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      What in God’s name am I looking at?

      It was the first time Tom Sullen had been down into the cave system beneath the small hamlet he had been living at for three years now. However, Tom had recently been brought into the company’s inner sanctum—a reward for his loyalty—and was now being shown there was more to the tiny settlement than he’d realised.

      The underground tunnel was partly man made; it cut through a rock formation and was connected to an existing tunnel down in the cliff base. The walls and ceiling were jagged and uneven rock, their colours a mix of greys and sickly yellows.

      The man Tom was walking with was much taller than he was, though the tunnel was plenty high enough, and the width allowed both men to walk side by side. Tom wasn’t an especially big person—he stood a shade under six feet and was quite an average build—but the other man was about six-and-a-half feet tall. The tunnel was illuminated by wall-mounted torches, fixed at irregular intervals, and the thin air around them was infused with an earthy smell. The early-morning cold penetrated down to the tunnels through the surrounding rock; Tom regretted coming down in just his old cotton shirt, which had a few days’ worth of wear. He had previously rolled up the sleeves to hide how dirty they’d gotten, so he was a bit reluctant to unfurl them.

      The other man was named Bull, and Tom had met him only a few days after joining the company—the beast of a man had immediately put the fear of God into Tom due to his size alone. In truth, the nickname Bull came from his actual name, Adam Bulsworth, but it was an apt description, as he had a strong, square face with a squashed-up nose, rolls of fat on the back of his neck, and a wide, powerful frame.

      All that’s missing is the ring through his nose.

      Bull’s mass was a combination of muscle and fat, and he was a hugely imposing figure. Like Tom, he had a beard, though his was a wild thicket that reached down to his chest. It was much more impressive than Tom’s unkempt and patchy effort.

      A few days ago, the head of the company had pulled Tom into a meeting at the large house in the settlement above them. Tom had already had a long day on the trawler, but his boss had told Tom how pleased he was with Tom’s progress, as well as his discretion regarding recent ‘tasks’ he’d carried out. The boss had also told him he needed more good people like Tom, and his loyalty would be rewarded—with both money, and something much more important… knowledge. Then, Bull was instructed to take Tom down into the tunnels to show him something that would ‘expand his mind.’ ‘That, or break it,’ Bull had added with a laugh.

      Today was the day Tom would see what they had been talking about.

      ‘Quite something, ain’t it?’ Bull said as he stood next to Tom. Both men looked towards the thick, iron bars ahead of them. The bars were spaced close together, and there was a gate set within, looking as strong as the barred wall around it. The bars were fixed securely at the base and head of the rock, blocking off a carved-out area and creating a kind of enclosed cell.

      Within the space, something paced and let out growls. It was like nothing Tom had ever seen before, and he could think of only one word to describe it.

      Monster.

      It was so big it had to crouch in the confined space, almost doubled over as it moved left and right; it always kept its eyes on Tom and Bull, looking at them like they were to be its next meal. Which, considering the large, carnivorous mouth filled with long, needle-like teeth, was a distinct possibility. Its face was mostly devoid of skin, just an exposed and misshapen skull. Sharp, multi-pronged horns sprouted from the sides of its head and scraped the rock above as the monster moved.

      ‘What… what is it?’ Tom asked. He assumed the bars were strong enough to hold it back, but still felt decidedly unsafe standing so close to the creature.

      ‘I can tell you who it used to be,’ Bull replied with a grin.

      Before Tom could say anything, the beast growled again and slammed a clawed hand against the bars. That caused a cacophony of sound from deeper in the tunnels—a mix of nightmarish cries and roars came from other unseen horrors.

      ‘How many of these things are down here?’ Tom asked.

      ‘A few. But they aren’t all like this one,’ Bull replied. He then took a confident step forward. ‘I often wonder if it can remember, you know. Remember who he was before the change. These things are clever. I often think they retain some intelligence from their former selves. Not that poor Frankie was a particularly smart fella. He… wouldn’t have ended up like this if he was.’

      Tom had so many questions tumbling around inside his head that it was hard to focus on just one.

      ‘Why are there things like this down here at all?’ he eventually asked.

      A grin formed over Bull’s lips. ‘That,’ he said, ‘is a good question. An even better one might be to ask where they all came from. See, the boss only trusts a select few men to know the truth. It’s a bit of an honour, really. Those that step outta line or make their mouth go when they shouldn’t…’ he nodded to the monster, ‘they often end up here, helping the boss with his… experiments. Understand?’

      Tom turned to face the larger man, who was glowering back at him. ‘I… I understand,’ Tom replied in a shaky voice.

      ‘Make sure you do,’ Bull told him. His voice was cold, though his stare burned hot with aggression. However, Bull’s face quickly softened, and the man gave a forced smile that sat uneasily on his face. ‘Now, follow me. There’s more I need to show you.’

      Tom received a hard pat on the arm as Bull started to walk away. Tom wanted to follow, but his feet were rooted to the spot. He could only stare into the piercing eyes of the nightmarish thing standing before him. How long has it been here in confinement? Not that he cared about that—much better it was restrained and locked away than out on the loose.

      In truth, Tom couldn’t help feeling like it would have been better off dead. Knowing creatures like this hulking beast were caged beneath the hamlet he lived in caused him to shudder.

      Tom suddenly wanted to get away from its gaze as quickly as possible. He turned and attempted to run after Bull, who had turned a corner out of sight up ahead. However, as Tom did, he slipped on the uneven ground. He rolled his ankle and stumbled to his side… towards the barred wall. Unable to stop his fall, Tom raised a hand and braced himself on one of the thick iron bars—and his forearm slipped through the gap. Time seemed to slow down in that instant. Tom knew he’d fucked up. The creature immediately brought its head down.

      Its speed was frightening, and Tom reacted instinctively and used the bar to push himself backwards—but not before the clamping jaws of the monster grabbed a chunk of his flesh between its needle-like teeth, ripping a small section of it clean off. Tom stumbled backwards and cradled his arm. The wound wasn’t particularly deep, but it was enough to expose some of the meat beneath the skin. Blood ran free.

      The monster, still with his flesh stuck in its teeth, stood motionless again and continued to stare. It growled.

      Holy fuck. Fuck. Fuck that was a lucky escape, Tom thought in panic. His heart was pounding.

      ‘You coming?’ Bull shouted from up ahead. Tom quickly rolled down his dirty sleeve. Some of the blood quickly soaked through, but he hoped not enough to be noticed against the filth on his shirt. He tried to calm his rapid breathing.

      Tom gave one last look at the beast, then turned and jogged after Bull, trying to ignore his arm throbbing with pain.
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      Seeing Maxwell White waiting outside of Assandra’s home upon their return was a surprise. It had only been around twenty-four hours since Jack Bennett had last seen the Shadowhand, yet so much had happened in that time it seemed much longer.

      The trek back from Dalby Forest had been long and tiring, though they’d spent it mostly in silence, with only Jack, Assandra Freyer, Theodore Edwards, and Edwin Keene having survived the mission. There was Gus Tulson as well, of course, though he still lay catatonic in the back of the cart Edwin was towing. Boxes of the remaining spawn and some weapons lay around him, and he was partly covered by a hessian blanket.

      Max was sitting on the low stone wall that ran out from the side of Assandra’s home, his horse tethered to a nearby tree where it had been left behind for the duration of the mission. Max was wearing the same dark clothing as the last time Jack had seen him, and his face—framed by long hair in a centre parting and a short, sculpted beard—was still as serious as it had been then as well. He dropped down as the group approached.

      ‘Surprised to see you here, Max,’ Theodore said as he led the others back to the house.

      ‘I’m glad you’re back,’ he replied. ‘Though is this everyone?’

      ‘It is,’ Theodore said. ‘What did you find at Whitby?’

      ‘Well, that’s why I’m here. I need you to come with me and help,’ he said, pointing to Assandra.

      The wytch frowned. ‘What do you mean? I’m not going anywhere. I’ve done my job for you people. I’ve killed my own sister for you. I owe you nothing more.’

      ‘Perhaps we should go inside,’ Max said. He then looked over to Theodore. ‘How did the mission go?’

      ‘It was successful,’ Theodore replied as he climbed down from his horse. ‘That’s all that matters.’

      Max’s eyes then fell onto the cart, noticing Gus. ‘Dead?’ he asked.

      Theodore shook his head. ‘No. Not quite. A lot happened out there that you need to be briefed on, but I think the Irishman made contact with something. That is what put him in this state.’

      Max raised an eyebrow. ‘I don’t even know how to unpack that.’

      ‘That isn’t the half of it,’ Theodore told Max as he secured his horse to a nearby tree stump. The knight then started to walk towards the house.

      ‘Am I invisible to you people?!’ Assandra suddenly shouted. ‘I’m done with you! We had an agreement. Now go back to where you came from and leave me alone!’

      Theodore spun on the spot. ‘I warned you before,’ he said with a snarl. ‘We will never be done with you, because you are a danger, just like your sister was. You helped us, granted, but that’s why you’re allowed to live. However, you’re going to be watched closely from now on. Every time we demand your help, you will answer that call without hesitation. Those are the conditions for your continued existence. Now, Maxwell has told you he needs your help, so you’re going to give it.’

      Jack saw Assandra clench her teeth together and ball up her fists. ‘You ungrateful worms,’ she seethed. ‘I’ll scorch the flesh from your fucking bones.’ Her hands began to glow, and her eyes whitened. Theodore quickly drew his sword.

      ‘Enough!’ Max shouted. He quickly turned to the wytch. ‘I don’t know what happened out there, Assandra, but I know it can’t have been easy if your sister is now dead. I’m truly sorry about that. However, the help I need from you isn’t difficult, I promise.’

      ‘I don’t care,’ she snapped back. ‘You’ll not have it. I’m tired of his threats.’ She jabbed a finger towards Theodore. ‘If it weren’t for me, Cora would have killed them all back in the forest. What makes you think I can’t just finish the rest of you off now?’

      Theodore sneered and raised his blade. ‘You think you can put down every man here before one of us runs you through?’

      Assandra gave a slow nod. ‘I do.’

      Jack couldn’t help but side with Assandra. After everything she’d just been through—after helping stop Cora—Theodore still acted like she was nothing more to them than a mere object to be used as needed. He looked at Edwin, but the man just stared back and shrugged his shoulders. Jack knew he shouldn’t say anything or get involved—it wasn’t his place. But he couldn’t hold back.

      ‘Hasn’t she proven herself already?’ he asked as he slowly moved to stand next to Assandra. Theodore paused, his eyes wide in shock. In his periphery, Jack saw Max visibly grimace. Even Assandra looked over to him in surprise.

      A silence descended over them as Theodore glared back at Jack with a look of absolute fury.

      I’m definitely going to lose my head, Jack thought to himself. Balls to it. In for a penny, in for a pound.

      ‘Assandra isn’t her sister,’ he went on. ‘She also isn’t a danger, nor something that needs to be caged and guarded. Surely you can see that?’

      Theodore began to pace forward. His jaw was set and his face was red. ‘Grab yourself a weapon,’ the knight demanded. ‘Then come at me. You’re going to pay for this disrespect.’

      Jack’s stomach sank. The response was no less than he’d expected. Still, enough was enough.

      ‘I don’t need you to protect me,’ Assandra told him.

      ‘I know you don’t,’ Jack whispered back. ‘I just don’t want you burning us all to a crisp. But honestly, I’m kind of regretting saying anything right now.’ He let a nervous smile play over his lips.

      Just as Theodore reached Jack, Max jumped in between them both. ‘I said enough,’ he shouted again and turned to the knight. ‘I have need of Jack as well. Whatever issue you have with him will have to wait until I’m finished.’

      ‘You need one of the Deathborn?’ Theodore asked, his voice laced with scepticism.

      ‘I do.’

      ‘Nonsense,’ Theodore shot back, then took another step forward. However, Max raised his hand.

      ‘You can’t interfere with my mission, Theodore, you know that. Just as I can’t interfere with yours. However, yours is finished, and your use of the Deathborn is done. I need him now, along with the wytch. So, whatever issues you have with them will have to wait a little while. I’m sorry, but that’s how it is. The mission must always come first.’

      Theodore held his ground while his angry stare flicked between Max and Jack. ‘The Deathborn cannot speak to me like that,’ Theodore insisted. ‘I won’t allow it. And I certainly won’t let it go unpunished.’

      ‘Theodore!’ Max snapped. ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to let it go for now. I take it the boxes over there contain the spawn?’ he asked, pointing over towards the cart. ‘They need to get to the Thales for study. On top of that, the unconscious fellow in the back needs to get to Durham, quickly. And I need to get to work. There will be time for you to settle your differences with Jack later, but right now there is simply too much to be done. Something is happening in Whitby and I need to act on it. It’s our sworn duty to put the mission above all else.’

      Jack could see the conflict in the knight, who was practically shaking with anger. However, eventually Theodore sheathed his sword. ‘This isn’t over, Deathborn,’ he said to Jack, letting disdain drip free from his words. ‘Expect me to pay you a visit soon.’

      Jack didn’t say anything, but he didn’t break eye contact either.

      Theodore looked over at Max and took a calming breath. ‘Before I go, you need to be updated with what happened at Dalby. I think it may be of use to you.’

      Max nodded. ‘Thank you.’

      Theodore turned to Jack, Assandra, and Edwin. ‘You three, go inside, so I can speak to Maxwell. You,’ he pointed at Edwin, ‘be ready to leave as soon as I shout for you. I want to be back in Durham as quickly as possible so I can update your Warden and leave. After that, I want to forget I ever served beside such miserable excuses for soldiers.’

      A jolt of anger ran through Jack. He didn’t particularly like Edwin, but both of them had lost brothers in arms in Dalby, all at the orders of Theodore. People had given their lives to make sure Cora was stopped, yet evidently that still wasn't enough for the knight.

      Assandra stomped off towards her home, her hands still clenched into fists. Edwin cast a look to Jack like he was lost. ‘Do we follow her?’ he whispered. Jack nodded and set off as well.

      The house still bore the broken window in the living room that Theodore had jumped through. Assandra noticed it, and Jack saw her body tense up again. Another reminder of what my life is now.

      Thankfully, the wytch didn’t slam the door in Jack’s face as he’d expected, instead leaving it open for him and Edwin to follow through. Once inside, Edwin quietly closed the door behind them and they moved into the living space, which also doubled as a bedroom and had a low, narrow bed pressed against one wall. A breeze flowed inside from the broken window, and Jack could hear the muffled voices of Theodore and Max as they spoke outside, though he couldn’t make out what they were saying.

      He could, however, feel the anger radiate from Assandra.

      ‘Why can’t you people leave me alone?’ she snapped. Jack wasn’t sure if the question was directed at Jack and Edwin directly, or if it was more rhetorical.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ was all Jack could think to say. ‘You don’t deserve any of this.’

      While he meant it, the words still sounded hollow.

      Assandra didn’t even acknowledge his reply. Instead, she glared at Edwin. ‘When you people invaded my home last,’ she said, ‘I seem to recall it was you gave the order to attack me, though you got your little friends to do the dirty work. Do you remember that?’

      Edwin held up his hands, and his eyes widened in fear. ‘I’m… I’m sorry about that,’ he said as he backed up. ‘We thought you were going to kill us, so I tried to beat you to it.’ Jack had to admit, it felt good to see the rat-like man look a little afraid. The long nose that hooked over Edwin’s black moustache twitched.

      ‘But I gave you the chance to leave,’ Assandra said in an icy voice as she slowly advanced on him. Jack felt the air crackle around him. ‘But no, you wanted me dead, for no reason at all.’

      ‘Just wait,’ Edwin pleaded.

      ‘I don’t want to wait,’ the wytch said. ‘Just like you didn’t.’ Her voice had taken on a disturbingly sweet quality—she was toying with him. ‘What if I just want you dead now? Could you stop me?’

      Edwin cast a desperate glance over to Jack, who wasn’t sure if he should step in or not.

      ‘Assandra,’ he eventually said. ‘There’s no way it ends well if you kill Edwin.’

      She didn’t look back to him as she replied, ‘I didn’t ask for your opinion, Jack.’

      ‘I’m still going to give it,’ he replied. ‘If you kill him, then Theodore will have an actual reason to want you dead. Maybe Max, too. Even if you manage to kill those two, more will come. They’ll want to put you down. And people will keep coming until you’re dead. You can’t fight them all, Assandra. You can’t burn down the whole world.’

      Now Assandra quickly turned to face him, her expression unreadable. ‘Are you so sure about that?’

      Jack had no idea how to respond. In his moment of silence, the wytch walked past them both to the kitchen, leaving Edwin dumbfounded and clearly relieved. ‘Thanks,’ he whispered to Jack. ‘I thought she was gonna try and kill me.’

      ‘I wouldn’t have blamed her,’ Jack said. ‘She would have just been returning the favour.’

      Jack and Edwin waited in the living room while Assandra remained out of sight in the kitchen. A stone fireplace was set against the far wall with an iron grate in front, but the smoky smell it had been giving off during their last visit had since dissipated, replaced now with the clean air from outside.

      After about fifteen minutes of waiting, the front door opened and Max walked inside. He raised his eyes to Jack. ‘Sounds like you’ve all been through hell.’

      ‘It… wasn’t easy,’ Jack admitted. ‘Assandra probably bore the brunt of it, losing her sister like that.’

      Max gave an understanding nod. ‘Where is she?’

      Jack pointed to the kitchen.

      ‘Then let’s get to it.’ He looked at Edwin. ‘Theodore is waiting for you outside. Best hurry—he isn’t in the best of moods.’

      Edwin’s shoulders slumped. ‘He never is.’ Edwin then walked outside without another word.

      ‘I have to ask,’ Jack said to Max. ‘Why do you need me on the mission? Why not Edwin, or even Theodore?’

      ‘I don’t need you at all, you bloody idiot!’ Max snapped. ‘I only said that so Theodore didn’t take your head for insulting his honour.’

      Jack froze, taken aback. ‘I hardly insulted him. I was just pointing out how ridiculous he was being.’

      ‘To Theodore, it’s the same thing. And don’t think the issue is finished. He won’t forget.’

      Jack sighed. ‘The man is a child. Still, thank you for the reprieve.’

      ‘Careful how you speak to me about him,’ Max was quick to say. ‘I may not always agree with him, but he’s still one of the Knights of Olin. And as a Shadowhand, he and I are on equal footing, but we are both above the Deathborn. So, remember the chain of command and who you are talking to.’

      ‘Understood,’ Jack said, with some reluctance.

      ‘How is Assandra?’ Max then asked. There was a hint of genuine concern in his voice. Though Jack couldn’t help but wonder if he was just worried about whatever mission he had planned for them.

      ‘She had to kill her sister less than a day ago, and has also seen things I can’t really explain.’ He thought of the living obelisk out in the woods. ‘On top of that, we’re both tired, filthy, and starving.’

      ‘Well, hopefully her part in what’s next will be small. Then, she can go back about her own business.’

      ‘Until the next time she’s called on and forced to do something against her will.’

      Max contemplated his response for a moment. ‘I know you may not agree with Theodore’s decision regarding Assandra, but there is a reason for it. He’s putting the safety of the many above all else, as he always does. Theoretically, Assandra could turn into another Cora.’

      ‘Well, he’s giving her all the more reason to, if he expects her to live like she is nothing more than property.’

      ‘There may be something to what you’re saying,’ Max admitted. ‘But we aren’t going to resolve it now. I’ll speak with her, try to make sure she understands I’m only asking for help, rather than demanding it.’

      ‘I’m not sure it’ll work,’ Jack said. ‘She’s quite stubborn.’

      ‘Let’s see,’ he said, then walked over toward the kitchen. ‘Come on, you can help me.’

      ‘Help you with what?’ Jack asked.

      ‘We’re going to cook the lady a hearty meal,’ he replied. ‘It’s the least she deserves.’
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      The meal was good, leaving Jack impressed with how well Max could cook. With the ingredients available in Assandra’s kitchen, and with a little help from Jack, the Shadowhand had prepared a thick, delicious broth packed with cut potatoes, rice, onions, and peppers, all mixed in with a salty stock that gave the soup plenty of flavour. He’d served the broth with thick cuts of bread—they’d gone slightly stale, but were still perfectly edible.

      After eating most of what was in his bowl, Jack mopped up the last remaining dregs with his bread and stuffed it into his mouth. After what he and Assandra had endured over the last days, the hearty meal was most welcome.

      They’d eaten around the large table in the kitchen. The surface of that table was stained with the remnants of old ingredients, such as the juices from onions, as well as old blood from an animal. The room was thick with the smell of garlic and herbs, which hung from the exposed ceiling joists in thin netting.

      Assandra set her spoon down into her bowl and ran her tongue over her lips.

      ‘I appreciate the meal,’ she said to Max. ‘Though I’m a little insulted you assumed it would be enough to quell my anger. You think I’m so easily swayed?’

      Max, who was seated opposite, held up his hands. ‘Absolutely not. But, I do know people think more clearly with food in their stomachs.’

      ‘And you think I wasn’t thinking clearly before? You believe my anger at the situation is misplaced?’

      ‘I don’t think that at all,’ he replied. ‘And in truth, I appreciate what you have done for us. I know I wasn’t there in Dalby, but even Theodore told of your contributions in the forest. I understand it is because of you and Jack that we were successful.’

      Assandra gave an unimpressed smile. ‘Flattery isn’t going to work, either.’

      ‘Not flattery,’ Max said. ‘Just the truth. Though yes, I am going to ask for your help.’

      ‘Ask or demand?’

      ‘Ask,’ Max repeated. ‘I know Theodore has his… methods… but what I need from you isn’t difficult, and nothing you haven’t done before. It should only take up a few hours of your time.’

      Assandra cocked a quizzical eyebrow. ‘Go on.’

      Max slid his bowl to his side, leaned forward, and laced his fingers on the table before him. ‘My time in Whitby didn’t unearth as much as I would have liked, but there is something. I went to the spot where you said you collected the spawn. There was another package there, lying in wait. I monitored it from a distance for almost an entire day, but it was just left unattended. Someone is waiting for you to pick it up. I’m not sure what agreement Cora had in place with whoever is leaving the spawn there, but I’m certain word hasn’t travelled back yet. So…’

      ‘So, whoever is leaving them is just carrying on as normal,’ Assandra said.

      ‘Exactly,’ Max said. ‘So, we have an opportunity.’

      ‘How so?’ Jack asked.

      ‘Think about what is inside those packages,’ Max said. ‘Whoever is delivering them would not just leave them unattended for anyone to find, even if they are tucked away. I’m certain they are being monitored—they have to be. That is where you come in, Assandra. All I want from you is for you to go to town as normal and pick up the spawn, like you usually do. Then, just bring it back here.’

      ‘That’s it?’ she asked.

      ‘That’s it,’ Max confirmed. ‘I know you have no idea who is leaving the crates there, but I do think this is the way to find out. Jack and I will be there as well, hidden and watching. I want to see what happens when you leave. If my instincts are correct, by watching the area around you, I’ll be able to see who is taking an interest in your collection. I think that once you leave, the watcher will leave as well.’

      ‘So, I’m bait,’ Assandra stated.

      ‘In effect,’ Max admitted. ‘But only by doing what you had already been doing. I’m hoping you’ll lure out whoever is watching. If so, I’ll have the lead I need. You can then just come back here and carry on as you wish.’

      Assandra let out a mocking laugh. ‘I can never carry on as I was though, can I? And the spawn that I pick up… what happens to it?’

      ‘I’ll need to collect it from you when I’m done,’ Max said. ‘But other than that, I won’t bother you again.’

      ‘Others will,’ Assandra said.

      Max nodded. ‘There is a possibility of that, yes. I’m sorry. However, I will petition that you be left alone. You have my word on that.’

      ‘You can’t guarantee anything, though, can you?’

      A shake of the head. ‘Unfortunately not. You’re obviously very powerful, and with what your sister became… others may view you as a potential threat. Wytches don’t have the best track record, I’m afraid.’

      ‘I wouldn’t know,’ Assandra said. ‘But maybe wytches wouldn’t be so hostile if they weren’t hunted like dogs simply for existing.’

      Max gave a tight-lipped smile. ‘It isn’t quite that one-sided,’ he said. ‘The wytches I’m aware of were never killed without reason.’

      ‘I highly doubt that,’ Assandra shot back. She then grew silent and looked down. Jack could see the muscles in her jaw working as she began gritting her teeth together. A moment later, Assandra slammed her fist down onto the table, loudly enough to make Jack jolt in surprise. ‘I’m tired of this!’ she snapped. ‘You think you can get me to kill my sister and then just wait for your next orders?!’ Tears began streaming down her face. ‘No. That isn’t how it’s going to be. I’ll help you one more time—but after that, if any of you people show up at my door again, I’ll kill them. If more come, I’ll kill them as well. I’ll put down as many as it takes.’

      Max took a breath and spoke slowly. ‘You won’t win,’ he simply said. ‘As strong as you are, those that command the Deathborn would just send more and more, committing as many bodies as it took.’

      ‘So be it,’ she responded. ‘Better to be dead than to live like that.’

      After studying Assandra for a little longer, Max eventually nodded. ‘I understand. I will pass your message on, I give you my word. I’ll stay true to my promise and argue your case and insist you be left alone. I don’t know if anyone will listen, but I’ll try my best.’

      Assandra wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her green dress. ‘See that you do,’ she said. She then stood up, the chair squeaking across the floor as she pushed it back. ‘I assume you want to get this done as soon as possible?’

      ‘That would be appreciated,’ Max said.

      ‘I usually go into town just after dinner. So if you want this to be as normal as possible, we have a few hours yet. I’m going to wash and change.’

      Max stood up as well. ‘That gives us time,’ he said. ‘I actually want to be in place before you show up; Jack and I will go on ahead. I’ll make sure we’re ready whenever you arrive. Just do what you would usually do, even if that means picking up any supplies you need for your home. Don’t change your routine.’

      ‘I’m not an idiot,’ the wytch snapped. ‘I know what you need of me. Just make sure you’re ready—I want to be done with all this.’

      ‘I will,’ Max said. He then cast his eyes down to Jack, who was still seated. ‘We’ll take our leave.’

      Jack hesitated and looked up to Assandra. ‘Before we do… you, uh, you mentioned washing. I don’t suppose you have any spare water I could use to take a bath?’ The wytch’s stare was like ice. Max looked equally unimpressed. Jack went on: ‘It’s just, there was a lot of fire back there. I stink of smoke, and…’ You’re digging a hole for yourself, he thought.

      ‘You’ve just eaten half of my vegetables,’ Assandra stated. ‘Now you want all my water? Would you like me to bathe you as well? Maybe give you a little relief to unwind after such a hard few days, you poor little thing?’

      Jack just stood up. ‘Forget I asked,’ he said, looking at his hands. ‘Sorry,’ he added.

      Assandra just shook her head and walked away. ‘Both of you get out of my house,’ she called back, then disappeared through the door to the living room.

      Max shook his head at Jack. ‘You bloody idiot,’ he scolded.

      ‘Shy children get no broth,’ Jack replied with a shrug, parroting a saying he’d heard his father say in his youth. ‘Didn’t hurt to ask.’

      ‘You got plenty of broth,’ Max replied. ‘It was asking for a bath that got you in trouble. Come on, we need to leave. I’ll get you some new clothes in town, so you’re a little more presentable.’

      ‘Finery?’

      ‘Lord, no,’ Max said. ‘But I’ll make sure you don’t look like you’ve just been in a fight with a wytch.’

      ‘I suppose that will have to do,’ Jack said, then followed the Shadowhand outside, where they climbed up to their horses. ‘Do you think you can get them to listen?’ Jack asked.

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Your superiors,’ Jack said. ‘About Assandra.’

      Max pursed his lips, then gave a slow shake of his head. ‘No, I don’t think I can, in all honesty.’

      Jack looked back at Assandra’s home. ‘It’s all going to end badly for her, isn’t it?’

      There was a moment’s hesitation before Max replied, ‘Yes, it probably will.’
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      The Crimson Lord looked up at the sun. It was partially hidden by clouds, but he could tell it was mid-morning.

      He’d been travelling for a while, but progress hadn’t been as quick as he’d hoped.

      His plans had been ruined the previous night when the Deathborn had shown up and killed his dear Cora. In truth, the Crimson Lord blamed himself. He should have expected it. After those heathens had first hunted Cora down and attacked a few years ago, nearly killing her, he should have done more to keep Cora safe.

      Now it was too late, and his plans had been derailed.

      No, not derailed, only delayed. There was still a way. The Crimson Lord was well aware Cora was not unique in the gifts she possessed. She had never been his only solution, only the most convenient; she was the easiest to convince, despite how emotional and angry she’d always been. In truth, those emotions, coupled with her ambition, had proven useful tools in getting her to see the light.

      The Crimson Lord had watched from the trees as Cora had been killed. He had then remained hidden while the Deathborn and the red-haired wytch had burned down everything he’d built. After that, he only allowed himself to leave the forest when it was absolutely safe, making his way to the small, well-hidden camp he’d set up on the outskirts. His horse and cart had been there waiting for him, ready to make the return trip farther north. However, he certainly hadn’t anticipated needing to make the trip so soon.

      Fate had conspired against him, and his plans had to change. He needed to get back to the small hamlet, where it was safe.

      Just one stop I need to make on the way.
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      More travelling.

      Jack’s body ached and cried out for rest. The last couple of days had been hard, starting with the ordeal at Low Moorsley and the banshee. Since then, his time had been a mix of travelling and fighting, with only a few hours of seating and sleeping thrown in between. On top of that, the trip back from Dalby had taken place overnight, meaning the last time he’d slept was around two days ago.

      Now, he was en route to Whitby with Max for yet another mission, so he had no idea when he’d be able to rest his head again. At least he’d had a meal, and Max had promised him some new clothing. Smoke clung to Jack, overpowering the natural smells of the countryside around him. Up ahead, Jack saw Whitby, and the town’s many chimneys puffed up streams of cloudy grey smoke into the air. Should be only another ten minutes or so until we’re there.

      During the journey, Jack couldn’t help but think of Assandra. He truly felt for her. Nothing about what was happening to the woman was fair. Once again, he questioned the rash decision he’d made when swearing his life to the Deathborn in the first place.

      He then thought of the mysterious organisation he was now part of, on the lowest rung of the ladder. Who knew how many rungs were above him? He knew of the Knights of Olin and the Shadowhand, and had heard mention of a group called the Thales, but he got the impression there were even more heads to the hydra. After Samuel’s death, the draw of joining the Deathborn had been the simplicity of it. It was a clear way to direct his anger and grief, and his first battle with one of those monsters had managed to sate his rage for a little while. Killing the creature and giving himself over to the anger had been a much-needed relief.

      However, things had quickly become more complicated. While Jack still felt Cora had needed to be put down, the situation was a lot less black and white than he’d first thought, and the attitude Theodore had taken towards Assandra didn’t sit well on his moral compass.

      What a fucking mess.

      Finally, Jack thought about his late wife and son. Their loss still didn’t feel real, especially Samuel’s. Rose’s illness had taken Jack by surprise, but he’d at least known to expect the worst. Samuel’s death had been so sudden and violent it had shattered Jack’s world in every way imaginable.

      He felt like he’d failed them, both in life and now in death, shaming their memory with what he had now committed his own life to.

      The problem was, Jack couldn’t see a way out of it—other than death, of course.

      Max spoke, breaking Jack’s concentration: ‘When we get to town, the first thing we do is get you your new clothes. Then we head straight to the vantage point I picked out. You look exhausted, so I’ll let you get a little shut-eye while we wait for Assandra to arrive.’

      Jack was a little taken aback by the generosity. ‘You sure?’ he asked. ‘I’m fine to keep watch as well. I’ve been without sleep before.’

      Max waved a dismissive hand. ‘If I need you, I’ll wake you. I’d prefer you to get some rest to keep your strength up.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Jack said. ‘Where is the vantage point, anyway?’

      ‘Fairly close to the drop-off location. It was the best location I could find. Maybe not perfect, but it will certainly do.’

      ‘Go on,’ Jack said.

      ‘Well, we’ll be staying at a common house,’ Max told him.

      ‘A doss house?’ Jack asked in surprise. ‘Won’t that be a little… crowded?’

      ‘The one I’ve found has unused space in the attic,’ he explained. ‘There’s a hole in the roof, which means the owner has a whole storey she can’t get any coin for. So, I negotiated a price to use it for a few days. It’s cold and damp up there, but suits our needs well.’

      ‘Bit of luck, stumbling across that,’ Jack said.

      But Max shook his head. ‘Not really—I was thorough. I checked all options. Spent a little time watching the package from each location before I settled on that one.’

      ‘See anything interesting?’

      ‘Nothing definitive. I did spot a few people hanging around close to the package. One even got up to leave, and he was quickly replaced by someone else shortly after. Seemed like a change over in who was watching the package.’

      ‘So why didn’t you just follow them?’

      ‘Because I couldn’t be certain,’ Max said. ‘It could have just been people going about their day. That’s when I came up with the plan to enlist Assandra’s help, then made the short trip back to her home, hoping you all would return soon. Turns out, luck was on my side.’

      ‘How long had you been waiting for us when we arrived?’ Jack asked.

      ‘Not too long. I’d guess only a little over an hour.’

      ‘You’re lucky we came back when we did, then.’

      ‘I was prepared to wait a while longer. I knew that whatever was going to happen out at Dalby, it was likely it wouldn’t take too long to resolve—one way or the other. If you were going to return at all, I guessed it would be today.’

      ‘Makes sense, I suppose,’ Jack said. He paused for a moment, then continued to ask something he’d been thinking about: ‘Can I ask you something? What’s it like being a Shadowhand? Seems like you are a law unto yourself. A far cry from being a Deathborn.’

      ‘It is a far cry,’ Max said. ‘I’m certainly not a law unto myself, but I do have free rein to do as I please, as long as I continually prove my worth and show results. Mostly, I devise my own missions.’

      ‘Mostly?’ Jack asked.

      ‘Yes. As I say, we aren’t a law unto ourselves. Sometimes we get called on.’

      ‘And how do the Knights of Olin fit into everything? Do they just act as they please as well?’

      Max shook his head. ‘The knights serve a different purpose. Think of them more as generals and strategists, as well as warriors. They’ll lead important missions that require numbers. My kind are information gatherers, and we work from the shadows. Hence the name.’

      ‘So you’re spies,’ Jack said.

      ‘And sometimes assassins,’ Max added. ‘If the situation calls for it, that is.’

      ‘I’ve heard you mention a group called the Thales as well. That another sect?’

      ‘It is,’ Max said. ‘Scholars, scientists, and researchers.’

      ‘Are there other groups on top of that?’

      ‘There are,’ Max replied after a moment of hesitation.

      Jack shook his head. ‘So, explain it all to me,’ Jack said. ‘All these different sects or groups, do you fellas just work together for the greater good? Or are you all part of the same overriding organisation?’

      ‘Why the sudden interest?’ Max asked.

      Jack gave a shrug. ‘Gus always said I should ask more questions. I’m thinking he may have had a point.’

      ‘Theodore told me what happened to Gus,’ Max said. ‘The organic structure he touched is something new. It’s a disturbing revelation.’

      ‘It is,’ Jack agreed.

      ‘How do you feel about what happened? I got the impression you and he were friends.’

      Jack considered that. ‘Not friends, but I liked him well enough, yes. It is what it is, though—part of being a Deathborn, I’m told. We lose people all the time.’

      ‘Technically, Gus isn’t yet lost.’

      ‘No,’ Jack admitted. ‘Though I’m not so certain he’ll ever wake up. And if he does, I don’t expect his mind will be what it was.’

      ‘What makes you think that?’

      Jack thought back to the incident where Gus had interacted with that living monolith, remembering the expression on Gus’ face as the large man began to scream. He’d seen something, Jack was sure of that, and it had been enough to turn the man catatonic.

      ‘Just a feeling I have,’ Jack responded.

      The path they were on took them into town across the western cliffs. The sea out beyond the cliffs was unsettled with choppy waves and grey skies. Scores of fishing boats of all sizes bobbed on the water, and Jack heard the crooning of seagulls overhead.

      Up ahead, they could see the route into Whitby, with the road dropping down from the high cliffs; Jack also spotted dual piers stretching out into the water from the edge of the settlement, like a pair of pincers, each with a lighthouse positioned at the end.

      As the two men descended on the road, they passed by rows of terraced houses that sat on their right. After that, the road cut inland a little. A large building, which looked brand new, rose up from the sharp drop to their left. It had orange brick walls and a slate roof. Looking down, Jack saw there were a lot of people gathered around it.

      ‘It’s the pavilion,’ Max explained. ‘Somewhere for the folks here to watch plays. No bad thing, bringing a little culture to the town.’

      ‘Can’t say I’ve ever seen a play,’ Jack said.

      ‘And I highly doubt you’ll have the time to today, so don’t get your hopes up.’

      Jack laughed. ‘I’ll try to contain my disappointment.’

      To the right of them was a large open area, shaped like a crescent. The curve of that crescent was lined with tall, terraced townhouses that had steps in their rooflines. The walls were a mix of brick, stone, and white render. Jack had a feeling the owners of those homes were wealthy, as the dwellings stood at least four stories high—five if you counted the roof space, as many had roof windows in their slopes. Most door and window openings had intricate stonework around them, which was also present behind the eaves guttering, lending the houses a regal quality.

      Eventually, after continuing down through the increasingly busy street, the pair reached the piers they had spotted while up on the cliffs. They then turned south and followed the road into town, ambling down along the harbour, where the River Esk cut through Whitby, dividing it into east and west. There was a build up of boats in the river that came in from between the outcropping piers—a throng of vessels, some coming into the harbour, others going out, and many more moored to wharfs or to the stone walls of either side of the water, rising above the water level by a few feet.

      Workers were busy unloading the haul from some of the docked boats, dropping piles upon piles of fish out from nets and into crates, or letting them spill onto open sheets that lay on the harbour promenade. Many working men were packed into that stretch of walkway, and it appeared intensely busy for such a narrow route. The smell of fish and sea life filled the air. It was a smell Jack didn’t mind—in fact, it made him feel hungry.

      The buildings along the harbour were a mismatch of styles. There were homes and boarding houses, which were mostly thin buildings wedged into the long, terraced blocks, broken every so often by the odd, narrow alleyways. But there were also shops or places of business, which were lower, causing the rooflines of the terraces to drop at certain points.

      Farther up ahead, and following the line of the river, Jack saw a bridge that connected the two sides of the town. Only smaller boats could pass beneath it and therefore follow the river farther into town. The larger fishing boats, however, had to remain and manoeuvre into the more densely packed top end, where there was a hive of activity and noise as fishermen yelled, people chatted, and seagulls squawked. Jack even saw one of the birds swoop down and snatch away part of a fried fish from a lady. The woman raised a fist to the sky and unleashed a torrent of cursing that might have made any of the many sailors present blush, had they all not been engrossed in their labour.

      Jack noticed that many of the people on the promenade cast annoyed looks at Max and him as their horses clopped past. They were the only people on horses, and Jack found himself thinking it was too crowded a space to be traveling while mounted, though Max didn’t seem to pay it any attention.

      The pair eventually made their way to the bridge, where the space around them opened up, with roads and alleyways erupting off in different directions, one of which continued along the river. The bridge itself gave access to the east side of the town and the opposite harbour, which looked a touch less crowded than the west side. However, Max didn’t take either of these roads, and instead bore right as they moved deeper into town. Here, the streets themselves widened, and more horses and horse-drawn carriages filtered past. Max led Jack to a large stable with an open front. As they approached, an elderly gentleman, who was short and squat with straw-like grey hair, stepped forward.

      ‘Back again?’ the man asked Max as he drew his horse to a stop and dismounted.

      ‘I am,’ Max replied. ‘Do you have room to house two steeds for a while?’

      ‘As long as your coin is still good. Two horses will be sixpence a day.’

      ‘You’re expensive, you know that?’ Max said.

      The man shrugged. ‘You’re free to go elsewhere.’

      Max withdrew a leather coin purse, which looked full almost to the point of bursting, and dug inside before picking out some coins. He deposited them into the palm of the waiting man, who raised his bushy eyebrows in response.

      ‘That’s enough for a few days. You happy payin’ that much up front? Can just pay a day at a time, you know.’

      ‘Well, I’m sure if I leave early, you’ll pay me back what I’m owed, won’t you?’

      The man just smiled and pocketed the money. ‘Bring your horses in and hitch them up. We’ll take care of em’ for you.’

      ‘I’m sure you will,’ Max said. He then turned to Jack, who was still up on his horse. ‘Come on, we don’t have all day.’

      Jack climbed down and both men led their steeds into the timber-framed stable, which was thick with the smell of manure. They secured their horses close to the three others that were inside the open-fronted structure.

      Jack and Max then walked back to the harbour area. ‘There’s a shop here where we can get you some new clothes,’ Max said. ‘Just pick out something basic.’

