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One

Joel Rockwell couldn’t remember ever being this nervous before. His career as a nighttime security guard in the Santa Mondega Museum of Art and History had been uneventful, to say the least. He had wanted to follow his father, Jessie, into the police force, but he hadn’t measured up at the Academy. In some respects he was relieved that he had failed. Police work was far more dangerous. As had been proved just three days earlier, when his father had been gunned down by the Bourbon Kid in the aftermath of the eclipse during the Lunar Festival. So a soft job as a security guard had seemed like a safer option. Or at least it had done, until about five minutes ago.

The most burdensome part of his nightly duties was having to sit in the security office watching a bank of monitors, which generally showed that absolutely nothing was happening within the museum walls. The grey uniform suit that Joel was obliged to wear in the job was itchy as hell, too. It had probably been worn by countless other employees long before it had been handed to him on his first day, and it just wasn’t designed with sitting around in mind. Staying comfortable in it was usually the biggest task of the night. Except that what he’d just seen on monitor number three had changed all that.

Joel Rockwell was not an imaginative man. He was not an especially intelligent one, either, and it was the lack of these two qualities that had eventually led to him flunking the Police Academy course. As one of his instructors – a grizzled thirty-year lieutenant – had noted on his confidential report, ‘This guy is so dumb even his fellow cadets noticed.’ None the less, he had a certain doggedness and honesty that made him a good witness and a reliable guard, if only because he lacked the imagination and intelligence to be anything else.

If his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him, he’d just witnessed a murder on the screen. His colleague Carlton Buckley appeared to have been attacked and killed while wandering around on the floor below ground level. Rockwell would have called the police, but describing what he thought he’d just seen would only have made them laugh, and maybe arrest him for wasting their time. So he did the next best thing, and called Professor Bertram Cromwell, one of the museum’s directors.

He had the Professor’s number saved in his cell phone, and despite feeling a little uneasy about calling him at such an ungodly hour he went ahead and did it anyway. Cromwell was one of those exquisitely polite gentlemen who would never make him feel bad for calling, no matter how trivial the issue.

With his heart pounding in his chest and his phone held to his ear waiting for Cromwell to pick up the call, he headed out of the security office and down to the lower level to check out for himself what he thought he’d just seen in the Egyptian display.

He reached the foot of a flight of stairs and had just taken a right turn into a long hallway when Cromwell finally answered. Unsurprisingly, the Professor sounded like a man who’d been woken from a deep sleep.

‘Hello? Bertram Cromwell speaking. Who is this, please?’

‘Hi Bernard, it’s Joel Rockwell at the museum.’

‘Hi Joel. It’s Bertram, by the way, not Bernard.’

‘Whatever. Look, I think we’ve got an intruder here at the museum, but I’m not totally sure, so I thought I’d call you before I, you know, got the police an’ everything.’

Cromwell seemed to wake up a little. ‘Really? What’s happening?’

‘Well, this is gonna sound kinda nuts, but I think someone just broke out of the Egyptian Mummy display.’

‘Say again?’

‘The Mummy display. I think someone just came out of the goddam tomb thing.’

‘What? That’s impossible! What on earth are you talking about?’

‘Yeah, I know it sounds nuts. That’s why I called you first. See, I think whoever it was has just attacked the other security guard.’

‘Who’s the other guy on with you tonight?’

‘Carter Bradley.’

‘You mean Carlton Buckley?’

‘Yeah, whatever. I’m not sure if it’s him, like, playing a prank or not. But if it’s not a joke, then he’s gotta be in serious trouble. Like real serious trouble.’

‘Why? What’s happened?’ The Professor, now wide awake, paused for a second to gather his thoughts, then said quietly, ‘What have you actually seen, Joel? Facts, my boy – I need facts. If you’ll forgive me saying so, you’re not making a great deal of sense at the moment, and I’m rather tired.’

During his conversation with Cromwell Joel had continued walking along the broad, dimly lit hallway until, sooner than he would have liked, he arrived at the end of it. He took a deep breath, then turned right into the vast open gallery known as Lincoln Hall. That was when he heard the music. A light piano tune was being played. A gentle sad tune, not unlike the ‘Lonely Man’ theme tune played at the end of The Incredible Hulk TV show that he had loved as a kid in the late seventies. He knew there was a piano down here somewhere, but who the fuck was playing it? Yeah, and playing it so fucking badly, as well …

‘Hold on a minute, Professor Crumpler. You’re not gonna believe this, but I can hear a piano playing. I’m just gonna put my phone in my pocket for a second. Hold tight and I’ll let you know what I see.’

Rockwell slipped his small phone into the breast pocket of his grey shirt and pulled his nightstick from its loop on his belt. Then he stepped into the huge hall to investigate further. The piano was tucked away behind a sand-coloured wall on his left that ran halfway down the hall. Paintings of famous musicians were hung along its entire length. Ignoring the music for a second, he focused his attention on the Egyptian display to his right, an imposing permanent exhibit billed as ‘The Mummy’s Tomb’. It had been trashed. There was glass all over the floor where the protective shield around the display had been shattered. And, mixed in with the glass, there was blood. Lots of blood.

Most notably, the golden sarcophagus that stood upright in the centre of the display was open. The front of it was lying on the floor, and the mummified remains of its late occupant were gone. Rockwell knew that Professor Cromwell loved this particular exhibit. He would be mighty upset if his prized possession had been stolen, or even tampered with. It was the museum’s centrepiece, the rarest and most valuable object in the entire, vast collection. And now the best part of it was missing.

Rockwell thought back to what he believed he’d seen on the monitor in the security office, and shook his head in confusion. Only a few minutes had passed since then, but he was already beginning to think he’d imagined the attack on Buckley. This had to be a prank, yeah? Not a well-timed one, what with all the recent killings in Santa Mondega and thereabouts – kinda tasteless, really, you wanted his opinion – but a prank even so. And what was the deal with the fucking piano? Learn to carry a tune, whoever you are! he thought, with, even for him, breathtaking inconsequentiality.

To reach the piano – which, if rumours were true, had once been owned by a famous composer – he was going to have to manoeuvre himself around the mess of glass and blood and past a giant statue of the classical Greek hero Achilles to a small alcove on the other side of the long, sand-coloured wall. If he remembered correctly, a life-size wooden mannequin sat at the piano, styled and dressed to resemble the noted composer who had owned it. Who was it? he pondered. Beethoven? Mozart? Manilow? It wasn’t important enough to dwell on, and in any case he soon had his answer. As he headed past the statue of the great, if sulky, Greek warrior and rounded the end of the sand-coloured wall, he saw the mannequin lying on its back on the floor some distance from the piano, as though thrown there with considerable force. It was wearing a purple-coloured jacket over a white shirt, the ensemble finished off with dark flared trousers above shiny black shoes. There was a name tag pinned to the left breast of the jacket. ‘Beethoven’, it read, but Rockwell didn’t notice it as he stepped over the wooden figure, so he was still none the wiser as to which composer this was meant to be.

Clearly it wasn’t the mannequin that was playing the piano. It was something else. He took a few steps closer to the instrument in the corner of the alcove in order to get a look at the musician responsible for the badly played tune. When he was finally close enough, he saw a figure sitting on the small stool in front of the grand piano, tinkling the ivories with rather more verve than skill. The sight sent a cold shiver down his spine.

