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Author’s Note

To get the most from this book, you should really have read Trespass first. You do not need to have read Breaking Ground, but since it’s free and a quick read, you may enjoy the extra detail that it provides.  

Explore the World of the Darkeningstone

Read the Exclusive Prequel for Free
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Use the link below and I’ll send you Breaking Ground, the prequel to The Darkeningstone Trilogy, for free.

NB Breaking Ground is not available to buy as an ebook. This is an exclusive offer that’s just for my readers.

Visit: mikeycampling.com/freebooks



Dedication

This book is for my readers.

Thank you for allowing me to join your tribe so that I may tell my tales at your fireside. I’m very grateful for your kind words, your patience, and above all, your encouragement.

Who knows what true loneliness is—not the conventional word but the naked terror? To the lonely themselves it wears a mask. The most miserable outcast hugs some memory or some illusion.

—Joseph Conrad

 

Mikey Campling

mikeycampling.com

Editors: Michael-Israel Jarvis & Sophie B. Thomas



Chapter 1
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3650 BC

HAFOC PAUSED AND SNIFFED THE AIR. The evening was crisp and cool and his mind whirled with a confusion of scents from the forest; the deep sweetness of the soft earth mingled with the mellow scent of forest flowers. But there it was—the hint of bitterness he’d been hoping for: wood smoke. He closed his eyes for a moment. “Thank you,” he whispered. The spirits had not helped him in his hunt today, but they’d brought him back to his tribe. At last.

Hafoc started forward, turning his head as he walked, tracking the scent of the fire. He would soon be back with the others. Just in time. The sun was already low and the shadows beneath the trees were already as dark as a demon’s eyes. He glanced over his shoulder as he walked. Had he heard something? He walked on, raising his right hand over his shoulder to touch the shafts of the arrows he carried on his back. Good. There were plenty there. It’s not as if I’ve had the chance to lose any of them today. He stopped. Ahead, something stirred in the undergrowth. Hafoc dropped into a half crouch. He swallowed hard. First there’d been sounds behind him, and now in front. Had he allowed himself to be surrounded? He drew an arrow and held it against his bowstring, but then he hesitated. Should he draw his knife instead? He glanced down to the knife he wore sheathed on the strap across his chest, but it was already too late. As he watched, the tall ferns in front of him whispered and swayed as something pushed its way through the fronds. Hafoc set his jaw and raised his bow. Despite himself, he took a faltering step backward. And to think that, only a moment ago, he’d thanked the spirits for keeping him safe.

From the shadows, a low growl. A wolf. But was it alone, or was the pack even now circling around him? Hafoc tilted his head. Where are you? Another growl filtered through the undergrowth and Hafoc fixed his eyes on the place. He drew back his bowstring, but he couldn’t loose the arrow yet. He couldn’t be sure of a good hit and if he missed, he would not have time for a second shot. The trees nearby were too spindly to climb. His only chance of survival was to make a kill. If there was a pack, he needed to break it up long enough to make a dash toward the camp. And then he’d have no choice but to hope a cry for help would be heard.

The creature crept closer. A trickle of sweat stung Hafoc’s eye. He blinked and took a steadying breath. He was ready. A dark shape moved through the undergrowth, but just as Hafoc prepared to let his arrow fly, the creature’s growl changed, growing louder as it turned into a gruff bark that was too low, too grumbling to be the yap of a wolf. Hafoc sighed and lowered his bow. The dog barked once more, then, still growling, it pushed its way out of the ferns. Its ears lay flat against the top of its head and it kept its body low, ready to launch itself at Hafoc’s throat.

Hafoc stood straight and looked the dog in the eye. He knew its brindled coat, the shape of its muzzle. “Nelda, I almost put an arrow in you.” He put his arrow back in its quiver and held out his right arm, forming his hand into a fist. The dog raised its nose and sniffed. For a heartbeat, it stared at Hafoc and then it stood taller, its body relaxed. It raised its ears and gave a small grunt of recognition. Hafoc smiled. “Good dog,” he said. “I must be nearer the camp than I thought.”

It wasn’t long before Hafoc heard the distant murmur of voices from the camp. He stopped and cocked his head, listening. All seemed well, but he turned to scan the forest behind him. Earlier, he’d heard a noise at his back, and since Nelda had appeared in front of him, the dog could not have been the culprit. He’d only heard it once, but Hafoc would not rejoin the tribe until he was sure he wasn’t being followed.

Nelda watched him for a moment, then moved toward the camp. If there was a threat, she would’ve heard it long ago and let him know. Hafoc sighed then followed Nelda, changing the way he walked so he made some noise as he went along. It was always better to be heard as you approached the camp. A stealthy visitor’s only welcome would be an arrow in his chest. Hafoc deliberately brushed against the branches of a bush and the sound, unnaturally loud in the stillness, made him wince. A dog barked and its warning was quickly taken up by two or three more. Nelda paused and pricked her ears. She gave an answering bark then trotted forward. The voices from the camp stopped and Hafoc knew that men were even now taking up their weapons. He squared his shoulders and strode onward. He did not hesitate until he stepped into the fire-lit clearing.

The tribe were gathered around the fire and every head was turned in Hafoc’s direction. Most of the tribe were squatting on the ground, though three men stood, their bows in their hands. They stared at Hafoc for a moment and then their eyes went to the darkening forest behind him. For a heartbeat, Hafoc wondered what they were looking at. And then he found out. The shove sent him staggering forward, his arms flailing for balance. He caught himself, just in time and whirled around, his hand on his knife. Brond faced him, a satisfied smirk on his face.

Hafoc jutted his chin forward. He pictured his knife ripping across Brond’s throat, could almost feel the spray of hot blood against his skin. But Brond was bigger, stronger, and faster. And they both knew it. Hafoc took his hand away from his knife and stood up straight. He looked Brond in the eye. “I knew you were there,” he said.

“Ha,” Brond sneered. “I think not, little brother.”

Hafoc wanted to say that he’d heard something, that he knew someone was behind him ages ago, but what was the point? His brother would just ask him why he hadn’t done anything about it. Instead, Hafoc pulled a face and looked down. And there was Nelda, sitting by Brond’s side and watching Hafoc with her mouth open and her tongue hanging out. She looked as though she was sharing the joke. I should’ve known, Hafoc thought. Wherever his brother went, Nelda was never far from his side. Treacherous dog. He’d know better than to trust her next time.

Hafoc fought the urge to walk away. If he turned his back on Brond now, he was asking for another shove. He tilted his head to one side and looked up at Brond. Is that it? Have you finished making a fool of me?

Brond shifted his weight and stood tall. “You broke from the other hunters. You went off alone. Now, you return late and with nothing to show for it.”

Hafoc nodded. It would be a waste of breath to argue. Better to accept the insults and get it over with.

“Do you have nothing to say?”

Hafoc shook his head, but that wasn’t good enough for Brond, who stepped closer. “Well you’d better think of something, before I beat it out of you.”

Hafoc sighed unhappily. “I was tracking a deer. I wanted to do it on my own. But, it got too late, it was too dark to see the trail. I…I thought I’d better come home.”

Brond snorted in disgust. “No. We tracked a deer. We worked together. We brought it home. You—you wandered away. You could have been killed, or worse, you could have brought danger to our home.”

Hafoc hung his head. It was all true. He should’ve known better. But why did Brond always have to make him feel so small?

“You never learn,” Brond said. “You won’t do what you’re told. If our father were alive he would be ashamed of—”

“No!” Hafoc yelled. He glared at Brond. “Don’t you dare. Don’t you ever—” In his rage, he didn’t see the punch coming. The next thing he knew, he was flat on his back, the wind knocked from his chest. Brond stood over him and put his foot on Hafoc’s right arm, pressing down hard.

Hafoc’s mind burned with the need to draw his knife, but its sheath was angled diagonally across his chest. The knife was easy to draw with his right hand, but much harder with his left. But it wasn’t impossible. Hafoc dropped his bow and his fingers scrabbled for the knife’s handle.

Brond snarled and pressed his foot harder onto Hafoc’s arm, twisting it to grind the bones against the hard ground. A flash of white pain burst in Hafoc’s mind and he cried out.

Brond bent over him and slapped him across the face. “Be quiet,” he barked. “Do you want to tell the Wandrian where we are?”

Hafoc glared up at him. He gritted his teeth against the pain. “There’s no such thing,” he hissed.

Brond took his foot from Hafoc’s arm. He bent down and, grabbing the front of Hafoc’s tunic with both hands, he shook his brother. Brond’s face was a mask of cold fury. “You fool,” he spat. “They’d take you without a thought. They’d rip out your heart with their bare hands.” 

Hafoc blinked rapidly. He couldn’t help but picture the Wandrian: a savage people who killed men, women and children without mercy and ate their victims’ flesh to steal away their spirits. The Wandrian crept silently through the forest, their skin covered with strange patterns to help them blend into the shadows. They had stalked Hafoc’s dreams since he’d been old enough to sit and listen to tales at the fireside.

“And you say there’s no such thing,” Brond sneered. “You. A man who gives up a trail because he’s afraid of the dark. You’re no better than a child.”

“No,” Hafoc shouted. “I was not afraid. It was too dark to track anything.” He put his hands on Brond’s arms and tried to push himself away but it was useless.

“Afraid,” Brond spat. “Afraid of the spirits. Afraid that the stories our mother told you will come true.”

Hafoc said nothing. He did not trust himself to speak. He screwed his eyes tight shut, and felt the hot tears of anger and frustration building up inside him.

“No,” he whispered. “Not afraid.”

“Brond!”

Brond looked up. On the other side of the fire, Sceldon was standing, his arms folded across his chest. “That’s enough,” he said.

Brond hesitated, then, giving his brother a look of pure contempt, he let go of his tunic.

“Brond, if you’re so unafraid,” Sceldon said, “you’ll go into the forest to get more firewood.”

Brond snorted. “I fear nothing.” For a moment, he glared at Sceldon, but then he dropped his gaze. “I’ll get the wood.” He cast a glance at Hafoc then turned away and strode toward the edge of the clearing. 

Hafoc sat up, rubbing his shoulder. He was sick of being treated like this. Who did Brond think he was? He wasn’t his father. He’d never take their father’s place. Brond was nothing more than a bully. Hafoc shook his head in frustration. And a malicious thought came into his head. “Brond,” he called. “You forgot your talisman.”

“What?” Brond spun on his heel, clutching at his chest, his eyes wide in horror.

Hafoc laughed. It was a childish trick but Brond was stupid enough to be taken in by it. “My mistake,” he said. “It looks like you’ve got it after all.”

Brond growled, his hand going slowly toward the flint knife at his belt.

Hafoc didn’t see Sceldon moving toward him, but suddenly the older man stood above him. Sceldon grabbed Hafoc’s tunic with both hands and hoisted him to his feet. Hafoc twisted his face away, preparing himself.

Sceldon’s voice was a low growl. “When will you learn? In our tribe, we show respect for our elders.”

Hafoc closed his eyes. He’d gone too far and now he’d pay for it. He sniffed, tried to stop his bottom lip from trembling.

“Ha,” Brond said. “Look at him—snivelling. Don’t waste your time, Sceldon. I’ll deal with him later. For now, I’ll go and get the wood.”

“Yes,” Sceldon said. He let go of Hafoc’s tunic and took a step back.

Hafoc opened his eyes and gave Sceldon a guarded look. Was that it? Had he been punished enough? Sceldon smiled. Hafoc smiled back. “I’m sorry. I meant no disrespect.” 

Sceldon shook his head. “Yes you did.” Sceldon’s smile vanished, replaced with a mask of stony condemnation. Slowly, he raised a fist in front of Hafoc’s face. “And that is why you must be punished.”

Hafoc wanted to run. He wanted to hide. But that wasn’t their way. He took a breath and looked Sceldon in the eye as steadily as he could. The blow to the side of his face was powerful enough to knock him off his feet. He sat down heavily on his backside, his ears ringing. His hand went to his jaw.

“Let this be a lesson to you, Hafoc,” Sceldon said.

Hafoc nodded sadly. He ran his tongue around his mouth and tasted blood.

Sceldon turned and walked back to his place by the fire. “Now eat,” he said as he sat down. “And in the morning, you’ll be the first out of camp and you’ll fetch water for the whole tribe.”

Hafoc stood up and shuffled over to the fire, thinking how long it would take him to fill everyone’s flasks in the morning. Still, it could be worse. He’d seen Sceldon dole out much harsher punishments. The tribe had watched all this with interest, but now it was forgotten as they returned to the more important business of eating. No one took any notice of Hafoc as he sat down by the fire. He rubbed his jaw. It would be tender for a while, but it wouldn’t stop him from eating. Sceldon had judged the blow well. A year ago, Sceldon would’ve hit him only with the flat of his hand. Hafoc longed to be treated as a man, but he hadn’t realised it would hurt so much.

He reached forward for a piece of meat from the deer carcass that lay on the ground by the fire. The meat smelled good. Of course, he’d missed all the best bits, but at least it was still warm. His stomach churned and his mouth watered as he tore a hunk of the dark flesh from the bones. But as he raised the meat to his open mouth, he froze.

A savage scream tore into the still night air, and every head in the tribe turned as one. Meat was dropped to the ground as swift hands reached for weapons. The dogs barked and snarled, their hackles raised. Men leaped to their feet, turning their heads to search the darkness for the threat. And many of the tribe cast anxious glances at Hafoc. Yes. The look in their eyes confirmed what Hafoc already knew. The scream they’d heard could only be from one person. 

Brond.



Chapter 2
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FOR A WHILE, ON THAT FIRST NIGHT ON THE HILLTOP, I just sat on the damp grass next to the black stone, hugging my knees to my chest, staring out into the darkness.

I wish I could tell you that a hundred thoughts and ideas were whirling around my head. I wish I could tell you that I was already coming up with a plan and springing into action. But the truth is, my mind was empty, my body drained. Whatever had happened to me on the stone, it had left me utterly exhausted. All I really knew was that I was alone. Lost. Disconnected.

Eventually, the first pale-grey shades of sunlight seeped into the sky and I took a few slow, steadying breaths and watched the sunrise. “That’s east,” I murmured. At last I’d found something I could cling on to, and it gave me some comfort.

Slowly, I pushed myself up to my feet and stood, half-heartedly stretching my back, rubbing my arms to get some life into my cramped muscles. The hilltop where I stood was the highest point for miles around and I looked out across the landscape, searching for a landmark, hoping to see something I could get a fix on. But there was nothing—just an endless forest stretching in every direction. I rubbed my hands across my face. This can’t be right. But I had to accept what I was seeing. It didn’t make any sense, but what could I do about it? “Think,” I whispered. “You’ve got to think of something.” I closed my eyes and a whirl of muddled memories and disjointed thoughts flooded through my mind: the glint of Robbo’s knife as he’d walked toward me; the tall fence that should’ve kept me out of the quarry; Matt’s frightened face as we’d cowered up on the ledge; the strange old man I’d imagined when I’d made contact with the stone slab.

My eyes flew open. The stone. I turned to face it. The black rock towered above me, glittering darkly in the pale dawn light. It was made from the same dark stone I’d fallen against in the old quarry, and its length and width were the same, but the slab in the quarry had only been half a metre high. This stone was at least two metres tall. There was no way it could be same stone. And anyway, how could it have moved from a ledge partway up a sheer, rocky slope, to the top of a green hill?

I ran my hands through my hair. None of this makes any sense. But I couldn’t just stand there staring. I had to do something. I let my eyes roam over the stone’s sparkling surface and suddenly my stomach was hollow. “You must’ve brought me here,” I muttered. “You can bloody well take me back.” I knew exactly what I had to do.

I reached up to the top of the stone and curled my fingers over the sharp edge, pressing my fingertips down onto the smooth surface to get a grip. But just as I tensed my arm muscles to pull myself up onto the stone, I hesitated. When I’d fallen onto the stone in the quarry, I’d banged my head against it, but that didn’t explain the pain I’d felt. It had been almost unbearable; a savage, icy burn, ripping through me, tearing me apart. What if it’s just as bad this time? What if it’s worse? I took a sharp breath. If it means I can go home, I’ve got to try it.

I pressed my fingers harder against the stone and hauled myself up with my arms. I was tired, weak, and my arms wobbled as I pulled myself up. “Come on,” I hissed. And then I was there, level with the top. Another pull and I was sliding my chest over the edge. I leaned forward and lay flat on the stone, dragging my legs up behind me. “Yes.”

I sat up and rubbed my palms together. “Now what?” I laid my palms flat against the stone and ran my hands over its smooth, cold surface. It gleamed in the early morning sunlight and a tingle of anticipation ran up my spine. Beautiful. I recalled the first time I’d seen the stone slab in the quarry and I thought of Cally; her beautiful smile, the mischievous glint in her eye when she’d shown me the black stone. It seemed a lifetime ago, but it had only been the day before yesterday, hadn’t it? I shook my head. Ordinary things like days of the week didn’t matter right now. All I cared about was getting home.

“OK,” I said. “Let’s get it over with.” Gently, I lowered myself down onto my front, watching the stone carefully all the time. Back in the quarry, I’d seen strange reflections; flashes of blue light that seemed to come from within the stone. Now, there was nothing—just a flat slab of pure black, solid rock. I closed my eyes and rested my forehead on the cool stone. It felt good and I realised my head had been hurting for a while. A dull, throbbing ache had crept over my scalp and settled around my tired eyes. I sighed and longed for a tall glass of ice-cold water and the cool comfort of fresh cotton sheets on my bed at home. And I waited.

Soon, the press of the cold stone against my forehead wasn’t a relief anymore, but a painful pressure. “It’s not working,” I said. “Why isn’t it working?” I opened my eyes and rolled over to lie on my side. I must be doing something wrong. What exactly had happened back in the quarry? I’d backed away when Robbo threatened me and then I’d fallen onto the stone by accident. I was lying on my back. Perhaps that was the key. I lay down on my back, but that wasn’t quite right. In the quarry, I’d curled up into a ball to protect myself. “Worth a try,” I muttered. I curled up and hugged my legs against my chest. I closed my eyes tight and thought of home, of seeing Mum and Dad, of meeting up with Matt, my best friend. I thought of my house, my bedroom, the street where we lived. “Please,” I whispered. “Please, I just want to go home.”

And nothing happened. Hot tears stung at the corners of my eyes and I screwed my eyes shut tighter. I swallowed hard. “Please,” I said, my voice hoarse and unsteady. “Please. Please, please, please, please. I…” But I didn’t know what to say. What was I going to do—promise to be a good boy from now on?

I shook my head. It’s not working. And of course it wasn’t. I’d no idea how the stone worked, or if it worked at all. I bit my lip and thought again of my family and my friends. But they couldn’t help me now. There was no one to rely on, no one to turn to. I was on my own. If I wanted to get home, I’d have to do something about it.

I opened my eyes and pushed myself up to my feet. I wiped my eyes with the backs of my hands and looked out at the acres of countryside surrounding me on every side. There were no signs of civilisation, but there had to be someone out there. The nearest town was probably just hidden in the dip of a valley or tucked away behind a hill. And there would be a road to follow, or a signpost, or at the very least, some sort of path through the trees. There had to be something. It wasn’t like I was in the middle of a tropical rainforest or a jungle. It looked like England. The gently rolling hills, the forest—it all seemed familiar; a picture postcard view of the English countryside. And the weather was right too. The early morning air was cool and fresh despite the almost cloudless sky. It felt like England. And in England you couldn’t go far without seeing a farm or a village or a road. There had to be something useful nearby; some clue as to where I was.

I turned my head and scanned the horizon, letting my eyes follow the almost unbroken line of dense woodland. I chewed the inside of my cheek, and for a moment, I pictured the vast woodlands in other countries. There were forests in America and Canada that covered countless acres, weren’t there? I pushed the thought away.

“England,” I muttered. “I’m still in England.” After all, I’d seen no evidence I was anywhere else. Don’t get carried away, I told myself. This isn’t The Wizard of Oz. I allowed myself a small smile. But even in England, people got lost in the countryside. Hardly a year went by without a news story of search parties sent out to rescue hikers who’d underestimated the demands of Snowdonia or Dartmoor. And often enough, I’d watched the TV news as they’d shown the helicopters landing, the exhausted walkers led out with blankets wrapped around their shoulders. There was always talk of exposure and dehydration.

I nodded to myself. I was getting thirsty already. I need to find some water. Yes. Water first, and then food, and if it came to it, some shelter. I’d look after my basic needs first, and while I did that, I might even come across someone who could help me or at least tell me where I was. It was a plan.

I looked down at the stone slab and narrowed my eyes. “Stupid bloody thing,” I whispered. It had taken me away from everything I valued, ripped me from my life, torn the heart out of my existence, and now it just sat there, impassive, as though it was a hunk of ordinary rock. I let out a snort of frustration. “This is your last chance,” I said. “Take me back home. Take me back right now or I’m going away and I’m never coming back.”

And nothing happened. No flashes of light, no strange noises, not even a flicker of colour or a hint of an unexpected reflection. Nothing. “Right,” I growled. “That’s it.”

I slid across to the edge and lowered myself down. “I’m out of here.” I found my backpack, still lying where I’d dumped it on the ground the night before and as I picked it up, I felt the weight of the old tools inside it. For a moment I thought of throwing the tools away to save carrying them, but the heavy old hammer and the broad chisel were now the only things I possessed apart from the clothes I stood up in and a phone with a flat battery. I was damned if I was leaving anything behind. I shouldered my backpack, took one last look at the block of black stone, then turned my back on it forever.

I picked a spot on the horizon, a dip that might conceal a town or a road, and fixed it in my mind. Then I stood up straight, as best as I could, and set off down the hill. I didn’t know exactly where I was heading or how long I’d have to walk before I found anything useful, but at least I was on my way. At least I was doing something.

The slope was quite steep and there was no obvious path through the knee-high grass, but the ground was soft underfoot and it was an easy walk. I almost enjoyed it. Almost. But as I walked, and my stiff muscles loosened and reminded me of their bruises, I started to sweat. When Robbo had kicked me, he hadn’t held back. Soon my legs were throbbing. But I walked on, trying to keep to a straight line, breathing hard. Every gasp of air dried the back of my throat and my tongue was like sandpaper in my mouth. I really had to find some water, and quickly.

I paused, rubbed the sweat from my forehead, and looked around. The landscape was incredibly lush and green. There had to be plenty of water about somewhere. And water ran downhill, so I was heading in the right direction wasn’t I?

I set off again, and as I waded through the knee-high grass, the dew soaked into the legs of my jeans. I toyed with the idea of squatting down and trying to lick the dew. Would it be worth it? How much water would I actually get that way? And surely, there would be bugs and slugs and snails all over the grass. No. Running water is safer, I thought, and I kept walking.

As I reached the lower part of the slope, the grass gave way to bushes and brambles, closely followed by woodland. There’ll be a stream in the forest, I thought. There was sure to be a trickling brook weaving its way among the trees.

But as I neared the edge of the forest, I slowed my pace. This wasn’t like any forest I’d ever known. There’d be no picnic areas here, no dappled shade or wandering footpaths. The trees grew close together and there was little light beneath the dense canopy. I stopped and rubbed the sweat from the back of my neck. There was something about the forest I didn’t like. It wasn’t just the gloom, the jumbled ranks of tree trunks—there was something else.

I scanned the edge of the treeline, looking for a path or a gate or at least some sign of a thinner patch of trees where I might walk into the forest without losing the daylight. But there was nothing to show a way in, nothing to suggest that one direction was better than another. “Oh well,” I said. “At least it’ll be cooler.” Surely, that had to be a good thing. And if I kept walking downhill, it would lead me to water. Eventually.

I pulled at the straps of my backpack and, as I rolled my shoulders, the metal tools in the backpack clanked against each other. As I’d walked down the hill, the hammer and chisel had jangled and bumped against my back with every step, annoying the hell out of me. But now, on the edge of this dark and forbidding forest, it was good to be reminded they were there. I shuddered at the thought of using them as weapons, but it at least I wasn’t entirely defenceless.

You’re out in the middle of nowhere, I told myself. There’s no one around for twenty miles in any direction. And it was true. I’d seen no signs of civilisation whatsoever. I was much safer here than walking through the town centre after dark back home. I looked back toward the hilltop and then turned to try and find the point on the horizon where I’d seen the sun rise. I needed to get my bearings. But it was hopeless. I’d been on the top of the hill when I’d watched the sun come up. Now, I was much lower and I just couldn’t figure out where the sun had risen. It would’ve been hard at the best of times, but here, there were no farm buildings or roads to use as landmarks. There weren’t even any phone lines or electricity pylons and they were pretty much everywhere weren’t they?

I sighed. Just keep walking, I thought. What have I got to lose? Besides, the sun was higher in the sky now and I was sweating already. The shade in the forest would protect me from overheating. I had to go on.

I made sure the hilltop was directly behind me and walked on. When the first brambles snagged at my jeans, I walked more carefully, picking my feet up higher to avoid them as much as possible. “Bloody things,” I muttered as they snaked around my ankles and caught on my shoelaces. It wasn’t even as though they had any berries on. I licked my lips, thinking of plump, ripe blackberries, almost tasting the sweet juice, imagining the stains on my skin as I grabbed them by the handful. And that was when I fell.

I hadn’t noticed the thick stem of a tough bramble looping itself around my foot. It brought me to an unexpected halt in mid-stride and I overbalanced. For a split second I realised what was happening and knew I couldn’t stop it, knew I’d land heavily on the tangled mass of sharp thorns. If I put my hands out to save myself, my fingers would be cut to ribbons. I threw myself sideways and managed to half-turn and land on my side, rolling over onto my back. “Bloody hell,” I hissed. I hadn’t accounted for the tools in my backpack, and now, as I landed, they dug sharply into my back, pressing hard against my spine. “Those damned things.” I sat up, wincing at the pain in my back, feeling the pinpricks of thorns through the seat of my jeans. “Damn, bloody, sodding, bloody hell,” I grumbled. “I’ve had enough of this.”

I sat for a moment, staring furiously at the brambles. What I wouldn’t give for a machete right now, I thought. But I didn’t have anything even remotely like a machete. And I didn’t have any real choice about what to do next. I’d have to get up and I’d have to go on.

I heaved a sigh and picked myself up, shrugging off my backpack and rubbing at the sore spot in the small of my back. “I’m not putting that bag on again,” I muttered. I held the straps in my hand. I’d carry it like that for a while, so if I fell again, I could just let go of it. And if I did need to get at the tools for some reason, it would be quicker. Why? I asked myself. Why would I need a hammer and chisel? I pushed the thought away.

I set off again, picking my way more carefully through the brambles, occasionally looking up to get my bearings, and soon I was entering the shade beneath the trees. I stood for a moment and breathed in the cool scents of the forest. The air was deliciously damp and fresh and I took great gulps of it. It cooled my skin and soothed my headache. But it reminded me how thirsty I was. “Oh man,” I whispered. “I really need a drink.” I pictured an ice-cold can of Coke and my throat ached for it. Don’t torture yourself. I ran my tongue over my dry lips and swallowed. It didn’t help.

“Come on,” I muttered. “Get a grip.” I turned around, looking for a path and listening for the sound of running water. There. A faint whisper. I took a step forward and tilted my head. But the sound faded away. I shook my head. It had only been the shush of a breeze through the treetops. I tutted to myself. I’d have to do better than this. I took a breath and looked around, my eyes already adjusting to the deep shade. The forest wasn’t as dark as I’d first feared, and like the hillside, the forest floor was lush and fertile, carpeted with pale green ferns that grew waist-high. Surely, with all this plant life, there had be water somewhere. And although the undergrowth was dense, it looked harmless enough. “Better than brambles,” I murmured. “Anything’s better than bloody brambles.”

I walked on, raising my eyes to the leafy canopy as I went along, enjoying the mottled kaleidoscope of daylight as the leaves met and parted. I listened to the songs and calls of unseen birds. I let my hands hang at my side to feel the gentle caress of the ferns as I passed them by. And despite my thirst and my growing pangs of hunger, my headache finally faded away. I couldn’t help but smile.

***

“Oh bloody hell!” I moaned. I stopped walking and turned full circle. Every tree looked sickeningly familiar. How long had I been walking? When had I last been able to get my bearings? I ran my hand across my forehead and my palm came away wet with cold sweat. I closed my eyes for a moment and a rush of dizziness spun through my mind. I took a breath and opened my eyes. Just keep calm, I told myself. But it didn’t help. A sudden surge of panic rose from the pit of my stomach. I was lost. But that tree—the one wrapped in ivy—I’d passed it ages ago, hadn’t I? 

“Oh no,” I groaned. “I’ve been walking in circles.” But I couldn’t even be sure of that. I turned around again, looking in every direction for some clue, some small thing to latch on to. But there was nothing. Nothing except a dense mass of featureless ferns and a thick throng of almost identical trees pressing in on me from every direction. “What have I done?” I whispered. But I knew the answer. I’d let myself get lost.



Chapter 3
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2018

CALLY BREEZED IN THROUGH THE SWING DOORS that led to Exeter University’s History Department and marched along the corridor. She paused at the door to her tutor’s office. Doctor Seaton’s note to her had been unusually abrupt: See me today, 5:30 p.m. – my office, without fail. It was out of character. Usually, the old man was all charm and flattery, especially to the female students. Cally wrinkled her nose. There’s charm, she thought, and then there’s sexual harassment. And now, here she was, meeting him alone in his room. And for some unexplained reason, this appointment was much later than usual. Normally, she’d have put good money on the doctor being at the bar in the pub over the road by this time on a Friday. She raised her hand to knock then hesitated. What was Seaton up to? What did he want? Cally shuddered. Not that, she thought. Please don’t let it be that.

She sighed. Seaton was supervising her final dissertation, and she needed his support. She wanted that first class honours degree. She wanted to go on to postgraduate work and get her Ph.D. She wanted to be published; a respected authority in her field. This was right for her. It was what she was meant to do with her life. And things had all been going so well, hadn’t they? She was already making great progress with her dissertation. She’d done all the preliminary research, she’d combed through all the available literature. Dr Seaton had seen her ideas and he seemed to approve. It was all going according to plan. And then, suddenly, out of the blue, there was this enigmatic note. 

“Come on, let’s get it over with,” she whispered. She took a deep breath and rapped on the door.

She waited, expecting Seaton’s usual cry of “Advance and be recognised.” But there was nothing. Silence. Cally checked her watch. She wasn’t late. Perhaps he’d forgotten all about her and cleared off to the pub after all. Cally lifted her hand and rubbed the stiff muscles in the back of her neck. She’d just finished a long stint in the library and she still had a mound of work to get through when she got home. I’ve got better things to do than stand around here. She looked up and down the empty corridor. The doors to all the other offices were closed. The corridor was completely silent. The whole department felt deserted. And she’d waited long enough. She turned on her heel, but as she stepped away, there was a sudden sound from Doctor Seaton’s room; perhaps the creaking of a floorboard. She stopped and turned to face the door. There it was again. And again. The sound had a rhythm. And it could only be one thing: footsteps. Cally swallowed hard. Again, she looked along the corridor. I should go. She took a step backward. And another. The handle on Seaton’s door rattled and then, very slowly, it began to turn. Cally gasped. She should never have come. Not on her own. What was she thinking? She stared at the door, transfixed. Another step backward and with a jolt, she came up against the wall. She cried out—she couldn’t help herself: “Bloody hell.” 

And at that moment, the door swung open.



Chapter 4
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2014

TOM RAN A HAND OVER HIS FACE and slumped back in his plastic chair. “No,” he said. “Of course you wouldn’t hit him. Where would that get you?” He looked around the group of lads, every one of them lounging back on their chairs, every one of them trying so hard to show they didn’t give a damn. They all wore the same defiant smirk. Sometimes, I feel like banging their heads together, he thought. But that wasn’t why he was here. He glanced up at the CCTV camera in the corner, counted five blinks of the red light, and his anger faded away. For a moment he wondered if anyone up in the detention centre’s control room was watching, laughing at his efforts to get through to these lads. And that’s all they were, just lads. He couldn’t give up on them. He had to give them a chance; the same chance he’d had at that age. “Anybody?” he asked. “Anybody hazard a guess at exactly where that course of action could lead?”

A couple of the lads fidgeted on their seats. One lad, Steve, stretched out in an exaggerated yawn, deliberately reaching his hand toward the lad sitting next to him; a heavyset youth named Jesse. Steve paused, savouring the moment, then flicked Jesse’s ear as hard as he could. In an instant, Jesse turned in his seat, his face a mask of cold hatred, his fist raised. “Try that again,” he snarled.

Steve’s face lit up with a savage smile, a dangerous glint in his eyes.

Tom glanced around the group. The rest of the lads weren’t slouching now. They sat bolt upright, on the edges of their seats, their shoulders back, their fists ready. A few of them were licking their lips. And every single one of them was thinking quickly—choosing sides and calculating the odds. Their minds were working faster now than they’d ever done in classrooms or exam halls. You could cut the tension in the air with a butterfly knife. 

Tom knew exactly what they were feeling: blood buzzing in their ears, pure adrenaline coursing through their bodies, snapping every dormant muscle into life, sizzling through every nerve. They felt fantastic. This was what they lived for. This was what they were good at.

But Tom just sighed. He’d seen it all before. He sat up and raised his voice. “That’s enough,” he warned. “Any more of that and you know what happens—you don’t come next week.”

Steve and Jesse scowled at each other. But they knew Tom was serious. He’d kick them out of the group in a heartbeat. And the group was a soft option. It was easy time. Time away from the drudgery, the monotonous routine, the confinement. Nobody wanted to miss out on that, and Tom knew it. It was the one thing that gave him power over them, the single chink in their armour. It wasn’t much, but it was something he could work on. And week by week, if he was lucky, he’d get a few of them to let their guards down long enough to face what they’d done.

Jesse shook his head in disgust and sat back with his arms folded. Steve smiled and followed suit. The rest of the lads slouched back on their chairs, disappointed.

“OK,” Tom said. “Back to the situation we were talking about. You’re out having a drink with your mates, and someone, a complete stranger, pushes past you and makes you spill your drink. Danny here said he would hit the stranger. Steve, perhaps you could tell the group where that response could lead.”

Steve tilted his head and stared at Tom. The lad’s eyes were glassy, emotionless, the pupils unnaturally constricted. Strung out, Tom thought. Where the hell do they get it from? But he pushed the question from his mind. Crystal meth, heroin, ketamine—whatever you wanted, there was always a way to get it. Tom knew that better than most. But Steve had no right showing up in this state. The lads were all supposed to be clean before they were allowed to join the group. There were meant to be urine tests. Perhaps someone at the centre was getting sloppy and skimping on the routine. Tom made a mental note to check the paperwork later.

Suddenly, Steve sat up straight and leaned forward, fixing Tom with a hard stare. All heads swivelled to watch. If Steve was going to kick off, they didn’t want to miss a single moment.

“Is it true?” Steve said. “What they say about you—is it right?”

Tom shook his head wearily. “Not this again. Listen, we’ve been through all this.”

“No,” Steve said. “No, we haven’t. You’ve never owned up to what you did.”

“You know what I did,” Tom said. “I got mixed up with the wrong crowd, I dealt in drugs, got into fights. But that was all years ago. I’ve done my time. I’ve put it behind me.” He looked around the group for support. “And so can you—all of you. If you want to.”

But Steve was smirking and shaking his head. “No way. You can’t get away with that. You know what I’m talking about.”

Tom looked Steve in the eye. “No,” he said. “I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.” He let the silence hang in the air for a moment. “But do you know what?” He looked around the group and forced himself to smile. “I reckon it’s time for a break.” He looked over to the guard by the door. Dave Howard was one of the older prison officers and he knew the drill. Generally, he stood quietly at the back and made himself invisible. He knew Tom needed to handle the group in his own way, but he’d step in soon enough if the situation called for it. Tom guessed this was a soft option for Dave, too; indoors and not too much to do. “That all right with you, Mr. Howard?”

Dave nodded and took up position by the door that led outside to a small yard.

Tom rubbed his hands together. “OK then. Ten minutes. And then be ready to participate in the group, OK?”

No one answered. Instead, the lads pushed their chairs back and stood, already pulling crumpled packs of cigarettes from their pockets. Then wearily, as if they’d just been asked to climb a mountain, they shuffled to the door. Tom watched as, without being told, they formed a patient line in front of the prison officer. Look at them, he thought. They look like little children queueing up for the morning break. They’d only been in the centre for a few months and already, they were institutionalised. Tom stood up. For a moment, he was tempted to join the back of the queue and go out into the yard for a smoke. But no. He hadn’t smoked in years. He lived a clean life these days. No cigarettes, no alcohol, nothing. Not since…He shook his head to dispel the thought. A cup of tea. I need a cup of tea. Dave would watch the lads for ten minutes while Tom slipped back to one of the staff rooms. A nice hot cup of tea and he’d be ready to get the group back on track.

The nearest staffroom was empty and Tom was suddenly self-conscious as he walked into the room on his own. Sometimes, he still felt as though he was in the wrong place. All his life he’d been on the wrong side of authority figures. Now, he was one of their number. He’d been doing this job for almost two years, leading groups and mentoring individuals, trying to help them find the right path. But still, standing there among the tattered chairs and the cluttered tables, he felt like a child who’d been summoned to see the teacher. He felt like an imposter. He checked his watch. He didn’t have long. Dave wouldn’t want to hang around outdoors with the lads any longer than was strictly necessary.

Tom crossed to the sink and lifted the kettle, giving it an experimental slosh to check the water level. Good, there was already enough water for a mug of tea. He replaced the kettle on the counter and flipped the switch, watching the red light glow and listening to the rising hiss as the water stirred into motion. His attention wandered and whenever that happened, the words were never far from his mind. He heard them now; whispering in the hiss of steam, their murmured rhythm mingling with the gentle rumble of boiling water. “It’s all your fault,” they whispered. No, Tom thought. Not now. But that wasn’t enough. Once the words began to form in his mind, it was always so much harder to make them stop, to make them keep their accusations to themselves. “All your fault,” the words insisted. “But you got away with it. You lied and you got away with it and you didn’t deserve to. But it’s all your fault and you know it. You’ll always know it.”

With a sudden clunk, the automatic switch on the kettle flipped back to the off position and Tom blinked. “Focus,” he muttered. “Focus on one thing at a time.” He reached out for a mug from the shelf over the sink and grabbed a teabag from the packet on the counter. He dropped the bag into the mug and lifted the kettle, pouring the water carefully, watching the brown tea seep into the water. He picked up a teaspoon from the draining board and prodded at the teabag, counting slowly to twelve in his head. He lifted the bag with the spoon and dropped it neatly into the pedal bin. He bent down to open the fridge. There was plenty of milk for a change. Really, I should’ve checked that first, he thought. He added the milk to his mug and stirred it six times. “There we go,” he muttered. “Milk back in the fridge, rinse the teaspoon under the tap. One, two, three, four.” He watched the water flowing over the tea-stained spoon. Had he just said all that out loud? He coughed and looked over his shoulder, scanning the room although he knew he was alone. He sighed and turned the tap off. It’s funny, he thought, I always hated maths at school, but now I count just about everything. And it was true. He needed the reassuring rhythm of the numbers. Sometimes, they were all that held him together.

Tom raised the mug to his lips and blew across the top. He breathed in the fragrant steam and closed his eyes as he took that first slurp; always the same way, always while the tea was still too hot. He felt the heat catch at the back of his throat. And always the same thought: This is it. This is as good as I’m going to feel all day. 

He opened his eyes and took another slurp, then raised his gaze to the window and looked out, trying to ignore the grid of metal bars. There wasn’t much to see out there, just a series of chain-link fences and the visitors’ car park. But he wanted to see beyond this place, he wanted to see the sky. At least I get to sign out at the end of the day. I get to drive home and choose what I have to eat. I get to sit in front of the TV and watch football. He sniffed. He was a damned sight better off than the poor kids confined within the centre’s concrete walls and chain-link fences; they hardly dared to dream about the day they’d leave this place.

He watched the clouds for a couple of minutes and sipped at his tea. A crow flapped lazily across the sky and he followed its path, counting every beat of its wings. One, two three, four. As he watched, the crow swooped down into the car park, settling next to a discarded polystyrene burger carton. It pecked at the yellow container, no doubt hoping for a leftover French fry. Tom snorted. The carton was probably from some kid visiting his dad. As young as the inmates were, some of them had still managed to have kids of their own. Tom had seen the teenage mums dragging their reluctant toddlers across the car park. The burger would be a bribe: “Visit your dad and we’ll go to McDonald’s on the way.”

Tom smiled sadly. There but for the grace of God, he thought. He gulped down the last of his tea, but as he turned away from the window, something in the car park caught his eye. He put the mug down on the counter, and moved closer to the window, scanning across the parked cars. What had he seen? There. He’d assumed, at first, that all the cars were empty, but in a dark blue Renault hatchback, a man sat behind the wheel. The man’s face was pale against the car’s gloomy interior and he was leaning forward, staring through the windscreen. “He’s not looking at me,” Tom whispered. “He can’t be.” But that just wasn’t true. There was no doubt about it. The man was not staring at the building, nor at the window, but directly at Tom; watching him, taking in his every move.

Tom blinked. He returned the man’s gaze. Something was wrong. Something that made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. Did he know this man? Perhaps he’d seen his photo in the files. He could be related to one of the lads; an uncle perhaps, or even a grandfather. Tom racked his brain but he just couldn’t place him. Should he wave to him, or acknowledge him in some way? Slowly, he raised his hand to shoulder height and spread his fingers. But the man hurriedly looked away. Tom felt foolish and lowered his hand. He must’ve made a mistake. And yet the man in the car seemed agitated by Tom’s wave. Suddenly, he strapped on his seatbelt and started the engine, then turned his head, looking rapidly from side to side.

“What are you up to?” Tom muttered. The dark blue car reversed from its parking space and sped toward the exit, grinding to an abrupt stop at the barrier. Tom heard the honk of a horn and he smiled to himself. Whoever was manning the barrier would not like that. They’d make the man wait. They might even search his car. It was a shame Tom didn’t have time to watch. He needed to get back to the group. He put his empty mug into the dishwasher and turned toward the staffroom door. He’d hoped for ten minutes of peace and quiet, but now he felt more unsettled than before his tea break. What had just happened? Had he recognised that man or was he confusing him with someone else?

He shook his head and headed back toward the group. He needed to get his head back together. He had work to do. There were sixty-three steps back to the room he used for his group sessions. One, two, three, four. There was nothing to worry about. Five, six, seven. The man had just been a visitor and he’d probably been lost in thought, just staring into space. Eight, nine, ten. Perhaps the man had been embarrassed to have been spotted daydreaming and he’d hurried away. Eleven, twelve. He’d probably been anxious to get away from the centre and forget about the place; most people felt the same—even the staff. Thirteen, fourteen, fifteen. There was nothing more to it than that. Sixteen, seventeen, eighteen.

Nothing at all.  



Chapter 5

[image: ]

3650 BC

BROND’S SCREAM ENDED ABRUPTLY and instantly the whole tribe was in uproar. Women gathered their children and drew their knives. Men leaped to their feet, eyeing each other watchfully, their fingers flicking through the air in silent signals. The dogs barked and snarled for all they were worth, their lips curled back, their teeth flashing white in the firelight.

But Hafoc could only stand and stare, his mouth hanging open. He looked from left to right, but nothing made sense. Brond was strong and brave. Brond was a hunter, a fighter. Nothing bad could happen to him. Could it? Hafoc swayed. The forest floor felt unsteady beneath his feet. He watched open-mouthed as a group of men ran into the dark forest, fanning out, slinking silently between the trees. A few of the dogs followed, but most stayed by the fire, pacing back and forth, growling and snarling. 

“Hafoc, no!”

Hafoc turned his head slowly and stared as Sceldon marched toward him, his hand outstretched.

“Stay here, Hafoc.”

“What?” Hafoc blinked and looked around him. Somehow, without being aware of it, he’d walked to the edge of the clearing. He looked down. His knife was in his hand. Good, he thought. I’ve got to go into the forest. I’ve got to help Brond.

Sceldon caught up with him. He reached out and placed his palm on Hafoc’s chest. “Hafoc, listen to me. Stay here. Let other men deal with this.”

Hafoc shook his head. “Brond,” he mumbled.

“Yes,” Sceldon said. “Brond is in trouble. But the best way you can help him is to stay safe with the tribe.”

Hafoc looked back toward the fire, where the women and children were huddled together for safety. A movement at the edge of the firelight drew his attention, and he watched as Nelda trotted toward him. Even the dog knew what had to be done. “No,” he said. He looked Sceldon in the eye. “Brond is my brother. My only kin. I’m going to help him.”

Sceldon said nothing. He studied Hafoc’s face for a moment. “Go,” he said. He stood back. “But keep your eyes open.”

Hafoc nodded. He gripped his knife a little tighter and stepped forward into the forest. And as he slipped into the shadows, he heard the gentle pad of paws rustling through the undergrowth and knew that Brond’s dog had joined him. “Good girl, Nelda,” he whispered. “Good girl.”

He crept forward through the ferns, scanning the forest, staring into the gloom for some sign of the men who’d set off before him. When Brond had left to get firewood, the sky had been almost completely dark. Now, beneath the forest’s dense canopy, Hafoc could barely distinguish the trees from their shadows. And the men don’t know I’ve joined them in the forest, he thought. Hafoc bit his lip. It would be dangerous to creep up on the others unannounced. He paused and waved the dog forward. “Go on, Nelda,” he said. “You can hear them. Go and find them.”

Nelda trotted ahead. She seemed to know where she was going and Hafoc followed. He watched Nelda from the corner of his eye as he stalked forward, glancing nervously from side to side. Soon, he heard the murmur of voices ahead and he knew he’d been right to trust Nelda’s keen senses. Hafoc walked toward the voices, treading carefully among the undergrowth. Oh Brond, what could’ve happened to you? There’d been no shouts of warning, none of the clumsy sounds of a fight. And Brond hadn’t had time to get far from the camp, so why hadn’t they found him yet? Hafoc shook his head. This was all wrong.

Ahead, the men’s voices stopped abruptly. They’d heard something. Hafoc hesitated. When they saw Nelda, would they guess he was following? Maybe not. Hafoc stood still and stared into the shadows. If this was a hunt, he’d know what to do. The tribe had signals, sounds they could make to keep in touch with each other. But this was different. Here, there could be any number of enemies. Here, the tribe were not the hunters, but the prey. Hafoc took a breath and dropped into a half crouch. He crept forward. For all he knew, the men ahead might already be training their arrows on him.

A voice hissed in the darkness: “Hafoc.”

“Yes,” he said. “Yes, it’s me, Hafoc.”

“Come here. Stop making so much noise.”

Hafoc stood tall. What noise? His face grew hot. He hadn’t made a sound. But this was not the time to argue. He walked forward as quietly as he could. And suddenly, there they were. The men stood in silence and watched him as he approached.

Hafoc’s careful footsteps faltered. Even though he could only make out the men’s outlines, Hafoc knew they’d had no luck. There was no sign of Brond’s familiar shape among them. But even worse than that, the group were standing very still, as though they didn’t know what to do, as though they’d given up hope.

A cold knot of fear tightened in Hafoc’s stomach. He took a breath. “Brond?”

One of the men stepped forward. “No. No sign of Brond.” 

Hafoc recognised the man’s voice. It was Tostig, one of the best hunters in the tribe.

“What do you mean, no sign?” Hafoc asked. “There has to be a trail.”

Tostig stepped closer and put his hand on Hafoc’s shoulder. “Hafoc, Brond was here. We found the few pieces of firewood he’d gathered. But that’s all we’ve found. No trail. It’s too dark.”

“But… he didn’t just disappear,” Hafoc said. “We’ve got to do something.”

Tostig tightened his grip on Hafoc’s shoulder. “Yes. We’ve got to go back to the tribe and tell Sceldon.”

Hafoc pushed Tostig’s hand from his shoulder. “That will take too long. We can’t—”

But Tostig didn’t let him finish. “We tell Sceldon,” he snapped, “and that’s an end to it.” He pushed past Hafoc and strode away. The other men fell in behind him and Hafoc was left standing in the darkness. He closed his eyes and covered his face with his hands. This could not be happening. People did not just vanish into the air. But he was on his own. What could he do? A roar of frustration rose in his throat but he stifled it, swallowed it down. He had to go back to the tribe. He needed to convince Sceldon to send a search party. But we have to start now, he thought. If we wait until morning it will be too late to save him.

He took his hands away from his face and stood up straight. He must hurry. If Tostig beat him back to the tribe, he’d probably tell Sceldon there was nothing to be done. Hafoc turned back toward the camp, and as he hurried to catch up with the other men, once again he heard the sound of paws trotting quietly along behind him. He smiled grimly. If nothing else, at least Nelda would be on his side.

Hafoc stepped out into the clearing and marched into the camp. Already, a knot of men stood around Sceldon, their faces grim, their arms folded across their chests. It doesn’t look good, Hafoc thought. But they must listen to me. He strode toward the group. “Quick,” he called. “We’ve got to get going. We’ve got to find Brond—get him back.”

Sceldon and Tostig turned to face him, but the other men looked away or at the ground. Sceldon beckoned for him to join them. “Hafoc, Brond is your kin, so you must help us decide.”

Hafoc stopped in front of the group. Was Sceldon just saying that, or were they really going to listen to him? “There’s nothing to decide. We need to find Brond. We need to help him.”

“And if someone has taken him?” Tostig asked. “If the Wandrian have captured him, what then? Do we all just walk into their trap?”

I knew it, Hafoc thought. I knew they wouldn’t care what I think. He furrowed his brow. He wouldn’t let them treat him like a child—he’d make them listen. “We don’t know that it was the Wandrian,” he said. “We don’t know what’s happened to Brond. That’s what we need to find out.”

Another of the men, Sceort, stepped forward. “Brond is a strong fighter, but he did not call out a proper warning to the tribe,” he said. “He must have been taken quickly and that means he was attacked by more than one man—perhaps by a whole raiding party.”

Hafoc formed his hands into fists and tried to control his temper. “If there’d been a lot of men, they’d have left a trail. You’d have seen it.”

“The Wandrian don’t leave a trail,” Tostig said. The other men nodded at this.

Hafoc snorted in disbelief. “If it was the Wandrian, then why didn’t they attack the camp? Why didn’t we see or hear them?”

Tostig raised his voice. “You know nothing,” he spat. “The Wandrian attack only when they can win. They take those who are foolish enough to hunt alone—which you have done today. It is you who has led them to our camp.”

Hafoc stared at them, his eyes wide. Every face wore the same stern expression. They blame me, he thought. Every single one of them thinks I brought the Wandrian to our camp. “No,” he said. “You can’t think that. I walked in with Brond. With Nelda. She’d have smelled them, heard them. She would’ve warned us.”

No one spoke. The men exchanged knowing looks; they would not be surprised if the Wandrian could not even be detected by dogs. Sceldon took a deep breath. “Enough,” he said. “Tostig, you found spilled blood? Any of you?”

“A little,” Tostig said. “The dogs found it straight away.”

“That means Brond was not attacked by an animal. More likely he was wounded by an arrow or a club,” Sceldon said.

“That’s right,” Tostig said. A few of the other men grunted in agreement.

“So Brond is still alive,” Sceldon said. “He was taken by a raiding party. Perhaps they were from the Wandrian, perhaps not.”

Tostig opened his mouth to speak, but Sceldon held up a hand to silence him. “A raiding party may be just two men. If there had been a bigger group, they would have made more noise, left a bigger trail. Hafoc is right. A bigger party might even have attacked our camp.”

Tostig shook his head but it looked as though Sceldon hadn’t finished speaking and Tostig knew better than to interrupt.

“So, this is what we will do,” Sceldon continued. “We will send a small scouting party. They will go now and they will find the trail. When they find Brond, they will bring him back if they can. Otherwise, they will return to tell me what has happened.”

“What?” Tostig spluttered. “We’ve lost one man already. Do we send more men to die?”

Sceldon puffed out his chest and took a step toward Tostig. “We send the best hunters we have. We send men who have the courage to do what is right.”

Tostig held his tongue. He looked at the ground, his eyes blazing with anger. The other men looked on, stony-faced. The only sound was the crackling of the fire.

Sceldon looked around the group, studying the men’s faces. He opened his mouth to speak, but Tostig didn’t give him the chance.

“Three men should be enough,” Tostig said.

All eyes turned to Tostig. What? Hafoc thought. First he’s against the plan and now he wants to take charge?

Most of the men stood impassive but a few frowned or shook their heads in disbelief. Tostig ignored them. He stood tall and held his head high. “So I need two of you to come with me. Sceort? Flyta?”

Sceort and Flyta looked at each other. “Of course,” Sceort said.

Flyta shouldered his bow. “I’m ready.”

“And me,” Hafoc said. “I’m ready too.”

Tostig threw him a look of pure malice. “I said men,” he growled. “Not boys who are more trouble than they’re worth.” He took a step toward Hafoc.

Hafoc stood his ground. “I was man enough not to be scared of your stories about the Wandrian,” he said.

Tostig’s nostrils flared. His hand went to his knife. 

I’ve pushed him too far, Hafoc thought. But he couldn’t back down now. “Brond is my kin,” he said. “I have a right to know what’s happened—”

“Tostig,” Sceldon interrupted. “You will lead the scouting party. Sceort, Flyta, you will go with him. Hafoc…” Sceldon paused and looked Hafoc in the eye, and then he spoke slowly, as if he was loath to let each word pass his lips. “You will go with them. But I expect you to do exactly what Tostig tells you. Do you understand?”

Tostig set his lips in a firm line, but his nostrils flared and a flash of anger danced in his eyes.

Hafoc nodded. “I won’t let you down, Sceldon.”

Tostig took a deep breath. “Hafoc, you will stay at the back of the group. You will do exactly what you’re told—nothing less, nothing more.”

“Yes, Tostig,” Hafoc said. “I understand.”

“That’s good,” Sceldon added. “But, Hafoc, if you’re a danger to yourself or to the group, Tostig will tie you to a tree and leave you behind. He can collect you on the way back.”

Tostig flashed Hafoc a cruel smile. “Good idea. Sceort, fetch a rope.”

Hafoc studied their faces. If they were just teasing him, it didn’t show. I’ve got to stand up for myself now, or they’ll leave me behind as soon as they can. But if he argued with Sceldon, he’d just get himself into trouble. There had to be a way to make himself useful, to prove he was good enough to go with the scouting party. His mind raced. The older men were better hunters than him, but they were set in their ways. He was better than them at using his wits. But he had to come up with something quickly.

 Hafoc looked around the camp, and once more, Nelda’s restless pacing drew his attention. But this time, it gave him an idea. Yes. It would work. But he’d have to be careful how he explained it to the others. “Tostig,” he said, “do you think it would be a good idea to bring Nelda?”

Tostig looked doubtful. “Why would I need a dog? This isn’t a deer hunt.”

“I know that,” Hafoc said. “But she always seems to know where Brond is—maybe she could help us to find him.”

Tostig shook his head. “A dog is just a dog,” he said. “She might know his voice but she doesn’t understand. She hasn’t the wit of a man.” He looked down at Nelda for a moment, then back at Hafoc. “Bring her anyway. She’ll warn us of danger.” He turned away. “Let’s get ready,” he said. “Gather everything you need but don’t bring too much. We’ll travel fast.”

Hafoc smiled to himself. At least he listened to me. It was a start. But now he mustn’t make the others wait. He checked and adjusted his quiver, running his fingers over the shafts of his arrows and making sure the leather held them tight so they wouldn’t rattle against each other as he walked. Good. He had plenty of arrows. And his knife was secure in its sheath. He ran his hand over the soft deerskin pouch he wore at his waist, making sure he could feel the precious spare bowstring curled up within. He lifted his flask on the strap that ran diagonally across his body. It was half-empty, but it would have to do. I could do with a drink now, he thought. And then he realised something: I haven’t eaten since dawn. He turned to look for the rest of the scouting party. Tostig was talking to his wife and Flyta stood waiting nearby. But at least Sceort was nowhere to be seen yet. This is my only chance. Hafoc darted to the fireside and pulled a handful of meat from the carcass. He crammed the lukewarm meat into his mouth and chewed as fast as he could, while helping himself to another couple of handfuls. One was for him to eat as they set off, the other handful could be traded for a little loyalty.

“Nelda,” he called. “Come here.”

The dog padded toward him, eyeing the carcass by the fire warily. Going too close to tribe’s meat was a quick way to get a good beating. But Hafoc was leading her away from the fire and he was holding something out to her. 

“Come on, Nelda,” he coaxed. “Come to me.” Again he held the meat out. Nelda sidled up to him, sniffing the air. She licked her lips and nose. She was confused. This man was not her master, but the meat smelled very good. She watched him carefully, studied his face. And then, to her surprise, the boy threw the meat onto the ground in front of her. She snatched it up and swallowed it before any of the other dogs could see it.

“Good girl, Nelda,” Hafoc said. “Come on. You might get some more.” He waved a second handful of meat and walked away. Nelda followed.

As Hafoc walked toward Tostig, he put the second handful of meat into his mouth and chewed.

“Are you ready?” Tostig said.

Hafoc’s mouth was too full of meat to speak properly. He nodded and hoped he didn’t look too foolish.

Tostig glared at him. “Do you want to stay here and eat with the other children?”

Hafoc held Tostig’s hostile gaze. He was ready, wasn’t he? What did he have to do to get Tostig to take him seriously? He chewed furiously, and forced himself to swallow his food so he could explain himself. But he was still searching for something to say when Sceort marched up and stood at Tostig’s side. He looked Hafoc up and down and frowned.

“Where have you been?” Hafoc asked. “We’ve been waiting.”

Sceort gave him a cold look. “To get this, of course,” he said. “For you.” He held out his hand, and showed them a length of coiled rope.

“Very good,” Tostig said. “Now we’re ready. Let’s go.” And he turned and led the way into the forest, with Sceort and Flyta close behind him.

 Hafoc took a last look at the camp and then he also turned away, walking quickly to catch up with the others. “Come on, Nelda,” he said. And Nelda pricked up her ears and followed the scouting party into the darkness.



Chapter 6
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NO NEED TO PANIC, I told myself. I’d just lost my sense of direction for a moment, that was all. I needed to calm down and figure out what to do. But first, I needed to rest. My legs ached, my head was buzzing, and whenever I blinked it was a struggle to bring the forest back into focus. I ran my hands over my face and took a deep breath, but it didn’t help. There was a small patch of grass just ahead, and I walked over to it and sat down, resting my back against a tree trunk. The grass was damp and I could already feel the moisture seeping into the seat of my jeans, but that didn’t matter. The gentle coolness of the wet cloth against my skin was almost pleasant. I put my head back against the tree trunk’s rough bark and a wave of pure exhaustion surged over me, washing clean through the mess of my muddled mind. I let out a slow breath. I mustn’t fall asleep, I thought. Whatever happens, I mustn’t fall asleep. I closed my eyes.

***

When I woke up, my throat burned with an aching thirst. I tried to swallow, but my tongue was thick and coarse. Oh man, how long have I been asleep? I coughed; a dry, hacking cough as though something was caught in my throat. I turned my head and tried to spit on the ground but nothing would come. My mouth was too dry.

 “Oh god,” I moaned. Or tried to. My voice was scratchy and distant. I swallowed again and this time it was a little easier. I staggered to my feet and the blood rushed to my head as I stood. For a moment, the world seemed to shift and blur. My legs were weak and unsteady. I pressed one hand against the tree for support and with the other, I rubbed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose. This must be what a hangover feels like, I thought. I allowed myself a wry smile. I’d tried lager and I hadn’t really liked it, but right now, the thought of a cold glass of golden beer seemed pretty good. Maybe I’d give it another go—if I ever got out of this damned forest. I shook my head. Of course I was going to get out of there. “I’ve just got to figure it out,” I muttered.

I kept my hand on the tree trunk, to steady myself, and peered out into the trees. Keeping one hand on the tree, I walked all the way around its trunk, looking carefully in every direction. But what was I searching for? Yes, I needed to find water. That was obvious. But what should I actually do? I’d already tried heading vaguely downhill, but that hadn’t got me anywhere. I had no idea how to backtrack to the hill, and anyway, I knew for certain there was no water up there. For a moment, I remembered the dew I’d seen on the grass. Now, I’d happily lick every last drop, snails and all.

I sighed and looked up to the dense tree canopy overhead. From the glimpses of sunlight, I could tell the sun had risen higher since I’d entered the forest. But that didn’t help much because I didn’t know what time it was. Surely, if I’d slept until it was past noon, the sun would already be heading toward the west. I rubbed my forehead, the grit and grime on my hand scratching against my sweat-damp skin. Maybe I should stay here, I thought. I could stay in the shade of the trees until it isn’t so hot outside the forest. I chewed my lip. Wasn’t that the sort of advice they gave on those survival shows—“stay put, conserve your strength”? But my parched throat and my tortured stomach said otherwise. I had to have water, and soon.

I tried to judge the lie of the land. It still seemed like a good idea to head downhill if I could. The problem was, the ferns were so lush and tall, it was hard to decide which way to go. “I’ll just have to take a chance,” I said. I nodded to myself and chose a direction, then I picked up my backpack and set off, walking in as straight a line as I could, the ferns swishing and rustling against my legs as I went.

At least I was doing something. At least I was getting somewhere. And that thought helped. For a while. But as I walked, my headache crept back and tightened like a metal band around my skull. I could feel my heart pounding in my chest, hear the blood whistling in my ears. My legs were weak and wobbly, as though I’d run for miles. “Come on,” I croaked. “You’ve only been walking for a few minutes.” I staggered on, breathing hard through my mouth, feeling my throat grow drier with every breath. But I had to keep going. I had to. “One more step,” I whispered. “One more step,” over and over again, until I wasn’t even sure if I was still saying it out loud or just imagining the words. I probably shouldn’t talk anyway. I should’ve been breathing through my nose, trying to conserve moisture. One more step. Those words were my mantra. They were the only thing that stopped me from giving up, lying down, and closing my eyes. I was so focused on those words, so intent on putting one foot in front of the other, I almost didn’t notice the splash.

“What was that?” I stood still and tried to think straight. Surely, I’d only imagined it. Or I’d just made a mistake, like I had with the wind in the treetops. But then I realised my feet were getting damp. I looked down, gaping stupidly at the ground. I was standing in a shallow patch of muddy water. I couldn’t believe my eyes. I dropped my backpack, squatted down and pushed the ferns to one side. The ground dipped slightly and it had collected a puddle of water. It was murky, swirling with the dark mud of the forest floor, but my stomach churned and gurgled at the sight of it. I cupped my hands and lowered them gently until they just broke the surface. I stared at the water as it flowed between my fingers. Was I really going to drink this? Shouldn’t I do something clever to somehow filter it? Probably. But I didn’t care. My hands trembled as I raised the scant handful of water to my lips. My dry lips burned as I sipped. The water was gritty and acidic, but it was water. I swallowed it down and sighed. Again, I cupped my hands and scooped the water as carefully as I could. It was harder this time. The puddle was already lower. I drank and wondered whether it would be worth digging a hole to see if it would fill with water. I could use the chisel. Or maybe I should just wait and see if the mud would settle. In the end, I did neither. I couldn’t wait. I pressed my hands down into the soft mud and collected as much water as I could. It would be my last handful and it was more mud than water, but I drank it anyway, doing my best to leave the worst of the grit in my hand. It was better than nothing. But what was I going to do now?

I stared at the damp patch of earth where the puddle had been. I felt a little better for having had the drink, although I could still feel the grit between my teeth and an acidic aftertaste clung to my tongue. I was a little bit appalled at what I’d done. Normally, you couldn’t have got me to drink from a puddle if you’d paid me. But that was back in my normal life, where water was on tap and finding the next meal was a short walk to the kitchen. The kitchen. Suddenly, the image of a well-stocked fridge burned in my mind. I pictured an enormous pizza, piled high with spicy pepperoni, juicy red peppers and creamy, molten mozzarella. My stomach groaned and I laughed bitterly. “That was then but this is now,” I said. I rubbed my hand across my aching stomach. I’d have to find some food as soon as I could.

I pushed myself up to my feet and checked behind me. I could just make out the trail I’d left as I’d pushed my way through the ferns. Good. I was still facing in the same direction. I set off again, scanning the trees and ground as I walked, looking for anything that might be edible. At home, I had one of those SAS survival handbooks. A Christmas present from Dad, from back in the days when he still lived with Mum and me. I’d been quite keen on those survival TV shows at the time and I’d read and re-read the book many times. But that was a couple of years ago and a lifetime away. Now, all I could remember was that you shouldn’t eat anything that smelled like almonds. But what did almonds actually smell like? I tried, but I couldn’t conjure up the smell or the taste of them. Marzipan—was that made from almonds? I wasn’t sure. “I don’t even like marzipan,” I muttered. And the thought made me smile. I guessed I wouldn’t be so fussy about food right at that moment. If someone had offered me a can of dog food I would’ve ripped the top off the can with my teeth.

