m letting you go.”

      
      Larten didn’t move. He had been crying, but the tears dried up now, and a cold fire ignited at the back of his eyes.

      
      “Go on,” Traz said, picking up Vur and slinging him over a shoulder as if he were a sack of cocoons. “You can have the afternoon
         off. But be back here first thing tomorrow. And tell your father he can pick this one up on Friday—I want to hang him for a few days like a pheasant.”

      
      As Traz turned away, Larten calmly picked something off the floor. He would never remember what he’d grabbed. The area was
         littered with every sort of castoff—nails, old spools, broken knives, and more. All he knew was that it was sharp and cool,
         and it fit perfectly into his small, trembling hand.

      
      “Traz,” Larten said with surprising softness. If he’d screamed, maybe the foreman would have sensed danger and jerked aside.
         As it was, Traz simply paused and looked back, half smiling, the way he would if an old friend hailed him in a park on a Sunday.

      
      Larten stepped forward and drove his hand up. The boy’s eyes were flat, as devoid of expression as Vur’s, but his mouth was
         twisted into a dark, leering grin, as something vile and inhuman inside him rejoiced at being set free.

      
      When Larten lowered his hand, whatever he’d picked up was no longer in his palm. The object was now buried deep in Traz’s
         throat.

      
      Traz stared at Larten through a pair of wide, bulging eyes. He didn’t drop Vur. Indeed, his grip on the boy tightened. With
         his free hand, he tried to pull out the object that was stuck in his windpipe. But there was no strength in his fingers, and
         the flesh around his neck was slippery with blood. His arm fell by his side. He opened his mouth and tried to say something, but only blood
         gurgled out.

      
      Still staring at Larten, Traz fell to his knees, swayed for a moment, then slumped. He lost hold of Vur, and the boy’s body
         rolled away from him.

      
      The silence in the room was more frightening than any bellow of Traz’s had ever been. The children were transfixed. Vur’s
         death had been unexpected, but it hardly counted as a cataclysmic event in this factory of misery. But the slaying of Traz
         had shaken their world to its core. Nothing could be the same after this.

      
      Larten licked his lips and began to lean forward. The hateful thing inside him wanted to retrieve the object from Traz’s throat
         and use it to stab out the dead foreman’s eyes. But as his fingers stretched out before him, he shuddered and blinked, then
         took a step backwards, shocked by what he had done and had been planning to do.

      
      Feeling sick and bewildered, Larten took a couple more steps away. As he was backing up, his gaze flickered from Traz to Vur,
         and realization of what he’d done struck him like a lightning bolt. He had killed a man. And not just any man, but Traz, the
         darling of the owners. Nobody in the neighborhood liked Traz, but he had been respected. Larten would have to answer for the foreman’s death, and he knew what form that answer would take—a carefully knotted hangman’s noose.

      
      Larten didn’t try to appeal to the other children, to ask them to help him or to lie on his behalf. They owed him nothing.
         If they stood by his side or tried to hide his identity, they would suffer too.

      
      Turning wildly, fighting against a wave of bile, Larten searched desperately for the door—he had become disoriented and didn’t
         know where it was. As soon as he sighted it, he ran for his life.

      
      As if the children had been waiting for this signal, one of them raised a finger, pointed at the fleeing boy, and screeched,
         “Murderer!”

      
      Within seconds they were all screaming Larten’s name, pointing, howling like banshees. But they did nothing except scream.
         No one tried to follow him. There was no need. Others would take care of that. A full, fearsome mob of righteous executioners
         would soon be hot on Larten’s trail, each member of the pack eager to be the first to string up the cold-blooded, orange-haired
         killer.

      
   
      
      
      Chapter Five

      
      
      Larten ran without any real sense of direction. He hadn’t explored much of the city beyond his own neighborhood, but he knew
         every last inch of the area around the factory, all the alleys, roads, ruins, and hiding places. If he had been thinking straight,
         he could have slipped away quickly and cleanly or found a spot where he could hide until night.

      
      But Larten was in a panic. His best friend had been murdered in front of him, and he’d killed a man in response. His heart
         was pounding, and he fell often, scraping his legs and hands. His head was a bedlam of noise and terror, his only clear thought—Run!

      
      If a mob had formed swiftly, they would have found Larten flailing around the streets outside the factory, losing his way
         and backtracking, an easy target. But the adults who answered the calls of the children were thunderstruck. They pressed the
         witnesses for detailed descriptions of Traz’s last moments. If anyone had thought to give chase, others would have immediately
         joined them. But in the chaos, everyone assumed that a group was already in pursuit of the boy, so precious minutes passed
         without anybody making a move.

      
      Outside, Larten had turned down a dead-end alley. He was looking behind him for pursuers, so he ran into a wall and fell with
         a cry. As he picked himself up and rubbed his head, he spotted a girl no more than four or five, sitting on a step and studying
         him.

      
      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      
      Larten shook his head.

      
      “You’re hurt,” the girl said.

      
      Larten didn’t know what she was talking about. When she pointed at his head, he rubbed it again, looked at his fingers, and
         saw that he was bleeding. Now that he was aware of his wound, pain kicked in and he grimaced.

      
      “My mommy can fix you,” the girl said. “She fixes me when I get hurt.”

      
      “That’s all right,” Larten croaked. “I’ll be fine.”

      
      “She gives me a cup of tea with sugar,” the girl said. “Sugar,” she repeated boastfully. “Have you ever had sugar?”

      
      “No,” Larten said.

      
      “It’s lovely,” she whispered.

      
      Larten stared around. The worst of the panic had passed. He wasn’t sure why, but he didn’t feel so afraid anymore. He was
         still a long way from normal, yet he began thinking of what he should do and where he could go. He had to get away quickly,
         but he’d only be able do that if he held his nerve.

      
      “Thank you,” he said to the girl, and headed back up the alley.

      
      “For what?” the girl asked.

      
      “Calming me down.”

      
      She giggled. “You’re silly. Come back and play.”

      
      But Larten had no time to waste on play. There was only one game of any interest to him now—beat the hangman.

      
      From the alley he took a right turn and soon had left behind the neighborhood where he’d spent all his life. Though he wasn’t
         sure of the surrounding area, he had a vague idea of the shape of the city and moved in an eastern direction. That was his
         quickest route to the outskirts. He didn’t run but walked briskly, head down, not making eye contact with anyone.

      
      Nobody paid attention to the thin, dirty, bloodied, trembling boy. The city was full of lost, wounded strays just like him.

      
      At the factory, someone finally asked what had become of Traz’s killer. When people realized the boy had escaped without even
         a halfhearted challenge, they were outraged—nobody had liked Traz, but a rebellious brat like Larten Crepsley couldn’t be
         allowed to stab a hardworking foreman to death and waltz away freely. A gang took to the streets and was soon joined by dozens
         of others as word of the murder spread. Life was monotonous in those parts, and a chase was a major attraction. Men, women,
         and teenagers joined the workers from the factory, brandishing knives, hooks, and any other sharp implements they could find.
         More than one also took the time to root out a good length of rope. Mobs were never shy of volunteers when it came to the
         office of hangman.

      
      By the time the mob was fully formed and storming through the streets, Larten was out of danger’s immediate range. Their cries
         didn’t reach him or alert any of the people he was passing. With no sign of a chase party, he was able to keep calm and carry
         on at a steady pace.

      
      It never crossed his mind to go home. He knew that was the first place the mob would look for him, but that wasn’t the reason
         he avoided it. If he thought his parents would try to protect him, he might have returned. If he believed people would grant
         him a fair hearing, maybe he wouldn’t have fled. If there was any justice in the world, perhaps he’d have thrown himself at
         the feet of his accusers and begged for mercy.

      
      But nobody would care about Vur Horston. Children in factories were killed all the time. As long as the owners made money,
         they didn’t mind. But the killing of a foreman was a scandal. An example would have to be made, to stop other workers from
         following Larten’s lead.

      
      Larten’s father was a thoughtful, caring man, and his gruff mother loved him in her own way, but life was hard, and poor people
         had to be practical. They couldn’t save him from the mob, and Larten didn’t think they’d even try. He figured they would hand
         him over and curse him for being a fool and losing his temper.

      
      Larten had never heard the phrase “burning your bridges.” But he would have understood it. There was no home for him in this
         city anymore. He was all alone in the world and marked for death.

      
      *    *    *

      
      It was evening by the time Larten cleared the city. The sky had been dark all day, and now it began to blacken with the coming
         of night. There was a cruel bite to the air. Larten had no coat, and he shivered in his short-sleeved shirt. He was hungry
         and thirsty, but the cold was his main concern. He had to find shelter or he’d end up like one of the stiff, frozen street
         people he’d often seen.

      
      Hunching his shoulders against the cold, Larten walked along the main road for a while, then took a dirt track. His vague
         plan was to find a village and hide out in a cowshed or a barn. He didn’t know how long a walk it would be, but he guessed
         it couldn’t be more than a few miles.

      
      If it hadn’t started to rain heavily, Larten would have kept going. Maybe he’d have slipped along the way, twisted an ankle,
         and perished of the wet and cold in the open. Or maybe he’d have made good time and found shelter, stolen a few eggs in the
         morning, and set off in search of a job. He might have scraped by, worked hard, earned some money. Perhaps he’d have lived
         a good life, married and had children, and died at the ripe old age of forty or forty-five.

      
      But Larten’s destiny didn’t lie in a ditch or any of the nearby villages. Rain soaked him, forcing him to look for immediate shelter. A tree would have been fine, but the clouds
         looked thundery, and he’d heard tales of people who had been struck by lightning under trees. There were no caves that he
         knew of. That left…

      
      Larten looked around, praying for inspiration, and through a brief break in the rain his prayers were answered. He spotted
         the heads of tombstones and realized he was close to a graveyard.

      
      Larten had only been to a graveyard once before, one Sunday when he and Vur had trekked to the northern part of town, where
         a large cemetery stood. They’d gone hoping to see ghosts, having heard tales of headless horsemen roaming the rows of graves.
         Of course, they didn’t see any–ghosts mostly came out at night–but they saw plenty of monuments to the dead.

      
      The poor of the city were carted off to be dumped in mass graves, nothing to mark the spot where they lay. Those with money
         secured a grave. Wealthy people bought tombs.

      
      Graves and tombs were of no use to Larten, but some of the truly rich invested in family crypts, small houses for the dead.
         If they kept the dead dry, they could keep the living dry too, at least for a night.

      
      Larten didn’t know if this small graveyard would boast any crypts. But on the off chance, he abandoned the path and splashed
         through sodden fields, fearfully edging his way towards the home of the (hopefully) sleeping dead.

      
   
      
      
      Chapter Six

      
      
      The graveyard was larger than Larten had imagined, and while it was no match for the lavish city of the dead to the north,
         there were a few crypts jutting out of the crop of crosses and tombs.

      
      Larten scrambled across the graves, muttering prayers to every god he’d ever heard of, eyes cast low. He wanted to look every
         which way at once, to check for ghosts, witches, demons. But he thought that if he saw them, they would see him too. By not
         looking, he hoped no ghosts would notice him, so he kept his eyes on the ground. It was a foolish notion, but it gave Larten
         the courage to go on.

      
      He couldn’t get into the first crypt that he tried—the doors were sealed shut. There was a chain on the woven copper gates
         of the next. He tugged at the gates as hard as he could, and the chain gave a little, but not enough.

      
      Larten thought he heard movement behind him. He stood, head lowered, expecting an attack. When nothing leapt out of the growing
         darkness, he looked around for another crypt, then hurried towards it.

      
      He almost didn’t try this door. It was on hinges and slightly ajar, but it was carved of stone, and he doubted he had the
         strength to move it. But rain was lashing down, exhaustion had set deep into his bones, and the next crypt was some way off.
         So, with no real hope, he grabbed the edge of the door and pulled.

      
      The door slid open so smoothly that he slipped and fell. Landing with a splash in a puddle of rain and mud, he tensed and
         peered into the darkness. Maybe the door had opened so easily because something inside had pushed out at the same time he’d
         pulled. But if a ghost was lurking within, Larten couldn’t see it.

      
      Are you mad? a voice very much like Vur’s whispered inside his head. Don’t go in there. It’s a place for the dead.

      
      But Larten was out of options. If he didn’t find shelter there, he doubted he’d find it anywhere. As terrified as he was by the thought of spending the night in a crypt, he
         had a better chance in there than out here. So with one last quick prayer, he got to his feet, wiped his hands dry on his
         trousers, then ducked and entered the crypt.

      
      At first he thought it was pitch-black. But he closed his eyes for a while, and when he opened them again, he could see fairly
         well. There were glass panels in the ceiling. That seemed strange to Larten, but maybe some of the people buried here had
         been afraid of the dark.

      
      He remained by the door while his eyes adjusted, then studied the crypt. There were brick walls on either side, behind which
         the coffins were stacked. A strange sort of ornamental fountain in the middle. No sign of any ghosts.

      
      Growing braver, Larten moved away from the door, into the center of the crypt. It was cool here, but warmer than outside,
         and a lot drier. He rubbed his arms up and down, trying to generate heat. He’d have to take off his clothes later to let them
         dry, but he was wary of undressing too soon, in case a ghost rose from one of the coffins and attacked. He didn’t want to
         have to flee naked through the graveyard!

      
      Larten chuckled weakly at the image. Then his stomach rumbled and he winced. He’d been hungry for a long time but had been able to ignore it. Now his hunger kicked in hard.
         If only the owner had come to the factory after lunch. The children didn’t get much in the middle of the day, but a few scraps
         of bread and some slops of watery soup would have made a big difference. Trust Traz to pick the worst possible time to get
         killed.

      
      Larten chuckled again. He knew murder was wrong, and he wished he could go back and change this day, but in all honesty he
         wasn’t sad that Traz was dead. He and Vur had often prayed for the gods to strike down their bullying foreman. He didn’t think
         too many people would shed tears on Traz’s account.

      
      As Larten approached the fountain, he saw that it was covered in cobwebs. He scanned the strands for spiders–he’d eaten insects
         before, when food was scarce–but they were either hiding or had moved on. Sighing, he figured he might as well try the webs,
         since there was nothing else available. He doubted they’d fill him up–they might even make him sick–but what choice did he
         have?

      
      He ran a couple of fingers through one of the webs, breaking the strands. Then he twirled his fingers around several times,
         adding to the webby covering. When it was thick enough to hide his flesh, he brought his fingers to his mouth, shut his eyes, and peeled off the
         webs with his teeth.

      
      Larten gagged on the foul-tasting webs and almost vomited, but then he gulped and forced down the disgusting, dusty strands.
         After a brief pause for breath, he scooped up more, working his way down from the top of the fountain. He kept looking for
         spiders or even a few desiccated flies, but no luck.

      
      Then, out of the solemn, sinister silence of the crypt, as he was sucking more of the spider’s silk from his sticky fingers,
         someone spoke from a spot high above and behind him.

      
      “Are cobwebs a treat where you come from?”

      
      Larten whirled, eyes locking on the wall above the door, the one place he hadn’t thought to check when he’d entered the crypt.
         Something was attached to the bricks. It was a red-skinned beast, with a pale face and long dark hair streaked with white.
         Its claws were dug into the bricks, and it was studying Larten with what seemed to be a wicked, bloodthirsty smile.

      
      Larten darted for the door, certain he was too late, that the creature would drop in front of him and block his way before
         falling upon him and finishing him off. But to his surprise the beast never moved, and a second later Larten was in the doorway, freedom a couple of paces ahead of him.

      
      “I would ask you to stay awhile,” the creature murmured, and something in its tone made Larten pause. He cast a quick glance
         upwards and saw that the thing had lowered its head. Only a handful of inches now separated their faces.

      
      Larten squealed and slammed against the jamb of the doorway. But still he didn’t spill out of the crypt and run away. Because
         the creature hadn’t sounded threatening when it spoke. It had sounded strangely lonely.

      
      “What are you?” Larten gasped.

      
      “Should not the question be who am I?” the creature asked, then released its grip, dropped to the floor, and stood. Larten saw that it was actually a man—or
         at least it had the body and face of one. The red he’d glimpsed was the material of the man’s clothes, not his skin, which–from
         what Larten could see–was no different from any other person’s.

      
      “Aren’t you a monster?” Larten frowned, eyeing the man suspiciously.

      
      “I would not describe myself as one,” the man chuckled. “Although there are many who would.”

      
      To Larten’s surprise, the man extended a hand. Larten’s heart was pounding, but it would be rude to refuse this gesture of friendship. Sticking out a trembling hand of his own, he accepted the man’s offer of a handshake. The
         man’s grip was loose, but Larten sensed immense strength in the fingers.

      
      “My name is Seba Nile,” the man said, “and this is my home for the night. You are more than welcome to share it with me if
         you wish.”

      
      “Thank you,” Larten said weakly, feeling like he was in a dream. “My name’s Larten Crepsley.”

      
      “I bid you welcome, Larten,” Seba said warmly, and without releasing the boy’s hand, he led him back into the shadows of the
         crypt.

      
   
      
      
      Chapter Seven

      
      
      Seba Nile sat on the floor, brushed away dust, then produced an apple from within the long red cloak he was wearing. He split
         the apple in two with his sharp but clean fingernails and offered half to the boy. Larten wolfed down the fruit. When Seba
         saw how ravenous the child was, he gave him the second half of the apple too. Taking it with a brief nod of thanks, Larten
         sat cross-legged, like Seba, and munched down to the core, chewing the seeds and all.

      
      “I am guessing that you have not eaten in a while,” Seba noted drily. “I would give you more if I had any, but I do not. You
         can hunt with me later, or I can bring back food for you if you prefer to remain where it is warm and dry.”

      
      Larten grunted and picked the remains of the core from between two of his teeth. Squinting at Seba, he said suspiciously,
         “What do you want?”

      
      “I do not want anything,” Seba replied.

      
      “Then why are you helping me? Why let me stay here and give me food?”

      
      Seba smiled. “I am simply being hospitable.”

      
      “I don’t believe you,” Larten sniffed.

      
      “You should never call a man a liar unless you are sure,” Seba said coldly.

      
      “You’re living in a crypt,” Larten said. “You can’t be up to any good if you’re staying in a place like this.”

      
      Seba raised an eyebrow. “I could say the same about you, young pup!”

      
      Larten chuckled weakly. “I suppose you could.”

      
      “Why are you here?” Seba asked. When Larten’s lips drew thin, he added, “You do not have to tell me, but you look troubled. I think
         you will rest easier if you are open with me.”

      
      Larten shook his head. “You first. What are you doing here?”

      
      “I often stay in places like this,” Seba said.

      
      “You sleep in crypts?” Larten asked.

      
      “Usually.”

      
      “Why?”

      
      “Because I am a vampire.”

      
      Larten frowned. “What’s a vampire?”

      
      Seba was surprised. “You have not heard the tales? I thought in this part of the world… Have you, perhaps, heard of the living
         dead? The walkers of the night?”

      
      “Do you mean ghosts?”

      
      “No. Vampires are…” Seba considered his words.

      
      “Hold on,” Larten said, a memory sparking somewhere inside his head. “You’re not a bloodsucker, are you?”

      
      “Now you have it,” Seba beamed.

      
      “I remember Vur telling me…” What? Larten only had a dim recollection. Vur had told lots of tales. It was something about
         creatures who drank blood and lived forever.

      
      “There are many legends about vampires,” Seba said. “Most are unreliable. We do drink blood to survive, but we are not killers.
         We do no harm to those from whom we feed.”

      
      “A monster who doesn’t kill?” Larten was skeptical.

      
      “Not monsters,” Seba corrected him. “Just people with extraordinary powers. Or weaknesses, depending on how one looks at it.” Seba uncrossed his legs and stretched. “I cannot
         recall my exact age, but I am more than five hundred years old.”

      
      Larten grinned—he thought it was a joke. Then he saw Seba’s expression, and his smile faded.

      
      “All vampires start life as humans,” Seba continued. “We turn from the path of humanity when another vampire bloods us.” He
         held up his hands, and Larten saw small scars at the tip of each finger. “My master cut my fingertips, then his own, and pumped
         his blood into me. That is how I became a vampire.”

      
      “Why did he do it?” Larten asked.

      
      “I wanted him to.” Seba explained that vampires aged at one-tenth the rate of humans, meaning they could live for several
         hundred years. He told Larten of their great strength and speed, the codes of honor by which they lived. He explained about
         the hardships, the way humans feared and hunted them, how sunlight killed them after a few hours, their inability to have
         children.

      
      Larten listened, entranced. Like most of his friends, he believed fully in a world of ghosts and magic, demons and witches.
         But this was the first time he had been exposed to the reality of that world, and it was far different than he’d imagined.

      
      Seba told Larten some of the many myths about vampires. Crosses were meant to frighten them. Holy water could burn them. You
         had to drive a stake through a vampire’s heart, then cut off his head and bury him at the center of a crossroads to stop him
         from rising again. They could change shape and turn into bats or rats.

      
      “All rot!” Seba snorted. “The hysterical rantings of superstitious fools.”

      
      Larten had heard some of the tales before, but in relation to other monsters. He asked Seba if they were also real—demons,
         witches, and the rest.

      
      “Ghosts, yes,” Seba said seriously. “And witches. As for demons and the like… well, in five hundred years, I have not seen any.”

      
      He told Larten how he had been blooded as a child, and spoke of some of the countries he’d visited and a few of the famous
         people he’d met. Larten didn’t recognize most of the names, but he didn’t admit that, not wanting to appear ignorant.

      
      Finally, when Seba felt the boy had learned enough about the world of vampires for one night, he reversed the question. “And
         you?” he asked gently. “Why are you here, so far from home and other humans?”

      
      Larten’s first instinct was to make up a story–he didn’t want to confess to his terrible crime–but Seba had been honest with him, and Larten didn’t want to lie in return.

      
      “I killed a man,” Larten said hollowly, then told Seba the whole sorry tale. He cried while telling it. This was the first
         chance he’d had to think about what he’d lost—not just his best friend but his parents, his brothers and sisters, his entire
         way of life. But he didn’t let the tears overwhelm him. He kept talking, even when it hurt to speak.

      
      Seba nodded slowly when Larten had finished. “From what you say, that wretch of a man deserved to be killed. Aye, and long
         before you struck the fatal blow. But murder always hurts. It is right that we grieve when we kill. If we did not feel pain,
         we would kill more freely, and what would the world be like then?”

      
      “I’m evil,” Larten moaned. “I’m going to hell when I die, or somewhere worse.”

      
      “A place worse than hell?” Seba smiled grimly. “That would be a bad place indeed! But I do not think your soul is damned.”

      
      “I stabbed Traz to death,” Larten said, wiping tears from his cheeks.

      
      “In the heat of the moment,” Seba reminded him. “After he had slain your innocent friend. That is not the act of a vicious
         beast.”

      
      “You don’t think it was wrong?” Larten whispered.

      
      “Of course it was wrong,” Seba said. “You took a life that was not yours to take, and that should haunt you far into the future.
         But virtually all people do wrong at some point. The truly evil are those who willingly follow the path of violence when they
         find themselves on it. You have a choice now. You can embrace the darkness within you and become a monster. Or you can reject
         it and try to lead a good life from this night on.”

      
      “What if I can’t?” Larten croaked. “What if I enjoyed killing him?”

      
      “Did you?” Seba asked.

      
      Larten shook his head crookedly, then sighed and nodded. “I felt powerful. He was bigger than me, and he’d hurt me–all of
         us–so much. Part of me wanted to kill him. After I’d stabbed him, I leaned forward to poke out his eyes. I wanted to torture
         him, even though he was dead.”

      
      “But you restrained yourself?” Seba pressed.

      
      “Aye. But it was hard.”

      
      Seba pursed his lips, impressed by the boy’s honesty. “Vampires have a way of testing people,” he said. “We do it before we
         blood humans. Great power must only be given to those responsible enough to deal with it. If we blooded the weak or craven, they would wreak havoc on mankind.

      
      “We can taste evil in a person’s blood,” Seba went on. “It has a sweet tang. It should be vile and bitter, but evil often
         comes wrapped in sweetness. The test is not foolproof. We sometimes make mistakes. But in most cases it is accurate. I can
         test you if you wish.”

      
      Larten wasn’t sure he wanted to be tested. If the result went against him…

      
      “I will do you no harm,” Seba promised. “If your blood is not to my liking, I will go my own way tomorrow and leave you be.
         Vampires do not judge humans or meddle in their affairs.”

      
      Larten gulped, then nodded hesitantly. He was afraid of what the vampire might reveal, but he’d rather know the truth about
         himself than live with uncertainty.

      
      “This will hurt slightly,” Seba said, taking the boy’s arm. Using one of his sharp nails, he made a small cut just above Larten’s
         elbow. As Larten winced, Seba put his mouth over the cut and sucked. For a worried second Larten thought he’d been tricked,
         that the vampire planned to drain him dry. But then Seba released him and swirled the blood around his mouth.

      
      “Well?” Larten asked as Seba swallowed and narrowed his eyes.

      
      “An interesting vintage,” Seba joked, but Larten knew nothing about wine, so he only stared at the vampire blankly. Seba licked
         his lips. “You have mixed blood.”

      
      Larten grew cold. “Does that mean I’m evil?”

      
      “No,” Seba said. “There is an underlying sweetness, but it is not overwhelming. I would say you are strong-willed, easily
         enraged, perhaps bent towards violence more than most, prepared to do bad things if provoked. Of course, we already knew that,
         given how you acted today. But I do not think the evil strain is dominant. You will need to tread cautiously through life
         and guard your emotions carefully if you wish to master them. But in my opinion, you can choose good.”

      
      Larten was relieved but troubled. After today’s violent explosion, he wasn’t sure he could make those good choices. He recalled
         the way he had licked his lips, the disappointment that the dark part of him had felt when he stopped short of stabbing out
         Traz’s eyes.

      
      “I will leave you now,” Seba said, rising.

      
      “Where are you going?” Larten asked. He felt panic at the thought of being left alone in the crypt. It wasn’t fear of the dead but fear that Seba might not return.

      
      “I must hunt,” Seba said.

      
      “For blood?”

      
      “No. I drank last night. A vampire only needs to drink a couple of times a week. Less, in fact, but we prefer to drink small
         amounts often rather than large amounts rarely. We can control our urges more easily that way. I go to find food now—like
         all creatures, we need to eat.”

      
      “You’ll come back?” Larten asked, trying not to sound desperate.

      
      “This is my room for the night,” Seba said evenly. “If I did not care to share it with you, I would ask you to leave. Only
         a fool puts himself out of his own home.”

      
      Larten smiled and shivered. “Could you start a fire before you go?”

      
      “No.” Seba squatted by the boy. “We light fires on occasion, but we do not rely on them. A vampire must be willing to endure
         discomfort. If you wish to be my assistant, you will need to accept that. You can take off your damp clothes, but ask no more
         of me than that.”

      
      “Wait a minute,” Larten snapped. “Who said anything about me being your assistant? I don’t want to become a vampire.”

      
      “Really?” Seba purred. “Then answer me this—where else will you go? Who will accept one of the damned, other than a family
         of the cursed? Where will a creature of darkness hide if not in the shadows of the night?”

      
      “Damned?” Larten echoed faintly. “I thought you said I wasn’t…”

      
      “I use the term poetically,” Seba said. “In human terms, any killer is one of the damned. But vampires learned long ago that
         we could find nobility in the depths of damnation.”

      
      Seba rose smoothly and surveyed the boy from a height. “I will not force you. It does not work that way. Each person must
         choose freely, although not all of those who yearn to join are accepted.

      
      “If you wish to chance the waters of vampirism, it will be many years before you can be blooded. First you will serve as my
         human assistant, travel with me, hunt for me, guard me by day, learn from me by night. In time, if you serve well, we can
         talk about blooding. We do not take anyone under our wing unless both parties are entirely sure that this is what the apprentice
         wants from life.

      
      “But you must make your first decision tonight,” Seba concluded. “If you wish to learn more about our ways, stay. If you think
         your path lies elsewhere, move on. I will be gone some hours. If you are here when I return, so be it.”

      
      He turned to leave, then paused and, without looking back, said, “You do not have to be alone. The world never inflicts loneliness
         upon us. That is something we choose or reject by ourselves.”

      
      With that, the ancient vampire slipped away.

      
      Larten stared at the doorway long after Seba had departed, thinking of all he had been told. The day had seemed to stretch
         on forever, and he was almost too tired to focus. But he forced himself to concentrate. He could tell that this was a moment
         of destiny. If he made the wrong choice, he would regret it, probably sooner rather than later.

      
      Seba had said that Larten would have years in which to choose. He wouldn’t be blooded until both of them were sure that this
         was the right thing for him. But Larten knew in his heart that the choice he made tonight would be binding. If he turned his
         back on humanity now, it would be forever.

      
      Larten considered his future, thinking with wonder of all the things he would see and learn as a vampire’s assistant, thinking
         with fear of all that he would leave behind. At first he worried about his other options. If he rejected the vampire, where
         would he go? How would he survive?

      
      But as he thought on it more, he realized that didn’t matter. This was all about choosing or not choosing one particular path.
         He needed to decide if this was the way for him. If it wasn’t, he should leave the crypt immediately. Better not to start
         down a wrong path at all than head down it in the hope of making a detour when something better came along.

      
      Larten wrestled with the problem some more before ultimately deciding that he should go with what his heart was telling him.
         When he was satisfied with his choice, Larten shrugged off his clothes and sat in the darkness. His teeth chattered and he
         shivered wildly, but after a few minutes he figured that wasn’t the way a vampire’s assistant should behave. Straightening
         his back, he fought off the shakes and goose bumps and sat to attention, steady and calm, patiently waiting for Seba–his master–to
         return.

      
   
      
      Part Two

      

      
               “Ladies and gentlemen—observe!”

            
   
      
      
      Chapter Eight

      
      
      The wildcat sensed danger, looked around suspiciously, and hissed. When there was no response, it lowered its head and tore
         into the remains of the rat on which it had been feasting. The wildcat was a loner. Unlike ordinary cats, its kind had nothing
         to do with humans, preferring the open hunt of the countryside to the wretched scavenge of a town or village.

      
      As the animal feasted, a shadowy figure moved up behind it. The predator slid along quietly, creeping ever closer.

      
      The wildcat’s sense of danger kicked in again, and it whirled. But it had reacted too late. The figure leapt and tackled the cat, grabbing it by the neck and twisting its head. As the doomed creature yelped and thrashed, its
         attacker pinned its neck with a knee, then jammed two hands into the beast’s mouth. The wildcat tried to chew the fingers,
         but it was in a hopeless situation. It resisted for a few seconds. Then its jaw and snout were torn apart, and it was all
         over.

      
      Larten Crepsley knelt beside his kill and wiped his hands clean on the grass. He regarded the wildcat with grim satisfaction.
         Vampires could not drink the blood of cats, but once fully bled and cooked, the carcass would provide a fine meal. Larten
         might struggle with the tough meat, but Seba’s sharp teeth would tear through it easily.

      
      Knocking the rat away, Larten hoisted the wildcat onto his shoulder. It was heavy, but he walked without a stagger, whistling
         as he made his way back to the ruined castle where his master was sleeping.

      
      It had been nearly five years since Larten first spotted Seba on the wall of the crypt. Larten had grown by several inches,
         and although he hadn’t filled out much, he was muscular beneath his dull brown shirt. Most youths his age would have struggled
         with the wildcat, but Larten had carried heavier loads in his time, always without complaint.

      
      It was a cloudy but mild evening. It would be dusk soon, and Seba would rise an hour or so later. The elderly vampire enjoyed
         sleeping in. He often remarked to Larten that when you’d lived for five hundred years, there was little in the world that
         seemed worth getting up early for.

      
      They had made base in the ruins of an old castle three nights ago. Seba had not said why they were stopping here, many miles
         from the nearest village, and Larten hadn’t asked. He’d learned never to casually question the ways of his master. Seba had
         no time for lazy inquiries. He expected Larten to observe and learn, querying him only when an answer was worth seeking. Needless
         questions more often than not earned Larten a cuff around the ears.

      
      Larten smiled as he scrambled over the rocky remains of one of the castle walls. Seba’s occasional blows were nowhere near
         as rough or unjust as Traz’s had been. The vampire could have knocked Larten’s head off with a single punch, so he was always
         wary of doing damage. He had never truly hurt the boy, merely stung him. Even Larten’s mother had hit harder than Seba Nile.

      
      Seba was resting in what was once the main fireplace. The chimney had fallen in many years ago and created a sheltered niche.
         Larten had made his bed nearby, in the open, so that if anyone came, he could prevent the intruder from stumbling across the sleeping vampire.

      
      Larten hung the corpse of the wildcat from a hook in a wall. He slit its throat and left it to bleed, then used bits of flint
         to start a fire. He and Seba often ate their meat raw, but a cat needed to be cooked or its blood would poison the vampire.

      
      Larten had relished the last five years, even the cold, wet nights when he’d had to bite into the horrible flesh of a live
         rat. He’d never once regretted his decision to become Seba’s assistant. This was a hard life, but it was all he craved. He
         was still human, and many of the vampire ways were a mystery to him, but there was no question in his mind that this was his
         fate.

      
      Though Seba was a thoughtful master, Larten’s education was by no means easy. Vampires’ assistants had a much harder time
         than their masters. Though Seba made allowances for his human aide, he was a superior creature of the night. He was stronger,
         faster, and more enduring than any human, and his assistant had to keep pace. If Seba marched all night, Larten wasn’t allowed
         to fall behind. If Seba wrestled a bear, Larten had to pitch in and help.

      
      Many assistants perished horribly before they could be blooded. That was the vampire way—they only accepted the most resilient. If you failed, the clan was better off without
         you. Larten knew he could expect no sympathy if he came up short of his master’s expectations. Nor would he ask for any.

      
      As the sun dropped, Larten slit the wildcat down the middle, then speared it on two spits and hung the meat over the fire.
         The smell was delicious, but he tried not to take pleasure from the scent. If Seba caught the young man’s mouth watering,
         he’d probably toss the carcass aside and insist they hunt for raw meat.

      
      As Larten tended the roasting cat, he hummed a song that Seba had taught him. It was an ancient melody, not of the vampires
         but from the human world of three hundred years ago. Larten would have liked to learn a few vampire tunes, but Seba said they
         were best kept for the Halls of Vampire Mountain.

      
      Larten grew wistful as he thought about the legendary home of the clan. Seba hadn’t told him much about the mountain, but
         Larten had heard enough to fire his dreams. In his imagination it was a majestic place full of noble vampires. Great deeds
         were recounted there, lavish feasts were laid on for the Princes and Generals, and vampires had the opportunity to test themselves
         against their fellow night stalkers. There was little in the human world to really challenge a vampire, but in the caverns and tunnels of Vampire Mountain,
         you could truly find out what you were made of.

      
      Larten stopped humming and kept his gaze on the roasting cat. He appeared to be listening to the crackle of the flames, but
         he was actually concentrating on very soft steps behind him.

      
      “Will you be dining with us tonight, sir?” he called, without looking up from the fire or turning around.

      
      Someone clapped. “Very good,” the stranger said, stepping forward out of the shadows. “You have a sharp ear.”

      
      “For a human,” Larten murmured, and turned to greet the visitor. He’d known by the sounds that their guest was a vampire—he
         moved in the same quiet way Seba did when he was testing Larten’s senses. If a vampire wished to sneak up on a human, they
         could move so silently that detection was impossible. But this one had wanted to give Larten a chance.

      
      The vampire was about Seba’s height but a little broader. He looked even older than Seba and had long white hair and a tight
         gray beard. He was missing his right ear. The flesh around the hole was a pale pink color.

      
      “Your name?” the vampire asked, approaching the fire and warming his hands.

      
      “Larten Crepsley. I serve Seba Nile.”

      
      “Aye,” the vampire said. “I gathered that much. I’m Paris Skyle. Seba has told you about me?”

      
      “No, sir.”

      
      “Good. I don’t like being discussed behind my back.” The vampire winked, then ran a curious eye over the young man’s face.
         “Have you been with Seba long?”

      
      “Close to five years,” Larten answered.

      
      “Still a ways from being blooded, then?”

      
      “Seba doesn’t say so, but I suspect that I am.”

      
      Paris sniffed the fumes from the cat. “In answer to your first question, yes, I accept your offer of dinner. But in the future
         you should be more careful who you extend an invitation to. Never ask anyone to break bread with you unless you’re sure of
         their intent.”

      
      “I knew you were a friend,” Larten said. “Seba has been waiting for you. He didn’t tell me, but I guessed.”

      
      “He might have been waiting for an enemy,” Paris growled.

      
      Larten shook his head. “You don’t smile when you’re waiting for an enemy.”

      
      “Certain vampires do,” Paris disagreed, but he was prevented from arguing any further by the appearance of a yawning Seba Nile. Paris yelled a greeting when he saw Seba
         drift from his sleeping quarters, and the vampires gripped each other’s forearms, grinning widely.

      
      Larten was excited–this was the first vampire he’d met since becoming Seba’s assistant–but he fought to keep his emotions
         to himself. If he smiled the way the pair of old friends were smiling, he would earn a cuff from Seba. So, maintaining a neutral
         expression, he stayed by the fire and focused on the roasting wildcat, acting as if that was his only concern in the world.

      
   
      
      
      Chapter Nine

      
      
      Seba and Paris ignored Larten for a long time, but he didn’t mind. He could tell they were old friends who had a lot to catch
         up on. He served them their meal and provided wine from a jug that he’d bought in the last town they’d visited. Then he settled
         back and listened as they swapped tales and discussed other vampires.

      
      “I lost my ear at the last Council,” Paris told Seba. “I was surprised you were not there.”

      
      “I broke my leg on the way,” Seba grunted, blushing slightly. “I had to hole up in a cave for five months. I fed on bats and
         the occasional stray goat. I thought my time had come, but I healed and was able to hobble out in the spring.”

      
      “I thought you had a bit of a limp,” Paris laughed.

      
      “Tell me more about your ear—you look strange without it.”

      
      Paris shrugged. “I was wrestling. My opponent’s nails caught on my ear, and rather than take the time to free them, he ripped
         his hand away.”

      
      “Painful?” Seba asked.

      
      “Aye. But I bit a chunk out of his cheek in response. We forgave each other over a mug of ale later.”

      
      Larten knew a bit about the Council. It was held every twelve years in Vampire Mountain, and vampires from all over the world
         made their way to it. Laws were passed there, tournaments were held, and friendships were forged or renewed.

      
      While listening, Larten was stunned to learn that Paris Skyle was one of six Vampire Princes. There were three classes of
         vampire—thousands of normal bloodsuckers, hundreds of Generals, and, overseeing them all, the Princes. They held complete
         power. Their word was law.

      
      Larten had pictured the Princes clad in fine costumes, like royalty in the stories he’d heard as a child. He’d assumed they
         traveled with servants and guards. But apart from a few extra wrinkles, Paris looked much like Seba. His clothes were worn and dusty from the road. He was barefoot.
         He carried no crown or scepter. And unless his retinue was hiding somewhere nearby, he was alone.

      
      Paris threw away a bone and nodded at Larten to serve up more of the wildcat. He certainly had a princely appetite—this was
         his third helping.

      
      “What’s wrong with your hair?” Paris asked as Larten gave him the last chunk of cat. Though Larten’s hair had dulled slightly
         since his days in the factory, it was the same unnatural orange color it had been five years before.

      
      “Dye,” Larten said self-consciously.

      
      “You dye your hair orange?” Paris chortled.

      
      “The dye seeped into his skin years ago,” Seba said. “There is nothing he can do about it.”

      
      “Why in the name of the gods did you dye your hair in the first place?” Paris asked.

      
      “It was not by choice,” Larten answered quietly. “I worked in a factory. This is how the foreman marked me.”

      
      Paris studied the boy some more as he chewed. “It’s been a while since you took an assistant,” he said to Seba.

      
      “It is a complicated process these nights,” Seba scowled. “I preferred it when you could snatch a baby from its cradle and no one cared. Now the Princes complain when we do
         that. They urge us to only take those who will not be missed by humans, and gods help you if you blood the wretch before he
         comes of age.”

      
      “Times are changing,” Paris noted. “For the better, I feel. It’s good that people worry more about their young, that we cannot
         pick as freely as we once did.”

      
      “Perhaps,” Seba said grudgingly. “But such cautious maneuverings are not for me. I have trained and blooded several fine vampires
         over the centuries. In terms of bolstering our ranks, I have done more than my fair share for the clan.”

      
      Paris waved a hand at Larten. “Yet here you are with another apprentice.”

      
      Seba smiled. “Master Crepsley was an unusual case. When you find a boy eating cobwebs in a crypt in the middle of the night…
         well, such a lad has already driven a wedge between himself and the human world. If I had not claimed him for the clan, some
         other vampire surely would have.”

      
      “It sounds like an interesting tale,” Paris murmured. “I will ask you to tell it to me one night, Larten. In return I’ll tell
         you a few of mine if you’re interested.”

      
      Seba laughed. “The lad does not know much about you, Paris, but in years to come, when he realizes what a treasure trove of
         stories you are, he will remind you of that promise. You may live to regret it.”

      
      “Nonsense,” Paris sniffed. “I never tire of discussing my great exploits.”

      
      Talk moved on, and Larten was again forgotten. He had enjoyed being part of their conversation, even for a brief while, and
         looked forward to the time when he was considered worthy of full inclusion in talks between vampires as old and wise as these
         two.

      
      Paris started to tell Seba of his recent adventures in a jungle. He seemed to have traveled to every country Larten had heard
         of, and many more besides. Larten was fascinated, but he excused himself and went in search of food to serve to the vampires
         later in the night. His duties had to come first.

      
      Larten often hunted by himself. He hadn’t in the first few years, but Seba had trained him well, and now he was left to his
         own devices most nights. While he enjoyed hunting with Seba, he preferred the solitude of the solo chase. He’d never feared
         the dark as a child but had been wary of it. Now he’d grown to love it. Humans retired when the sun went down, leaving the
         world in the control of the creatures of the night.

      
      Larten wandered freely, relishing the heady smells, the sounds of small animals rustling in the bushes, the cries of owls
         and bats. While his senses were nowhere near as sharp as Seba’s, he had learned to see, hear, and smell more than most humans
         ever did. He was aware of a different world unraveling around him, nature rolling its dice as it did every night, animals
         fighting, birthing, feeding, dying. There were a dozen dramas unfolding everywhere at once, in the bushes, in the trees, beneath
         the soil. Larten could only follow a few of them—he saw an owl swoop on two mating mice and carry them away, and watched a
         fox drink by a stream, studying the water as if admiring its reflection. But the snatches he caught put a smile on his face
         like no human tale of ghosts and gods ever had.

      
      On a rough road he kept to the shadows as a caravan of people passed, no more than three or four feet away from where he stood.
         It pleased him that he could follow their progress without their knowing he was there. He could have boarded the caravan and
         stocked up on fruit, meat, and wine if he’d wished. But although he and his master sometimes stole when needs dictated, vampires
         were not natural thieves. They would rather hunt.

      
      Returning to the forest, he became part of the hunting and killing frenzy. In a stream he caught two fish with his bare hands. Vampires could not drink the blood of a fish,
         but as with a cat, its flesh could be eaten once properly prepared and cooked. Larten kept one of the fish but gutted the
         other and left it lying on the bank as bait. He lay in wait nearby, as patient as any other predator. A rat nibbled at the
         guts, but Larten was in no mood for rodents, having eaten more than his fill of them over the last few nights.

      
      Finally a weasel wandered by, homed in on the fish, and greedily dug in. Larten gave it a minute, then swept down on the weasel
         and made short work of it. While washing his hands, he darted after another fish–this one even bigger than the first two–but
         it slipped away and reached the safety of deeper waters. Larten bid the fish luck as Seba had taught him–“Always respect the
         ones that get away”–then returned to the ruined castle with his catch.

      
      Seba and Paris were arguing when he got back. Rather, Paris was shouting at Seba, while the slightly younger vampire was smiling
         wryly.

      
      “This is the honor of a lifetime,” Paris huffed. “Thousands of vampires dream of such an offer.”

      
      “I would say it is more than most even dare dream of.” Seba nodded.

      
      “You could enforce your views,” Paris said. “If you object to the way we treat those who blood children, you could help reshape
         our laws.”

      
      “But I do not want to,” Seba said. “I am old-fashioned. I do not like some of the changes that have been introduced in recent
         decades, but I acknowledge the need for change. I am no revolutionary.”

      
      “I need your support,” Paris pressed. “There will be a crop of new Princes this century. I’m currently the second youngest,
         but at six hundred I won’t be for long. The prospect of sitting beside a handful of young, headstrong Princes troubles me.
         I need an ally who sees things my way but who can also relate to the newcomers. You’re the best of both worlds, Seba, the
         old and the new.”

      
      “You flatter me,” Seba murmured. “I am proud that you think so highly of me, but…” He spotted Larten listening. “Paris has
         made me a marvelous offer, Master Crepsley. He has pledged to help me become a Prince.”

      
      “A Vampire Prince!” Larten gasped, eyes widening. He didn’t know much about Seba’s past. He thought his master was a General,
         but he wasn’t certain. And even if he was, Larten figured he couldn’t be one of great importance, since he had so little to
         do with the rest of the clan.

      
      “At least the boy is excited by the prospect,” Paris muttered sourly.

      
      “Power always impresses the young and foolish,” Seba said dismissively.

      
      Larten scowled at his master and almost snapped at him but bit down on his tongue, not wanting to earn a thrashing in front
         of their visitor. “How do you become a Prince?” he instead asked Paris Skyle.

      
      Seba frowned–he would have preferred Larten to listen some more before chipping in with questions–but Paris was happy to answer.

      
      “A General is nominated by an existing Prince,” Paris explained. “If his fellow Princes approve–one can object, but no more
         than that–it’s put to a vote. That can take a few years, because at least three-quarters of the Generals must be asked. If
         the majority give their backing, he’s invested at the next Council.”

      
      “But what do you have to do to be nominated?” Larten pressed.

      
      “You must prove yourself worthy,” Seba cut in. “It starts with knowing when to ask questions and when to be silent.”

      
      “Peace, old friend,” Paris laughed. “I have irritated you. Don’t take your anger out on the boy.”

      
      “I am not angry,” Seba said. “I am amazed and humbled by your offer. But I must ask you not to take this further. If you do, I will have to publicly reject you, and that would be embarrassing for both of us.”

      
      “I don’t understand,” Paris growled. “You deserve this. You’re respected by everyone. If you were the power-seeking sort,
         you could have swung a nomination a couple of hundred years ago.”

      
      “But I do not seek power,” Seba said quietly. He stared into the flames of the fire and spoke in a quiet tone that Larten had never heard
         him use before. “I fear true power, Paris. I have seen it twist people, change them beyond recognition. Some, like you, thrive
         on it and remain masters of their souls. But I do not believe that I would be one of those.

      
      “There is much about the clan that I would change. I would have us regress to a simpler, purer way of life. I think we interact
         too much with humans. I dislike the Cubs and their war packs. I do not approve of the impasse between ourselves and the vampaneze.
         I would push for less personal freedom, more regimented control of ordinary vampires by the Generals, a tighter, more restricted
         community.”

      
      “What’s wrong with any of that?” Paris asked. “I feel that way myself.”

      
      “But you can act neutrally,” Seba said. “You can balance your personal wishes against those of the many. You are happy to
         make suggestions but not impose your will. You consider both sides of most arguments.

      
      “I could not. My emotions would get the better of me. I do not trust myself to act as selflessly as a Prince should. Please,
         Paris, do not tempt me. Some are fit to rule, but I am not one of them. If I accepted the power of a Prince, you would live
         to regret it. More importantly, so would I.”

      
      Larten was bewildered by his master’s words. He had always thought Seba was in total control of himself, the equal of any
         challenge. It distressed him to think that Seba was afraid. The vampire had been urging Larten to overcome his fears for the
         last five years. How could he now back away from his own like this?

      
      “The boy is disappointed,” Paris remarked, spotting Larten’s expression.

      
      “Larten is sharp but inexperienced,” Seba said stiffly. “He may see it my way in time. Or he may not.”

      
      “If he doesn’t, I certainly do.” Paris laid a hand on Seba’s arm and smiled, then arched an eyebrow at Larten. “Wipe that
         look from your face!” he thundered. “An assistant should never dishonor his master, even by thinking poorly of him.”

      
      “But… you said… I thought…”

      
      “I think Seba is incorrect,” Paris said. “He would be a fine Prince, a credit to the clan. But I can only judge him by what
         I see. He judges himself by what he feels. We should all be so honest and true to ourselves. It takes a vampire of the highest
         integrity to acknowledge self-doubt. My respect for Seba has increased after our talk tonight. Yours should too.”

      
      Talk turned to other matters. Larten listened for a while, then slipped away and idly explored the forest. Thinking back over
         everything he’d heard, he wondered who or what “war packs” and “the vampaneze” were—both terms were new to him. But mostly
         he pondered Seba’s rejection of power and tried to decide how that made him feel.

      
      Paris had gone when Larten returned. The boy looked around in case the Prince was still in sight, but he and Seba were alone.

      
      “Most vampires do not bother with farewells,” Seba said without looking up. “We live for so long that after a time we tire
         of saying good-bye. Do not take it as a sign of disrespect.”

      
      Larten thought his master was avoiding his gaze because he was ashamed. But when he edged around the fire and caught Seba’s
         wistful look, he realized the vampire’s thoughts were elsewhere.

      
      “You wish you had accepted,” Larten said softly.

      
      Seba nodded. “Part of me craves power.” He smiled bitterly and glanced at his assistant. “But it is a part I do not like,
         a part I must always be wary of. I said you had mixed blood when I tested you, Larten. What I did not tell you was that I
         have it too. My master almost rejected me when he tasted my blood. But in the end he gave me a chance. He is long dead, but
         there are not many nights when I do not think of him and vow to honor his memory by denying the hunger of my lesser self.”

      
      Seba sighed and fell silent. Larten quietly cleaned around the elderly vampire, quenching the fire, scattering the ashes,
         bagging the remains of the wildcat.

      
      Finally Seba stirred. “Did you notice Paris’s bare feet?” he asked.

      
      It was an odd question, but Larten was accustomed to strange queries. “Yes. I assumed that was his preference.”

      
      “No,” Seba said. “Some vampires disregard footwear as a matter of course, but Paris is not one of them. He has commenced his
         trek to Vampire Mountain, to attend the latest Council. When we undertake that trip, we cast our shoes aside and travel barefoot.
         It is one of the rules of the clan.”

      
      “Are you going to the Council this time?” Larten asked.

      
      “Aye,” Seba chuckled wryly. “Broken legs permitting.”

      
      “And…” Larten hesitated.

      
      “… Will I take you with me?” Seba shook his head. “Human assistants do not make the trek. You must be at least a half-blood.”

      
      “You’re leaving me behind by myself.” Larten wasn’t dismayed. He would be able to get by for a few months without the guiding
         hand of his master.

      
      “I am leaving you,” Seba said, “but not by yourself. There is a reason why I have not cast aside my shoes yet. I wish to make a
         detour before I set off. An old friend of mine is traveling nearby, and I think you will enjoy his fine company.” The old
         vampire smiled warmly. “Tell me, Larten, did you ever hear tales in your youth of the weird, wild, and wonderful Cirque Du Freak?”

      
   
      
      
      Chapter Ten

      
      
      Gervil was on fire. Flames engulfed his lower legs, his hands, his torso, and his face. People in the crowd were screaming.
         Some had fainted. A few fled by the exits at the back of the large tent. On the small stage, Gervil writhed, fell to his knees,
         and rolled around as if trying to quench the flames.

      
      A couple of the braver men tried to mount the stage and rush to Gervil’s aid. But as they clambered onto the boards, the owner
         of the Cirque Du Freak, Mr. Tall, appeared before them suddenly. It was as if he’d materialized out of thin air.

      
      “Please return to your seats, gentlemen,” Mr. Tall murmured in his deep, croaky voice, his lips barely moving. “Your efforts are appreciated but unnecessary.”

      
      The men stared doubtfully at the impossibly tall, bony man in the dark suit and red hat. He had huge hands, black teeth, and
         even blacker eyes. They’d seen him at the start, when he introduced the show. He had looked merely strange then, eerie in
         appearance but otherwise harmless. Now, staring up into his pitch-black eyes, the men felt uneasy, as if the tall owner of
         the fantastical circus was peering into their hearts and could stop them with a whistle if he wished.

      
      “The Cirque Du Freak has been touring the world for more than three hundred years,” Mr. Tall muttered, and even though he
         spoke softly, everyone in the tent heard him. “We have lost several audience members in grisly circumstances during that time—as
         I told you before the show began, this is a place of fabulous dangers, and we cannot guarantee your safety. But in all those
         years we have never lost a performer. And we will not break that fine record tonight. Observe!”

      
      Mr. Tall stepped aside, and the people in the crowd saw that Gervil had stopped struggling. He was sitting in the middle of
         the stage, still covered in flames but grinning. He waved at the stunned spectators, jumped to his feet, and took a bow. As they realized this was part of his act and went wild with applause, Mr. Tall slipped
         offstage and paused out of sight of the audience, where Larten was watching, mesmerized as he had been every time he’d seen
         Gervil in action.

      
      “A lively pack tonight,” Mr. Tall said. “But I think they will be quiet after this.” He studied the toys and sweets on the
         tray that Larten was holding. He picked up a statue of Gervil and frowned. It would stay lit for more than a month once its
         owner set it on fire. That was impressive, but Mr. Tall wanted the flames to last for a year. He walked off with the statue,
         stroking the side of his cheek, considering the problem. Larten barely noticed. He was entranced by the real Gervil, who had
         now brought a woman onstage and was letting her set his tongue on fire.

      
      Larten had been traveling with the Cirque Du Freak for six weeks, and he still found himself transfixed at each performance.
         Tonight’s show had started normally enough. After Mr. Tall’s introduction, a group of scantily clad dancing ladies had taken
         the stage, to the delight of the men in the audience. Mr. Tall didn’t like the dancers–he felt they cheapened the show–but
         they were expected. By the end, nobody would remember them—they’d stream away yammering about Gervil, Laveesha, and the rest. But many had come to see semi-naked ladies, and Mr. Tall knew that it paid
         to give the audience what it wanted. At least to begin with.

      
      Rax, the human hammer, followed the dancers. He could hammer nails into wood and stone blocks using his head. It was a fun
         but unspectacular act. Merletta, a magician married to Verus the Ventriloquist, followed Rax. She was a skilled magician and
         wore almost as little as the dancers, so she was warmly received. But, like Rax, she offered nothing out of the ordinary.

      
      Gervil was the first of the magical freaks. His appearance marked the real start of the show. The lucky people in the crowd
         would be taken on a voyage of dreamy, unbelievable dimensions from this point on. By the time they filed out an hour or so
         before midnight, their imaginations would never be the same again.

      
      The hairless Gervil could set his flesh on fire and not be burned. It was a truly remarkable gift. Larten knew that many people
         came to the Cirque Du Freak convinced it was a sham. And while they fell into a wondrous spell during the performances, he
         was sure a lot of them would convince themselves in the cold light of day that it had all been a clever act.

      
      Larten knew better. He had traveled with these people, eaten with them, run errands for them, traded tales with them. Each
         performer was genuine. Mr. Tall had no place in his show for fakes.

      
      Gervil finished by setting his eyeballs on fire–that part of the act still shocked Larten–then left the stage to riotous applause.
         There was a break after that, during which Larten wove through the crowd, selling wares from his tray, shaking his head with
         a smile whenever he was asked how Gervil had endured the flames.

      
      Salabas and Laveesha were the stars of the second act, Merletta sandwiched between them to allow the crowd to draw its breath.
         She often performed in all three acts, a variety of impressive tricks. She had amazed with playing cards to begin with. Now
         she displayed her escapology skills, wriggling free of chains and shackles, topping it off with an escape from beneath a dropping
         frame of stakes. Her routine was slick and exciting, but nothing compared to the pair set either side of it.

      
      Salabas Skin looked like an ordinary person. He told a short story about his life and made it sound very dull. “But then one
         day I had an itch. I tugged at my skin and lo and behold…” He grabbed the flesh of his right forearm and pulled. The skin
         stretched away from the bone as if it were made of some supple fabric.

      
      To gasps of disbelief and delight, Salabas proceeded to stretch the skin all over his body. He pulled out the wall of his
         stomach by nine inches on either side. Tugging the flesh of his face, he invited audience members up and had them attach more
         than fifty pegs to his cheeks. He tied the skin of his chest into a bow.

      
      His grand finale involved Salabas gathering the skin of his throat. He raised it higher and higher until it formed a weird
         mask over his mouth and nose. It was both disgusting and hilarious. Salabas exited to a huge round of cheers, as he did every
         night.

      
      Laveesha was billed as the tattooed lady. Most freak shows had a tattooed performer, someone who showed off a fleshly display
         of art, but Laveesha’s tattoos were mystical and spellbinding. They changed shape whenever somebody sat close to her and stared
         at them. The inks would shimmer and run, break apart, then reform to reveal a new image, reflecting a hidden desire or secret
         of the person watching.

      
      Laveesha always warned her volunteers of the power of her tattoos and urged them not to come close if they had any deep, dark
         secrets they wished to hide from the world. Killers had revealed their murderous deeds in her presence. So had other criminals. Many more had brought forth the faces of people they lusted after,
         or images of loved ones who had died.

      
      Her show was unsettling and upsetting. Yet volunteers always came, even after the first few had reeled away from the tattoos
         in tears or screaming or protesting their innocence. They were drawn to her, compelled to approach, darkly fascinated by what
         their souls would reveal. It was like having a mirror that showed only the features you least wanted to behold. A person might
         hate such a mirror yet still feel driven to stare into it.

      
      Laveesha could have entertained a steady stream of customers all night, but she stopped after the sixth. She was a superstitious
         woman and didn’t like a straight string of seven clients. But as she took her bows, a number of people slipped away to meet
         her in her tent for a private audience. Individuals sought out Laveesha after every show, even though she never offered her
         services or told them where her tent was. Larten could have eavesdropped on those meetings, but he didn’t, partly because
         it would have been rude, mostly because he was scared of what he might learn.

      
      He circulated with his tray during the second interval. Dolls of Salabas Skin disappeared from it like magic—they always sold well, especially the versions that you could
         eat. But although there were beautifully crafted dolls of Laveesha, featuring a variety of tattoos, Larten only sold a couple
         of them. If he had been responsible for production of the merchandise, he wouldn’t have bothered with any doll of Laveesha.
         But Mr. Tall made most of the sweets, toys, and dolls, and for him the reward lay in the creation more than the sales.

      
      “Having no need for money, I would happily give my wares away,” he’d told Larten one day, “but humans don’t appreciate anything
         unless they pay for it.”

      
      Larten had noted the tall man’s use of the word humans but made no comment. There was a lot more to Mr. Tall than met the eye, but the owner of the Cirque Du Freak guarded his
         secrets carefully, and Larten figured he would learn more by watching than by asking questions.

      
      Acrobats spun around the stage while Larten and his team sold goods to the crowd. Most of the acrobats had doubled as dancing
         ladies at the start, but now they were dressed in different costumes. Once they’d departed, a couple of clowns caused chaos
         in the aisles, drenching people with water and telling rude jokes. Mr. Tall was a master when it came to judging the mood of an audience. Laveesha was a true star, but she had a
         grim effect on the crowd. These simple entertainers were his way of shifting the show back on track for an uplifting finale
         guaranteed to send everyone away with a smile. (On other occasions he kept Laveesha back until the end and sent the audience
         away uneasily into the night. He liked to experiment with the lineup.)

      
      As the clowns rolled away, fighting and cursing, Verus the Ventriloquist took the stage. Like any other of his kind, he started
         with a dummy. But after a few minutes he put the wooden figure aside and pointed at a woman near the front.

      
      “I think you have been secretly admiring me, madame,” he said.

      
      The woman looked shocked and opened her mouth to protest. But what came out was, “Yes, Verus, you’re the most dashing man
         I’ve ever seen.”

      
      Her husband started to roar at her, but his angry cry changed halfway through, and instead he said, “I’ve been admiring you
         too, Verus!”

      
      The crowd erupted with laughter as they realized Verus was manipulating the pair, working them as he had the dummy. The laughter
         never stopped as Verus picked on one member of the audience after another, having them say whatever he wanted them to, but in their voices, not his.

      
      As Verus drew his act to a close, Merletta came on one last time. Verus cocked an eyebrow at her, but she shook her head.
         He focused and pointed both hands at her. He was trembling slightly. Merletta only smiled, then crooked a finger in Verus’s
         direction. He fell to his knees and declared, “You’re beautiful, Merletta! You’re the real star of the show!”

      
      To a chorus of cheers and whistles, Verus rose and passionately kissed Merletta before exiting the stage. In real life the
         ventriloquist and the magician were married, but they never told that to an audience. It was more fun to let people think
         that Merletta had turned the tables on Verus.

      
      After a few small tricks, Merletta sawed a woman in half, then made herself vanish. Mr. Tall came on with the final performer,
         Deemanus Dodge. As the stage was cleared, Larten and the others went through the crowd, handing out rotten fruit and vegetables,
         along with dirt-encrusted rocks and chunks of coal.

      
      “Ladies and gentlemen—observe!” Mr. Tall yelled, producing a bar of solid gold. A hush fell over the audience, all eyes pinned
         on the yellow bar. It was a genuine fortune. Though there were some wealthy people in the crowd, most were poor and had to
         scrape by in life, surviving day to day in a hard, cruel world. A bar of gold like this would change their lives forever.

      
      “You have all paid an entrance fee and bought many of our trinkets, for which we bid you thanks,” Mr. Tall said. “But you
         do not have to go home lighter of pocket. We will give you a chance to win this gold bar and walk out of here rich beyond
         your wildest dreams. When I leave, Deemanus will issue a challenge. If any of you get the better of him, this bar will be
         yours.”

      
      Mr. Tall glided offstage, and Deemanus stepped forward. He was wearing a white suit and a matching bowler hat. He smiled at
         the silent, covetous crowd. “It’s very simple, good ladies and gents. All you have to do is throw your missiles–that is to
         say, the objects that have been handed out–at me. You can throw other things too—shoes, coins, whatever you like. The first
         person to hit me wins the gold bar.”

      
      Deemanus stood there, smiling and waiting. For a few seconds nobody moved. Most people were frowning, trying to figure out
         the catch—winning a gold bar could never be that simple. Then one man, a bit quicker or greedier than the rest, stood up and threw a head of cabbage at the stage.

      
      Deemanus stepped aside as the cabbage sailed past. “A lame first shot,” he chided the man. “Surely the rest of you can do better than that.”

      
      As soon as he said it, objects rained down on him from all directions. People threw manically, savagely, fruit, vegetables,
         rocks, and coal. Some tore off their shoes or snatched trinkets from their pockets and lobbed those at him. Many raced to
         the front of the stage for a better shot, tussling with those in their way. One overeager man produced a gun in his furious
         excitement and fired two shots at the performer.

      
      Deemanus dodged everything, even the bullets. He didn’t move at an incredible speed but simply seemed to dance around the
         stage, making tiny adjustments to his limbs to avoid the flying objects.

      
      It seemed to last an age, but in reality the act lasted no more than a minute. The rain of objects trickled to a drizzle,
         then ceased. People were panting, wide-eyed, staring hungrily at Deemanus, scouring his suit for the slightest smudge. But
         it was spotless. He turned slowly, letting everyone see, even taking off his hat to display the top of it. Then, with a wink,
         he bowed and skipped from the stage.

      
      Disappointment gave way to chuckles. People laughed at others and themselves, appreciating the humor in their wild display.
         A few looked genuinely bitter, but most had enjoyed the sport. The applause, as Mr. Tall took the stage to bid them good night, was deafening. They filed out in high spirits, buying more of the toys
         and sweets from Larten and his crew before strolling home to catch as much sleep as they could before work early in the morning.

      
      As the last patron left, Larten stowed his tray, then returned to the tent to help clean the stage. This was the only part
         he disliked, but with lots of people chipping in, they swept up quickly enough. By midnight he was sitting by a huge fire
         with the cast and crew of the circus, enjoying a hot drink and the warm glow of having been part of another legendary, unique,
         and freakishly fabulous performance.

      
   
      
      
      Chapter Eleven

      
      
      Larten woke late in the morning and lay smiling up at the wooden ceiling of his caravan. He studied the rays of light streaming
         through a crack in the curtains. It reminded him of home, the mornings when he’d stirred before the others to catch the rising
         sun. But the memories didn’t hurt. There had been times when Larten missed his family, and he still missed Vur. But many years
         had passed. He liked his new life and never looked back with regret.

      
      Larten had a quick bath in a tub of chilly water out back. He shared the caravan with Verus and Merletta, and although the
         magician was easygoing in most ways, she was strict when it came to cleanliness. She insisted that Larten wash every third day. He had grumbled a lot to begin with, but now he didn’t mind.