This figure was wearing a long, hooded robe of rich scarlet cloth. With the hood pulled up over its owner’s head, it looked like the kind of thing a boxer heading into ring might wear. The cloaked individual with the hooded face was passionately moving from side to side, swaying its head like Stevie Wonder as it played its terribly-out-of-tune piece of music. There was no sign of Rockwell’s colleague, Buckley, although, rather worryingly, a trail of blood spatters led across the floor to the hooded figure at the piano.

Keeping his distance, Rockwell decided to call out and hope to get a look at the face of the mysterious pianist. If he didn’t like what he saw, he had at least a twenty-yard head start if he had to take the ‘run-like-fuck’ option.

‘Hey, you!’ he called out. ‘Do you know we’re closed? You shouldn’t be here! Time to go, buddy.’

The figure stopped playing, its bony fingers quivering almost imperceptibly above the gleaming black and white keys. Then it spoke.

‘You hum it, and I’ll pick it up!’ a rusty-sounding voice crackled from beneath the scarlet cowl. A loud guffaw followed; then the hands dropped as the figure took up the tune again.

‘What? Hey, where’s Carterton?’ Rockwell called out taking a step closer, his hand sweating on the nightstick he was gripping so very tightly.

Again the figure stopped playing, and turned its head to look directly at him. Since Rockwell was not exactly walking briskly towards it, stopping dead in his tracks was not a problem. There followed an awkward moment during which he seriously considered pissing his pants.

Within the hood, the figure had only half a face. In the shadow beneath the cowl, the terrified security guard could make out what looked mostly like a yellow skull. Foul remnants of flesh still clung in places to the cheeks, jaw and brow, and there was one rather odd-looking green eye, but the other eye socket was empty, and the face appeared to have no lips or nose. Revolted, Rockwell looked away, only to realize that the bony fingers that had been tapping away at the piano keys were exactly that. Bones. Fingers with no fucking skin on them. Oh Christ.

Before he had time to turn and run, the cloaked figure rose from its stool. It stood well over six feet tall, seeming to dominate the vast gallery, its bony fingers reaching out in his direction. Then it did something strange. It waved one of its hands through the air as if it were manipulating the strings of an invisible puppet. All the while its expressionless face somehow managed to look as though it was smirking at him.

To Joel Rockwell, even though he was twenty or so yards away, those bony hands looked like they were gonna start coming his way pretty goddam soon. As he turned on his heel with the intention of running like fuck out of the hall – hell, something that dead couldn’t be much of a sprinter – he received the second massive shock of the past few moments.

The mannequin of Ludwig van Beethoven had climbed to its feet, somehow animated by the waving hands of the – the thing – at the piano. Now it was right in front of Rockwell, its glass eyes staring vacantly at him from beneath a great mane of hair, its arms extended and wooden hands thrust out to grab him by the throat. The stunned security guard swiped at it with his nightstick, but the effect was only a loud thudding noise as the dummy’s wooden head absorbed the blow, although part of one ear splintered. Fingers stinging, Joel dropped the useless weapon, pulled the cell phone from his breast pocket and held it to his ear, even as the mannequin took a grip on his neck. As he fell to the ground with the wooden assassin on top of him, squeezing his neck tightly and driving the breath from his lungs, he managed one brief cry for help into the phone, hoping above hope that Cromwell might hear it and, somehow, come to his rescue, or at least send a rescue party.

‘Bernard, fer Chrissakes! You gotta help me!’ he gasped. ‘I’m bein’ attacked by fuckin’ Barry Manilow!’

Whether the Professor replied, or even heard, Rockwell was never to know. Dropping the cell phone, he battled with every ounce of his fading strength to escape his attacker, but to no avail. The mannequin was too strong, as well as impervious to his weakening attempts to fight it off. It simply kept him pinned to the floor, its hands around his throat.

Rockwell struggled on despairingly until eventually a figure loomed over him and he found himself staring up into the hideous face of the mummy. The undead Egyptian needed to gorge on yet more human flesh to help replenish his decayed body, and Rockwell’s would serve that purpose admirably.

During the next ten minutes the terrified security guard was ripped apart and devoured by the barbarous creature. It took some minutes for Joel Rockwell to die in unbearable agony. It had taken only three days for him to follow his father into the afterlife.

Having feasted on the flesh of the two dead security guards, the mummy – the immortal, formerly embalmed remains of the pharaoh once better known as Rameses Gaius – felt just about ready to re-enter the world of the living. He would seek – indeed, demand – two things. Revenge on the descendants of those who had incarcerated him for so long, and the return of his most prized possession during his days as ruler of Egypt: the Eye of the Moon.
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Two

31 October – eighteen years earlier

Santa Mondega High School’s annual Halloween fancy-dress ball was, to the students, the highlight of the year’s social calendar. Fifteen-year-old Beth Lansbury had waited patiently since the beginning of term for this night. This was her great chance – probably her only chance, she thought – to catch the eye of a certain boy in the year above her. She didn’t know his name, and she would have been way too embarrassed to ask anyone else, in case they realized that she had this big crush on him and teased her for it. Which they would certainly have done.

Beth had no friends at the school. She was still fairly new there, and being extremely pretty didn’t exactly help matters. This was one of the principal reasons why all the other girls seemed to resent her. More to the point, Ulrika Price didn’t like her, and had made it clear to all the other girls that Beth was not to be spoken to, unless it was to say something spiteful to her.

As was the vogue in these parts, the school’s gym hall was the venue for the ball. Earlier in the day Beth had helped Miss Hinds, her English teacher, to decorate the place. It hadn’t looked all that great when they had finished, but now, on the night, with the flashing lights and the music, it took on a whole new vibe. Beth was pleased to see that despite the spasmodic flashing of the disco lights, the hall was for the most part very dark – perfect cover for outsiders and loners like her.

There was another cause of Beth’s anguish. Her overly controlling stepmother had insisted on choosing her costume, and, typically, had picked a hideously unsuitable outfit. While everyone else was dressed appropriately in Halloween attire (such as ghosts, zombies, witches, vampires, skeletons – even a rather unconvincing bat and at least four Freddy Kruegers), Beth was dressed as Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz, right down to the shitty red shoes. She had convinced herself she would have a good time in spite of it, but she was still upset that her stepmother had picked such an inappropriate and stupid outfit.

To say that Olivia Jane Lansbury was extremely domineering was akin to saying that Hitler could sometimes be a bit naughty. Worse, she seemed to be hell bent on preventing her stepdaughter from ever meeting any boys. This may have stemmed from a certain degree of bitterness she felt at having been widowed shortly after she had married Beth’s father. Beth’s real mother had died giving birth to her, so Olivia Jane had been her only parent for most of her life. Growing up had been pretty tough for Beth so far. And tonight wasn’t going to be a bed of roses either, she reflected.

So there she was on the evening of Halloween, dressed like the Dweeb That Time Forgot and without a friend in the world, a prime candidate for a stream of bitchy comments from Ulrika Price and her circle of cronies. Ulrika and her three closest followers had come to the ball dressed as cats. The latter were all in black panther costumes, whereas Ulrika was wearing a Bengal tiger outfit, complete with sharp claws attached to the ends of her fingers.