      The establishment Max led Jack to was small, the narrow building squished in between two larger businesses: a fishmonger and a blacksmith. The frontage of the clothes shop consisted of a pale green door and a wide window with the word ‘Thompson’s’ transferred onto it in gold lettering. Upon entering, Jack was met with a strong smell of tobacco and a thick, grey cloud of smoke. Through the smog, a man approached, tall and thin. He had a long, dour face and a sickly pallor, along with thinning dark hair that was swept across his scalp in a comb-over. He wore an ill-fitting suit.

      ‘Can I help you gentlemen?’ he asked as he lifted a lit pipe he was smoking and took a puff.

      The majority of the clothes around them were piled onto tables around the space, with little rhyme or reason to their grouping as far as Jack could see. Some, however, were displayed on free-standing metal racks. Jack also noticed some waist-high display cases pressed against a wall, which contained pocket watches, small knives, old-looking watches, and other items of men's jewellery.

      ‘My friend here is looking for some clothes,’ Max said.

      Jack found himself worrying the clothes on display would smell worse than the ones he was currently wearing. As if to make the situation worse, the tall man took yet another draw from his pipe, letting smoke blow free from the side of his mouth and waft straight towards a collection of hanging jackets. Jack felt the man’s pale blue eyes scanning him up and down.

      ‘Should be plenty here to fit you. Have a look and see if anything takes your fancy.’

      The attendant then turned and walked away. He sat down at a desk tucked away in the far corner of the shop, before he leaned back in his chair and continued dragging on his pipe, clearly uninterested in any further conversation.

      Jack wrinkled his nose, then leaned into Max and whispered, ‘I might be better off just keeping the clothes I’m in.’

      Max shook his head. ‘Are you aware you’ve got a bloodstain on your back the size of my head?’

      Jack’s eyes widened. He instinctively twisted his head to look, though it was obviously futile.

      ‘Hurry up and pick something out,’ Max said. ‘All you need to worry about is blending in as much as possible, so anything here will suffice.’

      Jack began to look through the clothing. Though his options were limited, he didn’t want to take too long about it, so he picked out a simple dark grey cotton shirt, trousers, some new boots, and a short jacket that, in truth, was looking a little threadbare at the elbows. Jack highly doubted the clothes were new, but after holding the shirt and jacket against himself, he was confident they would fit well enough.

      On the way back to the counter, Max stopped and looked over at one of the display cases.

      ‘Do you have any weapons on you?’

      ‘No,’ Jack said. ‘I left them all in the cart back at Assandra’s house. The machete I used is on the wagon with Edwin.’

      ‘Best to always have at least something,’ Max said. ‘Although you couldn’t have hidden a machete. We’ll get you one of the knives. Something small enough to fit in your pocket.’

      They approached the owner to pay for the goods, and then Max asked to see the knives available. The gentleman took them back over to the case, unlocked the glass lid, and raised it up.

      ‘Go ahead and get a feel for them,’ he said. ‘I want you to be happy with your purchase.’

      Jack reached inside and lifted up the closest one to him—when he inspected it, he saw it was too big for his pockets. After looking through the rest, Jack decided on a fold-out blade with a carved bone handle. It looked old, but the folding mechanism was strong and smooth, and the blade itself was sharper than the rest. They returned to the counter and Max paid the bill.

      ‘Thank you for your patronage,’ the owner said as he took the coins as payment.

      ‘Got a bag for the clothes?’ Jack asked.

      The man smiled. ‘Afraid not. Have a good day.’

      With the new clothing bundled into his arms and the knife in his pocket, Jack followed Max outside.

      ‘The doss house is a little way past the bridge,’ Max said. ‘You can get changed after we’re settled in.’

      Jack followed the Shadowhand back to the river; once there, they moved to the bridge and down along the harbour. There was much less traffic in the waters of the river there, with the boats being smaller and sporting no masts to speak of. While the row of terrace buildings continued along with the River Esk, the concrete thoroughfare widened out, and a small stone church sat overlooking the water. In addition, some small wooden structures sat at the edge of the harbour wall with open fronts, their backs facing the water. At those points, smaller fishing boats hoisted up their catch in nets, depositing the dead fish onto the floor of the harbour. Most of those huts had names emblazoned over their entranceways, such as Witman & Sons, or Skivington, Chambers & Co.

      A little past the huts was an intersection with streets branching off into town in different directions, and beyond that was more open space as the buildings close to the harbour were set farther back. Max pointed to one such building, a red brick structure that was three stories tall, nestled in a curved terrace on the corner of one of the intersections. A small sign hung above the door, reading: ‘Common House.’

      The wooden window frames looked partially rotted and ill-fitting in the structural openings, with clear gaps between the wood and brickwork. Some panes of glass had dirty netting behind them that looked older than Jack was. The front door was open, and a group of people, mostly fishermen by the look of them, were milling around outside, talking and laughing.

      ‘That our place?’ Jack asked.

      ‘It is,’ Max replied.

      ‘So the box of spawn is somewhere around here?’ Jack twisted his head to look around, but Max laid a quick hand on his shoulder to stop him.

      ‘The box is close, yes, but don’t draw attention to yourself by looking for it. I’ll show you once we’re up at the vantage point.’ Jack nodded his understanding. ‘Remember,’ Max went on, ‘always be alert and think things through. Never get distracted. If you can’t adopt that mindset, you’ll be nothing more than a Deathborn for whatever remains of your life.’

      Max then pulled Jack towards the building.

      The corridor inside was narrow, made even tighter because more people were standing inside, simply gathered around talking and not moving. The walls were covered with peeling, dark green wallpaper, which made the cramped space feel even more oppressive. There were wall-mounted electric lamps—some of which were not working—that cast some light about the space. A set of stairs led up from the passageway.

      The two men pushed their way through the crowd and ascended the stairs, which creaked under their weight. They travelled up to the top storey, squeezing past a semi-constant stream of patrons coming the other way, and Max then led Jack to the end of another hallway. A door blocked the way ahead, but Max pulled out a small brass key and unlocked it. Inside was another set of stairs, rising up to the right, but the area was mostly dark, save for a sliver of daylight guiding the way from the top of the stairs. After going up, Jack and Max emerged in the attic space. Jack immediately saw the hole in the roof, which was close to the top of the stairs and roughly a foot in diameter. The floorboards beneath it were sodden and overgrown with mold.

      Max lit some of the oil lamps dotted around the attic space, some of which were on small, circular tables, others hanging from the vertical timber roof struts.

      It was a miserable, damp, and dank space. However, floorboards had been put down over the ceiling joists they stood on, and there was some basic seating along with two single, timber-framed beds with thin sheets.

      ‘This is where we’re staying?’ Jack asked as he curled his top lip.

      ‘You were expecting something a bit fancier?’ Max asked. ‘I didn’t realise you were used to luxury, Jack. I apologise.’

      ‘No need for sarcasm.’

      ‘Then stop complaining. I’ve already told you we’re working, so act like it.’

      Max then beckoned Jack over to one of the dormer roof windows that jutted out from the sloping roof and gave them a view out over the harbour, the river, and the opposite side of the town. By angling his head down, Jack could make out the street just below, as well as the open intersection.

      ‘Where is the package?’ he asked.

      Max directed Jack’s gaze slightly to the right, where a small alleyway opened up between some buildings. Set back a little way from the entrance of the alleyway was a pile of crates, boxes, and other junk, mostly covered with hessian sheets. After a moment of looking, Jack saw a package sticking out from under a sheet, wrapped in a familiar paper. While the location was tucked away to some extent, Jack hardly considered it well hidden. He then understood Max’s suspicion that the package was always being watched, ensuring it didn’t fall into the wrong hands. There were plenty of people in the crowd on the street that could easily see the location, and there were many public benches available around the intersection as well. Most of those seats were currently in use.

      ‘So now we watch and wait?’ Jack asked.

      Max retrieved a spyglass from inside his jacket. ‘I watch and wait,’ he replied. ‘You go get some sleep. I’ll wake you when I need you.’

      Jack turned to glance at the small, uncomfortable-looking beds. The sheets looked thread-bare and filthy. Still, his body ached for rest. He lay down, hearing the frame creak, and pulled the sheet over his body to try to ward off the light breeze that drifted in from the hole in the roof.

      Not three minutes later, Jack was asleep, dreaming about his wife and son.
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      Jack was in his family home with Rose and Samuel. The house was small and basic, but full of warmth.

      They were all sitting on a rug on the floor. The fireplace before them was lit, sending out waves of welcome heat that helped ward off the chill of the night outside. The pleasant scent of burning wood, a smell Jack had always loved, rolled out over them as well.

      Things felt safe. The family was all together.

      Rose was helping Samuel with his reading, and Jack was paying close attention at the same time, hoping to learn alongside his son. He stared at the pages of the old book. The writing looked like scribble to him, not clear at all, yet somehow Samuel was making sense of it all as he read the story aloud. It wasn’t a tale Jack was familiar with, but he listened as Samuel slowly and deliberately worked his way through each word.

      ‘The daddy… wolf… led… his family through the woods.’

      ‘Very good, Samuel,’ Rose encouraged. ‘Just take your time.’

      ‘There were… a lot of…’ he trailed off and looked to Rose for support.

      ‘Dangers,’ she said with a smile.

      ‘Dangers,’ Samuel repeated. ‘But the daddy wolf always said he would…’ Another look for help.

      ‘Protect,’ Rose said.

      ‘Protect them,’ Samuel finished.

      Jack and Rose shared a look and Rose gave him a smile, one so full of happiness Jack’s heart melted. It was a perfect moment.

      How did I manage to find a woman like you? he asked himself. As he gazed at her, Jack couldn’t help but appreciate her beauty: large brown eyes, so full of life; a breathtaking smile; smooth, unblemished skin. But more than that, Jack valued Rose’s spirit, strength, and kindness. She was the rock of the family, the emotional centre, and though she was softly spoken, she was also fierce in her own way. She laid a hand on Jack’s, and he smiled as he looked down. Then a small frown crossed his brow. The skin on the back of her hand looked odd, somehow—off-colour and too thin, and he could see the veins beneath.

      ‘Keep going, Samuel,’ Rose urged. ‘You’re getting to the good part.’

      Jack turned his attention back to his son, who was sitting with his legs crossed, the book in his lap. However, the boy wasn’t concentrating on the book anymore—instead, he was looking right at Jack.

      ‘After always promising to keep them safe,’ Samuel began, speaking much more confidently now, ‘the wolf-family followed the daddy everywhere. They did everything he told them to. But… the daddy wolf was a liar.’

      Samuel was smiling now, though something about the expression unnerved Jack.

      ‘Because the mummy wolf got sick,’ Samuel went on. ‘And the daddy wolf did nothing to help.’

      Jack turned to Rose again, confused by what was happening, but he drew in a sharp breath as he saw his wife. Her once full and beautiful hair was now thin and patchy, showing the scalp beneath. The formerly healthy, plump skin on her face was now ashen, pulled tight over Rose’s cheeks, making her look gaunt. She was painfully thin as well, with her clothes practically hanging off her.

      ‘He tells it so well, doesn’t he, Jack?’ Rose said in a weak and wheezy voice. She then coughed and a shower of bloody spittle landed on Jack’s face. ‘He’s not finished yet, though,’ she wheezed.

      ‘So,’ Samuel went on, ‘the daddy wolf just watched as the mummy wolf died in pain.’ The boy continued the strong eye contact while wearing a fake smile. ‘He didn’t even comfort the little cub. Instead, after the mummy died, the daddy just took the cub away from the only home it knew. The cub was sad, but thought its daddy would protect it.’

      Jack once again looked over to Rose to tell her he didn’t like the story. However, Rose was now slumped on the floor, face down, and was unmoving. ‘Rose!’ Jack yelled.

      ‘Keep concentrating, Daddy!’ Samuel ordered in a loud, chirpy voice.

      What’s going on? Jack was panicking. The confusion he felt was overwhelming. He wanted to lunge over to his wife to help her, yet his body just wouldn’t respond.

      ‘As they travelled, the cub felt scared and alone, even though its daddy was there the whole time. But what if the daddy couldn’t protect the cub? What if there were scary things out in the trees that would come and take the cub away? Would the daddy wolf give his life to save the little cub?’

      A deep, guttural roar suddenly rumbled from outside the house. Jack’s eyes darted to the window, but he could see nothing beyond the glass other than darkness. In fact, he suddenly realised that the darkness was absolute, and he couldn’t even make out the nearby trees that should have stood there, nor could he see the night sky. It was like the glass of the windows was painted black and completely hid whatever was outside.

      ‘Just as the little cub feared,’ Samuel went on, the book in his lap now discarded, ‘there was a monster out there. The daddy wolf said he didn’t believe in monsters and that there was nothing to be scared of. But that didn’t help the cub when the monster came. The poor cub was ripped apart. It died yelping and howling in pain. And its daddy? Well, the daddy wolf didn’t move. It just stood and watched the little cub die.’

      Tears were streaming down Jack’s face. Somehow, he knew what was coming. He knew what was making the terrible roaring sound from outside. A shard of a memory that seemed to be from another life punctured his mind.

      ‘No,’ Jack said.

      Then, he heard something move past the window. Something big.

      Something he remembered.

      Samuel set down the book. ‘It looks like the monster is here for me, Daddy,’ he said. ‘But you aren’t going to help, are you?’

      Jack tried desperately to move, yet he was frozen to the spot. Then the wall behind Samuel was ripped away by the creature in a shower of torn wood and flying splinters.

      ‘NO!’ Jack screamed as the creature quickly dove in through the newly created opening. It landed on Samuel and grabbed the boy in its monstrous hands. The smile never left the boy’s face as his body was utterly destroyed.
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      Jack felt himself being shaken awake. The horrible, vivid dream still clung to him as he looked up and blinked, then spotted Max standing above him.

      ‘Assandra is approaching. Get up and get changed, quickly.’

      Just a dream, Jack told himself as he swung his legs from the bed and stood up. However, the vision of the creature attacking and killing his son wouldn’t leave him. Neither did the image of his sickly wife.

      His bladder was full, but there was no time to take care of that, so Jack quickly stripped down to his underwear and changed into the clothes Max had bought him, which fit surprisingly well. He dropped the knife into his trouser pocket, then made his way over to Max at the window and peered outside. Max was using the spyglass, but after a short while Jack saw Assandra come into view as she made her way through the crowd.

      She had changed since they’d last seen her, now wearing a fitted light-brown cotton dress. Her red hair was pulled back and braided with small flowers woven into some of the strands, and she carried a fabric bag with a long strap over her shoulder.

      ‘Glad to see she came,’ Max said.

      ‘You doubted her?’ Jack asked.

      ‘In truth, I wasn’t sure. She had the perfect opportunity to run and not look back. Though doing so would have made her a marked woman.’

      ‘Isn’t she already a marked woman?’

      ‘True. But at least she’s helping us now. Keep an eye on the people around her, watch for their reactions. If I’m right, someone in the crowd will be watching her with great interest.’

      Jack studied Assandra as she continued towards the drop-off location. He had to hand it to her, she looked like she was just going about her day as normal, showing no signs that something was different. Jack had little doubt that if someone else were watching, they would have no reason to be suspicious. A couple of men turned and cast their eyes at Assandra as she passed, though Jack could tell those glances were drawn purely from lust. She really is quite attractive.

      She reached the pile of crates in the alleyway, gave a brief look around, then bent down to retrieve the package.

      ‘Pay attention,’ Max said, still staring through his spyglass. ‘I think I have something, but stay vigilant. Check everyone.’

      Jack scanned the crowd as best he could while Assandra carefully loaded the crate into her bag. The package, wrapped in brown paper, was large and cumbersome, and the fabric of the bag bulged out when the package slid farther inside. As Assandra stood, the bag swung awkwardly at her side, the edges of its contents jutting out against the material.

      Jack noticed a few people watching her, so it was difficult to hone in on anyone in particular. Most of them, from what he could tell, were just curious as to what the beautiful lady was doing.

      It was then Jack’s eyes fell on one of the benches close to the harbour’s edge. It was next to one of the open-fronted timber huts, and only one person was on the seat: a man, who looked to be somewhere in his thirties, dressed in grubby clothing. He had thick sideburns and unkempt stubble over a strong jaw. Jack had checked that bench when Assandra walked past it, but the man sitting on it had appeared to be sleeping, with a cap pulled over his eyes. Now he was wide awake, cap in hand, watching Assandra intently.

      ‘The fella on the bench,’ Jack said. ‘There’s something about the way he’s looking at her.’

      Jack saw a smile creep over Max’s lips. ‘Very good. That’s who I have my eye on as well. I saw him there yesterday at a similar time. He got replaced after a few hours, and someone else then sat watch. Let’s see what happens when Assandra leaves.’

      The strange man’s eyes never left the wytch while Assandra made her way back down the harbour and eventually disappeared into the crowd once more. The stranger then stood up. Suddenly, Jack felt the spyglass thrust into his hands. ‘Keep an eye on him,’ Max told him. ‘I’m going to follow.’

      Max ran, thundering down the steps from the attic, and Jack heard his rapid steps thud across the storey below, followed by him shouting: ‘Out of the bloody way,’ to someone. Less than thirty seconds later, the Shadowhand appeared on the street below, just as the man from the bench was making his way up the harbour.
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      Max wove his way through the rabble congregated on the harbour. He’d exited the doss house just in time to see the man from the bench move north up the road, then get lost in the sea of people.

      However, it didn’t take Max long to catch up; the man didn’t seem to be in any particular rush, simply ambling along with his hands in his pockets.

      The stranger had a stocky build and walked with the swagger of someone who cared little for others, with his elbows pushed out to his sides and often clipping passersby, who would cast him a dirty look—not that he noticed. Max kept a good distance, though was always close enough to keep the man well within view. At one point, the target stopped at a small seafood stand set up close to the edge of the harbour. He bought himself some cockles, which were given to him on an open sheet of paper. The stranger then set off again, popping a few of the molluscs into his mouth as he walked.

      After moving past the bridge, the target continued up and eventually stopped at one of the buildings that overlooked the river. A large opening dominated the ground storey of the building, housing a huge wooden door that had been slid open to reveal the workings inside. The building appeared to be a warehouse, operated by a fishing company. Max checked the sign above the door, and it was a name vaguely he recognised: Skivington, Chambers & Co. He quickly realised why. That name was also on one of the wooden structures on the harbour, close to where Assandra had made the pickup. It had obviously been an additional unit to collect haul from smaller vessels so the larger ones could be unloaded close to the warehouse itself.

      The stocky man made his way inside the belly of the building, passing other busy-looking workers. A gentle flow of foot traffic was making its way from the open doors to one of the large ships docked in the harbour, collecting crates of fish and mussels and hauling them back inside. Max soon lost track of his target. No doubt the man was off to report that the package had been collected.

      Max was tempted to follow him inside, but knew he wouldn’t get far before getting stopped. At that moment, Max didn’t want to draw any undue attention to himself. His only goal was to gather information, and discovering that Skivington, Chambers & Co. were the ones delivering the spawn to Cora felt like a big piece of the puzzle. Assandra’s help had proven valuable—Max’s plan had paid dividends.

      Max’s gaze settled on one of the workers inside. The man, of average build and height, with brown hair and a short, scruffy beard, was cradling one of his forearms in discomfort. Max could see a dark stain on the sleeve of the man’s thin cotton shirt. It was difficult to make out the stain clearly at that distance, but he suspected it was blood. Max squinted and saw a yellow tinge to the stain as well. Seems infected.

      Then, the man looked up and caught eyes with Max. Though his face was still pained, the worker cocked an eyebrow, then a concerned frown drew over his face. It was almost as if he were embarrassed to have been caught in pain.

      Max didn’t want to draw attention to himself, especially this early in the investigation, so he spun on his heels and walked back to the doss house. He’d regroup with Jack and plan the next move.

      He was confident that the Skivington, Chambers & Co. business still didn’t know that the intended target of the spawn was now dead. As far as they were concerned, he hoped it was business as usual. That bought Max a little time before suspicions were raised, and it made the next step clear: he needed to dig into the company and find out more about them. First and foremost, where were they getting the spawn from, and why were they in league with Cora?

      But where to start?

      Max decided to put the question to Jack, to see what the Deathborn could come up with. It would be interesting to see what Jack’s lateral thinking was like when pushed.

      Jack had impressed Max thus far. Firstly, for how he’d fought against the creature that killed his son, but also from the stories he’d heard about how Jack had overcome a banshee and how he’d performed at Dalby Forest. There was clear potential there. However, Max needed to know Jack could be more than a mere blunt instrument, and had the mind as well to make the next step.

      But that was getting ahead of himself. There was still work to be done in Whitby. Something big was happening in the coastal town. Max felt it in his gut.
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      Assandra was restless. She paced around her home, moving from the living room to the kitchen, then back again. Anger bubbled inside her, and she wrung her hands.

      Leave! her mind screamed. Get some essentials together and run!

      She hated the thought of leaving her home behind. She had worked hard on it, was proud of it. Loved it.

      It was hers.

      And now those men were forcing her to run away. That, or stay and live under their command like a servant. What other choice did she have? By helping Max and Jack out at Whitby, Assandra assumed she had bought herself a little time before she was checked on again, which meant she had the perfect chance to leave and find somewhere safe to hide for good. But then, could she ever rebuild another life without always looking over her shoulder?

      Not knowing what else to do, Assandra grabbed the package that contained the spawn, lifted the floor hatch in her kitchen, and descended to her basement before closing the hatch behind her. The basement was a place she’d always used to shut out the outside world and try to find clarity when needed.

      It was a good-sized space with bare brick walls mostly covered by bookshelves and cabinets. She had effigies and symbols dangling from the ceiling, as well as specimens and animal parts stored and ready for use in spells and incantations. While Assandra worked hard to make the house above feel homely, she was perfectly happy with the basement being cold and detached. This was where she carried out her studies, research, and experiments.

      The anger coursing through Assandra was hard to control. She needed an outlet—and she realised she had one. Assandra opened the package and box within, then freed the large jar that had been cased up inside. She set it on the table and once again studied the dark, leech-like creature within. The wytch leaned her head closer as the lifeform slowly rolled in the yellow water surrounding it. The jar was large, but not so much to give the spawn much room to manoeuvre, so it simply hung there, suspended.

      Poor thing.

      Assandra then walked over to some of the shelving and reached up to the top, taking down another jar that had been covered with a hessian sheet. That jar was also filled with liquid, but this one didn’t contain a spawn. A decapitated head floated within, the eyes open and staring blankly out at her.

      When the Deathborn had first invaded her home a couple of days ago, a group of them had tried to kill Assandra, so she’d been forced to fight back. In the battle, she had taken this man’s head. That had then proven useful in finding out what the blood from the spawn could do. Now, she wanted to test it again.

      She removed the lids from both jars, and after a little struggle, managed to capture the spawn in her hands. Its slimy body felt firm in her grasp.

      ‘Sorry about this,’ she said to the writhing creature. ‘But I’m sure you’ll be fine. You’re resilient, aren’t you? Just like your brothers and sisters.’

      Assandra held the spawn over the jar containing the head and squeezed it. Immediately, the head of the spawn opened, revealing a circular mouth inside and a thin tongue that started wildly probing the air.

      Assandra was able to squeeze out some black, viscous liquid from the bottom end of the long creature. The dark fluid fell into the yellow water in the jar below. It swirled around, but did not merge with the surrounding water, much like oil, and instead remained a separate entity and slowly drifted down. Once the substance got close to the decapitated head, it sped up as if sensing the head, then swum inside, entering through the open mouth and nostrils.

      The blood moves like it’s alive, Assandra thought to herself.

      Not long after, as expected, the suspended head of the Deathborn began to twitch. First, there was a spasm in his cheek, then his left eyelid twitched. Then the dead man’s eyes opened wide in sheer panic.
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      Where am I?

      Alf’s vision was clouded in yellow. The images before him were wavy and somewhat distorted.

      What’s… what’s happening?

      A face peered towards him. It tilted to the side as it eyed him like a curiosity. It was female and beautiful… but cold. Familiar, maybe. Alf opened his mouth and tried to scream, but no sound came. He felt liquid flood inside through his mouth and nose. His mind crackled, overloaded with a million thoughts at once.

      Why am I here? Help me, please help me!

      Soon, however, his vision faded, and a darkness overcame him once again. He grew still.

      There was a thunderous bloom of light. He spasmed as his brain was shocked into activity again. Another silent scream.

      Help me!
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      Assandra studied the horrified man, if she could even call him that anymore, given he was no more than a floating head. She couldn’t help but marvel that the spawn’s blood was able to bring him back. Maybe not back to life, as she wasn’t sure she could clarify his state as truly alive, but he was certainly somewhat aware; his futile attempts to scream and his wild, panicked eyes were evidence of that. She noted that after a few moments, his movements stopped, and death seemed to claim him again—only for his consciousness to suddenly swim back like a chasing wave.

      It was astonishing. Assandra was reminded of her experience in Dalby Forest. Her thoughts ran to the living monolith, as well as the mysterious entity she had sensed out there. The spawn had forged a connection with it, she had little doubt of that, though she couldn’t explain how it happened. However, Assandra had to admit to herself that she felt a great pull to know more.

      Though her sister had gone down a road Assandra didn’t think she could follow, she could understand Cora’s drive to learn more about forces that seemed so powerful. Perhaps if the life she had known was now truly over, following in Cora’s footsteps was not such a bad idea. After all, what else did she have?

      She heard a knocking on her front door above. Her stomach dropped. The Deathborn are back already, she thought. No doubt with another task for me.

      Assandra debated on whether to even answer it. However, after the knocking came again, she had to admit to herself the Deathborn wouldn’t just leave. If needed, they would enter her house without her permission.

      Though maybe not Jack or Max, as those two seemed a little different from the others.

      She then shook her head. No! They’re still Deathborn. None of them can be trusted.

      Seeing no other options, Assandra hid the spawn and the decapitated head of the Deathborn, then walked back upstairs and closed the hatch behind her. She pulled the rug over the trap door before she walked to the living room and peered outside through the window, tilting her head to see the space just outside her front door. She frowned.

      No one was there.

      Assandra quickly marched to the door and pressed her ear against the wood to listen.

      Are they hiding? Trying to play games and intimidate me?

      She tightened a fist in anger, then yanked open the door and stepped outside. ‘Who’s out there!’ she demanded, casting her eyes across the area. As her gaze crossed a nearby tree line, Assandra froze, and her body tensed. A figure clad in a dark red hood and matching robes stood looking back at her. Though the face was hidden in shadow beneath the hood, Assandra guessed it was male, judging by the figure's build. His hands were clasped together at his midsection, with fingers interlaced, and the stranger made no effort to hide.

      ‘Who are you?’ Assandra forcefully asked.

      After a pause, the man replied. His voice sounded aged, though certainly not frail. ‘The name I go by is the Crimson Lord.’ He offered nothing else.

      Assandra was stunned. She frowned again. The Crimson Lord? She had never heard the title before, but the level of pretentiousness he’d said it with—like it meant something—caught her off guard. The stranger certainly didn’t appear to be any kind of lord, as far as she could tell. The dark hood and cloak were dirtied and aged, and even at this distance Assandra could see fraying to some of the edges. At the base of his robes, Assandra could just make out his boots, which were caked in mud.

      He doesn’t look like any kind of lord or nobleman.

      ‘Is that supposed to mean something to me?’ she asked him. ‘I find it hard to believe you are a lord of anything.’

      ‘I understand that,’ he said in reply. ‘It is a title I have claimed, but not one most people know.’

      Then why claim it? Assandra thought. ‘So it carries no significance, then,’ Assandra shot back.

      ‘Maybe. But only because most stumble forward with their eyes closed, blind to the truth, and blind to what matters.’

      ‘The truth?’ Assandra asked.

      ‘Yes. One you have actually glimpsed before.’

      Assandra was in no mood to be spoken to in riddles.

      ‘I don’t know why you’re here,’ she shouted to him, ‘and I don’t much care. Leave now. That is the only warning you will get.’

      She saw the man nod beneath this hood. ‘If that is what you want, then I’ll go,’ he said, surprising her slightly. ‘I know that if you wanted to, you could kill me, even from this distance. You’re powerful, Assandra.’ She tensed up at hearing her name, but the man went on: ‘Every bit as powerful as your sister.’

      Assandra’s blood ran cold. How could he know of my sister? Was he some kind of Deathborn, or something similar, like Theodore? However, for some reason, Assandra didn’t think that was the case—but she couldn’t shake the feeling this man was something different.

      Unable to help herself, she asked, ‘What do you know of my sister?’

      The man took a moment before responding. ‘I was helping her. I was there last night when she died. I saw you, and the others who forced you into helping them. I watched as you burned to the ground everything your sister had built.’

      Assandra clenched her fists tighter. ‘Liar!’ she shouted. ‘No one else was there!’

      ‘I know this is hard to hear,’ he said with a gentleness in his voice. ‘But I was there, watching from the trees. I had to keep hidden, shameful as it was, since there was nothing I could do to stop you.’ Assandra said nothing. She was shaking, though she wasn’t sure why. Anger, maybe. If so, who was she angry at? Herself? Perhaps it was guilt. ‘I don’t blame you for not believing me,’ he went on. ‘So, allow me to offer some proof. If I wasn’t really there, would I know that you set your sister alight and allowed one of the others to take her head?’

      Assandra lifted her hand and gripped the jamb of the door, feeling a little dizzy. He was there.

      ‘After that, you burned the monolith.’

      ‘What was that thing?’ Assandra demanded.

      ‘A way to communicate,’ the man explained.

      ‘It was an abomination!’ Assandra snapped.

      ‘I can understand why you think that. But if you only knew the truth, you would see things differently. You would see why your sister walked down the path she did.’

      ‘Cora was always hungry for power,’ Assandra said.

      ‘Ambition isn’t inherently a bad quality,’ the man replied. ‘And it also doesn’t mean she was wrong about what she was trying to do—not just for herself, but for all of humanity.’

      Assandra let out a humourless chuckle. ‘I find that very hard to believe. As far as Cora was concerned, humanity could burn.’

      ‘That might have been her view once, I agree, but the sister you killed out at Dalby was not the same woman you knew all those years ago.’

      ‘I’m well aware. She was a monster! Twisted into something I couldn’t even recognise.’

      ‘That was a sacrifice she made willingly. I know it was hard to see, because our eyes aren’t attuned to see anything beyond our lowly understanding of the world around us, but your sister was becoming something… more.’

      ‘More what?’

      ‘More than what we know. More than we understand. I believe she was going to bridge the gap.’

      ‘You’re talking in riddles,’ Assandra said, growing annoyed.

      ‘To the uninitiated, that is how it sounds. I appreciate that. However… I can help make things clearer.’

      ‘I don’t want anything from you. You’re a stranger to me. Leave.’

      ‘As I say, if that’s what you truly want, then I’ll go. But is it really so hard to imagine that your sister, your own flesh and blood, wasn’t actually the monster you thought she was? Isn’t that a possibility you want to consider?’

      Assandra hesitated with her response. Seeing what Cora had become had crushed her—and killing her had made Assandra feel even worse.

      Despite what the stranger was telling her, Assandra still felt that stopping Cora was the right thing to do.

      ‘Please,’ the cloaked man went on. ‘Allow me a small amount of your time. Let me reveal certain things to you. Then, if you believe what I’m saying, I will ask that you accompany me on a short trip so I can show you more. Much more.’

      Assandra shook her head. ‘A strange man in an old, dirty hood shows up at my door and promises to enlighten me about my own family, and you expect me to take you at your word? You were right about one thing,’ she said. ‘I could kill you where you stand. And if you don’t leave, that’s exactly what I’ll do.’

      She saw his shoulders sag in obvious disappointment. ‘As much as it pains me, I will respect your demand. But please, one final thing… the Deathborn, and those that command them… they aren’t to be trusted. They aren’t your friends, and they will think nothing of killing you if it suits them.’

      ‘I’m not aligned with the Deathborn,’ Assandra said through gritted teeth. ‘I never have been.’

      The dark red hood shifted as the man appeared to nod. ‘You were forced to help them. I suspected as much. Threats, lies, subterfuge, coercion—these are the tools of the Deathborn. Get away from them, Assandra… if you can.’

      ‘I plan to,’ she said, hoping that would bring this bizarre encounter to a close.

      The man started to turn away, but then stopped. ‘If I can offer some friendly advice: always keep moving. Don’t try to set up a normal life or a normal home, especially one as nice as yours here. The Deathborn and their brethren are everywhere, and they’ll find you. Keep running. Cora and I underestimated them, which I blame myself for, and they came back for her before she could finish her work. Don’t let them take you as well.’

      Assandra said nothing. The involuntary shaking in her body returned: anger, sadness, regret, all of it overwhelming.

      Don’t say anything. Let him walk away.

      However, as much as that made sense, she was still conflicted. Where would she run to? Could she really live a life like that?

      Try as she might, Assandra couldn’t let go of the notion that Cora might not have been the monster she had presumed. It was an enticing thought. If there was a chance that was true, did she owe it to her sister to hear the stranger out? Because if that was the case… Assandra had ended Cora without justification. That thought made her stomach cramp up.

      No. Don’t listen. You don’t know him. You shouldn’t trust him.

      The stranger started to make his way back through the trees.

      Don’t do it.

      She took a breath. ‘Wait!’
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      The Crimson Lord had gambled.

      Assandra had put up a strong front—and he’d seen through it. The doubt on her face was all too evident. Even so, he knew that to hook her fully, he needed to use tact, and a measured approach. Give her just enough to get a bite. Then threaten to pull it all away, forever.

      But the truth was, he needed her. So, when she called out for him to wait, he couldn’t help but let a smile form—then he quickly wiped it away before he turned back around.

      He didn’t say anything. He just waited. Let her speak. Let her ask to know more. Seeming too eager could push her away again.

      ‘How… how can I trust you?’ she asked.

      The Crimson Lord took a moment. There was a wavering in her voice. ‘I suppose you can’t, really,’ he said. ‘It will take a little faith on your part. I could tell you more about what I saw out at Dalby, to leave you in no doubt that I’m at least telling the truth and that I was there. But… I get the feeling you already believe that part. As for the rest… if you accompany me, I can tell you more on the way, but anything I do say will pale in comparison to what I have to show you. The things you will see with me… they will remove any doubt you may have. More than that, I believe it will start you on a path where you never need to worry about men like the Deathborn again. They would never be able to intimidate or bully you. And… you will change the world, simply put. You will show humanity a new way, and you can finish what your sister began.’

      He stopped. That’s too much. In his excitement, the Crimson Lord had gotten carried away. Now he worried he’d sounded too eager, too outlandish, and had pushed her away again. However, the furrow on Assandra’s brow looked to be one of deep contemplation.

      ‘I can offer you freedom, Assandra,’ the Crimson Lord said. ‘I swear it on my life.’

      Then he waited. The wytch stared down at the ground. He could almost see her mind working, mulling over his offer and weighing the risks. Eventually, she looked up.

      ‘I’ll go with you,’ she said. ‘But I make no promises. I’ll listen and see what you have to show me. If I’m not impressed, you’ll never see me again. Ever. And if I get even the slightest feeling this is a trap, I’ll kill you. It will be drawn out and painful. I swear it.’

      Another smile. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘You won’t regret it.’

      ‘One final thing,’ the wytch went on. ‘I want to see you. Drop the hood and show me who you are.’

      The Crimson Lord had expected this. He knew trying to talk his way out of it would ruin any fragile trust he had built. But would she recognise him? It had been a long time, and his face and body carried a lot of heavy scars and disfigurements now—none of which he had the last time he’d seen Assandra. Perhaps they would be enough to fool her.

      He lifted his hands to the hood. ‘That is fair,’ he said. ‘What you see may shock you. However, I urge you to remember what I told you, because it’s all true, regardless of who you see under the hood.’ The Crimson Lord then pulled down the covering.

      She recoiled at first, clearly surprised at his scarred appearance. It was a common reaction, and he’d grown used to it. Then she narrowed her eyes and leaned her head forward, taking in more of the details.

      Her face then fell in surprised recognition. He held his breath. It took Assandra a while to speak. ‘That… that’s impossible! You’re dead!’

      ‘No,’ he said, as gently as he could. ‘Though your sister did come very close to killing me.’

      Assandra shook her head. ‘F… Father?’ she asked, breathless.

      He nodded.
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      ‘You’re asking me what the next step needs to be?’ Jack asked, confused.

      ‘I’m asking for your opinion, yes,’ Max said. ‘While you’re here with me, you might as well make yourself useful.’

      Jack cocked an eyebrow. ‘Isn’t this your field of expertise? Are you really going to take strategic advice from a Deathborn?’

      Max smiled. ‘Just humour me. If the suggestion is no good, I’ll be sure to tell you.’

      Jack scratched at his head, feeling a little blindsided. After taking a breath, he tried to think it through logically, vocalising his thought process as it developed. ‘Well, we need to find out more about this Skivington company. And I don’t think walking in through the front door is a good idea.’

      ‘I agree,’ Max said.

      ‘So… we ask around. Some of the locals will know about it, and we can hopefully find out a little more that way. Maybe we can learn how big they are, how they operate, that kind of thing.’

      ‘Very good,’ Max said. ‘So, who do we ask? Do we just walk out to the street and stop random passersby?’

      It was clear Max was being sarcastic. Jack ignored it, however, and continued on: ‘It makes sense to find somewhere a lot of locals would gather to talk. Preferably somewhere liquor is served, so inhibitions are lower.’

      ‘That makes a lot of sense. So, you’re suggesting we pay a visit to a public house to see what we can find out?’

      ‘Exactly.’

      Max gave him an encouraging pat on the arm. ‘As good a place as any to begin. Tell me, can you hold your liquor?’

      ‘I used to be able to,’ Jack replied. ‘But I haven’t done a lot of drinking over the last few years.’

      ‘Then go slowly,’ Max told him. ‘I don’t want to have to carry you back here.’

      ‘We’re going now?’ Jack asked. ‘It’s only noon. Do you think people will be drinking this early?’

      Max gave a laugh. ‘Jack, this is a town of fishermen. They fish, eat, sleep… and drink. If the pubs are open, we’ll find people inside. Come on, we’ll have a walk around town to try to find somewhere suitable. I’d ideally like a place a little farther away from the Skivington warehouse, so it isn’t full of their workers. I don’t want to be noticed asking questions about them.’

      And so, with a plan formed, the two men left the doss house and wandered the streets of Whitby. Jack had travelled to many towns and villages in his time, but he hadn’t frequented too many on the coast, and Whitby certainly had a distinct feel to it. For one, the great abbey that stood atop the high cliffs to the east side of the town was an ever-present feature, looking down over the settlement and visible from most places. Brick and stone buildings were mixed together almost haphazardly throughout the town, with steps in the many terraces, which were the predominant construction form. Narrow alleyways cut through the lines of buildings, and the roads and pathways were a winding maze up and down the undulating land.

      The two men moved over the bridge to the east side of town. As they crossed, Jack looked over the edge and watched one of the smaller sailing vessels glide under the archway beneath him.

      They pushed deeper into the town, then turned left to head up a relatively busy cobbled street with houses and shops on either side. The shops there had large windows that showcased some of the goods inside, including places for clothes, jewellery, food, and books. Eventually, the space opened out into a square, and central to that square stood an interesting stone structure held up on pillars at its corners, and an enclosed, spiral staircase in the middle, which gave access to the internal space upstairs. A small clocktower protruded from the roof. After moving into the square, which contained market stalls, Jack was able to see the front of the building. There was a large window with three arches at the head looking out over the square. A plaque on one of the pillars identified the building as the town hall.

      The busy market around them had some small stalls serving food, the majority of which was—unsurprisingly—seafood, meaning the smell of fish and other sea creatures hung heavy in the salty air. Looking around, Jack saw there was a small pub nestled in a corner. He was about to suggest they try it, but then Max caught the arm of a man passing by.

      ‘Excuse me,’ Max said, and the fellow who was passing turned with a surprised expression. ‘What’s the best public house around here to get good and soused in?’

      ‘Duke of York might suit your needs,’ the man replied. He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. ‘Carry on up Church Street. It’s near the steps that lead up to the abbey.’ He gestured back to the narrow road that Jack and Max had previously been navigating.

      ‘Thank you,’ Max said, ‘much appreciated.’

      With the recommendation in hand, Max led Jack back to the cobbled street. At the end of it, Jack spotted the pub in question just at the point the road curved away to the right. Through a gap in the buildings along that curve, Jack saw the beginning of the weathered stone steps that rose up to the cliffs, surrounded by an overgrown grassy verge. A couple of men were seated at tables outside the Duke of York, and both were wrapped in long coats. The two-storey pub had a small lean-to roof at ground floor just above the entrance. It sloped back towards the main structure, acting as a canopy to protect anyone drinking outside. The building was fairly wide, especially compared to most Jack had seen in the town, and had uneven white render to the walls, along with a thick mass of wall-climbing shrubs around a small window.

      Jack followed Max inside, though both had to stoop their heads to fit beneath the head of the doorway. They found themselves in a relatively dark area. The window in the front didn’t let in much light due to the foliage around it, so the pub was instead lit with candles and some wall-mounted lamps.