I trudged on, and after a while, I spotted a huge brown fungus growing out from a tree trunk. I had a vague idea it was a bracket fungus but I couldn’t remember whether it was safe to eat or not. I chewed my lip and stared at the fungus, hoping for some clever idea to pop into my mind. But all I could think of was the dire warnings hammered into me by parents and teachers: lots of fungi were poisonous and some of them were lethal. I shook my head. It just wasn’t worth the risk. Not at this stage.

I kept walking, and it wasn’t long before I found the path. It was one of those woodland tracks you see in any forest; little more than a winding strip of relatively clear ground meandering through the trees. It didn’t look as though it went anywhere in particular and for all I knew, it might branch out in random directions or even peter out entirely. I tilted my head and studied the path. Who, or what, has passed this way often enough to make a track? There were probably deer in the forest, but what other animals could there be? I’d heard there were wild boar in some woodlands now. They’d been raised on farms for meat, but had escaped and bred. They were quite rare, but if you did come across them, they could get quite nasty. I shook my head. Stupid. It was more likely that the path had been left by walkers out for a stroll. It might even lead somewhere useful, like a car park, or an information point with a map to show me where I was. There was a chance I’d find someone who could help me, or maybe give me a lift to the nearest town. There might even be a drinking fountain and a toilet. I frowned and rubbed my stomach. That last thought was suddenly very important. My guts felt like they were tying themselves in knots. I really shouldn’t have drunk that muddy water. I’d have to find a toilet soon or improvise, and that was a very good reason to follow the path.

I took one last look back and set off. The path was easier going than wading through the undergrowth and I decided I could wear my backpack again. I swung it up on to my shoulders and adjusted the straps. The heavy tools still bumped against my back as I walked but it wasn’t too annoying. I was walking fast and making good progress, but I couldn’t smile about it. My thirst was like a living thing, a parasite growing in my belly, crawling up my throat. It was all I could think about, so at first, I didn’t notice the change in the forest in front of me. 

Suddenly, I realised that up ahead, the sunlight was brighter, the trees farther apart. There had to be something there. I picked up my pace. I swallowed hard and called out, “Hey! Hello! Is anybody there?” There was no reply, but something scuttled away through the undergrowth to my right. It was probably just a rabbit or something. I hurried on. The trees were definitely thinning out. There must be something there. I jogged forward, breathing hard, the sweat running down my brow. It was so much lighter here. Perhaps there really was a picnic area after all, or something like it—some other sign of civilisation. I’d find out soon enough. I was almost there. I stepped out from beneath the trees, squinting in the sunlight.

“Oh no!” I stood, gasping for breath, and shook my head. There was nothing. It was just an empty, grassy clearing. There wasn’t even a picnic bench. I ran my hands through my hair and a cold trickle of sweat ran down the back of my neck. “No,” I whispered. “No, no, no.” I stood and stared at the ground. All I’d done was waste energy. Now I was even thirstier, and my leg muscles were killing me. “Idiot,” I muttered. “Stupid bloody idiot.”

I shrugged my backpack off and sat down heavily on the grass. I stretched my legs out in front of me. My feet throbbed and tingled with tiredness. I pulled my trainer shoes and socks off, wiggled my toes down among the cool grass and took a long, slow breath.

Without really thinking I plucked a tall stem of grass and peeled the lower leaves, exposing the pale base of the stem. I put it into my mouth and crushed the stem with my teeth. The juice was sweet and tasted so good, almost like butterscotch. But the taste didn’t last and it faded away to leave a faint bitterness. I threw the stem away. There were plenty more. I didn’t even have to move. 

I stayed there for a while, picking out the juiciest looking stems, then peeling them and sucking the juice. There can’t have been much goodness in them, but at least I wasn’t quite so thirsty, and the slightly sugary taste cheered me up. I should have a look around, I thought. Maybe I could find something better to eat.

My socks were still damp with sweat so I shoved them into my backpack and put my trainers back on my bare feet. I stood up, threw my backpack onto my shoulders and set off around the edge of the clearing, studying the ground as I walked. I soon spotted some clover leaves nestling among the grass, and I bent down to pick a handful. I had the vague idea they were safe to eat. Perhaps it was something I’d remembered from my SAS book, but I wasn’t sure. I gave them a sniff. They didn’t smell of anything very much, just a general smell of greenery. “Could be worse,” I muttered. At least they didn’t smell even remotely like almonds. I nibbled the edge of a leaf. Not too bad. I popped a few of the leaves in my mouth and chewed them as I walked. I swallowed them down but they were only tiny and my stomach was churning like crazy. “Aha,” I whispered. “A dandelion.” I could definitely eat those. Dad had always been a foodie, and he’d once put the leaves in a salad and sprinkled parts of the flowers over the top. He’d told us you could make some sort of coffee substitute from drying out the roots. At the time, I wouldn’t eat the leaves despite his cajoling. Now, I wished I’d been more appreciative. Thanks, Dad.

I squatted down and examined the crown of frilly leaves. The leaves on the edge were bigger, but they looked old and tough. Carefully, I pulled a younger leaf from the centre and pushed the whole thing into my mouth. “Oh my god,” I moaned. I pulled a face. The leaf was unbelievably bitter. I forced myself to chew it and swallow it down. Something tasting that bad had to be good for you. Reluctantly, I pulled a few more of the smaller leaves. “Best to get it over with,” I murmured. I put them all into my mouth at once and chewed them up as fast as I could. I had to force myself to swallow my mouthful of bitter mush. “Ugh! I preferred the grass.” I shook my head. Did I really just say that out loud? I worked my jaw and clucked my tongue against the roof of my mouth and the bitter taste faded a little. It’s better than nothing—just. I stood up and moved along the edge of the clearing until I found another dandelion. I pulled up all the youngest leaves. “Don’t think about it,” I muttered. “Pretend it’s really spinach or rocket or something.”  It didn’t work. I had a good handful of leaves, but even though my stomach was grumbling and calling out for food, I just couldn’t face eating the bitter leaves right away. I’d save them for later. Unless something better comes along—then out they go.

I paused and took a breath. The leaves had given me a little energy but now I wanted something more substantial. It was time to get going again. I turned around, scanning the edge of the clearing. There were several narrow tracks leading out into the forest, but which should I take? I chewed at the inside of my cheek. Perhaps the tracks were made by deer coming into the clearing to feed on the grass, but maybe, just maybe, this place could be popular with walkers. After all, it was quite a nice spot, if you liked that whole back-to-nature kind of thing. Thanks but no thanks. I’d had enough nature to last me a lifetime.

Still, if people did come here, then I couldn’t be too far from a road. There would be a way out of there. I just had to keep walking.

I picked a trail that was roughly opposite the path I’d arrived on, and once again, I stepped into the shade beneath the trees. I walked quickly, peering ahead for some sign that the forest was growing thinner. I tilted my head, hoping to hear the distant drone of a car or the mumble of voices, but there was nothing. It was silent, except for the steady clanking of the tools in my backpack and the quiet thud of my feet on the forest floor; the rhythm unchanging, hypnotic. I plodded on, and soon my mouth was dry and my throat tight. I needed water. Water—cool, refreshing, delicious water. My stomach gurgled and I fed another dandelion leaf into my mouth. This time, I hardly noticed the bitter taste.

I walked on, following the narrow, winding path through the ferns; trampling down the layer of dried leaves beneath my feet; taking no notice of the endless trees hemming me in on every side. I walked, and I didn’t even slow down until I smelled the smoke.

I stopped in my tracks and sniffed the air, casting around. Where was it coming from? I sniffed again. It was definitely smoke and was that a hint of cooked meat? A barbeque? My mouth watered and I swallowed hard. “You’re imagining it,” I murmured. But this smoky scent on the air was not the acrid smell of a bonfire or a forest fire, it was the sweet smell of wood smoke. And that could only mean one thing: people. They’ll help me, won’t they?

I ran a hand over my chin. I was alone and in the middle of nowhere. The last person I’d seen had been Robbo and he’d threatened to kill me. What if these people were like him? I shook my head. Very few people were that bad. Surely, just about anyone would give me directions, or even spare me a little water. And I could always approach cautiously. If it looked like there could be trouble, I’d just sneak away back into the forest and I’d have lost nothing. But there was everything to be gained. 

I took a deep breath and set off, trying to follow the scent of the smoke. I had to find the fire. There had to be people there. They had to help me. It was my only hope.



Chapter 7
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CALLY’S BREATH CAUGHT IN HER CHEST. Her throat tightened. She couldn’t take her eyes off Doctor Seaton’s door as it swung open. And as she stared at the widening gap, her tutor suddenly thrust his face through the opening. His grizzled grey hair was even more awry than usual and his bloodshot eyes were red-rimmed.

“I say,” Seaton said, “there’s no need for that sort of language, Ms. Freeman.”

“Sorry, I…”

“You know how I feel about bloody swearing.”

Cally gawped at her tutor. She put a hand on her chest and willed her heart to beat in its usual rhythm. “Why didn’t you answer? You scared the life out of me.”

“Scared?” The doctor frowned, and, keeping a tight hold on the edge of his door, he craned his neck forward and glanced up and down the corridor. “What do you mean?” he said. “Why should you be scared?”

Cally shook her head. Her breathing had returned to normal now and she blushed a little as she wondered how her behaviour must’ve looked. “Oh, nothing,” she said. “I was just being silly. It’s just…it’s late and you didn’t answer. It just freaked me out a bit, that’s all.” She bit her bottom lip and forced an embarrassed smile. At least there was no one else around to watch me make a fool of myself.

Doctor Seaton beamed at her. “Ah, I see. That’s all right then.” He looked at Cally and nodded as though waiting for her to explain her presence.

“Well, you asked to see me,” Cally offered. “And here I am.”

“Yes,” Seaton said. “Here you are.” He opened his mouth to speak, then hesitated and glanced back over his shoulder into the room.

 Cally tried to follow his gaze but he still hadn’t opened his door fully and she couldn’t see past him.

 Seaton turned back to her and she averted her eyes, pretending she hadn’t been trying to peer in. He seems really anxious. What’s got into him? He’d always been a bit eccentric, but now he seemed one step away from hearing voices.

Seaton smiled at her again. Cally was beginning to find all these grins a bit unnerving.

“Well come in then. Come in,” Seaton said. “Don’t just stand out here wasting time.” He turned his back on her and retreated into his room.

Cally sighed and followed, looking around the room as she walked into Seaton’s office. Everything looked as cluttered and disorganised as usual. The shelves were crammed with a jumble of books, their spines arranged at all angles. The filing cabinet in the corner still had the top drawer missing, and piles of papers, files and folders littered every available surface. Cally narrowed her eyes. The office seemed normal, but something was wrong. She could feel it. She cast a glance at the huge, wall-mounted, glass display case. Cally had always been envious of Seaton’s collection of artefacts. To the untrained eye, they were little more than a collection of oddments; the type of odds and ends that come and go in people’s lives. There were buckles and combs, buttons and crochet hooks, and a small rack of tobacco-stained pipes. But between them, they covered several thousand years of history.

“Now then, where were we?” Seaton muttered as he jammed himself into the rickety wooden office chair behind his desk. He began shuffling through the morass of papers on his desk.

 While her tutor got himself organised, Cally took the opportunity to move over to the glass case. She wanted to take a quick look at her favourite artefacts. Seaton’s pride and joy was his collection of Bronze Age jewellery, but it was something even older that Cally particularly hankered after: a simple flint knife, its edges only slightly dulled by the passing of at least five thousand years.

“No,” Seaton barked.

Cally stopped in her tracks and turned to face the doctor. His weird behaviour was getting beyond a joke. “I beg your pardon?”

A flush of colour bloomed among the broken veins on the doctor’s cheeks. “I…I mean…no, we mustn’t waste any more of your time,” he said. He waggled his fingers in the air nervously and seemed flustered, as though searching for something to say. “I…I mean, you’ll be wanting to go home, I imagine.”

Cally ran a hand through her hair and frowned. This was the first sensible thing her tutor had said and she was suddenly very keen to get this appointment over with. Yes—she did want to get home and have something to eat, and maybe a glass of wine. Maybe two. She took a breath and sat down on the room’s only other seat; an old-fashioned wicker chair which always felt to Cally like it was about to collapse. Remarkably, she didn’t have to clear it of papers first. She lowered her bag to the floor, placed her hands in her lap, and sat facing her tutor. “So, what would you like to see me about?”

Seaton looked down at his desk for a moment. “It’s—” he began, but then he shook his head. “I’m sorry. This is difficult for me.” He raised a hand and pinched at the bridge of his nose.

Cally shifted forward to the edge of the seat. “What is?”

Seaton looked her in the eye. “It’s this outline you’ve submitted for your dissertation.”

Cally’s frown deepened. She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting, but this wasn’t it. She was almost relieved. “I don’t understand. There’s something wrong with it?”

Seaton sighed. “Yes, I’m afraid there is.”

“But…but you approved it. You helped me with it.” Cally was raising her voice now, but she couldn’t help it. “I don’t understand. How can you suddenly say there’s something wrong with it?”

Seaton held up his hands and waved feebly as if to calm her down. “I know, I know. It must be disappointing, but it’s just—”

“Just what?” Cally demanded. “What exactly is the problem with it?”

Seaton picked up a sheaf of papers and Cally recognised her name on the cover sheet. “It’s not just up to me. There are other people to take into account.”

Cally sat back in the chair and folded her arms. She’d take criticism for just about anything, but this was her work. This wasn’t just something she did; it was who she was. “What other people?”

Seaton ran a hand over his mouth. “My colleagues, for one thing. They are the ones who will form a panel to mark and assess your dissertation. You must know this, surely.”

Cally nodded. “Yes, of course I do. But I didn’t think they’d look at my dissertation until it’s finished. Why would they even look at the outline?”

“Well, we wouldn’t want you to go down the wrong track would we? It’s better to direct you now than to let you throw away the chance of First Class Honours.”

“Throw away?” Cally whispered. She shook her head. This couldn’t be happening.

“Listen, I don’t mean to be unkind. But, there have been comments. Things have been said.”

Cally frowned. Perhaps this was all just a misunderstanding. Perhaps, if she could pin down the problem, she could sort this out. “Such as?”

“Well, for one thing, it’s the title.” Seaton referred to the papers in his hand. “The Mythology of Antiquity: An investigation into the myths and legends attached to ancient sites.” He slapped the papers down onto the desk and sat back with his arms folded as if he’d just explained the whole problem.

“But you knew that,” Cally said. “I thought you understood. It’s not about the legends themselves, it’s about what those legends tell us about the people who invented them.”

“Yes, yes,” Seaton said. “It’s a very creative idea. It’s very, how shall I put it? It’s very imaginative.”

“That’s not what you said last week,” Cally said. “You said it was brilliantly original.”

Seaton winced. “And it is very original. I’m sure it would make a wonderfully entertaining documentary. I’m sure it would make a whole series for the BBC.”

“What? What are you…?” Cally couldn’t finish her sentence.

“But that isn’t what we’re after here. We’re after academic rigour, not edutainment.”

Cally took hold of the chair’s armrests, her nails digging into the worm-eaten wood. But I spent so long on this. So many hours of chewing through all the literature, desperate to find a fresh angle. And what about all the work she’d already put into the research? Was that all worthless now?

“All this stuff about legends and myths is great fun, I’m sure. But this is the history department. We deal in facts, evidence.”

Cally sat up straight. “But we interpret, we deduce, we extrapolate. For instance, I’ve found some great stuff from the fourteenth century right here in Exeter. If I could just get permission to do some firsthand research, it could back up everything I’ve been trying to—”

But Seaton didn’t let her finish. He cut her off with a stern wave of his hand. “Yes. I’ve seen your letters. I don’t approve.”

“Why?”

“Because, young lady,” he said, “your work is based on pure conjecture.”

“I wouldn’t say that.”

“No? Well what about this?” Seaton said. He looked back to the papers on his desk, flicking through a few pages. “Here it is. You rely heavily on this artefact that you refer to as The Black Stone of Scaderstone.”

“Yes,” Cally said. “There’s some very interesting work from—“

Doctor Seaton slammed the palm of his hand down onto the desk. “Discredited.”

“What?”

“The so-called Black Stone is a hoax, a fake. It’s modern.”

“But I worked on the dig. Professor Leyland had some great theories.”

“Leyland is a crank,” Seaton stated. “The stone was found to be from the 1920s. There were records from the quarry. I don’t suppose Leyland thought to check those.”

“But that can’t be right,” Cally said. “There are tales about the stone dating back for centuries.”

“Tales?” Seaton said. He raised his eyebrows. “We don’t deal in tales and supposition. This isn’t archaeology. We want sources, accredited data, contemporaneous quotes.”

Cally hung her head and looked down at her hands. She blinked and felt the prickle of tears at the corner of her eyes. All her hard work, all her dreams, were crumbling into dust. This is what they think of me. I’m a joke to these people. She could almost hear the hollow laughter of her lecturers; their knowing chuckles echoing through the empty corridors and dusty rooms. And to think that she’d wanted to be like them. But it was worse than that; she’d wanted to be one of them. She sniffed and raised her head. “So that’s it then? It’s no good?”

Doctor Seaton sighed heavily. “I’m afraid so. I know it must be disappointing. But there’s still plenty of time. You’re such a bright student. You’ll think of something else—I know you will.”

Cally nodded sadly, but she couldn’t look her tutor in the eye. She stood up and retrieved her bag. “I’d better go,” she mumbled.

“Yes, of course. But why don’t you come back and see me when you’ve had time to think, and we’ll see if we can hammer out a new idea.”

Cally tried to smile but she couldn’t quite pull it off. “Yes. I’ll do that.”

“Next Tuesday would be good,” Seaton said, “I’m free by two in the afternoon.”

Cally nodded. “Tuesday. Two o’clock. Fine.”

“See you next week,” Seaton said, and with that, he went back to studying the papers on his desk.

 Cally could think of nothing more to say. She went to the door and let herself out, closing the door behind her without a backward glance. Alone in the corridor, she pulled a tissue from her bag and wiped her eyes. “Bloody hell,” she whispered. “Bloody, bloody hell.” She hurried down the corridor. At that moment, the history department was the last place on Earth she wanted to be.

In his office, Doctor Seaton sat back in his chair. “You heard all that?” he said.

The side door to the adjoining office opened and a man stepped into the room. No one could mistake this immaculately dressed man for a member of the history department. His elegant grey suit looked handmade, the pin in his silk tie was a simple bar of gold, and his white hair was carefully styled. Although he was clearly in his sixties, his healthy tan and physical stature lent him the appearance of a much younger man. “Yes, thank you,” he said. “It was very good.”

Seaton snorted. “Well I’m glad you’re happy,” he snapped. “I hope it was worth it to destroy the dreams of my best student.”

The man ignored this outburst. “I especially liked the bit about the television. What was it? Oh yes, it would make a whole series for the BBC. Very good. You’ve missed your vocation, Doctor Seaton.”

Seaton pouted and folded his arms.

The man smiled. “Well, I’ll leave you to it. He walked swiftly across the room but he hesitated at the door, and turned to face the doctor. “Oh, by the way,” he said, reaching into his pocket, “I’m afraid I shall have to keep this.” He held out his hand and uncurled his manicured fingers to show the object resting on the soft skin of his palm. The flat disc of polished black stone glittered darkly as the man tilted his hand to admire the artefact properly. “I’m sure you understand the reasons why.”

Doctor Seaton scowled. “No. No, I bloody well don’t,” he said. “That amulet belongs to me. It’s very valuable.”

The man nodded. “More than you know. And that is why it must be properly safeguarded. Preserved.” He slipped the stone back into his pocket and smiled, showing a row of perfect white teeth. “And now, I really must be off. Thank you ever so much for your kind assistance, Doctor Seaton; it’s been an absolute pleasure.” He turned and opened the door.

 But before he could leave, Doctor Seaton called out to him. “Erm, about the other thing—it’ll be all right?”

The man allowed a humourless smile to play across his lips. “Oh, I don’t think any charges will be pressed do you? I mean, I’m sure you meant to pay for that bottle of vodka. It was all just a silly misunderstanding.”

Doctor Seaton hung his head so that his chin rested on his chest. “Yes, of course. I wasn’t thinking. The shop was busy and I was tired and the queue was very long and I didn’t realise I’d put it in my pocket and then…”

“Oh, I understand,” the man said. “But I think it’s better if it all just goes away, don’t you?”

Doctor Seaton looked up and nodded vigorously.

“And if you look in the bag in the next office, you’ll find I’ve left you a little something as a way of saying thank you for all your help.”

“Oh,” Seaton said, rising from his chair. “Oh, well that’s very, er, very nice.”

The man nodded once. “It is your brand isn’t it, Stolichnaya?”

The doctor smiled so widely his eyes bulged. “Yes,” he said, and he was already making for the side door. “Thank you very much.” He suddenly realised he ought to say goodbye before he left the room. He glanced over his shoulder. But the man in the grey suit had already gone. 



Chapter 8
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2014

TOM WAS HALF-ASLEEP when the phone rang. He’d been dozing in front of the TV, drifting in and out of consciousness as the news readers droned endlessly about politics and the economy, and other things he tried to show an interest in. He reached out and snatched the handset up. Without thinking, he gave his full name—a habit he’d picked up at work. Instantly, the line went dead. 

For a moment, Tom was confused, his mind still fuzzy from sleep. He looked down at the LCD display on the handset. Is it faulty? It looked OK. Perhaps he’d inadvertently pressed a button as he’d picked up the handset and cut someone off by accident. He wasn’t sure. Carefully, he replaced the handset in its cradle. If it was important, they’d call back.

“What if it was one of the lads?” he muttered. He wasn’t really meant to give out his home number, but whenever one of the lads was released from the centre, he always gave them a card and told them they could call him any time of day or night. It was his way of going the extra mile. He wanted to make sure he’d done absolutely everything he possibly could to keep them out of trouble.

Tom frowned. No one had been released for a couple of months. And anyway, none of the lads had ever actually taken the trouble to call him. It was as if they forgot all about him the moment they walked out past the security gates. He suddenly became part of their past, part of everything they were trying to leave behind. If only they knew, he thought. You can run from your past, but you can never leave it behind. Tom ran his hands over his face. He was tired. He glanced back at the TV screen. The news was over and the programme had already moved onto the weather forecast. “Oh bloody hell,” he moaned. “I’ve missed the football results again.”

He grabbed the remote and turned the TV off. But as he pushed himself up off the sofa, he had a thought. Why didn’t he check the caller ID? He picked up the phone again and tapped in the correct digits, but the automated voice told him that the caller had withheld their number. He replaced the handset. “Bloody telesales probably,” he muttered. It was a bit late at night for a sales call, but maybe they didn’t know that in Delhi or wherever these call centres were these days. They had some sort of computerised way of calling people up and it automatically hung up if a salesperson wasn’t available. Tom shook his head. It was damned annoying. Where did they even get my number? His details must have got onto a list somehow. He ought to be more careful with his personal details. He really didn’t want salespeople pestering him at home. He already had more than his fair share of phone calls to deal with at work: aggressive family members, petty-minded probation officers, hopeless social workers. These people seemed to have nothing better to do than to call him up and make his life more difficult. 

Tom rubbed his chin. “I mustn’t get too negative,” he muttered. “It’s just because I’m tired.” He yawned and stretched. He might as well go to bed. A solid night’s sleep would do him the world of good.

Tom was brushing his teeth when the phone rang again. He spat into the sink and strode toward his bedroom. Maybe this time he could catch the bastards and tell them not to bother him again. But just as he went through the bedroom door and turned the light on, the ringing cut off. Tom scowled at the phone. He was tired and his mouth was full of gritty toothpaste. He just wanted to go to bed. But that second phone call really needled him. “I’ll sort them out,” he muttered. He went to the phone and tried, once more, to get the caller’s number. But once again, it had been withheld. “Bloody hell!” He replaced the handset more forcibly than usual and it bounced out from its cradle and fell onto the floor. He scooped it up and replaced it more carefully, then glared at it, defying it to ring. Maybe he should just disconnect it? But it was just a wireless extension. He’d have to go downstairs to disconnect the base unit if he wanted to be sure the phone in his bedroom wouldn’t ring. There was probably a way to turn the ringer off on the handset, but he’d never figured it out and he was damned if he was going to try now. Anyway, what if it’s a genuine call and someone’s just having trouble getting through?

Tom ran a hand over his mouth. Perhaps someone was calling from a mobile phone and their signal kept dropping out. But who could it be? He didn’t have any close friends anymore and his family wanted nothing to do with him these days. But still, you never knew—it could be an important phone call. He trudged back to the bathroom and picked up his toothbrush. Now, what number had I got up to? He frowned for a moment then remembered and nodded to himself as he began to brush. Thirty-two, thirty-three, thirty-four.

By the time he got into bed, Tom was a little calmer. But he couldn’t get comfortable. He twisted and turned, and the quilt cover tangled around his legs. He sighed and flipped his pillow over, allowing his face to sink into the cool softness of the other side. And he listened to his breathing, trying to slow it down. One, two, three, four. The numbers would soothe him to sleep. It always worked. Eventually.

But he’d barely fallen asleep when the phone rang again. Tom woke with a start. What the bloody hell is going on? He fumbled for the switch on his bedside lamp, squinting into the sudden glare. But the very second the light came on, the ringing stopped. Tom stared stupidly at the phone, his mouth hanging open. “Why?” he whispered. “Why? Why? Why?” He slumped back against the pillow. He didn’t bother to check the caller ID. There’d be no point. He was so tired now, and so stressed, he could weep. But there was no way he could sleep now. The phone would only ring again. He just knew it would. Unless he did something about it.

Groaning, he swung his legs down from the bed and pushed himself to his feet. He dragged himself across the room and padded downstairs to the lounge, switching on lights as he went. He knelt down by the phone and traced the wire back to the socket, making sure he pulled out the telephone cable and not the broadband lead.

“Now try ringing me up in the middle of the night,” he said.

He stood up and thumped his way back up the stairs, getting halfway before he realised he’d left the lounge light on. He grunted in frustration and went back down to switch it off.

By the time he got back to his bedroom, he was seething. “Bloody stupid, bloody people,” he muttered. “What’s wrong with people? What the hell do they think they’re doing?” He climbed back into bed, switched his bedside lamp off, and lay on his back, staring at the bedroom ceiling. I’ll never get to s1eep now. Never.

But he was wrong. His body was numb with exhaustion and as his arms and legs grew heavy, they seemed to sink deep into the mattress, dragging him down into the welcoming, inky blackness of oblivion. But Tom’s overtired mind refused to rest. Forbidden thoughts floated to the surface; echoes of hidden memories mingled with a confusion of almost-forgotten faces. And all through Tom’s disjointed dreams, a whispered threat lurked beneath the surface; an ever-present undercurrent of pure hatred and cold, calculating vengeance.

***

What was that? The sudden noise woke Tom with a start. For a moment, he thought it was morning. But no—his bedroom was still far too dark. There wasn’t even a hint of daylight at his window. “What now?” he whispered. “It must be the middle of the night.” He blinked and worked his jaw to loosen the cramped muscles. And suddenly, he remembered what had woken him up. There’d been a noise—a muffled, metallic thud. In his dream, it had been a prison door, slamming in his face, condemning him to a life behind bars. Tom stared at the ceiling. Just some idiot slamming a car door—that’s all. It was irritating, but it wasn’t something to get in a sweat about. He reached out and turned his radio alarm clock so he could read the time. It was almost four in the morning. He groaned. Probably a taxi. It would be bringing someone back from a night club—someone with a few drinks inside them; clumsy, tired and excited all at the same time. He rubbed his eyes. “Thoughtless,” he muttered. “No consideration.” But he’d done the same thing himself often enough. Back in the day, he thought. Back in the bad old days. He sighed and turned his pillow over again, then lay on his side, and stared at the glowing green numbers on his radio alarm. It was 3:59. If he watched and waited, he’d see the number of minutes flip back to zero. He’d always liked that moment. Time goes on, he thought. And the past was gone; deleted, cancelled out.

Tom counted off the seconds in his head, but he couldn’t concentrate. Something’s not right. The noise of the car door slamming had been close. Too close—as if it was right outside his window. But that couldn’t be right. His immediate neighbours all had very young children. Almost every house on the street was home to a young family. It was that kind of neighbourhood. You just didn’t get rowdy night clubbers stumbling home in the small hours. And Tom would’ve known about it—he was a very light sleeper. He cast his mind back, but the only noise he could remember hearing at night was the baby crying next door. And none of his neighbours went to work so early or worked night shifts. What’s going on?

Tom rubbed his eyes. His mind raced, conjuring up all sorts of possibilities, but then suddenly, he knew exactly what had caused the noise, and his eyes flew open. “Bloody kids!” They’d be breaking into cars, looking for a stereo to steal or a car that could be hotwired.

Tom listened. But there was nothing. He raised his eyebrows, wrinkling his brow. Like most of his neighbours, Tom had a small garage but he usually left his car out on the drive. There wasn’t much crime in this area so he’d never really worried about it. Until now. He sighed. No one would be interested in stealing his car, but his car stereo was pretty new. And there were plenty of expensive cars in the neighbourhood. He should be a good neighbour and have a look. If it turned out something had happened and he’d not done anything about it, he’d kick himself in the morning. Once again, he sat up and swung his legs out of bed. He crept over to the window and peered around the edge of the curtain.

At first, he couldn’t see anything unusual. The street was empty. The parked cars all looked undamaged. There were the usual cars parked in neighbours’ driveways and, as always, there were a few cars parked on the road, all neatly arranged nose to tail. And all empty. Except one. Tom’s heart lurched and instinctively, he put a hand on his stomach.

The man sat in the small, nondescript Renault hatchback and stared into space. Tom took a shaky breath and tried to fend off the thoughts that were scampering around his mind like frightened mice. Why should it be the same car he’d seen at work? Why should it? It wasn’t directly outside his house, it was a little way up the road. It was dark outside and he was tired and it was hard to tell the car’s colour under the orange glow of the street lights. Tom moved his head, trying to get a better angle of vision. He shouldn’t be surprised really. He’d heard a car door, and now, here was a man sitting in a car. He’d probably just dropped someone off. There could be any number of reasons why he was waiting. Maybe it was even a minicab, and the driver was waiting for his passenger. Perhaps someone was going to the airport to catch an early flight. Tom ran a hand through his hair. There was nothing to worry about. Dark-coloured hatchbacks were ten a penny. He nodded to himself. He’d wait a few minutes and the man would surely drive away. 

“Get a grip, Tom,” he muttered. He sighed. He was letting himself get wound up again. It was those damned phone calls that had got him into this state. They’d left him anxious and on edge. “Come on, Tom,” he whispered. “Do your exercises.” He took a long, slow breath and held it. One, two, three. And that’s when it hit him.

The phone calls! Tom’s stomach tightened. His shoulders tensed. He let his breath out in a ragged rush and gasped for air. Of course! The first phone call had stopped when he’d answered. The next one had stopped when he’d walked into his bedroom. Had he switched the light on? Yes. And the third call was the same; it had stopped ringing as soon as he’d switched his bedside lamp on. The only way someone could’ve known that, was if they could see his house. The man was out there, watching his house. And it was the same car he’d seen at work. It had to be. And it was the same man. He’d thought the man in the car park at work had been staring at him, but he hadn’t wanted to believe it. Now, he had no choice but to accept it.

“What the bloody hell is going on?” he growled, and as he spoke, the blood rushed to his head. This wasn’t right, and he damn well wasn’t going to stand for it. Tom pushed the curtain aside and stood close to the glass. He knew he’d be in full view, his white T-shirt clear to see by the glow of the streetlights, but he didn’t care.

The motion of the curtains must’ve caught the man’s eye, because suddenly, he jolted upright in his seat. He looked from side to side rapidly as if flustered; shocked at being spotted.

 “I knew it,” Tom said. “I knew it was the same bloke.” And there was not a shred of doubt in Tom’s mind. Although he couldn’t make out the details of the man’s face, he was certain. And now Tom realised something else. When he’d first seen the man in the visitors’ car park, there’d been something familiar about him, even then. Do I know you? Where have I seen you before? But it was no good. He just couldn’t place him. Tom raised his hand and pointed at the man, all the while giving him the meanest glare he could muster. “Just you stay there, pal,” he said, and his voice was low and dangerous. “I’m going to come down there and rip your bloody face off.” Tom stepped back from the window and looked around the room for a weapon.

But when he heard the sound of an engine starting outside, he rushed back to the window. The man was wrenching the steering wheel and revving the engine far too hard. The Renault lurched backward as the man tried to manoeuvre out of the tight parking space. In his rush to get away, he hadn’t even turned his headlights on. Or had he left them off on purpose so Tom wouldn’t see his number plate? Whatever the reason, the lack of headlights and reversing light was making it harder for him to get out of the space. Even with his bedroom window closed, Tom heard the dull crump as the Renault thudded into the car behind. The man twisted in his seat for a second, and then the engine roared again and the hatchback leaped forward, colliding with the car in front. Tom had seen enough. Those cars belonged to his neighbours; good, honest, working men and women. And this maniac, this bloody lunatic was wrecking their precious cars. Who the hell does this psycho think he is?

A burst of red hot adrenaline flushed through Tom’s body. It exploded into his mind like a percussion grenade. And then he was pounding down the stairs. In the hallway he reached in among the pile of shoes and found what he was looking for. The cool, smooth metal of the baseball bat felt good as he wrapped his fingers around the handle. Then he turned and raced to the front door, yanking it open hard enough to almost tear it from its hinges. He ran on, into the street, hardly noticing the chill of the cold ground against his bare feet.

The Renault was still there, its engine revving wildly as the driver tried to manoeuvre it out of the tight space. Without hesitation, Tom ran toward it. From the corner of his eye, he noticed a few upstairs lights flicking into life in the neighbouring houses. Even now, people would be dragging themselves out of bed, or hunkering down beneath the bedclothes, knowing something bad was happening and wishing it would all just go away. Either way, Tom didn’t care. Let them watch. 

He slowed his pace as he neared the Renault. A harsh screech echoed across the street as one of the Renault’s wheel rims grated against the curb, and the car shuddered to a halt, one of its back wheels jammed against the concrete. A hard smile played across Tom’s lips. Now the driver wouldn’t be able to reverse. He was a sitting duck. And Tom was going to sort the bastard out once and for all. He stalked toward the car, the baseball bat held in front of him with both hands. He could see the driver clearly now, could see the blind panic on the man’s pale face.

The driver glanced back and then revved the Renault’s engine as hard as he could. The car whined in protest, and then suddenly it was moving, shuddering backward as the jammed wheel finally managed to mount the curb. The Renault crunched into the Ford Focus behind it, but the driver didn’t even flinch. He finally had the space he needed to escape, and in the glow of the streetlight, Tom saw the man’s mouth twist in triumphant glee. The Renault lurched forward. Metal scraped against metal as the car forced its way past the Audi in front. The Audi’s tail light cracked open, showering splinters of plastic onto the road. And now the Renault was free. It shot forward, racing toward Tom, still without its lights on.

But Tom stood his ground. He bared his teeth and scowled. “Come on,” he jeered. “Come on.” He raised the baseball bat and set his mouth in a grim line as the car sped toward him. Every muscle in Tom’s body was pumped, every sinew taut. He was invincible; a mass of pure rage. And still, the Renault came at him. Tom narrowed his eyes and waited. His blood pounded in his ears, drowning out the squeal of rubber against tarmac as the driver slammed on the brakes. The Renault ground to a halt, its front bumper less than a metre away from where Tom stood in his T-shirt and boxer shorts. For a split second, the two men stared at each other. Tom took in the man’s pallid face; the crumpled brow lined with fear, the unshaven jowls twitching involuntarily. He fixed every detail of that face in his mind. For some reason, this man had taunted him, thinking himself safe inside his car. He’d thought he could get away with it, but he was wrong. So very wrong. “You’re mine now,” Tom whispered. “Mine.”

Tom took a step forward, raising the baseball bat as high as he could, then he swung the bat down, smashing it into the front of the Renault with all his strength. The metal caved in with a dull boom. Tom grinned and held the baseball bat at shoulder height. He adjusted his stance, staring at the horrified driver, looking him in the eye. The next swing would surely burst the windscreen, showering the man in shattered glass. The driver turned his face away. That won’t save you. Nothing could save the man now. But suddenly, the car lurched backward, reversing away, weaving across the road from side to side, its engine whining in protest.

Tom lowered the baseball bat. “No!” he yelled. There was no way the bastard was getting off that lightly. “Come here!” he roared, then he launched himself forward, dashing toward the car. He ran steadily, purposefully, focusing on his target, closing it down. But the road was wider here and the driver finally managed to get the car under control. The Renault accelerated away, still in reverse. But Tom did not slow his pace. He only needed the driver to make one mistake and then he’d catch up with him.

The car reached the T-junction and it swerved around the corner, hurtling tail first into the main road, still travelling too fast. The brakes squealed and for the first time, Tom wished for traffic on the main road. If the man crashed now, he’d never get away. But the driver was lucky. The road was empty and the Renault surged forward, its engine screaming and rattling as the driver put his foot down hard.

“Stop!” Tom yelled. But it was no use. The Renault was already speeding away. Tom stood at the corner and stared in disbelief. He’d been so close. A second earlier and I’d have had you right where I wanted you. He put his hands on his hips and breathed hard, letting his body recover from the sprint. In the distance, the Renault slowed down and at last, its tail lights came on. As Tom watched, the car turned a corner and then it was gone.

Tom glared at the empty road. “I’ll find you,” he said. “And next time, you won’t be so lucky.” He turned his head and spat onto the pavement. Then, with one last look along the empty road, he turned and headed for home.

As he walked, the cool night air chilled the sweat on his body, and he savoured the way it stung his skin. I haven’t felt this good for a long time. Not since…Not for a long time.

But it seemed to take forever to get back to his house, and as he walked his anger drained away, leaving him cold and exhausted. He walked on. As he neared his home, he saw that a couple of his neighbours were standing next to their damaged cars. A youngish man, maybe four or five years older than Tom, stood in his T-shirt and jeans. He ran his hands through his hair then waved his arms as he moaned about the state of his beloved Audi. The other man was older. He simply stood and stared at the dents is his Ford Focus, his hands buried deep in the pockets of dressing gown. He shook his head sadly as if to say, “This is what happens. What did you expect?” But as Tom approached them, they both stopped what they were doing, and stared.

Suddenly, Tom saw himself as they must be seeing him: the baseball bat, the bare feet, the baggy boxer shorts he slept in and the old white T-shirt that was stuck with sweat to his bony frame. He had no choice but to keep on walking toward them—no choice but to let them stare. I should just walk straight past them, act as if nothing has happened. But the older man was looking at him thoughtfully. They’d spoken on a few occasions and the man clearly remembered him. His name was Richard or Robert or something. It didn’t matter. They knew each other as neighbours and now Tom would have to speak to him. But what could he say?

When he was near enough to speak without raising his voice, Tom tilted his head to indicate the road behind him. “I chased them off.”

“Who?” the younger man said.

Tom shrugged his shoulders. “Kids. Joyriders I expect.”

“Typical,” the older man said. “Just typical.” He sighed and shook his head. 

And Tom remembered. Yes, his name was Richard. He worked at the discount furniture place. He’d told Tom he should come over sometime and he’d get him a good deal. “Sorry about your car, Richard.”

 “Ah well,” Richard said. “It’s a company car anyway.” He gave Tom a tired smile.

But the younger man looked Tom in the eye. “Joyriders? They stole a car? Whose?” He looked over Tom’s shoulder. “Your car’s there isn’t it?”

Tom returned the man’s gaze. “I don’t know. I heard them. Saw them out the window. They were up to no good at this time in the morning.”

The older man chipped in, “And you came out and saw them off, eh? Well good for you. You’re a braver man than me.”

Tom shrugged. “They were just kids. I scared them off, that’s all.”

The younger man folded his arms. “But I don’t get it. Did they steal a car or not? Because, if they went off in the car they came in, then how did you know to chase them?”

Tom forced a smile. “Well I’m not stood out here in my boxers for the good of my health.”

Richard chuckled.

“I heard them,” Tom said. “I’m a light sleeper. They were hanging around the cars. Looking for something to nick. I came out and scared them off.”

“Yeah and you did a good job of it,” the younger man said. “They must’ve been pretty scared to have done all this damage.” He waved toward his Audi saloon. The Audi had been badly hit. Apart from the tail light, the glossy red plastic bumper was shattered, and the rear panel was dented and crumpled beyond repair.

Tom tutted. “Looks bad.”

The younger man stared at Tom. “Perhaps, if you hadn’t—”

But Richard butted in. “Right, I don’t know about you two but I’m too old to be standing in the street at four o’clock in the morning. I’m going to go in, call the police, have a swift shot of scotch and get back to bed before the wife sends out a search party.” He smiled at them both. “Goodnight,” he said as he turned away.

“Police?” Tom asked, louder than he’d meant to.

Richard stopped and turned back to face him. “Yes. I’ll need a crime reference. For the insurance and all that.”

The younger man narrowed his eyes. “Why shouldn’t he call the cops? I’ll need to talk to them, too. They’ll probably want to ask you a few questions.”

Tom nodded, trying to make the gesture look casual. “Oh yeah. It’s just…it’s dark and they drove away pretty fast. I didn’t really see much.”

“Never mind,” Richard said. “I don’t expect they’ll send anyone. But you’ve got to go through the motions haven’t you?” He gave a heavy sigh and headed back for his front door.

Tom watched him leave. Going through the motions—that’s all I ever do. He looked at the Audi owner. The arrogant idiot was still staring at him. The guy knew something was wrong, but he didn’t have the courage to come out and say it. For a moment, Tom gripped the baseball bat harder. He pictured himself swinging the bat into the man’s face, imagined the cocky bastard’s look of sheer horror as he realised what was about to happen to him. A cold shiver ran along Tom’s spine. Oh my god, what’s happening to me? He blinked and looked away. He had to get a grip. He couldn’t afford to think like this. Not now, not ever. I’m not a violent man. Not anymore. He drew a breath and blew it out. He turned back to the man and nodded. “Well, goodnight. Hope you get your car sorted out.”

And then he walked away. If the man responded, Tom didn’t hear him. He didn’t care what the stuck-up idiot had to say and he didn’t care what he thought. The man was suspicious, but he couldn’t prove anything. If the police came knocking on his door, he’d give them the same story. They’d warn him not to try and be a hero in future and they might even have something to say about the baseball bat. But so what? He hadn’t done anything wrong. Not really.

Tom let himself in through his front door. He paused in the doorway and glanced back into the street. Good—it was empty. There was no sign of the Audi owner. He must’ve given up and gone back inside. Tom smiled and closed the door, checking both the lock and the security bolt were securely fastened. He dropped the baseball bat down by the pile of shoes and padded through to the kitchen. He’d have a glass of water then get back to bed for a couple of hours.

As he filled the glass, he wondered whether he’d be the talk of the neighbourhood. There was bound to be some gossip, but only for a few days. It would all blow over soon enough and then his night-time exploits would be forgotten. He’d go back to being the bloke along the street who kept himself to himself, and lived a quiet life, on his own. He closed his eyes as he drank the cold water, draining the glass in one go, savouring each swallow. And counting each gulp. He put his empty glass in the sink and felt much better. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

But what about the bloke who’d been watching him? Well, from the way he’d taken off, Tom guessed he must’ve had the living daylights scared out of him. He wouldn’t be showing his face any time soon. Tom chuckled, remembering the man’s frantic attempts to get away, picturing the Renault as it reversed down the road, veering wildly from side to side. It was a shame he didn’t have anyone to share the story with. Hell, it was a shame he didn’t have the whole thing on video.

Tom yawned and headed for the stairs. He almost left a couple of downstairs lights on as a deterrent. But that was ridiculous. “He won’t be coming back,” he murmured. Back in his bedroom, he sat on the edge of his bed, pulled off his sweat-soaked T-shirt and dropped it on the floor. And that was when he remembered he’d been barefoot in the street. “Oh for god’s sake,” he muttered. He checked the soles of his feet. They were filthy. Should he go and have a shower? He pulled a face. No. He was absolutely shattered. He’d have a shower in the morning and put clean sheets on the bed after work. It’ll be fine. I’ll feel better after a good night’s sleep. He yawned and lay down, pulling the quilt over his body. He shivered as the cool cotton touched his skin. What a day. What a bloody day. He reached out and turned off his lamp. One, he began, two, three…But that was as far as he got before he fell fast asleep.

Half an hour later, a small, rectangular light suddenly appeared on Tom’s bedside table. It glowed brightly for a moment, and then the mobile phone began to ring.



Chapter 9
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3650 BC

AS THE SCOUTING PARTY snaked through the dark forest, Hafoc quickly lost his sense of direction, but Tostig clearly knew where they were going. Their leader stalked ahead, scanning the ground, turning his head this way and that to study the low branches at the side of the trail, pausing only rarely to peer at the ferns that parted almost silently as they passed through. Hafoc stayed close. If he delayed, even for a moment, Tostig and the others would vanish into the darkness. I wonder if he’s found any clues, Hafoc thought. But he daren’t speak. You didn’t talk when you were tracking. Even on a normal deer hunt, it wouldn’t be right. Here, it would be a terrible thing to do. Hafoc sighed as quietly as he could. Sceort turned his head, and despite the darkness, Hafoc knew the older man was glaring at him. Hafoc winced. Could he do nothing right?

Think only of the forest, he told himself. Become one with the shadows, like the wolf. He crept forward, one gentle step at a time, transferring his weight as smoothly as he could. But it was no use. His feet found every crackling dry leaf, every fragile dead branch. And yet the other men moved soundlessly without even trying. No wonder they lost patience with him.

Hafoc glanced to his side. Nelda was still there. At least, he had her to keep him company and she gave him some comfort as she trotted alongside. He could just make out her dark shape as she slipped through the night. But he mustn’t be distracted. He needed to keep his eyes on Tostig and the others, and to step in their footsteps—if he could.

As if to prove the point, Tostig suddenly stopped walking and held up his right hand. Instantly, Flyta and Sceort stood as still as rocks. Hafoc did his best to copy them, but he couldn’t help himself. His stomach muscles tightened and he took a sudden sharp breath—a gasp that was loud, even to his ears. Had Tostig found something? Had he discovered some clue that would take them to Brond?

Tostig turned to them and grunted something under his breath. Sceort and Flyta moved closer to him and Hafoc followed. I’ve got to know. He ground his teeth together. He had to find out what was going on, but he must not be the first to speak.

Tostig beckoned all three of them to stand even closer. “It’s no good,” he muttered. “We’ve tracked for a long time. The trail has gone.”

Sceort and Flyta gave a grunt of acknowledgement. But Hafoc could say nothing. He felt the blood drain from his face.

“We’ll rest a while,” Tostig said. “Make camp in the clearing up ahead.” He didn’t wait for a reply—it was a command, not a suggestion. He simply turned and led the way.

As the others moved off, Hafoc hesitated, staring after the men as they melted into the forest once more. This isn’t right. We can’t stop now. If anything, they should be going faster. They needed to catch up with whoever had taken Brond—before it was too late. His eyes stung and he blinked. Unless…unless we’re already too late. He shook his head. It was bad to think that way. Brond was strong. And Hafoc had to hope his brother was still alive. He wiped his nose with the back of his hand and followed the others.

Soon, he stepped into a small clearing. At least there was a little moonlight here. The others were at the centre of the clearing, squatting on the ground. As Hafoc joined them, Tostig turned to him. “Sit down,” he said. “Keep quiet.”

Hafoc picked a spot between Sceort and Flyta and squatted down on his haunches. “How long?” he asked. “How long before we start again?”

The others turned to him. The silence stretched out.

“I told you to keep quiet,” Tostig said.

Hafoc drew breath and opened his mouth to speak, but Flyta didn’t give him the chance. He grabbed Hafoc by the front of his tunic and pulled him close. “Do as you’re told, Hafoc,” he hissed.

Hafoc nodded but Flyta kept hold of him, just to make things clear.

“Let him go,” Tostig said, and with a grunt, Flyta obeyed. Hafoc straightened his tunic. He touched his talisman to make sure it was still there.

“Hafoc,” Tostig said. “You are clumsy. You do not know how to track. You have no idea how to find your way in the forest. And you have no respect.” He paused, but Hafoc said nothing. “But Brond is your kin,” Tostig continued, “so I will tell you this and you will listen.”

Hafoc nodded.

“We have achieved nothing this night,” Tostig said. “If we had waited for daylight, we would’ve been more certain of the trail and moved faster. Now, the trail has gone and it is useless to carry on. We’ll rest here for what remains of the night. No fire. You should all sleep. I will stay awake for a while longer and then I’ll fetch one of you to take my place. We’ll try again at first light.”

Without a word, Flyta and Sceort began removing their bows and quivers from their backs. They arranged their belongings carefully on the ground and lay down. Tostig stood and stretched his back. “Rest,” he said. Then he turned and walked silently to the edge of the clearing, and disappeared among the shadows.

Hafoc stayed where he was for a while. Is that it? Doesn’t anybody else get to say something? But Tostig was not a man to waste time bandying words. It was hard for Hafoc, but he was beginning to see why other men followed Tostig. Their leader wasn’t easy to please, but he was ready to shoulder any burden. Everyone in the scouting party needed a rest, but Tostig had made himself responsible for their safety. He’d put their needs before his own. Maybe Tostig’s right, Hafoc thought. Maybe I am just clumsy and slow and useless. He sniffed. Whenever he’d tried to do things his own way, it had always ended up going wrong. Perhaps it was time to put his own ideas aside and learn from others instead.

Hafoc sighed, then slipped his bow from his shoulder and took the quiver of arrows from his back. He placed them on the ground, looking across to copy the way Flyta had lain his weapons within easy reach. Then Hafoc lay on his side, curled an arm under his head and closed his eyes. The ground was cold and the damp seeped into his clothes and chilled his skin. But he was exhausted. He sensed a movement nearby and opened his eyes. Nelda stood nearby, watching him, her head lowered. She sniffed the air a few times then lay down on the ground and curled up. But she kept her eyes open, watching Hafoc.

“Good dog,” Hafoc whispered. Nelda, at least, was on his side. Hafoc lay still and thought of Brond. Where was he now? Was he resting or was he lying in pain somewhere? Perhaps he was, even now, trying to escape. Tomorrow, Hafoc thought. We’ll pick up the trail tomorrow. Hafoc closed his eyes. Tomorrow, he would do his part. He’d try harder. He’d do what he was told. And they’d find Brond. 

Tomorrow.

***

Hafoc opened his eyes. The first soft light of dawn was already creeping across the sky. He uncurled, arched his back, and groaned under his breath. During the night, his neck and shoulders had locked into a solid block of aching muscle. There’s no time for aches and pains. The others were already standing together, speaking in whispers between mouthfuls of food and hasty swigs from their flasks. Hafoc pushed himself up from the damp ground and struggled to his feet. Without a fire, Hafoc had slept badly. The cold and damp had crept into his bones. The arm he’d been lying on was tingling and numb, and he rubbed some life back into it as he walked over to the men.

Tostig glanced in his direction but the other two did not acknowledge him.

“You didn’t wake me,” he said. “I didn’t take my turn to watch over the camp.”

Sceort grunted in disgust. “Tostig told me not to,” he said.

Flyta gave Hafoc a withering look and shook his head.

Hafoc rubbed his face. He was still half-asleep. “But, why? We should’ve taken turns.”

“We did,” Flyta sneered. “Tostig took your place.”

Hafoc stared at each of them in turn. Would they ever stop treating him like a troublesome child?

“Eat something,” Tostig said. “We need to start.”

Hafoc nodded dumbly. He took a drink from his flask. The cold water revived him a little, but it also made him realise how hungry he was. He fumbled through the contents of his pouch. I should’ve saved a little meat from last night. But all he could find to eat was a strip of dried, smoked fish and a dried mushroom. The mushroom was shrivelled and dark. He turned it around in his hand, giving it a sniff to check if it was bad. It smelled all right but it must’ve been in his pouch for a very long time. I’d forgotten that was there. He dropped it back into his pouch. He’d keep the mushroom for later. The smoked fish was more appealing.

He curled the whole strip of fish and put it into his mouth, squeezing it gently between his teeth and letting his spit soften it up. The taste of wood smoke made him think of the campfire, and for a moment, he longed to be back at the camp. They’d be stirring up the fires by now. They’d all have slept well, curled up under their furs, safe within their shelters. And they’d soon be busy, picking over the remains of last night’s meat. Hafoc’s stomach rumbled. Meat. If only he hadn’t given so much to Nelda. But it was too late to for such thoughts.

He looked around. Where was Nelda? She’d been there when he’d gone to sleep. He called her name softly but all he got for his effort was another stony look from Flyta. Never mind. The dog would turn up when she was ready.

“Come on,” Tostig said. He fastened his pouch and looked at each of them in turn. “Time to go.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and turned away, striding toward the edge of the clearing. The three of them fell in behind him, keeping to the same order as the night before.

At least it’s daylight now, Hafoc thought. I’ll show them I can be as stealthy as they are, now that I can see where I’m treading. But it wasn’t to be. In the darkness, Tostig and the others had moved slowly. Today, they raced ahead, striding almost silently through the undergrowth. Tostig had picked up the trail again and seemed certain of his direction. Hafoc did his best to follow along, matching the men step for step. But they were taller than him, and where they strode confidently, his smaller steps seemed clumsy and awkward. Even so, Hafoc set his mind to the task. He watched the way Sceort moved, and tried to let his own steps flow so smoothly. He tried to think only of the forest; the ferns that dipped and swayed as the men passed by, the scent of damp earth, and the sounds of birds flitting through the leaves overhead. Soon, his movements fell into rhythm with the bodies of the men in front of him, and like them, he seemed to glide silently through the gentle forest air. The men no longer turned back to glare at him, and Hafoc knew he’d finally become part of the group. When he heard Nelda moving alongside him, he did not look at her, but kept his concentration. He caught a glimpse of her from the corner of his eye and that was enough.

They made good progress and this time, when Tostig held up his hand to stop them, Hafoc came silently to a halt. Tostig bent over, studying the undergrowth. He pushed out his lower lip and looked from side to side. Finally, he stood upright and shook his head. He beckoned the others to come forward and they gathered around Tostig, waiting to hear what he had to say. Hafoc studied Tostig’s face but the older man’s expression gave nothing away. Just wait, Hafoc told himself. And for once, he managed to hold his tongue.

“I’m not sure,” Tostig said. “It was a good trail, left by a few men. But here, it splits into two.” He pointed to the ground, but Hafoc could not see the clues that Tostig seemed to read so easily. “I cannot tell,” Tostig went on, “which trail will lead us to Brond.”

Sceort and Flyta looked at each other but said nothing.

Tostig looked at Hafoc. “It will not help if we split up. If one pair finds them, two men will not be enough to save Brond.”

“So which way should we go?” Hafoc asked.

Tostig grimaced. “I cannot say,” he said. “Rest for a little while and I’ll see what I can find.” Tostig picked up his flask and pulled out the stopper. “Have a drink,” he told them. 

Sceort and Flyta stood and did as they were told, but Hafoc squatted down on his haunches. Suddenly, he was weary. How would they find Brond now? If they picked the wrong trail, they’d end up being forced to retrace their steps, and then they’d never catch up with whoever had taken his brother. Hafoc closed his eyes and put his face in his hands. For every moment they rested, Brond was being dragged farther away.

A tap on the shoulder startled him out of his bleak thoughts. He looked up to see Flyta standing over him, holding out his flask.

“Do you have water?” Flyta asked.

Hafoc stared up at the older man. “Yes,” he said. “I think so.” He checked his own flask and felt its weight. “Yes. I have water.”

 “Good,” Flyta said. “Drink while you can. You’ll need it.”

Hafoc nodded. “I will.” He pulled the stopper from his flask and Flyta sniffed and turned away. Hafoc opened his mouth to thank Flyta but that didn’t seem right. Instead, he stood and joined Flyta and Sceort, sipping at his flask in silence by their side.

A few moments later, Tostig returned to the group. His face was grim. “It’s no good,” he said. “Although…”

“What?” Hafoc said.

Tostig chewed his lip. “I’m not sure,” he said. “But maybe one trail belongs to Brond alone.”

“Alone?” Hafoc said. “You mean he escaped?”

Tostig shrugged. “Or perhaps they let him go.”

Hafoc smiled. Yes, that would be just like Brond. He was always the lucky one. “So what do we do?”

Sceort shook his head. “The Wandrian don’t let people go. Not alive.”

They all stared at Sceort for a moment. Hafoc broke the silence. “Tostig, what do you think we should do?”

Tostig looked Sceort in the eye. “We carry on,” he said. “We stay together and we pick a trail. If we don’t find Brond on the one trail, we’ll return here and try the other.”

Sceort hesitated and then he grunted his approval. 

Tostig turned away and squared his shoulders. But as Tostig turned, Hafoc caught a glimpse of the older man’s expression. Tostig was unsure. He doesn’t know! He has no idea which trail to take. Hafoc felt like yelling at the top of his voice. This was no good. They couldn’t afford to make a mistake. They needed some sign to tell them which way to go. But what could he do? An argument with Tostig would make things worse. Their leader might even decide they should give up and return to the tribe. Hafoc bit his lip and stared out into the forest, thinking of his brother, and suddenly, an idea struck him. “Nelda,” he said.

“Be quiet,” Sceort said. “Tostig is finding the trail.”

“But Nelda can find it,” Hafoc said. The others stared at him. “She’s Brond’s dog. She can tell which trail is his.” He looked at each of them in turn, hoping for a smile or a nod, but seeing only stony impatience.

“How?” Tostig said.

Hafoc opened his mouth. He didn’t know what to say.

“She’s a dog,” Sceort sneered. “She can sniff out prey sure enough but that’s about it.”

Hafoc felt the blood rise to his face. “She knows his scent,” he said. But it sounded feeble, even to him. He turned away from the men and squatted down. “Nelda,” he called. “Nelda, come here.”

Slowly, Nelda came forward, keeping her head low. She raised her eyes and watched the men as she approached. It didn’t look like they had food, so they were probably going to beat her. 

Hafoc held his fist out to her and Nelda sniffed at it. She licked her nose. The boy smelled good. Like fish.

“Nelda,” Hafoc said, “Brond.”

Nelda pricked her ears up.

“Brond,” Hafoc repeated, as loudly as he dared. “Find Brond.”

Nelda looked at the boy’s face. As she studied his eyes in turn, her eyebrows lifted and fell.

“Brond,” Hafoc said again.

Sceort gave a dismissive grunt. “We’re wasting time.”

Hafoc licked his lips. This had to work. “Nelda, find Brond.” And this time, there was an urgency in his voice that Nelda understood. She raised her muzzle and whined. She took a small step backward and whined again.

Hafoc stood up, keeping his eyes locked on Nelda’s. “That’s right, Nelda. Brond. We’ve got to find Brond.” He raised his voice and gestured with his arm toward the trails Tostig had found. “Find Brond.”

 

Nelda whined and backed away, her ears flicking forward each time her master’s name was mentioned. And then her eyes followed the sweep of the boy’s arm. He wanted her to go there. She trotted toward the place, her nose to the ground. It wasn’t food. And it wasn’t prey. She moved from side to side, casting around for a scent. And there it was. Her master had been there. And she wanted to go to him. She wanted to get away from this strange man and find her master. She sniffed hard at the ground to make sure she had the scent, and then she was off. She loped through the forest, hardly hearing the men chasing along behind her. Her master was far away, but she would be with him soon. And perhaps, he would give her something to eat.



Chapter 10
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AS I WALKED THROUGH THE FOREST, the faint aroma of wood smoke drifted this way and that on the gentle breeze. I followed it as best as I could, but just as I thought I was getting somewhere near the source of the smoke, the scent disappeared. I stood, turning in a slow circle and sniffing the air, but it was no use. There was no trace of wood smoke. I’ll never find it now. I might as well give up. But finding the fire had been my only plan; without it, I had no idea what to do next.

I looked down and shifted my weight from foot to foot. How long had I been walking anyway? It felt like hours. Maybe it was time to sit down for a rest. But if I did that, would I have the strength to get back on my feet and keep walking? “I don’t know,” I muttered. “I just don’t know.”

I took a deep breath, let out a long sigh, and in that moment, the breeze dropped. Suddenly, the smell of wood smoke was stronger than ever. Quick! Before it blows away again. I set off on the trail of the scent, walking as fast as I could, wading through the waist-high ferns. I was breathing hard, and the sharp tang of scorched wood caught in my throat. Surely the fire must be nearby. Surely there’d be someone there. And they’d help me—wouldn’t they? 

I pressed on. A trickle of sweat ran down my forehead and ran into my left eye, but I just blinked it away and carried on, blundering through the dense undergrowth. And making a lot of noise. What happened to sneaking up? What happened to being cautious? “To hell with that,” I muttered. I was thirsty and hungry, lost and alone. I wanted to open my mouth and yell for help as loud as I could. But I kept my mouth shut. All I had to do was find that fire and everything would be all right.

I was close. So close. Faint wisps of smoke hung in the air, lit by the beams of light filtering down through the canopy overhead. The forest was less dense here and I broke into a jog. It looked like there was a clearing just ahead. That was where the fire would be. That was where my rescuers would be waiting with bottles of fresh water, and bread and bacon and burgers. I rushed forward, and without hesitation, I stepped into the clearing.

“Bloody hell,” I hissed. And I stared around me in utter disbelief. I was too late. There was no one there; nothing but the remains of a fire still smouldering in the centre of the clearing.

“Hey,” I called. I put my hands up to my mouth to amplify my voice. “Is there anyone there?” I hollered. “Anyone? Hello. Can anybody hear me?”

I turned and called again in another direction. And again. And again. I shouted until my dry throat was sore. But it was a complete waste of breath. I strained my ears for the sound of an answer, but there was nothing. Even the birds in the treetops were silent. “Please,” I called. But there was no force in my voice. No hope.

I hung my head and hot tears of frustration welled up in my eyes. I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Oh my god,” I whispered. “What am I going to do?” But I didn’t have any answers. Not one. If only Dad were here, I thought. He’d tell me to get a grip, to take control and get myself out of this mess. I allowed myself a little smile. “Dad would’ve loved all this,” I murmured. He’d have gladly given up a weekend to spend a couple of days roughing it in the wilds. And for a moment, I pictured him rubbing his hands together, his face beaming with excitement as he talked about all the fun we’d have: building shelters, foraging for wild food, fending for ourselves.

And that was exactly what I had to do—fend for myself. After all, I was still in one piece. I’d managed to have a drink, I’d found a few leaves to eat, and now I had a fire. Things were heading in the right direction. I took a breath and raised my head. “Just keep trying,” I told myself. “I’ll be all right if I just keep trying.”

I wandered over to the fire, scanning the clearing for clues. Someone had left a small pile of sticks to use as firewood, but apart from that, there was little else to tell me who’d been there. The grass was flattened in places, as though a group of people had lain down on it. But there were no other signs of human life; not a scrap of litter or a patch of pale grass to show where a tent had been pitched. Whoever you were, it looks like you’re not coming back.

I shrugged my backpack from my shoulders and lowered it to the grass, then I squatted down by the fire and poked a stick into the embers. “Ah well,” I said. “At least I’ve got a fire.”

As I poked at a half-burned branch, the charred wood crumbled away, revealing a glowing core. I grabbed a few of the smaller twigs from the small pile and gently laid them against the embers, then I leaned forward and blew on them—far too hard. Ash and smoke swirled up into my face. I coughed and swore and sat back, rubbing at my streaming eyes with my grimy fingers. Gently. Blow gently. I tried again, and this time, the embers glowed with each breath. But as soon as I stopped blowing, the glow faded to dull black. The twigs I’d added were charred and blackened, but nowhere near alight.

“Burn,” I said. But something wasn’t right. The twigs were too damp or too green, and the embers weren’t hot enough. I selected a handful of fresh twigs, checking they were brittle and dry, and broke them into smaller pieces. Carefully, I piled the small stack of kindling onto the embers and blew again. This time, the glow seemed brighter with each breath. The smoke gathered into a more definite stream. Then, suddenly, there was a lick of flame. “Yes,” I said. I fed more small sticks onto the fire. The flame grew and I sat back, smiling. I’ve done it! I’ve actually got it burning properly.