The cats had spotted Beth where she sat in a plastic chair at the edge of the dance floor along with a few other rejects, each desperately hoping a boy would ask her to join him on the floor for a dance. That the butt of their scorn was dressed as Dorothy meant that a situation like this didn’t require any bitchy comments – Ulrika and her friends merely pointed at Beth and laughed loudly and ostentatiously. This drew sufficient attention to the wretched girl for everyone else who, until then, had been ignoring her, to join in the laughter and sniggering too. If Ulrika and her friends were laughing, then everyone else wanted to be seen to be appreciating the joke. Social acceptance was important at Santa Mondega High, and if Ulrika Price the bottle-blonde cheerleader thought you weren’t laughing along with her, then you might as well pack up and head home. Beth’s only crumb of comfort was that she hadn’t been forced by her stepmother to dye her hair ginger for added authenticity. At least she was lucky enough to have kept her beautiful long brown mane.

It was small consolation, as it turned out, for her humiliation was just about completed shortly after eleven o’clock when one of the black panthers convinced the guy in charge of the lighting to train a spotlight on Beth. As the harsh beam illuminated the forlorn figure the deejay (another of Ulrika’s friends) announced that, yep, ol’ Dorothy over there in the spotlight was the ‘yoo-NANNY-muss’ winner of the award for lamest costume. The horribly amplified announcement brought yet more howls of laughter from what was rapidly turning into a baying mob of teenagers high on drink and drugs.

Beth sat in dignified silence, waiting desperately for the spotlight to move away as she struggled to hold back the ocean of tears she could feel building up. But the spotlight stayed. Not wanting to miss out on a photo opportunity, Ulrika sauntered over and patted her on the head.

‘You know what, honey?’ she smirked. ‘If there was a contest to find the world’s biggest loser, you’d come second.’

That was the end for Beth. Tears began to stream down her face, and a great pent-up sob caught at her throat. The only thing left to do was get up and run out of the hall. As she fled he could hear the laughter behind her from everyone there. Even the other outsiders would join in – to be seen not laughing might make one of them the next victim. And nobody wanted to be lumped into the same loser category as the girl who had come dressed as Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz.

As Beth burst through the double doors at the end of the hall and out into the corridor she felt she had reached an all-time low. She had pleaded with her stepmother not to pick a shitty costume for her. But her pleas had fallen on deaf ears, as she had known they would. Even so, the bitch had cackled in pleasure when Beth begged to be allowed to change the costume. Everything – her public humiliation, her tear-stained flight from the hall – was her stepmother’s fault. Yet she knew that when she got home and told her about her humiliation, the bitch would smile with satisfaction and gloat over how she had warned her stepdaughter that it was a mistake to expect others to accept her. Since her father’s death, Beth’s stepmother had delighted in telling her she was worthless. Now she was really feeling it. She was actually beginning to understand why people took their own lives. Sometimes living was just too hard.

As she staggered down the corridor to the front entrance of the gym, desperate to be free of the place and far enough away to rid herself of the echoes of laughter from the hall, she heard someone call out behind her. It was the voice she had longed to hear all night. The boy from the year above. She had only heard him speak once before, when he had asked her if she was all right that time she had been tripped up in the schoolyard by one of Ulrika’s cronies. He had helped her to her feet, asked her if she was okay, and when she didn’t respond – because she was too dumbstruck – had merely smiled and gone on his way. Ever since, she had regretted not having thanked him at the time, and had vowed to find a way to speak to him and show her gratitude for helping her up. And now it was his voice that had asked, ‘Your mother too, huh?’

She looked back. He was there, halfway down the corridor behind her. Bizarrely, he was dressed as a scarecrow, with a pointy brown hat perched on his head, his face covered in brown makeup meant to look like mud, and with an orange cardboard carrot secured over his nose with string tied at the back of his head. His clothes were essentially nothing more than brown rags, although he did have a pretty cool pair of brown ankle boots.

‘Wha–?’ was the best response Beth could muster, as she tried to wipe away a few tears to make herself look a little less of a spectacle.

‘My mother’s a Wizard of Oz nut, too,’ he said, waving a hand up and down at his outfit. Beth finally managed to force a smile, something that had seemed impossible only a minute earlier. She looked down ruefully at her blue gingham pinafore dress and short-sleeved white blouse. ‘I’m guessing you didn’t pick the outfit yourself?’ the scarecrow suggested.

Beth suddenly found herself dumbstruck again. This was the moment she had planned for. She had waited for it all night, and had been bitterly humiliated in the process. But now it was here, and it wasn’t going according to plan. She wasn’t meant to be crying and generally looking a mess, even though there was not much she could do about it now. Oh God, she thought. He’s gonna think I’m a total loser.

‘Smoke?’ the boy asked, holding out a pack of cigarettes as he approached her.

Beth shook her head. ‘I’m not allowed.’

The boy shook the pack, raised it to his mouth, pulled a cigarette from it with his teeth and let it hang out of one side of his mouth. Then, still walking towards her, he lifted the cardboard-carrot nose away from his face, drew it down over his cigarette and let it fall to hang around his neck on its securing string.

‘Aw, c’mon,’ he said, smiling. ‘Live a little, why doncha?’

Beth was desperate that he shouldn’t think she was totally uncool, and to be honest the only reason for not smoking was that her stepmother wouldn’t allow it. Well, right now her stepmother could go fuck herself.

‘Okay,’ she said, reaching out to take a cigarette from the pack. ‘You gotta light?’ she asked.

‘Nah,’ said the boy, straight-faced. ‘Can’t have a naked flame anywhere near me. I’d be gone in a puff.’

‘Huh?’

‘The straw, y’know?’ He smiled, seeing her confusion. ‘Scarecrow outfit?’

Beth gaped, then tried to recover herself. ‘Oh yeah – yeah, of course,’ she laughed nervously. You idiot! she thought to herself. He makes a joke and you don’t get it. Concentrate, fer Chrissakes: don’t let him think you’re stupid.

There was an awkward pause as she put the cigarette to her lips and found herself wondering what she was supposed to do without a lighter. ‘So how should I light it?’ she asked. The boy smiled again, then sucked hard on the unlit cigarette that hung in the corner of his mouth. It lit up like a firework and he took a drag on it.

‘Wow, that’s so cool!‘ Beth blurted out, finally finding the voice to speak without first thinking too hard. ‘How do you do that?’

‘It’s a secret. I only show my friends.’

‘Oh.’

There was another uncomfortable pause as Beth wondered whether to ask if he would show her. Thing was, if he said no then it would mean he was saying they weren’t friends. But eventually, after what seemed like a horrendously long and awkward pause, he took another drag on the cigarette and took it out of his mouth with his left hand.

‘That Ulrika Price is a real bitch, huh?’ he said, blowing out some smoke through his nostrils.

Beth couldn’t help nodding frantically in agreement.

‘I hate her,’ she said, taking the cigarette out of her mouth.

They smiled at each other for a few moments, and then the boy spoke again.

‘So, you want me to show you how to light that cigarette or what?’

Still nodding like a lunatic, Beth let a huge smile break out across her whole face. It succeeded in camouflaging the tears that had been streaming down her cheeks only a minute before, such was the beauty of it.

‘Yeah, please,’ she cooed.

‘Come on then, let’s get the hell outta here before we set off a smoke alarm.’