      
      After Larten had dried himself, he dressed and reported for duty. Supervised by Mr. Tall, some people were already dismantling
         the tent. Larten helped stack and move chairs, then joined in the rolling of the canvas, an arduous but enjoyable task in
         which most members of the circus took part.

      
      By midday everything was packed away neatly, and the troupe took to the road in their horse-drawn carriages. Larten rode up
         front with Verus, enjoying the scenery from his seat beside the ventriloquist. Verus never forced words from the mouths of
         his friends—he kept his special talent for the stage. He was a quiet man at times like this, saying little, focused on the
         horse.

      
      When Larten tired of the scenery, he withdrew and asked Merletta to teach him some tricks. He didn’t have any freakish abilities,
         so he could never be a star at the Cirque Du Freak. But he had a quick hand and a keen eye and was able to copy any trick
         once he’d seen it performed slowly. Merletta said he could carve out a career for himself as a magician if that was the path
         he wished to take. Larten knew he wouldn’t–his heart was set on becoming a Vampire General–but it was fun to play at being a magician’s apprentice.

      
      Merletta ran him through a few of the card tricks that he’d already mastered, then taught him some new moves. He was able
         to slide cards around swiftly between his fingers and could make them disappear and reappear at will. Merletta was sure that
         he would soon overtake her in this discipline if he stuck with it. He was a natural at cards.

      
      When it came to locks, chains, and handcuffs, Larten already outshone his tutor. Merletta had never seen anyone pick a lock
         as swiftly or easily as the orange-haired teenager. There wasn’t much she could teach him about escapology—once he’d learned
         the basics, he had sprinted ahead of her.

      
      Larten strolled between caravans later, visiting the friends he had made since linking up with the Cirque Du Freak. Some performers
         were vain and didn’t mingle much–Gervil and Rax were especially pompous–but most were welcoming, as were the crew. Larten
         had never been more relaxed than he was here. If he hadn’t felt the itch to explore the night, he would have been delighted
         to put down roots and call the circus home.

      
      He wound up in Mr. Tall’s caravan. The owner of the traveling show was a solitary man. During their long hours of travel, he kept to himself. He didn’t like physical contact with other people and hadn’t even shaken Seba’s
         hand when the vampire dropped off Larten. The pair were old friends–Mr. Tall had received his visitor warmly, and they’d swapped
         tales for hours–but the giant preferred not to touch those he mixed with.

      
      Although Mr. Tall didn’t usually encourage visits, he had told Larten to call on him as often as he liked. Perhaps it was
         because Larten was Seba’s assistant, or maybe he had seen something in the orange-haired youth that interested him. Either
         way, the pair spent a couple of hours together most days.

      
      Mr. Tall was working on a Laveesha doll when Larten knocked and entered. The oversized man had enormous hands, but his fingers
         were even nimbler than Larten’s. Using his fingernails and a tiny, sharpened piece of glass, he could make adjustments to
         a doll or statue that others could only see with the aid of a magnifying glass.

      
      Mr. Tall passed Larten a small set of jars filled with paint, and he set to work on the pieces awaiting his attention. They
         often worked in silence like this, but on some days Mr. Tall asked about Larten’s past or told him stories of Seba, Paris,
         and other vampires. Larten always listened intently, absorbing every word, eager to learn anything that he could about the clan.

      
      “Seba sends you his regards,” Mr. Tall said after a while. “He is doing well and has almost made it to Vampire Mountain. No
         broken legs yet.”

      
      The pair shared a chuckle. Even though he wasn’t a vampire, Mr. Tall was able to bond mentally with members of the clan. When
         two vampires bonded, one was able to find the other no matter where in the world they were. They could also trade basic messages.
         Larten didn’t know how Mr. Tall was able to bond with vampires, but he had no intention of asking. Mr. Tall was even more
         secretive than Seba Nile.

      
      “You hunger to follow in his footsteps,” Mr. Tall noted.

      
      “Aye,” Larten nodded, sighing happily at the thought of making the trek to the legendary mountain.

      
      “It’s a hard life,” Mr. Tall said. “Long, perilous, dark. You would have a much more rewarding career if you remained with
         us and worked on your stage skills.”

      
      Larten hadn’t told Mr. Tall about his lessons with Merletta, but he wasn’t surprised that the circus owner knew.

      
      “Why do you wish to become a vampire?” Mr. Tall asked.

      
      Larten paused, then frowned and admitted, “I’m not sure.” It was a question he had never asked himself. He’d just followed
         his instincts since that first meeting with Seba in the crypt.

      
      “Do the centuries appeal to you?” Mr. Tall pressed. “Many humans yearn to lead long lives. Do you want to extend your natural
         time and live four hundred years… five hundred… more?”

      
      Larten shrugged. “I’m not too bothered.”

      
      “Is it the power? You will be stronger than any human when you are blooded. You can force people to do as you wish, to respect
         and obey you.”

      
      “Seba…” Larten stopped. He’d been about to tell Mr. Tall of Seba’s decision not to become a Vampire Prince. But on reflection
         he wasn’t sure if he should. That might not be something that Seba wanted to share, even with as close a friend as Hibernius
         Tall.

      
      “Seba told me a vampire shouldn’t seek power,” Larten said instead. “We leave humanity behind when we’re blooded. He said
         the Generals take a dim view of any vampire who tries to set himself up as a lord of humans.”

      
      “So why do you hunger to join the clan?” Mr. Tall asked again, and looked up. His gaze was dark and burning. Larten wanted to look away–he felt oddly afraid–but he didn’t break
         eye contact.

      
      “I don’t know,” Larten said. “It’s just something I have to do. If I could explain it, I would, but…”

      
      Mr. Tall grunted. “A victim of destiny,” he muttered, and his head turned slightly as if he was sniffing the air. Larten realized
         that the caravan had come to a halt. Mr. Tall always led the way, guiding his troupe from one place to another. He had a faithful
         piebald horse but rarely sat up front to direct her. He was able to transmit his thoughts to the beast and steer the caravan
         from within.

      
      Larten glanced out of the window. They had come to a crossroads. The horse had started to take a right turn, but now she hesitated,
         her head flicking to the left. To an outsider it would have looked like she was unsure of which path to take. But Larten knew
         that it was actually Mr. Tall who was caught between two minds.

      
      “There are some in life who serve destiny unconsciously,” Mr. Tall said softly. “Their lives are mapped out for them, but
         they are unaware of it. I envy their ignorance—I, alas, know far too much. Others make of life what they wish. They are free
         to choose and go this way or that on a whim. I envy their freedom—I, unfortunately, am bound never to make such a loose choice.

      
      “I see the paths of other people sometimes.” Mr. Tall’s voice was now a whisper, and his eyes were distant. Larten wasn’t
         sure if the tall man even knew that he was speaking. “I try not to, but on occasions I cannot avoid it. It’s tempting to make
         a change, to interfere, to avert the pain one can see lying in wait for others. Destiny is a tower of cards—nudge one just
         an inch and everything stacked on top comes crashing down. To be able to help people, but to live in terror of the dire consequences…”

      
      Mr. Tall’s face darkened–his features seemed to vanish–and then cleared. He smiled thinly at Larten. “Sometimes I think too
         much and say even more. Ignore me, my young friend. I should stick to what I am good at—running a freak show and carving dolls
         that nobody wants to buy.”

      
      As Larten stared at the mysterious owner of the Cirque Du Freak, not sure what to say, Mr. Tall lowered his head and concentrated
         on the doll. Outside, the horse’s head steadied, and the animal took the right turn. Without hesitation it followed its original
         route, carrying Larten forward into the darkness and damnation of destiny.

      
   
      
      
      Chapter Twelve

      
      
      Three nights later, Larten Crepsley took his first-ever stage bow. Merletta sprang it on him at the last moment. He had been
         preparing his tray, and smiled briefly as Merletta approached, expecting her to pass him by. When she stopped, he looked up,
         slightly annoyed–she knew he was on a tight schedule–only to almost drop the tray with shock when she said, “Would you like
         to be part of my act tonight?”

      
      Larten thought he must have misheard. But before he could ask Merletta to repeat herself, she said, “You won’t have to do
         anything hard, just wriggle out of some locks and chains. It will be easy. If you’re not scared, that is.”

      
      She smirked, confident he wouldn’t turn away from a challenge. But he nearly did, regardless of the shame it would bring.

      
      “I can’t,” Larten gasped. “I don’t have anything to wear.” Every performer had a specially designed costume.

      
      “I’m going to plant you,” Merletta said. “You’ll pretend to be part of the crowd. I’ll ask for a volunteer and pick you. That
         way you don’t need a costume.”

      
      Larten tried to think of another objection, but Merletta headed him off at the pass again. “It was Hibernius’s idea.”

      
      “Mr. Tall wants me to go on?” Larten groaned.

      
      “He thinks you have what it takes. I do too, though I wouldn’t have introduced you to the act this soon. I’d have given you
         another month. But Hibernius thinks you’re ready, and he is rarely wrong in these matters.”

      
      “All right,” Larten mumbled, and set his tray aside. He didn’t ask anyone to take it for him—he was sure Mr. Tall would have
         thought of that and sorted it out already.

      
      Larten took a seat in the tent and chewed his fingernails as the rows around him filled. He felt dizzy and sick. He would
         have backed out if it had just been Merletta, but he was certain Mr. Tall was watching him. He didn’t want to let down the man who had given him a temporary home.

      
      When the lights dimmed and the show began, Larten could hardly breathe. The first few acts came and went without making any
         impression on him—afterwards he couldn’t remember what the lineup had been. He sat chewing his nails or squeezing his hands,
         praying to the gods for a miracle.

      
      But Larten’s prayers went unanswered, and Merletta took to the stage as usual. She normally held back her chains for the second
         act, but mindful of what Larten was going through, she opened with them that night. She performed a few tricks, slipping free
         of handcuffs and knotted ropes. Then she stepped forward and asked if any young man would be so good as to come up and assist
         her.

      
      A few dozen hands shot into the air–Merletta’s beauty ensured that she never went short of love-struck volunteers–but Larten’s
         wasn’t among them. He had made a spur-of-the-moment decision to keep his hand down. Mr. Tall might criticize him later, but
         that was better than having to get up there and…

      
      To his amazement, his right arm shot into the air, and he half leapt out of his seat. He tried pulling his hand down, but
         he was no longer in control of the limb.

      
      “There we go!” Merletta cried. “You’ll do, young sir. Give him a warm round of applause, please, ladies and gentlemen. He’s
         a brave young man, isn’t he?”

      
      As people clapped and cheered politely, Larten found himself edging forward, propelled, he was sure, by the magic of the unseen
         Mr. Tall. About halfway to the stage he regained control, but it was too late to back out. Gulping, he mounted the steps and
         grinned crookedly as Merletta turned him to face the crowd.

      
      There were so many of them! Larten had viewed audiences from the wings and moved among them with his wares. But now that they
         were staring at him, he realized for the first time how tightly packed in they were. He saw hunger in their eyes—they wanted
         to be entertained and would be merciless if they were denied their sport. Their lives were short and hard. This was a rare
         chance to escape to a more fantastical world, and they would shower abuse on anyone who disappointed them.

      
      As Larten’s knees trembled, Merletta stroked his cheek and said, “I think he’s shy.” There were catcalls, and some people
         roared at Larten to kiss her. He felt even more nervous now than he had felt in his seat.

      
      As Larten thought about fleeing, Merletta grabbed his wrists and pinned them behind his back. He yelped as she snapped handcuffs on them and forced him to his knees. There
         were lots of cheers—the crowd liked it when their stars played rough.

      
      “Will I make this young fool beg for freedom?” Merletta crowed.

      
      “Yes!” the audience screamed.

      
      “Will I make him crawl on his stomach like a toad and kiss my feet?”

      
      “Yes!”

      
      “Will I—”

      
      “You’ll do nothing,” Larten snarled, snatching her arm and dragging himself to his feet. In his anger, he’d picked the lock
         of the handcuffs and tossed them aside. Squaring up to Merletta, he steadied himself to deliver a foul curse. Before he could,
         Merletta gasped theatrically.

      
      “I was sure I locked those cuffs,” she called to the crowd. “Maybe there’s more to this boy than I thought.”

      
      Larten hesitated as a few of the people–mostly ladies who felt sorry for him–clapped halfheartedly. He was glowering at Merletta,
         but he sneaked a sideways glance and saw that the hunger in the eyes of the crowd had been replaced with mild curiosity.

      
      Merletta took Larten’s arms and bent them behind his back again. But this time she was gentler, and he didn’t resist. He kept still as she bound him with ropes and another
         pair of handcuffs, then turned him so that the audience could see.

      
      “There,” she exclaimed. “That will hold him.” She spun Larten so he was facing the crowd again. “Now what should I do with
         him?”

      
      A few of the men shouted suggestions. As they yelled, Larten worked quickly, loosening the ropes and picking the lock. As
         Merletta considered the cries of the crowd, Larten slipped free, tapped Merletta on the shoulder, and coughed softly.

      
      Merletta gave a shriek, as if taken by surprise. Larten held up his hands and smiled. The audience applauded enthusiastically,
         accepting him as a performer. And the rest of the show flew by smoothly after that.

      
      Larten felt like he was dreaming. He didn’t want the act to end. He cherished every laugh and clap from the crowd. He wasn’t
         up there with Merletta more than three or four minutes, but when he later looked back at this time and broke it down into
         every delicious second and thrill, it would seem to him as if he’d been onstage for an hour.

      
      Larten relished his moment in the spotlight and couldn’t understand why he had ever been scared. He had never been drunk, but he figured this must be what it felt like. It was as if he owned the world and could do no wrong.

      
      Larten left the stage to a huge round of applause. The crowd had taken a liking to him and were pleased for his sake—they
         could see that he was a newcomer and that this meant a lot to him. Larten would never forget that wonderful feeling. It was
         a special moment in his life, and he drew all the happiness from it that he could.

      
      Mr. Tall was waiting in the wings as Larten made his exit. The giant nodded to show his satisfaction. “You did well,” he murmured.
         Larten beamed in response, his thoughts a hundred miles high. “But now you have a more mundane but equally important job to
         do.” When Larten frowned, Mr. Tall angled his head to the left and Larten saw his tray, waiting on a table for him.

      
      “Oh,” Larten said, his smile fading slightly. “I thought…”

      
      “No resting on your laurels around here,” Mr. Tall said. Larten had never heard that expression before, so Mr. Tall translated
         it for him. “No sitting around on your backside. You had your moment of glory—bravo. I am pleased it went well. But you must
         not let yourself get carried away. There will be other nights and better performances, but now you must earn your keep. It is our way.”

      
      “Of course,” Larten said, putting his childish disappointment behind him. He was glad Seba hadn’t seen him act so vainly.
         Picking up the tray, he waited for the next act to finish, then wound his way through the crowd. He smiled when people said
         something nice or slapped his back, but he also stayed focused on his job and sold steadily, like a true professional.

      
      There was a party later that night. They held parties regularly at the Cirque Du Freak. The celebrations served as a reward
         for the hardworking staff and stars, but they were also a chance for Mr. Tall to invite influential people from the towns
         and villages near where they performed. While there was no law against a freak show (such restrictions would not come into
         play until the next century), life was easier if you kept a certain breed of man happy. It was better to flatter than annoy
         people with money and power.

      
      Larten had always been shy at events like this. He normally kept to the sides, serving drink and food, avoiding conversation.
         But tonight he was on a high. It helped that some of the guests recognized him from his stint onstage and paused to commend
         his efforts. He even chatted with a few young ladies, who smiled at him and shot him sly looks that the innocent boy missed completely. Larten was able to learn the ways of magic quickly,
         but it would be a long time before he learned much about women!

      
      He tried to sleep after the party, but he was agitated and couldn’t keep his eyes shut. He kept flashing back to his time
         onstage, wishing he could have done more, trying to decide what he would do the next time he was up there.

      
      Since sleep was proving elusive, Larten got up to watch the sunrise. He beamed as daylight crept across the world, warming
         the earth and waking the animals and birds. He considered going back to bed, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to sleep. Besides,
         it had been a long time since he’d been abroad at so early an hour. It would be nice to go for a stroll and watch the world
         come to life.

      
      Mr. Tall had set up camp close to several towns and a scattering of villages. People would travel many miles for a performance
         of the legendary Cirque Du Freak, but the owner tried to make things as easy as possible for them. Larten skirted the homesteads,
         preferring the countryside. He smiled as he walked, as if the cattle and sheep he passed were old friends. He spotted a fox
         on its way home. He could have stalked and caught it, but there was no need—Seba would soon be feasting in the Halls of Vampire Mountain, and the cupboards and barrels at the circus were always well stocked.

      
      Larten wove his way along paths and through forests for a few hours before pausing to rest. He sat on a hill overlooking a
         village and soaked up the sunlight. He was hungry, so he looked for a shop or an inn where he might be able to buy food.

      
      As Larten was studying the village, he spotted a handful of people scurrying towards a tiny church. A few more tore along
         after them less than a minute later. Larten’s interest was aroused. This wasn’t a holy day, and even if it had been, the people
         hadn’t looked as if they were on their way to a service. They’d looked scared.

      
      Larten trotted down the hill. A few more villagers hurried along and passed him on the street. None spared him a glance, even
         though a stranger would have drawn curious stares on any normal day.

      
      He paused at the door of the church. He could hear angry muttering and weeping from within. He had a bad feeling about this.
         Perhaps it would be better if he didn’t enter.

      
      Larten would have retreated, except a family of four children and their parents pushed up behind him while he was dithering,
         the father carrying the smallest child and looking wild. “Go on!” the man snapped. “Get the door!”

      
      Larten pulled the door open and stood back as the man and children brushed by. He still might have turned away if the woman
         hadn’t waved him in. She looked on the verge of tears, and Larten didn’t want to upset her, so he stole in ahead of her and
         let her close the door behind them.

      
      Larten’s unease increased inside the church. He hadn’t been in one since he’d become Seba’s assistant. Vampires had their
         own gods, and although Larten didn’t know much about them, he knew that he was finished with the religions of humanity.

      
      But that wasn’t the reason for his discomfort. He could see that these people were distraught. Many were crying. Others were
         cursing and striding around like caged wolves, snapping at their neighbors or the empty air.

      
      A group of men stood at the center of the church, in front of the altar, huddled close together as if protecting something.
         A few women and children approached them but were turned back with angry gestures. Larten found himself drawn to the group
         as if hypnotized. It wasn’t just curiosity. It was as if this church had been lying in wait for him, as if he had business
         here that couldn’t be avoided.

      
      The men close to the altar stared suspiciously at Larten as he drew near. He could see them silently debating whether to let
         the stranger step among them or drive him back like the other youths. Larten straightened his shoulders and looked directly
         at the men, neither slowing nor speeding up. As he came level, a couple shrugged and stepped aside so that he could slip between
         them.

      
      Larten found a boy beyond the men, his own age or a bit younger. The boy was kneeling in the middle of four bodies–a man,
         a woman, and two children–that were laid out on the floor, arms crossed neatly over their chests. The boy was rocking backwards
         and forwards, moaning softly, his hands outstretched and bloodstained. One lay on the forehead of the man. The fingers of
         the other stroked the cheek of the woman.

      
      The man, woman, and children were dead, and Larten could see that they’d been murdered—their throats had been slashed open.
         He also saw, by the small amount of blood around their necks and the pale shade of their faces, that their killer had drunk
         from them. No, even worse than that—they had been drained.

      
   
      
      
      Chapter Thirteen

      
      
      Larten was horrified. This looked like the work of a vampire. But Seba had sworn to him that the children of the night did
         not kill. He’d said that the Generals quickly put an end to any vampire who slaughtered humans without just cause. This could
         be the work of a mad, rogue vampire… or maybe Larten’s master had lied to him.

      
      The weeping boy was obviously related to the corpses—they shared the same build and facial features. The man and woman were
         his parents, and the dead boy and girl were his brother and sister. Larten’s heart immediately went out to the orphan. He
         knew how painful it was to lose those whom you loved.

      
      Larten was nudged aside as a man with long gray hair moved forward for a better look. The man cursed but didn’t step back
         as others had. He wiped sweat from his cheeks, then cleared his throat.

      
      “My Diana saw something pass our house this morning, just before daybreak.” A silence fell upon the men, and all eyes focused
         on the newcomer. He looked nervous–he didn’t like the attention–but he went on. “She was out back. A shadow passed in the
         dark. She said it looked like a man, but at the same time it didn’t. She thought it was a monster. I told her not to be daft—kids
         are always imagining things in the dark. But when I heard about this…”

      
      The man crossed himself. The boy was staring at the man now, his eyes starting to clear, fury filling the gap that grief left
         behind.

      
      “Where did this monster go?” one of the other men asked.

      
      “Towards Strasling’s,” the man said, and a fearful sigh swept through the crowd.

      
      The boy rose slowly, his gaze still fixed on the gray-haired man, who gulped and said, “Did you see anything, Wester?”

      
      The boy shook his head. “I was sleeping in the shed. Jon had a cold and was snoring like a pig. I went to the shed to escape
         the noise.”

      
      “We should go to Strasling’s,” a woman cried from behind them. “Take crosses and stakes and…”

      
      She fell silent when others glared at her. Larten was surprised by their reaction. He’d assumed the villagers would be eager
         for revenge. But as he glanced around, he saw that most were looking at the floor with shame.

      
      “We all know why this happened,” Wester said. He had a soft voice, and there was a trembling edge to it, but he spoke clearly.
         “My da helped kill one of those beasts last year. We moved to a new home afterwards, in case any of its kin came seeking revenge,
         but they must have found us anyway. Ma tried to tell him we hadn’t gone far enough, but he wouldn’t…”

      
      Tears welled in the boy’s eyes, and he stalled. People blessed themselves and muttered words of consolation. But nobody slid
         forward to embrace Wester or pledge their support.

      
      “I’ve got to go to Strasling’s,” Wester said, brushing away tears. “I know if any of you come with me, and we kill this monster,
         another might come looking for you and your folk, like this one came for my da and us. I won’t ask for help, but I’d appreciate
         it if anyone offers.”

      
      Wester stood over the bodies of his dead family, head low, awaiting a response. When nobody said a word, he nodded sadly and picked up a bag lying to the left of his father. “I’d be grateful if you’d bury them, and me too
         if you find my bones.”

      
      The boy strode through the ranks of men–they parted before him like a flock of sheep breaking ahead of a wolf–and marched
         up the aisle. He slipped out and closed the door softly behind him.

      
      “We should help!” the woman who’d spoken earlier shouted. “If we don’t, we’re nothing but—”

      
      “We know what we are!” one of the men roared. “You think any of us wants to let a child like that go off by himself? But Jess
         Flack interfered, and look where it got him. If he’d left the monster alone when it came to his village, he’d be alive now,
         and his family too.”

      
      “We’ll pray for him,” another man said, moving to the altar. Larten realized this was the priest. “Maybe he’ll find the strength
         to kill this thing, and that will be the end of it.”

      
      The other men looked dubious but filed back to the pews, joining their wives and children. Soon Larten and the priest were
         the only two standing. The priest smiled uncertainly at the youthful stranger and waved for him to step down. In response,
         Larten spat at the priest’s feet. A shocked gasp ran through the church.

      
      “You’re nothing but cowards,” Larten snarled, the words coming from a dark, angry place inside him. “I hope your animals die,
         your crops fail, and that each one of you rots in the fires of hell.” He felt the same sort of cold fury he’d felt the day
         he killed Traz.

      
      As the church members gaped at him, Larten considered adding a few curses, then decided against it and hurried down the aisle.
         Wester Flack had a head start. If he didn’t catch up with the boy quickly, he might lose him—unlike the rest of the people
         in the church, Larten didn’t know the way to Strasling’s.

      
      A couple of minutes later, Larten drew alongside Wester. The boy frowned warily at the orange-haired stranger.

      
      “I’m Larten Crepsley. I want to help if you’ll have me.”

      
      “Why?” Wester asked. “I don’t know you. What business is this of yours?”

      
      Larten didn’t want to confess to being worried that the murders might be the work of a vampire like his master, so he told
         Wester the other–equally truthful–reason for his interest.

      
      “You remind me of myself. I once went up against a foul murderer, and nobody helped me. I had to face him all on my own.”

      
      “What happened?” Wester asked.

      
      “I killed him.”

      
      Wester gulped, then said, “This is no ordinary killer. It’s a monster. The beast is stronger and faster than us. I’ll most
         likely die, and if you come with me, you will too.”

      
      “I’m not afraid of death,” Larten said quietly. “And I’ve no family to worry about, unlike those cowards back in that church.”

      
      “It’s not their fault,” Wester sniffed. “The monsters don’t pass through here often and never kill many when they do. But
         if you anger them…”

      
      “This isn’t the first time that it’s happened?” Larten asked, and Wester shook his head. Larten licked his lips and tried
         to make his next question sound natural. “Do you have a name for the monsters?”

      
      “The old wives have lots of names,” Wester snorted. “Most of us just call them bloodsuckers, because they drink the blood
         of those they kill.” He cocked an eyebrow at Larten. “Still want to come with me?”

      
      “Do you see me backing off?” Larten growled.

      
      Wester sighed. “Forgive me. I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m not myself. When I walked in and found them…”

      
      Larten gave the boy’s arm a squeeze, remembering what it had felt like when he lost Vur, trying to imagine how it must feel to find all your family murdered at the same time, to be the only survivor. His heart went out to
         Wester, and he swore a silent oath to do all that he could to protect this lonely, brave orphan.

      
      “What’s Strasling’s?” Larten asked.

      
      “A burned-down mansion,” Wester explained. “The man who lived there was evil. He practiced dark magic and killed lots of people.
         The villagers say the house was struck by lightning and all within died by the hand of God. But I think a group of them torched
         it and drove back those inside when they tried to get out.”

      
      “Nice place you picked to come and live,” Larten grinned.

      
      Wester managed a weak chuckle. “We didn’t have much choice. After Da helped kill the monster last year, we weren’t welcome
         in our own village, nor any of the others. I think they only accepted us here because they still feel guilty about what happened
         in Strasling’s.”

      
      “The monster your father killed,” Larten said carefully. “What was it like?”

      
      “I don’t know. He never told us. But he took this bag when he went after it. I brought it with me from the house.”

      
      Wester opened the leather bag and Larten peered inside. He saw a hammer, a cross, a bottle of clear liquid that he guessed
         was holy water, some garlic, a small saw, and three wooden stakes.

      
      “The cross and holy water will hurt the monster but not kill it,” Wester said with the air of a person who’d done this a dozen
         times. “We need to drive a stake through its heart, then cut off its head, scoop out its brains, and fill the skull with garlic.
         Then bury the body and head separately at the center of a crossroads.”

      
      Larten nodded soberly, staring with fascinated horror at the implements. If he was right and they were on their way to confront
         a real vampire, the holy artifacts would be of no use, and the saw and garlic were superstitious extras. But a stake through
         the heart… aye, that would kill even the strongest of the so-called living dead.

      
      “They sleep in the daytime,” Wester concluded. “If we’re lucky, we’ll be able to kill the beast before it wakes.”

      
      “And if we’re unlucky?” Larten asked.

      
      Wester smiled without humor. “Then it will be a good time to make your peace with God, because you’ll be seeing him soon.”

      
   
      
      
      Chapter Fourteen

      
      
      The walls of the ruined mansion were scorched black from the fire that had destroyed it. There was still a foul smell in the
         air, although it had been years since the blaze. It felt like a dark, forbidding place, even to a night creature like Larten.
         It didn’t surprise him that the monster–the vampire?–had picked this spot for its base.

      
      They each took a stake from the bag. Wester kept the hammer. He gave Larten the cross and stuck the holy water in a pocket.
         He left the saw and the garlic in the bag outside the ruins, telling Larten that they could return for those later if they
         were successful.

      
      The scared boys slowly picked their way through the debris, saying nothing, studying each new room or corridor at length before entering. The roof and the upper floors had
         fallen in, but lots of floorboards and tiles remained in certain sections, casting scores of shadows. There were many places
         for a sun-fearing killer to hide.

      
      If Larten had been by himself, he would have waited until midday, when the sun was at its strongest, then proceeded at a snail’s
         pace, making as little noise as possible. But Wester was in a hurry to wreak revenge. He couldn’t bear to stand still—he might
         go mad if he did.

      
      Larten spotted the opening to the cellar. It had been half-covered by several planks. He considered saying nothing to Wester.
         It might be for the best if the boy never saw it, if he explored the rest of the ruins and came to the conclusion that the
         beast wasn’t here. They could go home and that would be the end of it.

      
      But Larten had come to uncover the truth, not engage in an act of deception. He was here to help Wester, not slyly direct
         him out of danger’s way. The orphan deserved his shot at revenge. So Larten tugged Wester’s sleeve and pointed.

      
      Wester’s cheeks paled. For a moment he looked as if he might bolt for safety. Then he steeled himself, nodded grimly, led the way to the steps, and pushed some of the planks aside.

      
      They descended in silence and soon found themselves in a small cellar that had probably been used to store food and wine in
         the past. It was dark but not pitch-black. Light filtered through from the entrance behind them and also from cracks in the
         ceiling.

      
      There was something lying by the wall to their right, in the darkest part of the room. It was the shape of a human, covered
         by thick blankets. Wester started forward, but Larten stopped him. Before advancing, he made a slow turn, studying the walls
         and the ceiling. He had been taken by surprise once in a place like this—he wasn’t about to be caught twice.

      
      Having checked for an ambush, Larten moved ahead of Wester and edged to one side, leaving clear the most direct route to the
         body. He would give Wester the first strike. If the boy failed, Larten would leap to his aid. He’d have been happier taking
         the lead–after his years with Seba, he was sharper than any human his age–but this was Wester’s battle, not his.

      
      As Wester closed in, Larten spotted a problem. Wester would have to pull back the blankets before striking, in order to pinpoint
         the beast’s heart. That would give the monster a chance to defend itself. Larten slid in front of Wester. The boy hissed and raised the hammer and stake—he’d been so focused on what he had to do that
         for a moment he didn’t realize it was Larten who’d stepped in his way. Then his vision cleared, and he relaxed slightly.

      
      Larten pointed at the blankets, then at himself, and made a gesture to show that he would pull them back. Wester nodded. Larten
         made another gesture, trying to encourage Wester to hammer the stake home quickly. Again Wester nodded, but he looked irritated
         now—did Larten think he planned to stand around and whistle a few verses of a song before he struck?

      
      They came within touching distance of the blankets. Larten’s hands were shaking but he didn’t mind—only a fool wouldn’t be
         scared in a situation like this. He bent softly. He wanted to flex his fingers but was afraid his knuckles might make a cracking
         sound and alert the sleeping monster.

      
      Larten glanced up at Wester. The boy looked sick, but he wiped sweat from his brow, then positioned the stake over the area
         where he assumed the killer’s heart would be. He lifted the hammer. Like Larten, he was shaking, but he had a firm grip on
         his weapons.

      
      Larten grabbed the coarse, hairy fabric of the blankets and prepared to pull. But before he could, the blankets were tugged sharply by the shape beneath. Caught off guard, Larten was jerked sideways into Wester, knocking
         him over.

      
      As both boys shrieked, the killer of Wester’s family sprang to its feet and sneered at the amateur assassins. Even in the
         darkness of the cellar, Larten could see that this was no vampire, and for that small mercy he gave thanks—at least Seba had
         not lied to him. The creature’s skin was a gloomy purple color, and its hair, eyes, lips, and fingernails were red. It had
         the form of a man and dressed like one, but it was clearly no human.

      
      Wester scrambled to his feet and swung his stake wildly. The purple-skinned beast chopped at the boy’s arm. Larten heard bones
         snap and then Wester fell, screaming with pain. His stake dropped from his now-useless fingers and rolled away.

      
      The red-haired thing glanced at Larten and frowned when it saw his orange hair. It was momentarily thrown, not sure what to
         make of its strange assailant.

      
      Larten seized the moment of indecision and threw his stake at the monster. The beast ducked and Larten lunged. He grabbed
         Wester’s stake and came to his feet a safe distance from their opponent. As the purplish creature straightened and studied
         its foe, Larten fixed on the area around him, not on the monstrous man. He stood motionless, stake by his side, trying not to breathe.

      
      Wester pushed himself off the floor and lashed out with his hammer. The killer caught it and calmly snapped off the head.
         As Wester stared despairingly at the piece of wood in his hand, the monster clubbed him over the head, and he slumped. It
         was impossible to tell if he was unconscious or dead, and Larten had no time to worry about it.

      
      The monster shifted away from Larten as it struck Wester. Larten was tempted to break for the stairs, but that was what the
         beast wanted. If he turned his back on the purple-skinned killer, he was finished for sure. So he held his ground, moving
         as little as possible, not blinking.

      
      The monster faced Larten and narrowed its eyes, wary of this young but clearly far-from-foolish foe. The creature took a step
         forward, then smiled thinly and pounced, faster than the human eye could follow. But Larten had been trained to register the
         blur of a vampire. Seba had feinted at him on countless occasions to sharpen his senses and teach him how to defend himself
         against an enemy quicker than he was.

      
      As the killer lunged, Larten brought up the stake, judging it finely, trying to hit the spot where Seba would appear if this was just another test.

      
      To his delight he struck flesh, and the monster wheeled away, clutching its left arm. Larten had hoped to do more than just
         wound the creature, but at least this proved he had a chance. Adjusting his stance, he again focused on the area around him
         and waited for his opponent to make a second pass.

      
      But the beast didn’t move. It was smiling broadly, almost smirking. Licking a finger, it ran spit over the shallow cut on
         its arm, and the wound began to close. Seba’s spit had the same healing properties. As far as Larten knew, that was only common
         to vampires. Confusion set in. Was this bizarre monster one of the clan? As Larten was trying to decide the nature of his
         foe, the killer spoke.

      
      “You are a vampire’s assistant. I could smell your master’s scent, but I wanted to see you in action to be certain, hmmm?”
         The creature had an unfamiliar accent and an odd way of talking.

      
      “What are you?” Larten snarled, not lowering his guard.

      
      The beast frowned. “Your master has not told you about the vampaneze?”

      
      Larten recalled Seba’s meeting with Paris Skyle. Seba had mentioned something then about vampaneze. Larten had filed the nugget away, to investigate the matter some other
         time. It seemed that time was now.

      
      “You have the speed and spit of a vampire,” Larten said, “and you drink blood. But you’re not a vampire, are you?”

      
      “I’d rather be a dog than a vampire. I have no time for those of the clan.” He spat out the word as if it was a curse. “I am of a purer breed. Vampaneze always drain our victims. We don’t leech off
         them, as your master does.”

      
      “You kill every time you feed?” Larten gasped.

      
      “It’s the proper way,” the vampaneze sniffed. “Vampires fed like us too, before they grew soft. We don’t feed often–there’s
         no need when you drink deeply–but when we do, we sup until we hit the bottom of the well, thus taking a shade of the victim’s
         soul and honoring them.”

      
      “What are you talking about?” Larten asked.

      
      The vampaneze tutted. “Your master has been lax. He should have told you that if a vampire drains a person dry, the vampire
         absorbs that person’s memories, keeping part of their soul alive. We vampaneze kill every time we feed, but those we target
         live on inside us for decades or centuries to come.”

      
      “You think that makes it acceptable?” Larten snarled.

      
      “Yes,” the vampaneze said. “Vampires did too, before they grew soft.”

      
      Wester groaned and twitched. The vampaneze squinted at the unconscious boy. “He is one of the Flacks. I thought I’d killed
         them all. Generous of him to come to me like this. It would have been embarrassing if I’d left with the job half-done, hmmm?”

      
      As the killer stepped towards Wester, Larten slid between them. “Leave him alone.”

      
      “You’re his friend?” the vampaneze asked.

      
      “No,” Larten said. “I only met him for the first time today.”

      
      “Then this is not your business,” the killer snapped. “You’re new to this, wet behind the ears, so I’m willing to overlook
         your interference. Vampires don’t meddle with our affairs, and we don’t mess with theirs. I have the right to kill you for
         attacking me, but I’m prepared to let you leave. You can chalk it up to experience, hmmm? But the human dies. His father killed
         a friend of mine.”

      
      “Wester had nothing to do with that,” Larten said, holding his ground.

      
      The vampaneze shrugged. “In our world, the sins of the father are the sins of the sons. And the wife and daughters too. Last chance. Get out of my way.”

      
      “No,” Larten said firmly. “If you want to kill Wester, you’ll have to kill me first.”

      
      The purple-skinned man laughed. “So be it.”

      
      The vampaneze was even faster this time. Larten managed to strike, but his arm was slapped aside and a hard palm banged into
         his chest. He flew across the room and slammed into a wall. Stars flashed before his eyes, but he blinked them away and tried
         to haul himself to his feet. The vampaneze, having followed, stopped him with a soft shove to his head.

      
      As Larten collapsed, defeated, the vampaneze squatted beside him. “Abandon the boy,” he whispered. “If you renounce him, I’ll
         spare you, yes, I will. Why waste your life on a worthless human that you barely know?”

      
      “I gave him… my word… that I would… help,” Larten gasped.

      
      “But you cannot save him,” the vampaneze reasoned.

      
      “Then I’ll… die with him. I gave… my word.”

      
      The vampaneze’s blazing red eyes were terrifying, but Larten never lowered his gaze or flinched. Seba had taught him to face
         up to the things he was afraid of.

      
      The vampaneze laid a jagged fingernail to the flesh of Larten’s throat. Larten wanted to close his eyes and pray, but didn’t.
         Instead he stared at his murderer, determined to die looking squarely at his executioner rather than cowering away from him.

      
      The nail dug into Larten’s flesh and he tensed, sure that this was the end. But then the vampaneze withdrew his finger. Wiping
         blood on his trouser leg, he stood and smiled tightly at the confused boy.

      
      “You will make a true vampire,” he said with grudging respect. “You’d fare better as a vampaneze–our way would suit a fiery
         pup like you, yes, it would–but you’ve chosen your master, and I won’t ask you to break your pledge to him. But if you ever
         tire of the confines of the clan, seek me out.”

      
      The vampaneze cracked his knuckles, then spat at the unconscious Wester, the same way that Larten had spat at the feet of
         the priest. “I shouldn’t have to leave, but if I don’t, he’ll come after me again and you’ll have to help him–since you’ve
         given your word–and I wouldn’t be able to pardon you a second time. Anyway, it’s been a while since I ran beneath a full sun. The sunburn
         will be good for me. We should all suffer every once in a while, hmmm?”

      
      The purple-skinned creature walked to the steps, where he paused and looked back at the startled Larten Crepsley. “I won’t ask for your master’s name, just as I have not requested yours. But I am not afraid to give you
         mine. When he asks, tell your master that Murlough held your life in his hands and chose to be merciful. Let him and his clan
         brood on that the next time they’re belittling the good name of the vampaneze in the wretched Halls of Vampire Mountain.”

      
      With a sneer, Murlough bounded up the steps and smashed aside the planks at the top. He raced out of the wreck and across
         the fields, already wincing from the burning heat of the sun, looking for somewhere new to hole up and hide until night fell
         and the world was his again.

      
   
      
      
      Chapter Fifteen

      
      
      When Wester regained his senses, he was lying in the open, upstairs. He sat up, groaned, and looked around with confusion.
         Larten was nearby. He’d thought about leaving but he wanted to monitor the boy’s recovery. Now he held a pouch of leaves filled
         with water to Wester’s lips.

      
      “What happened?” Wester asked once he’d drunk.

      
      “The monster knocked us out,” Larten lied. “He was gone when I recovered. I dragged you up here and went to wash my wounds
         and fetch water for you.”

      
      “He didn’t kill us?” Wester frowned.

      
      “Doesn’t look like it,” Larten laughed.

      
      “Why not?”

      
      Larten shrugged. “Who can know the mind of a monster?”

      
      Wester staggered to his feet, groaning at the pain in his broken arm, and returned to the cellar entrance. Larten tried to
         call him back, but Wester growled, “I have to be sure.”

      
      Larten lay in the sun while Wester explored the empty cellar. When the boy reappeared, he looked drained of energy and life.
         He slumped next to Larten, his eyes full of tears.

      
      “I failed,” Wester whimpered.

      
      “At least you tried,” Larten consoled him. “We knew the odds were against us. We were lucky to survive.”

      
      “I wish he’d killed me,” Wester cried. “How can I go back? They’ll think I didn’t face him, that I was afraid.”

      
      “Your wounds…” Larten muttered.

      
      “Anyone can fake injuries,” Wester snorted. He got up and looked around for footprints.

      
      “What will you do?” Larten asked.

      
      “Find the monster,” Wester said. “I tracked him down once. I can do it again.”

      
      Larten didn’t comment on how crazy that plan was–the vampaneze would already be many miles from here–but he said nothing. Wester would come to realize the futility of
         his quest in his own time.

      
      “You won’t be able to face him until your arm heals,” Larten said, trying an indirect approach. “You’ll need to rest, gather
         your strength, get a new hammer and more stakes.”

      
      Wester nodded thoughtfully. He tried moving his fingers and winced. “Do you know how to make a splint?” he asked.

      
      “No,” Larten said, “but I know a man who does. You should return to your home and bury your family. But if you truly don’t
         want to,” he said quickly before Wester could argue, “you can come with me and seek refuge at the Cirque Du Freak.”

      
      “What’s that?” Wester asked.

      
      “It’s many things to many people,” Larten said softly, taking Wester’s good arm and leading him away. “For you, temporarily,
         it can be a sanctuary.” But he knew, even as he said it, that what he was really offering Wester was a new home.

      
      Wester’s broken arm healed, and so did the hurt inside him. The first few nights were horrible, a time of sobbing and hateful
         curses. Larten wouldn’t have been able to console Wester by himself, but there were many at the Cirque Du Freak who knew what it was like to lose loved ones, to find yourself an outcast from the world.
         They did what they could to comfort the miserable orphan.

      
      Wester was full of talk about how he was going to find and kill the monster. He made all kinds of outlandish plans. Larten
         listened quietly and never exposed the flaws in Wester’s wild schemes, and as his fury dwindled, Wester came to see them himself
         and stopped muttering darkly. He hadn’t forgotten his vow to slaughter the beast, and Larten doubted this was the end of the
         matter, but for the time being he was content to let it rest.

      
      Even before he regained the use of his arm, Wester started helping Larten with his chores. He was intrigued by the magical
         circus. He worked hard and adapted swiftly to the way of life. Larten wondered sometimes if any stray in their position would
         fit in with the circus folk, or if he and Wester were different. He had a feeling the Cirque wasn’t for everyone, only for
         those of a certain bent. Although they looked normal, he came to believe that he and Wester were in their own way every bit
         as freakish as the stars of the show.

      
      The pair spoke often of their lives, especially at night when Verus and Merletta were asleep. In whispers, Larten told Wester about Vur Horston and Traz, how he had become a murderer on the factory floor. He thought Wester might
         think less of him then, but his new friend said nothing as Larten laid bare his soul, only listened silently and patted Larten’s
         hand when he was finished.

      
      Larten was less revealing about his more recent movements. He let Wester think he’d been with the Cirque Du Freak for years.
         He didn’t want to tell him about Seba and the world of vampires. If he did, Wester might make the link to the monster that
         had killed his family and maybe hate Larten as he hated the creature whose name he’d never learned.

      
      If Seba had returned in the middle of the night, when Wester was asleep, Larten would have left without waking the boy. He
         would have asked Seba if they could slip away quietly, and Seba, being old and wise, would surely have respected his assistant’s
         wishes. That would have spared Larten the task of telling Wester the truth.

      
      But Seba Nile returned without warning one evening, shortly before the start of a show. He tapped Larten’s shoulder, and when
         his assistant turned, the elderly vampire winked and said, “I hope you have not forgotten me already.”

      
      Larten cried out with joy–he’d missed Seba more than he realized–and threw himself into the vampire’s arms, hugging him hard.
         Seba was surprised but did not push the teenager away. Vampires were not as emotional as humans, but they were not entirely
         unfeeling. A rare display of affection was allowed.

      
      “I will have your story soon,” Seba said when Larten released him. “I imagine you have much to tell me.”

      
      “And I’m sure you have even more to tell me,” Larten grinned. They shared a laugh—both knew that Seba would tell his assistant
         next to nothing about his long trek and what he’d experienced at the Vampire Council.

      
      “We will catch up with each other shortly,” Seba said. “First I must find Hibernius and thank him for taking care of you.”
         Seba caught sight of a boy hovering nearby, staring at them. He immediately sensed a connection between this stranger and
         Larten, but he didn’t pursue it. Larten could tell him in his own good time, if he wished.

      
      When Seba left, Wester nudged closer and asked, “Who was that?”

      
      Larten sighed. “My master.” He set his tray aside and faced Wester. “We won’t be working tonight. There’s a lot I have to tell you. About me… my master… and vampires.”

      
      Larten told Wester everything, how he’d first met Seba, his years serving as his assistant, what he knew about the clan, finishing
         with the truth about Murlough. Wester listened quietly, his face impossible to read. He was silent for a long time when Larten
         stopped. When he finally spoke, it was to ask, “Vampires drink blood but they don’t kill?”

      
      “Aye.”

      
      “But you’ve only met a couple. How can you be sure?”

      
      “Seba told me. I trust him. And Murlough confirmed it too.”

      
      “But he said that vampires used to kill.”

      
      Larten shrugged. “I don’t know much about the clan’s history. Maybe they were monsters like Murlough in the past. But they’re
         not anymore. From what Murlough said, there’s no love lost between the two clans. He thinks vampires are weak for not killing
         when they feed.”

      
      “Have you drunk blood yet?” Wester asked.

      
      “No. I’m still human. Seba won’t blood me until we’re both sure that it’s right for me.”

      
      “If I thought that you were lying… or that Seba had lied to you… that vampires were in any way connected with what happened to my family…” There were angry tears in Wester’s
         eyes.

      
      “I swear on my life that vampires had nothing to do with that,” Larten said, not breaking eye contact with the trembling Wester.
         “If you doubt me, I’ll bare my chest and you can kill me now, drive a stake through my heart, just as you meant to drive one
         through Murlough’s.”

      
      “Very well,” Wester said gruffly. “Wait here while I go find one.”

      
      Larten’s mouth fell open, and he gaped at the stern-faced Wester. Then he saw his friend’s upper lip twitch, and he punched
         him hard and cursed.

      
      “You thought I was serious!” Wester hooted.

      
      “Shut up,” Larten growled.

      
      “Are you always this easy to fool?”

      
      “If you keep it up, I’ll go find a stake of my own,” Larten warned him.

      
      Wester chuckled again, then sighed. “Will you leave the Cirque Du Freak now?”

      
      “I suppose,” Larten murmured. “I love the circus life, but I want to be a vampire more than anything. I can’t say why. I just
         do.”

      
      “I think that I want it too,” Wester said softly, stunning his friend.

      
      Larten frowned. “You can’t mean that. You didn’t even know about vampires until I told you.”

      
      “You didn’t know about them either before you met Seba,” Wester countered.

      
      “But our life is hard… there’s so much to learn… you have no idea what you’d be letting yourself in for.”

      
      “Nor did you when you became Seba’s assistant,” Wester said. “I’ll serve an apprenticeship, like you. If I don’t like it,
         I’ll leave and maybe come back here. But I know, the same way you knew that night in the crypt. I can’t explain it. I just know it’s the path for me. I think you do too.
         I think that’s why you brought me here when you could have simply left me at Strasling’s. It’s maybe why you helped me in
         the first place.”

      
      Larten stared at Wester, troubled. Wester had as much right as he did to choose, but Larten felt protective of his orphaned
         friend. While he relished the challenges of the vampire life, he wouldn’t wish the hardships on most folk.

      
      Wester saw the indecision in Larten’s eyes. It annoyed him–what gave Larten the right to choose for him?–but he hid his irritation
         and said, “I think this is fate. Would you deny me my destiny?”

      
      Larten chewed his lower lip and shook his head. “It’s not my decision to make. The choice is Seba’s. But I will ask him and put in a good word for you, if that’s what you
         truly want.”

      
      It was, and later that night, after Seba had said his farewell to Mr. Tall, Larten put Wester’s proposal to him. The vampire
         studied Wester as Larten argued his case. The boy’s eyes were steady, and so were his hands. He had a calm, serious air that
         Seba liked. He saw potential in the boy. But he could see a problem too.

      
      “There is one thing I demand of my assistants,” Seba said. “Truth. Hold my gaze and tell me honestly—do you want to become a vampire so that you can track down and gain revenge on the vampaneze
         who killed your family?”

      
      “That’s part of it,” Wester replied quietly. “I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t. But it’s not the whole reason. I want to be
         part of a community again. Part of a family. I could make a life for myself here at the Cirque Du Freak, but it doesn’t feel
         right. When Larten was telling me of your people, your ways, how you embrace the night and honor it… my soul stirred.”

      
      “That is a poetic way of putting it,” Seba smiled. “He has a fairer tongue than you, Master Crepsley.” His smile faded, and
         he refocused on Wester. “What if I told you to put all thoughts of revenge aside, if I said you could never seek vengeance, even if you ran into Murlough by accident one night?”

      
      “I couldn’t agree to such terms,” Wester said. “He butchered my entire family. I can never forgive or forget that. I will seek revenge, either as a vampire or a human.”

      
      Seba approved of the boy’s honesty. Wester had been open with him, and his thirst for revenge was justifiable. Even a General,
         bound by tighter rules than most of the clan, had the right to kill a vampaneze who had slaughtered members of his human family.

      
      “I have to test your blood,” Seba said. “If it is pure, I will accept you.”

      
      Wester sat calmly as Seba cut his arm and sucked blood from the wound. Both youths watched silently as the vampire swirled
         it around his mouth. When he pulled a face and spat out the blood, Larten’s heart sank. Wester’s eagerness to become a vampire
         had taken him aback, but as he’d thought about it more, he’d warmed to the idea. Now it looked as if his master was going
         to reject Wester, and that hurt Larten more than he’d imagined it could.

      
      Seba glowered at Wester for several long, threatening seconds…

      
      … then winked. “Your blood is fine,” he said. “In fact, it is purer than Larten’s or mine. I accept you without hesitation. You are my assistant now. Pack anything you wish
         to bring with you from this life. We leave in five minutes.”

      
      Wester and Larten shared a beaming glance. As they hurried off to fetch their belongings, Larten found himself thinking of
         Wester as he had once thought of a boy called Vur Horston—not just as a friend but a brother.

      
   
      
      Part Three

      

      
         “How many losses must I endure?”

      
   
      
      
      Chapter Sixteen

      
      
      Larten sat in the Hall of Khledon Lurt, sipping from a mug of ale, studying the red drapes hanging from the walls and ceiling,
         the statue of Khledon Lurt at the center of the room, and, of course, the vampires. He had been here almost a week but still
         felt out of place among the hardened creatures of the night. This was his first time at Council, and it was hard to shake
         the feeling that he didn’t belong.

      
      He put his mug down and rubbed the scars on his fingertips, remembering the night when Seba drove his nails into the soft
         flesh. Larten had welcomed the pain because it meant he was leaving behind the human world, taking a step into the night from
         which there could be no return. He was proud of his ten scars, still shiny after all this time, but they didn’t mean much here.
         There was a lot more to becoming a vampire of good standing than being able to show that you had been blooded, and Larten
         was afraid he might not have what it required.

      
      He was nearly thirty, so as a human he would have been in his prime. If he had battled his way up in the world of man, respect
         and security probably would have been his by now.

      
      But he had been blooded as a half-vampire when he was eighteen, and as a full-vampire five years ago, so he looked like someone
         in his late teens. And all of his travel and experience paled into insignificance when compared with the adventures of vampires
         who had circled the globe countless times. Among these centuries-old beings, he felt like a child.

      
      “There you are,” Wester said, flopping down beside him and half-draining a mug of ale. “Charna’s guts! I needed that.” The
         ancient curse sounded amusing coming from Wester, but Larten hid his smile, not wanting to hurt his friend’s feelings.

      
      “This place is amazing,” Wester beamed. “So many tunnels and Halls. Have you been to the Hall of Perta Vin-Grahl yet? No,
         wait, never mind.” He sniffed the air. “I can tell that you haven’t.”

      
      “By implying that I stink, I assume you mean that the Hall of Perta Vin-Grahl is a bathing room,” Larten said drily.

      
      “Of a kind,” Wester chuckled. “Make sure you bring heavy clothes to wrap up in once you’re done. They don’t believe in pampering
         themselves here with towels or robes.”

      
      Wester drank more of his ale and looked around the cave, eyes sparkling. Wester and Larten had been blooded at the same time,
         but Wester hadn’t become a full vampire until two years ago. Larten had always been a faster learner, a few steps ahead at
         every stage of their training, but in spite of that Wester had adapted more swiftly to the world of Vampire Mountain. He had
         been mixing freely with other vampires since he arrived, learning about their history, exploring the maze within the mountain,
         making himself at home.

      
      Larten had stayed close to Seba most of the time, saying little, not sure how to behave. Their master hadn’t wanted to bring
         them to Council. They were young, and he thought it would be better if they waited another twelve years. But they had argued
         fiercely with him, and in the end he’d relented. At the time Larten thought Seba was worried about Wester, afraid that his
         slightly younger assistant wasn’t up to the physical strain of the barefoot trek through lands cold and hard. But now Larten had started to think that his master
         had actually seen a weakness in him.

      
      Larten listened quietly as Wester told him of his recent meetings, his new friends, what he’d learned about life in the clan.
         After a while he lowered his voice and said, “I found out more about the vampaneze.”

      
      Both were intrigued by the mysterious, purple-skinned renegades–Seba had told them precious little of the other night clan–but
         Wester had more of a vested interest than Larten did.

      
      “A group of seventy broke away about five hundred years ago. There was a war. It lasted decades, vampires against vampaneze—they
         hated each other. In the end a peace treaty was agreed, and there’s been an uneasy truce ever since.”

      
      “I wonder why they sought peace,” Larten mused. “Why didn’t they see the war through to its end and kill all the traitors?”

      
      “I haven’t found out yet,” Wester said. “But you know what this means?” Larten stared at him uncertainly. “Seba was alive
         then. He probably fought in the war.”

      
      “Perhaps that is why he never speaks of the vampaneze,” Larten muttered.

      
      “Aye. And maybe that has something to do with him not wanting to be a Prince.” Larten had let that slip several years ago.
         He’d regretted it immediately and made Wester promise never to mention it to their master, but the pair had often discussed
         it in private, trying to figure out the secrets of Seba’s past.

      
      “Have you ever heard of Desmond Tiny?” Wester asked.

      
      “No. Why?”

      
      “A General mentioned him in passing when he was telling me about the war and its conclusion. I asked a couple of others about
         him. They got an edgy look when I mentioned his name, but they wouldn’t tell me why.”

      
      “You think he was a traitor?” Wester had learned that the names of traitors were never uttered by those of the clan.

      
      “Maybe,” Wester said, but he sounded unsure.

      
      Further debate was ended when Seba entered the Hall and hailed them. Their master was with another vampire, a scruffy man
         clad in purple hides and no shoes. He was about Wester’s height but much broader than either of Seba’s assistants. He had
         green hair, huge eyes, and a small mouth. There were belts strapped around his torso with strange metal stars attached.

      
      “Larten, Wester, this is Vancha March,” Seba introduced them, sitting down at the table.

      
      Vancha nodded at the youthful vampires and called for a mug of milk. As one of the servants of the Hall handed it to him,
         he downed it with a deep gulp, then belched loudly and ordered another. Wiping his mouth with the back of a dirty hand, he
         smiled at Larten and Wester. “Seba’s been telling me about you two. New-bloods, aye?”

      
      “It has been more than five years since I was blooded,” Larten corrected him.

      
      Vancha laughed. “That’s as good as new the way we measure time. Welcome to the clan.” He pressed the middle finger of his right hand to his forehead, placed the fingers next
         to that over his eyes, and spread his thumb and little finger wide. It was the death’s touch sign, something Larten had seen
         several times since coming to the mountain. As Vancha made the sign, he said solemnly, “Even in death may you be triumphant.”
         Then he burped, called for a slab of raw meat, and bit into it with relish. Larten frowned. He didn’t approve of the older
         vampire’s crude manner.

      
      “Vancha is something of a traditionalist,” Seba murmured as blood oozed down Vancha’s chin.

      
      “How old are you?” Wester asked, then raised a hand quickly. “No, let me guess. I’m trying to get used to this.”

      
      “Good luck,” Vancha snorted. “I still can’t tell how old most of these wrinkled prunes are. It depends on what age they were
         when they were blooded.”

      
      “I know, but it’s possible to make an estimate…” Wester studied Vancha–pale like most vampires, with a scattering of small
         scars and wounds–and said, “Just over a hundred. Am I right?”

      
      “Aye.” Vancha was impressed. “I was delighted when I hit three figures. I don’t think you can be considered a true vampire
         until you break the hundred mark. I’ve only recently started to feel like I’m a full member of the clan.”

      
      Larten smiled. It was the first time he had heard another vampire admit to feeling out of place. Despite his first impression,
         he found himself warming to the dirty, smelly Vancha March.

      
      “What did Seba mean when he said that you’re a traditionalist?” Larten asked.

      
      “I don’t hold with human comforts,” Vancha sniffed. “Like vampires of the past, I have as little to do with mankind as possible.
         I eat my food raw, only drink water or milk–blood goes without saying–make my own clothes, and never sleep in a coffin.”

      
      “Why not?”

      
      “Too soft,” Vancha said and laughed at the younger vampire’s expression.

      
      “Vancha is a throwback to a simpler breed of vampire,” Seba said approvingly. “There were many like him when I was a child
         of the night. Most have died or adapted. Few have the strength or will to live as Vancha does.”

      
      “I’m not sure I’d call it strength,” Vancha chuckled. “More like madness.”

      
      “Perhaps it has to do with your mother,” Seba murmured wickedly, and Larten was surprised to see Vancha blush.

      
      Before he could ask any more questions, a vampire who didn’t look much older than Larten or Wester approached their table.
         He had black hair and sharp eyes and wore very dark clothes. If a raven could take human form, Larten imagined it would look
         like this.

      
      “Apologies, Master Nile, but my master would have a word with you.”

      
      “Of course, Mika,” Seba said. “I will come to him shortly.”

      
      The vampire in black bowed, looked curiously at Vancha, then withdrew.

      
      Seba sighed. “I knew that Lare would have a few chores set aside for me.” Lare was one of the Vampire Princes. Larten hadn’t seen any of them yet—they kept to the Hall of Princes most of the time. He wasn’t even sure if Paris
         Skyle–the only other vampire he’d met before coming to the mountain–was at the Council. One Prince always stayed away, in
         case an accident befell the others.

      
      Seba rose and groaned, rubbing the small of his back. “Vampires were not meant to live this long,” he grumbled. “I should
         have gone to a glorious death at least a hundred years ago.”

      
      “Two hundred,” Vancha said seriously, then winked.

      
      “Prepare yourselves, gentlemen,” Seba said to Larten and Wester. “The Festival of the Undead will soon commence. It is always
         an interesting time, especially for new-bloods.”

      
      “What does that mean?” Larten asked Vancha as Seba left.

      
      “It means everyone will be looking to tackle you, to test what you’re made of. It’s a real baptism by fire—many newcomers
         never make it through the first night of the Festival.” Vancha raised his mug of milk and smirked at the worried pair. “You’d
         better hope that the luck of the vampires is with you tonight, or I might be drinking a toast to your corpses in the morning!”

      
   
      
      
      Chapter Seventeen

      
      
      The Festival of the Undead started at sunset in the Hall of Stahrvos Glen, more commonly known as the Hall of Gathering. Several
         hundred vampires were packed inside the cavern, dressed in their finest costumes. Even Vancha had washed and cleaned his hides.
         They were almost all men. Larten saw only a handful of women, and each of them looked as tough as any man.

      
      There was an air of excitement in the Hall, but Larten and Wester were nervous. They sensed or imagined other vampires eyeing
         them like a pack of wolves targeting a pair of lambs.

      
      “Let’s stick together when hell breaks loose,” Wester muttered.

      
      “Aye,” Larten agreed. “We’ll watch each other’s back.”

      
      A gong rang loudly and all talk ceased. Larten stared with fascination as four Princes entered the Hall and mounted a rough
         platform. He was pleased to see Paris Skyle among the royal quartet.

      
      The other Princes were even older than Paris–one looked like he might be a thousand, though Larten knew that even vampires
         didn’t live that long–but they moved easily and carried themselves proudly. Each would have to fight like any ordinary vampire
         this night, and if one was found wanting, he would not hold his post for long. Vampires had great respect for the elderly,
         but only if they could account for themselves in battle. The weak or infirm were expected to seek death as soon as possible.

      
      “Welcome, children of the clan, and our thanks for traveling so far to be with us,” the eldest-looking vampire, Lare Shment,
         said.

      
      “The gods are surely proud of you all.” The second, Azis Bendetta, smiled.

      
      “As are we,” Paris added.

      
      “We hope you have concluded any pressing business,” said the fourth and youngest of the Princes, Chok Yamada. “It’s going to be challenges, tales of glory, and mammoth drinking sessions for the next three nights!”

      
      A huge cheer greeted that announcement.

      
      “But before we run riot,” Sire Yamada continued, “let us hear the names of those who have passed on to Paradise since we last
         met for Council.”

      
      Each Prince in turn mentioned a selection of the many who had died during the past twelve years. As each name was spoken,
         the vampires made the death’s touch sign and murmured, “Even in death may he be triumphant.” Lare concluded with the name
         of Osca Velm, and a sad sigh swept through the Hall.

      
      “Who was Osca Velm?” Larten whispered to Vancha.

      
      “A Prince,” Vancha said glumly. “I hadn’t heard that we’d lost him. He must have fallen recently.”

      
      “We know Sire Velm’s death is news to many of you,” Paris said. “We held no ceremony for him because he didn’t wish for one.
         He never believed that a fuss should be made over a bony old carcass.”

      
      Many laughed at that, but Vancha nodded gruffly. “I knew Osca. He would have hated a fancy funeral. He was a fine vampire.
         He knocked me flat once and broke three of my ribs.”

      
      As the sighs and the muttering died away, Lare Shment clapped and said, “Let that be the end of our official business. We shall have no more until the Ceremony of Conclusion.
         Luck to you, my children.”

      
      “Luck!” the vampires bellowed with delight. And even before the roars died away, mayhem erupted and spread through the Halls
         of Vampire Mountain.

      
      Larten and Wester were swept along in a crush of crazed vampires. Their plan to help each other evaporated quickly as they
         were separated and left to fend for themselves as best they could.

      
      The vampires were supposed to challenge one another in the gaming Halls, but several fights broke out in the tunnels on the
         way. For many of the clan, this was what they lived for, a celebration of brawn and bravery that came once every twelve years.
         It had been a long wait since the last Council, and their lust for battle got the better of them. Nobody objected—such premature
         scraps were common. Their friends simply pushed them along or left them to wrestle in the dirt.

      
      There were three gaming Halls. Several mats and roped-off rings catered to those who preferred hand-to-hand combat. In other
         areas you could fight with swords, spears, knives, or any of a wide variety of weapons. There were wooden bars to balance
         on and rounded staffs to spar with, and ropes to cling to while your foe tried to knock you loose.

      
      Barrels of ale were in ready supply, as well as vats of blood. Larten hadn’t thought to ask where the fresh blood came from.
         It had crossed Wester’s mind a few nights earlier, but Seba had told him it wasn’t the time to discuss such things. He’d said
         he would explain later.

      
      Larten seriously thought that he was going to die. No vampire challenged him at first, but he received many wayward punches
         and kicks. One overeager individual threw an ax. It missed its target and went swishing by Larten’s head, skimming past his
         skull by only a couple of inches. He turned to swear at the clumsy oaf, then saw that it was Chok Yamada. Larten was new to
         many of the vampire ways, but he wasn’t so naive as to openly curse a Prince!

      
      As Larten raised a hand to salute the laughing Prince, a vampire slammed into him. Larten yelled with shock and spun to face
         a tall, ugly General with a nose that had been broken many times.

      
      “First to three,” the General grunted. Before Larten could ask what sort of a contest he was being challenged to, the General
         grabbed him by the neck, felled him, and pinned his arms. “One to me,” the General laughed, letting Larten rise.

      
      Larten was prepared when the General attacked again. He tried to slip out of the bigger man’s way and grab his arms, but the
         General read Larten’s intentions. He slapped the young vampire’s hands apart, wrapped his arms around Larten’s waist, picked
         him off the ground, then smashed him flat and pinned him again.

      
      “Try and make it interesting for me,” the General sneered as a shaken Larten picked himself up and gasped for breath.