But already, the handful of sticks I’d added to the fire had almost burned away to ashes. I looked at the small pile of firewood. “That’s not going to last long,” I muttered. If I wanted to keep the fire going, I’d have to gather more wood. And soon.

I rubbed a hand across my face. The fire was great, but it didn’t make me any less thirsty or ease the hard knot of hunger in my stomach. In many ways it made sense to forget about the fire and just carry on walking. That way I might find a path or some sign of civilisation. “I don’t know,” I muttered. As far as I knew, the forest stretched on for miles and miles, and it would be far too easy to wander in circles for hours. And there was no guarantee I’d find anything useful out there. I glanced at the sky. How long before it gets dark? If I was still stuck in the woods at nightfall, I’d be very glad of the fire. And perhaps, if I built the fire up, someone would spot the smoke and come and investigate or even report it to the authorities. Either way, I’d be rescued.

I snorted and shook my head. “Not the way my luck’s going,” I muttered. Still, the fire had been made by someone so there were people around somewhere. And someone had chosen this place as a good spot to camp—they must’ve had their reasons.

I chewed my lip, stared into the meagre flames, and I made my mind up. “I’m staying,” I said, and nodded to myself. “I’m going to need a lot more wood.”

I stood and crossed to the edge of the clearing. The ground was strewn with dead branches, some of them quite big, but a lot of them had been there long enough for the grass to grow up around them, and they were damp and spongy with rot. Even so, it didn’t take me long to gather an armful of dry branches and I took them back to the fire and piled them up. I tossed a couple of the better pieces onto the flames and returned to the edge of the forest to get more. But as I scanned the ground, I saw something that made me stop in my tracks.

“No,” I whispered, because I couldn’t quite believe what I was looking at. But there it was, lying among the dead leaves and the wild flowers, the most bizarrely primitive object I’d ever seen—a homemade knife. I bent down and reached out to touch it. “No,” I whispered. “It can’t be real.” I let my fingers trace along the edge of its handle. Is that wood? No. The texture was wrong somehow. I wrapped my fingers around the handle. It’s too light to be wood. And suddenly, I realised that the handle was made from bone. I lifted the knife and stood up straight, holding the handle carefully, turning the knife to admire the blade. “It’s real,” I murmured, and I shook my head in disbelief.

The knife’s blade was made from a finely sharpened and highly polished piece of stone and I guessed it was flint. The blade was tied into the handle with a binding of translucent strips that looked like some sort of plastic. But that couldn’t be right. “Sinew?” I muttered. “What the heck is sinew anyway?” I smiled to myself and turned my attention to the handle. The smooth bone had been carefully decorated; carved with a simple pattern of fine, curved lines that criss-crossed each other. The end of the handle flared out slightly. I supposed that was the natural shape of the bone, but when I curled my fingers around it to grip the handle, the shape of it fitted nicely into my hand. It felt good.

“Beautiful,” I whispered. And it was. It was perfect. Someone had poured hours of careful work into making it. It’s strange—how could someone be so careless with something so precious? Of course, the knife had been dropped by accident, so perhaps someone would come looking for it. “They’ll be furious when they realise they’ve lost it,” I said. And how would they react if they found me holding their prized possession? I frowned. I should just put it back.

I looked down at the ground. But I didn’t move a muscle. “No way,” I said. I couldn’t just leave it on the ground. It was too valuable, too special. And anyone might pick it up—perhaps some little kid. I sniffed. I should hold onto it for now. I’ll hand it in later. It would probably get back to its owner eventually. And if they wasted a few hours looking for it, then so what? It was their own stupid fault for taking it into the woods. Something so beautifully made should’ve been kept safely indoors.

For a moment, I pictured the knife in a glass case, locked away in a museum. But I pushed the thought away. This knife was brand new. It could’ve been made yesterday. I tested the knife’s edge with my thumb, felt the fine stone serrations snag against my skin. I gasped. The blade was sharp enough to slice into an animal’s flesh. Or a man’s. A sudden chill ran up my spine. Yes. The knife would make a fearsome weapon. “For Christ’s sake,” I muttered. “Don’t be such a moron.”

I looked back toward the fire. The flames were already dwindling. I needed to fetch some bigger branches, some proper dry firewood. And for that, I’d have to go farther into the forest. I peered out into the trees. Compared to the clearing, the forest was dark, its shadows forbidding. I looked down at the knife in my hand. I’ll take it with me, I thought. Just in case.

I slipped my fingers under my belt on my left side and pulled at the leather, making just enough slack to squeeze the knife’s handle snugly under my belt. I angled the knife so the blade wouldn’t dig into my thigh as I walked, and I was ready. I glanced back at the fire, fixing the place in my mind. If I could try and keep the thin column of smoke in sight, it would be easy to find my way back. “So long as it doesn’t burn out while I’m away,” I said. I rubbed the palms of my hands together, my sweat mingling with the layer of grit and grime on my skin, then I stepped back into the shade of the trees.

As I walked, the knife’s handle rubbed against my hip bone and in some ways, it was reassuring. But the knife begged a question that nagged at the back of my mind: What kind of person brings a flint knife out into the woods? For all I knew, I might suddenly run into a bunch of hard-core survivalists. After all, they’d camped down for the night but it didn’t look like they’d had a tent. I frowned and glanced over my shoulder. The clearing was just behind me. There was no sign of movement except for the dappled sunlight playing on the forest floor. “It’s fine,” I murmured. “Fine.” But when I moved on, I was more careful. I watched where I put my feet. And this time, my progress did not scare the birds into silence.

It wasn’t long before I found what I was looking for. The tree had fallen a long time ago, perhaps blown over in a storm. It lay at an angle, almost on its side, but was propped up by its neighbours. Its roots stuck up from the ground, along with a mass of earth and rocks, and it was very clearly dead. Most of the bark had flaked away from its trunk, and the wood was smooth and bare, bleached pale by the sun. “Bingo,” I whispered. The tree’s branches were in easy reach so I grabbed a small one and twisted it. It snapped cleanly with a satisfying crack and I smiled. The wood was dry and brittle. I reached up and grabbed a branch that was as thick as my arm, but just as I began to put my weight on it, I heard something behind me. Just one sound. And I froze.

 There it was again—the tiny crinkling crunch of dry leaves, crushed underfoot. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. My breath seemed to stick in my chest. What the hell? Slowly, I let go of the branch and turned around as quietly as I could. Where had the noise come from? I turned my head, peering into the gloom beneath the trees, but the mottled shadows stirred and shifted as the breeze blew on the leaves above. For one gut-wrenching fraction of a second, a dark shape became the bulk of a man, crouching, ready to spring up from his hiding place among the ferns. I blinked. No. It was just the stump of a broken tree, wrapped in ivy. I swallowed hard and took a breath. And when I looked down, the knife was in my hand. I stared in horror. Without thinking, I’d taken the knife from my belt, and held it out in front of me, ready to strike. The handle was suddenly slippery in my sweaty fingers. I shook my head and lowered the knife. “You’re losing it,” I muttered. “It was probably just a—” But before I could finish my sentence, I heard it again. Closer. And I was sure of it now—someone was coming toward me, creeping carefully over the carpet of dead leaves. I spun around, frantically scanning the forest. And there it was, incredibly close, the biggest deer I’d ever seen in my life. My mouth fell open. The creature was standing sideways on to me, and it obviously didn’t know I was there. It chewed contentedly, then lowered its head to feed. At least, that’s what I thought at first. But then I heard it—the gentle splashing sound I’d been dreaming of. “It’s drinking,” I whispered under my breath. And again, louder, “It’s drinking.”

The deer’s head snapped toward me, its ears pricked forward, then suddenly, it turned and ran for its life, hurtling through the forest with hardly a sound. And I ran too, heading for the place I’d seen the deer drinking.

The stream was very small, but it was the most wonderful sight. I put the knife back in my belt then I knelt down and scooped up the crystal clear water in my hands. Without hesitation, I drank it down in great gulps. It was delicious. I drank more. And more. I drank until my stomach ached and gurgled and then I scooped up more water and splashed it over my face, my hair, the back of my neck. The cold water coursed over my skin, sent shivers tingling down my spine, until finally, I sat back, looked up into the leafy green canopy, and I smiled.

“I’m going to be OK,” I said. And it was true. I had a fire, a good supply of wood and now I had running water. I even had a sharp knife. Sure, it wasn’t enough for the long term, but at least I’d make it through the night. And up until this moment, though I’d tried not to think about it, things hadn’t been looking good. Now the only things I needed were a shelter and something better to eat than dandelion leaves. I laughed. Dandelion leaves. Just wait until I tell Dad about the dandelions. I pictured his face, imagining his look of utter disbelief. I heaved a sigh. “That’s if I ever…” I started to say. But I couldn’t finish the sentence. I had to get home. I just had to. I rubbed my eyes. I was suddenly very tired. I took one last drink then pushed myself up to my feet. As I stood, the blood rushed to my head and the ground felt unsteady beneath my feet. I staggered sideways a little and put my hand on a tree to keep my balance. “I don’t feel…” I murmured. “I don’t feel too good.” I took a few deep breaths. I’m getting weak. I’d been running on empty for too long. I needed to rest and conserve some energy. I needed to get back to the fire. The fire. How long had I been away?

Walking as quickly as I could on my unsteady legs, I went back to the fallen tree. I sized up a branch that looked easy to break and grabbed it with both hands. I pulled it downward and twisted it with all the strength I could muster. But when the wood gave way with a loud crack, the branch was suddenly too heavy for me, and as I let it drop to the ground, I almost fell over backward. “Bloody hell,” I muttered. “I’m weak as a baby.”

I stood for a moment and caught my breath. A squirm of queasiness stirred in the pit of my stomach and a cold shiver ran through me. Maybe I shouldn’t have gulped down all that cold water. Maybe I shouldn’t have eaten all those dandelion leaves. I grimaced. I definitely shouldn’t have drunk from the muddy puddle. I rubbed my stomach and groaned. I thought of my bed at home, and pictured Mum bringing me a bowl of warm soup. “Maybe later,” I mumbled. “Maybe later.” Slowly, I bent down and picked up one end of broken branch. I didn’t feel up to carrying it, but I reckoned I could drag it, so I set off, trailing the branch along the ground behind me. It was heavy, but it slid easily across the dead leaves on the forest floor. Now I had enough wood, I just had to hope the damned fire hadn’t gone out by the time I got back.

It didn’t take me long to find my way back to the clearing, but by the time I got there, I knew I was ill. Sweat ran down my forehead and my shirt clung to my back. But I was cold. So cold. I couldn’t stop shivering. I dragged the heavy branch to the fireside then sat down heavily and stared at the tiny flickering flames; they were all that remained of my fire. Still, at least it hadn’t gone out.

I threw on a few twigs from the pile, and as the flames revived, I added a few larger sticks. I looked at the branch I’d dragged from the forest. It was far too long for the fire so I’d have to break it up into smaller pieces. But I just didn’t have the strength to tackle it. I’ll use up the wood pile first, I thought. Maybe when the fire picks up, I’ll feel a bit better.

But when I picked up the last few pieces from the wood pile they were damp. “Oh well,” I said. “They’ll soon dry out.” And I threw them onto the fire anyway.

The damp wood hissed and steamed. I sat and watched the steam curl up and mingle with the smoke until the acrid fumes caught in the back of my throat and made my eyes water. I turned my head away and coughed, rubbing my eyes. With each cough, my stomach churned and squirmed. Oh god, I thought. I’m going to throw up. And I was right.

I bent over and puked onto the grass. The vomit streamed from my mouth and splashed on the ground; a mess of bitter water and vile green mush. I retched until there was nothing left.

Afterwards, I sat up and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “Oh man,” I moaned. “That’s bad.” My nose was running and I sniffed, but the stench of vomit set off a fresh wave of cramps in my stomach. Not again. Please not again. I took a breath, let it out as slowly as I could, then took another gulp of air. I breathed as deeply as I could and stayed perfectly still until the cramps faded away. “Thank God for that,” I mumbled. It was over.

But that didn’t mean I was OK. I was exhausted—weaker than ever. I could hardly hold my head up. My stomach still ached, and though the shivers had gone, my head was killing me. My body was telling me to lie down, and I didn’t have the strength to resist. I turned away from where I’d been sick and I lay on my side on the grass, resting my head on my arm. I didn’t care about the fire anymore. I didn’t care if lying down was the right thing to do or not. I couldn’t think about anything. “I just want to go home,” I whispered. And I closed my eyes. 



Chapter 11
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2018

AS CALLY’S BUS PULLED IN to her usual stop, she stood in the aisle and waited patiently for a gaggle of gossiping students to let her through to the exit. She stared into the middle distance and tried hard to tune out their cheerful chatter—a babble about nothing more than bars and nightclubs and dancing. Ah well, I suppose it is Friday.

She stepped down from the bus and trudged along the road, lost in her thoughts. Had she been like that once? Had she giggled with a bunch of friends and talked excitedly about boys and parties? She smiled sadly to herself. No. Going to university had always been her dream, her golden opportunity. It had always been about putting the work in. She wanted—what? To succeed? She sighed and thought of all the times she’d stayed in, hunched over her books while everyone else was out having a good time. And what’s it all been for? What have I missed?

By the time she arrived at her front door, she was thoroughly fed up. She let herself in, hoping she’d have the place to herself. It wasn’t likely though. She shared the house with four other girls, all final-year students like her, though all studying different subjects. There was almost always somebody at home. Normally, she quite liked that fact. But not today. 

Cally shut the door behind her and leaned back against it, listening. The house was quiet. Perhaps she was in luck. But no. As soon as she opened the kitchen door, she heard the clatter of pots and pans. Gemma stood at the cooker, stirring a pan of something. The smell of herbs and tomato sauce made Cally’s mouth water. Gemma turned to greet her, but her smile quickly faded. “Bloody hell,” Gemma said. “What’s up with you?”

Cally stood in the doorway. “Nothing,” she said. “Nothing. It’s just…a bad day, that’s all.”

Gemma nodded. “Take your coat off and sit down,” she said. “This has just got to simmer for a while now. I was going to have a coffee—want one?”

Cally managed a small smile. “Thanks,” she said. “That would be nice.” She shut the door and dropped her bag on the floor. She slipped her coat off, draped it on the back of a kitchen chair and sat down with a sigh.

Gemma put a steaming mug of coffee in front of her and sat down opposite her. “There you go,” she said. “It’s even in your favourite mug.”

“Thanks,” Cally said. She held the cup up to her mouth and breathed in the aromatic steam. Gemma was being so nice. Her housemates normally made fun of her habit of using the same mug all the time. I must look as miserable as I feel.

“So,” Gemma said, “what’s happened to upset the wonder girl?”

Cally tutted. “Is that what you call me when my back is turned?”

Gemma wrinkled her nose. “No. It’s too sexist. And patriarchal.”

Cally rolled her eyes and laughed. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

Gemma sipped her coffee. “No, you shouldn’t. Made you smile though.”

Cally sat back and ran a hand through her hair. “Yeah. You got me that time.”

Gemma leaned forward. “Seriously though—what’s the problem?”

Cally looked down at the table and tried to get her thoughts in order. Now that she had to explain it to someone else, it all seemed so silly. “It’s just my stupid dissertation,” she started. And without meaning to, she poured the whole story out to Gemma. 

Gemma listened carefully, her head tilted to one side. And when Cally finished, she reached across the table and held Cally’s hand. “That’s awful,” she said.

Cally shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m just making a fuss over nothing. I’ll soon catch up.”

Gemma sat up straight. “That’s no good. You can’t just give in. You can’t let that old fool push you around.”

Cally shook her head. “It’s not like that.” 

“How is it not like that? That old fart gets you on your own when there’s no one else around. He intimidates you. He bullies you. It’s just plain harassment.”

Cally took a sip of her coffee but it was bitter and already growing too tepid for her taste. Why did Gemma have to turn everything into a battle of the sexes? “The thing is, Gem—he’s got a point. I’ve based the whole project on the wrong thing. I even used some research that turns out to be discredited.”

“No,” Gemma said. “The two things aren’t the same. Just because you’ve lost one piece of evidence, doesn’t mean the whole basis of the project is wrong.”

Cally frowned. “But Doctor Seaton said—”

“Stuff Seaton,” Gemma interrupted. “You don’t have to do what he says, do you?”

“Well, no.” Cally looked down at the table. She drew imaginary circles on its surface with her finger. “It’s not that simple though. He’ll be on the panel.”

Gemma waved Cally’s objection aside. “Listen. I do know about these things. Three years of law has taught me a thing or two. If you felt harassed, he’s on thin ice. One word to the right people and Seaton will be suspended before he knows what’s hit him.”

“No,” Cally murmured. “I don’t want to cause trouble.”

Gemma shook her head. “Then you’ve got to stand up for yourself.”

Cally looked into Gemma’s eyes. There was so much fire there, so much determination. Perhaps she was right. Perhaps it was just a case of the old men of the establishment feeling threatened by a young woman with new ideas. “I just don’t know,” she said. “I don’t know if I can take that risk.”

Gemma sighed. She leaned forward and took Cally’s hand. “Listen. You’re not like us.”

Cally pulled her hand away and opened her mouth to complain, but Gemma didn’t let her speak.

 “Most of us are just plodding along, trying to jump through the right hoops. But you—you’ve got something. And I don’t just mean that you work harder than everyone else, though god knows that’s true. I mean, you’re original. You’re sharp.”

Cally studied Gemma’s face. Was her friend making fun of her? No. That wasn’t Gemma’s style. If she thought you were being stupid she’d tell you to your face. “So, what do I do about it?”

Gemma sat back and puffed out her cheeks. “You stick to your guns.”

“But how?”

 “That’s up to you. You put your fantastic brain into gear and you come up with something—a new angle. You make it work.”

Cally looked down and shook her head. “I don’t know,” she muttered. “It took me so long to come up with the last idea.” She sighed and rubbed her temples.

“Hey,” Gemma said, drumming the palms of her hands against the table top. “I know what you need. You need a break. Get away from it all.”

Cally looked up at her. “I haven’t got time. Especially now. And I’m shattered.”

“But that’s it,” Gemma insisted. “That’s exactly why you need a break. Get your head out of the books for few hours. Recharge your batteries. And then the answers will come to you.”

Cally tilted her head to one side and studied Gemma’s expression. It was hard not to get caught up in her enthusiasm. “So what are you suggesting—a wild night out?”

Gemma smirked. “Nothing so exciting. It’s just that a few of us are going on a march tomorrow—protesting about the education cutbacks. You could come along if you like.”

Cally pulled a face. “Are you kidding? Me, on a protest march?” She laughed, louder than she meant to. But when she saw the smile drop from Gemma’s face, she stopped laughing and bit her bottom lip. “I’m sorry. I’m just tired—like you said.”

“So, why wouldn’t you want to come with us?” Gemma demanded. “Are we not good enough company for you?”

“Oh, don’t say that,” Cally said. “You know I didn’t mean that. It’s just, I’ve never been into student politics.”

Gemma folded her arms. “Yeah. You toe the line. And look where it’s got you. It’s about time you stood up for yourself, and showed them all what you’re made of.”

Cally’s shoulders slumped. She hated to admit it, but Gemma had a point.

“We’ve got to make a stand,” Gemma said. “It’s not just for us, it’s for the next generation of students. If things carry on like this, people like us won’t even be able to afford to come to university in the first place.”

Cally hesitated and looked down at her hands. 

“So are you coming tomorrow, or what?” Gemma said.

Cally looked up. “It won’t be violent or anything will it?”

Gemma snorted. “Of course not. It’s a peaceful protest—not a riot.” She smiled. “I dare say we’ll cause a traffic jam or two, and maybe we’ll annoy a few shoppers. But so what? We’ve got to get people to sit up and take notice somehow.”

“OK,” Cally said. “I’ll come along.”

“Great. It’ll get you out the house and get your mind off things. And you’ll be doing some good too.”

“But only for a few hours,” Cally said. “Then I must get back and get some work done.”

Gemma rolled her eyes. “Don’t worry. It’s an early start so you’ll be free by lunchtime.”

“Good. What time?”

“We’re meeting at nine—Northernhay Gardens. I’ll give you a shout about eight if you like.”

“Sure,” Cally said. “Eight.”

Gemma smiled and pushed herself up from her chair. “The dinner must almost be ready.” She crossed the kitchen to the stove and lifted the lid on the pan, picking up a long-handled spoon and giving the bubbling sauce a vigorous stir. “Yeah,” she said. “I’d better get the pasta on.” She busied herself at the counter and Cally took the opportunity to make her excuses and go up to her room.

As she shut her bedroom door behind her, she whispered, “Oh god. What have I done?” But it was too late to back out now. Gemma would never forgive her. Whatever happened in the morning, she’d have to go along with it.

***

In one of the smaller MI-5 offices within Thames House in the heart of London, Andrew yawned and stretched out his arms as wide as his cubicle would allow. The office was quiet today and he was bored. He glanced at the clock on his computer screen. Almost four o’clock. He’d go and get a cup of tea in minute, but in the meantime, he’d better get on with his work. He leaned his elbows on his desk and forced himself to concentrate on the screen. It had been a long day and the lines of the transcript wavered and wobbled each time he moved his head. He tutted to himself as he read. First there’d been a few pages of inane chatter: meaningless drivel about TV shows and pointless arguments over whose turn it was to buy some milk. Then there’d been some long silences. And now, there was all this stuff about some college project or other—what was that all about? It hardly seemed worth bothering with. He blinked and worked his jaw, trying unsuccessfully to stave off a yawn. Since joining the Technical Operations, Analysis and Surveillance Branch, he’d had a succession of low-level assignments: small-time criminal gangs, animal rights activists, that sort of thing. He’d thought those cases were fairly dull, but this was ridiculous. “Perhaps it’s a mistake,” he muttered. It wouldn’t be the first time.

He moved his mouse wheel to scroll down to the case notes at the bottom of the document, and what he saw made him jerk his head back in surprise. This case had been assigned to him by Crawford himself. He was to analyse, summarise and report directly to the section chief in person. “Bloody hell,” Andrew whispered. He’d better get this right. He took a deep breath and scrolled back to the place he’d left off. This time, as he read, he paid considerably more attention, and soon, he found exactly what he was looking for. “Yes,” he hissed. “This will be it.” He turned to his second screen and opened a new document. His fingers flicked quickly over the keyboard as he typed. Keeping his sentences short and to the point, he made it clear that Subject A was to attend a protest rally the following day. There was a clearly stated intention to cause disruption. He paused. Should he say that violence had been mentioned? He sniffed and glanced back over the transcript on his other screen. No. That was going a bit too far beyond the evidence. He resumed typing and made it clear that the protest would probably be peaceful. Even so, the woman’s house was bugged and that wouldn’t have happened without good reason.

Andrew scratched his chin. With his report going straight to Crawford, he’d better show some initiative. He continued typing and recommended they make full use of CCTV along the route, and assign an undercover field agent to monitor Subject A more closely in case she left the march. He paused. What if he was being too cautious? What if the women knew they were being monitored and their whole conversation was a decoy? Andrew let out a loud breath and hit the backspace key. He retyped the last line and this time, he suggested that a watch team be assigned to Subject A. They could pick her up outside her house and follow her from there. That was better. Of course, with resources being increasingly stretched, there was a good chance his recommendations wouldn’t be followed. But that wasn’t his decision. He’d done his part. He gave his report a quick read-through and sent it to the printer. When it came to paperwork, Crawford was distinctly old school; if he couldn’t hold it in his hand, he wouldn’t read it.

Andrew logged off from his workstation and checked his watch. If he walked quickly, he’d have his report on Crawford’s desk within minutes. Andrew smiled. This could be a great chance for his hard work to be noticed. A chance for him to be noticed. He grabbed the sheet of paper as it fed out from the printer, then, smiling to himself, he headed for the door.



Chapter 12
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2014

TOM LAID HIS CHEESE SANDWICH ASIDE and leaned his elbows on the table. He sighed heavily and closed his eyes. “What a morning,” he moaned, and immediately felt self-conscious. He opened his eyes and scanned the staff room, checking it was still empty apart from him. Everyone else had finished their lunch ages ago. He checked his watch. He’d better be getting back to work. He had reports to write and they’d never been his strong point. He picked up his mug of coffee. It was almost empty, though he couldn’t recall drinking any of it. He swilled the dregs around the mug three times then raised the mug to his lips and swallowed the coffee in one go. It was lukewarm and bitter. His stomach gurgled and a belch brought the unpleasant taste of acid to his mouth. Oh man, how many coffees have I had this morning? He shook his head. Was it four or five? Whatever. It was too damned many. Especially when he wasn’t supposed to have too much caffeine. It gave him headaches and it stopped him sleeping. Not a chance, he thought bitterly. After the horrendous time he’d had last night, he’d have no trouble sleeping tonight. He’d be out like a light as soon as his head hit the pillow. He shook his head, muttering under his breath, “Out like a light.”

The staffroom door opened and Mr. Cox, the detention centre’s director, swept into the room. Tom sat up straight. Here we go, he thought. The director didn’t venture into the staffroom often, and when he did, it was usually to foist an extra task on some poor devil. Tom glanced around the room quickly, though he knew there was no one else to take the flak, and when he looked back at the director, his last hope faded. It was clear from Cox’s cold smile that he’d already found just the man he was looking for.

“Tom,” the director said. “Glad I’ve tracked you down at last.”

Tom managed a weak smile. Mr. Cox liked people to call him by his first name, but suddenly, Tom couldn’t for the life of him remember what the man’s first name actually was. “I was just finishing my lunch,” he said. He started to rise from his chair. “I’d better get back to—”

But the director held up a hand to stop him. “No need for that.”

“But, my reports—I’m a bit behind and I thought…” But when he caught the director’s eye, he knew there was no point in finishing his sentence.

“I need a word, Tom. In my office.”

Tom nodded. “Of course.” The director turned and strode down the corridor and Tom followed, trying desperately to get his thoughts in order.

The director stopped outside his door and tapped a code into the keypad. He gave Tom the briefest of smiles then led the way into the room. As he swung himself into his seat, he gestured to the chairs on the opposite side of the desk. “Have a seat, Tom.”

Tom sat. He tried not to perch on the edge of the seat, but he couldn’t just relax back into the chair either. He fidgeted then settled for sitting upright, his hands in his lap. He looked nervously around the room, but he didn’t take anything in. All he could think of was what the director hadn’t said, such as, “Nothing to worry about,” or “This will only take a minute.”

The director put his hands together on the table in front of him and crossed his fingers. He looked down for a moment then raised his head and looked Tom in the eye. “Tom,” he said, “how do you think everything’s going?”

Oh hell, Tom thought. Now he knew he was in trouble. He swallowed. “Erm, fine. I think so anyway. Fine.”

The director looked doubtful. “Are you sure about that? I mean—and don’t take this the wrong way—but you look dreadful.”

“Oh, it’s nothing,” Tom said. “I just had a bit of trouble sleeping last night. That’s all.”

The director didn’t take his eyes off him. He reached out with his right hand and slid a sheet of paper across the desk, lining it up perfectly in front of him. “Yes. That might explain it. Have you had a lot of sleepless nights lately? Stress?”

“No,” Tom said, “it was just the one night. I’ll be right as rain in the morning.”

“Hmm. I’m not sure. Is there something you’re not telling me?”

Images of the blue Renault flared across Tom’s vision: the pale-faced man behind the wheel; the baseball bat crashing down onto the metal; his own half-dressed sprint down the street in the middle of the night. Sitting here in the director’s neat office, the whole episode seemed completely surreal. The idea of confessing everything was ridiculous but clearly the director was expecting something from him. Tom moved his lips wordlessly, and in the heavy silence, his blood roared in his ears. He stared at the director. “No,” he said. “Nothing.” He sat back and folded his arms, then unfolded them. He took a breath, hesitated. “Look, if it’s about the car—”

But the director was frowning. “Car? What car do you mean?”

Tom froze in mid-sentence, his mouth hanging open. He doesn’t know. Tom’s mind raced. What was he doing? He’d almost blurted the whole thing out. “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “Sorry. I was just a bit confused about…” He glanced down at the sheet of paper on the director’s desk. “What did you want to see me about? Was it something urgent? It’s just, like I said, I’ve got a lot of reports to write.”

The director raised his left eyebrow. “OK, Tom, I’ll get to the point. There’s been a complaint.”

Tom tilted his head to one side. “About one of the lads?” He tutted under his breath. “Was it Steve? What’s he done this time?”

“I’m sorry, I’m not being clear,” the director said. He paused. “The complaint is about you.”

Tom stared at the director. “About me?”

“I’m afraid so. It’s probably just a mischievous allegation.”

The blood drained from Tom’s face. “Allegation? Of what?”

“As I said, it’s probably just someone stirring up trouble. But we’ve got to investigate it—you know that.”

“But I still don’t know,” Tom said, the pitch of his voice rising, “what I’m being accused of.”

The director held out his hands, spreading his fingers. “Keep calm, Tom. I have to go through this with you. It may seem unfair to you, but we’ve got to be seen to be taking it seriously.” He lowered his hands and tilted his head toward Tom. “You understand that, don’t you?”

Tom ran a hand over his face. He stared at the director, could see the man was waiting for him to answer, but he had no idea what to say.

“Tom, do you understand that I have to follow this up?”

Tom blinked. “Yes, I suppose so. But what am I meant to have done?”

The director grimaced. “I’m afraid it’s an allegation of physical abuse. An assault on one of our detainees.”

Tom sat perfectly still. A rush of dizziness surged through him. But it was OK, because none of this was really happening to him. He hadn’t done anything wrong, so there was nothing to worry about. It might even be a mistake. He clung to that thought. “Are you sure? I mean, maybe one of the officers has a similar name or—”

The director shook his head. “The letter was very clear.”

“A letter? Who’s written a letter?” That didn’t sound like one of the lads. They solved their disagreements with a threat or a fist, not a letter.

“I can’t tell you that. But the complaint is very specific.” The director picked up the piece of paper from his desk. “He says that you slapped him across the face.”

Tom almost laughed but the sound caught in his throat and came out as a strangled cough. “Aw, come on,” he spluttered. “That’s total bullshit.”

The director raised his voice. “Tom, I’m taking this seriously and you need to treat it the same way.”

Tom held out his hands. “But this is just stupid. You must see that.”

“I can’t discuss it with you any further at this stage. You’ll be called back in at the appropriate time.”

Tom said nothing. He suddenly knew, with grim certainty, exactly what was going to happen next.

“Until that time, you are suspended with immediate effect.” The director paused. “I’m sorry. You’ve done some good work, but my decision is final.”

For a moment, Tom sat there, looking up into the director’s eyes.

“Tom, you need to go home. Now.”

Slowly, Tom stood up. “I see.”

The director stood and walked straight past Tom, heading for the door. He opened the door wide and nodded to someone outside. Immediately, one of the younger prison officers entered the office. The director turned to Tom and held out his hand. “I’ll need your pass, Tom. David will take you out.”

Tom looked David up and down. He looked so young and clean cut, though they were probably the same age. David shifted his weight, rocking back on his heels. He didn’t look Tom in the eye.

“Your pass please,” the director said, a note of impatience creeping into his voice.

Tom reached up and, taking hold of the lanyard he wore around his neck, he pulled it over his head. He looked at the dangling plastic pass for a moment then lowered it onto the director’s waiting hand. As the director closed his fingers around it, Tom fought the sudden urge to grab it back. That rectangle of laminated plastic was the only official badge he’d ever worn. It marked him out. It showed that, for the first time in his life, he belonged to that private club—the people in charge. But now it was gone, probably forever. And there was nothing he could do about it. Nothing at all.

As Tom drove home, he mentally replayed his conversation with the director, over and over. Perhaps, if he concentrated hard enough, he’d think of all the things he should have said; the correct words that would have made everything all right. But as he parked his car outside his house, he’d made no progress. Yesterday, he thought. Everything was all right until yesterday. He sat in the driving seat for a minute or two, resting his hands on the steering wheel. As long as he stayed in the car, he wouldn’t have to face anything. But once he walked in through his front door, it would just be him, alone in the house in the middle of the day, while his neighbours would be out at work or running errands; getting on with their lives.

He heaved a sigh. I can’t sit here forever. He took a deep breath then climbed out of his car and hurried to his door. He let himself in and went through to the kitchen. Normally, the first thing he did was put his empty lunchbox by the sink, but he’d forgotten to retrieve it from the staffroom. He should’ve insisted. He should’ve refused to leave without it. He allowed himself a wry smile. What a pretty scene that would’ve made.

“I never even finished my sandwich,” he muttered. He put his hand on his stomach. It felt hollow. I ought to eat something, but I’m just not hungry. He ran his hands over his face. He was still weary and weak. He should at least try to keep his strength up. He crossed to the fridge, pulled the door open and bent down to peer inside. But in that moment, he glimpsed something from the corner of his eye, and he knew with a cold certainty that something was wrong.

He stood stock still, then slowly turned his head to the left. There. That’s what he’d seen. The cutlery drawer in the kitchen cabinet was not closed properly. Tom never left it like that. The drawer tended to stick. Its runners were out of line and though Tom had been meaning to fix it for months, he’d developed the habit of lifting the drawer and jiggling it shut. And he did that every single time he used it—without fail. Tom stood and closed the fridge door. He scanned the room. At first glance, nothing else looked out of place. He went to the cutlery drawer and pulled it open. It looked just the same as it always did; neat and ordered. He closed the drawer properly. I was very tired this morning. I must’ve left it like that. He clenched his jaw. He wasn’t convinced. It wasn’t like him to break a habit.

He hesitated for a moment, then went through to his living room. And now, with one look, he knew for sure—someone had been in his house.



Chapter 13
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3650 BC

HAFOC SLOWED DOWN then jogged to a halt. They’d been running along behind Nelda for a long time, only pausing when Tostig had insisted they must rest while the sun was at its highest. Even then, they’d only stopped long enough to catch their breath and have a drink of water.

Hafoc stood, breathing deeply but quietly, and he kept a watchful eye on Nelda. She raised her nose from the ground and sniffed the air. Suddenly, she stood stock still and stared into the distance. Hafoc followed her gaze, but he couldn’t see anything unusual. Tostig, Flyta and Sceort exchanged a look, but they said nothing. Hafoc stepped forward to join them. He was greeted with stern frowns from Flyta and Sceort but he stood his ground. I don’t care what they say. I’m not giving up now. He did his best to look each of the older men in the eye.

Tostig broke the silence. “Stay here,” he murmured. “I’ll see if I can pick up Brond’s trail.”

Flyta gave a disapproving grunt, but Sceort had something to say. “It’s no use now,” he spat. “We’ve lost the trail completely. I knew this would happen.”

Hafoc felt the blood rise to his face. “No. Nelda was on the trail. She knew where she was going.”

Sceort squared up to Hafoc and took a step toward him. “It’s a dog. It knows nothing. And we’ve followed it like fools.”

Hafoc glared at Sceort. I could punch him in the face, catch him off guard, he thought, although a fight would surely do more harm than good. He opened his mouth to speak, but he didn’t get the chance.

“Lower your voices,” Tostig said. “And do as I say.”

Hafoc turned away from Sceort. “I’m sorry,” he murmured. “But Nelda was on Brond’s trail, then something upset her.” He went forward to Nelda and held out his fist to her. She glanced at him then went back to staring into the distance.

“Go on, Nelda,” Hafoc whispered. “Go and find Brond.” Nelda twitched her ears at the sound of her name, but this time, when Hafoc waved his arm forward, she did not move. “Go on,” Hafoc urged, waving his arm again.

Nelda lowered her head, her ears pricked forward. She did not look at Hafoc.

“Find Brond,” Hafoc insisted. Why wouldn’t the dog move? What was wrong with her?

Still staring forward, Nelda lowered herself to the ground and lay down. There was something up ahead she did not like, and she wasn’t going anywhere near it.

Hafoc closed his eyes for a moment. They’re right, he thought bitterly. I know they’re right. The other men were more experienced than him. He’d been a fool to think he knew better. He opened his eyes and turned away from the group. He couldn’t bear to see the look on their faces. No one spoke. Hafoc swallowed hard and thought of walking away. He could leave now. He wouldn’t have to be stealthy, and if he walked quickly enough, he might even find his way home by nightfall. But then he imagined returning home without Brond. He pictured the looks, the questions. It would be an even greater shame than this. No. He’d stay with the group. There was still a chance they’d find Brond and then all would be well.

Tostig walked to Hafoc’s side. For a heartbeat, he laid a hand on Hafoc’s shoulder, and then he moved forward, scanning the ground for a trace of Brond’s trail. Hafoc stared at Tostig’s back. Had that touch on the shoulder been accidental as he’d passed by? Or had Tostig meant to console him? Hafoc frowned. He didn’t want Tostig’s pity, but if their leader was showing him some support, it was very welcome.

Suddenly, Tostig stood up straight and raised his nose. Hafoc frowned, then he too felt a change in the breeze and he knew what Tostig had detected, and understood why Nelda had been upset. Tostig turned back to the group, his eyes wide, and uttered the word that confirmed what they’d all sensed, “Smoke.”

It was faint and some distance away, but it was definitely wood smoke. It could only be the Wandrian. A tingle of excitement raced up Hafoc’s spine. At last, they were closing in on the savages who’d taken his brother. Now, it was only a matter of time before they caught up with them. Hafoc turned to Sceort and Flyta and smiled, but they took no notice. Their faces were masks of grim resolve. Hafoc dropped his smile. Once again the older men were right—this was no time for happiness. The Wandrian were brutal and merciless. They would not give up Brond easily, and the fight would be more vicious than anything Hafoc had ever known.

Hafoc turned back to Tostig just in time to see their leader give a hand signal; they were to follow as fast as they could. Then Tostig was running, slipping through the shadows, darting between the trees. Sceort and Flyta followed without hesitation and Hafoc fell in behind them. As he set off, he glanced down at Nelda, but although she stood up, she hung back and lowered her head. She wasn’t going to join them. Never mind, Hafoc thought. Now they had the clear scent of smoke to follow, they no longer needed her. Hafoc rushed to catch up with the others. Nelda could look after herself.

The men quickly fell into a rhythm. They moved together as one, watching each other, treading in each other’s footprints, keeping pace. And Hafoc could match them now. Finally he understood the way to move through the forest. He felt the joy of it and knew it had become part of him. When all this was over, he’d hunt with the other men and hold his head high. But for now, he must run, and he must make himself ready for the fight ahead.

They ran on, and all the while the scent of wood smoke grew stronger. Hafoc’s throat was dry, and the muscles in his legs burned with exhaustion. Should he beg the others to slow down, or let himself fall behind? Neither. He forced himself to carry on, breathing as deeply as he could, focusing on each breath, making it count.

As he ran, he saw a movement in the undergrowth, off to one side, matching their path through the forest. If he turned his head to look, he’d surely miss his step, but he watched from the corner of his eye. And when he caught a glimpse of brindled fur, he recognised it straight away. Good girl, Nelda. You’re following us after all. Hafoc smiled to himself. Nelda hadn’t wanted to come, but she was standing by them, and her loyalty gave him strength. If the dog could keep running, so could he.

Even so, when Tostig finally slowed down and came to a halt, Hafoc’s blood roared in his ears and his legs were unsteady. He took a few long breaths. The smell of wood smoke was strong now, but the forest air was cool and sweet. Hafoc bared his teeth and savoured every breath. He’d never felt like this. Even on a hunt, he’d never known such a surge of excitement, such a savage thrill. He didn’t care about the Wandrian, wasn’t frightened of them. Let me at those animals. I’ll tear them apart. But Tostig was signalling them to gather around and Hafoc pushed his thoughts aside and joined the other men at Tostig’s side. Tostig looked at them in turn then simply pointed ahead. Hafoc looked and saw the patch of light through the trees: a clearing.

Tostig pointed at Flyta and waved him on. Flyta nodded once, then moving in a half crouch, he crept toward the clearing. In moments, he was all but invisible among the shadows. Without thinking, Hafoc stepped forward to follow, but Tostig held up his hand to stop him. Let me go, Hafoc thought, but he held his tongue. Flyta was the stealthiest of them all—it was better if he scouted alone. The group would just have to stand and wait. I must be still, Hafoc thought. For now.

 Hafoc glanced at Sceort. The older man was holding his bow ready and fitting an arrow to the bowstring. Should I be doing that? He looked to Tostig.

Tostig looked him in the eye, holding his gaze. There was a sadness in their leader’s eyes that shook Hafoc to the core. His look told Hafoc all he needed to know: there were only two ways forward now—kill or be killed.

This is it, Hafoc thought. We’re going to fight the Wandrian. Hafoc tried to swallow, but his mouth was dry. Tostig nodded once, then busied himself, readying his bow. Hafoc took his own bow from his shoulder and did as Tostig did, copying his every movement. Soon, all three of them were ready, their bows held low in front of them, their arrows snug against their strings but not pulled tight. A shiver ran through Hafoc’s body. He could hardly keep his hands from shaking. Breathe. Breathe and be ready. But his heart pounded and his chest was too tight. Where was Flyta? What was taking him so long? And what about Nelda? Where had she gone? He looked back along their path and there she was, skulking among the ferns. She looked up at him, but kept her head low. Her ears were pricked forward. She still wasn’t happy, but Hafoc didn’t have time to worry about a dog. He turned back to Tostig and Sceort, but they took no notice of him. Each man was preparing in his own way. 

Suddenly, a sound echoed through the forest. All three of them heard it at once. The long, low moan chilled them to their bones. For a heartbeat, the men stared at each other in horror, and then they were in motion. Darting between the trees, they leaped over undergrowth, fanning out, fixing their eyes on the clearing ahead. Hafoc forgot about stealth. He could only hope to be fast enough, strong enough to do what had to be done. He was falling behind Sceort and Tostig and he pushed himself harder, willing his legs to move faster. He gasped for breath. In a few moments he would be in the clearing.

There. A dark figure moved toward them. He was clearly visible against the light from the clearing—an easy target. Without slowing, Hafoc raised his bow, pulled the bowstring tight. He aimed at the centre of the man’s chest. From this distance, he couldn’t miss. His fingers flexed on the shaft of his arrow—in a heartbeat, he’d let it fly.

“Hafoc, no!” Tostig’s hissed command came just in time.

Hafoc slowed his pace and glanced at Tostig. What now? And in that moment Hafoc missed his step. His foot crunched down on a dead branch and he stumbled, almost letting the arrow slip from his fingers. He staggered to a halt, lowering his bow, and stared at Tostig, his eyes wild with fury and confusion.

“Hafoc, don’t shoot,” Tostig called. “That’s Flyta.”

The words ran through Hafoc like a punch in the stomach. No! What was he doing? He’d almost loosed an arrow at one of his own tribe. How could he have been so stupid? A wave of dizziness washed through Hafoc from head to toe, and a bad taste rose in the back of his throat. He looked down and spat on the ground. He was breathing hard, his heart still pounding in his chest.

When he looked up, Tostig was standing nearby, looking down at him in silence. Hafoc braced himself. Get it over with. I deserve it. But if Tostig was angry, he didn’t show it. He simple beckoned to Hafoc then turned and walked away. Hafoc blinked, hesitated. But Tostig was right. There’d be a time for dealing out punishments later. Right now, they had bigger problems to face. Getting Brond back was all that mattered. And killing the Wandrian, Hafoc thought. Killing them all. He spat on the ground once more then stood up straight and followed Tostig.

In the shadows beneath a clump of trees, a little way back from the edge of the clearing, Tostig and Sceort stood with Flyta, and Hafoc knew something was wrong. Sceort was shaking his head and waving his hand in anger, and as Hafoc grew near, he heard Sceort muttering something about a trap.

Tostig held up a hand to silence them, then turned to watch Hafoc. All three men stared in stony silence as Hafoc approached, but Flyta’s glare was the hardest to endure. Hafoc could only lower his eyes and keep walking, and those few short steps seemed to take forever.

As Hafoc joined them, he hung his head in shame. He held his bow at his side. He did not speak and no one spoke to him. Hafoc bit his lip. The men’s silence was worse than a beating.

Finally, Tostig grunted and turned his attention back to the others. “Flyta,” he whispered, “you’re sure you saw only one man?”

Sceort snorted but Flyta ignored him. “Certain,” he said. “Though I cannot tell if he is Wandrian. He…he is strange.”

Tostig studied Flyta’s expression. “How so?”

Flyta rubbed his chin. “Everything about him. It was him you heard groaning. Why would he do that? If he was sick, he would lie quiet. There must be something…something wrong with him. I don’t like it at all.”

“We go around,” Sceort said. “Keep away from him.”

“Perhaps,” Tostig replied. “But I want to see this man for myself.”

“Why?” Sceort asked. “Flyta, was there any sign of Brond?”

Flyta shook his head slowly. “None. Perhaps Sceort is right. We’ve been on the wrong trail. We need to move on.”

Tostig narrowed his eyes. “I have already said what we will do. I want to see this man. If he is Wandrian, he may have some knowledge of Brond and those who took him.”

Flyta opened his mouth, but he hesitated before he spoke. “Of course. I’ll show you the best place to observe him.”

Sceort rolled his eyes but said nothing.

“Good,” Tostig said. “Let’s go.”

The three men readied their bows once more, and Flyta led them toward the clearing. Hafoc followed, but he could not bring himself to raise his bow in front of him as the others had done—not yet.

As they reached the edge of the clearing, the four men crouched and crept forward. They fanned out as each man moved to find a good viewpoint. Hafoc sidled up to a tree that was wide enough to hide him and pressed himself against its trunk. He glanced at Tostig and the others. All three stood stock still, watching something he couldn’t see. Hafoc bit his bottom lip and twisted his body until he could just see into the clearing. And his eyes grew wide.

The first shock was the state of the fire; damp wood hissed and a column of dense smoke rose into the air. That’s why we could track it from so far away, Hafoc thought. But who would make such a fire? Only someone who had no fear of being discovered. And then he saw the man, and Hafoc’s mouth hung open.

The strange man lay curled up on the ground by the fire. He was tall. Very tall. And his clothes—they were…unnatural. Hafoc tore his eyes away from the stranger, and scanned the clearing. Flyta had been certain the man was alone. That can’t be right, Hafoc thought. No man would lie in the open like this without someone to watch over him. Perhaps the man’s tribe were not far away. They could return at any moment.

Again, the man moaned loudly. Hafoc stared in horror as the stranger rolled onto his back and opened his eyes. But what happened next made Hafoc shudder. The man opened his mouth and yelled, calling out to the sky. The man’s voice was harsh, wavering, and Hafoc hadn’t recognised a single word. What does it mean? Hafoc looked across to the others. Perhaps Tostig had understood the stranger. But their leader raised his hand to cover his mouth and he shook his head slowly. For a moment, Tostig’s face was a mask of horror and confusion.

But then their leader narrowed his eyes and set his mouth in a firm line. He held up his hand and looked to each of his men in turn. Sceort and Flyta raised their bows, and with trembling fingers, Hafoc did the same. From the corners of their eyes they watched Tostig. And when he waved them forward, they charged into the clearing together.



Chapter 14
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MY HEAD PULSED WITH PAIN. The muscles in my stomach twisted and cramped. I groaned and curled up tighter on my side, but the ache refused to fade. I rolled over onto my back. My head spun, and the ground seemed to shift beneath me. I lay back, let my head rest against the ground and moaned. I stared up into the sky and put my hands on my stomach but it didn’t help. “Oh my god!” I called out as loud as I could. “I feel so bad. I’m so ill.” And it’s all my own fault—I should never have drunk that muddy water. I grimaced at the memory. “Stupid idiot,” I murmured. “What was I thinking?”

I took a slow breath and let it out gently. Maybe if I rested for a while, I’d have the strength to drag myself back to the stream. At least then I could clean myself up and rinse my mouth out. I swallowed, and tasted the bitter tang of vomit. My tongue was thick and heavy in my mouth. Yes, the cool, clear water would be good. But I mustn’t gulp it down next time. Just a sip. Until I felt better.

I closed my eyes and breathed in through my nose and out through my mouth. I tuned into the sounds of the forest: the shush of the breeze in the treetops, the scattered snatches of birdsong. I’m so tired, I thought. And I must have fallen asleep for a moment. That’s the only explanation. Because, when they came for me, there was no warning. No warning at all.

Rough hands gripped my upper arms. My eyes flew open, but before I could even focus, someone hauled me to my feet, lifting me up so my feet left the ground.

“What the bloody hell?” I spluttered. I whipped my head wildly from side to side. There were four of them; two men held me by my arms while a third man stood in front of me. Behind him, a boy about my age. All four of them were shorter than me, but they were wiry, tough-looking, and the murderous look in their eyes chilled me to the core. They want to hurt me. That was my only meaningful thought. Nothing else made sense.

These people looked like rejects from the Discovery channel. Their hair was wild and straggly, their faces tanned and leathery, and their clothes looked homemade. Is that kid really holding a bow and arrow? I struggled against their grip and tried to get my weight back onto my feet, but they were holding me too tight. The man in front of me muttered something and I gave up struggling and looked at him. I tried to return his stare, tried to frown and set my jaw. But when I saw the malice glittering in this man’s eyes, my courage failed and I couldn’t stop my bottom lip from trembling. There was no pity in his eyes, no mercy. But there was something else. He’s not just angry—he’s afraid. It was a bad combination. My mind raced. I needed to calm him down somehow. Perhaps I could still talk my way out of this, if I could just find the right thing to say.

“Look,” I said, “I guess this is your campsite, your fire and everything. I’m sorry if I’m trespassing or something. I was lost and…” But I let my voice trail away. As soon as I’d started speaking the man’s eyes had gone wide.

“What?” I said. “What’s wrong? I mean, if I’ve done something wrong, just tell me.”

The boy behind him gasped. They both looked horrified. The man muttered something under his breath and reached up to touch his necklace. The men holding me up gripped my arms tighter, but they didn’t say a word. The man in front must be the leader of the gang. I swallowed hard then did my best to look him in the eye.

“Just let me go,” I said. “And I’ll get out of your way.”

He stared at me and snarled.

“Please,” I said. “Just let me go.” I raised my voice, almost shouting. I was desperate to get through to these people. “Come on. You’ve had your fun. Let me go. All right?”

But I shouldn’t have spoken to him in that way. The punch hit me square in the eye. My head snapped back and the pain flared through me. If they hadn’t been holding me so tightly, I’d have fallen flat on my back. I hung my head. Not again. I can’t take another beating, I really can’t. But what could I do about it? I took a shaky breath. I had to try again. But this time I wouldn’t be too loud, too demanding. I kept my head down and my voice low. “All right,” I said. “What do you want?”

A long silence. The leader mumbled something and the men lowered me down so my feet were on the ground. Thank God for that. I stretched my shoulders back and took a shaky breath, but my relief didn’t last long. My stomach squirmed and a wave of nausea swept over me. I swallowed and raised my head slowly, trying to ready myself in case he hit me again, but I didn’t speak. Perhaps this would go better if I just let them have their say.

The leader stared at me, looking me up and down, and then he thrust his chin forward and grunted a single word at me. It sounded like a question, but I couldn’t quite make it out.

I hesitated. “Wandering?” I asked. I shook my head. “No. Not really. I…I’m lost, that’s all.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. He looked like he was having trouble understanding me. Didn’t he understand plain English?

“Not wandering,” I said, as clearly as I could. “I just want to find my way out of here. I want to go home. Can you help me? Can you tell me the way to the nearest town? Or village?”

The man’s expression did not change. Was he a bit simple maybe?

I peered over his shoulder and nodded at the boy. “Hi,” I said. “I’m Jake.” I licked my dry lips and tried a smile. “What’s your name?”

The boy’s eyes went even wider. He took a step back and that was when I saw the dog. It had been standing behind him, but now the boy reached down and touched its back. It was an odd-looking mongrel, not like any breed I’d ever seen. I nodded toward it. “Nice dog,” I said. “What’s its name?”

The boy looked down and then back at me. He thought for a moment and then he raised his eyebrows. He reached down and touched the dog’s back. “Nelda,” he said.

“Nelda,” I said. “Nice name.” The dog pricked its ears forward when I said its name. I looked back to the boy. “Do you think—do you think you could tell your friends to let go of me?” I asked. “I really don’t feel well.”

The boy put his hand to his mouth. He shook his head.

Oh great. He’s just as bad as the other guy. I shook my head slowly. I’d thought I was getting through to the boy, but maybe he was simple, too. I looked at the men holding my arms. The man on my left just scowled, but the man on my right, the taller of the two, was studying my face. “Could you put me down?” I said. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

The man frowned. He titled his head to one side.

I opened my mouth to ask again, when suddenly the leader reached his hand toward my face. I flinched, but he didn’t hit me. Instead, he lifted my chin and pushed my face to one side. With his other hand, he plucked at the collar of my T-shirt.

My flesh crawled. “No,” I pleaded. “Not that.”

He took no notice. His rough hand groped around my neck. Then suddenly, he took his hands away, as though he’d been stung. He stood back and said something. Again, I couldn’t make out his words, but he sounded amazed.

I clamped my mouth shut; an outburst would only encourage them. But what could I do? I glared at the man. Don’t just stand there, staring at me—say something. But the silence stretched on and I could tell nothing from the man’s expression. Was he genuinely confused or was he just toying with me—enjoying my distress? I had no idea, but I couldn’t stand this silence a second longer. “Just let me go,” I said. I twisted my body, trying to pull my arms free. “Get your bloody hands off me and let me go.”

The leader waved his hand and, at last, they let go of me and stood back. “About bloody time,” I muttered. I took a breath. I was still unsteady on my feet, but I took a step back, keeping my eyes on the leader. I edged away. If I could just get beyond arm’s reach, I could make a run for it. I glanced over my shoulder, looking for a path, a way into the forest. There. It wasn’t perfect but it would have to do. I took another sideways step, and my foot knocked against my bag. Without thinking, I bent down to grab it by the straps, and then everything happened very quickly.

The boy shouted. He waved his arms at me, yelling for all he was worth.

I turned and ran, my feet pounding into the soft ground, but I didn’t even make it to the edge of the clearing. The men who’d been holding me hared after me. The taller of the two grabbed me by my shoulders and threw me to the ground. I fell forward and landed heavily on my front, but I didn’t waste a millisecond. I pushed off from the ground with my arms and started scrambling to my feet, but I was too slow, and the next thing I knew, they were both on me. I thrashed and kicked, but they grabbed my flailing arms and rolled me over, pinning me down flat on my back. I bared my teeth. They’re never going to let me go. Never.

The leader and the boy stood over me. I tried to kick out at the leader, but he sidestepped and moved closer. The boy was still waving his arms at me, and he kept saying the same couple of words over and over again.

The leader grunted and bent down. He reached toward my waist and I shut my eyes and yelled as loudly as I could. Every swear word I’d ever heard poured from my mouth in a burst of anger and frustration. He tugged at my belt. “No!” I screamed. “No, no, no!”

But then the leader stood up and stepped back. I stared up at him. In his hand, he held the flint knife. Oh, god. Of course it was theirs. Of course they’d think I’d stolen it. The leader said one word to the men holding me down. The short one leered at me and pulled back his fist. I opened my mouth to say something, anything. But I didn’t have time. His fist slammed into my eye, and my world flashed white. Why? Why did he have to hit the same eye again? My body went limp, every muscle sagging and useless. I was beaten. I had no idea what these men wanted from me, and no idea what they’d do next. But whatever it was, there was nothing I could do to stop them. Nothing at all.



Chapter 15
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2018

CALLY SILENCED HER RADIO ALARM as soon as it sounded. She sat up in bed and stretched. Today’s the day. Her first student protest. “My first civil disobedience,” she whispered. The words seemed strangely exotic, as though the protest march was an official ceremony. She smiled to herself. In a way, it was a rite of passage—her first act of defiance. Let’s just hope it doesn’t turn out to be my first riot. She threw back the covers and swung her legs to the floor. It was a cool morning and she grabbed her bathrobe and pulled it on, checking the belt was tied securely as she headed for her bedroom door. She sneaked downstairs to the kitchen. The house was quiet; everyone else was having a lie-in. Should she wake Gemma? Cally checked the kitchen clock. No. Give her a few minutes longer.

Cally ran her hands through her hair. She didn’t feel like eating breakfast. Still, she could always drink a cup of coffee. She put the kettle on and grabbed her mug from the wall cupboard. She tilted the mug to the light and peered into it suspiciously. Some of her housemates weren’t quite as careful with the washing up as she’d like. She’d found a flourishing colony of mould in a bowl once, and since then, when no one was looking, she tended to check the crockery. But her mug was fine. She was spooning in the instant coffee when the door opened and Gemma walked in, squinting into the light from the kitchen window.

“Oh, you’re up,” she said. “I thought I was going to give you a shout.”

Cally beamed at her. “I didn’t want to be late. Do you want a coffee?”

Gemma raised her eyebrows. “You do know it’s a march, not the golf club dinner and dance, right?”

“I know,” Cally said. “I was just…oh, never mind. Do you want this coffee or not?”

“Yeah, why not.” Gemma sat down at the kitchen table. “And stick a bit of toast in for me, will you? I shouldn’t have had that last glass of red last night.”

Cally smiled and shook her head. “You say that every Saturday.”

Gemma looked affronted. “That’s not true,” she said. “Sometimes I have white wine.”

They laughed. “I rest my case,” Cally said. She went to the bread bin. Now there, she really might find some horrors. 

After breakfast, Cally made a beeline for the bathroom. In a house full of young women, you soon learned the art of tactical showering. She switched on the electric shower, and as she waited for the water to run warm, she checked her hair in the bathroom mirror. Did she really need to wash her hair this morning? It would be a lot quicker if she skipped it. She looked at her reflection and smiled. She was looking good. There was a gleam in her eyes that hadn’t been there for a while. It was great to be doing something different, breaking the rules. For the first time in a long time, she didn’t know what the day would bring. She felt alive. “I’ll show them,” she murmured. “I’ll show the bloody lot of them.” And she would, too.

She slipped out of her bathrobe, hung it on the back of the door and pulled her old T-shirt over her head. As she stepped under the warm water, her mind was already racing. There had to be a way to get her dissertation done in her own way. She just needed to use her imagination. And she was good at that. She was a problem-solver, a creative thinker. She reached for the shampoo and was already massaging it into her hair when she remembered she hadn’t meant to wash it at all. “Oh hell,” she muttered. But she couldn’t’ stop now. She’d have to dry it and brush it, too.

A knock at the door. “Are you nearly finished in there?”

“I won’t be long,” Cally called. She started rinsing the shampoo away. If she skipped the conditioner she’d be ready in ten minutes. Maybe fifteen.

***

Gemma was waiting for her in the kitchen. “Come on Your Ladyship,” she said. “I thought you wanted to get going.”

Cally smiled. She put on a posh voice. “One must always choose one’s clothes carefully when attending an act of civil disorder.”

“Yeah,” Gemma said. She extended her leg to show a bright red boot. “These may look like Doc Martens, but actually they’re from the La Croix Urban Riot collection.” She laughed and jumped to her feet. “Come on. We don’t want to miss the champagne and caviar.”

As they left the house, Cally took deep breaths of cool morning air. The street was quiet. Most houses still had all their curtains closed. The area was popular with students and the Saturday morning lie-in was a god-given right. As they walked along the street, Cally enjoyed the peace. I must do this more often, she thought. A morning walk would set her up for the rest of the day. Maybe she could even go for a run. She smiled to herself. No. That was going a bit far.

Gemma linked arms with her. “So, how does it feel to be a member of the awkward squad?”

Cally nodded. “Yeah. Good. It feels good.”

“That’s my girl.” Gemma grinned. A green bus trundled past them and Gemma let go of Cally’s arm. “That’s our bus. Come on, we might just make it.” She broke into a jog.

Cally chuckled and hurried after her. So she was going for a run after all.

For once, the bus driver was kind enough to see them running and wait for them. As they showed their passes, Cally made sure to give the man a smile. The seats were all taken, so they stood, holding onto the handrails, swaying as the bus lurched into motion.

Gemma smirked and nodded toward the driver. “I think you’ve made a friend there.”

“Oh please,” Cally said. “He’s probably about fifty.”

“Yeah, but think of the perks. Show him a good time and he’ll show you the world—well, as far as the ring road anyway.”

Cally laughed. “You’re wasted in law. You should be on the stage.”

“Yeah,” she said thoughtfully. “The seedy characters, the high drama, the strange men in wigs—just three reasons why I chose law.”

Cally cracked up and snorted with laughter. A few of the passengers glanced at her and frowned wearily. One middle-aged man smiled at Cally until his wife noticed and nudged him in the ribs. Cally turned to face the window. She had to look away from Gemma’s impish grin, or she’d burst out laughing again. She wiped a tear from the corner of her eye and watched the Saturday morning traffic crawl past. As the bus swung into a bus lane, a huge, black four-wheel drive car pulled up alongside. It was a Range Rover or a BMW, or something like that. A gas-guzzler. She hated them. What did they call them? That was it: Chelsea Tractors. This one even had the windows tinted black so you couldn’t see into it at all. Who did these people think they were? Cally shook her head. The bus lane branched away from the road and they left the car behind, stuck in a long queue of stationary traffic. Serves him right, Cally thought. He should’ve taken the bus.

Cally looked back at Gemma, but her friend was busy with her phone, tapping out a text message with her thumb. She watched her for a moment. Gemma was so together, so certain of everything she did. Cally had never really spent much time alone with Gemma. She’d always found her a bit brash. But now, she couldn’t help but admire her friend’s self-confidence. I should make more of an effort—get her know her better. Cally smiled to herself. Yes. Today would be good. She was certain of it.

 

“I should’ve taken the bus,” Andrew muttered. He checked the satnav for the fifteenth time then sat back and stared at the line of motionless traffic that stretched out in front of him for as far as he could see. He splayed his fingers out on the steering wheel and drummed a rapid rhythm on the faux leather. He’d woken up at the crack of dawn so he could get to Exeter in time to see the subject leave the house, and everything had gone according to plan. But his attempt to tail the bus from the comfort of his Range Rover was a miserable failure. He hadn’t considered the bus lanes and now the bus would easily beat him to the city centre.

He twisted in his seat and scanned the road behind him. If he drove in the bus lane would he get away with it? No. There were enforcement cameras. This was supposed to be covert surveillance and the Range Rover was a departmental car. It wouldn’t look too good if he was issued with a ticket on his first operation. 

“Damn it.” He thumped the steering wheel with his palms. I shouldn’t be here—I’m not a field agent. But Crawford had insisted: Andrew was to follow the girl personally. Of course, there’d been no explanation—that wasn’t Crawford’s style—and Andrew had known better than to ask questions. If you wanted to get on in the office, you put your fears aside and did as you were told, or you sat safe in your cubicle and became part of the furniture. Now, Andrew wondered if he’d made the right choice.

“Come on,” he told himself. “You hate that bloody cubicle.” He took a breath and blew it out. You can do this. He nodded to himself. He’d just had a bad start, that was all. He could recover the situation easily enough. He still knew exactly where she was headed and he’d find her among the protesters somehow. After all, this wasn’t London—there probably wouldn’t be more than a few hundred people on the march. How hard could it be? 

The traffic lights changed to green and the cars in front of him moved on. Andrew eased the Range Rover forward, enjoying the purr of the engine, the sense of restrained power. At least he got to drive this beast for a day, so the task was not without its rewards. He reached out and adjusted the climate control. A gentle stream of cooled air flowed around him and he breathed deeply. The hairs on his arms stood to attention. “Oh yes,” he said. “I could get used to this.”

The car was a definite perk, but not all of the equipment he’d been given was so glamorous. He glanced down at the passenger seat. The small rucksack contained what Crawford had called a standard extraction kit: zip ties, a black hood, a pen-style injector filled with anaesthetic, even a Taser. Andrew frowned. Surely he wouldn’t have to actually use any of these things—he just didn’t have the training. He’d tried to explain this back in London, but Crawford had simply smiled and assured him that there’d be a highly trained extraction team standing by. This equipment was purely a backup—a set of spares for use in an emergency. “It’s standard operating procedure,” Crawford had said. “But if you’re not up to the task, Andrew, you’d better say so.” And Andrew had reached out and taken the bag from Crawford’s hands. What else could he have done?

“It’s just spare equipment,” he muttered. “Just in case.”

But if he wanted to be taken seriously, he couldn’t afford to be squeamish, couldn’t afford to have doubts. Whatever happened today, however the mission played out, he’d just have to grit his teeth and see it through. “I’ll get the job done,” he murmured. “Whatever it takes.” 