      There was a relatively small bar to the right, and the rest of the room was taken up with tables, benches, and stools. The air, which swirled with a blue-grey smoke, had the stale odour of old beer mixed in with tobacco. Jack counted seven people inside, along with a barman who was dressed in a shirt and open black vest.

      As Max had said, the drinkers all looked to be fishermen, with weathered, wrinkled skin, cracked and calloused hands, and all sporting either thick stubble or full beards.

      Max motioned to an empty bench pressed against one wall with a table before it. ‘Take a seat,’ he told Jack. ‘I’ll get us something to drink.’

      Jack sat down on the hard, uncomfortable bench, which was devoid of any padding. There were muted conversations in the room, and everyone seemed to be minding their own business, with no sideways glances cast in his direction. He guessed Whitby was big enough to get a lot of strangers passing through, or arriving intermittently for work.

      Looks like I don’t need to worry about my face fitting in with the locals.

      Max soon returned with two drinks. One was a glass tankard full of a thick, nut-brown-coloured liquid that had a frothy white head. The other, in a much smaller glass, had a few fingers of amber liquor inside. Max set them down and slid the larger drink over to Jack.

      ‘Ale?’ Jack asked.

      ‘Yes.’

      Jack nodded to the other drink, which Max held. ‘Whiskey?’

      ‘Brandy,’ Max corrected him.

      ‘So I get the cheap ale, and you get the good stuff?’

      ‘You said yourself you weren’t sure if you could hold it, so the ale is safer. Take your time with it. Besides,’—he took a sip of the brandy and gave a subtle grimace—‘this is far from the good stuff.’

      There were two men seated on the bench next to Jack and Max, both silently enjoying their drinks. They were of average build and wore thick wool jumpers. One had a dark grey wool cap with a few holes in it, and his grey beard was flecked with black. The other man was bald, with grey stubble and noticeably large ears with drooping lobes. It was hard to place the age of the pair, since their faces were creased with lines, but their builds were strong and sturdy.

      Max leaned in closer to them. ‘You fellas work around here?’

      The man with the hat cast his grey eyes over to Max. After a moment’s pause, he gave a nod.

      ‘What is it you do?’ Max asked, as if it wasn’t the most obvious question in the world.

      ‘We fish,’ the man replied in a gruff voice. ‘My brother and me.’ He nodded over to the other man sitting with him.

      ‘You sound local. Lived here long?’

      Another nod. ‘All our lives. Since we were bairns.’

      ‘You work for one of the companies in town?’ Max asked.

      The man raised a bushy eyebrow. ‘There a reason you’re takin’ an interest in me and my brother?’

      Max smiled and shook his head. ‘No, but my friend and I are looking for work. Wondered if you knew of anyone who was taking people on?’ He then extended his hand. ‘I’m Max, by the way.’

      The man raised a bushy eyebrow as he regarded the outstretched hand with suspicion, but eventually shook.

      ‘Geoff,’ he said, and then motioned over towards his brother. ‘That’s Walter.’

      ‘Pleased to meet you both. My friend there is Jack. Like I said, we’re hoping to find work. Is the company you work for currently hiring?’

      ‘Afraid not. It’s just me and Walter. Worked for our da’ until he died, then we took over. We’re a small outfit, barely make enough to get by ourselves.’

      ‘Especially with Skivington and his goons bullying everyone out on the sea,’ Walter said.

      Max gave no reaction at the mention of the company. ‘That a rival business or something?’ he asked.

      ‘Rivals to everyone around here,’ Walter went on. ‘Seem to think they own the water around Whitby. They block off some of the best fishing areas, so no one can get in.’

      ‘Really?’ Max asked. ‘They been doing that kind of thing for a long time?’

      ‘A little while,’ Geoff said. ‘Company used to be Chambers & Co. not too long ago, and they were fine back then. But that Skivington fella came in a little while back and things changed. He brought a lot of money, people say, and their fleet quickly grew. He used to be a private banker to some really wealthy people and built a small fortune.’

      ‘Why he chose to sink it into a fishing company in Whitby is anyone’s guess,’ Walter added. ‘People here scrape by, for the most part.’

      ‘Skivington & Co. sound pretty cut-throat,’ Max suggested.

      ‘That they are,’ Geoff said and drained the last of his ale.

      ‘Take on a lot of people, too,’ Walter added. ‘Though they tend to target a certain kind of man.’

      ‘Thugs,’ Geoff clarified. ‘Pick up those who are handy with their fists, or have no other options.’

      ‘Imagine a group operating like that,’ Jack said while eyeing Max. ‘No morals at all.’ He rubbed at the tattoo on his forearm—his brand from the Deathborn. Max, however, ignored the comment.

      ‘You could find work with ‘em, I reckon,’ Geoff said. ‘Provided you’re willing to sell your soul.’

      Max gave a firm shake of his head. ‘I don’t think we’re that desperate just yet.’

      Jack noticed the expression of the two men softened. Clever.

      ‘I think I’ve seen one of their buildings,’ Max said. ‘Up on the harbour.’

      ‘Aye,’ Geoff said with a nod. ‘Though I think their boss lives out at Kettleness. The workers mostly live up there as well, I hear, and they travel to and from Whitby each day.’

      ‘All the workers live in the same place?’

      ‘That’s the rumour. Kettleness ain’t a big place, not anymore. Years ago, half the settlement slid into the sea when the cliffs there collapsed, so there’s not much left anymore. Skivington owns most of it now, if not all of it. So, the people he hires just live out there in the housing he gives them. Word is, the conditions… ain’t grand.’

      ‘Kettleness is close to Whitby?’ Jack asked.

      ‘Not too far,’ Geoff responded. ‘Couple of hours' ride or so.’

      Max nodded. He then motioned to Geoff’s empty tankard. ‘Let me get you both another drink,’ he said.

      The two brothers cast each other a quick look. ‘We’d be most appreciative of that, fella.’

      ‘My pleasure,’ Max replied.

      After a few minutes, he’d resupplied them both with another pint, along with a few fingers of brandy each.

      ‘You’ll have us pickled before long,’ Walter said with a gleeful smile when Max set the drinks down.

      Jack and Max spent the rest of the afternoon getting the brothers sufficiently drunk, loosening them up and mining them for every ounce of information they had on Skivington, Chambers & Co.
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      You should have stayed home, Assandra told herself. This is dangerous.

      She rode on horseback, side by side with the Crimson Lord. The shock of learning her father, Vernon Freyer, was actually alive still hadn’t completely sunk in.

      The initial shock following the revelation had left Assandra in stunned silence. Vern had quickly tried to give an explanation, sharing about how Cora, in anger, had tried to kill him—giving him the horrific scarring he now bore. But… she had not quite succeeded. Unbeknownst to Cora, Vern had managed to escape and hung on to life. However, Vern stressed that Cora’s anger had been misplaced, and once he’d been allowed to explain himself, Cora had then decided to help him.

      Assandra still wasn’t sure what to think. Her world had already been shaken in the last few days, and in some ways this development felt like just one more earthquake in her life. When Vern had once again asked if she would still follow him, Assandra had nodded, almost without realising she was doing it. It was then she understood just how badly she wanted answers.

      After gathering some supplies, Assandra had mounted her horse and followed Vern a short way to where he had his own horse tethered. Then, they’d headed north, joining a small road that headed up the coast. They rode mostly in silence.

      ‘Where are we going?’ she eventually asked him.

      ‘A small hamlet called Kettleness,’ Vern replied.

      ‘What’s at Kettleness?’

      ‘I have an… associate… out there. Someone who’s been helping me. You will learn a lot. Including more about the spawn.’

      ‘What are they?’ she asked. ‘Are they supernatural somehow? Because I’ve seen the effects of its blood, and I also saw that they were used in the monolith out at Dalby. They’re like no animal I’ve ever known.’

      ‘Supernatural is a strange word,’ Vern said. ‘Especially with what we’re dealing with. What is not natural to our world might seem supernatural, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t natural somewhere else.’

      She frowned in confusion. ‘You’re talking in riddles again.’

      Though his hood was again raised, she saw him nod. ‘I apologise. Again, it’s because your eyes aren’t fully open. When they are, what I say will make perfect sense. Until then, however, I’m afraid my responses will likely all sound that way. Just know that I am being completely honest and open.’

      Assandra wasn’t sure she believed it. One thing she couldn’t deny, however, was that part of her certainly wanted to believe it. Still, there were other, more direct questions she could ask, and those could not be sidestepped with confusing language.

      ‘All these years,’ she began, realising she was actually nervous. ‘You never sought to find me. I thought you were dead.’

      ‘I know,’ he replied, voice soft. ‘You won’t believe me when I tell you this, but I truly did want to see you.’

      She shook her head. ‘You’re right, I don’t believe it. You say you reconnected with Cora, yet you couldn’t make the day or so travel to see me? Because you knew where I was. You and Cora used me to keep the flow of the spawn coming.’

      ‘That’s true. And I’m sorry, truly, but—’

      ‘Don’t,’ Assandra snapped. ‘You’re going to tell me it was for my own good, aren’t you?’ He gave another slow nod. She sighed. ‘How could it possibly be for my own good?’

      ‘The Deathborn almost killed your sister back then. She and I knew the danger of what we were doing. We always planned to bring you into the fold, but Cora didn’t want you getting hurt, and she felt the risk was hers alone to take at first. When things were far enough advanced, she then wanted to show you everything she had built and ask you to be a part of it… but only when it was safe. In her mind, having you involved with the delivery of the spawn kept you out of direct harm, but you were always close enough for us to keep a protective eye on you.’

      ‘You talk like it was Cora who was in charge and making all the decisions.’

      ‘And that would be true,’ Vern said. ‘I helped show her the way, but I don’t have the gifts she or you possess, so she led the way. You know how hard-headed she could be, so there was no other option but to do things on her terms.’

      While the hard-headed comment about Cora was certainly true, Assandra still wasn’t certain she believed everything she was being told. It was all too… convenient.

      Remain sceptical, she reminded herself.

      ‘There is no excuse for not letting me know my own father was alive,’ she snapped at him, ‘no matter how much you try to blame Cora. I remember how things were growing up. You weren’t a person to follow orders, you gave them. My mother was a husk of a person because of you, and my sister and I were all but forgotten about. You viewed us more as specimens than daughters.’

      Her father remained silent for a few moments. ‘I won’t try to defend how I was back then,’ he said, ‘because it is unforgivable. I was driven solely by my work, and nothing I can say will change that. I suppose in many ways, that is still true. But Cora understood in the end. She believed it all, just as I did.’

      ‘In the end,’ Assandra repeated, ‘Cora turned into a monster. She wasn’t even human anymore.’

      ‘Regardless of her outward appearance, Cora was still in there,’ Vern said. ‘Though it’s true, she was ascending to something more.’

      Riddles again. Assandra felt like she had so much to say. However, it was all so overwhelming. Too much had been thrown at her over the last few days, and she felt exhausted. So, Assandra withdrew.

      Even though she hadn’t been before, Assandra knew Kettleness wasn’t too far, so she decided to spend most of the remaining time in silence. She would let her father show her what was so important that Cora had given her life for it. After that, she could decide if she actually cared.
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      ‘Tom!’ a voice yelled.

      Stay hidden, Tom Sullen told himself. He was crouched behind some boxes on the harbour, pressing his body tight up against the wooden crates to avoid being seen—his fellow workmen were looking for him. Sweat dripped from his body, despite the evening drop in temperature, and his heart pounded.

      The other workers from the warehouse were all getting ready to depart for the day, ready for the shift change, and were climbing in the provided horse-drawn coaches to make the trip back to Kettleness.

      Tom couldn’t go with them. Not like this.

      That day at work had been one long struggle. Ever since the monster had attacked him, Tom had been feeling gradually worse throughout. Has to be an infection. At first, Tom had felt jittery and on edge, and that had developed into dizzy spells, as well as nausea and sweating. A few of his colleagues had noticed, mentioning he looked awful. Bull especially had eyed him in suspicion. If Tom was to fall badly ill, would Bull and the others in the inner circle think of him as a liability? Could he end up like those things caged down beneath Kettleness? At one point, Tom had to hide for a little while to throw up behind the warehouse. That was when he’d realised he couldn’t go back with the others. Tom didn’t have a plan thought out, beyond just hiding until everyone had left and then figuring out what to do. Visit a doctor maybe, to help get the infection under control.

      As he hid, Tom gently pulled back his dirty sleeve to inspect the wound. The edges of the gash were red and angry. For some reason, the open flesh refused to scab over. It wasn’t a particularly large hole—in truth, he’d suffered worse while doing his job—but it wept with pus and throbbed. It itched terribly, as well.

      On top of that, despite feeling sick, a persistent hunger had dogged Tom throughout the day. He’d forced down some food earlier, despite the queasiness, but it had had little effect on his desire to fill his belly. Specifically, Tom felt a craving for meat. Earlier in the day, when standing next to a man who had sliced his finger open, Tom had immediately noticed the sharp, coppery smell of blood—worse, it made him salivate.

      He looked over the crate and saw the searching men looking the other way. They were standing far enough back that Tom felt brave enough to run a little ways more down the harbour, keeping low and behind any cover he came across. He then slunk into a side alley. One of the last things he heard was Bull telling the others that those on night-shift would have to find Tom. The man then added loudly that ‘no one betrays the boss’s trust.’ Tom knew that had been meant for his ears.

      As Tom moved through the streets, his mind desperately scrambled for what to do next. Where would he go? Having been born and raised in Whitby, that town was the only place he knew, other than Kettleness, and he had no family to turn to. Tom was alone. But he couldn’t stay in the area, he knew that. The Skivington company was just too big. He would be found easily. However, given the late hour, with darkness already set in and no transport available, Tom knew he couldn’t leave Whitby until morning at the very least. He had no accommodation, but Tom knew the town well—there were some places he could hide and get some rest. Places where he would be at least mostly protected from the elements. Come morning, Tom would be able to reassess, then try and find a way to get out of town.

      The constant itching in his forearm was a reminder that he needed to get his injury looked at soon. At the very least, it needed cleaning. That was perhaps something he could address himself. All he needed was some clean cloth to use as a bandage, as well as some water or, ideally, alcohol. He had none of those things, though he wasn’t the type to consider himself above stealing if need be.

      With that in mind, Tom followed the River Esk, eventually reaching an area where public houses overlooked the water. There was also an outcropping of concrete that jutted into the river, a place he knew where sailors and fishermen sometimes gathered to sit and drink if the weather permitted. He was also aware of the unwritten rule of that particular wharf: none of the Skivington fishermen were welcome there, which was why he hadn’t visited in a while.

      Tom knew there was a chance he could be recognised, but it was a risk worth taking. The worst that could happen was people would force him to leave.

      Or they will violently attack you, he told himself.

      As expected, there were a number of fishermen spaced out around the wharf. It wasn’t a particularly large space, with maybe ten or so people in the area, sitting together in a group, all except two men who had apparently decided to sit and drink alone. Most of the fishermen had a bottle or flask in hand, and some even had food: chips, fish, or packets of meat. It was the meat that drew Tom’s eye. There were also some alight burn barrels dotted around the wharf, providing heat. As Tom approached and stepped onto the concrete area, no one really paid him any attention, and the chatting and laughing continued.

      Good.

      Tom walked to the edge of the harbour and took a seat on one of the rusted, weathered mooring posts fixed to the concrete base. From that position, he could remain on the outer edges of the sparse gathering, but was still able to see everyone. Looking around, Tom considered trying to steal a flask, but knew that was a risk. He’d have no idea what was inside. Ideally, Tom wanted rum. He could use it to wash out his wound, but it was also his favourite drink, and he knew it would help him sleep. The thought of stealing a flask and ending up with gin or brandy turned his stomach.

      So, he instead scanned the area and looked for a bottle with clear liquid inside. He spotted some in the hands of the weathered men. I hope that’s rum, not gin. Odds were good, considering it was the preferred tipple of most fishermen.

      If Tom was patient and sneaky, he knew he could make off with some alcohol and food—he just needed the right opportunity. God knows I’m due a little luck, Tom thought. He tilted his head forward and rubbed his eyes, trying to keep the tiredness away.

      ‘Drinking alone there, fella?’ a slurred voice asked.

      Tom looked up to see a short, squat man approach with the gentle sway of someone pretty well inebriated. He carried a clear bottle and had a brown paper packet with ham sticking out from inside. Tom quickly cast his eyes up to the night sky and allowed himself a small smile. It seemed the luck he was due was actually making itself known.

      The approaching man had wild and white sideburns, which ran out from beneath a rain hat. He was wrapped in a long raincoat, and the bottle he was carrying was clutched in a cracked, meaty hand. The bottle was only half full, but it was better than nothing.

      ‘I’m not drinking at all,’ Tom replied. ‘Down on my luck at the moment. Just looking for a place to rest for a while.’

      The man gave an understanding nod and sat on one of the moor posts next to Tom. He let out a strained sigh as he lowered his weight down. Tom got an unmistakable whiff of rum on the fisherman’s warm breath.

      ‘Skivington’s lot are sucking up all the work out there,’ the fisherman said. ‘Bastards. If you aren’t with em’ then work is scarce.’ He leaned forward and held out the bottle. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘have a swig. It’s my second bottle, so I’m happy to share.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Tom said and took hold of the bottle. As the wet neck touched his lips, he grimaced, knowing the saliva from the older man was all over the rim. However, he immediately felt the alcohol warm his stomach. Tom then offered the bottle back, but the man waved a hand.

      ‘Have a little more,’ he said.

      Tom smiled. ‘You local?’ he asked.

      ‘Not originally, no,’ the man said. ‘Only been in town a few weeks, in truth, as I’ve been helping out a friend. I’ll likely be gone again in a few days. Not much for me around here. Nice town, but no prospects. Not with Skivington ruling the waters.’

      ‘Where are you staying?’ Tom asked, wondering if there might be extra space.

      ‘Doss house up the road,’ the fisherman said. ‘Horrible place. Crowded. But it’s a bed for the night. You live close by?’

      Tom paused. ‘Used to. Nowhere to go no more.’

      ‘You homeless?’

      ‘Suppose I am.’

      ‘So, where do you sleep?’

      Tom shrugged. ‘Anywhere I can find. There are some caves along the beach that give decent shelter from the rain.’

      ‘Sleeping in a bloody cave?’ the man asked, incredulous. ‘Nowhere more comfy than that?’

      ‘Might be,’ Tom said. ‘But it's quiet, and I’m left alone.’ It was all lies, of course. Tom had been forced to sleep rough a few times, but he’d always done so in town, never resorting to sleeping out on the beach. It did have some appeal now, however, the more he thought about it. Tom was confident no one would be out there, especially the Skivington workers, so it provided isolation, despite being uncomfortable.

      ‘What happens if the tide comes in?’

      Tom smiled. ‘I get wet.’

      The man let out a laugh. ‘That you would. Or you’d drown.’

      ‘Some of the caves don’t really flood,’ Tom said. ‘Besides, I’m a good swimmer.’

      The man narrowed his hazy eyes on Tom. ‘Not sure you’d swim too well at the minute, lad. You look ill. You sick?’

      ‘I’m fine,’ Tom lied. ‘Just my natural colour. My dad said I always looked like Death warmed up.’

      The stranger let out another laugh. ‘Well, keep sipping that rum, it’ll put some colour in yer cheeks.’

      Tom took another drink. ‘Thank you,’ he said again. ‘Rum always helps get rid of my hunger too.’

      ‘You not eaten?’

      Tom shook his head. ‘Not today, no. But this,’ he shook the bottle, ‘should be fine enough.’

      The fisherman unbundled the brown paper he was carrying, then set it on his knee, revealing several slabs of pink meat.

      ‘Have some ham,’ he said.

      Tom’s eyes lit up, and his mouth salivated. ‘Appreciate that. You sure?’

      The fisherman nodded, so Tom quickly grabbed a large handful, surprising even the kind fisherman with how much Tom stuffed into his mouth.

      The fisherman quickly closed the paper again.

      ‘Well, leave some, lad,’ he said with a chuckle. ‘I still want to eat some myself, ya know.’ He put the meat away into one of the pockets of his large raincoat.

      Tom quickly chewed through what was in his mouth. It was far too dry, but at least it was something. As he swallowed, however, he soon realised his belly needed more, like the small amount of meat only served to reignite his hunger instead of quelling it.

      His stomach growled loudly.

      The fisherman raised his eyebrows. ‘Jesus, you really are hungry, lad.’

      You don’t know the half of it, fisherman.

      A strange idea then came to Tom.

      What if he tried to overpower the man and just steal his food? Pummel the fisherman with the bottle, then take his clothes and the ham. The notion quickly escalated: what if Tom went further? The ham wasn’t really enough—but the fisherman himself… how much meat was on him?

      Tom shook his head. What the fuck am I thinking?

      Tom started to panic. Never in his life, even in his most hungry and desperate state, had he ever considered anything like that. Yet now, the notion not only seemed plausible, Tom found he actually craved it. He suddenly felt the need to get away from his new friend, to get away from everyone. He got to his feet, swaying slightly before he got his bearings.

      ‘I… I have to go,’ he said and took a step forward. The fisherman, still sitting, quickly grabbed Tom’s arm. Tom instinctively tried to pull away, surprised at the man’s suddenly aggressive behaviour. ‘Let me go!’ Tom snapped as panic flooded him. He knew he was drawing the attention of the others on the wharf. His head spun. The infection was making him feel disoriented and weak.

      ‘Just fucking wait, lad,’ the fisherman said. He started to get up as well.

      But Tom didn’t want to wait. What if others came over and saw his wound? Would they draw the attention of Skivington workers who might be nearby?

      Tom tried to pull his arm free, but the man held on tight. ‘Let go!’ Tom snapped.

      ‘Wait,’ the man said, then reached his other hand out as well.

      Tom reacted instinctively. He swung his free arm and hit the fisherman across the side of the head with the bottle. The man toppled sideways, clutching his head. Shit, Tom thought. He… he was reaching for the bottle. He just wanted his drink back.

      Other men on the wharf started getting to their feet.

      ‘What’s going on over there?’ one shouted.

      ‘The cunt hit me!’ the fisherman yelled from the ground. ‘He’s trying to steal my booze.’

      Shit. Shit, shit, shit.

      Tom turned and ran, clutching the rum in his hand. He still felt weak, but adrenaline pushed him on. The damage was done now, so if he had to flee, he might as well keep the drink. It’ll help me get through the night.

      ‘Come back, ye thief!’ he heard the fisherman yell. ‘I’ll find ya, not letting my rum go that easy.’

      Tom ignored him and continued to sprint, weaving through the streets. However, breathing soon became a struggle, and his lungs started to burn. At one point, he had to duck into a side alley just to purge the contents of his cramping stomach. He saw half-digested ham in with the bile on the ground.

      As soon as he was able, Tom gathered himself and continued travelling north to the edge of town, and then headed down a small embankment that led to the beach. The sound of the rolling waves was almost comforting to him.

      When deciding where to run to, Tom realised he had instinctively fallen back on his conversation with the fisherman, and the caves were the only place he could think to go. With any luck, he might find some relatively dry kindling inside one of them and could get a small fire going.

      Tom wasn’t sure how viable it would be to sleep in a cave. For one, if the tide did come in, he wasn’t certain they were deep enough to keep from flooding, despite what he’d told the fisherman. But at least for the next hour or so, he could find a spot away from everyone and sit and drink.

      Once he was on the beach, Tom made his way across sand that was littered with stones, pebbles, and empty shells. Some areas of the beach were rife with seaweed, and he had to navigate past some large rocks as he moved parallel with the high cliffs to his left. The sand underfoot was relatively damp, and since it hadn’t rained that day, he guessed that meant the tide had already been in recently.

      Tom reached a point where the cliffs pulled back, creating a space between two outcroppings. There, he saw the walls of the rock had a large cave opening. The ground inside was an uneven mix of large rocks and small stones, and it sloped upwards the farther it pushed back. It was protected on all sides except the front—and, more importantly, no one else was inside.

      This will do.

      Tom slowly walked inside, careful not to slip on the rocks—most of them were coated with seaweed or long, stringy moss. He soon saw a large boulder that was relatively clean, well elevated, and had a wide, flat surface. Tom clambered up to it and sat down. He looked out towards the sea and let out a sigh, contemplating the mess his life had become in less than a day.

      His stomach ached, and Tom immediately thought about filling it with a gulp from the bottle. The rum churned in his gut. He pined for something different and couldn’t help to think back to the wharf, where he’d imagined what it would be like to eat some of the fisherman’s flesh. Even now, it… seemed exciting to him. For some reason, his body told him that would be the only way to sate the ravaging hunger.

      Tom pulled back his sleeve to look at the wound once more. The skin around the edges was an angry red, but the skin up the inside of his forearm was discoloured as well, a mix of purples and yellows. There still wasn’t any scab—just a gooey lining of yellow and red pus. Tom briefly wondered if he would lose his arm. If the injury was left untreated, he could even lose his life. Tom poured some of the rum over the wound and let out a groan of pain through gritted teeth.

      Fuck!

      He clenched and unclenched his hand repeatedly, trying to ride through the pain, which took far too long to subside. When it finally did settle, he took another drink and lay back onto the rock.

      ‘There ya are, ya cunt!’ a familiar voice shouted.

      Tom quickly lifted his head and saw the fisherman at the side of the cave entrance, using one hand against the wall for support. He stepped inside to the rocky floor.

      Shit. Should have seen that coming.

      Tom was annoyed with himself. He’d mentioned the caves to the fisherman, yet had come out here anyway. He was a fool. He shook his head and heaved himself up to his feet.

      ‘Look,’ Tom began, ‘I’m sorry for hitting you. I thought you were going to attack me.’

      ‘Attack you?’ the man spat back, incredulous. He seemed to have lost his drunken slur. Guess a rum bottle to the head is a good way to sober someone up. ‘I shared my booze with you. Even gave you food. Then you clout me with the bottle and make off with my rum. Yer a fuckin’ thief!’ The fisherman kept advancing towards Tom, climbing over the rocks. His fists were clenched, and he wore a snarl. He hadn’t just come looking for his alcohol—he wanted a fight.

      Tom wasn’t sure he had the strength for a brawl, and all he felt at that moment was a sinking feeling in his gut.

      ‘Just take your booze,’ Tom said as he held up the bottle. ‘I don’t want any trouble.’

      ‘Should have thought of that before you gave me this.’ The fisherman pointed to the side of his head, where Tom could see an impressive raised egg. ‘Now I’m gonna give you the same back fifty times over. That bottle is going to end up lodged in yer arsehole, lad. Fat end first!’

      Fuck.

      When he was close enough, the fisherman lunged forward. Tom reacted instinctively and swung the bottle again, aiming for the same spot as before. The glass connected, and Tom’s attacker let out a grunt as he stumbled backwards. The fisherman’s hands came up quickly to cradle his head.

      ‘Fucker!’ he seethed. He shook his head and began to advance once more.

      Adrenaline started to surge through Tom again. A thought then came to him: I could break the bottle on the rocks. Maybe that would scare him off.

      The base of the bottle shattered on the first try. As he’d hoped, he was left with two long, jagged lengths of glass.

      Holding the bottle by the neck, Tom raised it and bared his teeth. ‘I’m warning you, old man, do yourself a favour and leave me be.’

      The fisherman paused, and Tom saw the look of hesitation on the older man’s face. However, it was short lived, soon replaced by an expression of determination.

      ‘Ya don’t have the stomach for it, lad,’ the fisherman said. ‘I know your type. Soft. Softer than a fish’s belly.’ The fisherman came forward again, quicker this time, and reached for Tom.

      In response, Tom swung the pointed end of the bottle upwards, catching the fisherman on the back of his hand and slicing through his exposed skin. The attacking man withdrew his hand and clutched it with his other one.

      ‘You bastard!’ he shouted.

      Tom hoped the man had had enough. His legs felt weak.

      ‘I’m gonna take that bottle and stick it in your neck!’ the old man said.

      Fuck!

      The crazy old bastard just would not see sense. Right as he was about to respond, Tom picked up the scent of something sharp and coppery. His eyes were drawn to the fisherman’s hands, where blood was seeping out from between his fingers.

      Tom’s mouth instantly flooded with saliva. The crimson liquid seemed to pop in his vision, standing out against everything else. Tom took a step back and shook his head. His stomach lurched and grumbled—the need to eat was becoming overwhelming.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      ‘Nowhere to run down here, boy,’ the fisherman said as he let go of his bleeding hand.

      But Tom didn’t want to run. Not anymore. He wanted to give in to the cravings. The more he thought about succumbing to the urges, the more energy seemed to course through him. No longer did he feel weak and heavy. Now, he felt like he could take on the entire world. A smile drew over his lips.

      ‘You know, fisherman,’ he said. ‘It ain’t me that should run.’

      A brief look of hesitation and confusion drew over his attacker, and Tom chose that moment to give in. He leapt forward with a howl of anger, thrusting out his weapon. The shards plunged into the soft flesh of the man’s neck, greeted by a wet, squelching sound.

      The fisherman’s eyes widened in shock. His hand came up as he tried to grab Tom by the jaw, but Tom simply wiggled the bottle up and down and side to side. A jet of blood escaped from the wound, coating Tom’s face in the warm, crimson liquid. The sweet, coppery smell intensified, along with Tom’s urges.

      There was no more holding back.

      With another lunge forward, Tom was able to topple the fisherman easily, forcing him to his back on the boulders. Tom was quickly down on top of him, then pulled the end of the bottle free, causing another spurt of blood to shoot upwards. He then threw the weapon aside.

      The fisherman’s hands fought against Tom, clawing at his face, but Tom easily batted them away and lowered his head right to the man’s open throat. Tom took a bite, sinking his teeth into the side of the large gash. Blood filled his mouth, pouring from the wound in waves while the man gargled out a scream. The more blood that pumped, the more Tom gladly slurped up. He clamped his teeth down once again and pulled. The tough skin resisted, and Tom felt his teeth were lacking—that didn’t stop him, however, and he thrust his fingers into the man’s open neck and yanked. With feverish excitement, Tom bit down again, managing to take hold of some of the stringy flesh beneath the skin. A chunk came free. Tom chewed it briefly and swallowed.

      Ohhh… God!

      The sense of euphoria that exploded within him was overwhelming. Tom needed more.

      Much more.

      He yanked at his victim’s throat again, pulling the wound open even farther. The fisherman’s arms fell to his side and his body grew still.

      Tom continued to feed.
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      Assandra stood before the window in her room and peered out over the settlement around her.

      Regardless of it being dark outside, there still wasn’t much to see. There were a few oil streetlamps dotted around, but they cast little in the way of light. The hamlet itself was small, consisting of only a few rows of terraced housing built from brick and stone, and a small church. The building she was in was large—perhaps it had been a school at one time. However, it was now the primary residence of the man who owned everything she could see.

      Webster Skivington.

      She hadn’t yet met him, but would soon.

      It was late, and she’d been in the village for a few hours now. Her father, who she still couldn’t believe was alive, had guided her through the small hamlet. They had passed a number of men as they walked, all of whom stared at Assandra as she passed. There had certainly been a lustful longing in many of the stares, though no one said anything—Assandra knew that was because Vern was with her. The men kept a respectful distance, and it was obvious he was held in some regard there.

      Vern had led Assandra to the largest building, which was made of a dull brown brick and had a pitched, tiled roof with multiple chimneys stacks. The main body of the building was two storeys high, with smaller, single-storey sections at each end. The timber windows all had arched heads, and there was a large, open, grassy area to the rear, surrounded by a stone wall, and containing a small outbuilding.

      After tethering her horse, Assandra had been brought to a bedroom that contained a large, four-poster bed, dressing table, ornate wardrobes, and a plush carpet. Far more comfort than she was used to. There, they had talked a little while, and her father had told Assandra the men in the hamlet worked for a local fishing company. The company was seemingly important to Vern as it gave him access to the sea.

      Some attendants had brought food up, and they’d eaten. Then, Vern had insisted on Assandra getting some sleep. She did, and he’d woken her only a short while ago, telling Assandra that it was time for her to meet a man named Webster Skivington, whom he then went to fetch.

      Now she waited. It didn’t take long before there was a knock at the door.

      ‘May we enter?’ she heard Vern call. The show of respect caught her off guard.

      ‘Come in,’ she said.

      The heavy, oak-panelled door swung inward. Her father entered first, still wearing the dark red cloak—though the hood was now lowered—and he was followed in by who Assandra presumed was Webster Skivington.

      He was well-dressed in a dark three-piece suit beneath a long coat. A red slip cravat was wrapped into the high collar of his white shirt. The man was just removing a top hat as he entered, revealing black hair that was slightly wavy and swept over to one side in a side-parting. He had sculpted sideburns that framed a chiseled jaw. Standing around five-foot-nine, and of a slim build, Webster carried himself with the poise of someone wealthy. Assandra guessed he was in his mid-thirties. When he smiled, Assandra saw he had good teeth, a nice smile, and dark, intense eyes.

      ‘Miss Freyer,’ he said, giving a slight bow. ‘A pleasure to meet you.’

      She didn’t return the gesture. ‘Forgive me,’ she said, ‘but I’m not sure I share that pleasure. What is this place? Why am I here?’

      ‘Kettleness?’ Webster asked. ‘It’s just a small hamlet.’

      ‘That you own?’

      He shrugged. ‘I own the buildings here, yes. I managed to get them at a good price. It benefits my business to have the workers stay here.’

      ‘Must have been good fortune that all the previous owners were looking to sell at the same time.’ She gave him a questioning look.

      He laughed. ‘Yes, well, something happened that made people here eager to leave. I was able to capitalise on that, offering to take everything off their hands.’

      ‘So you bullied people into leaving their homes so you could get what you wanted.’

      He lifted a hand to his chest and feigned offence. ‘I’m hurt at the accusation, Miss Freyer.’ He looked anything but, and continued holding his smile. ‘Like I said, I just capitalised on a situation. What went on before that is irrelevant.’

      ‘What about the church? And this building? They can’t have been privately owned.’

      ‘Well, when a village no longer has any residents, the public buildings soon become obsolete, don’t they? Therefore, they have a price—and a low one.’

      The self-gratifying grin annoyed Assandra. This was the kind of man her father had aligned himself with? She wasn’t impressed at all.

      ‘Why not buy up property in Whitby?’ Assandra asked. ‘I’ve seen your warehouse in town. It would make sense to have everything in one location.’

      Skivington’s smile widened. ‘Privacy.’

      ‘You have something to hide?’

      He nodded. ‘Of course. Who doesn’t?’

      ‘While you slept,’ Vern interrupted, ‘I updated Webster on what happened out at Dalby.’

      ‘A shame, to be sure,’ Webster said. ‘I’m sorry about your sister.’ Assandra couldn’t tell if his words were genuine.

      ‘Did you know her?’ Assandra asked.

      He shook his head. ‘Not personally, no,’ he replied. ‘I never had the pleasure. Everything was done through your father.’

      She turned to Vern and raised an eyebrow. ‘It seems strange you’re keeping your associate here at arm’s length.’

      Her father frowned. ‘It was a necessity. Everything was in hand in Dalby… so I thought. Webster had things to handle here.’ Assandra noticed Skivington shoot her father a quick, sceptical glare. It quickly vanished. Vern went on: ‘Also… Cora didn’t wish to interact with anyone else. As you can imagine, she wasn’t very sociable. Especially towards the end, when her appearance had changed so much.’

      ‘So why are you working together?’ she asked. ‘I’m struggling to see what common goal you could have.’

      ‘Actually, it was your father who brought a proposal to me,’ Webster responded. ‘In doing so, he made me aware of certain things that completely changed my outlook on… well… everything. Vern offered me much, and in return he wanted access to my business. I tell people we have a strong presence off these shores. But in truth, we own the waters here. We can therefore keep other vessels away from certain areas, if we deem it necessary.’

      ‘You mean to say bully your way to getting what you want.’

      Webster shrugged. ‘Bully, coerce, threaten, bribe… whatever it takes. Let’s not stand here and pretend any of us are beyond reproach. I’m perfectly aware you’ve killed people, Assandra, and I do not fault you. You did what you had to.’

      Assandra clenched her teeth together. ‘Only when attacked and backed into a corner.’

      ‘And I choose to act first, so that no one is ever able to back me into a corner. Either way, both of us look out for our own self interests.’

      Webster’s unshakable confidence reminded Assandra of Theodore—that vile man had made her life miserable for the last few days. However, she couldn’t entirely disagree with Skivington’s sentiment. The way she was feeling now, she could certainly understand acting first if it meant protecting herself. Living a life of isolation, just wanting to be left alone, had failed her.

      Maybe I should be a bit more selfish. A bit more aggressive.

      ‘So,’ she began, ‘what areas of the sea do you need to protect? Is there something out there?’ Something then struck her. ‘It’s the spawn, isn’t it?’

      ‘The spawn are only one aspect,’ Vern said. ‘There’s much more to it.’

      ‘Then tell me.’

      ‘Very well,’ Vern said. ‘But you may want to sit down.’
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      Jack was shaken awake. Images of Samuel and Rose dying again quickly dissipated as he opened his eyes in confusion. He looked upwards. A dull morning light spilt into the attic from the hole in the roof. Max stood above him, looking down, already fully dressed.

      ‘Get up and get ready,’ the Shadowhand ordered.

      Jack nodded and heaved himself out of bed before getting ready.

      ‘Where are we going this time?’ Jack asked. He again looked to the hole in the roof. The sky above was cloudy, not yet completely free from the dark of the night.

      ‘To walk around town,’ Max replied. ‘I want to see what we can find. If possible, I’d like to get inside the Skivington warehouse at some point.’

      ‘What about the place those fishermen mentioned yesterday… Kettleness? Are we going to pay it a visit?’

      ‘At some point,’ Max replied with a nod. ‘But I want to mine what we can from Whitby first.’

      When Jack was ready, the two left their room and headed down to the level below, where Jack stopped off at one of the free, cramped toilets. After emptying his bladder, he used a little of the salt and charcoal from one the sashes he carried to clean his teeth. Jack didn’t have much left in the world, though he tried to always make sure he carried enough to keep his teeth relatively healthy. It was a lesson he’d always impressed on Samuel as well. A nice, healthy smile will set you apart from the rest. Especially when fighting for the attention of someone you like.

      That had always made Samuel wrinkle his nose in response. He was far too young for romantic interests. And now… he’ll never be old enough.

      There were still people milling around the corridors and stairwell of the doss house, with workers getting ready for the day. Jack and Max squeezed out into the street, and once they were on the road Jack rubbed at his eyes, getting the last of the sleep out of them. Compared to the previous day, the air had a colder bite to it. It was far from freezing, but it certainly made Jack thankful for his jacket. After moving along the harbour, Max led them to a ladder, which led down to a small build up of rocks that protruded from the water. Once they had descended, the two men knelt down and washed their faces in the river. Jack noticed some small crabs on the rocks scurrying around, one of them stopping close and raising its claws at Jack. He batted it backwards, though it managed to nip him. After climbing back up to the harbour, they walked north. While walking, Jack and Max passed a group of three workmen who were standing in a huddle, talking in hushed whispers. Jack couldn’t help but overhear the conversation.

      ‘You saw it, then, Pete?’

      ‘No, heard about it, though. Fella I know was walking along the beach this morning and he seen for himself.’

      ‘Any idea who it was? The dead bloke?’

      ‘No. Not a lot left of him, by all accounts. A right mess. Whoever he was, though, he’s all ripped up. Looks like some kind of animal has been at him.’

      ‘But what kind of animal could do that? There aren’t any beasts around town.’

      ‘God alone knows.’

      Max cast Jack a look, and Jack knew exactly where they would be headed next. The two men continued quickly up through town, then made their way over to the beach. The sound of the sea was louder there as the tide washed up against the pebbles and sand. The smell of saltwater filled the air, and the ever-present sound of seagulls squawking came from above.

      Up ahead, Jack saw a large group of people gathered on the beach, all of whom were looking back at the cliff face. As the two men got closer, the cliff pulled back to reveal a large cave cut into the surface of the wall. There was a striking smear of red mush across one of the large rocks inside, along with what remained of a ruined body. A few of the braver townsfolk had ventured inside the cave to look at the fresh remains. Most people, however, left a healthy distance.

      ‘Follow me,’ Max said as they walked. ‘We’re going inside. Investigate and find what you can, but touch nothing. Hopefully, none of the idiots here have disturbed anything yet. There is a police constabulary in town, so I’d imagine it won’t be long before some flatfoots show up. After they do, everyone will likely be moved on, so we need to determine what we can as quickly as we can. Pay attention to the details—look for marks on the body. I agree with the fisherman we heard—it’s unlikely an animal did this. Maybe out in the wilds, but not this close to a town. But both you and I know it isn’t animals we need to be concerned about. Keep your focus and make sure you commit everything you see to memory. I’ll be testing you on this, so don’t let me down.’

      Max picked up his pace, making Jack almost break into a jog to keep up. They soon reached the mouth of the cave. Up close, the scene inside was even more disgusting.