      
      Larten swore and swung at the General’s nose. The General twitched his head aside, caught Larten’s arm, and twisted it up
         behind his back. As Larten screamed, the General forced him to his knees.

      
      “Beg for mercy,” he growled.

      
      Larten told him where he could stick his demand.

      
      The General roared with laughter, then flipped the youth over and pinned him for the third and final time. He walked off without
         any parting comment, leaving a dusty, dazed Larten to stagger to his feet and glare at the floor with red-faced embarrassment.
         Around him, several young vampires jeered and applauded slowly, sarcastically.

      
      Before the furious Larten could challenge those who were jeering, another vampire hailed him. “New-blood—come face Staffen Irve if you dare. Let’s see what you be made of.”

      
      Staffen Irve wasn’t much older than Larten. He was holding a club with a large, knobbly metal ball hanging from a short chain
         at one end. He tossed a similar weapon to Larten and said, “Have you used these before?”

      
      “No,” Larten said, testing the club’s weight and the swing of the ball.

      
      “Then you better be a quick learner, boy,” Staffen chuckled, and took a swipe at Larten’s face. If it had hit cleanly, Larten
         would have lost several teeth. But he was able to duck, and the ball struck his shoulder instead.

      
      Larten grimaced and lashed out. His ball bounced harmlessly off Staffen Irve’s ribs. Staffen grunted and whacked Larten’s
         shoulder again.

      
      Larten lasted less than a minute. He fended off a few of the blows and managed to land a couple of his own, but when the ball
         smashed into his right leg just below his knee, he went down hard and was finished. Staffen pounded Larten’s back a few times,
         hoping to goad him back to his feet, but when he realized the duel was over, he stopped and offered Larten a hand up.

      
      “Not bad,” Staffen said as Larten stood on one foot and squeezed back tears of pain. “You ain’t the worst new-blood I’ve seen, but you’ll need to put in a lot of work before
         the next Council.”

      
      The vampires who had been watching him laughed at that. To Larten they sounded like a pack of crows. He would have liked to
         wade into them and tear their heads off, but the fight had been knocked out of him. Turning his back on those who had borne
         witness to his shame, Larten hopped away, trying hard to drown out their catcalls.

      
      Staffen Irve’s mild compliment should have given him hope, but Larten didn’t think any amount of work would prepare him for
         the next Council or any after that. In his own eyes he was a failure. On the trek to the mountain, he had dreamed of winning
         every challenge and becoming an instant hero. While he knew that wasn’t realistic, he was sure he would at least hold his
         own and not be disgraced. Now he knew better. He imagined more vampires laughing at him, the laughter following him as he
         limped away, and his head dropped ever lower.

      
      One of the female vampires shouted at Larten and held out a long staff, asking him to duel with her. But the thought of being
         laid low by a woman was too much for him. It didn’t matter that he wasn’t supposed to deny a challenge during the Festival
         of the Undead. He wanted out. Blushing furiously, Larten hurried to the exit and slipped out of the Hall, feeling smaller and more
         alone than he had at any time since he’d fled from the factory of silkworms as a scared young boy.

      
   
      
      
      Chapter Eighteen

      
      
      The tunnels were littered with wounded or resting vampires. Larten didn’t see any fatalities, but he was sure there would
         be several by the end of the Festival. No vampire would feel pity for those who fell. Humans might consider it a waste of
         life, but for vampires death in combat was the noblest way to die.

      
      Larten didn’t quite wish for death, but at least it would have spared him this indignity. He knew he was making things worse
         by hopping away–he’d now be seen not just as a weak new-blood but as one who ran when the going got tough–but he didn’t care.
         All he wanted was to find a quiet spot for himself so he could hide and nurse his injured leg and wounded pride.

      
      “Hey!” someone called. Larten paused and looked around. Three young men were seated at a table in a niche in the tunnel, playing
         cards. The tallest of them was smiling invitingly. “Do you play?”

      
      Larten blinked. “Why aren’t you fighting?” he asked.

      
      “Challenges are so eighteenth century,” the vampire laughed, then extended a hand. “I’m Tanish Eul. Come and join us. Gambling is a far more
         civilized way to pass the time.”

      
      Larten stared at Tanish Eul and his companions. A bottle of wine stood on the table, and another couple of bottles rested
         nearby. The men were dressed in the modern human fashion, hair carefully swept back. One even sported a monocle. They looked
         unlike any other vampire he’d seen.

      
      Tanish Eul wiggled his fingers. “I won’t hold out my hand forever.”

      
      Larten felt a great urge to join them, to share their wine and show off his card skills. He had a feeling they wouldn’t care
         about his humiliation in the gaming Hall, that they’d laugh and make him feel it wasn’t important. He took a step towards
         the trio, then stopped. If Seba found him here, drinking and gambling when he should be fighting, Larten knew his master would be disappointed.

      
      “Thank you,” Larten mumbled, “but I have to go.”

      
      “As you wish.” Tanish lowered his hand. “But feel free to drop in on us another time. You’ll always find a welcome here.”

      
      Larten half-waved to the strangely dressed vampires and staggered away with a frown. After a while he stopped thinking about
         Tanish Eul and focused again on his battered ego. He had meant to rest in one of the more remote Halls, but as he limped down
         the tunnels, he just kept going. His feet almost had a will of their own. He came to a gate, ignored the stares of the disgruntled
         vampires who had been stuck with guard duty, and carried on down the maze of lower tunnels.

      
      There were marks on the walls to show the way. He read them by the light of the glowing lichen that grew in most places here.
         At a fork he paused and considered taking a turn that wasn’t marked, to lose himself and perish in a godsforsaken corner of
         the mountain. But as bad as he felt, he hadn’t hit that low a point, or even anywhere near.

      
      Finally he came to an opening and crawled out onto the face of the mountain. It was a gloomy night, the moon a thin arc in the sky, only a scattering of stars on display. Snow whipped around him, and soon his orange hair was
         covered by a soft white cap. Ignoring the elements, he hopped down the mountain, wincing from the pain in his leg but determined
         not to let it slow him.

      
      After a while, Larten sought the shelter of a small coppice of trees. He was shivering, and his clothes were soaked from the
         snow. Once he’d propped himself against a mossy log, he rolled up the leg of his trousers and examined the area around his
         knee. He thought a bone might have splintered, but he couldn’t be sure. He wished this had happened to him on the way here.
         He would have had to miss Council if he’d broken a leg, as Seba had twenty-four years earlier. That would have been for the
         best.

      
      There was a panting noise. Larten looked up sharply, eyes narrowing. His sense of vision had improved dramatically since he
         was blooded, and he could see almost as clearly at night as he had in the daytime when he was human. Now he saw two wolves
         approaching, teeth bared, hackles raised. They looked like they might be getting ready to attack, but Larten knew it was just
         for show. They would bolt in a second if he made an aggressive move.

      
      Larten whistled to the wolves. Their ears pricked and they whined softly, then came to him and lay by his side. He hugged the hairy creatures, absorbing warmth from their bodies.
         There was a bond between vampires and wolves–some thought that the clan had originally evolved from the beasts–but Larten
         felt especially close to them, and most wolves responded to him eagerly.

      
      The wolves, like the vampires, had come for the Council. They’d learned long ago that there were rich pickings to be had–delicious
         scraps thrown out for them to devour–and dozens made the pilgrimage every time.

      
      “I bet it’s easier for you,” Larten murmured. “If another wolf gets the better of you in battle, you just roll over and show
         your throat. He leaves you alone after that. A brief moment of humiliation, then you get on with things. You don’t have to
         deal with scornful looks or jeers.”

      
      The wolves simply panted and lay at rest. Words didn’t matter to them. They were accustomed to the prattle of the two-legged
         beings and coolly ignored it.

      
      Larten lay with the wolves, silently brooding. Perhaps he would stay here for the day, then set off for the human world at
         sunset. Never return to Vampire Mountain or the clan. He could be a highly respected man in the normal world. His strength and speed would stand him in good stead. As long as he didn’t seek too much power, the
         Generals would leave him alone.

      
      As Larten considered a life of exile, the wolves raised their heads and snarled. Moments later Seba appeared, thrusting through
         the trees. One of the wolves rose warningly, but then Seba whistled to it and the beast relaxed. Like his assistant, Seba
         had a special way with animals. Wester wasn’t fond of the four-legged creatures, but Seba and Larten had often run and hunted
         with wolf packs.

      
      The wolves parted to allow Seba to sit beside his student, then shuffled up to him. Seba scratched behind their ears and told
         them how fine they looked. They panted happily and even let him examine their teeth.

      
      Larten sat stiffly while his mentor was playing with the wolves. He feared a tongue-lashing from his master, but when Seba
         finally looked up, his eyes were clear and calm.

      
      “I have been told of your defeats and how you stormed off.”

      
      “I didn’t—” Larten started to retort.

      
      “Did not,” Seba stopped him.

      
      Larten managed a weak smile. A few years ago he had told Seba that he wished he could speak like him—the elderly vampire always sounded very authoritative when he spoke.
         Seba had nodded seriously and said that he would train him.

      
      “I did not…” Larten began again, but this time stopped of his own accord. The truth was that he had stormed off in a sulk. To deny it would be foolish. “You were right,” Larten scowled. “Wester and I should not have come
         to Council. We were not ready.”

      
      “Of course you were,” Seba said. “I never planned to leave you behind. I simply wanted the pair of you to think that coming
         here was your idea, not mine.”

      
      Larten blinked dumbly. “Why would you do that?”

      
      Seba chuckled. “If you ever take an assistant of your own, you will find that they need careful handling. You and Wester often
         make free decisions that are actually entirely of my bidding. It is good for the young to think that they are in control of their choices,
         even when they are not.”

      
      Seba sighed and his smile faded. “But I am not the fine judge that I believed I was. I am to blame for your reaction tonight.
         I should have been harder on you in the past and made little of your successes in order to prepare you for your failures.

      
      “I expect more of you than of Wester,” Seba said quietly. “Wester will make a fine vampire if he does not die young in his
         pursuit of the vampaneze, but he lacks your potential. You have the capacity to become a vampire of great standing. Or so
         I believe.

      
      “I have always tried to treat you the same as Wester, but I think I failed to hide my high opinion. You read my thoughts and,
         being young and impressionable, assumed that you were as noble and capable as I hoped you might become.

      
      “I have been soft on you. Instead of setting you tasks you could not complete, I played to your strengths and let you forge
         ahead. It is not a bad policy–most people need to build on a series of small successes, to increase their skills and give
         them a sense of self-belief–but it was the wrong approach in your case. You have grown headstrong and overly confident. Again,”
         he said as Larten tried to object, “that was my fault, not yours. I let it happen because I was proud of you.”

      
      Seba leaned against the tree and gazed at his student. “You thought you would crack many heads tonight, beat champions, set
         records, make a name for yourself, aye?”

      
      “Aye,” Larten said, smiling bitterly. “I know how foolish that was, but—”

      
      “—You believed it anyway,” Seba finished. “In my heart, part of me believed it too. I secretly hoped that you would take the
         clan by storm. That hope led me to misdirect you. I should have told you to expect the worst. You had never fought a vampire
         before. It takes time, practice, and many losses before a new-blood can get the better of his peers. But because I believed
         that you could thwart those odds, I said nothing. That is why you have been hurt.”

      
      Seba got to his feet and rubbed his arms up and down. “I feel the cold these nights,” he muttered. “Perhaps I am not much
         longer for this world. In my youth I could sit through a freezing blizzard. Now…” The snow triggered a memory, and Seba changed
         tack. “Do you know the story of Perta Vin-Grahl?”

      
      “No. But Wester told me about the bathing Hall named after him.”

      
      “Perta was not much older than I when I became a vampire,” Seba said, “but he was already an incredible warrior, destined
         for greatness. We all thought that he would become one of the youngest Princes ever.

      
      “Perta passed into legend when peace was agreed between the vampires and the vampaneze.” Seba had a faraway, sad look in his
         eyes. “That was a terrible time. A lot of those who perished in battle were our bravest and best. For centuries arguments had raged. Vampires were once poised to become the dominant force of this world.
         There were tens of thousands of us, at a time when humanity was far less widespread and powerful than it is now. We could
         have taken control, made slaves of humans everywhere, become lords of all.

      
      “The Princes led us away from that. They saw the perils of absolute power and convinced the clan that we would become dark
         beasts if we sought dominion. They urged us to withdraw from the affairs of man. We made our base in lands no human would
         ever come to, and created laws to limit the influence we could exert over those who were weaker than us. Back then, vampires
         always killed when they fed, but the Princes outlawed those murderous habits.

      
      “Many vampires disagreed with the new direction that we had taken. They felt that we had become vermin, sneaking around, stealing
         drops of blood here and there like leeches. Our numbers dwindled over the years. We no longer blooded as many assistants as
         we once did–there were new laws against it–and humans came to see us as prey. When we walked the world proudly and openly,
         no one hunted us, aware of the dire consequences if they killed a vampire. As we became more secretive, humans grew scornful of us, thinking us weak and cowardly. Vampire-hunting became a sport in many corners of the world.”

      
      “You think the Princes were wrong,” Larten whispered, “that we should have stayed true to our original course.”

      
      Seba nodded slowly. “It was our natural way. We were predators, but we were not vicious. We killed when we drank, but we absorbed
         part of the humans’ spirit, so they lived on in a fashion. We were like lions—they are not evil when they kill, merely noble
         creatures of the wild obeying their fierce instincts.”

      
      Seba held up a hand as Larten tried to object. “Hold, Master Crepsley. I do not claim we should return to the old ways. We
         cannot. Too much has changed. I think we took the wrong turn at a key time, but now that we are on this path, we must go where
         it leads. I would like to make certain alterations and adjustments, but the vampaneze went too far, and I would hate to see
         the clan follow suit.

      
      “All of that is beside the point. I was telling you about Perta Vin-Grahl. He fought heatedly against the vampaneze when they
         broke away. Before they left, he was in favor of returning to the old ways. In arguments, he took the side of those who would
         go on to become the vampaneze. But he believed above all else in the need to remain united. He felt that change should come from within. He savagely opposed any move to split
         the clan.

      
      “Perta despised the seventy vampires who turned their backs on us to establish their own order. He led the hunt to kill them.
         Many wanted to debate the matter with the newly formed vampaneze. They felt it was no more than a provocative gesture, designed
         to spark a response. They thought that the vampaneze could be tempted back into the fold.

      
      “Perta knew that we had passed that point. He was determined to slay them all. He said that was the only way true peace could
         be achieved. If we let them live, they would return to haunt us. This was even before Desmond Tiny gave us the Stone of Blood
         and cast his dire prophecy.”

      
      “Who is Desmond Tiny?” Larten asked. “And what is the Stone of Blood?”

      
      Seba waved a dismissive hand. “You will find out soon. You must go to the Hall of Princes before we leave, clasp the Stone,
         and add your blood to that of the clan. I will explain it to you then.

      
      “Perta killed many vampaneze. He lost a hand and half his lower jaw in battle–he could not eat solid food afterwards–but he
         kept going. He was the most accomplished, determined fighter I have ever seen.

      
      “When a truce was declared, Perta could not accept it. There were others in his position, a group of angry, hateful Generals.
         They had lost friends and loved ones in the battles. They wanted to wage war against the vampaneze to the very end, even if
         it meant our end too. It looked as if there might be another split. We thought that Perta and his followers would break from
         us as the vampaneze had, to create a third brand of night-walkers and further weaken our position.

      
      “But Perta did not wish to harm the clan. When he realized that he could not convince the majority to continue our war with
         the vampaneze, he gathered his followers and led them away. He took them to a place of ice and savage isolation. Some say
         it was Greenland—others, the South Pole or somewhere equally remote. According to one of his followers who came back years
         later, they built a palace out of ice, dug tombs, finished off the blood they had taken with them, then lay in their frozen
         coffins and calmly waited to die.”

      
      Seba fell silent, thinking of the lost vampires he had known in his youth, recalling Perta’s laugh and the flash of his blade.
         Once Seba had fought by Perta’s side and killed three vampaneze, including the General who had blooded him when he was a youth,
         the one who had taught him as he taught Larten, whom he loved and respected above all others. That was the darkest night of Seba’s
         life, and he would never speak of it, not even now.

      
      “The vampire who returned was insane,” Seba sighed. “Lack of blood and the harsh elements drove him crazy. Who knows if his
         story of ice castles and tombs was true? Many vampires have searched for the burial place of Perta Vin-Grahl, but it has never
         been found and, even if it exists, I doubt it ever will be.

      
      “But we know that Perta and his followers chose death instead of harm to the clan. Rather than lead his supporters to war
         with us, Perta led them away so that the clan could flourish. It was the ultimate sacrifice, made by a vampire of true greatness,
         one who put the wishes and needs of the clan before his own.

      
      “There is a reason why I am telling you this,” Seba said, eyes coming back into focus. “Perta was the finest fighter I have
         seen, beyond compare. He set many records at Council, defeating one challenger after another at wrestling, fencing, the bars.
         Everyone wanted a slice of Perta Vin-Grahl, to be able to say in years to come that they had faced him in his prime. He did
         not win every fight–nobody does–but he won far more than any other vampire in recent centuries.

      
      “I remember the first time Perta came to Vampire Mountain.” Seba smiled at the ancient memory. “He was skinny and dirty—Vancha
         March is a dandy compared to the young Perta Vin-Grahl! He had been blooded as a child but, like you, had never had much contact
         with other vampires until he came here. He challenged just about every General at Council that year.”

      
      “Let me guess,” Larten sniffed. “He lost every fight, like I did.”

      
      “No,” Seba said. “He was a tiger even then. He won most of the contests in which he took part. And those that he lost, he
         only lost narrowly, after a long, bloody fight.

      
      “I mentioned that first Council to Perta many years later. I thought he would recall it with pride. But his face grew dark,
         and he said he wished he had been beaten to a pulp. He said triumphing in so many challenges was the worst thing that ever
         happened to him.”

      
      Larten frowned. “Winning was bad?”

      
      Seba nodded. “I was bewildered too, until he explained. A few years later, Perta was traveling with five young vampires. They
         looked to him as their leader and teacher, even though he had not blooded them. One of them hatched a plan to kidnap Lady
         Evanna and force her to bear children.” He noted Larten’s confusion and gestured impatiently. “That is a story for another
         time. Suffice it to say, the Lady of the Wilds is a great sorceress. You cross her at your peril.

      
      “Perta was fearless and led his group against her. She fought back and killed all five of his companions. Perta escaped only
         because he was stronger and faster than the rest. She chased him for six months before one of the Princes begged for mercy
         on his behalf and convinced her to leave him be.

      
      “Perta felt that he had the blood of those vampires on his hands. He had failed to consider their weaknesses. Having never
         tasted real defeat, he assumed nothing bad could happen to him or those who put their trust in him. That deadly encounter
         with Evanna taught him a costly lesson. But if he had tasted defeat earlier in his life, he would never have followed such
         a fatal course. Those five vampires might still be alive.

      
      “It is good to be taught humility when we are young,” Seba said softly. “If we do not experience pain as children, we will
         cause pain as adults. You have to learn from your beatings. Accept your shortcomings and work on correcting them, but welcome
         them too. You might one night be asked to lead others. If so, you must be able to see people as they are, not as you yourself might be. A true champion must know not only
         his own mind and heart—he must know the minds and hearts of those weaker than himself. You can only do that if you have stood
         where they stand.”

      
      Seba patted the wolves and smiled. “They are not so fast, these beasts, but they are strong. They can run for many miles and
         endure. We are not so different. It is hard for one so young, as you are, to peer forward and focus on the centuries ahead
         of us, but I ask you to accept the word of one much older than you. Your losses now will profit you in the long run, if you learn from them, if you accept them and seek to rise above them for the right reasons.”

      
      “The right reasons?” Larten echoed.

      
      “Come back and face Staffen Irve again,” Seba said. “Ignore the jeers of those who mocked you. Wounded as you are, weaker
         and slower than Staffen, you should still challenge him and be defeated again, so that you can learn and grow.”

      
      Larten thought about that, then hobbled to his feet. “How long do you think it will take?” he asked. “How many losses must
         I endure before I can be a great warrior like Perta Vin-Grahl?”

      
      Seba sighed—his assistant hadn’t understood. This wasn’t about overcoming one’s limits but acknowledging and living with them. He thought about trying again, but he felt
         either he lacked the right words, or else Larten was not yet ready to hear. Perhaps the young vampire had to learn his lessons
         the hard way, as Perta Vin-Grahl had.

      
      “More losses than your ego can bear, fewer than your body can endure,” Seba answered. As Larten puzzled over that, the elderly
         vampire clapped his assistant’s back and offered his arm for support. With Larten leaning on his master, the wolves trailing
         close behind, the pair commenced the long climb back to the Halls of Vampire Mountain.

      
   
      
      Part Four

      

      
         “Now, there’s a man with style!”

      
   
      
      
      Chapter Nineteen

      
      
      “Do it again.”

      
      Larten scowled and picked himself up off the forest floor. Flicking twigs and moss from his hair and clothes, he climbed the
         tall tree and edged out along a branch the width of his wrist. When he got as far as he could standing up, he bent, gripped
         the branch with his hands, and kicked his feet into the air. It took him a few seconds to find his balance. Once he was steady,
         he walked out farther on his hands.

      
      “Stop,” Seba said as the branch creaked and bowed from the weight. He was sitting higher up in the tree, chewing a bone. Wester
         was at the end of another branch, balanced on his hands like Larten.

      
      Larten stared at the ground, feeling sweat trickle along his neck. Seba watched for a while, still chewing. Then, without
         warning, he tossed the bone in Larten’s direction, but a couple of feet beyond the branch on which the young vampire was precariously
         perched.

      
      “Catch it!” Seba barked.

      
      Larten’s left hand shot out, and his fingers clutched for the bone. He almost made contact, but as had happened sixteen times
         already, his right hand shook wildly, he lost his balance, and he fell with a startled cry, hitting the earth not long after
         the bone.

      
      Seba tutted, then said, “Do it again.”

      
      As Larten muttered angrily and climbed back up the tree, Seba dug another bone out of the bag in his lap, then threw it at
         Wester. His other assistant enjoyed no more success than Larten had and was soon picking himself up from the ground and wincing.

      
      “This is ridiculous,” Larten grumbled, staring at the branch with something close to hatred. “It is an impossible task.”

      
      “Not at all,” Seba said. “Every vampire learns to do this. It is a basic test.”

      
      Larten squinted suspiciously at his master. There had been a lot of “basic tests” in recent years, since their visit to Vampire
         Mountain. Larten and Wester had failed most of them. He was starting to think that Seba was playing with them, setting goals that they couldn’t possibly achieve. But why would he humiliate them in such
         a fashion? Maybe the tests were genuine and his assistants simply weren’t up to the standards required of trainee Generals.

      
      “I almost caught it that time,” Wester said, joining them in the branches.

      
      “No,” Larten grunted. “You were nowhere close.”

      
      “Thanks for the confidence boost,” Wester pouted.

      
      “Are you sure this is necessary?” Larten asked Seba.

      
      The elderly vampire shrugged. “The Generals are very demanding. They will test you in many ways. You must be flexible and
         experienced in a variety of skills. If you cannot do this, there is no point going any further with your lessons.”

      
      Larten sighed, shared a resigned look with Wester, then edged out along the branch for the eighteenth time.

      
      Seba chewed a bone and watched neutrally. He waited until Larten was in position, then lobbed the bone at him, closed his
         eyes, and waited for the thud. When it came, his lips twitched, and he almost smiled. But when he opened his eyes again, there
         was no hint of a grin on his carefully composed face.

      
      “Do it again.”

      
      *    *    *

      
      Larten was in a foul mood when they made camp for the day. It had been a long, tiring night, but there was to be no rest for
         him.

      
      “I would like a loaf of bread when I wake,” Seba said as he yawned and made himself comfortable. “Will you fetch one for me,
         Larten?”

      
      “We are miles from the nearest village,” Larten noted.

      
      “I know,” Seba said.

      
      “I will not be able to catch much sleep by the time I travel there and back.”

      
      “You are young,” Seba said. “You do not need a lot of sleep.”

      
      Wester wanted to volunteer to go instead, but Seba would be furious if he said anything. Assistants were never supposed to
         contradict their master.

      
      “Do you want any particular type of bread?” Larten growled.

      
      “Of course not,” Seba said, settling back and closing his eyes. “You know that I am not particular.”

      
      “How about you?” Larten snapped at Wester.

      
      “I’m fine,” Wester said quickly.

      
      Larten set off through the forest, grumbling and kicking any tree stump that got in his way. The last few years had been a
         frustrating drag. Endless tests, most of which he’d failed. No contact with other vampires. No adventures. Not much travel, and when they did go to a new country,
         Seba wouldn’t let them explore. “I have already seen that,” he would say whenever they asked to go sightseeing. “It is not
         worth the trek.”

      
      Wester was bored and irritable too, but he still had faith in their master. He believed Seba was doing this for a reason,
         that every vampire had to endure such treatment on the way to becoming a General.

      
      Larten wasn’t convinced. He thought maybe age had caught up with Seba, that his thoughts had become muddled. Maybe these weren’t
         real tests at all, just ways to make his assistants look foolish. Nothing they did in recent times satisfied the grouchy old
         vampire. He found flaws in everything. Larten couldn’t believe that other masters were this critical of their students.

      
      He took his time walking to the village. He kept to the gloom of the forest as best he could, avoiding the rays of the sun,
         which were painful for him now. But sometimes he had to pass through a clearing. When he did, he raised his cloak–a tattered
         gray thing he’d picked up during his travels–over his head and jogged, muttering darkly once he was safely back among the
         shadows.

      
      When Larten returned with the loaf–still warm, tucked away in the folds of his cloak–Seba stirred and called to him. “Is that you, Larten?”

      
      “Aye.”

      
      “What took you so long?”

      
      Larten bit down on his tongue to stop himself from cursing. “You said you were going to eat later. I did not think there was
         any rush.”

      
      “I am too hungry to wait.” Seba beckoned impatiently for the bread. Larten resisted an urge to toss the loaf at his master’s
         head, and instead unwrapped it and handed it across. Seba’s eyebrows creased. “I wanted brown bread.”

      
      Larten trembled. “You said you didn’t care what kind,” he snarled through gritted teeth.

      
      “Did I?”

      
      “Aye.”

      
      “Oh.” Seba blinked innocently. “My apologies. I meant to ask for brown.”

      
      He held the loaf out to Larten and nodded in the direction of the village. Larten stared at the bread, wondering if it was
         possible to batter a person to death with it. Then he turned abruptly and headed back the way he’d come. He passed close by
         Wester, but his friend kept his head down, buried beneath a blanket, afraid Larten would vent his anger on him if he caught
         his eye.

      
      *    *    *

      
      Several weeks later, Larten and Wester were fishing. They stood in the middle of a fast-flowing stream, thigh-deep in cold
         water, hunched over. The test was to spear a fish with their little finger. It should have been a simple task, except Seba
         had tied a strip of cloth around their eyes so that neither could see.

      
      “Listen closely, gentlemen,” he called from the bank, where he was tucking into a pheasant that they had caught and roasted
         for him earlier. “No creature moves in complete silence. Focus. Train your ears. Ignore the sounds of the stream and the rumblings
         of your stomachs.”

      
      “Easy for him to say,” Larten huffed, the delicious smell of the pheasant thick in his nostrils. He hadn’t eaten since they’d arrived here
         four nights ago. Wester hadn’t either. Seba had told them they could eat nothing until they caught a fish.

      
      Wester bent close to the water and strained, but he could hear nothing moving beneath the surface, even with his advanced
         senses. After a few minutes he stabbed directionlessly, figuring if he did that often enough, he had to catch something eventually.
         But he came up empty-handed.

      
      Beside him, Larten was struggling to control his rage. He was starving, wet, and freezing. But worst of all, he felt like a fool. There was no way they could do this. If it was a still pond, perhaps, but there were limits to
         what even a vampire could do. Besides, when he’d studied the stream from the bank before getting in, he hadn’t seen any fish.

      
      Something bumped lightly against Larten’s leg and he thrust at it. His nail struck true and he yelled with triumph. But when
         he ripped his blindfold away he saw that he’d only speared a piece of wood.

      
      “You will not get fat on that,” Seba chuckled, juices from the pheasant dripping down his chin.

      
      “Charna’s guts!” Larten roared and threw the stick at Seba. It struck the vampire’s shoulder and bounced harmlessly to the
         ground. Seba stared at it, then at Larten, his expression unreadable.

      
      “Apologize!” Wester hissed. He’d removed his blindfold and was trembling.

      
      “For what?” Larten shouted. “He’s treating us worse than animals. There’s no way we can—”

      
      “He is,” Seba calmly corrected him. “There is.”

      
      “How about this?” Larten sneered. “You are a stupid, cruel, decrepit sham of a vampire!”

      
      “Larten!” Wester gasped.

      
      “You have lost your senses,” Larten pressed on. He waded out of the stream and stood dripping before his master. “You do not deserve the title of General. You are giving us tasks that no vampire could complete, just to watch us fail. You should go and…”

      
      He stopped. Seba had stood up and was heading for the stream. He got in and told Wester to tie the blindfold around his eyes.
         As the pair of young vampires watched in silence, he extended his arms and stuck out the index finger of both hands. Seba
         crouched low over the gushing water and held his position like a hovering hawk. For a long time he didn’t move, and his assistants
         were motionless too. Then, in a flash, his left hand shot into the water. When he pulled it out again, his finger was stuck
         through the middle of a small silver fish.

      
      Seba tossed the fish onto the bank, removed his blindfold, and raised an eyebrow at Larten, inviting an apology. But Larten
         was in no mood to beg his master’s forgiveness. With a curse, he suggested a dark, warm place where Seba could stuff the fish,
         then spun on his heels and stormed off.

      
      “Larten!” Wester cried, struggling out of the stream. He wanted to go after his friend, but before he could, Seba called to
         him.

      
      “Hold, Master Flack.” When Wester looked back, he was astonished to see Seba smiling. “Let him go. It will do him good to
         sulk for a while.”

      
      Wester frowned, then looked for the fish. Picking it up, he sniffed carefully. “This isn’t fresh,” he whispered.

      
      “I would be shocked if it was,” Seba chuckled. “I caught it some hours ago, while you were hunting for my pheasant. I had
         it concealed up my sleeve. As a trained magician, Larten really should have noticed. Perhaps he was too hungry to concentrate.”

      
      “Larten was right,” Wester snapped. “You’re making fools of us.”

      
      Seba’s smile faded, and he shook his head. “You are like sons to me. I would never do that to you. The tasks I have set are
         all within the means of vampires of a certain standing. You and Larten are not yet ready to pass such tests, but they are
         legitimate, and there is no shame in failing them.”

      
      “I don’t understand,” Wester frowned. “Why set the tests if you know we can’t complete them?”

      
      “To provoke a reaction like the one we have just seen.” Seba sighed and stepped out of the water. “Larten is a fine young
         vampire, honest and obedient, but he lacks patience. He also tries to hide his true feelings. It is important for a man to
         control his emotions, but sometimes we need to be able to express ourselves freely in the company of those we love and trust.

      
      “Larten needs to rebel,” Seba said. “He has stood by me loyally ever since we met in that place of the dead, but the time
         has come for him to face the world by himself. He must choose his own path, not simply march with me down mine.”

      
      “Why don’t you just tell him that and cut him free?” Wester asked.

      
      “It is important that he thinks it is his own choice,” Seba said. “If you have to be told to rebel, it is not a true rebellion.”
         Seba noticed Wester’s confusion and laughed. “You might have assistants of your own one night, and then my actions may not
         seem so curious.

      
      “In the meantime I must ask you to trust me. Say nothing of this to Larten. Continue to suffer with him as he fails more tasks
         and grows ever angrier. If he asks how I reacted to his insults tonight, tell him I fumed and cursed his name. Let him think
         I am as angry with him as he is with me.” Seba’s eyes softened, and his voice dropped. “By no means tell him that I love him
         dearly, or that this hurts me a lot more than it infuriates him.”

      
   
      
      
      Chapter Twenty

      
      
      The three vampires came to a city in the middle of the night. It was raining, and they trudged through the streets in silence,
         keeping to the shadows. Larten and Wester were paying little attention to their surroundings, heads lowered, waiting for their
         master to find a spot where they could rest up. They assumed Seba would lead them to a graveyard or the ruins of an old building,
         as he usually did, but this time he surprised them by stopping in front of an inn.

      
      “I feel like sleeping in a comfortable bed tonight,” Seba said. “How does this establishment look to you?”

      
      “Very nice,” Wester said, beaming at the thought of spending the night indoors for a change.

      
      “Fine,” Larten grunted, casting a weary eye over the front of the inn. Then he paused and studied it again. It was an old-looking
         building, with blue glass in the windows. Not many inns had such curious glass. In fact, Larten had only seen one exactly
         like it, a long time ago, when he was still a human child and passed by this way quite often.

      
      “I know this place,” Larten whispered, raising his head and staring at the street with more interest.

      
      “Do you?” Seba asked, faking innocence.

      
      “I’ve been here before. This is…” He stopped and gulped. “This is the city where I was born.”

      
      Wester and Seba stared at Larten with surprise, though Seba’s stare was forced. “Really?” Seba purred. “I had not thought.
         But yes, now that I cast my mind back, you are correct. It was in a graveyard not far from here where our paths first crossed,
         aye?”

      
      Larten nodded slowly.

      
      “Well, this is a nice surprise,” Seba chuckled. “Or is it? Would you rather we move on and not spend the night here? It might
         stir up old memories. Perhaps we should—”

      
      “I don’t mind,” Larten growled, feeling strangely uneasy but not wanting to admit to his concerns. “It makes no difference to me. Stay or leave—I don’t give a damn.”

      
      “Very well,” Seba sniffed. “In that case we will stay. And, Larten?” He shook a finger from side to side when Larten looked
         at him. “Do not.”

      
      The innkeeper was surprised to see three travelers abroad at such an hour, but Seba said they had been traveling in a carriage
         that had crashed when their horse lost its footing. The innkeeper expressed his sympathy, then gave them a reduced rate for
         the night–against Seba’s protestations–and led them to their rooms, one for Seba and one for his assistants.

      
      “A kind and generous gentleman,” Seba noted as the innkeeper returned to his post. He turned questioningly to Larten. “Are
         all the people in your city of such fine standing?”

      
      “Not that I recall,” Larten said darkly, thinking about Traz and the way the foreman had murdered Vur Horston all those years
         ago.

      
      “Well, perhaps they have improved in your absence,” Seba smiled, then bid the pair good night and turned in.

      
      Larten sat by the window in their room and said nothing, staring out at the darkness and the few people who passed by during
         the remainder of the night. He was remembering his old life, the days when he and Vur had set off to work each morning, fearing Traz’s wrath but pleased
         to be together, making wild plans for the future, dreaming of a time when they could break free of the factory and city and
         head out into the brave, unexplored world beyond.

      
      Wester kept a close watch on Larten. He was certain that this was no accident. Seba had brought them here on purpose. He guessed
         it was to get Larten thinking about the past, the path he had taken in life, the decisions he had made. Nothing could turn
         a person’s thoughts towards the future more than a volley of ghosts from the past.

      
      Wester didn’t want to play Seba’s game. He was worried where it would lead and what might happen to Larten if he rebelled
         as Seba wished. He was tempted to say nothing, keep his head down, and hope that Larten stayed in the room until Seba announced
         that it was time for them to leave. But that would have been unfair. He could sense, by the way Larten shot him occasional
         glances, that his friend wanted to talk about this. So in the end he put his concerns aside and asked the question that Larten
         needed him to ask.

      
      “Are you going to visit your family?”

      
      Larten blinked as if the thought had never crossed his mind.

      
      “What family would that be?” he replied.

      
      “Your human family.”

      
      Larten shook his head. “I am no longer human. They mean nothing to me.”

      
      “They’re still your family,” Wester said.

      
      “The members of the clan are my only family now,” Larten insisted. “Vampires have no need of human relatives.”

      
      “But don’t you want to find out what happened to them?” Wester asked. “Aren’t you interested in their fate, if they’re alive
         or dead, sick or well, successful or poor?”

      
      Larten shrugged. “I put such concerns behind me when I became Seba’s assistant. I serve him now. I do not wish to divide my
         loyalties.”

      
      “How can finding out what happened to your family result in a division?” Wester pressed. “It’s natural to be concerned about
         those you were close to. Your family played a huge part in your life when you lived here. I know you were closer to your cousin
         than any of the others, but you still cared about them, and I’m sure they cared about you.”

      
      “I wouldn’t be so certain of that,” Larten huffed. “I bet they were glad to be rid of me—it meant more food for the rest of
         them.”

      
      “I doubt they were that cold,” Wester said softly.

      
      “You never met them, so how would you know?” Larten sneered.

      
      “They were your kin,” Wester said. “They shared your blood. They must have had some good qualities, or where did yours come
         from?”

      
      “Don’t try to flatter me,” Larten growled, fighting to hide a warm smile.

      
      “You know that I love you as a brother,” Wester said.

      
      “Stop!” Larten winced. “You’re going to make me cry!”

      
      “Shut up,” Wester snapped. “I’m serious. I love and respect you, Larten, and have always looked up to you. But I’m envious
         of you too. Not because you’re faster or stronger than me, or because Seba is much prouder of you than he is of me—don’t deny
         it.”

      
      “I wasn’t going to,” Larten said.

      
      Wester’s face dropped. “Weren’t you?”

      
      Larten chuckled. “Well, maybe I was.”

      
      Wester grinned, then continued. “None of that matters to me. The reason I envy you is because you have family and I don’t.
         I wouldn’t trade my time as a vampire for anything in this world, with one exception. If could restore life to my parents,
         brother, and sister, I would. If it meant giving up my powers, turning my back on the clan, Seba, and you, I wouldn’t have to think twice. I miss them so much, even all these years later.”

      
      “But I wasn’t as close to my family as you were to yours,” Larten said quietly.

      
      “All the same,” Wester sniffed, “they were your family. If I had a chance to see Ma again, to listen to Da grumbling about the weather, to fight over some stupid argument
         with Jon…”

      
      Wester fell silent. It was dawn outside. The two vampires sat in their room and watched the sun rising, the street outside
         coming into sharper focus.

      
      After a while, Larten sighed and stood. “I’m going out.”

      
      Wester nodded, asked no questions, and said nothing for a few minutes. Then, when he was sure that Larten had left the inn,
         he raised his voice slightly and said, “He’s gone.”

      
      In the room next to his came a muffled response from Seba. “Good.”

      
      Then the vampire master and his assistant lay back on their beds, separated by the thin wall, and stared anxiously at the
         ceiling, wondering where Larten would go and what he would find in the city of his long-lost youth.

      
   
      
      
      Chapter Twenty-one

      
      
      The city had changed vastly since Larten had fled from the factory. New factories had opened for business. Old houses had
         been torn down and rebuilt. There were whole streets and roads he didn’t remember at all.

      
      Yet much was as it had been, just a touch dirtier and dustier than before. The markets still existed, traders laying out their
         wares as they had when he was a child. Popular inns and taverns drew the same sort of rowdy customers. He passed familiar
         churches and government buildings.

      
      The silk factory was gone. That surprised Larten. He had never considered the possibility that it might have shut down or moved its premises. When he first came to the building, he thought he had made a mistake and turned around
         slowly a few times, searching for the factory. When he realized that he had come to the right spot, he studied the structure
         in front of him. Some windows and doors had been replaced, a couple bricked up and a few more added. The sign over the main
         door had been changed. Larten could not read the new name, but he could tell by the smell that the place had been converted
         into a slaughterhouse. That seemed appropriate to Larten, given the bloodshed he had experienced on his final day here.

      
      Larten thought of entering the building and asking about the silk factory and what had happened to it, but he decided it didn’t
         matter. It made no difference to him whether the owners had gone out of business or moved on.

      
      “I hope your ghost haunts this place,” Larten muttered beneath his breath, staring at the building and thinking of Traz. “I
         hope you became a tortured soul when I killed you, damned to remain trapped here forever. It’s all you deserve.”

      
      Larten spat on the pavement, then turned his back on the spot where the factory had stood and stormed away, pulling the collar
         of his coat up high to shelter his neck as much as it could from the rays of the rising sun.

      
      Larten moved faster now, aware that he didn’t have much time. Even with his cap and coat, the light was starting to burn him.
         If he wanted to avoid a bad case of sunburn, he would have to conclude his business swiftly and get off the morning streets
         before the sun rose much higher. The midday world was no place for a creature of the night.

      
      Larten hurried through the old neighborhood, familiar to him even after such a long hiatus. This part of the city hadn’t changed
         as much as other areas. The poor couldn’t afford to tear down and rebuild as freely as the wealthy, so they had to make do
         with what they had. Some old buildings had crumbled and were nothing but ruins, and a few new hovels had been constructed,
         but for the most part the borough had not been touched by the passage of time.

      
      When Larten came to the small, gloomy house that had once been his home, he felt his heart tighten and his eyes begin to water.
         Surprised by his reaction, he scowled and blinked away the tears. He almost turned and left without going any farther, but
         he forced himself to skirt around to the yard at the back, so that he could not later accuse himself of fleeing from his painful
         memories.

      
      The pair of barrels stood as they always had, full of water, one for drinking, the other for washing. Larten entered the yard
         and angled towards the latter barrel. He was not afraid of being challenged. It was late morning, and anyone who lived here
         should be at work. If that wasn’t the case and somebody was at home, he could simply claim to have stumbled into the wrong
         yard—all of the houses looked much the same from back here.

      
      Larten didn’t give much thought to the possibility that any of his family might still live here. It had been a long time.
         His parents had probably died, while his brothers and sisters almost certainly would have moved out to raise families of their
         own.

      
      Larten stood over the barrel and stared down at his reflection. He remembered the last time he had done this, how he had immersed
         his head then studied the patterns formed by the orange dye from his hair swirling in the water. Vur had been alive then.
         They had set off, laughing, for the factory, no idea of what lay ahead of them. If he could go back and warn those two boys
         of what they could expect from the rest of that day, would they believe him? Or would they dismiss him as a crank, certain
         that nothing so awful could happen to a pair of harmless, innocent boys?

      
      As Larten studied his melancholic expression, someone coughed inside the house, and the back door began to open. Reacting
         instinctively, Larten leapt and grabbed hold of the wall to his left. He hauled himself up, then pounced onto the roof like
         a cat and spread himself flat. Edging forward, he studied the yard from a height, unseen and unnoticed.

      
      An elderly man stumbled out of the house and shuffled to the barrel of drinking water. He dipped in a mug, filled it, then
         drank slowly, hand trembling, drops spilling from the mug and dripping from his lips back into the barrel. When he was finished,
         he paused and looked up at the sky to check the weather.

      
      The man was Larten’s father.

      
      For a human of that time, Larten’s father was ancient. He had outlived virtually all of the people he had grown up with, Larten’s
         mother, and several of his children too. His skin was wrinkled and stained with dark spots and patches. He was almost as skinny
         as a skeleton and could not stand straight. His hair was long and untidily kept, caked with dirt. But despite its poor condition,
         it was a brilliant white color. Traz’s dye had kept its sheen even after all these decades.

      
      Larten wanted to launch himself from the roof, throw his arms around the old man, and announce his return. The pair could laugh and cry together, go for a drink in an inn,
         reminisce about the past, and catch up on all that had happened since their paths were so cruelly parted.

      
      But Larten was a vampire, a creature of immense speed and power, who had barely aged since he was blooded. How to explain
         his youthful appearance, his aversion to the sun, his need to drink blood? If his father had been younger and healthier, perhaps
         they could have reconnected. But Larten sensed that he would only throw the old man’s world into disarray if he revealed himself
         now. His father was frail and elderly, surely not much longer for this life. It would be unfair to shock him. Better to let
         him live out his last few months or years in peace and quiet, troubled by nothing more than dark clouds in the sky and the
         threat of rain.

      
      The old man muttered something beneath his breath, then dragged himself over to the wall that Larten had leapt onto. With
         much wheezing and coughing, he knelt and touched some dead flowers that had been set at the base of the wall.

      
      “I’ll get new flowers for you soon,” Larten heard his father mumble. Then he picked out some of the decomposed petals and
         tossed them aside. He carefully rearranged the others as best he could, sighed deeply, closed his eyes, and started to pray.

      
      Larten didn’t care to eavesdrop on such a personal, sensitive scene, but he could not rise and slip away without alerting
         his father to his presence. He didn’t want to have to flee from his own flesh and blood, so he remained where he was, spread-eagled,
         trying to tune out the old man’s words and afford him as much privacy as he could.

      
      Larten was probably on the roof no more than fifteen or twenty minutes, but it seemed much longer, especially with the sun
         beating down on him. He breathed a sigh of relief when his father finally drew to a close, got to his feet, and retreated
         back inside. Larten waited a few minutes to be sure the old man would not return, then lowered himself to the ground and stepped
         across to study the flowers.

      
      There was an inscription on the wall, carved into the crumbling brickwork. Larten had never learned to read, so he could not
         decode the sentences that his father had chipped out of the bricks. But there were two names at the bottom that he recognized
         instantly, having seen them written many times in his youth.

      
      Larten and Vur.

      
      His father had been saying a prayer for the two boys who had been taken from him. All these years later, having experienced so much and having seen so many people suffer and perish, his thoughts were still for the pair whom
         he had lost in such unfortunate circumstances.

      
      Larten recalled his flight from the city after he’d killed Traz. He had not gone home, primarily because the mob would be
         looking for him there, but also because he had assumed that his parents would not miss him, that they would freely hand him
         over to those who wished to execute him.

      
      If Larten had known how much his father loved him and how great an impact his son’s departure and Vur Horston’s death would
         have on him, he would not have stayed away so long. He would have returned after a few years to tell his father that he was
         alive and doing well. The pair could have kept in touch. Larten could have dropped in on the old man every so often, provided
         for him, given him money, medicine, anything he needed.

      
      Guilt consumed Larten as he stood there in the yard, staring at his name and Vur’s, remembering the past, thinking about how
         his father had laid flowers and said prayers for him. With a miserable, mournful moan, he staggered out of the yard, wiping
         tears from his eyes, fleeing as he had fled as a child, only this time not from a lynch mob but from himself and the memories of who he had been and the people he had hurt.

      
      Larten spent the rest of that day in the ruins of an old house, crammed into the remains of a shed, sheltered from the sun.
         He wept for a long time and begged forgiveness of the vampire gods, as well as the God his father had been praying to.

      
      Eventually, as dusk was settling upon the city, Larten picked himself up, dried his cheeks, and returned to the inn. Wester
         was relieved to see him again—he had started to fear that his friend might never come back.

      
      “Are you all right?” Wester asked as Larten let himself in.

      
      “No,” Larten said, but he forced a weak smile. “You were right about family being important. I’ve been a fool. My apologies.”

      
      “You don’t ever have to apologize to me,” Wester said. He licked his lips and thought about asking what had happened to Larten.
         Then he decided he should not ask such a question. If Larten wished to talk about it, he would. If not… well, everyone was
         entitled to their secrets.

      
      Shortly after Larten had cleaned himself up, the door to their room opened and Seba stood outside. “Are you ready to continue?” he boomed, acting as if he knew nothing of Larten’s absence. “All well and rested?”

      
      “Aye,” Larten said softly.

      
      “Good,” Seba smiled. “I have quite a difficult task in mind for the pair of you tonight. It is time I started to seriously
         test you. The easy nights are behind us. You will have to really buckle down now.”

      
      Wester groaned and tried to share a rueful glance with Larten. But Larten did not react to their master’s announcement. He
         was staring at the floor, thinking about the choices he had made, the sad old man with the flowers, wondering if he should
         have been so quick to pledge himself to Seba that night in the graveyard a lifetime ago.

      
   
      
      
      Chapter Twenty-two

      
      
      Several weeks later, Seba and his weary assistants arrived at a town in the middle of a festival. It was late at night, but
         revelers still wove through the streets, singing and drinking. Seba had planned to push on, but Wester pleaded with him to
         stay—it had been a long time since they’d been able to enjoy a party such as this. In a rare bow to one of his assistants’
         wishes, Seba altered his plans and led them to an inn.

      
      Wester went out to take part in the celebrations, but Larten stayed in their room. He was still morose, thinking about the
         past, his current position, and if this was the life for him. These past weeks he had found himself questioning the route
         he had taken and feeling regret at what he had lost by becoming part of the clan. He knew he could never go back to the world of humans, but
         he didn’t feel he was a true part of the vampire clan either. The doubts that he had experienced in Vampire Mountain returned,
         and again he started to wonder if he might not be happier if he put the ways of the Generals behind him and sought a new challenge
         elsewhere.

      
      Larten’s dark spirits didn’t lift in the morning. Unable to sleep, and tired of listening to Wester’s snores, he rose not
         long after midday and went down to get some food. He found a seat close to a window but still in the shade, and watched people
         outside getting ready for another evening of delights. Children ran around freely, sticking up bunting and flowers wherever
         they could find a niche. Larten smiled ruefully as he thought of his own hard childhood. He wished there had been time for
         him to play like these children, but even before he went to work in the factory, his mother had kept him busy around the house
         and almost never let him out.

      
      Looking at these humans, thinking again about his father, Larten brooded on all that he had sacrificed to become a vampire.
         He would never have a son or a daughter to carry on his name and love him unreservedly. He couldn’t sit out in the sun like the older men of the town and sip ale while watching the world roll by.
         His was a world of blood, darkness, and battle. How much simpler life must be for these less powerful but far happier folk.

      
      Larten stayed by the window for most of the day, shifting to keep to the shade as the angle of the sun changed. He was in
         a thoughtful mood and he drank lots of ale. Vampires could tolerate more alcohol than humans could, and he would have had
         to drink wildly to get drunk. But the ale did give him a warm feeling in his stomach, and despite his melancholy he found
         himself chuckling at his reflection in the glass every so often.

      
      “Why so merry?” someone asked after his latest dry chuckle.

      
      Larten blinked and turned. A pretty lady was standing by his table and smiling at him. She had long brown hair, warm eyes,
         and was dressed colorfully. Larten felt himself blush.

      
      “I was… thinking about… something,” he mumbled. He hadn’t had much experience talking to pretty ladies.

      
      “It must have been something nice,” the woman pressed.

      
      “Um. Yes. It was.” Larten knew that he must sound like a simpleton and he felt his blush deepen.

      
      The woman swung her hands slightly and tilted her head. She wanted Larten to ask her to sit, but he had no idea that she was
         interested in him. He thought she was a waitress. He downed his ale and held out the mug, grinning awkwardly.

      
      The lady frowned. “I don’t work here,” she said.

      
      “No?” Larten stared at the mug, not sure what to do with it. In the end he raised it to his lips again, as if there were a
         few drops still in it. He held the mug over his face until the lady shook her head, bemused, and turned away. Then he lowered
         it and breathed out heavily. He wasn’t sure why, but he felt like he’d been running very fast.

      
      Larten caught the lady’s eye a few times after that—she was with some friends in a corner, working on garlands of flowers
         for the festival. He wanted to smile at her and invite her over, tell her he liked her hair, that the flowers were nice and
         he was sorry for acting so foolishly earlier. But every time he thought of speaking to her, his stomach clenched and his mouth
         went dry. In the end he stayed where he was, kept his head low, and drank in silence, trying hard to convince himself that
         he enjoyed being alone.

      
      *    *    *

      
      Larten didn’t want to go hunting when Seba and Wester came to fetch him at sunset. He hadn’t said much to Seba since their
         argument in the stream. He’d tried to avoid the elderly vampire altogether, but that was hard when you were traveling in a
         small pack. Tonight he had a good excuse to give his master the cold shoulder.

      
      “I want to stay and enjoy the festival,” he said. “You can hunt without me.”

      
      Seba’s eyes narrowed, and he thought about forcing Larten to accompany him. But then Wester said, “I’d like to stay too. Please,
         Master. It will be fun. I had a good time last night, but the festivities were almost over when we arrived.”

      
      “Vampires should not mix with humans at times like this,” Seba said. “We are hunters. We should hunt.”

      
      “Even hunters need a break now and then,” Larten growled, gearing up for an argument.

      
      Seba prepared a retort, but then he caught sight of somebody familiar walking past outside. He paused, put a name to the face,
         and realized that this might be the stroke of luck he had been waiting for. He shrugged. “Very well. I will hunt by myself.
         Enjoy your night off.”

      
      Larten and Wester stared at each other as Seba let himself out.

      
      “That was too easy,” Wester said suspiciously.

      
      “He must be getting soft in his old age,” Larten sniffed, and ordered a mug of ale for Wester. They ate some food, then wandered
         out to explore the town.

      
      The festival was hitting full swing as they strolled. People danced and sang. A pig roasted on a spit, and young children
         watched it with hungry, impatient eyes, squealing with delight when drops of fat dripped into the flames and sizzled.

      
      A street magician entertained a mesmerized crowd, but Larten wasn’t impressed. He could have put on a much better show. He
         almost volunteered, but that would have drawn attention, and it was better for vampires to keep a low profile.

      
      Wester insisted they stop and watch a puppet show. He laughed with delight as two male puppets fought over an ugly stick woman
         who was actually a crocodile in disguise. She ended up eating both of the men. It was the sort of crude act that never would
         have been approved at the Cirque Du Freak, but Larten had to admit that the puppeteer was quite skilled, and his lips twitched
         at a few of the jokes.

      
      “That was great,” Wester chortled as they moved on.

      
      “It was passable,” Larten murmured.

      
      “The puppets looked like something Mr. Tall might have carved.”

      
      “No,” Larten said. “He creates realistic masterpieces. Those were just—”

      
      An excited roar silenced him. They were passing an alley. He hadn’t been paying attention, but when he heard the roar, he
         glanced up. A group of people crowded around two men, cheering them on. Larten caught glimpses of fists flying. “A boxing
         match,” he noted.

      
      “Shall we go and observe?” Wester asked.

      
      “Why not?” Larten grinned. “It is fun to watch humans beating each other up.”

      
      The pair moved into the alley and pressed through the throng. When they got to the front, they were confronted with a peculiar
         sight. Both boxers were large men, but one was massive–tall and broad–with hands that wouldn’t have looked out of place on
         a giant. It should have been a one-sided contest, but the larger man wasn’t defending himself. He just stood, letting his
         opponent punch him. And all the time he was laughing.

      
      “Come on!” the bigger man shouted as his opponent panted and wiped blood from his hands. The blood hadn’t come from the giant,
         but from the other man’s knuckles, the skin of which had been torn up. “You can do better than that.”

      
      “I think he’s tiring, Yebba,” somebody else said. “Perhaps he would appreciate a rest.”

      
      “To hell with rest!” The boxer snarled and started hitting the larger man again, blow after blow to his chin and cheeks, without any noticeable
         effect.

      
      Larten looked for the man who had spoken and found him sitting on a barrel, smoking a delicate pipe, surrounded by a handful
         of pretty, giggling women. The man was tall and thin, dressed in the finest clothes Larten had ever seen. His hair was carefully
         swept back, and his face had been artfully painted. He was the person Seba had recognized earlier, and Larten remembered him
         too.

      
      “You are Tanish Eul, are you not?” Larten said softly, slipping up behind the man on the barrel.

      
      The vampire half-turned and glanced at Larten and Wester. His gaze flickered to their fingers, and when he spotted the scars
         on the tips he relaxed. “You have the advantage of me, good sirs. I don’t believe we’ve met….”

      
      “You invited me to join you in a game of cards some years back,” Larten said. “We were in a rather infamous mountain at the
         time.”

      
      Tanish squinted, then nodded. “Actually I do remember, which is a miracle, given the amount of ale I drank at Council. You were in a foul mood and turned down my offer.
         You’re Seba Nile’s assistant, aren’t you?”

      
      “Aye. Larten Crepsley. And this is Wester Flack.”

      
      “Seba’s other assistant,” Wester clarified.

      
      “A pleasure to meet you both.” The cultured vampire held out his pipe to them. “Do you smoke?”

      
      “No,” Larten said.

      
      “A shame. Perhaps I can introduce you to the pleasures of the pipe later. Are you here with your master on business?”

      
      “We’re with Seba,” Larten scowled. “But not on business. He’s off hunting. We decided to enjoy the festival.”

      
      “Men after my own heart,” Tanish cooed, and slid off of the barrel. “Ladies, I’d like to introduce you to some good friends
         of mine.” The women around Tanish all curtsied and fluttered their eyelashes. Larten found himself blushing, as he had in
         the inn.

      
      “Yebba!” Tanish yelled. “I’m bored. Let’s move on.”

      
      The giant boxer groaned. “But it was just getting interesting.”

      
      “You can stay if you like.” Tanish sniffed. “I’m going.”

      
      Yebba scowled, then eyed his opponent. He thought about hitting the human, but in the end just picked him up and held him
         over his head while the people around them jeered. “Do you surrender?” Yebba asked politely. The man cursed loudly. Yebba
         shook him hard, then asked again if he was ready to yield.

      
      “Yes,” the man moaned, his face having turned a pale green shade.

      
      Yebba set down his defeated foe, then accepted a towel from one of the ladies and wiped sweat and blood from his face. “Where
         are we going?” he asked.

      
      “Wherever there is fun, frivolity, and lakes of ale.” Tanish laughed and led the small group of vampires and their admiring
         ladies off into the night.

      
   
      
      
      Chapter Twenty-three

      
      
      Larten’s head was throbbing when he woke. He groaned, tried to get out of bed, but collapsed and lay on the floor in a huddle,
         shivering like a wet dog. “I’m dying,” he whimpered.

      
      “You’re lucky,” Wester croaked. “I think I’m already dead.”

      
      Larten looked up and spotted Wester sitting in a corner, holding a bucket, his face as white as flour.

      
      “Have we been poisoned?” Larten asked.

      
      “Hangovers,” Wester whispered.

      
      “I thought vampires did not get hangovers,” Larten said.

      
      “You thought wrong,” Wester replied, then thrust his head over the bucket.

      
      “My fine, sensible, hard-drinking assistants!” Seba bellowed, opening the door and stepping into the room. He was grinning
         wickedly.

      
      “Not so loud,” Larten begged, jamming his hands over his ears.

      
      “What was that?” Seba roared.

      
      Larten scrunched his eyes shut and took deep breaths, trying hard not to be sick. “I’m never drinking again,” he vowed.

      
      “I am,” Seba chuckled. “But beware of making promises you cannot keep. I am sure you will find your way back to the barrel once
         your head clears.”

      
      “Barrel?” Larten echoed.

      
      “You each had a barrel of ale on your shoulder when you staggered home this morning,” Seba said. “You were swigging from them,
         laughing about puny humans who could only drink from mugs. I put them out in the Hall when I got up. I can fetch them for
         you if you would like some more.”

      
      “No!” Larten and Wester yelled.

      
      “I need that bucket,” Larten gasped.

      
      “Get your own,” Wester snapped.

      
      Seba laughed again, then sat on Larten’s bed and picked a flower from his groggy assistant’s orange hair. “Where did this come from?” he asked.

      
      Larten stared at the flower and shrugged.

      
      “Have you been courting pretty maids?” Seba pressed.

      
      “I can’t remember,” Larten said.

      
      “I did not have you pegged for a romantic,” Seba hummed, “but perhaps there is hope for you yet.” He cocked an eyebrow at
         Wester. “Did you come home bearing flowers too, Master Flack?”

      
      “I don’t think so,” Wester said, running a hand through his hair just in case.

      
      “Perhaps it fell into your bucket,” Seba said. “Have a look.”

      
      Wester almost got sick again at the thought of that.

      
      “You are loving this,” Larten snarled.

      
      “Aye,” Seba beamed. “You will too when you are my age. One of the few joys for old men is being able to relish the suffering
         of the young when they overindulge. Now, who would like a hearty breakfast? Bacon? Sausages? A leg of lamb? Runny eggs?”

      
      Larten lurched to his feet, darted across the room, and snatched the bucket from Wester just in time. When he sank back, wiping
         drool from his lips, Seba said, “While I would happily stay and watch you suffer for several more hours, time is against us. Get ready, gentlemen. We
         depart in five minutes.”

      
      “I’m not going anywhere,” Larten groaned.

      
      “I couldn’t leave this room even if I wanted to,” Wester agreed.

      
      “Never mind your hangovers,” Seba barked. “I gave you your freedom last night with the understanding that it would be a one-off.
         You have had your fun. Now it is time to resume training. We will hunt, and then I will set a fresh test for you.”

      
      “To hell with your tests!” Larten shouted.

      
      Seba’s features darkened. “Do not take that tone with me,” he growled. “I am your master and I demand respect.”

      
      “Then earn it!” Larten challenged him. “If you showed us some compassion and understanding, maybe we would return it.”

      
      “Compassion for a pair of self-pitying drunkards?” Seba snorted. “You acted like fools, so it is only fitting that you suffer.
         As for understanding… I understand all too well. You would rather stay here, recover from your hangovers, and go out carousing
         for flowers again, aye?”

      
      “Aye!” Larten shouted. “Flowers and more ale, that’s what we’re after. Do you have a problem with that, old man?”

      
      “No,” Seba said calmly. “I will leave you to it. Good luck, gentlemen.”

      
      Seba started for the door.

      
      “Wait!” Wester cried. “Where are you going?”

      
      “To explore the night.”

      
      “But you’re coming back, aren’t you?”

      
      Seba looked around at the crumpled sheets, the bedraggled vampires, the bucket of vomit. “What is worth coming back for?”

      
      “But… you can’t mean… you’re abandoning us?”

      
      Seba stared at Wester, who looked distraught, then at Larten, who was trying unsuccessfully to look as if he couldn’t care
         less.

      
      “I assume you crossed paths with Tanish Eul last night?” Seba said softly.

      
      Wester blinked. “How did you know about Tanish?”

      
      “Vampires usually bump into one another in towns like this. I was certain you would root out Master Eul sooner or later and
         that when you did, you would face a choice—come with me to continue your education, or stay and run wild with him. It seems
         that you have chosen the latter option.”

      
      “But it can’t end like this,” Wester protested, struggling to his feet. “We’ll come with you. Give us a minute. We didn’t
         mean what we said. Tanish isn’t—”

      
      “Peace, Wester,” Seba said kindly. “This is not the end of your apprenticeship, merely a pause. You are aware of the Cubs,
         vampires who break from the clan for a few years or decades to enjoy life in the world of humans before committing themselves
         to the demands of the night. You and Larten need to spend some time with others of your age and attitude, to drink and chase
         women and do whatever it is that you long to do.

      
      “When you have had your fun and wish to return to the clan, I will be waiting, assuming the luck of the vampires is with me
         and I am still alive. We can resume where we left off.”

      
      “What if we do not want to return?” Larten asked quietly, not looking up at his master.

      
      “That is your choice too,” Seba said. “I make no demands of either of you.” He stretched and smiled. “To be honest, I am glad
         to be rid of you for a while. I want to run by myself again. I have been a tutor for too long.

      
      “I will keep in touch,” he promised. “This is a small world, and we will never be that far from one another. If you need me, I will come. If you wish to study by my side again, I will accept you back. And if you choose to
         leave the clan, I will wave you on your way and bear you no ill wishes.

      
      “Even in death may you be triumphant.”

      
      With that Seba turned and let himself out, leaving a very sick and bewildered pair of young vampires to stare in silence at
         the door and wonder what on earth they were going to do next.

      
   
      
      
      Chapter Twenty-four

      
      
      Larten and Wester spent the next few hours recovering. Their heads slowly began to clear, and by late evening they were even
         feeling peckish and slipped downstairs to find some food. They ate hesitantly, wincing whenever somebody laughed or yelled.

      
      “Wine for these good men!” someone shouted as they were finishing their meal. Tanish Eul slumped beside Wester and punched
         his arm. “How are your heads?”

      
      “Awful,” Wester groaned.

      
      “I thought as much,” Tanish chuckled, spearing a slice of meat from Larten’s plate. “You drank like fish last night, which
         is fine as long as you’re used to it.”

      
      “How come you’re so cheerful?” Larten asked. “You drank even more than us.”

      
      “I’ve had lots of experience,” Tanish said proudly. “In the end it all boils down to how dedicated you are. If you spend decades
         training in Vampire Mountain, you become a keenly honed fighting machine. But if you spend those decades working on your drinking
         skills instead…” He winked.

      
      The wine arrived, and Tanish poured three generous measures. Larten and Wester stared at their glasses as if they were filled
         with sour milk.

      
      “To your good health,” Tanish toasted them, and downed his wine with one gulp.

      
      Wester and Larten shared an uncertain look, then Larten picked up his glass and drank half of it. He shivered but forced a
         grin. Wester didn’t want to look out of place, so he had a few sips and smiled shakily too.

      
      “Excellent,” Tanish said, pouring more for them. “We can’t let these things get the better of us. It’s like fighting a bear—if
         you suffer a beating, you have to bounce back and find an even bigger, tougher bear to pit yourself against. You drank a lot
         last night, but tonight we’ll pump even more down your throats. We’ll branch out a bit too. Have you ever sampled absinthe?”