Chapter 16
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2014

TOM STOOD IN THE LIVING ROOM DOORWAY and stared. His credit card statement lay on the floor and that wasn’t right. He’d wanted to check he had enough in his bank account for this month’s payment, so he’d folded the statement carefully and placed it on the table to remind him. And there was something else. Someone had clearly rifled through his DVD collection—the plastic cases were crooked on the shelf. Maybe the credit card statement could’ve slipped from the table, but his DVDs had not moved themselves. Someone had definitely been in his home. 

A burglar? Tom chewed his lip. The TV and DVD player were the only things of value in the room, and they were untouched. Sometimes they just want cash or jewellery, he thought, small things they can pocket and get away with fast. He didn’t have much worth stealing, but he did keep some emergency cash tucked away in his sock drawer, up in his bedroom. He nodded to himself. He’d check the whole house, every room. But first, he needed to know if the burglar was still in the house. He tilted his head to listen. Was that a creak from the floorboards upstairs?

Moving as quietly as he could, Tom crept down to the hall. He frowned. He’d left his baseball bat in its usual place, hadn’t he? It should be right there, propped up against the wall, next to his jumble of trainers. He bent down and moved a pair of Nikes, but there wasn’t much point. The baseball bat was too big to hide; it was clearly missing. He stood up and ran a hand through his hair. Perhaps he’d made a mistake. He’d been so stressed last night, so angry, so confused, he must’ve put the bat somewhere else. He replayed the sequence of events in his mind: he’d come in, closed the door behind him, and leaned the baseball bat against the wall. Yes—it was there this morning. He’d noticed it as he’d made his way out to work. Tom’s skin crawled. He pictured the burglar, hiding behind the bedroom door, jacked up on crystal meth and wielding the metal bat. He’d crack Tom’s skull open and wouldn’t think twice about it.

Tom backtracked into the kitchen and opened the cutlery drawer. He had one good cook’s knife, ten solid inches of carbon steel, which he kept razor sharp. He reached out toward the handle, but hesitated, his fingers trembling. What did he always tell the lads at work? One cut was all it took. Pick up a knife and you’re one cut away from a life sentence, or a nice cold shelf in the morgue. He curled his fingers into a fist. He couldn’t make that mistake. He wasn’t like that. Not anymore. He had to use his brain instead.

He cocked an ear to listen. No sounds from upstairs, but that didn’t mean much. He should go to the living room and phone the police. He grimaced. The phone was still unplugged. He’d have to get down on his hands and knees and fumble about with the cable. And his mobile phone was still upstairs. He’d turned it off last night and hadn’t bothered to turn it back on this morning.

There was nothing for it. He’d have to go and ask a neighbour if he could use their phone. He tilted his head, thinking. Last night he’d run down the street wielding a baseball bat, and now he was calling the police. Word would get around. Everyone would think he was a troublemaker, or worse. But what else could he do?

He walked to the front door and opened it, not worrying about being quiet. If the burglar heard him leave, he might make a break for it himself. Tom stepped outside and closed the front door behind him. He had his keys in his hand, but he hesitated. Would it be better to lock the burglar in, or let him escape as easily as possible so he wouldn’t cause more damage? Tom left the door unlocked and pocketed his keys. And that was when he heard it.

The car’s horn sounded three times; long, deliberate blasts. Tom spun around, already knowing what he would see. Even so, it made his blood boil. The dark blue Renault hatchback was parked along the road, its engine running. There was no mistaking it. He could see the dent in its bonnet. Tom clenched his fists. “You,” he muttered. “You bloody…”

The car’s engine revved. The driver indicated then pulled out into the road. Tom stood and stared as the car came slowly toward him. As it passed, the driver turned and looked Tom in the eye. It was the same pale face, the same tired eyes. But now, Tom could see the man was a mess; hair pushed back from his receding hairline in a mass of greasy tangles, eyes red-rimmed, jowls sagging and unshaven.

“What do you want?” Tom whispered. He watched the car drive away. “What the hell do you want from me?”

There was only one way to find out.

Tom fished in his pocket for his keys. His blood pounded in his ears as he walked toward his Vauxhall Astra. He pressed the button on his key and the locks clicked open. And then his hand was on the handle, pulling it toward him, opening the door. He swung himself into the driving seat and slammed the door closed. “You won’t get away,” he said and started the engine. “Not this time.” He released the handbrake and drove onto the road, pulling on his seatbelt as he went. Within seconds, he was on the main road, separated from the blue Renault by only two cars. He grinned. “You didn’t get far,” he said. “You didn’t think I’d follow you, did you?”

The Renault stayed on the main road, keeping below the thirty miles per hour speed limit. Tom nodded to himself. The man drove like an old lady. He couldn’t know he was being followed. Soon, they approached the large roundabout that Tom used every day on his way to work. What if the man went back to the visitors’ car park at the detention centre? Tom bit his bottom lip. He couldn’t confront the man there. He was in enough trouble at work already.

But no. The Renault indicated left and crossed carefully into the lane for the ring road. Tom followed. Now there was only a white van between his car and the Renault. The roundabout was busy but the Renault driver was in luck. Tom scowled as the hatchback drove away while he was forced to wait his turn. Tom inched his car closer to the white van. “Come on, you old fart,” he muttered. But the van driver was in no hurry. He wound down his window and dropped the butt of a cigarette onto the road. Tom seethed. “You should’ve gone forward then,” he hissed. “You missed your turn, you bloody idiot.”

And then there was a gap in the traffic. The van juddered forward, but too slowly. Already, another car was coming around—a flashy BMW—and Tom would have to wait all over again. There just wasn’t time for him to get onto the roundabout.

“The hell with this,” Tom hissed. He pressed hard on the accelerator and dropped the clutch. The Astra’s wheels spun and the car surged forward. Tom cut across the next lane and veered around the van. A car horn sounded behind him. No doubt the BMW’s driver was not happy. “Sod off,” Tom jeered. He grinned, changed gear and put his foot down. The exit he wanted was two lanes wide and he sped toward it, overtaking several cars as he accelerated onto the ring road. What a buzz. “Yes!” he yelled. “I’ve still got it.” He changed gear again, chuckling as the engine roared. God, he’d missed this. Ahead, a Ford Mondeo pulled out into Tom’s lane. “Get out of my way,” Tom shouted. But he didn’t slow down. Tom flashed his headlights and closed the gap between them until the two cars were almost bumper to bumper. “Wake up,” Tom snarled. He pressed down hard on the button to sound the horn, and held it. The Ford wavered back and forth across the lane, and for a fraction of a second Tom thought the panicked driver might slam his brakes on. If he did, it was all over. But no. The Ford accelerated and swerved into the inside lane. Tom caught a glimpse of a waved fist as he sped past. He fought the urge to swerve toward the idiot, just for the hell of it, just to teach him a lesson. But he had to concentrate.

“Where are you?” he whispered. He needed to find the blue Renault, and soon. For all he knew, the man could’ve left the ring road already, but Tom had to hope the hatchback was just up ahead. He drove on, peering through the windscreen, scanning every car.

And there it was. Tom almost laughed. The blue Renault was still dawdling along. You’ve no idea what’s going on, mate. Tom slowed down and matched the Renault’s speed. He took a couple of slow breaths. Did he want the man in the Renault to see him? “Not yet,” Tom whispered. He chose a space, a couple of cars behind his target, and pulled in. Perfect.

Tom took it easy, careful not to catch up to the car in front. The speed limit here was fifty miles an hour and the Renault slowed to a steady forty-five. The driver in front of Tom shook his head, then indicated and pulled out to overtake. Now there was just one car to hide behind. But it would be enough. For now.

Tom settled in for a wait. He reached out and turned on the car stereo, flipping through the channels, but they were all playing middle-of-the-road pop—it was all the same. He switched the stereo over to CD and smiled as Rage Against the Machine filled the car. “That’s more like it,” he said. This track, Know Your Enemy, was perfect, and Tom moved his head to the beat of the drums. Those speakers were worth every penny. A car pulled up alongside and Tom glanced across. The Ford Mondeo. The man behind the wheel was middle-aged and balding. He wore a striped shirt and a tie. His suit jacket hung from a hook by his rear window. Sales rep, Tom thought. The man glared across at Tom then started mouthing off. Though Tom couldn’t hear him, it was obvious the rep was letting fly a stream of abuse. Tom narrowed his eyes and held the man’s stare for a moment. That look was enough warning for most people, but the rep was still waving his fist and scowling. Tom shook his head slowly and turned away. I don’t have time for this crap. He slowed down and let the Ford go on ahead. Deprived of his target, the Ford’s driver gave up and sped away.

Tom turned his attention back to the Renault. But it wasn’t there. He craned his neck to peer around the car in front. There. Ahead, a separate lane led to an exit from the ring road, and the Renault was already pulling into it. Tom glanced at the road signs. “Good,” he muttered. They were travelling back toward the town, heading for his old stamping ground. He knew this neighbourhood like the back of his hand. He braked hard and swung the Astra into the exit lane. His heart beat faster. Now he was right behind the Renault. The speed limit dropped back to thirty miles per hour and as the Renault slowed down, Tom kept his distance. It won’t be long now, mate.

The Renault driver looked up into his rear view mirror and started. He slowed down and Tom closed the distance between them. The man stared into his mirror and, in the reflection, Tom saw the man’s eyes widen. “Hello,” Tom said. “Surprised to see me?”

The Renault driver broke his gaze and accelerated away. Tom put his foot down. In seconds, the Astra matched the Renault’s speed. Tom laughed. “You won’t get away in that old rust bucket.” As if he’d heard him, the Renault driver changed tactics. Without slowing down, the hatchback turned left suddenly, careening around the corner and into a housing development. The Renault leaned dangerously on its flabby suspension, its tyres screeching across the tarmac. Tom changed gear and followed, taking the corner perfectly. The Renault’s body rocked back and forth and the car veered across the road as the driver fought for control. Suddenly, and still travelling too fast, the old car took a sharp right turn, its back end swinging wide as its worn tyres lost their grip on the road. Tom shook his head. What did this guy think he was doing? Tom checked the traffic and followed, cruising smoothly through the turn. The Renault straightened up and accelerated away, speeding through the empty street. It’s a good job the kids are all in school, Tom thought. Still, if someone stepped into the road, the battered Renault would never stop in time. Tom slowed a little. If he gave the man some space, he might not be panicked into doing something stupid. At first, it seemed to work. The Renault slowed, but then the driver did something so bizarre, that Tom braked and pulled over to park at the kerb.

Beside the road, two concrete posts marked the entrance to a narrow track. It was clearly not meant for anything much wider than a wheelbarrow, but the Renault drove through. Its left wing mirror clipped a concrete post and the glass shattered with a sharp crack. The driver pressed on and the whole mirror was wrenched from the car’s body and left dangling from its wires. The driver overcorrected, and Tom winced as the Renault scraped against the opposite post. A long, juddering screech rang out as concrete bit into metal.

He must be out of his mind, Tom thought. That’s just a track. A dead end. Tom ran a hand over his chin. What was going on here? The man knew he was being followed, so why would he let himself be cornered like this? Perhaps he figured he could escape because Tom wouldn’t be foolish enough to risk his car through the narrow gateposts. Tom chewed the inside of his cheek. On the other hand, maybe the man wanted to force Tom to follow on foot. Yes. That made more sense. It would make Tom vulnerable, while the middle-aged man would feel safe inside his car.

Tom eyed up the narrow entrance. The gravel track led to the back of the playing fields. It had been a road once, but the council had torn up the tarmac and now it was just a cycle path, mainly used by people going to play football. If he took it slowly, he could probably get his Astra between the posts—just. But was it worth the risk? Or should he just give up and go home? After all, he had chased the man away. That should be enough. But then he remembered the night before: the way his baseball bat had crashed down onto the Renault, denting the metal, and terrifying the driver. If that didn’t work, then what will? He shook his head slowly. It was time to teach this weirdo a lesson he wouldn’t forget.

All he had to do was take off his handbrake and drive slowly through those gateposts. He had the man exactly where he wanted him—cornered, alone and out of sight. Perfect.

But Tom hesitated. This was one of those turning points he taught the lads at work about. The moment he drove onto that track, he’d be committing himself to a conflict. And then, whatever happened, whatever the other man did, Tom would have to react. He’d have to see it through. He’d have no choice.

Tom gripped the steering wheel with both hands and tried to think straight. One, two, three. He watched his knuckles turn white, the tendons straining against the skin on the back of his hands as he flexed his fingers against the steering wheel’s cushioned surface. Four, five, six. He stared down at the Astra’s dashboard, scanning the gleaming dials for traces of dust, though of course there were none. Just last week he’d given the dash a thorough clean, trying out a new brand of polish, and he could still detect that new car smell. Sure, the Astra had more miles on the clock than he cared to admit, but it was the best he could afford. The payments stretched his budget to the limit, and now, with his problems at work, he was in real danger of losing his job. Tom closed his eyes for a moment. If he lost his job, he wouldn’t just lose the car, he’d lose everything. And that’s when it hit him.

His eyes flew open. 

“It was you,” he hissed under his breath. He remembered how the man had been lurking in the car park at work. Tom had known he was being watched. He recalled the guilty start the man had given when he’d realised he’d been spotted. It all tied in together. “You sent that letter,” Tom whispered. “You followed me home, you called my phone, you kept me up half the night.” Tom pounded the steering wheel with the palms of his hands. And now, when he spoke, his voice was hoarse with anger. “You broke into my house,” he said. “It was you. You sent that bloody letter. You got me suspended. You’re trying to get me sacked.” He narrowed his eyes and stared at the gateposts. His blood hissed in his ears, filling his mind with white noise. “You,” he whispered.

Tom kept his eyes on the concrete gateposts as he reached down and put the car into gear. Slowly, he pushed the handbrake to the floor and released the clutch. He eased the Astra across the road, swinging it out in a wide turn to line the wheels up with the narrow entrance.

And as Tom drove forward, the gravel on the track crunched and popped beneath his tyres.



Chapter 17
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3650 BC

I SAT ON THE GRASS and stared at the ground, a single question running through my mind over and over again: Why did I have to find that damned knife? I had no idea who these lunatics were, but now they thought I’d trespassed on their land, barged into their campsite, messed with their campfire and stolen their phony flint knife. I put my head in my hands and ran my fingertips around my bruised eye. The skin was tender, swollen.

“Flint knife,” I grumbled. “Who the hell has a flint knife?”

I closed my eyes. Think, I told myself. But my head was spinning. A cold shiver ran through me and sweat prickled my forehead. “I’ve had enough of this,” I muttered. “I just want to go home.”

But what could I do? These men weren’t going to help me, and they clearly weren’t going to just let me go. I couldn’t reason with them because, as far as I could tell, they couldn’t understand a word I said. So I’d have to get away from them. I’d have to escape. But how?

I opened my eyes and looked over at the men. The adults were muttering among themselves while the teenage boy was busy pulling wood off the fire. The smoke caught in my throat and I coughed, but no one so much as glanced in my direction. They were too busy talking to pay me much attention. It sounded like they were having a disagreement. Perhaps this was my chance to slip away. I looked across the clearing. My bag was too close to the men—I’d have to leave it behind. It was a shame, but I needed as much of a head start as I could get. These men weren’t big, but they were lean and strong. And they were very fast on their feet.

As I watched, the men raised their voices in anger. That’s it, I thought. Just keep arguing. Slowly, carefully, I shuffled my bottom along the ground, moving myself a tiny bit closer to the edge of the clearing. No one noticed. I kept my eyes on the men and shuffled along a little farther. One of the men glanced at me and I froze. I bit my bottom lip and stared at the ground. Please don’t let them notice. Please. But there was no break in their argument, no change in their tone. I risked a quick look from the corner of my eye. They were still squabbling among themselves. And now the teenager was getting involved, too. Great. As long as they were wrapped up in their argument, I could get farther away from them.

I shuffled a little farther. At this rate, I’d soon be at the edge of the clearing. If I picked the right moment, I could get to my feet and duck into the forest. All I needed was a few minutes more.

 

“Hafoc,” Tostig said, “pull that damp wood off the fire.”

Hafoc nodded once, then bent to his task. He started with the largest of the smouldering branches, grabbing it with both hands and dragging it onto the grass. The wood was hot in his hands, but he held on. He beat the charred wood against the ground until the glow of the embers faded and died. He moved back to the fire and grabbed two smaller branches, one in each hand. He laid the branches on the grass and stamped on them to extinguish the meagre flames. Smoke curled around his face and stung his eyes. Hafoc blinked and carried on with his task as quickly and quietly as he could. He needed to hear what the older men were saying, but they were speaking in hushed tones.

“What are we waiting for?” Sceort said. “We kill him now and be on our way.”

“Sceort is right,” Flyta said. “We’ve found Brond’s knife. We’re finally on the right trail. We should get moving.”

“I don’t know,” Tostig said. “I’m not sure.” He paused and looked over to where the stranger was sitting on the ground. He looked miserable, defeated. “Something’s not right.”

Sceort followed Tostig’s gaze. He shuddered. “Yes. The Wandrian are evil. You can feel it.”

Tostig looked Sceort in the eye. “And you’re sure of that? You’re sure he’s Wandrian?”

Sceort snorted. “What else could he be?” He pulled a face. “Ugh! He makes me feel sick.”

Tostig glanced back at the stranger. The man was staring at the ground, his face pale and drawn. He was a poor excuse for a man. Could he really be one of the feared Wandrian? Tostig frowned and turned back to the men. “Flyta, do you think he is Wandrian?”

Flyta glanced at Sceort. “Yes, I do.”

Tostig ran a hand over his face. “The Wandrian are strong and stealthy. This man is weak and clumsy—worse than a child.”

Sceort shrugged his shoulders. “Who knows what such creatures do? They’re not like us.”

“True,” Tostig said, “but we all know that the Wandrian have strange markings across their faces—dark lines to help them hide among the shadows.”

Sceort grunted. “Tales. Stories told by old men to frighten the children and keep them quiet.”

Tostig stared at Sceort. “Men who do not learn from their elders, do not live long enough to join them.”

Sceort scowled and held Tostig’s stare. He opened his mouth to speak but Flyta cut in.

“I don’t think it matters,” he said. “Wandrian or not—whatever he is, he’s holding us up. I agree with Sceort. We kill him and move on.”

Tostig looked from one man to the other. Both their faces were set, determined. Perhaps they were right. Tostig looked down at the ground, thinking. The stranger did have Brond’s knife and Brond would not have given it up without a fight. But how could this pale weakling have fought Brond and won?

“What have you decided?” Hafoc said.

The three men turned as one. Tostig raised his eyebrows. He hadn’t heard Hafoc approaching. Good—the young man was learning.

“Well?” Hafoc asked. “Is he Wandrian or not?”

Tostig hesitated. “We can’t be sure.”

Hafoc looked from one man to the other. Their eyes were clouded with doubt. For a moment, their uncertainty made him uncomfortable, but then he realised something he should’ve guessed long ago. They don’t know what they’re talking about. They’ve never even seen the Wandrian! He sighed. So much for trusting your elders and betters, he thought bitterly. They’re full of nothing but brave words. Now they were faced with something they didn’t understand, all their bold words meant nothing. They’re just as confused as I am. Hafoc chewed his bottom lip. Tostig was still their leader and this was not the time to challenge him. He took a deep breath and chose his words carefully. “Do you think…do you think he killed Brond?”

Sceort let out a derisive laugh. “Why don’t you ask him?”

Hafoc looked at Sceort. “All right. I will.” He held out his hand toward Tostig. “Give me the knife.”

Tostig hesitated. He’d half a mind to slap Hafoc down, but there was something in the young man’s voice, a hint of strength and determination that made him listen. Tostig reached into his pouch and pulled out Brond’s knife. He offered the handle to Hafoc. “You should have this anyway.” He glared at Sceort, defying him to argue. “Brond would want his brother to have his knife.”

Slowly, Hafoc took the knife from Tostig’s hand. “I’ll look after it. But only until we find Brond.”

Tostig nodded solemnly.

Hafoc turned away from them and walked toward the stranger. The man raised his head, his pale face almost white with fear, and his eyes flicked nervously from Hafoc to the other men and back. He watched Hafoc warily.

Hafoc stopped one pace away from the man and said, “Stand up.” The man opened his mouth and mumbled something Hafoc couldn’t understand. Hafoc frowned and with an upward wave of his hands, gestured for the man to stand.

The stranger nodded and, grimacing in pain, he struggled to his feet. He looked to Hafoc and shrugged his shoulders.

Hafoc smiled to himself. The stranger had obeyed him. He held out Brond’s knife and opened his hand so the knife lay flat in his palm. He didn’t want the stranger to think he was being threatened—the man was scared enough already. “How did you get this?”

The stranger held up his palms and shook his head. He started his strange bleating. It turned Hafoc’s stomach to hear it. He held up a hand to silence him, and again the man understood. For a moment, they stood in silence. Then slowly, the stranger reached out a hand and gestured toward the knife.

Hafoc curled his fingers around the handle and snatched the knife away. “No,” he snapped. “It’s mine.” He glared at the stranger. I should have said “Brond’s”—I meant to say it. He shook his head. The stranger confused him. He’s disgusting. The way he moans and bleats, his strange clothes, his pale skin—everything about him is wrong. But at the same time, it was exciting, thrilling even, to stand so close to this strange man, to talk to him. It would make a fine tale. But what was the use if he couldn’t get through to him? How was this helping to find Brond?

Hafoc started to turn away, but the stranger called something out to him. Hafoc paused and looked the man up and down. Now, the man seemed desperate. He waved his hands toward the knife and then toward himself.

Hafoc nodded and watched.

The stranger beckoned Hafoc and then he walked, uncertainly, across the clearing. Hafoc glanced back to the others. They were watching. Flyta had his bow in his hands, an arrow readied on the bowstring. Tostig gave a barely perceptible nod and Hafoc turned back to the stranger. Treading carefully, he followed in his footsteps.

Now, the man was scanning the forest floor as though looking for something. Hafoc studied the ground. Perhaps there would be some sign, something that would show them where Brond had passed. But then the man stopped and raised a hand to his mouth as if surprised. Hafoc peered at the ground, but he could see nothing. What was the man doing? Hafoc tilted his head to one side and watched as the stranger bent down and seemed to pick something up from among the grass. Suddenly, the man stood up straight and turned his hand in front of his face, admiring what he’d found. Hafoc stepped forward, eager to see what it was. But he stopped cold and his mouth hung open when he saw the man’s hand was empty. It made no sense. Surely, some dark spirit had taken this man’s wits away. Hafoc stepped back. He squared his shoulders and held Brond’s knife in front of him. “Stay back,” he warned. “Keep away from me.”

But the man smiled. He gestured toward his own empty hand, and then to the knife Hafoc held, and then to the ground.

Suddenly, Hafoc understood. “You found it? You found Brond’s knife on the ground?”

Again, the man indicated the knife and the forest floor, and Hafoc relaxed a little. He lowered Brond’s knife and, with his other hand, he gestured to the stranger to sit down. Hafoc backed away, and the man sat down with a sigh and closed his eyes. He looked relieved. Perhaps he realised Hafoc had understood.

Hafoc rejoined the others. He knew better than to brag, but he couldn’t help but grin. He’d discovered the truth while the older men had stood and argued. “He just found it on the ground. He doesn’t know anything about Brond. We should leave him here. We need to pick up Brond’s trail.”

Sceort bristled. He held up his fist. “You don’t tell us what to do,” he snarled. “We cannot let him live.”

Flyta stepped forward, but Tostig held up his hand for silence. “Sceort is right,” Tostig said. “If we leave him here alive, he’ll fetch his tribe. They may not be far away.”

“What does it matter?” Hafoc said. “He may have lost his wits, but he’s not Wandrian. He’s not a threat.”

Tostig shook his head. “He is cleverer than you realise. The smoke was a signal to his tribe.” He paused and looked around the group. “They must be on their way here.”

Sceort, Flyta and Hafoc turned their heads, scanning the forest.

“Then we should go now,” Hafoc said. He stepped back from the group, but the other men didn’t move. “What are you waiting for?”

The older men eyed each other for a moment, and then Flyta spoke up. “If we leave him alive, he’ll tell his tribe about us. He’ll show them our path.”

“This is their territory,” Sceort said. “They’ll waste no time in catching us. And then we’ll be outnumbered.”

Hafoc stared at them in disbelief. “You don’t know that. He might be on his own, an outcast.”

Tostig sniffed. “We can’t take that chance.” He looked at Sceort. “Are you prepared?”

Sceort drew his knife and smiled. “I’ll cut his throat. That’s the quickest way.”

“Good,” Tostig said. “But be careful, Sceort.”

Sceort’s smile faded. “Why? Look at him. He won’t give me any trouble.”

“Remember,” Tostig said, “this stranger has no talisman.”

Sceort grimaced. His hand went up to touch his own talisman. “It’s not right. But what of it?”

“Sceort, don’t you see?” Flyta asked.

“See what?” Sceort demanded.

Tostig put his hand on Sceort’s shoulder. “When you kill him, his spirit will have nothing to cling to. It will look for a new place to settle. It will look for you.”

Sceort’s hand flew to the talisman he wore at his throat. “No,” he whispered.

“Tostig is right,” Flyta said. “There’s no way to stop it.”

Sceort paled. “I won’t do it. You must do it, Tostig. You’re our leader.”

Tostig thought for a moment. “Sceort, give your rope to Hafoc.”

“Rope?” Sceort said. “That won’t bind his spirit.”

“No,” Tostig said. “But if we tie his hands, it will stop him running away.” He looked around the group. “We’re taking him with us.”



Chapter 18
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2018

“THANKS, MATE,” Gemma called to the bus driver as they stepped down to the pavement. She nudged Cally. “Go on, give him smile.”

Cally slapped Gemma’s arm. “Stop it,” she hissed. “Thank you,” she called over her shoulder. She deliberately did not turn around. “Come on. Are we going on this march or what?”

“All right,” Gemma said in mock indignation. “Though I think you’ve missed a catch there. He’s got a steady job and that’s more than you can say for any of that lot.” She nodded toward the swarm of people heading for the entrance to Northernhay gardens. Cally gazed at the crowd, her eyes wide. “Wow,” she murmured. “There must be hundreds of them.”

“Yep. And we’re going to our bit. Let’s get in there. I’ll introduce you to a few people. If we can find them, that is.” Gemma strode along the street, scanning the crowd as she went. Cally walked faster to keep up. As they neared the gardens, a fluorescent yellow coat caught Cally’s eye. And there was another, and another—a whole line of them. She tapped Gemma on the arm. “There’s quite a lot of police here. Is that normal?”

Gemma shrugged. “Yeah. Ironic, isn’t it? We’re protesting about education cuts and the cops are getting paid extra for working on a Saturday.”

“I guess so.” Cally looked back along the road. There were more police vans parked down the street, all with steel mesh fastened across the windows. A gaggle of police officers stood around one van, their riot shields arranged in a neat row against a wall. Oh my god. What have I got myself into here? She gave Gemma a look. “You did say this is going to be peaceful protest, didn’t you?”

Gemma didn’t slow down. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. No worries. Don’t worry about the cops—they won’t do anything unless something drastic happens.”

“Drastic? Like what?”

Gemma stopped walking and turned to Cally. “Listen—there’s a risk, all right? This is meant to be peaceful but it isn’t a Sunday school picnic. Stick with me and you’ll be fine. If anything happens, just keep out of it. If a cop bothers you, make sure you get his number.” She paused, looked Cally in the eye. “You know, you don’t have to come.”

Cally swallowed. “No. It’s all right. I’ll come along. I’m just not used to all this, that’s all.”

“Sure. I guess it’s a bit overwhelming on your first time.” She patted Cally on the arm. “You’ll be all right. Come on, let’s go.”

Cally nodded and Gemma turned away. Soon, they were mingling with the crowd, standing shoulder to shoulder with the army of protesters. Gemma led the way, slipping through the throng, exchanging waves and friendly words as she went. Cally followed as best she could. “Excuse me,” she said. “I’m just…excuse me…excuse me.” This is ridiculous. I must be the politest protester in history.

Eventually, Gemma found a space near the centre of the crowd and seemed satisfied. “This will be perfect.”

“Yeah,” Cally said, though she wasn’t so sure. She didn’t like to be so penned in, so surrounded by strangers. But at the same time, there was an energy in the crowd; a buzz, a sense of common purpose. This was something new, something thrilling. It made her heart beat a little faster.

Gemma nudged her. “Can you see the stage all right from here?” 

Cally peered over the heads of the people in front of her. The temporary stage was topped with banners and surrounded with placards. At the back of the stage, a row of people stood, waiting to have their say. Occasionally, one of them would raise a hand or wave their arms in the air and the crowd would cheer. She had no idea who any of these people were, but there seemed to be quite a few of them. She tugged at Gemma’s sleeve and leaned in toward her. “Are they all going to make a speech or something?”

“Oh, yeah,” Gemma said. “Make yourself comfortable. Could take a while.” She smiled.

“OK,” Cally said, trying desperately to summon up some enthusiasm. “Great.”

 

This is a bloody nightmare, Andrew thought as he mingled with the crowd. There were a lot more marchers than he’d anticipated and on top of that, he’d never felt so out of place. He was only a couple of years older than most of the protesters, but as he squeezed in among them, it was obvious that his jeans were too new, his hair too neat, and he was probably the only man in the whole place wearing a smart jacket. Thank God I didn’t have time to shave. And perhaps his stubble helped him to blend in because, thankfully, no one was taking any notice of him. He kept moving, trying to look casual while scanning the crowd, searching for a glimpse of the girl. But it wasn’t easy. It was a big crowd and he didn’t have much time. For all he knew, she could’ve got off the bus at a different stop and gone somewhere else entirely. Or she could be in the crowd but decide to slip away at any moment, and then he’d have lost her until she went home again. Hopeless. Bloody hopeless. And at that moment, a cheer went up and a PA system squealed into life. Oh great—speeches. That was all he needed. He pulled the straps on his rucksack tighter against his shoulders and moved on. She had to be somewhere in the crowd. She had to be.

 

Cally cheered along with everyone else, although she hadn’t quite agreed with everything the last speaker had said. Was that the fifth speech or the sixth? It didn’t matter. They’d all said pretty much the same thing. Cally ran her hands through her hair. Over the last hour, the crowd had grown denser, and the day had grown warmer. Now, with people pressing against her from all sides, she felt sweaty and grubby. Was this march ever going to actually start? She used the handful of flyers she’d been given to waft some air across her face, but it didn’t really help. She cast a sideways glance at Gemma and watched her cheering, enjoying herself. How would she take it if I tell her I want to go home?

As if reading her mind, Gemma turned to her. “What do you think of our Damien?” she asked.

Cally glanced toward the stage. “Oh. Yes. Very good. Very…inspiring.”

Gemma rolled her eyes. “Do you not recognise him? He’s a local hero.”

Cally peered at the young man standing at the microphone. All she could see was a thin young man in a tight suit. His hair was a fashionably tousled mop and his eyes were concealed behind designer sunglasses. “Is he in a band?”

“No,” Gemma said. “But you might have seen him on TV. He blew the whistle on the plan to close all those community centres. You remember—I told you about the campaign to stop it.”

Cally nodded. “Oh, yeah.” She tried to concentrate on what the speaker was saying, but she couldn’t take him seriously. He was strutting up and down the stage, enjoying the limelight a little too much. No wonder she’d thought he was a singer. Bored, Cally scanned the faces around her. Everyone looked serious and intense, but they didn’t look like they were having much fun. I bet they’re all as fed up as I am. She pursed her lips. Maybe she shouldn’t have come after all. The crowd roared and Cally guessed the local hero had said something the protesters wanted to hear. She looked up. The young whistle-blower was punching the air. “No more cuts!” he shouted. “No more cuts!”

The crowd took up the chant, waving their fists in the air and stamping their feet. There was an energy in the crowd now, a surge of shared anger. It suddenly seemed as though everyone was pressing closer together. Someone jostled against Cally and she stumbled forward. A flash of fear rushed through her mind. She was going to fall. She’d be trampled, crushed beneath the mob’s stamping feet.

But then Gemma grabbed her by the arms, pulled her back onto her feet. “You’re all right, Cally,” she said. “I’ve got you.”

Cally smiled gratefully and straightened her hair. “Thanks.” She raised her voice to be heard over the chanting. “For a minute there, I thought…well…”

Gemma leaned her head in close to Cally’s ear. “Don’t worry, you’ll be fine. Although…” She broke off and scanned the crowd behind them.

“What?”

Gemma shook her head. “Probably nothing. It’s just, we’ll be setting off soon. If there’s going to be trouble, it’ll probably happen now.”

Cally froze. Had she heard Gemma properly? The crowd pressed in even tighter around her, their chants growing louder. For a split second, Cally was floating above the crowd, looking down on herself. There she was—a tiny figure, a lonely island of sanity amid an ocean of madness. Then suddenly, someone said something over the PA system and in an instant, the mood of the crowd changed. The sense of anger and fury faded away, and now that the stage was empty, the protesters turned their attention to their neighbours, exchanging meaningful looks, grim smiles. Everyone began talking at once; a drone of determined voices. 

Gemma took hold of Cally’s arm. “Come on. We’re off.”

Cally stared at her friend. Had she lost her mind? Did she really want to be a part of this baying mob?

“Excuse me, ladies.” A man’s voice cut into her thoughts. Cally turned. A middle-aged man stood, smiling apologetically and holding two take-out cups from Starbucks. “Excuse me,” he said again. “I just need to squeeze past. My wife won’t forgive me if her cappuccino goes cold.”

“Oh sure,” Cally said. She stepped back and watched the man pick his way through the crowd. So ordinary. So normal. A minute ago, had that mild-mannered man raised his voice and chanted along with everyone else?

Cally took a deep breath and exhaled. This is all a bit weird. Perhaps this was the moment to make her excuses and leave. But it wouldn’t be easy. It felt wrong to walk away when everyone else seemed so committed. And I’d be letting Gemma down.

She looked around. At least the pressure of the crowd was easing. Those who’d had the sense to stay at the back of the crowd would already be funnelling out through the gates and onto the street. A few protesters raised their printed placards, or waved their homemade banners, eager to be off. A few were still chanting, “No more cuts!” and somewhere in the distance, a group was singing, though Cally couldn’t make out the words.

She glanced at Gemma. Her friend was excited, energised. She was in her element. I should stay, Cally decided. It’s only a few hours of my time—I owe her that much. She raised her eyebrows and gave Gemma a little smile. “Wow. That was intense.”

“Yeah,” Gemma said. “You get used to it.”

Cally nodded. So far, the protest wasn’t an experience she planned to repeat. Ever. But there was no need to say that to Gemma. Instead, Cally looked down, rifling through the flyers she’d been given, looking for something to distract her from the prospect of the long march ahead. She scanned the bold headings, but there was nothing to lighten her mood. More doom and gloom. Why didn’t these people just get on with their lives? Why did they have to complain about everything?

“Do you know him?” Gemma asked.

“What? Who?” Cally looked up and Gemma nodded toward a man in the distance.

“Him. The guy in the beige jacket.”

Cally knew exactly who she meant. Most people were wearing T-shirts or hoodies. Smart jackets were few and far between, and this man stood out. He looked uncomfortable, out of place. “No. I don’t know him. He looks lost. Probably looking for the cathedral and got caught up in the crowd.”

“I’m not so sure. A minute ago he couldn’t keep his eyes off you.”

“Really?” Cally gave the man another look—properly this time. Not bad. He was a few years older than her, but he was slim and looked like he kept himself fit. He stood straight. And he had nice, square shoulders. She liked that.

Suddenly, he turned his head toward her. Cally looked away, but it was too late. He’d definitely caught her looking at him. “Oh god,” she muttered.

“I saw that look,” Gemma said. “Like them smart and clean cut, do you?”

Cally smiled. “Well, there’s no harm in a man knowing what the soap is for and remembering to change his underwear every day.”

Gemma cackled and tilted her head toward a nearby gaggle of male students. “Try telling that to this lot.”

“Besides,” Cally added, “he’s not squeaky clean—he’s got a bit of designer stubble.”

“Oh well, that makes all the difference.” Gemma snorted. “He looks like a bit of a mummy’s boy to me, but hey, whatever gets you through the night.” Gemma gave the man a wave. “Hey, mate,” she called. “Over here.”

“No,” Cally hissed. She glanced across at the man, hoping he’d choose to ignore Gemma and walk away. But no. He was already pointing at his own chest and mouthing the word, “Me?”

“Yeah, you,” Gemma called. “Come over here for a minute will you?”

The man started walking toward them, a pained expression on his face.

Cally gave Gemma a tight smile. “What the bloody hell do you think you’re doing?”

“Just saying hello, that’s all. The poor bloke looks shy, and I know you are.”

“He could be anybody.”

“Yeah. And he could be somebody. Look, just say hello. If he turns out to be a jerk, I’ll get rid of him. OK?”

Cally straightened her hair. “I haven’t exactly got much choice, have I?”

“You got that right,” Gemma said in an undertone. She turned to greet the man. “Hi. We were just wondering—where do we know you from?”



Chapter 19
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2014

TOM EASED THE ASTRA along the track, taking it as slowly and quietly as the gravel would allow. He leaned forward, peering through the windscreen. Ahead, the track curved around a bend. Tom could see faint wisps of dust still hanging in the air in the Renault’s wake.

“Come on,” he whispered. “Where are you?”

He’d know soon enough. Around the corner, the track straightened out for a while then ended at the edge of the playing field. The field was surrounded by a chain-link fence more than two metres high and held with steel posts. The only entrance was a narrow metal gate designed for pedestrians. Was the man planning to escape on foot? Tom shook his head. It didn’t make sense. He pictured the middle-aged man, shambling across the football field. Yes, there was a road on the other side of the playing field, but the man would never make it that far; Tom would catch him in seconds. But then, nothing this man had done so far had made any sort of sense. Why should he start behaving normally now?

There must be something else—something I’ve missed. But in that moment, Tom rounded the corner, and there was no more need to speculate. Just a little way up the track, the hatchback was stationary. The driver was still inside, still sitting behind the wheel. Tom braked, bringing the Astra to a halt. As his tyres bit into the gravel, a cloud of fine, white dust breezed forward.

Tom put the handbrake on and knocked the car out of gear, but he left the engine running. He stared at the hatchback. Though the Renault’s rear window was coated in grime, Tom could see the driver well enough. The man sat stock still, his head tilted toward his rear view mirror. He’s watching me. He’s waiting to see what I’m going to do.

Tom’s lip curled in a sneer. “You’ll find out in a minute mate. And then you’ll wish you’d never played this game.” Keeping his eyes on the driver, Tom unfastened his safety belt and slid the strap back into its housing. For a moment, he hesitated, his hand on the door catch. This really was a turning point. Once he stepped from the car, he’d move fast. He wouldn’t give the other man a chance. Tom flared his nostrils and took a long, slow breath. This wouldn’t take long, and afterward, with this insanity over, his life could eventually get back to normal. And that makes it all worthwhile. Tom set his mouth in a determined line, his eyes narrowed in an unspoken threat, and slowly, he released the catch and pushed his door open. He slid across his seat and glanced down as he placed a foot on the track.

The Renault’s engine roared. Tom froze. What the hell? For a split second, the old hatchback’s wheels spun on the gravel, then suddenly, they found their grip and the Renault lurched backward. Tom gaped as the hatchback accelerated directly toward him and a jolt of fear stabbed into the pit of his stomach. If he tried to jump from the car, the driver would mow him down, crush him beneath his wheels. If he stayed inside the car, he had another option. Tom threw himself back against the seat, leaving the door open. He pressed the clutch and put the car into reverse. Thank God he’d left the engine running. He revved the engine and released the handbrake. It was the worst thing he could’ve done.

The battered blue hatchback was travelling as fast as it could in reverse, and when it collided with Tom’s car, the dull boom of the impact quickly gave way to the shuddering scream of crumpling metal. The Astra’s airbags deployed, but thanks to Tom’s futile attempt to escape, there was nothing to stop the car from being pushed backward. Tom jerked forward as the Astra lurched beneath him. Without his seatbelt, his head and upper body hit the airbag hard, and at the wrong angle. His body twisted toward the centre of the car, and the side of his head slid across the airbag and slammed into the dashboard. Something crunched in his neck. A burst of pure, white pain flooded through his mind and he fell, slumping onto the floor. The gear stick rammed against the side of his chest, and his head thumped hard onto the car floor. But it didn’t matter, because all this was happening to someone else, someone far away. Tom couldn’t do anything about it. Everything was fading away now, dissolving into inky blackness, but that was all right too, because now the car wasn’t moving anymore, and he didn’t have to worry about anything. He could let it all go. At last, he could get some sleep.

 

The middle-aged man turned to look over his shoulder. Good. He’d pushed the Astra back as far as the bend in the track, and the car had come to rest partway up the bank of earth that ran alongside the track. At the bend, the track was wider, and with the Astra partly on the bank, the track was clear enough; he could just about squeeze his car through the gap. I should be able to get away, he decided. That’s if, when this over, I’m in a fit state to do anything. 

He glanced at the mess he’d made of the Astra. It wouldn’t be going anywhere for a while. And that, too, was good. He waited for a moment. No sign of the driver. He must’ve been shaken up pretty badly. But that was nothing. Nothing to what was going to happen.

The man took a breath and blew it out. So far, so good. He made sure his handbrake was on then turned the Renault’s engine off. No point wasting petrol. He’d have to leave the car there for quite a while.

He looked down to the passenger seat for his weapon, but in the crash, it had rolled into the footwell. He tutted to himself. He should’ve thought of that, and secured it properly. A little detail like that could cause the whole plan to unravel. He leaned across and reached down, wrapping his fingers around the smooth metal. He lifted the baseball bat and gave a grim smile. It was a horrible, thuggish thing, but there was a certain justice about using the man’s own weapon against him.

He checked his rear view mirror. The track was deserted, but although he wasn’t expecting anyone to come along at this time of day, it was time to get moving. He opened his car door and swung his legs to the ground.

 

Tom’s mind was adrift. In one moment, his world throbbed with pain and confusion; in the next, a savage, muddled darkness swirled through his mind, blotting out his thoughts, slowing down every sensation. In some strange, disconnected way, he knew where he was and what had happened. But he couldn’t so much as lift a finger to help himself. He could barely even flutter an eyelid.

But then, there was a noise—a regular sound he recognised. It was the sound of footsteps on gravel. Someone’s coming. They’ll help me. Or maybe, they’ll send for help. An ambulance. That was what he needed. An ambulance sounded good.

The footsteps were close now. Very close. When they stopped, Tom managed to open his eyes. Just a little. A dark shape loomed above him. Somebody, a man, leaned into the car and looked down at him.

Tom tried to swallow. “Help,” he whispered. “Help me.”

The dark shape disappeared.

Tom rolled his tongue around his mouth, but it felt heavy, as if he’d had too much to drink. He needed to explain, to get some help. He tried to turn his head but something clicked and grated in his neck, and a jolt of pain shuddered down his spine. Oh god! Please don’t let me be paralysed. Not that. Anything but that.

 

The man ducked his head to peer inside the Astra. Tom was in a bad way—worse than expected. But he was already trying to talk. He’d live. Now, he just had to get him out of the car. The man retreated for a moment. He stood up straight and ran a hand over his face. He hadn’t expected Tom to go sideways like this. Would it be all right to move him? Would it be safe? He chewed his lip and looked up and down the track. What choice did he have? He had to get Tom moving. He put the baseball bat on the ground next to the front wheel and bent over to get his upper body inside the car. 

Tom lay on his side, crumpled on the car floor. One leg stuck out of the car door, the other was folded underneath him. If the man took hold of an arm and a leg, he could probably lift him clear of the car without too much difficulty. Tom was wiry, almost skinny. He wouldn’t weigh too much.

The man bent to his task, but in the confines of the car, he struggled to get a good grip. Tom moaned and the man withdrew his hands, recoiling in horror from the weight and warmth of Tom’s body. For a moment, a wave of guilt washed over him. I did this. I did this to him. The man shook his head. This was harder than he’d expected it to be, and it worried him that Tom’s face was so pale. What if he’d suffered some kind of internal injury? What if he died? The man took a deep, steadying breath. It was too late to fret now. He had no choice but to proceed with his plan. He had to assume Tom would be all right. The crash had just shaken him up, that was all, and a few bruises were nothing—nothing compared to what Tom had done. He deserved this.

The man nodded to himself. I’ve got to get him out the car—fast. He leaned in farther, bracing his knee against the car seat, and this time he didn’t hesitate. He wrapped his arms around Tom’s upper body, and, ignoring Tom’s moans, he backed out of the car, heaving Tom up and onto the driver’s seat. The man paused for a couple of breaths. Tom was heavier than he looked. A dead weight. The man frowned and pushed the thought away, then renewed his grip. Grunting with effort, he heaved Tom up off the seat and dragged him clear of the car. The man was breathing hard now, his heart pounding. A film of sweat broke on his brow and trickled down his cheek.

“Bloody hell,” he hissed. It was no good—his arms weren’t strong enough. He’d have to put Tom down. Slowly, he laid Tom on the gravel so he was lying on his side, then the man straightened up, gasping for fresh air. He hadn’t planned on Tom not being able to walk, and dragging Tom off the track wasn’t a viable option; there was too far to go and Tom was just too heavy. What the hell am I going to do now? 

He looked back at Tom’s car and his eyes went to the baseball bat on the ground. He stepped forward and picked it up. If he couldn’t get Tom moving, he’d just have to do it here.

 

Tom groaned. At first, the pain had been vague and far away, but now it ran through him, cut him to the core. He tried to push it from his mind. He had to battle through the pain. He had to hold on. He was being dragged from the car and that was good. It hurt when they laid him down, but soon, they’d look after him, give him painkillers. Soon, he’d be all right and then he’d need to talk to someone. He’d need to explain, tell them what happened, tell them about…

No. Please no. Tom opened his eyes as much as he could, squinting into the bright daylight. He wanted to see a kindly face, a green uniform. But the man who stood over him, had neither. “No,” Tom mumbled. “No more. Leave me alone.”

The man didn’t speak.

“Why have you done this to me?” Tom pleaded. “What do you want from me?”

The man pointed the baseball bat at Tom’s face. “I’ll tell you what I want,” he snarled. “I want you to pay for what you’ve done.”

Tom lifted his head from the ground and a burst of pain arced across his skull. He grimaced and pushed his hands against the gravel. He had to get up. He had to run. But the man jabbed the baseball bat into his chest, and Tom collapsed back onto the ground, rolling so that he lay on his back. He raised his arms to fend off further blows, but they didn’t come.

The man bent over him, staring into Tom’s eyes. “Did you think you’d get away with it? Did you?”

Tom shuddered. What the hell was happening? What the hell was he supposed to say?

But it didn’t matter. The man wasn’t waiting for an answer. “Did you really think I wouldn’t find you?” he went on. “Did you think you’d fool me?”

“I don’t know,” Tom whimpered. “I don’t know what you’re on about.”

“Ha!” The man shook his head in disbelief. “Don’t you? Don’t you know what I’m talking about, Tom?”

“No. I don’t know you. How do you even know my name?”

“Oh, I know more than that, Tom. In fact, let’s not use your middle name any more. Let’s use your first name.”

A spark of desperation fired in Tom’s mind. A surge of adrenalin. He rolled onto his side then pushed himself up onto his hands and knees. A cloud of dust rose into his face and caught in his throat. He coughed and tried to scramble to his feet, but his shoes skidded through the gravel.

The man watched for a moment. His face showed no emotion. He changed his grip on the baseball bat, holding it with both hands. Slowly, he raised it to shoulder height, and brought it down across Tom’s back. The blow wasn’t hard, but it caught Tom’s spine perfectly.

The pain ripped through Tom’s body and he collapsed to the ground, his face grinding into the gravel. He lifted his head and again the baseball bat came down, slamming into his ribcage. It knocked the breath from Tom’s body and he writhed in pain, rolling onto his side. He drew up his knees and curled his body into a ball. “Leave me alone,” he cried. “I’ve done nothing to you. Nothing.”

The man raised the baseball bat again, then hesitated. “Nothing? Nothing?” He shook his head; incredulous. “How can you say that? You’ve taken everything from me. Everything.”

“No. I never stole anything. I’m not a thief.”

“You know perfectly well what I mean,” the man sneered. “You took everything from me. Because of you, I lost everything that made life worth living. And now, you’re finally going to find out what that feels like.”

Tom looked up, searching the man’s face for some clue, some hint they knew each other. But all he saw in the man’s eyes was cold, hard determination. “I told you,” Tom tried, “I don’t even know you. You’ve got the wrong person.”

The man snorted. “Is that the best you can do? I’ve got the wrong person, have I? Oh dear.” He sniffed. “I suppose your first name isn’t Robert then.”

Tom froze. He closed his eyes.

“Or shall I call you by a more familiar name? You don’t mind do you, Robbo?”

Tom opened his eyes and stared at the ground. It’s finally here. The moment he’d dreaded for every minute of every day for the last four years had finally come. He sighed. It didn’t matter. Not really. He’d always known this day would arrive. He’d always known this was what he deserved. “Go on then,” he mumbled. “Get on with it.”

The man gave a short, dry laugh. “Oh, no. This isn’t about giving you a beating.”

Tom took a breath. He didn’t want to ask but he had to know. “What then?” When no answer came, Tom turned his head and peered up at the man. “What do you want?”

The man bared his teeth. “Get up,” he growled.

Tom shook his head. “Why? Why should I?”

The man brandished the baseball bat toward Tom’s face. “Because you’re going to show me. You’re going to show me what you did with him.” The man’s face twitched. And this time, when he spoke, his voice caught in his throat. “You’re going to show me. You’re going to show me what you did with my son’s body.”



Chapter 20
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2018

ANDREW KEPT HIS HEAD DOWN as he walked toward the girl and her friend. The less they saw of his face, the better, and it gave him the chance to curse himself under his breath. How could he have been so careless? First he’d lost them when they’d got on the bus, and then he’d ended up too close, and they’d spotted him. This just gets worse and worse. Maybe he should just turn away and slip into the crowd. But he couldn’t do that. Unexpected behaviour made people suspicious, it made them remember you. But a casual encounter was quickly forgotten. Just be polite, he told himself. Play along, then walk away. It would be fine.

But he’d been thrown by the first thing the subject’s friend said: Where do we know you from? Andrew’s mind worked fast. There was no way either of the girls could’ve seen him before—was there? It’s just small talk, he told himself. She’s just making conversation. He swallowed hard and looked at the young woman who’d questioned him, trying to make his expression vague and hard to read. “Sorry, I don’t think you do know me. You must be mistaking me for someone else.”

“Oh, I don’t think so,” she said. “What do you do?”

Andrew’s heart missed a beat. “Do? I erm…” And then he remembered—when students asked that question they wanted to know what subject you were studying. They liked to pin each other down as medics, artists, or engineers. “Statistics,” he said. “Data analysis.” It was close to the truth. The best kind of lie.

The friend rolled her eyes. “Ah, a geek,” she said.

The subject smiled, but Andrew could see the disappointment in her eyes. Good, he thought. With a few words he’d made himself instantly forgettable. “Yeah. I guess it is a bit geeky. I won’t bore you with the details.”

“I’m Gemma, doing law,” the friend said. “Cally here is our star historian.”

“Hi. I’m…Andy.”

“Are you sure?” Gemma said. “You don’t sound too certain.”

Andrew let out a nervous laugh. “Sorry,” he said. “Actually, I prefer Andrew. I was just trying to fit in.”

Gemma raised an eyebrow. “Really? Why?”

“I don’t know,” Andrew admitted. “I wasn’t sure, I mean…” His voice trailed away, but they were still looking at him, expecting him to finish his sentence. “I’d better own up.” He hesitated. “I’ve never been to one of these things before.”

“Great,” Gemma said. “This is Cally’s first time, too.”

He smiled at Cally. “What do you think of it so far?”

Cally returned his smile. “Yeah, it’s good. At first I wasn’t so sure. But now—I’m glad I came.”

Andrew’s eyes went wide. This was not how he’d intended to play it. This was all wrong. But it was also very flattering. He gazed at her for longer than he should. From a distance, he’d known she was attractive, but up close, her eyes were brighter, her skin smoother, her hair softer. Her smile was warm and unguarded, and was she blushing a little? Yes. But that couldn’t be on his account, could it? It’s just the heat, and the crowd.

Gemma tilted her head to one side and looked Andrew up and down. “You know what? You look a little out of your comfort zone.”

Andrew tore his eyes away from Cally. Oh no. He must have given himself away somehow. “Really? Like I said, it’s my first—”

“No, it’s not that,” Gemma interrupted. “It’s what you’re wearing.”

“Oh.” Andrew looked down at his clothes. He’d chosen the old pair of Levi’s carefully and his shirt was plain white cotton, but his boots were hand-made Italian leather, and his favourite linen jacket had definitely been a mistake. “I guess I do feel a bit overdressed. I think I’m the only man here wearing a shirt with a collar.”

Cally bit her bottom lip.

“Yeah,” Gemma said. “I think you’re just missing something.” She stepped toward him and took hold of the lapel of his jacket.

Andrew raised his eyebrows, but he didn’t flinch, didn’t complain.

Gemma fiddled with something, attaching it to his lapel. She stood back. “There you go. You’re one of us now.”

Andrew turned the large badge to see it properly. “No more cuts,” he read. “Amen to that.”

Gemma gave him a sharp look.

“Not that I’m religious or anything. I mean, there’s nothing wrong with religion, I just…”

Gemma laughed. “Don’t worry about it,” she said. She pursed her lips for a moment, thinking. “Listen, Andrew, we should be getting started.”

“Oh right,” Andrew said. “Nice meeting you.” He smiled. “I don’t want to hold you up.” He took a step back, then hesitated. “Er, thanks for the badge.”

Cally shot Gemma a look, and after a moment’s hesitation, Gemma let out a theatrical sigh. “Well, I guess you can tag along. If you want to.”

Andrew looked from Gemma to Cally. They were waiting for his answer, but what the hell should he do? He was so far away from his plan of action it hardly seemed to matter anymore. Really, he should get away while he could, but then, he’d have to try and follow them, and it would look strange if they spotted him. Perhaps it would be better if he played along and stayed with them. 

Gemma looked past him, into what was left of the rapidly thinning crowd. “Unless, you’re with someone?”

“No,” Andrew said. “I’m here by myself.” The thought of the extraction team flashed through his mind. They could be right behind him—waiting for their moment. Cally wouldn’t know what hit her. Andrew swallowed. If he stayed with her, perhaps he could try a gentler tactic. He could persuade her to come and see Crawford voluntarily. “I suppose I could.” He looked at Cally. “If you don’t mind, that is.”

“Oh, I don’t mind,” Cally said. “I don’t mind at all.”

“Great,” Andrew said, though without much conviction. I’m not ready for this, he told himself. I’m out of my depth and I’m on my own—aren’t I? He cast a glance over his shoulder. There was no sign of anything suspicious, but that didn’t mean a thing. The extraction team were somewhere nearby; they had to be. He bit his lip. This was all wrong. Surely there’d been a mistake. Gemma was the one they should’ve been targeting. She was the politically-motivated one, the troublemaker. Cally was just a nice girl. A really nice girl. But that wouldn’t make any difference to Crawford and the rest of them. Once they’d set their sights on someone, once events were set in motion, the process couldn’t just be stopped. Mistakes didn’t matter. What mattered was that they covered their tracks. And that could get messy. Very messy, very quickly. But what could he do? How could he make this work out?

He adjusted the straps of his rucksack as they started walking. For a moment, he thought of the rucksack’s grim contents and a shudder ran through him. He’d read the manuals the night before, almost ashamed of his fascination with the grisly details. The Taser was the worst. It fired twin metal barbs into the victim and thin wires delivered an electrical pulse that would incapacitate the girl instantly—and painfully. What if she injured herself when she fell? What if the barbs hit her in the face? There was no way he could take that risk—not with this girl. No way.

 

At home in his eighteenth-century farmhouse in the Cotswolds, Crawford was relaxing in his conservatory when his mobile phone rang. He put his cup of tea down carefully on a mat to avoid marking the polished oak table, and checked the incoming number before he accepted the call. “Go ahead.”

He listened carefully. “You’re sure? He’s with them now?”

Crawford pinched the bridge of his nose. What the hell was Andrew playing at? “All right,” he said. “Stay with them. Perhaps he’s improvising, trying to get her on her own. If you get the chance, bring her in as quietly as possible.”

 

In Exeter, standing next to the gate into Northernhay Gardens, a middle-aged man mumbled into his mobile phone then slipped it into the zippered pocket on his fleece. In a moment, he’d relay Crawford’s orders to the team, then they’d just have to play it by ear. Business as usual. He sipped the last of his Starbucks cappuccino then picked up the other cup. It was still full. A shame to waste it but it had served its purpose. He’d definitely established the girl’s ID, and when he approached her again, she’d see him as harmless. He set off, and threw both cups into a bin as he passed. It was a shame he couldn’t take the coffee with him. It looked like it was going to be a long day.

 

Cally walked beside Andrew, trying not to stare, trying to put one foot in front of the other without tripping up or doing something stupid. She noticed the furrow in his brow, the frown lines at the corners of his eyes. “Is something wrong?”

“Wrong?” Andrew blurted. “No. Why do you ask?”

“You just look—oh, I don’t know.” Cally looked away for a moment. “You know, you don’t have to be here if you don’t want.”

“I know,” Andrew said. “I’ve just, got a lot on my mind. You know, work and stuff.”

“Work?” Gemma said. “I thought you said were a student.”

“No,” Andrew replied. “I didn’t. You asked me what I did, and I said statistics and data analysis. That’s what I do. It’s pretty boring.” 

“Oh, right,” Gemma said, though she didn’t sound convinced.

Andrew laughed nervously. “I’m a bit old to be a student, aren’t I?”

“No,” Gemma said. “There are lots of mature students these days.”

Andrew looked away for a moment. “Do you think it’ll do any good? The march, I mean.”

Gemma snorted. “Will it stop the cutbacks? No. Will it make a difference? Maybe not. Is it the right thing to do? Hell yes.”

Cally tried very hard not to roll her eyes. It was something she’d heard Gemma say once too often. Please don’t go off on a rant—not now.

“So, Andrew,” Gemma said, “why did you come today?”

Andrew shrugged his shoulders. “I work for a government department. I don’t like to see people lose their jobs.”

Gemma nodded vigorously. “Good for you.”

They walked on in silence for a while. Gemma kept casting sideways glances at Andrew, so Cally flashed her a meaningful smile. She didn’t need to nudge her friend in the ribs. She didn’t even need to say anything. Her bright eyes told Gemma everything she needed to know.

Gemma made a show of studying the line of marchers up ahead. “Oh, I’ve just seen some friends. Do you mind if I…?”

Cally tried not to look too relieved. “No, of course not.”

Gemma hesitated. “Well, you could, you know, come with me if you like. I could introduce you to some real firebrands.”

Cally pretended to consider it. “Not right now. But don’t let me stop you. You go ahead.”

“All right,” Gemma said. “I’ll see you later.” She glanced at Andrew. “Any problems, give me a call.”

Cally nodded. “See you later.”

Gemma gave them a brief, tight smile, then turned and strode away into the throng.

Cally watched her leave, then breathed a sigh of relief.

Andrew smiled. “She’s very intense, your friend.”

Cally laughed. “Tell me about it. I live with her.”

“You, er, you didn’t want to meet the firebrands then?”

“I think I’ve seen and heard enough firebrands for one day.”

Andrew chuckled.

He has a nice laugh, Cally thought. And when he laughed, there was a mischievous glint in his eye. Even nicer. “What exactly is a firebrand anyway?”

Andrew studied her expression. “Well if the speeches are anything to go by, it’s just someone who likes the sound of his own voice.”

“Oh god, the speeches,” Cally groaned. “They were just awful, weren’t they?”

“And that bloke with the sunglasses—who was he anyway?”

“Ah, the hero of the hour. The famous whistle-blower.”

“Right. I should’ve known that,” Andrew said, and he rubbed his forehead as though cursing his own stupidity. 

Cally took in the change in his mood. There he goes again—in a world of his own. It was like a light going out. Hidden depths, she thought. Still, that wasn’t a bad thing. He was very different from the students she’d met at the university. Andrew seemed more mature, more real. And if it took a bit of effort to get to know him, then that was fine by her. “So, what exactly is it you do?”

Andrew looked her in the eye. “I could tell you, but then…” He smirked and raised his left eyebrow.

“You’d have to kill me?”

“No, but I’d have to fill in a form.” He paused. “And trust me, it’s a very long form.”

She laughed.

“And I’d probably have to buy you a coffee.”

Cally stopped laughing. She studied his expression. Was that a serious offer? Was he trying to ask her for a date? “Oh, why?”

Andrew cringed. “I just meant, you’d need a strong coffee to keep you awake,” he blurted. “It’s all very boring. Very dull. It sends me to sleep sometimes.”

“Not state secrets then?”

“No, but you know how it is,” he said. “It’s all confidential.”

“Oh, how disappointing,” she teased. “I thought you were going to turn out to be a spy or something glamorous.”

“No. Nothing glamorous. Sorry.” He looked away.

Cally winced. She hadn’t meant to make fun of him. “That’s all right. I’m a history student. It doesn’t get much less glamorous than that.”

Andrew shrugged. “I don’t know. It sounds interesting.”

Cally almost stopped dead in her tracks. Oh my god. He sounds like he means it. “Well, I could tell you about it if you like—over that cup of coffee.” He looked at her and she gave him her best smile. “If you want to.”

For a split second, Andrew gazed at her, his lips parted. “Yes,” he said. “Yes, that sounds…nice.”

“Good.” Cally looked away to hide her smile. As they passed a shop window, she noticed her reflection and she studied the scene. This was how she looked to the world: a young woman strolling through the city, her man striding along at her side. And it was good. They looked right together. They looked like a couple. But then, as she watched their reflections flit across the plate glass, she saw Andrew glance furtively over his shoulder—once, twice. Cally turned away from the shop window and gave Andrew an enquiring look, but he didn’t notice. He walked on, looking straight ahead, his expression unreadable. Cally frowned. What was she getting into here? Andrew seemed nice, but she didn’t know him. They’d only just met, but here she was, already arranging to go and have a coffee with him. Anything could happen. But that could be a good thing.

She took a breath. There was only one way to find out. And besides, it was only a coffee. If she chose the place, she could make sure it was somewhere she was comfortable, somewhere busy. What could go wrong?

“There’s a place I like,” she said. “A café. Well, a tea shop really. By the cathedral. It’s not far.”

“You mean we should go right now? What about the march?”

“Oh, I don’t think anyone will miss us. And we could be here in spirit, couldn’t we?” Cally grinned. “This place I know, they make the best coffee, and the pastries—just fantastic, they melt in your mouth. And with the scones you get homemade strawberry jam and clotted cream.”

Andrew held his hands up in mock surrender. “OK, OK. You had me at coffee.”

Cally smiled. “Come on, we can cut through that alley.” She pointed ahead, and Andrew looked carefully at the narrow entrance to the side street. As he watched, a steady stream of people came and went through the entrance to the alleyway. “Sure,” he said. But when Cally started to step away from the line of protesters, he reached out to touch her arm. “Hang on.”

She turned sharply and saw, straight away, the doubt in his eyes. Oh no, he’s changed his mind. What had she done wrong? Had she been too pushy? “What’s the matter?”

Andrew shook his head. “Nothing. It’s just, if we wait a minute, we’ll be level with the alley and we can just, you know, duck into it.”

Cally raised her eyebrows. “Seriously?”

Andrew leaned his head toward her and spoke quietly: “I just don’t think our comrades will approve if they notice us sloping off for a coffee.”

Cally glanced over her shoulder and considered the orderly line of marchers stretched out behind them. If anything, their ranks had grown more crowded since they’d left the gardens. Still, if everyone decided to slip away, there’d be no march, no protest. She sighed. An all too familiar sinking feeling stirred in the pit of her stomach. Really, she should stay on the march a little longer and then go home and do some work. Thanks to Doctor Seaton she was way behind schedule. But then she remembered the dressing-down she’d had in Seaton’s office, and something snapped. Why should I always be the one who tries to do the right thing? The cutbacks were going to happen anyway, and as for her dissertation—she worked so hard, she deserved a little treat. When had she last taken a little time off, just to enjoy herself?

She gave Andrew a sly smile. “All right. Give me a signal and we’ll make our dash for freedom.”

Andrew snorted. “I know what you’re going to say.”

Cally was all wide-eyed innocence. “Really?”

“Yes, really. And I told you before—I am not a spy, OK?”