The next moment was the greatest feeling of Beth’s life. This boy, this guy she had so desperately sought attention from, reached over and put his arm around her shoulder. Nervously she slid her arm around his waist and squeezed him ever so subtly. He obviously picked up on it because he pulled her in a little closer. Then he set off down the hallway to the school entrance with her in tow. Dorothy and the scarecrow walking together, well this was the cue for a song, Beth thought.

‘We’re off to see the wizard …’ she began to sing.

‘Don’t sing.’ Her new beau shook his head.

‘Really?’ Beth asked, a cold flush coming over her. She feared she had made a fatal error of judgement.

‘It’s no wonder you’ve got no friends!’ the boy joked. Beth looked up at him and was relieved to see a big smile break out on his face. He then squeezed her in tightly towards him. Phew, he was just teasing.

On their way out through the front doors of the school a young man dressed as a giant rodent bounded in past them. His costume was an all-in-one auburn-coloured suit made of fake fur, with a long tail at the back. Part of his face was visible under the headpiece but it was painted a similar colour to the costume, and had whiskers drawn on the cheeks. Beth didn’t know him, but her new friend spotted a face he recognized beneath the makeup.

‘You’re a bit late,’ the scarecrow pointed out as the fur ball brushed past him.

‘Yeah, left my pills at home. Had to go back and get them,’ muttered the rodent. ‘By the way, either of you two seen that Ulrika Price broad anywhere?’

‘She’s in the main hall,’ said Beth, nodding back down the corridor.

‘Cool, thanks,’ said the rodent boy. ‘I’m gonna buy that girl a drink.’ Then, scratching himself in an area of his rodent costume that implied he was pleasuring himself, he headed off towards the hall.

‘Who was that creepy guy?’ Beth asked.

Her handsome scarecrow friend knew the other boy well.

‘That’s Marcus the Weasel,’ he said. ‘Total perv. Lord only knows what he’s got in store for your friend Ulrika.’

Unbeknown to the two youngsters, the unpleasantness that Marcus the Weasel was about to inflict upon Ulrika Price was nothing compared to the horror and suffering they were both about to endure on this most evil of nights.

[image: The Eye of the Moon]


[image: The Eye of the Moon]

Three

Beth and the scarecrow strolled along the promenade with the waves lapping up against the harbour wall to their left. A blue moon shone brightly above them in the night sky. It was surrounded by dark rain clouds that looked ready to burst, yet as if out of respect, they stayed clear of the moon, as though not wishing to block it from the view of those below.

In all her life Beth had never felt this alive, this excited. Her stepmother had succeeded in scaring off any boys that had ever come near her, so she had never been able even to hold a decent conversation with a young man before. After being tutored at home since her early childhood she had acquired a decent education, but virtually no life experience until recently, when she had joined the school. And now for the first time in her life she had a boy with his arm around her shoulder, walking her along the promenade. If the dark clouds above them had had numbers on them then it’s fair to say she was heading for number nine. Chatting with the scarecrow hadn’t been anywhere near as difficult and nerve-racking as she had feared it might be. Her heart was still pounding in her chest, barely able to control itself due to the almighty adrenalin rush she was feeling. It was a warm fuzzy sensation that felt like it would never end, and she dearly hoped that it wouldn’t.

‘So come on, Mr Scarecrow, are you going to tell me your name, or what?’ she asked, squeezing his waist playfully.

‘You don’t know my name?‘ he asked, surprised.

‘No. I only know you as the guy who helped me up from the ground when someone tripped me over once.’

‘Wow. You know, I made a point of finding out your name the day you joined the school. And yet, you’ve been there now for – what? Two months? And you still don’t know my name?’

‘No. But don’t feel bad. I don’t know hardly anybody’s name. No one talks to me.’

‘No one?’ he sounded surprised again.

‘Yeah. All the other girls ignore me, because of that Ulrika Price. She’s had it in for me since the day I started, so no one else will talk to me.’

The scarecrow stopped walking and removed his arm from where it had been resting around her shoulders. He stepped in front of her to stop her from moving on ahead, and then, when they were close enough to each other that they were almost touching and she could feel his breath on her face, he ran his left hand through her long brown hair.

‘JD,’ he said.

Beth raised an eyebrow. ‘Pardon me?’

‘JD. That’s what my friends call me.’

‘Oh, right. What’s it stand for?’

‘You’ll have to guess.’

‘Okay,’ said Beth smiling. She took a look up at the moon and tried to think of an interesting name that used the initials J and D.

‘Got it yet?’ he asked her.

‘Joey Deacon?’

JD stopped stroking her hair and gave her a playful shove.

‘This is why no one talks to you!’

Beth smiled back at him. Chatting with JD was actually good fun and surprisingly easy. It didn’t seem to matter what she said, she knew he would ‘get it’. Maybe guys weren’t so complicated after all. At least, this one seemed to be right on her wavelength. She’d never had a connection like this with anyone before, let alone a boy. He seemed to understand her, and for the first time ever she wasn’t in the least bit terrified of saying something stupid. In fact, she was beginning to feel a sense of confidence flowing through her. This was new.

‘I’ll tell you what, Beth,’ said JD taking a few steps back as he spoke. ‘If you can find out what JD stands for, I’ll take you out on a date.’

Beth tilted her head to one side. ‘What makes you think I want to go on a date with you?’ she said with a shrug.

JD rolled his tongue around in his mouth for a moment, pondering his response. It didn’t take him long to work it out.

‘You wanna go out with me,’ he said with a wink.

Beth started walking again and brushed her shoulder against his as she passed him.

‘Maybe,’ she said.

JD watched her walk on down the promenade towards the abandoned pier just a hundred yards ahead. When she was about ten yards in front of him he started walking slowly after her, admiring her gently swivelling hips as she walked. For her part, Beth knew he was checking her out and she exaggerated the hip movement just a little to ensure he kept his eyes fixed on her ass.

‘You gonna stay back there all night?’ she called back eventually.

‘Shit!’ she heard JD shout. She stopped walking and turned back. His voice betrayed a note of genuine annoyance.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘It’s nearly twelve!’ JD seemed panicked and was looking around him.

‘What’s so bad about that? Have you got to be home?’

‘No, no, it’s nothing like that. Look, I’ve gotta rush. I have to pick my little brother up from church. He’ll get panicky and upset if I’m late.’

Beth took a step towards him. ‘I’ll come with you, if you like.’

‘Nah. Thanks for the offer, but my brother will get all excitable if he sees you and we’ll never get him home. Then my mom will go nuts if he’s late.’

‘Well, I can wait here for you, if you can come back.’ Beth couldn’t hide the fact that she didn’t want the evening to end, and she definitely didn’t want to head back home to her stepmother just yet.

‘You sure?’ asked JD

‘Sure I’m sure. And I’ll tell you what. If you can make it back here by one o’clock, the end of the witching hour, I’ll let you take me out.’

JD grinned at her. ‘See you at one then. Wait for me on the pier. Be careful though, there’s some weirdos around tonight.’ With that remark still floating in the air he turned and dashed off in the direction of town.

The promenade was still deserted and the waves were breaking softly against the harbour wall just a few feet from where Beth was walking. The ocean air was refreshing as it filled her lungs and she took several deep breaths of it. At last she was finding out what it was like to be truly happy.