      
      “I don’t know about that,” Wester said sheepishly. “I don’t think my head can take another lengthy session.”

      
      “Of course it can,” Tanish hooted. “You’ll feel worse than this tomorrow, believe it or not, but give it a few weeks and you’ll
         start to find your feet.”

      
      “What makes you think we will be spending that long with you?” Larten asked.

      
      “I saw Seba leaving town,” Tanish said. “He didn’t look like he was planning to return. He’s left you to your own devices,
         hasn’t he?”

      
      Larten nodded glumly. “He told us we had to fend for ourselves, to join the Cubs, and—”

      
      “Wonderful news!” Tanish exclaimed. “He’s handed you your freedom. So why are you looking miserable?”

      
      “We don’t know what we want to do,” Wester sniffed.

      
      “Our future was mapped out for us when we were training with Seba,” Larten said. “We knew what to expect of the coming nights
         and years. Now…” He shifted uneasily. “Perhaps we could catch up with him if we set off immediately.”

      
      Tanish snorted. “Are you children or men? Do you want to be led around by your noses all your lives or stand up for yourselves?”

      
      “That’s easy for you to say,” Larten snapped. “This is new to us. We did not plan it, nor do we know where to go from here.”

      
      “Go where the excitement is,” Tanish said, then lowered his voice. “This is a thrilling, stimulating world for those willing
         to embrace it, especially those like us. We’re stronger than humans, sharper, faster. We can drink and eat more than them.
         Beat them easily in contests. Earn the respect of any man, win the heart of any woman.”

      
      “But it’s wrong to use our powers that way,” Wester protested.

      
      “Nonsense,” Tanish said. “That’s the way Generals think. You’re Cubs now, free of the dictates of the clan. As long as we
         don’t break the laws–by killing, for instance, or taking slaves–they leave us alone. Remember, many of the Generals have been
         in this position themselves. It’s common for vampires to take a few decades to experience the pleasures of the human world.
         Think of these as your adolescent years.”

      
      “Maybe that’s true,” Larten said. “But we still do not know what to do next.”

      
      “That’s simple,” Tanish said, and stood up. “Follow me.”

      
      He swept from the inn, and since Wester and Larten didn’t have much choice, they stumbled after him. The fresh air revived them, but they weren’t out in it for long. Tanish led them to a dark, smoke-filled tavern, where
         lots of women were pouring drinks for men and laughing at their jokes.

      
      Tanish found a couch and made himself comfortable. Larten and Wester sat stiffly beside him. Several eager women flocked to
         their side as soon as they were settled.

      
      “Who are your friends?” one of the women crowed, perching herself on Larten’s lap. He blushed a deep red and froze.

      
      “Men of distinction and fine tastes,” Tanish said loftily. “Bring us your best wine and finest dishes.”

      
      “I’m not hungry,” Wester muttered, blushing too as a woman whispered in his ear. “I think I’ll go back to—”

      
      Wester started to rise but Tanish pushed him down. “You’ll stay and dine with me,” he growled. “I’m your host tonight. If
         you refuse my hospitality, you’ll insult me, and I don’t forget an insult in a hurry.” His eyes flashed dangerously, and he
         held Wester’s gaze.

      
      Wester gulped, then said meekly, “As you wish, Tanish.”

      
      “Very good,” Tanish purred. “That’s what I like. I can see we’re going to—”

      
      Wester was on him before he could finish, the nails of his fingers pressed to the vulnerable flesh of Tanish’s throat. Larten appeared on the vampire’s other side, his
         nails aimed at Tanish’s stomach.

      
      “If you ever threaten me again,” Wester snarled, “I’ll finish this. Understand?”

      
      Tanish smiled. “Congratulations. You passed.”

      
      “Passed what?” Wester snapped.

      
      “The test I always set to determine whether or not I’ll accept a man as a true friend.” The women around them were staring
         at the trio uncertainly. Tanish crooked a finger at one of them, then pointed to a bowl of dates on the table. The woman passed
         him the bowl, and he flipped a few dates into his mouth without attempting to push Larten or Wester away.

      
      “My friends must be men of good character,” Tanish said calmly. “I lead a wild, frenzied life, but I try to live honorably,
         and I prefer to spend my nights in the company of honorable men. I will drink with the greatest of rogues, but when I travel,
         I only travel with men whom I respect.

      
      “I insulted you in order to test you. For that, I apologize unreservedly. If you can forgive me, we will be the best of friends
         from this time on. If I went too far, I will bid you all of my best wishes as you take to the road without me.”

      
      Wester blinked and glanced at Larten. The orange-haired vampire shrugged to let Wester know that this was his call. Wester considered his options, then drew his nails away
         from Tanish’s throat and sat again.

      
      “How about that food?” Tanish asked, as if nothing strange had happened. “Can I tempt you, or are you truly too full to eat?”

      
      “I could probably manage a few mouthfuls,” Wester said.

      
      “And wine?” Tanish asked Larten.

      
      “Why not?” Larten smiled crookedly as someone poured a very large glass of wine for him.

      
      At first Larten didn’t say much. Tanish spoke at length about the pleasures the world had to offer, the great cities they
         would visit, the wars worth checking out. Women swept around them, offering dates, other food, wine, ale, and more. A few
         tried to kiss Larten when they realized how shy he was, and ran away giggling when Tanish roared at them and pretended to
         lose his temper.

      
      Wester was a bit braver than Larten and was soon chatting to the ladies as if this was something he did all the time. He passed
         compliments, bought wine for them, even sang a couple of old vampire songs as the night progressed.

      
      Tanish tried to involve Larten, but he kept shaking his head and hiding behind a mug of ale or a glass of wine. Tanish eventually lost interest in the moody young vampire. When Larten was left alone on the couch–Wester had disappeared
         with a couple of girls who wanted to show him where the best wine in the tavern was stored–he felt like an outcast. Since
         he hadn’t bought any drinks or entertained them in any way, the ladies were ignoring him. Nobody sat beside him or tried to
         talk to him.

      
      Depressed and lonely, Larten drank more quickly than before, a mix of wine and ale. Remembering what Tanish had said, he ordered
         absinthe, but the barman had to show him the correct way to drink it, and even as a vampire he found it a bit too strong for
         his liking.

      
      Larten decided he’d had enough. He got up and tried to leave, determined to go after Seba and beg his pardon. But he had drunk
         more than he realized, his legs wobbled, and he couldn’t find his way to the door. As he staggered around, blinking dumbly,
         he spotted Tanish sitting at a table, playing cards with a group of serious-looking men. Larten’s eyes swam back into focus
         and he grinned, seeing a way to be part of the good time that everybody else was having.

      
      “Do you mind if I join you?” Larten asked, stepping up beside Tanish.

      
      Tanish squinted at the woozy-looking vampire. “We’re playing for high stakes,” he warned. “This is no game for a beginner.”

      
      “That’s all right,” Larten smiled, taking a seat. “I have played before.”

      
      “Do you have much money?” one of the other men asked.

      
      “No,” Larten said. “But I will soon.”

      
      As the others laughed, he held out a hand for the pack of cards. Tanish passed them across, not sure whether he should let
         Larten play. As soon as the cards were in his hands, Larten started shuffling swiftly. As the other men stared, he shuffled
         at an almost impossible speed with his right hand, then passed the cards to his left hand and shuffled equally fast with that
         one.

      
      “You have hands like quicksilver,” Tanish murmured, finding it hard to follow the movement of the cards, even though he was
         a vampire.

      
      “Aye,” Larten chuckled. “I know a few tricks too.” Still shuffling one-handed, he let an ace slip from the pack onto the table
         without pausing, then another, the third, and the fourth. He stopped and passed the pack to the man next to him. “But you
         have my word that I will not resort to trickery tonight. I will play fairly, and if I win, I will buy the most expensive drinks
         for everybody in the house.”

      
      The men cheered, and a few of the ladies who were nearby came to sit close to Larten and admire his card skills. When he won
         his first hand, he passed a stack of coins to a beautifully dressed lady and told her to buy champagne for all of them.

      
      “Now, there’s a man with style!” Tanish exclaimed, slapping Larten’s knee, delighted by this unexpected change in the previously
         solemn vampire. “You were slow to begin with, but I think you’re getting the hang of fine living now, aren’t you, my quick-handed
         friend?”

      
      “Aye,” Larten smiled, settling down for a long night of wine, women, gambling, and whatever else came his way. “I think I
         might be cut out for this.”

      
      Across the room, in a particularly dark corner, a small man heard the boast and lifted his head. He was smartly dressed in
         an unusual yellow suit, and he had white hair, rosy cheeks, and an amusingly styled pair of spectacles. From a distance he
         might have looked like a kindly grandfather, but up close nobody would have made such a mistake. There was something deeply
         unsettling about him, and although the tavern was busy, nobody drifted close to the short man’s table.

      
      “Cut out for fine living?” the man in the yellow suit purred. He cocked his head and his eyes went distant, as if he was looking at something a long way off. “Yes,” he whispered. “And cut out for more too, if I’m any judge.
         I have been spying on Tanish Eul for some time now, but I think I will be keeping my eye on you instead from this point on,
         Master Crepsley. Is it coincidence that our paths crossed tonight?” He grinned twistedly and stroked a heart-shaped watch
         that hung from his breast pocket. “Or is it destiny?”

      
      To be continued…
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LORD LOSS

Lord Loss sows all the sorrows of the world

Lord Loss seeds the grief-starched trees

In the center of the web, lowly Lord Loss bows his head

Mangled hands, naked eyes

Fanged snakes his soul line

Curled inside like textured sin

Bloody, curdled sheets for skin

In the center of the web, vile Lord Loss torments the dead

Over strands of red, Lord Loss crawls

Dispensing pain, despising all

Shuns friends, nurtures foes

Ravages hope, breeds woe

Drinks moons, devours suns

Twirls his thumbs till the reaper comes

In the center of the web, lush Lord Loss is all that’s left
RAT GUTS

DOUBLE history on a Wednesday afternoon—total nightmare! A few minutes ago, I would have said I couldn’t imagine anything worse. But when there’s a knock at the door, and it opens, and I spot my Mom outside, I realize—life can always get worse.

When a parent turns up at school, unexpected, it means one of two things. Either somebody close to you has been seriously injured or has died, or you’re in trouble.

My immediate reaction: Please don’t let anybody be dead! I think of Dad, Gret, uncles, aunts, cousins. It could be any of them. Alive and kicking this morning. Now stiff and cold, tongue sticking out, a slab of dead meat just waiting to be buried. I remember Grandma’s funeral. The open coffin. Her shining flesh, having to kiss her forehead, the pain, the tears. Please don’t let anyone be dead! Please. Please. Please. Ple—

Then I see Mom’s face, white with rage, and I know she’s here to punish, not comfort.

I groan, roll my eyes, and mutter under my breath, “Bring on the corpses!”

The principal’s office. Me, Mom, and Mr. Donnellan. Mom’s ranting and raving about cigarettes. I’ve been seen smoking behind the bike shed (the oldest cliche in the book). She wants to know if the head’s aware of this, of what the pupils in his school are getting up to.

I feel a bit sorry for Mr. Donnellan. He has to sit there, looking like a schoolboy himself, shuffling his feet and saying he didn’t know this was going on and he’ll launch an investigation and put a quick end to it. Liar! Of course he knew. Every school has a smoking area. That’s life. Teachers don’t approve, but they turn a blind eye most of the time. Certain kids smoke—fact. Safer to have them smoking at school than sneaking off the grounds during breaks and at lunch.

Mom knows that too. She must! She was young once, like she’s always reminding me. Kids were no different in Mom’s time. If she stopped for a minute and thought back, she’d see what an embarrassment she’s being. I wouldn’t mind her harassing me at home, but you don’t march into school and start laying down the law in the principal’s office. She’s out of order—big time.

But it’s not like I can tell her, is it? I can’t pipe up with, “Hey! Mother! You’re disgracing us both, so shut yer trap!”

I smirk at the thought, and of course that’s when Mom pauses for the briefest of moments and catches me. “What are you grinning at?” she roars, and then she’s off again—I’m smoking myself into an early grave, the school’s responsible, what sort of a freak show is Mr. Donnellan running, la-di-la-di-la-di-bloody-la!

BAWring.

Her rant at school’s nothing compared to the one I get at home. Screaming at the top of her lungs, blue bloody murder. She’s going to send me off to boarding school—no, military school! See how I like that, having to get up at dawn each morning and do a hundred push-ups before breakfast. How does that sound?

“Is breakfast bacon and eggs or some cereally, yogurty crap?” is my response, and I know the second it’s out of my mouth that it’s the wrong thing to say. This isn’t the time for the famed Grubbs Grady brand of cutting-edge humor.

Cue the enraged Mom fireworks. Who do I think I am? Do I know how much they spend on me? What if I get kicked out of school? Then the clincher, the one Moms all over the world love pulling out of the hat—“Just wait till your father gets home!”

Dad’s not as freaked out as Mom, but he’s not happy. He tells me how disappointed he is. They’ve warned me so many times about the dangers of smoking, how it destroys people’s lungs and gives them cancer.

“Smoking’s dumb,” he says. We’re in the kitchen (I haven’t been out of it since Mom dragged me home from school early, except to go to the toilet). “It’s disgusting, antisocial, and lethal. Why do it, Grubbs? I thought you had more sense.”

I shrug wordlessly. What’s there to say? They’re being unfair. Of course smoking’s dumb. Of course it gives you cancer. Of course I shouldn’t be doing it. But my friends smoke. It’s cool. You get to hang out with cool people at lunch and talk about cool things. But only if you smoke. You can’t be in if you’re out. And they know that. Yet here they stand, acting all Gestapo, asking me to account for my actions.

“How long has he been smoking? That’s what I want to know!” Mom’s started referring to me in the third person since Dad arrived. I’m beneath direct mention.

“Yes,” Dad says. “How long, Grubbs?”

“I dunno.”

“Weeks? Months? Longer?”

“A few months maybe. But only a couple a day.”

“If he says a couple, he means at least five or six,” Mom snorts.

“No, I don’t!” I shout. “I mean a couple!”

“Don’t raise your voice to me!” Mom roars back.

“Easy,” Dad begins, but Mom goes on as if he isn’t there.

“Do you think it’s clever? Filling your lungs with rubbish, killing yourself? We didn’t bring you up to watch you give yourself cancer! We don’t need this, certainly not at this time, not when—”

“Enough!” Dad shouts, and we both jump. Dad almost never shouts. He usually gets very quiet when he’s angry. Now his face is red and he’s glaring—but at both of us, not just me.

Mom coughs, as if she’s ashamed of herself. She sits, brushes her hair back off her face, and looks at me with wounded eyes. I hate when she pulls a face like this. It’s impossible to look at her straight or argue.

“I want you to stop, Grubbs,” Dad says, back in control now. “We’re not going to punish you—” Mom starts to object, but Dad silences her with a curt wave of his hand “—but I want your word that you’ll stop. I know it won’t be easy. I know your friends will give you a hard time. But this is important. Some things matter more than looking cool. Will you promise, Grubbs?” He pauses. “Of course, that’s if you’re able to quit…”

“Of course I’m able,” I mutter. “I’m not addicted or anything.”

“Then will you? For your sake—not ours?”

I shrug, trying to act like it’s no big thing, like I was planning to stop anyway. “Sure, if you’re going to make that much of a fuss about it.” I yawn.

Dad smiles. Mom smiles. I smile.

Then Gret walks in the back door and she’s smiling too—but it’s an evil, big-sister-superior smile. “Have we sorted all our little problems out yet?” she asks, voice high and fake-innocent.

And I know instantly—Gret told on me to Mom. She found out that I was smoking and she told. The pig!

As she swishes past, beaming like an angel, I burn fiery holes in the back of her head with my eyes, and a single word echoes through my head like the sound of ungodly thunder…

Revenge!

I love garbage dumps. You can find all sorts of disgusting stuff there. The perfect place to go browsing if you want to get even with your annoying traitor of a sister. I climb over mounds of garbage and root through black bags and soggy cardboard boxes. I’m not sure exactly what I’m going to use, or in what fashion, so I wait for inspiration to strike. Then, in a small plastic bag, I find six dead rats, necks broken, just starting to rot. Excellent.

Look out, Gret—here I come!

Eating breakfast at the kitchen table. Radio turned down low. Listening to the noises upstairs. Trying not to chuckle. Waiting for the outburst.

Gret’s in her shower. She showers at least twice a day, before she goes to school and when she gets back. Sometimes she has one before going to bed too. I don’t know why anybody would bother to keep themselves so clean. I figure it’s a form of madness.

Because she’s so obsessed with showering, Mom and Dad gave her the en suite bedroom. They figured I wouldn’t mind. And I don’t. In fact, it’s perfect. I wouldn’t have been able to pull my trick if Gret didn’t have her own shower, with its very own towel rack.

The shower goes off. Splatters, then drips, then silence. I tense with excitement. I know Gret’s routines inside out. She always pulls her towel down off its rack after she’s showered, not before. I can’t hear her footsteps, but I imagine her taking the three or four steps to the towel rack. Reaching up. Pulling it down. Aaaaaaaaannnddd…

On cue—screams galore. A shocked single scream to start. Then a volley of them, one running into another. I push my bowl of soggy cornflakes aside and prepare myself for the biggest laugh of the year.

Mom and Dad are by the sink, discussing the day ahead. They go stiff when they hear the screams, then dash towards the stairs, which I can see from where I’m sitting.

Gret appears before they reach the stairs. Crashes out of her room, screaming, slapping bloody shreds from her arms, tearing them from her hair. She’s covered in red. Towel clutched with one hand over her front—even terrified out of her wits, there’s no way she’s going to come down naked!

“What’s wrong?” Mom shouts. “What’s happening?”

“Blood!” Gret screams. “I’m covered in blood! I pulled the towel down. I…”

She stops. She’s spotted me laughing. I’m doubled over. It’s the funniest thing I’ve ever seen.

Mom turns and looks at me. Dad does too. They’re speechless.

Gret picks a sticky pink chunk out of her hair, slowly this time, and studies it. “What did you put on my towel?” she asks quietly.

“Rat guts!” I howl, pounding the table, crying with laughter. “I got… rats at the dump… chopped them up… and…” I almost get sick, I’m laughing so much.

Mom stares at me. Dad stares at me. Gret stares at me.

Then—

“You lousy son of a—!”

I don’t catch the rest of the insult—Gret flies down the stairs ahead of it. She drops her towel on the way. I don’t have time to react to that before she’s on me, slapping and scratching at my face.

“What’s wrong, Gretelda?” I giggle, fending her off, calling her by the name she hates. She normally calls me Grubitsch in response, but she’s too mad to think of it now.

“Scum!” she shrieks. Then she lunges at me sharply, grabs my jaw, jerks my mouth open, and tries her hardest to stuff a handful of rat guts down my throat.

I stop laughing instantly—a mouthful of rotten rat guts wasn’t part of the grand über-joke. “Get off!” I roar, lashing out wildly. Mom and Dad suddenly recover and shout at exactly the same time.

“Stop that!”

“Don’t hit your sister!”

“She’s a lunatic,” I gasp, pushing myself away from the steaming Gret, falling off my chair.

“He’s an animal,” Gret sobs, picking more chunks of guts from her hair, wiping rat blood from her face. I realize she’s crying—serious waterworks—and her face is as red as her long, straight hair. Not red from the blood—red from anger, shame and… fear?

Mom picks up the dropped towel, takes it to Gret, wraps it around her. Dad’s just behind them, face as dark as death. Gret picks more strands and loops of rat guts from her hair, then howls with anguish.

“They’re all over me!” she yells, then throws some of the guts at me. “You stinky little monster!”

“You’re the one who’s stinky!” I cackle. Gret dives for my throat.

“No more!” Dad doesn’t raise his voice but his tone stops us dead.

Mom’s staring at me with open disgust. Dad’s shooting daggers. I sense that I’m the only one who sees the funny side of this.

“It was just a joke,” I mutter defensively before the accusations fly.

“I hate you,” Gret hisses, then bursts into fresh tears and flees dramatically.

“Cal,” Mom says to Dad, freezing me with an ice-cold glare. “Take Grubitsch in hand. I’m going up to try and comfort Gretelda.” Mom always calls us by our given names. She’s the one who picked them, and is the only person in the world who doesn’t see how shudderingly awful they are.

Mom heads upstairs. Dad sighs, walks to the counter, tears off several sheets of kitchen paper, and mops up some of the guts and streaks of blood from the floor. After a couple of silent minutes of this, as I lie uncertainly by my upturned chair, he turns his steely gaze on me. Lots of sharp lines around his mouth and eyes—the sign that he’s really angry, even angrier than he was about me smoking.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” he says.

“It was funny,” I mutter.

“No,” he barks. “It wasn’t.”

“She deserved it!” I cry. “She’s done worse to me! She told Mom about me smoking—I know it was her. And remember the time she melted my lead soldiers? And cut up my comics? And—”

“There are some things you should never do,” Dad interrupts softly. “This was wrong. You invaded your sister’s privacy, humiliated her, terrified her senseless. And the timing! You…” He pauses and ends with a fairly weak “… upset her greatly.” He checks his watch. “Get ready for school. We’ll discuss your punishment later.”

I trudge upstairs miserably, unable to see what all the aggro is about. It was a great joke. I laughed for hours when I thought of it. And all that hard work—chopping the rats up, mixing in some water to keep them fresh and make them gooey, getting up early, sneaking into her bathroom while she was asleep, carefully putting the guts in place—wasted.

I pass Gret’s bedroom and hear her crying pitifully. Mom’s whispering softly to her. My stomach gets hard, the way it does when I know I’ve done something bad. I ignore it. “I don’t care what they say,” I grumble, kicking open the door to my room and tearing off my pajamas. “It was a brilliant joke.”

Purgatory. Confined to my room after school for a month. A whole bloody MONTH! No TV, no computer, no comics, no books—except schoolbooks. Dad leaves my chess set in the room too—no fear my chess-crazy parents would take that away from me! Chess is almost a religion in this house. Gret and I were reared on it. While other toddlers were being taught how to put jigsaws together, we were busy learning the ridiculous rules of chess.

I can come downstairs for meals, and bathroom visits are allowed, but otherwise I’m a prisoner. I can’t even go out on the weekends.

In solitude, I call Gret every name under the moon the first night. Mom and Dad bear the brunt of my curses the next. After that I’m too miserable to blame anyone, so I sulk in moody silence and play chess against myself to pass the time.

They don’t talk to me at meals. The three of them act like I’m not there. Gret doesn’t even glance at me spitefully and sneer, the way she usually does when I’m getting the doghouse treatment.

But what have I done that’s so bad? OK, it was a crude joke and I knew I’d get into trouble—but their reactions are waaaaaaay over the top. If I’d done something to embarrass Gret in public, fair enough, I’d take what was coming. But this was a private joke, just between us. They shouldn’t be making such a song and dance about it.

Dad’s words echo back to me—“And the timing!” I think about them a lot. And Mom’s, when she was going on about smoking, just before Dad cut her short—“We don’t need this, certainly not at this time, not when—”

What did they mean? What were they talking about? What does the timing have to do with anything?

Something stinks here—and it’s not just rat guts.

I spend a lot of time writing. Diary entries, stories, poems. I try drawing a comic—“Grubbs Grady, Superhero!”—but I’m no good at art. I get great marks in my other subjects—way better than goat-faced Gret ever gets, as I often remind her—but I’ve got all the artistic talent of a duck.

I play lots of games of chess. Mom and Dad are chess fanatics. There’s a board in every room and they play several games most nights, against each other or friends from their chess clubs. They make Gret and me play too. My earliest memory is of sucking on a white rook while Dad explained how a knight moves.

I can beat just about anyone my age—I’ve won regional competitions—but I’m not in the same class as Mom, Dad, or Gret. Gret’s won at national level and can wipe the floor with me nine times out of ten. I’ve only ever beaten Mom twice in my life. Dad—never.

It’s been the biggest argument starter all my life. Mom and Dad don’t put pressure on me to do well in school or at other games, but they press me all the time at chess. They make me read chess books and watch videotaped tournaments. We have long debates over meals and in Dad’s study about legendary games and grandmasters, and how I can improve. They send me to tutors and keep entering me in competitions. I’ve argued with them about it—I’d rather spend my time watching and playing soccer—but they’ve always stood firm.

White rook takes black pawn, threatens black queen. Black queen moves to safety. I chase her with my bishop. Black queen moves again—still in danger. This is childish stuff—I could have cut off the threat five moves back, when it became apparent—but I don’t care. In a petty way, this is me striking back. “You take my TV and computer away? Stick me up here on my own? OK—I’m gonna learn to play the worst game of chess in the world. See how you like that, Corporal Dad and Commandant Mom!”

Not exactly Luke Skywalker striking back against the evil Empire by blowing up the Death Star, I know, but hey, we’ve all gotta start somewhere!

Studying my hair in the mirror. Stiff, tight, ginger. Dad used to be ginger when he was younger, before the grey set in. Says he was fifteen or sixteen when he noticed the change. So, if I follow in his footsteps, I’ve only got a handful or so years of unbroken ginger to look forward to.

I like the idea of a few grey hairs, not a whole head of them like Dad, just a few. And spread out—I don’t want a skunk patch. I’m big for my age—taller than most of my friends—and burly. I don’t look old, but if I had a few grey hairs, I might be able to pass for an adult in poor light—bluff my way into R-rated movies!

The door opens. Gret—smiling shyly. I’m nineteen days into my sentence. Full of hate for Gretelda Grotesque. She’s the last person I want to see.

“Get out!”

“I came to make up,” she says.

“Too late,” I snarl nastily. “I’ve only got eleven days to go. I’d rather see them out than kiss your…” I stop. She’s holding out a plastic bag. Something blue inside. “What’s that?” I ask suspiciously.

“A present to make up for getting you grounded,” she says, and lays it on my bed. She glances out of the window. The curtains are open. A three-quarters moon lights up the sill. There are some chess pieces on it, from when I was playing earlier. Gret shivers, then turns away.

“Mom and Dad said you can come out—the punishment’s over. They’ve ended it early.”

She leaves.

Bewildered, I tear open the plastic. Inside—a Brazil jersey, shorts, and socks. I’m stunned. Brazil is my favorite soccer team. Mom used to buy me their latest gear at the start of every season, until I hit puberty and sprouted. She won’t buy me any new gear until I stop growing—I outgrew the last one in just a month.

This must have cost Gret a fortune—it’s brand new, not last season’s. This is the first time she’s ever given me a present, except at Christmas and birthdays. And Mom and Dad have never cut short a grounding before—they’re very strict about making us stick to any punishment they set.

What the hell is going on?

Three days after my early release. To say things are strange is the understatement of the decade. The atmosphere’s just like it was when Grandma died. Mom and Dad wander around like robots, not saying much. Gret mopes in her room or in the kitchen, stuffing herself with sweets and playing chess nonstop. She’s like an addict. It’s bizarre.

I want to ask them about it, but how? “Mom, Dad—have aliens taken over your bodies? Is somebody dead and you’re too afraid to tell me? Have you all converted to Miseryism?”

Seriously, jokes aside, I’m frightened. They’re sharing a secret, something bad, and keeping me out of it. Why? Is it to do with me? Do they know something that I don’t? Like maybe… maybe…

(Go on—have the guts! Say it!)

Like maybe I’m going to die?

Stupid? An overreaction? Reading too much into it? Perhaps. But they cut short my punishment. Gret gave me a present. They look like they’re about to burst into tears at any given minute.

Grubbs Grady—on his way out? A deadly disease I caught on vacation? A brain defect I’ve had since birth? The big, bad Cancer bug?

What other explanation is there?

“Regale me with your thoughts on ballet.”

I’m watching soccer highlights. Alone in the TV room with Dad. I cock my ear at the weird, out-of-nowhere question and shrug. “Rubbish,” I snort.

“You don’t think it’s an incredibly beautiful art form? You’ve never wished to experience it firsthand? You don’t want to glide across Swan Lake or get sweet with a Nutcracker?”

I choke on a laugh. “Is this a windup?”

Dad smiles. “Just wanted to check. I got a great offer on tickets to a performance tomorrow. I bought three—anticipating your less-than-enthusiastic reaction—but I could probably get an extra one if you want to tag along.”

“No way!”

“Your loss.” Dad clears his throat. “The ballet’s out of town and finishes quite late. It will be easier for us to stay in a hotel overnight.”

“Does that mean I’ll have the house to myself?” I ask excitedly.

“No such luck,” he chuckles. “I think you’re old enough to guard the fort, but Sharon”—Mom—“has a different view, and she’s the boss. You’ll have to stay with Aunt Kate.”

“Not no-date Kate,” I groan. Aunt Kate’s only a couple of years older than Mom, but lives like a ninety-year-old. Has a black-and-white TV but only turns it on for the news. Listens to radio the rest of the time. “Couldn’t I kill myself instead?” I quip.

“Don’t make jokes like that!” Dad snaps with unexpected venom. I stare at him, hurt, and he forces a thin smile. “Sorry. Hard day at the office. I’ll arrange it with Kate, then.”

He stumbles as he exits—as if he’s nervous. For a minute there it was like normal, me and Dad messing around, and I forgot all my recent worries. Now they come flooding back. If I’m not at death’s door, why was he so upset at my throwaway gag?

Curious and afraid, I slink to the door and eavesdrop as he phones Aunt Kate and clears my stay with her. Nothing suspicious in their conversation. He doesn’t talk about me as if these are my final days. Even hangs up with a cheery “Toodle-oo,” a corny phrase he often uses on the phone. I’m about to withdraw and catch up with the soccer action when I hear Gret speaking softly from the stairs.

“He didn’t want to come?”

“No,” Dad whispers back.

“It’s all set?”

“Yes. He’ll stay with Kate. It’ll just be the three of us.”

“Couldn’t we wait until next month?”

“Best to do it now—it’s too dangerous to put off.”

“I’m scared, Dad.”

“I know, love. So am I.”

Silence.

Mom drops me off at Aunt Kate’s. They exchange some small talk on the doorstep, but Mom’s in a rush and cuts the chat short. Says she has to hurry or they’ll be late for the ballet. Aunt Kate buys that, but I’ve cracked their cover story. I don’t know what Mom and Co. are up to tonight, but they’re not going to watch a load of poseurs in tights jumping around like puppets.

“Be good for your aunt,” Mom says, tweaking the hairs on my fringe.

“Enjoy the ballet,” I reply, smiling hollowly.

Mom hugs me, then kisses me. I can’t remember the last time she kissed me. There’s something desperate about it.

“I love you, Grubitsch!” she croaks, almost sobbing.

If I hadn’t already known something was very, very wrong, the dread in her voice would have tipped me off. Prepared for it, I’m able to grin and flip back at her, Humphrey Bogart style, “Love you too, shweetheart.”

Mom drives away. I think she’s crying.

“Make yourself comfy in the living room,” Aunt Kate simpers. “I’ll fix a nice pot of tea for us. It’s almost time for the news.”

I make an excuse after the news. Sore stomach—need to rest. Aunt Kate makes me gulp down two large spoons of cod liver oil, then sends me up to bed.

I wait five minutes, until I hear Frank Sinatra crooning—no-date Kate loves Ol’ Blue Eyes and always manages to find him on the radio. When I hear her singing along to some corny ballad, I slip downstairs and out the front door.

I don’t know what’s going on, but now that I know I’m not set to go toes-up, I’m determined to see it through with them. I don’t care what sort of a mess they’re in. I won’t let Mom, Dad, and Gret freeze me out, no matter how bad it is. We’re a family. We should face things together. That’s what Mom and Dad always taught me.

Padding through the streets, covering the four miles home as quickly as I can. They could be anywhere, but I’ll start with the house. If I don’t find them there, I’ll look for clues to where they might be.

I think of Dad saying he’s scared. Mom trembling as she kissed me. Gret’s voice when she was on the stairs. My stomach tightens with fear. I ignore it, jog at a steady pace, and try spitting the taste of cod liver oil out of my mouth.

Home. I spot a chink of light in Mom and Dad’s bedroom, where the curtains just fail to meet. It doesn’t mean they’re in—Mom always leaves a light on to deter burglars. I slip around the back and peer through the garage window. The car’s parked inside. So they’re here. This is where it all kicks off. Whatever “it” is.

I creep up to the back door. Crouch, poke the dog flap open, listen for sounds. None. I was eight when our last dog died. Mom said she was never allowing another one inside the house—they always got killed on the roads and she was sick of burying them. Every few months, Dad says he must board over the dog flap or get a new door, but he never has. I think he’s still secretly hoping she’ll change her mind. Dad loves dogs.

When I was a baby, I could crawl through the flap. Mom had to keep me tied to the kitchen table to stop me sneaking out of the house when she wasn’t looking. Much too big for it now, so I fish under the pyramid-shaped stone to the left of the door and locate the spare key.

The kitchen’s cold. It shouldn’t be—the sun’s been shining all day and it’s a nice warm night—but it’s like standing in a refrigerator aisle in a supermarket.

I creep to the hall door and stop, again listening for sounds. None.

Leaving the kitchen, I check the TV room, Mom’s fancily decorated living room—off-limits to Gret and me except on special occasions—and Dad’s study. Empty. All as cold as the kitchen.

Coming out of the study, I notice something strange and do a double-take. There’s a chess board in one corner. Dad’s prize chess set. The pieces are based on characters from the King Arthur legends. Hand-carved by some famous craftsman in the nineteenth century. Cost a fortune. Dad never told Mom the exact price—never dared.

I walk to the board. Carved out of marble, four inches thick. I played a game with Dad on its smooth surface just a few weeks ago. Now it’s scarred by deep, ugly gouges. Almost like fingernail scratches—except no human could drag their nails through solid marble. And all the carefully crafted pieces are missing. The board’s bare.

Up the stairs. Sweating nervously. Fingers clenched tight. My breath comes out as mist before my eyes. Part of me wants to turn tail and run. I shouldn’t be here. I don’t need to be here. Nobody would know if I backed up and…

I flash back to Gret’s face after the rat guts prank. Her tears. Her pain. Her smile when she gave me the Brazil jersey. We fight all the time, but I love her deep down. And not that deep either.

I’m not going to leave her alone with Mom and Dad to face whatever trouble they’re in. Like I told myself earlier—we’re a family. Dad’s always said families should pull together and fight as a team. I want to be part of this—even though I don’t know what “this” is, even though Mom and Dad did all they could to keep me out of “this,” even though “this” terrifies me senseless.

The landing. Not as cold as downstairs. I try my bedroom, then Gret’s. Empty. Very warm. The chess pieces on Gret’s board are also missing. Mine haven’t been taken, but they lie scattered on the floor and my board has been smashed to splinters.

I edge closer to Mom and Dad’s room. I’ve known all along that this is where they must be. Delaying the moment of truth. Gret likes to call me a coward when she wants to hurt me. Big as I am, I’ve always gone out of my way to avoid fights. I used to think (fear) she might be right. Each step I take towards my parents’ bedroom proves to my surprise that she was wrong.

The door feels red hot, as though a fire is burning behind it. I press an ear to the wood—if I hear the crackle of flames, I’ll race straight to the phone and dial the emergency number. But there’s no crackle. No smoke. Just deep, heavy breathing… and a curious dripping sound.

My hand’s on the doorknob. My fingers won’t move. I keep my ear pressed to the wood, waiting… praying. A tear trickles from my left eye. It dries on my cheek from the heat.

Inside the room, somebody giggles—low, throaty, sadistic. Not Mom, Dad, or Gret. There’g sound, followed by snaps and crunches.

My hand turns.

The door opens.

Hell is revealed.
DEMONS

BLOOD everywhere. Nightmarish splashes and gory pools. Wild streaks across the floor and walls.

Except the walls aren’t walls. I’m surrounded on all four sides by webs. Millions of strands, thicker than my arm, some connecting in orderly designs, others running chaotically apart. Many of the strands are stained with blood. Behind the layer of webs, more layers—banks of them stretching back as far as I can see. Infinite.

My eyes snap from the walls. I make quick, mental thumbnails of other details. Numb. Functioning like a machine.

The dripping sound—a body hanging upside down from the webby ceiling in the center of the room. No head. Blood drops to the floor from the gaping red O of the neck. Even without the head, I recognize him.

“DAD!” I scream, and the cry almost rips my vocal chords apart.

To my left, an obscene creature spins round and snarls. It has the body of a very large dog, the head of a crocodile. Beneath it, motionless—Mom. Or what’s left of her.

A dreadful howl to my right. Gret! Sitting on the floor, staring at me, weaving sideways, her face white, except where it’s smeared with blood. I start to call to her. She half-turns, and I realize that she’s been split in two. Something’s behind her, in the cavity at the back, moving her like a hand puppet.

The “something” pushes Gret away. It’s a child, but no child of this world. It has the body of a three-year-old, with a head much larger than any normal person’s. Pale green skin. No eyes—a small ball of fire flickers in each of its empty sockets. No hair—yet its head is alive with movement. As the hell-child advances, I see that the objects on its head are cockroaches. Living. Feeding on its rotten flesh.

The crocodile-dog moves away from Mom and also closes in on me, exchanging glances with the monstrous child, who’s narrowing the gap.

I can’t move. Fear has seized me completely. I look from Mom to Dad to Gret. All red. All dead.

Impossible! This isn’t happening! A bad dream—it must be!

But even in my very worst nightmare, I never imagined anything like this. I know that it’s real, simply because it’s too awful not to be.

The creatures are almost upon me. The croc-dog growls hungrily. The child grins ghoulishly and raises its hands—there are mouths in both its palms, small, full of sharp teeth. No tongues.

“Oh dear,” someone says, and the creatures stop within spitting distance. “What have we here?”

A man slides out from behind a clump of webby strands. Thin. Pale red skin, misshapen, lumpy, as though made out of colored dough. His hands are mangled, bones sticking out of the skin, one finger melting into another. Bald. Strange eyes—no white, just a dark red iris and an even darker pupil. There’s a gaping, jagged hole in the left side of his chest. I can look clean through it. Inside the hole—snakes. Dozens of tiny, hissing, coiled serpents, with long curved fangs.

The hell-child shrieks and reaches towards me. The teeth in its small mouths are eagerly snapping open and shut.

“Stop, Artery,” the man—the monster—says commandingly, and steps towards me. No… he doesn’t step… he glides. He has no feet. The lumpy flesh of his lower legs ends in sharp strips that don’t touch the floor. He’s hovering in the air.

The croc-dog barks savagely, its reptilian eyes alive with hunger and hate.

“Hold, Vein,” the monster orders. He advances to within touching distance of me. Stops and studies me with his unnatural red eyes. He has a small mouth. White lips. He looks sad—the saddest creature I’ve ever seen.

“You are Grubitsch,” he says morosely. “The last of the Gradys. You should not be here. Your parents wished to spare you this heartache. Why did you come?”

I can’t answer. My body isn’t my own, except my eyes, which don’t stop roaming and analyzing, even though I want them to—easier to shut off completely and black everything out.

The hell-child makes a guttural sound and reaches for me again.

“Disobey me at your peril, Artery,” the monster says softly. The barbaric baby drops its hands and shuffles backwards, the fire in its eyes dimming. The croc-dog retreats too. Both keep their sights on me.

“Such sadness,” the monster sighs, and there’s genuine pity in his tone. “Parents—dead. Sister—dead. All alone in the world. Face to face with demons. No idea who we are or why we’re here.” He pauses, and doubt crosses his expression. “You don’t know, do you, Grubitsch? Nobody ever explained, or told you the story of lonely Lord Loss?”

I still can’t answer, but he reads the ignorance in my eyes and smiles thinly, painfully. “I thought not,” he says. “They sought to protect you from the cruelties of the world. Good, loving parents. You’ll miss them, Grubitsch—but not for long.” The creatures to my left and right make sick, chuckling sounds. “Your sorrow shall be short-lived. Within minutes I’ll set my familiars upon you and all will soon finish. There will be pain—great pain—but then the total peace of the beyond. Death will come as a blessing, Grubitsch. You will welcome it in the end—as your parents and sister did.”

The monster drifts around me. I realize he has no nose, just two large holes above his upper lip. He sniffs as he passes, and I somehow understand that he’s smelling my fear.

“Poor Grubitsch,” he murmurs, stopping in front of me again. This close, I can see that his red skin is broken by tiny cracks, seeping with drops of blood. I also notice several appendages beneath his arms—three on either side, folded around his stomach. They look like thin, extra arms, though they might just be oddly molded layers of flesh.

“Wh-wh… what… are… you?” I moan, forcing the words out between my chattering teeth.

“The beginning and end of your greatest sorrows,” the monster replies. He says it plainly—not a boast.

“Mu-Mom?” I gasp. “Dad? Gr-Gr… Gr…”

“Gone,” he whispers, shaking his head, blood oozing from the cracks in his neck. “Remember them, Grubitsch. Recall the golden memories. Cherish them in these, your final moments. Cry for them, Grubitsch. Give me your tears.”

He smiles eagerly and his right hand reaches for my face. He brushes his mashed-together fingers across my left cheek, just beneath my eye, as though trying to charm tears from me.

The touch of his skin—moist, tough, sticky—repels me. Without thinking. I turn my back on the hell of my parents’ bedroom and run. Behind me, the monster chuckles darkly, clears his throat, and says, “Vein. Artery. He is yours.”

With vile, vicious howls of delight, the creatures give chase.

The landing. Growls and grinding teeth getting closer every second. Almost upon me. My legs slip. I sprawl to the floor. Something flies overhead and collides with the wall at the top of the stairs—the croc-dog, Vein.

A tiny hand snags on my left ankle. Artery’s teeth close on the cuffs of my jeans. I pull away instinctively. Ripping—a long strip of material torn clean away. No damage to my leg. Artery rolls backwards, choking on the denim.

Vein scrambles to its feet, shaking its elongated crocodile’s head. My eyes fix on its legs. They don’t end in dog’s paws, but in tiny human hands, with long, blood-stained, splintered nails—a woman’s.

I wriggle past Vein on my stomach and drag myself down the stairs, gasping with terror. Out of the corner of my eye I spy Artery spitting out the denim, jumping to his feet, rushing after me.

Vein crouches at the top of the stairs, reptilian eyes furious, readying itself—herself—to pounce. Just as she leaps, Artery crashes into her. Vein yelps as her companion accidentally crushes her against the wall. Artery wails like a baby, kicks Vein out of the way, and totters down the stairs in pursuit of me.

My hands hit floor. I lurch to my feet and start for the front door. I’ve a good lead on Artery, who’s still on the stairs. I’m going to make it! A few more strides and…

Something brushes between my legs at an incredible speed. There’s a sharp clattering sound. The door shakes. At its base, Artery rights himself and grins at me. The grotesque hell-child is rubbing his right shoulder, where he collided with the door. The fire in his eyes burns brighter than ever. His mouth is wide and twisted. No tongue—just a gaping, blood-red maw.

I scream incoherently at Artery, then grab the telephone from its stand—the closest object to hand—and lob it with all my strength at the demon. Artery ducks sharply. Unbelievably, the telephone smashes through the door, ending up in the street outside.

I have no time to ponder this impossible feat of strength. Artery’s momentarily disoriented. Vein’s only halfway down the stairs. I can escape—if I act quickly.

Making a sharp turn, I dive for the kitchen and the back door. Artery reads my intentions and bellows at Vein. The croc-dog leaps from the stairs and sails for my face and throat. I bring up an arm and swat her away. Vein’s nails catch on my arm, rip through the material of my shirt and make three deep gouges in the flesh of my forearm.

Yelling with pain, I kick out at the demon’s crocodile head. My foot hits it just beneath the tip of its snout. Vein’s head snaps back and she tumbles away with a grunt.

I don’t stop to check on Artery. I burst through to the kitchen and throw myself at the door. My fingers tighten on the handle. I twist—the wrong way! Reverse the movement. A click. The door opens…

… and slams shut again as Artery rams it. The force of the demon banging into the door knocks me aside. I roll out of harm’s immediate way. When I sit up, Artery has recovered and is standing in front of the door, legs and arms spread, three sets of teeth glinting in the glow of the red light cast by the fire of his eyeless sockets.

I back away on my knees from the green-skinned hell-child. Stop—growling to my rear. A panicked glance. Vein closing in, blocking my retreat.

I’m caught between them.

Artery’s smiling. He knows I’m finished. A cockroach topples from his head, lands on its back, rights itself. It starts to scuttle away. Artery steps on the roach and crushes it. Holds his foot up to me, so that I can see the insect’s smeared remains. Laughs evilly.

A snapping sound behind me. The stench of blood and decay. Vein almost upon me. Artery hisses—he wants to join in the bloodshed, but he’s wary. Won’t desert his post. Better to stay and watch Vein kill me than go for the kill himself and leave the door unguarded. I sense the demon’s fear of the one upstairs. He called these two his familiars—that means he’s their master.

Vein butts me in the back with her leathery snout. Growls throatily. It’s over. I’m finished. Dead, like Mom and Dad and…

“No!” I roar, startling the demons. My thoughts flash on the telephone smashing through the sturdy wood of the front door, and Artery and the speed with which he moved. My eyes fix on the dog flap. Much too small to fit through, but I don’t think of that. I focus only on escape.

I bring my legs up. Come to a half-crouch. Propel myself at the dog flap as Vein snaps for me with her teeth. I fly through the air, faster than any human should or could. The fire in Artery’s sockets flares with alarm. The demon snaps his tiny legs together. Too late! Before they close, I’m through, fingers pushing the dog flap up out of the way, arms, body and legs following. Shrieks and howls behind. But they can’t harm me now. I’m flying… outside… free!

Soaring. Arms spread like wings. Exhilaration. Magic. Momentary delight. I feel invincible, like a—

Smash!

The backyard fence cuts short my flight. I hit the ground hard. Come up groaning and wheezing. Right elbow cut where I rocketed off the rough wood of the fence. Woozy. I stagger to my feet. Feel sick.

I remember the demons. My eyes snap to the dog flap. I turn to run…

… then stop. No sign of them. Ordinary night silence.

They aren’t following.

I stare at the dog flap—tiny—then at my arms and legs. The three red ravines gouged out by Vein. My shirt and jeans ripped from where the demons snagged me. My left shoe missing—it must have come off mid-flight. But otherwise I’m unharmed.

No way! Even if the dog flap had been bigger, I couldn’t have dived through it at that speed without scraping myself raw. How did…?

All questions die unvoiced as I recall the horror show of the bedroom.

“Mom,” I sob, staggering towards the back door. I pause with my hand on the handle. Almost turn it. Can’t.

I get down on my knees. Cautiously poke open the dog flap. Peer into the kitchen. No demons—but the many bloody prints on the tiles are proof I didn’t imagine the chase.

On my feet. Again I try to enter. Again I can’t bring myself to do it. Memories too terrifying. The demons too threatening. If I could help my family, perhaps it would be different. But they’re dead, all of them, and I have too much sense (or not enough courage) to risk my life for a trio of corpses.

Stepping back from the door, I stare up at the house. It looks like all the others from the outside. No webs. No blood. Normal walls and windows.

“Gret,” I mutter mindlessly. “I never said sorry for the rat guts.”

I think about that for a moment, stunned, sluggish. Then I raise my face, open my mouth, and scream.

It’s a wordless scream. Pure hatred. Pure sorrow. It builds from somewhere deep within me and bursts forth with the same impossible force I summoned when lobbing the telephone at Artery and diving through the dog flap.

The glass in the windows shatters and explodes inwards, ripping curtains to shreds, littering floors with jagged, transparent shards. The glass in the houses to either side also explodes. And in the nearby cars and street lamps.

I scream as long as I can—perhaps a full minute without pause—then lapse into a silence as all-encompassing as the scream. It’s an isolated silence. Almost solid. No sounds trickle out and none penetrate.

After a while people emerge from the neighboring houses, shaken, making their cautious way to the source of the insane howl. I see their mouths moving, but I don’t hear their questions, or their cries when they enter my house and come racing out shortly after, faces white, eyes filled with terror.

I’m in a world of my own. A world of webs and blood. Demons and corpses. Nightmares and terror. The name of the world from this night on—home.
DERVISH

LOST, spiraling time. Muddled happenings. Flitting in and out of reality. Momentarily here, then gone, reclaimed by madness and demons.

Clarity. A warm room. Police officers. I’m wrapped in blankets. A man with a kind face offers me a mug of hot chocolate. I take it. He’s asking questions. His words sail over and through me. Staring into the dark liquid of the mug, I begin to fade out of reality. To avoid the return to nightmares, I lift my head and focus on his moving lips.

For a long time—nothing. Then whispers. They grow. Like turning up the volume on the TV. Not all his words make sense—there’s a roaring sound inside my head—but I get his general drift. He’s asking about the murders.

“Demons,” I mutter, my first utterance since my soul-wrenching cry.

His face lights up and he snaps forward. More questions. Quicker than before. Louder. More urgent. Amidst the babble, I hear him ask, “Did you see them?”

“Yes,” I croak. “Demons.”

He frowns. Asks something else. I tune out. The world flames at the edges. A ball of madness condenses around me, trapping me, devouring me, cutting off all but the nightmares.

A different room. Different officers. More demanding than the last one. Not as gentle. Asking questions loudly, facing me directly, holding my head up until our eyes meet and they have my attention. One holds up a photograph—red, a body torn down the middle.

“Gret,” I moan.

“I know it’s hard,” an officer says, sympathy mixed with impatience, “but did you see who killed her?”

“Demons,” I sigh.

“Demons don’t exist, Grubbs,” the officer growls. “You’re old enough to know that. Look, I know it’s hard,” he repeats himself, “but you have to focus. You have to help us find the people who did this.”

“You’re our only witness, Grubbs,” his colleague murmurs. “You saw them. Nobody else did. We know you don’t want to think about it right now, but you have to. For your parents. For Gret.”

The other cop waves the photo in my face again. “Give us something—anything!” he pleads. “How many were there? Did you see their faces or were they wearing masks? How much of it did you witness? Can you…”

Fading. Bye-bye officers. Hello horror.

Screaming. Deafening cries. Looking around, wondering who’s making such a racket and why they aren’t being silenced. Then I realize it’s me screaming.

In a white room. Hands bound by a tight white jacket. I’ve never seen a real one before, but I know what it is—a straitjacket.

I focus on making the screams stop and they slowly die away to a whimper. I don’t know how long I’ve been roaring, but my throat’s dry and painful, as though I’ve been testing its limits for weeks without pause.

There’s a hard plastic mug set in a holder on a small table to my left. A straw sticks out of it. I ease my lips around the head of the straw and swallow. Flat coke. It hurts going down, but after a couple of mouthfuls it’s wonderful.

Refreshed, I study my cell. Padded walls. Dim lights. A steel door with a strong plastic panel in the upper half, instead of glass.

I stumble to the panel and stare out. Can’t see much—the area beyond is dark, so the plastic’s mostly reflective. I study my face in the makeshift mirror. My eyes aren’t my own—bloodshot, wild, rimmed with black circles. Lips bitten to shreds. Scratches on my face—self-inflicted. Hair cut short, tighter than I’d like. A large purple bruise on my forehead.

A face pops up close on the other side of the glass. I fall backwards with fright. The door open and a large, smiling woman enters. “It’s OK,” she says softly. “My name’s Leah. I’ve been looking after you.”

“Wh-wh… where am I?” I gasp.

“Someplace safe,” she replies. She bends and touches the bruise on my forehead with two soft, gentle fingers. “You’ve been through hell, but you’re OK now. It’s all uphill from here. Now that you’ve snapped out of your delirium, we can work on…”

I lose track of what Leah’s saying. Behind her, in the doorway, I imagine a pair of demons—Vein and Artery. The sane part of me knows they aren’t real, just visions, but that part of me has no control over my senses anymore. Backing up against one of the padded walls, I stare blankly at the make-believe demons as they dance around my cell, making crude gestures and mimed threats.

Leah goes on talking. The imaginary Vein and Artery go on dancing. I slip back into the shell of my nightmares—almost gratefully.

In and out. Quiet moments of reality. Sudden flashes of insanity and terror.

I’m being held in an institute for people with problems—that’s all any of my nurses will tell me. No names. No mingling with the other patients. White rooms. Nurses—Leah, Kelly, Tim, Aleta, Emilia, and others, all nice, all concerned, all unable to coax me back from my nightmares when they strike. Doctors with names that I don’t bother memorizing. They examine me at regular intervals. Make notes. Ask questions.

“What did you see?”

“What did the killers look like?”

“Why do you insist on calling them demons?”

“You know demons aren’t real. Who are the real killers?”

One of them asks if I committed the murders. She’s a grey-haired, sharp-eyed woman. Not as kindly as the rest. The “bad doctor” to their “good doctors.” She presses me harder as the days slip by. Challenges me. Shows me photos that make me cry.

I start calling her Doctor Slaughter, but only to myself, not out loud. When she comes with her questions and cold eyes, I open myself to the nightmares—always hovering on the edges, eager to embrace me—and lose myself to the real world. After a few of these intentional fadeouts, they obviously decide to abandon the shock tactics, and that’s the last I see of Doctor Slaughter.

Time dragging or disappearing into nightmares. No ordinary time. No lazy afternoons or quiet mornings. The murders impossible to forget. Grief and fear tainting my every waking and sleeping moment.

Routines are important, according to my doctors and nurses, who wish to put a stop to my nightmarish withdrawals. They’re trying to get me back to real time. They surround me with clocks. Make me wear two watches. Stress the times at which I’m to eat and bathe, exercise and sleep.

Lots of pills and injections. Leah says it’s only temporary, to calm me down. Says they don’t like dosing patients here. They prefer to talk us through our problems, not make us forget them.

The drugs numb me to the nightmares, but also to everything else. Impossible to feel interest or boredom, excitement or despair. I wander around the hospital—I have a free run now that I’m no longer violent—in a daze, zombiefied, staring at clock faces, counting the seconds until my next pill.

Off the pills. Coming down hard. Screaming fits. Fighting the nurses. Craving numbness. Needing pills!

They ignore my screams and pleas. Leah explains what’s happening. I’m on a long-term treatment plan. The drugs put a stop to the nightmares and anchored me in the real world—step one. Now I have to learn to function in it as a normal person, free of medicinal depressants—step two.

I try explaining my situation to her—my nightmares won’t ever go away, because the demons I saw were real—but she refuses to listen. Nobody believes me when I talk about the demons. They accept that I was in the house at the time of the murders, and that I witnessed something dreadful, but they can’t see beyond human horrors. They think I imagined the demons to mask the truth. One doctor says it’s easier to believe in demons than evil humans. Says a wicked person is far scarier than a fanciful demon.

Moron. He wouldn’t say that if he’d seen the crocodile-headed Vein or the cockroach-crowned Artery!

Gradual improvement. I lose my craving for drugs, and no longer throw fits. But I don’t progress as quickly as my doctors anticipated. I keep slipping back into the world of nightmares, losing my grip on reality. I don’t talk openly with my nurses and doctors. I don’t discuss my fears and pains. Sometimes I babble incoherently and can’t interpret the words of those around me. Or I’ll stand staring at a tree or bush through one of the institute windows all day long, or not get up in the morning, despite the best rousing efforts of my nurses. I’m fighting them. They don’t believe my story, so they can’t truly understand me, so they can’t really help me. So I fight them. Out of fear and spite.

Somewhere in the middle of the confusion, relatives arrive. The doctors want me to focus on the world outside this institute. They think the way to do that is to reintroduce me to my family, break down my sense of overwhelming isolation. I think the plan is for the visitors to fuss over me, so that I want to be with them, so I’ll then play ball with the doctors when they start in with the questions.

Aunt Kate’s the first. She clutches me tight and weeps. Talks about Mom, Dad, and Gret nonstop, recalling all the good times that she can remember. Begs me to let the doctors help me, to talk with them, so I can get better and go home and live with her. I say nothing, just stare off into space and think about Dad hanging upside down. Aunt Kate leaves less than an hour later, still sobbing.

More relatives drop in during the following days and weeks, rounded up by the doctors. Aunts, uncles, cousins—both sides of the family tree. Some are old acquaintances. Some I’ve never seen before. I don’t respond to any of them. I can tell they’re just like the doctors. They don’t believe me.

Lots of questions from my carers. Why don’t I talk to my relatives? Do I like them? Are there others I prefer? Am I afraid of people? How would I feel about leaving here and staying with one of the well-wishers for a while?

They’re trying to ship me out. It’s not that they’re sick of me—just step three on my path to recovery. Since I won’t rally to their calls in here, they hope that a taste of the real world will make me more receptive. (I haven’t developed any great insights into the human way of thinking—I know all this because Leah and the other nurses tell me. They say it’s good for me to know what they’re thinking, what their plans are.)

I do my best to give them what they want—I’d love if they could cure me—but it’s difficult. The relatives remind me of what happened. They can’t act naturally around me. They look at me with pitying—sometimes fearful—expressions. But I try. I listen. I respond.

After much preparation and discussions, I spend a weekend with Uncle Mike and his family. Mike is Mom’s younger brother. He has a pretty wife—Rosetta—and three children, two girls and a boy. Gret and I stayed with them a few times in the past, when Mom and Dad were away on vacation.

They try hard to make me feel welcome. Conor—Mike’s son—is ten years old. He shows me his toys and plays computer games with me. He’s bright and friendly. Talks me through his comics collection and tells me I can pick out any three issues I like and keep them.

The girls—Lisa and Laura—are seven and six. Gigglish. Not sure why I’m here or aware of what happened to me. But they’re nice. They tell me about school and their friends. They want to know if I have a girlfriend.

Saturday goes well. I feel Mike’s optimism—he thinks this will work, that I’ll return to my senses and pick up my life as normal. I try to believe salvation can come that simply, but inside I know I’m deluding myself.

Sunday. A stroll in the park. Playing with Lisa and Laura on the swings. Pushing them high. Rosetta close by, keeping a watchful eye on me. Mike on the merry-go-round with Conor.

“Want off!” Laura shouts. I stop her and she hops to the ground. “Look what I saw!” she yells gleefully, and rushes over to a bush at the side of the swings. I follow. She points to a dead bird—small, young, its body ripped apart, probably by a cat.

“Cool!” Lisa gasps, coming up behind.

“No, it’s not,” Rosetta says, wandering over. “It’s sad.”

“Can we take it home and bury it?” Lisa asks.

“I don’t know,” Rosetta frowns. “It looks like it’s been—”

“Demons killed my parents and sister,” I interrupt calmly. The girls stare at me with round, wide eyes. “One of them ripped my Dad’s head clean off. Blood was pouring out. Like from a faucet.”

“Grubitsch, I don’t think—” Rosetta says.

“One of the demons had the body of a child,” I continue, unable to stop. “It had green skin and no eyes. Instead of hair, its head was covered with cockroaches.”

“That’s enough!” Rosetta snaps. “You’re terrifying the girls. I won’t—”

“The cockroaches were alive. They were eating the demon’s flesh. If I’d looked closely enough, I’m sure I’d have seen its brains.”

Rosetta storms off, Lisa and Laura in tow. Laura’s crying.

I gaze sadly at the dead bird. Nightmares gather around me. Imagined demonic chuckles. The last thing I see in the real world—Mike marching towards me, torn between concern and fury.

The institute. Days—weeks? months?—later. Lots of questions.

“Why did you say that to the girls?”

“Do you want to hurt other people?”

“Are you angry? Sad? Scared?”

“Would you like to visit somebody else?”

I don’t answer, or else I grunt in response. They don’t understand. They can’t. I didn’t want to scare Lisa or Laura, or upset Mike and Rosetta. The words came out by themselves. The doctors can’t help. If I had an ordinary illness, I’m sure they could fix me. But I’ve seen demons rip my world to pieces. Nobody believes that, so nobody knows what I’m going through. I’m alone. I always will be. That’s my life now. That’s just the way it is.

The relatives stop coming. The doctors stop trying. They say they’re giving me time to recover, but I think they just don’t know how to handle me. Long periods by myself, walking, reading, thinking. Tired most of the time. Headaches. Imaginary demons everywhere I look. Hard to keep food down. Growing thin. Sickly.

The nurses try to rally my spirits. Days out—a circus, amusement park, cinemas—and parties in my cell. No good. Their efforts are wasted on me. I draw into myself more and more. Hardly ever speak. Avoid eye contact. Fingers twitch and head twists with fear at the slightest alien sound.

Getting worse. Going downhill.

There’s talk of new pills.

A visitor. It’s been a long time since the last. I thought they’d given up.

It’s Uncle Dervish. Dad’s younger brother. I don’t know much about him. A man of mystery. He visited us a few times when I was smaller. Mom never liked him. I recall her and Dad arguing about him once. “We’re not taking the kids there!” she snapped. “I don’t trust him.”

Leah admits Uncle Dervish. Asks if he’d like anything to drink or eat. “No, thanks.” Would I like anything? I shake my head. Leah leaves.

Dervish Grady is a thin, lanky man. Bald on top, grey hair at the sides, a tight grey beard. Pale blue eyes. I remember his eyes from when I was a kid. I thought they looked like my toy soldier’s eyes. I asked him if he was in the army. He laughed.

He’s dressed completely in denim—jeans, shirt, jacket. He looks ridiculous—Gret used to say denim looks dumb on anyone over the age of thirty. She was right.

Dervish sits in the visitor’s chair and studies me with cool, serious eyes. He’s immediately different from all who’ve come before. Whereas the other relatives were quick to start a false, cheerful conversation, or cry, or say how sorry they were, Dervish just sits and stares. That interests me, so I stare back, more alert than I’ve been in weeks.

“Hello,” I say after a full minute of silence.

Dervish nods in reply.

I try thinking of a follow-up line. Nothing comes to mind.

Dervish looks slowly around the room. Stands, walks to the window, gazes out at the rear yard of the institute, then swings back to the door, which Leah left ajar. He pokes his head out, looks left and right. Closes the door. Returns to the chair and sits. Unbuttons the top of his denim jacket. Slides out three sheets of paper. Holds them facedown.

I sit upright, intrigued but suspicious. Is this some new ploy of the doctors? Have they fed Dervish a fresh set of lines and actions, in an attempt to spark my revival?

“I hope this isn’t a Rorschach test.” I grin weakly. “I’ve had enough inkblots to last me a—”

Dervish turns a sheet over and I stop dead. It’s a black-and-white drawing of a large dog with a crocodile’s head and human hands.

“Vein,” Dervish says. He has a soft, lyrical voice.

I tremble and say nothing in reply.

He turns over the second sheet. Color this time. A child with green skin. Mouths in its palms. Fire in its eyes. Lice for hair.

“Artery,” Dervish says.

“You got the hair wrong,” I mumble. “It should be cockroaches.”

“Lice, cockroaches, leeches—it changes,” he says, and lays the two sheets down on the floor. He turns over the third. This one’s color too. A thin man, lumpy red skin, large red eyes, mangled hands, no feet, a snake-filled hole where his heart should be.

“The doctors put you up to this,” I moan, averting my eyes. “I told them about the demons. They must have got artists to draw them. Why are you—”

“You didn’t tell them his name,” Dervish cuts me short. He taps the picture. “You said the other two were familiars, and this one was their master—but you never mentioned his name. Do you know it?”

I think back to those few minutes of insanity in my parents’ bedroom. The demon lord didn’t say much. Never told me who he was. I open my mouth to answer negatively…

… then slowly let it close. No—he did reveal his identity. I can’t remember when, exactly, but somewhere among the madness there was mention of it. I cast my thoughts back. Zone in on the moment. It was when he asked if I knew why this was happening, if my parents had ever told me the story of—

“Lord Loss,” Dervish says, a split second before I blurt it out.

I stare at him… uncertain… terrified… yet somehow excited.

“I know the demons were real,” Dervish murmurs, picking up the pictures and placing them back inside his jacket, doing up his buttons. He stands. “If you want to come live with me, you can. But you’ll have to sort out the mess you’re in first. The doctors say you won’t respond to their questions. They say they know how to help you, but that you won’t let them.”

“They don’t believe me!” I cry. “How can they cure me when they think I’m lying about the demons?”

“The world’s a confusing place,” Dervish says. “I’m sure your parents told you to always tell the truth, and most of the time that’s good advice. But sometimes you have to lie.” He comes over and bends, so his face is in mine. “These people want to help you, Grubitsch. And I believe they can. But you’re going to have to help them. You’ll have to lie, pretend demons don’t exist, tell them what they want to hear. You have to give a little to get a little. Once you remove that barrier, they can go to work on fixing your brain, on helping you deal with the grief. Then, when they’ve done all they can, you can come to me—if that’s what you want—and I’ll help you with the rest. I can explain about demons. And tell you why your parents and sister died.”

He leaves.