      ‘Identifying him is going to be nigh-on impossible,’ Max whispered.

      The body was sprawled out on the face of a large boulder, and a lot of the skin had been completely stripped away, leaving chunks of red meat clinging to the bone. All that remained of the dead man’s face was the skeletal grin of the skull beneath, which glistened crimson from the remaining blood. Weaving entrails ran out from the stomach, and bits of flesh speckled the face of the rock. Some ravaged clothes still clung to the dead man, but most had been torn away.

      After squatting down close to the body, Jack peered at the edges of all wounds, looking for clues. He had some experience with animal attacks, and there were certainly some similarities to those injuries, such as how the skin and meat had clearly been bitten and ripped at. However, the teeth marks on this man weren’t as severe, and not bitten through cleanly in most instances. He saw puncture marks that actually looked to have been caused by… human teeth.

      One other thing he noticed were distinct boot prints in the blood around the body, eventually leading away from it.

      After about ten minutes of investigating, Jack heard authoritative voices coming from outside the cave.

      ‘Back, back, everyone back!’

      Two constables appeared at the entrance. Jack saw them both pause as they surveyed the scene in shock. One of the men instinctively crossed himself. The other took on an ashen pallor, and Jack heard him utter, ‘Jesus.’

      The first one stepped forward. ‘You lot!’ he snapped, pointing towards the people inside the cave. There were five in total, including Jack and Max. ‘Get out!’ He drew out his truncheon. ‘Scavengers. Picking through his belongings before his blood is even dry!’

      Jack frowned. He was about to launch into a tirade against the police for assuming that, but felt Max’s hand against his chest. After looking up, the Shadowhand gave a flick of his head, indicating it was time to go. ‘I think we’ve gotten all we need,’ he whispered.

      The two men left and made their way back up to the main town. ‘That was fucking horrific,’ Jack said as they walked. ‘You ever seen anything like that before?’

      ‘Worse,’ Max said, to Jack’s surprise. Something could be worse than that? ‘Though not by much,’ Max then admitted.

      They stopped at a wooden stall close to the entranceway to the beach. The vendor had on display fresh fish, mussels, cockles, prawns, even lobster.

      ‘You got anything we can eat straight away without any preparation?’ Max asked him.

      ‘Sure,’ the bearded fellow behind the stall replied. ‘Can mix you both up a pot of mussels and cockles and the like.’ Jack had to repress a grimace.

      ‘Thank you,’ Max said. ‘I’ll take two, full as you can make them.’ He paid the vendor, and once the man was finished Max handed one of the pots to Jack.

      ‘Something happening along the beach there?’ the vendor asked. ‘Sounds like quite a commotion.’

      ‘There is,’ Max said. ‘And I’d advise you give it a wide berth if you’ve a weak stomach.’ Max started to eat as he led Jack away. ‘This will do for breakfast,’ he said. ‘We need food in our bellies.’

      Jack took a sniff. ‘If we can keep it down.’

      Max chuckled. ‘It’s good, hearty food. Your stomach just ain’t used to it. Get it down you and stop complaining.’

      Food is food, Jack thought and dug into the pot with his fingers. He grabbed hold of a soft, fleshy mollusc, dropped it into his mouth, bit down, and started chewing. The taste was salty, tart, and bitter.

      He watched Max devour the full contents of his own pot quickly, shovelling in one fingerful after the other. Jack took a breath and followed suit. By the time they reached the bottom of the pot, however, he had grown a little more accustomed to the seafood. It actually tastes quite nice. What Jack didn’t like, however, was that every belch afterwards reminded him of the taste and caused his stomach to jump.

      ‘We need to find out what exactly happened last night,’ Max said as they took a seat on a public bench in town. They were now up on the northern cliffs, looking out at the sea. The cave where the body had been found was directly below them, but out of sight. ‘First, though,’ Max went on, ‘I want to know what you made of what we saw down there. Tell me everything you noticed.’

      Jack paused as his focus settled onto one of the many fishing boats out on the water. He replayed the scene in his mind.

      ‘It looked like something had fed on the victim,’ Jack said. ‘The flesh hadn’t been cut away with a knife or blade—the injuries weren’t clean enough. But they didn’t look like animal bites to me. So that part confuses me. I don’t know as many of the creatures in the bestiary as you do, so maybe you have an idea of something that fits the bill here, but I’m at a loss. At least I would be, if it weren’t for the footprints in the blood.’

      ‘Go on,’ Max said.

      ‘Those were the grooves from a boot or shoe.’

      ‘Could have been from some of the crowd that had ventured inside,’ Max said. ‘We weren’t the only ones curious enough to take a look.’

      ‘There were too many prints, though,’ Jack said. ‘Only one person, as they were all the same size, but they seemed to stomp right through the remains. The people we saw all kept a healthy distance. Plus, the prints had all but dried, from what I could tell. They weren’t fresh.’

      Max smiled. ‘Keep going.’

      ‘I have to guess that either a person killed the victim and ate him. Or… ate as much of him as he could.’

      Max gave a slow nod. ‘So you think a single man was capable of all that?’

      ‘Men are capable of a lot of things,’ Jack said. ‘So… are we dealing with a cannibal? Even if we were, that is a lot of human flesh to eat. The attack looked savage, wild, animalistic. Maybe it is a madman?’

      A large smile broke out over Max’s face. ‘Excellent,’ he announced. ‘I drew a similar conclusion. I’m impressed, Jack.’

      Despite the harrowing situation, Jack couldn’t help but smile at the praise. ‘So you agree it was a man?’ he asked. ‘Not a creature of some kind.’

      ‘I didn’t say that,’ Max replied. ‘All we know is the killer still has the form of a man, at least for the most part. I can’t say for sure what is happening here, but I have a few ideas.’

      ‘Care to share them?’

      Max shook his head and patted Jack on the shoulder. ‘No, not yet. I don’t want you to get into the bad habit of forming opinions too quickly, or relying on others too much. We gather evidence and information. Unbiased evidence and information. If we start forming theories too early, it could lead us down the wrong path. Remember that.’

      ‘If I was going to be a Shadowhand, then sure, I can see that being important,’ Jack replied. ‘But I’m just a simple Deathborn. It doesn’t matter what opinions or theories I have.’

      ‘Come on,’ Max said in reply, ignoring the comment. ‘We have more work to do.’

      ‘Where next?’ Jack asked.

      ‘Into the lion’s den,’ Max said with a smile.
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      ‘So we’ve changed our minds on remaining inconspicuous?’ Jack asked as he and Max stared up at the entrance of the warehouse. It was positioned within a terrace of buildings and overlooked the river. The sign over the high, wide-open door read Skivington, Chambers & Co., with writing burned into the wood and darkened with varnish.

      ‘We’ll still be inconspicuous,’ Max replied. ‘But I think the time has come to dig a little deeper and take a few more risks. Now remember, we’re just two men looking for work. That’s why we’re wandering in here.’

      ‘I got it,’ Jack said.

      ‘Good, because you’re taking the lead. If someone questions us, I want you to do the talking.’

      ‘Why?’ Jack asked with a raised eyebrow.

      ‘Because you’re here to work,’ Max replied, ‘not just follow me around like a puppy. Now let’s go.’ Max motioned ahead for Jack to lead the way, which he did reluctantly. They walked through the large doorway.

      The inside of the warehouse was a hive of noise and activity. Long, open crates were being moved around, the contents of some being unloaded. Sparks flew as men worked with metal, cutting and shaping it. There were carriages and carts parked up inside. Scores of workers talked and shouted as they got on with their tasks at hand. There was a metal gantryway above, part of an upper story that covered less than half of the internal space. There were some lightweight structures on one side of that higher level, made from tin panelling and timber supports. When looking through the windows, Jack saw people were present inside. At the far end of the warehouse, Jack noticed another large double door, but that one was closed and guarded by two men. Jack watched as two other men approached, pulling some small crates on a low cart behind them. The guards slid one side of the door open, just enough for the others and their cargo to move inside, then closed it behind them.

      ‘We need to get through there,’ Jack said under his breath as he nodded towards the far door.

      ‘Agreed,’ Max replied. ‘Secured areas always give up nice, juicy secrets. It never fails.’

      Jack looked around. Everyone seemed too busy with what they were doing to really take notice of the two strangers. Some men were cutting up fish, and others were pulling apart shelled animals such as crabs and lobsters to get at their meat. Other workers looked to be repairing different kinds of equipment. Jack and Max ventured deeper inside. They’d gotten about halfway into the warehouse, walking slowly and taking in their surroundings, before a loud, deep voice called out to them.

      ‘Who are you two?’ It had come from the gantry up above.

      Jack looked up to see a hulking, bearded man standing on the metallic walkway and looking down at them. His large hands were gripped around the railing.

      Max stayed silent.

      ‘We’re looking for work,’ Jack shouted up, finally drawing the stares of some of the other men. ‘Heard you might be hiring?’

      ‘That right?’ the man asked. ‘Wait there.’ He then set off walking, each footfall shaking the metal latticework of the walkway. He made his way down a flight of metal steps and strode over to Jack and Max, towering over them both. His size made Jack think of Len. The man had a wild, thick beard that hung down to his chest and a strong smell of old sweat wafted over from him.

      ‘Who directed you here?’ he asked. ‘People in town?’ He had a skeptical look on his squashed-up face.

      ‘Yes,’ Jack said, though he quickly followed that up with, ‘though… most didn’t have much good to say about you.’

      The man’s wrinkled face then softened and a smile drew across his mouth.

      ‘That sounds about right,’ he said with a chuckle. ‘People around here don’t like the competition. Too used to having things their own way.’

      ‘They certainly seemed put out by your presence here,’ Jack went on. ‘But they said you hired pretty frequently, and that’s all my friend and I needed to hear. We tend not to ask too many questions, as long as we’re being paid. We don’t like drawing attention to ourselves.’

      Another chuckle. The man lifted a meaty hand up and buried it into his beard, rubbing his chin. ‘That so? Is it important to you fellas we don’t pry too much? You got something to hide?’

      ‘We just want to earn a little money for some honest work while we’re here. No more, no less. We like to keep our heads down and stay out of trouble.’

      ‘Will you be in town long?’

      Jack shrugged. ‘Not certain yet. See how things go.’

      The large man narrowed his eyes at Jack. ‘Well, we may have something for ya both. We’re in need of bodies. It’s hard labour, mind, and you’d be working in here, not out on the boats. So, if you are fisherman by trade and want to get back out on the sea, you’d have to look elsewhere.’

      ‘We have no problem working in a warehouse,’ Jack told him.

      The man continued to study them both. Eventually, he gave a firm nod. ‘Good stuff. Wait here, I’m going to nip upstairs to the office, see what I can arrange for you.’

      He then walked away, back to the metal stairs.

      Jack leaned in to Max. ‘We may have a problem.’

      ‘A problem?’ Max asked. ‘How so? You did well.’

      ‘But I think I handled it too well. We might actually get jobs out of this.’

      Max smiled. ‘You scared of a little manual labour?’

      ‘Not at all, But… won’t it get in the way of the investigation?’

      ‘Not really,’ Max replied. ‘We’ll be exactly where we need to be. And getting in there,’ he pointed over to the door at the far side of the warehouse, ‘will be much easier. Once we’ve learned what we need to, we just leave here.’

      ‘If they let us,’ Jack added.

      Max laughed. ‘We’ll be fine. Just concentrate on finding out as much as you can.’

      ‘About the spawn?’ Jack asked.

      ‘About everything. Keep an open mind.’

      After a few more minutes, the large man returned. ‘I’ll need to run it all by the big boss,’ he began, ‘but I think we have something. The boss isn’t here at the moment. He spends a lot of time out at a nearby village, so I won’t get to speak to him until tonight.’

      ‘Should we come back tomorrow?’ Jack asked.

      ‘No,’ he replied. ‘If you’re up for it, I can set you up to work now, that won’t be a problem. So you’ll get at least a day’s wage. But if the boss decides he doesn’t want anyone else, you won’t be back tomorrow. Though… he usually trusts my judgement. He knows that if I ever get anything wrong’—the man then folded his arms across his broad chest—‘I quickly put things right. So, if hiring you fellas turns out to be a mistake, then I’ll be paying you two a visit. Understand?’

      ‘We do,’ Jack replied. ‘But you don’t need to worry about us. Like I say, we just want to keep our heads down and earn a little coin.’

      ‘You’ll get a couple of shillings each for today.’

      ‘That’s… pretty low,’ Jack replied.

      ‘Take it or leave it,’ the man said with a shrug. ‘There’s no shortage of desperate people who come in off the streets.’

      Jack hesitated for a moment, making it look like he was struggling with the offer. ‘Fine,’ he said, sounding disappointed. ‘I suppose it’s something. Though it’ll barely cover our accommodation.’

      ‘Where ya’ staying?’

      ‘A doss house in town,’ Jack replied.

      ‘Well, if we decide to keep you both on, we may be able to help with that. Most of the workers here stay in a small village the boss puts them up in. Free accommodation. Nothing fancy, but it’s something. Though for that privilege, your daily pay comes down. We can talk about it tomorrow.’

      ‘I have a question,’ Max cut in.

      The man then cast his eyes over to Max. ‘It speaks,’ he said. ‘I thought you were mute, fella.’

      ‘Not mute, just taking everything in,’ Max replied. ‘What kind of haul do you bring in here?’ He looked around the warehouse at the fish and other marine life being prepared and crated up. ‘Specialise in anything, or just whatever you can catch?’

      ‘Just the usual for the waters around here. Bit of everything, but nothing spectacular.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘Why do you ask?’ Jack noticed his tone had gotten a bit defensive.

      ‘Just curious,’ Max said. ‘Good to know the type of thing we’ll be working with.’

      ‘You’ll be working with dead fish. Nothing more to it.’

      ‘Fair enough,’ Max said. ‘And what’s happening through there?’ He pointed to the far doors.

      ‘You ask a lot of questions for a mute, don’t ya?’ The man glared at Max, who quickly held up his hands.

      ‘Just curious. But, if it’s none of my business—’

      ‘It ain’t.’

      ‘Understood. I’ll keep my mouth shut from now on.’

      ‘That would be appreciated. Those that make their mouth go a lot don’t tend to last long around here.’

      Max gave a nod, but said no more.

      ‘Do you want us to start straight away, then?’ Jack asked.

      ‘Unless you got somewhere better to be,’ the man replied as he turned back to Jack.

      Jack shook his head. ‘Nope.’

      ‘Good.’ He then extended his hand toward Jack. ‘What’s your name, lad?’

      ‘Jack,’ he said as he shook. ‘Jack Bennett.’

      The man turned to Max, looking expectant, but didn’t offer his hand.

      ‘I’m Max,’ the Shadowhand said.

      ‘Good to meet you both. My name is Bull.’ Apt, Jack thought to himself. However, he didn’t question it. Bull continued: ‘I run things around here when the boss isn’t in. You need anything, you see me. But I’ll warn you now, if you need much, then you aren’t the men for us. I expect you to get on with your jobs and keep your mouths shut.’

      ‘We can do that,’ Max said. ‘What specifically do you want us to do?’

      ‘Well, you won’t be working together,’ he said, ‘that's for sure. You,’ he pointed at Max, ‘can work sorting out the smaller hauls. You need to split the catches up by species: crabs, mussels, lobsters, things like that. A lot of those little bastards can nip, so you’re likely gonna have some pretty sore hands by the time the day is out.’

      ‘Don’t I get gloves?’ Max asked.

      Bull just smiled. ‘When you earn ‘em.’

      ‘What about me?’ Jack asked.

      ‘How good are you with a knife?’ Bull asked. ‘Ever gutted fish before?’

      ‘Once or twice,’ Jack said. ‘I’m not an expert.’

      ‘You will be soon enough. We need to get the innards out, as those are the parts that start to spoil and rot first. Get the bones out as well, if you can, then package up what’s left ready to be shipped out. Smelly work, so hope you have access to a bath.’

      ‘Not really,’ Jack said.

      Bull laughed. ‘Then you’re gonna stink. But that ain’t my problem. Now let’s go.’ He then led them deeper into the warehouse.

      As they walked, Max leaned in to Jack. ‘If you get an opportunity,’ he whispered, ‘try to get into that closed door. Even if it’s just for a peek. Also, keep your mouth shut. I’d wager a lot of men in here are the type to start trouble. Don’t give them the opportunity.’

      ‘I’m not an idiot,’ Jack whispered back. ‘You just concentrate on looking after yourself. I’ll see you when the day is over.’

      The first station they arrived at was Max’s. Bull then ordered Jack to follow him deeper into the warehouse. The station he was working at turned out to be much closer to the rear double doors. He was directed to a small, basic wooden table covered in dried stains and deep cut marks—and it stank of fish guts. Two men brought a crate of dead fish over and placed it next to the table. They then left an empty box at the other side, before moving away at Bull’s command.

      ‘Make your way through these,’ Bull said as he tapped the box full of fish. ‘Gut and de-bone each one completely, and keep going till you're told to stop. If by some miracle you get through them all, we’ll bring more over for you. I’ll make sure we’ll get our money’s worth out of you. Don’t,’ he stressed, ‘move away from your station too much. If you need a piss, go into the back alley. If you’re gone longer than ten minutes, don’t bother coming back. I’ll ring the bell at the end of the day to let you know the shift is over. After that, you clear out quickly so the night workers can come in.’

      ‘Are there extra hours to work tonight?’ Jack asked. ‘Cos we’d be willing to stay—’

      Bull cut him off. ‘No. The night-shift is carefully selected. New blood have no chance. Everything else clear?’

      ‘Clear as glass,’ Jack replied.

      ‘Good, get to work.’ Bull walked away. Jack watched him move back to the stairs and head up to the gantry again. Jack caught view of Max and saw the Shadowhand was elbow deep in a crate full of crabs and lobsters. Max looked up and gave him a quick nod.

      Jack glanced down at his own table. He picked up a long, slightly curved knife, and then grabbed one of the slippery fish. He slapped it down onto the wooden surface.

      Jack then pushed the end of the knife into the soft white belly, slicing it open along the length of the body. As Jack worked, he looked up to see one of the other workmen entering the door on the far wall, walking in between the guards. It was quickly closed behind him again.

      How the hell do I get inside there?
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      Tom Sullen sat with his back resting against a tall headstone. The graveyard around him was deserted. That allowed Tom to sit and fight his overwhelming cravings alone, without worrying about being disturbed. If someone did find him, would they too fall victim to the savagery growing within him?

      It had been a long climb up the one hundred and ninety-nine steps to reach the Church of St. Mary and its surrounding graveyard. Whitby Abbey was close by, as both buildings sat up on the southern cliffs and looked out over the settlement below. Now, however, the abbey was a ruin. It had no roof, so was open to the elements, and some of the walls had crumbled and eroded away. The east-facing wall of the structure still retained its grandeur, with a high peak and three sets of tall, narrow openings that used to be windows. The western section, however, had deteriorated to a few lone outcroppings of stone that gave an indication of the building’s original footprint. The inside of the abbey was completely open, with a partial stone flooring but no internal walls, and was mostly overgrown with grass and weeds. Its footprint resembled that of a cross.

      The graveyard surrounding the low, squat Church of St. Mary was a little farther west. Hundreds of graves were all hemmed in by a stone wall that ran around the perimeter. Tom had hidden himself away in the northern section of the large graveyard and was nestled between a row of headstones and the surrounding wall, which helped keep the wind of the cliffs at bay.

      The cold headstone behind Tom caused a chill to radiate through both his shirt and the hooded coat he’d stolen that evening. It had been hanging off the back of a public bench as the drunk owner sat with his head in his hands and a pool of vomit at his feet. The coat was a little too big for him, long and baggy, but that was actually perfect for his needs—it kept him warm and also hid the deformities he’d developed.

      The deformities terrified him almost as much as what he’d done the previous night.

      He couldn’t forget the ripping and tearing, and the devouring of flesh. Tom remembered the bitter, glorious taste, and how unleashing his anger had felt so good. It was as if he had finally been sated.

      After coming to his senses, however, still covered in blood and gore, Tom had fled.

      Soon, he realised the relief had been short-lived. It soon returned—even stronger this time—and started to gnaw at his unnaturally bloated stomach, which was still full of human meat. His gut pushed against the buttons of his shirt, and some of them had already popped off completely. But that had not been Tom’s only change.

      He slid his hands from his overly long coat sleeves and looked them over. His fingers were elongated, now long and spindly, and his newly blackened nails had grown long. Earlier, Tom had actually tried to chew through them, but his teeth—which were also now longer—couldn’t bite through.

      The skin over Tom’s face also felt much tighter, to the point of being painful—it was like his skull was trying to push its way out. His bones ached. In addition, Tom could feel two protrusions forming on his forehead, one on either side, where nubs of bone were pushing out.

      He had no doubt all of this had started when the thing beneath Kettleness had bitten him. The wound on his arm, now black and weeping, had grown even wider, with the infection spreading across the flesh up to his shoulder. Could the infection have caused all the changes? he wondered. Though he was loath to admit it, he felt it was likely, and realised the changes would continue. He thought again of the creature.

      Is that what I’m becoming?

      If so, Tom wondered if he would retain any of his own agency and memories. There seemed to be intelligence behind the eyes of that monster, but that was alongside an obviously animalistic glare.

      He leaned his head back against the headstone. No doctor could save him now, even if he could see one. That left him with two choices: either accept what was coming and let the change occur, or… end his own life before it happened. At least that way, he would be in charge of his own end, finishing things on his own terms and dying as a human rather than an abomination.

      It was a crushing realisation.

      Tom slowly stood and looked out to the sea. One small step off the edge of the cliff would be enough. Drowning would be terrifying and painful, he assumed, but it might be preferable.

      He slowly climbed over the wall and began walking out to the cliff edge. However, he hesitated, then stopped. After remaining motionless for a minute, Tom then turned around and returned to the graveyard. He sat down again and cried.
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      ‘Is this the first inhuman entity you’ve seen?’ Webster asked Assandra.

      The three of them were in a small cave system beneath Kettleness. The air around them smelled earthy; the only light was from small torches and oil lamps fixed to the rocky walls.

      ‘No,’ Assandra replied as she looked into the eyes of the beast before her. It was trapped behind a wall of iron bars. ‘I saw things out at Dalby,’ she said. ‘Dead bodies that had risen. But… this is different.’

      ‘It is,’ Vern confirmed. ‘The reanimated dead were under the control of your sister, raised by a combination of the spawn and her own power. What you see here is something that was once human, but it acts on its own instincts.’

      ‘What is it?’ Assandra asked. The unmoving creature stared back at her with a gaze that simmered with rage. It took all of her willpower not to step away.

      ‘A thing of beauty,’ Vern simply replied. ‘In truth, there are many such things in the world, though their numbers are slight enough that they are not common knowledge. To most people, they exist simply as legends or folk stories, but most people don’t really believe in them. However, I learned long ago that where most fanciful tales exist, a certain truth usually lies behind them. The things we keep down here are evidence of that.’

      ‘Things?’ Assandra asked. ‘Monsters might be more appropriate.’

      ‘No!’ Vern snapped. ‘That is a biased label, one decided upon by the speaker, never the subject. To many, you might be a monster, but I know you are not. It is the same with the thing before you.’

      ‘I don’t have antlers,’ Assandra argued. ‘Or a mouthful of sharp teeth. Or claws. My skull is not visible over my skin.’

      ‘But none of those traits are monstrous,’ Vern said.

      ‘When you put them together they are.’

      ‘Why?’

      Assandra shook her head in annoyance. ‘Tell me this, then. If we release it from its cage, what would happen? Would it simply walk away? Or would it tear us apart and eat our flesh?’

      ‘It would kill us,’ Vern answered.

      ‘Then it’s a monster.’

      ‘But if you released a caged lion, would it not do the same thing? Is a lion therefore a monster, or just an animal like us?’

      ‘These creatures are just animals, then?’ She shook her head. ‘They can’t be. They aren’t natural.’

      ‘Defining what is ‘natural’ is not so straightforward,’ Vern said. ‘The creature behind that cage exists, therefore it is surely natural, even if its origins are… unusual. That doesn’t make it unnatural. I would think you of all people could understand that.’

      ‘What is that supposed to mean?’ Assandra asked with a raised eyebrow.

      ‘Would you class your abilities as natural? Is shooting fire from your hands normal? Or would most people shun you and call you evil, just because of the things you can do?’ Assandra was forced to pause—she had no argument. ‘Even the more fantastical entities I’ve learned of,’ Vern went on, ‘such as ghosts, wraiths, and others, are all explainable. What’s more, I believe these things the world over have one thing in common.’

      A loud screech from down the tunnel drew their attention. ‘What was that?’ she asked.

      ‘One of the others keen to see us, I’d wager,’ Webster said. ‘Probably wondering what sort of meal is walking the tunnels. A lot of them get agitated when they haven’t been fed.’

      ‘You feed them?’ Assandra asked.

      ‘Of course. To continue your father's comparison, would a keeper not feed his lions?’

      ‘And what do you feed them?’

      He smiled. ‘The only thing they eat.’

      ‘People?!’

      Webster let out a laugh. ‘Well, it doesn’t have to be human flesh, thankfully,’ he said. ‘Though sometimes it’s the only thing that will do, depending on what we’re feeding. Some are pickier than others.’

      Assandra’s stomach lurched. Why have I come out here? I can’t be part of this.

      ‘I appreciate this is a lot to take in,’ Vern said. ‘But we are showing it to you to prepare you, to ease you in so you might be more open to believing the rest. We need you to help us finish what your sister started. Now, follow me. There is more for you to see.’

      With no other options, Assandra walked side by side with Vern, Webster bringing up the rear.

      As they walked, she saw more creatures in the tunnels. All of them were behind strong bars, and all of them were terrifying in their own right. She saw a reanimated body, similar to those she’d witnessed out at Dalby, only this one was mostly skeletal. It had a single eyeball, which sat deep in its skull and glinted in the flickering torchlight as it stared at her. It was motionless as Assandra walked past.

      Another horror was standing behind bars, this time spaced much closer together, and the cavern it resided in was much smaller than the others. Vern told her it was something called a boggart. The creature was the size of a child, with dark skin somewhere between grey and brown. The head was perfectly bald, and it had small ears on the side of a chubby face and a large, protruding forehead. Its black eyes were set far apart, pushed away from the centre by the gaping vertical split of its mouth—one that opened like a venus flytrap, with strings of saliva hanging from spindly teeth. The wide, purple tongue that flopped from the mouth was lined with a layer of fine bristles.

      The shoulders and chest of the creature were infant-like, save for the lumps and warts covering it, and the lower half of the boggart’s body more resembled that of an insect. The bottom of the torso curved out backwards, with a white-plated underbelly supported by six legs, three on each side of the abdomen. The legs were thin, but fleshy, and there were small, human-like feet at the ends.

      There was yet another cage filled inside with dull-grey webbing, spun so finely it was difficult to see much between the silky strands. However, as Assandra peered inside, a long, spindly, insect-like leg slowly moved out from between the bars. It was longer than her arm and covered in thin spines and fleshy orbs that were a milky-yellow.

      ‘What on earth is that?’ she asked.

      ‘Don’t get too close.’ Vern said. ‘The creatures we have down here can be safely caged for as long as we need them. But they’re still dangerous. Accidents can and do happen, so keep your distance.’

      Eventually, after seeing several more monstrosities, Assandra was led back out of the tunnel system. The daylight above ground was a contrast to the dark tunnels, and Assandra was forced to shield her eyes for a few moments after exiting. She then followed Vern and Webster back to the large house.

      While witnessing the monsters down in the caves had been unnerving, the thing that plagued her was what Vern and Skivington had told her the previous day, of the entity that lay out beneath the sea. Vern had called it… a god.

      ‘How do you feel?’ Vern asked.

      Assandra thought on that, then shook her head. ‘I don’t know. It’s a lot to take in.’

      ‘I understand. I’m opening your eyes, which have been closed for so long.’

      She let out a humourless chuckle. ‘Closed because you hid everything from me—including your own existence.’

      Her father ignored the comment and carried on. ‘Hopefully, you can now understand there are other things in the world. Like the god out there beneath the waves,’ he said, nodding to the sea.

      Assandra shook her head. ‘I don’t believe in God.’

      ‘I’m not talking about the father of Christ, girl,’ he snapped. It was the first time he had shown anything approaching anger, even if it was brief. Vern quickly caught himself, however, and resumed a gentle tone. ‘The thing I’m talking about is real, tangible. Something we may be able to see and communicate with.’

      ‘You’ve seen it yourself, then?’

      He paused. ‘No. But with the monolith your sister created, I have seen her communicate with it.’

      ‘What was the purpose?’ Assandra asked.

      He spun to face her. ‘To learn! So we can discover our place in the world. No, not just the world, but beyond it. Aren’t you the least bit curious what knowledge it could impart on us? We are mere ants to it, so imagine all it could know.’

      His voice was filled with wonder. To Assandra, however, he would have been wiser to show more caution. If the entity beneath the sea was as powerful as he hinted, that was absolutely terrifying.

      ‘Tell me,’ Assandra began. ‘When was the last time you explained yourself to an ant?’

      ‘I don’t follow.’

      ‘You should. The point is a simple one. You likened us to ants. What makes you think the god would bother trying to communicate with us? Would you speak with an ant? Could the ant even understand you? Or, if one ever bothered you, would you be more likely to talk to it, or just squash it and move on?’

      She saw Vern slowly nod. ‘I understand your logic,’ he said. ‘Indeed, I believe if any normal human tried to make contact, it would ruin their mind.’ Assandra immediately thought of Gus. ‘The same would happen to me, I’m sure,’ Vern said. ‘However, it won’t be me. You see, the gifts you and your sister possess are such that you are strong enough to bear the crushing weight of communion.’

      ‘How can you be sure?’

      ‘Because Cora achieved it—I knew she would. But the communion was cut short by the Deathborn. Our work was not finished. We were just getting started.’

      ‘And now you need me, the fallback, to step into her shoes?’

      Vern let out a sigh. ‘You were never a fallback, Assandra.’

      ‘Of course I was. I’m not an idiot.’

      ‘We did it to protect you, as I’ve already said,’ he replied, though he was starting to raise his voice again. More cracks formed in the previously calm disposition. ‘Why must you keep going back to that? Your combative attitude is draining.’

      ‘My combative attitude is my normal attitude,’ Assandra snapped. ‘Which I developed after both my parents left my sister and I alone. Don’t you dare presume to lecture me!’ While Assandra was certainly annoyed, she deliberately overplayed her anger. It was interesting to see how much she was able to get under his skin.

      Vern raised his hands. ‘I apologise, Daughter,’ he said.

      ‘You haven’t earned the right to call me that,’ she replied. ‘In fact, you never will. My name is Assandra.’

      ‘If I may,’ Webster interjected, ‘there is obviously a lot of hostility between you two. I won’t pretend to understand why, but it is clear we are getting nowhere today. How about we leave things for now and reconvene tomorrow.’ Assandra noticed Vern shoot Webster a piercing look. Webster acknowledged it, but carried on. ‘Assandra, if you wish to head back to the house, you have free rein of it. I have people inside who will wait on you and provide you with anything you need; there’s food, drink, and we even have a selection of books if you want to read and relax. For now, though, I think both of you need to take some time to calm down.’

      ‘What I need is to go back home,’ Assandra told him.

      Skivington just nodded. ‘If that is what you want, I can’t stop you.’ He offered nothing else.

      As much as she would have liked to follow through with the threat, she was still far too intrigued about what lay ahead. While she didn’t trust her father at all, she still clung to the notion her sister was not quite the monster she thought she had been.

      ‘I’ll… stay a little longer,’ she eventually said. She then held up a finger. ‘One more night. That’s all you get. So, make it count. Otherwise, neither of you will see me again.’

      Webster gave her a nod before Assandra stormed off back to the house.
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      ‘You started to push too hard,’ Webster told Vern.

      ‘We don’t have a lot of time,’ the Crimson Lord replied. ‘I didn’t think it would be this difficult. I talked Cora around, even when a few years earlier she’d been trying to kill me.’

      ‘True, but that didn’t happen in one day, did it?’

      ‘No,’ Vern admitted.

      ‘From what you’ve told me about Assandra, and from what I’ve seen so far, there is a lot of armour we need to wear away before she will trust you.’

      ‘I don’t care if she trusts me,’ Vern said with a sneer. ‘I just need her to do what’s required.’ He lowered his hood, revealing his scarred face. ‘She’s the last one, Webster. Our last chance. The Deathborn fucked everything up before, so we can’t wait and allow that to happen again.’

      Webster gave a slow, understanding nod. In truth, he felt the failure in Dalby had been Vern’s fault for not being careful enough.

      ‘Let me talk with Assandra alone,’ Skivington offered. ‘I’m sure I can make her see sense. You just concentrate on what needs to be done.’ He paused, then asked, ‘Will it work? We don’t have the resources you did out at Dalby, nor do we have the time. How can we create another monolith?’

      ‘With Assandra,’ he said, ‘and the resources we have here. It won’t be as powerful, but we’re closer. It should work.’

      ‘I hope it does,’ Webster said, voice firm. ‘I’ve already sent a telegram to the warehouse so we can bring more shipments up. We’re doing our part here, Vern, so I hope what you promised comes to fruition.’

      The Crimson Lord narrowed his eyes at Webster, but said nothing else.
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      William Tunstall, Warden of the Durham Deathborn, stepped outside of the large industrial building he and his charges called home. He walked out into the nearby courtyard—the group had returned from Whitby. He was eager to find out what had happened out there.

      The walled rear space was bustling with activity, most of it coming from the men welcoming back those who had returned and leading the horses back to the stable and unloading the cart. William was disheartened to see so few of them had made it back. Theodore Edwards, the Knight of Olin, was dismounting his stead. Other than that, there was only Edwin Keene.

      No, wait.

      As William approached, he also saw a figure lying on the cart. Gus. His broad chest seemed to rise and fall with his breathing, but the man didn’t appear to be just sleeping. William tucked his hands into the pockets of his thick robe and approached Theodore, who looked angry. In fairness, William had never seen Theodore look anything but angry. It seemed to be a permanent state of existence for the knight.

      ‘What happened?’ William asked as he looked around. ‘Where are all my men?’

      ‘Mostly dead,’ the knight snapped.

      William held off the regretful sigh that welled within him. Losing men was a common thing, but it was never particularly easy to hear. Moreover, not seeing Len return was a painful blow—not only because the man had acted as William’s second in command, but because William had genuinely enjoyed Len’s company. He was the closest thing to a friend the Warden had ever had in his role.

      ‘I take it things in Whitby went badly?’ he asked, trying to keep his voice even.

      ‘We weren’t in Whitby,’ Theodore said. ‘Things moved on. Go check on your men.’ He gestured towards Edwin, who was standing near the cart and looking down on Gus.

      ‘Is the Irishman unconscious?’

      Theodore just shrugged. ‘Close to death, I assume. We managed to drip feed him a little water while traveling, but he won’t wake up. I’m not sure what’s wrong with him. He didn’t suffer an obvious injury, but he’s your concern now. I need to be on my way.’

      ‘You aren’t going to tell me what happened?’ William asked.

      ‘I don’t have time,’ Theodore said dismissively. ‘Ask him,’ he pointed at Edwin.

      ‘But… everyone else is dead?’

      Theodore nodded. However, he soon caught himself. ‘Actually, another of your men survived. Jack.’

      ‘Where is he?’

      William saw the knight’s jaw clench again before responding. ‘The Shadowhand needed his help with an associated investigation. I can’t see what use the Deathborn could offer, but that’s Max’s prerogative. He’ll keep Jack as long as he needs him. But if that man does return unscathed, be aware that he and I have unfinished business.’

      William frowned. ‘What did he do?’

      ‘Enough,’ was all Theodore said. ‘So, next time I’m passing by, I’m going to drop in here and finish things with him.’

      ‘Are you going to kill him?’ William asked.

      ‘That’s none of your concern.’

      It felt like it should have been William’s concern. However, he was well aware he couldn’t overrule the knight.

      ‘I’m going to wash and eat, then I’ll take the cart and its contents and be gone. Tell your men that no one is to bother me. And keep everyone away from the small crates. They aren’t to be touched. If even one goes missing, I’ll have the head of every man here. Do you understand, Warden?’

      William nodded. ‘I do.’

      ‘Good.’ Theodore then walked past William and headed straight through the rear door of the building. Once he was gone, William strode up to Edwin.

      ‘Tell me what happened,’ he ordered. ‘I want to know every last detail.’

      Edwin looked like he just wanted to find a bed and fall into it, but he did as ordered. William listened as the man shared what had happened out at Whitby, where they had met the wytch as planned, then of the incident with the leech-like creature, which had reanimated a dead man’s head. Then there was the trip out to Dalby Forest, and the battle with the wytch’s sister, Cora. Edwin also told of the horrific living monolith that had been created in the woods.

      At the end of the story, William was reeling, unable to make much sense of what he’d been told. He levied a slew of questions on Edwin, who, despite being there, didn’t seem to know anything of actual substance.

      One thing Edwin did know, however, was what had happened to Len, and he relayed the gruesome details.

      ‘And what of him?’ William asked as he nodded down to Gus.

      Edwin shrugged and shook his head. ‘I don’t really know. He sorta touched that monolith thing, then he started screaming. It was a horrible sound. Like his mind had snapped. Then he just sort of… dropped. Hit the ground, eyes rolled back in his head, and he’s been like this since.’

      William let out a sigh. Gus was a good fighter and would be a loss—and he’d also been a good mentor to the younger Deathborn. William hoped he would recover. It would ease the sting of Edwin being the only man to return healthy.

      ‘Have him taken upstairs and put in one of the beds,’ he ordered. ‘I want someone checking on him every few hours. We need to keep him as hydrated as possible.

      ‘Why?’ Edwin asked, eyebrow raised.

      ‘You think we should just leave him where he is?’

      Edwin looked down at Gus. ‘Just put him in the ground,’ he said. ‘The man isn’t going to wake up, why waste the water?’

      William considered Edwin’s words. Maybe ending it would be a mercy for the Irishman. However, William needed every soul he could get after that disaster of a mission.

      ‘Just get him upstairs. If he doesn’t wake and winds up starving, so be it. But we can certainly spare a bed and some water.’

      Edwin gave an unenthused nod. ‘If you say so.’

      ‘I do say so,’ William replied. ‘Get on with it. After that, you’ll be allowed to eat and sleep yourself. But make sure Gus is as comfortable as he can be first.’

      Edwin said no more and walked ahead to get help. William squatted down and placed a hand on Gus’ forehead, which was damp with sweat and hot to the touch.

      A clear sign of a fever. William just hoped it would break.
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      As Jack worked throughout the day, he noticed that sealed crates were periodically wheeled in from the main entrance and led through to the back of the warehouse. There, they disappeared behind the guarded doors at the back of the space. It became clear to Jack that only certain personnel were allowed back there, and it seemed to be the same men taking the crates through each time.

      Jack’s workstation was to the left of the large, double doors, and from the angle he stood, Jack was unable to see through when the door was opened. After watching the gantry as well, Jack would periodically see Bull walking above them, peering down at the workers. The large man always made an obvious point of staring at Jack and Max. Probably making sure we know our place.

      The open crate beside Jack was only partially filled with de-boned fish. He’d found the process difficult, with the slippery fish constantly spilling from his hands, causing Jack to nick himself with the knife on multiple occasions. The many cuts on his fingers stung like a bastard. On top of that, everything stank.

      He wracked his brains trying to think of a way to get back there. There was no rear yard to the property, nor were there any access points around the back. Jack had already checked that after nipping out for a toilet break.

      There has to be a way.

      He looked over toward Max again. If possible, it would be good to talk to the Shadowhand to try to get some ideas… but Max wasn’t at his station.

      Jack quickly cast his gaze around the warehouse, frantically trying to search his partner out, but he came up short. Worried, Jack checked the gantry above to see if Bull was patrolling. Thankfully, he wasn’t.

      Maybe Max just went outside for a piss, Jack told himself. Five more minutes passed. Then ten. Then fifteen.

      Jack started to worry. He heard a metallic thud on the walkway above him and looked up to see the large form of Bull step out of the office and on to the metal latticework of the gantry.

      Shit!

      Jack again looked over to Max’s station… and paused, relief washing over him. Max calmly walked up to his bench and began work as if he’d never been away. Up above, Bull moved slowly around, continuing his rounds.

      Eventually, Jack locked eyes with Max and raised a quizzical eyebrow. In return, the Shadowhand just gave a small, wry smile.

      After another half hour, a shadow fell over Jack. He looked up to see Max standing on the opposite side of his bench.

      ‘You have a plan, don’t you?’ Jack asked.

      ‘I think so,’ Max replied.

      Jack checked around them to make sure no one was watching. ‘So, tell me.’

      ‘A little while ago two men came out of the back,’ he pointed to the doors, ‘and walked past my station. I heard them talking about the shift changeover tonight. It seems they, and some others, have been ordered to work through the night. I followed them and kept close enough to hear. Apparently, the company is a man down today. Someone called Sullen has gone missing.’