“If you say so.” She looked ahead. They were almost level with the alleyway. She grinned. “So what should we say—on my mark or on the count of three?”

“Neither,” Andrew said. He put his hand on her arm. “Just run.”

They laughed as they dashed into the alley, arm in arm. They dodged through the bustling throng of heavily laden shoppers and bemused tourists, earning a few funny looks and one or two hostile glances. But Cally and Andrew didn’t notice, and they didn’t look back.

 

Behind them, a middle-aged man stopped at the entrance of the alley and leaned against the wall. He exchanged a look with a young woman as she passed him by on her way into the alley. She was casually dressed in jeans and a chain store sweater, and there was nothing remarkable about her at all. But then, she pulled out her phone and, glancing at the screen, she made a show of gasping as though realising she was late for an appointment. She slipped her phone into her shoulder bag and hurried through the crowd.

The middle-aged man smiled to himself, and then he turned and walked away. The alley led to the grassy area in front of the cathedral. There were several ways to get there, but he’d done his preparation. He knew them all.



Chapter 21
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2014

TOM STOOD ON THE STEEP SLOPE that led down into the quarry and groaned as a jolt of pain shot through his left leg. His knee buckled and he grabbed the spindly trunk of a nearby tree for support. The tree was long dead and his fingers sank into the damp, mouldering wood, but it held him up. For now. He spat on the ground. The taste of blood in his mouth wasn’t so strong now, but perhaps he was just getting used to it. Christ, what the hell am I going to do? He closed his eyes for a moment, but it didn’t help. He didn’t have any answers. He didn’t even know where to start. How could he even think about making a plan? He hardly knew what he was doing. But I’ve got to try, because, if I don’t…

He couldn’t finish the thought. He opened his eyes and stared down at the straggly mass of bracken and brambles that covered the slope below, and listened to the man stumbling through the undergrowth, close behind him. The man was already breathing heavily, so perhaps there was some hope there. It had only taken them a few minutes to scramble down this far. If the man was out of breath already, then he must be seriously out of condition. On a good day, I could be out of here in thirty seconds, Tom thought. But this wasn’t a good day. Not by a long stretch. His legs were only just steady enough to keep him upright, his bruised ribs turned every breath into a torture, and his back burned with a dull ache that grew sharper with every staggering step he took. But as bad as those pains were, they were nothing compared to his head. My head—it’s killing me. And he knew that this was true—literally. Gently, he put his hand up to his forehead and winced as another bolt of agony stabbed across his skull. His stomach lurched and a wave of nausea surged though his body. He tried to take a deep breath, but his ribs had other ideas and he gasped in pain. He closed his eyes, and two words repeated themselves over and over in his mind: head injury. He was going to die.

“What’s the problem?” the man complained. “You can’t stop here. Get moving.”

Tom opened his eyes and slowly, he turned to face the man. “Listen, I need to get to the hospital. My head—I need to see a doctor. I need an ambulance. You’ve got to help me. You’ve got to.”

The man’s face hardened. He squared his shoulders. He’d been using the baseball bat like a walking stick, pressing it against the ground, but now he raised it to waist height. “Yeah?” he sneered. “Is that what my son said? And how about your other victims? Did they beg for mercy when you beat them?”

Tom’s scalp suddenly prickled with cold sweat. The ground swayed beneath his feet. He gripped the tree trunk so tightly, it was a wonder the rotten wood didn’t split apart. 

“Thirteen,” the man said.

“What? I don’t—”

But the man didn’t let him finish. “You don’t know?” The man was incredulous. “How? How could you not know what I’m talking about?”

Tom looked at the ground.

“Thirteen,” the man said, “is the number of people you’ve attacked. Or at least that was how many you wanted to own up to.” The man took a step closer to Tom. “I was there—at your trial. And that’s what they said: thirteen similar offences to be taken into account.”

“I didn’t do all those,” Tom mumbled. “It’s just what they tell you to say.”

The man snorted.

Tom looked up at him. “They tell you—own up to such and such and we’ll go easy on you.” He shook his head. “And I went along with it. I didn’t know what else to do.”

“Oh please,” the man said. “Don’t even try to tell me you’re innocent.”

“No. I’d never say that. I know what I did. I live with it every day.”

“And do you think I don’t?” the man said. “Every day I face the consequences of what you’ve done. And let me tell you, it doesn’t get any easier. It gets harder and harder, and harder, every single day.”

Tom sniffed. He closed his eyes, and memories of the dark days of his trial flooded his mind: the loneliness, the fear and confusion, his sorry attempt to brazen the whole thing out. Through it all, there’d been a man in the public gallery: always sitting at the front, his impassive stare fixed on Tom. The cold patience of the man’s watchful eye had unnerved Tom more than raw anger could ever have done. Of course, Tom had glanced at him, had even guessed the man was the boy’s father, but he hadn’t been able to meet his gaze. He’d never acknowledged the man’s presence, never shown him any hint of apology or remorse. Would it have helped? Would it have made any difference?

Tom opened his eyes and studied the man’s face carefully. Yes. Back then, the man had been neatly dressed, well-groomed and clean-cut. Now, his hair was a straggly mess, the line of his jaw was hidden by his scruffy grey stubble, his eyes were red-rimmed and his face was puffy and pale. But the cold, calm look in his eyes was unmistakeable. Why hadn’t he recognised him straightaway? How could he have been so stupid? 

The man saw the recognition in Tom’s eyes. “Finally. It took you long enough.”

“You were there. I should’ve known.”

“Huh.” The man gave Tom a look of pure contempt. “I guess I didn’t make much of an impression. But then, you were concentrating on not giving anything away, on not incriminating yourself. So it wasn’t much of a trial, was it?”

Tom shook his head sadly.

“Is that it? Can’t you say anything? Even now?” The man looked away for a moment and took a deep breath. When he turned back, his face was flushed with barely contained rage. He pointed a finger at Tom’s face. “It was all your fault,” he snarled. “If you had come clean, if you’d told the police what you knew, then the whole damned trial wouldn’t have fallen apart. I’d have known what happened to my son. Can’t you understand that? Can’t you see what you’ve done?”

Tom put a hand over his eyes and rubbed furiously, hardly feeling the pain that scorched across his forehead. “No,” he mumbled. “No, it wasn’t like that.”

“Don’t you dare,” the man roared. “Don’t you dare tell me how it was. You…you killed my son. And I had to sit there and watch you get away with it.”

Tom let go of the tree so he could cover his face with his hands, and this time, when his knee complained, he let it give way. He sank to the ground, landing heavily on his backside, and hung his head, burying his face in his hands. “I didn’t,” he whined. “I didn’t do it.”

But the man wasn’t listening. “Do you know what he is now—my only son?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “A missing person. That’s all.” The man shook his head in disbelief. “But we both know that’s not right don’t we? We both know he’s dead. But I can’t lay him to rest. I can’t…I can’t even say goodbye. Do you understand what that’s like? Do you?”

Tom kept his fingers clamped tight to his face. His shoulders shook and he let out a pathetic sob.

The man checked his wristwatch. “I haven’t got time for this,” he said, his voice hard. “Take your hands off your face.”

“No. Leave me alone.”

The man raised the baseball bat, holding it with both hands. “I said, take your hands off your face. Now. Or I’ll break both your arms.”

Something in the man’s voice made Tom believe him. Slowly, he lowered his hands, but he couldn’t look up, couldn’t face his persecutor.

The man nodded, satisfied. “I meant it when I said you’d taken everything from me.” He hesitated, struggling to keep his voice calm. “Since you…since you did what you did, I have nothing. Nothing. Not even a moment’s peace. You stole that from me. You took everything.”

Tom sniffed. He wiped his eyes with the back of his hands. It wasn’t easy, but he raised his head and looked up at the man. He looked him in the eye, and in that moment, he knew it was all over. There’s no point in arguing. There would be no point in pleading or explaining about his rehab from the drugs, his good behaviour, his mentoring work. It would just be a waste of breath. He sighed. It was time to give up, to give in. “Go on then,” he said. “Get it over with.”

The man twisted the baseball bat in his hands. His nostrils flared as he took a breath. “Is that what you think? This is just me getting revenge?”

Tom nodded slowly. “Just get on with it.”

The man grimaced. “You moronic little thug,” he spat. “That’s not what this is about.” He hesitated, then lowered the baseball bat. “Yes—it eats away at me that you got away with what you did,” he snarled. “But I can live with that. It happens. People get away with crimes all the time. But what I really cannot tolerate, not for one more minute, is not knowing what happened to my son. I need to know where he is. I need to lay him to rest.”

For a moment, Tom’s lips moved wordlessly. I’ve got to say it. I’ve just got to get the words out. He ran his tongue over his dry lips. “I don’t know,” he said. His vision blurred and he blinked away a tear. “I really don’t. I don’t know where he is.”

The man’s snorted in contempt. “You don’t honestly expect me to believe that do you?”

“It’s the truth.”

“No,” the man said. “No, it isn’t. It’s a pathetic lie.”

Tom held out his hands. “Listen to me. I don’t know what happened.”

The man shook his head. “I don’t understand how you can live with your lies, but I can’t tolerate it—not for one second longer.” He paused. And when he spoke again, his voice was a venomous whisper. “I can’t live like this, so now, I’m going to do something about it.” Without warning, he swung the baseball bat toward Tom’s head.

Tom didn’t have time to duck. He closed his eyes and flinched as the bat slammed into the rotten tree, just millimetres from the top of his head. Chunks of mouldering bark rained down on his hair, his face, his shoulders. Something cold and wet fell down the back of his neck. “Christ,” he hissed. “You could’ve killed me.”

“Yes. But I didn’t.”

 Tom took a breath, felt it shake his chest. For a moment, he remembered his breathing classes, and he almost laughed. They were no use to him now. His ribs burned with every breath.

“Come on,” the man said. “On your feet.”

“Why? What are you going to do?”

The man narrowed his eyes. “That depends—on how helpful you are.”

Tom tried to swallow, but his mouth was too dry. “All right.” He hung his head. “What do you want to know?”

The man allowed the ghost of a grim smile to flit across his face. At last. He ran his tongue over his lower lip. “It was in here wasn’t it? I’m right aren’t I? This is where it happened.”

Tom nodded, but he didn’t speak, didn’t look up.

“I knew it,” the man said. “I told the police but they wouldn’t listen. They said there wasn’t any evidence, but that was because they didn’t even look properly.”

Tom raised his head. “How did you know? I never told anybody.”

The man waved the question away. “It was obvious. I knew you’d both been in here before. My son had been in here with his friend and the old man, Mr. Drew, he recognised you. He said he’d seen you around here lots of times.” He paused. “But no one saw you that last time did they?”

“No,” Tom said. “No one.”

The man took a breath, exhaled loudly. “This is it,” he murmured. “I’m finally going to find my boy.” He pulled himself up to his full height. “Come on, get on your feet. You’re going to show me. You’re going to show me exactly where it happened. And you’re going to show me right now.”

Tom sighed. “And if I show you, you’ll let me go? You’ll get me an ambulance or something?”

The man nodded, but his face gave nothing away.

You bastard, Tom thought. You’ll probably just leave me here. He couldn’t trust this man, not for one second. But maybe, if he went along with his mad idea, there might be a way out of this mess. It was a slim chance, but it was the only one he had. “All right. I’ll try.” He pushed himself up to his feet, wincing with every movement, then he stood, swaying a little, and looked the man in the eye. “Listen,” he said. “I really don’t think this is going to help. Not in the way you want.”

“I’ll be the judge of that,” the man said. “Now get moving.” He stood still and watched Tom take his first few unsteady steps, and then he followed on behind. “Hold on, son,” he whispered. “Hold on. I’m coming to get you.”



Chapter 22
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3650 BC

THE LEADER PULLED MY ARMS out in front of me and tied a length of rough rope around my wrists. I grunted when he pulled the rope tight, but he didn’t take any notice. He just finished his knots and handed the rope to the teenager. Then, without exchanging a word, they set off into the forest, the teenager leading me along.

 At first, the boy was hesitant, scarcely pulling on the rope at all, and he kept glancing back over his shoulder to check on me. He looked uncertain, nervous, as if he couldn’t quite believe what was happening. That makes two of us, I thought bitterly.

But my captor soon tired of being my babysitter. The older men were travelling fast, loping through the forest like a pack hungry wolves. But I was weak and worn out, and I just couldn’t keep up with them. The forest floor was uneven and the undergrowth was so dense I couldn’t see where I was putting my feet. Thorns snagged at my jeans, and tangled strings of trailing ivy caught around my legs and threatened to trip me. It would have been hard enough to jog through this place at the best of times, but with my hands tied together, I had to work hard just to keep my balance.

The first time I stumbled, the teenager just glared at me, but it wasn’t long before he resorted to yanking on the rope whenever I lagged behind—and I lagged behind a lot.

When we finally stopped for a rest, I sank to the ground and rested my back against a tree trunk. I just hoped that, with my hands tied together in front of me, I’d be able to get up again. But at least it was cooler down there, among the undergrowth. I closed my eyes, took long, grateful breaths, and I tried not to think about what might happen to me.

I wasn’t allowed to rest for long. The teenager stood over me and scowled. He looked me in the eye and muttered a few words. I didn’t need to understand his language to know he was swearing at me. I shook my head and looked away. Maybe if I ignored him, he’d just leave me alone. Something rustled through the ferns and when I turned to look, the boy had wandered over to talk to the others. The rope lay slack on the ground, snaking between the ferns. Was this my chance to escape? Did he think I was so hopeless he didn’t even need to stand guard over me?

The men were a little distance away, huddled together, muttering in low voices. I kept one eye on them and pulled gently on the rope. My heart raced as the rope slipped across the forest floor, but then it went tight. I pulled harder, hoping it was snagged. But it was no good. He’d tied it to a tree. “Of course you have,” I muttered. The teenager wasn’t as stupid as he looked.

I sighed and rested my head back against the tree trunk. Despite everything, I could’ve slept, right there. I was utterly exhausted and everything ached. The rope chafed my wrists, my stomach cramped with hunger, and my head buzzed with a dull ache that shifted across my skull every time I moved. But my legs were the worst. My calves felt like the muscles had been ripped apart, right down to the bone. I leaned forward and, as best as I could with the damned rope around my wrists, I hitched up the right leg of my jeans. I winced. The bruises covering my shin were purple and angry. Dark red blotches showed where blood vessels had burst beneath my skin. “Bloody Robbo,” I muttered. I leaned back and shut my eyes. I pictured his foot swinging toward me, again and again. I saw his shoe slamming into my legs, my arms, as I lay curled in a ball on the ground. The day before yesterday, I thought. That was just the day before yesterday. I rubbed my eyes, tried to think of something else. Anything. But it didn’t work. The memory was too vivid; more real than the endless forest and these strange men with their bows and arrows. A sudden thought flashed across my mind: Is all this just a weird hallucination? Am I really lying in a hospital somewhere, with tubes and wires dangling from my comatose body? For a split second, it made sense. But when I opened my eyes, there he was.

The teenager was squatting in front of me, and next to him, his dog sat on its haunches. They were both staring at me, the same hard glint of mistrust in their eyes. I couldn’t be imagining this, could I? No one could dream this. No one in their right mind anyway. I pushed the thought away—it wasn’t going to get me anywhere.

I licked my dry lips and tried to swallow. Perhaps I could convince the teenager to give me some water. I lifted my arms, cupped my hands, and lifted them to my mouth as if I was having a drink.

He looked worried for a moment and glanced over to the others. But then he untied a flask from the strap he wore across his body. He took a bung from the top and offered the flask to me. I hesitated. The flask had a strange, curved shape, and it looked as though it was made of leather. Would there be water inside, or something strange? He shook the flask and frowned, already growing impatient. I hated to think what these people drank, but I was almost too thirsty to care. Maybe it was just water—there was only one way to find out.

“Thanks,” I mumbled. I took the bottle and held it to my lips. I could smell the leather, but the mouth of the flask was hard and smooth and clean. When I took a sip, the water had a faint acidic tang, but it was fresh and good. I gulped it down greedily.

 

Hafoc couldn’t believe what he was seeing. How could anyone guzzle so much precious water? “No,” he said. But the stranger took no notice. “No.” He jumped up and snatched the flask from the stranger’s hands. “How can you be so careless?” he demanded. “Don’t you understand? Now we’ll run out of water.”

The stranger held up his hands and showed his palms. Hafoc raised his fist, and when the stranger flinched, Hafoc snorted in disgust. What kind of a man was this? He glanced over at the others. Tostig was already coming over to see what was going on. Hafoc scowled at the stranger, then he bent down and pulled on the rope to check it was still tied securely. He looked the stranger in the eye. “Don’t make such a fuss,” he grumbled under his breath. But the stranger just shook his head—he clearly didn’t understand. I’m wasting my breath, Hafoc thought. He looked away and stood straight as Tostig approached.

“Everything all right?” Tostig said.

“Yes,” Hafoc said. “I’m sorry, I made too much noise. But I gave him water and he took far too much.”

Tostig nodded. “Perhaps he needed it.”

Hafoc hesitated before replying. “Yes. I suppose so.”

“He doesn’t look well,” Tostig said. “I wonder. Do you think we did the right thing, to bring him with us?”

Hafoc raised his eyebrows. Was Tostig really asking his opinion? “Yes. Yes, of course.”

Tostig grunted. “Good. And you did the right thing when you gave him water.”

Hafoc nodded slowly.

“Hafoc, none of us have fought the Wandrian before,” Tostig said. “Your father would’ve prepared you for what you must do today. In his place, I can only offer a few words of wisdom. Stay strong and stay close, and remember, in a fight, things change very quickly. Keep your wits about you and be ready to strike.” 

Hafoc opened his mouth to speak but before he could reply, Flyta joined them. “We should be moving,” Flyta said. “We’ve rested long enough.”

Tostig put his hand on Hafoc’s shoulder. “Bring the stranger. And, Hafoc, remember what I told you.”

 

I kept a wary eye on their leader. It looked like he was giving the teenager a pep talk. Then, as I watched, they started getting ready to set off; putting away their flasks, checking their weapons. The teenager picked up the rope and went to untie it from the tree. I forced myself to my feet. It was better than being yanked up by the rope.

“Come on,” I said. “We may as well get on with it.”

The leader gave me a look, sizing me up. He nodded once to the teenager, and then he turned and walked away. The others fell in behind him, leaving me to stumble along behind. At least I’ve had a rest, and a little water. I let out a heavy sigh and willed my aching legs into motion. But I wasn’t going to try too hard to keep up. It seemed like they were getting fed up of dragging me around behind them. Maybe, if I hung back and slowed them down, they’d give up and let me go. It was worth a try.

But we hadn’t gone far when suddenly, the dog bared its teeth and growled, its hackles raised. The men stopped dead in their tracks. The leader gave a hand signal and as one, they crouched. Oh god. What now? I wondered. But I copied them—it didn’t feel like I had a choice. The men had been tense before, but now they were anxious, jittery. They were giving each other furtive glances; their jaws clenched, their eyes narrowed. For a moment, it looked like no one knew what to do, but then their leader looked at each of them in turn, gesturing with his hands, and immediately they all started checking their weapons in silence. 

All I could do was crouch in the undergrowth and wait. I chewed the inside of my cheek. Perhaps they’re hunting, I thought. After all, there were deer in the woods and if these men were on some sort of crazy hunting expedition it would explain their bows and arrows.

I watched the teenager place an arrow against the string of his bow. He threw me a look of annoyance and I knew what he was thinking: how could he shoot an arrow while he was holding my rope? This could be a chance for escape. While they were intent on their prey, I might be able to slip away. Go on. Put the rope down—just for one second. But the teenager was paying me more attention than I thought, and when I glanced down at the rope, he followed my gaze then he looked me in the eye and shook his head slowly. I tried to look innocent but he wasn’t fooled. He stepped up to the nearest tree, threw the rope around it and tied a knot. He wasn’t as stupid as I’d thought. But I might still have a chance to get away. If they chased after their prey and left me alone, even for half a minute, there was nothing to stop me from untying the knot. I looked at the teenager and sighed as though I was disappointed that he’d foiled my plans. I wanted him to think I’d given up.

 Then suddenly, they froze. They tilted their heads as if they’d heard something. But the looks they gave each other weren’t just anxious. The men were clearly scared. A shiver ran down my spine. I don’t know what’s going on, but this isn’t just a hunting expedition. And then I heard the voices. They were too faint for me to make out the words, but they were men’s voices, and by the sound of it, there were quite a few of them. I tilted my head, concentrating. Were the voices getting nearer or farther away?

I shifted my weight from one foot to the other, trying to keep quiet, but the ferns rustled against my leg. The teenager shot me a look, and when I saw his expression, everything changed. The teenager’s face was pale, his lips drawn tight against his teeth, and his eyes were round with fear. He was utterly terrified.

What does it take to frighten these maniacs? One answer flashed into my mind: the police. These weapon-wielding thugs would not want to be discovered by the authorities. Even a gamekeeper or a park ranger would have something to say about their bows and arrows. And people in authority would have mobile phones and vehicles. This was it. This was my chance to be rescued, perhaps the only chance I’d get—I had to take it. Even if the voices didn’t belong to policemen or park rangers, but to normal, everyday people, they would surely help me. So long as they’re tough enough—if not, anything could happen. I glanced at the three men and the teenager. How would they react to being discovered? Would they run, or fight? I shuddered at the thought of those bows and arrows being used in anger. I didn’t want to drag anyone else into danger. But I had to escape. These men had threatened me, beaten me and bound my hands. At the very least, they meant to do me harm, and at worst, they planned to kill me. I had to face up to the truth. Every second I stayed with these men took me closer to a shallow grave in the woods. 

I closed my eyes for a moment. There was only one thing I could do. I took a deep breath, filling my lungs, then I stood up straight, pushed my shoulders back, and I yelled. I yelled with every scrap of strength I could muster, and with every last gasp of air in my lungs. “Help!” I cried. “Help me! Over here! Help!”

Instantly, the forest was filled with the sound of men crashing through the undergrowth. My captors stared at one another for a heartbeat, and then they ran. They scattered, leaping over the ferns and darting around trees. In moments, they were gone, melting into the shadows. Even the dog had disappeared.

I laughed. “Oh my god. If I’d known it was that easy, I’d have done it ages ago.” But then I saw the men running toward me, and suddenly I knew exactly why the teenager had been so scared.

They charged into view, tearing through the forest, screeching and howling as they closed in on me. The sound shuddered through me, chilled me to the core. But their blood-curdling yelps were nothing compared to the sight of these men. Their wild, staring eyes burned with a furious lust for blood. Their snarling lips were pulled back to show their crooked, savage teeth. Their pale faces, twisted in rage, were masked by a frenzied design of swirling black lines, and each of them carried a weapon; a crude axe held at shoulder height, ready to strike, to split a skull. 

I pulled frantically against the rope. It bit into my wrist, but the knots held it tight to the tree. I stumbled forward. I had to untie myself. But it was too late for that. Too late to even try.

The painted men had seen me straight away. Now, they slowed their pace and homed in on me. There were six of them, and they moved with the swift, determined rhythm of a pack of wild dogs. They were unstoppable, relentless. A fierce, insatiable hunger smouldered in their dark, pitiless eyes.

I backed against the tree. “No,” I whispered. “This can’t be happening.”

The men gathered in front of me. They stood, breathing hard, their teeth bared in vicious smiles. They exchanged glances, their eyes alight with excitement, glittering with greed.

My legs buckled beneath me. Only the tree at my back prevented me from collapsing onto the ground. My mind reeled. What have I done? But I knew the answer. I knew I’d just made a terrible mistake. And I knew one other thing for certain—my life was over.



Chapter 23
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2018

CALLY SIGHED and scanned the crowded tea shop for any sign of an empty table. She gave Andrew an apologetic smile. She’d known the place would be busy, but this was ridiculous. Still, Andrew seemed happy to stand quietly and look around the room, a faint smile on his lips. He’s patient, Cally thought. That’s nice. Then suddenly, he wasn’t by her side, but moving across the room, squeezing his way through the narrow gaps between the tables.

Andrew stopped next to a table near the window, where a woman was trying to organise her two young children while simultaneously gathering up their discarded jumpers and waterproof coats.

“Excuse me,” Andrew said. “I’m sorry to bother you.” He bent down and scooped up something from the floor. A flash of annoyance crossed the woman’s face. She was getting to the end of her tether, but her frown melted into a grateful smile as Andrew stood up and she saw what he was holding.

“I think you dropped this,” Andrew said. He held out a piece of paper that was thoroughly covered with a mass of bright colours.

“Oh, thank you,” the woman said. “We’ve have been looking for that for ages.”

“No problem,” Andrew said. “We can’t have such fine artworks on the floor.” Andrew offered the paper to the children. “Now, who’s the great artist?”

The woman beamed. “Go on, Helen—say thank you to the gentleman.”

“Thank you,” the girl said. She grinned, but she was too shy to reach out and accept the drawing.

“You’re welcome,” Andrew said. “I’ll just put it here for now.” He found a space for the drawing on the cluttered table. “I’d better get back to my friend.” He nodded toward Cally, then made as if to walk away.

“Oh, haven’t you got a table?” the woman asked.

“No such luck,” Andrew said. “I think we might have to try somewhere else.”

“Well, we’re just leaving. Please, have this table. We won’t be a minute.”

Andrew smiled. “Thank you. That’s very kind.”

The woman bundled the assortment of jumpers and coats under her arm and picked up her handbag. “Come on,” she said to the children. “We’ll sort these out later. Don’t forget your drawings.”

The children dutifully stood up and Andrew waved Cally over.

Cally picked her way across the room, trying not to smile too widely. So, he’s charming and polite, he behaves like a gentleman and he’s good with children. Was there nothing wrong with this man? She couldn’t think of a single thing. She bit her bottom lip. This was all going very well. It felt like the start of something. Something good.

Andrew stood aside as the woman herded her children toward the door. She gave him a little smile as she left and Andrew nodded in acknowledgement. He turned to Cally. “This table OK for you?” he asked.

“Yes,” Cally said. “Perfect.”

Andrew put his rucksack on the floor and they sat down. He picked up the menu and passed it to Cally. “You choose. My treat.”

“Oh, you don’t have to do that,” Cally said.

“I know, but I’d like to. That is, if you don’t mind.”

“OK,” Cally said. She took a breath. “But only if I can pay next time.” She felt her cheeks flush and she held up the menu to hide behind. Seriously? What’s got into me? She peeked around the edge of the menu, pleased to see that Andrew wasn’t staring at her in horror, but looking out of the window. She followed his gaze. The cathedral was bathed in sunlight. The mellow stone seemed to glow. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

“Yes.” Andrew looked at her. Her pale blue eyes were wide in wonder as she admired every detail of the cathedral’s stonework, every intricate carving. “Beautiful,” he murmured.

Cally glanced at him and their eyes met for an awkward, wonderful moment that made Cally smile. But suddenly, Andrew’s expression changed. He doesn’t want to be here, Cally thought, and her smile faded away.

Andrew looked down at the table. What the hell am I doing? He was making a mess of this. He needed to change the situation. He needed to think. “Listen, would you order something for me? I’ll just pop to the, er…” He pushed his chair back and stood up.

“OK,” Cally said. “Tea? Coffee?”

“Er, coffee please. Americano. A large one if they do it.” He picked his rucksack up by the straps and turned away.

“Andrew,” Cally said, her voice louder, shriller than she meant it to be. “You are coming back, aren’t you?”

Andrew stopped in his tracks. A few heads had turned at the sound of Cally’s voice, and now several of the customers were watching him with interest. If there was a chance of some drama to liven up their morning, they didn’t want to miss it. An elderly lady put down her scone and glared at him in contempt. Andrew groaned inwardly. A couple of words out of place and suddenly he was the centre of attention; the awful man who’d abandoned that pretty girl. People would remember seeing them together. They’d remember his face, his name. He forced a smile and turned back to Cally. “Of course. I won’t be a minute.”

“It’s just, you seemed…I mean, is something wrong?”

“No, no. What makes you say that?”

“Well, why are you taking your bag with you?”

Andrew looked down at the rucksack, dangling from his hand. “Oh, no reason. It’s got my phone in and I don’t like to leave it lying around, in case someone pinches it.”

“Oh. It’s all right. I’ll keep an eye on it.”

“Right. OK.” Reluctantly, he lowered the rucksack onto the seat of his chair. What else could he do? “Thanks. I won’t be long.” He hurried away. It’ll be all right, he thought. I can still do this, I just have to get things back on track. He’d dash into the toilets, splash some cold water on his face, and get his thoughts together. He needed to plan out exactly what he was going to say and do.

Cally watched him go. First dates could be awkward, miserable affairs, but this one—if that’s what it was—was just incomprehensible. Every time things are going well, he shies away from me. It was as if he was afraid of something. But afraid of what? After all, they’d only just met. He couldn’t be afraid of getting to know her, could he? She looked down at the tablecloth and traced random patterns on the white cotton with her fingertip, lost in her thoughts, until suddenly, she heard something. What was that?

There’d been something like a faint beep. It seemed to have come from Andrew’s rucksack. She listened carefully. Yes, there it was again. It must be Andrew’s phone. She glanced around the room. There was no sign of him. She must remember to tell him when he came back. She sat back and folded her arms. He would be coming back, wouldn’t he? For an awful moment, she looked at the rucksack and thought of bombs and terrorists. But then, she looked at the quaint arrangement of carnations on the table and remembered where she was, and who she was with. The tiny Cathedral Tearoom was an unlikely target, and if Andrew seemed a bit secretive, surely that was just down to shyness. He probably hasn’t had a lot of girlfriends, she decided. And that was a point in his favour.

She looked at the rucksack. It hadn’t beeped again, so it was probably just a text message. Even so, she wondered if it might be urgent. Or perhaps his phone’s battery was flat—that sometimes made them beep. Perhaps she should check. No. I can’t do that. I can’t possibly. Cally stared at the rucksack, then slowly, and in spite of herself, she moved her hand toward it.



Chapter 24
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2014

TOM STOPPED WALKING and looked around as though getting his bearings. He didn’t need to check where he was, not really. This part of the quarry had hardly changed since he last saw it. Perhaps a few more few spindly saplings had sprung up, and maybe there were more patches of dense brambles than he remembered, but that was all that was different. I know exactly where I’m going. I just need a moment to try and get my head together. He ran a hand over his face. He needed a way out of this, and he needed it now. The ledge was just ahead. He could already see the telltale dip in the undergrowth that marked its position. Soon, he’d be stepping down onto the place where it had all happened, the place he’d hoped never to see again. And then what? What the hell was he going to say? What the hell was he going to do? He closed his eyes for a moment and raised a hand to pinch the bridge of his nose. It was no use. It wouldn’t matter what he said or did. There was no way he was getting out of this in one piece.

“Why have you stopped again?” the man demanded. “What’s the matter this time?”

Tom didn’t bother turning to face him. “Just checking. Don’t want to go the wrong way.”

“You know the way. Don’t even think about leading me on a wild goose chase.”

Tom took a breath and stifled a few rough words. “We didn’t usually come this way. We used to come in from the footpath—on the other side of the quarry.”

The man clenched his jaw. “Christ,” he hissed. “Do you know the way or not?”

Tom allowed himself a smirk. Maybe it wasn’t the smartest thing in the world, to irritate the madman, but it showed he could rattle him. Maybe, if he could annoy him enough, the man would lose his temper and make a mistake, and that might give Tom a chance to even things up. “All right, keep your hair on, I know the way,” he said. “Just try and keep up.” He set off, shuffling forward as quickly as he could. But he couldn’t go fast enough to outpace the man. Tom’s knee threatened to let him down at every step. The only way he could carry on was if he hobbled forward with one foot, then dragged his other foot along the ground. The pain shot through his leg with every step. It was only a matter of time before he wouldn’t be able to walk at all. But as long as the man had the baseball bat, Tom had no choice but to grit his teeth and struggle on.

 He ducked under a low, crooked branch, brushing aside the curtain of tangled, trailing ivy, and stepped onto the edge of a short, steep slope. And there it was. Directly below him, the ledge was exactly as he remembered it: a narrow strip of flat rock cut into the side of the quarry, and covered in scrubby grass. It was the only thing that stood between him and the long, sheer drop to the quarry floor. The only way down from the ledge was a set of narrow steps, cut into the rock face, and those steps were hidden among the ferns and ivy that clung to the bare rock.

“It’s here,” Tom said, more to himself than to the man.

But the man wasn’t listening. He’d seen the ledge for himself. “Bloody hell. I’d no idea…”

Tom half turned and sidestepped onto the slope, inching his way down. The soil on the slope was loose and mixed with gravel. A cascade of small stones scattered beneath Tom’s feet as he half slipped, half staggered down the slope. After a few steps he started picking up speed. I should’ve started off slower. But it was too late to change that now. He looked ahead, and suddenly he realised that for the last metre or so, the slope gave way to an almost vertical drop down to the ledge. Normally, he would have jumped down onto the ledge easily, but with his injuries, that was impossible. His leg was already screaming in pain, and the impact of landing on the flat rock would be agony. But he was already moving too fast. There was no way he could stop in time. So he did the only thing he could think of; he closed his eyes and threw himself down onto his back. His body still slid down the slope, but not as fast, and it gave him enough time to prepare. As he dropped onto the ledge, he twisted his body and took the brunt of the impact on his good leg. His foot slipped through the coarse grass and he landed heavily on his behind, but he’d made it. “Bloody hell,” he hissed. He buried his face in his hands. His back was in shreds and his head felt as though his skull had split wide open, but he was on solid ground, and at least he’d managed to keep well away from the far edge, and the deadly drop to the quarry floor.

The man’s voice came from above: “Are you all right?”

Tom shook his head in disbelief, but he didn’t answer, didn’t even look up. How could that bastard have the nerve to sound concerned? What the hell did he care? If it hadn’t been for him, none of this would’ve happened. Tom lifted his head and stared into the distance. “To hell with this,” he muttered to himself. “I’ve had enough.” He gathered his strength and pushed himself up to his feet—just in time. He heard a noise and turned. A scattering of stones and soil rattled down the slope toward him. He stepped back to get out of the way and looked up. The man was careering toward the ledge, dislodging a hail of stones as he stomped down the slope. It was almost a comical sight. Almost.

The man flailed his arms to keep his balance, but every step sent him further out of control. He stumbled, pitching forward, then staggered clumsily as he tried to stay upright. But it was too late, and he cried out in dismay as the ground seemed to fall away beneath his feet. In a last desperate attempt to save himself, he tried to leap down onto the ledge, but he misjudged the distance and jumped too soon. The grassy ledge promised a soft landing but the layer of grass was thin, and beneath it, the ledge was solid rock. The man’s body was too old for this, his reflexes too slow. He tried to land on both feet but failed dismally. His right foot hit the ground first and took the full force of his fall. His ankle twisted beneath him, and as the pain seared through his leg, his ankle gave way and he fell awkwardly, landing on his side. He didn’t have time to put his hands out to protect his head, and his skull slammed against the unforgiving ground. He let out a guttural grunt of pain then lay still, his eyes closed, his mouth hanging open. His fingers uncurled and the baseball bat slid from his grip.

Tom stood over the man and stared down at him. The man wouldn’t be unconscious for long; he was only stunned. He’d probably managed to give himself a concussion but he’d be back on his feet very soon. Tom bent down and picked up the baseball bat and his lips curled into a cold, hard smile. He could end this now; a swift swipe into the bastard’s ribs, just for the hell of it, then one good, hard swing to his head. He could split the man’s skull and leave him for dead.

Tom held the bat with both hands. It felt good. He tensed his biceps and gauged the distance. His nostrils flared as he took a breath. And he froze, staring at the baseball bat in his hands. Suddenly, it was as if he was seeing himself from a distance: a vicious thug about to attack a defenceless man. “This isn’t right,” he whispered. “It won’t solve anything—it can only make things worse.” How many times had he delivered that line to the lads he worked with? Too many to count and he’d meant it every time. He knew the truth of it. But what would the lads think if they saw him now? Just look at me—what’s happened to me? There must be a better way to deal with this—he just needed to look for it.

Tom lowered the bat and let it fall from his fingers. All he needed was a head start and his phone, and both were there for the taking. He bent over and took hold of the edge of the man’s coat. Gently, he lifted the coat and slipped his hand into the left pocket. Nothing. He tried the right pocket. “Sod it,” he whispered. Both pockets were empty. Where did he put it? The phone was too big to be in a trouser pocket, wasn’t it? Tom looked down at the man’s jeans. He really didn’t want to go fishing around in there, and because the man was on his side, Tom could only get at his left trouser pocket. There was no telltale bulge that might be his phone. Tom bit his bottom lip. If the man was lying on his phone, there was a good chance he’d broken it when he fell. But maybe not. After all, it was about time he had a lucky break. He’d just have to roll the man over. Tom put his hands on the man’s chest and pushed gently. The man didn’t budge. Tom held his breath and shoved harder. The man’s upper body twisted and rolled. His head turned, but his legs stubbornly stayed where they were. Tom tutted to himself and let go. Slowly, the man’s body started to roll back into position, and as his face settled back against the ground, he moaned.

Tom’s flesh crawled. He stared at the man’s face and watched in horror as his eyelids fluttered open.

“Wha—what happened?” The man winced and lifted his head, and suddenly he was wide awake, his eyes locked onto Tom. “You,” he said, his voice thick. He pushed himself up into a sitting position, grimacing as he untangled his legs. “Damn it,” he hissed. “My ankle.”

Tom stood up straight. He hesitated for a moment, and then he held out his hand. “Come on. Let me help you up.”

The man stared at Tom’s outstretched hand then looked up to study Tom’s face. “You don’t want to help me.”

“No,” Tom said. “I don’t. But I’m going to do it anyway. So are you going to let me help you, or are you going to sit there all day?”

The man hesitated then he took hold of Tom’s arm and, grunting with the effort, he hauled himself up. He couldn’t put any weight on his right ankle, but Tom was stronger than he looked and with his help, the man managed to get back onto his feet. Without Tom’s help, he’d have struggled. He gave Tom an embarrassed smile and let go of his arm. “Thank you. That was…kind of you.”

“Yeah well,” Tom said, “I couldn’t just leave you there, could I?”

The man turned away. He didn’t have an answer. After everything he’d done to Tom, the younger man had helped him, and it shamed him to the core. He sighed and looked out over the quarry. What if I’m wrong? What if I’ve been wrong all this time? He ran a hand over his face. It didn’t bear thinking about, but he had to face the possibility—he might have made a terrible mistake. He took a deep breath, let it out slowly. Whatever he’d done in the past, he had to find a way forward. He still needed to find out the truth. He turned back to face Tom. “Rob—” he started, then corrected himself. “Tom, if you want to go, I wouldn’t blame you. I won’t try to stop you.”

Tom narrowed his eyes. Really? A helping hand—was that all it took? But he said nothing. There would be a catch. There always was.

“But,” the man said. He paused and took a breath. “If you could help me one more time. If you could just show me where he is. I needn’t tell anyone. I mean, I don’t have to implicate you.”

Tom snorted. “You’ve changed your tune.”

“Well, maybe…maybe I believe you. Maybe it was an accident. I don’t know and I don’t have to know—not anymore.”

Tom didn’t even have to think about it. “No. You won’t believe me. You’ll still think I did it.”

The man held out his hands, pleading. “That doesn’t matter.”

“It does to me.”

“You don’t understand,” the man said. “I don’t want to drag you into court—that won’t bring him back. I just have to find him.”

Tom shook his head. “It’s no good. I just can’t help you.”

“But, you can. It’s OK. I know what you’re worried about. But I don’t want to blame anyone. What’s done is done. I just want to lay him to rest. You can see that can’t you?”

Tom closed his eyes. He couldn’t bear to look at the man for a moment longer. Even after all he’d done to make Tom’s life a misery, it was too hard to see him broken down and begging; too hard to see the torment in his eyes. Tom knew that haunted look—knew it all too well. For a long time, he’d seen it whenever he’d looked in the mirror. He knew what it was to be plagued by guilt and uncertainty. I won’t go back to those days, he thought. I’ll never go back. But look how quickly he’d gone off the rails. The man may have pushed him, but Tom’s pent up anger had played into the man’s hands all too easily. He opened his eyes. Maybe this was his chance to put the past behind him. A chance to finally lay down the heavy burden he carried and start again. He looked the man in the eye. “All right,” he said. “I’ll tell you. I’ll tell you everything.”



Chapter 25
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3650 BC

THEY PULLED ME ALONG by my arms, one man either side of me, hoisting me up by my armpits. The other four men walked ahead, leading the way. As we plunged into the forest, they dragged me through the undergrowth. Thorns tore at my clothes, dead branches cracked against my bruised shins, but the men didn’t notice, didn’t care. Soon, we met up with two more of their group and they called out to each other, their voices sharp with excitement. The new men stepped forward, both jabbering at once, their painted faces alive with manic glee. But I barely glanced at them because, when they’d stepped forward, I’d seen what lay behind them.

The man on the ground wasn’t moving. He was barely alive, his face bruised and swollen; almost unrecognisable as human. A jagged gash across his chest had left a flap of dangling skin and flesh. The wound was deep, livid and bleeding freely. The fresh blood seeped across his skin, carving out a glistening trail through the crust of dark, dried blood that stained so much of his body.

My stomach turned and I swallowed hard. That’s what I’ll look like. That’s what they’ll do to me. A wave of panic surged through me. “Oh my god,” I whispered. I shook my head. I had to get away. Whatever they’d done to that poor man on the ground, I couldn’t just stand there and let them do it to me. I had to escape. I struggled, twisting my body, thrashing my arms. I kicked out at the men holding me, tried to scrape their shins, to stamp down on their bare feet. I bared my teeth and yelled and swore. I poured every last remaining drop of energy into those few desperate seconds of frantic struggle.

And the men laughed. They stopped their harsh, guttural chattering, and they stared at me and laughed, blurting out brutal shrieks of cold, hard, savage glee.

“Shut up,” I screamed. “Shut up and get your bloody hands off me.”

But I might as well have kept quiet. The more I shouted and struggled, the louder they screeched and brayed, until eventually, I just couldn’t stand it a second longer. I hung my head and let my body slump against their grip, utterly exhausted. I squeezed my eyes shut tight and let my hot tears drip to the ground. It was no use.

The men’s laughter died away and one of them barked a command. The others murmured in agreement. I lifted my head and watched them hoist the injured man from the ground. As they lifted him, his body twisted and his wound opened even further, leaking fresh gouts of blood. The man let out a low moan but he didn’t open his eyes. I hoped for his sake he’d gone beyond feeling any pain. Then we were moving again, dashing through the trees. Four men led the way and my captors followed along after them. Behind me, the other two dragged the wounded man. I tried to make my body hang heavy, to make it difficult for the men holding me. But they just hoisted me higher and walked faster. Soon, I was just stumbling along, my feet hardly touching the ground. I’d never felt so helpless, so afraid.

This is it. I’m finished. I let out a low, pitiful moan. Since I’d arrived at this place, I’d done nothing but fight for my survival. Now, that fight was over, and it was almost a relief to give up. I sniffed back a tear and in that dark moment of acceptance, I finally saw my situation for what it was. I glanced at the men holding me. Just look at them—this isn’t England. I shook my head. Of course it wasn’t. This place wasn’t in the UK or anywhere like it, and these men, pale-skinned beneath their face paint, were not from the tropical rain forests of Africa or South America, nor even from the jungles of Borneo. I winced at my own stupidity. Why had it taken me so long to figure it out? This wasn’t anywhere on Earth, at least, not as I knew it. I’d no idea how or why, but somehow the slab of black stone had taken me…where? “A parallel universe,” I whispered. It was bizarre, it was barely believable, but in a strange, twisted way it was the only explanation that made any kind of sense.

But what good does it do me? What difference does it make? I bit my lip. It didn’t matter who these people were or where they came from—they were going to kill me anyway. Unless…unless I could come up with something to shake them up. These men were savage, brutal, but if I really was in some kind of alternate reality, then they’d probably never seen anyone like me before. Maybe there was some way to frighten them, or at least confuse them for a while, so I’d have a chance to escape. But what could I do?

I needed a minute to think, to get my head together. I tried to stand a bit taller and take more of my weight on my feet. If they think I’m going along with them, they might relax enough to drop their guard. If they loosened their grip on me, maybe I’d have a chance to do something. I took a breath and tried to match their speed. All I had to do was put one foot in front of the other—and it worked. The men marched forward, looking firmly ahead, as if they’d almost forgotten I was there. “That’s better,” I whispered under my breath.  It was a lot easier to pick my way through the undergrowth than it was to be dragged through it.

I looked ahead. The forest was thinning out, the dense undergrowth giving way to soft grass.  Bright beams of sunlight poured in through gaps in the canopy and played on the wild flowers scattered across the forest floor. Butterflies and moths fluttered through each shaft of light and a warm breeze carried the drone of bees and the gentle rasp of crickets and grasshoppers.

We were approaching the edge of the forest. One of the men grunted and they all slowed their pace. The men at my side tightened their grip on my arms and my muscles burned beneath the cruel clasp of their bony fingers. I groaned but they took no notice; they were intent on scanning their surroundings, glancing nervously from side to side. For some reason, they were anxious. More than once, they stopped and looked back over their shoulders. Is someone following us? Should I try calling for help again? But I thought of their other prisoner; beaten, bloodied, barely alive. Perhaps he’d struggled and shouted for help. Perhaps he’d attempted to escape. Whatever he’d tried, these savages had made sure he couldn’t give them any more trouble. I’ll have to do better than that. I’ll have to get away clean. I’d need more than a head start if I was going to survive. I’d have to pick my moment carefully and somehow convince them to let me go. In the meantime, all I could do was let them lead me through the trees while I watched for an opportunity and racked my brains for a plan.

But as we stepped out of the forest and into open countryside, I still hadn’t come up with a single idea. I blinked in the bright sunlight and squinted as my eyes adjusted to the light. And then I gasped.  “No,” I murmured. “I don’t believe it.”

In front of us, the broad stretch of grassland gave way to a gentle slope that rose from the swaying grass and grew steeper. Farther ahead, the shape of the hill was unmistakeable. It had taken me all day, but I’d finally come full circle, back to the hill where I’d woken up. And from the way the men pointed to the top of the hill and muttered and exchanged meaningful looks, I was sure: they were taking me back to the tall slab of black stone.

 

Hafoc crept to the edge of the forest and crouched low. For a moment, he stayed perfectly still, watching the Wandrian march away across the grass, leading one prisoner and dragging the other. At his side, Nelda stared at the Wandrian, her ears pointed forward. Hafoc saw her body tense. She knew her master and she was ready to go to him. He reached down and grabbed her by the scruff of the neck. “No,” he whispered, and hoped it would be enough. Nelda growled quietly, but she didn’t try and run away. He let go of her fur and rested his hand firmly on her back. “Good dog,” he murmured. He took one last look at the Wandrian, then turned to where Tostig crouched, almost invisible among the undergrowth.

Tostig glanced at him and nodded, his mouth set in a hard line. There was no need to check with the others, the grim realisation was on all their faces. The Wandrian had taken Brond. Now they must decide what they were going to do about it.

Hafoc opened his mouth to speak, but Tostig shook his head to silence him, then waved them all away from the edge of the forest. Hafoc looked down to Nelda. “Come on,” he whispered. But Nelda ignored him. She stood still, her eyes fixed on her master. Hafoc looked for Tostig. He was already leading the others back into the forest, slipping silently away into the safety of the shadows. Hafoc took a last look at Nelda, then followed the others.

When Tostig finally stopped, the men gathered around him, their faces etched with worry. Hafoc did his best to keep his mouth shut. Come on, Tostig. They’re getting away from us.

Tostig stood, staring into the trees, his head tilted back to take in the view. “The forest looks good today,” he said. “Soon it will be the season to camp by the river and catch fish.” He sniffed and glanced at his men. “If I lead you away from our Forest Mother, you may not live long enough to return to her cool shadows.”  He looked at Hafoc. “You are young. You have no wife hoping for your return, no children to feed. You see no reason to wait.”

Hafoc nodded. He moved his lips but he wasn’t sure what to say.

“I have made my decision,” Tostig said. He took a breath, and began: “You have all seen what I have seen.” He paused, looking around the group, scanning their faces. “They have taken the stranger, that’s for sure, but the other man—can we say for certain it was Brond?”

I can’t believe it, Hafoc thought. “What are you saying?” he blurted. “It was Brond. Of course it was. Do you think I don’t know my own brother? It was Brond, and we’re wasting time while they get away. Why are you standing here talking like a load of old women?”

Sceort scowled and stepped forward, his hand raised. Hafoc turned to face him. He was ready. He’d fight them all if he had to. But Tostig grabbed Sceort by the arm. “No,” he said.

Sceort clenched his fist and growled. He looked at Tostig, and for a heartbeat, Hafoc thought the men would fight. But Sceort lowered his hand then glared at Hafoc. “It’s not right,” he said. “The boy must learn.”

Tostig folded his arms and nodded. “I agree,” he said. “But we have no time for arguments—no time for hot tempers and bad choices.” He shook his head. “We have seen the Wandrian, and we know what they can do. If we are to fight them, then we must be sure.” He looked at Hafoc. “Their prisoner was badly hurt—bruised and covered with blood. He could not stand and we did not see his face. Can you really be sure it was Brond?”

Hafoc closed his eyes and saw again the wretched creature being dragged across the ground. He was so desperate to find his brother; he wanted—needed—it to be him. But Brond had always been so proud and strong. Could he really have been brought so low? Hafoc opened his eyes. “I don’t know—not for sure. But there was something…it looked like Brond. It looked like Brond to me. That’s all I know.”

Tostig nodded. He turned to the others. “Flyta, you have the sharpest eyes. What do you say?”

Flyta glanced at Sceort. “I say…yes. That was Brond. I’m certain.”

Sceort narrowed his eyes and looked at Hafoc. I should say it wasn’t him—just to teach Hafoc a lesson. But Tostig was right—this wasn’t the time to settle scores. “It was Brond,” he said. “I knew it as soon as I saw him.”

Hafoc held his breath. He studied Tostig’s expression, but it gave nothing away. 

Tostig rocked back on his heels and stared into the distance. He was their leader, and he’d speak when he was ready. Finally, he took a deep breath, flaring his nostrils, and gave them his decision. “The Wandrian have taken our kinsman,” he said. “We will not allow it.”

Hafoc grinned, but his smile quickly faded away when Tostig looked him in the eye.

“We will not allow them to take Brond,” Tostig continued. “But there are more of them than there are of us. And who knows how many men lie in wait on the other side of the hill?”

Flyta stepped forward. “I’ll follow them. If there are others, I’ll see their tracks.”

Hafoc opened his mouth to speak. He couldn’t let Flyta put himself in such danger. If anyone went ahead, it should be him.

But Tostig was already shaking his head. “You’re a brave man, Flyta. But to go near the Wandrian alone is too much risk for any one of us.”

Sceort frowned. “Then, what are we going to do?”

“We have one chance and one chance only,” Tostig said. “They do not think anyone would dare to follow them. They walk across the open ground as if they have no enemies. But this is their weakness.”

“I don’t understand,” Flyta said. “They have the higher ground. If we all follow them together, they’re bound to see us.”

“No,” Tostig said. “Not if we wait until dark.”

Sceort and Flyta exchanged a look, their eyes wide in disbelief.

Hafoc swallowed. The Wandrian were bad enough in the daylight, but the thought of those savages creeping silently through the darkness, sent a sharp chill across his skin.

“We wait until dark,” Tostig said. “And then, we attack.” 



Chapter 26
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2018

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?”

Cally snatched her hand away from the rucksack and turned. Andrew stood behind her, his face taut with restrained anger.

“Nothing,” she blurted. “I’m sorry. I heard it beeping and I was worried. I wasn’t going to open it. I just—you were a long time.” She looked down at her hands.

Andrew picked up the rucksack and sat down, keeping the bag on his lap. He checked the zips were all still closed. “You didn’t open it, did you?”

“No. Of course not.” Cally blushed. “It sounds stupid, but I was worried you weren’t going to come back. I started thinking about bombs and I…” Her voice trailed away. It sounded ridiculous even to her.

Andrew stared at her. “Bombs? What are you talking about?”

Cally shook her head. “Nothing. I was just being stupid.”

“It was just my phone, I expect. I told you, I keep my phone in my bag.”

“I know, I know.” Cally looked him in the eye. “I said I’m sorry, and I didn’t mean to pry, really I didn’t. But, well, if you want to leave, I wouldn’t blame you.”

Andrew hesitated. He was tempted to walk away, but how would that help? The whole morning had been a disaster, but as far as he was aware, he was the only one who knew where Cally was. If he let her out of his sight now, it would be game over, and he’d never live it down. Besides, this latest mistake was Crawford’s fault really. What was the use of covert equipment that beeped? It was a joke. They just don’t take me seriously. They don’t even trust me enough to give me proper equipment. He sighed and lowered the bag to the floor. “No, it’s all right. No harm done.”

Cally gave him an apologetic smile and studied his face. “I’m so sorry,” she said.

Andrew shook his head. “Forget about it.” He picked up the menu and flicked it open, scanning the crowded rows of curly typescript, looking for something to keep his energy levels up. He pulled a face as he skipped over the cakes and pastries. Does everything have to come with clotted cream?

He realised Cally was watching him, and when he looked up, their eyes met. For a split second, he forgot where he was and what he was doing. Then he remembered his real purpose, and though he knew he should look away from her, he couldn’t.

He smiled at her. And neither of them said a word.

“Right m’dears, what can I get you this morning?”

They both turned with a start and looked up at the waitress. “Oh, I’m not quite sure,” Cally began, but Andrew had started talking at the same time. They caught each other’s eye and laughed.

The waitress raised her eyebrows. “Do you want me to come back in a minute?”

Cally blushed and glanced at Andrew.  “No, it’s all right,” she said. She ordered them both a coffee and a scone, and Andrew surprised the waitress by asking for his without clotted cream.

“Just butter and jam then?” she asked.

“Do you have any low-fat spread?”

The waitress rolled her eyes. “Anything else?”

“No, that’s fine thanks,” Andrew said. They watched her bustle off across the café.

“Oh dear, I think I’ve offended her,” Andrew said.

“Yes, I think you probably have,” Cally said. “This is Devon, you know. It’s all about the clotted cream.”

Andrew laughed. He sat back and looked out of the window, watching a crowd of tourists being led around the cathedral by a man in a bright red jacket. The man pointed up to something and the tourists raised their heads as one.

Cally followed his gaze. “An official guide,” she said. “They’re very good. They really know their stuff.”

Andrew looked at her. “That means a lot coming from you.”

Cally shrugged. “I mean it. I’ve met quite a few of them.”

“Research for your degree?”

“No. I had a job over the summer holidays, and sometimes at weekends.”

“Right. Isn’t that a bit, I don’t know, a bit amateurish for someone like you?”

Cally raised her chin. “He might look like a bit of a joke to you, but those guides really know what they’re talking about. They understand. You know, history to them, isn’t just theories and essays—it’s something real, something alive.”

Andrew smiled. He leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table, fascinated. There’s another side to this girl, he thought. She had a passion, a fire he’d never have guessed at. “You really love it, don’t you? History, I mean.”

“What gave it away?” Cally said. She laughed. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to go on about it.”

“No, it’s good. It must be great. I’ve never really had anything I was so…enthusiastic about.”

Cally tilted her head on one side and looked thoughtful. “Enthusiastic—well, that’s one word for it.”

“I mean it. I think it’s fantastic. You’re very lucky. My work is so…” He let his voice trail away. That was stupid—now, she’s going to ask me about work.

Cally opened her mouth to speak, but Andrew suddenly looked over her shoulder. He’d spotted the waitress heading in their direction. “Oh good,” he said. “I think she’s bringing our coffee.”

 

Crawford stared out of the car window, deep in thought, ignoring the countryside as it flashed by. Peterson, his driver, coughed politely and Crawford turned his attention to him. It must be something important; the man knew better than to make idle conversation.

“Excuse me, Mr. Crawford, but you asked me to tell you when we were fifteen miles from Exeter. We’ve just passed a sign.”

“Ah, good. Thank you.” Crawford took out his phone and made a call. When it was answered, he simply said, “Report.” He listened carefully, until he heard something he didn’t like. “What?” he snapped. He listened for a moment and then let out a frustrated sigh. “Just make sure you keep them in sight and keep me updated. I want to know the second they move.” He ended the call and pocketed his phone, shaking his head in disbelief. It was always the same. You put your faith in people and they failed to live up to it. Thank God we’re almost there. If you want something done properly, you’ve got to do it yourself.

 

“Two large Americanos, and two scones,” the waitress said. “One with low-fat spread, and one proper one.” Cally tried to contain her giggles as the waitress dispensed their order, and for the next few minutes she and Andrew sipped their coffee and pretended to take an interest in their scones.

Andrew drained his coffee. It wasn’t as good as the brew from the little place he liked near the office, but it wasn’t bad. He looked down into his empty cup and thought of London and Crawford, and the shoddy equipment they’d given him. The beeping must’ve come from the Taser. Perhaps it had a flat battery. Typical, he thought. But at least the damned thing was silent now. He ought to check it over but he’d have to bide his time and wait for an opportunity.

He looked out the window. The tour guide was leading his group across the grassy area surrounding the cathedral, bringing them closer to the tearoom. The group stopped next to a statue, and the tourists formed a polite semicircle. A young woman who’d been leaning against the statue, chatting into her phone, suddenly found herself the centre of attention. She hoisted her shoulder bag and walked away, looking around as though not quite sure where to put herself.

There’s something odd about her, Andrew thought, something furtive. Then suddenly, the woman looked directly at him and a flash of cold certainty surged through Andrew’s veins. The woman had glanced at him for only a fraction of a second, but it was long enough. She was watching them. He stared after her as she walked casually away. She paused for a moment to look in a shop window, but it didn’t fool him. She was part of the extraction team and the others would be nearby. Andrew scanned the wandering tourists, the harried shoppers, the huddles of teenagers. It was useless trying to pick the field agents out. They could be anywhere. 

“You can’t take your eyes off it,” Cally said.

Andrew forced himself to look away from the window. “What? What do you mean? I was just…”

Cally smiled. “The cathedral. You keep staring. I’m almost jealous.”

“Ah yes, it’s very impressive.”

Cally hesitated. She smiled shyly. “Would you like me to show you around the inside? I’m not quite as good as the proper tour guides, but I do know the most interesting bits.”

Andrew’s face fell. He needed to get moving, he needed to get her away as fast as possible. He couldn’t let the extraction team take her—it just wasn’t right. There was no need for their brutal methods. He couldn’t let them harm her. But he had to get her away and keep her moving without alarming her. Anxious people were unpredictable and whatever happened next, it was vital she followed his instructions. He couldn’t afford to make any more mistakes. “Not really my thing,” he said. Cally’s smile faded. “But I would like to get out of here,” he went on. “We can go and do something else if you like.”

“What sort of thing? The cinema?”

“God no,” Andrew blurted. That was just asking for trouble. “I mean, it’s much too nice a day for that. Why don’t you show me the sights?”

Cally laughed. “This is just Exeter you know, it’s not Paris or Rome.”

“Even so, there must be something. It’s an old city.” He waved his hand toward the window. “There must be some hidden gems.”

Cally looked thoughtful. “Well, if you’re really interested, there is something I could show you.”

“Great,” Andrew said. He pushed his chair back and stood up, snatching the bill from the table. “I’ll go and pay this.” He shouldered his rucksack and started walking toward the counter.

“Wait,” Cally said. “Don’t you want to know what it is?”

Andrew looked back and smiled. “No, I trust you.”

 

As Andrew waited at the counter, his phone began to vibrate in his jacket pocket. No doubt Crawford or one of his henchmen wanted to know what was going on. Andrew fought the urge to answer the call. Instead, he glanced around to make sure no one was watching then turned the phone off. He’d been issued the phone at work, and he knew only too well that there were any number of ways it could be used to track his movements. If he didn’t want the extraction team following his every step, he needed to ditch it, and quickly.

There was an old-fashioned coat stand on his left, festooned with a variety of coats despite the warm weather. The tearoom clearly appealed to the sort of people who never went anywhere without a waterproof coat. Andrew took a small step to his left, and sized up the coats. There was a man’s waxed jacket with large outside pockets and that would be ideal, but before he could make his move, the kitchen door opened and the waitress appeared.

She gave him a sharp look. “Can I help you? Changed your mind about the clotted cream have you?”

Andrew gave her his best smile. “I was just admiring that painting of the cathedral,” he said, and with his right hand he pointed to a framed picture on the wall just behind the waitress. “I’ve always liked watercolours.”

The waitress turned to look, and without hesitation, Andrew sidestepped so that his shoulder brushed up against the coats. He kept his eyes on the painting. “Are any of the pictures for sale?”

The waitress turned back around and smiled at him. “Some of them are, but not that one. It was done by an old friend of mine, as it happens.”

“Really? It’s very good,” Andrew said. “Must be wonderful to have a talent like that.” The waitress glanced back at the painting, and Andrew seized his chance. Without looking down, he slipped his phone into the pocket of the waxed coat and then stepped back to the counter. “But I mustn’t keep you chatting. I’m sure you’re very busy. I was wondering if I could have the bill.”

After he’d paid the bill, Andrew saw that Cally was waiting for him by the door. She was still chewing and brushing the crumbs from her clothes, and as he joined her, she licked the sticky jam from her lips. “Thank you,” she said. “That was nice.”

Andrew waved her thanks away. “No problem. Are you ready?”

“Sure.”

He opened the door for her and they stepped out into the sunlight. Andrew looked along the street. There was no sign of the young woman who’d been watching them, but that didn’t mean much. There’d be at least four in the extraction team, and whichever way he and Cally went, the team would be one step ahead. If they thought he was trying to lose them, it would only force them into acting sooner. It was best if the team thought they hadn’t been spotted.

“So,” Andrew said, “which way do we go?”

Cally hesitated. “Are you sure you still want to go?”

For god’s sake, Andrew thought, let’s just get the hell out of here. But he forced a smile. “Positive. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

“Well, in that case, it’s this way.” She indicated with her arm and they started walking.

Good, Andrew thought. We’re heading back toward the main street. Soon, they could mingle with the crowds and there was at least a slim chance they could get away from the extraction team. “Is it far?”

“No. Just a ten minute walk.”

They strolled together in silence for a while, neither of them sure what to say. As they turned a corner and rejoined the busy main street, Cally did a double take then shook her head. Andrew’s stomach tightened. “Seen someone you know?”

Cally shrugged. “I’m not sure. He seemed familiar, but I can’t place him.”

Andrew looked back but there was nothing suspicious. “A student?”

“No. He was older—forty-something. Maybe he’s a lecturer or something.”

“Right,” Andrew said. But he wasn’t convinced. In his world, it paid to be paranoid. Cally may already have forgotten the chance encounter with a vaguely familiar face, but Andrew knew it was no coincidence. The extraction team had them surrounded, and they were closing in.



Chapter 27
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2014

THE MAN WAS BREATHING HARD, his cheeks twitching. He put his hand to his lips, but he didn’t say a word.

Tom saw the desperation in the man’s eyes. He’s suffered enough, he thought, and he broke the silence. “This is where it happened.”

“I guessed as much,” the man said. He looked across the ledge. “The police never said anything about a ledge.”

Tom sniffed. “They didn’t know about it. I never told them. I knew they wouldn’t believe me anyway.”

“And they didn’t look hard enough. I said so at the time.” The man shook his head. “Unbelievable! It was so important to find this place, but they didn’t even come close.”

“It’s hard to find,” Tom said. “But even if they came up here, there was nothing to see.”

The man glared at Tom. “You made certain of that, did you?”

Tom shook his head wearily. “No. There was just nothing to see.”

The man gave a short, derisive laugh. “You know, I wouldn’t be so sure if I were you. Forensics is pretty good these days. They can always find something, even after all this time.”

“That’s not what I meant. I didn’t do anything to him—there was nothing to hide, nothing to find.”

“You’d better tell me,” the man said. “Tell me what happened.”

Tom pointed at the grassy bank at one end of the ledge. “He was standing over there.”

The man started to turn toward the bank and then hesitated. He turned to face Tom and looked down on the ground. The baseball bat lay on the grass, just behind Tom. The man stepped forward as quickly as he could, putting his weight on his good ankle, and picked up the bat. He gave Tom a cold smile. “Show me. And don’t think I suddenly trust you. I don’t. Not for a second.”