After less than a minute she reached the pier and stepped on to the creaky wooden boards that led out over the water. The pier was no more than fifty yards long and was a little rickety, but it yet hadn’t been deemed unsafe by the Mayor. Beth walked along it until she reached the end where she stood leaning over the wooden railing, looking out over the ocean.

The moon was still shining brightly and she lost herself in it, gazing at its reflection across the rippling waves and smiling both inwardly and outwardly. The gentle raindrops that had been splashing on her face intermittently for the last few minutes began to drop a little more frequently. Not that she minded. Nor did she care, either, that she had promised her stepmother that she would be home by midnight.

Unfortunately, there are many unwritten rules in Santa Mondega. One of them clearly states that no one is allowed to be happy for long. There’s always something bad on the horizon. In Beth’s case it was a lot closer than the horizon she was gazing at across the sea.

Just a few yards away from her was one of the most unpleasant members of the undead world. If she had glanced down she would have seen the fingertips of two bony hands clinging on to the end of the boardwalk. The hands belonged to a vampire. His clawed feet were dangling in the water beneath him. The waves were washing around his ankles because the tide had risen significantly while he had waited patiently for a gullible innocent to come and stare out at the ocean. Beth was that gullible innocent.

Feeding time.
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Four

Sanchez hated going to church, so he made a point of not doing so too often. This, though, was a special occasion, by all accounts. With that in mind he’d picked out his best clothes: a pair of blue jeans with no rips in them, and a white polo neck sweater with no visible stains on it. He’d even put some mousse in his thick black hair to give himself that slicked-back, hey-man-you-are-way-too-cool, look.

They owed tonight’s special event to the new preacher who had recently taken over at the local church, and had a passion for trying new things. The latest fad involved inviting all comers to a midnight mass on Halloween, which was to feature a special guest appearance from what the Reverend claimed was ‘the greatest rock ’n’ roll act in Santa Mondega’. He hadn’t revealed the name of the act, so on the off chance that the act turned out to be some cheesy Osmonds-type group Sanchez had come prepared, bringing along a brown paper sack containing some rotten fruit to throw at anyone whose musical talents didn’t meet his exacting standards.

There was no doubt about it: the Church of the Blessed Saint Ursula and the Eleven Thousand Virgins (la Iglesia de la Bendita Santa Úrsula y las Once Mil Vírgenes) was a magnificent spectacle, both inside and out. On a fine night the ancient building showed prominently against the dark sky, its white-stuccoed walls shining in the glow of the moon, its spire reaching towards the stars. This particular Halloween night, however, was as dark outside as it had ever been. Just as the sermon began, the heavy clouds that had been hovering over the church for much of the night released their load, the rain pouring down upon the House of the Lord in torrents.

From where he was sitting ten rows back, Sanchez could hear the rain hammering against the stained-glass windows behind the altar at which the Reverend was standing. The rows of pews in the church were packed with people of all ages and from all walks of life. Sitting next to Sanchez was the local simpleton, a twelve-year-old kid named Casper who, it was said, wasn’t quite right in the head. No one knew exactly what was wrong with him, but Sanchez had seen the poor lad bullied mercilessly by other kids all through his childhood. It wasn’t just because he was a bit ‘country’, either. This kid looked funny. His hair was always pointing in eight different directions, and his eyes did much the same, kind of. He was one of those kids who when you saw him you half expected there to be a flash of lightning, followed by a clap of thunder and maybe a church bell chiming sonorously in the background. Of course, just to freak Sanchez out that was exactly what was happening on this particular night.

The church wasn’t well lit. On this special evening, it relied for light entirely on candles set in huge sconces around the walls, and on the pair of massive church candles at each end of the altar, the light from which flickered on the tall gold crucifix set in the centre of the altar. (It wasn’t gold, in fact, but brass. Anything even resembling a precious metal did not stay long in Santa Mondega, unless bolted down and guarded day and night by semi-wild pit bulls.) The reason for the poor lighting, Sanchez guessed from the incongruous sight of of a mass of state-of-the-art sound equipment and other gear, with the accompanying mess of cables, littering the space before the altar, was that the rock concert that was to follow must be going to involve a flashing strobe-light show.

To Sanchez, the lack of light only made things worse, because every time there was a clap of thunder the candles would flicker a little, while in the sudden flashes of lightning all he would see was the crazy kid beside him staring manically back at him with his mad eyes. Then, as expected, the church bell would chime and the kid would smile at him with his frightening crazy grin. Sanchez would have moved, but the church was damn near full. There were no free spaces in the pews behind him, and he didn’t fancy sitting too near the front and getting called up to participate in any of the Reverend’s over-zealous storytelling. There were rumours that the recently inducted man of the cloth was a tad ‘New Age’, which was why he preferred to be called ‘Reverend’ instead of ‘Father’. Whatever the truth of that, because he was young and energetic, he had a habit of hauling members of the congregation up to take part in impromptu ‘David-and-Goliath’-type role-playing.

After listening to the Reverend talk passionately about God and Jesus and all that stuff for over an hour, Sanchez began to get restless. He was only really here to check out the band. If they were any good he was going to see if he could get them to play at his new drinking hole, the Tapioca bar in downtown Santa Mondega. If they were shit he was getting up and going home. First, though, he’d offload his rotten fruit.

Finally, at five past midnight, the Reverend ended his sermon and people began to stir themselves in readiness for the band. From behind a four-foot high wooden pulpit set on a raised platform in front of the altar, the Reverend (who was a big fucker for a priest, the bar owner thought) addressed his audience. Although he was only in his very early twenties he did have a certain presence about him, and Sanchez sensed that beneath the long sombre black robe lay a fairly broad, muscular fella. That would be why the first six or seven rows were filled with good young Christian women, and hookers disguised as good young Christian women. They all hung on his every word. It’s a goddam disgrace, Sanchez thought to himself. Only comin’ to see the Reverend. Have they no shame? And when in the hell is the band gonna start?

‘Well, folks, I’m sure you’ve heard enough from me for one night,’ said the Reverend, smiling down at the congregation. He had one of those smiles that melts the hearts of women, and for a man of the cloth, Sanchez thought, a highly inappropriate glint in his eye. ‘I have just one or two minor announcements to make before the evening’s musical extravaganza gets under way. First up, I would ask that you all give generously, by making a donation in the collection boxes by the main doors as you leave.’ There was an unmistakably steely note in his voice, and his listeners shifted uncomfortably in their pews. (Charity began at home in Santa Mondega. Charity stayed there, too.) He paused, clearly reflecting on what he had to say next. ‘And secondly,’ he boomed, ‘and, it must be said, somewhat disappointingly, I’ve been informed that traces of urine have been discovered in the holy water. Would everyone therefore please avoid the water in the stoups by the west door. For sacred purposes, we have some bottled holy water; otherwise, tap water is available should anyone be thirsty.’ He looked sternly around his audience, then added, ‘And if I find out who is responsible for this loathsome act, then God help them.’

This was greeted by his audience with a mixture of tutting and disapproving shakes of the head. Sanchez suddenly became very conscious of the loony kid next to him giving him an evil look, as though he suspected that the bartender had been responsible for the contamination.

‘What?’ Sanchez hissed at him, unnerved by the boy’s squinting and inscrutable gaze.