      ‘How does that help us?’ Jack asked. ‘I already talked to Bull about staying to work through the night, but he was dead against it. We’ll have to leave when the others do.’

      ‘That isn’t the point,’ Max said. ‘He made mention of a shipment going up to a place called Kettleness. I’d wager shipments go up there every day, taken back by the men at the end of the day-shift. But this sounds like something different. They need more people up there, and shipments are going to take place throughout the night.’

      ‘Something’s happening up there, then,’ Jack said.

      ‘I think so. From the tone of their voices, sounds like it’s something big. I feel we’ve learned all we can from Whitby for the time being.’

      ‘So we head up to Kettleness, then?’

      ‘That’s right. We finish up our shift here, collect our money, then leave. I want to watch the building a little from a distance to see some of the shipments leaving and determine the size of the convoy. Then we can either travel up there and keep out of sight, or maybe even try to intercept one of the deliveries.’

      ‘Seems like we have a plan, then.’

      ‘We do,’ Max said.

      ‘But what about the room back there?’ Jack asked, motioning towards the double doors. ‘We still haven’t gotten in.’

      ‘It’s where they are sorting and jarring up the spawn,’ Max said.

      ‘How do you know?’ Jack asked.

      ‘I got a peek inside earlier,’ he said.

      ‘When?’ Jack asked in surprise.

      ‘A couple of hours ago. I ducked behind an old rowboat left to be repaired. Used my spyglass to look through when some of the men entered. I saw enough.’

      ‘I didn’t even see you leave your table.’

      Max chuckled. ‘Because you’ve been concentrating on your work too much. I watched you—you were lost inside your head, trying to think of the next step instead of taking in your surroundings to see what situations present themselves.’

      Jack sighed, feeling disappointed in himself. ‘I wasn’t much help, then, was I?’

      ‘Not really,’ Max said with a grin. ‘Now, I have to get back to my station. I’ll see you at the end of the day. Until then’—he nodded down to Jack’s bench, where a fish lay with its belly open—‘enjoy your work.’

      After a few hours, a bell sounded throughout the warehouse. Workers started clearing away their tools and cleaning up their benches, sealing off any open crates, and putting on their coats. They gathered in a single-file line close to the main door. There, Bull and a handful of other men stood to the side, handing out coins to the men as they passed. The line moved slowly, and Jack and Max filtered in next to each other towards the back.

      ‘How was it?’ Max asked.

      ‘Not the kind of graft I’m used to. I like working with my hands… but this.’ He held his hands up to show the cuts and nicks on his skin. ‘Let’s just say I’m glad I’m not doing it again. Plus, I stink.’

      Max let a grin play over his mouth. ‘No change there, then.’

      ‘Cheeky bastard.’

      When they reached the head of the line, Bull looked down at them both. ‘Can’t say I was particularly impressed with either of your performances today,’ he said to them. ‘You,’ he pointed at Jack, ‘barely got through any fish at all. And you,’ he motioned to Max next, ‘were far too slow as well. If the boss decided to keep you on tomorrow, I want to see a big improvement. But for today, you’re getting less than what we agreed.’

      ‘Wait, how much less?’ Jack asked with a frown.

      ‘I’ll give you each a shilling.’

      Jack let out a snort of laughter as he shook his head. ‘That has to be a joke. We’ve worked our fingers to the bone.’ He held up his hands again. ‘Almost literally. One shilling isn’t going to be enough. Pay what you owe.’ In truth, Jack wasn’t the least bit bothered about how much he was going to get; however, he knew well enough that if he just accepted such low pay, it would look suspect.

      Bull stepped forward into Jack’s space, forcing Jack back a few paces. ‘I’ll pay what I think you earned,’ he said through gritted teeth. Then he gave a threatening grin. ‘Unless, of course, you think you can take more from me.’

      Jack held eye contact for a few seconds before letting himself look away. He wouldn’t have fancied his chances against the bigger man, anyway. He shook his head. ‘Just give me the shilling.’

      Bull chuckled. ‘I thought you would see it my way.’ He then dropped a single coin into Jack’s hand and did the same for Max. ‘You two be on your way. Come back tomorrow, and I’ll let you know if there is more for you.’

      Jack said nothing and walked outside. Night had fallen, and the harbour was lit by the gas-powered iron streetlamps, which stood close to the buildings.

      The workers filtered out of the warehouse, most walking over to the row of carriages and carts that now lined the harbour walkway, clogging up the area. Some of the men were carrying crates similar in size to the ones Assandra had collected.

      Jack and Max drifted away with some of the others, moving down towards the bridge. ‘We’ll give it a bit of time, let the changeover happen, and come back later to observe. For now, let’s find somewhere to eat and have a drink. I think we’ve earned it.’

      The two men walked back over to the Duke of York, hoping the pub served food. However, as they grew closer, a pungent but mouthwatering smell hit them. The scent of cooking fish.

      ‘That smells too good not to investigate,’ Max said. The pair rounded the base of the steps up to the abbey and dropped onto Henrietta Street, which was tight, cobbled, and lined both sides with terraced buildings. The street was narrow enough to feel oppressive, especially in the dark, though the gas lamps helped. Part way up, to their right, Jack saw the source of the odour. A small, single-storey building stood alone from terraced structures either side of it. The building had its red-painted doors open and smoke poured out from inside. The red sign on the wall read: Fortunes. Then, after that: Whitby Cured Kippers. Fishmongers.

      Max looked at Jack. ‘I know you’re probably sick of the sight of fish today, but in a town like this, there isn’t much else on the menu. You happy enough to try some kippers?’

      As fed up as Jack had been with fish guts that day, the smell here was completely different. ‘If they fill the void in my belly, it’s good enough for me.’

      Both men poked their head inside the stone-walled building. Through the white smoke, Jack made out a small wooden display case with a glass front. Behind it, there was a larger cooking area, where golden grilled kippers hung from the ceiling, split down the back and opened flat. Other kippers were being cooked on large coal grills, where smoke poured out from the black metal grating.

      A short, rotund man stood close to the grills, almost lost in the white smoke, his face bright red.

      ‘Excuse me,’ Max called over to him. The man, who had thick ginger sideburns, leaned forward and squinted, peering through the thick mist.

      ‘What can I do fa ye?’ he shouted back. He wiped his hands on his filthy apron, then made his way through to the front. Jack could see his freckled forehead visibly damp with sweat.

      ‘You have anything ready we could eat straight away?’

      ‘Aye,’ the man said. ‘Plenty of kippers. I have some potatoes on the boil, too, so could throw some of those in. Not much else, but it’ll fill your stomachs.’

      ‘Sounds good,’ Max said, then held up two fingers. ‘I’ll take two portions, please, each with a full kipper.’

      ‘It’ll be right with ya,’ the man replied. He returned shortly after with two cardboard trays, each with an open kipper lying across it and a portion of small, boiled potatoes with them. ‘No bones in those fish,’ he said with an obvious sense of pride. ‘Got ‘em all out myself. It’s a bit of an art form, you see.’

      Jack withheld a laugh. You’ve got that fucking right.

      Max paid the man, and then he and Jack ventured back out into the night. The air was cool, but far from freezing—a welcome reprieve from the overbearing heat within the shop. They picked at the food with their fingers. It was piping hot, and Jack wound up dropping a piece of potato on the ground.

      ‘We’ll walk up this way while we eat,’ Max said, pointing ahead. ‘It’ll take us up towards the eastern cliffs. There’s a spot that gives a good view of the town. We might even be able to see the Skivington warehouse.’

      They continued up the street. Soon, the buildings and houses ended. The eastern cliffs rose up on the right side of the path, which was where the abbey and the Church of St. Mary were situated; an embankment dropped down to the right, allowing the men to see the settlement below them. From there, they could see the two pincer-like piers and lighthouses, and the river that cut through the middle of town, as well as the rows and rows of terraced buildings that followed the vastly uneven gradient of the land.

      Jack could see the glow of streetlamps around the town, which washed the buildings close by in orange, standing out against the night. The rising and falling rooflines of the settlement—tiles of reds, blacks, and greys—all had chimneys that puffed out slow streams of smoke; many people still walked around the streets, enjoying the evening. Jack was able to see some of the black, rolling sea. The water out beyond the pier was, for the most part, now devoid of ships. The River Esk, however, was crammed with vessels, their masts rising up to puncture the sky. They were so packed in, Jack couldn’t understand how they would all work their way back out come morning.

      At the end of the path, there was an open area. A dilapidated fence was present to stop people tumbling off the edges of the land and down to the small rocky beach below. Both Jack and Max took a seat.

      ‘Nice town, isn’t it?’ Jack said as he shoved some of the smokey but sweet kipper into his mouth. He chewed carefully, having already found a small, sharp piece of bone—art form my arse!

      ‘It is,’ Max agreed. ‘I’ve visited quite a few fishing towns in my time, but the ones along the coast of Yorkshire certainly have their own…’ he hesitated, ‘personality.’

      Jack nodded in agreement. While Whitby certainly wasn’t the most affluent of areas, it certainly had its own feel. He was far from a fisherman, but Jack liked the town, and the constant noise of the waves was soothing to him. He imagined coming up to this spot on a warm day, sitting on the bench, closing his eyes, and just listening to the sounds Whitby provided. It was a nice thought, though he knew it would never come to pass.

      Jack no longer had the opportunity to settle anywhere again. That realisation was accompanied by a small pang of sadness, which surprised him.

      Max pointed down to the harbour area. ‘Can you make it out? The carriages and carts from the warehouse have left. They’re travelling out of town.’

      Jack had already seen them moving. Some of the carriages at the head of the line were fixed with small oil lamps to guide the way. The procession had already made its way from the harbour and was now heading west, following the line of the coast, which would soon turn in a north-west direction. The main door to the warehouse was now closed, though the light inside came through the few windows on the front elevation.

      Jack continued to eat, getting down to the last dregs on his tray, then found himself thinking that a good, stiff drink wouldn’t go amiss.

      ‘How long do we stay up here?’ Jack asked.

      ‘Not long. I think…’ Max’s voice trailed off, and he raised a finger and tilted his head, listening.

      Soon after, Jack heard a sound as well. Distant voices, coming from high up behind them on the plateau at the top of the cliffs, where the abbey stood. It was hard to make out any specific words over the sound of the waves.

      ‘Just people talking,’ Jack said with a shrug.

      ‘But their voices are raised,’ Max told him.

      Jack listened again. He heard one of the voices more clearly this time, saying: ‘Oh, he’s happy to fight. This oughta be fun.’ Jack raised his eyebrows.

      ‘Something’s going on up there. But is it any of our business?’ Jack asked. Then, someone let out a roar of anger.

      Max stood up. ‘We should investigate anyway,’ he said as Jack stood as well. ‘Might be nothing that concerns us, but then again…’

      The voices up above continued. Jack could just make out a different voice now, and it seemed to be pleading. ‘Please, just let me go.’

      ‘Come on,’ Max said, and the pair started to jog back towards the steps up to the top. Just as they reached the base, they heard a scream.
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      Fucking coward!

      Tom stood at the edge of the cliff, looking down at the waves below. He did his best to will himself to just step forward and end it. However, his body wouldn’t comply. He’d been trying all day, walking up to the edge, then retreating back to the graveyard. Now, it was night.

      Just jump. Do it!

      Tom held his breath. His body was trembling. He then leaned forward and his top half tilted over the edge a little, causing a wave of vertigo to overcome him.

      A little farther and you're done. Finish it.

      He closed his eyes. Directly below him was a small, rocky beach, only about ten feet wide. He’d spotted it during one of his walks out to the edge, realising that it would be a quicker death than drowning.

      Stop it, he chastised. You’ll scare yourself out of it. Do it. Fucking jump!

      He leaned forward more. The graveyard was directly behind him, and the protection the walls and headstones offered was gone. He was exposed, with the night wind whipping around him and making him sway as he pushed his toes as close to the edge of the cliff edge as he dared.

      This is it. No backing out. Just let yourself drop. Yes, yes, go. End it.

      With his heart in his mouth, Tom lifted a foot. His breathing quickened. He was ready.

      ‘Keep your voice down,’ he heard someone say from behind. The sudden words were enough to startle Tom, then he caught himself. He instantly set his foot back down and withdrew, panting quickly.

      No, you were so close!

      Tom took two steps back and hunched over, trying to get control of his breathing, the moment of truth now gone. He twisted his head around to look at the two moving figures in the darkness, outlined by a swaying lantern one of them carried. They were in the graveyard, their lower halves hidden by the stone wall. Both figures carried spades.

      ‘No need to be quiet,’ the other voice said. ‘No one else up here but us.’

      Tom quickly hunch-walked back to the other side of the wall, trying to hide. The men hadn’t seen him yet, but standing out at the cliff edge put him in the open—they’d notice him soon. By the time he reached the wall, he was scrambling on all fours, and he spun around and pressed his back into the wall, keeping as low as possible.

      ‘Why are we coming out to the edge?’ the first man asked.

      ‘To stay out of the way, idiot,’ the other replied. ‘No one is likely to come up here, but they’re even less likely to venture out this far. Plus, out here the noise of the sea will probably drown out any noise we make.’

      ‘Let’s be quick, then. I don’t wanna get caught doing this. Getting locked up aside, I’d never live it down.’

      ‘Don’t go thinking you’re above this kind of thing, Peter. If you were, you wouldn’t be out here with me. Remember that.’

      ‘I’m aware. Let’s just get on with it. Which one?’

      ‘This one. Get digging and let’s see what we find.’

      Tom then heard a spade hit the ground, followed by another.

      He ran his hands over his head. He’d been so close, only to be foiled by bloody graverobbers. Tom couldn’t envision their work being quick—they’d likely keep digging until they found something worth taking. It might take all night. Tom didn’t fancy the idea of being hidden behind the wall for so long in the cold, so he decided to try to sneak away. There were other cliffs in Whitby. Maybe he could pluck up the courage to hurl himself from one of those instead.

      As he started to crawl as quietly as possible over the grass, his stomach lurched again with renewed vigour. He’d been battling the incessant hunger all day, with normal food doing nothing but making him feel ill. However, the presence of the two graverobbers had only exacerbated the craving. It was like his body knew there was a potential meal close by and set his hunger into overdrive.

      I can’t act on it, Tom told himself as he pushed forward. Even if I wanted to, there are two of them. They’d kill me.

      The thought made him pause. Was that the way out? Attacking men who might kill him in self defence could be the answer. However, it would likely be an even more painful death than landing on the rocks—and there was no guarantee the men would finish the job. So, Tom continued. He then let out a sharp cry of pain after feeling a sudden sting in his palm. He quickly lifted his hand and held it to his chest while looking down at the ground—he’d set his hand in a cluster of nettles.

      ‘What was that?’ one of the men in the graveyard asked in quiet panic.

      ‘Someone there?’ the other called out. They waited a moment before he continued. ‘Beyond the wall. We heard you. Who’s there?’

      Shit.

      Tom weighed up his options. He could stand and reveal himself, or crawl on and hope he got away. The two men would likely come over to investigate, and they’d easily find him. So he sighed and rose to his feet.

      The graverobbers were only a few feet away, spades still in hand, standing near a small mound of earth. They were of a similar height to each other, though one was a lot broader. They wore long dark coats and the stockier man also had on a flat cap. Tom could make out their features thanks to the oil lamp the broader man lifted up. He had thick, dark stubble lining his square jaw, and a double chin, whereas the other man’s face was a lot more clean-cut with soft features and large brown eyes. Those eyes were wide in shock, while his companion’s were narrowed with suspicion.

      ‘Who the hell are you, friend?’ the stubbled man asked. The word ‘friend’ dripped with menace.

      ‘Just someone trying to get a night's sleep without being disturbed,’ Tom answered—he was shocked at how hoarse and strained his voice sounded.

      The man on the other side of the wall slowly walked towards him and lifted the lantern to cast its glow over a wider area. Tom saw his eyes widen as an obvious look of disgust washed over him.

      ‘What on earth happened to your face?’

      ‘And your teeth!’ the other man added, then let out a cruel laugh. ‘Yer look like a fucken horse.’

      Tom instinctively raised a hand to his head to touch the tight skin of his face.

      ‘Look at his hand, too,’ one of them said while pointing. ‘He’s a fucking freak.’

      ‘You ill there, friend?’ the broad man asked in a mocking tone. ‘Not gonna spread whatever you have, are ya?’

      ‘No,’ Tom said, taking a step back. ‘Especially if you keep your distance. Now, I’ll just be on my way.’ His stomach jumped again in protest. Leaving didn’t seem like such a good idea—there was such succulent meat right in front of him.

      The two men look at each other.

      ‘Thing is,’ the first man said to Tom, ‘I’m not sure I’m comfortable with you just walking off. We aren’t exactly up here visiting dead relatives, as I’m sure you’ve realised, fella.’

      ‘What you’re doing is none of my concern,’ Tom said as he raised his hands.

      The man chuckled. ‘Of course you’d say that, but I reckon you’ll run straight to a flatfoot or someone in town and tell them exactly what you’ve seen up here. That… worries me.’ He continued to walk forward.

      ‘You’ve got nothing to worry about,’ Tom stressed. He started to sidestep and slowly move along the length of the wall. Both men continued to follow his movements.

      ‘You’re just saying what we want to hear. But I’ve learned to follow my gut, and my gut tells me you’ll blab to whoever you can find. What you reckon, Peter?’

      ‘Aye,’ the other man replied with a grin. ‘He looks like a blabber to me.’

      ‘Sorry, friend,’ the first man went on, ‘the vote is two against one. Think we need to make sure your mouth stays shut.’ He reached into the inside of his jacket and pulled out a short, thin knife. ‘Don’t worry, though, we can just drop you in one of the graves when we’re done and cover you up. You’ll get a proper burial, which is more than most commoners like us get.’

      Both men started to laugh.

      Shit! Panic flooded Tom’s body. Though he had wanted to take his own life, now a fighting response had taken hold of him—it brought with it an unexpected strength to his arms and legs. The broader man ran to the wall and vaulted over it. At the very same time, Tom did the same thing, jumping into the graveyard. He had a feeling he’d fare better amongst the headstones.

      ‘Oh, he’s happy to fight,’ the broad man said. ‘This oughta be fun.’

      Tom held his hand out behind him as he slowly walked backwards, feeling for the headstones so he didn’t trip. The bigger man then leapt back over the wall and both of them started to close in.

      Fight or flight, Tom told himself. Normally, in such a situation Tom would have run. But that hunger was bubbling away. He likely couldn’t beat two men on his own, but he… realised he didn’t care. All he wanted to do was inflict as much damage to the men as he could before they killed him.

      ‘Think you can put me down on your own?’ Tom asked the larger graverobber. ‘Feeling brave enough? I’ll even let you use the knife.’

      The man laughed. ‘You’ve quickly changed your tune. Think that illness has gone to your head. But yes, I reckon I can handle you alone. Peter, my boy,’ he said to the other man, ‘just be ready to help me with the body.’

      ‘Sounds good to me,’ Peter said, then took half a step back. He looked relieved.

      ‘For what it’s worth,’ the first man said as he squared up to Tom, ‘I gotta respect the way—’

      He didn’t finish. Tom cut him off with a roar of anger, though it sounded too animalistic to have been natural. He leapt forward, springing through the air. The power in his legs took Tom by surprise, and he quickly crashed into the shocked man, sending him stumbling backwards into a headstone. Tom grabbed the top of the man’s head, taking a fistful of hair, and quickly bashed it against the stone as hard as he could, three times in quick succession. On the third hit, Tom saw the knife fall from the graverobber’s grasp. He stood to his feet and drove a knee into the man’s face. Then again. And twice more. He saw the graverobber's nose flatten over his face with each strike, bending horribly to one side.

      The man’s eyes rolled in his head before he slumped forward. Tom unleashed another savage kick before looking up at the other—Peter.

      ‘Not sure I’m the one dying tonight,’ he said through clenched teeth. ‘Won’t be putting you two in the ground either, though. You both look far too… tasty… to be wasted.’

      ‘Please,’ Peter said, dropping the spade and holding up his hands, ‘just let me go. I won’t say anything. I promise. Just let me go.’

      Tom let his head drop back as he gave a loud belly laugh. ‘Oh, Peter, my poor boy.’ He dropped his head to look at the terrified man. ‘Unfortunately, you look like a bit of a squealer to me. So… let’s make you squeal.’

      Peter turned and started to run, but Tom caught up with him quickly, weaving in between the headstones with ease. Excitement crackled within Tom, making him feel alive. As Peter ran, Tom kicked out his foot and caught the man’s trailing leg, causing him to trip over himself and fall to the ground. As the man rolled over, mouth open and ready to scream, Tom thrust his hand down and took hold of Peter’s jaw. Then he yanked with every bit of strength he had. There was some initial resistance, then Tom felt a popping reverberate through his palm—Peter’s jaw came away from his face, the skin connecting the two splitting apart to reveal torn flesh beneath. Tendons stretched out as a muffled shriek of agony escaped the man. His jaw tore completely free and fell to the ground as his tongue flopped down to his neck.

      Peter’s eyes were wide and tear-filled as he helplessly grasped at his ruined jaw.

      The carnage and ruin of the man’s face only excited Tom further. He then dropped down, clamped his hands around Peter’s head, and leaned forward, biting into the flopping tongue with his elongated teeth. Peter fought and squirmed again, but Tom easily overpowered the graverobber. Tom chewed on the tongue, taking powerful bites, until he was able to pull away and bring half the muscle with him. He sucked it inside his mouth and continued to chew, finding it soft and spongy for the most part, but with a gristly centre.

      His prey was slowly crawling away, though Tom continued to stalk him, not in any rush. He swallowed the last parts of the muscle and shuddered with pleasure. It had been tasty, but was nothing compared to what awaited him: the tender muscle and meat of the body, and thick, ropey intestines. He also realised he was enjoying seeing the pathetic, terrified escape attempt, and toying with the man only added to the experience.

      But Tom could hold on no longer.

      He pounced on his victim and forced Peter to his back, ripping open his shirt to expose the soft stomach—it was just begging to be torn open.

      Tom reached his arm back high above him and thrust his fingers down. He felt the skin give way and split open, swallowing up his hand and arm up to the elbow. Tom pushed his other hand inside as well and pulled.

      The graverobber continued to scream. Blood pumped up out of the gaping hole where his mouth used to be. With the man’s insides now revealed, Tom dug in, devouring the intestines and guts like a pig at a trough. His victim's body twitched and shook. Before the man died, Tom wanted a way to make the whole ordeal even more painful for him. He had no idea why, but the sadistic desire was impossible to ignore. He lifted his blood-smeared head up and moved it over to Peter’s face. The life was still in the man’s eyes… but only just.

      Giving a deep, low chuckle, Tom held out his hands, with his forefinger and thumb out ahead, and pushed them into Peter’s left eye socket. The eyeball compressed, and a spurt of clear liquid exploded from it. Tom was able to dig his fingers in a little farther and pull out the ruined, squashed eyeball completely. He popped it into his mouth, biting down and crushing the fleshy orb between his rear molars, and severing the connecting optic nerve with his long front teeth.

      Tom devoured more of Peter’s insides, including wolfing down the blood-filled spleen that spilt crimson liquid out of it like a prize. The graverobber's movements ceased and his one remaining eye looked lifelessly up to the night sky. There was plenty more delicious food yet on his bones, but Tom had found that live prey was much more fun.

      And he still had one victim left.

      He made his way over to the other man, who was starting to stir, lifting a limp hand to his head and wincing in pain. Tom squatted down before him. After a short while, focus returned to the man’s eyes, and they settled on Tom—then widened in horror.

      ‘Tell me your name,’ Tom demanded while still chewing on some of Peter’s spleen.

      At first, only a croak emerged in response before the graverobber finally gave an understandable answer. ‘E… Edmund,’ he said.

      Tom gave a wide smile, showing his deformed teeth—he assumed there were chunks of Peter stuck between them. ‘Well, I have to say, Edmund, your friend Peter didn’t squeal as much as I thought he would. He shrieked and gurgled, but I’m still a bit… unsatisfied.’

      Edmund slowly turned his head and drew in a breath after seeing the state of Peter’s corpse.

      Tom grabbed the man’s head and quickly turned it, so Edmund was now facing him. ‘So, can you sing a little more for me, Edmund?’ Tom asked. ‘I’ve found the more pain you’re in, the sweeter the taste.’

      Before Tom had the chance to attack, however, he felt a tingling sensation run through his entire body. It soon blossomed into a pain that radiated from his bones. Strangely, though, the pain he felt was something he wanted more of. It surged and crackled through him, making him feel more alive. He felt his teeth push out farther. His skull expanded, and the skin over his face became more taut as it struggled to resist the swelling bone. There was a popping that ran down the length of his spine. Tom bent over at the waist, but he could feel the spine growing longer, causing his internal organs to shift and bunch together and his midsection was stretched out. His arms and legs expanded in a similar way, as did his fingers. He was faintly aware of Edmund screaming, as the man was still trapped against the stone and penned in by Tom, with nowhere to run. The other thing Tom felt was the nubs on his forehead changing and growing. There was an exquisite, searing pain that accompanied them sprouting farther outward, and as he felt them with his hands, he became aware they had pointed tips.

      Somewhere from the back of his mind, a panicked voice cried, Horns! I’ve got fucking horns!

      He ignored it, instead embracing the surge of intoxicating rage and savagery.

      I’ve never felt more alive. More… free.

      Things eventually calmed down, leaving only the insatiable hunger again.

      ‘What are you?’ Edmund screamed.

      Tom looked over his much-changed hands and forearms—both were now pale grey. The nails on his hands had partially come away. However, he noticed his fingers had naturally calcified at the tips, which had formed into sharp points with a serrated edge down the inside.

      Tom didn’t answer Edmund’s question—he was too eager to try out his new claws. He swung one across Edmund’s stomach. He could feel no sensation at the ends of his fingertips, but saw the man’s clothing tear open along with the flesh. Four long gashes had formed with the swipe and blood instantly poured free, followed by fleshy innards.

      Edmund pulled his hands up to his stomach as he screamed. His suffering was intoxicating to Tom. Rather than feasting on the exposed meat, Tom wished to prolong the suffering, and he grabbed the man’s head between his large hands and pulled it close to his mouth. Edmund continued to wail, and Tom opened wide. He felt his jaw open wider than he thought possible. Then, rather than biting, he scraped his upper teeth down Edmund’s face, feeling the jagged edges of his large teeth peel away the flesh like the skin of an apple. He licked the torn skin lodged between his teeth and held Edmund’s hands away so that Tom could view his prey’s ruined face. The bone of the skull in those areas peeked out beneath the torn skin and pouring blood that cascaded down to Edmund’s chin. Tom also saw that he’d caught Edmund’s left eye with his teeth as well—it was bulging out from its socket and leaking fluid, partially crushed.

      With Edmund’s wrists in his hands, Tom squeezed hard and felt the bones in the arm break. He chuckled as he forced the man’s arms quickly inwards, snapping them at the forearm and sending the bone through the skin. This strength is amazing.

      The sounds Edmund was making were utterly pathetic. Mewling, crying, sobbing, and wailing. They were the noises of a lowly creature good for nothing except supplying meat.

      Wanting to cause more suffering, Tom easily batted Edmund down to his side, while keeping hold of one of the graverobbers' arms. He planted a foot on Edmund’s side to hold him in position, took firmer hold of the arm at the bicep, and pulled with gradually increasing strength. Fresh wails resumed, and Tom heard a pop. He felt the skin around the shoulder split as the arm fully came away from Edmund’s body. A torrent of blood gushed from the end of the dangling limb. Not much longer for him now. He raised the bloody end of the appendage to his mouth and started to take some bites, like he was devouring the skin from a chicken leg. But he could come back to that later, he realised, and threw the appendage to the ground. He then bent double and buried his face into the man’s belly, gnashing and biting and swallowing. Tom’s head pushed deeper within, surrounded by the warm, wet insides of Edmund.

      He continued to gorge.
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      Jack’s lungs burned fiercely as they reached the top of the hundred and ninety-nine steps. Max, however, barely seemed winded. Jack leant on the railing and panted, but instantly felt Max slap his shoulder.

      ‘Keep moving,’ Max admonished in a harsh whisper.

      Jack forced himself forward again. The screaming had finally died down. As they moved forward, though, a different sound drew their attention. Jack could see a large graveyard, and the sound seemed to come from the far side of it, well behind the nearby single-storey church. Jack thought the strange noises sounded like an animal feeding, and he could just make out excited snorts and snuffles, as well as wet ripping.

      They ran towards the source of the noise, vaulting the stone wall and running past the church, then weaving through the headstones of the graveyard. He was still out of breath from the steps, and now he really started to struggle. A stitch bloomed in his side. Jack never thought of himself as unfit before, but he was certainly putting his body through more exercise than normal. I’m not sure I’ll have any strength left if there’s a fight ahead!

      As they reached to the centre of the graveyard, Max stopped, then held up a hand. A moment later, he put a finger to his lips. ‘Shhhh. Get your breath back, but do it quickly and quietly,’ he whispered.

      After a moment, the two men began to sneak forward, ducking down behind the headstones to hide their approach. Jack sucked in air between his teeth and soon had his erratic breathing under control.

      They drew closer and closer to the strange, animalistic sounds. Jack was able to see movement up ahead, thanks to the moonlight coming from the far corner of the graveyard, just inside the boundary wall. It looked like a large humanoid form was hunched over, moving erratically, with its head periodically pulling back and rising above an obstructing gravestone before ducking back down with a snarl.

      As they continued forward, the two men made sure they kept low and out of sight. Eventually, after angling around to the right a little, they found a good vantage point.

      ‘Jesus,’ Jack whispered as he observed the scene.

      Something was indeed feeding. It was a large person, who didn’t look wholly human, and was devouring an unmoving corpse, which sat with its back pressed against a headstone. The dead body was ruined, completely torn open, with guts and entrails running out from its shredded gut and decorating the grass around it. Jack also noted another corpse close by that had also been desecrated. Max let out a sigh.

      ‘What is it?’ Jack asked, keeping his voice quiet enough so that only his partner could hear.

      ‘We’re dealing with a lyshen,’ Max replied.

      ‘What the fuck is a lyshen?’ Jack whispered.

      ‘It’s a problem,’ Max said. ‘A big problem. They’re men who transform into something else, becoming a cannibalistic creature that is more animal than man, driven by an insatiable desire to consume. They’re strong, fast, and relentless.’

      The description made Jack think back to his first mission, where he had found a creature in an underground lair that was full of half-eaten human remains.

      ‘Sounds a lot like a banshee,’ Jack whispered.

      ‘Lyshens are larger,’ Max said. ‘In many ways they’re similar to a lycan, and are likely a variation of the same strain. But lyshens can get bigger than those as well.’

      ‘Fantastic,’ Jack said, dryly. ‘What makes a person transform into one?’

      ‘If someone survives a bite from one of those things, they develop a hunger that is almost impossible to resist. A hunger specifically for human meat. Once the subject gives in, the change begins, and the cursed one becomes desperate for more. The cycle continues until the transformation is complete.’

      ‘Has this one fully turned?’ Jack asked.

      He spotted some protruding horns from either side of the thing’s head, though it still had a mostly human appearance, even if it was unnaturally tall and its limbs looked like they had been stretched out. Jack could also see that the lyshen’s jaw hung lower than a normal person’s would, looking dislocated, and it was being used to take powerful bites from the corpse.

      ‘Not fully, no,’ Max quietly replied. ‘Which is troubling.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘It means there is at least one more lyshen close by—the one that turned this one.’

      ‘So, did the one over there kill the poor bastard we saw in the cave this morning?’

      Max took a moment before replying. ‘I think so,’ he said. ‘The change is fairly advanced. That means it fed recently, before the poor souls it’s gorging on now.’

      They continued to watch the lyshen eat. A few seconds later, Jack asked, ‘So what do we do? Seems doubtful we can take it alone. We have no weapons.’ He then reached into his pocket and drew out his fold-out knife. ‘Apart from this.’

      ‘Be my guest,’ Max said with a grin.

      ‘I’m not feeling particularly suicidal today,’ Jack replied. ‘Are there easy ways to kill a lyshen?’

      Max shook his head. ‘Afraid not. Those things are tough. Though, after it's eaten, it will likely seek shelter somewhere to rest. Like most things we hunt, lyshens prefer the night. If we can, we’ll follow it from a safe distance and find out where it seeks shelter. After that, we can get a telegram over to the Deathborn first thing in the morning.’

      ‘How long will they take to get here?’

      ‘A day or two, depending on when they receive the message.’

      ‘That seems like a long time to leave one of these things running loose. And if we follow it now, then what about the shipments from the warehouse? We can’t be in two places at once. Do we split up?’

      ‘No,’ Max quickly said in a forceful whisper. ‘That would be incredibly idiotic.’

      Jack allowed himself a sigh of relief. He had been hoping for that answer, though that still meant their next move was unclear.

      Max looked to be deep in thought. ‘We can’t ignore this,’ he finally said. ‘A lyshen could cause untold chaos and death. Our focus is on the monster for now.’

      ‘Understood,’ Jack replied.

      ‘Shame,’ Max whispered. ‘It felt like we were getting close to uncovering what Skivington & Co. is up to. Still, all roads lead to Kettleness. We can travel there as soon as we deal with this.’

      ‘I take it we just sit and wait for now, then?’ Jack asked. He felt uneasy just watching the creature devour a human body and doing nothing about it.

      ‘We’re going to move back,’ Max whispered. ‘Towards the church. There are more hiding spots there. The lyshen has to come back this way… unless the beast wants to jump off the cliff, of course. Depends if there is enough humanity left for it to take that way out.’

      ‘Does that ever happen?’ Jack asked.

      ‘Sometimes. I’ve seen more than one person myself slash their own throat rather than fully turn.’

      ‘It would be nice if this one could show the same courtesy.’

      Max smiled, but shook his head. ‘I think it’s too far gone. Regardless, we’ll pull back and watch for when he leaves the area. Don’t engage. It isn’t a fight we can win. If we’re spotted… well, there isn’t much we can do. If it does happen, though, just run. Don’t wait for me.’

      Jack raised his eyebrows in surprise. ‘Leave you behind?’

      ‘I’d do the same. If one of us is caught, that’s it. They’re dead. No point in the other following suit if they can get away.’

      That’s a depressing thought. Especially if I’m the one to get caught.

      The two men slowly crept backwards towards the church, once again keeping low while they listened to the savage sounds coming from the lyshen.

      They were finally able to make it to the church without attracting attention, and they moved over to the far side. Both men then peeked around the corner to see if the creature was approaching, but luckily it still seemed to be feeding.

      ‘What kind of places do lyshen use for shelter?’ he asked. ‘A cave like a banshee?’

      ‘They can,’ Max replied. ‘Banshees set up nests or lairs, permanent places to live. But lyshen are different. They don’t tend to stay in one place for very long. They wander and keep away from populated areas, which I think is a natural defence mechanism. If there are too many people, even a lyshen can only kill so many before it is overwhelmed.’

      ‘So why is this one in Whitby?’

      ‘As I say, he’s only recently turned. It would have happened close by. I think it’ll head away from town now, though it probably won’t go too far. The town is a food source, after all, so it might plan to pick up any travellers on the roads leading away from here. It will want to find somewhere isolated and enclosed to rest in, however.’

      ‘Those things have to have weaknesses, right?’ Jack said. ‘There has to be something.’

      Max shrugged. ‘Fire is always a good weapon for us. Lyshens can certainly be incinerated. But their skin is tough and resistant, so it wouldn’t be easy. It would need to burn for a long time to put the monster down. Decapitation would work—but again, not easy to do. Also, they have fantastic sight in the dark. Daytime tends to overload their vision, but at night those things are true hunters. Their hearing and sense of smell don’t seem to be any better than a normal human. However, that doesn’t apply to blood. In that sense, they are like a shark, and can pick up on spilt blood from quite a distance. If they’re hungry enough, the smell of it sends them into a frenzy.’

      ‘That… doesn’t give us a lot to work with,’ Jack said.

      ‘No,’ Max agreed. ‘Which is why we stay out of sight.’

      After more waiting, eventually both men heard dull, heavy footfalls approach. Max slowly leaned closer to the corner of the church and peeked around. He signaled for Jack to look around as well.

      Jesus, Jack thought. It got taller.

      The seven-foot-tall lyshen slowly lumbered through the graveyard. It moved awkwardly, with large, cumbersome steps. As it drew closer, the lyshen suddenly paused. It then dropped down to one knee and held its bulging stomach. The creature tilted its head back and let out a long howling sound, though it was nothing like the sound of a man or wolf.

      Jack watched as the beast’s long horns grew outwards as it grunted in pain. Each horn developed multiple offshoots that sprouted in different directions. They ceased to be horns, turning into huge, menacing antlers. At the same time, the skin around the lyshen’s face, covered in blood from its meal, began to split, like thin paper being forced apart. The skull’s expanding. Soon, the skin there sloughed away completely and dropped to the ground.

      The lyshen’s eyes, now with a yellow glint to them, sank deeper within its sockets. The exposed skull now had strong-looking, elongated teeth, similar to that of a lion, while its bottom jaw retained some grey flesh. From what Jack could see of the rest of the creature’s skin, it now looked to be a dull grey as well, and had the consistency of old leather: tough, with many creases and lines across its surface.

      Its form continued to grow in height, pulling upwards and broadening out. The clothes it had been wearing ripped away completely, and a second later the lyshen’s already clawed hands grew longer and sharper. The shoulders and upper back of the beast became lined with short, thorn-like growths.

      Eventually, the beast fell forward to all fours. It continued to pant, seemingly needing to recover from the transformation. It then slowly got back to its feet, standing to its full, impressive height. Jack couldn’t help but feel a sense of terrifying awe when observing the creature. Even if they had weapons, Jack didn’t think they stood a chance. We need a lot more people.

      He continued to watch as the lyshen squatted down to its haunches and looked around. Its yellow eyes twinkled within the dark sockets of its skull. A second later, its head turned in their direction and Max quickly pulled back, yanking Jack with him as well. They both pressed their backs to the stone wall of the church. Fear caused Jack’s breath to catch in his throat.

      However, after close to a minute of hearing nothing, both men risked a peek around the corner again. The lyshen was still there, gazing out over the town of Whitby.

      No, Jack thought, following its line of sight up the coast. Not at Whitby, beyond it.
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        * * *

      

      Rage bubbled through it. The severity of the emotion was matched only by its need to feed again. However, it knew that soon enough the sun would rise from beyond the sea and push away the protective night. There were fewer places to hide in the light. There were lots of bodies in the streets below. Lots of food.

      Lots of danger.

      It felt exposed. Vulnerable. Weak. Tired. But… where to go? Memories from its life swirled in its mind. There was somewhere else it could remember.

      While there were bodies there, potential food, it remembered there was another of its kind there. Waiting.

      Trapped.

      It gazed across the landscape. Its sight was a wash of different shades of grey and white. The dark didn’t hamper it when hunting. For its prey, however, that was a different matter. Blind and fumbling. Weak. Soft. Succulent. The beast remembered the direction it needed to travel.

      Keep close to the sea. Follow that line. Eventually, it would reach that place it remembered. There, it could help its brother.

      Its creator.

      There was a large drop ahead, which it wasn’t sure it could survive. There was only one other way. It turned and looked at the stone building close to it. The creature was then just about to turn its gaze when its attention was drawn to something glinting.

      Eyes.

      At the edge of one of the walls, there was a bit of movement—something ducked back out of view. It’s stomach lurched again.

      Food.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Shit!

      The horrific wail told Jack and Max all they needed to know.

      ‘Run!’ Max ordered. Jack didn’t wait to be told again. Both men sprinted away from the beast, heading to the boundary wall. ‘This time,’ Max shouted in as they sprinted between the graves, ‘we split up.’

      ‘What?’

      They leapt over the wall. After landing, Jack again looked back over his shoulder. The lyshen had its head back and again screeched into the air.

      ‘It’s going to catch one of us,’ Max yelled. ‘We can’t stop that. We can make sure the other one gets to safety.’

      Jack’s heart pounded. Shit, shit, shit. Thoughts of deserving to die after failing his son were quickly exorcised. In that moment, Jack didn’t want to die—especially not like this.

      After another glance back. Jack saw the lyshen set off, starting the hunt and bounding forward.

      ‘Good luck,’ Max shouted and veered off to the left, towards the cliffs, leaving Jack to push right.

      The lyshen ran up to the wall and thrust out a powerful leg, easily kicking through a section of the wall and causing it to crumble away. It then continued after them, hunched down, arms swaying by its sides as it ran.

      Jack was close to the steps down into Whitby. Max only had the plateau ahead of him. It was a large, open space, that started to drop down far up ahead, where it descended and met the coast. In an open sprint, Jack knew the creature could easily catch Max. But if it decided to pursue Jack instead, Jack also wasn’t sure if he could make it to the steps in time. Irrespective, it would likely catch him on the way down anyway.

      The two men pushed on harder, getting farther and farther away from each other. Even from a distance, Jack could tell how much faster Max was than him.