Stunned silence. Long days and nights of heavy thinking. Repeating the name of the thin red demon. Lord Loss, Lord Loss, Lord Loss, Lord…

Torn between hope and fear. Could Dervish be in league with the demons? Mom saying, “I don’t trust him.” I’m safe here. Leaving might be an invitation to danger and further sorrow. I won’t improve in this place, holding true to my story, defying the doctors and nurses—but I can’t be harmed either. Out in the real world, I might have to face demons again. Simpler to stay here and hide.

One morning I wake from a nightmare. In it, I was at a party, wearing a mask. When I took the mask off, I realized I’d been wearing Gret’s face.

Sitting up in bed. Shaking. Crying. I stare out the window at the world beyond.

I decide.

Exercising. Eating sensibly. Putting on weight. Talking directly with my doctors and nurses, answering their questions, letting them into my head, “baring my soul.” I allow them to help me. I work with them. Lie when I have to. Say I saw humans in the room that night. Police come and take my statement. An artist captures my new, realistic, invented impressions of the murderers. My doctors beam proudly and pat my back.

Weeks pass. With help and lots of hard work, I get better. Dervish was right. Now that I’m working with them, they are able to help me, even if we’re progressing on the basis of a lie—that demons aren’t real. I weep a lot and learn a lot—how to face my grief, how to confront my fear and control it—and let them guide me out of the darkness, slowly, painfully, but surely.

In one afternoon session with a therapist, when I judge the time to be right, I make a request. Lots of discussions afterwards. Long debates. Staff meetings. Phone calls. Humming and hawing. Finally they agree. There’s a big build-up. Lots of in-depth therapy sessions and heart-to-hearts. Tests galore, to make sure I’m ready, to reassure themselves that they’re doing the right thing. They have doubts. They voice them. We talk them through. They decide in my favor.

The last day. Handshakes and emergency contact numbers from the doctors in case anything goes wrong. Kisses and hugs from my favorite nurses. A card from Leah. Facing the door, a bag on my shoulder with all I have left in the world. Scared sick but determined to see it through.

I leave the institute on the back of a motorbike. Driving—my rescuer, my lifeline, my hope—Uncle Dervish.

“Hold on tight,” he says. “Speed limits were made to be broken.”

Vroom!
THE GRAND TOUR

DERVISH drives like a madman, a hundred miles an hour. Howling wind. Blurred countryside. No chance to talk or study the scenery. I spend the journey with my face pressed between my uncle’s shoulder blades, clinging on for dear life.

Finally, coming to a small village, he slows. I peek and catch the name on a sign as we exit—Carcery Vale.

“Carkerry Vale,” I murmur.

“It’s pronounced Car-sherry,” Dervish grunts.

“This is where you live,” I note, recalling the address from cards I wrote and sent with Mom and Gret. (Mom didn’t like Uncle Dervish but she always sent him a Christmas and birthday card.)

“Actually, I live about two miles beyond,” Dervish says, carefully overtaking a tractor and waving to the driver. “It’s pretty lonely out where I am, but there are lots of kids in the village. You can walk in any time you like.”

“Do they know about me?” I ask.

“Only that you’re an orphan and you’re coming to live with me.”

A winding road. Lots of potholes that Dervish swerves expertly to avoid. The sides of the road are lined with trees. They grow close together, blocking out all but the thinnest slivers of sunlight. Dark and cold. I press closer to Dervish, hugging warmth from him.

“The trees don’t stretch back very far,” he says. “You can skirt around them when you’re going to the village.”

“I’m not afraid,” I mutter.

“Of course you are,” he chuckles, then looks back quickly. “But you have my word—you’ve no need to be.”

Chez Dervish. Three storeys. Three floors. Built from rough white blocks, almost as big as those I’ve seen in photos of the pyramids. Shaped like an L. The bit sticking out at the end is made from ordinary red bricks and doesn’t look like the rest of the house. Lots of timber decorations around the top and down the sides. A slate roof with three enormous chimneys. The roof on the brick section is flat and the chimney’s tiny in comparison with the others. The windows on the lower floor run from the ground to the ceiling. The windows on the upper floors are smaller, round, and feature stained-glass designs. On the brick section they’re very ordinary.

“It’s not much,” Dervish says wryly, “but it’s home.”

“This place must have cost a fortune!” I gasp, standing close to the motorbike, staring at the house, almost afraid to venture any nearer.

“Not really,” Dervish says. “It was a wreck when I bought it. No roof or windows, the interior destroyed by exposure to the elements. The lower floor was used by a local farmer to house pigs. I lived in the brick extension for years while I restored the main building. I keep meaning to tear the extension down—I don’t use it anymore, and it takes away from the the main structure—but I never seem to get around to it.”

Dervish removes his helmet, helps me out of mine, then walks me around the outside of the house. He explains about the original architect and how much work he had to do to make the house habitable again, but I don’t listen very closely. I’m too busy assessing the mansion and the surrounding terrain—lots of open fields, sheep and cattle in some of them, a small forest to the west that runs all the way to Carcery Vale, no neighboring houses that I can see.

“Do you live here alone?” I ask as we return to the front of the house.

“Pretty much,” Dervish says. “One farmer owns most of this land, and he’s opposed to over-development. He’s old. I guess his children will sell plots off when he dies. But for the last twenty years I’ve had all the peace and seclusion a man could wish for.”

“Doesn’t it get lonely?” I ask.

“No,” Dervish says. “I’m fairly solitary by nature. When I’m in need of company, it’s only a short stroll to the village. And I travel a lot—I have many friends around the globe.”

We stop at the giant front doors, a pair of them, like the entrance to a castle. No doorbell—just two chunky gargoyle-shaped knockers, which I eye apprehensively.

Dervish doesn’t open the doors. He’s studying me quietly.

“Have you lost the key?” I ask.

“We don’t have to enter,” he says. “I think you’ll grow to love this place after a while, but it’s a lot to take in at the start. If you’d prefer, you could stay in the brick extension—it’s an eyesore, but cozy inside. Or we can drive to the Vale and you can spend a few nights in a B&B until you get your bearings.”

It’s tempting. If the house is even half as spooky on the inside as it looks from out here, it’s going to be hard to adapt to. But if I don’t move in now, I’m sure the house will grow far creepier in my imagination than it can ever be in real life.

“Come on.” I grin weakly, lifting one of the gargoyle knockers and rapping loudly. “We look like a pair of idiots, standing out here. Let’s go in.”

Cold inside but brightly lit. No carpets—all tiles or stone floors—but many rugs and mats. No wallpaper—some of the walls are painted, others just natural stone. Chandeliers in the main hall and dining room. Wall-set lamps in the other rooms.

Bookcases everywhere, most of them filled. Chess boards too, in every room—Dervish must be as keen on chess as Mom and Dad. Ancient weapons hang from many of the walls—swords, axes, maces.

“For when the tax collector calls,” Dervish says solemnly, lifting down one of the larger swords. He swings it over his head and laughs.

“Can I try it?” I ask. He hands it to me. “Hell!” It’s H-E-A-V-Y. I can lift it to thigh level but no higher. A quick reappraisal of Uncle Dervish—he looks wiry as a rat, but he must have hidden muscles under all the denim.

We meander through the downstairs rooms, Dervish explaining what each was used for in the past, pointing out items of special interest, such as a stuffed bear’s head that is more than two hundred years old, a cage where a live vulture was kept, rusty nails that were used by the Romans to crucify people.

There’s a large, empty fish tank in one of the main living rooms, set against a wall. Dervish pauses at it and taps the frame with his fingernails. “The last owner of this place—before it fell into ruin—was a tyrant called Lord Sheftree. He kept live piranhas in this tank. One day, a woman turned up with a baby—she claimed it was his, and she wanted money to pay for its upkeep.”

Dervish crouches down and stares into the abandoned aquarium, as though it’s still full of circling, multicolored fish.

“Lord Sheftree invited her to stay for the night,” he says calmly. “While she was sleeping, he crept into her room and removed her baby. Brought it down here and fed it to the piranhas. Took the bones away and buried them. The woman raised almighty hell, but search parties couldn’t find a corpse, and nobody had seen her arrive with a child—so there was no proof she ever had one. She ranted and raved and was eventually locked away in a mental asylum. She hanged herself there.

“Years later, when Lord Sheftree was an old man and his mind was wandering, he boasted about the murder to one of his servants, and told her where the bones were buried. She dug them up and informed the police. They came to arrest him, but the local villagers got here first. He was discovered chopped up into tiny pieces—all of which had been dropped into the piranha tank.”

Dervish stops and I gaze at him in silent awe.

He stands and faces me. “I’m not saying this to scare you,” he smiles, “but this house has a long and bloody history. There are dozens of horror stories, none quite as gruesome as that one, but all of them pretty gut-churning. I think it’s best you hear about its past now, from me.”

“Is… is the house haunted?” I wheeze.

“No,” he answers seriously. “It’s safe. I wouldn’t have brought you here if it wasn’t. If the nightmares of the past prove too oppressive, you’re free to leave. But you’ve nothing to fear in the present.”

I nod slowly, thinking about Lord Sheftree and his piranha, wondering if I have the courage to spend the night in a house like this.

“Are you OK?” Dervish asks. “Would you like to step outside for fresh air?”

“I’m fine,” I mutter, turning my back on the fish tank, acting like I hear this sort of stuff all the time. “What’s upstairs?”

Mostly bedrooms on the first floor. All are fully fitted, the beds freshly made, though Dervish says only four or five of the rooms have been used since he renovated the mansion.

“Why bother with all the beds then?” I ask.

“If something’s worth doing, it’s worth doing right,” he laughs.

Some of the beds are four-posters, imported from foreign countries, with histories as old and macabre as the house. It’s only when Dervish is telling me about one particular bed, in which a French aristocrat hid for four months during the Revolution, that I think about how much they must have cost.

“What do you do?” I ask my uncle. It sounds ridiculous, but I don’t recall Mom or Dad ever mentioning Dervish’s line of work.

“I dabble in antiques,” he says. “Rare books are my speciality—particularly books regarding the occult.”

Dervish looks at me questioningly—we haven’t mentioned demons since he picked me up at the institute. He’s offering me the chance to quiz him about them now. But I’m not ready to discuss Lord Loss or his minions yet.

“You must be good at it, to afford a place like this,” I say, sliding away from the larger questions and issues.

“It’s a hobby,” he demurs, leading me down a long corridor full of framed portraits and photographs. “The money’s good, but I don’t worry too much about it.”

“Then how do you pay for all this?” I ask nosily.

Dervish quickens his pace. I think he’s avoiding the question, but then he stops at one of the older portraits and points at it. “Recognize him?”

I study the face of an old man—lined, quite a large nose, but otherwise unspectacular. “Is he famous?” I ask.

“Only to us,” Dervish says. “He was your great-great-great-grandfather. Bartholomew Garadex. That’s our original family name, on our paternal side—it got shortened to Grady around your great-grandfather’s time.” He points to a nearby portrait. “That’s him.” Waving a hand at the hall in general, he adds, “They’re all part of our family. Garadexes, Gradys, Bells, Moores—if one of our relations has been photographed or painted, you’ll most probably find them here.”

Returning to the portrait of my great-great-great-grandfather, he says, “Bartholomew was a sublimely clever man. He started with nothing but had amassed a fortune by the time of his death. We’re still living off of it—at least, I am. Cal preferred to make his own way in the world, and only dipped into the family coffers in emergencies.”

“How much is left?” I inquire.

“Quite a lot,” Dervish says vaguely. “Your great-great-grandfather—one of old Bart’s boys—wasted most of it. Then his son—the one who changed the family name—restored it. It’s been fairly constant since, much of it tied up in bonds and properties that yield steady profits.”

“Who does it go to when…” I stop and blush. “I mean, who’s your heir?”

Dervish doesn’t answer immediately. He gazes at the face in the portrait, as though seeing it for the first time. Then he looks away and says quietly, “I have no children. I’ve willed portions of the estate to various friends and causes. I always meant for the majority of my assets to go to Cal and his kids. Since you’re the only survivor…”

My stomach tightens—Dervish sounds as if he’s accusing me of caring more about money than my family. “I’d swap any amount of a fortune if I could bring Mom and Dad and Gret back,” I snarl defensively.

“Of course you would.” Dervish frowns, glancing at me oddly, and I realize I was only imagining the accusation.

“Let’s go,” Dervish says. “There’s another floor to explore—and a cellar.”

“A cellar?” I ask nervously.

“Yes,” he says. “That’s where I bury the bodies.”

I freeze, and he has to stop and wink broadly before I catch the joke.

Lots of storage space on the second floor—rooms packed with crates, statues, and boxes of books. There are a couple of small bedrooms, including Dervish’s, and the centerpiece—his study.

Unlike every other room in the mansion, Dervish’s study is carpeted and the walls are covered with leather panels. It’s a colossal room, the size of seven or eight of the bedrooms, with two desks larger than most of the beds I’ve seen. There are bookcases, on which small numbers of books are carefully arranged. He has a PC, a laptop, a typewriter, several writing pads, and a multitude of pens. There are five chess sets in the room, each different, one made entirely of crystal, another with solid gold pieces. A sword and axe hang from each wall, their handles encrusted with precious jewels, their blades gleaming brightly.

“This is wild.” I grin, circling the study, checking out some of the book titles—all to do with ghosts, werewolves, magic, and other occult-related items.

“Some of my rarer finds,” Dervish says, picking up a book and smiling as he flicks through it. “The great thing about having loads of money is not having to sell to survive.”

“Aren’t you afraid of burglars?” I ask. “Wouldn’t this stuff be safer in a museum?”

“The contents of this room are protected,” he says. “Anyone breaking in is free to plunder the rest of the house as they please—but they won’t take anything from here.”

“What sort of security system do you use?” I ask. “Lasers? Heat sensors?”

“Magic.”

I start to smirk, thinking this is another of his jokes, but his grim expression unnerves me.

“I’ve cast some of my strongest spells on this room,” he says. “Anybody who enters without my permission will run into serious obstacles. And I don’t use that phrase lightly.”

Dervish sits in the large leather chair behind one of the desks and rocks lightly to the left and right as he addresses me. “I know there’s nothing as tempting as forbidden fruit, Grubitsch, but I’ve got to ask you not to come into this room when I’m not here. There are spells I can cast to protect you—and spells I can teach you when you’re ready to learn—but it’s safest not to tempt fate.”

“Are you…” I have to wet my lips to continue. “Are you a magician?”

“No,” he chuckles. “But I know many of the ways of magic. Bartholomew Garadex was a magician—among other things—but there hasn’t been one in the family since. Real magicians are rare. You can’t become one—you have to be born to it. Ordinary people like you and me can study magic and make it work to an extent, but true magicians have the natural power to change the shape of the world with a click of their fingers. It wouldn’t do to have too many people with that kind of power walking around. Nature limits us to one or two per century.”

“Is…” I hate to say his name out loud, but I must. “Is Lord Loss a magician?”

Dervish’s eyes are dark. “No. He’s a demon master. He’s as far advanced of magicians as magicians are of the rest of us.”

“When I… was escaping… I used magic.”

“To fit through the dog flap.” He nods. “Many of us have magical potential. It usually lies dormant, but the presence of the demons enabled you to tap into yours. The magic within you reacted to theirs. Without it, you would have died, along with the others.”

I stare wordlessly at Uncle Dervish. He speaks so honestly, so matter-of-factly, that he could be explaining a math problem. There’s so much I want to ask, so many questions. But this isn’t the time. I’m not ready.

I scratch my head and pluck a long ginger hair from behind my left ear. I rub it between my fingers until it falls, then face Dervish and grin shakily. “I’ll agree to stay out of your study if you’ll do something for me in return.”

“What?” he asks, and I can tell he’s expecting an over-bearing request.

“Will you call me ‘Grubbs’? I can’t stand ‘Grubitsch.’”

The cellar’s full of wine racks and dusty bottles.

“My other great love, apart from books,” Dervish purrs, wiping clean the label of a large green bottle. He advances, lights flicking on ahead of him as he walks. I wonder if it’s magic, until I spot motion-detection sensors overhead.

“Do you drink wine?” he asks, leading me down one of the many rack-lined aisles of the cellar.

“Mom and Dad let us have a glass with dinner sometimes, but I don’t really like it,” I answer.

“Shocking!” he tuts. “I’ll have to educate your palate. Wine is as varied and unpredictable as people. There are some vintages you just won’t get along with, no matter how famous or popular they are, but you’ll always find something you like—if you search hard enough.”

He stops, picks out another bottle, appraises and replaces it. “I roam around for hours down here some days,” he sighs. “Half the pleasure of having such a fine collection is forgetting what’s here and rediscovering it by accident years later. The choosing of a bottle can be almost as much fun as the drinking of it.” He snorts. “Almost!”

We return to the steps leading up to the kitchen and he pauses. “I have to ask you not to come down here either,” he says. “But this has nothing to do with spells or magic. The temperature and humidity have to be maintained just so.” He pinches his left thumb and index finger together. “I’m fairly easygoing when it comes to material possessions, but where my wine’s concerned I’m unbelievably cranky. If you caused an accident…” He shook his head glumly. “I wouldn’t say much, but I’d silently despise you forever.”

“I’ll steer clear,” I laugh. “I’ll find a different source if I want to go boozing.”

Dervish smiles and leads the way up. The lights switch off automatically behind us, plunging the cellar into cool, precision gloom.

“And that’s it.”

Back where we started, the main hall, beneath the giant chandelier. Dervish checks his watch. “I usually have dinner anywhere between five and seven. You can eat with me—I’m a nifty little chef, if I do say so myself—or do your own cooking and eat whenever you like. The freezer’s stocked with pizzas and microwave dinners.”

“I’ll eat with you,” I tell him.

“Then I’ll shout when it’s ready. In the meantime, feel free to explore, either inside or out. And remember—you can’t come to any harm here.”

He heads for the wide set of marble stairs leading to the first and second floors.

“Wait!” I stop him. “You never showed me my room.”

Dervish slaps his forehead playfully. “You’ll get used to that,” he chuckles. “I’m forever overlooking the obvious. Well, there are fourteen bedrooms to choose from—any except mine is yours for the taking.”

“You don’t have a room set aside for me?” I ask, surprised.

“I thought about it,” he replies, “but I decided to let you choose for yourself. You can test out as many as you like. If you want to stay on the upper floor, close to me, you can—though the rooms there are quite modest compared to those on the first floor.”

He tips an imaginary hat to me, then trots up the stairs to his study.

Standing alone in the vast hall. The house creaks around me. I shiver, then recall Uncle Dervish’s promise—I can’t come to any harm here. I shake off the creeps before they have a chance to take hold.

Picking up my bag, which I dropped by the front doors when we came in, I climb the ornate stairs and go searching among the beautifully kept, expansive array of rooms for one that I can dump my gear in and call my own.
PORTRAITS

I DON’T expect to get much sleep the first night—new surroundings, new bed, new life—but surprisingly I drop off within minutes of climbing underneath the covers of the small first-floor bed I chose, and don’t wake until close to ten in the morning.

I feel good as I use the en suite bathroom. Refreshed. The sun’s broken through the clouds and is shining directly onto my bed when I come out of the bathroom. I lie on the covers and bask in the rays, smiling softly. For a moment I think of Gret’s en suite… the rat guts… the start of the nightmares. But I’m in too good a mood to dwell on all that. Shaking my thoughts free, I head downstairs for a late breakfast.

I’m finishing off my cornflakes and munching my third slice of toast when Dervish enters through the back door. He’s been jogging. Red-faced, sweaty, panting.

“I looked in… on you… earlier,” he gasps, rolling his neck around, jiggling his arms and legs. “Didn’t have the heart… to wake you.”

“I don’t normally sleep this late.” I grin guiltily.

“I should hope not.” He stretches, holds his hands over his head while he counts to ten, then relaxes, pulls up a chair, and sits. “Any plans for today?”

“I’m not sure,” I admit nervously. “I’m used to having nurses plan my days for me.”

“I’ve been thinking about school,” Dervish says. “Ideally I’d like to get you started quickly, but they’re midway through the semester. You’d be playing catch-up from the second you sat down. I think it’d be easier if we waited until after the summer, when you can go in fresh with the rest of the class.”

“OK.” I’m relieved—I was dreading the return to school.

“If you want, I can give you some lessons, or we can enroll you for private tutoring,” Dervish continues. “You’ve missed a lot, and I suspect you’ll have to repeat a year, but if you work hard over the summer…”

“I’m not worried about repeating,” I mutter. “If I was at my old school, I’d want to move up with my friends. But since I’m starting fresh, it doesn’t really matter which class I go into.”

“I like the way you think.” Dervish smiles. “OK, we’ll lay off the heavy grind, but fit the odd bit of learning in along the way—you’ll get rusty if you don’t keep your brain sharp.”

“What about today?” I ask. “What should I do?”

“Get the lay of the land,” Dervish suggests. “Explore the house. Have a look round the grounds and neighboring fields—you won’t get in trouble for trespassing as long as you don’t mess with the livestock. Maybe take a stroll to the village and let the gossips have a gawk—I’m sure they’re dying to check out the new boy. You can start on the household chores tomorrow.”

“Chores?”

“Sweeping, cleaning, stuff like that.”

“Oh.” I glance around. “I thought… a place this big… you’d have a maid or something.”

“No maid!” Dervish laughs. “I have a woman who comes in every other week to dust the bedrooms, but that’s it as far as outside help goes. You’ll have to earn your keep here, Grubbs m’boy! But we’ll start with the slave labor tomorrow, like I said. Find your feet first. Take it easy. Enjoy.” He rises and his expression saddens. “Hell, you’re due some enjoyment after all you’ve been through.”

I do the village first. Carcery Vale is quaint, quiet, picturesque. Nice white or creamy houses, smiling people, the occasional car puttering down the main street. I walk through the village, familiarizing myself with the layout. I pass the school—larger than I thought. It’s lunch and the students are in the yard, shouting, laughing, playing football. I don’t get close. Nervous. I’ve had months of dealing strictly with adults. I’ve almost forgotten what people my own age are like and how to get along with them.

Not many shops, and a very limited selection of goods. I need new clothes, but socks and underpants are all the local stores have to offer. I suppose there’s a town within easy driving distance where Dervish can take me. I’ll ask when I get back.

The people in the shops and on the streets eye me curiously but without suspicion. I keep expecting them to ask for my name or pass a comment—“You must be Mr. Grady’s new house guest,” or “You’re not from around here, are you?”—but they just nod pleasantly and let me go about my business.

Early afternoon. Wandering around the mansion. Checking out the rooms.

I knew the instant I arrived that this was a monster of a house, but it’s only today that I realize just how enormous it is. It doesn’t have a single modest inch or nook to it. Everything’s overblown and over-the-top. I feel out of place. I’m used to ordinary houses, wallpaper from chain stores, furniture bought from glossy catalogues, paperback bestsellers, and brand-name reference guides on the bookshelves.

But as awkward as I feel in this massive, ornate old house, I’m not scared. Although it reeks of history, and is full of barbaric weapons and grotesque items like the piranha tank, I’m not frightened. I don’t get shivers down my spine strolling through the corridors (some longer than the street where I used to live). I don’t imagine monsters lurking under the beds, or demons cackling in the shadows.

This house is safe. I’m protected within these walls. I don’t know how I know—I just do.

The hall of portraits. I’ve been here fifteen, maybe twenty minutes, studying the faces of my relatives. Most are strangers, faded faces from the long-forgotten past—many of them young, just teenagers—but some are familiar. I spot Grandad Grady, my great-aunt Martha, a few cousins I met when I was younger—all of whom have died during the course of my short life.

I look for my picture but I’m not among them. Dad and Gret are though, in new frames. Recent photos. I remember the day they were taken, last summer, when we were on vacation in Italy.

No photo of Mom. I go through them all again, but she isn’t here. The two of us are missing.

Shopping for clothes, twenty miles from Carcery Vale, in a large mall. Lots of people and noise. I feel lost in the crowd. Dervish sticks close by me, sensing my nervousness.

Kebabs when we’ve finished shopping. Hot and juicy. Dervish nibbles slowly at his, delicately. I finish long before him. Slurping down the last of my Coke. Studying him as he eats. Wondering if I should mention Mom’s and my absence from the hall of portraits.

“An unasked question is the most futile thing in the world,” Dervish says, startling me. Doesn’t look up. Swallows his food. Waits.

“I was looking at the photos and portraits in the hall today,” I begin.

“And you want to know why there are so many teenagers.”

I frown. “No. I mean, I noticed that, but it was Mom and me I was curious about. You have photos of Dad and Gret, but not us.”

“Oh.” He grimaces. “My faux pas. Most people ask about the teens. The photos and portraits are all of dead family members. I like to frame them as they looked at the end of their lives, so most of the photos were taken shortly before the subject’s death. We have a tragic family history—lots of us have been killed young—which is why there are so many pubescents up there.”

He wipes around his mouth with a napkin, carefully balls it up, and lays it aside. “As for why Sharon hasn’t been included, it’s simple—no in-laws. Everybody on those walls is a blood relative. It’s a family tradition. But I have lots of photos of her, as well as Cal and Gret, in albums that you’re free to browse through.”

“Maybe later,” I smile. “I just wanted to make sure you didn’t have any underhanded reasons for not including us with the others.”

“Everything’s aboveboard with me, Grubbs,” Dervish says, then sips from his mug of coffee without taking his eyes off me. “Well—almost everything.”

Late. Close to midnight. In my pajamas. No slippers—I left my old pair at the hospital and I forgot to buy new ones today. The stone floor’s cold. I have to keep moving my toes to keep them warm.

I’m drawn back to the hall of portraits. Studying them in moonlight, the faces mostly concealed by shadows. Focusing on the teenagers. Dozens of them, all my age or slightly older. Wondering why the faces of the dead teens fascinate me, and why I feel uneasy.

I’m back in my room, in bed, before the answer strikes and drives all hope of sleep away in a flash. In the restaurant, Dervish didn’t simply say that many of our family members had died young—he said they’d been killed.
SPLEEN

SETTLING in. Daily chores—washing up after meals, sweeping a different couple of floors each day, polishing the furniture in one of the large halls or rooms. Lots of other less-regular jobs—taking out the garbage, cleaning windows, running errands in the village.

I enjoy the work. It keeps me busy. Not much else to do here apart from play chess with Dervish, watch TV—Dervish has a massive 60-inch widescreen set, which he hardly ever uses!—and read. Chess doesn’t thrill me—Dervish is like Mom and Dad, a chess fanatic, and beats me easily each time we play. I’d as soon not play at all, but he gently presses me to work on my game. I don’t get my family’s obsession with chess, but I guess I’ll just have to bear it here like I did at home.

I read more than I normally do—I’m not big on litrachoor—but Dervish doesn’t have a great collection of modern fiction. I pick up a few new books in the Vale, and order some more over the Internet, but I’m not spoiled for choice. I try some of the thousands of occult books littering the shelves, figuring they’ve got to be better than watching the moon all night, but they’re too complicated or densely written to be of interest.

So that leaves me with the TV—an endless stream of soap operas, talk shows, movies, sitcoms, sports programs. And while I never thought I’d admit such a thing, TV does get a bit boring after a while, if it’s all you have to keep yourself amused.

But, hey, it’s a million times better than the institute!

A week passes. At ease with the house. Getting to know Dervish, though he’s a hard one to figure. Kind, thoughtful, caring—but aloof, with a warped sense of humor. He came in one day while I was watching the news. Caught a report about a serial killer who’d chopped off and collected his victims’ heads. Commented drily, “There’s a man determined to get ahead in life.” Spent the next five minutes doubled over with laughter, while I gazed at him, astonished, and the TV broadcast pictures of bloodbaths and weeping relatives.

His thirst for chess is at least equal to that of Dad and Mom, if not more so. He went easy on me to begin with, gently encouraging me to play, treating the games as fun. Now he’s showing his true colors. Insists that I play with him every night and gets irritated when I play badly.

“You’ve got to love the game,” he told me last night, tossing a captured rook at me with unexpected force. “Chess is life. You have to love it as you love living. If you don’t…”

He said no more, just stormed out of the room, leaving me at a loss for words, rubbing my cheek where the rook struck. Later, when I’d recovered and was passing him in the hall on my way to bed, I muttered, “Get a life, you freak!” The perfect comeback—just an hour too late.

He’s got no time for music. I find a grand total of three CDs in the house, all old albums by some group called Led Zeppelin. Doesn’t read fiction. Watches only the occasional documentary on TV. Spends a lot of time on the Web, from what I’ve seen when I’ve visited him in his study. But he doesn’t seem to surf or play games—he mostly exchanges e-mails with contacts around the globe, or visits dull-looking encylopedic sites.

Apart from his books and antiques, chess and jogging, and his e-mail friends, he doesn’t seem to have any hobbies, or any apparent interest in the world beyond this house.

There are stables—long abandoned—behind the mansion. I’m exploring one of them, idly toeing through the old nails and horseshoes on the ground in search of some interesting nugget, when somebody raps on the rotten door and startles me out of my skin.

“Peace, hombre,” the stranger chuckles as I duck and grab a horseshoe for protection. “I come to greet you, not to eat you—as the cannibal said to the missionary.”

A boy a year or so younger than me enters and sticks out his hand. I stare at it a moment, then shake it. He’s a lot shorter than me, chubby, with black hair and a lazy left eye that hangs half-closed. Wearing a faded pair of jeans and an old Simpsons T-shirt.

“Bill-E Spleen,” he says, pumping my hand. “And you’re Grubbs ‘don’t call me Grubitsch!’ Grady, right?”

“Right.” I grin thinly, then repeat his name. “Billy Spleen?”

“Bill-E,” he corrects me, and spells it out. “Actually, it’s really Billy,” he confesses, “but I changed it. I haven’t been able to do it officially yet, but I will when I’m older. There’s nothing wrong with Billy—it’s a hell of a lot better than Grubitsch or Grubbs!—but Bill-E sounds cooler, like a rap star.”

He talks quick and sharp, fingers dancing in the air to accent his words.

“Are you from the village?” I ask politely.

“Yup—I’m a Valer,” he yawns, as though it’s the dullest thing in the world. “I used to live a few miles over—in a cottage smaller than this stable—until Mom died. Then I moved in with my grandparents—‘the original Spleens,’ as Mom used to call them. They’re OK, just a bit old-fashioned and straitlaced.”

Bill-E studies the disturbed nails and horseshoes on the ground and grins. “You won’t find any gold here,” he chortles. “I’ve been through these sheds more times than I can count, looking for old Lord Sheftree’s treasure.”

“Treasure?” Bill-E’s a little too chummy for my liking—I’ve never been fond of people who come along and immediately start acting as though you’re old friends—but I don’t want to say anything to insult him, at least not until I know a bit more about him.

“You don’t know about the treasure?” He hoots as though I’ve admitted I didn’t know the world was round. “Lord Sheftree—he owned this place years ago—is supposed to have hidden cases full of treasure somewhere on these grounds. His getaway stash, in case he ever had to make a quick exit and needed some ready cash. He was a real swindler. He used to keep a fish tank full of—”

“—piranha,” I interrupt. “And he fed a baby to them. I know.”

“Dervish told you?” Bill-E looks disappointed. “I love telling that story. Just about everyone in Carcery Vale knows it, so it’s not often that I have the chance to break it to someone new. I’ll kick Dervish’s ass for spoiling it for me.”

“Excuse me,” I mutter, exasperated, “but who the hell are you and what are you doing here?”

Bill-E blinks. “No need to speak to me like that,” he sniffs. “I’m only trying to be friendly.”

“And I just want to know who you are,” I respond coolly. “You come in here, telling me your name and that you know all about me, but I’ve never heard of you before. Are you a relative of Dervish’s? A paperboy? What?”

“Paperboy!” he snorts. “I don’t think Dervish ever bought a paper in his life! If it doesn’t come bound in leather or bat’s wings, packed full of spells and dark incantations, he isn’t interested!”

Bill-E steps to the left, into the light shining through a hole in the roof. “I’m no relative,” he says. “Just a friend. I hang out with Dervish, play chess with him, do some odd jobs. He takes me for rides on his bike in return, and teaches me some spells. Has he taught you any spells yet?”

I shake my head.

“They’re cool.” He grins. “I don’t know if most of them really work, but the words you use are wicked. I feel like a real magician when I’m casting them.”

“Could you teach me some?” I ask.

“No,” Bill-E answers promptly. “That’s the first thing Dervish taught me—only a teacher is allowed to teach. He says if he ever catches me passing on my spells to anybody, he’ll can the lessons and ban me from coming here. And he means it—Dervish isn’t the sort to yank your chain about stuff like that.”

I’m warming to Bill-E Spleen—I like the way he talks about Dervish—but it’s been a while since I made a new friend, so instead of saying something simple, I find myself asking cynically, “Did Dervish tell you to come chat to me? Are you supposed to be my new best friend?”

Bill-E sneers. “My friendship can’t be bought or bartered. I usually come over a few evenings every week and on the weekends. Dervish asked me to stay away this week, to give you a chance to settle in. I was looking forward to checking you out and showing you around the Vale—as a fellow orphan, I thought we might have stuff in common—but now I don’t think I’ll bother. You’re a bit too up-your-own-ass for my liking. I’ll just go see Dervish and leave you to scurry around out here on your own.”

Bill-E turns to leave in a huff.

“When did your Mom die?” I ask quietly.

He stops and squints at me. “Nearly seven years ago. I was just a kid.”

“And your Dad?”

He smiles crookedly. “I never knew him. Don’t even know who he was. He’s still alive—I think—so I’m not an official orphan. But I’ve felt like one since Mom died.”

“My folks only died a few months ago,” I say. “It still hurts. A lot. So if I act like a spaz, sorry, but that’s just the way I feel right now.”

Bill-E’s features soften. “When my Mom died, I didn’t speak to anyone except Grandma and Grandad for almost a year. If other kids came near, I’d scream and attack them. Their parents stopped them from hitting back. One day, in a shop, I tried it on a kid when there was nobody around—he knocked the crap out of me. I was fine after that.”

I offer my chin. “Take a pop if you want.”

Bill-E pads over, makes a fist, then taps my chin lightly. “Come on,” he laughs. “Let’s go see what whirling Dervish is up to.”

The study. Dervish and Bill-E catching up. Lots of names I don’t recognize. Bill-E talking about school, looking forward to the summer break. Dervish telling him about a new book on Bavarian sorcerors which he bought off the Web.

“What about the eye spell?” Bill-E asks. He looks at me and points to his lazy left eye. “I’m supposed to have this operated on in a few years, but I’m sure Dervish can conjure up a spell to spare me the hassle.”

“I’ve asked around,” Dervish laughs, “but the great magicians of yore didn’t bother much with drooping eyelids. Besides, magic shouldn’t be used for personal gain, Billy.” Dervish always refers to Bill-E as Billy. I guess he’s known him so long, he finds it hard to change.

“Tell that to great-great-wotsits Garadex!” Bill-E snorts. “He used his magic to make millions, didn’t he?”

“Bartholomew Garadex was an exception,” Dervish says.

Bill-E treats the study as though it’s his own. Pulls books out and only half-pushes them back. Shoves Dervish out of the way to go surfing on the Web. Opens a drawer in the desk to show me the skull of a genuine witch, “burned at the stake for casting lascivious spells on the virile young men of the community,” he informs me, waving it around in front of his face, poking his fingers into its empty sockets. Dervish lets Bill-E do as he pleases. Sits back and smiles patiently.

“He’s not normally this wound up,” Dervish remarks when Bill-E goes to the toilet. “Your arrival upset him. He’s used to having the run of the house. I think he’s worried that things are going to change now that you’ve moved in.”

“Why does he come here?” I ask.

“His mother and I were friends,” Dervish says. “She died in a boating accident, leaving Billy in the care of his grandparents.” He pulls a face. “All I’ll say about that pair is they’re aptly named—Spleen! A more cantankerous old couple you couldn’t imagine. I felt sorry for Billy, so I started visiting and taking him out on my bike. Ma and Pa Spleen weren’t too keen—they still do everything they can to stop his coming over here—but persistence is something I’m good at. I tend to get my own way when I really want to. The odd persuasion spell or two helps.” He winks. I can’t tell if he’s serious or joking.

Bill-E returns, shaking water from his hands. “No towels, Derv,” he grumbles.

Dervish raises an eyebrow at me. “Fresh towels are your department, aren’t they, Master Grubbs?”

“Sorry.” I grimace. “I forgot.”

“If I was you, Mr. Grady, sir, I’d sack ’im,” Bill-E says with relish, then laughs and asks Dervish to teach him a new spell.

“Will I make the two of you disappear?” Dervish asks innocently.

“Yeah!” Bill-E gasps, face lighting up—then curses as Dervish shoos us out of the room and slams the door shut behind us.

The hall of portraits. Bill-E knows the faces and names off by heart. Giving me a lecture, filling me in on my family background. I listen with pretend politeness, only paying attention to the occasional juicy snippet.

“Urszula Garadex—pirate,” Bill-E intones, tapping the frame of a large canvas portrait. The woman in the picture only has one eye, and three of her fingers are missing, two on her left hand, one on her right. “A cutthroat. Utterly merciless.

“Augustine Grady. Servant to some prince or other. Cause of death—he got kicked in the head by a horse.

“Justin Plunkton—a banker. Nothing interesting about him.”

And so on.

After a while I ask Bill-E about the teenagers and if he knows how they died.

“Dervish doesn’t say much about them,” he replies. “I think it’s some ancient family curse. You’ll probably go toes-up any day now.”

“I’ll try hard to take you with me,” I retort.

We come to Dad and Gret. Bill-E pauses curiously. “These are new. I don’t know who—”

“My dad and sister,” I inform him quietly.

He winces. “I should have guessed. Sorry.” He looks at me questioningly, licks his lips, stares back at the photos.

“An unasked question is the most futile thing in the world,” I prod him.

“That’s one of Dervish’s sayings,” he notes. Licks his lips again. “Do you want to tell me how they died, or is it a secret? I asked Dervish, but he won’t say, and Grandma and Grandad don’t know—nobody in the village does.”

My stomach tightens. Flashes of a crocodile-headed dog, a hell-child, their eerie master. “They were murdered.”

Bill-E’s eyes widen. His lazy left eyelid snaps up as though on elastic bands. “No bull?” he gasps.

My expression’s dark. “No bull.”

“Do you know who did it?”

“I was there.”

Bill-E gulps deeply. “When they were being killed?”

“Yes.”

“How’d you get away?”

I consider how much I should tell him. Decide to try him with the truth. “They were murdered by demons. I escaped using magic.”

He frowns. “If this is a joke…” Stops when he sees my face. “Does Dervish know?”

“Yes.”

“He believes you?”

“Yes. But he’s the only one. Everybody else thinks I’m making it up.”

Bill-E grunts dismissively. “If Dervish believes you, so do I.” He turns from the photos and does an odd little shuffling dance, mumbling weird words.

“What was that for?” I ask, bemused.

“One of Dervish’s spells,” he says. “It makes the dead smile. Dervish says it’s important to keep the dead happy. The reason this house isn’t haunted is that Dervish keeps its ghosts laughing.”

“Bull!” I bellow.

“Maybe,” Bill-E grins. “But I’ve been dancing for years and never been bothered by ghosts. Why stop now and run the risk?”

We watch MTV on the widescreen TV, munching popcorn, drinking Coke from tall paper cups just like in the cinema.

“The TV was my idea,” Bill-E brags, the remote control balanced on his left knee. “Dervish resisted to begin with, but I kept on at him and eventually he bought one.”

“Does he always cave in to your demands?” I ask.

“No,” Bill-E sighs. “I can wrap Grandma and Grandad round my little finger, but Dervish doesn’t crumple. He got the TV because I convinced him it was a good idea—his guests would get good use out of it even if he didn’t.”

“You and Dervish are close, aren’t you?” I note.

“Step aside, Sherlock Holmes—there’s a new kid in town!” Bill-E chuckles, rolling his eyes.

“I don’t want to… like… get between you… or anything,” I mumble awkwardly.

“You couldn’t if you tried,” he responds smugly.

“I could!” I bristle. “He’s my uncle.”

“So?” Bill-E laughs. “He’s my father!”

I stare at him, stunned.

Bill-E looks sheepish. “I shouldn’t have said that,” he mutters. “You won’t tell him, will you?”

“No… but… I mean…” I catch my breath. “You said you didn’t know your father!”

“I don’t,” he says. “Not officially. But it hardly takes a genius to work it out. He wouldn’t invite me over and make such a fuss of me if we weren’t related. And Grandma and Grandad Spleen wouldn’t tolerate his involvement unless they had to, no matter how close a friend of Mom’s he was. Dervish has to be my dad. It’s logic.”

“Have you ever asked him?”

Bill-E shakes his head instantly. “Why spoil it? We get along great the way we are. If the truth ever came out, he might decide to sue for custody.”

“Wouldn’t you like that?” I ask.

He shrugs. “I wouldn’t miss Grandma and Grandad that much if I moved in with Dervish,” he admits. “I could still go see them all the time. But if he lost, they might take out a court order to stop him seeing me. I reckon they struck a deal with him when Mom died—he could carry on visiting, or having me over to visit, as long as he never told me who he really was. If I go messing about, it might screw up everything.”

I scratch my head, thinking that over. It all seems a bit complicated to me—Dervish doesn’t strike me as the sort to go in for such subterfuge. But I’m new on the scene. Bill-E has spent most of his life around my uncle. I guess he knows what he’s talking about.

“This makes us cousins—if it’s true,” I note.

“Yeah,” Bill-E giggles, then pokes me in the chest. “It also makes me his son and rightful heir, so don’t go getting too attached to this place, Grady, because as soon as the old man kicks it, you’re out of here!”

“Charming!” I laugh, and dump the last of my popcorn over Bill-E’s head.

“Hey!” Bill-E shouts, shaking kernels from his head, all over the couch and floor. “Clean that up!”

“You clean it,” I grin wickedly. “It’s your house…”

Both of us laughing, he chases me up the stairs to my room, lobbing fistfuls of popcorn at my head all the way.
CARNAGE IN THE FOREST

ROUTINES. Daily chores. Lots of chess competitions with Dervish and Bill-E. Dervish taught Bill-E how to play. He’s much better than I am, though his concentration wanders occasionally, so I beat him more than I should. Watching TV. Hanging out with Bill-E. We play soccer and explore the countryside when we’re not stuck in front of the massive screen or locking horns in chess tournaments.

I’m recognized in Carcery Vale now. Bill-E introduced me to the shopkeepers and gossips. They accept me the same as any other kid. Pass the time of day with me when I come in to pick up shopping. Ask about Dervish and what I think of the mansion. Tell me tales from its gory past, trying to spook me.

Bill-E also takes me to visit Grandma and Grandad Spleen. A couple of battleaxes! Narrow-eyed, sharp-tongued, drably dressed, their house in a state of perpetual gloominess. Grandad Spleen rambles on about the old days and how Carcery Vale has gone to the dogs. Grandma Spleen hovers in the background, serving tea and cookies, eyes daring me to spill crumbs on her carpet.

Both have lots to say about Dervish, none of it good.

“Not right, living out there on his own.”

“A house like that’s too big for one man.”

“He should be married—but no one will have him!”

“If he does anything out of order, you let us know.”

Bill-E smiles apologetically when we leave. “I love my grandparents, but I know what they’re like. I won’t take you there too often.”

I shrug as if it’s no big deal, but offer up silent thanks. I don’t know how he stands them. I’d have run away from home years ago if I was caged in with a crabby old pair like that! Although, thinking twice about it, I suppose it’s better to have grumpy grandparents as parents than no parents at all. I complained a lot about Mom and Dad when they were… still with me. They had their faults. I think everybody does. But I wouldn’t complain if they were with me… alive now.

The murders are never far from my thoughts. The memories of Vein, Artery, and Lord Loss haunt me. Many nights I wake screaming, arms thrashing, eyes wild, imagining demons in the room with me, under the bed, in the wardrobe, scratching at the door.

Dervish is always there when I wake from my nightmares. Sitting by the bottom of my bed. Passing me a mug of hot chocolate or a towel to wipe the sweat from my face. He never says much, or asks what I was dreaming about. Leaves as soon as I’ve settled down.

We haven’t discussed the demons. I think Dervish wants to, but I’m reluctant to step back into that world of darkness. He leaves books in my room, or open on the tables downstairs, about monsters, demons, magic. I avoid them at first. Later I read certain passages and study pictures, attracted to the mystery of this other realm despite my fears of it.

No pictures of my demons in the books. I glance through some of the many encyclopedias in the mansion, but there’s no mention of a Lord Loss or his familiars in any of them.

Friday. Listening to CDs I bought in the Vale. A roaring outside, of a motorbike approaching. But it isn’t Dervish—he’s up in his study. I creep to the window and secretly watch the cyclist dismounting. A woman dressed in black leather. Long blond hair tumbles down over her shoulders when she removes her helmet. She stretches, hands going high above her head. Ay caramba!

I’m down the stairs in a flash, but not as fast as Dervish. He’s already opening the front doors. I catch a glimpse of a big smile. Then he’s shouting, “Meera! I wasn’t expecting you for another few days. Why didn’t you phone?”

“You never answer,” the woman says, meeting Dervish in the doorway, hugging him hard. She pushes him away and studies his face. “How’s it going, hon?”

“Not bad,” Dervish chuckles.

“How’s the house guest?” She spots me over Dervish’s shoulder. “Oh, never mind. I’ll ask him myself.” She strides over and offers her hand. I shake it politely. “Meera Flame,” she introduces herself. She smiles—dazzling. “And if I know Dervish, he hasn’t told you a thing about me, right?”

I nod dumbly. I think I’m in love!

“Grubbs Grady—Meera Flame,” Dervish says. “Meera’s a close friend of mine. She comes to stay quite regularly. I meant to tell you she was on her way, but I forgot.”

“He’s useless, isn’t he?” Meera laughs.

“At some things,” I mutter, finding my voice at last.

Meera unzips the front of her leather jacket, revealing a T-shirt with an anti-war slogan. She slides out of the coat, then sits on the stairs and peels off her boots and trousers. She’s wearing shorts underneath.

“Make yourself at home,” Dervish says wryly.

“Don’t I always?” Meera replies. She catches me ogling her, and winks. “Got a girlfriend, Grubbs? If not, watch out—I like younger men!”

I blush like a fire engine. Meera slips through to the kitchen for a drink.

Dervish laughs. “You look like a kettle.”

I frown. “What do you mean?”

“There’s steam coming out your ears!”

Before I can think of a comeback, Meera calls from the kitchen. “Whoops! I’ve spilled milk all over my T-shirt. Can you come and help me out of it, Grubbs?”

I think life’s about to get very interesting!

“Ah,” says Bill-E with a cheetah’s smile. “The mysterious Meera Flame. She’s hot, isn’t she?”

“And doesn’t she know it,” I huff. “She hasn’t stopped flirting with me since she arrived. My cheeks feel like they’ve been slapped a dozen times today!”

We’re in the kitchen, guzzling milk shakes. Dervish and Meera have gone out for dinner.

“Don’t worry about that,” Bill-E says. “She does it with me too. She likes making men—and boys!—blush.”

“She’s doing a good job of it,” I mutter, then cough. “Her and Dervish… are they…?”

“Nah,” Bill-E says. “Just friends. She travels around a lot. Always off somewhere exotic. Comes to stay every now and then. They go on biking trips together sometimes, but Dervish says they aren’t an item, and I don’t think he’d lie. Who could keep quiet if they had a girlfriend like that!”

Saturday. Meera woke me up this morning for breakfast in bed. Walked right in, wearing a nightgown and (as far as my imagination’s concerned) nothing underneath. Sat chatting with me while I ate, asking about life with Dervish and what I thought of Carcery Vale—“Boring as hell, isn’t it?”—and just being all-around beautiful. I had a hard time keeping my eyes on my toast and fried eggs!

Bill-E came early to see Meera. She fussed over him like a mother hen. “You’ve grown! You’re filling out! Becoming a man! When are you going to sweep me off my feet and take me away from all this?”

Dervish and Meera made for his study after a while, so Bill-E and I head out to explore the nearby forest. Searching for Lord Sheftree’s buried treasure.

“If we find it, we don’t tell anyone,” Bill-E says, poking through the roots of an old dead oak. “We wait until we’re older and know more about these things. Then we sell it on the quiet and split the profits fifty-fifty. Agreed?”

“Maybe I’ll bump you off and take it all for myself.” I smirk.

“Won’t work,” he says seriously. “I keep a diary. If I die, Grandma and Grandad Spleen will find it, read about us digging for the treasure, and put two and two together.”

“You think of everything, don’t you?” I laugh.

“I try to,” he says immodestly. “I get it from Dervish and our chess games. He’s always nagging me to maximize my potential and use my brain more.”

“What is it with him and chess?” I ask. “My mom and dad were the same, like it was the most important thing in the world.”

“I don’t know about your mom,” Bill-E says, “but it’s a family tradition on your dad’s side. Seven or eight of the clan have been grandmasters. When Dervish talks about his ancestors, he often makes mention of the great chess players. He even judges people by their ability on the board. I asked him about one of his relatives once, a girl who died about thirty years ago—she looked interesting in her photo and I wanted to know what she was like. He just grunted and said she wasn’t very good at chess. That’s all he had to say about her.”

Bill-E decides the treasure isn’t buried under the tree. Picking up our tools—an axe and a shovel—we go in search of other likely spots.

“How often do you come searching for this treasure?” I ask.

“It depends on the weather,” he answers. “In summer, when it’s hot and the evenings are long, I maybe come out three or four times a month. Perhaps only once a month in winter.”

“Don’t you have any friends?” I inquire bluntly—I’ve noticed he doesn’t talk much about other kids, unless he’s chatting about school. And he always has plenty of time for visiting Dervish and me. He never says he can’t come or has to dash off early to see another friend.

“Not many,” he says honestly. “I have friends in class, but I don’t see much of them outside of school. Grandma and Grandad Spleen like to keep me tucked up safe and snug indoors, which is part of the problem. I like hanging out with Dervish, which is another part. I guess mostly I’m just odd, not very good at making friends.”

“You made friends with me pretty easily,” I remind him.

“But you’re like me,” he says. “An outsider. Different. A freak. We’re both weird, which is why we get along.”

I’m not sure I like the sound of that—I’ve never thought of myself as a freak—but it’d be childish to stamp my foot and shout something like, “I’m not weird!” So I let it ride and follow Bill-E deeper into the woods.

In the middle of a thicket. Picking a spot to clear, where we can excavate. I find a patch of soft earth between two stones. I start to dig and earth crumbles away. It looks like there’s a hole here. Probably an animal’s den, but maybe, just maybe…

“I think this might—” I begin.

“Ssshh!” I’m cut short.

Bill-E presses his fingers to his lips—silence. He crouches low. I follow suit. I can tell by his intent expression that this isn’t a game. My heart beats faster. I grip my axe tightly. Flashback to that room, that night. Terror starts to dig its claws in deep.

“I smell him,” Bill-E whispers. “If he spots us, laugh and act as if we were trying to surprise him. If he doesn’t, keep down until I tell you.”

“Who is it?” I hiss. Bill-E waves the question away and concentrates on the trees beyond the thicket.

Ten seconds pass. Twenty. Thirty. I’m counting inside my head, the way I do when I’m swimming and trying to hold my breath underwater. Thinking—if it’s them, should I run or try to fight?

Sixty-nine, seventy, seventy-one… a pair of feet. Sneakers. Lime green sports socks. I stifle a laugh. It’s only Dervish! The terror passes and my heartbeat slows. I make a note to myself to give Bill-E a thumping later for scaring me like that.

Bill-E stays low as Dervish pads past the thicket and moves on through the trees beyond. Then he wriggles out as quietly as possible and gets to his feet, gazing after the departed Dervish.

“What was that about?” I ask, standing, wiping myself down.

“Let’s follow him,” Bill-E says.

“Why?” I get a thought. “You don’t think he’s going to meet Meera out here, do you?” I grin slyly and nudge his ribs with an elbow.

Bill-E glares. “Don’t be stupid!” he snaps. “Just trust me, OK?” Before I can respond, he slips away in pursuit of Dervish, like an Indian tracker. I lag along a few paces behind, bemused, wondering what this silly game’s in aid of and where it’s leading.

Several minutes later. Hot on Dervish’s trail. Bill-E keeps his prey in sight, but is careful not to give himself away. He moves with surprising stealth. I feel like a clumsy bull behind him.

Dervish stops and stoops. Bill-E catches his breath, reaches back, and drags me up beside him. “Can you see?” he whispers.

“I can see his head and shoulders,” I grunt in return, squinting. No sign of Meera, worse luck!

“Watch his hands when he rises.”

I do as Bill-E commands. Moments later my uncle stands, holding something stiff and red. I get a clearer view of it as he turns to the left—a dead fox, its body ripped apart.

Dervish produces a plastic bag. Drops the fox into it. Studies the ground around him. Moves on.

Bill-E waits a couple of minutes before advancing to the spot where Dervish found the fox. The ground is stained with blood and a few scraps of fur and guts.

“The blood hasn’t thickened,” Bill-E notes, poking a red pool with a twig, holding it up as though judging the quality of the blood. “The fox must have been killed last night or early this morning.”

“So what?” I ask, bewildered. “A dead fox—big deal!”

“I’ve seen Dervish collect others like that,” Bill-E says quietly. “There’s an incinerator on the far side of the Vale. Dervish has a key to it. He takes the corpses there and burns them when nobody’s around.”

“The most hygienic disposal method,” I note.

“Dervish doesn’t believe in interfering with nature,” Bill-E disagrees. “He says corpses are an important part of the food chain, that we should leave dead creatures where we find them—unless they’re likely to cause a public nuisance.”

“What all this about?” I ask edgily.

Bill-E doesn’t answer. He stares at the forest floor, thinking, then turns sharply and beckons. “Follow me,” he snaps, breaking into a jog, and I have no option other than to run after him.

A clearing by a stream. Beautiful afternoon sun. I lie down and soak it up while Bill-E drags a large black plastic bag out from under a bush.

“I’ve collected these over the last three months,” he says, untying a knot in the bag’s top. “I saw Dervish removing a couple of bodies during the months before that, and thought I’d keep an eye out for corpses and grab hold of them before he did.”

He finishes with the knot, clutches the bottom of the bag, and spills the contents out. A swarm of flies rises in the air. The stench is disgusting.

“What the… !” I cough, covering my mouth and nose with my hands, eyes watering.

Lots of bones and scraps of flesh at Bill-E’s feet. He separates them carefully with a large stick. “A badger,” he says, pointing to one of the rotting carcasses. “A hedgehog. A swan. A—”

“What the hell is this crap?” I interrupt angrily. “That stench is enough to knock—”

“I didn’t know why I felt I had to hold onto them,” Bill-E says softly, eyes on the putrid corpses. He looks up at me. “Now I know—to show them to you.”

I stare back uncertainly. This feels very wrong. If Bill-E was trying to gross me out, I could understand—even appreciate—the joke. But there’s no laughter in his eyes. No grisly delight in his expression.

“Not you personally,” he continues, looking back to the animals. “But part of me must have wanted to show them to somebody. It was just a matter of time until the right person came along.”

“Bill-E,” I mutter, “you’re freaking me out big-time.”

“Come closer,” he says.

I study his expression. Then the spade lying close to him on the ground. I take a firm grip on my axe. Walk a few steps towards him. Stop short of easy reach.

“Look at them,” he says, pointing to the animals.

Like the fox Dervish found, their bodies have been ripped open. Heads and limbs are missing or chewed to pieces. I flash back on images of Dad hanging from the ceiling.

“I’m going to be sick,” I moan, turning aside.

“These haven’t been killed by animals,” Bill-E says. I pause. “Look at the way their stomachs have been ripped apart—jaggedly, but up the middle. And the bite marks don’t correspond to any predators I know of. If this was the work of a wolf or bear, the marks would be wider spaced, and larger, because of the size of their jaws.”

“There aren’t any wolves or bears around here.” I frown.

“I know. But I had to assume that it could have been a bear or wolf—or a wild dog—until I was able to examine the corpses in closer detail. I didn’t leap to any conclusions.”

“But you’ve come to some since,” I note wryly. “So hit me with it. What do you think did this?”

“I’m not sure,” Bill-E says evenly. “But I’ve checked out the teeth marks in the best biology books and Web sites that I could find. As near as I could match them, they seem to belong to an ape—”

“You’re not telling me it’s King Kong!” I whoop.

“—or a human,” Bill-E finishes.

Cold, eerie silence.

Dervish’s study. Bill-E leads me in. I’m not sure where Dervish is, but his bike isn’t outside, so he’s not home. Meera’s bike is gone too.

“We shouldn’t be here,” I whisper anxiously. “Dervish said this room is magically protected.”

“I know,” Bill-E replies. He steps in front of me, spreads his arms, and chants. I don’t know what language he’s using, but the words are long and lyrical. He turns as he chants, eyes closed, concentrating.

Bill-E stops and opens his eyes. “Safe,” he grunts.

“You’re sure?”

“Dervish taught me that spell years ago. He updates it every so often, when he alters the protective spells of the house. It’ll probably be one of the first spells he teaches you when he decides you’re ready to learn.”

I feel uncomfortable, especially since I promised Dervish that I wouldn’t come in here without him. But there’s no stopping Bill-E, and I’m too curious to back out now.

“What are we looking for?” I ask, following him to one of the bookshelves. He came here directly from the clearing, without saying anything more about the dead animals he’d collected.

“This,” Bill-E says, lifting a large, untitled book down from one of the shelves over Dervish’s PC. He lays it on the desk but doesn’t open it.

“Demons killed your parents and sister,” he murmurs. My insides freeze. He looks up. “We inhabit a world of magic. My proposal would make an ordinary person laugh scornfully. But we’re not ordinary. We’re Gradys, descendants of the magician Bartholomew Garadex. Remember that.”

He opens the book. Creamy, crinkled pages. Handwriting. I try reading a few paragraphs but the letters are indecipherable—squiggles and swirls.

“Is that Latin, Greek, one of those old languages?” I ask.

“It’s English,” Bill-E says.

“Coded?”

He half-smiles. “Kind of. Dervish cast a reading spell on it. The words are written clearly, but we can’t interpret them without unraveling the spell.”

Bill-E turns to the first page and runs a finger over the title at the top. “Lycanthropy through the ages,” he intones.

“How do you know that if you can’t break the spell?” I challenge him.

“Dervish read it out to me once.” He looks at me archly. “Do you know what ‘lycanthropy’ means?”

“Of course!” I huff. “I’ve seen werewolf movies!”

Bill-E nods. “Dervish read bits of it to me. They were all to do with werewolf legends and rules. He’s fascinated by werewolves—lots of his books focus on shape-changers.”

Bill-E flicks to near the end of the book, scans the pages, flicks over a few more. Finds what he’s searching for and lays a finger on a photograph. “I discovered this a year or so ago,” he says softly. “Didn’t think anything of it then. But when I saw Dervish removing the bodies of the animals a few months ago, and found others ripped to pieces… always close to a full moon…”

“I don’t believe where you’re going with this,” I grumble.

“Remember the demons,” he says, and turns the book around so that I can see the face in the photo.

A young man, maybe sixteen or seventeen. Troubled-looking. Thin. His face is distorted—lots of hair, a blunt jaw, sharp teeth, yellow eyes. There’s something familiar about the face, but it takes me a few seconds to place it. Then it clicks—it reminds me of one of the faces from the hall of portraits. One that hangs close to Dad and Gret’s photos.

“Steven Groarke,” Bill-E says. “A cousin. Died seven or eight years ago.”

“I met him once,” I whisper. “But I was very young. I don’t remember much about him. Except he didn’t have hair or teeth like that.”

Bill-E flicks the pages backwards. Comes to rest on a page with another photo from the hall of portraits, this time a young girl. “Kim Reynolds. Ten years old when she died—supposedly in a fire.”

He flicks back further, almost to the start of the book. Stops at a rough hand-drawing of a naked, excessively hairy man, hunched over on all fours like a dog—or a wolf. Razor-sharp teeth. Claws. An elongated head. Yellow, savage eyes.

“That’s not a human,” I mumble, my mouth dry.

“I think it is—or was,” Bill-E contradicts me. “I can’t be sure, but I’ve compared it to a drawing of Abraham Garadex—one of old Bartholomew’s sons—and I’d swear that they’re one and the same.”

I reach out with trembling fingers and gently close the book. “Say it,” I croak. “Say what you brought me here to tell me.”

“I’m not saying this to shock you,” Bill-E begins. “I wouldn’t say it to anyone else. But you were honest enough to tell me about the demons, so I think—”

“Just say it!” I snap.

“OK.” Bill-E takes a deep, relaxing breath. “I think those people in the book were shape-changers. I think lycanthropy runs in our family, and has for hundreds, maybe thousands, of years. I think your uncle—my father—has it.

“I think Dervish is a werewolf.”
A THEORY

“YOU’RE crazy.”

Storming down the stairs to the main hall. Bill-E hurrying to catch up.

“It makes sense,” he insists, darting ahead of me, blocking my path. “The bite marks. The way the animals were ripped up the middle. Why he collects the carcasses and incinerates them—getting rid of evidence.”

“Crazy!” I snort again, and shove past him. “A while ago you told me Dervish was your father—now you think he’s a werewolf!”

“What’s one got to do with the other?” Bill-E says. “Werewolves are normal people except around the time of a full moon.”

“You’re barking mad!” I shout, throwing open the front doors, stepping out into welcome sunlight. “This is the twenty-first century. The police have cameras everywhere. DNA testing. All the rest. A werewolf wouldn’t last a week in today’s world.”

“It would if it had human cunning,” Bill-E disagrees. “Hear me out, will you? I’ve been working this through in my head for the last few months. I’ve got most of it figured.”

I stop reluctantly. A large part of me wants to keep on walking and not listen to another word of Bill-E’s madness. But a small part is fascinated and wants to hear more.

“Go on,” I grunt. “But if you start on about silver bullets or—”

“You think I want to kill him?” Bill-E snaps. “He’s my father!”

Bill-E strolls as he outlines his theory. I wander along beside him.

“In movies you become a werewolf if another werewolf bites you. But I don’t think dozens of people from one family would get bitten, one after another, over so many centuries. It must be passed on by genes, from parents to children. The unlucky ones are born to become werewolves. So I imagine they start to change pretty early, when they’re kids or teenagers. Dervish is in his forties. If he is a werewolf, I think he’s been living with this for decades.

“Werewolves can’t be wild killers,” he continues. “If they were, Dervish would have killed loads of people here. I’ve checked old newspapers in the library—nobody nearby has been killed by a savage beast anytime recently.”

“Maybe he roams further afield to do his killing,” I insert wryly.

“I thought of that,” Bill-E says earnestly. “But I’ve kept a close eye on him these past few months, and I haven’t seen him spending nights away around full moon time. Besides, we’ve seen some of his local kills—the butchered animals. If he hunts and kills animals this close to home, there’s no reason he shouldn’t hunt and kill humans here too. But Dervish isn’t a killer. If I thought there was even a slim chance that he was, I wouldn’t be talking to you—I’d be telling the police.”

“You’d turn in your own father?” I sneer.

“I’d have to if he was killing,” Bill-E says softly. “Murderers can’t be allowed to roam freely.”

We’re getting near to the sheds. A large sheet of corrugated iron lies on the ground between the sheds and the mansion. We head for it simply because there’s nowhere better to go. This used to be a small orchard. There are several smooth tree stumps closeby. Bill-E sits on one and I sit on another. I tap the corrugated iron with my foot, considering the “evidence.”

“So you think Dervish is a werewolf with a conscience. He kills animals but not people.”

“Is that so hard to believe?” Bill-E asks. “You accept demons are real—why not werewolves?”

“I accept demons because I’ve seen them,” I answer stiffly. “And I’m sure they’re demons twenty-four hours a day, corrupt and evil all the time. If you asked me to believe that people can turn into savage beasts—physically transform into wolf-like creatures—maybe I could. But I don’t believe an ordinary human can change into a hairy, yellow-eyed, fanged werewolf overnight, then resume his ordinary shape the next day.”

“I never said he transformed,” Bill-E notes swiftly. “I think it’s more a mental condition than a physical one.”

“What about those creatures in the book?”

“Maybe it works different ways in different people,” he suggests. “Some get it bad and change completely. Others, like Dervish, are able to control it.”

“Degrees of werewolfism,” I chortle. “This gets crazier every time you open your mouth.”

“OK,” Bill-E huffs, getting up, shoulders slumping. “Have it your own way. I thought I was doing you a favor, but if you’re going to mock me, I’ll just—”

“How do you reckon you were doing me a favor?” I interrupt.

“I don’t live here,” Bill-E says, turning to depart. “Come the next full moon, I’ll be tucked up in bed, in the Vale, safe with Gran and Grandad. You’ll be out here by yourself… alone in the house… with Dervish.”

Hours later. Trying to laugh it off. Craziness. Utter lunacy. I shouldn’t even be considering it.