The kid shook his head, then pulled the hood of his parka up over his head and turned away to face the front again. Sanchez brought his attention back to the preacher. No sense in being spotted eyeballing a mentally challenged kid. Looked kinda flaky. Not a good rep to get.

Up by the pulpit, the Reverend was flicking a few switches on a control console in front of him. First, lights on the sound equipment began to glow and flicker, and then the music kicked in. The main title theme from the movie 2001: A Space Odyssey began to blare out from a number of huge speakers. Sanchez liked the tune,* and it created quite an atmosphere, especially in the dark draughty nave of the church, with the rain still beating the roof and windows.

The music had played for less than twenty seconds when from behind him a blast of cold, damp air entered the dimly lit building. A musty, unpleasantly dank smell accompanied it. Someone had opened the large double doors at the back, behind the rows of pews.

Everyone looked round, and from his place by the altar the Reverend peered over his congregation’s heads to see who could possibly be arriving so late for the service. What they all saw was a man enter. He was wearing a long black cloak with the hood pulled up over his head. A moment later a number of other men, all dressed identically, appeared through the door, following in his footsteps. They filed in singly, then stopped and spread out in a row behind the pews. There were seven of them in all, and the last one to enter closed the great double doors behind him, making the cloaked figures all but impossible to see amid the looming black shadows at the back. An unnerving sense of evil accompanied them, wafting over the congregation like the smell that had drifted in when the doors opened. They didn’t belong here – it didn’t take a genius to work that out. Tonight was Halloween, and these seven hooded creatures looked like boogeymen, in church to cause havoc and mayhem.

The Reverend recognized the menace straight away and flicked a switch on his control panel. Immediately the lights at the far end of the church came on. The seven men were now lit up for all to see, the harsh electric lighting eliminating any element of surprise they might have had in mind if they had intended to sneak up on anyone in the shadowy church. Oddly enough, that was exactly what they’d had in mind.

As the music grew louder and more intense the two hundred or so churchgoers in the rows of pews stared back at the seven men, all in mortal fear of what was about to happen. Then the Reverend spoke for everyone, directing his words at the unwelcome visitors.

‘Your sort are not welcome here. Leave at once.’ He spoke calmly into his microphone, but loudly enough to be heard over the music. There was an undeniable authority to him now, and even in his own dread, Sanchez noted again, Yeah, he’s a big fucker, all right.

For a few seconds there was no movement from the seven shadowy figures at the back. Then the one in the middle, who had entered first, stepped forward and lowered his hood. He had a narrow, ghost-white face framed by long dark hair that hung over his shoulders. When he opened his mouth to speak he revealed a huge set of bright yellow fangs.

‘It is Halloween, and it is the witching hour,’ he hissed. ‘We are the vampires from the Hoods clan, and we are claiming this church and all those in it as our own. No one in here gets out alive!’

To say that this caused an outbreak of panic would be an understatement. Every single woman and at least half of the men in attendance screamed and got up from their seats. Problem was, no one was quite sure where to run. The entire church was in half darkness except for where the seven vampires were standing, and the Reverend didn’t appear to be making much effort to turn on any more lights. At least, not at first. But then, as the theme from 2001 came to an end, another song started up and he flicked more of the switches on his console. A spotlight suddenly illuminated the stage directly in front of the aisle that ran down the centre of the church between the rows of pews. There was no one visible in the bright beam of light, just a microphone stand surrounded by a thick swirling of dust.

The sight distracted everyone for little more than a second. Then the seven vampires let out loud screeches, like wild animals preparing to spring on their prey. One by one, they lowered their hoods and leapt up from the stone-flagged floor, to soar high into the arched vaults of the roof of the nave. Each had only one thing in mind: to pick out a victim below and dive down on the poor soul, to feast upon their blood.

The panicked congregation still had no idea where to run. The pews were packed with struggling figures, as some tried to climb over them, others barged their neighbours, and others still sought to hide beneath the substantial wooden benches. Like everyone else, Sanchez was petrified. His first thought was to reach into the brown paper sack he had brought with him for some of the rotten fruit to throw the way of the vampires, but he quickly realized that such a course would not be wise. Instead, he decided to crouch down under the pew and hope that some of the taller folk got snatched first. So, with the courage that defined him as both man and bartender, he dropped down on the stone floor and ducked under the seat. For good measure, he pulled Casper, the funny-looking kid in the parka, down on top of him as extra protection. As the vampires swirled around in the cold church air above them, circling their prey and revelling in the fear they were inflicting upon the screaming churchgoers, the sound of trumpets suddenly blared out of the stereo speakers, all adding to the confusion and disorientation everyone was feeling.

Then something unexpected happened. Still standing tall by his pulpit, the Reverend bellowed into his microphone.

‘I warned you muthafucking vampires never to set foot in this church!’ he yelled, jabbing a clenched fist up at the cloaked undead circling menacingly above the crowd of terror-stricken townsfolk. ‘Now get ready to feel the pain. Ladies, gentlemen and muthafuckers! – I give you … the King of Rock and Roll!’

A rugged and imposing figure stepped into the previously unoccupied space where the spotlight fell on the stage. There, wearing a white jumpsuit with a thick gold belt around his waist and sporting a dense quiff of black hair and some meaty sideburns, stood Elvis, Santa Mondega’s greatest living hitman. He had a blues guitar in his hands. A smart, sleek, black beast of a guitar, shiny enough to suggest that it was his pride and joy. With his hand steady and his nerve unflinching he set about playing it as the backing music kicked in from the stereo speakers. He strummed a few blues chords real hard and began to tap his right foot in readiness for singing the first verse of ‘Steamroller Blues’.

Elvis was so wrapped up in his music and in making sure it sounded perfect for his audience that he seemed oblivious to all that was going on around him. And such was his presence on stage that everyone stopped and stared, including the shady vampires hovering just below the roof. Each one of them was eyeing him up as their first kill.

And then he began to sing.


I’m a steamroller baby

I’m ’bout to roll all over you …



As the first notes boomed out of the amps, one of the vampires could contain its bloodlust no longer. With a piercing shriek, it swooped down towards the gyrating Elvis impersonator, fangs wide, ready to kill. In response, the King, without missing a beat, simply swivelled his hips one way and swung his guitar the other, aiming the neck upward at the incoming bloodsucker.

A silver dart burst from a concealed hole at the neck end of the supercool black guitar. It zipped through the air faster than the lightning outside and, with a disturbingly audible thud, embedded itself in the heart of the approaching vampire. The shocked member of the undead felt it rip through its chest and stopped dead in mid air, eyes bulging in pain and disbelief. Its last thought was: Shit! I don’t wanna die to no fuckin’ James Taylor song … A second later it burst spontaneously into flames and dropped to the floor of the stage at Elvis’s feet, where it was swiftly reduced to a small mound of still-smoking ashes.

Inside Saint Ursula’s, the mood of panic and dread among the churchgoers changed in an instant to one of hope and optimism. The same could not be said for the circling vampires. Momentarily stunned by the destruction of one of their number, they now refocused their attentions on the singer on stage.

And the King carried on playing the blues.

From his hiding place on the cold stone floor under the – surprisingly heavy – young kid he had dragged down with him, Sanchez looked up in awe.

This was gonna be one helluva show.
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Five

Kione loved 31 October. There was something distinctive about the kill on Halloween. It just had that oh-so-sweet taste to it.