Tom shook his head. I should’ve known. The boy’s father had held on to his bitter anger for too long; there was no way he’d let it go now. There’s no use trying to reason with him. I’ll just have to tell him what happened and hope he doesn’t go ballistic. He sighed and looked toward the grassy bank. He was already closer to the stone slab than he wanted to be, but the man wasn’t leaving him much choice. “All right,” he said. “Keep your hair on.” He hobbled slowly across the ledge, each step shorter than the last, until finally, he shuffled to a standstill, at least one good stride away from the bank. The man stood at his side. “He was right there,” Tom said.

The man glanced at the place. “And?”

Tom tutted to himself. “Can’t you see it? Go closer. You have to go right up to it.”

The man hesitated. He tightened his grip on the baseball bat. “You first.”

Tom looked at the ground for a moment. He should refuse. He should not move one millimetre nearer to that bloody stone. But would the man listen to him? No. So what was the point in arguing? Just get it over with. “All right,” he said. Taking care where he placed his feet, he stepped up to the bank and looked down onto the stone slab. Its surface was dull, streaked with mud and littered with gravelly soil and dead leaves.

The man joined him. “What is it?” But he didn’t wait for Tom to answer. He bent down and swept some of the dead leaves away with his hand.

Tom held his breath but nothing strange happened when the man touched the dark stone. The man bent lower to examine it. “It looks like a slab of black marble, or is it a dark granite?”

“No,” Tom said. “I don’t know what it is, but it’s not what you think.”

“I don’t know. Could be gneiss or…” He brushed some of the loose soil away and ran his fingertips over the stone’s surface. He looked up at Tom. “It’s so smooth. It’s perfect—almost like it was carved yesterday.” He straightened his back and gazed at the stone. “So this was what he found,” he murmured. “This is why he kept coming in here. He tried to tell me…in his email. He tried to tell me. But I didn’t listen. I wasn’t there for him.” He pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes for a second. “I didn’t know,” he whispered. “I didn’t understand.” He turned to Tom. “What happened?” he demanded. “Tell me exactly what happened.”

Tom took a breath and fixed his eyes on the stone slab. “He…he fell. He fell on the stone.”

“You saw it? You were here?”

Tom nodded.

“Why? Why did he fall?”

Tom couldn’t answer.

“It was you, wasn’t it? You hurt him. You attacked him.”

Tom held out his hands and spread his fingers. “No. It wasn’t like that. I just threatened him. I went toward him. He backed away.”

The man put his hands up to his mouth. “Christ! He must’ve been terrified.” He stared at Tom. “I get it,” he said. “You’re trying to tell me it was, what—an accident? He just fell. Nothing to do with you. Is that it?”

Tom turned his face away. He couldn’t deny it.

“But you were going to hurt him, weren’t you? Whatever you threatened—you would’ve done it.”

“I don’t know. I…” Tom’s voice trailed away.

“Oh please,” the man sneered. “You admitted you’d already attacked him once. I was at your trial. I know the things you’ve done. I know what you’re capable of.”

Tom’s fingers curled into fists. He glared at the man. “Yes. For once, you’ve got it right.”

The man gave him a withering look.

Tom took no notice. “That’s how it was back then. This place was ours. It belonged to us. I had to punish him. I had no choice.”

“Don’t give me that bleeding heart, peer pressure crap.”

“It’s true. It’s what I was. It’s who I was.”

The man rolled his eyes. “I can’t believe I’m listening to this.” He stepped forward, put his face close to Tom’s. “My son is dead. If he fell, it’s because you made him fall. You killed him.”

“No,” Tom said. He took a step back. “No. You’re wrong.” He ran his hands through his hair. “You know what? You have no bloody idea what you’re talking about. You’re…you’re a bloody maniac, that’s what you are.”

“How dare you? How dare you stand there and talk to me like that?”

“How dare you?” Tom demanded. “You talk to me like I’m scum, but you! You stalked me, you broke into my house, you made me lose my job. For god’s sake, you crashed into my car—on purpose. You almost killed me. You’re more of a criminal than I ever was.”

“That’s enough,” the man roared. He raised the baseball bat, pointed it at Tom’s face.

“Or what?” Tom sneered. “Are you going to beat me with that thing?” He stepped closer to the man. “Is that what you’re going to do? Is it? Because then you really would be down on my level, wouldn’t you?”

A rush of cold anger leeched the blood from the man’s face. He raised the bat to his shoulder, ready to lash out. “Shut up,” he snarled. “Do not say another word unless it’s to tell me what you did to my son.”

“I am trying to tell you but you won’t bloody well listen, and I have just about had enough!” Suddenly, Tom stepped forward and grabbed hold of the baseball bat. In one motion, he wrenched it down, yanking it from the man’s fingers. The man lunged forward, but Tom was ready for him. With his right hand, he tossed the bat away across the ledge, and at the same time, he slammed the palm of his other hand against the man’s chest. It wasn’t hard enough to take the man off his feet, but it knocked the air from his lungs. Then, before the older man had a chance to recover, Tom grabbed the lapels of his coat with both hands and pulled him close.

The man’s chest heaved as he gasped for breath. He glanced across the ledge, looking for the baseball bat, but it had rolled too far away. He stared into Tom’s eyes. Still gasping for air, he growled, “Get…your…hands…off me.”

“Fine,” Tom said. He pushed the man away and stepped back. “But now, I’m going to tell you something. I’m going to tell you exactly what happened to your boy. Exactly. And you are going to shut up and listen. Do you understand?”

The man’s only reply was to curl his lips in a sneer of disbelief.

“Do you understand or not?”

The man shook his head. “Just get on with it.”

“All right.” Tom took a breath. “Like I said, he was standing right there, by the stone. I came toward him. When he backed away, the stone caught him in the back of the knees and he fell, backward.” Tom paused.

I’ve never told this to anyone, and now, to do it here, where it happened—it’s too much. For four long years he’d tried so hard to hide from the memories, but now they found him, rushed in on him. He shook his head, but the images wouldn’t go away, wouldn’t let him be. It was as if he was back in that time, watching the boy stumble backward. “He couldn’t stop himself,” he went on. “He ended up laid on his back on the stone. He…he cried out when he fell.”

“Oh my god,” the man whispered.

Tom looked the man in the eye. “And then something…something happened.”

“What? Did he bang his head? What?”

Tom shook his head. He looked over at the stone, his eyes round with horror. “It was the block of stone. It did something. It sort of lit up. It was blue, like lightning.”

The man frowned. “What do you mean?”

“The stone—it was glowing. It was unreal.”

The man gave Tom a knowing look. “OK. What were you on?”

Tom looked at him. He blinked. “Eh?”

“What were you taking? Ecstasy? LSD? Something harder?”

Tom sighed, exasperated. “Nothing. It wasn’t like that. I’m telling you, the stone just lit up.” The man opened his mouth to speak, but Tom didn’t give him the chance. “Do you want me to tell you what happened or not?”

“Of course I do. But you can cut out all this flashing lights crap. I’m not stupid.”

Tom looked back to the stone. “There was a sort of noise, like buzzing, like electric. But your boy, he didn’t scream or shout. He just lay there, like he was frozen.”

“You mean he was stunned? Out cold?”

If only, Tom thought. That would have been kinder, easier to understand. But the boy’s eyes had been wide open, filled with fear. “No. He was awake—he looked at me.” He took a breath. This is it—I’m finally going to tell someone. “And then, then…” He paused and tilted his head. What was that? He’d heard something. Something like a faint whisper carried on the wind. He raised his eyes and scanned the trees, then glanced out toward the empty pit, and as he turned his head, he heard it again. He tried to make out the words, but they whirled and echoed in his mind, blurred and fading, an insistent hiss. But somehow, he understood, and a single thought filled him with a cast iron certainty, as cold as death: Don’t breathe a word. He turned back to the man, but he couldn’t look him in the eye. He opened his mouth to speak, and for a split second, he thought he’d do it anyway, and somehow force the reluctant words from his mouth. But it was no good. The whispers in the back of his mind grew louder, stronger. He stared at the ground, his shoulders slumped. He sniffed. “I can’t say it,” he murmured. “You wouldn’t believe it anyway. I don’t even believe it myself.”

“It’s too late for that. I haven’t believed a single word you’ve said.”

Tom raised his head and looked at the man. “That’s up to you. I’ve done my best. I’ve told you where I last saw him. I’ve told you everything I can.”

“No. You’ve lied and tried to fob me off with a load of nonsense.”

Tom shook his head sadly. “I’m sorry. I really am. But I just can’t tell you what you want to know.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

Tom looked the man in the eye. “I don’t know where your son is. I don’t know what happened.”

“This is pointless. An insult to my intelligence.” The man bared his teeth, and when he spoke, his voice was hoarse. “I’m telling you for the last time—you’ve got to give me the truth. No more of these pathetic lies.”

“I’m not lying. If I wanted to lie, I’d make up something better than that. I’d say he ran away or something. Why would I stand here and tell you I just don’t know?”

“Because you’re a coward,” the man spat. “Because you don’t want to face up to what you’ve done.”

“Now you listen to me,” Tom said, trying to keep his voice level. “I know what I did was wrong, believe you me. But I didn’t…I didn’t do what you think I did.”

The man narrowed his eyes. “And what’s that exactly? What do I think you did?”

But Tom wasn’t going to play that game. “I’ve got nothing more to say.” He folded his arms. “I warned you. I told you this wouldn’t help.”

“I should’ve known this would happen,” the man sneered. “If the police couldn’t get it out of you, why would you tell me?” He shook his head slowly. “I’m only his father for god’s sake, but that means nothing to you. Nothing.” He gave Tom a pitying look. “What do you care? When did you ever care about anybody? You’ve never done a single decent thing in your life.”

Tom watched the fire fade from the man’s eyes and saw his shoulders slump. For the first time in this bloody mess, there was a spark of hope. “Maybe you’re right,” he said. “But I’ve done my part. You said you’d let me go.” He held his hand out. “Give me my phone.”

The man stared at Tom’s outstretched hand. He sighed, and his hand went to the pocket in his jeans. But he hesitated with his hand in his pocket. His brow furrowed as if he was deep in thought, and then he muttered a single word: “No.”

“Come on,” Tom said. “You’ve got to.”

The man looked Tom in the eye. “I haven’t got to do anything,” he said. “I’m not like the police and social services—they have rules. But not me.” He gave Tom a grim smile. “I left that cosy world behind a long time ago, and somehow, I don’t think I can ever go back.”

“What? What are you talking about?”

“I’m saying, I can do anything I damned well like. I’m saying, this isn’t over. Not yet.”

“No,” Tom said. “Give me my phone. You…you said you’d give me my phone.”

“I can’t let you just walk away. I can’t let you win.”

Tom put his hand up to his forehead and pressed his fingers hard against his temple. “But my head…I need help.”

“I know. And I’ll be honest, you look like you’re in bad shape. I’d guess you’re in a lot of pain. And I don’t think you’re strong enough to make it out of here on your own.” He paused. “But even if you do somehow drag yourself back to the road, you probably won’t make it in time. And a head injury like that—it could be fatal.”

Tom closed his eyes, and a rush of dizziness swept through him. “No,” he whispered. “Please. I need—”

But the man didn’t let him finish. “You’ll get out of here when you tell me the truth,” he said. “And you will tell me truth. Every detail.” He paused. “You’ll tell me everything—even if it’s the last thing you ever do.”



Chapter 28
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3650 BC

HAFOC SQUATTED ON HIS HAUNCHES and watched the rest of the group as they made themselves comfortable and settled themselves in for the frustrating wait until dusk. The other men looked relaxed, ready to rest, but Hafoc had something on his mind—a question. He’d tried to forget about it, to push it from his thoughts, but it wouldn’t go away. Eventually, he just couldn’t keep it to himself. “What about the stranger?” He looked at Tostig, waiting for an answer.

“What about him?” Sceort said.

“You saw the way they dragged him away,” Hafoc said. “He’s not one of their tribe. When you…” He stopped to correct himself. “When we thought he was a Wandrian, we were wrong.”

“That’s true,” Flyta said, slowly.

“So what will they do with him?” Hafoc asked.

“They’ll kill him,” Sceort said. “They’re savages. They’ll offer him to the evil spirits. Feed on his flesh. Who knows?”

Hafoc hesitated. “Perhaps we should free him as well as Brond.”

“Why should we?” Sceort spluttered.

Flyta nodded. “The stranger does not belong to our tribe. He doesn’t look like he belongs to any tribe we know of.”

“But we brought him here,” Hafoc said.

“That doesn’t matter,” Sceort sneered. “The Wandrian would’ve caught him sooner or later.”

Hafoc felt the blood rush to his face. They’re just not listening to me. Why doesn’t Tostig say something? He studied their leader’s expression. Tostig was watching their argument, and listening with interest. Had he made his mind up already? “What do you think, Tostig?”

Tostig considered for a moment. “We will fight to bring Brond home,” he said. He paused and looked at Hafoc. “If we can free the stranger as well, then we will.” Sceort opened his mouth to complain, but Tostig held up his hand to silence him. “The stranger is not one of us. We will not risk our lives for him.”

“And if he gets in our way?” Sceort demanded. “What then?”

“Then he will be our enemy, too,” Tostig said.

Sceort grunted and seemed satisfied. “Perhaps he’ll be useful. If he starts running around, it will give the Wandrian someone else to chase.”

 

I don’t know how many times I tried to hold back as they dragged me up the hill, but every time I attempted to slow them down, the men just snarled and pushed me forward. There was nothing I could do to resist. My whole body was drained, my mind numb. All I knew was that I didn’t want to get to the top, didn’t want to see the black stone again.

I fixed my eyes on the brow of the hill. Any moment now. But each time I thought we were getting near, the horizon retreated and the cold knot of dread in the pit of my stomach drew tighter.

We marched on. I strained my neck and tried to look back over my shoulder. The wounded man was still there and still out cold, his body hanging limp between his captors. Maybe he’d stay unconscious—it would be best for him if he did. I almost envied him. I had no idea what was going to happen to us, but it was going to be bad.

I shuddered and turned my attention back to the hilltop. And there it was. The top edge of the black stone glittered in the low evening sunlight, and as we marched up the slope, the rest of the tall, dark column seemed to emerge from the hill. I kept my eyes on it. This was where my nightmare had begun. The black stone was somehow responsible for all the terrible things that had happened to me, and now it looked as though it would play some part in my death. I wasn’t sure which I feared the most; the stone that had brought me here, or the savage men who’d dragged me back.

And then I knew the answer to that question. A shout went up and then another. Suddenly, there were more men, at least ten of them, running down the hill to meet us. They had the same dark, swirling lines across their faces, the same wild, matted hair. They whooped and shouted and waved their arms in the air as they ran toward us. The men at my side answered their guttural cries with barks of harsh laughter.

Soon, we were surrounded by an excited mass of men, jabbering and cackling as we made our way to the very top of the hill. We stopped a little way from the stone and they threw me down to the ground. With my hands tied, I landed heavily and it knocked the breath from me. I groaned and rolled over. They threw the wounded man down next to me, and he gasped in pain. His eyes flew open and he thrashed his head from side to side, his eyes rolling in terror. He looked at me and said something, but I couldn’t understand him. I shook my head, looked at the ground. There was nothing I could say to him. Nothing I could do to reassure him. I couldn’t even offer him a smile. It was too late for that. 

The men crowded around us, gabbling and jeering. Bony fingers plucked at my clothes, poked at me. They tugged my hair, groped at my face. I closed my eyes tight, squeezed out a hot tear. And then someone grabbed me by my arms and pulled me up into a sitting position. I opened my eyes and there he was, his face close to mine, his eyes staring directly into mine. He’s the one who caught me, I thought, but I couldn’t be sure. Their faces were so heavily marked with black lines it was hard to tell them apart, but this man had something about him; a manic light danced in his glittering eyes. His lips were pulled back in a snarling, savage smile.

He shouted something. Flecks of spit landed on my cheeks. I grimaced and tried to pull away from him, but it was useless. His fingers clamped tightly onto my arms. I opened my mouth to say something, but suddenly he let me go and I just managed to save myself from falling back. I sat still and fought for breath, but my chest was too tight, my throat too dry. I stared at my tormentor, but he’d already moved on to the wounded man, rolling him over and dragging him up so that he sat next to me. The wounded man cried out and his eyes rolled upward, showing the whites of his eyes. The poor man had suffered more than he could stand and now he was passing out. But the savage wasn’t satisfied. He snarled and pulled a knife from his belt. The jagged edges of the crude flint knife caught the light as he twisted it in the air, inches from his victim’s face; its blade would slice through flesh easily enough.

The savage grabbed a handful of the man’s hair and yanked it cruelly back. The wounded man gagged and gasped for air, but the savage smirked and put his knife against the man’s throat, sliding the smooth flat of the blade across the man’s skin, enjoying himself.

I shuddered. I couldn’t just sit there and let this man be murdered in front of my eyes, but what could I do? I opened my mouth to shout out, but my throat tightened and my tongue was heavy in my mouth. A pressure built up in the pit of my stomach; a scream writhed in my chest. But I couldn’t let it out. I was too scared of what might happen to me if I so much as moved a muscle, too terrified to make a sound. I could only watch. In silence.

 

Morven stood apart, his arms folded, and watched as his men surrounded the raiding party and their prisoners. Slowly, he drew his axe from the leather strap around his waist, and strode forward. He’d seen enough. The returning men had not presented their prisoners to him. They had not shown him the correct respect. Now, he’d have to teach them a lesson.

Morven shouldered his way through the crowd, pushing his men aside. He was only just in time. Already, Kaine had his knife at a prisoner’s throat. Morven sighed and let his axe slide to the ground. Then, with his left hand, he grabbed hold of Kaine’s arm and yanked it back, taking the knife away from the prisoner’s throat. He followed up with a punch, slamming his right fist into Kaine’s ear.

Kaine spun on his heels and thrust his knife toward his attacker, not seeing, not caring who it was. But Morven was too fast for him. He sidestepped Kaine’s clumsy attack and lunged forward, taking hold of Kaine’s knife arm in an unbreakable grip. With his free hand, he drove his fist hard into Kaine’s face, once, twice. Kaine shook his head, dazed, and Morven suddenly released the younger man’s arm and pushed him hard in the chest with both hands. Kaine staggered backward but saved himself from stumbling to the ground.

The rest of the men stood back, forming a rough circle around the two men and the prisoners. They looked on, their faces impassive, though their hands were now resting on the axes they wore at their waists.

Morven stood tall, his hands at his side. “Kaine, have you forgotten what to do when you bring prisoners?”

Kaine spat blood onto the ground, then pulled himself up to his full height. “I know what to do with prisoners,” he snarled. “I know exactly what to do with them.” He held up his knife and sliced the air with it.

Morven shook his head. “Where is your respect?”

“I give my respect to those who deserve it,” Kaine snapped.

There were mutters among the men watching. Kaine was going too far. But Morven showed no emotion. “No, Kaine, you have not shown respect. I am the leader of this tribe. You bring all prisoners to me.”

Kaine narrowed his eyes. “They’re my prisoners. I caught them. They are mine to kill, and I will kill them now.”

“You would anger the stone?” Morven looked around the group. “You would bring the stone’s rage down on our tribe?”

Kaine hesitated. He lowered his knife.

“Our prisoners belong to the stone,” Morven went on, addressing the whole group. “We have claimed them for the stone and we will offer them up to her. But not until it is time.” He pointed toward the setting sun. “When the darkness comes, we will give the prisoners to the stone, and it will feed on their blood.”

“And you will cut their throats I suppose,” Kaine sneered. “You will be the one to take their strength.”

Morven stretched his lips tight in a humourless smile. “No. I will offer the stone one of the prisoners. You will have the honour of giving her the other.”

Kaine’s eyes lit up with greed. “I want to choose,” he demanded. “I want to choose which one I kill.”

Morven hesitated. The men were watching him, waiting for his reaction to Kaine’s rudeness, looking for any sign of weakness. One day soon, I’ll have to do something about Kaine. But not today. This was not the right time to settle old scores. An offering to the stone was a time for celebration, a time to bring the men together. He stood tall, raising his chin, and looked Kaine in the eye. “Kaine, show me your talismans.”

Kaine’s furious stare faltered. He glanced down at the talismans that hung from his neck and splayed across his chest. “You can see them plain enough.”

Morven nodded, appraising the tangle of rough leather straps, the clumsy knots. “It’s a fair few,” he conceded. He paused and waved his arm toward his audience. “But there are men here with many more talismans.” He glanced around the watching men, and as he did so, he casually ran his hand over his own collection of gleaming talismans. Each one had been carefully polished then threaded onto a thick, braided leather strap. Most of the watching men allowed their eyes to flicker down to their own talismans, while others sneaked sidelong looks at their neighbours.

Morven smiled. Now, every man knew his place. He turned his attention back to Kaine. “The stone will choose, and the stone speaks only through me.”

Kaine shook his head in disgust. There was nothing he could say. He was beaten.

Morven kept his eyes fixed on Kaine and paused to let the message sink in. He was their leader, and it was just as well that they remembered it. “Good.”

He turned to the stone and raised his arms into the air. “Now, the stone will guide me,” he called. “The stone will choose which man I shall offer.” He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, his eyelids flickering as he tried to see the will of the stone. Don’t abandon me now. But it was no use. Sometimes, no matter how hard he tried, the stone would not whisper to him. He sighed almost silently and opened his eyes just enough to glimpse the men. They were all looking at the stone rather than at him. Even Kaine was staring expectantly at the black rock. Morven allowed himself a satisfied smirk. He was safe. He could choose whichever prisoner that he wanted.

He lowered his arms. “The stone has spoken,” he said. He walked over to the prisoners and stood over them. The man from the woods was badly wounded, but he looked strong. He would be a fine choice. He must have put up a good fight. It would be good to take his talisman, to have his strength, his courage. But this other one—he was different. Morven looked at the prisoner’s pale skin, his short hair and his strange clothes. He grimaced. There was something disturbing about this man, something that stirred strange thoughts in Morven’s mind—or were they memories? How could that be? Morven bent over the strange prisoner. He frowned and reached out his hand. The prisoner flinched but Morven didn’t hesitate. He ran his fingers around the prisoner’s neck, pushed his hand inside his clothes, but found nothing. No talisman. He gasped and took his hand away. Did Kaine know about this? Had he taken it already? Perhaps this was another challenge to his authority, a test to see if he had the strength to sacrifice a man with no talisman. He glanced at Kaine, but the younger man was looking on with interest, just like everyone else. If he’d planned to fool Morven, he was showing no signs of enjoying his victory. No—he doesn’t have the wit to do something like this. He stared into the prisoner’s eyes. “Where is it?” he demanded. “Where is your talisman?”

 

The old man stared into my eyes. I couldn’t look away. His eyes were dark as coal, the wrinkles in his leathery skin accentuated by the dark, curving lines on his face. I couldn’t bear that he’d touched me with his filthy old fingers. My flesh still crawled at the thought of it. I tried to blank the memory out but it wouldn’t go away. All the hot water in the world couldn’t wash away the memory of that touch. But still, I could not look away from his piercing stare.

He barked a question at me, and something inside me snapped. “I don’t know,” I yelled. “I don’t know what you want. I can’t understand a bloody word you’re saying.”

As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I regretted my outburst. Now, I’d be punished. I lifted my bound hands to my face to try to protect myself, but the punishment never came.

Instead, the old man recoiled from me. He stood up straight and staggered a step back. His hand flew up to his mouth and he murmured something to himself. The rest of the men muttered among themselves. They sounded worried. Some of them shifted their feet, suddenly restless, while others cast fearful looks toward the black stone. Simple people, I reminded myself, easily confused. I didn’t know what had upset them so much, but maybe this was the chance I’d been looking for; the chance to escape. I swallowed hard. I had to make this work. I wouldn’t get another opportunity.

“Look, it’s OK,” I said. “Just let me go. I’ll go far away and I won’t bother you again.”

No one said anything. The old man was still staring at me, his hand over his mouth. Slowly, and keeping my eyes on the old man, I pushed myself to my feet. “It’s all right,” I said, keeping my voice as level as I could. “I’m just going to go.” I took a step forward. “I’m going now.” The old man backed away from me. I took another couple of steps, toward the circle of men, and they parted in silence. Beyond them, I could see the long slope of the hill, the green grass waving in the breeze, the forest in the distance. I took a breath. I’m going to do it. I’m going to walk away. “I’ll just go down the hill,” I said. “I’ll leave you in peace.” Behind me, the wounded man moaned quietly and I hesitated, but there was nothing I could do for him, and there was no way I could take him with me. If I stopped for a moment, if I even looked uncertain, they’d be on me like a pack of wild dogs. I lowered my head and I kept walking.



Chapter 29
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2018

“THIS IS IT?” Andrew peered up at the sign above the entrance. “Underground passages?” He gave Cally a look. “Are you serious?”

Cally frowned. “Yes, I’m serious. I thought…I thought you were interested.”

Andrew shrugged. “Oh, I am interested. Really. What you were saying about history being alive, and everything—that sounds great. But this just looks a bit, I don’t know…dull.”

Cally sighed. “It’s not dull,” she said. “It’s fascinating. The tunnels are hundreds of years old.”

“I guess it might be OK,” Andrew said, although he didn’t look convinced. He was trying to weigh up the situation. Being trapped underground was not ideal, but it was a public place, a tourist attraction. No one would try anything while they were down there, and no one could approach them unseen. It would be safe, and it might give him the time and space he needed to plan his way out of this mess. Once they were inside, he could have a quiet chat with Cally—so long as he could get her alone. He couldn’t risk being overheard.

Cally smiled. “If you don’t give it a try, you’ll never know.”

Andrew couldn’t help but return her smile. “OK. Let’s go for it.” He pulled the door open. “After you.”

Inside, Cally breezed up to the ticket desk. The young woman behind the counter looked up, and as soon as she saw Cally, her polite little smile turned into a huge grin. “Hiya, Cally. Haven’t seen you in ages. Where have you been hiding?” She looked over Cally’s shoulder and looked Andrew up and down. “Oh, that explains it.”

Cally blushed. “Hi, Nicki. How are you?”

“I’m fine,” Nicki said. She looked at Andrew again. “And so are you, I see.”

“Hello,” Andrew said. He looked Nicki in the eye. He guessed she was about the same age as Cally, and pretty, too, but she was trying too hard, wearing too much make-up. She didn’t have Cally’s natural beauty. It was strange—he was looking at Nicki but all he could see was Cally’s beautiful smile. And Cally doesn’t even know—she has no idea how lovely she is.

“This is Andrew,” Cally said. “He’s erm…” She glanced at Andrew and he saw the uncertainty in her eyes. 

“I’m a friend of Cally’s,” he said. “We share an interest in history.”

Nicki rolled her eyes. “Oh, like that is it?”

“Yes,” Cally said. “I want to show him around—is there a tour going in soon? Can we tag on the end?”

Nicki smiled at Andrew for a second longer than necessary, then turned her attention to a clipboard on the counter. She checked the clock on the wall behind her. “There’s a group going through in about five minutes. They’re fully booked up, but since it’s you, I’m sure you can tag along.”

“Thanks,” Cally said. She started to move away from the desk.

“Hang on,” Andrew said. He waved toward the list of admission prices. “Don’t we have to pay?”

Cally hesitated then looked at Nicki. “We’re all right, aren’t we?”

Nicki smiled at Andrew. “For you, anything.”

Andrew raised his eyebrows. “Are you sure?”

Cally took him by the arm. “Yes, we’re sure.” She led him away, toward a staircase that led down from the reception area.

“Have a nice time,” Nicki called after them.

As they made their way down the stairs, Andrew gave Cally a look. “Your friend is very, erm, sure of herself.”

“You could say that, but she’s not exactly a friend. We used to work together.”

“At the university?”

“God no,” Cally said. “I worked here over the summer. I’ve done a few weekends, too. You know, just to make a bit of money. That’s how I met some of the tour guides.”

“Right. So that’s why she let us in without paying.”

“Yeah. There were never many perks to this job, but a free trip through the tunnels is one of them.”

Andrew grinned. “I dread to think what the others perks might be.”

Cally laughed. “Don’t ask.”

The stairway gave onto a corridor, and Cally hurried along without pausing. Andrew matched her pace. “What’s the rush?”

“The tour starts in a minute. We can only go through when a tour starts.”

Andrew gave her a sideways glance. “So if someone else comes along after us…”

“They won’t be allowed through. They don’t just let people wander in and out—it wouldn’t be safe.”

Andrew nodded thoughtfully. This is working out better than I expected. It was a public place but with limited access. The extraction team couldn’t force their way in without attracting a lot of attention, and that was the last thing they’d want. He finally had a little breathing space. Surely he’d have the chance to take Cally to one side and convince her to come into the office voluntarily.

The corridor opened onto a small museum, the space crammed with glass display cases. Cally exchanged a wave and a smile with the woman behind the gift shop counter. “Hi, Margaret,” she called, but she didn’t wait for a reply, didn’t even stop walking. The museum was busy. Children swarmed through a fibreglass replica of a tunnel, while others pulled furiously on the levers that worked a demonstration water pump. Proud parents looked on or took photos with their phones. A few middle-aged couples wandered among the glass cases, browsing the displays.

Cally and Andrew bustled across the room, finally stopping by a swing door. Cally peered in through the door’s porthole. “It’s OK,” she said, “it’s dark in there so they can’t have been in long.” She turned to Andrew. “They turn the lights off while they watch a video, then they get ready. We’ll just slip in quietly and stand at the back. OK?”

“Sure,” Andrew said, “but, you know, I would’ve been quite happy to pay.”

Cally grinned. “Where’s the fun in that?”

Andrew chuckled softly. He hadn’t done anything like this since…well, he couldn’t think when he’d ever done anything like it. “I have to admit, it is kind of fun.”

“Come on,” she whispered. “If we go in now, no one will notice.”

But she was wrong. As they crept in through the door, the video came to an end and the lights were switched on. Every head turned. Most of the group were just mildly interested, perhaps thinking the new arrivals were part of the entertainment, but others frowned, annoyed at the interruption. The tour guide, a smartly dressed young woman, glared at Andrew, but her expression softened as soon as she saw Cally. She smiled and raised her eyebrows before turning her attention back to her audience. “It’s all right, ladies and gentlemen,” she said. “We’ve just been joined by a colleague. Now as I was saying, we’ll go through and put on our hard hats. The passages are well lit, but they’re narrow and the ceilings are low so we’ll all have to watch our step. So if you’d like to follow me, we’ll go and get ready.”

The group followed her out through a door on the far side of the room, and Andrew breathed a sigh of relief. “Well, that was embarrassing.”

Cally wrinkled her nose. “It’s all right,” she said. “Helen’s OK. She knows you’re with me.”

“Did you see the way she looked at me? I was sure she was going to throw me out.”

Cally nodded. “Normally, she would.” She grinned. “Arriving late isn’t allowed. Good job you’ve got me here to protect you, isn’t it?”

Andrew looked at her. He’d always hated being teased, but Cally had a twinkle in her eye. With that smile, you can get away with anything. Anything at all.

“Let’s catch up,” Cally said. “I’m afraid we have to wear hard hats, too.”

“Fine,” Andrew said. He forced a smile. Great, now I’m going to look stupid in a bright yellow plastic hat. What next? He sighed and followed Cally to the door, but Helen was waiting for him.

She held up her hand. “I’m sorry, but you can’t take that bag into the passages.”

Andrew stared at her. “What? Why?”

Helen set her mouth in a firm line. “No one is allowed to take bags in. The passages are very narrow. It’s too dangerous.”

“But, it’s got my phone and things like that in. I can’t just leave it here.” 

Helen folded her arms across her chest. “There are secure lockers against the wall. They’re free to use and your bag will be safe there. Just make sure you lock it and bring the key with you.”

Andrew hesitated. A whirl of worst-case scenarios raced through his mind. What the hell should he do?

Cally looked at him and bit her lip. “Sorry. I should’ve told you. We were in such a hurry. But Helen’s right. You can’t take it in.”

Andrew glanced at the metal lockers lining the wall. They looked sturdy enough. But even so. What if someone breaks in, looking to steal a few wallets or snatch a few phones? He grimaced. It didn’t bear thinking about.

Helen glanced over her shoulder. “It’s now or never. Everyone else is nearly ready.”

“Go on, Andrew,” Cally pleaded. “Your bag will be fine in the locker. No one’s even allowed in this room once the tour starts.”

Andrew sighed. “OK, I’ll do it, but give me a minute—I need to take my phone out.”

“Thirty seconds,” Helen said and turned away to tend to her group.

Andrew rolled his eyes and moved over to the lockers. He made sure he had his back to Cally, then unzipped his rucksack and reached inside, running his hands over the aluminium case containing the extraction kit. For a second, he thought about taking the Taser with him, but it was too bulky to conceal in his jacket pockets, and if the tunnels really were very narrow, then it could cause problems. Still, it didn’t seem right to leave all the equipment behind.

“Come on, Andrew,” Cally said. “You can leave your phone, can’t you?”

“Coming,” Andrew called. He made his decision. There was one thing in the kit he could definitely conceal. As quickly as he could, he flipped open the catches and grabbed the injector. The anaesthetic it contained wasn’t much of a weapon, but it was better than nothing. He slipped it into his jacket pocket, then fastened the metal case and zipped up the rucksack. Seconds later, the bag was safely locked away in a locker on the top row, and Andrew was striding across the room to join Cally, the locker key stowed safely in his trouser pocket. “Sorry to keep you waiting,” he said. He hesitated. Cally was holding her hands behind her back and grinning from ear to ear. “What?” he asked.

“You were last in the queue, so Helen said to give you this one.” She held out her hands, and showed Andrew what she’d been hiding.

“You’ve got to be kidding.”

But Cally shook her head. “Sorry, but it’s the last one, and you’ve got to wear it—it’s a rule.”

Andrew groaned and took the hard hat from her hands. “I didn’t know they even made them in pink.”

“Oh yes,” Cally said. “They usually keep this one for anyone who might be nervous of the tunnels.”

“And the pink is meant to help is it?”

Cally chuckled. “Well it does—although they usually only give it to a woman.”

Andrew’s face fell. He looked down at the hat, turning it around in his hands, and when he saw the huge sticker on the back, his face fell even further. Fantastic. He held it up to show Cally. “What the hell is this?”

Cally giggled. “Don’t you know? It’s Peppa Pig.”

Andrew knew when he was beaten. He plonked the hard hat onto his head and looked at Cally with a straight face. “What do you think? Can I pull off this look?”

Cally put her hand over her mouth, but her giggling was now out of control. “Oh yes,” she gasped. “It’s very…very you.”

Andrew shook his head. “Go on. Let’s get on with it.” Then, as Cally turned away, her shoulders still shaking with laughter, he ran his hand over his face. It’s just one disaster after another, he thought. Isn’t it about time something went right?



Chapter 30
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2014

THE MAN TOOK HIS HAND from his pocket, and Tom reached out expectantly. But the man was empty handed.

Tom groaned. I can’t believe it. I can’t believe this is happening. “Come on,” he pleaded. “You said you’d give me my phone back, now give it.”

The man grimaced. “Did you honestly think, even for one minute, that you could get away with telling me that pack of lies?” He shook his head. “I don’t know how you can stand there and expect me to listen to that load of rubbish.”

Tom lowered his hand. “It’s the truth,” he said, emphasising every word.

The man tutted. “It’s nonsense. Drivel.”

Tom almost laughed. I’ve tried. I really have tried. He threw his head back and looked up into the sky. A streak of dark cloud moved slowly across the sky and for a moment, Tom wondered what time it was. This day has stretched on forever. He looked back at the man. “I’ve never told anyone about the stone,” he said. “I always knew no one would take it seriously.” He let out a short, derisive laugh. “Turns out I was right about one thing.”

The man stared at Tom. “You’re bluffing. There must be more. There must be something you aren’t telling me.”

Tom’s only reply was to shake his head.

The man let out a growl of frustration and rubbed his forehead. “I don’t know. Maybe I’ve gone about this the wrong way. I’ve made a mess of the whole damned thing.”

Tom snorted, but the man carried on speaking. “Even so, you’ve got to understand—I have to know what happened.” He paused and stepped toward Tom. “Look, we’ve got off to a bad start, and that’s all my fault, I know it is.” He forced a thin smile. “Maybe…maybe we could start again.” He held out his hand as if for a shake. “My name’s Alan.”

Tom let his mouth hang open in utter disbelief. For a moment, he stared at the man in silence. “A bad start?” he said, the words catching in his throat. “’A bad start’? That’s what you call it? A bad bloody start? Christ! Now I’ve heard everything.”

Alan tilted his head. “Like I said, it was all my fault, but maybe we can move on. Maybe I can make amends somehow.”

“I’ll tell you what you can bloody well do, Alan. You can give me my phone back so I can get out of this bloody dump.”

Alan scowled and lowered his hand. “All right. If that’s the way you want it. Perhaps this will get through to you.” He took out Tom’s phone and held it up for Tom to see. “You want this?”

Tom strode forward and grabbed for his phone, but Alan was ready for him. He snatched his hand away and stepped back across the ledge, not stopping until he stood at the very edge. He extended his arm, dangling the phone out over the long drop down to the quarry floor.

Tom stopped dead in his tracks. “Don’t.” He held out his hands, pleading. “Don’t drop it. Just…just be reasonable. I need that phone. My head’s killing me—I’ve got to get to a hospital. I need a doctor.”

Alan narrowed his eyes. “I know. You’re running out of time.” He shook the phone in the air, holding it loosely between his fingertips.

“Come on. You’ve got to be joking.”

“No,” Alan said. “I’m deadly serious. This is your last chance. Tell me the truth or I will drop your phone.” He threw a quick glance toward the quarry floor. “And it’s a long way down.”

Tom curled his fingers into fists. “You wouldn’t do it. You know you wouldn’t.”

“Oh, I’ll do it all right. I’ll drop your phone over the edge, and then I’ll walk away, leave you here.” He nodded toward the slope they’d stumbled down earlier. “It’s a steep climb out of here,” he went on, “and the state you’re in, you’ll never make it.” He paused to let his words sink in, “Especially not on your own.” 

Tom stared at his phone, and as a last desperate burst of adrenalin coursed through his veins, time seemed to slow down. He watched the phone turning and tilting as it dangled from Alan’s fingers. The screen flashed as it caught the light. That phone was his only chance of survival and it hung in the balance, only a careless word away from vanishing forever. “OK,” he said. “OK. Whatever you want. Just don’t drop it. OK?”

“Fine,” Alan said. He stopped shaking the phone and held it more firmly in his hand, but he didn’t take it away from the long drop. “All you’ve got to do is tell me the truth.”

Tom pressed his palms together and took a deep breath. “I did tell the truth. I swear. I know it sounds stupid, but it is true.”

Alan snorted. “Try again,” he said. He uncurled his fingers from the phone. It lay in his open palm. “And this time, don’t bother with your stupid stories. Just tell me the truth. Yes?”

Tom covered his mouth with his hand. What the hell can I say? Nothing would satisfy this man but the truth, and the truth was the one thing he’d never believe. But there he stood, waiting for an answer. I’ve got to say something. Tom did his best to look the man in the eye. “All right.”

Alan nodded and held the phone more securely, lowering his arm and bringing the phone back over the relative safety of the ledge. “But don’t leave anything out,” he said. “Tell me everything. Tell me what you did to my son.”

For a second, Tom thought of giving the man the story he wanted to hear; admitting he’d killed the boy and buried him in a shallow grave. No! I’ll never say that. Tom chewed the inside of his cheek. The truth was bad enough, there was no need to make it worse. He shook his head slowly then looked over to the stone slab. He had to find some way to make this crazed man believe him, but what could he say? He closed his eyes for a moment. There had to be some way to describe what had happened to the boy without it sounding ridiculous. I don’t know—I need time. He looked at the man. “All right,” he said, “just, put my phone somewhere safe, OK? Put it in your pocket or something.”

“And if I do that?”

Tom glanced at him then turned his attention back to the dark stone slab. He almost didn’t want to admit it, but at last, he’d had an idea. He knew it would work, but it sickened him to the pit of his stomach. “I’ll give you your answers.”

“All right, it’s a deal.” Alan stepped away from the edge, but he didn’t put the phone in his pocket. “But listen, you’d better tell me the truth, because if you don’t, I’ll be able to tell, and I can still throw the phone from here.”

“I know,” Tom said.

“You’re going to tell me what happened?”

Tom swallowed. “Better than that,” he said. “I’m going to show you.”



Chapter 31
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3650 BC

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” Kaine demanded. “Are you just going to let him go?”

Morven didn’t reply. He stood, his hand over his mouth, his eyes glazed, and stared as the prisoner made his way through the circle of men as though they simply weren’t there.

“This isn’t right,” Kaine snarled. He strode toward Morven and grabbed him by the arm. “This isn’t right. You can’t just let him go.”

Morven looked at him as though noticing him for the first time. “He has no talisman. The stone doesn’t want him.”

Kaine narrowed his eyes. “I don’t care,” he hissed. “I want him.”

“No,” Morven said. “He isn’t…He has no spirit.” He pulled his arm from Kaine’s grip and pushed the younger man away. Kaine spat a curse at him, but Morven took no notice; his mind was in a whirl. Deeply buried memories clambered through his thoughts, dragging themselves to the surface, mingling with half-forgotten dreams. In a daze, he followed in the prisoner’s footsteps. He watched him walking away.

Behind him, Kaine drew his axe. “I’ve had enough of this,” he growled. “If you won’t kill him, I will.” He strode forward, barging into Morven as he passed.

“No,” Morven said, but he was too late. Kaine was already taking aim with his axe and drawing back his arm. From this distance, his throw would not miss.

Suddenly, Morven sprang forward. He pushed Kaine roughly aside then ran toward the escaping prisoner, hurtling down the hill as fast as he could. He hoped he’d knocked Kaine from his feet, but he didn’t have time to make sure of it. He’d stopped the younger man from throwing his axe for a moment, and that would have to be enough. Morven ran on, breathing hard, pumping his arms, making every moment count. There was no time to think, no time to fear for his own safety—he had to do this, before it was too late.

He heard a yell from behind. No doubt it was Kaine cursing him, but he ignored it. The prisoner was almost in reach. One stride, two, then Morven launched himself into the air, his arms outstretched. The prisoner must not escape.

 

I didn’t turn when I heard them shouting at each other. I put my head down and I walked faster. I should’ve known. I should’ve known they’d never let me just walk away. And then I heard it—the unmistakeable sound of someone chasing down the hill. “No,” I muttered. I started to run but I’d left it too late. There was a yell from the hilltop and then a man slammed into me, knocking me to the ground. My hands were still tied and I landed heavily on my front, my attacker on top of me, pinning me down. I tried to squirm and struggle but it was hopeless. I twisted my body and managed to turn onto my side, but then my attacker grabbed me by the arms and stopped me moving. But at least I could now see who’d brought me down. It was the old man, and if he’d been afraid of me before, all that had changed. He stared into my eyes, and this time there was no hint of fear, only grim determination.

I opened my mouth to speak, but he didn’t give me the chance.

“Listen,” he said, “and you just might live.”

I stopped struggling. The man’s words washed over me like a bucket of iced water. I’d understood what he’d said. And I don’t mean I’d picked up on his tone. No. I’d understood because, for the first time since I’d woken up on the black stone, someone had spoken to me in perfect English.



Chapter 32
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2018

ANDREW DUCKED, but not enough to stop the top of his hard hat grating against the roof of the tunnel. Again. “Thank God for Peppa Pig,” he muttered.

Cally looked back over her shoulder and gave him a smile. “Are you all right?”

“Fine,” Andrew said. “It’s just a bit smaller in here than I expected.”

“This is nothing—the ceiling used to be a lot lower. In some places you can see the line where they dug the floor out.”

“Right.”

Cally raised an eyebrow. “Try not to get too overenthusiastic.”

Andrew held up his hands. “No, it’s fine. I’m enjoying myself. Really. It’s just, I’m quite tall.”

“You don’t have to explain,” Cally said. “But don’t worry, we’re heading back to the entrance now. The ceiling is a bit higher in this next bit.”

“Thank God for that. Peppa Pig has suffered enough.”

Cally couldn’t help but laugh. “Come on—we’d better not get too far behind the others.”

“No, I wouldn’t want to upset the charming Helen.”

Cally led the way. “This part here,” she began, “is particularly interesting, because…”

Andrew let her words wash over him. It was churlish to tune her out when she was so obviously enjoying herself, but he had more important things on his mind. He glanced back over his shoulder. The tunnel was empty behind him. Perhaps, if he could persuade Cally to hang back from the tour group, he could get her on her own and try to explain the situation. He ran his eyes over the damp stone walls, felt them pressing in on him. If she freaks out down here, at least she’ll be contained.

“…and that’s the place I was telling you about,” Cally said. “You can clearly see where the floor level used to be.”

“Oh yeah,” Andrew said. “It must’ve been awful for the men.”

Cally half turned and flashed him a smile. She returned her attention to the uneven floor, watching her step as she walked on. “Just wait until you see this next bit. I’ve got a surprise for you.”

“Sounds intriguing,” Andrew said. It’s just as well she’s got her back to me, he thought, because even in the dimly lit tunnel, he couldn’t hide the grim irony in his smile.

 

Crawford checked the contents of his slim leather briefcase as his car drew to a smooth halt at the kerbside. He looked out of the window. The Exeter Passages; the one place he’d tried to keep this damned woman away from. All his hard work, his planning…and for what? He rolled his eyes. I suppose it doesn’t really matter. I can still make this whole thing go away. He smiled to himself. Yes. It needn’t be too much trouble. This was exactly the sort of thing he excelled at. He pushed the car door open, then paused and turned to his driver, Peterson. “Wait for me in the lobby,” he said. “Be ready to leave at a moment’s notice.” He climbed out of the car and closed the door without waiting for a reply. Peterson knew his business. Crawford had chosen him for his proven field skills and his discretion. He could be relied upon. Unlike some, Crawford thought bitterly. Andrew had muddied the waters completely, and the extraction team, who should still be waiting nearby, had failed to take the initiative. No imagination, no finesse, Crawford thought as he strode toward the entrance to the Passages. Fortunately, he had plenty of both.

 

“Ta da,” Cally said, waving her arm theatrically toward an iron barred gate. “What do you think to that?”

Andrew stepped up to the gate and peered through the bars, into the gloom of an unlit tunnel. To him, it looked much like the rest of the passages, although the ceiling was much higher and the floor was littered with loose rocks. He had to admit one thing though—the heavily chained and padlocked gate gave the place a certain sense of foreboding. “Very mysterious. Why is it locked?”

“Well that’s just it,” Cally said, her voice an excited whisper. “They say it isn’t safe, but I don’t think that’s true. It’s been there for hundreds of years, I don’t think it’s going to fall down now.”

Andrew frowned and fought off the urge to argue with her faulty logic. “Well, there are stone blocks all over the floor, so maybe—”

“Exactly,” Cally interrupted, “stone blocks. But look here.” She pointed to the tunnel wall at her side.

Andrew squinted at the wall. “Stone blocks,” he said.

Cally gave an exasperated sigh. “Don’t you see? They’re the wrong size.”

Andrew tilted his head to one side and looked first at the wall, then at debris on the floor of the locked tunnel. “You’re right,” he said. “The blocks on the floor look bigger.”

“I’m certain they are,” Cally said.

“But surely, they’ve just fallen from a different part of the wall, or the ceiling.”

Cally folded her arms across her chest. “Can you see where they’re supposed to have fallen from?”

Andrew looked through the bars again. He couldn’t see any obvious holes in the walls, but the ceiling was high and wreathed in deep shadows. “I’m not sure,” he said. “It all looks quite neglected.”

Cally took a step closer to him. “Maybe that’s what someone wants us to think,” she murmured.

Andrew tried hard not to roll his eyes. In his line of work, conspiracy theories usually led to long hours of wasted effort and mountains of paperwork. He sighed under his breath. “And what makes you say that?”

Cally pointed through the bars. “See that block down there? Can you see those marks on its side?”

Andrew could just make out a series of vertical marks, scored into the stone. “Er, OK.”

“It’s called feathering,” Cally said. “They pounded an iron rod into the rock and then split it off.”

“So that means, what, exactly?”

“There’s no feathering on the tunnel walls, so the loose stones on the floor were cut in a different way to the stone they used to build the tunnels. They don’t match.”

“Oh, I see,” Andrew said. He glanced over his shoulder. The guided tour had moved on without them. They were alone. This might be his only chance to talk to her. “Listen, Cally—” he started. But she didn’t let him finish. 

“So why won’t they let me in?” Cally hissed. “I’ve written letter after letter. I’ve called time after time. But this jumped up busybody, this high and mighty Crawford, he won’t even return my calls.”

At the mention of Crawford’s name, Andrew’s stomach muscles tightened. It couldn’t be the same man. It’s a coincidence. He shook his head and tried to push the thought away. But it didn’t work. He knew now, with a bitter certainty, that his superior had a hand in this. He’d manipulated them both; playing them, drawing them. And now it was too late. They were already entangled in some twisted scheme that only Crawford could see. Get out of here, now, Andrew told himself. Walk away—while you still can. But he had to know more, he had to find out what he was up against. He took a breath and tried to keep his voice steady. “You wrote a letter to a Mr. Crawford?”

“Not exactly. I wrote to every authority I could think of, though most of them never replied, or just sent a standard letter. But then somebody screwed up.”

“What do you mean?”

“I had a letter—all very official-looking and supposedly from the British Museum—but someone had accidentally sent me the wrong copy. I guess it was the copy they should’ve filed away, but they’d put the wrong one in the envelope. It had a slip of paper stapled to it: All enquiries to be diverted to Crawford. And there was even a phone number. I couldn’t believe my luck.”

Andrew closed his eyes for a moment. Someone would’ve been in very hot water when their mistake was discovered. And it would have been discovered. So Crawford knew all about Cally. He knew she wanted to go into this tunnel and he had done his best to stop her. Why?

“It’s just typical, isn’t it?” Cally said. “Faceless bureaucrats messing things up for everybody but themselves.”

“Yes,” Andrew said, and he couldn’t keep the anger from his voice. “Bloody typical.” He looked at Cally. In the half-light of the tunnel her blue eyes glittered with a passionate fire and the shadows sculpted the soft skin of her cheeks, transforming the fresh-faced young student into a darkly beautiful woman. How dare that bastard Crawford threaten her? How dare he? He took a breath. “What did you want to do?” he asked, his voice hoarse with emotion. “In the tunnel—why did you want to go in?”

Cally hesitated. “I just wanted to see for myself. It was for my dissertation. There are stories, going back hundreds of years, and I wanted to see if there could be any truth in them.”

Andrew waited a moment, expecting her to add something more compelling. “Is that all?” he asked.

Cally nodded sadly. “Yes. Just an hour or two to make a few notes, take some photos.”

Andrew frowned. There had to be more to it than that. He’d seen nothing so far that would explain Crawford’s interest. He narrowed his eyes and studied the metal gate. It was heavy duty, made with thick iron bars, and the chain and padlock were industrial strength. Somebody had gone out of their way to deter unwanted visitors, and that was suspicious in itself. The gate was definitely stronger than was needed just to keep a few tourists from wandering into the wrong tunnel. What was Crawford trying to hide? There was only one way to find out.

The gate hung from very basic hinges: two metal rings on the gate slotted onto a pair of iron pegs in the wall. The tops of the pegs were open, and only the sheer weight of the gate’s iron bars kept it in place. If he put his back into it, he could probably lift the gate from its hinges. He glanced at Cally. “Stand back.”

Cally’s eyes went wide. “Why? What are you going to do?”

“Just stand back.” Andrew took hold of the horizontal bar that ran across the middle of the gate, gripping it firmly with both hands. He bent his knees, checked his back was straight and his stomach muscles were tight, and he heaved.

Cally gasped and stepped back.

Andrew closed his eyes and strained every muscle in his arms, his legs, his back. He grunted with the effort, and then slowly, with a screech of scraping rusted metal, the gate slid upward. Yes. It was working. But just as Andrew’s muscles began to burn, the gate stopped suddenly, sending a jolt of pain through his arms. He gritted his teeth and held on, but when he looked down at the gate the problem was obvious. There was not enough slack in the chain, and as he’d lifted one side, the gate had tilted and the thick links of the chain had twisted together into an immovable block of metal. He let out his breath in an explosive hiss and dropped the gate, stepping away as the heavy frame clanged back onto its hinges. “Damn it!” He removed his hard hat and laid it on the ground, then wiped the sweat from his forehead with his hand. 

“Andrew,” Cally said, “I don’t think…I mean, you don’t have to do this.”

Andrew looked her in the eye. “Yes,” he said. “Yes I do.” He took a breath. “I can lift the gate, but it’s the chain—it’s too short.”

Cally stepped closer to the gate and ran her hands over the chain, thinking. She looked up at Andrew. “What if we keep it level while we lift it up?”

Andrew smiled. She was determined, and she could do it, too. He had no doubts. She really was special. “OK,” he said. “But make sure you bend your knees and not your back.”

“Oh please—I bet I go to the gym more than you do.”

I bet you don’t, Andrew thought, but he kept it to himself. “All right, just checking.”

Cally removed her hard hat and laid it on the floor beside Andrew’s, then she took hold of the horizontal bar at the centre of the gate. “I’ll count to three, then we lift,” she said. “One, two, three, lift.”

Andrew tensed his arms and pushed the gate upward with all his strength. The icy metal bit into his palms, but he ignored it.

And this time, as the gate inched upward, it was almost level, and the vertical iron bars slid upward through the heavy chain as though it wasn’t there.

 

At one time, Crawford would’ve presented his ID and explained his visit, but that wasn’t necessary anymore. Now, he swept through the lobby without pausing, though he did at least say hello to the girl behind the ticket desk.

Nicki looked up from her phone with a start. “Oh, Mr. Crawford, I wasn’t expecting…”

But he was already disappearing down the stairs. “Please yourself,” she muttered, and turned her attention back to her phone.

Crawford fought the urge to take the stairs two at a time. It was important to keep up an air of quiet authority. He needed everyone to remember he was in charge. At the bottom of the stairs he took a moment to straighten his jacket and check his tie, then he strode along the corridor and into the museum. He wore his warmest smile as he walked up to the woman in charge of the gift shop. “Hello, Margaret,” he said. “I’m afraid there’s a bit of a problem.”

Margaret raised her eyebrows. “Oh? I haven’t heard anything.”

“No, you wouldn’t have, it’s all very last minute. You know how it is.”

Margaret rolled her eyes and tutted. “Always the same,” she said. “What sort of problem?”

“I’ve just had a structural integrity report.” He slid his briefcase onto the counter and patted the leather with his palms.

Margaret looked down at the sleek briefcase, and her mouth formed a silent O.

“No need to be alarmed,” Crawford said. “But I need to check a few things. It will be best if no one goes into the tunnels until I’ve made sure it’s safe.”

“Oh dear, there’s a group in there now. Do we have to get them out?”

Crawford shook his head. “No need to cause alarm. We’ll let them finish. But please don’t allow another group go in until I give you the nod. All right?”

“Of course. I’ll tell them there’s a delay shall I?”

“Yes, that should be fine. I just need to complete a few tests, that’s all.”

Margaret bit her lip and nodded slowly. 

Crawford observed the woman’s worried frown and congratulated himself on a job well done. If he’d made a more dramatic announcement, she’d never have been so easily taken in. But a little understatement went a long way. Her imagination had done the rest. He gave her an appreciative smile. “Thanks for your help. It’s best if you make your announcement after I’ve slipped in through the door. I’ll try to be as quick as I can.”

When she nodded, he turned away and walked casually across the museum, heading straight for the door. He let himself in, and as he closed the door quietly behind him, he heard Margaret begin her announcement: “If I could just have everybody’s attention…”

He allowed himself a satisfied smile. So far, everything was going just as he’d planned it. He placed his briefcase on a chair, flipped the catches open and reached inside. The Taser was the latest model; slim enough to be easily concealed and powerful enough to drop a horse. It wasn’t really his style. He preferred to use subtler methods of persuasion, but it was always best to have a backup plan. He slipped the Taser into his jacket pocket, then selected a spare Taser cartridge and a metal flashlight before closing the briefcase. He’d stow it in a locker. There was a small arsenal of other weaponry in the case, including his personal sidearm, a Glock 17, but he wouldn’t need to be so heavy-handed. He was Andrew’s superior, and that authority was better than any crude weapon.

He checked the locker was properly fastened, then pocketed the key, smoothed down his jacket and, with his head held high, he made his way along the corridor and into the passages. This won’t take long, he thought. Not long at all.



Chapter 33
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2014

TOM STRODE TOWARD the stone platform.

“I don’t have time for this,” Alan complained. “What are going to do—act it out?”

“You’ll see,” Tom said, through clenched teeth. “You’ll see soon enough.” He stood in front of the stone and bent down, sweeping across the smooth surface with the palms of his hands, brushing away the accumulated soil and mouldering leaves.

Alan grimaced. “What’s the point of that? I’ve already seen the damned thing. What are you trying to prove?”

Tom didn’t waste time on a reply. He just carried on clearing away the debris from the stone. It has to be the same. I have to make everything the same.

Slowly, Alan made his way across the ledge. He stood behind Tom and watched his furious activity for a moment then peered at the stone. “Is there…is there a bloodstain or something?”

“No,” Tom said. “Nothing like that.” He stood up straight and surveyed his handiwork. It wasn’t perfect, but it would have to do. He stood, roughly where he thought the boy had been, all those years ago, and turned to face Alan. “Push me,” he said.

“What?”

“Push me. So I fall backward, onto the stone.”

Alan’s jaw dropped. “Seriously? Why?”

“Because…because it’s got to happen just the same,” he said. “It’s the only way to make it work.”

“Make what work?”

“The stone,” Tom said. “I’ve got to make the stone work. It’s the only way you’ll believe me.”

Alan snorted. “I don’t think so. If I get that close you’ll grab the phone off me, or punch me in the face or something.”

“For god’s sake,” Tom hissed. “If I wanted to punch you in the face I could’ve done it a dozen times already.”

“Well, why don’t you then?” Alan said, his voice rising.

“Because that’s not who I am—not any more. I know it won’t solve anything. I know it only makes things worse.”

Alan looked Tom up and down. “I know exactly what you are,” he sneered.

You know nothing, Tom thought, but he held his tongue. He looked the man in the eye. “Are you going to push me or not?”

Alan tutted under his breath. “You’re not going to pull the wool over my eyes, so stop trying. I thought you were anxious to get to the hospital.”

“I am. But you won’t give me my phone until you know the truth and I’m trying to show it to you.”

Alan shook his head. “I won’t do it. I’m not playing your stupid game.”

“Fine,” Tom snapped. “I’ll bloody well do it myself.” He closed his eyes and threw himself backward. As he fell, he tried to put his hands up to protect his head, but his reactions weren’t quick enough. When he landed, flat on his back, his head cracked against the stone. A flash of pure white light blotted out his vision for a split second and then the pain bit deep into his skull.

Alan watched, open mouthed, as Tom fell, and he gasped when Tom’s head hit the solid rock.

Tom lay still for a moment, waiting, then he pulled his legs up, curling himself into a foetal ball, just as the boy had done. He held his breath and listened. As soon as the weird noises start, I’ll jump off. The man just needed to see the stone in action, that was all, then everything would be OK. He’ll see it wasn’t my fault. Something had happened to the boy because he hadn’t jumped off, he’d been too scared, but that wouldn’t happen this time. I’ll be OK, he told himself. I’m ready for it. 

But nothing happened. Tom put his face in his hands and took a shaky breath. “It’s not working,” he whispered. “Why isn’t it working?” He lay still, waiting, waiting. But as the seconds stretched on, a sense of defeat pressed down on him like a great weight. He knew there would be no answers and he knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that he’d failed. This had been his only chance to finally prove his innocence, and it had come to nothing. All he’d achieved was another bruise on his already injured skull. Useless. Worthless.

This was just another hopeless failure in the sorry series of disasters that made up his pathetic life. Tom squeezed his eyes tight shut, but it didn’t help. He’d held back his tears for a very long time, and now they forced their way out. He let out a great sob. It shook his shoulders and tore the air from his lungs. Then before he could stop it, another sob escaped from his lips. And another. The hot tears streamed down Tom’s face and he wept. He wept for his ruined childhood, blighted by the casual cruelty of a father who’d never cared. He wept for the friends who’d mocked him and turned him away when he’d needed them the most, and for the heartless gang members who’d taken their place. He wept for the hurt that had been done to him, and for the way he’d dealt out hurt to those around him. And he wept for Jake, the boy who’d never deserved the beating he’d suffered; the boy who’d vanished four years ago and had never been seen again. If only… if only I could make everything right.

 

Alan stood, helpless. He’d always hoped Tom would come to his senses and break down the wall of silence he’d maintained for the last four years, but he hadn’t been expecting this. Alan’s bottom lip twitched and he sniffed back a tear. He couldn’t watch Tom’s abject misery without being affected by it. But all this weeping wasn’t getting them anywhere. He still didn’t have the answers he needed. Patience, he told himself. Give the lad a couple of minutes. 

Alan stared at Tom and waited. After a moment, he shifted his weight to try and lessen the pain in his ankle, and as he moved, something caught his eye. He’d seen something, a reflection maybe, something glittering on the stone. But how could that be? He flicked his eyes toward the sky. The sun wasn’t bright and there was no other source of light here. He turned his head to one side and scanned the length of the black rock. There. A flicker of blue light danced across the stone’s surface.

“Blue,” Alan muttered. Wasn’t that what Tom had said? Something about the stone lighting up blue? He gasped as another blue light, stronger this time, arced over the stone and raced toward Tom’s body. “Get up,” he shouted. “For god’s sake, Tom, get up!”

But Tom didn’t hear him. His ears were suddenly filled with a roaring hiss, a buzzing, crackling wall of sound that vibrated through his chest. He opened his mouth to cry out, but it was too late. No sound would come from his throat.

“Tom!” Alan yelled, desperate to be heard over the rising cacophony. “What the hell’s going on?”

The lights were even brighter now, coming thick and fast as they flickered over Tom’s helpless body, enveloping him in a latticework of light. Alan stepped forward. He had to do something, he had to pull Tom off the stone slab. He threw Tom’s phone to the ground and stepped closer to the stone. And in that moment, the phone began to ring.



Chapter 34
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3650 BC

I STARED UP into the old man’s eyes. “You…you can understand me? You speak English?”

He nodded. “Just stay quiet,” he said. He glanced over his shoulder. “They’re coming. I have to take you back. I’ll try and help. Help you later.” He spoke awkwardly, as though struggling to find the right words.

“Please, just let me go. I’ll go away. You won’t see me again.”

He shook his head. “It won’t work. They’d kill you right now.” He pushed himself up to his feet and turned away from me. I heard the pounding of feet, and suddenly they were there, the whole group, surrounding us. They stood, their chests heaving, glaring at me, at the man who stood over me, their eyes alight with an animal greed. One of them, I think the one who’d caught me in the forest, confronted the old man, standing very close to him and shouting into his face. But the old man just gave him a weary smile, as though tolerating a naughty child. He turned to the others and said something in their language, and then they were grabbing me, hauling me up to my feet.

I hung my head and let them drag me back up the hill. I was so close. Another few seconds and I might have got away. But perhaps there was some hope. The old man had spoken to me in English and he’d said he would help me. There might still be a way to escape, to survive. I closed my eyes tight. Stay quiet, the old man had said, and you just might live. I had to hang on to that. It wasn’t much, but it was all I had.

I opened my eyes and looked up. We were almost back at the top of the hill. The black stone loomed above us like an impenetrable shadow against the darkening sky. It was already dusk. Soon, the sun would set and the worst day of my life would finally draw to a close. Maybe they’ll camp down for the night and leave me alone for a while. I pictured myself slipping away into the night while they slept. But that wasn’t going to happen. These men were angry, greedy, excited. They had something in mind for me and their other prisoner; something they were looking forward to very much indeed. Whatever it is, it’s not going to be good for me.

I looked for the old man. For a second, I couldn’t see him and a wave of cold panic ran through me. He’s gone. But I strained my neck and looked back over my shoulder and there he was, trudging along behind me. Thank god for that. Our eyes met but his expression stayed blank, emotionless. He was going to help me, wasn’t he? Or had his promise been nothing more than a cruel trick to keep me quiet? I studied his face for some small trace of sympathy but his eyes gave nothing away. I opened my mouth to speak, but there it was—the sign I’d been looking for—a barely perceptible nod.

The old man’s acknowledgement wasn’t much of a comfort, but for now, it would have to do. I’d no idea how he might help me, but as I looked forward again and saw their other prisoner lying beaten and helpless on the ground, I had to hope I wouldn’t end up in the same state, or even worse. I had to believe the old man would stick to his promise. He’s got to let me go. He’s got to.