And yet…

In a world beset by demons, why shouldn’t werewolves exist too? And I can’t think why Dervish should be searching the forest for dead animals and burning them secretly. And some of the faces in the book definitely match those in the hall of portraits.

Then again, I only have Bill-E’s word that the book is about werewolves. Dervish has a weird sense of humor. He might have been kidding Bill-E about the book. Maybe he even stuck in the photos and drawings himself. That makes more sense than Bill-E’s werewolf theories. Much more logical.

And yet…

Dervish arrives back just before sunset. I greet him as he enters. “Go anywhere special?”

“Just for a drive,” he replies, slicking down his grey hair at the sides of his head.

“Where’s Meera?” I ask.

“Off touring the countryside. She’s basing herself here for the next week or so, but she’ll be coming in and out a lot. Where’s Billy?”

“He went home.”

“Oh?” Dervish pauses on his way to the bathroom. “I thought he was going to watch TV.”

“He had other things to do,” I lie.

Dervish continues on to the bathroom. My eyes follow him automatically, studying his face, the set of his jaw, the crown of his head, searching for abnormalities.

Night. Heavy clouds. Only brief glimpses of the three-quarters full moon.

Watching TV with Dervish—a documentary about some Indian woman that he knows. All about using people’s natural body energies to cure diseases. Y-A-W-N!

A game of chess afterwards. Dervish appears distracted (or am I imagining it?). Plays loosely, less aggressive than usual. He beats me, but I take a couple of his major pieces and make him work hard for his victory.

Dervish stretches. Groans. Checks his watch. “I’m exhausted. Going to tuck in early. You staying up late tonight?”

I keep my head down. “No. I’m pretty tired too. I’ll follow you up soon.”

Slyly watching him trot up the stairs—not the pace of a sleepy man heading for bed.

Lining up the chess pieces on the board. Idly playing against myself. Quiet, the house creaking around me, a wind blowing lightly outside.

I abandon the game halfway through. Go up to my room. Pause at the door. This is stupid. If I leave it like this, I’ll be imagining danger everywhere I look. I’ve got to share this house—my life—with Dervish. I can’t let something this ridiculous come between us.

Retreating, I carry on up the staircase to the top floor. Dervish’s room. I stand outside a moment, getting my story straight, deciding to tell him everything Bill-E said. I grin as I picture his incredulous response. Then I rap twice with my knuckles and enter.

“Sorry to interrupt, by I’ve got to…”

I grind to a halt.

The room is empty.

I’ve explored the entire house. His study. The bathrooms. The other bedrooms. Downstairs. Even the cellar, in case he’s scouring the racks, admiring his wine collection.

He isn’t here.

Sitting up in bed. Listening to the wind. Thinking about dead animals and old werewolf films. Afraid to sleep.

My eyes snap open. Early morning. Must have dozed off despite my fear. I roll out of bed. Grey day, sky obscured by clouds.

I pad downstairs to the kitchen. Scent of fried bacon and sausages. I push the door open slowly. Dervish inside, at the frying pan, humming. It takes him a moment to spot me. He smiles. “You’re up early.”

“I didn’t sleep very well.”

“Hungry?” Dervish asks. “Want some bacon? Eggs?”

“I’ll just do toast for myself.” I stick two slices of bread in. Pause over the toaster, my back to him. “I went up to see you last night,” I say innocently. “Couldn’t find you. Were you out?”

The shortest of pauses. Then, “Yeah. I went to a pub in the Vale. Met Meera there. She went on somewhere else afterwards. Sorry I didn’t tell you.”

“That’s OK.” I reach for the butter. “Did you take the bike?” If he says he did, I’ll know he’s lying—I would have heard it.

“No,” he says. “I walked. I don’t hold with drinking and driving.”

I turn from the toaster, smiling. Dervish is concentrating on his bacon. I can’t believe I spent so much time worrying last night. I open my mouth to tell him about yesterday’s scene with Bill-E.

Then close it.

Dervish is reaching for an egg with his right hand. My eyes are attracted to his nails. Not long—but jagged. Dirty. Red stains under the tips.

It could be paint or rust or something he ate in the pub the night before.

Or it could be blood.

Staring. Staring. Staring.

The toaster pops behind me.

I almost scream.

Dragging clothes out of the washing machine. If Dervish walks in on me, I’ll say I left money in one of my pockets.

Underpants. Socks. Shirts. Trousers. Finally—a blue denim shirt with a small eagle insignia on the left breast pocket. The shirt Dervish was wearing last night.

I run my nose over it. Unpleasant and sweaty, but not smoky. Not beery. Not like it would smell if he’d spent a few hours in a pub.

Sitting by the phone. I want to call Bill-E, tell him about Dervish disappearing, the blood, the scentless shirt. Except—

He might have gone to the pub like he said.

Maybe he changed shirts before he went out, after I last saw him.

The stains under his nails could have been anything.

If Bill-E hadn’t filled my head with garbage, I’d have thought nothing of Dervish slipping out without telling me. It’s not the first time he’s done it. He gives me plenty of space and freedom, and expects the same in return. Nothing suspicious about that.

But what does he do when he’s out by himself? Where does he go? Did he really meet Meera in the Vale? If so, why didn’t she come back here with him? And if he changed shirts before he went out, why isn’t the one he wore to the pub in the machine with the rest of his dirty laundry?

Carcery Vale. Outside the Lion & Lamb. There are several pubs in the Vale. I want to go into them all to check if Dervish was in town last night.

My story—Dervish lost his watch, and sent me to ask if it had been found. He can’t remember which pub he’d been in, so I’m doing the rounds of them all.

Holding me back—somebody might mention my queries to Dervish.

In the end I turn away from the Lion & Lamb and make for home. Not reckless or scared enough to check on Dervish’s alibi. Not yet.

Night. Alone in the house. Meera called in this afternoon. I wanted to ask if she’d enjoyed the pub last night, but Dervish was there and I didn’t want to be so obvious. They left a few hours ago. Dervish told me they were going into the Vale and not to wait up for them. Asked if I’d like them to bring back anything. I said some chips would be nice.

A truly crazy thought—what if Dervish and Meera are both werewolves? I cast that from my thoughts even before it’s fully formed.

In one of the spare bedrooms, close to the lower end of the house, where the brick extension is. A clear view of the road from here. The room across the hall has an equally good view of the rear yard and sheds. I’ve left the window open, so if there are any noises, I should hear them.

Glued to the front window. Hoping to see Dervish and Meera staggering back from the village, singing drunkenly. Planning cutting comments for Bill-E. Wondering if this is all a big gag designed to scare me. I’ll be mad as hell if it is—but relieved at the same time.

After midnight. Eyelids drooping. A clanging noise out back jolts me out of my half-daze.

I bolt through to the back room. Edge up to the open window. Peer out. The clouds aren’t as thick as they were earlier. An almost-full moon lights most of the yard, though drifting clouds create random stretched shadows.

Dervish and Meera are by the sheet of corrugated iron where the tree stumps are. They’re sliding it over to one side. Behind them, on the ground, half-hidden by shadows, something large wriggles. I train my sights on it. Moments later, the clouds drift on and moonlight falls directly on the creature.

A deer, its four hooves bound together with rope, its snout muzzled.

Dervish and Meera finish with the sheet of corrugated iron. I spot two large wooden doors set in concrete in the middle of the ring of tree stumps. A thick chain and lock. Dervish bends to it, takes a key from his pocket, fiddles with the lock, throws the chain to one side, and hauls the doors open.

Steps leading down beneath the ground. Dervish picks up the deer and drapes it over his shoulders. It struggles. He ignores it and starts down the steps. Meera follows, pausing to swing the doors shut behind her.

Clouds scud across the face of the moon. I stare at the doors in the ground. Silent. White-faced. Petrified.

Waiting for Dervish and Meera to come out. Chewing my fingernails. Going back to my earlier crazy thought—what if they’re both werewolves? I try to cheer myself up by remembering his oath when I moved in—“You’ll be safe here.” Wondering if that still holds true.

Minutes pass. Ten. Fifteen. Half an hour.

Thinking—they didn’t look different when they took the deer down. No extra hair. No sharp canines. Wearing their normal clothes. They weren’t howling at the moon. Dervish was able to insert the key into the lock, so his hands couldn’t be twisted into animal-like claws. Not the appearance or actions of werewolves.

Forty-five minutes. Fifty. Coming up to an hour when… they reappear.

But not through the doors in the ground—instead, from the kitchen!

They walk out of the house, over to the wooden doors. Dervish takes the length of chain, runs it through the two large handles, then locks it. Both of them carefully slide the sheet of corrugated iron back over the doors, hiding them. They drag their feet over the marks in the dirt left by the corrugated iron, masking the tracks. Wipe their hands clean. Dervish scans the surrounding area one final time, then they return to the house.

As soon as they enter, I close the window and race for my room—I don’t want them to find me here.

Under the covers, fully dressed, shaking.

Footsteps on the stairs.

I shut my eyes and feign sleep, expecting Dervish to look in on me. But the footsteps continue up to the top floor—his study.

I wait several minutes. When there are no further sounds, I slip out of bed, undress, and put on my pajamas, then sneak back to the rear bedroom. (I can pretend I’m sleep-walking if they discover me now.)

Studying the sheet of corrugated iron. Picking at the puzzle. Dervish and Meera went down the steps in the rear yard, but came up through the house. There must be a secret passage to somewhere inside the mansion.

Quick calculating. Flash upon the obvious answer—the cellar. The wine just a ruse. Dervish doesn’t want to keep me away from the cellar to protect his prize vintages, but to safeguard whatever lies beneath.

Bed. Impossible to sleep. Knees drawn up to my chest. Trembling. Clutching a silver axe that I took from one of the walls. Praying I don’t have to use it.

Shortly after dawn. Eyes drooping. Fingers loose on the axe handle.

The door bursts open. Meera barges in. I try to scream but my throat constricts and all I manage is a thin squeak.

Meera’s holding a bag. She jabs a hand into it. My imagination fills the bag with all sorts of horrors. I struggle to bring the axe up but it catches on the sheets.

Meera pulls a cluster of objects out of the bag and lobs them at me. I cringe away from her, wishing I could sink through the wall behind me.

Some of the objects strike me dead in the face. I gasp, desperately swat them away, then blink with surprise as I realize what she’s throwing—

Chips!
THE CELLAR

DERVISH and Meera are still laughing in the morning. “Your face!” Dervish chortles at breakfast. “Like every demon in hell was coming for you!”

As I’ve noted before, my uncle has a twisted sense of humor.

I say nothing while Dervish and Meera enjoy their little joke, only keep my head down and focus on my food. Dervish doesn’t understand why I was so scared. He doesn’t know that I saw him with the deer, that I suspect he’s a werewolf, that I’m wondering if I can buy silver bullets on eBay. I doubt he’d be laughing if he did.

The house to myself. Dervish’s early morning runs usually last forty-five minutes to an hour. Enough time for a quick scouting mission.

I hurry down the stairs to the wine cellar. Pause with my hand on the door. In horror movies, monsters always lurk in the basement. But this isn’t a movie. I mustn’t succumb to fictional fears—not when I have very real fears to contend with.

Creeping down the steps. Leave the door open. Checking my watch—seven minutes since Dervish left. I’ll allow myself half an hour, not a second more.

Pause at the bottom of the steps. Dark and cool. I shuffle forward and an overhead light winks on. Studying the rows of wine racks. I turn full circle. My heart beats erratically. My legs feel like they belong to an elephant—heavyyyyy. The axe in my left hand looks tiny and ineffective in the glaring light of the cellar.

I stalk the nearest aisle, studying the floor—stone slabs, different shapes, tightly cemented together. I pause occasionally, crouch, and rap a slab with the base of my axe, listening for echoes.

None. Solid.

Left at the end. Exploring a second aisle, then a third, a fourth.

No strange-looking slabs. No echoes anywhere I rap. The joining cement between the slabs unbroken. No trace of a hidden door.

Back where I started. Twenty of the thirty minutes have elapsed. Sweating like a pig who can smell burning charcoal. I’m beginning to think I could be wrong about the cellar. Perhaps the hidden entrance is in one of the ground-floor rooms. But I won’t give up yet.

I scout the rim of the room, concentrating on the walls, running my fingers over the rough, dry stone, searching for cracks.

A wine rack—ceiling-high, maybe three meters long—covers one section of the wall. My hopes raise—this could be blocking a secret passage!—but when I lift out a couple of bottles, all I see behind is more stone wall. I remove a few more bottles from various places but nothing out of the ordinary is revealed.

Two minutes left. This is a waste. I’ll focus on the rooms above. Perhaps the passageway is hidden behind one of Dervish’s many bookcases. I’ll start in the main hall and work my way…

The thought dies unfinished. As I’m rising to leave, I spot a dark smudge on the floor. Stooping closer, I move my head out of the way of the light and squint for a better view.

It’s a semi-circular stain, pale, easily missed. Unmistakably a footprint.

Although there aren’t many footprints in the cellar—Dervish keeps it really clean—this isn’t the first I’ve discovered. What sets this one apart from the others is that it faces away from the wine rack, and the mark of the heel lies hidden beneath the bottles.

Gotcha!

Watching TV. Nervous. Waiting for Dervish to leave.

There was no time to examine the wine rack. Once I’d noted the print, I came straight up and carefully closed the door behind me. Dervish returned a few minutes later, but I was safe in my room by then, and had splashed my face with cold water to take away the bright red flush I’d worked up in the cellar.

Dervish has spent most of the day since then in his study, as he often does, reading, making phone calls, surfing the Net. Time’s dragged for me. I have only one burning desire—to get back down the cellar. Not being able to is driving me crazy.

I’ve been keeping a close watch on the front door—don’t want Dervish slipping out unnoticed. I even leave the bathroom door open when I’m in there, so I’ll hear him if he comes down the stairs.

So far, no such luck. But I’m patient. He has to leave eventually. He can’t stay cooped up here forever.

Night falls. Dervish still hasn’t ventured outside.

Over a late dinner, I ask casually if he has any plans for the night.

“Thought I might hit the pub again,” he says, grinning sheepishly.

“Are you meeting Meera?”

“Maybe, maybe not. With the unfathomable Meera Flame, who knows?”

“What’s the sudden great attraction about drinking in the Vale?” I ask.

“A pretty new barmaid,” he laughs.

“What’s her name?”

A pause. Then, quickly, “Lucy.”

“Getting anywhere with her?”

“She’s slowly warming to my charms,” he chuckles. “I’ll give it another few nights. If she hasn’t bitten by then, I’ll cut my losses, maybe take you and Bill-E out to see a movie.”

He makes it sound very casual, but I know what he’s really doing—giving himself an excuse to stay out after dark for the next few nights, until the full moon has come and passed.

Dervish leaves at 9:48 precisely. He sticks his head in my room as he’s going and laughingly tells me not to wait up. I smile weakly in reply and say nothing about the fact that he hasn’t changed his clothes, slipped on a nice pair of shoes, combed his hair, or sprayed under his arms with deodorant—all the things he would have done if he’d truly been going out cruising.

My uncle has a lot to learn about the art of espionage!

At the cellar door. Hesitant. I’d rather do this by daylight. Going down this late at night, not knowing how long Dervish will be away or when to expect him back, is far from ideal. I consider waiting until morning, when he goes for his daily jog and I have a guaranteed three-quarters of an hour to play with.

But I’ve had almost no sleep these last two nights. I’m exhausted. I might snore through my alarm in the morning and wake late, the opportunity missed. I don’t dare wait.

Deep breath. Tight grip on my axe. Descent.

The wall on either side of the rack is solid, but when I remove one of the bottles, reach in, and rap on the “bricks” behind, there’s a dull echo. Grunting, I grab hold of the edge of the rack and pull.

It doesn’t budge.

I exert more pressure—same result. Try the other side—no go.

Stepping back. Analyzing the problem. Look closer at the wooden rack. There’s a thin divide down the middle. I grab sections of the rack on either side of the divide and try prying them apart. They give slightly—a fraction of an inch—then hold firm.

Brute force isn’t the answer. I’m convinced the divide is the key. I just have to figure out how to use it.

Studying the rack. My fingers creep to the top of one of the bottles. Idly twirl it left and right while my brain’s ticking over.

I’m taking a step to the left, to check the sides of the rack again, when I stop and gaze down at my fingers. I half-pull the bottle out, then push it back in. Smiling, I grab, twist and pull the bottle above, then the one beside it. All are loose, but I’m sure, if I go through every bottle on the rack, I’ll find one that isn’t.

Methodical. Start from the bottom left, even though I suspect the device will be situated higher, towards the middle. Checking each bottle in turn, twisting it, tugging it out, placing it back in its original position. I’m leaving fingerprints all over the place—should have worn gloves—but I’ll worry about that later.

All the way across to the right. Up a row. Then all the way across to the left. Up and across. Up and across. Up and…

Getting higher. Minutes ticking away. I quicken my pace, anxious to make progress. Pull too hard on one bottle. It comes flying out and drops to the floor. I collapse after it and catch it just before it hits and smashes into a hundred pieces. Place it back on the rack with shaking fingers. Work at a steady, cautious pace after that.

Past the midway mark. Four rows from the top, on the right. My hopes fading. Trying to think of some other way to part the racks. Half-tempted to take my axe to the wood and chop through. I know that’s crazy, but I’m so wound up, I might just—

Seventh bottle from the right. I twist but it doesn’t move. Everything stops. My breath catches. Step up close to the bottle and examine it. No different from any of the others, except it’s jammed tight into place. I give it a harder shake, to make sure it isn’t simply stuck. No movement at all.

I try pulling the bottle out—it doesn’t give.

Studying it again, frowning. My eyes focus on the cork. I grin. Put the tip of my right index finger to the face of the cork. Push gently.

The cork sinks into the bottle. A loud click. The two halves of the wine rack slide apart, revealing a dark corridor angling gently downwards. I do a quick mental geographical check—it leads in the direction of the sheds.

I act before fear has a chance to deter me. Step forward. Cross the threshold. Advance.

I’ve taken no more than eight or nine steps when the wine rack closes behind me with a soft slishing sound. I’m plunged into total darkness. My heart leaps. My hands strike out to touch the walls on either side, just so I have the feel of something real. Split-seconds away from complete panic when…

… lights flicker on overhead. Weak, dull lights, but enough to illuminate the tight, cramped corridor.

My heart settles. My eyes devour the light. I smile feebly at myself. Turn and retrace my steps. Examining the back of the wine rack, thinking about how I’m going to get out later. A button in the wall to my left. I press it. The lights flick off and the rack slides open.

I step through to the wine cellar, wait for the rack to close, then open it again and return to the corridor. This time I keep on walking when the rack closes and I’m plunged into temporary darkness. Moments later, when the lights flicker on, I glance up at them wryly and give them a carefree half-wave.

Grubbs Grady—Mr. Cool!

The corridor runs straight and evens out after twenty yards or so. Narrow but high. Moss grows along the walls and ceiling. The floor’s lined with a thin layer of gravel. By the moss, I figure this tunnel must be decades old, if not centuries.

The tunnel ends at a thick, dark wooden door, with a large gold ring for a handle. I press my ear to the door but can hear nothing through it. If Dervish is in the room beyond, it’ll be impossible to surprise him. I’ll just have to cross my fingers and hope for the best.

I take hold of the huge gold ring. Tug firmly. The door creaks open. I enter.

A large room, at least the size of the wine cellar. Sturdy wooden beams support the ceiling. Burning torches set in the walls—no electrical lights. A foul stench.

I leave the door open as I step into the room and study my surroundings. A steel cage dominates the room, set close to the wall on my right. Almost the height of the ceiling, thin bars set close together, bolted to the floor in all four corners.

Inside the cage—the deer. Still bound and struggling weakly. Lying in a pool of its own waste. Which explains the smell.

Advancing, giving the cage a wide berth. There are three small tables in this subterranean room. Legs carved to resemble human forms. Surfaces overflowing with books. A chess set half hangs off of one of them. Pens. Writing pads. Candles waiting to be lit.

Ropes and chains in one corner. No weapons. I thought there’d be axes and swords, like inside the house, but there isn’t even a stick.

A chest—treasure! I snap it open in a rush, treasure-lust momentarily getting the better of my other senses. Is this Lord Sheftree’s legendary hoard?

Bitter disappointment—the chest’s filled with old books and rolled-up parchment. I scrape the paper aside and explore the bottom of the chest, in search of even a single gold nugget or coin, but come up empty-handed.

Circling the room. Get close to the cage this time. Note a bowl set in the floor—for water, I assume. A door with two locks, neither currently bolted. No hatch for pushing food through.

I consider dragging out the deer and setting it free, but that would reveal my having been here. I don’t want Dervish knowing I’m wise to this setup. Not sure what he’d do to me if he found out.

Examining the tables. On two of them the books are layered with dust, the candles have never been used, and the chairs are shoved in tight. On the other there are fewer books—a couple are open; the two large candles on the table are both half burned down, and the chair’s been pulled out.

I focus on the third table. Walk around it twice without touching it. Wary of magic spells and what might happen if I disturb anything.

I wish Bill-E was here. I should have phoned him and cooked up some story to get him to stay the night. But I didn’t want to drag him into this until I was sure—which I’m still not. So far I’ve seen nothing to suggest that Dervish is a werewolf, or that he uses this cell for anything more sinister than holding captured deer.

I have to take a chance with the spells. I pull the chair back a bit more, then sit and cautiously lay my hands on top of the table.

Nothing happens.

The light’s poor here. There are matches on the table but I daren’t light a candle—Dervish might smell it when he returns, or notice that it’s burned down more than when he left.

I study one of the open books but I can’t make sense of the words. If it’s in English, it’s protected by reading spells, like the books in Dervish’s study.

I flick forward a few pages, keeping a finger on the page it was originally opened to. No pictures, though there are a few mathematical or magical diagrams. I turn the pages back and pick up one of the other books.

A wolf’s bared jaws flash at me! I gasp—raise my hands to protect myself—almost topple out of my chair—

Then laugh hysterically as I realize it’s just the cover of a book under the one I picked up. I need to get a grip. Freaking out over a picture—seriously uncool!

Laying the upper book aside, I open the one with the picture of a wolf on it. The words in this are also undecipherable, but there are many pictures and drawings—most of creatures which are half-human, half-wolf.

I study the photos and illustrations in troubled silence. The paintings are wilder—men with perfectly normal upper halves, but the lower body of a wolf; women with ordinary bodies and twisted wolfen heads; babies covered in hair, with ripped lips and jagged fangs. But the photos are more disturbing, even though they’re less grisly than the paintings. Most simply depict malformed humans, with lots of hair, distorted faces, sharp teeth, and slit eyes.

The reason they’re so unsettling—they’re real.

The paintings could be the work of an artist’s vivid imagination, but the photos are genuine. Of course I’m aware that it’s a simple matter in this day and age to forge photographs and warp reality, but I don’t think these are the result of some lab developer’s sick sense of humor. This book has the look and feel of an ancient tome—though some of the snaps are in color, the colors are dull and splotchy, like in very old photos. I don’t think the people who put this together had the technical know-how to produce digitally enhanced images.

The creatures in the book don’t look familiar, though I study their faces at length. If there are Gradys or Garadexes in there, I don’t recognize them.

Closing the book, I pick up another lying to the right. This one’s modern. Glossy photos, mostly of dead human-wolf beasts, showing them cut open, their insides scooped out. I can’t read it, but I know what it is—an autopsy manual. Somebody’s undertaken a study of these wolfen humans and published their findings.

I grin shakily as I imagine what would happen if I went into a library and asked if they had any books on werewolf autopsies!

As I lay the autopsy book aside, my eyes fall on a thin volume. Loose sheets, held together by a wrinkled brown leather folder. Opening it, I find myself staring into the red eyes of the demon master—Lord Loss.

My fingers freeze. My throat pinches shut. It’s not the picture Dervish showed me when he came to visit me in the institute. This one’s more detailed. It shows only the demon’s head. With terrified fascination I study the folds of lumpy red skin, its bald crown, small mouth, sharp grey teeth. Its eyes are especially strange—as I noted before, it seems to have only a dark red iris and pupil.

Trembling, I start to turn the drawing over, to check on the other papers in the folder—

—then stop dead at a terrible whisper.

“Hello… Grubitssssssssssch…”

The demon’s voice! I release the paper and stare at the painted face—which, impossibly, nightmarishly—stares back.

“Release me,” the demon on the page whispers, its thin lips moving ever so slightly, its eyes narrowing fractionally. “I hunger for… your pain.”

The painting grins.

I scream, slam the folder shut, and race, sobbing, for safety, imagining the demon master breathing down my neck every frantic step of the way.
THE LONGEST DAY

MY bed. Curled into a ball on top of it. Weeping. Shaking. Fingers over my eyes. Peeping through them at fitful intervals, waiting for the demon master and his cohorts to come.

Hours later. Footsteps on the stairs. My heart almost stops.

Panting. Eyes wide. Remembering the carnage—Mom, Dad, Gret. Praying it’s quick. I don’t want to suffer. Maybe I should take the blade of the axe to my throat before the demons…

Whistling—Dervish!

I moan with relief. The footsteps stop, then start towards my room. I scurry underneath the covers and draw them up around my chin.

Dervish opens the door and sticks his head in. “You OK, Grubbs?” he asks.

“Yes,” I answer weakly. “Just a bad dream.”

“I can sit with you if you want.”

“No. I’m fine. Really.”

“See you in the morning then.”

“’Night.”

He only half-closes the door when he leaves. I want to rush to it and slam it all the way shut, but I don’t dare step off the bed—afraid Vein or Artery might be lying beneath, waiting to snap at my ankles and drag me off into their world.

Dawn takes an age to come, but eventually the sun rises and burns my fears away with its cleansing rays.

As the sun clears the horizon and chases the shadows of night westward, I crawl out of bed, over to the window, and throw it open. The morning air is chilly but welcome. I gulp it down like water, my head clearing, my shakes subsiding.

Did the painting really talk to me or did I just imagine it?

I honestly don’t know. I think it was real. But I was extra tense. Overreacting to everything. It could have been a hallucination.

What was definitely real—the werewolf photos. I didn’t imagine them. They’re what I must focus on. The Lord Loss mystery can wait. I went down the cellar to find evidence of a werewolf. And I believe I found it.

Time to call in the expert.

“Paging Bill-E Spleen…”

I phone while Dervish sleeps. Ma Spleen answers, even grumpier than usual. “It’s seven twenty-three!” she snaps. “He’s still asleep and so was I!”

“Please,” I say calmly. “This is important. I want to catch him before he goes to school.”

“If you tell me, I can give him a message,” she sniffs.

“No,” I insist. “I have to speak to him in person.”

She grumbles some more, but eventually goes to wake the snoozing master Spleen.

“This had better be life-or-death,” Bill-E yawns down the line a minute later.

“You’ve got to come over,” I tell him directly. “Pretend you’re going to school, then come here.”

“What?” he grunts. “Have you lost your mind? I can’t fart in these parts without Grandma knowing. Skipping school is out of—”

“There’s a full moon tonight,” I hiss. “I don’t want to be trapped here alone with Dervish.”

A cautious pause. “What’s happened?” Bill-E asks.

“Come over. Find out.”

I put the phone down before he can ask any further questions, confident that his curiosity will entice him. Start thinking about what I’m going to tell Dervish to explain Bill-E’s being here.

He arrives at 9:17, schoolbag slung across his back, left eye squinting suspiciously, black hair slick with sweat—he must have run.

“Couldn’t come any earlier or Grandma would have been suspicious,” he says, entering by the huge front doors, which I hold open for him like a butler. He looks around like a detective. “Where’s Dervish?”

“In his study. I told him you were coming to work on a school project with me.”

“He believed that?” Bill-E snorts.

“He had no reason not to. He doesn’t know we know about him.”

Bill-E looks at me smugly. “So you think I’m telling the truth now?”

I lead him through to the kitchen before answering. “Yes.”

“Coolio! What changed your mind?”

I sit down. So does Bill-E. “I’ve seen his lair,” I mutter, and proceed to tell him everything about the deer and my exploration of the wine cellar and the sub-cellar beyond (only leaving out the section relating to Lord Loss—that’s personal).

Ten-fifteen. Bill-E arguing that Dervish doesn’t pose a threat.

“Don’t you see?” he groans with exasperation. “The cage is for him! He knows the change is upon him. That’s why he caught the deer and stuck it in there. Tonight he’ll lock himself in, and when he changes he’ll feed on the deer and stay caged there until morning.”

“How will he get out?” I ask.

“Meera. That must be why she’s here. She knows about his sickness and probably comes every month to help him.”

“Think back,” I urge him. “You say you’ve been watching Dervish every time there’s been a full moon. Has Meera been here? Or anybody else?”

Bill-E shifts uncomfortably. “Well, not every time. But—”

“So how does he get out?” I interrupt.

Bill-E thinks a moment. “He must hang the key nearby,” he says. “He lets himself out when the change has passed.”

“Then what’s to stop him using it when he transforms?”

Bill-E rolls his eyes. “Have you ever heard of a wolf that can use a key?”

“He used it the other night. When he brought the deer back.”

“But he hadn’t transformed then,” Bill-E notes. “You said he looked the same as always.” He stands and paces around the kitchen as he outlines his thoughts.

“This is the way it must work. During the lead-up to the full moon—and for a few nights after—Dervish’s hormones are all over the place. I don’t think he physically changes, but he isn’t in full control of himself, which is why he wanders around the forest, hunting animals. At the same time, he’s human enough not to attack people. He doesn’t kill.

“On the night of the full moon, it’s different. The beast comes to the fore. It takes over. He can’t risk loosing it on the world. It would kill at random—animals, humans… whatever it found.

“So he chains himself up.” Bill-E clicks his fingers with excitement. “He locks himself in the cage, ensuring there’s a live animal for the beast to rip to pieces and feed on. He stays there all night, howling, transformed, wild. In the morning, when the phase passes, he lets himself out and carries on as normal.”

Bill-E stops and smiles warmly. “I’ve always admired Dervish, but never as much as I do right now. He’s dealing with his curse. Living as normal a life as he can, yet protecting the world from the monster within him, locking himself away when he must, enduring the loneliness and hardship…”

“Stop,” I remark sarcastically. “You’ll make me cry.”

Bill-E whirls on me angrily. “What did you call me for?” he barks. “If it was just to sneer, I can leave as quickly as I came!”

“It wasn’t to sneer,” I mumble. “I asked you here to help.” I stare miserably at him. “I’m scared. If he changes tonight and comes after me…”

“He won’t,” Bill-E says confidently. “The cage is there to prevent that.”

“Maybe.” I nod. “But I’m not sure I want to run the risk. I was thinking I could maybe come stay with you for a night or two…?”

Bill-E blinks. “I’ve never had a friend over to stay,” he says. “I don’t think Grandma and Grandad would like it. Especially not after you woke them up this morning.” His face brightens. “Tell you what. I have a better idea—I’ll come and stay here!”

“What will that achieve?” I frown.

“I’m fatter than you,” he laughs, patting his stomach. “If the werewolf gets free, it’ll go for me first, since I’m so tasty-looking. That’ll give you a chance to run for freedom.”

“You’re crazy,” I huff.

“Of course I am,” he smiles. “After all, I’m a Grady!”

A long, tense day. Bill-E, despite his good-humored assertions that we have nothing to be afraid of, is just as nervous as me. In some ways he’s worse—he looks very pale, and has been sick a couple of times. He says it’s some bug he’s had for the last few days, but I’m sure it’s nerves.

“Maybe you should go home,” I suggest as he returns from his latest vomit trip to the toilet. “You won’t be much use throwing up all the time.”

“Don’t be too sure,” he smiles thinly. “Perhaps I can repel the werewolf with puke.”

“That’s one I never saw in the movies!” I laugh.

Bill-E has to leave in the afternoon, to check in with Ma and Pa Spleen and Pretend he’s been to school. “I’ll have a quick meal, do some homework, then tell Grandma I’m coming here for the night—I’ll say it’s part of a nature project, that I’m doing an essay on the habits of nocturnal creatures.”

“Not so far from the truth,” I grimace.

In my room. Alone. A knock on the door—Dervish. “Where’s Bill-E?”

“He had to go home.”

“That’s a shame—I was going to cook pancakes. I have a sudden craving for them.”

I start to tell Dervish that Bill-E’s returning to stay the night. Before I can, he says, “I have to head out later.”

“Oh?”

“I’m meeting Meera. We’re going to see some old friends. I could be gone all night. You’ll be OK by yourself?”

I nod wordlessly.

“I’ll give you a shout before I go,” he promises.

On the phone to Ma Spleen, asking for Bill-E. “He just got home from school,” she says frostily. “He’s eating.”

“It’s important.”

“Everything seems to be important today,” she grumbles, but calls him to the phone.

“When you return, enter by the back door and try not to let Dervish see you,” I tell him.

“Why?” he asks.

“He just told me he’s going out for the night. He thinks I’m going to be here by myself.”

“So?”

“Let’s quit with the seen-it-all, done-it-all act,” I snap. “If Dervish is what we think, there could be trouble tonight—real trouble. If he doesn’t know you’re in the house, he won’t expect to find you if he gets free later. That might work in our favor in case of an attack.”

“There won’t be an attack,” Bill-E insists.

“Maybe—but come in by the back anyway, OK?”

A moment’s pause. Then, in a subdued tone, Bill-E mutters, “OK.”

Bill-E sneaks in without Dervish spotting him. Hides in my room. We keep the door shut and our voices low when we speak—which isn’t often. I keep a firm hold on the axe I’ve been lugging about for the past few nights. Bill-E still doesn’t believe we’re in any danger, but he has a short sword lying on the bed close by, which I fetched for him from downstairs.

He’s in a terrible state, white and shivering. He’s been sick three times in the space of the last couple of hours. I see now that it isn’t nerves—he really is ill.

“You should be home in bed,” I whisper as he wraps blankets around himself and gulps down a glass of warm milk.

“I feel like death,” he groans, eyes watering.

“Do you want to leave?”

He shakes his head firmly. “Not until morning. I’m going to see this through with you, to prove that Dervish isn’t a killer.”

“But what if—”

He stops me with a quick cutting motion. “He’s coming!” he hisses, and tumbles off the bed, dragging his blankets and empty glass with him, lying flat on the floor, holding his breath.

I sit up in bed and open a comic, which I pretend to read.

Moments later, Dervish knocks and enters. “Coming for dinner?”

“No thanks—not very hungry tonight.”

He sniffs the air, nose crinkling. “It smells of sick in here.”

“Yeah.” I laugh sheepishly. “I threw up earlier. Think it was something I ate.”

“You should have told me.” He walks over and lays the back of his hand against my forehead. If he bends forward just an inch more, he’ll spot the prone Bill-E Spleen…

“No fever,” Dervish says, stepping back.

“Of course not. Like I said—something I ate.”

“I hope that’s all it is.” He looks troubled. Checks his watch, then glances out the window. “If you get sick again later, I won’t be here to drive you to the doctor. Maybe I should take you into the Vale for the night.”

“That’s OK,” I say quickly. “I’m fine.”

“You’re sure?”

I cross my heart and smile blithely. “Never felt better.”

“Hmm…” He doesn’t look happy, but takes me at my word. “Want me to bring you up anything from the kitchen?”

“No, thanks—I’ll wander down later and grab something light.”

“See you tomorrow then.”

“Tomorrow.” I smile, and hold the smile in place until he exits.

“Phew!” I gasp when the coast is clear. “You can get up now.”

Bill-E rises from behind the bed like a ghost, grinning sickly. Then his face blanches, and he clutches his stomach and rushes for the toilet.

I raise my eyes to the heavens and sigh. Of all the nights he could have picked to be sick, why this one!

Night. The moon rising. A roar from the corridor—“I’m off!”

“’Bye!” I shout in reply. A quick shared glance with Bill-E, then we both rush to the room behind this one—with a view of the rear yard—and press up against the circle of stained glass, watching to see what Dervish does.

“Bet he heads straight down the cellar,” Bill-E says confidently.

“I hope so,” I sigh.

Moments later Dervish emerges and walks to the sheet of corrugated iron close to the sheds. He carefully removes it, unlocks the chains, and casts them aside. Bill-E’s smiling knowingly—but the smile fades when Dervish drags the sheet of corrugated iron back over the doors, turns, and heads off in the direction of the forest.

“What do we do now?” I ask quietly.

“He might just be going to…” Bill-E starts, but hasn’t the heart to finish.

“Two choices,” I growl. “We let him go—or we follow.”

“You want to go into the forest after him?” Bill-E asks uncertainly. “If he transforms out there and the beast spots us…”

“At least we know what to expect, and we’re prepared,” I grunt, hefting my axe. “Nobody else knows what he is. If we let him go and he kills…”

Bill-E rolls his eyes, but says sullenly, “We’ll follow.”

Hurrying from the room. In the hall downstairs, Bill-E stops to grab a sword, longer and sharper than the one I gave him earlier. While he’s at it, he plucks a couple of knives, sticks one in his belt, hands the other to me. “Double security,” he says.

“I like your thinking.” I grin shakily.

Then we’re gone—frightened, courageous, crazy—tracking a werewolf.
AROOOOO!

SLIPPING away from the house. Creeping around the sheds. Entering the forest. Moving cautiously, Bill-E leading the way. A bright night. Very few clouds to block out the worryingly full moon. But dark under cover of the trees. Countless spots where a creature could lie in ambush.

“Which way did he go?” I whisper as Bill-E pauses and stoops.

“That way,” Bill-E replies a few seconds later, pointing left.

“How do you know?”

“Footprints,” he says, tapping the ground.

“Who made you Hia-bloody-watha?” I scrunch up my eyes but can’t see any prints. “Are you sure?” I ask, wondering if he’s deliberately leading me astray.

“Positive,” Bill-E says, then stands and stares at me, troubled. “If he sticks to this course, he’s heading for the Vale.”

I stare back silently. Then we both turn without a word and resume the chase—faster, with more urgency.

Running. Ducking low-hanging branches. Leaping bushes.

Bill-E comes to a sudden halt. I run into him. Stifle a cry.

“I see him,” Bill-E says softly. “He’s stopped.”

I peer ahead into the darkness—can’t see anything. “Where?”

“Over there.” Bill-E points, then crouches. I squat beside him. “We’re on the edge of the forest. Carcery Vale’s only a minute’s jog from here.”

“You think he’s going to attack someone in the village?” I ask.

Bill-E tilts his head uncertainly. “I can’t believe it. But I don’t see any other reason why he would come here. Maybe—”

He spins away abruptly, covering his mouth with his hands. Lurches through the bushes. Twigs snap. Leaves rustle. He collapses to the ground and throws up over a pile of twigs.

My gaze snaps from Bill-E to the trees ahead. Clutching the handle of my axe so tightly it hurts. Waiting for Dervish to hear the commotion and come investigate.

Half a minute passes. A minute. No movement ahead.

Bill-E shuffles up beside me. Rests in the shadow of a thick bush. Breathing heavily. Chin specked with vomit. “I can’t go on,” he groans. His voice cracks as he speaks. His whole body’s trembling.

“How bad are you really?” I ask, searching for him in the shadows, only able to make out the dark outline of his face.

“Lousy.” He chuckles drily. “I should have listened to you earlier—gone home to bed. I need a doctor.”

“Your house isn’t far from here,” I note. “I could take you there.”

“What about Dervish?”

“Is he still where you said he was?” I ask.

Bill-E parts the bush above him, half-kneels, and stares dead ahead. Silence for a few seconds. Then—“Still there.”

“I’ll take you home,” I decide, “then circle back.”

“But you can’t track him like I can,” Bill-E demurs. “You need me.”

“I’ll get by,” I override him. “The way you are now, you’re a liability. It’s only pure luck that he didn’t hear you a few minutes ago. You’re useless like this.”

“Grubbs Grady,” Bill-E giggles hoarsely. “Tells it like it is.”

“Come on,” I mutter, offering him a hand up. “The quicker we go, the sooner I can pick him up again.”

Bill-E hesitates, then grabs my sleeve and staggers to his feet. “Sorry about this,” he mumbles, bent over, hiding his face, ashamed.

“Don’t be stupid,” I smile, wrapping an arm around him. “I couldn’t have tracked him this far without you. Now—let’s go.”

Bill-E’s house lies almost straight ahead, but Dervish is blocking the direct route. So we skirt around him and stumble farther through the forest, until we find a spot downhill where he hopefully won’t be able to see us.

“Walk or run?” I ask.

Bill-E doesn’t answer immediately—his breath is ragged and he’s trembling. Then he sighs and says, “Walk. More noise… if we run.”

Holding Bill-E tight—I think he’d collapse if I let go—I start ahead, into the moonlit clearing.

Stomach like a coiled spring as we leave the cover of the forest. I face forward, not wanting to trip over anything, but my eyes keep sneaking left, scouring the trees for signs of my uncle.

“Can you see him?” I hiss out of the side of my mouth.

Bill-E only groans in reply and doesn’t look round.

Getting close to the houses on the outskirts of Carcery Vale. Dark backyards. Lights in kitchen and bedroom windows. A woman cycles towards us, parallel to the forest. She waves. I start to wave back. Then she turns right and I realize she was only signaling.

Coming up to the houses. There’s a road behind them, where most of the residents park. We take the road and close in on the Spleen residence. I start to think about what Ma Spleen is going to say, and what will happen when she phones Dervish to complain about the condition he let her grandson walk home in. Perhaps I should take Bill-E directly to a doctor. It’s late, but I’m sure—

Bill-E gasps painfully and collapses. He dry retches and paws at the pavement, whining like a wounded animal.

“What’s wrong?” I cry, dropping beside him. I reach to examine his face, but he brushes my hands away and snarls. “Bill-E? What is it? Do you want me to—”

“Grubbs—step away.”

A harsh voice, straight ahead of me. Slowly, trembling, I stand and stare.

Dervish!

My uncle’s standing between us and the rear garden gate of Bill-E’s home. No way past. He’s illuminated by moon-light. A long hypodermic syringe in his right hand. Eyes ablaze with anger. “Meera,” he says, gaze flicking to a spot behind me. I glance back. A moment’s pause, then Meera steps out from behind a van. My head spins. I remember an earlier mad thought—What if they’re both werewolves?

Dervish starts walking towards me.

“Stop!” I moan, warning him off with my axe.

“Step away, Grubbs,” he says again, not slowing. “You don’t know what’s happening.” Then, to Meera, “Be careful. Block his escape, but don’t get too close.”

“I know what you are,” I sob, tears of fear springing to my eyes. “If you come any closer…”

“Don’t interfere,” Dervish snaps. “I don’t want to hurt you, but if you don’t step aside, I’ll—”

He comes within range. I swing at him with my axe. Tears impair my aim—I swing high. Dervish curses and ducks. I take another blind swing. He shimmies closer as I’m swinging, dodges the blade, chops at my axe arm with his free left hand.

My arm goes numb from the elbow down. The axe drops to the ground. I dart after it. Dervish grabs the back of my collar and yanks me aside. I crash into a car. He’s upon me before I have time to recover. Wraps his left arm around my throat. Exerts pressure.

“Dervish!” Meera gasps.

“It’s OK,” he pants. Then, to me, as I struggle for my life, “Easy! We’re on the same side.”

“Let go!” I wheeze. “I know what you are! Let—”

Low growling. Animalistic. Wolfen.

But not from Dervish.

From ahead of us.

Dervish releases me. I stand rooted to the spot. Eyes wide. Staring at the beast as it rises to its feet and snarls. A contorted face. Yellow eyes. Sharp cheekbones. Dark shadows. Open mouth full of bared teeth.

It raises a hand—dark skin, long nails, fingers curled into claws.

And I realize, about a million years late, that a monster has breached the barriers of Carcery Vale tonight—but it’s not Dervish.

The werewolf’s Bill-E Spleen!
FAMILY TIES

“BILL-E?” I moan. He glares at me, naked hate filling his abnormal yellow eyes. “Bill-E… it’s me… Grubbs.”

“He doesn’t recognize you,” Dervish says, stepping to the left. Bill-E’s eyes snap to the adult and he crouches defensively. Behind him, Meera takes an automatic step backwards. “No!” Dervish barks. “Don’t move! You’ll attract—”

Too late. Bill-E’s head swivels. He spots Meera. Leaps.

Meera gets out the start of a scream. Then the beast is upon her, hissing as he hauls her to the ground. They land hard, Meera underneath. She tries to throw the animal off. He grabs her hand and bites hard into the flesh. She starts to curse, but is cut short by the creature’s fist—it crushes into the side of her face. Meera chokes, stunned. The beast grabs both sides of her head and smashes her skull down hard on the pavement. The fight goes out of her. Teeth glinting in the moonlight, fastening around Meera’s throat. The monster’s about to rip her head off and all I can do is stand here and gawk like an idiot.

But Dervish isn’t so helpless. He moves as fast as Bill-E, and gets there a split-second before he bites. Grabbing Bill-E’s ear, he tugs hard. The creature’s head jerks clear of Meera’s throat. He whines and lashes out. Dervish ducks the blow. Shoves the animal down hard, headfirst. Pins it with his right knee, digging it hard into the boy-beast’s back. Brings up his right hand and jabs the tip of the syringe into the side of Bill-E’s neck. Pushes on the plunger. The liquid in the barrel disappears into Bill-E’s veins.

Bill-E stiffens and groans. Dervish whips the syringe out and tosses it aside. Bill-E thrashes wildly. Dervish uses both hands and knees to hold him down.

Mad seconds pass. Bill-E stiffens again. More thrashing. Stiffens for the third time—then collapses, eyes closing, limbs limp.

Dervish lays Bill-E’s head down, then shoots to Meera’s side. “Meera?” he mutters, checking her pulse, putting his ear to her lips, rolling her eyelids up. No response. He straightens her legs and arms, checks on Bill-E, looks around to see if anybody’s noticed the scuffle—but the road is deserted except for us. He then turns to face me.

“You bloody fool,” he snarls.

I stare blankly at my uncle, then slide to the ground and give myself over to bewildered tears.

Dervish lets me cry myself dry, then hands me a handkerchief and says gruffly, “Clean yourself up, then help me with Billy and Meera.”

I wipe my face with the handkerchief. Stand, still sniffling.

“You thought I was a werewolf?” Dervish asks.

“Yes,” I answer hollowly.

“You ass,” he says, and manages a ghost of a smile. “There’s nothing more dangerous than someone half-close to a terrible truth. What would you have done if I was? Taken that axe to me? Chopped me up into little bits? Buried me in the forest and told the police I’d gone out walking and never returned?”

“I don’t know,” I moan. “We didn’t think that far ahead. We thought you’d lock yourself up in the cage in the cellar. When you started for the Vale, we—”

“You know about the cellar?” he interrupts. “You’ve been there?”

“Yes. Not Bill-E—just me. I saw the cage, the deer, the books…”

Dervish snorts, disgusted. “I knew you’d sniff it out eventually, but not this quick. I underestimated you—Sherlock Grady.”

He bends and ties Bill-E’s legs together, then his hands. He slips a gag between the unconscious boy’s jaws, then picks Bill-E up and drapes him over his shoulders, much as he carried the captured deer.

“What are you going to do with him?” I whimper, flashing on images of Dervish cutting Bill-E’s throat, or caging him up for life.

Dervish grunts. “We’ll discuss that later. First we have to get him home. He’ll be safe once we lock him in the cage—there’s water, and he can feed on the deer. We’re exposed here.”

“But—” I begin.

“Save it,” Dervish snaps. “We need to move—now! I don’t want to be the one to try explaining to Ma Spleen that her grandson’s a werewolf!”

I smile fleetingly, then put the questions on hold. Dervish carries Bill-E to the van that Meera had been hiding behind. He pulls the rear door open and bundles Bill-E inside, then returns for Meera. I’m too terrified and ashamed to ask if she’s alive or dead. Instead I pick up my axe, Bill-E’s dropped sword, and the syringe—my right arm tingles fiercely where Dervish hit me, but I can use my hand now—and drop them in the back of the van beside the bodies. Dervish closes the door on the beast and the woman. Then we climb in up front and drive back to the mansion.

For a full minute I say nothing, as if this is an ordinary drive home on a normal night. Dervish concentrates on the road, driving slowly for once in his life. His hands are shaking on the steering wheel. I watch him change gears. Then, unable to hold the questions back any longer, I spit it out.

“You knew Bill-E was a werewolf.”

“Obviously.”

“How long have you known?”

“A few months. Since he started wandering the forest in a daze around the time of a full moon, killing animals.” His head turns briefly. “You know about that?”

“Yes. That’s what put us on to you. Bill-E saw you collecting the bodies and getting rid of them in the incinerator.”

Dervish winces. “By disposing of the kills, making sure nobody else found them, I hoped to avoid suspicion and protect him. Guess I was a little too smart for my own good.”

I look back over the seat’s headrest. I can see Bill-E and Meera. Meera’s chest is rising and falling—she’s alive. I study Bill-E’s face. No hair. No fangs. But his skin’s a darker shade than usual, his fingernails have sprouted, and his cheekbones have definitely changed shape—albeit slightly. And his eyes, if they were open, would be that eerie yellow color. And his mouth… those teeth…

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask softly.

“That your best friend’s a werewolf?” Dervish snorts.

“I’d have believed you if you’d shown me proof. I was ready to believe it about you—I could have believed it about Bill-E too.”

“Perhaps,” Dervish sighs. “But I hoped to spare you, the way I’ve spared Billy. I didn’t know until tonight how damaging the change would be. Sometimes the madness touches us but passes. I was praying that he was merely moon-sick, that the disease was weak in him and wouldn’t take hold.”

Dervish drives in silence for a while, gathering his thoughts. I don’t say anything, waiting for him to choose how to explain.

“How much of this have you guessed?” he asks eventually. “Tell me what you think you know.”

“The Gradys are cursed,” I answer directly. “Some of us turn into werewolves. It’s been happening for centuries.”

“Pretty good,” Dervish commends me. “Only it goes back a lot further than centuries, and it’s not just Gradys—it’s the entire family line. What else?”

I shrug. “Not much. We thought you had the disease, but that you could control it, or at least lock yourself up when the moon was full.”

“Nobody can control lycanthropy,” Dervish says quietly. “When the disease takes hold—as it has in Billy tonight—you’re doomed. The change takes a couple of months, but once the wolf comes to the fore, the human never resurfaces.”

“You mean Bill-E’s gone? He’s…”

I can’t continue. A terrible weight settles upon me.

“Not quite.” Dervish says, and the weight lifts as suddenly as it fell into place.

“We can save him?” I ask, excited. “We can reverse the change?”

“There is a way,” Dervish nods. “But we’ll talk more about that later—and whether or not we wish to chance it.”

“What do you mean?” I snap. “Of course we—”

“Your sister had the disease,” Dervish interrupts softly. I stare at him, horrified. “To save Billy, we’ll have to deal with Lord Loss, as your parents did. And if we do, we run the very real risk of winding up dead like them—Billy along with us.”

“What does… he… have to do with this?” I croak.

“Later,” Dervish says. “One mystery at a time. We’re nearly home. Let’s get Billy locked away safe and sound—then I’ll tell you all about it.”

We pull up around back of the mansion, close to the tree stumps. Dervish turns off the engine and asks me to remove the sheet of corrugated iron and open the doors leading down to the secret cellar. He bundles the pair of unconscious bodies out of the back of the van while I’m doing that.

“Did you gain access this way or through the wine cellar?” he asks while I’m pulling the doors open.

“The wine cellar,” I pant—the doors are heavy.

“Clever monkey,” he chuckles. “You’ll have to tell me about it—some other time. We have more pressing matters to deal with first.” He picks Bill-E up and nods me forward.

Down the steps. Steep. Dark. Have to tread carefully, feeling for each stair.

“Do you need any help with Bill-E?” I ask over my shoulder.

“No,” Dervish replies, coming down, blocking out the light of the moon. “I’ll be fine. Dart ahead and light some extra candles.”

I proceed to the bottom of the stairs, where I find a door. Pushing it open, I enter the cellar. Studying the entrance I’ve just come through, I note that the material on this side of the door is disguised to look like part of the wall, which is why I didn’t spot it during my previous visit.

As I’m lighting candles on the main table—keeping as far clear of the Lord Loss folder as I can—Dervish stumbles in, goes to the cage, opens it with his left foot, and sets Bill-E down beside the deer. He makes sure Bill-E’s comfortable, then locks the door and removes the key.

“Don’t go anywhere near the cage when he wakes,” Dervish says. “He’ll howl like the devil, throw himself wildly at the bars—possibly injuring himself in the process—but steer clear, regardless. All he needs is a sliver of a chance to rip you open.”

“I’ll bear that in mind,” I comment drily.

Dervish goes back up the steps and returns a minute later with Meera. He lays her down, smooths her hair back, stares at her bruised, motionless features.

“How is she?” I ask, dreading the answer.

“OK, I think,” Dervish says, and my fear lessens. “But she’ll be out for a while. He cracked her head hard on the pavement. We should get her to a doctor, have her checked over—but there isn’t time. I’ll take her to the house, out of harm’s way, before… before we see to Billy. We’ll just have to hope for the best after that.”

Dervish stands, walks around behind the desk, and collapses into his chair, sighing deeply. He tells me to pull up one of the other chairs, but I prefer to stand—too nervous to sit.

“I want to know about werewolves,” I tell him bluntly. “I want to know what Lord Loss has to do with them, and how you know Gret had it, and how we reverse it in Bill-E.”

Dervish nods. “Reasonable questions. But I’m surprised you haven’t asked the most obvious one—since this is a family disease, passed on from one generation to the next, how come Billy has it?”

“I know all about Bill-E’s connection to our family,” I huff.

Dervish stares at me, slack-jawed. “Care to tell me how?”

“Bill-E figured it out years ago. Like he said, it didn’t take a genius to guess that you were his father. Now tell me about—”

“What?” Dervish yelps, jerking forward. “He thinks I’m his dad?”

“Of course.” I frown. “Aren’t you?”

Dervish sits back. Groans and shuts his eyes. “I’m a horse’s ass,” he snarls. “I should have seen that coming. How can I have gone all these years…”

He clears his throat and levels his gaze on me. “Pull up a chair,” he commands. “It sounds like a bad movie cliche, but you’re going to want to sit down for this.”

I start to come back with a sarcastic reply. Spot the steel in his eyes. Drag over a chair and sit opposite Dervish, like a student before a teacher.

“There’s probably some diplomatic, sensitive, compassionate way to put this,” Dervish says, “but one doesn’t spring readily to mind, and I don’t have time to go searching. So I’ll put it plainly, no matter how upsetting it might be.

“I’m not Billy’s father—I’m his uncle.”

I stare at Dervish uncertainly. “I don’t understand.”

“People aren’t perfect, Grubbs,” he mutters. “Even the best of us make mistakes. Life’s complicated. We all…” He clears his throat. “Your mother never liked me, and made no secret of the fact.”

“What’s that got to do with—” I start, but he silences me with a gesture.

“I visited Cal a few times over the years. She accepted that. But except for a single trip here years ago, she refused to step foot in Carcery Vale. So Cal used to come by himself. It was a serious bone of contention between them. I tried many times to talk to Sharon about it, but she wouldn’t…”

Dervish trails off into a brooding silence, then begins again. “Your father loved your mother—and you and Gret—but he wasn’t a saint. He traveled a lot, on business, alone—but he didn’t always sleep alone.”

I leap to my feet, furious at what Dervish is suggesting. But before I can lay into him, he continues quickly.

“They were one-night stands or short affairs. Meaningless. Sharon never found out—or so Cal told me. My brother had many admirable qualities, but fidelity wasn’t one of them. He never wished to hurt your mother, but he couldn’t remain true to her. It wasn’t in his nature.”

“Why are you telling me this?” I hiss, fingers clenched into fists, tears in my eyes.

Dervish looks at me sideways, as though I’m a fool for asking. “Because one year he had an affair with a Valer while he was staying with me. And the woman wound up pregnant. She didn’t tell him about it until after the baby was born, and then refused all offers of his to get involved. Emily Spleen was headstrong, determined to live life her own way. She told Cal she wasn’t—”

“Stop!” I gasp, stumbling back into my chair. “Don’t,” I beg.

“I took a vow early in life never to have children,” Dervish says, ignoring my plea. “I was afraid the disease would take hold in them. I was determined not to put them—and myself—through that torment. Cal didn’t share that view—he thought life was worth the risk.

“I looked after Billy when Emily died because he was my nephew—not because he was my son. Cal was Billy’s father, Grubbs.

“Billy isn’t your cousin—he’s your brother.”
THE CURSE

A LONG silence. Wanting to roar at Dervish, call him a liar, make him take the words back. But there’s no reason for him to lie about something like this. Nothing but sad honesty in his eyes.

Feeling sick. Instantly mad at Dad for what he did. But just as instantly glad—I’m not alone! I thought I lost everything when the demons attacked. Now I discover I have a brother.

“This is crazy,” I moan, torn between rage and delight. “I don’t know what to make of it. I can’t handle it.”

“Of course you can,” Dervish snaps. “You handled the deaths of your parents and Gret—this is small fry in comparison.”

“But… I always thought…” I shake my head, not sure what I’m thinking or what I feel. “Why didn’t you tell Bill-E? You should have, especially after his Mom died. He could have come to live with us. Dad could—”

“Cal could do nothing!” Dervish barks. “Not without revealing the truth and tearing his family apart.” He runs a hand through his short grey hair. “But he tried to do it anyway. He came here to claim Billy when Emily died, despite the havoc it would cause.”

“Why didn’t he?” I ask.

“Ma and Pa Spleen threatened legal action. He would have fought them in court, except he knew he’d lose—they’d simply point out to the judge that Emily hadn’t told the boy who his father was, or allowed Cal access to him while she was alive. He hadn’t a hope.”

“Couldn’t you have cast a spell on them—made them give Bill-E to him?”

“I’m not that powerful,” Dervish chuckles humorlessly. “I ‘persuaded’ them to let me into Billy’s life when Emily died, but that was as far as my influence ran.”

I think it over some more, remembering Dad, how much he loved Mom, how happy they seemed together. I never suspected him of anything like this. I don’t think Mom did either.

“I know it’s a shock,” Dervish says quietly, “but can I ask you to put it to one side for the moment? You’ve got the rest of your life to chew it over. Billy doesn’t have the same luxury. If we don’t act soon…”

I let out a long, shuddering breath. Glance at the unconscious boy—my brother!—in the cage, his dark skin and twisted hands. Recall the photos of the creatures in Dervish’s lycanthropy books, warped and inhuman.

“OK. We’ll discuss Dad later.” I lean forward intently. “Tell me about werewolves.”

“I’ll keep this as short as possible,” Dervish says. Reaching under the table, he produces two cans of Coke from a drawer, hands one to me, and gulps thirstily at his. I sip mine while he speaks.

“The curse is ancient. We call it the Garadex curse, since the Garadexes were the first in our family to write about it. If other families have it, we don’t know about them. Occasionally we’ll hear of a stranger who’s changed, but when we research their family tree we always find links to ourselves.

“Scientists who’ve studied the lycanthropic gene say it’s a freak—they haven’t found it anywhere else in nature. They don’t know where it came from or why it functions the way it does.”

He finishes his Coke, fishes out another, and continues. “We’ve kept the secret to ourselves. We’re a large family, wealthy and powerful. Those of us unaffected by the disease protect the secret. That’s why you and Billy aren’t under observation in some scientific institute.”

“Why would I be under observation?” I enquire. “I’m not a werewolf.” I pause as a horrible thought strikes. “Am I?”

Dervish doesn’t look at me. “I don’t know,” he answers softly. “The gene surfaces at random. Sometimes it strikes every member of a family branch, wiping them out. Other times it lies dormant for two or three generations. You’re one of three children. Gret and Billy both succumbed to the disease. I wish I could say that makes you more or less likely to turn, but there’s no way of guessing.

“The change strikes—if it strikes—anywhere between the ages of ten and eighteen. There have been a handful of cases involving younger children, but nobody past their teens has ever turned.”

“That’s why there are so many young faces in the hall of portraits!” I exclaim. “Those kids all turned into werewolves!”

Dervish nods glumly. “There’s no known cure. Those who catch it are doomed to live as deranged animals for the rest of their days. They normally don’t last long—twenty years at most, if allowed to live.”

“What do you mean?”

Dervish taps the side of his can with his fingernails, a distant expression in his eyes. “It’s a terrible curse,” he says softly. “To see one you love change into an animal, to chain them up and endure their pain…. Many choose not to put themselves through the anguish. A lot of parents…” He stops tapping and his expression hardens. “They put them out of their misery.”

I gulp dreadfully. “They kill them?”

He nods. “They’re beasts,” he says quickly before I can express my horror. “If they get loose, they kill. There are people in the family, a group called the Lambs, who handle the details if the parents can’t. Family executioners, to be blunt.”

“But you said there was a way to reverse it,” I remind him, trying not to dwell on all those faces from the hall of portraits, the gruesome ends they must have endured.

“I’m coming to that,” Dervish sighs. “Though be warned—when I tell you, you may wish that I hadn’t.”

A long pause. Then a groan from the cage—Bill-E stirring.

“When will he wake?” I ask, eyeing him nervously.

“Soon,” Dervish says. “Let’s go to my study—it won’t be pretty when he starts bellowing.”

“No,” I mutter, gripping the edge of the table. “I want to be here for him.”

Dervish nods understandingly, then returns to his story.

“Our scientists haven’t been able to crack the wolfen gene and find a cure. But science isn’t the only way to fight a disease. Magic works too.”

Dervish reaches across the desk, roots through the books stacked to his left, and finds a thick tome. Opening it, he passes it to me, and I find myself gazing into the eyes of the family magician, Bartholomew Garadex.

“Old Bart devoted a large chunk of his life to trying to rid the family of its curse,” Dervish says. “He believed it had its origins in magic. For decades he cast spells, experimented, and sought a cure in arcane volumes. But nothing worked. He could change a normal human’s shape but could do nothing with a transformed werewolf. He was powerless, like everybody else.

“And then he met a creature who wasn’t.”

Dervish’s face darkens. Taking the book from me, he closes it, then reaches for the folder where I found the drawing of Lord Loss.

“Stop!” I gasp. He looks at me questioningly. “I found that when I was here before,” I tell him, eyeing the folder fearfully. “The drawing of Lord Loss spoke to me. Its lips and eyes moved.”

“If I’d known you were so close to the truth,” Dervish murmurs, “I would have warned you about that.” He cocks a thumb at the door leading to the wine cellar.” As I told you, the house is safe. The land around is safe too. But I leave this cellar unprotected. There are times when I have to deal with entities not of this realm, and I need a base from which I can make contact.”

Dervish runs a couple of fingers over the leather cover, contemplating it with an expression of equal parts respect, sadness, and fear. “Lord Loss can’t cross the divide between his realm and ours uninvited,” he says. “An ordinary person could look at that picture for decades without seeing anything untoward.

“But you aren’t ordinary. You’ve faced demons and tapped into your magic potential—when you escaped through the dog flap. He was able to use your power to speak to you. He couldn’t have harmed you through the book, but he might have been able to trick you into summoning him.”

“But who—what!—is he?” I cry.

“Lord Loss is a demon master,” Dervish says. “One of many supernatural beings who exist on the edges of our reality, in magical realms of their own. We call them the Demonata. Some meddle in the ways of humans, most have nothing to do with us, while a few—like Lord Loss—feed upon us.”

My hands are trembling. I grip them tightly between my knees.

“Lord Loss is a sentinel of sorrow,” Dervish says. “He feeds on human pain and suffering. A funeral is a three-course meal to him. A lonely, suicidal person’s a tasty snack. He delights in our fear and grief, encourages it when possible, then drains it and grows strong on humanity’s weakness.”

“How does he do it?” I croak. “How does he feed?”

“I’d have to get deep into metaphysics to explain that,” Dervish snorts. “Let’s just say he has a psychic straw through which he can suck a person’s pain.

“Now, old Bart knew about Lord Loss—he’d seen him feeding on grieving members of the family—but he didn’t care. Bartholomew was interested only in lifting the curse, not warding off demons. But later in life, he spent time studying the Demonata. They can live for thousands of years. I believe Bartholomew hoped to learn their secret. He never did, but at some point he found out that Lord Loss had the power to reverse the lycanthropic change.”

“You mean Lord Loss can cure Bill-E?” I exclaim.

“If he chooses to.”

“Then let’s summon him!” I shout, leaping out of my chair. “What are we waiting for? Let’s call him here now and—”

“The Demonata are evil and selfish,” Dervish interrupts.

“It’s possible to strike deals with some of them, but they’ll do nothing out of the goodness of their hearts—as you know, some don’t even have a heart!”

“Then how…?”

Dervish gestures for me to sit. I’m exasperated, but I obey.

“Bartholomew tried everything to get Lord Loss to help. He begged, he threatened, he even offered his soul.”