Santa Mondega was home to vampires from all over the world, but the city centre was reserved for the undead from Europe and the Americas. The early vampire settlers had originated in Paris, and had been joined by many of their European cousins long before Columbus discovered America. In the eighteenth century the city had experienced a vast influx of Latin American refugees. Once settled, a number of them had soon become members of the undead and formed clans of their own. Before long, the vampire population had grown far too big for the city, so that by the time the African vampires, like Kione, had begun to arrive, an unwritten immigration policy had been introduced. As a result, the African and Asian vampires settled in the hills that ringed Santa Mondega. The Orientals and the North Africans, in particular, loved the freedom and fresh air of the hills and valleys, preferring to hunt their prey in the wild on the very edges of the city. All, that is, except Kione. He had long since been banished from the hills for breaking not just some, but all, of the tenets of the vampire code of honour. A creature without scruples, class or pride, he lived under the pier, scavenging nightly for anything he could lay his foul hands upon.

During his time in the hills he had been a member of the Black Plague, a clan that had always kept to themselves. They were vast in number and as vicious as any other vampire clan, and it was well known that if they ever decided they wanted a piece of the action in the city an all-out undead war would ensue. One of the main reasons why they stayed out was because of an old wives’ tale that had originated many centuries earlier. Santa Mondega folklore held that for one hour each night scarecrows came to life and hunted down and killed any strangers that had ventured into the city. There had never been any evidence to prove it was true, but since there were scarecrows in the front gardens of many of the houses on the outskirts, it served its purpose in keeping the vampires from the hills on the fringes.

The members of the Black Plague almost always travelled in large numbers on the rare occasions when they ventured into Santa Mondega, and the city clans did likewise whenever they chose to roam in the hills and valleys. Since Kione had no friends of his own kind – or any other, for that matter – he kept himself hidden away at the harbour, sometimes snatching mere fish and crustaceans for food. On other nights, however – like tonight – he would strike gold. Young innocents were his favourites, and tonight’s innocent was a mouth-watering proposition.

He had watched the girl’s scarecrow companion depart, and had then eyed her up feverishly as she made her way along the promenade to the pier. He had prayed to the Goddess Yemaya to send the young girl his way on this special night. And Yemaya was listening. She had willingly guided the young girl along the promenade and on to the wooden pier to meet Kione. He was not about to turn down such a fine offering.

Clinging by his long fingernails to the final wooden slat at the end of the boardwalk, he waited patiently for the perfect moment to strike. The girl looked so happy and carefree, which was just how Kione liked them best. For a while he allowed her to stand and gaze out at the ocean, as he in turn stared and marvelled at her shiny red shoes. Soon the blue-and-white dress that covered almost all of the flesh on her torso would turn a similar colour, stained with her blood. He couldn’t help licking his lips at the thought of it. Eventually, after teasing himself almost to the point of orgasm, he made his move.

With eye-deceiving speed he sprang from his position hanging under the pier beneath her feet and allowed himself the pleasure of floating at eye level no more than a foot in front of her, his clawed feet hovering six feet above the waves. It was a moment of the most exquisite pleasure. He relished watching the expression change on the face of his prey as she realized she was about to be eaten alive by a filthy nightstalker wearing ragged brown clothes and stinking of fish. Despite the terror evident in her pupils, dilating with every passing moment, he took even greater pleasure in the knowledge that she had no idea just how much passion and lust he was about to unleash at the same time as the unbearable pain he would inflict upon her.

As he watched her jaw drop, preparing to scream, he began undressing her with his eyes. Oh, to rip that dress off and feast his eyes, tongue and hands on her silky white flesh.

‘Hello, my lovely,’ he sneered, in what he fondly considered to be a seductive voice.

To Beth it was nothing of the sort. It was a seedy voice, and one accompanied by a stench of foul breath that might have come from the depths of Satan’s rectum. As the initial shock passed she instinctively took a step backwards and considered her predicament. Should she make a run for it? Or stay and try to talk her way out of the situation? Survival instinct kicked in and she turned to run, but no sooner had she whirled round than Kione was in front of her once more. With sinuous agility he had flipped over her in the air and landed on the pier between her and the sanctuary of the promenade.

‘Oh please,’ she begged. ‘Don’t hurt me. I have to get home.’

Kione grinned broadly, showing off the yellowed fangs in his mouth, fangs that matched the colour of the whites of his narrow, evil eyes. There were small chunks of day-old flesh still rotting away in the gaps between his crooked teeth. This vampire was a dirty bastard, in every sense of the word. Unclean, unpleasant, untrustworthy, and without doubt a colossal sexual deviant of the highest order.

‘Take off your dress,’ he said, leering.

‘What?’

‘Your dress. Lose it.’

‘But, but … what?’

‘You heard me. Strip for me. Get going quick, girl, because I can assure you if you don’t do it then I will, and people say I don’t have the most gentle touch in the world.’

Beth looked at his hands. He held them in front of his stomach, the long, bony fingers making groping motions, as if playing with an imaginary pair of breasts. Unsure what to do, but desperate to buy herself some time while she came up with a plan of how to get away from him, she began to slide the blue straps of her dress over her shoulders. Kione couldn’t resist licking his lips in readiness for what was to come next.

What actually followed very shortly after the first shoulder strap was loosened was the sound of a pair of hard-heeled boots pounding on the wooden slats of the pier behind him. At first it resonated only in his subconscious, for his lust was taking over his thoughts. The sound of the thudding footsteps grew louder and louder, faster and faster, as their owner drew ever closer at high speed. Kione’s lust had control for just a second too long before his instincts took over again. His reaction, when it came, was too late. He turned around just in time to see a scarecrow’s fist, which hit him flush on the nose. He fell backwards on to Beth, who shrieked and reeled away, sending the vampire crashing to the planks. As she readjusted her dress she saw the wide-eyed figure of JD staring at his own fist, looking somewhat startled at what he had just seen himself do.

Of the three of them, Kione was the quickest to react. He leapt back on to his feet within a second of hitting the deck. Beth took this as her cue to start running back down the pier towards the promenade. She raced past the vampire and JD, who were too busy squaring up to each other to pay her any heed. Her stupid red shoes weren’t best designed for running along wooden boards with gaps in between them, and she knew that she was only ever one stride away from tripping over.

She had only made it halfway down the pier before she stopped. What about JD? Was he following? Or was he staying to continue his fight with the vampire?

‘OW!’ Her answer came when she heard Kione yell out in pain and an equal amount of anger and frustration. She turned back to see the vampire on his knees having received another fierce blow to some sensitive part of his anatomy. He climbed back up again, this time slower than before, and Beth watched JD swing his clenched right fist down on to the vampire’s head. Then he began to rain blows upon the now cowering deviant.

Within a minute Kione was on his back, holding up one hand and whining for mercy.

‘Please, I’m sorry. I wasn’t going to hurt her! We were just playing. Honestly!’

JD stepped back warily and allowed the sheepish vampire to stagger back on to his feet.

‘Get the fuck out of here, you rotten piece of shit,’ he ordered.

Kione lowered his head, as if he were a naughty schoolboy being lectured about misbehaving in class. JD gave him a look of contempt and turned to check on Beth.

‘You okay?’ he called.