But he’d had his chance to do just that, only moments earlier, and instead he’d handed me over to his men. I looked away from the wounded man, raised my eyes to the sky. Don’t give up, I told myself. Stay sharp. Something was going to happen, perhaps very soon, and whatever it was, I had to be ready for it.

***

Hafoc squatted on his haunches and checked his arrows for the second time. He ran each one carefully through his fingers, making sure that each was perfectly straight. He examined the bindings that held the flint heads tight, then turned each one around and smoothed the fletching; the black feathers that would make his arrows fly true. Finally, he placed each arrow back into his quiver. They were good arrows. But would they be good enough against the Wandrian?

He looked around the men. Each of them was occupied in a similar way, carefully checking their knives still held an edge and their bowstrings were still tight. All except Tostig. Their leader stood, leaning his back against a tree trunk, watching his men prepare for battle. He saw Hafoc looking at him and held his gaze for a while.

Hafoc steeled himself. Here it comes. He’ll tell me I’m too young for this, too inexperienced, too clumsy. He’ll tell me to stay behind, give me some stupid job to do.

Tostig narrowed his eyes. “Your arrows are good, Hafoc,” he said. “You will kill many Wandrian today.”

Hafoc swallowed. He heard the pride in Tostig’s voice and his worry that he’d be left behind suddenly seemed childish. He took a breath and puffed his chest out. “I’ll do my best,” he said.

The other men were all looking at him now.

“You’re a good shot, Hafoc,” Flyta said. “Aim for the middle of the chest.” He tapped his own chest with his finger. “Right here. That will bring any man to his knees—even the Wandrian.”

Hafoc nodded. Sceort coughed and Hafoc turned to him.

“You were not stealthy when we left the tribe,” Sceort said. “But now, you have learned.” He looked Hafoc in the eye, and for the first time, Hafoc saw a glimmer of respect from the older man. “Like your namesake, the hawk, you will fall upon your prey before he knows you are there.”

Hafoc bit his lip and looked from man to man. Each one met his look with a brother’s pride. He was their equal. Finally, he was one of them. He took a breath. He would fight alongside his brothers today and he would die before he let their enemies harm any one of them.

He opened his mouth to speak, though he hadn’t the words to explain what their praise meant to him. He felt his face flush. Don’t say something stupid. Don’t make yourself look like fool. But thankfully, he didn’t have the chance.

Tostig pushed himself away from the tree. He stretched his arms out wide and took a deep breath. “It’s time,” he said. He picked up his bow, adjusted the strap that held his quiver to his back.

Hafoc, Sceort and Flyta did the same. They stood in silence, waiting for Tostig’s orders.

“We go back to the edge of the forest,” Tostig said. “There, we’ll split up. Hafoc, you will stay by my side. Sceort, you will go with Flyta.” He paused and the men nodded to show they understood. “As soon as the sun has set, we’ll climb the hill, spreading out to approach our enemies from two directions.” He looked around his men. “They will think they’re attacked by many men.” He allowed himself a grim smile. “The Wandrian shall know what it is to fear an enemy who creeps unseen through the night.”

The men smiled at each other, a glint in their eyes. I won’t let you down, Hafoc thought, and knew the same promise was in each man’s mind.

Tostig turned, and without a word he walked away, toward the forest’s edge. Without a heartbeat’s hesitation, Hafoc followed. He heard Flyta and Sceort following behind. The men moved quickly through the forest, a sense of deadly purpose in every silent footstep. For a moment, Hafoc thought of Nelda. It would’ve been good to have her at his side, but he hadn’t seen her since he’d left the forest’s edge. Perhaps she’s still there, waiting for our return. He pushed the thought away. Nelda was used to hunting alongside the men, but this was different, and the last time she’d met the Wandrian, she’d been afraid. If she was with them now, she might growl and give them away. No. It was better this way. The men had each other, and that was all they needed.

Hafoc watched Tostig and followed him carefully. Soon, the light filtering through the trees changed, and Hafoc knew the sun was setting. Ahead, the shadows beneath the trees deepened, but still, Hafoc could tell the forest was thinning. They were almost at its edge. In a moment, they would split up and begin their long, silent climb up the hill. Then, whatever happened, he would be ready.

 

I sat on the ground and watched the sun sink gently toward the horizon. A little way from me, the men had built a fire, and they sat in a circle around the flames, their rough yells and harsh laughter corrupting the cool evening air. I rubbed at my wrists as best as I could. The rope had rubbed the skin raw a long time ago, and every time I moved the rope bit deeper into my flesh. I pulled gently at the rope, trying to get enough slack to let me change position, but they hadn’t even allowed me that luxury. They’d cut the rope very short and tied it to a rough wooden stake. I’d watched as they’d driven the stake deep into the ground. They’d pounded at it, using rocks as hammers, until hardly any wood was left above ground. They’d been just as thorough with the knots. I’d tried to escape once; now they’d made sure I was at their mercy.

I closed my eyes and tried to blank out the sound of their voices, tried very hard not to think about the reasons why they should be so excited. How the hell did I end up like this? I sniffed. I just wanted to be home, just wanted to see my family again. My family. A swirl of memories rushed into my mind: unwrapping a Christmas present when I was a kid and finding the metal detector I’d wanted for ages; Dad fixing up a flat-packed wardrobe and getting it so wrong he laughed out loud; Mum singing along, almost in tune, to a cheesy old pop song on the radio. The scenes ran together like a badly cut homemade movie, and I couldn’t slow them down, couldn’t hold onto them long enough to make sense of them. “It’s too much,” I whispered. Tears pricked at the corners of my eyes and I blinked them away.

I sighed. Maybe it would be better if I faced the truth. I was never going to see my family again. Even if the old man helped me, even if I got away, I’d still be trapped in this harsh world, and on my own, how long would I survive?

I stared into the distance, lost in my miserable thoughts.

“What’s too much?”

I looked around with a start. The old man stood by my side, away from the fire and hidden in the deep shadow cast by the black stone. How had he come so close without me hearing him? How long had he been standing there?

I sniffed and shook my head. “Are you… are you going to let me go?”

The old man hesitated, and then he moved closer and squatted down, close by my side; too close. I could smell the meat on his breath, the rancid sweat on his skin. I fought the urge to lean away. If he was going to help me, I needed to hear what he had to say. 

He licked his lips. “I’ll try and help you. But first, I want to talk to you.”

I stared at him in disbelief.

“My name is Morven,” he said. “And I need to talk to you. Now, before it’s too late.”

I swallowed hard. “All right. I’ll listen. But you have to be quick. I think your friends have other ideas.”

Morven nodded. For a moment, he moved his lips soundlessly as though he was having trouble finding the right words. “Sorry. I haven’t spoken English for a long time.”

“You’re English? This is still England then? I thought…” I couldn’t finish the sentence.

“Yes. I’m English, but I don’t think this is England.”

“You don’t know?”

He shook his head. “When I first came here, more than thirty years ago, I walked. I walked for days, months. I don’t know how long. There are mountains to the North. I saw them in the distance. Huge, snow-topped mountains. A whole range of them. Too many to be England or Scotland.” Morven paused for breath, as though talking had tired him.

“So where are we?”

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “The thing is, when are we?”

“What?”

Morven worked his jaw again. “What year was it when you came here?”

“This year of course,” I said. “I don’t understand.”

“Ha. It was 2014 when I left, at least I think it was, and I’ve been here for thirty years at least.”

“No, that doesn’t make sense,” I protested. “You’d have to…” And finally, it dawned on me. I stared at the old man.

The man tilted his head, studying my face. “You see it now? The stone has taken us back in time.”

“But, that’s impossible.”

“Is it? Look at these people.” He pointed toward the campfire. “They’re simple people. They use stone weapons. They’re little more than savages.”

“But you’re one of them, aren’t you?”

Morven exhaled noisily and thought back to those early days, that first winter when he’d almost frozen to death; his relief when the tribe had found him, given him food, shelter, warmth. It was only later he’d learned what they were, learned to take his place, and fought to keep it. “I am now, I suppose,” he said. “I am now.” 

I shook my head. “You can’t go back in time. I don’t believe it.”

Morven stared at the boy. “Listen to me,” he said. “I know it’s hard to understand. But you haven’t seen a house made from brick, or even stone, have you? There are no roads, no railways, no fences, no power lines. You haven’t heard a plane overhead or seen so much as an electric light in the darkness. You haven’t, have you?”

I returned his stare. “No,” I murmured. “None of those things.”

“We are thousands of years in the past. We’re back in a time when the earth is green and the only thing that matters is that we survive to see another day.”

I looked out across the countryside. In the fading light of the setting sun, I could see mile upon mile of forest, an endless sea of deep green. There were no car headlights racing across the landscape. There was no orange glow from the streetlights of distant towns. What if the old man was right? What if I really had gone back in time? There was so much conviction in his voice; he clearly believed it himself. I looked him in the eye. “You sound like you prefer it here.”

Morven looked down at the ground. “When I left home, things were bad.” He paused, lost in thought. “This was my chance to start again.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. “And this is what you do? You kidnap people and torture them? You commit cold-blooded murder?”

Morven looked over to the men at the fireside. “It isn’t always like this. We have a village, with women and children, but, every so often, the men go off on these war parties. They take a prisoner, offer him to the stone.”

A chill ran over my skin. “You mean, like a sacrifice?”

Morven nodded gravely. “It’s what they believe they have to do. And I know these people. They’re very aggressive. If they didn’t do this, they’d fight among themselves. They’d wipe each other out in a week.”

“Christ,” I whispered.

“No. He hasn’t been born yet.”

My mind reeled. In some ways the old man was making sense, but time travel? Surely that was just ridiculous, insane. I glanced over toward the men around the fire. Whatever the explanation, these strange men would sacrifice me, kill me without a second thought. I had to get away and fast. “So, you’ll let me go? Untie me?”

The old man looked me in the eye. “I could,” he said. He hesitated. “Or, I could try something. I could try to send you back.”



Chapter 35
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2018

“COME ON,” Andrew grunted. “It’s almost there.”

Cally’s only reply was a quiet groan.

Andrew checked the hinges. So close. They’d almost done it. But something was catching somewhere, some imperfection in the metal, and no matter how hard he strained against it, the gate refused to budge. He closed his eyes. Every muscle burned. His biceps felt like they were being ripped apart. If I give up now, I won’t have the strength to try again. He took a quick breath, and as he exhaled, he poured every last ounce of his strength into forcing the gate upward.

And it worked. The gate moved the crucial last millimetres and with a dull screech, it was free from its hinges. But now, its full weight was on their hands and there was nothing to stop it toppling over. If it fell, even if it fell away from them into the tunnel, the bottom would swing up and hit them in the legs.

Andrew staggered and tried to control it, but they were both holding the gate in the middle, and there was no way he could change his grip to stabilise the top. “Steady,” he hissed. “Put it down.”

Together, they lowered the gate until it came to rest on the floor. Andrew blew out his cheeks and moved one hand upward to steady the top of the gate.

“We’ve done it,” Cally said. “I can’t believe we’ve done it.”

Andrew flashed her a smile. “We’ve just got to drag it to one side.” He gave the gate an experimental shove. Now, only the chain was holding it in place, and he could use that as a pivot to slide the gate across the ground. “You can let go now. I think I can manage it on my own.”

“OK, fine,” Cally said, and she took a deep breath.

Andrew put his back into it, and the gate grated and juddered across the gritty floor until it was leaning back against the tunnel wall. Carefully, Andrew released it. It didn’t move. He rubbed his hands together, satisfied, and looked at Cally. “Do you want to lead the way?”

Cally bit her bottom lip. “Do you think anybody heard us?”

“Maybe, but they’d never guess what we were doing.”

“No, I suppose not,” Cally murmured.

“Still, we’d better not hang around. Someone might come to investigate.”

Cally nodded. “OK, but, do you mind going first?” She glanced down the tunnel. “It looks very, erm, spidery.”

So, she does have a weakness, Andrew thought. He smiled to himself. She was only human after all, and he liked that. He liked it very much. “Sure. No problem.” He squared his shoulders, and stepped into the narrow tunnel. Like the passageways they were leaving behind, the floor was covered in grit, but here, the ceilings were much higher, and his footsteps echoed in the darkness.

As he walked farther into the unlit tunnel, Cally followed, and their bodies blocked out most of the light from the tunnels behind them. Andrew put his hand on the tunnel wall to guide his way. Even so, he cracked his toe against one of the blocks of stone littering the floor. He winced and stifled a couple of harsh words. He’d have to be more careful. But as he picked his way forward, a soft white light suddenly bathed the tunnel walls, and it was coming from behind him. He whirled around, half expecting to see a furious tour guide bearing down on them, but the light came from Cally. She held up her hand to show him. “It’s my phone,” she said. “It’s quite bright isn’t it?”

Andrew exhaled noisily. “You could’ve warned me.”

“Sorry. I only just thought of it.” She paused. “You didn’t bring yours with you?”

“No. I changed my mind. I thought it might get damp or something.” Andrew ran his hand over his jacket. Another source of light would’ve been very handy. Maybe he should’ve kept his phone and just taken the SIM card out. But that wouldn’t have been enough to stop Crawford from tracking him, and anyway, there was nothing he could do about it now. “Could you shine it on the ground?” he asked. “There are rocks all over the place.”

“Sure,” Cally said. “Be careful.”

“OK, but I think that ship has sailed.” He turned back to face the dark tunnel ahead, and as they walked forward, the pale, bobbing light from Cally’s phone sent fleeting shadows skittering silently into the deeper gloom that pressed in on every side.

Andrew looked nervously from side to side, but Cally walked forward, admiring the walls. “Just look at the craftsmanship,” she murmured. “Think of the men toiling away down here.” She stopped to inspect a stone block on the floor. “Feathering,” she whispered. “I knew it.”

“Come on,” Andrew said, “We need to keep moving, and I need your light.”

“Sure,” Cally said. She held her phone steady and joined him, then they moved forward together. “It’s amazing,” she murmured. “How many years have passed since someone last walked along this path?”

“I don’t know,” Andrew said. “I really don’t know.”

 

The man who knew the answer to Cally’s question was even now walking along the main tunnel.

Crawford tilted his head and paused to listen. There. Voices; one voice louder than the rest. It could only be the tour guide, and she was bringing her party closer. Of course, Crawford was prepared for this eventuality. He knew the tour ended where it began, at the entrance to the tunnels, so it was almost inevitable that he’d run into the tour group. It wasn’t a problem. As far as all the staff were concerned, he had the authority to be there. Still, it was a damned nuisance to meet them so soon. At this point, the tunnel was too narrow for two people to pass each other, and he didn’t have the time to turn around, exit the tunnel, and wait for the tour to finish. Instead, he put his plan into action, increasing his pace. In a matter of moments, he saw the group of tourists ahead. He strode confidently toward them.

Helen had just stopped to answer a question from one of the children, and she’d turned to face her group, so she didn’t see Crawford bearing down on her. “That’s a good question,” she said. “There were probably lots of rats in the passages. They came to feed off the tallow—a kind of animal fat—that was used to seal the joints in the pipe.” She smiled as a few of the tourists shuddered at the thought of rats scuttling through the tunnels. “But don’t worry, we don’t see them down here now.”

“Look,” a little boy said, pointing into the tunnel behind her. “There’s a man.”

“What?” Helen turned sharply, and gasped in surprise. “Hey, you!” she called out. “What do you think you’re doing?”

Crawford slowed his pace, but only a little. “It’s all right,” he said cheerily. “It’s only me.”

“Oh! Mr. Crawford. It’s you. Is everything…?” Her voice trailed away and she glanced at the tourists.

“Nothing to worry about,” Crawford said as he approached. “I had hoped to meet you a bit farther back so we could pass one another.”

Helen stepped away from her group to meet Crawford. “I’ve got a bit of a confession to make,” she said, as quietly as she could. “Do you know Cally? She worked here over the summer.”

Crawford flashed an emotionless smile and pretended to think for a moment. “We’ve never met.”

“Oh. Well, as I say, she used to work here, and she turned up today with a friend, and she asked if they could tag along with the tour.”

“I see.”

“It’s just, I’m sure she’s all right and everything, but…” Helen hesitated and took a breath. “She’s not here. And her friend is missing as well. They must’ve hung back and I didn’t notice. I’m ever so sorry.”

Crawford let the silence hang in the air between them for a second or two longer than was necessary. The look of misery on Helen’s face was wonderful. At last, he said, “I’m sure there’s no problem, but I’ll have a stern word with her if you like.”

“Yes please,” Helen said. “That would be great. She should know better really, I don’t know what she’s playing at.”

“Leave it with me,” Crawford said. “But I do need to ask you a favour.”

“Oh?”

“I have a few things to check—urgently. So if you could just get your party to do an about-face and retrace their steps for a couple of minutes, we’ll get to the wider section and I can pass you by.”

Helen looked doubtful. “But what will I say?”

“You’ll think of something. Tell them you forgot to mention something, or say they can have a few extra minutes as a bonus.”

“I suppose I could take them back to the junction,” Helen said. “Some of the children asked if they could have another go at the low tunnel.”

“That’s the spirit,” Crawford said. “Go on then. As quick as you like.”

Helen turned away, looking slightly dazed. “OK, everyone,” she said. “You’re in luck today. My senior colleague here has said that we can have an extra few minutes in the tunnels. So if you’d like to turn around and retrace our steps a little way, then, if the children are really good, they might even get an extra go in the really low tunnel.”

Crawford rocked back on his heels. So, the girl and Andrew had already separated themselves from the group. Good. As soon as the chattering tourists were out of the way, he could deal with the girl, and bring this debacle to an end, once and for all.

 

Andrew studied what little he could see of the gloomy tunnel as he led the way. There was nothing here that would interest Crawford. “What exactly are we looking for?” he asked.

“This might sound a bit far-fetched,” Cally said, “but we’re looking for something from a medieval story.”

“Like what? A dragon? A giant with two heads?”

Cally tutted. “There’s no need to be facetious.”

“Sorry, but could you give me a bit more of a clue?”

“They dug these tunnels back in—”

“The fourteenth century,” Andrew interrupted. “I was listening you know.”

“OK. But what you don’t know about are the stories and myths that seem to appear at the time.”

“True,” Andrew admitted. “But aren’t they just that—stories?”

“Maybe,” Cally said. “But I think there’s some truth in them.”

Andrew stopped walking and turned back to her. This didn’t add up. Why on Earth would Crawford get involved with a medieval fairy-tale? There must be something else. There had to be some connection Cally wasn’t seeing. “These stories—what were they about?”

Cally looked up at him. “Look, just don’t make fun of me, OK?”

Andrew nodded. “Of course I won’t.”

Cally took a breath. “A few years ago, I worked on a dig over the summer—up north. We were looking into something the locals called The Black Stone of Scaderstone. I was just a helper, a volunteer. But then something happened and I got really interested.”

“How do you mean? What happened?”

Cally shook her head. “It sounds stupid, but when I was by the black stone, I thought I had some sort of weird experience.”

“What?”

“Oh, I know nothing happened really. I was young and stupid and someone, this really tacky guy, gave me a joint. I wasn’t used to it, and I sort of freaked out—it was like a strange sort of daydream.”

Andrew frowned. “I don’t see where you’re going with this.”

“Well, the point is, the black stone somehow fired up my imagination. It’s like, when you look at a cathedral or a war memorial and it strikes a chord with you. Do you know what I mean?”

“I guess so.”

“So, if a piece of rock can have that effect on me, a twenty-first-century girl, then what did it do to the people who found it hundreds of years ago? What happened when their imaginations were fired up?”

Andrew considered the idea for a moment. “You think they were, what? Inspired to make up stories?”

“Yes, of course they were. And the stories they made up, tell us a lot about their hopes and fears; they shine a light onto their lives.”

“And that’s why you’re interested in this place? Stories? That’s the only reason?”

Cally took a breath. “It’s more than that,” she said. “The medieval stories say the men found a strange slab of stone down here. And guess what—it was pure black. And it sounds like—and don’t say I’m being stupid—it sounds like this stone looked exactly the same as the one in Scaderstone.”



Chapter 36
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2014

A SAVAGE COLDNESS rips into Tom’s body. The cold is hungry. Ruthless. It devours him from the inside out, pours itself into the space where his warm body had been. Tom cannot move, cannot breathe. His vision blurs, grows darker, and then he is blind, powerless, helpless. The dull, droning din throbs and pulses, buzzing, crackling, hissing. It envelopes his mind, drowning out every other sound, obliterating every thought. And Tom welcomes it, allows it to wash over him. The world has always been hurtful, spiteful. Life has always trodden him down, and now he doesn’t want it any more. He lets it go; glad to slip into the cold, empty darkness. But then the pain begins, scorching through his veins like cheap heroin cut with brick dust. It slices into him like a wicked vengeance, clawing at his arms, his legs. It tears him apart; vicious talons ripping the flesh from his tortured body. The pain has him now, and Tom knows it will never lessen, never stop. And he knows he deserves it.

 

Alan gasped. His breath caught in his chest and for a moment, his heart refused to beat. He stood and stared while the dazzling lines of blue light flickered and danced as they covered Tom’s helpless body from head to toe. Without thinking, Alan reached out toward Tom, but the blue beams crackled and buzzed even louder, like a swarm of angry wasps. He pulled his hand away. Idiot! This had to be some sort of electrical discharge. I mustn’t touch him. It’s the one thing I mustn’t do. Alan ran a hand over his face. He had to do something, but what? He took a breath. Think. Think! He looked down at his hands, twisted his fingers together. “I’ve got to push him off the stone,” he muttered. “I need a branch or something.” Yes, that would do it. He ran to the back of the ledge and rummaged among the undergrowth on the slope, plunging his hands into the brambles, ignoring the scratches. There. A thick branch lay on the ground, half-hidden by dead leaves. “That’ll do,” he breathed, but as he grabbed it, the rotten wood crumbled beneath his fingers. “Damn it.” He threw the useless branch to the ground and hurried along the ledge, scanning the slope for something he could use, but the nearest trees were back up on the steep slope and it would take time to scramble up—time he didn’t have. He cast a glance over his shoulder. Tom was still exactly as he’d left him, but he had to hurry. He didn’t know if Tom was breathing or if his heart was beating. If Tom’s heart had stopped, how long could he survive? Was it one minute? Two? Alan bit his lip. Years ago, he’d been good at first aid, but since he’d lost Jake he’d let his skills slip. Could he still remember how to do CPR? He nodded to himself. He knew enough to have a go. But first, he had to get Tom off the damned stone, and there was nothing he could use. 

“There’s no time,” he muttered. He should call for help. He fumbled in his jeans pocket for his phone, surprised to feel it pulsating in his hand. In his panic, he hadn’t noticed the vibration in his pocket. His fingers trembled as he slipped the phone from its protective sleeve—and his eyes went wide. The phone’s screen was alive with a slew of random messages. They popped into existence then vanished just as quickly. He tapped at the screen, and pressed the buttons on the side, but it didn’t have any effect. For a moment, the touch keypad appeared and he jabbed at the number nine as fast as he could, but the keypad faded before he could make the call. Alan bared his teeth in anger and frustration. He looked up at the sky, trying to think clearly. There must be something he could do.

And the dreadful, crackling cacophony stopped, as suddenly as if a switch had been thrown. Alan wheeled around to face the stone slab, and his hand went to his mouth. “Tom,” he whispered. But although the stone still glowed blue, Tom was no longer there.
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3650 BC

AS THE SKY DARKENED, they finally came for me. Morven led the pack, waving his arms over me and chanting, throwing his head back and wailing into the night sky. I stared at him and took a shaky breath. Morven had told me his plan, and I had no choice but to go along with it. Soon, it would all be over. Either Morven would succeed and I’d be sent back home, or it would turn out he’d lied, feeding me a story to keep me quiet while the men sharpened their axes and made ready to murder me in cold blood. I’d know soon enough, one way or the other. I bit my bottom lip to keep it from trembling. Be strong, I told myself, but as Morven’s braying yelps grew louder, stronger, his voice drove deep into my skull, battering my senses into submission. I had to face it—my life was in his hands. I was utterly powerless.

Suddenly, Morven’s wailing stopped. He bent over me, and for a split second, he was just an ordinary old man. “Remember what I told you,” he hissed under his breath. “Just go along with it. I’ll do my best.” Then suddenly, the old man was gone, transfigured into a babbling shaman; his eyes rolling wildly, his head shaking, his lips flecked with foaming saliva. He paused his wailing and stood up straight, stretching his arms out toward me, his fingers splayed. This was the signal the men had been waiting for. They rushed in, crowding around me, elbowing each other out of the way, clawing at me in their desperation to take hold of me. I whimpered helplessly, and my despair made them shriek with delight. They grabbed my arms, my legs, my hair, and there was nothing I could do to stop them. A couple of them worked feverishly at the rope around my hands, hacking at the tangled knots with their knives. The rope jerked and scraped against my raw skin but I held my arms as still as I could; their crude blades were only a hair’s breadth from slicing into my wrists. Then suddenly, they ripped the rope away, and before I could even rub my wrists, they hoisted me up to shoulder height. They yelled at each other for a moment, shaking me like a rag doll, then they moved forward, carrying me across the hilltop.

I tried to see where they were taking me. If Morven had told the truth, they would only carry me as far as the black stone, but what if he’d lied? A sudden rush of ice-cold panic thrilled through me. Morven had no control over these savages. They wanted my blood and no one could stop them. They’d do whatever they wanted; rip me limb from limb, bite into my flesh, eat me alive. I stared up into the night sky, but it was ink-black and starless.

Without warning, the men stopped walking and lowered me to the ground, feet first. I clamped my mouth shut as they pushed my feet down and pulled my arms upward, forcing me to stand, but then they yanked my arms up too high, twisting my shoulder, and I cried out. They screeched with laughter and pushed me forward, toward the black stone. It loomed over me, even darker than the night. My knees buckled and I would’ve fallen, but the men held me tight, pushing me onward. They moved faster now, charging toward the stone. They’re going to slam me into the stone, smash my face against it. But suddenly, Morven stepped in front of me, holding up his hands, and my captors stopped in their tracks and fell silent. My blood pounded in my ears, every breath rasping in my throat. For a moment, nobody moved, but then Morven stepped toward me, and very slowly he reached out, pushing his gnarled hands, his long, bony fingers, toward my face.

 

Hafoc hesitated. He cocked his head and listened to the shouts and shrieks from the hilltop. They were so close now. They’d been lucky so far, but surely the Wandrian only had to look in the right direction and they’d see Hafoc and his brothers creeping up the hillside toward them. He glanced up toward the sky. Good. The spirits have given us a dark night. But even so, the bleak hillside made Hafoc’s skin crawl. All his life, he’d lived and hunted in the cool, dappled shade of the forest. Here, there was nothing to hide behind, not even a sapling to lend him a shadow. He looked to his left. Tostig had already moved ahead of him. Come on, Hafoc—you should be at his side. He took a breath and crept forward, copying Tostig as he crouched lower. Soon, they’d be able to see onto the hilltop. Then, at a signal from Tostig, they would attack.

 

Morven placed his hands on the boy, one palm on each side of his face, and looked into his eyes. The boy held his stare, and for a moment a half-forgotten memory tugged at Morven’s mind. He never told me, he thought. I asked him what year he came from, but he never told me. It didn’t matter. All that mattered now, was getting the boy out of this place. Whatever happened, wherever he ended up, it couldn’t be worse than this. If he stayed here, he would be dead before the night was over. If it comes to that, I’ll make it quick. Morven set his mouth in a grim line. Would the boy remember everything he’d told him? There’d be no chance to explain it all again. If the tribe became suspicious, they’d be out of control in a heartbeat—Kaine would make sure of that.

Slowly, he led the boy forward and the men released him without a word. They’d played their part. Now they stared at the boy, their mouths open, their eyes glittering with greed.

Morven ignored them. He turned slowly, leading the boy, turning him around until the black stone was at his back. Now, he stepped forward, pushing the boy backward. He glanced over the boy’s shoulder, scanning the stone’s surface. Soon, it would begin.

 

I felt the cold stone against my back. The old man moved his hands to my shoulders and pressed me back, pushing me hard against the stone. He leaned his face in close to mine, and I held my breath.

“Remember what I told you,” he whispered. “Think of your family, your home.”

I nodded and tried to hide my fear, but the muscles twitched at the corners of my mouth, pulling my lips into a grim parody of a smile. Morven stood back and I stared at him, my mind reeling. I took a breath, tried to calm my nerves. Come on, I told myself. Concentrate you bloody idiot! But how could I? How could I picture my home when I was stranded in this desolate place? How could I think about my family when I was surrounded by this pack of brutal savages? But I had to try. Morven had told me that it wouldn’t work if I didn’t concentrate. But in that desperate moment, all I could think of was my dad. Somehow, I thought, he would know what to do. He would scoop me up and save me. Dad, where are you now? Why can’t you come for me?

And as I pictured my dad running across the hilltop toward me, a faint vibration tingled across my back. It was a sensation I’d felt only once before. I stood perfectly still. I held my breath. And then, from behind me, I heard a low, crackling buzz that could only have come from the stone.

 

Hafoc and Tostig exchanged a look. The strange sound that came from the hilltop grew louder; a low, warbling drone like a nest of hornets. It echoed in the still night air and made the hairs on the back of Hafoc’s neck stand up. From the look on Tostig’s face, he didn’t like the buzzing sound either. Hafoc tried not to wonder too much about what the Wandrian were up to. Perhaps they had the power to summon the spirits. Perhaps they could conjure up a demon or a beast. His hand went to his talisman.

Suddenly, there was a hand on his shoulder. He turned with a start, but it was only Tostig. Hafoc took a breath and tried to calm himself. I didn’t hear Tostig moving, and then he was right next to me. The strange buzzing noise must have hidden the soft sounds of Tostig creeping through the grass. Yes—that was it. And if Tostig could move without being heard, then they could all get close to the Wandrian without difficulty.

Tostig saw that Hafoc understood. He nodded then held up his bow and placed an arrow against the string. Hafoc did the same, and then they moved swiftly forward. In a moment, they would crest the brow of the hill and see the Wandrian. Hafoc breathed deep, flaring his nostrils. He’d been nervous a moment ago, but now, he was ready. He was ready to wipe his enemies from the face of the earth.
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“I CAN’T SEE A THING,” Andrew said.

“No,” Cally admitted. “Me neither.”

Andrew ran a hand across his forehead. “This is stupid. It’s too dark. We’re wasting our time.”

“Just a little longer,” Cally said. “You never know what we might find.”

“I don’t see the point,” Andrew said. He sighed under his breath. “Listen, Cally, I don’t know how to say this, but we didn’t meet by accident.”

Cally twiddled with her phone, trying to make its flashlight brighter. She looked across at Andrew, but it was impossible to make out his expression in the gloom. “What do you mean? Like it was fate or something?”

“No,” Andrew said. “No, I mean, I was sent here to meet you.”

Cally turned away and walked a few steps farther into the tunnel. I knew it. I knew he was too good to be true. Now it turns out he’s into magic crystals or something. “That’s an interesting idea.” She held out her phone, playing the soft white light along the damp stone walls.

Andrew followed her. “I know this is going to sound strange, but Crawford sent me.”

“What?” Cally wheeled around to face him. “What are you talking about?”

Andrew held up his hands. “It’s OK. It’s like I told you. I work for the government.”

Cally stepped back and her foot sank into a puddle. She shifted her weight to keep her balance, but the only way to save herself was to step farther back. Now both feet were in the puddle, and the icy water covered her feet, soaking into her jeans. “Shit!”

Andrew stepped forward and held out his arm. “Here, let me help you.”

“No,” Cally said. She backed away. Now, the water was even deeper, but so what? Andrew had lied to her, deceived her—there was no way she was going to let him get his hands on her. I’ve been so stupid. She bit her bottom lip. She was usually so careful, but she’d let her guard down, allowed herself to be swept along.  Now she was trapped underground in the dark with a man she’d only just met. She had to think quickly. “We’d better get out of here. Helen will have missed us by now. She’ll have told someone. There’s a procedure.”

“I’m sure there is, but it’s OK, we can leave in a second. I just want to explain. There’s no need to be frightened. I would never, I mean, you must know—I’d never harm you.”

“Fine,” Cally said, trying to keep her voice level. “I’m sure it’s all fine. But let’s just go. We’ll go outside and we’ll get some fresh air, and then we can talk outside.”

For a moment, neither of them moved, neither of them spoke.

Cally stared at Andrew’s dark outline. He was bigger than her, stronger, and he was standing between her and the exit. Slowly, she raised her phone, aiming the beam of its LED flashlight directly into his eyes. Andrew narrowed his eyes against the light, his face deathly pale in the phone’s white glow. Cally’s throat tightened, and when she spoke, her voice was strained. “You go first. I’ll follow.”

But Andrew didn’t move away. He shook his head. He extended his hand to her. “Please, let me help you up. You’re getting wet.”

“No. I can manage. Just step back. Give me some room.”

“OK.” Andrew held up his hands in surrender and backed away. “OK. But listen, you’ve got to let me explain—about Mr. Crawford.”

A man’s voice rang out in the darkness. “This is going to be interesting.”

Andrew whirled around. “Crawford? I don’t believe it.”

Cally stared, wide-eyed. A man was marching toward them, holding a flashlight at shoulder height and picking his way confidently around the fallen blocks of stone. The bright beam from his flashlight bobbed as he walked, sending splashes of light to dance across the damp tunnel walls. “You’re Mr. Crawford?”

“Yes,” Crawford said, “but please—don’t let me interrupt.”

Andrew opened his mouth to speak, but Cally beat him to it. “What are you doing here?” she said. “Did Helen send you to find us?”

Crawford stopped in front of them. “No. Though I must admit, I was hoping to find you sooner.” He paused and shone his flashlight at Cally’s feet. “Ah—I see that I’m too late.”

Cally looked down as the flashlight’s bright beam played across the water. What the hell? She hadn’t just stumbled into a puddle—she was standing in a shallow, rectangular pit. She frowned. The pit had been cut carefully into the ground.  Its sides were straight, its corners square, and it measured at least two metres long and one metre across. Her eyes grew wide. The pit was exactly the same size and shape as the Black Stone of Scaderstone, the same size as the mythical stone she’d once dreamed of discovering. Could the very thing that she’d hoped to find be right there beneath her feet? “I don’t believe it,” she murmured.

“Now, if you wouldn’t mind stepping out of there,” Crawford said, “I’m sure we can straighten everything out.”

The man’s voice was so calmly authoritative, Cally almost did as he asked. But she hesitated. He never explained why he’s here. “Wait,” she said. “What’s going on?”

“Oh I’m sorry, I can’t have made myself clear.” He took a step forward and held out his hand. “You must let me help you up. We don’t allow people into this area.”

Cally’s mind raced. She glanced toward Andrew. Had he been colluding with Crawford all along? Had they planned to trap her down here? No. The trip to the tunnels had been her idea, and while Crawford had tried to keep her away from this place, Andrew had pulled the gate from its hinges to let her in. So are they in on this together or not? She stared at Crawford’s outstretched hand; if she took it, if she accepted his help, she’d be committing herself, taking his side. I don’t know. There’s something about him I don’t like. She took a step back and lowered her phone, slipping it into the back pocket of her jeans. She didn’t want to risk dropping it if she had to run away. “Why are you here?”

“I might ask the same question,” Crawford said. “You know, you have a lot of explaining to do—entering the tunnels without a guide and without buying a ticket, forcing your way past the locked gate.” He tutted under his breath. “Some people, the police for example, might see these activities as breaking the law. I’m afraid the authorities at the university will not take kindly to your behaviour.”

Cally felt the blood drain from her face. Crawford was right. They could throw her out of university for this. She’d lose everything she’d worked for, everything she’d ever hoped to achieve. But would he really do that to her? Would he really set out to ruin her life? She chewed the inside of her cheek. What would Gemma do? She’d say he was bluffing, trying to blackmail her—and she’d be right. I’ve had enough of this. She stood up straight. “You’re not going to report me,” she said. “You know exactly why I’m here. The real question is, why have you always tried to stop me coming here? What are you trying to hide?”

But Crawford carried on as though she hadn’t spoken. “I’ve known students thrown out of the university for much smaller offences, and I’m sure my old friend, Doctor Seaton, will be horrified at the way you’ve brought his department into disrepute.”

Cally put a hand to her mouth. “You know Doctor Seaton?”

“Wait a minute,” Andrew butted in. “You can’t get her thrown out. It was my idea to come in here. It was me who lifted the gate.”

Crawford turned to Andrew in surprise, as if seeing him for the first time. He paused and looked him up and down. “Keep out of this,” he snapped. “You have made a complete mess of this operation from start to finish.”

“Hang on,” Cally said. Her mind reeled. “So, he was telling the truth. You did send him here to find me. Why?”

Crawford smiled. “First things first. It’s best if you come with me, Callisto. I have a car waiting. I’ll see that you get home. There’ll be time for your questions later, but I must insist that we leave now.”

Cally looked from Crawford to Andrew and back again. Against the glare from Crawford’s flashlight, she couldn’t see their faces clearly enough to read their expressions, but there was something odd in the way Andrew hung back in silence, his head lowered, his shoulders squared. He’s angry with Crawford, but he daren’t speak up. Cally pursed her lips. A few minutes ago she’d been afraid of Andrew, but had she misjudged him? It was true that he’d lied to her, but he’d been trying to come clean when Crawford had barged in. If Andrew meant her harm, then why would he have admitted his deceit? She looked at Crawford, doing her best to look him in the eye despite the brightness of his flashlight. “What about Andrew? What’s his part in all this?”

“As I believe I’ve already explained,” Crawford said, “there’ll be time for questions later. Now, step out of there and I’ll take you home.”

Cally hesitated. There was something unsettling in Crawford’s tone of voice; an edge of restrained anger, the hint of an unspoken threat. “I’m not going anywhere with you,” she said. “Helen will be here any second—I’ll go with her.”

Crawford cleared his throat. “I’m afraid Helen may already be stirring up trouble for you. The sooner we get out here, the sooner I can straighten things out. It won’t take me long.” He paused. “You do want me to straighten things out, don’t you?”

“I don’t know,” Cally said. “I suppose so. But someone will come down to look for us in a minute—I want to wait for them. You two can go ahead and leave, but I’m not going anywhere with either of you.”

Crawford reached into his jacket pocket. “Oh dear, I’m afraid that won’t do. You see, the only way I’m going to help you, is if you come with me. Right now.” He raised his voice. “Now get out of there and do what I tell you.”

Andrew raised his head and stepped forward. “Don’t listen to him, Cally. Don’t go with him. He’ll take you away. I don’t know why, but that was always his plan.”

A chill ran the length of Cally’s spine. “What? Take me where?”

“I don’t know,” Andrew said, “but you can’t trust him. Believe me. I know I lied to you before, but I’m telling the truth now. You mustn’t go with him.”

Crawford let out a deep sigh. “This is all very charming, but we’re wasting time.” He took the Taser from his pocket and held it at waist height, pointing it at Andrew. With his other hand, he shone his flashlight in Andrew’s eyes. “Stand back, Andrew,” he said. “Go back toward the gate and wait there.”

Andrew blinked in the flashlight’s glare. “No. I’m not leaving. I won’t let you take her.”

Without warning, Crawford raised his arm and fired, but Andrew was just fast enough—he dived to his left, launching himself into the gloom.

As Cally watched, Andrew landed hard on his side, his shoulder slamming into the stony ground. He roared in pain and rolled clumsily onto his back. Above him, the Taser’s probes smacked into the stone wall and Crawford let out a hiss of frustration.

Andrew scrambled to his feet, pushing himself forward. It looked like he was getting ready to charge toward the older man.

“No!” Cally cried out.

Andrew hesitated. “Cally, get back!” he yelled.

But Crawford wasn’t looking at Cally. He was holding his flashlight between his teeth, and by its light he was calmly fitting a new cartridge to the Taser.

Andrew scowled and lunged forward, but Crawford was already taking the flashlight from his mouth, and now he aimed his Taser squarely at Andrew’s chest.

“Don’t move,” Crawford snapped. “I won’t miss again.”

Andrew staggered to a standstill, growling in frustration. “Bloody hell!” He took a breath, exhaling noisily, pushing the air between his bared teeth.

 “What the hell do you think you’re playing at?” Crawford demanded. “I’ve been in the field for over a decade. Do you think I’d let myself be beaten by a backroom boy like you?”

Andrew shook his head slowly then he held out his hands, showing Crawford his empty palms. “OK—you win. There’s no need to fire that thing. Just…tell me what you want me to do.”

Crawford gave a hollow laugh. “About time. Now, listen carefully. You’re going to stand still and do as you’re told. Yes?”

“Fine,” Andrew said. “Whatever you say.”

Crawford glanced toward Cally, though he kept the Taser trained on Andrew, and his aim did not waver by a hair’s breadth. “I told you to get out of there, young lady,” he said. “Now move.”

Cally stood, rooted to the spot. She stared at Crawford. This man was dangerous, ruthless. He was going to hurt her, hurt Andrew too. Perhaps, if she went along with his demands, it would calm him down, but it might also take her further into danger. She opened her mouth to speak but she had no idea what to say.

Crawford shone his flashlight in her face. “Move,” he snapped. “Get off the stone. Now!”

The stone! So the black stone was right beneath her feet. But could that really be what all this was about—a lump of rock? Cally looked down at the cold, black water lapping around her ankles. She could see nothing through the murky water; nothing but fleeting reflections from Crawford’s flashlight catching the ripples around her feet. Except…

No—she’d imagined it; a trick of the light. And yet, she had seen it. She looked back at Crawford’s flashlight. The beam was pure white, but the reflection on the water had been bright blue. And it had moved strangely, racing across the surface, almost like an electrical spark in the dark water. Cally took a breath and felt her throat tighten. She stepped backward, looking frantically from side to side. I’ve got to get out of here. She glanced over her shoulder. Behind her, the unexplored tunnel stretched away into darkness. Where did it lead? Was it a dead end? It didn’t matter. If she could slip away into the shadows, she could find a place to hide, buy some time. If Crawford tried to stop her, it might give Andrew a chance to get away and fetch help. She swallowed hard. It won’t work. It’s a stupid idea. But it was her only choice. She backed away as fast as she could, dragging her feet through the icy water, churning it into a chaos of splashes and waves. Now, every ripple was edged with flickering slivers of blue light.

“No,” Crawford snarled. “Not that way, you stupid girl. Come here.”

“Don’t listen to him,” Andrew shouted. “Run! Find a way out!”

“Oh, shut up,” Crawford growled. He raised the Taser higher, pointing it straight at Andrew’s face.

“No!” Cally shouted. She stood still, her fists clenched. “Don’t you dare hurt him,” she yelled. “Don’t you dare!”

“If you’d done as you were told, there’d be no need,” Crawford said. “But as things stand, I’m going to have to put this idiot out of action for a while.” He grinned and lowered his weapon until it was pointing at Andrew’s chest.

Cally’s stomach lurched. She couldn’t stand by and let this happen. But she couldn’t give in to Crawford; there was no telling what he might do to her.

She looked at Andrew. Surely he’d know what to do. But something was wrong. Andrew was staring at her, open mouthed. And his face was lit by a pale blue glow. Crawford had seen it too; his smile had gone, replaced by a furious snarl. And he was mouthing something. Or shouting. But Cally couldn’t hear him. His angry words were being carried away, as if by a breeze. But that didn’t make sense.

She looked frantically from side to side. What the hell’s happening? The walls of the tunnel were bathed in blue light. And a strange sound, a muffled buzzing noise, reverberated all around her. She stared at Andrew and Crawford, reached out her hands toward them. She wanted to cry out for help, but a sudden rush of ice-cold air robbed her of her voice. It breezed through her, chilling her to the bone, tugging at her hair, prickling her skin.

Something brushed against her legs, and she forced out a scream. Around her feet, flashes of brilliant blue light pulsed through the water, growing brighter, stronger. Sparks crackled and darted across the water’s surface, then arced through the air to swathe her legs in swirling beams of light.

Cally’s breath froze in her throat. A savage, crushing pain welled up in her chest. She had to get out of there. She had to run.

But when she tried to step forward, she couldn’t move her legs. She tried again, straining every muscle, but there was nothing she could do. There was no escape.
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ALAN RAN as fast as he could, hobbling awkwardly toward the empty stone. Surely, Tom had managed to drag himself from its surface. He must’ve fallen to the ground on the far side, and now he was hidden by the grassy bank. But no. As Alan reached the stone, it was clear that Tom was nowhere in sight. Alan stood for a moment, his mind whirling with impossible images: the glittering blue beams that had snaked through the air with a deadly sense of purpose; the unearthly glow that had seemed to come from within the dark stone.

In a daze, he walked around the stone slab, scanning the ground as if he really might find some clue to explain what had happened to Tom. But there was nothing. He put his hands up to his head and clutched his hair. “What am I going to do?” he whispered. “What the hell am I going to do?”

He lowered his hands and rubbed his eyes. He can’t have just vanished. He must be somewhere. Alan stared at the dark stone and pictured the possibilities. I had my back turned for a moment. Yes. That was it. Tom must’ve made a run for it. He’d summoned up some reserve of strength, fuelled by fear and adrenalin, and escaped. But how? Perhaps, in his desperation, Tom had tried to climb down to the quarry. Alan shuffled across the ledge and stood at the brink. He swallowed, ran his tongue over his dry lips, and imagined Tom’s broken body, cruelly sprawled on rocks below. “No,” he whispered. “I didn’t hear him scream.” He took a breath and looked over the edge, peering down the almost vertical drop to the quarry far below. There was no sign of Tom. Thank God for that. 

So where is he? Could he have staggered up onto the slope above the ledge and hidden in the undergrowth? Perhaps—in which case he’d have left a trail. Alan forced himself to walk the length of the ledge, limping on his injured ankle and muttering under his breath. He turned his head from side to side, peering into the undergrowth, but it was a waste of time. I’m just going through the motions. This was what people did when they lost something, or someone, wasn’t it? Alan wasn’t really looking for Tom—not anymore. He wasn’t even seeing the ledge. In his mind, all he could see was the fear in Tom’s eyes as the blue sparks crawled over him, claiming him. He was trying to show me something—I should’ve helped him. Alan stood still and stared into the distance. I should have done something. But no. He’d stood by and let it happen. He’d been useless. Worse—he’d been a coward and now it was too late.

Alan closed his eyes, but it only made the memories brighter. “For god’s sake,” he muttered. He opened his eyes and tilted his head back, blinking rapidly. There had to be something he could understand—some explanation that made sense. There just had to be something he’d missed.

Alan shambled slowly back to the stone slab. He stood over it, searching its dull, dusty surface for a hint of anything unusual. But there were no sparks now, not even a faint glow to show where they’d been. Alan stared at the flat, black stone for a long time. He chewed the inside of his cheek, and then he made up his mind. He held his breath and bent down, reaching his hand toward the stone. Don’t do it, he told himself. But he was determined, and his fingers were already brushing against the stone’s cold surface. He pressed his hand flat against the slab, forcing his fingers through the fine layer of dust and grit.

He winced as he slid his hand slowly across the stone’s grimy surface, expecting at any moment to feel the jolt of an electric shock. Or something worse. But there was nothing; no strange buzzing sound, no flashes of light: nothing except the cold, solid flatness of polished stone.

Alan swore under his breath, then he sank to his knees, next to the stone, and knelt on the damp ground. He’s gone. He hung his head. “Tom,” he whispered. “Tom, you were telling the truth.”

Alan pinched the bridge of his nose. It was almost impossible to believe, but there was no other explanation. Tom had vanished, and somehow the stone was to blame. It had erased Tom from existence, ripped him from the world, and four years ago, exactly the same thing must’ve happened to his own son. Alan looked up at the stone. He wanted to hate it, but he could feel nothing. He wasn’t even angry anymore. If I’d known the truth back then, would it have made any difference? He shook his head sadly. No. He would never have believed it. And even if he had, he would still have blamed Tom, or Robbo as he’d called himself back then. He sniffed. “But, I wouldn’t have done all those things,” he murmured. “I would never have…” He let his voice trail away. He didn’t want to face the dreadful things he’d done to Tom, didn’t want to admit them, even to himself.

He put his head in his hands. “Oh, Jake,” he sobbed. “My son, my only boy. What happened to you?” And when the tears came, they were hot, and they burned as they ran down his cheeks. Alan had cried many times since he’d lost his boy, but now his sorrow flooded through him, hollowing him out, and the pain wracked his body, consuming him in its wicked darkness.

The pain would never end. But Alan didn’t care. He could die here on this lonely ledge, unnoticed and unmourned. His miserable life was the only thing he had left and it was no substitute for the loss of everything he’d loved.

Alan let the pain take him, let it wipe out his thoughts, let it crush the breath from his lungs. It didn’t matter. The only thing that could save him now, the only thing that could make his life worth living again, would be to see his son one last time, and for that, he’d give anything. For one more glimpse of Jake’s smile, he’d give his life without a second thought or a moment of regret.

“Jake,” Alan whispered. “Jake, come back to me.” Then, as loud as he could, his voice rasping in the back of his throat, he called out his son’s name. And he wept.
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AT FIRST, Cally stares, wide-eyed in horror as the flecks of crackling light swarm toward her. But as the lights spin and flicker, curling up through the dark water, she tilts her head to one side, and her expression softens. The delicate tracery of light is beautiful, fascinating. And when the flickering blue tendrils reach out to her, stroking her skin, she does not flinch. The lights will do her no harm. Their cool, gentle beams will envelop her, protect her. And then she hears them. A chorus of whispering voices calling out to her, lullaby-soft, the voices of a thousand women. They know her, they remember her. She is one of them, and through the stone they are interconnected, across all of time. Their energy flows into her, through her, and she is limitless, almost overwhelmed by her own power. She can achieve anything.

But first, the voices tell her, there is something to be done. There is someone here who does not respect the stone—a man who would subvert its power. He must be stopped. And Cally smiles. She can bring this man to his knees. It will not even be difficult.

 

Crawford could only stand and watch as Cally fixed him with her glare. Slowly, she raised her hands and held them out in front of her, her fingers pointing directly at him. For a split second, he thought of backing away. But no. Why should he? The girl had no right to do this, no right to interfere. The stone was his and his alone. It’s time to put an end to this. He adjusted his stance and brought the Taser up. The corner of his mouth curled in contempt. The girl was an easy target.

Andrew stared at Cally, his face a mask of fear and confusion. He opened his mouth to call out, but suddenly, Crawford was in motion, swinging his Taser upward, taking aim at Cally. Andrew seized his chance and ran toward the older man, his arms outstretched.

And Cally roared. She opened her mouth and let loose a deep, guttural growl; a barrage of sound that swept through the tunnel and battered the men’s ears. Andrew stumbled but his momentum kept him going, and he staggered on toward Crawford.

Crawford shook his head and forced himself to concentrate. He breathed out slowly and corrected his aim. His finger tightened on the Taser’s trigger.

Andrew’s hands were a hair’s breadth from clutching Crawford’s clothes. He launched himself at Crawford and closed his eyes.

But before the men made contact, a flare of pure, white light erupted from Cally, cocooning her in a whirling cloak of crackling energy. Crawford dropped his flashlight and raised his hand to shield his eyes against the blazing light. He couldn’t fire his Taser, couldn’t see a thing.

 

Cally blinks slowly. A maelstrom of vivid blue beams spirals around her. It is intensely bright, but it doesn’t dazzle her. It’s keeping me safe. She purses her lips. Safety is not enough. It is time to deal with the interloper. She glances at her hands and a cascade of swirling sparks flies from her fingertips and surges through the air, hurtling toward the two men.

 

Andrew was in mid-air, leaping toward Crawford, when the shockwave slammed into him. It threw him backward, tossing his body aside like a dry leaf in a gale. He flew across the tunnel and landed heavily on his back. The impact drove the breath from his chest and he gasped for air.

But Crawford remained standing, rooted to the spot. The blast of raw energy tore at his clothes, his hair, but he could not move. Every muscle in his body was taut, every joint rigid. He could only watch as the jagged streams of light wrapped themselves around him, blinding him, squeezing the life from him. In seconds, he was shrouded in a web of freezing light. It crackled across his skin, leaching the heat from his body, piercing his flesh like a hundred hypodermic needles. Sparks curled along his arm, racing toward the Taser. The weapon grew hot in Crawford’s hand, but he couldn’t let it go, couldn’t even uncurl his fingers. The Taser whined and fizzed as its handle blistered and burned, spattering his fingers with molten plastic. A harsh, rasping cry of agony escaped through his clenched teeth, and with a final outburst of light and sound, the smouldering Taser exploded in his hand.

 

Cally lowered her arms and the streams of light dimmed and curled away from her, fading into the darkness, sliding back to the black stone beneath the water. But the voices remained with her, whispering into her thoughts: It’s all right, we only did what had to be done. Then suddenly, the sense of energy, of connection, was gone. The silence hissed in her ears. She was alone again. What the hell just happened? She put her hands up to cover her mouth. Her arms were heavy and her fingers trembled. There was sweat on her cheeks, and her hands were rough, encrusted with a layer of grime and grit.

The darkness closed in on her, and there was only one thought in her mind: I’ve got to get out of here. She took a breath, and tried to hold it, but her chest shook, and she couldn’t help but let out a low moan of despair.

 

Andrew picked himself up off the ground and stood, although his legs were unsteady. He’d seen Crawford wrapped in writhing light, seen the Taser explode in his hand, seen the older man crumple as the bright beams unfurled from his body and flew across the tunnel, fizzing along the damp stone walls to disappear in the distance. Now, the acrid stench of burning plastic filled the tunnel and caught in Andrew’s throat. He coughed, took a breath, and almost gagged. There was another smell in the air, even more pungent: singed flesh. Crawford must’ve been badly burned. Andrew swallowed hard. I should fetch help, or get him to a doctor. A grunt. Then suddenly, Crawford’s voice hissed and whispered in the chill, dank air. His furious muttering echoed from the stone walls, amplified by the emptiness of the tunnel. Andrew shuddered. He’s still alive. But was he still a threat? Andrew moved his head from side to side, trying to pinpoint Crawford’s position. But another sound grabbed his attention—Cally! She was whimpering, sobbing, alone in the dark. The hell with Crawford. He had to get to Cally and take her to safety. He took a step forward and opened his mouth to call to her.

A light flared in the darkness. Andrew flinched, raised his hands to protect himself, but it was only Crawford’s flashlight, its beam weak and unsteady. And Crawford was pointing it directly at Cally.

“You bitch,” Crawford snarled, his voice hoarse with rage. “You’ll pay for this.” He staggered toward the pit and aimed his flashlight down at the water, searching out the pit’s edge. “I’ll deal with you properly this time.” He leaned forward, ready to step down into the pit. 

Andrew scowled and strode forward. “You stay away from her,” he growled. Crawford hesitated. He turned, the beam of his flashlight slicing through the darkness, but he didn’t see Andrew until it was too late. Andrew grabbed Crawford’s arm and spun him around, pushing him away from the pit. But despite the older man’s injuries, there was nothing wrong with his reactions. Crawford lashed out with his good hand, the metal flashlight held tightly in his fist. He threw his shoulder into the punch and his fist caught Andrew squarely on his right eye. Andrew reeled back, shaking his head. A burst of red light blurred his vision and the pain arced across his skull. Crawford seized his advantage and charged at Andrew.

Andrew’s eyesight returned—just in time. As Crawford barrelled into him, Andrew grabbed hold of Crawford’s jacket with both hands and turned on his heel, using the older man’s momentum against him. He swung Crawford across the tunnel, hurling him toward the stone wall. But Crawford was quick on his feet. He stumbled but recovered quickly, shifting his weight to regain his balance. He spun around and sprang forward, then kicked out hard at Andrew’s kneecap. But thanks to the flashlight, Andrew saw him coming. He threw himself back into the shadows, and Crawford’s kick missed its target by a millimetre.

Andrew swallowed hard. He’d thought that Crawford would be beaten by his injuries. He hadn’t expected him to fight back, but now the older man was already stalking toward him, moving with a deadly purpose, like a demon in the dark, his good hand raised in a fist.

Andrew glanced nervously from left to right, but there was no favourable ground here, no refuge. Every nerve fibre, every muscle in his body told him to run, to get as far away from Crawford as he could. But that was out of the question. I’ve got to keep Cally safe. Andrew flexed his fingers, tensed his shoulders. There was no way around it. He had to put Crawford out of action, and for that, he needed to get in close.

“Crawford!” he yelled. “You’ve ruined everything. I was playing her until you barged in.”

Crawford hesitated, missed his step.

Andrew licked his lips nervously. Good. He was getting through to him. “Come on, let’s go and get her. We’ll take her out together.”

Crawford halted in front of him and shone his flashlight into Andrew’s eyes. “Pathetic,” he sneered.

Andrew didn’t blink. He needed to keep him talking. As long as the older man was focused on his face, he wouldn’t see what Andrew was doing, wouldn’t notice him slipping his hand into his jacket pocket, and couldn’t know what he was holding in his fist. “You’re hurt,” Andrew said. “We need to get you to a hospital.”

Crawford shook his head, a grim smile on his lips, and stepped to one side. Andrew turned to face him and immediately realised his mistake. Now the tunnel wall was directly behind him. The next time Crawford came at him, he couldn’t dodge back to stay out of reach. He didn’t buy it. But it didn’t matter. He’d gained himself a little time. It’s now or never, he told himself. Come on, you bastard.

He didn’t have to wait long. Crawford dropped his flashlight and lunged toward him, faster than Andrew could’ve anticipated, reaching for Andrew’s throat with both hands. Crawford was a horror of burned and bloody flesh, a monstrous creature, consumed with a frenzy of rabid rage. Andrew’s stomach turned. The ground shifted beneath his feet. But he had to let the man come at him. Crawford crashed into Andrew, pinning him against the wall. But this was exactly what Andrew needed. He waited until Crawford’s hands were closing around his throat, and then he struck. With his left hand, he grabbed Crawford’s injured wrist and twisted it outwards with all his strength. At the same time, he drove his right hand into Crawford’s thigh, stabbing the drug-filled injector firmly into the older man’s muscle.

Crawford let out a strangled cry as his wrist was wrenched beyond its limits. But he wasn’t in pain for long. The anaesthetic worked quickly, and Crawford collapsed, falling against Andrew like a sack of wet sand. Andrew staggered for a second as he took Crawford’s weight on his arms, then he lowered him to the ground, laying him on his side. He moved Crawford’s arm so he’d stay in something like the recovery position, then he stepped back.

“Bloody hell,” Andrew muttered. He leaned his hands on his knees and hung his head, breathing hard. His heart was racing, his mind a whirl. But surely, the worst was over—it had to be. He closed his eyes. The only sounds in the tunnel were his heavy breathing and the gentle lapping of water against the edges of the pit.

“Oh my god,” Cally whispered, her voice strained. “Oh my god.”

Andrew opened his eyes and stood up straight, looking toward the sound of Cally’s voice. He couldn’t see her, but it sounded as if she was backing away from him, moving farther into the tunnel. “It’s all right,” he said. “He can’t hurt you now. I’ve put him out of action.”

Cally gasped. “You’ve…you’ve killed him.”

“No. Listen, Cally, he’s fine. He’s just drugged. Honestly. He’ll be fine.”

But Cally continued to retreat, her legs splashing through the water as she backed away. “Who are you? You said…I thought you…”

Andrew shook his head. This would be easier if they could just see each other. He scanned the ground, searching for Crawford’s flashlight, but there was no sign of it. He looked back toward the sound of Cally’s voice and, straining his eyes against the darkness, he took a single step toward her. “Cally, I had to stop him. He was going to hurt you.”

“But you were going to help him. I heard you. Bring her in together—that’s what you said.”

Andrew ran a hand over his face. “That was a lie. I was trying to confuse him, trying to get him close.”

“I don’t believe you,” Cally said. “I don’t trust you. I want you to go. Just go.”

“I can’t do that, Cally. It’s not safe to leave you. I don’t even know what happened to you. It was…I don’t know what to say. I don’t even know if you’re all right. Are you? Are you all right?”

“No. I’m not bloody well all right. And I’m not going to be all right as long as I’m anywhere near you.”

Andrew took a breath. “Fine. Let’s just get you out of here, and then I’ll go back to London. You’ll never see me again—I promise. But I can’t leave you down here. It isn’t safe. Crawford wouldn’t have come here alone.”

“Oh no,” Cally moaned. “It never ends.”

“Come on,” Andrew said. “We have to get moving—right now. They could be here any second.”

Cally sniffed loudly as though fighting back her tears. “Why?” she demanded. “Why did you people come here? What do you want from me?”

“I can’t explain that now. But it was all Crawford. He sent me here. But I’m not on his side. I want to get you away. I want to get you home.”

“I don’t believe you,” Cally said.

Andrew shook his head slowly. “I don’t blame you. But listen, Cally, there will be other people, just like Crawford, on their way right now. ” He paused. “Do you really want to face them on your own?”

Cally hesitated. “No.”

“So how about this?” Andrew said. “I’ll lead the way, and make sure it’s safe. You just follow along. You can keep your distance.”

“But…what if they’re waiting for us?”

“I’ll think of something. I’ll tell them I’m bringing you in and say that Crawford needs them down here. As soon as they’re out of the way, we’ll run for it.”

Cally took a breath. “All right,” she said, trying to keep her voice strong. “But you’ve got to keep well in front—I don’t want you anywhere near me.”

“Sure,” Andrew said. He backed away. “I’ll give you some space.”

“Stay back then. I’m coming out.”

Andrew tilted his head and listened as Cally waded slowly through the dark water. The splashing sounds grew louder, and then he could just make out her outline in the gloom. “Do you want a hand?”

“No. I’m fine.” She slipped a little on the damp stone floor as she clambered out of the hole, and cursed under her breath, but she saved herself from falling.

Andrew stepped forward, but she must’ve heard him move. “I’m all right,” she snapped. “Leave me alone.”

“OK,” Andrew said. But her voice was strained and unsteady, and it was hard not to go to her side.

“I’ve still got my phone,” she said. “I don’t know if it’s got much charge but…”

Suddenly, the phone’s flashlight shone in Andrew’s face and he narrowed his eyes against its glare. He could see Cally’s face now, and she looked exhausted, her mouth pinched, her eyes hollow. “Please,” he said, “let me—”

“No,” she interrupted. “Just go. Go back to the gate.”

“Sure. But listen, you must follow, OK?”

“All right,” she said. “Just go, for god’s sake.”

“OK. I’m going.” Slowly, Andrew turned his back on her, then he walked away, dragging his feet, and trailing his hand along the tunnel wall to guide his path.

 

Cally stood and watched Andrew walking away until his fading silhouette melted into the darkness beyond her flashlight’s glow. Suddenly, standing there alone in the dark tunnel, her wet jeans clinging coldly to her legs, she felt weak and stupid—vulnerable. And she still had to make her way out through the passages with a man she couldn’t trust. There was no other choice. She certainly couldn’t stay in this awful place, alone except for Crawford, who could wake up at any moment. She shuddered at the thought of it. No. She had to leave. She must stay strong and go through with it. And perhaps, once she made it back to the lit tunnels, she’d feel a little more confident. Then, if she was lucky, it would only be a few minutes before she was safely back on the crowded street. 

Cally pulled herself up to her full height then turned back to cast a glance at the dark pit in the ground. Now that she was leaving, it seemed very sad that she was abandoning the black stone after waiting for so long to see it. She’d pinned her hopes and dreams on the stone’s existence, but now, she was certain that she’d never set foot in the tunnels again.

Too bad it was under water, she thought. I wanted to see it with my own eyes. It was such a silly thought that she almost laughed at her own stupidity. But Cally had hungered for the secrets of the past for as long as she could remember. This incredible artefact was the find of the century, and it wasn’t easy to walk away from it. For a moment, she pictured herself presenting her discoveries to a rapt audience. After a find like this, the world would be her oyster. Yes. This place could give her everything she’d ever wanted.

Nonsense. She shook her head. It was all just too fantastical. She wasn’t even sure she believed what had just happened herself. She began to turn away, but as she moved, something caught her eye. There. A flicker of blue light darted through the murky water. “Oh no,” she whispered. “Not again.” But this time, the lights that gathered and danced over the dark water were different. This time, there was no savage, crackling burst of energy, no showers of sparks. As Cally watched, the beams grew gradually brighter, tracing patterns in the water, weaving a tapestry of light in the air. And Cally gasped.