“Souls are real?” I blurt out.

“Absolutely,” Dervish nods fiercely. “And prized by demons above all other possessions. A soul can be tormented far worse than a body. If I was to lose my soul, my body would continue to function—but on auto-pilot. I’d be like a zombie, an empty shell, feeding, breathing, walking—but not thinking or feeling. Meanwhile, in the universe of the Demonata, my soul would be put through every kind of hell imaginable—and many that aren’t!

“If Bartholomew had been a younger man, he might have been able to tempt Lord Loss. Trouble is, a soul’s only good to a demon as long as the human lives. Old Bart was close to death. Lord Loss judged it an inadequate trade-off.

“But Bartholomew was stubborn. He pursued Lord Loss and braved the attacks of his familiars, suffering many wounds that hastened the hour of his death. But eventually old Bart discovered Lord Loss’s great obsession, which he—”

Guttural roars drown Dervish out. Bill-E’s on his feet, clutching the bars of the cage, shaking them, screaming, his face a dark mask of furious lines, teeth bared, tongue lashing wildly from side to side, his yellow eyes gleaming through the narrow slits of his eyelids.

“Bill-E!” I yell, jumping to my feet, stepping towards the cage.

“Easy,” Dervish says, grabbing my arm. “Remember what I told you—he’ll kill you if you get too close.”

I stare numbly at Bill-E as he screams, pulls at the bars, kicks and head-butts them, his eyes all the time on Dervish and me.

“Does he recognize us?” I ask sickly.

“No,” Dervish replies.

Bill-E quits wrestling with the bars and turns away, disgusted. He stumbles over the deer, which shakes fearfully. Bill-E stops and grins savagely. Circles the defenseless beast, sniffing, growling. Then he falls on its neck. Claws—teeth—ripping—blood.

My cheeks are wet. I’m crying again.

“Let’s go,” Dervish whispers. “We can finish this in my study.”

“I don’t want to leave him alone,” I sob.

“Werewolves don’t get lonely,” Dervish says. “They feel only hunger and hate.”

He picks up Meera and nudges me towards the door leading to the wine cellar. I pause at the exit. One last horrified study of Bill-E Spleen—my brother. Then I follow my uncle to sanity.
THE CHALLENGE

DERVISH lays Meera on one of the mansion’s many beds. He examines her again, in more detail this time. He tries to wake her by calling her name and gently shaking her. When that fails he goes to the bathroom, comes back with a glass of water, uses his fingers to flick drops at her face. She doesn’t stir.

Dervish steps away grimly. “I could try to bring her round with magic,” he says, “but I’m not sure how serious the damage is. I could make it worse.”

“Why don’t you just leave her?” I ask. “She’ll live, won’t she?”

“I think so.”

“Then let her sleep. That’ll be best for her, right?”

Dervish stares at me, troubled, then walks out of the room without saying anything. I wrap a blanket over Meera, then close the door on her and head up to the study.

After the dark of the cellar, the study seems warmer and brighter than ever. I lose myself in a large leather chair, knees drawn up to my chest, head tucked between them, weary and afraid. Dervish is standing by a chess set. This is his favorite set, the pieces based on characters from The Lord of the Rings. Dervish picks up a brightly painted hob-bit figurine and toys with it absently while he speaks.

“I don’t think you’ve ever truly appreciated the complexities of chess,” he says. “So few pieces, yet so many possibilities. No two games are ever the same. You can learn the rules in an afternoon, yet spend the rest of your life trying to master them.”

“Stick chess up your ass!” I shout, coming alive with fury. “Bill-E’s chained up in the cellar, twisted and insane. Meera’s unconscious, maybe comatose. And all you can warble on about—”

“Lord Loss plays chess,” Dervish interrupts quietly. “The Demonata are not, by nature, playful creatures, but he’s an exception. I don’t know where or when he acquired his hunger for the game, but by the time Bartholomew Garadex met him, he was a committed player, albeit one of limited experience.”

“Where’s this going?” I grumble, though I have an idea.

“When you walked in on your parents, did you notice any chess boards?”

Breathing thinly. Thinking back. The blood. Web-like walls. The demons. And, on the floor, scattered chess pieces, broken boards. Plus the gouged board in the study.

“Yes,” I sigh.

Dervish talks swiftly. “Bartholomew played many games with Lord Loss while trying to persuade him to help lift the curse. His familiars weren’t allowed to pester Bartholomew at the chess board, so it was the safest way to conduct a conversation with Lord Loss. Over time he noticed that Lord Loss cared almost as much about chess as he did about feeding on humanity’s sorrow.

“On a hunch, old Bart severed connections with the demon master and avoided him for several months. When he finally crossed the divide to the Demonata’s universe again, Lord Loss was surly and irritable, eager to resume play.

“Bartholomew refused.” Dervish chuckles drily. “It’s dangerous, riling a demon. They can be abominable angels of destruction when offended. Lord Loss could have unleashed all of his familiars upon old Bart, which would have been—”

“He has others as well as Artery and Vein?” I snap.

“Oh yes,” Dervish says. “They’re just his current favorites. He has hundreds of familiars. If he’d sicced them on Bartholomew, they’d have torn him limb from limb, and all the magic in the world couldn’t have repelled them.

“But, as old Bart had gambled, Lord Loss didn’t send the demons in. As intense as his anger was, his fascination with chess proved stronger. Instead of crushing Bartholomew, he whined and complained and tried to bargain. So Bartholomew struck for gold. He told Lord Loss he wouldn’t play unless the demon master lifted the curse of the Garadexes.

“No bite. Chess was an obsession, but it wasn’t that precious to him. So old Bart tried another approach. He proposed a series of contests in which he’d play for the lives of individual family members. After lengthy discussions, they agreed to stage a number of matches, best of five games per match. For each match that Bartholomew won, Lord Loss would cure a Garadex. But if Bartholomew ever lost, Lord Loss would take possession of his soul.

“And so the contests commenced, two or three games per week—Lord Loss set the rate. According to Bartholomew’s records, Lord Loss hated losing. Like most of the Demonata, he’s despisingly proud. They consider themselves superior to humans, and to lose to one—at anything—is a great disgrace.

“Yet lose he did.” Dervish chuckles throatily. “Bartholomew gave his time over entirely to chess, playing for hours on end each day and night, with the best opponents he could find, learning, and improving. He lost six games in the first three months—then never again. He hit a fifty-nine-game winning streak, which showed no sign of ending.

“And then he died.”

Dervish shrugs. “He was old, and his earlier battles with Lord Loss’s familiars had drained him. It was peaceful in the end—he passed away in his sleep.”

“What happened then?” I ask, absorbed in the story.

“For a long time, nothing,” Dervish says. “Nobody in our family knew of Bartholomew’s matches with Lord Loss. He never told them how he was affecting the cures. Several Garadexes were witches and wizards, but they were unable to unlock the secrets of his diaries, which he’d encoded with strong spells.

“Eventually, almost forty years after the great magician’s death, Davey McKay—a distant relative who’d lost four of his five children to the curse—decoded the diary and discovered the demonic secret. He immediately contacted Lord Loss in an attempt to renew the contests and reverse the change in his youngest child, who was just starting to change.

“The demon master was slow to respond. Bartholomew had humiliated him. He was wary of suffering another string of defeats at the hands of a human. Also, Davey wasn’t a magician—his soul was of only minor interest to Lord Loss. But Davey was resourceful. He sought a twist to spike Lord Loss’s imagination, a challenge that would appeal to his warped sensibilities.”

Dervish lapses into a thoughtful silence. He’s still playing with the hobbit chess piece. With his free hand, he pulls open a drawer and takes out a photo. Slides it across the desk. I look—Mom, Dad, Gret, and me. A snapshot taken on one of Dad’s birthdays.

“Davey’s solution was dreadful,” Dervish says as I stare at the photo, “but it had to be. Lord Loss wasn’t interested in anything less. The rules he proposed were—one match, best of five games, like before. If Davey won, his son would have his humanity restored, and both would be free. But if Lord Loss won, he could kill both Davey and the child.

“Lord Loss was keen on Davey’s idea, but he added a few kinks of his own. When playing Bartholomew, he’d told his familiars to stand at bay. He refused to grant Davey that privilege. Somebody would have to partner Davey and fight the demons while he played. As long as Davey’s protector lived, the familiars wouldn’t attack Davey. But if his partner was killed they’d be free to slaughter Davey and his son too.

“Another new rule was that the games had to be played simultaneously, in a single sitting—to heap the pressure on Davey and his partner.

“And his final clause—if Davey won, he’d have to enter Lord Loss’s realm and fight him personally for possession of his soul.”

“What?” I mutter, not catching the meaning of the last part.

“The games take place between the Demonata’s universe and ours,” Dervish explains. “You probably noticed in your parents’ room that there were bits of our world as well as bits of Lord Loss’s. That in-between state was where Davey would challenge Lord Loss. If Davey won, his son would be cured, and the boy and Davey’s partner could get on with their lives. But Davey would have to enter Lord Loss’s world and fight the demon master on his home turf. If he beat him, he’d walk free. But if he lost, Lord Loss would take control of his soul, and he’d live out his remaining days as a zombie.”

“Sounds like a raw deal to me,” I grunt.

“It was,” Dervish agrees. “But those were the terms. Davey had to agree.” Dervish pauses, then says softly, “Davey McKay lost. His brother stood as his partner. The demons overwhelmed him. Davey was killed before even one of the games was decided. His son too. All three were ripped to pieces by the demons.”

He takes the photo from me and gazes at it in heavy silence.

“But Davey’s sacrifice wasn’t in vain,” he resumes. “Lord Loss developed a taste for this new contest. He approached Davey’s relatives—those with magical powers—offering them the chance to compete for lives as Davey had.

“Most refused. But two—both with young children on the verge of turning—accepted the challenge. One was defeated—but the other won. His victory gave hope to the others, and a series of Garadexes and Gradys have sustained the challenge over the long decades since. Some win, some lose. Most who win subsequently lose their souls in the ensuing battle in Lord Loss’s realm, but a few have made the journey back, proof that it can be done.”

Dervish lays the photo back in the drawer and closes it slowly. He blinks owlishly and wipes a hand across his eyes—he’s fighting back tears.

“Your parents didn’t win,” he says. “Gret was infected. Your father and mother challenged Lord Loss. One of them proved inadequate to the task. All three died as a result. I was meant—”

His voice catches and he turns away, rubbing his eyelids, trembling with emotion. “Your father and I had an agreement,” he says bleakly. “If any of his children succumbed to the disease, I was to be his partner. I thought he was wrong to have children, but I loved him, and I loved the kids he fathered. I wasn’t going to stand to one side in their hour of need.”

“Then why weren’t you there?” I cry, tears streaming down my cheeks.

“He never told me Gret was changing,” he croaks. “Your mother must have convinced him to let her face the demons with him. I’m sure Sharon had Gret’s best interests at heart, but I was a better chess player, and a much stronger fighter. Cal should have held me to my promise. He should have called. Maybe I could have…”

He breaks down. His eyes close. His hands clench into fists. Then he raises his face to the ceiling and howls. From the secret cellar I imagine I hear an echoing howl, as the transformed Bill-E Spleen pauses during feeding and answers his uncle’s tortured call.

I stop crying before Dervish does. I don’t think he cries very often, so he has a hard time regaining control. When the tears finally cease and he’s wiping his face clean with a denim sleeve, I put an accusation to him as softly as I can. “Are you saying it was Mom’s fault?”

“Of course not!” he answers promptly.

“But if Dad had picked you instead of her…”

Dervish hesitates, choosing his words carefully. “I’ve got to be truthful—I was the logical choice. But logic and magic don’t always mix. Sometimes amateurs fare better than professionals. Nobody ever really knows how they’ll fare until they put themselves on the spot.”

He pulls out a handkerchief and blows his nose. “In the end, it’s all relative. Your father chose—rightly or wrongly—and the outcome stands. We can’t change the past and we’d be fools if we tried.

“But whatever my personal feelings about his choice,” Dervish adds, “don’t ever think I believe it was your mother’s fault. It wasn’t. It was our curse, not hers. She deserves nothing short of absolute love and respect for taking on that curse, and laying her life on the line to try and avert it.”

I nod slowly, thinking it over. “But if they hadn’t laid their lives on the line,” I whisper. “If they’d called in the Lambs and not gone to Lord Loss…”

“They’d be alive.” Dervish says it bluntly. “That’s why I said you might not like the truth. They put Gret’s life before their own—and yours. If they hadn’t interfered, you’d have lost a sister but kept your parents.”

I stare at him uncertainly, my lower lip trembling, part of me hating Mom and Dad for putting me through this, another part hating Gret, blaming her for the mess.

Dervish reads my thoughts and shakes his head calmly. “Don’t go down that road, Grubbs,” he says. “Cal and Sharon did what they had to. They’d have done the same for you if you’d been infected. I know you feel cheated. I know you want them back. But if you look deep inside, and recall the people they were, the love they had for you and Gret, you’ll understand why they did it.”

“They should have told me,” I moan. “They cut me out completely. I could have helped. I—”

“No,” Dervish says firmly. “The rules are clear—only two may challenge Lord Loss and his familiars. Telling you would have achieved nothing.”

“It would have prepared me for the worst,” I disagree.

“I don’t think they wanted to think about that,” Dervish sighs. “Doubts have a way of eating a person from the inside out. Most who face Lord Loss choose not to focus on all that can go wrong, because it makes it more likely that something will go wrong.”

“But—” I begin.

“Grubbs,” Dervish interrupts curtly, “we can sit here arguing all night. But that won’t bring your parents and Gret back. And it won’t help Billy. Letting go isn’t easy, but you have to forget about your parents for a while. If you can’t, you’re no good to me.”

“‘No good to you’?” I echo, frowning. “What are you talking about? What do you want me to do?”

Dervish leans forward, his features impassive. “I want you to be my second,” he says. “I want you to stand by my side and battle Vein and Artery while I challenge Lord Loss at chess.”

The world goes numb.
THE CHOICE

“YOU’RE loco!” I scream. “Sheer bloody nuts!”

“I’m many things,” Dervish answers calmly, “but I don’t think I’m crazy.”

“You must be! Only a crazy man would ask a kid to fight a couple of demons!”

Dervish studies me quietly, then gets to his feet and picks up his Lord of the Rings chess set. He heads for the door.

“Where are you going?” I snap, lurching in front of him, blocking the way.

“I’m taking this down to the cellar,” he says. “I need to have five sets in place before I summon Lord Loss—each game is played on a separate board.”

“Didn’t you hear me?” I hiss. “I won’t do it! I’m not—”

“Grubbs,” he silences me with a smile. “It’s OK. I asked. You refused. That’s the end of it. It was a request, not a command.”

I glare at him suspiciously. “It was?”

He nods. “There are others who can help. One of my friends is a near grandmaster. He’ll face Lord Loss. I’ll handle Vein and Artery.” He nods at a plain chess board to my left. “But I’d be obliged if you’d help me carry the sets down.”

My eyes narrow. “If you’re trying to trick me…”

“No tricks,” he says, and I believe him. Getting out of his way, I pick up the board and follow him out of the room.

Down the stairs to the main hall. Taking our time, careful not to drop any pieces. Thinking hard about what Dervish said.

“If you’ve got friends who can help,” I mutter, “why ask me?”

“Billy’s your brother,” Dervish replies. “I thought you might want to be part of this.”

“But it doesn’t make sense,” I press. “You need the best person for the job. Why offer it to me?”

“Ideally I want to face Lord Loss with someone who’s proved their courage and ability under fire,” he says. “Some-one who’s faced a demon and lived. I only personally know six people who’ve done that. Meera was one of them. But she can’t do it now.”

“What about the others?”

“Four of them are currently out of contact.”

He reaches the door to the cellar and stops talking while he opens it with his elbows. Silence as we descend. I wait until we’re at the wine rack that hides the entrance to the secret passageway before asking, “And the sixth?”

“You’re the sixth,” he says, stepping forward into darkness.

The secret cellar. Five chess sets lie in place on the three tables, which we’ve shoved together, piling the books and other odds and ends on the floor. Dervish is lining up the pieces, making sure they’re in the right places. Bill-E’s still chewing on the deer carcass. He spits and snarls at us every so often.

Dervish hasn’t said anything since our trip down with the first two boards. We’ve worked silently, carting in the boards and pieces, clearing the tables and rearranging them. It’s only now, while I watch him adjust the pieces, that I work up the courage to broach the subject again.

“I still don’t understand why you want me to help. Why not wait for Meera to recover? You don’t have to stage the contest tonight, do you?”

“No,” Dervish says. “But waiting’s dangerous. Lord Loss can reverse the change, even in one who’s been a werewolf for several years. But often the mind can’t be restored. Every day we wait drives. Bill-E closer to the point from which it’s not worth bringing him back.

“Besides,” he adds, “how would we explain his absence to his grandparents, teachers, the police? We’re in the middle of an unreal adventure, but we’re still part of the real world. Try telling a cop you’ve got a boy locked up in a cage because he’s a werewolf—see where it lands you!”

“I didn’t think of that.” I manage a sick smile, which quickly fades. “I’m just a kid,” I say quietly. “I wouldn’t be any good to you.”

Dervish wipes a spot of dust from the head of a king. “You’ve fought demons and lived to tell the tale. You’ve tapped into your magic potential. You can fight them on their own terms—even if you are just a kid,” he adds with a grin.

“I want to help,” I groan. “I’d do almost anything to get Bill-E out of the hell he’s in. But I saw Artery work Gret like a puppet, and—”

“Don’t beat yourself up over it,” Dervish interrupts kindly. “You’re under no obligation. You came here to recover, not get dragged deeper into a nightmare. I shouldn’t have asked. And I wouldn’t have, except…”

He doesn’t finish, so I say it for him. “… except you need me.”

He shrugs. “Like I said, there’s a friend I can call. But I’d rather have you. If I told you anything else, I’d be a liar.”

Studying Bill-E as Dervish fetches weapons. His face and hands red with the deer’s blood. Patting his stomach. Smiling jaggedly. Gazing at me through unnatural yellow eyes.

Thinking about Lord Loss. Recalling the ferocious power and speed of Artery and Vein. Fearing for my uncle’s and brother’s lives.

Dervish enters with a small axe, a mace, and a sword. Lays them on the floor with the others he’s already installed. Part of the rules—he can use as many weapons as he pleases.

“Would you want me to play chess or fight?” I ask, wishing I could keep my mouth shut.

“I’ve seen you play,” Dervish says. “No offense, but you’d have to fight—Lord Loss would crush you on the chess boards.”

“But you’d stand a better chance against Vein and Artery than me,” I counter. “You’re stronger and experienced. I know nothing about weapons or magic.”

“You don’t have to,” Dervish says. “The magic knows you. That’s what matters. You tapped into your potential when you faced the demons before. You’d tap into it again. Instinct.”

“But you’re the logical choice,” I insist. “You’d be better than me.”

Dervish nods somberly. “Probably.”

“And your friend’s better at chess than me. So you fighting and him playing is the ideal partnership. Right?”

Dervish looks at me curiously. “You don’t have to talk yourself out of this,” he says. “You’ve said you don’t want to do it and I’ve accepted your decision.”

“But I feel lousy!” I cry. “Like I’m letting you down!”

“You’re not,” Dervish says. “Ability and potential mean nothing if the will to compete isn’t there.”

“But even if I had the will, you’d still be better off with the other guy, wouldn’t you?” I press, hoping he’ll agree.

Dervish shakes his head and doesn’t answer.

The room where Meera lies unconscious. Dervish tries again to wake her. Again he fails. He returns to his study, rubbing the back of his neck. Sitting behind his desk, he runs his fingers over a phone book. “Time to call my friend,” he says, glancing up at me. “Final chance to change your mind, Grubbs.”

I don’t say a word.

Dervish opens the book and searches for a number. “Pablo should be here within a few hours. You can go stay in the Vale if you want, but you don’t need to. You’ll be safe here. The demons won’t be able to leave the cellar.”

I don’t reply. Thinking of the battle to come. Filled with shame.

“If Pablo and I defeat Lord Loss and his familiars, but I lose the one-on-one fight later,” Dervish continues, “you’ll have to take care of me.”

“What?” I mumble.

“My body will survive if I lose the battle after the chess match,” he explains, “but my soul and mind won’t. I’ll be able to move about, but I won’t be capable of thought or speech. I won’t be able to shop, pay bills, cook, clean the house, etc. You’ll have to babysit me, or hire somebody to do it.”

Dervish taps a drawer in his desk. “The necessary forms and information sheets are here. Names and numbers of lawyers and bankers, details of various credit accounts. You have my permission—written as well as verbal—to manage my estate as you see fit, though a large portion will remain in the hands of your legal guardians until you come of age.”

“I don’t want your money,” I sniff.

“You won’t feel that way always,” he smiles. Picks up the phone. Hesitates. Lays it down. “One last thing. If things pan out badly. I’ll appear no better than a mindless robot. You might feel sorry for me, be tempted to put me out of my misery.”

“I wouldn’t do that!” I shout. “I’m not a killer! I couldn’t—”

“You could,” Dervish cuts me short. “Most people are capable of extreme actions when pushed.” He licks his lips nervously. “You mustn’t. Time is different in the Demonata’s universe. There’s no telling how long our fight could last. The few who’ve fought him and returned have been absent for months… years… on one occasion, decades.

“No matter how much time passes, there’s always hope,” he says. “Don’t give up on me, Grubbs. Look after my body. I might have need of it again someday.”

He finds the number in the book, picks up the phone, and starts dialing.

“Wait,” I stop him. He looks up expectantly. I lick my lips nervously. “What happens if you don’t win and I turn into a werewolf later?”

Dervish’s features soften. “‘And the wolf shall lie down with the lamb.’”

“Come again?” I frown.

“It’s a biblical quote. Isaiah. It’s where the Lambs got their name from.” He jerks his head at the desk. “There’s a black folder in the second drawer down on the left. Names and numbers for the Lambs. Contact them if the need arises. But only do it if you’re sure that you’re changing. The Lambs don’t mess around. Once you set them in motion, they won’t stop, even if you change your mind and try to call them off.”

“How will I know?” I ask. “Bill-E didn’t know he was changing.”

Dervish chews on his lower lip in thoughtful silence, then says, “Nobody turns without warning. If the lycanthropy strikes, there’ll be at least two or three full moons during which you won’t physically alter, but run wild like Bill-E did. You won’t be able to recall such episodes, but if you find blood under your fingernails, animal hairs between your teeth…”

Dervish stiffens and speaks roughly. “That’s when you need to think about calling in the Lambs.”

As I stare at him miserably, Dervish returns his attention to the phone and hits the buttons. The phone at the other end rings and is picked up almost instantly. I hear a man say, “Yes?”

Dervish starts to reply.

“Tell him it’s OK,” I interrupt softly. “Tell him you rang his number by accident.”

“Grubbs, you don’t have to—”

“I won’t live with the threat of the change hanging over me. Or with the guilt of not fighting for Bill-E.” Deep breath. Thinking—crazy for doing this. But also—it’s what Dad would have wanted.

“I’ll do it,” I wheeze. “I’ll fight Vein and Artery.” The thinnest, most fleeting of smiles. Mock bravado. Grubbs Grady—demon killer! “I’m your man.”
THE SUMMONING

THE cellar. Bill-E beating at the bars of his cage with a bloody leg he’s torn from the deer, howling madly. Dervish checking the chess boards and weapons, ignoring Bill-E. I want him to talk me out of it, tell me it’s madness, reject my offer.

But he says nothing. In the study, he didn’t even ask if I was sure, just nodded once and told Pablo he’d call him some other time. Then it was straight back here. No “Thank you,” or “Well done, Grubbs,” or “I’m proud of you.”

I examine the chess boards with forced interest, desperate to keep my mind off the weapons. Five boards, laid in a line across the three tables. The Lord of the Rings set in the center, flanked by a board of crystal pieces on one side and Incan-fashioned pieces on the other. The sets at either end are ordinary.

“Did you lay the boards out that way for a reason?” I ask Dervish.

“No,” he replies, testing a sword’s handle, wiping it clean. “The sets don’t matter, as long as there are five.”

“Explain how the contest works,” I urge him.

“The games are played simultaneously,” Dervish says without looking over. “When it’s my turn, I can move any piece I like, on any board. Lord Loss can then reply to the piece I’ve moved, or move a piece on a different board.”

“That must be confusing.”

“Yes. But it’s confusing for him too.” Dervish holds an axe up to the light of a thick candle and squints, judging the sharpness of its blade. “Lord Loss is an accomplished player, and he’s had centuries to work on his game, but he has no supernatural advantage. If I keep my head, focus on the moves, and don’t lose my nerve, I’ll stand a fair chance.”

“What sort of chance do I stand against Artery and Vein?” I ask.

Dervish looks at me coldly—then whips his arm forward and sends the axe flying straight at me!

Instant reaction—I spin—my left hand flies out—my fingers close around the axe handle mid-air—I arc it down, taking the speed out of it—then raise it high to defend myself, heart racing, confused and afraid.

Then I see my uncle’s grin.

Breathing hard, I stare at Dervish, then at the axe in my hand.

“That sort,” he says.

“I still don’t know how I caught it,” I grumble, as Dervish searches among his books for a particular volume.

“You don’t have to know,” Dervish says. “It’s magic.” He pauses and looks up at me. “Your instincts have been sharpened by your previous encounter with the demons. Obey those instincts. Let Vein and Artery set the tone and pace of the battle. React. Don’t think. Suspend the laws of reality completely.”

Dervish returns his attention to the books, finds the one he’s after, flicks it open, and stands. “Make your inexperience work for you,” he says. “You can’t out-plan or out-think the demons. So don’t try. Just go with the flow.”

“You make it sound easy.”

“It certainly won’t be easy! But if you switch your brain off, you’ll be amazed by what your body can do.”

Dervish lays the book on the floor, bends over it, and reads a passage, running a finger over the words, muttering softly.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

“Several spells must be cast to open a window between Lord Loss’s world and ours,” Dervish says. “I have to make sure it’s a small gateway—we don’t want other demons following him through.”

“That can happen?”

“Sure. The Demonata are always eager to cross the divide and wreak havoc. They’ll seize any opening that presents itself.”

“But don’t you know the spells already?” I frown. “I thought you summoned him before.”

“I did,” Dervish nods. “Several times. But some spells are best not memorized.”

He finishes the paragraph and closes the book. Walks to the wall to his left and lays both hands on it. “I’m starting now,” he says, “but it’ll be twenty minutes, maybe half an hour before the window opens. Stay close to the tables. Relax. Don’t distract me.”

While I lean against a table, nervously tapping and scratching at the wood, Dervish mutters arcane words at the wall, drawing signs upon it with his fingers. After a few minutes, steam seeps from the rough stone. Dervish leans into the steam, inhales, turns, and breathes out.

A shadowy bat flies from his mouth and flits across the cellar. I duck instinctively, even though it’s nowhere near me. When I look again, the bat has vanished and Dervish has moved on to another patch of wall.

Fifteen minutes into the summoning. All the walls are steaming. The air of the cellar is moist and hot, like in a sauna. Bill-E makes deep choking noises and flaps at the air with blood-red hands. Dervish has been breathing out a variety of smoky creatures—bats, snakes, dogs, insects. As I watch, he turns and exhales his largest yet—a full-sized wolf.

Bill-E gibbers wildly at the sight. Hisses at it, then ducks to the rear of his cage and crouches low, whimpering, as the spirit wolf floats towards him, evaporating before it touches the bars.

At any other time I’d feel pity for the poor beast Bill-E has become, but right now there’s only room in my heart for terror.

Dervish steps away from the walls at last, eyes closed, face contorted. Walks directly to the folder containing the Lord Loss drawings. Picks it up and clutches it to his chest.

“This is where things get weird,” he mutters, as steam pours from the walls and transparent worms drift in and out of his mouth.

“I can’t wait,” I half-laugh, almost hysterical.

“Whatever happens, don’t scream,” Dervish says. “We’re at our most vulnerable while I’m searching the various portals for the one that connects with Lord Loss’s realm. A scream could attract the interest of other demons—and that might be the end of us.”

“We’ll probably end on a grisly note anyway,” I say gloomily.

“Perhaps,” Dervish agrees. “But there are worse demons than Lord Loss.”

My thoughts threaten to spin out of control as I try to imagine anything worse than Lord Loss. Then Dervish spreads his arms and barks a loud command, and the world dissolves around me.

Walls and ceiling fading. Infinite space… a scattering of stars… meteors streak across the sky. But this space isn’t black—it’s red. An unending sky of redness, encircling the cellar like the drapes of hell.

The temperature escalates off the scale. Some of Dervish’s books burst into flame and incinerate instantly. The bars of Bill-E’s cage glow from the heat. All the candles in the cellar melt to the wick.

I check my clothes and hair, expecting flames, but although I can feel the terrible heat, it isn’t burning me. Dervish and Bill-E aren’t harmed either. Nor are the chess sets.

“Why aren’t we toast?” I cry. The words come out as a croak—my mouth and throat are unbelievably dry.

“Protected,” Dervish wheezes in reply, then lays a finger to his lips and shakes his head—no more speaking. He points to a meteor screaming across the sky overhead. As I gaze up, I realize it isn’t a meteor—it’s some enormous, incomprehensible, reality-defying monster!

Dervish squats and places both palms on the floor, which ripples beneath his touch, as if made of water. Muttering some spell—or prayer—he turns in a circle. His eyes are yellow when I next catch sight of his face, his teeth sharp and grey.

I open my mouth to scream—remember his warning—shut my lips quickly.

Dervish continues turning, and when he faces me again he looks normal. Standing, he picks up one of the unburnt books, flicks it open, and starts singing. Long, complicated words. His voice unnaturally clear and beautiful.

The red sky shimmers, then darkens as Dervish sings. I lose sight of the stars and meteor-monsters. The room slips into a hot, fearful blackness—no candles to shed any light. The last thing I see—Dervish, eyes closed, singing as though his life depended on it.

I feel alone in the darkness, though I know by Dervish’s singing and Bill-E’s grunts and whines that I’m not. Whistling sounds around me. Something long and silky brushes against my cheeks. I swipe at it, terrified—nothing there.

Dervish stops singing. The sudden silence is as disorienting as the lack of light.

“Dervish?” I whisper, not wishing to distract him, but needing to know he’s still there.

“It’s OK, Grubbs,” comes his voice. “Don’t move.”

“It’s dark,” I note redundantly.

“We’ll have all the light we care for soon enough,” he promises.

An object brushes my left ear. I flinch. “There’s something in the room with us!” I hiss.

“Yes,” Dervish says. “Take no notice. Stand your ground.”

It isn’t easy, but I obey my uncle’s order. The whistling sounds increase in volume, and I’m struck in various places by what feels like thick strands of rope. I wince and rub at my flesh, but otherwise don’t react.

Gradually I notice a dull grey glow all around me, which grows in strength, illuminating the distorted cellar. The walls have been replaced by thick strands of cobwebs, which stretch away, layer after layer, apparently endless. Many of the strands are stained with blood. Some are as thick as a tree trunk, while others are as thin as a line of thread.

From one of the strands hang the severed heads of Mom, Dad, and Gret.

I can’t hold back the scream, but Dervish anticipated this. He slides behind me and clamps both hands over my mouth. I howl into the flesh of his palms, wild, sobbing, reaching for the heads, while at the same time trying to back away from them.

“They aren’t real, Grubbs,” Dervish grunts, struggling to contain me. “They’re illusions. Let your fear go and they’ll vanish.”

I thrash more wildly in response. Can’t think straight. The heads seem to be growing. Eyes huge, filled with sadness and pain. Mom’s lips move silently. Gret sticks here tongue out at me—it’s alive with maggots.

“They’re testing you!” Dervish growls, fingers tightening over my lips. My neck’s strained almost to snapping point. “If they can drive you insane, I’ll have nobody to protect me from Artery and Vein!”

The names of the demons penetrate. Fighting the terror, I stare at the faces of my parents and sister, and spot minor mistakes—Dad’s nose bends to the wrong side, Gret’s hair shouldn’t be that long, Mom’s eyebrows are too thick.

I stop shaking. Lower my hands. Dervish releases me, but stays close, ready to gag me if I start screaming again.

“How do I make them go away?” I moan.

“Show you’re not afraid,” Dervish says. “Look at them without flinching.”

“It’s hard.”

“I know. For me too. But you can do it, Grubbs. You have to.”

Deep breaths. Exerting control. I lift my eyes and train them on the three heads dangling in front of me. Their features twist. Mom and Gret hiss at me hatefully. I don’t look away.

Under the strength of my gaze, the heads disintegrate, melting like the candles. The web vibrates. The air bubbles. The molten waxy flesh of the heads rises, twisting, forming itself into three new shapes. A crocodile-headed dog. A murderous baby. And their master—Lord Loss.

“It begins,” Dervish sighs, and steps forward to confront the demons.
THE BATTLE

DERVISH stops at the place where the floor gives way to webs, spreads his arms, and shouts something unintelligible. Blue flames crackle from the tips of his fingers. He brings his hands together, then touches a thick strand of web. Blue fire runs up the thread to where it connects with another. Like lightning it streaks from strand to strand, arcing ever closer to Lord Loss and his familiars. Lord Loss shows no sign of fear. When the blue flame reaches him, it sizzles and hisses around him, but he only smiles and waves a hand, and the flame sputters out.

Lord Loss stretches his arms above his head. As he does, six other arms unfold from around his body, three on either side. No fingers, just mangled lumps of flesh at the ends. The demon master grips two strands, one with either set of hands, and climbs towards us like a grotesque spider. Vein and Artery follow close behind their master. Vein yapping, Artery snapping his teeth.

Studying the demons with terror. So many details I’d forgotten. The tiny mouths in Artery’s palms, the fact that he doesn’t have a tongue in any mouth, the writhing cockroaches on his head, the fierceness of the flames burning in his empty eye sockets. Vein’s tiny cruel eyes, her long leathery snout, bits of flesh caught between her teeth, the sleekness of her canine coat, female hands instead of paws. And Lord Loss—red skin stained with blood that oozes from hundreds of thousands of ragged cracks, his strange dark red eyes, and the hole where his heart should be, filled with writhing, hissing snakes.

The demons come to the end of the web and hesitate, swaying on a thin strand like evil vultures on a vine. Dervish stands beneath them, cool as a chunk of ice, hands pressed together.

“Hello, Dervish,” Lord Loss says, his voice even sadder than I remembered. “It is good to see you again, my doomed friend.”

“Good to see you also,” Dervish replies tightly. Vein snaps at him, trying to frighten him, but Dervish only sniffs with disinterest.

“And my younger friend, poor Grubitsch Grady.” Lord Loss sighs, subjecting me to his eerie red gaze. “Your sorrow is still strong. So sweet.” His face wrinkles and blood seeps from cracks on both cheeks. He licks the blood from his flesh with an inhumanly long tongue, then extends a hand. “Come to me, Grubitsch. Let me feed on your pain. Misery should be celebrated, not endured. In my world you will be an emperor of suffering. Be mine, Grubitsch. Turn your back on this insane challenge and accept your true destiny.”

I find myself sneering, and without meaning to, I draw myself up straight, glare openly at the demon lord, and snap, “Stick it up your crack, you warped son of a mutant bitch!”

Lord Loss’s face drops. Vein and Artery gibber furiously. Dervish laughs.

“You will pay for that insult,” Lord Loss snarls, eyes glowing, blood flowing.

“Only if we lose,” Dervish chuckles. “You can’t touch him if we win.”

“Oh, but Dervish, you won’t win,” Lord Loss says, his voice reverberating with gloominess. “I wish there was hope—you remind me of Bartholomew Garadex, a most rare human. But you must face facts—this night you die. The boy is weak, unfit for such a challenge.”

“Don’t listen to him,” Dervish warns me. “He’s trying to make you think you’re lost before you start.”

“I know what he’s up to—it won’t work,” I grunt. But inside I’m not so cocky. There’s such sadness in the demon’s voice and eyes. Is it true? Are we destined to lose?

“One final chance, Grubitsch,” Lord Loss whispers. “Give yourself to me now and you can avoid the terror and agony. Your death will not be quick, but it will be pleasurable. Your mother, at the end, wished she had accepted my offer. She begged to serve me, but it was too late.”

“I don’t believe you,” I say evenly. “Mom would never have begged a piece of scum like you for anything—even her life!”

Lord Loss’s eyes narrow. “A second insult,” he murmurs. “You shall not make a third.” He faces Dervish. “I tire of these vain human posturings. I came to play chess. Are you ready?”

“Yes.”

“Who will take to the boards with me?”

“I will.”

Lord Loss lays a hand over his mouth to cover a small smile. “The boy is to fight Vein and Artery? I am astonished. I assumed Grubitsch was a chess maverick who would pit his wits against mine. But to throw him into combat with my savage familiars…”

“Grubbs will be fine,” Dervish says, but his voice doesn’t ring with confidence.

“So be it,” Lord Loss sighs. “I would have rather fought a noble contest, but if you are to play into our hands, there is nothing for it but to sweep to a swift victory and make a quick end of you.”

Lord Loss lowers himself off of the web and hovers just in front of Dervish, the jagged strips of flesh at the ends of his legs never touching the ground. Six of his arms fold around his ribs, leaving the upper pair free. Blood drips from his body and sizzles when it hits the stones of the floor.

Dervish steps aside and points to the chess boards. Lord Loss drifts towards them, lips splitting into the closest he can get to a genuinely warm smile. He circles the tables, running his fingers over some of the chess pieces. On the web, Vein and Artery snap and spit, scratching impatiently at the silky strands, hungry for battle and blood.

“I hope you prove more worthy an opponent than your brother, Dervish,” Lord Loss says spitefully. “He was on the back foot from the fourth move. It was quite embarrassing, the ease with which he succumbed. I think, deep down, he secretly wished to lose—just as Grubitsch does.”

“Shut up!” I yell, taking an angry step towards him, hands clenched into fists.

“Easy, Grubbs,” Dervish mutters. “He’s trying to goad you. Ignore his crap. Clear your mind. Focus on the fight.”

“Wise advice,” Lord Loss nods. “But Grubitsch is unable to heed it. He is full of fire and fury—like his mother. Her failures proved to be your father’s downfall. He might have fared better had he not been so worried about her, just as Dervish is worried about you. What will you say to your uncle when you fail him, Grubitsch? How will you apologize for—”

“If this continues,” Dervish interrupts softly, “the game’s off.” Lord Loss stares at him archly. “I’m not bluffing. Let it be a fair contest, me against you, Grubbs against your slaves, or there’ll be no contest at all.”

“You would sacrifice the wretched Billy Spleen so cheaply?” Lord Loss smirks.

“If I have to,” Dervish says, and his face is stone.

Lord Loss studies my uncle in troubled silence, then shrugs and sits on the side of the chess boards behind the black pieces. “Very well. We shall dispense with the pleasantries. Take your place, Dervish Grady, and face your finish.”

Dervish walks across to me. Grips my shoulders. Stares hard into my eyes. “You know what you have to do,” he says. “Fight hard and dirty—to the death.”

“Piece of cake,” I grin weakly. “Good luck.”

“We make our own luck tonight,” he says in reply. He releases me and marches to the chess boards. Sits, takes a breath, then without any formalities reaches forward, grips a pawn on the middle board, and moves it forward.

Immediately, Vein and Artery leap from the web and zone in on me, screeching, snarling, the stench of death thick in the air about them.

No time to check Lord Loss’s response to Dervish’s opening move. I toss myself wildly to the left. Vein shoots overhead, crocodile jaws snapping together on thin air, human fingers wriggling.

Artery lands on my back. His left hand grabs my neck. Teeth bite into my flesh. I howl and roll over, seeking to squash the hell-child. He leaps free before I complete the move, chuckling darkly.

In the cage, Bill-E roars and shakes the bars, sensing the threat of the demons even in his beastlike form.

Vein attacks again, bounding across the floor. My right hand snakes out. Fingers open. An axe jumps into my palm from the pile of weapons several meters away. I sit up and throw. It arcs towards Vein. Bounces hard off her snout. Only a scratch, but the wound makes her pause.

I rise without using the muscles in my legs. Look down—I’m hovering in the air! Close my mind to the impossibility of the situation. Extend both hands. An axe flies into my left, a short sword into my right. I look for the demons. They’re huddled side by side, glaring at me.

“Come and get it, creeps!” I grunt, twirling the axe like a baton.

“A clever maneuver,” Lord Loss notes, clapping drily. “Did you teach him that one, Dervish?”

“Never mind the commentary,” Dervish growls. “It’s your move.”

My eyes dart to the boards. Incredibly, dozens of moves have been made in the few seconds since the game began. Play is at an advanced stage on all five sets.

Artery attacks while I’m distracted. Faster than my eye can follow, he crosses the room, jumps, and drags down hard on my legs. I kick at him, but he scrabbles up above my knees. The teeth in his hands sink into both my thighs. I scream. Artery laughs. Vein yaps excitedly. Bill-E butts the bars of his cage with his head and tries to bite through them.

I collapse to the floor. Artery’s shaken loose by the jolt. I kick him backwards. He barrels into a pile of charred books, scattering them, squealing viciously.

Vein’s on me before I can get up. Her teeth clamp around my outstretched left leg. She bites through my shinbone. Rips her head left and right. Flesh and bone tear. My foot and ankle fly across the room. Blood pumps from the lower part of my left leg—agony!

Vein and Artery scramble to the wound. Immerse their faces in the spray of blood. Gulp it down. Push each other out of the way, hungry for the taste of me.

Shaking—going into shock—eyes rolling—room spinning—numb to the pain—watching the demons feed—defeated—dying.

“Use your magic!” Dervish screams. My eyes half-focus. He’s standing, face ashen. “Magic!” he bellows again, as Lord Loss grins and takes one of Dervish’s queens with a bishop.

Staring at the demons—their faces red with my blood—imagining their next attack—the torment—spurred into action.

I’m still holding the axe. Summoning all my strength, I lash out with it and bury it dead in the middle of Vein’s hard, elongated head. The demon falls away, choking. Her strength deserts her. She falls in a heap. I’ve killed her!

I almost shout aloud with glee, until I spot Artery climbing on top of Vein. He pulls the axe out and pushes the edges of the wound together. Blood glows. The wound knots itself closed. Vein gets to her feet, shaken, but very much alive.

My heart sinks—then leaps. Dervish’s cry makes sense now. If the demons can use magic to repair their wounds, so can I! While Vein’s still recovering, I point at my severed foot on the other side of the room and will it back into place. For a second nothing happens. Then it vanishes and reappears at the end of my leg. Flesh, bone, and sinews meld. The pain is worse than when it was bitten off. But it works! Within seconds I have my foot back, and though it’s sore as hell, it will serve.

I don’t test my weight on the foot. Instead, I calmly spread my arms and imagine myself airborne. With slow grace, I rise. Tucking both legs up behind me, I face the demons, then stab at them with my sword.

Artery bats my sword away. Vein jumps into the air and snaps for my legs, but I’m too high. I laugh at the demons, then slash at them again. They scatter, Vein to my left, Artery to my right.

Bloodlust. Sensing victory. I chase after Artery. Hack at him with the sword—miss by bare inches. Hack again—closer. He races from me, wailing, tiny limbs waving in an almost comical manner. Throws himself to the floor in desperation. I have him! Hurling myself forward, I take careful aim with my sword, bring it screaming down, and…

… hit the strands of web at the boundary of the cellar!

Sharp resistance, like hitting a steel bar. Bones crack. Sword drops. But worse—I stick! The strands of web are coated with a gluey substance. It clings to my arms, body, legs. I’m a fly stuck to flypaper. Struggling. Trapped. Helpless.

Artery and Vein gather below me. Their faces split into evil leers. The teeth in Artery’s hands gnash dreadfully. Vein’s eyes appear beadier than ever. She grips the web with her human hands. Crawls towards me. Artery not far behind.

Thrashing—tearing at the web—trying to bite through the strand nearest my face. I call upon my magical abilities—wish myself off of the web—it doesn’t work! Blind panic—the demons closing in—here comes the kill!
A CHANGE OF PLAN

VEIN creeps closer. Artery slithers next to his demonic sister. Both growling softly. My cries die away to a terrified whimper. Watching, sickly fascinated, accepting my doom.

“No!” Dervish roars, and he’s suddenly floating above the demons. Grabs each by the scruff of the neck and hurls them across the width of the cellar, where they crash into webs on the opposite side. He reaches down, grabs my arms, and rips me free of the sticky strands. Presses his fingers into my back where the bones broke. A warm surge of power—the bones knit together.

“This is unpardonable, Dervish,” Lord Loss mutters from his place at the chess boards. “To abandon our game while it’s in progress…” He tuts disapprovingly. “You have broken the rules of our agreement. I am now free to summon as many of my familiars as I wish and set them loose upon you and the boys.”

“Wait!” Dervish roars as Lord Loss rises. “I’ll return to the game!”

“Too late,” Lord Loss sighs. “Besides, what would be the point? Grubitsch is out of his depth. Let us put an end to this sham. You have disappointed me, Dervish, but there will be other Gradys and other matches.” Lord Loss extends five of his eight arms, picks up Dervish’s kings from each board, and starts to crush them.

“What if Grubbs plays you?” Dervish shouts.

Lord Loss pauses. “That was not our deal.”

“We’ll make a new deal,” Dervish hisses. “The game continues where I left off. Grubbs assumes my position. I pit myself against your beasts.”

“Why should I agree to that?” Lord Loss asks. “I have already won.”

“No,” Dervish disagrees. “We may have forfeited the game—but you haven’t won. You can take our lives now, quickly, or you can prolong the agony and savor Grubb’s desperation and sorrow as he loses to you.”

Lord Loss’s eyes light up at the mention of desperation and sorrow, but he hesitates before replying. “What if he doesn’t lose?” he finally murmurs. “I will have sacrificed the pleasures of a certain victory for the humiliation of defeat.”

“It’s a gamble,” Dervish agrees, “but Grubbs is a poor player. Our chances are slim. Imagine the satisfaction you’ll extract as Grubbs slowly and painfully comes to realize he can’t win.”

“You make it sound almost irresistible.” Lord Loss smiles thinly. “But what does the boy think?”

Dervish looks questioningly at me. I shake my head uncertainly. “I just want it over with,” I sob. “We’re going to lose anyway—why drag it out?”

“As long as there’s life, there’s hope,” Dervish replies quietly. “And it’s not just yourself you’d be playing for—it’s me and Billy too. Will you throw away our lives without a fight?”

I stare at my uncle’s cold expression, then at the howling Bill-E in his cage. Wearily, I nod. “I’ll try,” I mumble. “If Lord Loss agrees to it, so will I.”

Dervish’s head whips round and he glares at Lord Loss. “Well?” he barks. “Can you match this child’s courage, or will you flee with the easy victory?”

Lord Loss rolls the kings around in the stubby layers of flesh at the ends of his arms, considering the proposal. Then, with a smile, he replaces them on the boards. “Come,” he says, gesturing to the seat which Dervish vacated.

Gliding to the floor. Dervish sets me down. Pain flares in my left foot. I ignore it. Hobble forward. Gaze at the five boards, the ranks of white and black pieces, then into the demon master’s cunning eyes.

Breathing raggedly. Clearing my thoughts. Trying to remember every lesson Dad and Mom ever taught me.

I sit.

Instant peacefulness. An unnatural silence. I stare around the cellar, startled. Everything seems to have stopped. Dervish stands motionless, facing the demons, while Bill-E’s frozen at the bars of his cage. Then I realize they are moving—only incredibly slowly.

“What happened?” I gasp.

“I have separated our time frame from theirs,” Lord Loss says. “It allows us to play without distractions.”

I watch as Dervish’s right hand slowly comes up, fingers unfurling, red flames streaking from the tips. Slower than snails, Vein and Artery break to the sides, out of the path of the firebolts.

“Come,” Lord Loss says, tapping the middle board. “The fight is no longer your concern. Focus on the match.”

With an effort I tear my eyes away from Dervish and the demons and stare at the pieces lined up in front of me. Assessing the damage. I immediately note that the game on the far right board is beyond saving—that’s where Lord Loss took Dervish’s queen with a bishop. The game on the center board also looks like a lost cause, with white down both knights and a bishop.

“Depressing, isn’t it?” Lord Loss sighs, looking more miserable than I feel. “Dervish was not at his best tonight. His fear for you affected his game. I warned him about that, but he would not listen.”

Lord Loss picks up the queen he took from the far right board and toys with it. “It’s your move, Grubitsch,” he says, “but take your time. There is no rush. Study the pieces. Plan a campaign. Search for openings.”

I reach towards a rook on the board to my immediate left. Pause. Withdraw my hand without touching the piece. “Can I move any piece, on any board?” I ask.

“Of course.”

I run an eye over the five boards again, then pick up a pawn on the board to my far right and move it forward a space. The battle’s already lost on that board, so I might as well start there and treat it as a warm-up. Hopefully work my worst moves out of my system.

“Ah,” Lord Loss nods. “A cautious approach. Very wise, young Grubitsch.” He moves a knight forward and checks my king. “It will make no difference to the end result, but at least you may lose with some dignity. Perhaps that will provide you with a glimmer of comfort when you and your unfortunate companions roast tonight in the fires of my own personal hell.”

It takes Lord Loss nine moves to checkmate me on the far right. When he wins, my king melts into a foul-smelling white puddle. Lord Loss picks up the board, snaps it into pieces, and tosses it aside.

“Then there were four.”

Sweating. Fidgeting. Trying to concentrate on the boards. Eyes constantly flicking to Dervish and the demons, locked in slow-motion combat.

I’m trying to keep play confined to the board on my left—taking the contest one game at a time—but Lord Loss won’t oblige. He makes a few moves on that board, then switches to another, then another.

Though I have a free run of the boards, I can’t make more than one move on any board until Lord Loss has replied to it. So, if I make a move on the middle board, and Lord Loss then moves a piece on the board to my far left, I can’t make a second move on the board in the middle—I have to wait for Lord Loss to move one of his pieces on it. He’s tied by the same rules as me, of course, but it feels like the odds are stacked in his favor, as if I’m the only one restricted.

I’ve played chess like this before, but not often, and not recently. Dad tried me on multiple boards when I was younger, saw I wasn’t able to maintain my focus, so worked on improving my individual game. Perhaps he’d have tested me again when I was older—if he’d lived.

It’s impossible not to think about my parents and Gret. Did Dad sweat this much when he faced the demon lord? Was Gret half-frozen in time, like Bill-E is now, unaware of what was occurring, but somehow sensing doom? Did Mom lose limbs to the familiars during the fight?

I move a wizard-shaped rook across the middle board. The game here seems lost, but I’m taking it slowly, hoping a route to victory will present itself.

“Oh dear,” Lord Loss says, and my stomach sinks. He takes one of my pawns with a bishop, exposing my queen. I’ll have to move her now, but that’s going to leave my king vulnerable. Any half-hopes I entertained of winning on this board vanish.

“So sad,” Lord Lord whispers, red eyes glowing dully. “To lose nobly is horrible—but to carelessly throw the game away…”

“Stuff it,” I half-sob, knowing he’s right, hating myself for surrendering so cheaply.

“You can concede defeat now, if you wish,” he says. “I have no heart, but if I had, there would be room in it for mercy. I will let you—”

“I said stuff it!” I roar, cutting him off. I brutally push my queen to safety, then turn my thoughts away from the board in the middle and focus on the three on which I still stand a slim chance of winning.

Lord Loss doesn’t finish me off on the center board, but chooses instead to flirt with me on the others, toying with me, threatening my major pieces, letting me escape, then slowly moving back in for the kill.

I’m playing through tears, fingers shaking, breath rasping in my throat. It’s not losing that I despise, but doing so in such a humiliating fashion. I ignored Lord Loss when he spoke of losing with dignity, but now I understand what he meant. To crumble at the moment of truth, to allow your opponent to psyche you out, to defeat yourself by playing dreadfully—that’s a million times more sickening than coming, competing, and being beaten fairly.

“I could chase you forever, Grubitsch,” Lord Loss murmurs, once again sliding a queen backwards on the board to my left, when he could have pressed on with her and ensnared my king. “Perhaps I will.” He smiles with evil pleasure. “Time can barely touch us here. I could make this game last an eternity.”

I respond by moving a pawn sideways on the far left board. A blind move, born of exhaustion and resignation.

“I’m afraid that’s an illegal move,” Lord Loss says, putting the pawn back on its original spot. “But I’ll overlook it this time. Try again.”

“Why don’t you just finish it?” I scream, picking the pawn up and throwing it straight at the demon’s face. The pawn sticks in the flesh of Lord Loss’s left cheek. He leaves it there a moment, while blood pools around it, then pries it free and places it back on the board.

“You should be grateful that I procrastinate,” he chuckles, pressing a finger to the fresh cut on his cheek, then licking it clean of blood with his long grey tongue. “This is your final ever game as one of the living. It’s only fitting that it should last a lifetime.”

Hitting brick walls. Every time I advance, Lord Loss drives me back. Every time I go after one of his pieces, he smoothly evades capture. Every time I fall back and group my pieces around my kings—inviting him on, in the hope he’ll get arrogant and make a mistake—he circles like a vulture, patient, cold, mocking.

My temper rises and drops from minute to minute. I scream at him, turn my back, and refuse to play, then give in and beg him to end the torment.

Through it all he observes me with a slight, cutting smile, which spreads during my darkest moments, as he feeds on my sorrow with relish.

Since my cause is hopeless, I spend more and more time watching Dervish battle the familiars. He seems to have the upper hand—the pair are wounded in many places—but Vein and Artery are still active, tracking him, probing for weak spots.

“A nasty nick,” Lord Loss notes as Artery makes a pass and catches Dervish’s left hip. Blood sprays into the air in slow motion, each drop vividly visible from where I sit. Dervish’s lips press tightly together into a pained wince.

“I think your uncle might succumb before you do,” Lord Loss says, reluctantly taking one of my pawns. “As brave and resourceful as he is, he cannot continue forever.”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” I snarl. “To see him fail. To be able to pin the blame on him and make him feel guilty. I bet you’d tell him I was enjoying great success on the boards—torment him before you let your slaves finish him off.”

Lord Loss beams ghoulishly. “You see through me, young Grubitsch,” he purrs.

“I’m starting to,” I mutter, and return to the game. I’m reaching forward to move a knight when I pause, thinking about what I’ve just said. I am starting to understand how Lord Loss operates. He isn’t a difficult creature to make sense of—as Dervish told me already, the demon master feeds on pain. He thrives on the misery of others.

“Continue,” Lord Loss encourages me, nodding at the knight. “That’s one of your finer moves. You’ll threaten both my rook and queen. I’ll have to do some quick thinking to wriggle out of this one!” He laughs, as though my cunning delights him.

But it’s not my cunning he craves.

It’s my suffering.

I withdraw my hand and jam it under the table, thinking furiously. My wits and chess skills are no match for Lord Loss’s. I’ve tried all I can to upset his game plan and disturb his style of play. But what if the answer doesn’t lie in the game? What if I can compete with him on an emotional level and undermine him that way?

Thinking—

He’s a parasite.

He feeds off the misery of others.

He takes delight in my failings.

Observing—

His smile, how it grows as my mood dips.

The glow in his eyes when I run out of ideas and break down in tears.

The eagerness with which he attacks, then withdraws.

Wondering—

What would happen if I robbed him of his grisly satisfaction?

How would he respond if I cut off his supply of desperate grief?

I close my eyes. Forget the boards, the game, Lord Loss. Think about Dervish and the speed with which he pushed me into this encounter. He could have prepared me for this in advance, told me about Bill-E and Lord Loss, worked with me on my weapons and chess skills, just in case he ever had to use me. But he didn’t. He dropped me in it. No training or commands, except one simple, core piece of advice—don’t act—react.

Understanding clicks in. My eyes snap open. I’ve been going about this the wrong way! Thinking, plotting, planning—those are all the things Dervish told me not to do. He warned me to obey my instincts, let the magic flow, react to the lunges and parries of the demons. He was talking about hand-to-hand combat, but why shouldn’t those guidelines apply at the chess board too?

I recall the way he launched into the game. No hesitation. No long study of the boards. I assumed it was because he had his game plan set clear in his mind before he sat down—but perhaps he didn’t have one at all!

“Grubitsch?” Lord Loss asks, fake concern in his expression. “Are you well, my young friend? Can you continue?”

I stare at him wordlessly for a long, pregnant moment.

Then I laugh.

“Of course I can!” I boom, startling the demon master. “Forgive me for the long delay—I was trying to remember if I left the light on in my bedroom before coming down.”

“What?” he blinks.

“Dad hated it when I left the lights on,” I tell him, casually moving my queen on the middle board forward, presenting her to Lord Loss’s rook. “Electricity bills don’t pay themselves, you know. Your move.”

Lord Loss stares at me, astonished, then down at the board. “That was an unwise choice,” he mutters. “Born of haste, perhaps?”

“No,” I smirk. “I knew what I was doing.”

“You can retract the piece if you wish,” he says.

“Really?”

“It is not normally allowed.” He smiles. “But I will make an exception. Take your queen back. Recalculate. Choose a wiser course of action.”

“Very kind of you.” I pull the queen back six places to her original position, pause a moment—then move her forward into the exact same spot as before.

Lord Loss’s face darkens. I throw my head back and rock with laughter.

“You would be well advised not to try my patience,” he hisses.

“To hell with your patience,” I jeer. “This game bores me. You bore me. Take my queen or drag things out—I don’t care anymore.”

“You wish to concede defeat?” Lord Loss asks with undue eagerness.

“Nope,” I chuckle. “You’ll have to come take me. And if you don’t—if you play it coy, like you have been—I’ll chase you. I’ll give you no option but to rid me of my queens, rooks, and bishops. And you know what I’ll do then, old friend? I’ll giggle! I’ll guffaw! I’ll positively explode with every last scrap of mirth I can muster!”

“You’ve lost your mind,” he croaks.

“No.” I smile spitefully. “You’ve lost your juicy meal ticket. I won’t play the sad, bewildered victim any longer. You’ll never feed from me again. You can kill me, but you won’t squeeze one further drop of pleasure from me, not if you keep me alive for twenty lifetimes!”

The demon lord’s jaw trembles. His eyes flare with pale red light. The snakes in his chest slide under and over each other in a sudden frenzy. Then he reaches out, pushes his rook forward with a stubby, ill-shaped excuse for a finger, and knocks my elfin queen from the table.

In response, I look him straight in the eye—and laugh.
SPIRAL TO THE HEART OF NOWHERE

LORD Loss surrounds my king on the middle board—checkmate. I giggle as my king melts. While it’s still bubbling, I move a knight forward on the board to my right, then sit back and twiddle my thumbs, whistling tunelessly.

“This show of indifference does not become you,” Lord Loss says stiffly, attacking my knight with a pawn.

“No show.” I smile, switching play to the board on my far left, shoving a rook deep into enemy territory, barely thinking about it, not pausing afterwards to check my opponent’s response.

“This is ridiculous, Grubitsch,” Lord Loss says. He fakes an encouraging smile. “If you throw the game away, you throw your life away too. You are already two games down. You cannot afford to lose again. You must concentrate. If not, you and your uncle—”

“Chess is dumb,” I interrupt. “Like all games, it’s silly and pointless. People who take it seriously are fools. I’m sorry, but I can’t pretend to respect your foolishness any longer, regardless of what’s at stake.”

The demon master’s lips peel back from his sharp grey teeth. “I could reach across and crush you into a million pieces!” he hisses.

“But that won’t silence my laughter,” I giggle. “Have you moved?” I lean forward to advance a pawn on the board to my left.

“Leave that alone!” he shouts. “I haven’t had my turn yet!”

“Well, hurry up,” I tut. “I’ve wasted enough time on this garbage. Let’s get it over and done with.”

Lord Loss trembles. Starts to say something. Catches himself. Mutters darkly and takes one of my pawns on the far left board. Before he’s placed it on the desk, I push forward the pawn on the board to my near left, and once again fall back to studying my thumbs, twirling them mindlessly, thinking about summer, TV, music—anything except Lord Loss, his familiars, and chess.

Lord Loss isn’t smiling any longer. His features are contorted with hatred. He takes long, agonized pauses before each move—not to drag the torment out, but because he’s unsure of himself.

I think about cracking jokes or singing songs, but I don’t want to go overboard. Indifference is infuriating enough. He’s unaccustomed to opponents showing no interest in the match or their fate. He’s had long, delicious decades of pressure contests, feeding off the anxiety of those he faces, growing strong on it. He doesn’t know how to cope with a vacant, yawning teenager.

I don’t play blindly, but I play recklessly, pushing forward on all three boards, taking wild chances, surrendering myself to the random mechanics of chess. I’m presenting Lord Loss with more chances to finish me off than he could have ever dreamed of—but he fails to capitalize on them. He’s too agitated to press for the kill. He fumblingly takes a few of my pieces but doesn’t follow up on the captures.

And then I start taking his pieces.

I capture pawns first, a few on each board. I line them up in neat little rows, toying with them while he contemplates his moves. Then one of his knights falls prey to my queen on the board to my right. On the far left board I take a rook and bishop in quick succession. While he struggles to shore up his defenses on that board, I push my queen ahead on the board next to it—straight into the path of a black bishop.

Lord Loss gasps, his face lighting up. He sweeps the bishop forward, giggling intensely, eyes shining evilly.

I snort at the demon master’s pleasure and slip a knight in behind his bishop. “Check.”

He freezes. Stares at the knight, then his king, then the captured queen in the mangled palm of his hand. His jaw quivers, then firms. “A clever strategy,” he commends me with icy politeness.

“Actually, I only saw the opening as you were removing my queen,” I answer honestly. “Lucky, I guess—though luck always plays a part in childish games like these.”

Lord Loss turns his face away in disgust. “You are a disgrace to the game,” he growls.

“So punish me,” I goad him. “Make me pay. Put me in my place.” I adopt a very young child’s challenging tone. “Dare ya!”

He hisses. Fixes his gaze on the boards. Studies them feverishly.

I pick at the nail of my left index finger and wonder if I should start using clippers instead of scissors.

The balance of power lurches wildly between us. Lord Loss works hard to take three of my pawns. I respond by idly chasing his king with my knight on the board to my left, the one on which I lost my queen. He blocks my path, attacks my knight, and does all he can to repulse me, but I hang in there, amused by his failure to capture my knight. After a while I start thinking how lonely he looks, a single white knight stranded amidst a sea of black, and to provide him with company, I press forward with a bishop and a rook.

Lord Loss throws everything into smashing the three white irritants. He abandons attack completely and chases my knight, bishop, and rook as though they were responsible for some personal insult. After several frenzied twists and cutbacks, he traps my bishop and chuckles fiercely. “Next move—it’s mine!”

“I reckon you’re right,” I sigh, then grin impishly and push a pawn forward. I’m not quite sure how it got there, but it’s now only one space away from the end of the board, where I can exchange it for any piece I like. “But on the move after that, my pawn becomes a queen—much preferable to a bishop, don’t you think?”

Lord Loss stares at the pawn, then the knight, then back at the pawn.

Two of his spare arms unfold around him. He covers his eyes. And moans.

“Checkmate.”

I mutter the word emotionlessly and scratch my left elbow. “Can I make your king melt?” I ask curiously.

Lord Loss doesn’t respond. His eyes are fixed on the trapped king on the board to my left, as though he can spot a way out if he looks at it long enough.

“I asked if I could make your—”

The black king explodes into tiny shards. I duck to avoid the flying bits of crystal. When I look again, Lord Loss’s face is peppered with shiny splinters. Blood trickles from the cuts.

“You should take more pride in your appearance,” I tell him. “You’ll never attract girls with an ugly mug like that.”

“I’ll see you suffer for this,” he says hoarsely, red eyes bulging. “Win or lose, I’ll find a way to pay you back for the insults you’ve dealt me tonight.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I smile. “It surely can’t be an insult to show no interest in a game in which I have no interest.”

“Later,” Lord Loss hisses, head shaking violently. “Later!”

He turns to the board on my right—the one with the In-can pieces—and broods over it in menacing silence, collecting his thoughts.

He pushes me hard on the Incan board. Slow but steady advances. Cutting off my avenues of attack. Forcing me back. Pegging me to my own half.

I take no notice of the mounting threat. When I can’t move forward, I slide sideways, dancing out of the path of his soldiers, shrugging it off when he captures one of my rooks, laughing as my knights leap clear of the closing net.

Lord Loss’s breath thickens the closer he gets to victory. Bloody sweat seeps from his pores. He twitches on his chair.

I ignore the danger I’m in. Keep one eye on Dervish as I shift a pawn forward. He’s locked in close-quarters combat with the familiars, holding Artery away from his throat at arm’s length, while Vein chews on his left leg. It looks serious, but I observe with cool disinterest.

Lord Loss grunts contentedly and takes my pawn. A path is opening up to my king. Another few moves and I’ll have to sacrifice my queen.