      Eventually, the lyshen let out another huge roar and it rumbled forward. Jack looked back and saw that it was following Max.

      Jack and Max cast each other a brief glance. Even at the distance they were apart, Jack noticed a look of acceptance on his partner's face. Max gave the smallest hint of a smile and nod, then sprinted even harder, turning farther away from Jack and pushing up towards the abbey. Jack dashed as quickly as he could. The creature quickly gained on Max, though it looked like the Shadowhand would at least reach the ruins of the abbey before it caught him. Not that there was anywhere to go from there.

      Leaving Max behind didn’t feel right to Jack, regardless of what the mission dictated. Jack drew to a stop and reached into his pocket, pulling out the small fold out-knife. He stared at it.

      Not much of a weapon.
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        * * *

      

      This is it.

      Max knew the nature of his work meant his life expectancy was short, so it should have come as no surprise that death was now calling for him. It didn’t make it any easier to accept. Fear pushed him on. He jumped over a small section of crumbling wall, into the exposed interior of the abbey.

      He knew that if he could distract the beast for long enough, at least Jack would get away and the mission could continue.

      Max ran to the far end of the abbey as the lyshen arrived. He braced himself and spun as the creature paused, now standing in the abbey at the opposite end. It eyed him with an animalistic hunger.

      It’s huge.

      The lyshen was a hulking creature, and the sprawling antlers only added to its imposing stature. Max swallowed. The lyshen then looked around the structure before carefully stepping forward. While he couldn’t outrun it, Max thought he might be able to extend the chase by circling around the abbey and, as he ran back down its length, jump through one of the many window openings. That couldn’t go on forever, of course, but it was something—he was going to make the beast work.

      It then growled and started to run forward. In response, Max turned and sprinted around the structure, running down the length of the wall. As the beast rounded the corner he had just come from, Max took the opportunity to dive through one of the windows, landing back inside the abbey. He then continued back towards the top end again; a second later, he heard the lyshen thud down on the other side of the wall, following his route. It then pushed its way through the same window opening with an angry growl, forcing some of the surrounding stone wall away when it heaved its bulk through the gap. Max, having paused for breath, took off again and repeated the process, drawing the creature around the abbey again before jumping through a different opening.

      The process repeated itself again and again, with Max picking out different gaps to duck through each time, and even changing the direction of the loop, so as not to be predictable. However, though he considered himself fit and well conditioned, his wind wasn’t limitless, whereas the beast didn’t slow down at all. It was, however, getting angrier, judging by its growls and almighty roars.

      Regardless of what happened here, Max was satisfied he’d given Jack some time. He’s probably made it to the town by now. At least I di—

      ‘Hey!’ a voice called.

      Max turned to his side. He saw Jack a good distance away, running adjacent to the long wall of the graveyard and heading up towards the cliff edge. Max was both stunned and enraged.

      What the hell are you thinking?

      The lyshen followed the sound of Jack’s voice and looked over to him. It stopped in place, turned to Max, then back to Jack again. It was clearly deciding who to go for… and Jack was out in the open.

      ‘Jack!’ Max shouted. ‘What in God’s name are you doing?!’

      ‘I don’t fucking know!’ Jack shouted back.

      Idiot!

      Jack stopped and turned around, waving his arms at the creature. ‘Come and get me, you big fucker!’

      The lyshen hesitated, regarding Jack with its glinting yellow eyes.

      ‘We’ll both die, you fool!’ Max shouted.

      ‘You can get away!’ Jack yelled back. ‘Better you than me.’

      However, the lyshen still didn’t move. Clearly unsatisfied, Jack pulled up one of his sleeves and held up his arm. He then held up his other hand, which held a glinting object. That’s… that’s his knife. Jack slowly dragged the blade down his outer forearm. Max could just make out a line of red from behind the slicing blade.

      The beast suddenly straightened up, then leaned its head forward.

      ‘Yeah, you smell that, don’t you?’ Jack shouted. Max saw him drop the knife back into his trouser pocket.

      The lyshen visibly bristled. It cast Max another brief look and screeched, but then bounded off straight towards Jack.

      ‘Run!’ Jack shouted to Max as he turned and pushed onwards towards the cliffs.

      Max couldn’t understand why Jack was running in that direction. Why the cliff? There’s nowhere to go but down, and it’s far too high to survive.

      Max realised he now had an unobstructed route to the steps to escape. However, he didn’t move, instead watching the creature advance on Jack. He couldn’t help his frustration that the Deathborn hadn’t put the mission first and escaped when he could. Now, however, he was having his own doubts.

      No. The mission comes first, he told himself again, repeating the mantra that had been drilled into him. Always.
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        * * *

      

      Jack’s lungs were burning once again, and his legs were on fire. In truth, there was no way out of the situation for him. He knew that. But as he’d run back to Max, an idea had struck him. Maybe there was a way to take out the lyshen as well—even if it meant sacrificing himself. That way, Max could continue with the work and unravel what was happening up at Kettleness, something Jack was incapable of doing on his own.

      He heard the thudding footfalls of the lyshen grow closer. Still, he felt confident he would reach the cliff edge before the lyshen was on him—as long as he could keep pushing.

      Digging down for extra resolve, Jack worked his body harder, pumping his arms and legs as he panted and desperately drew in air.

      Eventually, Jack reached his destination and pulled up quickly, pinwheeling his arms to keep from tipping over the precipice. He could make out the rocks below, and the white of the frothy waves that beat against the narrow, stoney beach. When looking down the wall of the cliff face, Jack noticed there were areas where dried roots had broken through the surface. He frowned, wondering just how strong they were.

      He turned around, with his heels at the very edge, and felt a breeze blow around him.

      Jack’s breath drew in. The creature was charging at frightening speed, its body hunched down and arms scooping the air by its sides. Jack squatted down as well.

      However, as it ran, Jack saw it look past him, to the void beyond the cliffs and it visibly slowed. Jack panicked, knowing he needed the lyshen to keep up its momentum if his plan was going to work. Thinking quickly, he dug his fingernails into the cut he’d made on his forearm and pulled, painfully yanking the skin back so that more blood could run free and stream down his arm. He flicked his limb forward, allowing blood to spatter to the ground, then waved his arm again for the creature to see.

      ‘This is what you want, isn’t it?’ he yelled.

      That was all it took. The monster gave an excited roar and sprinted forward, holding out its huge arms towards him.

      Good boy, Jack thought. He braced himself. Closer and closer the lyshen drew, its dull footfalls heavier and louder, so much so that Jack started to feel vibrations beneath his feet.

      He waved his arm again and flicked more blood forward. This is it. He took a breath as the lyshen leapt, claws outstretched and snarling with a wild fury.

      As it did, Jack instinctively dropped his body backwards, allowing himself to fall over the edge, just as the lyshen’s huge form sailed towards him… then over him. Jack was able to avoid a downward sweep from the beast’s claw as he fell. His stomach lurched, and time seemed to slow.

      Panic stricken, Jack still maintained the wherewithal to reach out a hand behind him as he started to plummet, desperately clawing at the surface of the cliff, which was a mix of dry, yellow earth, and hard rock.

      The lyshen sailed over him, but used a long arm to sink its claws into the rocky wall. However, it was moving too quickly, so the sharp talons were pulled free of the wall.

      Jack’s hand scraped down the cliff face for a good foot before he felt the dry, wiry roots and instinctively clenched his fist. He was able to grab onto a bunch of the roots that grew together, all of varying thickness—the only thing he could do was grip tightly and hope they’d hold him.

      The lyshen’s body bounded off his as it fell past him. Thankfully, Jack’s fall was arrested, though it felt like his shoulder was almost pulled out of socket. He felt some give in the roots, and a few snapped free, but for the most part they held. Jack dangled in the air as the lyshen continued to plummet. Jack was hoping to see it fall all the way to the rocks below. Unfortunately, it managed to grab an outcropping of rock a little farther down with one claw and was able to hold on. It then thrust its other claw into the face of the wall as well, gaining enough purchase to fully hold its weight, though its feet continued to dangle.

      In contrast, Jack was able to find some footing on the uneven wall, relieving some of the strain on his arm. He quickly looked down at the beast—its head was less than a foot below him. All it had to do was reach up with one hand and take a swipe. But did it have enough of a hold to support its weight while attacking? The furious creature, still snarling and growling, glared up at him with burning yellow eyes.

      It was debating an attack. Jack could tell. And if he didn’t do something quickly, Jack could easily lose a leg or be pulled down to his death.

      He looked up. The edge of the cliff was about three feet above him. Not reachable from where he was, but if he could climb a little higher…

      His eyes quickly searched for any other roots or footholds. There were roots dotted around the surface, as well as a small outcropping with a flat top to it. A renewed growl from below caused Jack’s head to snap back down. The lyshen’s antlers scraped against the wall, dislodging small pieces of rock and dirt.

      Jack saw the beast slowly pull its clawed hand free of the wall as it kept its eyes trained on him.

      His heart pounded frantically and his mind raced for a way to escape—he could think of only one thing.

      Jack lifted up his feet, let go of the root he held, and let his body drop. He fell a little way before kicking out both legs, thrusting them into the lyshen’s head with all his strength. He felt the soles of his booted feet connect with the creature’s skull. The blow came just as the lyshen was rearing its free hand back to swing. The moment he connected, Jack’s hand desperately fought for something to grab on to, managing to get a fist-full of dangling roots again—he let out a breath of relief the next second when he saw his kick had dislodged the monster.

      The lyshen fell. As it did, it bounced off the rocky expanse, eventually dropping out and away from the wall as it screeched and howled and plummeted.

      Jack felt the root he held onto snap. He let out a yell of panic, but quickly managed to grab onto the small, flat rock the lyshen had been gripping. He wrapped both hands around it and gripped tightly enough to keep himself in place. Jack again looked down just in time to see the beast land hard against the rocks below, striking one of the larger boulders painfully before rolling off to the side. It remained motionless, its limbs splayed out at awkward angles.

      A brief wave of relief washed over him. Did I do it? Regardless, he was still dangling precariously from a cliff. Jack quickly turned his attention to the ledge above and tried to see if there was a way he could climb up.

      However, as his frantic brain tried to determine a route, he heard something over the waves below: a deep, angry growl. He once again peered down to see the lyshen slowly climb to its feet.

      There’s no fucking way!

      The gangly creature used the larger rock it had bounced off for support, then stood fully upright. It turned its head up to Jack.

      Shit!

      After a cry of anger, the beast turned its head northward, hesitated for a few moments, then started to walk away across the beach with a pronounced limp, favouring its right leg.

      Jack again stared up the cliff face as his arms continued to tire. He almost started crying in relief when he saw a head emerge over the edge.

      ‘Max!’ he shouted.

      ‘You’re alive?’ the Shadowhand responded in obvious surprise. ‘Where’s the lyshen?’

      ‘Help me!’ Jack shot back in panic.

      ‘Where is it?’ Max insisted.

      ‘Down there.’

      Jack saw Max look past him and his eyes then widened. ‘It survived the fall?’

      ‘Apparently so.’

      ‘Where’s it going?’

      ‘Max!’ Jack snapped. ‘Can you just help me first?!’

      Max studied the wall. Jack was too far down for Max to simply reach over and take his hand, but Jack desperately needed help—his fingers and arms were on fire. He dug the toes of his feet into the wall as best he could, but it didn’t help much.

      Max pointed down. ‘Can you reach that rock?’ he asked.

      Jack looked to where the Shadowhand was gesturing. The rock in question, which jutted out from the face of the earth wall, was up to Jack’s left. He tried to reach out an arm, but had to quickly pull it back.

      ‘It’s too far,’ he shouted back.

      ‘Use your feet to push off,’ Max said. ‘Jump up towards it.’

      Jack looked up at the rock. There’s no way. He shook his head. ‘I don’t think I can.’

      ‘If you don’t,’ Max replied, ‘then you fall and die.’

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      While Jack knew Max was right, he still didn’t like it. But it was his only chance. He took a breath to calm the panic threatening to take hold. Keeping his eyes focused on the rock, which was less than a foot away, Jack tried to visualise the leap. The distance wasn’t huge, but he didn’t have a great hold on the outcropping, and getting the height needed from pushing off the wall would be extremely difficult.

      He drew in another breath and held it.

      Jack bent his knees, pushed his toes deeper into the wall… then leapt.

      He reached his arms up desperately, and a split-second later Jack’s hands found the rock. Though his fingers slipped slightly, he managed to maintain his hold; his body dangled for a moment before Jack again pushed his feet into the cliff face.

      Thank God!

      ‘Well done!’ Max called down. ‘Now, there is a root just above you, and the section of the wall above that has lots of footholds. Look, just a little farther to your left, can you see?’

      After taking a moment to breathe, Jack looked up and saw the route. Considering the leap he had just made, he felt the rest of the climb would be much easier, so he wasted no time in starting. He grabbed hold of the roots, as Max had suggested, before taking a moment to make sure they would support him. He then continued up. His arms and legs ached, but the closer Jack got to the top, the more he began to relax. Max reached down an arm, which Jack was eventually able to take, and after a bit of effort he was heaved up over the lip of the plateau above. He rolled over to his back, gasping for air, thankful for the grassy ground beneath him once more.

      ‘Thank Christ,’ he uttered between panting breaths.

      Max was still peering down over the edge. ‘Where is it going?’ he asked.

      After taking a few more moments to recover, Jack rolled over again and looked down to the beach below. The lyshen made its way across the rocky ground under the moonlight. It moved gingerly, but still with surprising quickness as it carried on in a north-western direction while keeping adjacent to the cliff. But Jack was confused… there was nowhere for it to go.

      The only thing ahead of it was the point where the River Esk cut into the town, and the two piers jutted out into the sea with multiple boats stationed between them. The lyshen would reach the piers, then come to a point where it could either follow the river back into town, or try to cross it. But there was no bridge that far out.

      The lyshen reached the intersection and paused. After a few moments, it headed up the pier.

      ‘There’s nowhere else for it left to go,’ Jack said. ‘Unless it’s going to swim.’

      ‘Lyshens don’t do well in water,’ Max told him. ‘They’re too heavy. Their claws are good for ripping flesh, not paddling.’

      The two men continued to watch in confusion. ‘Wait,’ Jack said as a thought occurred to him. ‘Is it going to jump onto the boats and keep feeding?’

      Of the many boats that were anchored within the arms of the piers, some were lit with lamps, showing small crews on board. Jack knew some sailors slept in their vessels at night, and if the lyshen could leap across to one of those, its prey would be trapped.

      The beast soon reached a point where the pier curved and was a bit closer to its western counterpart. There were two boats roughly in line with that point, both of them smaller ships. The lyshen paused, backed up, then ran forward and leapt. Its movements weren’t graceful, but it managed to land on the deck of the closest small ship, stumbling and falling as it landed. It quickly scrambled back up, and it ran again, making another mighty jump. The few men on the boat barely had enough time to emerge from the doghouse enclosure before the creature had jumped from their vessel.

      The lyshen’s landing on the next ship was just as clumsy as the first, but that boat was a larger one. There were men on the deck, and they’d heard the commotion and watched the creature jump towards them. After landing, the monster ran forward and swung a claw, easily decapitating one of the fishermen.

      This is it, Jack thought, it’s going to feed.

      However, instead of feasting, the lyshen carried on and leapt yet again, this time aiming for the other pier. It was a much farther leap, and the pier was a bit higher up, so at first it looked like the lyshen wasn’t going to make it. However, Jack soon realised it had been aiming for a ladder, which ran up from the sea to the top of the pier. Though the monster was too big to use the ladder gracefully, the beast was able to snag its feet on the metal rungs and use its claws to dig into the wall. It then quickly scrambled to the top. Once up, it continued to run down the other pier and towards the shore.

      ‘I don’t understand,’ Jack said as they watched it move up the beach, growing smaller and smaller in their view.

      ‘It really wants to continue up the coast,’ Max said. ‘I don’t understand why. It could have just headed south. There were no obstructions that way and it could have just kept going. But it didn’t.’ He paused for a moment. ‘It’s heading somewhere specific.’

      ‘Where?’ Jack asked.

      Max could only shrug. ‘I don’t know.’

      Jack pondered on it. ‘Isn’t Kettleness that way, north along the coast?’

      ‘It is.’

      ‘Seems to be too much of a coincidence, don’t you think?’

      ‘Possibly,’ Max said. ‘Though there is a village called Sandsend a few miles before it. If the lyshen hits that town first, there are going to be a lot more dead bodies.’

      ‘Do we go after it?’

      Max hesitated. ‘We’ll never catch it, but yes, we do need to follow. Everything points to Kettleness, so that’s where we need to head.’

      ‘And if the lyshen is actually going somewhere else?’ Jack asked as the creature finally became lost to the darkness of the night.

      ‘Then we’ll have done all we can,’ Max said.

      ‘Fine,’ Jack replied, finally feeling his strength return. ‘Then let’s go.’

      However, Max put a hand to his chest. ‘I need to be truthful with you,’ he said.

      ‘How so?’

      A pause. ‘When I saw you standing here with the monster running towards you, I didn’t come back here to save you. I was on my way to the steps. That’s what the mission dictated—that was what you should have done when you had the chance.’

      Jack considered his words. ‘You sound angry that I came back to save you.’

      ‘It was a mistake,’ Max said. ‘Don’t misunderstand, I appreciate that I’m standing here because of you. So… thank you for that. But it all could have gone wrong very easily. If we both died, then we’d have failed.’

      ‘But we’re both alive.’

      ‘By luck,’ Max stated. ‘Again, I’m impressed with what you did here. But it was dangerous. And, again, I want to be clear that I wasn’t returning the favour when I came back. I only did it because I saw both you and the lyshen go over the edge. I needed to see what happened. Before that, I had no intention of returning.’

      Jack just nodded. ‘Fine. You’ve made that abundantly clear. You were going to leave me for dead. What’s the point you’re trying to make?’

      ‘I want to make sure you are comfortable with the situation.’

      ‘What situation?’

      ‘Between us. That you don’t expect me to put your life above what we need to do.’

      ‘Yes,’ Jack snapped. ‘I’m fine with it.’

      He quickly realised, however, that he wasn’t fine with it. Back when he was struggling for his life hanging from the cliff, Jack didn’t have the time to question where Max was. But… being told he’d been left to die didn’t sit well with him. Maybe he’d subconsciously expected more from a man he’d tried to save—and hoped his life was worth a little more than it had been when working with the Deathborn.

      Maybe, despite what he’d told himself since Samuel’s death, Jack was actually seeking something to live for.

      ‘Good,’ Max replied after studying Jack’s face. ‘Then let’s go. We need to get our horses. Kettleness awaits.’
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      Twin sisters, Sara and Lemmy, sat on the beach. The night was cool, but the fire they had going helped ward off the chill.

      Sara listened as her sister talked about how difficult her week had been, and how good it was to get out of the house for a few hours. The sisters tried to make time for each other at least one evening every couple of weeks; they usually chose to spend some time out on the beach. It was a place they always used to play together as children.

      The sand beneath them was relatively dry, but they had still set a blanket down.

      As she listened, Sara absentmindedly dug the toe of her boot into the sand and shifted it around. The clear night sky above them made it a perfect evening for a catch up. Sara always looked forward to seeing her sister—talking with Lemmy soothed her soul without fail. She didn’t need to ask if Lemmy got the same from them, because they were twins… Sara just knew.

      ‘So how are things with you?’ Lemmy asked.

      Sara just shrugged. ‘Life in Sandsend is always the same,’ she replied as she continued to toe around the sand.

      Lemmy gave a sad smile. ‘That it is.’

      The sisters were almost identical, though Sara’s blonde hair was a little lighter than Lemmy’s.

      ‘Hey, what’s that?’ Lemmy then asked.

      Sara lifted her head and looked down the beach. She squinted and eventually saw a tall, lumbering figure in the distance. It was just about visible thanks to the light from one of the streetlamps on the nearby road behind them. Whatever was running towards them, it didn’t move like a human, and was hunched down and advancing with long strides.

      ‘I… have no idea,’ Sara replied as both girls got to their feet. An uneasy feeling started to worm its way up from her gut.

      The closer the strange thing got, the more obvious it became that—despite being of humanoid appearance—it was clearly not a man. It was much too tall, with limbs that were far too long.

      ‘We need to go,’ Lemmy said. Sara wasn’t about to argue. She heard a snarling sound come through the air, just barely audible over the noise of the sea.

      Sara reached down and quickly bundled up her blanket. When she looked up, her body froze—it was almost on them.

      ‘Run!’ Lemmy shouted.

      The two girls turned and started to sprint across the sand. However, their progress was slow, and their feet kept sinking into the sand. Sara’s heartrate and breathing quickened. She turned to look over her shoulder—it didn’t look like their pursuer was having any trouble at all. Moreover, it seemed to be heading straight towards them. She had no idea what it was, but it looked somewhere between human and animal, with antlers on the side of its head, but human-like limbs that had been stretched out. It was a monster. There was no other word for it.

      Nothing about it made sense.

      ‘Keep going,’ Sara urged her sister through laboured breaths.

      As they sprinted, Sara made a decision and pushed Lemmy onwards. Panic, fear, and confusion rippled through her. She heard growling and snarling and quickly approaching footfalls, which sounded heavy even on the sand.

      We aren’t going to make it.

      Sara chanced a look over her shoulder again—and couldn’t help her horrified shriek when she saw how close the monster was.

      Sara had always been one to believe that there were things out in the darkness that went bump in the night, but still, seeing it in the flesh brought a new level of fear with it.

      ‘Run!’ she shouted to Lemmy. ‘Faster!’ Her voice was shaky and cracked.

      Thump, thump, thump.

      Those heavy, thudding footsteps closed in. She could hear the monster’s breathing. Again, she looked back. It was too close now. Almost on top of them, hunched low and scooping the air with its large claws. Sara noticed the beast limped slightly, the gait on its left side not as strong as its right. Even so, it was far too fast.

      ‘Keep going, Lemmy!’ Sara shouted again and slowed a little. I love you, she thought to herself. Then, feeling fear like she’d never known, Sara suddenly turned and faced the huge, nightmarish creature head on. She screamed and dove forward.

      She thrust her shoulder hard into its chest—but her shoulder immediately exploded in pain and popped out of its joint. A gigantic, clawed hand took her by the neck, and Sara let out as much of a scream as she was able. The creature continued moving forward, easily lifting Sara into the air by her throat as it ran.

      ‘Sara!’

      After hearing Lemmy scream her name, Sara flicked her eyes to her side and saw that her sister had stopped as well. No! Run!

      The monster that held Sara halted, then let out a screech. It jammed the long fingers of its hand into Sara’s open mouth. She felt a horrible pain as the claws thrust through the soft palate at the back of her throat. The fingers of its other hand worked their way inside her mouth as the beast let go of her weight, letting Sara’s feet touch the ground. However, she couldn’t get away—the monster was far too strong. She gargled out another scream. Intense pressure bloomed as the monster yanked her jaw down with one hand and pulled the top of her head back with the other. She felt her jaw dislodge as her cranium was pulled farther and farther back, with the skin of her cheeks splitting. The agony was immense. Then she felt the spine at the base of her skull snap with a final savage yank. The world around her spun wildly before her vision faded to darkness.
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      Lemmy cried her sister’s name over and over, tears blurring her vision, failing to notice what the monster threw at her. It wasn’t until the object struck her painfully in the head and dropped to the sandy ground that Lemmy realised what it was.

      The top half of Sara’s head.

      Lemmy saw Sara’s long blond hair drape across the sand behind the head; her sister’s lifeless eyes were splayed in different directions, one looking up, the other out to the right. The sides of Sara’s face, where they had been pulled away from the jaw, were a ragged mess, the flesh torn and bleeding. Lastly, Sara’s top lip and teeth rested against the ground, as if the sand were water that had risen up and covered her lower jaw.

      Thump, thump, thump.

      The monster tossed Sara’s body to the side, then started to run again, directly towards Lemmy. She stood frozen for a second—but only for a second.

      She knew she couldn’t escape it. But, along with the fear she felt, there was also a white-hot fury.

      ‘You fucking bastard!’ she cried. Lemmy then balled her fists, clenched her teeth together, and ran towards the lumbering creature. Not knowing what else to do, she swung a boot forward and struck the monster squarely between the legs, with such force, her toes stung with pain as they snapped within her boot.

      The monster quickly grabbed her around the waist with both hands and pulled her towards its torso. She felt its breath, which smelled like rotten meat, roll down over her. Lemmy continued to strike against it with the pads of her fists, even scratching it across the chest, pulling back and tearing off a few of her nails. The pain didn’t deter her—she was pushed on by the anger that consumed her.

      Then Lemmy suddenly stopped. A debilitating wave of agony washed up from her stomach. She slowly looked down to see the claws of the monster buried in her gut. Blood spilled freely from around its long fingers. She coughed up more of the crimson liquid as the hands pushed their way farther inside of her. Lemmy looked up to the skeletal face of the monster and met its wild eyes. There was something almost… human about them.

      She let out a cry of pain as she felt her stomach ripped open completely. After bringing up her hands, she was forced to catch the intestines that slopped free from within her. They felt warm and wet in her arms, but there was too much ropey flesh to hold, and most of it slipped free and fell to the sand, dangling from the huge opening in her body. Lemmy was able to lift her head again as she tried in vain to force out another scream, but she found her throat only filled with more blood. The creature regarded her with what she was certain was disdain.

      Lemmy felt her strength quickly drain from her legs and she fell backwards, slipping free from the claws and landing on the sand while still holding her guts. She looked up to the night sky. The monster stepped into view, raised its knee high, then brought its foot down with such force it punched straight through Lemmy’s chest. Her body convulsed. The beast above her pulled its foot free, caked in gore like it had stepped in a muddy puddle. It then quickly lowered its head and pushed its face into her open stomach. She felt it eat. The pain was unbearable. All Lemmy could do was stare up at the infinite darkness of the night as she slowly died.
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      Gus Tulson’s eyes snapped open as he drew in a breath. He sprang up to a sitting position.

      No! I can’t remember! I can’t remember.

      Something important was slipping from his mind—something he didn’t want to let go. But it drifted away, like dust on the wind.

      No! No, no, no, no!

      Panic wracked his tense body. It took a moment for him to realise he was screaming.

      ‘Why can’t I remember?!’

      A sharp pain in his scalp made Gus aware he was pulling on his own hair. There were strands sticking out from between his fingers, but the bite of the pain was good. It helped focus things.

      Smokey memories of profound, yet utterly horrifying things lay agonisingly out of reach. It was like he had been stripped of one of his senses, with just a vague idea of what had been there before.

      His heart pounded, and he felt his clothes stick to his body. He became aware of other figures around him, dark shadows that stepped forward into the dim light. They were familiar, if unimportant, to him. He searched his jumbled mind to try to remember who they were.

      ‘Easy, Gus,’ a voice said. ‘You’re safe, fella.’

      ‘Where am I?!’ he shouted.

      He tried to force his memories to come back. What was the last thing he could remember? He struggled, searching his mind, but retrieved only vague notions of dark and terrible truths—though they were simply too important to let go. But before that? Before the darkness?

      Gus again pulled at his hair. He realised he was still screaming, again and again, making unintelligible sounds born of panic, fear, and frustration.

      He felt hands on his shoulders, forcing him back down. He twisted his head left and right, then realised he was being pushed back to an old bed with dirty sheets. There were other beds in the internal space around him.

      I know this place.

      A man with a large nose and thick moustache pushed his face closer.

      ‘Calm down, you silly fucker!’ the man said with a curled lip. ‘Lest we have to strap you to the bloody bed.’

      It was a person he knew. Gus searched his mind; the answer was agonisingly out of reach, until…

      Edwin!

      He had been with Gus out in the woods. But… there was more. Something had happened in the woods. Something important.

      The wytch! The structure of living bodies!

      And… something else. A voice, or a presence, something unseen, unknowable, vast, infinite… it… it had spoken to him. Noticed him. Spilt the tiniest of fractions of its knowledge into him, which had been enough to open his eyes and expand his understanding to an incredible degree.

      Now it was gone.

      That notion terrified him almost, almost as much as the unknowable thing that he couldn’t quite remember.

      ‘No!’ Gus cried and fought against the hands that held him down. He kicked and hissed and spat and bit. ‘No! I need to be free! I need to go back. Let me go!’

      ‘We need more men!’ Edwin yelled. Soon, other bodies appeared, including a large, older man with a bald head and weathered face. It was someone else Gus knew, and even liked. Perhaps. The man looked at Gus with sympathetic eyes. He sighed, then said to the others: ‘Restrain him.’

      Soon, some rope was brought over. Gus struggled against the others, successfully kicking one of them away, and even broke the fingers of another, but he was eventually overwhelmed and tied to the bed. His large chest was strapped down, along with his waist, wrists, knees, and ankles. Finally, the other men were able to force Gus’ arms out to the edges of the bed, where they were bound to the wooden frame, immobilising him completely.

      ‘No!’ Gus screamed yet again. ‘You have to let me free. I can’t go back to being blind. Free me or I’ll kill all of you!’

      The bald man appeared above him again, still with a look of sadness. There was something in his hand. A rag. Gus noticed it had a distinct, powerful odour, like ether.

      ‘We need you to calm down, big fella,’ he said. The dirty rag was then clamped over Gus’ mouth. A moment later, he fell into darkness to dream once again.
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      Max pushed his horse Penelope on as fast as he dared in the dark, Jack keeping pace just behind him. There was a constant rumble from the heavy gallops of the horses on the dirt track.

      The men followed the main road north, which eventually led them to Sandsend. While riding through the small fishing village, Max noticed a huge crowd gathered on the beach. They were screaming and shouting about a monster killing two women. Not too far off, Max spotted the bodies lying on the beach in a ruinous state.

      With the lyshen no longer around, there was nothing he or Jack could do, so they just continued up to Kettleness. Max had never visited the place before, but after first hearing about it in Whitby, he’d asked around for directions. Fortunately, all they had to do was follow one road away from the shore after leaving Sandsend.

      As they broke out of the village, Max hoped they would be able to overtake the lyshen and reach Kettleness first, since they were finally on a normal, open road.

      After seeing how determined the beast had been back in Whitby to get across the river, he was certain it was trying to reach Kettleness. Max had long posited that some of the creatures that had transformed from humans retained some of their own memories.

      A lyshen in the hamlet would make things difficult, of course. He would have liked time to summon in the local Deathborn, but that would take far too much time.

      The trip from Whitby was a little over an hour and a half. As they grew nearer, the winding track brought both men through a small wooded area about a mile across. Max and Jack were forced to slow there as the canopy of the trees blocked what little moonlight they had to guide the way, and they didn’t want their horses breaking a leg. But things soon opened out again into open fields that stretched out around them.

      The moon above was a full one. That wasn’t ideal. Full moons seemed to have a certain power, especially over some of the creature’s Max hunted, making them stronger.

      Once out into the field, Max noticed a small stone building with a dilapidated pitched roof, which stood a few hundred yards from the town. It appeared to be long abandoned. Past that were a smattering of brick-built terraced homes, with a larger building set apart. There was a warm glow from the few streetlamps, most of which seemed to be fixed on the face of structures, rather than being free-standing.

      The two men slowed to a steady trot and Jack pulled his horse next to Max’s.

      ‘What do we do?’ he asked. ‘The fishermen back in Whitby said Mr. Skivington all but owns the village. I doubt we’ll have free rein to wander around.’

      Max thought on that. ‘It’s still public land,’ he said. ‘I don’t think we’ll raise too much suspicion if we say we’re just passing through.’

      ‘Unless we’re spotted by some of the workers from the warehouse back in Whitby.’

      ‘Then we just say we heard about Kettleness and wondered if there was any space available to rent. I’m sure we can come up with something. First, though, I want to stop and get a lay of the land.’ He pointed off at an area to their left, where the grassy land rose up a little, forming a small hill.

      They dismounted, then lay on their stomachs atop the mound. Max drew out his spyglass. As there were no streetlights around them, he was fairly sure they’d remain unseen, especially because of how late it was. Max peered through his telescope to survey the small hamlet.

      He could see cobbled streets and narrow paths that wove through narrow terraced homes. He assumed all the homes were for the workers. There was also a small detached structure that had a door and single window on the gable wall, where an orange, flickering light poured out. When the wooden door opened and a man stumbled out, Max looked inside and spotted a few seats along with a simple wooden bar. The bar had mugs of ale sat atop it. Looks like a makeshift pub.

      In addition, beyond one of the cliff edges, he was able to see the top of a mast, along with some sails, peeking just over the top. Max guessed the vessel was sat a little way out to sea, judging by how far back the mast seemed to be from the coastline.

      Also, there was a lot of movement from the residents, with many buzzing around the streets and heading over towards what looked to be a single-storey farmhouse on the far side of town. It sat alone, out of the way of the other buildings. Though the farmhouse looked normal in most respects, Max noticed there were no windows visible from his vantage point, only a wooden double door.

      ‘Something’s going on over there,’ he said, then handed the spyglass over to Jack. Jack squinted as he peered through.

      ‘I agree,’ he said. ‘But also, there’s no screaming or shouting, so the lyshen hasn’t made it this far as yet.’ He turned his head with the telescope, taking in more of what was ahead. ‘What’s the big house nearest to us?’ he asked.

      ‘My guess is that’s where Skivington stays,’ Max replied. ‘Can’t imagine him living in anything but the largest property.’

      ‘That makes sense,’ Jack said. ‘Wait… there are people coming out. Two men, one in weird red robes. There’s someone else, too. A woman… Jesus fucking Christ!’

      ‘What is it?’ Max asked.

      Jack lowered the spyglass and shook his head in disbelief before handing the small telescope over to Max. ‘Take a look for yourself.’

      Max grabbed the tool. As he looked through, he quickly found the two men. One was dressed in a suit, shoulder cape, and a top hat. Max had to assume that was Skivington. Then there was the man dressed in old red robes, who had his face hidden beneath a hood. Max then caught sight of the woman, spotting her red hair first.

      ‘Assandra?!’ Max exclaimed. He turned to Jack. ‘What in God’s name is she doing out here?’

      Jack just shrugged. ‘I don’t know, but I don’t like it,’ he said. ‘Not one fucking bit.’
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      Assandra cast her gaze around the small settlement, watching Skivington’s most trusted men get ready for what lay ahead.

      She once again questioned her decision to help. While she felt no allegiance to Webster Skivington, or indeed to her estranged father, what they had told her had certainly ignited her curiosity. If true, how could she not try to see things through? Especially if the rest of her life would otherwise be spent at the beck and call of the Deathborn.

      But even though her mind was made up, Assandra still had her reservations, especially about what was required next. It would take a lot of power, used in ways she’d never tried before, all under the supervision of her father. In truth, she wasn’t exactly confident, even with Vern guiding her.

      There was the moral issue as well. She wasn’t comfortable with the sacrifices that would need to be made.

      ‘Are you ready, my dear?’ Vern asked as he turned to face her. His hood was raised again. Assandra really didn’t know why he wore the ugly, heavy robes, other than to hide his scarred face. But surely there were easier ways to do that. Nor did she understand why he had called himself the Crimson Lord. If it had any significance, it was lost on her. Most of all, however, Assandra cringed at hearing him call her ‘my dear.’ He hadn’t earned that.

      He never would.

      Assandra responded to Vern’s question with a simple nod. She was then led over to the old farmhouse building while other men rushed past her, some carrying drums of oil, others with weapons, all filtering into the building. Assandra had been inside once before, finding out then that it wasn’t an actual farmhouse at all. Instead, the building acted as an enclosure to hide the entrance to a tunnel.

      She, along with Vern and Skivington, entered the building. There was no floor covering, simply exposed earth and dirt. The walls were bare stone, and roof tiles above sat on wooden rafters. The dark space was devoid of any windows and was lit with wall-mounted lamps that gave off a strong smell of burning oil.

      There was little else of note, save for the large hole in the ground, which dropped at a steady decline. The mouth of the tunnel was framed with wooden struts for support, and was wide enough for more than one person to easily enter. Torches had been fixed to the walls of the tunnel, and they illuminated the earthy path ahead. Assandra saw some men move inside, all carrying bladed weapons. Deeper down in the tunnels came deep, agitated growls.

      Webster had earlier told Assandra the tunnel system was from an old shale mine. There was another entrance as well, but that one was at the base of the cliffs, down on the beach.

      ‘Can your men subdue the creatures down there?’ Assandra asked them both. ‘Won’t they escape when you try and get them out of their cages?’

      ‘The men will move the ones they can most easily handle,’ Skivington responded. ‘Nothing will go wrong.’

      ‘Has this been your intention with those monsters all along?’ she asked. ‘Or is it just good fortune you had living entities caged up when you needed them?’

      ‘A little of both,’ Vern said. ‘We’ve been studying them and learning from them, but we always knew our work out at Dalby might fail. So, a fallback plan was necessary.’

      Fallback plan, Assandra thought. That’s exactly what I am.

      A large man entered the building and came up to them, facing Skivington directly. ‘We have everything in place, sir,’ he said.

      ‘Good,’ Skivington said. ‘Give the order. We’ll be down soon.’ The large man nodded and turned to walk away, but was stopped as Skivington continued, ‘And Bull… make sure you don’t kill them. We need them alive for this to work, understand?’

      ‘I do, sir,’ he said with a nod. ‘Shouldn’t be a problem. Tough bastards, those things are. But we’ll aim to maim.’ He chuckled at himself, then continued down into the tunnel.

      After a few moments, Assandra started to hear the monstrous howl from some of the creatures, along with Bull’s shouting as he barked out orders.

      ‘You know,’ Skivington began, ‘I think there is a more efficient way to put those things down.’ He looked to Assandra. ‘If your power is as strong as the Crimson Lord says, you could make the whole process an awful lot quicker. After all, didn’t you say those things were monsters, nothing more?’

      ‘Do your own dirty work,’ Assandra told him.

      Skivington just shrugged. ‘If you say so.’

      The monstrous howls continued.
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      After tethering their horses, Jack and Max kept low and ran towards the settlement. In truth, Jack couldn’t see how they would be able to move through Kettleness without being noticed. And Assandra’s presence here concerns me.

      They skirted around the edge of the village, pushing out towards the sea, as Max wanted to see why a fishing vessel was docked. Once they reached the end of the plateau, they both spotted the ship.

      ‘A Brixham trawler,’ Max whispered. ‘They’re quite quick.’

      The name meant nothing to Jack. However, the boat looked like a fine one, around eighty feet in length, straight keel, vertical stem, and high bulwarks. There were people moving to and from the ship, passing over a dilapidated wooden pier. Many of the men heading to the boat were carrying crates that looked familiar.

      ‘Spawn,’ Jack whispered, pointing.

      Max nodded. ‘I wonder why they’re loading up so many.’ They continued watching for a little while. ‘Come on,’ Max said. ‘I want to try to look inside that farmhouse.’

      That’s… going to be difficult, Jack thought.

      He followed Max again as they got closer to the built-up area and slipped into a narrow alley that cut through a street of houses. Thankfully they managed to remain unseen. Once in the alley, Max lifted a finger.

      ‘Hear that?’ he asked.

      Jack nodded. He could make out horrific howls, roars, and shrieks coming from the direction of the farmhouse. Those aren’t human.

      ‘What do we do?’ Jack whispered. ‘Surely we need to get help now.’

      Max paused in thought, then shook his head.

      ‘I would have agreed with you,’ he said quietly, ‘were it not that something is obviously happening right now. We’ve stumbled into Kettleness at the right time and need to act. There is danger in what we do, Jack, and part of the role of a Shadowhand is to get myself in the lion's den without the lion knowing I’m there.’

      Jack sighed. ‘Well, I’m not a Shadowhand, I’m a Deathborn.’

      ‘Quite,’ Max replied. ‘Your job is to fight the lion head on. But I’m showing you what else might lie ahead for you.’ He then peeked his head around the corner. ‘If we retreat a little way,’ he said, ‘we can circle around the hamlet and approach the farmhouse from the other side. It’s isolated from the rest of the buildings, so we may be able to get close without being seen.’

      Jack said nothing—it wasn’t his place to argue. The two men set off, but were careful. It took close to fifteen minutes to circle all the way around to a point where they could hide behind some small bushes and see the back of the farmhouse. However, there were no windows in the rear elevation of the house either, and therefore no way to look inside. But there also wasn’t anyone in sight at the back of the property.

      ‘Follow me,’ Max whispered. They ran towards the house, keeping low again, then pressed their backs up against the rear wall. The stonework of the wall wasn’t of the highest quality, and Jack saw some cracks in the mortar. He was able to hear slightly muffled voices from within the building, as well as horrific howls that were coming from a space beneath them.

      Jack didn’t recognise any of the voices. If Assandra was in there, then she was staying silent. At that moment, there were two males talking.

      ‘Your men need to make sure the creatures are adequately secured when on the ship. We need them alive, but if any break free—’

      ‘They will be secure, don’t worry about that. Just worry about your protégé doing what she has to.’

      ‘She will. I can show her how.’