She stared at the moving images as they resolved in the darkness in front of her. It was a boy, or a young man. He had his head tilted back. He looked frightened. No. He was terrified. He turned his face toward her, and looked deep into her eyes. He can see me! Cally put her hand to her mouth. This couldn’t be happening. It was too much. But she couldn’t deny it. She knew that boy. She’d seen him before, met him somewhere. Then suddenly she knew exactly where she’d seen him. And as she spoke his name, her phone began to ring.



Chapter 41
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3650 BC

MORVEN GLANCED at the dark stone. It was already making its unearthly buzzing noise and that was a good start. But it wasn’t enough. For his plan to succeed, he needed the lights to appear, and quickly. Sadly, he knew from bitter experience that the blue lights did not always come. The stone could not be commanded; sometimes it remained dark and the strange sounds simply faded away. On those days, it took all Morven’s power of persuasion to calm the men down. If it happened today, there would be carnage. All he could do was hope and wait, and put on a good show.

Morven took hold of the young man’s hair and pulled it hard, tilting the prisoner’s head back, exposing his throat. His men expected it. They wanted to see the throat cut, to watch the blood spurt as the flesh was sliced open, to see the wound bubble and foam as the prisoner’s last breath leaked from his ruptured windpipe. But Morven had to make this moment last. He needed time for the black stone to do its work. If everything went as he hoped, there would be no blood.

He let go of the boy’s hair and stepped back. He paused for a moment then took hold of the black talisman he wore on his chest. He held it out toward the boy’s face and moved the circle of dark stone slowly from side to side. The talisman was the key, but Morven had no idea how to control it. He had no choice but to put his faith in the stone. The talisman must surely summon the blue lights and bring the black stone to life. Everything depended on it. If all went well and the boy disappeared, his men would surely be in awe of his power. But if nothing happened…If I fail, the men must have blood.

Morven took a deep breath, flaring his nostrils. If his plan did not work he’d have a simple choice: kill the prisoner or be ripped apart by his own men. He narrowed his eyes and focused his attention on the boy, willing him to concentrate. He held his breath and moved the talisman closer to the boy’s face, while from the corner of his eye, he watched the stone, searching for any trace of activity.

There. The first faint traces of blue light were forming, deep within the black rock, and as he watched, they grew brighter, seething and squirming as they swam toward the stone’s surface. Thank you. The stone had not let him down.

 

The old man held out the disc of black stone in his hand, moving it back and forth in front of my face. I held my breath and stared at the stone disc, following it with my eyes. Was he trying to hypnotise me? Was this some kind of cruel joke? But when I glanced at the old man’s face, he was deadly serious, his mouth set in a grim line, his brow creased in concentration, and his eyes…his eyes were dark, his pupils dilated, and they glittered with a savage spark of intensity. And that spark, that glimmer of desperate desire, was bright blue.

I exhaled, took a sharp breath. Could it be true? Had the black stone finally come back to life, its flickering lights reflected in the old man’s eyes? I opened my mouth to speak but the old man suddenly pushed the stone disc closer to my face. I gasped. The disc was no longer just a circle of black stone; it was alive, lit from within by countless tiny points of pulsating light. And as I stared, a crackling spark of blue light crawled across the disc’s surface. It’s starting. The black stone at my back could save me, the old man with his black disc could somehow send me home. Home! I had to picture it, concentrate on it. But now the deep, wavering hum from the stone grew louder. It buzzed and throbbed, blotting out every sound, every thought. The old man was moving his lips but I couldn’t hear a word he was saying. I just had to hope he knew what he was doing. Please let it work.

But no. Something was wrong. He suddenly whipped the stone disc away and put his face close to mine. He stared at me, searching my face. And then he looked me in the eye, and his mouth fell open.

 

Morven craned his neck toward the prisoner to look closer. The young man’s face, lit by the glow of blue light from the stone, was suddenly familiar. But Morven pushed the thought aside. His memories were dark, unwanted creatures, best kept away. Memories from his old life were worthless here. It was better to forget, to let the days run together. Better to banish the man he’d once been.

But now, as the blue lights buzzed and crackled, and the hungry beams reached out to touch the trembling prisoner, Morven pictured another time, another place: a slab of black stone, much lower than this one, hidden on a ledge. And on the stone’s surface, a boy lay helpless, terrified. Morven looked deep into the young man’s eyes, and his mouth hung open.

“It can’t be,” he whispered. “It can’t be you.”

 

It’s starting. The cold washes over me, taking away my warmth and creeping in to take its place. So cold, it burns, nips my skin, bites bone-deep into my flesh. I want to pull away, to tear myself from the black stone. But I can’t move, can’t even shiver to shake some life into my muscles. I try to gasp for air, but it won’t come. My lungs burn and a wave of panic rushes through me. I need air, need to breathe, but there’s nothing I can do. I can’t fight it, can’t give in. I’m trapped.

The old man says something. The hissing buzz drowns out his words, but there’s something in his expression, something in the way he looks at me. It’s almost as if he knows who I am. My mind whirls. And then the pain begins. Slowly, it takes hold of me, its cold hands creeping along my arms, my legs, plucking at my skin. But then it grows stronger, wrenching my limbs away from my body, straining every joint, tearing me apart. The pain shudders through me, exploding in my mind—a shattering burst of pure, white-hot agony. It’s more than I can stand, and when the darkness comes for me, swallowing me down into its icy depths, I welcome it.

Then suddenly, I’m alone in the dark. There is no old man, no hilltop, no crowd of hungry savages. Only the black stone is still there, cold and unyielding against my back. The pain releases me, seeps away into the blackness, and I can see again. I can breathe and move. I turn my head. And that’s when I see her. Standing above me in the darkness, the woman is bathed in a faint blue glow. She stares at me, her hand over her mouth. But I know her. She’s changed since I saw her, but I’d know those blue eyes anywhere. Cally.

 

“Go!” Morven called. “Think of your home.” But it was no good. It wasn’t working. The stone should have taken the boy by now, but he was still there, pinned against the black stone, the beams of light snaking over his body. Slowly, Morven reached out toward the boy. Perhaps, if he could get his attention, he could urge him on his way. But the bright beams crackled angrily and flashed toward his fingertips, sending jabs of pain up his arm. Morven cursed and took a step away from the stone, but he didn’t take his eyes from the boy. “Please go,” he whispered, “before it’s too late.” But there was nothing he could do. He put his hands up to cover his face and closed his eyes. This was the chance he’d once dreamed of. The chance to make things right, and it had come to nothing. He’d failed. Behind him, the men were already arguing among themselves, their voices raised in anger. They’ll kill us. They’ll kill us both.

“Kaine, do something,” someone shouted. The others joined in, calling his name: “Kaine, make it stop.”

Morven sensed a movement at his side, and he turned to find Kaine standing there, his axe in his hand. No doubt Kaine would seize this chance to take control of the men and settle old scores. But Morven no longer cared. Let him have the damned tribe, he thought. I’m done with them.

“Morven!” Kaine yelled. “This is not right.”

Morven did not reply. He turned his back on Kaine and stood, watching the boy. He let out a heavy sigh, and lost himself in a sudden swirl of memories: remnants of another life, another time. Long ago, he’d answered to a different name, but when the tribe had taken him in, when he was half dead from cold and hunger, his name had meant nothing to them, and they’d changed it. They’d changed him, made him one of their number. Now, his lips silently formed the word that had once meant so much.

Without warning, Kaine pushed him aside. Morven stumbled for a moment, then turned on his heel, his knife in his hand. Kaine stood over the prisoner, his eyes alight with malice, his axe held ready. He bared his teeth in a snarl. But as he drew his axe back to shoulder height and prepared to strike, he suddenly roared in pain. He staggered sideways, his eyes rolling wildly, his mouth hanging open.

As Kaine turned, Morven’s eyes went wide. The arrow in Kaine’s back was buried deep in his shoulder. Kaine wheeled around, his arms flailing, waving his axe in the air. He screamed in agony, and a foam of blood gurgled from his mouth. Another man ran forward and fell to his knees, the shaft of an arrow sticking out from his side. A third man threw himself to the ground, writhing, clutching uselessly at the arrow embedded in his thigh. A fourth man keeled over almost silently. The arrow in his chest had pierced his heart. And then, the men were in uproar, charging backward and forward, snarling their vicious threats into the night. But they could not see who was attacking them, could not understand what they should do, as one by one, they fell; struck down by silent arrows that seemed to come from every direction. 

Morven stood next to the black stone and watched. He glanced at the boy. As long as he was on the stone, he’d stay by him and make sure no harm came to him. He looked down at the black talisman. It still glowed blue. Perhaps, if he kept the talisman close to the boy, there was still a chance he could send him back. He moved closer to the stone, as close as he dared. “Think,” he called. “Concentrate, think only of your home.”

A sudden flash dazzled Morven’s eyes, then a streak of light snaked through the air toward the talisman. Morven jumped back, but his chest burned where the light had licked his skin. The stone wanted him to keep his distance. He ran a hand over his face. I tried. What else can I do? Morven looked around the hilltop, watching as his men fell screaming to the ground, and he shook his head sadly. All he could do was stand guard. Whatever happened, he’d do his best to keep everyone away from the boy for as long as he could. He owed him that much. And perhaps, with a little time, the stone would do its work.

 

Hafoc put another arrow to his bowstring and took aim. His first shot had been easy, though the arrow had been a little too high. He’d have preferred to hit the man squarely in the back rather than through the shoulder. But a kill was a kill. 

It was harder now. The Wandrian were running from side to side across the hilltop, roaring like fiends, but they were still easy to see against the light from their fire. And there was another light; an odd glow, almost like moonlight. It was strange—there was no moon in the sky—but Hafoc thanked the spirits for it. It made the Wandrian easier to shoot.

A Wandrian warrior suddenly charged down the hillside, blundering blindly into the darkness. Hafoc trained his arrow on him and let it fly. The man fell in mid-stride, the speed of his charge sending his body rolling down the hill. Hafoc smiled and took out another arrow. Later, he’d go and take a look at his kill. But now, his quiver was still half-full, and there were plenty more Wandrian to kill.

 

Brond pushed himself up to his feet, grunting with the effort. A savage spike of pain seared through his legs as he stood, but this would be his only chance of escape. Around him, the Wandrian ran like frightened rabbits, their hideous cries splitting the night. Their terrified screams rang in Brond’s ears and the blood rushed to his head. The ground swayed beneath his feet and his stomach lurched, bringing bitter juices to the back of his parched throat. There were bad spirits at work here, but Brond had no time for fear. I must move fast. But which way should he run? He raised his bound hands to rub the crust of dried blood from his eyes, and the rope chafed at his wrists. That didn’t matter. He could deal with the rope later. For now, he just needed to get out of the light and disappear into the darkness. Later, he’d find the forest and then he’d be safe. He’d soon find a trail and then he’d make his way back to the tribe, no matter how long it took. But as he turned, the rope suddenly went tight and he hissed under his breath. They’d tied him to something.

He took hold of the rope and followed it back until it met the ground. There. A wooden stake. He ran his hands over it, testing its strength. It was too thick to snap and although the knots were clumsy, they held tight. There was only one thing he could do. He bent his legs and took hold of the stake, gripping it firmly with both hands. He heaved upward with all his might, grimacing as the wood bit into his hands. Every muscle burned, every sinew strained, but the stake did not move. The ground was too hard, the stake driven too deep. Brond cried out in frustration and tried again. This should be easy for him, but those savages had struck him down with their stone axes, clubbed him to the ground, and then they’d carried on, long after he’d given up the fight, long after he’d stopped begging for mercy. They’d weakened him, made him no better than a child. He breathed hard and screwed his eyes shut tight. Don’t give up. They’d beaten him once, but they hadn’t won. Not yet. He tensed his body and pulled against the stake once more, pouring his pain into a roar of pure fury.

Slowly, the stake began to shift. Brond rested for a moment and took a breath. And from behind him, there came a muttered curse. Brond turned, jumping to his feet. But when he saw the dark figure that faced him, a cold stab of fear plunged into his stomach. This was the man who had captured him, the man who had beaten him to the edge of death itself. He had shown very little mercy before; now, there would be none. 

The man growled once more, baring his teeth, his wild eyes alight in the darkness, glittering with a furious lust for blood. He muttered a curse in his own savage tongue, and stalked toward Brond. In one hand he carried an axe, in the other a long flint knife, its blade glinting in the firelight. As he drew closer, Brond saw fresh blood coursing across the man’s chest, and sticking up from the top of the Wandrian’s shoulder, was the shaft of an arrow.

Brond swallowed hard. He’d seen men driven to a frenzy by their wounds; they could be the most dangerous enemies of all. He backed away as far as the rope allowed. With his hands tied he didn’t stand a chance. It was useless to plead for his life, and as long as the stake was still in the ground, he could not run. He kept his eyes on the man’s weapons and tugged hard at the rope. Did it move a little? He tried again. Nothing. He was as good as dead.

 

Kaine grunted. The prisoner was still tied. Good. He stood for a moment and gasped for air, flecks of spittle flying from the corners of his mouth. This was all Morven’s doing. He’d angered the spirits and now the tribe was finished; its warriors struck down by invisible enemies. But it wasn’t too late. He could still undo the harm that Morven’s had done. The spirits had wanted blood and now they’d have it.

Kaine planted his feet wide apart and a torrent of rage blazed through him. First, he’d give the prisoner’s blood to the spirits, then he’d kill Morven. He would have his vengeance. He held his knife low, ready to rip through the man’s guts, then he roared and lunged forward, raising his axe to shoulder height, aiming a blow to crush the prisoner’s skull.

And something burst from the darkness. A creature launched itself at Kaine, throwing its full weight onto his chest, pushing him from his feet. As he fell, vicious fangs snapped at his face, flashing white in front of his eyes. Kaine landed heavily on his back, dropping his axe, and then the dog was upon him. He lashed out with his knife, and it sank into the dog’s muscle. Its fur was suddenly wet against his hand as the beast’s blood flowed over his fingers. But the wound was not enough. The dog twisted its body away, and the knife’s handle, wet with blood, slipped from Kaine’s fingers and fell to the ground. He grabbed at the dog with both hands, but he couldn’t get a grip on its smooth coat. The dog thrust its muzzle at Kaine’s face. He held up his arms to protect himself, but he was too slow. The dog fastened its fangs on Kaine’s neck, crushing his throat in its powerful jaws. Kaine choked and writhed, struggling for breath. He put his hands on the dog’s chest, trying to push the creature away, but now the dog drove its teeth deeper into Kaine’s throat, slitting his flesh. A bolt of pain burned through Kaine as the blood poured from his neck. His body shook, wracked with agony. His arms and legs jerked and twitched. And then, with one last rasping, strangled gurgle, it was over.

 

Nelda let him go. She growled and sniffed at the man’s face, making sure the danger had passed.

Brond stayed on his feet long enough to watch his enemy die, but as the dog approached, greeting him with a familiar whine, his strength left him and he sank to his knees. “Nelda? Is it really you?” Nelda answered by nuzzling her head against his arm and making grumbling noises in the back of her throat, as if complaining that he’d been away for far too long.

“Nelda,” he whispered. He ran his hand over her neck and scratched behind her ears. It was good to see her—a good sign. Soon, he’d pass over into the next world. Perhaps there, Nelda’s spirit would run beside him. Brond heaved a sigh and hung his head. When he’d tried to pull up the wooden stake, the wound in his chest had opened again and his skin was wet with warm blood. Nelda had saved him, but his hands were still tied, and the rope still held him fast. Soon, the Wandrian’s battle would be over, but he could only wait to see who would win, and what they would do with him. He closed his eyes and Nelda whined, pressing her head against his arm. But this time, he was too cold and weak to respond; too tired to even say her name.

 

Hafoc stood at Tostig’s side and looked toward the hilltop. Most of the Wandrian lay dead or dying. A few of the savages were running down the hillside, fleeing for their lives, but Flyta and Sceort lay in wait. His brothers would be taking aim already. If their arrows missed their marks, it would be for the first time tonight. Hafoc nodded grimly. The Wandrian were spent. It was time to find Brond.

 

Morven watched the last of his men run into the darkness and saw them fall. He cast his eyes over the dead men on the ground. He’d seen Kaine stagger toward the other prisoner, but Morven had stayed by the boy. It was more important to guard him until the stone had done its work. He’d seen the dog bring Kaine down, heard his strangled cries. Surely his rival was dead, but the danger wasn’t over. Morven gripped the handle of his knife a little tighter. He was alone. He didn’t know who’d attacked them, but he couldn’t be sure they’d leave the boy untouched. He glanced at the boy. He was still there, still pinned against the black stone by the whirling blue beams. The stone must complete its task soon; if it held the boy much longer, it would be more than his young body could bear.

 

I want to reach out to Cally. I want her to grab my hand and pull me from this hellish nightmare. But I’m slipping away. I’d do anything to stay here. I’d dig my fingernails into the solid stone if I could. But there’s nothing to hold onto, nothing to keep me here, and something is pulling at me, tugging me back into the freezing darkness—I’m completely powerless to prevent it. Cold fingers claw at my body, icy talons piercing my skin, tearing my flesh apart. Then suddenly, I’m sliding back into the hissing darkness, falling through the endless emptiness. But I can’t let it take me back to that night on the hilltop. I have to fight. Now, I finally pull my scrambled thoughts together. I need to concentrate. I have to picture my home, my family, my own time. But it’s too hard. Too hard in this bitter cold to even imagine such warmth. Too hard in this emptiness to remember what it felt like to belong, to be loved. My thoughts tumble away from me, fading into the blackness. I’ve lost everything. I’m alone.

And then…then someone is calling my name.



Chapter 42
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2018

CALLY’S PHONE STOPPED RINGING, but the image of Jake remained, burning bright against the tunnel’s dark stone walls. It floated above the black water, reflected as shimmering points of light by a thousand sparkling ripples, and Cally could not tear her eyes away. Slowly, she walked toward the water-filled hole, dragging her feet across the tunnel floor. How could this be happening? What did it mean?

 

As Andrew approached the main tunnel he slowed his pace. The metal gate was still leaning crookedly against the tunnel wall, just as they’d left it. He put his hand on the metal bars and leaned forward slowly to peek into the main tunnel. His eyes had grown used to the dark, and the lights in the main tunnel made him squint, but at least there was no sign of Crawford’s backup. They’ll be out there somewhere. Crawford would never have come alone, would he? Andrew shook his head. I couldn’t be that lucky—not today. He ran his tongue over his dry lips. Their only chance was to act quickly, to get out of the tunnels and clear of the building before Crawford’s team came down to investigate. In the crowded street, he and Cally would be safe, but here, in the confines of the tunnel, they didn’t stand a chance. “We’ve got to go now,” he muttered. He glanced back into the darkness of the side tunnel. Where the hell is she?

Should he dash back and grab Cally by the arm to get her moving? No. She was already on the edge of full-blown panic. If he tried to hurry her too much, he wasn’t sure how she’d react. He ran a hand through his hair and wrinkled his nose in distaste. His hair was caked in grit and damp with sweat. He glanced down at his clothes. Even in the relatively low light from the main tunnel, the muddy stains across his crumpled jacket were clear to see, and his jeans were streaked with dirt. He’d attract attention on the street, but that couldn’t be helped. He let out a loud breath. At this rate, they’d never even make it to the door.

A sudden sound echoed along the dark tunnel behind him. He tilted his head. It sounded like a phone ringing. What the bloody hell was Cally playing at?

He made up his mind. He’d already waited too long. He took one last look into the main tunnel then turned on his heel and marched back into the darkness. “Cally,” he hissed. “We’ve got to get out of here. Now.”

 

Cally tensed. Footsteps grated on the gravel, echoing through the darkness. She held her breath, but then Andrew called her name and she exhaled. She couldn’t trust him, but right now, she needed him. She needed someone to explain, someone to tell her what the hell to do. She glanced over her shoulder. “I’m here,” she called, and her voice wavered. “But there’s something…I can’t explain. You need to see this.”

 

Andrew hurried forward as best he could. He stumbled over one of the scattered stone blocks, but quickly regained his balance and drove himself forward. “I’m coming. Stay there.”

Suddenly, Cally’s voice rang out in the darkness—a single shrill word, shouted at the top of her voice: “Wait!”

Cally’s voice ran through Andrew like a knife. “I’m coming,” he yelled. He ran toward the sound of her voice. Crawford must have woken up, must even now be threatening her, reaching out to take hold of her with his burned fingers. No. Andrew rounded a bend in the tunnel, his feet pounding against the stony floor. And as he turned the corner, he realised the tunnel walls were no longer dark, but bathed in a faint blue light. Not again! His steps faltered. Then suddenly, the blue light disappeared, plunging him back into darkness. He stood still and reached out for the tunnel wall. “Cally? Are you all right?”

A quiet sob echoed through the empty tunnel. “He’s gone.”

A sudden chill crept across Andrew’s skin. She must be talking about Crawford, but what did she mean? Was he dead? Andrew swallowed hard and walked forward, holding on to the tunnel wall. He must be getting close to Cally by now. His foot knocked against something, and it rolled across the floor with a metallic ring. He reached down and his fingers found a cold metal cylinder—Crawford’s flashlight. Andrew picked it up and rotated the barrel to turn it on. It didn’t work. He tapped it against the palm of his hand and a beam of white light stabbed into the darkness. “Cally,” he called, shining the flashlight slowly across the tunnel. Cally sobbed again and the hairs on Andrew’s neck stood on end. Please be all right. And then the flashlight’s beam picked her out. Cally stood, still as a ghost, her hands covering her face. Andrew’s throat was suddenly tight, his mouth dry. “Oh my god! What’s wrong?”

She took her hands from her face and turned toward him, her pale cheeks glistening with tears. She shook her head slowly from side to side. “I don’t know. I think it’s all right. I just don’t know.” She sniffed. “It’s over now anyway. There’s nothing I can do.”

 Andrew shone the flashlight across the tunnel floor, searching for the place he’d laid Crawford down. There. Crawford was just as he’d left him, lying on his side, his face deathly white in the flashlight’s beam. He moved over to Crawford and bent down, feeling for a pulse at his throat. Good. Crawford’s pulse was strong and steady. “Thank God,” Andrew whispered. He loosened Crawford’s collar, and as he pulled his shirt aside, Andrew’s fingers brushed against something solid. Was Crawford wearing a wire? Andrew moved the flashlight and the gold chain around Crawford’s throat caught the light. The end of the chain was hidden beneath Crawford’s shirt, but it hung down toward the ground, as though it held something heavy. Andrew frowned. Crawford wasn’t the kind of man who wore jewellery, was he? There was one way to find out. Andrew held his breath and reached out to touch the chain.

“Is he all right?” Cally asked.

Andrew snatched his hand away. What am I doing? He took a deep breath. “Yes. Yes, he’s fine.” He looked up at Cally. “But listen—we really have to get out of here.”

Cally hesitated. “Andrew—I don’t know if I can face it.”

Andrew stood and turned to face her. “I know it’s tough, but I’ll tell you what we’re going to do. We’re going to walk out of here together, OK?”

“OK.” Cally walked to his side. Her legs were unsteady. “Just don’t…”

“Don’t what?”

She reached out and took hold of his hand. “Just don’t leave me alone again.”

Andrew squeezed her hand. “If that’s what you want.”

She nodded. “Yes,” she said. “Yes it is.”

“Come on then.” He shone the flashlight in front of her feet. “Watch your step,” he said, then he led her back toward the main tunnel, back toward the light.

 

Peterson stood in the empty entrance lobby of the Exeter Passages. It had only taken him a few minutes to shepherd out the last of the tourists and then he’d sent the staff home for the day. No one had argued, nor questioned him too closely. Now, he pressed his phone against his ear and listened intently to the caller, his face a mask of quiet authority. A lesser man would have stood open-mouthed. Peterson simply nodded to himself and ended the call. He had his instructions. He pocketed his phone, found a chair, and shifted it so he could sit down and still see the top of the stairs. He might as well make himself comfortable.

When Andrew made his way hesitantly up the stairs, Peterson stood and beckoned him forward. I feel like a teacher summoning a naughty child. Andrew took a couple of steps into the lobby, trying to look confident and unhurried. Trying too hard. Peterson looked Andrew up and down, taking in the state of his clothes, the way his eyes darted nervously around the room.

“It’s all right,” Peterson said. “Tell the young lady to come up as well.”

Andrew put his hand up to the straps of his rucksack, but he didn’t step forward.

Peterson let a smile twitch the corners of his lips. “It wasn’t a suggestion.”

Andrew hesitated. “Are you from the office?”

Peterson raised his eyebrows. “I’m afraid I don’t follow you, sir.” He looked thoughtful for a moment. “I’m just here to collect an old friend. You may have met him down there.” He inclined his head toward the stairs. “He goes by the name of Mr. Crawford. Sound familiar?”

Andrew narrowed his eyes. “Yes,” he said, his voice cold. “I’ve met him.”

“Good,” Peterson said. “But my friend seems to be a little late.” His smile suddenly faded. He looked Andrew in the eye. “I do hope Mr. Crawford is in good health.”

“He’s fine. He’s just having a rest.”

Peterson pushed out his lower lip. “You didn’t by any chance happen to take anything from our mutual friend?”

Andrew shook his head. “No. Nothing. Well, I picked up his flashlight, that’s all. You can have it back if you want.”

“No, that won’t be necessary,” Peterson said. He paused for a moment, studying Andrew’s face. He’s telling the truth. “Well, I’m sure you want to go and enjoy your weekend. I expect you’ll be back at work on Monday, won’t you?”

“I, er, I suppose so.”

Peterson raised his arm and gestured toward the door. “Please, don’t let me keep you.”

Andrew opened and closed his mouth. “Really? You don’t want me to go with you?”

Peterson did not reply. What he wanted or didn’t want was neither here nor there. He checked his watch and gave Andrew a weary smile.

 

Andrew turned and walked back to the top of the stairs. Cally peered up at him, her face lined with worry. “It’s OK,” he told her. “We can go.”

“You’re sure?” Cally asked. “I heard you talking. Who’s there?”

“It doesn’t matter. It’s fine.” He held out his hand to her. “Come on. Time to go home.”

Cally climbed the stairs and took his hand.

“Are you ready?” Andrew asked.

Cally nodded, then together, they walked across the lobby. She stared at the strange man who stood, looking for all the world as if he was waiting for a bus. But Andrew didn’t pause, and a moment later they were opening the glass door that led out onto the pavement. Cally hesitated in the doorway and glanced back over her shoulder. Andrew followed her gaze and the man in the lobby raised his hand in a friendly wave. Cally frowned and opened her mouth to say something, but Andrew shook his head and hustled her outside.

As soon as they stepped out onto the street, the real world rushed in on them. Cars and buses swept by, belching warm exhaust fumes into the air, and sore-footed shoppers bustled along, laden down with too many carrier bags. No one had the time or the energy to notice the dishevelled couple standing in the street, holding hands and looking dazed.

Andrew looked down at Cally. “Let’s go,” he said. “If I can remember where I parked, I can give you a lift home.”

Cally nodded, then looked down to their intertwined fingers.

Andrew let go of her hand. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to—I mean, you don’t need me to…” His voice trailed away and he looked down at his shoes.

“No, I don’t need you to hold my hand,” Cally said. She hesitated then gave him a shy smile. “But, I’d kind of like it if you would. Just for a minute.”

“Oh.”

“Just until we get away from here. Is that OK?”

Andrew took her hand and squeezed it. “It’s OK with me. It’s more than OK.”

Andrew looked around to get his bearings, then together, they set off down the street.

 

Peterson watched Andrew and Cally go, then headed for the stairs and made his way toward the tunnel entrance. He had a flashlight in his pocket and it didn’t take him long to find Crawford. He crouched down beside him and lifted each of Crawford’s eyelids in turn, shining the flashlight into each eye, checking that both pupils reacted normally. All was well and Peterson grunted in satisfaction. Andrew had managed to incapacitate Crawford without causing him too much damage. Not a bad job—for an amateur. 

Working quickly, he ran his hands around Crawford’s neck, tracing along the gold chain with his fingertips. He found the chain’s catch and released it, then pulled the chain gently upward, drawing it carefully out from beneath Crawford’s shirt. And there it was—just as he’d expected: a smooth, flat disc of pure black stone. Peterson scooped up the disc, laid it flat on the palm of his hand and shone his flashlight onto the stone’s surface. The disc’s delicate pattern of curling lines caught the light; every curve perfect, every groove carved to precisely the same depth. Peterson raised his eyebrows. A pretty thing. But is it really so important? It didn’t look particularly valuable, perhaps a modern copy of a Celtic design, but his orders had been very clear: he was to collect the disc from Crawford personally—at any cost. Peterson sniffed and turned the disc over. It had no seams or joints that he could see and no letters or numbers to provide a clue as to its purpose.

“Oh well,” he muttered. “Ours not to reason why.” He took a small, transparent plastic bag from his pocket and dropped the disc into it, then ran his fingers carefully over the zip lock closure to seal the bag. He held the bag up for a moment to check it was secure, then carefully placed it in the inside pocket of his jacket. Job done.

Peterson tilted his head, listening. Yes. That sound was the distant thud of boots echoing along the tunnel. He used his flashlight to check his watch. Good. The clean-up crew were on time. Soon they’d carry Crawford out of the tunnels and remove any traces of incriminating evidence. The metal gate would be replaced and welded shut. I’ll stay and keep my eye on them, Peterson decided. This job had to be done right. Only then could he finally return to London.

And after that—what then? Paperwork, he thought bitterly. Reams and reams of bloody paperwork. He allowed himself a small sigh. It was the lad he felt sorry for—Andrew. There was no way he’d escape without some sort of punishment, even though it looked like he was innocent. He’d been dragged into some sort of bizarre mission that Crawford had dreamed up out of nowhere. Peterson glanced down at Crawford’s face. “Stupid man,” he muttered. No one could go around setting up operations just because they felt like it. There were procedures, a chain of command, rules to follow, orders to obey.

There’s never any shortage of orders. He set his mouth in a grim line. It was time to act on his latest instructions. He took the black canvas hood and plastic zip ties from his pocket. In a few minutes, Crawford would be out of the tunnels, but it would be a long time before the man saw daylight again. A very long time indeed.
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3650 BC

SOMEONE CALLS MY NAME. And something tugs at me; sends me tumbling through the dark. This is the end. I’ll fall forever, the bitter cold eating into my bones, until my body crumbles away to dust and scatters into the emptiness.

 

Morven stood still, hidden from view by the black stone, and watched the four men stalk onto the hilltop, their bows held ready. Only four! Yet they’d murdered his warriors—all the young men from his tribe were gone. He was alone, and it would be hard to fight all four of these men at once. Morven took a step back from the stone in case he could be seen by its blue glow. His only chance would be to take the men by surprise, one at a time. He looked back at the black stone. Was he imagining it, or had the blue lights dimmed? Yes. They were slowly fading away, but he could still see the outline of the boy. It hasn’t worked. Why? Morven shook his head. He had no idea what had gone wrong, and now it was almost certainly too late, but he had to do something, he had to try. Slowly, he edged as near to the black stone as he dare. If the men saw him now, he’d be dead in a heartbeat, and then he could not protect the boy. He took hold of his black talisman and held it out toward the stone, closing his eyes, willing the stone to take the boy back. He focused all his thoughts, picturing the moment when the boy would leave this place, this time, forever.

And at that moment, without warning, the buzzing stopped. The sudden silence rang in Morven’s ears, and even with his eyes closed he could tell that the blue lights had gone out. He groaned under his breath and opened his eyes, dreading what he might see, fearing for both their lives if the boy was still standing against the stone. But no. The boy had gone. Vanished. Morven crept forward and peered around the edge of the stone, just to be sure.

He breathed a sigh of relief. There was no sign of the boy. Morven looked back across the hilltop. The men were close now. He ducked back behind the black stone and made his decision, then he turned away and ran down the hillside, slipping silently into the night.

 

Hafoc ran toward the hilltop, calling Brond’s name. Now that the confusion of the battle was over, he’d expected to find his brother quickly, and his disappointment was hard to bear. But there was still hope. The top of the hill was not flat; there were dips and mounds that could easily hide a man if he lay down. And then, farther away across the hilltop, there was the huge slab of rock that towered above them; it was big enough to hide a handful of men. Hafoc eyed the rock warily. It gave off a strange light, like moonlight on water, and he’d swear it was making the hissing buzz that had allowed them to creep up the hill unheard. He frowned. A rock could not make a sound, but then, who knew what demons the Wandrian could summon from the darkness?

“Hafoc, wait!”

He turned and watched as Tostig hurried to join him. “I’ve got to find Brond,” Hafoc said.

“Yes,” Tostig said. “But we go carefully and together. There may be Wandrian lying in wait.”

“You’re right. But we must find Brond soon or all this will have been for nothing.”

“Not for nothing. We have sent many Wandrian to their deaths. It will be a long time before they dare to set foot in our forest again.”

Hafoc nodded. He looked across the hilltop. Sceort and Flyta were stalking toward them, their bows still held ready. As Hafoc watched, a wounded man grunted and lurched to his feet, rearing up behind Flyta, an axe in his hand. But before Hafoc could call out a warning, Flyta wheeled around and loosed an arrow. It thudded into the man’s chest with enough force to send him sprawling onto his back. Flyta drew another arrow and moved on.

Tostig glanced at Hafoc. “Sometimes, a wounded man can have the strength of ten.”

Hafoc snorted at his own foolishness. Stupid! Sceort and Flyta had been saved by their caution, but he’d dashed onto open ground, risking his own life and leaving Tostig vulnerable. But he couldn’t stand here and be scolded. He had to find Brond. He could not wait.

Tostig took a long, slow breath then gave Hafoc a nod. “Come on then, but be ready.”

The older man led the way and Hafoc followed, but this time he scanned the hilltop as they moved, and he held an arrow against his bowstring. The eerie, flickering blue light cast fleeting shadows, turning every clump of grass into a prowling creature. Then suddenly, the light was gone, plunging them into a deeper darkness. The men stopped dead in their tracks. Hafoc turned and looked at the tall slab of rock. The stone was dark now—hardly visible against the night sky. The fierce buzzing had stopped, too. The only light came from the remains of the Wandrian’s fire. The cool night air was silent and still. Whatever evil spirit the Wandrian had summoned, it had died with them.

Tostig waved them onward, but as Hafoc moved slowly forward, he heard a sound that sent a shudder down his spine. The men glanced at each other. They’d all heard it: a low, snarling growl echoing across the hilltop. Hafoc pulled his bowstring taut and heard Tostig do the same. He strained his eyes against the dark, hunting for a glimpse of movement. Where had the sound come from? He tilted his head to listen. There. The low, unearthly growl stirred the hairs on the back of Hafoc’s neck. He blinked. The arrow was ready to slip from his sweating fingers. What was that? Something rustled through the damp grass up ahead. The sound grew louder, closer. Hafoc was sure now—something was creeping toward him through the darkness.

He swallowed and adjusted his aim.

“Put your bows down.” The voice was loud in the still night air, though it was hoarse and strained.

Hafoc could hardly believe his ears, but he’d know that voice anywhere. “Brond?”

Brond sat on the ground and peered at the men stalking toward him, their outlines picked out by the dim glow from the Wandrian’s dwindling fire. Could that really be his little brother? He put his hands on the ground and tried to push himself up to his feet, but his arms shook and the pain took his breath away. “Put your bows down,” he called again. “Quick—before Nelda tears your throats out.” 

Hafoc lowered his bow. Yes. He’d finally found his brother. But his voice…it was weak, shaky. What have they done to you? Hafoc crept forward, and now he saw Nelda, her ears pricked forward, her muzzle twitching in a heartfelt threat. Hafoc hesitated then held out his fist. “It’s all right, Nelda. It’s me, Hafoc. It’s all right.”

Nelda sniffed the air and growled. Yes, these were men she knew. But men had done this to her master, and the smell of men’s blood was in the air. The taste of it still lingered on her tongue.

Brond took a breath. “Nelda, no,” he commanded. “Be still.”

At last, Nelda stopped growling and backed away. She didn’t trust these men, but she’d leave them alone. For now. 

Hafoc rushed to Brond’s side, and Tostig strode forward to join him. Brond could find no words to greet them. His voice deserted him. He could not even say their names. He just held up his hands to show them the rope at his wrist. Hafoc slung his bow over his shoulder, drew his knife, and began sawing at the rope. 

Tostig squatted down beside Brond and looked him in the eye. “We’re going home now,” he said. “We’re going home.” He kept his voice strong, reassuring, but he’d seen the wound on Brond’s chest. It looked like Brond might not see another sunrise. 

Sceort and Flyta joined them, lowering their weapons as Tostig rose to speak with them. The men exchanged grim looks then Tostig laid his hand on Flyta’s arm. “Bind his wounds,” he said. Brond deserved to have some dignity in death, and Flyta was skilled at tending to the wounded. On many a hunting trip, Flyta had made injured men well enough to make the journey home. Brond was strong. Perhaps, with luck, he’d live to see the forest again. It would be better to die among the spirits of the trees than to pass away on this bleak and tainted hilltop.

Flyta pushed Hafoc gently aside and bent to his task. He worked in silence, taking dried moss and a soft leather strap from the pouch that he wore at his waist.

 

Brond flinched as Flyta pressed the moss against his wound and wrapped the strap around his chest, but he didn’t say a word. He looked up at his brother, his fellow hunters. They came for me. They risked their lives to bring me home. He closed his eyes, and dreamed of sharing a hot meal around the campfire. Now, whenever the evening meal was finished, they’d have a new tale to tell. And Brond knew that he’d watch and listen, with great pride, as Hafoc told it. His little brother had earned that right.

***

Later, when Morven came upon a river, he paused to take a drink. The water was cool and sweet, and when he’d drunk his fill, he splashed his face and pulled his wet fingers through his hair, cooling his scalp.

He sat for a short while, gathering his strength, and thinking. The men who’d attacked his group would probably not pursue him, but if they did, crossing the river might throw them off his trail. He stood and set off along the river bank, looking for a safe place to cross. It was hard to judge the river’s depth in the darkness, but he could be patient. The sound of the water calmed him and he took deep breaths of cool air, enjoying the fresh scents of the riverside. But as he walked, the river widened and the current grew stronger. He paused and watched the water slide by. He should’ve walked upstream, but that path would’ve taken him toward Wandrian territory, and he wasn’t ready to rejoin his tribe. Not yet.

He crouched at the riverbank and took another drink, although the water here was bitter and gritty with fine silt. He should’ve filled his flask at the last place he’d stopped. He laughed at his own stupidity. “You idiot,” he muttered, and with a start, he realised he’d spoken in English. He sighed. His life here was unravelling, coming apart at the seams. “What the hell am I doing here?” he whispered. But he knew the answer. He was doing the only thing he could: surviving from moment to moment, making the best of it. Here, it didn’t matter who he’d been in the past, or what he’d done. It only mattered that he had food in his belly, a fire to warm his bones, and a place to rest his head. Everything else, he could do without.

He took a handful of water and splashed it onto his face, rubbing the gritty water into his skin with his fingers. The black lines on his face were stained deep into his skin. It would be many months before they faded, but it wouldn’t hurt to help them on their way. He’d been proud of his markings once, but not now. He wasn’t one of the Wandrian, not anymore. He stood and took hold of the braided leather strap that ran around his neck, and lifted it over his head. The talismans were heavy and his neck and shoulders felt strange without their weight. He hesitated. Should he keep the black talisman? Was there any chance, any hope that one day he’d use it to go back to his home? No. This is my life now. He stretched back his arm and hurled the necklace, talismans and all, out across the water to the middle of the river, where the dark water would be at its deepest. It sailed through the air, spinning gently as it tumbled, and then, with a gentle splash, it was gone.

He stood a while, listening to the soft sounds of the river and thinking. Everything had changed, and at last, he could allow himself to remember his old life. “Tom,” he said. “My name is Tom.” Then he turned and looked along the riverbank. If he followed the river downstream for long enough, he’d end up at the coast. “I’ll see the sea,” he murmured. He’d always liked the idea of living by the sea. He took a deep breath of fresh, cool air and started walking.



Chapter 44

[image: ]

2018

ANDREW STOOD BACK while Cally unlocked the door to her house. He looked down at his hands. “Well, I’d better be going then.”

Cally opened her door and turned to him. She kept hold of the door’s handle. Andrew had been kind, but enough was enough. She was home now and all she wanted was to put this day behind her—if she could. “Yes. Thank you for the lift.”

Andrew shook his head. “It was the least I could do.” He looked up into her blue eyes. “I’m sorry—for everything. It wasn’t meant to be like this.”

Cally hesitated. He was saying sorry? Did he really think that would cover it? She should slam the door in his face. “Oh? How was it supposed to go? What were you meant to do with me?”

Andrew held up his palms. “I was just supposed to follow you, that’s all. Someone else was going to…”

Cally narrowed her eyes. “Do what?” she demanded. “Take me prisoner? Bundle me into the back of a car?”

“I don’t know, exactly.”

Cally stepped inside, shutting the door behind her, but Andrew pushed his palm against the door and stopped it from closing. When Cally wrenched the door open again, he almost overbalanced.

“Get your hands off my door,” she snapped. “Or I’ll call the police.”

Andrew stepped back. “OK. But listen, I wasn’t going to let them do it. That’s why I wanted to get you away from the street. I was trying to keep you away from them. I was trying to keep you safe.”

“I don’t believe you,” Cally said. “I can’t believe a word you say. I mean, what the hell is wrong with you people? I haven’t even done anything. I’m not a terrorist, or a criminal. I’m a student, for god’s sake.”

“I know, I know. It must’ve been some weird conspiracy theory Crawford dreamed up. This was all his doing.”

“So, you were what? Just following orders?”

Andrew looked her in the eye. “If I’d followed my orders, you wouldn’t be standing here now.”

The blood drained from Cally’s face. She daren’t think what might have happened to her in the hands of men like Crawford. Had Andrew really meant to save her from that fate? Or was this all just an act—part of some twisted game played out by anonymous men in grey suits? She stared at Andrew and finally saw him for what he was; a man who’d lied to her, taken advantage of her, even manipulated her. But she didn’t say a word. She just slammed the door as fast as she could and made sure it was locked. Then she ran upstairs to her room and closed that door behind her too. Only then did she feel safe.

 

Outside, Andrew stepped away from her door and sighed. Of course, this situation could only have played out like this. He’d been a bloody fool to think there could ever have been any feeling between them. He certainly couldn’t blame her for being angry. He walked to his car, opened the door, and slid onto the luxurious driving seat. He closed the door, shutting himself away from the outside world, then he started the engine and drove away. It was a long drive back to London, and it would give him plenty of time to think. Which was just as well because, on Monday, he’d have a report to write, and he wasn’t even sure where to begin.

 

In her room, Cally stood for a minute, staring at the wall. It’s over, she thought. I’ve got to put it behind me. But no matter what she told herself, she could not untangle the mess of disjointed thoughts milling around in her mind. There was no logical way to reorder the events so they made sense. “What a mess,” she murmured. “What a hopeless bloody mess.”

Her shoulders slumped. She felt like packing a bag and heading for the train station. She hadn’t visited her parents for ages. They’d be pleased to see her, and a few days of home comforts would be wonderful—until the questions started. Her mother would know straightaway that something was wrong, and she wouldn’t rest until she’d heard the whole story. And then what? Her dad would be furious. They’d go to the police, they’d make a complaint about her tutor, and that would just be the start of it. No. Better to deal with this herself.

Cally crossed the room and sat down at her desk. She opened her laptop and a few seconds later she had her dissertation open in front of her. As she scanned her carefully composed outline, she was tempted to select the whole document and hit delete. But that would be admitting defeat. That would be letting people like Seaton and Crawford ruin her life and that wasn’t going to happen. Not today, not ever. She raised her hands and massaged her eyes with her fingertips, thinking.

From what Andrew had said, she didn’t think she’d be seeing Crawford again. But that left Doctor Seaton to deal with. There was no doubt he’d been in league with Crawford, so first thing on Monday, she’d request a new tutor. She’d do whatever it took to keep the old fool away from her. After that, all she had to do was find a new direction for her thesis. She didn’t know whether The Black Stone of Scaderstone had really been discredited, but it didn’t matter. Seaton would make sure that line of enquiry was worthless. And she had no desire to even think about the stone in Exeter. But there were a great many ancient sites around the world and a lot of them had inspired myths and legends of their own.  

She opened a browser and started to search. I’ll find something, she told herself. I always do.
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3650 BC

HAFOC AND THE OTHERS waited for the sunrise before they made ready to leave the hill. They’d spent the night huddled around the remains of the Wandrian’s fire, though they hadn’t dared to build the fire up, for fear of being seen. Brond was the only one who’d slept. The rest of them had sat quietly, taking it in turns to scout around the hilltop. Nelda had lain at Brond’s side, her head resting on her front paws, her ears pricked forward.

At dawn, Hafoc stood with the other men, but while everyone else stretched their backs and rubbed some life into their limbs, Hafoc simply stared into the distance. As he watched the first rays of pale sunlight creep across the countryside, the fierce spirit that had coursed through his veins and brought him this far, finally dwindled and died.

Hafoc hadn’t asked the other men if Brond would live. The answer was obvious from their faces. As the men prepared themselves for the journey, they shared a little dried meat and drank some water from their flasks. Hafoc chewed his food in silence and vowed to himself that Brond would see the tribe again before he died. It would not be easy, but somehow, he’d take his brother home.

Hafoc looked down at Brond just as his brother began to stir. Brond grunted and pushed himself up into a sitting position. Brond’s face was pale and pinched in pain. Still, he tried to give them a smile, and Hafoc felt a little hope. His brother was strong, and he’d been wounded before and lived to tell the tale. But when Tostig and Flyta hoisted Brond up onto his feet, Brond let out a deep, guttural moan and bared his teeth. His eyes rolled upward to show the whites.

“Brond!” Hafoc cried, but his call came too late. Brond’s head lolled forward and his body slumped.

Tostig and Flyta renewed their grip and took Brond’s weight. Hafoc stepped forward to help, but Sceort took his arm and held him back. “It’s all right, Hafoc,” he said. “They can carry him. And while your brother sleeps, he doesn’t feel his wounds.”

Hafoc shook his head. “He’s my brother. I want to help him.”

“We are all brothers now,” Sceort said. “And we’ll all take our turn to carry him home.”

***

When they reached the clearing where they’d met the stranger, Hafoc and Tostig were taking their turn to carry Brond. Tostig glanced at Hafoc. The younger man’s head was bowed, his eyes dull. He hadn’t spoken for some time. Tostig scanned the clearing and sniffed. There was still a faint tang of wood smoke on the damp air, but everything looked just as they’d left it. “We rest here,” he said.

“No,” Hafoc said. “I don’t need to stop.”

Tostig grunted. “Well I do. We’ll move faster once we’ve rested.”

Hafoc ground his teeth together. He thinks I’m not strong enough to go on. For Brond’s sake, it would be better if they kept moving, but what could he do? He couldn’t carry his brother on his own. He had no choice. “All right,” he said. “But just a short rest, and then we go on.”

“Over here,” Tostig said, then together they laid Brond down on the ground as carefully as they could.

Hafoc sat down on the grass, hugged his knees to his chest, and took a deep breath. The forest air was cool and the scent of damp earth raised his spirits. We’ve done it. We’ve brought him back into the forest. But it wasn’t over yet. They still had a long way to go. Hafoc stretched out his aching legs and rubbed his thighs. Tostig was right. A little rest and he’d be able to carry on. He looked at Brond. His brother’s chest rose and fell, but each laboured breath rattled somewhere deep in Brond’s chest. Hafoc winced at the sound of it.

Still, at least Flyta’s binding had kept the chest wound closed; there was no fresh blood on Brond’s skin. But in the daylight, Brond’s other injuries were plain to see. His arms and legs were covered with livid welts and dark bruises. His brother must have fought hard against the Wandrian. They are worthless animals. Vermin. Hafoc’s lips twisted into a cruel sneer. Like vermin, the Wandrian had been slaughtered. Tostig and the others had said no words over the bodies of the dead Wandrian. They had taken no talismans to the crossing places by the water. The dead men’s spirits had been stained by evil and deserved no special attention. Let them rot.

“Hafoc.”

Hafoc blinked and looked across the clearing. Sceort was looking at him.

“Are you all right, Hafoc?” Sceort asked. “Do you have food and water?”

“Yes,” Hafoc said. “I think so.” He rummaged in his pouch. Tostig had given him a small strip of dried meat the night before, and he’d known better than to eat it all at once. The meat was good, and he chewed it slowly, savouring the smoky juices as they trickled across his tongue. He sighed and washed the meat down with a sip of water. His flask was almost empty, but between the four of them, they wouldn’t go thirsty.

Hafoc pushed the stopper back into his flask and looked at Brond. Surely his brother would need a drink by now, but should he wake him? Hafoc thought of the pain he’d seen in his brother’s eyes when he was awake. No, it was best to spare him that.

He turned his attention to Nelda. She’d followed them down the hill and into the forest, never straying far from Brond’s side. “And what about you? Don’t you want to go and find food and water?”

Nelda raised her head and looked Hafoc in the eye. She knew some of those words and they made her mouth water. She whined and licked her lips, but she wouldn’t leave her master—not yet. She lowered her head and grumbled a little.

“I suppose you’ll eat when you’re hungry,” Hafoc said. He stood up and extended his arms, flexing the muscles in his shoulders. The rest had done him good, but the damp ground had made his legs stiff, and he needed to get them moving again. He took a few steps, but then he saw something that made him stop. What’s that? A dark shape nestled in the grass at the edge of the clearing. Slowly, Hafoc walked toward it, glancing nervously at the surrounding trees. They were still in Wandrian territory and this could be something to do with them.

Tostig jumped to his feet. “What is it, Hafoc? What have you seen?”

“I don’t know,” Hafoc said. “There’s something here, in the grass.”

Sceort and Flyta were on their feet now, their bows in their hands. Tostig strode to Hafoc’s side. “Show me.”

Hafoc pointed. “There. It looks odd. Could it belong to the Wandrian?”

Tostig strode forward and bent over to study this strange new find. He grunted. “No. Not the Wandrian.” Carefully, he picked the thing up and held it out to show them. “It belonged to the stranger.” He turned it over in his hands. It was heavy. “There’s something inside it.” He shook it, and something within it rattled. The noise was harsh and unsettling.

“What is it?” Hafoc asked. “Is it a sort of pouch?”

Tostig nodded slowly. “Yes. A pouch. That’s it.”

He carried it over to Hafoc and offered it to him. “You found it—it’s yours.”

Hafoc reached out to take the pouch, but when his fingers touched the material, he hesitated. It was made of something very smooth, something unnatural.

“Don’t touch it,” Sceort said. “I don’t like the look of it.”

Tostig snorted. “It’s safe, Hafoc. It’s just a pouch. Although I don’t know how to open it.”

Hafoc closed his fingers on the pouch, and when Tostig let go of it he felt its weight. “It’s so heavy. What could be inside it?”

“Something evil,” Sceort muttered.

“Sceort, the stranger was not one of the Wandrian,” Hafoc said. “They must’ve killed him.”

Sceort narrowed his eyes. “I didn’t see his body among the dead—did you?”

For a moment, no one spoke, then Tostig broke the silence. “He will have taken his chance when we attacked. I’m sure he must’ve slipped away in the darkness.”

Sceort shook his head. “I don’t care what you say. He wasn’t one of us. This pouch could hold something dangerous.”

“True,” Flyta said. “But if he went to the trouble of carrying something heavy, it might be precious—like axe heads.”

Sceort raised his eyebrows. “Axe heads? That’s different.”

“Just open it, Hafoc,” Tostig said. “Use your knife.”

Hafoc nodded and took out his knife. He held the pouch in one hand, while with the other, he pressed the flint blade against the side of the pouch and sliced into it. The pouch was made of something strong, but Hafoc worked away with the blade until the pouch gaped open.

The men stared at Hafoc, their eyes round with wonder. What would he find? What treasures would they see?

Hafoc peered into the pouch. Dare he put his hand inside? There could be anything in there—anything at all. But he couldn’t just stand there with everybody watching. He had to find out what the stranger had left behind. Hafoc made a decision and turned the pouch upside down. Its contents fell heavily onto the ground with a dull thud, and when he saw what he’d discovered, Hafoc gasped.

The weapons lay on the grass, glinting in the sunlight. Hafoc had never seen anything like them in his life. He squatted down and stared. The others bent over and peered over Hafoc’s shoulder.

“That’s no axe head,” Sceort grumbled.

“No,” Tostig said. “But they are weapons.”

He’s right, Hafoc thought. That one has a wooden handle. He reached out and curled his fingers around the smooth wood. It fitted beautifully into his hand. He lifted the weapon and turned it in his hand. It was so heavy and so strong, and its heavy head caught the light and glinted brighter than polished jade ever could. He looked up at Tostig. “Who could make this?”

Tostig shook his head. “I don’t know, but it’s yours now. They’re both yours.”

Hafoc picked up the other weapon. It was cold against his skin, colder than stone. The flat blade was not sharp, but it looked stronger than any flint. “Yes,” he said. “They are mine.”



Chapter 46
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ALAN KNELT ON THE GROUND beside the stone slab and pressed the heels of his palms against his eyes. He didn’t want to cry anymore, but he’d buried his sadness for far too long, and now the tears would not stop. I miss his smile. I miss the way his eyes lit up when he laughed. There were so many memories, and they raced through Alan’s mind: Jake’s first faltering steps, his first proper bike, his snowball fights, school plays and Christmas concerts. But worse, he glimpsed the memories he’d never have: the driving lessons he’d give his son, and the celebration they’d have when Jake passed his driving test; the bittersweet moment when his boy would leave home for college, and the warm pride he’d feel as he watched his son’s graduation ceremony; the strange mixture of emotions he’d feel when he realised his boy was now a man, and perhaps the lump he’d have in his throat as he raised a glass at his son’s wedding.

All these things had been taken from him. And so much more. The dull ache of grief filled his body, squeezing out all that was warm and good, crushing the life from him. It blinded him to all but his blighted memories, deafened him to all but the heart wrenching moans of his sobs. The world was dead to him. Dead and cold and silent.

Almost.

The hissing buzz began quietly, but gradually grew louder, more insistent. It crept into Alan’s consciousness slowly, so that when he finally noticed it, he didn’t know when it had begun. He took his hands from his eyes and glared at the stone slab. It had made that noise when Tom had disappeared. What now? Was it going to do the same thing to him? Would he be obliterated, vaporised? I don’t care. I can’t go on. But some instinct made him stand up and step back from the stone slab. The buzzing droned on, throbbing, urgent. It echoed through the empty quarry. No. I don’t want to see it. I can’t watch.

He had no energy left to deal with this. All he could think about was his boy, his poor lost boy. His desperate need consumed him. All he wanted was to see his son again, to hold him in his arms. Nothing else mattered. Nothing else would ever matter.

But as Alan stared helplessly at the stone slab, a fleck of blue light arced across its surface, and he couldn’t help but gasp. What now? Is Tom about to reappear? Alan blinked away a tear, and as he watched, another blue light danced across the dark stone. And another. And then they came thick and fast, darting back and forth, blurring into one: a delicate web of pulsating light.

Alan took another step back, but what was the use? He had no control over this. The stone slab had killed his son, it had killed Tom, and now it was going to kill him, too—whatever he did. It was almost as if the threat was whispered into his ear. The stone was cold as death, it told him, and heartless. It was too complex to be understood by mere men, too powerful to tolerate their interference.

Alan shook his head. It doesn’t matter. I don’t care anymore. He was ready to die. It was no more than he deserved.

He stepped forward. And his heart froze in his chest. There, lying on the stone, robed in a mesh of blue light, was his son.

“Jake!” he cried out. “Jake! For god’s sake. Jake!”

 

Daylight. It takes a while for my eyes to adjust. Then suddenly I can see again. Or I think I can. But I can’t believe what I’m seeing. He’s here. Dad. It must be a dream, a hallucination. But I want it to be real. I want him to lift me up and hug me and tell me it’s all right. I want him to take me home. But I don’t know what to do. He says something, but I can’t hear. A harsh, crackling buzz roars in my ears and I can’t think straight. Can any of this be real? Has the old man really sent me back home? I burn with the need for this to be true. But if it is, if I really am home, then what should I do?

Dad steps toward me, holding out his arms. I need to warn him, tell him to stay back. It’s too dangerous. I open my mouth but I can’t speak, can’t breathe. The stone will hurt him. I know it will. He has to wait until its safe. Even if it means I never see him again, he has to wait.

 

Alan clenched his fists. His blood pounded in his ears. He’d stood by and let Tom be taken away, but he wouldn’t make the same mistake again—not for his only boy. His son needed his help. He strode to the stone and reached out his arms toward Jake. Jagged beams of blue light crackled and flashed out at Alan’s hands. They burned his fingers and surged along his arms, scalding his skin. He cried out in pain and staggered back but he would not be deterred. He set his jaw and willed his body forward. He would not let his son down. Never again.

A shower of blue sparks flew at Alan’s face. He raised his arms to protect himself and the lights curled around him, wrapping themselves around his chest, sending cold needles of pain into his body. Alan grimaced and took another faltering step. The light was bright now, and his eyes watered as he fought the pain, fought against the unstoppable wave of energy that was trying to pushing him away. He narrowed his eyes. One more step. That was all he needed. One more step. Alan roared in pain and drove himself forward, forcing his feet across the ground, dragging his body through the turgid air. And somehow, he succeeded. I’ve done it! He reached down and grabbed his son by the shoulders, trying to lift him up, to drag him away from the stone.

But it didn’t work. Something was holding Jake down, pinning him to the rock. Alan bent lower and renewed his grip, taking firm hold of Jake’s upper arms. He grunted and heaved Jake upward with all his might. Then suddenly, the lights winked out, and Jake was free. Alan fell backward, pulling Jake from the stone. Jake slid from the slab and landed heavily on the ground next to his father. They both cried out, their shouts echoing in the emptiness of the quarry’s silent pit.

 

I lay on the ground and let the pain fade away. I was cold, and for a moment, I thought I was still on the stone. I thought I couldn’t move. But then, suddenly, my dad sat up and wrapped his arms around me, hugging me to his chest. “My boy,” he whispered. “I’ve got you. I’ve got you.”

I moaned and shook my head. “Dad?”

My dad stifled a sob. “Oh, Jake. What happened to you? Where have you been?”

I looked up at him. “I don’t know, Dad. I really don’t know.”

He cradled me in his arms and looked down at me, studying my face. “But you look just the same—the same as when I last saw you.”

I sniffed. “You don’t. You look really weird. Is it really you, Dad? Am I really home?”

“Yes, Jake. I’ve got you. You’re home now. Everything will be all right. Everything will be fine.”

I closed my eyes. He was right. The nightmare that had started when I climbed into the quarry was finally over. It was all over.

I was home.
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Thank You for Reading Outcast

I KNOW THAT SOME OF YOU have been waiting for this book for some time. I thank you for your patience and I sincerely hope you feel it was worth the wait.

Right from its inception, I knew that the tales of the Darkeningstone would cover more than one book. To tell so many stories, to span over 5,000 years of history, and to have the plot lines not just interweave but interact with each other, was always a tall order for a single book to deliver. That said, The Darkeningstone books are not a generic series. The purpose of the first book, Trespass, was not to set the reader up for a sequel; its sole purpose was simply to tell the stories it contained. Yes, I wrote Trespass in such a way that there was an element of suspense in its conclusion, but I’ve never considered it to be a cliffhanger. The things that happen to Jake at the end of Trespass happen because of his actions; they are the result, the resolution of his path. A part of me wanted to leave Jake where he was. After all, real life is often made up from stops and starts and sudden departures. But that would just be mean, and my mum felt sorry for him, so I took pity on the poor kid and gave him another chance.

Will there be another Darkeningstone book? Yes. The third full-length novel is already written, but like a rough stone block, it must be polished over and over again before it goes on display. After that, who knows? They Darkeningstone books are complex and difficult to write. It’s very important to me that the shifts in time are seamless and that the different plot lines are interwoven in a meaningful way while remaining distinctive. Above all, it has to make sense. My simple rule is to put the reader first, and I hope that principle pays off in terms of your enjoyment. I will never churn out a quick book and risk cheating my readers.

Sometimes though, I find myself dreaming of the characters, imagining new times and places where a Darkeningstone might work its mischief. After all, I have the whole span of human history as my playground—who could resist? But I’ll keep my powder dry for now. It’s possible that I’ll write another novel or possibly another bonus story, in which case the first people to see it will be the members of The Tribe (my street team) and then it will go to The Awkward Squad—the subscribers over on my website at mikeycampling.com

Where do we go from here?

I’d love it if you would stick around. I’ll do my best to make it worthwhile; I try to deliver extra value to my readers whenever I can. The first stop on our journey together is to visit the special thank you page on my website: Visit the Thank You Page

Much Appreciated—Your Review

If you can spare a minute to leave a review for Outcast it will make my day and help me to keep writing. Thank you.


Get an Exclusive Free Book

Use the link below and I’ll send you the prequel to The Darkeningstone Trilogy for Free
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NB Breaking Ground is not available to buy as an ebook. This is an exclusive offer that’s just for my readers.

Visit: mikeycampling.com/freebooks

Keep Reading

Turn the page to learn more about the third novel in The Darkeningstone Trilogy, Scaderstone Pit.



Coming Soon

Scaderstone Pit—The Darkeningstone Trilogy Book III

In the year 3550 BC, a woman runs for her life. She must find shelter before nightfall. But why is she so afraid?

In 1919, the new owners of Scaderstone Rock prepare to open a quarry on the site. But what will they discover? Will the secrets of Scaderstone finally be unveiled?

And in the future, what lies in store for Jake? He needs answers. But where can he turn? There is perhaps one person who can help him: Cally. Together, they may find a way to learn the truth of the Black Stone. But there are forces ranged against them. And one man with a ruthless agenda of his own.

Don’t Miss Out

The best way to keep up to date with Mikey’s new releases is to sign up for his newsletter at: mikeycampling.com/freebooks



Connect with the Author

Thank you for taking the time to read my work—I really hope you enjoyed it.

I love hearing from readers so there are lots of ways to reach me.

If you have any questions or comments, feel free to email me via mikey@mikeycampling.com

You can follow me on Twitter @mikeycampling and I’ll do my best to reply to your mentions.

I’m also active on other social media and the best place to see all those links is on my website: mikeycampling.com/contact



Also by Mikey Campling

Trespass: A Tale of Mystery and Suspense Across Time—The Darkeningstone Book I

Three stories, separated by five thousand years, united by one deadly secret: Somewhere, sometime, the stone is waiting. 

Trespass combines gritty, edgy modern-day action with a thrilling adventure across time. Discovered over five thousand years ago, the Darkeningstone affects everyone who finds it. 

Jake was too smart to believe the rumours about Scaderstone Pit, but now he’s in more danger than he could ever have imagined. 

In 1939, as World War II looms, the lives of two men will be changed forever. 

Over five thousand years ago, a hermit will keep the stone a secret. But someone is watching him—someone with murder in his heart. 

When it finds you, what will you see when you look into The Darkeningstone?

Breaking Ground - A Darkeningstone Story

A bonus story that adds extra detail to the Darkeningstone world but stands alone so it can be read before or after the full-length novels. Breaking Ground is widely available as a free download.

A Dark Assortment

Sometimes that noise you can hear upstairs is just the old floorboards creaking as they settle down for the night. Sometimes. But there’s no need to worry because that face you saw at the window was just a reflection. There’s no one else here. You’re alone. But that’s OK because you’re safe in your bed. And all those things you fear deep down in the dark reaches of your soul…well, they only happen in stories, don’t they?

A Dark Assortment is a collection of seventeen stories; a chocolate box of handmade treats. But beware—beneath each richly decorated shell, there’s a seed of delicious darkness.

The God Machine

Areva dreams of the day when he will become a Scribe and contribute to The Collective—the tethered souls, connected to the God-Machine. The Scribes write the Universe into existence, and it’s Areva’s destiny to join them. 

But as his time draws near, he hesitates. Perhaps the God-Machine serves a darker purpose.

CHEATC0DE

Play to Win. Play to Survive

Most people play the game: total immersion VR with full neural sync. But Hank lives it. In Unlimited Combat, he’s one of the best. He makes his own luck. And he plays solo. Until now. When a player offers Hank fame and fortune, it’s too good to pass up. To succeed, Hank must fight harder than ever before, pushing past the game’s safety protocols. His life is on the line, and when he’s captured, he knows he’s in too deep. Can he escape? And who can he trust?

Join Hank in the game—if you dare.
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