“You’re not laughing now,” Lord Loss notes sadistically.

“Only because my laughter seems to disturb you,” I smile sweetly, sending one of my knights to the right of the board, to cover my queen.

Lord Loss brings up a rook, blocking my queen’s path of retreat. I move my knight again, lodging it between my queen and his rook. Grinning wickedly, he swiftly takes my knight with a pawn.

I wince—then wink. “I can’t believe you fell for that one,” I chortle.

Picking up my queen, I slide her diagonally far up the board, through the gap left by the pawn he moved when capturing my knight—and knock Lord Loss’s black queen clean off the table.

His breath stops. His mouth closes. His stomach rumbles.

“Checkmate in four moves,” I note drily. “Or is it three?”

In response, Lord Loss picks up his king and crushes it softly between his mangled fingers.

“Two-two,” he croaks, and turns to the board on my far left—the final board—the decider.

Lord Loss moves his pieces sluggishly. He plays with sad remoteness, face cast in dull misery, flinching every time I capture one of his pieces, handling the game to me without a real fight.

I feel a bubble of joy rising in my chest—and swiftly move to burst it. If I show any emotion now, he might seize upon it and revive with a flourish. Although it’s difficult, I remain detached, moving my pieces instinctively, automatically, not dwelling upon thoughts of victory.

Gradually I rip his defenses to shreds. I check his king and he beats a sad retreat. For a couple of moves he threatens my queen, but then I drag her out of the way and check him again, with a rook. For a second time his king is forced to flee.

A short while later I trap him on the left side of the board.

He’s caught between my queen, two knights, and a bishop. He starts to move his king. Pauses. Does a double-take. Sighs deeply and slowly tips the king over.

“Checkmate,” he intones morosely.

I blink—I hadn’t seen it. “Are you sure?” I ask, frowning.

In response he pushes himself away from the table and floats out of his chair, face impassive.

Real time crashes over me. I’m hit by a wave of hot air. Sounds—Bill-E’s howls, the snapping of Vein and Artery’s teeth, Dervish’s grunts. I spin. My uncle’s on the floor, furiously wrestling with the demons. Blood everywhere. His left leg cut to ribbons. His right hand chewed off.

“Stop them!” I scream, darting to Dervish’s aid.

Artery hears me, turns, and snarls. Spreads his hands wide—morsels of Dervish’s flesh caught between his teeth. Rises to meet me.

“Peace, Artery,” Lord Loss says, and the demon stops. “Cease, Vein,” he commands, and the crocodile-headed monster quits chewing on Dervish’s arm and looks questioningly at her master. “I have been beaten. We must respect the rules of the game.”

The demons chatter and gibber madly. The flames in Artery’s eyes flare and he hisses at his lord, shaking his head negatively. Vein snaps her jaws open and shut, then turns again on Dervish.

“You will obey me,” Lord Loss says softly, “or I shall have your heads.”

The demons pause. Then Vein clamps her teeth around Dervish’s arm. Dervish screams. A blinding red light fills the cellar. I shut my eyes and cover my face with my arms. When I dare look again, Vein’s lying in scraps of bloody flesh around my uncle. Artery has backed up to one of the webs and is whimpering fearfully.

Lord Loss floats over to Dervish and studies him blankly as he sits up and sets to work on his injuries, using magic to patch himself back together.

“I won,” I remark, carefully approaching my preoccupied uncle, wary of Lord Loss—he might have killed the rebellious Vein, but I still don’t trust him.

“So I see,” Dervish says, not glancing up from his wounds. I’m bitterly disappointed by his reaction. I expected cheers and tears, hugging and back-slapping—not this.

“You needn’t sound so excited about it,” I sniff.

Dervish looks up at me. A thin smile crosses his lips, then vanishes. “I’m delighted, Grubbs,” he sighs. “Truly. But this isn’t over for me. I have to fight Lord Loss now, and it’s a fight I probably won’t win. So while I’m ecstatic for you and Billy, I’m a little too worried about myself to celebrate.”

“What are you talking about? We won. I beat him. We can…”

I stop, recalling the full rules of the challenge. Lord Loss is under oath to cure the person affected by lycanthropy if he loses at chess—but the one who beats him has to travel to the Demonata’s universe and fight him there.

“But I beat him!” I cry, stooping to catch Dervish’s eye. “I’m the one who has to go with him and—”

“No,” Dervish interrupts. “The player always goes, while the one who fought the familiars remains. But since we swapped roles, we can choose who goes and stays. Isn’t that right?” he asks Lord Loss.

Lord Loss nods slightly. “It is an ambiguous point, but I have had enough of the boy. I shall seek him out some other time. As I vowed, he will pay for his humiliation of me, but for now I wish only to wash my hands of him.”

“But you’re wounded!” I protest. “You’re not fit to fight anymore. Let me. I know how to beat him. I can do it. I’ll—”

“This isn’t a debate,” Dervish says gruffly. He grips both my hands in his and squeezes tightly. “You performed brilliantly on the boards, Grubbs, but this is a different matter. He’s far stronger in his own universe than he is here. Leave it to me, OK?”

Tears roll down my cheeks unchecked. “I don’t want to lose you,” I sob.

“But you must,” he says, smiling. “At least for a while.” He finishes healing himself and stands, groaning loudly. Turns to Lord Loss. “The cure?”

Lord Loss sneers. “I had not forgotten.” He floats across the room to the cage. Bill-E backs away, snarling fitfully, but at a gesture from the demon master he flies across the cage and thrusts his arms through the bars. Lord Loss wraps two of his own arms around Bill-E’s and slides the other six through the bars of the cage, encompassing the struggling werewolf. He exerts pressure, until Bill-E goes stiff, then presses his face forward, places his lips over Bill-E’s, and ex-hales heavily, as though giving the kiss of life.

Bill-E’s fingers fly out rigidly, then curl up into tight fists. His legs shake fitfully, then go slack. After ten or twelve seconds, Lord Loss breaks contact and releases Bill-E. He floats backwards, coughing and spitting. Bill-E teeters on his feet a moment, then crumples to the floor.

I start towards my brother, concerned. Dervish stops me. “Wait. He’ll be OK. There are things I must tell you before we say goodbye.” I face my uncle, who speaks quickly. “You know where the forms, credit cards, and contact numbers are. Use them. Act swiftly. Don’t be ashamed to ask for help. And don’t let the authorities take you away from here. They might interfere when they discover the condition I’m in, seek to separate you from me. Don’t let them.” His face is grim. “Lord Loss has threatened you—that’s serious. He can’t harm you in Carcery Vale—as long as you stay out of this cellar—but you’re vulnerable elsewhere. In time you’ll learn spells to protect yourself—friends of mine will help—but for now you mustn’t leave the Vale.”

“What can I do to stop them?” I ask.

“Stand up to them. Sic my lawyers—your lawyers—on them. Be brave. Prove you’re fit to live independently. Don’t give them any excuse to take you away. Meera will help—if she recovers—but you’ll have to do a lot of it yourself.”

Lord Loss has drifted to the edge of the cellar while we’ve been talking. He’s floating in front of a thick bank of webs, gesturing at them with all eight arms, muttering something inhuman. Artery has crept up beside his master and squats sullenly next to him.

As I watch, the webs shimmer, then twist in a clockwise direction, winding and wrapping together. The center of the web pulses outwards a couple of times, then stretches backwards at lightning speed, cutting a path through the layers of webs behind it, creating an impossibly long, rotating funnel from the cellar to some indefinite point beyond.

“Take care of Billy,” Dervish says. “He won’t remember any of this. It’s up to you how much you tell him. I won’t advise you one way or the other on that point. If you start to change…” He hesitates, then presses on. “Meera and one of my other friends might challenge Lord Loss on your behalf. If you want to make a fight of it, ask Meera, and she can—”

“No,” I interrupt softly. “I won’t put anybody else through this. It wouldn’t be fair. If the curse hits me, I’ll abandon myself to it, call in the Lambs. But I won’t ask anyone to face Lord Loss for me.”

Dervish smiles wanly. “You might lose some of those noble ideals when you get a bit older.” His smile softens. “But I hope not.”

“It is time, Dervish Grady,” Lord Loss says. The spiraling funnel he’s created glows redly, the webs revolving rapidly. Artery leaps onto the web at the rim of the funnel. He’s sucked into it instantly. Spins around several times, head over heels, then vanishes down the funnel’s maw, never to be seen in these parts again—I hope.

“Must you go?” I sob, clutching Dervish’s hands.

“Yes,” he answers simply. “If I refused, he could bring his hordes of familiars through and destroy us all.”

“How will I know… if you’re… successful?” I gulp.

“As long as I’m fighting, I’ll be an emotionless shell here,” he says. “If I lose, that won’t change, and you’ll never know—I’ll simply die of old age. But if I win…” He winks. “Don’t worry—you’ll soon find out!”

Dervish faces Lord Loss and the funnel. Takes a deep breath. Holds it. Lets it out nervously. “Remember, Grubbs,” he mutters. “Don’t give up on me. No matter how much time passes—even if it’s decades—there’s always hope.”

“I’ll look after you,” I promise, weeping uncontrollably.

“Your Mom and Dad would have been proud of you tonight,” Dervish says. “Gret too.”

With that, he turns his back on me and marches to the funnel. Lord Loss bows politely as he approaches, then unfolds all eight of his arms and strikes for Dervish’s throat. Dervish ducks swiftly, avoiding the demon master’s lunge. “Uh-uh!” he laughs. “You won’t make that quick a finish of me!”

Leaping over the demon, he grabs hold of a thick strand of web, spins around, hollering wildly, then disappears down the funnel, becoming a speck, then nothing.

Lord Loss floats towards the opening. Glances back at me, eyes cold and hateful. “In the past, I’ve respected those who bested me,” he snarls. “But you belittled both the game and me. I will be keeping a close watch on you, Grubitsch Grady, and if you ever—”

“My name’s Grubbs,” I grunt, cutting him short. I step forward, wiping tears from my face. “Now piss off back to your own world, you motherless scum, and save your threats for those who care.”

For a moment it looks like he’s going to abandon protocol and rip me to shreds. But then he snarls, whirls away from me, and hurls himself into the funnel of webs. There’s a flash. The world turns red, then black. The webs fade. The funnel blinks out of existence. Walls and ceiling slowly return.

It ends.
THE CHANGE

WORKING numbly. A quick trip to the house to fetch new candles. Then I sweep debris—broken chess boards and pieces—out of the way. Methodical. Chasing every last splinter and shard. Stacking them neatly against the walls. Need to keep active. Not dwelling on the game or the fight—or Dervish.

His body rematerialized as reality returned. But only his body—not his mind. He stands by the wall to my left, vacant, unresponsive, eyes glazed over.

Bill-E regains consciousness—and humanity—as I’m coming towards the end of my big cleanup. “Where am I?” he mutters. “What’s happening?” He stands shakily and stares at the bars of the cage. His voice rises fearfully. “What am I doing here? Where’s Dervish? What’s—”

“It’s OK,” I shush him, fetching the key and unlocking the door. “Dervish is over by that wall. There’s no need to be afraid.”

Bill-E stumbles out of the cage and glances nervously at the eerily motionless man in the candle-lit shadows. “What’s the story?” he asks. “The last thing I remember is following Dervish—then nothing.”

I haven’t thought about what I’m going to tell Bill-E. So I say the first thing that comes into my head.

“We were right—Dervish was a werewolf. He knocked you out and brought you here. I tracked him and fought with him. He recovered. He was grief-stricken when he realized what he’d done—the change had never affected him this way before. He gave me a book with a spell in it and told me to cast it.”

“What sort of a spell?” Bill-E asks, edging closer to Dervish. “A calming spell,” I improvize. “He’d been saving it for an emergency. It stops him from turning into a werewolf—but it also robs him of his personality. He’s like a zombie now. He can’t speak or respond. I don’t know how long he’ll stay that way—maybe forever. But if he recovers, he’ll be safe. He won’t change again.”

Bill-E waves a hand in front of his uncle’s eyes—Dervish doesn’t blink. He’s crying when he looks at me. “I didn’t want this!” he sobs. “I wanted to stop him from harming people, but not this way!”

“There was no other solution, short of killing him,” I answer quietly. “Dervish had controlled the beast all these years, but it had grown stronger and was close to over-whelming him.”

“And you don’t know how long he’ll be like this?” Bill-E asks.

I shake my head. “A week. A year. A decade. There’s no telling.”

Bill-E smiles weakly. “He must have really loved me to do this to himself,” he notes proudly. “Only a father would act this selflessly.”

I start to tell Bill-E the truth—that Dervish is his uncle, my dad was his dad, I’m his brother—then stop. What would it achieve? If I told him, he’d have to come to terms with his real dad’s death and being an orphan. This way, he believes he’s not alone. I think it’s better to have a zombie for a father than no father at all.

“Yeah,” I nod tiredly. “He was your dad. No doubt about it.” Stepping forward, I take hold of one of Dervish’s hands and press the other into Bill-E’s. “Now let’s get the hell out of here—this place gives me the creeps.”

Days.

Meera recovers the following afternoon. No memory loss or serious injury. I tell her the whole story while Bill-E’s at home with Ma and Pa Spleen. She weeps when she sees Dervish. Cradles his face. Calls his name. Scours his eyes for a trace of who he was.

Nothing.

Weeks.

Lawyers. Social workers. Bankers.

Meera goes through Dervish’s drawers with me. Sets the bureaucratic wheels in motion. My world becomes a flurry of legal papers and professional advice. Concerned officials kept at bay by Dervish’s lawyers. Regular inspections. Visits from doctors and welfare workers. Tests. Under observation. Having to prove myself capable of looking after both myself and my uncle.

Dervish isn’t that difficult to care for. I lay out his clothes each night and dress him as soon as he wakes in the morning. He can go to the toilet himself, once I point him the right way. When I lead him down to breakfast, he sits and eats. After that he does whatever I tell him—rests, or exercises, or walks with me to the Vale to stock up on supplies and prove to everybody that he’s healthy and unharmed. He’s empty, distressingly so, and I have to spend a lot of time on him.

But I can cope.

Months.

Autumn trundles round and I have to start school. Leaving Dervish alone in the house. I’m nervous the first few days, worrying about him, but when I realize he can’t come to harm, I relax and settle down.

I sit next to Bill-E in most classes. (I’ve had to repeat a year, to make up for all the work I missed.) We get on better than ever. Occasionally he’ll make mention of that night in the forest and cellar, but I always change the conversation quickly—I have no wish to dwell on such matters.

I enjoy school, and making friends—even homework! This is reality, the normal, dull, everyday world. It’s great to be back.

A year.

I grow four inches. Broaden. I was always large for my age—now I’m positively massive. And still growing! Bill-E calls me the Impeccable Hulk, and refers to the two of us as Little and Large.

He spends a lot of weekends with Dervish and me, watching DVDs and MTV. He says we should hold a party and invite some girls over—says we could act like lords in a castle. Talks of getting a monocle for his lazy left eye and crowning himself King Bill-E the First. I just smile and say nothing when he starts up with fantasy stuff like that. Of course I’m interested in girls, but I’m not ready for dating yet. One step at a time. The demons were scary, but girls—well, girls are really terrifying!

Dervish hasn’t changed. As lifeless as ever, eyes blank, never smiling or frowning, laughing or crying. I talk to him all the time, telling him about school, discussing TV shows, running math problems by him. He never shows any sign that he understands, but it’s comforting to treat him like an ordinary person. And maybe, somewhere far away, in the midst of bloody battle, he hears—and perhaps it helps.

I take him to the barber’s once a month, to have his hair and beard cut. Buy new clothes for him every so often. Experiment with various brands of deodorant. Keep him respectable and in shape, so if he ever does return, he won’t have cause for complaint.

Meera drops by every few weeks or so. Keeps an eye on us. Drives me outside the Vale to hit the bigger stores. I tell her what Dervish said, about not leaving Carcery Vale, but she says it’s OK as long as she’s with me. But we’re careful not to linger, always back a couple of hours before the sun sets—demons are more powerful in this world at night. She usually sleeps over when she comes. Bill-E jokes about it and says we’re having an affair. I wish!

I often dream of Lord Loss and his familiars. I worry about his threat and what he’ll do to me if he ever gets the chance. I block the entrances to the secret cellar with thick planks and dozens of nails. Avoid Dervish’s study as much as possible, for fear I’d find a book about Lord Loss, which might somehow allow him to latch onto me and break through Dervish’s magic defences.

But even more than the demon master, I worry about changing. Every time a full moon comes I sleep nervously—if at all—tossing and turning, imagining the worst, checking under my nails first thing in the morning, examining my teeth and eyes in the mirror.

I’ve memorized the names and numbers of the Lambs—the Grady executioners. If I have to call them one day, I pray that I have the strength to do it.

The morning after a full moon. Fourteen months since my battle with Lord Loss. A crisp, sun-crowned morning. Stretching. Yawning. Thinking about school. Also about a girl—Reni Gossel. I like Reni. Very cute. And she’s been giving me the sort of looks that make me think she maybe thinks I’m cute too. Wondering if it’s time to hold that party Bill-E’s been pressing for.

My cheeks feel sticky. Curious, I rub a few fingers over them. They come away wet—and red!

My head flares. Heart pounds. Stomach clenches. Thoughts of school and Reni forgotten. I fall out of bed. Desperately check under my nails—dirty with earth and blood. Hairs stuck to my hands and around my mouth.

Moaning. Slapping off the hairs.

I reel out of the room and down the stairs, almost falling and breaking my neck. Head spinning. Lights exploding within my brain. Vomit rising in my throat. Telephone numbers flash across my eyes. “And the wolf shall lie down with the lamb.”

Into the kitchen. Dervish is sitting at the table, slowly spooning corn flakes into his mouth. I turn in circles, wringing my hands, tearing at my hair. My eyes fix on the telephone hanging from the wall. I stop panicking. Calm falls on me like a sudden cold rainfall. I know what I must do. Best to do it now, as soon as possible, before I lose my nerve. Call the executioners. Give myself over to the Lambs. Arrange for others to take care of Dervish. Bid this world farewell.

I start towards the phone, resigned to my fate.

A solemn voice behind me—“Grubbs.”

I turn slowly, reluctantly, for some reason expecting to see Lord Loss. But there’s only Dervish. He’s holding up a tin of red paint, a small pot of dirt, and a ratty woollen scarf that has been ripped into hairy fragments.

“The look on your face!” my uncle says.

And grins.

There are many more terrifying tales in The Demonata—read them all!
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ONE

NOW…

Zombies, my arse! I’ve got a real problem on my hands. Dad’s been drinking and I can tell by his beady eyes that he’s close to tipping over the edge.

We’ve been watching the news, a report about the alleged zombie attack in Ireland. Dad takes a swig of beer, then snorts and switches channels.

“I was watching that,” Mum complains.

“You’re not anymore,” Dad grunts.

“But it’s important,” Mum presses. “They might attack here. We need to know what to do, Todd.”

“B knows what to do, don’t you?” Dad says, winking at me, and it’s a relief to see he’s still at the stage where he can crack a joke.


[image: image]


“Of course,” I grin. “Put my head between my legs and kiss my arse good-bye!”

We crack up laughing. Mum tuts and makes a face. She doesn’t like it when we swear. She thinks foul language is a sign of ill breeding. I don’t know how she ended up with Dad—he could swear for a living.

“Don’t be silly, Daisy,” Dad says. “It’s all a con. Zombies? The dead returning to life to feast on the living? Give me a break.”

“But it’s on the news,” Mum says. “They showed pictures.”

“They can do anything with computers these days,” Dad says. “I bet B could knock up something just as realistic on our laptop. Am I right, B?”

“Dead on,” I nod. “With a few apps, I could out-zombie George Romero.”

“Who’s that?” Mum frowns.

“The president of South Africa,” Dad says seriously and we both howl at her bewildered expression.

“It’s all very well for the pair of you to laugh like hyenas,” Mum snaps, face reddening. “But what happens if zombies attack us here? You won’t be laughing if they kill me and B.”

“I’ll happily chuck you to them if you keep on moaning,” Dad says, and there’s an edge to his voice now, one I’m all too familiar with.

Dad stares at Mum, his eyes hard. I tense, waiting for him to roar, or maybe just throw a punch at her without warning. If he does, I’ll hurl myself at him, the way I have countless times in the past. I love him, but I love Mum too, and I can never stand by and let him lay into her. The trouble is, there’s not much I can do to stop him. We could both be in for some serious battering tonight.

But instead, after a dangerous pause, Dad smirks and switches back to the news. That’s Dad all over—unpredictable as the weather.

I scratch the back of my head–I had it shaved tight over the weekend and it’s always itchy for a few days when I do that–and watch the footage from Ireland. It’s a helicopter shot. They’re flying over Pallaskenry, the small village where zombies apparently ran wild on Sunday.

The village is in ruins. Buildings are being burned to the ground by soldiers with cool-looking flamethrowers. Corpses all over the place. At least they look like corpses. Dad reckons they’re dummies. “That’s a waste of good ketchup,” he said when Mum challenged him about the blood.

“I mean,” Dad says as we watch, “if it had happened in London, fair enough, I might believe it. But bloody Ireland? It’s one of their Paddy jokes. There was an Englishman, an Irishman and a zombie…”

“But they’ve shown dead people,” Mum persists. “They’ve interviewed some of the survivors who got out.”

“Never heard of actors?” Dad says witheringly, then turns to me. “You don’t buy any of this, do you?”

“Not a word.” I point at the TV. They’re showing a clip that’s already passed into legend on YouTube. One of the zombies is biting into a woman’s head. He’s a guy in pajamas. His eyes are crazy and he’s covered in blood, but apart from that you wouldn’t look at him twice in a crowd. The woman screams as he chews off a chunk of her skull and digs his fingers into her brain. As he pulls out a handful and stuffs it into his mouth, the camera pans away and, if you listen closely, you can hear the cameraman vomiting.

The clip had gone viral on the Web by Monday morning, but they first showed it on TV that evening. There was an uproar the next day, papers saying it shouldn’t have been aired, people getting their knickers in a right old twist. It gave me a fright when I first saw it. Dad too, even if he won’t admit it. Now it’s just a bit of fun. Like when you see a horror film more than once—scary the first time, but the more you watch it, the lamer it gets.

“He should have dipped that bit of brain in curry sauce,” I joke.

“B!” Mum gasps. “Don’t joke about it!”

“Why not?” I retort. “None of it’s real. I reckon it’s a trailer for a new movie. You wait, another few days and they’ll admit it was a publicity stunt. Anyone who fell for it will look a right idiot, won’t they?”

“But the police and soldiers…” On the TV, a tank fires at a church, blasting holes out of the walls, exposing zombies who were sheltering inside—these guys are like vampires, they don’t come out much in the day.

“They’re part of the campaign,” I insist. “They’ve been paid to go along with the act.”

Mum frowns. “Surely they’d get in trouble if they lied to the public like that.”

“Trouble’s like a bad stink,” Dad says. “Throw enough money at it and nobody cares. Any lawyers who go after these guys will be given a big fat check and that’ll be the end of that.”

“I dunno,” Mum says, shaking her head. “They’re talking about a curfew here.”

“Course they are,” Dad sneers, knocking back another slug of beer. “The government would love that. Get everyone off the streets, terrify us into holing up like rats. It’d leave them free to do whatever they wanted at night. They’d ship in more immigrants while we weren’t watching. That might be what the whole thing’s about, a plot to make us look away while they sneak in a load of scabs who’ll work for peanuts and steal our jobs.”

Mum looks dubious. “You can’t be serious, Todd.”

“I’d bet my crown jewels on it,” he says firmly.

She stares at him, maybe wondering how she ended up marrying such a paranoid nutter. Or maybe she’s trying to convince herself that he’s right, to avoid any arguments and associated beatings.

The worst thing about this zombie scare is talk of a curfew. I’d go mad if I had to stay home every night, locked in with Mum and Dad. I mean, most nights I stay in anyway, watching TV, surfing the Web, playing computer games, listening to music. But I know that I can go out, any time I please. Take that choice away and I’d be no better off than a prisoner.

I shiver at the thought of being caged up and get to my feet. “I’ve had enough of zombies. They’re boring me. I’m heading out.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Mum says. “What if there’s an attack?”

“Don’t be daft,” I laugh.

“But if they struck there, they could strike here. We’re not that far from Ireland.” She looks like she’s about to cry. “They come out at night, the reporters all say so. If they attack London and catch you on the street…”

“Dad?” I look to him for support.

“I dunno…” he mutters, and for the first time I see that he’s not so sure that this is the work of sneaky liberals.

“Don’t tell me you’re gonna start too,” I groan.

Dad chews the inside of his cheek, the way he does when he’s thinking hard.

“Put your foot down, Todd,” Mum says. “It’s dangerous out there. You can’t–”

“I can do whatever the bloody hell I want!” Dad shouts. “Don’t tell me what I can and can’t do.”

“I’m not,” Mum squeaks. “I was only–”

“Shut it,” Dad says quietly and Mum zips up immediately. She knows that tone. We both do. I gulp as Dad sits forward, putting down the can of beer. He cracks his fingers, eyeballing Mum. She’s trembling. She’s not the sharpest tool in the box. She missed the earlier warning signs, his expression, the clip to his words. But now she’s up to speed. Dad’s in a foul mood. There could be some thuggery in the cards tonight.

I start to edge towards Mum, to do my best to protect her. I hate it when Dad hits me. But I hate it even more when he hits her. Mum’s soft. I’m more like Dad, a tough little nut. I’ll distract him if I can, draw his attention away from Mum. If I’m lucky he’ll only slap me. If not, and he starts punching and kicking, I’ll curl up into a ball and take it. Won’t be the first time. Won’t be the last. Better he does it to me than Mum.

“B!” Dad barks, making me jump.

“Yeah?” I croak, trying not to shake.

He glares at me—then snorts, picks up the can of beer and settles back again. “Go do whatever the hell you feel like.”

“Sure thing, boss,” I smile and tip him a stupid salute.

Dad smirks. “You’re an idiot,” he says.

“I know where I get it from,” I chuck back at him, feeling safe enough to wind him up a bit. I can do that to Dad when he’s in the right mood. He’s a great laugh when he wants to be.

“Oi!” he roars and throws a cushion at me.

I laugh and duck out, knowing Mum will be fine now, delighted at this unexpected swing, feeling on top of the world. There’s nothing sweeter than a narrow escape. I don’t know why Dad laid off at the last moment, and I don’t try to figure it out. I gave up trying to read his mind years ago.

The last thing I see is Mum getting up to retrieve the cushion. Dad doesn’t like it if she leaves stuff lying around. Doesn’t matter if he left it there. Cleaning up is her job.


TWO


Out of the flat, down three flights of stairs, taking the steps two at a time, four on the last set. I slap the wall on my right as I fly past. Someone spray painted a giant arse on it months ago and I always slap it for good luck when I pass. Some of the neighbors have tried scrubbing it off but it’s hanging in there, faded but defiant. I love graffiti. If I could paint, I’d be out covering the walls of London every night.

I land like a cat, cool in my new, totally black sneakers. There was a bit of red running through them when they first came out of their box, and the brand name shone brightly, but I carefully went over everything with a heavy-duty Sharpie. B Smith is nobody’s advertising pawn!

It’s not yet six, plenty of daylight left. I don’t know what Mum was panicking about. Even if zombies were real, and even if they did attack here, they wouldn’t show their faces for another hour, not if the news teams have got it right.

I check myself out in shop windows. Plain black T-shirt and jeans, no tags to show what make they are, threadbare in places, but worn in naturally by me, none of your bloody designer wear and tear.

I’m almost past Black Spot when I stop and backtrack. Vinyl’s in there with his old man. Black Spot is a retro freak’s paradise. They only stock vinyl records, along with clothes, toys, hats, and other bits and pieces from the dark ages. I even saw a video recorder in the window once.

Vinyl’s dad loves all that twentieth-century crap. He won’t let CDs or DVDs in his house, and as for downloads, forget it! They have a computer but all the music sites on it are blocked. He says the crackle of old records is what real music is all about, that digital tracks don’t make the air throb.

I lean close to the window and tap on it softly. Vinyl looks up and scowls. He hates it when we spot him with his dad. Vinyl’s old man is all right–he does his own thing and doesn’t make a song and dance about it–but he’s a weirdo. I think Vinyl secretly likes the records that his dad makes him listen to but he never admits that to us or defends his dad when we slag him off. As long as we don’t take it too far. I started to make a joke once about his dad liking the small holes that you find in the middle of records. Vinyl very quietly told me to shut up. He didn’t have to say any more. I’m not afraid of Vinyl but I know he’d wipe the floor with me if we fought. Why sign up for a beating if you don’t have to?

I make a face and stick out my tongue. Vinyl gives me the finger, then says something to his dad. Old man Vinyl looks up, nods at me and smiles. I salute him, the same way I saluted Dad a while ago. Vinyl comes out, nudging the door open with his head.

“You’re so cool,” I gush, squeezing my hands together and making doe eyes at him.

“Get stuffed,” Vinyl sneers.

We grin and knock knuckles.

“I like the hair,” Vinyl says. “Number 3?”

“Sod that. Number 2.”

“Hard-core.”

Vinyl’s got long, curly hair. He’d love to shave it but his mum would cry and he doesn’t want to upset her. He’s a soft git, Vinyl. But hard when he needs to be. There aren’t many who get the better of him in a punch-up.

“How’s the new school?” I ask.

Vinyl rolls his eyes. “I should have failed that bloody test.”

“Bad?” I laugh.

“You wouldn’t believe it.”

Vinyl took a Mensa test in the summer. Turns out he’s smarter than the rest of us put together. His mum went gaga–she thinks he’s the new Einstein–and begged him to switch to a posh school. He hated bailing on us but she turned on the tears and he caved.

“What’s it really like?” I ask as we stroll, punching each other’s arm every now and then.

“All right,” he shrugs. “I thought they’d be full of themselves but most aren’t much different from us. I’m doing okay, not the best, not the worst.”

“What about the teachers?”

He shrugs again. “They wouldn’t last long in our place. I’d give them a week—they’d be head cases after that.”

Vinyl still thinks he’s one of us. And at the moment he is. But that will change. You can’t switch schools and carry on as if nothing’s happened. He’ll make new friends soon and start hanging out with them. Another few weeks and we won’t see a lick of him. Way of the world.

“You must be crapping yourself,” I tell him.

“What are you talking about?” he frowns.

“The zombies.”

“What about them?”

“They go for freaks with big brains.”

He laughs sarcastically. “Know what I like about you, B?”

“What?”

“You’ll be dead one day.”

We snicker, knock knuckles and head for the park.


THREE

Some of the gang are already in the park, as I guessed they would be. We’re too young to get into pubs and there’s not much else to do around here. They’re hanging out by the swings, trying to look cool. Dipsticks! I mean, how the hell are you supposed to look cool in a park?

“Strewth, it’s the B-ster,” Trev hoots. “And who’s that with our cheery old chum? Strike me pink if it ain’t our old mate Vinyl! Evening, guv’nor.”

Trev loves a bit of old-time cockney slang. Sometimes it’s funny but it gets stale quick.

“Anything happening?” I ask, taking one of the swings and lifting my feet up so that everyone can admire my sneakers.

“Sod all,” Copper says.

“Looking for zombies,” Kray yawns.

“We thought Vinyl was one of them,” Ballydefeck says.

“Eat me,” Vinyl retorts.

“I wouldn’t even if I was a zombie,” Ballydefeck sniffs.

“Anyone else coming?” I ask.

Trev shrugs. “Talk of a curfew has scared a lot of people. I’m not expecting many more. Surprised to see you, B. I thought you’d have been kept in.”

“It’d take more than the threat of a few zombies to keep me in,” I sneer.

“Aren’t you afraid of the living dead?” Kray asks.

“I’m more afraid of your killer breath.”

Laughter all round. I grin. It’s great to have friends to slag off.

Copper produces a packet of cigs and passes them around. He’s good that way. He’d share his last butt with you. He used to take a lot of flack for being a ginger before he butched up, but I always liked him. I slagged him off, sure–and I gave him his nickname–but in a nice way.

I’ve given a few of my friends nicknames over the years. I’m good at it. You’d be amazed how some people struggle. It doesn’t take a stroke of genius to look at a redhead and call him Copper, but even that simple task is beyond a lot of the kids I know.

I’m prouder of Ballydefeck. His family’s Irish. Most of us have a bit of Paddy in our blood, but his lot act like they still live in the bog, spuds for dinner every night of the week, Irish dancing competitions on the weekend, Daniel O’Donnell blasting out loud in every room of their house if you pop round. He was known as Paddy or Mick for years. Then one night I was watching a rerun of Father Ted. An old priest in it kept cursing, saying, “Feck!” I put that together with the name of an Irish village and came up with Ballydefeck. He’s answered to that ever since.

Kray digs out an iPod with a plug-in speaker. It’s brand-new, the latest model. I whistle appreciatively. “Fall off the back of a truck?” I ask.

“I don’t know what you mean,” Kray says indignantly, but his smirk ruins his show of innocence. We’ve all nicked a bit in our time but Kray would have been Fagin’s star student.

We listen to some good tunes–Kray has great taste–and talk about TV, zombies, music, sex. Vinyl tells us about the girls in his new school. He says they’re hot and easy. Trev, Copper and Ballydefeck listen with their mouths open as he describes what he’s been getting up to with them. Me and Kray look at each other and roll our eyes—we know bullshit when we smell it. But we don’t tell Vinyl to shut up. It’s fun listening to him stringing the fools along.

After a while I spot a skinny black teenager entering the park. It’s Tyler, a kid from our year. He stops when he sees us, hesitates, then backs up.

“Tyler!” I shout. “Get your arse over here!”

He grins nervously and taps his watch. Vanishes before I can call to him again.

“A pity,” I sneer. “I fancied a lynching.”

“That’s a bit harsh, isn’t it?” Vinyl says.

“Only joking,” I reply.

“Tyler’s all right,” Vinyl mutters.

“No, he’s not,” I growl.

“What’s wrong with him?” Vinyl challenges me, then smiles with icy sweetness before I can answer. “It’s not the color of his skin, is it?”

I scowl at Vinyl but don’t say anything. Because to an extent he’s right. Dad’s a racist and proud of it. He hates anyone who isn’t from England, especially if they’re dark-skinned. In his ideal world the ruling party would be the Ku Klux Klan and he’d go riding through the streets of London on a horse every day with a load of hood-wearing buddies, keeping law and order with a thick length of rope.

Dad’s always warning me of the dangers of racial tolerance. He pushes Aryan books and pamphlets my way. The first picture book I remember reading by myself was Little Black Sambo.

I don’t believe the same things that Dad does. I don’t want to be like him, not that way. But at the same time I’ve got to live with him. I learned early on not to challenge his word. So I put up with the ranting and raving. I read the hate lit. I laugh at his crude jokes. I’ve even gone to a few meetings with him, rooms full of angry white men muttering bloody murder.

The trouble with putting on an act is that sometimes it’s hard to tell where the actor stops and the real you begins. It’s rubbed off on me to an extent, the years of pretending to hate. Vinyl’s black as the ace of spades, but he’s my only friend who is. And it’s not just because I know Dad would hit the roof if he saw me hanging out with black kids or Muslims. Part of me genuinely fears the menace of those who are different. I’ve read so much and heard so much and been forced to say so much that sometimes I forget that I don’t believe it.

To be honest, I’m amazed I’m still friends with Vinyl. We hung out together when we were tiny, before I started selecting my associates more cautiously. When Dad beat me a few times and told me to stop having anything to do with that horrible little black kid, that should have been the end of it. I tried to avoid Vinyl after that but I couldn’t. We got on too well. He made me laugh, he never teased me, I could talk to him about anything.

I learned to sneak behind Dad’s back, never mention Vinyl at home, not be seen with him close to where we live. He’s my secret friend. If Dad knew, he’d knock the stuffing out of me. Even one black friend is one too many as far as he’s concerned.

“Come on,” Vinyl says again, bristling now. “What’s wrong with Tyler?”

“I don’t like his face,” I snap. “What difference does it make?”

“I ran into your dad a few days ago,” Vinyl says. “He recognized me, which was a surprise. I thought we all looked the same to him.”

“Hey,” Trev says uneasily. “Let’s drop it.”

“He told me he’d heard about my new school,” Vinyl goes on, ignoring Trev and staring hard at me. “Said it was amazing what they could teach chimps these days. Asked me if I could peel my own bananas now.”

I feel my face flush. I’m ashamed of my mean-spirited, foul-mouthed father. But I’m even more ashamed of myself, because I instinctively want to defend him. I know it’s wrong. He shouldn’t have said that to Vinyl–to anyone–but part of me wants to take his side, because no matter what, he’s my dad and I love him.

“I can’t control what he says,” I mutter, dropping my gaze.

“But do you agree with it?” Vinyl growls.

“Of course not!” I spit. “Tyler’s a whiny brat. He gets up my nose. It’s got nothing to do with him being black.”

Vinyl eyes me coldly for a long, probing moment. Then he relaxes. “That’s all right then.” He winks. “You should tell your dad that you want to move in with me.”

“Wishful thinking!” I snort.

We laugh, bump fists and everything’s okay again. In a weird, messed-up, uncomfortable kind of way. It’s not easy sometimes, having a racist for a dad.


FOUR


We meet Suze and La Lips outside a kebab shop. They’re sharing a bag of fries and Suze has a kebab that she’s saving for later.

“Lovely ladies!” Trev croons. “What does a guy have to do to get a fry and a kiss around here?”

“Sod off,” Suze growls as he drapes an arm round each of them. La Lips smiles and cuddles into him.

“What’s up?” I ask, eyeing the fries hungrily. I had dinner before I came out but I always get the munchies when I spy a bag of steaming-hot fries.

“We were supposed to be meeting Elephant and Stagger Lee, but they never turned up,” La Lips pouts.

“What are you doing with them?” Copper asks suspiciously. La Lips has kissed just about every boy she’s ever come into contact with–I snogged her too, a while back, to see what it was like, though she tells me to shut my trap whenever I bring that up–but Copper has been sort of going steady with her for the last few weeks.

“Stagger Lee was going to give us new ringtones for our phones,” Suze says.

“More Nick Cave, I bet,” Copper scowls (Stagger Lee’s a Nick Cave freak—he was nicknamed after one of the singer’s most famous songs) and drags La Lips away from Trev.

“Careful!” she shouts, spilling a couple of fries. She rubs her arm where he pinched her and glares.

“You won’t be copping a feel tonight,” Kray laughs.

“He doesn’t cop a feel any night,” La Lips says, tossing her hair indignantly, but nobody buys that for even a second.

“Here,” Suze says, handing me the bag of fries. “I can’t bear to look at you drooling any longer.”

“Cheers, ears.” I tuck in and the others crowd around me. Thirty seconds later the fries are gone and we’re licking our lips.

Suze shakes her head. “Like a pack of dogs,” she sighs. Then she smiles at Vinyl, the only one who didn’t grab any fries. “How’s the new school?”

Vinyl shrugs. “You know. All right.”

“Is it very different from ours?” La Lips asks.

“Yeah. They have gold-rimmed toilet seats.”

“No way!” she gasps.

Everyone laughs.

“You’re an idiot,” I tell her.

“Less of that,” Copper says, draping a protective arm around her.

“My hero,” La Lips simpers and stands on her toes to stick her tongue down his throat.

“Not in public!” I roar and we keep on going down the street, jostling and laughing.

The girls don’t have much news. They’re as bored as we are. Suze and I walk a little ahead of the others, chatting about our mums—they used to be best friends when they were our age. But then Ballydefeck starts telling us to kiss each other, so I round on him and give him a slap to shut him up. He covers his head with both hands. “Not the face, B! Not the face!” In the end I kick him playfully and leave it at that.

We come to a liquor store and pause by the window, enviously studying the bottles. Most of us have had a drink or two in our time–Dad let me sip beer when I was a baby, for laughs–but it’s hard to get hold of. Another few years and we’ll be able to pass for eighteen and go to parties and drink ourselves stupid. But for now we can’t do much apart from ogle and dream.

“Wait here,” I tell the others, deciding to stir things up a bit. I push into the shop and walk straight to the beer fridge. I pick up a six-pack of the cheapest brand I can find–in case I get lucky–then lug it to the counter. The Pakistani guy behind the till stares at me, unimpressed. “Ring it up, boss,” I tell him.

“You are underage.” He doesn’t even ask to see my ID.

“No I’m not. Go on, ring it up, I’m good for it.” I dig out a tattered wallet that once belonged to my dad and slide out a tenner that I’ve been holding on to since Friday.

“You are underage,” he says again. “It is illegal to sell alcohol to anyone under the age of eighteen. Please leave my shop immediately.”

“Please leave my shop immediately,” I echo, mimicking his accent. I know it’s petty but I can’t stop myself.

“If you do not leave, I will call the police,” he says.

“Call them what?” I smirk.

He points to a security camera. “This is all being recorded. I would advise you to return the alcohol to its shelf and–”

I let the six-pack drop. The cans fizz but don’t explode. “Stick them back on the shelf yourself, numbnuts.”

His face darkens and he leans forward to strike me. Then he stops and points at the door. “Out!” he screams.

I laugh and shoot him the finger. I give the finger to the camera too, then take my time heading for the door. I plan to tell Dad about this later, knowing he’ll laugh, lovingly run his hand over my head and tell me I did good.

“You’re crazy,” Kray yells when I get outside, then he bumps my fist hard. They’re all laughing and Trev gives me knuckles too.

“Same old B,” Vinyl smiles tightly. For a moment I think he’s going to have a go at me again, but he says nothing more.

“You didn’t really expect him to sell you any beer, did you?” Suze asks.

“No.” I whip out a bar of chocolate from beneath my T-shirt. “But he was so wound up about the beer, he never saw me palming this.”

Lots of cheers. They all lean in for a square. I push them away, then dole it out, a piece for everyone, a quick prayer of thanks to Mr. Cadbury, then on we go, the others still cooing over what I did.

Later I head home alone through the dark. And do I worry about zombies? Do I bugger. I’m B Smith. This is my turf. Any zombies on the loose should be worried about me!


FIVE


That night I have the nightmare again. I’ve been tormented by it for as long as I can remember. Always the same, and always as terrifying.

I’m on a plane. We haven’t taken off yet. I’m by the window but I don’t look out. In the dream I never look out.

There’s a woman next to me and a baby in the aisle seat. The baby’s sitting alone, strapped in by a normal belt. I know that’s not right–they have special straps for babies on planes–but in the dream it doesn’t seem strange.

The woman’s chatting to her child, cooing, making nonsense noises. The baby ignores her. It’s staring straight ahead. I don’t know if it’s a boy or a girl—it’s dressed in white clothes.


[image: image]


We taxi down the runway. The engine roars. The plane tears free of the ground and whines like a dying dog. I shake in my seat. My stomach clenches. I don’t mind flying but I hate takeoff. We go abroad most years, Costa del Sol, Cyprus, Ibiza. Each time we rise, I’m sure that the engine will stall, that the plane will drop sickeningly, that I’ll die from an explosion or burn to death slowly. The fear passes when we level out, but for that first minute or two… absolute terror.

It’s no different in the dream. Except in a way it is. Because I know something worse than a crash is coming. I sense it in the air. The roar of a plane engine is always menacing, but this sounds worse. It sounds hungry.

The woman starts to cry. She doesn’t raise her hands, just sits upright, sobbing, tears streaming down her cheeks. I stare at her, wanting to say something but struck dumb by fear of what’s to come.

Then the baby speaks.

“don’t cry mummy.”

Its voice is tinny, barely a whisper, but it carries above the roar of the engine. The woman doesn’t look at the baby or stop crying.

“don’t be frightened mummy,” the baby says. “we’re with you. we’ll always be with you.”

The baby’s head turns. But it’s not looking at its mother. It’s looking at me. It has no pupils, just balls of white for eyes.

“you’re yummy mummy,” the baby whispers. It should be funny but it isn’t. The unnatural infant has a full set of teeth, all sharpened into fangs. Drops of blood drip from the sides of its mouth as it speaks.

The baby stands. (I don’t know what happened to the belt.) I stare at it and it stares at me. The woman between us has vanished. The baby looks like a doll, not moving, not breathing, white eyes, sharp teeth, blood.

“don’t be frightened mummy,” the baby says. Except its lips don’t move. After a confused moment I realize the voice came from the seat in front. I tear my gaze away from the baby and look ahead.

Another baby is clinging to the top of the seat. I can see its face and shoulders, its perfect, tiny hands. It has the same type of clothes as the baby next to me. Same white eyes and sharp teeth. But no blood on this one’s lips. Not yet.

“we’ll save you mummy,” the baby in front whispers.

“we’ll always be with you mummy.” Another voice, from behind.

The baby in my row is in the seat next to me now. The top of its head doesn’t quite reach my chin. It’s leaning forward. I should be able to knock it away with a single swipe. But I don’t move. I can’t.

“you have to die now mummy,” the baby says, and die is echoed in whispers around the cabin.

I half rise and look over the top of the seats ahead of me. Babies everywhere, all standing, climbing the seats, looking at me, whispering die.

I glance back—more of the same. Scores of babies clambering over the seats, but calmly, smoothly, faces blank, eyes white, mouths open, teeth flashing.

I cringe away from the monstrous babies and press hard against the window. I think I’m crying but I can’t be sure. The babies crawl over the seats, closer and closer, a tide of them, all looking the same. Only their fingers move, little flickers of flesh and bone. Otherwise they could be gliding.

The baby next to me climbs into my lap and stands, feet planted on my thighs, face right in front of mine now. Others crowd around it. Unnaturally slender fingers fasten on my legs, my ankles, my wrists, my arms. A baby grabs my ears and pulls back my head, exposing my throat. There are more babies on the ceiling, hanging from it like angels or vampires.

“join us mummy,” the baby directly in front of me says. The blood on its chin has dried. It falls off in flaky scabs.

“die mummy,” the others croon.

“you’re one of us,” the baby in my lap snarls, and suddenly its face changes. Its eyes glare red. Its lips contort into a sneer. Lines of hatred warp its clammy flesh. “you’re one of us mummy,” it shrieks.

The baby thrusts forward and latches on to my throat. Those clinging to the ceiling drop. The rest press in around me. All of their mouths are open, rows of tiny, shiny teeth. All make a sickening moaning sound.

Then they bite…


SIX


… and I wake up.

I’m shaking and sweating. I always am after the nightmare. I feel like I’ve been screaming, but in all these years I’ve never made a sound. Mum and Dad would have told me if I had.

I only wear underpants and a T-shirt to bed. I used to wear pajamas, but I’d always sweat through them when I had the dream and have to dump them the next day.

I get up and stagger to the bathroom. I take off the T-shirt on the way and drop it by the foot of my bed, knowing Mum will stick it in the laundry basket in the morning.

I sit on the toilet, shivering. I don’t need to pee. I just have to wait somewhere outside my bedroom for a bit, until the shakes pass.

I hate that bloody dream. Apart from when Dad is on the rampage, it’s the only time I ever feel truly scared, lost, out of my depth, helpless. What’s worse, I can’t tell anyone about it. What would it look like, someone my age admitting they’re scared by a dream about babies? I mean, if it was cannibals or monsters or something, fair enough. But bloody babies!

Dad would skin me if he heard I still have the nightmare. When I’d go crying to him as a kid, he’d tell me not to be stupid, there was nothing scary about babies. When I kept bothering him, he whipped me with his belt. He asked a few weeks later if I was still having the dream, I forced a grin and said I wasn’t.

When the shakes stop, I get up and wash my face and hands. I wipe sweat from my back with a towel, then pause and study myself in the mirror. My eyes are bloodshot and blurry with traces of fear–I think I sometimes cry quietly in my sleep–so I splash water over them and rub them with my knuckles until it hurts. Next time I check, I just look angry. That’s better.

I study my light blue eyes and admire my stubbled head. Flex my biceps. Rub a faded yellow bruise on my left arm where Dad thumped me a week ago when I didn’t hand him the remote quick enough. I wink at myself and mutter, “Looking good, B.”

I massage my stomach, to loosen the tightened muscles, then pick at the faded white scar near the top of my right thigh. It’s a small c shape, from an injection I had when I was two or three years old. It was a new type of flu vaccine. Dad volunteered me for it—they were paying good money for guinea pigs. Mum was worried but Dad said there was no way they’d test it on babies if there was any chance it would cause harm.

He was right and it worked a treat. I’ve never even had a cold. I don’t know why it didn’t make it to the shops. Maybe there were side effects and I’m one of the lucky ones who didn’t suffer any. Or maybe they have to wait a certain amount of time before they can put it on the market.

I scowl and stop picking the c scar. The things that go through your mind at–I check my watch–3:27 in the morning. I should be sleeping, not analyzing a dumb bloody scar. I grin at myself. “You’re a stupid…”

I stop. In the mirror I spot a baby standing on the laundry basket, hands red with blood, eyes white, teeth glinting. It breathes out and a small cloud of red mist rises from its mouth.

I shut my eyes and count to five, taking quick breaths, cursing myself for my weakness. When I look again, there’s nobody behind me.

I stomp from the bathroom and back to bed. I grab a fresh T-shirt from my wardrobe and glare as I pull it on, mad at myself for letting the nightmare freak me out so much.

“It was only a dream, B,” I whisper as I lie beneath the covers, eyes wide, knowing I won’t get a wink of sleep again tonight. “Only a dream. Only a dream. Only a…”


SEVEN


School. Tired and grumpy. I hate the nightmare more than ever. I’m a teenager. I should be dreaming about getting hot and steamy with movie stars, not about killer babies. I was sure I’d leave the dream behind as I got older, but no such luck. I still have it two or three nights a week.

I barely listen in class at the best of times. Today I tune out completely and scribble crude drawings over my books. I suck at art but I like to doodle when I’m bored.

Most of my teachers ignore me. They know I’m a lost cause and they don’t try to reach out to me. They also know I’m not someone you mess with. One of them crossed me a couple of years ago. I’d been in a fight and had been sent to the principal’s office. The teacher saw me waiting outside and whispered something to one of his colleagues. Both men sniggered. Then he said out loud, “But what can you expect from someone with a father like that?”

Someone punctured the tires on that teacher’s car. Someone found out where he lived and threw a brick through his window. Someone stuck up pictures of him around the local area with his phone number and the message, Ring for a good time!

I’m not saying who that someone was, but after he came creeping up to B Smith in school one day and meekly said, “Sorry for what I said about your dad,” he was left in peace.

I fall asleep in history. Jonesenzio is duller than most of our teachers. I’m not the only one to snooze in his class.

“Fire!” someone hisses in my ear and I jolt awake, almost falling off my chair.

Meths and Kray laugh their faces off as Jonesenzio scowls at me.

“Sods,” I spit at them, rubbing my elbow where I hit it on the desk.

“If you’re quite finished…” Jonesenzio murmurs.

“Sorry, Mr. Jones,” I simper. “I thought I saw a mouse.”

He drones on. I don’t mind Jonesenzio. He’s given me a C on every essay we’ve been assigned for the last three years, even though I’ve never handed one in.

Mum sometimes grouches about my lousy grades. “How come you don’t do as well in the other subjects as you do in history?” Dad tosses me a wink when she goes on like that. He had Jonesenzio when he was younger. He knows the score.

“I bet you were dreaming about me,” Meths chuckles, keeping his voice low so as not to disturb the teacher. Jonesenzio doesn’t complain if you talk loudly in his class, but he stops talking and stands there silently, looking at you politely, which is even worse. A couple of us tested him once and found that he’s happy to do that for an entire class. You’ll never out-patient the Jones.

“Yeah,” I tell Meths. “It was a real nightmare.”

Meths is the biggest guy in our year, and the oldest. He started school a year later than most of us and has been held back twice. That’s where he got his nickname, short for Methuselah. I wish I could lay claim to that but it wasn’t one of mine. I’d no idea who Methuselah was until someone explained it to me.

“You can copy my notes later,” Kray says seriously.

“Notes?” I take the bait.

He holds up a drawing. Kray’s a much better artist than me. The picture is of La Lips, naked, being given some after-school tuition by a very animated Jonesenzio.

I smother a laugh and raise my knuckles for him to knock. “Don’t let Copper see it,” I gasp.

“I was hoping he could correct any anatomical inaccuracies,” Kray says.

“Like you haven’t seen La Lips in the swimming pool,” Meths snorts, and this time we all have to smother laughs. It’s an old story that La Lips shows everything in the public pool if you give her a quid. No truth in it as far as I know, but when did that ever stop a good story?

History ends (if only!) and we roll out into the yard for lunch. I swipe a bag of chips and nick a bar of chocolate from a girl in a lower year. She tries to fight me for it but her friends pull her off. I sneer as they haul her away. She had a narrow escape. In my current mood I’d have happily taken her into the toilet and half drowned her. If her friends hadn’t pulled her clear when they did…

I spend most of the break with Meths, Kray, Trev, Ballydefeck, Suze, La Lips, Copper, Dunglop and Elephant. The usual gang, except for Linzer and Pox, who are off somewhere else.

There’s a new zombie clip circulating on the Internet. Copper shows it to us on his phone. It’s footage of an undead soldier. If the clip is genuine, it looks like he was one of the team sent in to eliminate the Pallaskenry mob. He must have been infected, got away, tangled with some humans later.

In the clip, several men are pounding the zombie with shovels and axes. One of them strikes his left arm a few times and it tears loose. Another of the men picks it up and starts whacking the zombie over the head with it, cheered on by his team.

I laugh the first time I watch the clip. Most of the others do too. It’s comical, a guy being slapped around with his own severed arm.

Then, as Copper replays it a couple of times, I start focusing on the finer details. The terror in the men’s eyes. The rage and hunger in the soldier’s. The flecks of dried blood around his mouth, a sign that he must have fed prior to his run-in with the vigilantes. The long bits of bone sticking out of his fingers. His fangs.

The clip stops with the guys hitting the zombie, leaving us to guess how it ends. I imagine one of the group chopping off the soldier’s head with an ax, the men pulping it beneath their feet, not stopping until every last scrap of brain has been mulched. That’s how they kill zombies in films, by destroying their brains. Does that work in real life too? I assume so but I’m not sure.

There’s silence when Copper turns off his phone. We’re all troubled by what we’ve seen. We can’t even make a joke about it. Not yet. It feels too real at the moment. We need time to absorb and then dismiss it.

Elephant starts rabbiting on about soccer in order to break the solemn spell. He’s a real fanatic, goes to matches all the time. I watch the highlights on TV most weeks, so that I can discuss the goals with the others, but soccer bores me.

Elephant finishes moaning about the weekend’s match and pauses for breath.

“Enough already,” I snap. “You’re driving me crazy.”

“Who rattled your cage?” Elephant scowls.

“You did,” I tell him. “And if you don’t shut it, I’ll cut you down to size.”

Lots of catcalls, everyone relieved to have something else to think about, welcoming the distraction. Elephant didn’t get his nickname because he’s tall or fat, but because of what his mates saw the first time he undressed for a shower after gym.

“Leave my trunk alone,” Elephant smirks, crossing his hands protectively in front of himself.

“Are you all right?” Trev asks me. “You’re like a tiger today.”

“Knackered,” I growl. “Didn’t get much sleep.”

“Worried about zombies?” Suze asks sympathetically.

“Don’t be daft,” I tell her. “I’m dreading the exams.”

Everyone laughs, forgetting about the clip, putting it behind us, slipping back into our normal routines as if we’d never been disturbed.

“You won’t get into Oxford if you don’t get straight A’s,” Dunglop says.

“I prefer Cambridge anyway,” I sniff.

“God, imagine if you did get in,” Meths says, and we stare at him. “I mean on a sports scholarship or something.”

“You ever see me playing any sports?” I jeer.

“No, but maybe there’s some other…” Meths pulls a face and tries to remember what he wanted to say. I fail classes because I don’t give a damn. Meths, bless him, really is thick.

The bell rings and I slap Meths’s back. “Come on. I don’t think either of us has to worry about Cambridge or Oxford. I’ll be amazed if we make it out of this place.”

“Yeah, but…” Meths shrugs and smiles, letting go of whatever crazy thought it was that he had. Thoughts never stick long with Meths. If zombies ever do attack, he has nothing to worry about. With that tiny brain, he’s the last one they’ll target!
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Larten awoke to savage pain. He was outside in the sun and his skin was a nasty shade of red. As he blinked sleep from his eyes and tried to raise a hand to protect his face from the rays, he found that his arms were tied behind his back and he was hanging upside down. His shirt has been ripped away, exposing his torso, which had been burned as deeply as his face.



Fear flared in his heart, but he thrust it from his thoughts. He didn’t know what was going on–perhaps he had been caught feeding drunkenly–but that didn’t matter. He had to escape quickly or he would burn like a pig on a spit.



Larten set to work on the knots around his wrists. He was hanging from a thick length of rope, swinging and turning in a soft breeze, but he ignored that and kept as still as possible, except for his fingers, which danced over the knots. The long, hardened nails of the vampires were invaluable when it came to picking knots and locks, but Larten would have been able to make short work of these regardless. He had learned well from Merletta all those years ago.



Once his hands were free, he wriggled loose of the ropes binding his arms and chest. Bending upwards, he grabbed the supporting rope with one hand, tore apart the ropes around his legs with the other, hung in the air a moment, then dropped to his feet and landed in a crouch. His first instinct was to dart for the safety of the shadows, but he forced himself to scan the doorways of the sheds around him–he was in a courtyard–looking for the enemies who had strung him up.



For long, anxious seconds, Larten searched for his foes and readied himself for battle. Then he caught a scent and his nose crinkled with disgust. He rose and brushed dirt from his trousers. He dug out his watch and checked the time–it was for show, as Seba had taught him to read the time based on the position of the sun and stars–then coolly glanced at the sky and sniffed.



“My watch has stopped, Tanish,” he called. “If it’s broken, I’ll have the price of a new one out of you.”



Laughter greeted this statement and four vampires lurched out of a shed. One was a sheepish-looking Wester Flack. The others were Yebba, Zula Pone and Tanish Eul, the vampire who had originally given Larten his nickname.



“The same old Quicksilver,” Tanish snorted admiringly, then hurried forward to throw a cloak over the head and shoulders of his friend and bundle him into the shadows of the shed, where a barrel of ale was waiting.



*  *  *



Tanish Eul was tall and thin, with a stunning smile and carefully groomed hair and nails. He was always stylishly dressed, and spoke in the smooth tones of a silver-tongued rogue. If Larten was a Romeo, Tanish was a full-blown Casanova—his success with the ladies was legendary.



Zula Pone, on the other hand, was one of the shortest people Larten had ever met. He was stout and ugly. Many vampires were rough by human standards, their faces laced with scars and patches from old wounds, but they were considered fair among their own. Poor Zula was ugly by any reckoning. Fortunately he didn’t care, and even wore shabby clothes and cut his hair crookedly to prove he was immune to what others thought of his looks. Despite this, Zula was a surprise hit with those of the fairer sex. He generally repulsed them to begin with, but after ten minutes in his company virtually any woman found herself won over by his charm.



Tanish had run into Zula a few years ago and instantly recognized a kindred spirit. They’d become fast friends and it wasn’t long before Larten and Wester were introduced to the newest member of their rowdy pack.



“You’ve got fairer skin than a baby,” Tanish hooted as Larten rested in the shed and tried not to move—his burned flesh sent needles shooting through him every time he shifted. “You were only up there half an hour. I’d be a mild pink color if it had been me.”



“You’ll be red with your own blood if you ever try that again,” Larten said angrily. “What if I hadn’t been able to undo the knots?”



“We were keeping a close watch on you,” Wester said. “We would have seen if you were in trouble.”



“And left you there to burn!” Zula exploded.



Larten found himself laughing along with the others. It had been a good joke, even though he was the butt of it. Wester was the only one who couldn’t see the funny side. He smiled along with the rest of them, but his smile was strained. Larten would be tender for the coming week, his flesh would peel and some of the sores might fester. Wester saw nothing humorous in that.



The vampires drank and chatted for a few hours, telling tall and bawdy tales. Tanish and Zula had been involved in a number of near scrapes as usual and had been run out of the last three towns they’d visited.



“The problem with humans is that they take life too seriously,” Tanish sneered. “Admittedly, we burned down a storehouse with a winter’s supply of grain in it, so a few children will go hungry this year. So what? It will sort out the strong from the weak. Humans are too attached to their young. The vampaneze have the right idea—humans are only fit for killing.”



Tanish winked at Larten as he said that, then looked as innocent as he could when Wester flared up. “That’s a horrible thing to say! We were the same as them before we were blooded. They have shorter lives than us and are much weaker. If we kill humans, we disgrace ourselves. The vampaneze are soulless scum who will never find Paradise, and you’re a fool if you can’t see that.”



Wester ranted for another fifteen minutes. His hatred of the vampaneze had set in him like a disease, and though he spoke little of the matter most of the time, those close to him knew of his true feelings. Seba had tried reasoning with him–just because a vampaneze had killed his family, it didn’t mean he should hate all of them–but Wester refused to listen.



Wester’s hatred of the breakaway group of night-walkers troubled Larten more than it worried Seba. Their master had seen this dark bent in Wester many decades before and was convinced the young vampire would meet an early end at the hands of one purple-skinned vampaneze or another. But Larten had always hoped that Wester would come to terms with his loss and put his hatred behind him.



Larten had urged his dearest friend to track down Murlough–the one who had slain Wester’s family–and kill him. He thought that would finally help Wester to put that dark night behind him. But Wester was reluctant to do that. He had come to hate the entire vampaneze clan. He sometimes swore that he would finish off Murlough only when he was done with the rest of the scum, that he wanted his foe to suffer the same kind of loss that Wester had been forced to endure.



Tanish shrugged when Wester finally lapsed into a fuming silence. “The vampaneze mean nothing to me,” he said. “If war breaks out between us, I’ll fight them and be glad of the challenge. But as long as the truce is in place, what do they matter?”



“Desmond Tiny would beg to differ,” Wester growled. “He said the vampaneze would unite behind a mighty leader one night, that their Lord would lead them into war with us and wipe us from the face of the Earth.”



“I’ve never seen the legendary Mr. Tiny and I don’t believe he’s as powerful as certain old fools claim,” Tanish said dismissively.



“Seba saw him,” Larten said softly. “He was at Vampire Mountain when Tiny visited after the vampaneze split from the clan. Seba heard him make his prophecy. He takes it seriously.”



Desmond Tiny was a being of immense magical power, who had predicted the downfall of the clan at the hands of the vampaneze. Lots of younger vampires thought he was a mythical creature. Larten might have too if his master hadn’t told him of the night when Mr. Tiny visited the vampire base. He had seen the fear in Seba’s eyes, even all these centuries later.



“When I was blooded,” Larten continued, “Seba made me hold on to the Stone of Blood for longer than necessary. He said that the Stone was our only hope of thwarting destiny. Mr. Tiny gave us the Stone to give us hope. Tiny craves chaos. He doesn’t want the vampaneze to eliminate us too easily. He’d rather we get dragged into a long war full of suffering and torment.”



Larten stared again at the marks on his fingers, remembering the night when he had embraced the Stone of Blood and surrendered himself forever to the rule of the clan.



“I didn’t mean to belittle Seba Nile,” Tanish said, choosing his words with care. He wasn’t close to his own master, but he knew Larten respected Seba. “If he says he saw Desmond Tiny, I believe him and apologize if I offended you.”



Larten made light of Tanish’s apology, though secretly it made him uneasy. He could feel himself starting to drift away from Tanish and the Cubs. Larten was growing tired of the endless drinking, gambling and womanizing. He wasn’t yet ready to turn his back on the human world and its many delights, but he was sure he would return to Seba in a few more years to resume his studies.



He doubted Tanish would abandon the easy life so willingly. Some Cubs ended up rejecting the ways of the clan. They grew attached to human comforts and chose to remain in that soft, safe world. The Generals allowed them their freedom so long as they obeyed certain laws. Larten thought that Tanish would be one of those who never returned to Vampire Mountain, but wandered forever among humans.



“Enough of the damn vampaneze,” Zula scowled. “A pox on their purple skin. We have more important matters to discuss.”



“Such as?” Larten asked, a twinkle in his eyes, anticipating the answer.



“A war pack has formed.” Zula licked his lips and grinned. “They’re no more than a night’s march from here.”



“We thought we’d swing by for you two in case you were interested,” Tanish said.



“You thought right,” Larten chuckled. “We’ll set off at dusk.”



“With your skin as red as a lobster’s?” Wester asked.



“A minor irritation,” Larten said, wincing as he leaned back on his bed of straw.



Without any further discussion he closed his eyes. The others lay down and also prepared for sleep, though it would be a long time before any of them dozed. They rested in the shade for much of the morning, eyes closed but awake, thinking of the war pack, stomachs rumbling with excitement… and hunger.
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