      ‘I hope so. Remember, she’s never tried anything like this before. I have to confess, I’m a little concerned.’

      Then, Jack heard Assandra finally speak: ‘Why do you both insist on talking about me as if I’m not even present?’

      One of the men, the younger one, snickered. ‘Apologies, my dear, but I’m just airing a genuine worry. Are you confident you can do it?’

      Before she could answer, a new voice spoke. This one was deeper, and sounded strangely familiar to Jack. ‘That wasn’t easy. We have a number of them secured now, and the men are moving them to the ship. Shouldn’t take too much longer. We did lose some people, though.’

      ‘A shame, but losses are to be expected,’ the younger man replied. ‘Is there any danger of those killed changing or coming back?’

      ‘No,’ the man with the deep voice replied. ‘Those bodies are being destroyed as we speak.’

      ‘Were any of the men just injured?’ the second man asked.

      ‘Some. A mix of mild injuries, some more serious. There may be more deaths.’

      ‘The gravely injured need to be taken aboard as well,’ the older man said. ‘Once everything is done, come and inform us. We’ll then join you on the ship.’

      ‘Understood,’ the gruff man said. It was then Jack realised where he’d heard the voice before.

      It’s Bull.

      Bull then continued, ‘We’ll make sure it’s safe for you. Have to say, though, there is a bit of buzz among the men. Will… will it work?’

      ‘Concentrate on your orders,’ the older voice said. ‘You should just consider yourself honoured to be present for what’s to come.’

      A pause. ‘I do indeed, sir,’ Bull said.

      ‘Hey!’ another voice called out—this didn’t come from inside the farmhouse, but from Jack’s side. He spun his head to see someone standing at the corner of the building, staring at him. ‘Who are you two?’

      The man looked to be in his late twenties. His face was caked in dirt and he wore a slicker hat and a wet-coat. He had a torch in hand, and the flames now illuminated Jack and Max.

      Fuck.

      ‘We’re just taking a rest,’ Max said.

      Jack saw the man cock a sceptical eyebrow. ‘You’re ear-wigging, ain’t ya?’

      ‘No,’ Max insisted as he got to his feet, ‘we weren’t.’

      The man took half a step forward. ‘You were! Who are you? I’ve not seen you here before.’

      ‘Just passing through, is all,’ Max tried to explain, holding his hands up.

      ‘Liar!’ the fisherman snapped.

      ‘What’s happening out there?’ Bull called from within the farmhouse.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      ‘We’ve got intruders!’ the fisherman yelled. ‘They’re listening in!’

      Jack and Max began to back up, but quickly heard more footsteps approaching. Men spilled from around both corners, blocking them in, leaving only one route to escape—directly behind them.

      Finally, Bull stomped into view. The huge man stood a good head over everyone else. A flash of confusion crossed his face.

      ‘You two,’ he said. ‘I know you. You were at the warehouse today. What are ya doing up here?’

      ‘Just hoping to find a place to stay,’ Max lied. Jack was impressed at how calm the Shadowhand sounded in the face of being caught.

      ‘They were listening,’ the first man insisted. ‘Saw them both with their ears pressed against the wall.’

      ‘That so?’ Bull asked with a menacing grin. He walked forward, breaking through the crowd and coming close to Jack and Max, who continued to back up. ‘Did you fellas hear anything interesting?’

      ‘We did not,’ Max said, still sounding remarkably unflustered. ‘I’m afraid your man here was mistaken. We weren’t trying to listen to anyone, just finding somewhere to take shelter from the breeze for a little while.’

      Bull laughed and lifted his hand to feel the air. ‘Ain’t very windy though, is it?’

      ‘Doesn’t need to be windy for the night to get cold.’

      Bull just chuckled again. ‘You lie very well, fella,’ he said. ‘I don’t believe a word of it, of course. But in the end, it doesn’t matter either way. You two shouldn’t be here, and I can’t take any risks.’

      ‘Wait!’ a new voice suddenly called out. It was the older-sounding man from the farmhouse. Jack turned to see three new people emerging from around the corner of the building. One was shrouded in a dark red cloak, his face mostly hidden by the hood. Jack was able to see the man’s jaw, however, which showed distinct burn scars. The second man was well dressed and carried himself with the air of a nobleman. Lastly… was Assandra. Her eyes widened as she saw them.

      But she said nothing.

      The man in the red robes moved forward. He held out an arm, pointing to Jack. ‘I recognise you,’ he said.

      Jack frowned. ‘You do?’

      ‘You were at Dalby Forest,’ the man said. There was a hint of anger in his voice. ‘You were the one who took Cora’s head!’

      How the hell do you know that?

      Jack and Max cast each other a look.

      ‘He killed the wytch?’ the well-dressed man asked.

      ‘He’s a Deathborn,’ said the one in the robes. ‘Subdue them! But do not kill them. Their lifeblood will help the ritual.’

      ‘Do we run?’ Jack whispered to Max as the crowd started to inch closer.

      ‘I think that might be a good idea,’ the Shadowhand replied. Suddenly, sounds from beyond the farmhouse, deeper in the village, drew everyone’s attention. Jack heard yelling and screaming, then a horrific, guttural roar. Confusion rippled through the crowd gathered at the back of the farmhouse.

      Jack realised what it was before the amassed group. ‘The lyshen,’ he said to Max. ‘It’s here.’

      ‘Run!’ Max commanded. Jack didn’t hesitate, turning to flee alongside the Shadowhand. He heard the man in crimson yell out: ‘You idiots, one of them is free!’

      ‘Impossible,’ Bull shouted back.

      ‘Split up,’ Max told Jack as they sprinted clear.

      ‘But—’

      ‘Don’t argue,’ Max interrupted. ‘We’ll be harder to catch if we aren’t together. If you get free, try to make your way to a Deathborn chapter and get people back here. I’ll do the same. And do as I say this time. The mission is finished for now.’

      Max then pulled away and veered off to his left. Jack changed course as well, moving in the other direction. While Max had more open land, Jack realised the direction he’d turned would eventually lead to a cliff edge. He cast a look back over his shoulder to see two men chasing him and three bearing down on Max. The rest of the group was still at the farmhouse, spilling back around to the front to face the lyshen. Jack could hear more screaming and roaring, as well as panicked cries at the chaos the beast was causing.

      ‘Get them!’ Bull called out to Jack and Max’s pursuers. ‘We’ll deal with this.’

      Assandra was still staring at him while she was ushered away. It made no sense to him that she could be part of what was happening. Still, it was difficult to dwell on it much at the moment.

      ‘Might as well stop now!’ one of them cried. ‘Nowhere to run.’

      Jack knew he couldn’t run forever, and the two following were a little quicker, closing in gradually all the time. Still got that knife in my pocket. It wasn’t much, but it was something. Luckily, neither of his pursuers appeared armed.

      Jack turned to his side and saw Max stumble, then fall to the ground. The three pursuers were quickly on him, and began savagely kicking the downed man.

      Shit, Jack thought. If either of them had been likely to escape, he would have put money on it being Max. But with the Shadowhand caught, Jack knew he had to find a way to get clear.

      He kept going, following a slight drop in the ground level, and sprinted around behind some wild shrubs that stood shoulder height to him. Then, an idea struck. Jack stopped in an instant, turned, crouched, and pulled out the knife.

      He’d have to act quickly.

      Jack heard the running footsteps draw close and saw the shadow of the two men come around the bushes. In an instant, Jack thrust himself forward, aiming the knife directly for the closest man’s neck.

      The pursuer’s eyes widened as the short blade buried into his throat. The man behind him, unable to stop, crashed into the back of his friend, forcing the first man onto the blade even farther. He made a gagging sound and brought his hands up, just as Jack pulled the knife free and set off running once again.

      The injured pursuer stumbled backwards into the other, helplessly clutching his throat as blood ran from between his fingers.

      One down, Jack thought.

      The other came for Jack again, dropping his colleague, who fell into the bushes like a dead weight. Jack looked back over to Max and saw that the Shadowhand had been restrained, his hands tied behind his back. Max was then heaved over the shoulder of one of the largest attackers. The men walked with him back towards the settlement, where Jack could still hear the sounds of the lyshen’s carnage.

      Even though his chest had started to burn in protest, Jack continued to run, thinking of how best to tackle the thug chasing him. He could simply stop and try to engage one on one. Jack had the knife, after all.

      But he was running out of room. The cliff edge was approaching. There was a small drop down to another plateau, then the vertical face of the cliff. Jack jumped down the few feet to the lower portion of ground, which seemed a better place to fight, since it was out of sight of the village. Given the other attacker had fallen into some shrubbery, if Jack took out the last pursuer, he’d have some time to decide what to do next.

      The other man dropped down to the lower plateau as well.

      ‘Nowhere to run now, fucker,’ he snarled in a deep voice.

      Jack turned to face him, drawing in deep breaths. He held up his knife. ‘No need to run anymore,’ he said.

      The man just laughed. ‘Yer gonna feel that thing in yer neck. Like you did to my mate.’

      Jack just tutted. ‘Your boss won’t be happy. You’re meant to take me alive.’

      ‘Accidents happen,’ the man replied. ‘And it sounds like the folk back there have got enough to deal with. Besides, we got your friend, don’t we?’

      ‘For now,’ Jack said. He then waited, not wanting to be the first to commit. He had the weapon. I’ll let him show his hand.

      Unfortunately, the thug reached inside his coat pocket and pulled out a small billy club. He slapped it into one of his palms.

      ‘Hope you’re good with that little thing,’ he said. ‘Cos I promise you I’m good with this. Gonna beat the living shit out of you with it. Then I’m gonna take yer knife and have some real fun.’

      Jack felt his stomach drop. The other man seemed far too confident. Jack took half a step back and almost tripped as his heel caught a large rock.

      The man opposite started to chuckle. ‘Nervous?’ he asked. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll make it quick.’

      Then he ran, sprinting towards Jack with fire in his eyes. Without thinking, Jack acted, taking hold of his knife’s blade between two fingers and flinging it forward. The onrushing man took a few more steps, then stopped. He looked down, shocked—the knife was lodged in his gut.

      Jack was every bit as surprised that his shot had landed, but there was no time to hesitate. He quickly reached down and plucked up the heavy rock with one hand, then ran forward himself.

      His attacker had just pulled the knife free from his stomach, looking up just in time to see Jack bring the rock down onto his head. The dull impact vibrated through Jack’s arm, and the man dropped instantly.

      Jack didn’t stop.

      He struck the downed thug over and over on the side of the head, giving in to his rage, and he kept going until he heard cracking and crunching.

      When Jack finally came to and looked down, the man lay motionless, eyes open, with a bloody dent in the side of his head.

      Jack was breathing heavily through clenched teeth.

      Calm down, he told himself. There’s more to do. He dropped the rock as he stared down at the body. ‘Quick enough for you?’

      He then looked back to the settlement, still hearing chaotic sounds coming from it. He considered his next move. Max had ordered him to leave, and Jack remembered what the Shadowhand had told him up on the cliff. He’d been perfectly willing to leave me behind.

      After hearing shouting, he turned and moved to the precipice, then looked down. The men from the ship were running back to the sheer face of the cliffs. He also spotted a large entrance to a tunnel formed in the rocky wall. Jack guessed the men were heading towards it to get back up to the village. But that also meant the ship was now minimally guarded.

      He thought back to what he and Max had heard when eavesdropping outside of the farmhouse—the man inside had talked about getting live creatures and injured men on board the ship. It stood to reason they would take Max there as well.

      The surface of the cliff wall below Jack wasn’t a sheer drop. There was a definite slope to it with plenty of footholds. Though he was high up and it would take some effort, Jack was confident he could climb down the cliff-face.

      He looked again towards the ship at the end of the long, old pier and made up his mind.
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      Max jostled about as he was carried on the shoulder of the large man. Two others flanked him.

      Though Max’s hands were tied behind his back, he was able to shift his body around enough to see what was happening in the village.

      The lyshen stood tall in front of a row of terraced houses, almost reaching the eaves.

      Good God, it’s grown bigger.

      The beast now easily reached twelve or thirteen feet in height. The antlers that sprouted from the side of its head were monstrous, scraping one of the houses’ brickwork.

      It was currently tearing a screaming man in two, with one huge claw holding the man around the torso and the other on his midsection. The doomed villager continued to cry and beg as his skin split open and his innards fell to the ground. The lyshen hoisted up his top half and began to devour sections of the exposed meat. Its misshapen skull soon became coated in blood.

      ‘Quick,’ the man who carried him said. ‘Get inside before it sees us.’

      Max was swiftly brought into the farmhouse where he was dropped to the ground—the impact immediately knocked the wind out of him.

      The door to the house was slammed shut behind him and a thick horizontal slat slid into place.

      Max noticed there were others present in the farmhouse as well: the mysterious man shod in red robes, the younger, well-dressed fellow, Bull… and Assandra.

      Max locked eyes with her as she stood back from the others. He had no idea if he could consider her friend or foe at that moment—if it was the former, he didn’t want to put her into a difficult position.

      ‘Do you know this one?’ the man in red asked her. However, before she could answer, Max cut in.

      ‘Who the fuck are you?’ he demanded.

      ‘When I have a question for you,’ the man replied, ‘I’ll ask it. Until then, keep quiet.’

      From his position on the ground, Max was able to see the cloaked man’s face from under the hood. He looked to be in his sixties and had scarring on his face that looked to be from severe burns. He also had a square jaw, letterbox mouth, and hanging jowls.

      ‘How did you know about Dalby Forest?’ Max went on. ‘Were you there?’

      The man just looked back to Assandra. ‘Do you know this one?’ he repeated. ‘I didn’t see him when your sister died.’

      ‘You were there,’ Max said. Bull stepped forward and swung a kick into Max’s ribs, causing him to wheeze in pain.

      ‘The Crimson Lord told you to be quiet,’ Bull snapped. ‘So do as you’re told.’

      The Crimson Lord? It wasn’t a title Max was familiar with.

      The ‘Lord’ again spoke to Assandra: ‘Is he one of the Deathborn?’

      Max noticed the hesitance in Assandra’s reply. ‘He’s… something like that,’ she said. ‘Not exactly a Deathborn, but something similar.’

      The Crimson Lord approached him. Max stared up at the older man from the floor. ‘You don’t look like a Knight of Olin to me,’ the Crimson Lord said, causing Max to raise his eyebrows. ‘A Shadowhand, perhaps?’

      Max was shocked. He’d never stumbled across anyone who knew of their organisation before.

      ‘Yes,’ the Crimson Lord said. ‘That’s it, a Shadowhand. I’m sure of it. Sneaky little buggers, your kind. Part assassin, part spy, I hear.’ He then crouched down. ‘You seem surprised.’ There was a hint of amusement in his voice. ‘Do you really think the order you belong to is so secretive that no one knows anything about it? You deluded fool. I’m certain I know more about it than even you do.’

      ‘You have me at a loss,’ Max said in reply. He kept his voice steady. ‘You seem to know a lot about my kind, but I’m afraid I’m not familiar with anyone by the name of the Crimson Lord.’

      The man gave a condescending chuckle as he rose back to his feet. ‘That doesn’t shock me, though it’s a title you should be familiar with. It has a history, and meaning. The original Crimson Lord was present at one of the most important events in human history. And I,’ he said, seeming quite proud, ‘will carry on the name and ensure its prophecy is fulfilled.’

      The older man turned to his younger colleague. ‘Time is against us. After we kill the Shadowhand and his friend, more will come. They’re like insects crawling out of the woodwork.’

      ‘Then we need to press on, as you said,’ the other man said, his voice smooth and calm. ‘This changes nothing, because after tonight—’

      A roar bellowed from outside. The large wooden door then violently reverberated as something heavy struck it. One of the men in the room quickly ran over and peered through one of the cracks in the timber. He then angled his head to look down.

      ‘That monster is heading this way,’ he said. ‘It just threw someone against the door.’

      ‘Are they dead?’ the Crimson Lord asked.

      The man looked again, then shook his head. ‘Not quite. They look quite hurt, though.’

      ‘After we kill the creature,’ the Crimson Lord said, ‘gather them up. We will need a lot of sacrifices for the ritual.’ He looked back down at Max and sneered. ‘Including our new friend here.’

      Max remembered something Theodore had told him, and what the knight had found out at Dalby Forest. The living monolith. Max wondered if that was to be his fate as well. It made sense, considering the Crimson Lord’s talk of rituals and getting live bodies on board the ship.

      The man in red walked over to Assandra. ‘We have need of you, my dear,’ he said. Max noticed Assandra visibly recoil at the term. ‘That creature out there is proving… difficult. You can help us.’

      ‘I told you I’m not helping you with that,’ she told him and tilted her chin upwards. ‘I’m here to satisfy my curiosity, nothing more. That thing out there,’ she pointed to the door, ‘is your problem to deal with.’

      ‘Actually,’ he replied, holding up a finger, ‘if we can’t stop it, then it will come for you as well. Then what? Will you step in only when the rest of us are dead? How would you satisfy your curiosity then? You need me.’

      The woman’s jaw tensed. She glared at the man. ‘You’re trying to manipulate me,’ she said.

      The Crimson Lord shook his head. ‘Just stating facts, Assandra. And asking for your help. Will you give it?’

      She took in a deep breath and slowly exhaled it as she clenched her fists together. ‘I apparently don’t have a choice, do I? I’ll have to fix the mess you created.’

      She shook her head in annoyance and approached the door. One of the men took hold of the thick wooden bar barricading it shut.

      ‘You ready?’ he asked her. Max saw the apprehension on his face. The man looked young, early twenties at best.

      Assandra looked hesitant herself. She took a moment, then Max noticed her eyes change—her pupils and irises vanished, blotted away by a milky expanse. Her skin paled even more and dark veins became visible beneath her flesh. She opened her hands, which were down by her sides. Max felt the air crackle, as if charged with electricity, and a ball of fire formed in each of her palms.

      ‘I’m ready,’ she said.
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      As the door opened before her, Assandra was able to see the carnage taking place in the small hamlet outside. Dead bodies were strewn about the ground, most completely desecrated: heads pulled off, torsos ripped in two, stomachs pulled open.

      The lyshen stood tall in the darkness, illuminated only by the lighting of the oil streetlamps casting it in an orange glow. The size of it alone was enough to make Assandra take half a step back.

      The man that lay close to the door moaned in pain. He lifted his hand towards Assandra, as if begging her for help. She ignored and stepped over him, moving completely outside.

      The huge beast turned its head towards the farmhouse, locking eyes with Assandra herself. It tilted its head back and bellowed out a monstrous roar. Assandra heard more footsteps from behind, approaching from the tunnel. Other men started to filter up from the beach.

      ‘Stay back!’ Skivington ordered them. ‘Let her handle this.’

      The fire caused a tingling sensation in Assandra’s hands.

      The lyshen took a step forward. Am I really strong enough to kill this thing? It’s so big!

      It then hunched down and began to run forward. Assandra felt the vibrations of its thunderous footfalls through the ground. It rapidly approached, but she noticed it limping a bit.

      With her heart in her mouth, Assandra took two more steps forward herself and let out a cry of anger. She thrust both hands out before her, then forced a stream of fire to erupt from her palms.

      The flames swam over the charging lyshen. To Assandra’s dismay, the immense beast didn’t slow at all, even as its body was engulfed and started to burn. She strained and increased the flow of her attack, immediately feeling her energy drain.

      But the monster kept coming. It had been a terrifying sight before, but that was only heightened now, as it was completely ablaze.

      Thud, thud, thud.

      Assandra took a step backwards, gritting her teeth. More. She let out a cry. The stream of flames grew stronger, sapping her energy even more quickly. She moved her arms upward to focus her assault on the monster’s face, rather than its torso, hoping to blind it in the process. The creature’s arms swirled wildly as it stumbled slightly, though it soon righted itself and continued forward.

      It isn’t going to stop, she realised. A second later, she dove to the side, narrowly avoiding the hulking form as it crashed into the farmhouse behind her. Assandra threw herself to the ground and spun as the wall of the building crumbled and fell inwards, pulling the door with it. The beast’s foot stomped down on the man lying on the ground just outside of the farmhouse, crushing through his chest as his scream was cut short.

      Assandra held her breath as the whole structure of the farmhouse collapsed. She was certain those inside would be dead, and she honestly wasn’t sure how to feel about that.

      The rumbling sound of the collapsing building overrode the angry cries of the monster. The creature continued to desperately swing its arms around, clawing at its face as it batted at the flames.

      The front section of the roof had fallen along with the front wall. Tiles had come free after the roof structure had buckled inwards. Some of the sidewalls had also collapsed, but the rear one remained standing, holding up the back section of the roof at an angle.

      The flailing monster stumbled away from the destroyed building and shrieked, still scratching at the bone of its blazing face. Assandra pushed herself up to her feet. She could smell the burning flesh of the lyshen’s body. The wytch took a moment to set her feet, then threw more fire. The monster’s howls increased in pitch as it eventually fell to its knees.

      More!

      She unleashed yet another wave, stumbling as she started to walk forward. The great beast’s movements slowed. Another blast followed. The lyshen fell forward to the ground.

      Assandra stopped and dropped down herself, feeling completely drained. Her body shook as she drew in deep breaths. She could hear the crackling of the burning monster's flesh. The beast was now completely still.

      The survivors in the village began to emerge from their hiding places, appearing from inside buildings or out of small alleyways. There were pained moans and cries for help coming from the injured on the ground. Assandra again looked back at the farmhouse.

      If everyone inside was dead, then her trip had been for naught. She forced herself to her feet.

      As she approached the destroyed building, Assandra saw movement within through a gap of what remained of the roof structure. As she peered in, she saw that debris littered the area, but the space around the tunnel entrance was relatively clear. Inside that hole, Assandra saw her father, Skivington, Bull, and two of the other villagers.

      ‘Assandra?’ she heard Vern call out.

      ‘I’m here,’ she replied. ‘And the monster is dead.’ She then saw that one of the men was lying on the ground inside, a fallen wooden truss atop his body. The man gripped his chest in pain and moaned.

      Max was lying on the ground as well, still bound, and covered in a layer of dust and light debris. However, he had been lying close to the tunnel entrance, so he’d managed to escape much of the falling rubble.

      ‘Excellent,’ Vern said with pride in his voice. ‘Can you climb inside here? We need to move quickly—the tunnel will lead us down to the ship.’

      Assandra climbed through one of the larger holes in the roof. She couldn’t help her cough, the heavy dust in the air catching in the back of her throat.

      The Crimson Lord turned to Bull as she made her way over. ‘Round up anyone left. We have work to do. Bring the injured as well. How many of the creatures did you get on board?’

      ‘Only a handful were safe enough to move,’ Bull replied.

      ‘It shouldn’t matter,’ Vern said. ‘The turn of events here may work in our favour, since we now have quite a few more bodies to use.’

      ‘We’ll get as many down there as we can,’ Bull said.

      ‘You have half an hour,’ Vern instructed. ‘Bring the Shadowhand with you as well—and don’t allow him to escape.’ The Crimson Lord turned to Assandra and held out a hand. ‘Come with me. I have much to show you before we begin.’

      Assandra cast a look at Max. The man was being strangely quiet, not pleading for his life, nor demanding they stop. He wasn’t even trying to appeal to her for help. It confused Assandra, and she couldn’t help but feel a pang of guilt. Both Max and especially Jack had treated her as a person, rather than a monster. So, she wasn’t certain the bound man on the ground deserved whatever fate awaited him. On the other hand, they were both part of the organisation that continued to hound her. That fact alone decided things for her; she wouldn’t actively try to hurt him, but she was in no way indebted to help him, either. She moved past Max to the entrance of the tunnel.

      ‘Let’s go,’ she told her father. He stepped aside and allowed her to lead the way.
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      Max was left with Bull and two of his henchmen—and the third man, who lay moaning on the ground, stuck beneath the fallen truss. Max had listened intently as the conversation between Assandra and the Crimson Lord had taken place, all the while trying to work on the ropes binding his wrists together.

      However, Bull now stood over him, looking down with a grin.

      ‘Can’t say I know what they have planned for you,’ he said. ‘But I have a feeling it’s going to be painful.’ The large man laughed and placed a boot onto Max's arm, forcing the Shadowhand to his front. ‘Those ropes look a little loose. You been trying to wiggle yourself free?’ He laughed again.

      Shit.

      ‘Well, whoever tied them did a poor job. I’ll put that right for you, friend.’

      Max’s bonds were then tied once again, so tightly the ropes dug into his wrists and restricted the blood flow. Bull used some extra rope and tied Max’s ankles together as well.

      ‘You’ll not be going anywhere now, will ya, fella?’

      Max said nothing as he was hauled up to his feet. Bull held him steady as he spoke to the other men, all while looking directly at Max. ‘Go round up as many as you can,’ he said. ‘Bring them here and pile em up. Make sure they’re still alive, but not strong enough to put up a fight. We don’t wanna make this harder on ourselves than need be.’

      One of the men looked down at the groaning villager on the ground. ‘What about him?’ he asked.

      Bull looked at the man.

      ‘I’m fine,’ the villager quickly replied before coughing. ‘Get this wood off me.’ Max noticed a trickle of blood running down from the side of his mouth.

      Bull chuckled. ‘Leave him there for the time being, till we’re finished with everyone else. Then we’ll get him free. If he can’t walk, he goes with the others.’

      ‘No!’ the trapped man shouted. ‘No, I think I hurt my back. I might not be able to walk right now, but I’ll heal. You can’t do this!’

      Bull just waved the other two off, and they exited through the collapsed roof.

      ‘You have to believe me!’ the man shouted.

      ‘Sure, I believe you, fella,’ Bull said dismissively while staring into Max’s eyes. ‘So keep yer voice down before I cut yer throat.’

      ‘Doesn’t it bother you?’ Max asked. ‘That you’re all so dispensable? The poor fellow on the ground is going to suffer a horrible fate, yet you don’t care in the slightest. What if it was you?’

      ‘But it won’t be me,’ Bull replied. ‘I make sure of that. See, there’s strong people in the world, and weak people. And we both know which category I fall into.’

      Max just smirked and shook his head. ‘As soon as you stop being useful,’ he said, ‘You’ll see exactly how little your boss thinks of you.’

      ‘Same as your friend thinks of you, I guess,’ Bull replied. ‘He didn’t exactly stop to help when you got caught, did he?’

      ‘I wouldn’t expect him to,’ Max said. ‘With any luck, he’s on his way to get help right now.’

      ‘Wouldn’t count on it. My men will catch him soon enough. He’ll die the same way you will.’

      ‘I guess we’ll see about that,’ Max shot back, wishing he felt as confident as he sounded.
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      The trip through the tunnels was a quick one. En route, Assandra had again passed the creatures caged down in the tunnels, though a few of the cells were now empty.

      She again passed the cage that was packed with thick webbing. From between the silky strands, she could see the glinting of many eyes and heard a clicking, insect-like sound.

      They hurried forward and soon emerged out on the beach. Up ahead, she saw the long, dilapidated pier, which ran out into the sea. The large fishing vessel was anchored at its very end, slowly bobbing up and down on the water.

      While there was a handful of men milling around on board, it was hardly a full crew.

      ‘We’ll carry out the ritual on the deck,’ Vern said. ‘We will have more room to work there. The sacrifices will need to be brought up from the hull.’

      ‘I’ll get some men on it,’ Webster said.

      They walked down the pier, which creaked underfoot. The sound of the water lapping against the circular support struts might have been a pleasant, comforting noise, had Assandra not been wracked with apprehension. Her body still felt weak from her exertions in dealing with the lyshen.

      ‘I have no idea what you require of me,’ Assandra said. ‘Is it possible for me to get it right the first time of asking?’

      ‘It isn’t ideal,’ Vern replied as they walked. ‘But time is against us. I know the ritual, I know the words you must speak, and I can guide you on how to focus your power. I’ll show you, just like I showed your sister.’

      The explanation didn’t exactly fill Assandra with confidence.

      ‘Tell me again about the entity we’re making the connection with,’ she said.

      ‘I’m not sure how much more I can tell you,’ Vern replied. ‘I told you everything when I brought you to Kettleness. It is a god, a power beyond our comprehension.’

      ‘And you believe it lives out there,’ she pointed to the sea.

      ‘Yes. The spawn were our initial clue.’

      ‘And you say the spawn are born from it? What are they… its children?’

      Vern shook his head from beneath his hood. ‘No, I don’t believe so. They’re a byproduct. The same way our bodies develop bacteria, the spawn, I think, are expelled naturally from the great one, subconsciously or not.’

      ‘How can you be certain?’

      ‘Because your sister and I were in contact with the entity. In truth, it mainly listened, but it was there regardless. Not only that, I have studied certain teachings my entire adult life and acquired a lot of knowledge; there are texts and manuscripts so ancient you would scarcely believe it.’

      ‘Is that how you learned to create the living monoliths as a way to communicate?’ she asked.

      ‘Living monoliths?’ he asked. ‘An apt name, I suppose. But, yes, that’s correct.’

      ‘And it was just you and Cora working together the whole time?’

      He hesitated. ‘Well, Mr. Skivington is a part of my operation as well. We also had additional ‘help’ when we needed it, such as the man who collected the spawn for us in the first place.’

      ‘The smuggler,’ Assandra said.

      Vern nodded. ‘Your sister had quite the aptitude for bending people to her will. That weak-minded fool was easy for her to dominate. Though looking back, she didn’t have as much control as she thought. It was he who put the Deathborn on our trail, after all.’

      Assandra’s thoughts immediately ran back to Jack and what had happened to his boy.

      ‘Why do you need to contact the god again if you already have?’

      ‘Each communion takes enormous effort,’ he said. ‘They do not last long. Do you really think we can syphon infinite wisdom so quickly?’

      Assandra frowned. ‘But why tonight specifically? I understand you think others are closing in, but will one other communion get you what you seek?’

      ‘I’m not certain,’ her father stated. ‘However, I have one specific question I need you to ask while we still can.’ He then fell silent as they continued to walk.

      ‘Are you going to tell me what that question is?’ Assandra asked.

      ‘When the time is right,’ was his only response.

      Little else was said until they had boarded the ship. Assandra tried not to look down as she was ushered over the makeshift plank acting as a gangway. Skivington, who had walked up first without any hesitation, assisted Assandra onto the deck. Assandra recognised a stack of small crates pressed to the side of the deck and knew what was inside.

      Assandra then walked out farther into the open space, feeling the ebb and flow of the vessel she stood on. The gentle, constant sway only made her stomach lurch, and her equilibrium felt off. She’d been on smaller boats a few times before, but had never much enjoyed the experience.

      She could hear monstrous growls coming from below deck and hoped the creatures down there were indeed secure. If they break free, I don’t want to be throwing fire on a wooden ship.

      There were four men currently on deck with them, and she noticed one was walking down the opposite side while peering over the edge of the bulwark.

      Skivington spoke to him. ‘Is there a problem?’

      The man looked back over. Assandra noticed him suddenly straighten up at seeing his boss. ‘I don’t think so,’ he said. ‘I just… when I was headin’ down the pier, I swear I caught sight of someone climbing over the bulwark to board. But I’ve checked everywhere and can’t find anyone.’

      Skivington and Vern made their way over to the side as well. Assandra followed. She noticed a set of metallic rungs fixed to the side of the ship running down to the water, and some of them appeared to be wet.

      ‘Check again,’ Skivington demanded. ‘Search the ship high and low. Take a couple of other men to help you as well.’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ the fisherman replied and quickly strode off.

      ‘Concerned?’ Assandra asked.

      But Skivington shook his head. ‘Not at all. I doubt it’s anything, but it can’t hurt to be cautious.’

      ‘Did your men catch the other Deathborn?’ Vern asked.

      ‘I haven’t heard anything yet,’ Webster replied. ‘But he won’t have gotten far. It’s not like he could evade everyone in the village.’

      ‘He was the one who cut off my daughter’s head,’ Vern replied. ‘Don’t underestimate him.’

      ‘If he’s still alive, he’ll be caught,’ Skivington said confidently—though Assandra noticed a small amount of annoyance in his voice. ‘You just make sure your new protégé is ready. Speaking of which, I think it’s high time you started teaching her what she needs to know. My men will have everything ready soon, and then we’ll be pulling anchor and setting sail. I expect results tonight, Vern.’

      ‘It’s the Crimson Lord to you, Webster.’

      Skivington just chuckled. ‘Of course it is.’
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      They had been sailing for around half an hour.

      The pain in Max’s bound wrists and ankles was impossible to ignore. The bonds were so tight Max felt a constant tingling in his fingers and toes as his blood struggled to flow.

      Max had earlier been carried aboard the ship and dumped onto the deck. Other men, all injured and suffering, had been brought on board as well, most of them begging for aid. Jack hadn’t been amongst them, however. He’s either dead or he’s escaped.

      All told, there were seven other men bound on the ship. Then there were ten villagers who made up the crew, along with the Crimson Lord, Skivington, and Assandra. Those three stood away from the rest of the crew. An additional sailor manned the main wheel, and a final one was up in the crow’s nest of the front mast.

      The bow of the ship, where everyone was gathered and where the foremast was housed, sat a couple of feet lower than the stern. A doghouse enclosure was situated at the level change, containing a doorway that led down to the guts of the vessel.

      Stacks of crates lined one bulwark, and some of them were currently being opened. Glass jars were lifted out containing the black, leech-like spawn.

      The waves of the sea that far out sounded much harsher than they had closer to the shore, and the movement of the ship was much more severe. The men on the deck walked around with little trouble, however, clearly well-adjusted to life on the water. Max noticed that Assandra looked a little peaky.

      She was standing next to Skivington and the Crimson Lord; the man in red was explaining something to her. Max dearly wanted to try and shuffle close enough to hear, but he was simply too far away, packed in with the other prisoners all grouped together on the floor like slugs. They were also being watched by two guards.

      Max wasn’t even able to discreetly work at his bonds—Bull had tied them far too tightly. For now, he could only lie in wait, and hope an opportunity presented itself.
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      Several crewmembers brought more and more of the jars near Assandra.

      ‘Repeat it again for me,’ Vern insisted. Assandra closed her eyes and ran through the steps of the long ritual yet again—which had been drummed into her for the last half an hour. It consisted mainly of reciting certain words… though calling them ‘words’ was a stretch. Rather, they were odd, throaty sounds from a language completely alien to her. While practicing and repeating the sounds, her father had constantly corrected her, picking up on even the smallest detail and subtle nuances Assandra hadn’t noticed. However, Assandra had found that with more repetition, the wording had started to seep into her and become easier to repeat. It was less a case of simply committing the sounds to memory, and more that she just felt what she needed to say, trusting her instincts as her father instructed. Also, while speaking the strange phrases, Assandra noticed an odd sensation starting to take hold.

      It had been a frustrating lesson. Finally, however, Vern seemed satisfied. ‘Very good,’ he said. ‘Tell me, when speaking the incantation… did you feel anything?’

      ‘I did,’ Assandra quickly said. It was similar to how she felt when using her abilities, but it was much more powerful, and had a sharp coldness and chill to it that ran through her whole body. It had been small at first, but grew stronger the more she repeated the words—filling her with a sense of wonder, even close to euphoria.

      ‘Excellent!’ her father said with a clap of his hands. ‘The words are ancient. Older than we are. Older than our world, in fact.’

      ‘Older than our world?’ Assandra asked with a raised eyebrow. ‘How is that possible?’

      He chuckled. ‘My sweet child, I envy the position you are in. The experience you are about to have is something I long for. But for now, just trust me. In truth, the language is actually beyond us in many ways. Uttering the words I have taught you is, unfortunately, as close as we can get. It’s frustrating, really, being so bound by our human forms. But if you continue to listen and learn, you may reach Cora’s level, where the incantation can be invoked without actually being spoken.’

      ‘That doesn’t make sense.’

      Vern laughed. ‘The language of the gods isn’t a verbal one; they communicate on an entirely different level. We just have to make do as best we can. So, to start with, you will need to verbalise. But you and your sister share the power needed to go beyond that.’

      ‘Because we’re wytches?’ she asked.

      Vern paused before answering. ‘Yes,’ he finally said. ‘I suppose that is correct. Any normal person could not bear the weight of communion.’

      Assandra remembered the Irishman back at Dalby. He had touched the monolith, and it had instantly put him into a catatonic state.

      ‘Why are wytches able to bear it when others can’t?’ she asked. ‘Just because of our power?’

      Another hesitation. ‘I will explain it to you one day soon,’ he said. ‘For now, know that you will be completely safe, just as your sister was during the ritual.’

      Assandra thought back to Cora’s appearance in her final days—disgusting and monstrous. It turned her stomach to think she might end up the same way.

      ‘We’re almost at the location where we fish for the spawn,’ Vern said. ‘Where I believe the entity slumbers.’

      ‘Slumbers?’ Assandra asked. ‘It’s sleeping?’

      ‘To something like that, sleep and death aren’t the same as we understand them.’

      More riddles.

      ‘Do we need to be this close?’ she asked. ‘You spoke to it when in the forest. Why the need to sail out here?’

      ‘As I told you before, Cora was strong, and her monolith was refined. Distance was not as much a concern, and Dalby Forest was somewhere I considered safe—which I now realise was a mistake. You, however, do not have her practice. The monolith I’m going to guide you to create likely won’t be as powerful. Getting as close as we can will help make the connection.’

      Assandra had no choice but to take him at his word. Everything was still overwhelming to her. It was also terrifying.

      She looked over at the captured men, all injured, some skirting the line between life and death. She also made eye contact with Max for a brief moment.

      ‘Are you ready?’ Vern quickly asked. She turned back to him and realised he was watching her intently.

      ‘I am,’ she said. However, even she could pick up on the doubt in her own voice.

      ‘Are you sure?’ Vern asked. ‘By forming the monolith, those people over there, and the creatures below deck, will become part of it. You will be the one to create it, and you will be the one to condemn them to that fate. It’s a considerable weight to bear: taking lives, even though you know it's for the greater good. Can you handle that responsibility?’

      Assandra hesitated. She didn’t know how to answer truthfully.

      ‘Why can’t we just use the creatures below deck?’ she asked. ‘Wasn’t that the original plan?’

      ‘Well, I do believe they will work. The monolith requires living beings to draw on. It needs their blood. Their… souls. But those creatures are… impure. They are twisted and mutated, their souls and blood… tarnished. While I do think they would have facilitated contact, I feel human beings will work far better. And it turns out, we now have sacrifices available.’

      Assandra looked down at the deck. ‘I don’t know if I can,’ she said.

      ‘Tell me,’ Vern went on without missing a beat. ‘Why are you doing this? Going through with the whole thing?’

      Assandra thought about it for a few moments. ‘I think I want to know why it was so important to Cora, to the extent she willingly became what she did.’

      ‘Am I also correct in thinking you feel somewhat guilty about your sister’s death?’ he asked. She nodded. ‘So, that guilt is driving you to try to understand more about her? That all makes sense, Assandra. However, I want you to understand something. Once you begin down this road, I guarantee you will not be able to pull yourself away from it. What you will learn and experience will be too incredible to ignore. It isn’t overly grandiose to say your life, and your view of our existence, will never be the same again. That’s how it was with Cora. So yes, the things we have to do are absolutely worth it. Not just for yourself, but for everyone on the planet. I know that doesn’t make much sense now, but it will soon, I swear it. I made the same promise to Cora. As you know, she never looked back.’

      The speech seemed rehearsed to Assandra, but that didn’t take away from the impact of the words. Her guilt over Cora had been driving her ever since she’d returned from Dalby. Beyond that, though, Assandra couldn’t deny she was deeply intrigued. But could that come at the cost of the lives of others? She looked again to the bound men, to Max. Could anything really be worth that?

      Assandra then considered what her life would be like if she didn’t take the next step. She could simply return home and wait for the Deathborn to intrude on her again—or she could run, spending the rest of her days hiding and living in fear.

      Ultimately, the life she’d enjoyed previously had been forcefully taken from her against her will. Maybe Cora had been right all along: to hell with everyone else. She took a breath and looked away from Max, feeling a level of anger grow.

      ‘I’ll do it,’ she said with determination. ‘Get everything ready.’
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        * * *

      

      While Max couldn’t hear what Assandra and the Crimson Lord were speaking about, he could read her expression. She’s going through with it. He had been hoping she would have resisted whatever the Crimson Lord was trying to coerce her into doing.

      Max would have considered himself completely doomed at that point, had it not been for one thing: in the corner of his peripheral vision, he’d caught sight of a form in the doorway leading down to the hull. Making sure not to be obvious, he turned his head and spotted a person from within looking back out at him, trying to get his attention.

      It was Jack. His hair was wet and plastered to his head. Max tried to swallow his anger. The bloody fool!

      Now the idiotic Deathborn was stuck out at sea with them all, instead of on his way back to the Deathborn. They were vastly outnumbered, and Max couldn’t see how they would survive. Which meant no one would be able to get word back.

      Though, in truth, did they really need to survive… or just stop what was happening at all costs?
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        * * *

      

      After his fight up on the plateau, Jack had descended the cliffs to the shore and swam out to sea. He moved around the bow of the ship and ascended some ladders he found on the far side. Max’s orders be damned.