‘LOOK OUT!’ Beth screamed in response. Kione had been bluffing, hoping that JD would lower his guard for a moment. The boy had done exactly that. The vampire seized his opportunity, lunging, fangs bared, at his enemy’s throat. The young man in the scarecrow outfit was blessed with spectacular reactions, and Beth had barely finished screaming before he whirled round and smashed his onrushing attacker’s face to one side. For a few moments the two of them wrestled, holding each other in a tight embrace, each struggling to gain the upper hand. Beth looked on in horror as they tussled. One moment JD would seem to be overpowering Kione, only for the vampire somehow to squirm into a position of ascendancy. Eventually, when Kione had used up all his cunning moves without managing a single bite of JD’s flesh, the young man threw him up against the rickety wooden railing that ran along one side of the pier and took a firm grip around the weakening vampire’s throat, choking the air from his lungs.

Kione gasped for air, looking with pleading eyes into his assailant’s snarling face.

‘Please,’ he squeaked. ‘Don’t …’

His voice was faint and his face was slowly turning darker. JD looked into his desperate eyes and loosened his grip just enough to allow Kione to suck in a breath of air.

‘Please – don’t – kill – me,’ the vampire gasped. ‘I already died – once – years ago. Don’t put me – through it again. Please. Let me be. I’ll be gone. I promise.’

Grim-faced, JD squeezed hard again, watching his pathetic enemy’s undead life draining from him. But taking a life isn’t easy, even one that technically doesn’t exist. For a start, he’d have to go to confession. So, in a moment of compassion that Kione didn’t deserve, JD released his fearsome grip on the creature’s neck.

‘Get outta here. And don’t ever come back,’ he snapped, unable to contain the disgust in his voice.

The vampire needed no further invitation. In a moment he had leapt into the air and vanished into the darkness.

Beth rushed over to JD, who was a panting little after his struggle with the creature of the night.

‘You okay?’ she asked, stopping two yards short of where he was to give him room to stretch and breathe in some air.

‘Yeah, I’m all right,’ he said, one hand gingerly feeling his neck for any signs of teeth marks. ‘Aside from the fact that I’ve just been in a fight with a vampire, which by all accounts is a fictional being, everything’s just fine. How ‘bout you? Did he do anything to you before I got here?’

‘No, but I think I’d be dead about now if it wasn’t for you. How did you know to come back?’

‘I didn’t. I came back ’cos I forgot something.’

JD stepped closer to Beth and reached out an arm towards her. She felt no wish to recoil, as she might have done just an hour earlier if a boy had reached out to touch her. Instead, she allowed him to brush her hair away from her shoulders and check her neck for any signs of blood or bite marks.

‘What did you forget?’ she asked.

JD stroked her neck as he felt for grazes, but he looked her right in the eye.

‘This,’ he said. Then he leaned in and kissed her on the mouth. Beth had never been kissed before, and although she was surprised and caught a little off guard, it was a warm feeling that set every nerve in her body tingling. She kissed him right back, quelling her inexperience by letting her natural instincts take over. As first kisses went, it was everything she had dreamt it would be.

After a good ten-second embrace that made Beth forget the terrifying ordeal she had undergone only moments earlier, JD stepped back. He smiled at her with that cheeky, confident, crooked smile she was rapidly growing to love.

‘Come on, let’s get you outta here,’ he said.

He took her by the hand and they walked back towards the landward end of the pier. The air was growing colder and the night sky darker as the storm clouds from the other side of the city began looming towards them across the promenade. Out in the harbour, the waves were now slowly rising as the inevitable storm steadily began to brew.

Beth and JD were so wrapped up in each other that neither particularly noticed the worsening weather. The first thing that grabbed their attention was a solitary figure which appeared to be waiting for them at the end of the pier. The figure was that of a middle-aged woman, dressed all in black. She had white hair, and from a distance she looked very ugly. As they neared her the ugliness only got worse.

‘Was it that goddam vampire again?’ she called out in a croaky voice as ugly as her face.

‘Yeah, think so,’ said JD.

‘Rotten fucker,’ the woman snarled. ‘He’s been loitering down there for months now, eatin’ shit and all sorts. You’re a good boy, chasin’ him off like that.’ She turned her attention to Beth. ‘You all right, missy?’ Despite her strangeness and hideous face, there was something curiously reassuring about her. Odd, Beth thought. Probably mad, a bit. But not bad.

The young couple stopped a yard in front of her, still just on the pier.

‘Yeah, I’m fine now, thanks,’ Beth beamed, looking up at JD and squeezing his hand, barely able to conceal the inner joy and warmth she felt at being by his side.

‘You two should come inside,’ the woman said, pointing to a rickety old trailer parked just off the promenade. ‘I’ll make you a warm drink. The heavens are about to open, an’ there’s an evil storm comin’. You won’t want to be out in it.’

Lightning suddenly lit the sky and the last few words were almost lost in the early rumbling that was followed by a huge clap of thunder and a swirling wind that came out of nowhere. It startled them all, and as the three of them looked up they were greeted by another flash of lightning, then another thunderclap. A second later, with equal suddenness, a chaotic, seemingly endless downpour of rain came streaming out of the dark clouds above.

‘Shit, I gotta go,’ said JD looking at Beth. ‘Seriously, I’m gonna be in big shit if I don’t pick up my brother. I’ll come back when I’ve dropped him off. You okay staying here with …’ He looked at the strange woman. ‘What’s your name, ma’am?’

‘Annabel de Frugyn.’

Amid the roar of the rain and the rumbling thunder it was difficult to hear her clearly, so he just nodded at her. The woman turned and began fighting against the wind and rain to get back to her trailer, a good twenty yards away. She had a terrible limp, suggesting that she had a broken hip or at the very least one leg longer than the other.

JD watched her curiously for a moment, transfixed by her ridiculous walk. When he snapped out of the momentary trance he leaned over and kissed Beth on the lips again, then wiped the wet hair out of her eyes as the wind began to blow it around.

‘Look, you go off with this pissed-up lady and I’ll be back by one o’clock just like I promised earlier. Okay?’

Beth smiled and kissed him back. ‘Okay.’

‘Okay. See you soon, I promise.’

JD ran off into the night once more, the sheet of rain hiding him in seconds. He was heading for the church, unaware that his evening was about to take a morbid turn for the worse.

Beth followed after Annabel and caught up with her just before she reached the trailer. The strange woman smiled a hideous gappy smile at her. ‘What did your boyfriend just call me?’ she asked Beth.

The first thing that struck Beth was the joy of hearing Annabel refer to JD as her boyfriend. The second was the realization that he had called her a ‘pissed-up lady’. Clearly, diplomacy was required.

‘I think he called you the Mystic Lady,’ said Beth, shielding herself from the rain as Annabel unlocked the pink door on the trailer.

‘The Mystic Lady, huh?’ the woman repeated. ‘I kinda like the sound of that.’

As Beth was following Annabel into the trailer, Kione the vampire was half a mile away, flying through the torrential rain and gale-force winds that the storm had blown up. If he had had any pride, it would have been severely dented by the humiliating beating he had taken at the hands of the teenager on the pier. But Kione had no pride. What he did have, however, was the wallet he had siphoned from JD’s pocket during their fight. A wallet containing its owner’s home address. As he flew through the seedy back alleys of Santa Mondega, Kione the vampire was plotting revenge.
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