      Once up on deck, he ducked behind a collection of large containers and wooden cages, which were presumably used to collect and hold any hauls the vessel collected. Those crates were situated next to a small rowboat which sat on the deck and only had room for four people. Within the boat were two oars, as well as a bunch of old rags and lengths of cloth. Jack had used one of the longer sections of cloth to dry off with, then he wrapped it round himself to keep warm. There had been only a few people on deck with him, but all stood a distance away, meaning he would be able to move around undetected… as long as he picked his moments.

      Up ahead, he saw a doghouse enclosure with an open door in the front. Once it was clear, Jack snuck over to the doorway and made his way down to the hold. At first, he panicked at seeing a collection of creatures down there, all chained up and lying on the floor. There was a winged monstrosity, a small, ugly thing with an insect-like bottom half, and several other abominations. There were also stacks of crates, bigger than he was, some with partially open lids. Jack’s presence stirred up some excitement in the beasts, so he climbed inside one of the large crates, finding it was half-full of straw and hay. While hidden away, he waited and considered his next move.

      Before long, Jack heard people descend the stairs and start to look around, as if they were aware someone was on board. As quietly as possible, he moved the surrounding hay over his body, trying to conceal himself completely. A few seconds later, he heard the lid open and felt the heat of a torch above him.

      He held his breath.

      Thankfully, whoever was searching decided the crate was empty and moved away, and then the footsteps ascended back upstairs again.

      Eventually, Jack felt the swaying of the boat increase—they’d set sail.

      He spent a long time hiding in the crate, accompanied only by the intermittent growls of the beasts around him. Eventually, Jack felt comfortable enough to emerge from the hiding place. He skirted the periphery of the hull and made his way to the stairs, careful not to disturb the creatures that lay there, many of which had their mouths gagged or tied shut with thick leather belts.

      Jack moved up to the doorway and peeked outside, surveying the scene. He saw Assandra with the man in red and the younger man up near the head of the ship. There were other men up there, Bull included, as well as a cluster of prisoners on the floor—and Max. After a few moments, the Shadowhand glanced back over and laid his eyes on Jack.

      Jack noticed a brief look of realisation wash over him. However, that was followed by an annoyed frown.

      He didn’t care. Jack ducked away and began to think. Getting to Max looked impossible. There were simply too many people up on deck.

      However, he couldn’t just continue to hide and do nothing. As he was thinking, he heard something happening out on deck, so he looked out again. The prisoners were being moved to a central position, close to Assandra, along with jars filled with… spawn.

      ‘Hurry,’ he heard the man dressed in red bark out. ‘Then bring up the creatures from the hull. Make sure they are secured.’

      I’m going to be getting company, Jack thought to himself.

      He quickly descended the stairs again, desperately trying to come up with a plan. He realised he would have been better served listening to Max in the first place. He looked around at the creatures in the hold: horrific monstrosities, all bound and helpless.

      They don’t have to stay that way.

      A smile crossed his mouth. Jack then tentatively approached the winged creature from behind and reached out a nervous hand to the ropes binding it.
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      ‘We are ready,’ Vern told Assandra.

      Only minutes before, the anchor had been dropped and the ship had halted.

      ‘Shouldn’t we wait for the creatures to be brought up?’ she asked.

      ‘They’ll be here shortly,’ her father replied. ‘We can start now. Begin with these men.’ He waved an arm before the gathered prisoners who lay on the deck in front of them, some pleading for help. Assandra couldn’t bear to look at them. If she did, she knew the guilt might overwhelm her.

      ‘You know how to proceed,’ Vern told her. ‘We’ll release the spawn, and then you can begin the incantation. Focus. Embrace the feelings that come to you. Accept them. Let them overcome you. It is all part of the ritual, part of the ancient power running through you. Let your body act as the conduit. The spawn will then mold to your will. Do you understand?’

      Assandra held her breath for a moment, then slowly released it. ‘I think so.’

      ‘Good,’ Vern replied and stepped back. ‘Then please… begin.’

      Anxiety caused Assandra’s body to shake. She’d never felt nervousness like it before. She took another deep breath, and her eyes fell on the man closest to her. He looked to be in his late thirties and his legs were a mangled mess, with the skin and flesh around his shins completely shredded.

      ‘Please,’ he begged—but Assandra pushed his words to the back of her mind.

      Concentrate.

      She began reciting the first of the words. It was much easier than it had been just an hour ago, as if the previous recitations had embedded them in her psyche, rather than just her memory, with her feeling them rather than just speaking them. At first, her throat felt sore at the unnatural sounds it was being forced to make again, but eventually that eased.

      The spawn had all been removed from their jars and placed on the deck. As soon as they were free, they had all started to move off in different directions, but suddenly they began to turn around and slowly crawl back. They moved towards the man Assandra was focusing on.

      She felt her body surge with energy, like it had when she’d previously practiced the incantation, but it was infinitely stronger now.

      Eventually, the spawn reached the body of the struggling prisoner—he desperately cried out, ‘What are they doing?!’

      Assandra continued, repeating the first part of the rite over and over. The form of the spawn then began to change.

      They started to flatten, almost as if melting into themselves, and their black bodies became a viscous black sludge that oozed over the prisoner and connected with the bodies of its brothers and sisters, forming a large expanse of gelatinous mass. It encapsulated its screaming victim, moving around him and leaving only his upper body free. The mass grew larger as more of the spawn joined it, their bodies also melting and expanding to astonishing lengths. The black matter then expanded out towards some of the other prisoners on the deck, ensnaring them as well and pulling them in.

      As the process continued, Assandra started to feel the surging power grow exponentially. If it had felt momentarily euphoric before, the sensation now was indescribable.

      She was so lost in what she was doing that Assandra was only faintly aware of shouting coming from across the deck.
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        * * *

      

      Max fought desperately against his bonds, but knew it was futile. The thought of being dragged with the others into that amalgamation of human bodies and inky, gelatinous sludge terrified him. Thankfully, he was on the edge of the prisoner group, which bought him some time.

      Or perhaps it just prolonged his torturous wait.

      He heard a commotion coming from behind and rolled himself over. Some of the men that had been sent down below deck were now spilling out of the doorway in a panic. Screams echoed out from below.

      ‘One of them is free!’ the man at the front shouted. Soon after, a shrieking monstrosity crawled free of the doghouse as well.

      It scuttled forward on thin limbs: two protruding from its shoulders, and two more acting as squat, thin legs at its base. The limbs were all connected by a thin membrane of skin, forming wings. The creature was of human size and had a torso similar to a woman—ignoring the bat-like wings. Its head was also vaguely human, were it not for the wide, gaping mouth that reached up to its cheeks. Inside were circular rows of sharp teeth and a tentacle-like tongue that protruded free. The angular, vampiric face of the monster was mostly covered with long, greasy hair.

      An aswang, Max realised. He had never seen one in the flesh before, as the female creatures hailed from the Philippines; there hadn’t been many cases in Britain.

      The pale skin of the aswang was illuminated by the torches around the deck of the ship. Fresh, glistening blood coated its mouth and dripped from its chin, mixing with its saliva, and Max could just make out chunks of flesh wedged in between its teeth. The aswang continued to crawl forward, then stretched out its wings. However, Max saw that the veiny membrane was punctured in many places. The wounds looked old—no doubt done to prevent flight. The aswang flapped its wings quickly and it rose off the ground a little, where it hovered clumsily for a brief time before falling back down to the deck.

      ‘Kill it!’ the Crimson Lord yelled.
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        * * *

      

      Assandra was pulled from her focus. Something was happening, and the frantic noise around her finally pierced through her protective cloud of concentration like a shard of glass. She stumbled with the words. However, she then immediately felt her father move close to her.

      He spoke into her ear in urgent whispers. ‘Do not stop,’ he urged her. ‘Ignore what is happening. If the ritual falters now, then the spawn will be wasted. Keep going. Concentrate!’

      Assandra tried to block everything out again and continue, letting herself again be consumed by the incantations.
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        * * *

      

      Jack emerged from the doorway of the enclosure and snuck forward as the other men fought against the creature he’d released. After slightly loosening the creature’s ropes, it had wormed itself completely free just as the approaching men reached the bottom of the stairs. It had then leapt up and quickly ripped the first man’s face from his skull with its monstrous mouth. It then chased the others back upstairs, leaving the way clear for Jack to escape from the hold as well.

      A battle raged out on the deck of the ship, with the men on deck fighting against the creature—their focus was solely on it as it leapt on one of them and began to rip at his throat. That gave Jack the chance to run around to the rowing boat and take cover behind it.

      He peeked over the small boat and saw that Max was trying to squirm away from the writhing black mass that was beginning to rise up, with its victims trapped within its form. Jack was instantly reminded of the living monolith he’d seen at Dalby Forest.

      Assandra had her arms outstretched and her eyes were completely white. Jack couldn’t help but feel a tinge of disappointment as the wytch formed the new monolith. She looked lost in what she was doing. The man in red and the person he assumed to be Skivington were both standing next to her.

      The men that were fighting the creature all bore weapons: machetes, scythes, clubs, knives, and other handheld blades. Bull even wielded a large broadsword. They had numbers on their side, yet the creature was putting up a valiant fight. Despite its damaged wings, it was able to move quickly and take sudden, vicious bites out of anyone who drew near, plucking free a calf muscle or taking a chunk of arm flesh before using its wings to pull itself awkwardly backwards and out of attack range. It soon retreated and moved the fight over to the far side of the ship, away from Jack, and the men tried to encircle it.

      Jack looked back at the living monolith that was still forming. Unlike the one he had seen at Dalby, this one had less rigidity to its shape. Whereas the other had been a tall, rectangular block, this one looked more like an unrefined mound of bodies intertwined with the black matter. Another of the prisoners was dragged screaming inside its mass by dark tendrils which had slithered out of the substance.

      Max and one other prisoner were the only ones yet to be fused.

      Jack had no weapons other than the small knife, which was tucked into his pocket. It would be of little use against Assandra. I’m never going to be able to stop this. However, if luck was on his side, Jack thought he might just be able to save the Shadowhand.

      With the winged creature taking up the attention of most men on deck, Jack decided to act. Max wasn’t too far away from him now, though he knew he would be seen by the men on either side of Assandra—the wytch herself seemed oblivious to what was happening around her.

      Jack ran forward.

      ‘There!’ he heard Skivington yell while pointing. Jack ignored it and sprinted over to Max, who looked up at him.

      ‘You should have run when you had—’

      ‘Shut up,’ Jack said, grabbing hold of the restraints that held the Shadowhand's wrists. He then heaved and scrambled backwards, pulling Max with him. Max let out a cry of pain as he was dragged across the deck and back to cover.

      ‘Behind the boat!’ Skivington cried. Jack drew out his knife and got to work on the ropes.

      ‘I hope you have a plan,’ Max said when Jack finished cutting away the bonds on his wrists.

      ‘Afraid not,’ Jack said and began to work on Max’s ankles.

      Max rubbed at his wrists, which were burned and bruised from the ropes. ‘Then you should have done as I instructed,’ Max said. ‘Now we’re both going to die.’

      ‘We could jump,’ Jack said as he finished with the last of the restraints. He could still hear the screeching monster and the cries of the men as they fought. Despite Skivington pointing out Jack’s position, no one had approached them yet.

      ‘Jump?’ Max asked.

      ‘And swim back to shore.’

      ‘That’s a long swim,’ Max stated.

      ‘Better than dying up here,’ Jack argued. Then he looked to the rowboat beside him. ‘Or we could use this. If you help me throw it overboard, we might be able to get away.’

      Max looked at the small vessel. ‘Perhaps,’ he admitted. ‘But first, I think we need to stop Assandra. You do realise what she is doing?’

      ‘I do,’ Jack said. ‘It seems like she’s going down the same path as her sister.’

      ‘Which is… unfortunate,’ Max said.

      ‘What changed for her?’ Jack asked. ‘At Dalby, she insisted we destroy the monolith.’

      Max peeked up over the top of the boat and pointed at the figure cloaked in red. ‘Him,’ Max said. ‘I think he swayed her somehow.’

      ‘Who is he?’

      ‘The Crimson Lord. Though I don’t know what that means, exactly. It isn’t someone I’m familiar with.’

      ‘Do you think he’s dangerous?’ Jack asked.

      ‘Quite possibly. He certainly knows more than he should.’

      ‘Do we kill him?’

      Max paused. ‘I would like to know more about him and where his knowledge comes from… but I don’t think we are in a position to take a prisoner. Killing him might be our only option.’

      ‘And Assandra?’ Jack asked.

      Both men looked at her as she continued to work, arms outstretched, eyes white, completely lost in what she was doing. The mound of bodies and sludge continued to rise.

      ‘Her too,’ he replied.
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      Assandra could feel the screams for mercy from those trapped within the monolith she was moulding to her will. However, those cries weren’t verbal, as the bodies had grown still—yet they came through to Assandra’s mind.

      She continued with the words, having moved on to the second section of the incantation, which involved shaping the monolith now that all the bodies around it had been collected. The connection she felt to the organic structure was strong.

      Everything else around her, however, was lost in a haze. None of it mattered to her. All that was important was the ritual. As she proceeded, she became aware of something in the darkest recesses of her mind. It was like another consciousness, one that seemed infinite, and it had taken notice.

      Eventually, even though she continued to repeat the words over and over, the connection she felt with the gelatinous structure began to fade—and a few minutes later it stopped responding to her at all, seemingly settling into its final shape. It still resembled a tall mound, about eight feet in height, and was thinner at the top and fatter at the bottom, where most of the bodies were packed together. Assandra felt a hand on her shoulder.

      ‘Is it done?’ her father asked.

      She let her body relax, then an immediate and overwhelming fatigue hit her. She was dripping with sweat and panting heavily.

      ‘It… it won’t respond anymore,’ she said through laboured breaths.

      ‘Then it is finished,’ he said.

      The sound of something happening farther out on deck drew her attention. She saw Skivington’s men fighting with a creature she hadn’t even realised was there. ‘What’s going on?’

      ‘Ignore it,’ Vern said. ‘The others will take care of it. But it seems your friend who killed Cora is alive and well.’

      Her father then pointed over to the small rowboat on deck. Behind it, Assandra saw Max and… Jack. ‘He’s here?’

      ‘He saved the other one,’ Skivington said. ‘We need to do something about them, and quickly.’

      Assandra again looked at the rest of the men. Three of them lay dead on the deck, with chunks of flesh torn from their bodies, and one had their throat completely ripped out. However, the monster they fought looked weak, and one of its wings looked to have been hacked almost completely off—it was now hanging from its body by a few strands of membrane. But with everyone fighting against the creature, there was no one to handle Jack and Max.

      ‘Ignore them for now,’ Vern told Skivington. ‘Until the other men are clear.’

      ‘But what if they—’

      ‘Feel free to go and kill them yourself, Webster,’ Vern snapped. ‘But we must protect the monolith.’

      ‘The wytch can kill them!’ Skivington shouted back. Assandra picked up on the derogatory tone when he’d mentioned her.

      ‘And destroy the ship?’ Vern asked. ‘Do you want us to sink? Come to your senses!’

      ‘We can’t just leave them!’

      ‘They have nowhere to run to,’ Vern argued. ‘Let them hide and cower. They won’t dare attack—they know what Assandra is capable of. Those two are as doomed as the others in the monolith. They just managed to buy themselves a little more time.’

      Assandra was getting tired of listening to the two men talk about her like she wasn’t even present. Vern turned to her. ‘You aren’t finished, my dear,’ he said. ‘The monolith is as ready as you can make it, so now it is time to make contact.’

      ‘How will it work?’ she asked.

      ‘The monolith uses the life-force of the spawn, as well as those men trapped within the structure, to create a conduit to the entity. You now need to choose one of the bodies as a focal point. Touch it… and then reach out with your mind.’

      ‘That isn’t a lot of direction,’ Assandra said. ‘How do I reach out with my mind?’

      ‘There isn’t much I can tell you about that part,’ Vern said. ‘I don’t have your power. It’s the same way I couldn’t tell you how to throw fire from your hands, either. From what I understand from Cora, it didn’t take much on her part. If the entity out there takes an interest, it will make the connection. You just have to try to channel it. That isn’t easy. You saw what happened to the man at Dalby who touched the monolith. His mind was instantly scrambled. But you have a very specific power, like your sister. It’s in your blood. You can withstand whatever happens.’

      Assandra looked at the haphazard organic structure she had created. Then she glanced back over to the rowboat. She knew Jack and Max had to die now. There was no other way. The thought did sadden her, as those two had at least treated her like a human being. But they were still aligned with the people who wanted to subjugate Assandra; by following the orders of those people, both men had brought on themselves what was to come.

      ‘I’m ready,’ she said. She walked close to the monolith and squatted down, looking into the vacant eyes of one of the men at its base. His mouth hung open in an endless, silent scream. Assandra slowly reached her hands out and touched her fingers to his temples.
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        * * *

      

      Assandra was suddenly alone. She was formless and isolated in a sea of black, hovering in the centre of an empty, infinite darkness.

      No… it wasn’t empty. She just couldn’t see. Her eyes were not open. Not truly.

      Something incomprehensible and vast swam in the void around her. A leviathan. While she couldn’t see it, she could sense it. And it could sense her. She was like an ant scurrying close to it while drawing its tired, indifferent attention.

      Assandra!

      It was a voice. Not from the entity there with her. From somewhere else. From outside the void. She ignored it. Instead, she concentrated and tried to reach out.

      That thought filled her with fear. The awe and insignificance she felt was absolute. She was a tiny mote in an ocean of darkness. The great, slumbering thing could snuff her out without even realising it. The thing seemed at once ancient yet only a child itself.

      Or, rather, something akin to a child.

      She concentrated. In response, Assandra picked up on something: a notion of faint annoyance coming back. There was a desire for her to leave. To forget.

      Assandra!

      It was the voice again. A familiar one. It echoed in her mind. Vernon.

      Go away, she thought to herself.

      Ask it! her father continued. Ask it if we can ascend! Can we shed what we are and become more?

      Then, the impression of annoyance from the entity changed in an instant. Everything became red. It had heard her father’s words.

      Anger. Fury. Disdain that ones so low could ever think they were worthy.

      Then, Assandra realised her sister and father hadn’t previously been speaking with the entity—they’d only infuriated it and refused to leave it alone.

      Something was coming, it told her. An emissary. Something born from and created by the great god, sent to manifest its fury.
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        * * *

      

      Assandra fell back onto the deck. She felt hands on her. It was Vern, holding her tightly.

      ‘Stop screaming!’ he ordered—Assandra didn’t realise she had been.

      ‘We need to leave!’ she shouted. ‘We need to… something’s coming!’

      ‘Did you ask the question?’ Vern asked, ignoring her. ‘Did it tell you what we need to do…’

      He trailed off as the ship lurched violently. The sea beneath them rolled and swelled. Vern fell to his back; Skivington lost his balance and dropped to the floor as well. Assandra saw that the other men on deck had finally killed the creature and it now lay dead. But they, too, stumbled and fell when the ship continued to sway on the great waves that were forming.

      ‘What’s happening?’ Skivington cried out.

      ‘It’s coming,’ Assandra shouted back. ‘The emissary!’

      Assandra looked to her side, past the bulwark of the ship, to see the waves of the sea part. A gigantic abomination rose up.
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      ‘What in God’s name is that?’ Jack uttered as the monstrous creature rose up from the sea and revealed more of its hideous form, which was illuminated by the clear moonlight of the night sky.

      Terror gripped him. His mind struggled to make sense of the huge, alien thing—it resembled nothing he had ever seen before.

      Max stared up at the entity in awe as well. He said nothing.

      An immense, booming sound echoed through the air, like a titanic roar so deep it made Jack’s body reverberate.

      The exposed portion of the great entity towered over the deck, reaching around twenty-five feet in height. Jack couldn’t be certain if its body continued all the way down to the seabed, or if it was floating in the water. However, what he could see of the creature horrified him.

      It had six thick legs, all of which protruded from the sides of a huge torso, three on either side. The legs initially rose upwards from the body they were attached to, before bending sharply at a joint and running down into the sea, like massive spider-legs. There were patches of long, wet hair hanging from the limbs.

      The hulking, uneven body had no defined shape to it, though the lower section that disappeared beneath the water was thinner, and it was slightly more bulbous at the top. It was somewhat difficult to tell against the dark sky but Jack saw that the tough-looking skin of the monster was black, or dark grey, and was littered with massive bumps and craters. In addition, there were scores of immense, sickly green, fleshy orbs on the torso, all of different sizes. Jack wondered if they were eyes of some kind, but he could see no pupil or iris to break up the cloudy green expanse of the surfaces.

      There was no ‘head’ or ‘face’ to speak of. Jack could discern no mouth, making the overall appearance seem that much more alien to him.

      The huge entity had risen up on the opposite side of the ship to where Jack and Max were hiding. The men on deck were screaming and panicking, some even raising their weapons up to the monster, though it was still some distance away. Jack couldn’t help but think that the men holding those small, pointy objects towards the towering being was the height of futility.

      The great legs of the creature moved somewhat, but looked to just be keeping it where it floated, rather than bringing it forward to them.

      ‘Do the Shadowhand train you for dealing with this kind of thing?’ Jack asked.

      Max, still staring up at the monster, just shook his head. ‘This is… I mean, I don’t…’ but he trailed off.

      Then there was another thundering sound from the creature, and it cracked through the air like thunder. Jack watched as the top of its torso began to change. It started to pull itself open at the head. A fiery red glow emanated through the cracks of the opening that formed. The edges of the flesh were jagged, resembling huge, uneven teeth either side of a vertical, gaping maw. The newly forming ‘mouth’ split the upper portion of the body in two. Jack then saw more red light within it, changing to a bright amber at its base, the colour of molten metal.

      The inside of the mouth was distorted by rising steam. Even from that distance, Jack felt a warmth drift over to him.

      ‘It’s doing something,’ Max stated.

      The fiery glow that spilled up from its gut increased in intensity. Jack could see spurts of what looked like lava spitting, bubbling, and flaring up.

      He felt the sense of dread in his gut. ‘Do you think it’s going to—’

      Jack didn’t finish. The great behemoth suddenly dropped its form forward a little way, so the huge opening was facing the ship, and then molten liquid inside burst free.

      The lava arced through the air, erupting from the mouth with a thunderous rumble. Jack and Max dove to the deck as a huge torrent of the liquid landed on the rear of the ship. It struck with such force that the front section rose up into the air, causing Jack and Max to slide backwards. The rowboat came with them, skidding down beside them.

      A great groaning sound came when the front end of the ship dropped back down to the sea with a splash, and then the level of the deck righted itself. The smell of burning wood was potent. Jack looked down the length of the vessel and saw a river of molten liquid burning through the hull with ease, eating away the timber and dissolving it completely. The structure of the ship quickly gave way and plummeted down, ensuring the back end of the ship was completely gone. Heat and smoke surged up from the sea, and with it came an overpowering volcanic smell.

      ‘The ship’s going to go down!’ Max yelled. He scrambled up to his feet and took hold of the edge of the rowboat. ‘Help me!’

      Jack was quickly up as well. He felt the floor beneath him begin to tilt, dipping down once again as water rushed inside the now-open hull to the back. The scene up on the deck was chaos, with some men jumping over the other side to escape the doomed vessel.

      Both Jack and Max heaved up the rowboat. ‘Throw it over the edge,’ Max ordered. They moved it to the bulwark, battling hard to keep their balance, and heaved the boat sideways. It fell to the water below. Jack held on to the bulwark as the ship continued to sink, with its top end rising out of the sea again. All the while, the huge creature beyond them simply held its ground, watching the bedlam it had wrought.

      Everything stored on deck began to cascade down the length of the ship, with crates, boxes, netting, ropes, and even bodies of the fishermen sliding towards the sea. Smoke continued to bellow into the sky from the cooling lava when it touched the water. Jack and Max gripped the bulwark tightly to keep from falling as well.

      Jack cast his eyes upwards and saw that Assandra, the Crimson Lord, and Skivington had all managed to grab hold of something and avoided falling. Assandra and the man in red were gripping the side of the ship, and Skivington had slid away from them, but now clung to the base of the ship's wheel.

      The misshapen monolith Assandra had created was beginning to topple, with the thinner end leaning over its fatter base. Eventually, it fell, the top dropping down to the deck, which was reaching an ever more severe angle as the bottom of the boat continued to submerge. The monolith slipped downward, bouncing off the deck and striking one of the sailors, who was desperately holding on to a mast rope, on its way past. It dislodged him and sent him screaming into the frothing water.

      The huge creature made another bellowing sound, then tipped forward again.

      ‘We need to jump!’ Max ordered. Jack looked down to the sea. The rowboat was right-side up with a single oar still inside, but was being thrown about on the violent waters around the sinking ship. However, with more of the molten liquid soon on the way, Jack knew they could either drop or be scorched alive.

      ‘One!’ Max shouted, beginning the countdown as he climbed over the parapet of the bulwark. ‘Two.’ Jack joined him and they both looked down. ‘Three!’

      Both men jumped.
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      Webster Skivington held on to the base of the wheel’s pedestal, gazing down at the ever-increasing incline of the deck.

      ‘Sir!’ a voice shouted over. He looked to the side, where the great entity stood in the distance. Skivington saw Bull, who was holding on to one of the thick ropes attached to the side of the ship. He was a little farther down the deck, holding an arm up towards Skivington. ‘Can you reach me, sir?’

      Skivington judged the distance between them to be about eight feet horizontally, so there was a chance he could slide down and grab Bull’s hand. He looked to the other side and spotted Assandra and Vern climbing over the parapet wall of the ship. He realised they were going to jump into the water.

      The huge monster’s insides bubbled with raging lava again. He knew what was coming, and staying on the deck was suicide. But since he was in the center of the deck, there was no clear way to get over the sides, unless he was able to make it down to Bull.

      ‘I’m coming,’ he shouted. Skivington turned his body to face the deck, then dug his booted toes into the surface. He turned his eyes to the side and again looked at the huge entity farther out at sea.

      Its size was terrifying—fuck, everything about it was terrifying. He briefly wondered if it was the great god Vern was trying to contact, but then remembered Assandra’s words as she’d come out of her trance.

      She’d called it an emissary.

      The thought of the giant monster being a messenger for something even greater filled him with a renewed dread. Everything had been ruined. While the Crimson Lord had obviously been right—there was a great entity beneath the sea—his assertion that he could communicate with it had been proven false in a sea of molten hellfire.

      Webster steadied himself, then leapt sideways and dropped, skidding down the sloping deck. He reached out both hands and managed to grab onto Bull’s thick, strong arm.

      ‘Don’t drop me!’ he cried, wrapping both hands around Bull’s wrist. The larger man gritted his teeth, clearly straining from effort. The ship continued to tip.

      ‘Can you climb up my body?’ Bull shouted. ‘We need to get over the edge of the ship.’

      Skivington looked back to the other side of the vessel—Assandra and Vern were now gone.

      ‘I’ll try,’ he shouted, and again dug his feet into the sloping floor beneath him. Just before he was about to pull himself upward, he heard a terrifying rumble. Skivington cast his gaze past the bulwark just in time to see another enormous stream of volcanic liquid erupt from the entity and bear down on them like a great wave.

      He let out a scream, feeling little as the scorching blanket of lava crashed down and dissolved him and Bull in an instant.
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      Assandra drew in a lungful of air as she breached the waves again. It had been a constant fight to stay afloat as she tried to swim away from the sinking ship. The water around her was savage, and Assandra felt her strength slipping from her arms as she tried desperately to get away from the swirling current. She was pulled under again, and it took a monumental effort to force herself upwards and break through the surface of the water once more.

      The water was cold, so it was a struggle to stop her body from locking up. She bobbed under briefly again as a rolling wave washed over her head.

      Assandra had lost sight of her father after they’d both jumped. She could only assume he’d been pulled under.

      The exhaustion was taking its toll—her movements were becoming slow and sluggish. She dropped beneath the surface yet again, sinking farther down.

      Fight!

      She kicked as hard as she could. It was so dark Assandra couldn’t even see where the surface was. Desperation flooded her as her body craved oxygen. Eventually, her head came up, and she pulled in a mouthful of air. However, she was quickly pulled under, her body now too tired to respond.

      Is there any point in trying anymore?

      Assandra was so far away from the shore she knew she couldn’t swim back. In addition, the emissary was still out there. With a scared resignation, she relaxed her body and started to sink.

      No sooner had she done so, however, than she felt something grab her arm. Through the darkness of the sea, she was able to make out a hand holding her bicep. She was pulled, and when she breached the surface she again gulped in mouthfuls of air. Through the matted hair across her face, Assandra was able to see the face of the man that had just saved her.

      Jack.

      He was hanging over the edge of a rowboat, and she saw Max just behind him.

      ‘Help me,’ Jack called to his colleague. Max moved forward and reached into the water as well, taking hold of Assandra beneath one of her arms. Both men then heaved Assandra up and over the lip of the boat. She tried to hold herself up on all fours, but simply didn’t have the energy, and collapsed to the floor, coughing and heaving, then vomiting salty seawater. Assandra wanted to ask why the two men had helped her, but couldn’t even summon the strength to speak.

      She lay between the two vertical slats in the boat that served as seats, her legs beneath one of them and head close to the other.

      ‘I assume you aren’t going to try and kill us?’ Jack asked her.

      Assandra continued breathing heavily and the only response she could muster was to shake her head. She then turned it to her side to look up.

      Jack gave her a smile. ‘Appreciate that.’ Assandra then cast her eyes over to Max, but she noticed his expression was far colder.

      Assandra turned her head to see that the huge fishing ship was now all but sunk, with only charred, glowing remains poking through the sheet of dark water. Behind the wreckage, she could see the emissary, standing tall, with its mouth still open and that horrible, fiery glow emanating from within.

      Instead of launching another attack, however, the huge, vertical opening began to close, the skin around it fusing together once more. Its huge legs shifted, and the creature slowly began to lower back down into the sea; the resulting wave rolled over to their boat and caused it to shift and bob.

      ‘Is that the god the Crimson Lord spoke of?’ Max asked.

      Assandra shook her head and forced herself up to her elbows. ‘No,’ she managed to say. ‘But it was sent by the god.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘To bat us away,’ Assandra said while taking deep breaths. ‘It had grown tired of us buzzing around it.’

      Soon, the huge creature was fully submerged again and the only sound left was the waves around them.

      ‘What was the point of it all, then?’ Max went on. ‘Communicating with it… what did it achieve?’

      Assandra turned her eyes away from him. ‘Absolutely nothing,’ she replied in a soft voice.
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        * * *

      

      Jack sat at the front of the boat. Assandra was on the opposite seat along with Max. Everyone was cold and wet and numb—both from the cold and what they’d just seen. Jack took hold of both oars, having retrieved the stray one shortly after jumping from the ship, and started to row. He turned the boat and set off back towards shore.

      He remembered seeing Assandra and the man in red plummet from the deck of the ship, but then they’d lost sight of the Crimson Lord. However, Jack had insisted they help the drowning wytch. Max had been hesitant, claiming she’d proven herself a danger by siding with the enemy. Jack could understand the Shadowhand’s reluctance, but the thought of abandoning Assandra and leaving her to drown didn’t sit right with him. So, he raised a point of his own: if they wanted to know anything about what had really happened out there, then she was the only person left to tell them.

      As they rowed through the relatively calm waters back to the beach, Jack requested that the wytch tell them more.

      ‘About what?’ she asked.

      ‘Everything,’ he said. ‘Start from when we last saw you at Whitby. What happened that brought you out to Kettleness?’

      The woman just shook her head. She looked broken. ‘That might take a while.’

      Jack looked back over his shoulder to the shoreline. In the distance, he could see the lights of the small hamlet. ‘We aren’t getting out of this boat anytime soon,’ he said. ‘It’s as good a way as any to pass the time.’

      So, Assandra relayed her story, sharing how the Crimson Lord—who was actually her father—had come to her house, promising to show her things beyond her comprehension.

      Once she had finished, concluding with when she’d seen Jack and Max outside the farmhouse, Jack wasn’t sure what to say to her.

      Max, however, did have something on his mind. ‘So you were planning on killing me,’ he said. ‘Adding me to that monolithic abomination you created.’

      She turned, held his gaze for a moment, then looked away. ‘Yes.’

      Max gave Jack a questioning look.

      ‘Then there is no difference between you and your sister,’ Max said to her. ‘How many innocent people did you kill by fusing them to that monolith?’

      ‘Innocent?’ she scoffed. ‘I hardly think anyone in that village, or even in this boat, could be considered innocent. You’ve both killed as well—you’re no better than I am.’

      ‘Regardless,’ Max went on, ‘I don’t think our original agreement can be upheld. I cannot, in good conscience, recommend you be left alone. Not after this. For Christ’s sake, Assandra, you almost summoned a god!’

      ‘What were you thinking?’ Jack asked. ‘Out at Dalby, you were adamant the monolith needed to be destroyed. Why the change of heart? What did your father offer you?’

      ‘The truth!’ she snapped. ‘He told me if I continued Cora’s work, it would unlock secrets beyond my imagination, and it would be important to humanity.’

      Jack raised a questioning eyebrow. ‘Was it worth it?’

      She scowled at him. ‘You know very well it fucking wasn’t.’ Assandra then turned her head away from them to stare out to the sea. ‘But… it wasn’t just that,’ she went on. ‘You people made it clear how you expected me to live after I helped you kill my sister. My father… he gave me a way out of that.’ She turned back to Max. ‘Did you really just expect me to go through with your orders? Who in God’s name do you people think you are?!’

      ‘Well, you have made things infinitely more difficult,’ he told her. ‘There is no way you will be allowed to live. I’m sorry.’

      The laughter she gave was humourless and cold. ‘Are you going to kill me, Max?’ she asked. ‘Is that why you got me on board, to get information from me before you try to take my life?’

      ‘That isn’t it,’ Jack insisted. However, he noticed Max stayed silent—one of the man’s hands was tucked inside his coat.

      ‘You’re naïve, Jack,’ Assandra said. ‘Too naïve for the people you work for.’

      ‘Nothing has to happen,’ Jack stressed. ‘You’ve told us everything you know. Max, we owe Assandra. For Dalby, if nothing else. She can hide. Just disappear. No one knows she survived but us.’

      Max said nothing, only clenched his jaw. Assandra’s eyes suddenly went completely white. Jack felt the air around him crackle.

      Suddenly, the water below them swelled. It caused the boat to rise up quickly as it rode a large wave. Jack, Max, and Assandra clung on to the edges and the small vessel struggled to stay upright.

      ‘What’s causing that?’ Jack asked. It didn’t seem like the natural change in the water. It was too sudden. To Jack, it seemed like something shifting beneath the water. But seeing as it affected the water as far as they could see up towards the horizon, there was no way it was the emissary. That creature had been large, but not this large.

      The three of them all kept their eyes on the horizon. There, in the distance, they all saw something enormous rise up from the water.

      ‘Jesus…’ Jack uttered.

      It was titanic, towering hundreds of feet high above sea level: a huge mass of writhing parts in an unrecognisable form. Jack dropped the handles of the oars unintentionally. His body trembled. Max and Assandra both scrambled to the back of the boat with him, causing it to tip a little. Even though the entity was miles and miles away from them, and seemingly heading farther out to sea, it terrified Jack—more so than anything he had seen thus far in his life.

      Assandra’s earlier comments about being a gnat to it were suddenly put into perspective.

      ‘Is… is that the god?’ Max asked with a trembling voice.

      It was the first time Jack heard true fear in the Shadowhand.

      Assandra’s eyes were wide as well, and wet, glinting in the moonlight. She quickly nodded, but said nothing.

      All three of them suddenly jumped and covered their ears as a great, booming sound rumbled across the sky. It was so loud it made the water ripple and the boat shake—a deep, terrifying chord of noise that Jack felt vibrate through to his very bones.

      As the gigantic horror continued to move away, still dominating the horizon, it began to descend back down into the water. Jack and the others continued to stare in awe. It dropped lower and lower until it eventually settled completely beneath the waves.

      Silence reigned in the small boat.

      Since joining the Deathborn, Jack had encountered many creatures that defied logic, but that… it was something else entirely. The very sight of it had imparted a desperate feeling of helplessness—and he couldn’t shake how insignificant he felt.

      Max looked down at the floor of the boat, clearly stricken with the same emotions.

      ‘That’s what your father wanted you to speak to?’ Jack asked Assandra. She could only nod as tears ran down her face.
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      Vern’s breathing was laboured. He should have been ecstatic at actually seeing the great old one in the flesh, but he was practically immobilised with fear. He could do nothing but hold on to the section of the ship’s wreckage keeping him afloat.

      After jumping from the deck of the fishing vessel with Assandra, Vern had been dragged under. He’d assumed that was the end, but his hands managed to find a long panel of wood that came swooping past, driven by the swirling current and rising back up to the surface at an angle. It had taken Vern with it as he held on tightly. He emerged from the water a little ways off from the sinking ship, coughing and gagging as he vomited up seawater.

      As he got his bearings, he managed to spot Assandra a good distance away. But there were others close by. Soon, she was pulled aboard a small rowboat by the Deathborn. Vern dared not shout over to her. All he could do was cling to the driftwood and watch as the large fishing vessel sank completely. Once the emissary had submerged once again, Assandra had rowed away with the others.

      Vern remained there, bobbing on the surface for a long time—until the waves around him swelled up and he saw the great one emerge on the horizon.

      That sound. It felt like it was still reverberating around in his mind, even though the great god had once again ducked under the waves.

      Now, his mind was a scrambled mess of both thoughts and panic.

      What now? Everything he’d worked for was finished. The entity had rejected him.

      His previous work with Cora, where it had listened without giving much back, had seemed to him like an invitation to continue. So why had it turned so hostile? Had he gotten too close? Or had the unknowable thing taken issue with Assandra replacing Cora?

      Regardless, it was gone now, taking his dreams of ascension with it. Vern knew he would likely never find the great entity again.

      All his life’s work… it was ruined. He considered letting go of the driftwood and allowing his body to sink down into the abyss.

      But… there was always the Crimson Dawn.

      He hated the idea of seeking them out, as he knew they might kill him. But it could be the only way. Would they ever forgive him for stealing the ancient robe, along with the title that was so sacred to them?

      Potentially. However, they were vengeful and had no limits, which was the reason he had kept his distance from them in the first place.

      But Vern knew could offer them just as much as they could offer him, thanks to the knowledge his father had left behind for him. That had been the case before, of course, when Vern had come close to joining the ranks of the Crimson Dawn.

      The robe around him was sodden, heavy, and cold. But he couldn’t shed it. He needed it. A peace offering, maybe.

      The Crimson Lord kept his hold on the wood and began to kick his legs. It would take him a long time to get back to shore. If adverse weather set in, he would likely drown. But he pressed on, regardless.

      Vern had failed. There was no way around that. But, regardless, he had seen one of the great ones. He’d heard its almighty utterance. Only a handful of people throughout history could say the same, one of the last being the man who had worn the crimson robes before him.

      And where that man had failed, Vern was determined to succeed. Not just for himself, but for his species as a whole.

      Whether the people of the world wanted it or not.
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      It felt good to be back on solid ground. Jack, Max, and Assandra stood on the rocky shore below Kettleness, the rowboat partially beached close by.

      Jack could still hear faint, beastly sounds from the cave entrance. He knew the monsters inside would need dealing with eventually, and he would likely be back out there with other Deathborn in the coming days. First, he, Max, and Assandra needed to figure out what was next. The emergence of the titanic old god had ended the rising tension between the wytch and the Shadowhand.

      The last thing we need is for you two to go at it again.

      Assandra spoke first. ‘I’m leaving,’ she stated. ‘Don’t try and stop me, Max.’

      The Shadowhand just stared at her. ‘Are you going to try to contact that thing out there again?’

      ‘How can I?’ she asked with raised hands. ‘The god is gone. The Crimson Lord is dead. I have nothing. Just let me run away and hide.’

      Max stayed silent for a moment. He looked to Jack, who nodded. ‘I’ll report that I saw you go down with the ship,’ he eventually said. ‘That’s the best I can do.’

      Jack noticed Assandra’s body relax. She looked down and let out a breath. ‘Thank you,’ she said.

      ‘What’s next?’ Jack asked Max. ‘There is a lot to unpack from this.’

      ‘A huge amount to unpack,’ Max agreed. ‘I’m not even certain we can call the mission successful. Everything is a mess.’

      Jack understood that. It wasn’t like he and Max hadn't stopped anything. The Crimson Lord’s ritual had taken place and summoned the thing beneath the sea—it just so happened the entity wasn’t in the mood to listen. It was disappointing to think that, after everything, events would have mapped out exactly the same way regardless of whether Jack and Max had been there or not.

      ‘Actually,’ Jack then said, ‘I think we can take a lot from this. You’re a Shadowhand, and your role is to gather information. I think we’ve learned much out here.’

      Max considered that. ‘Very true,’ he said. ‘Though all of it is troubling. After seeing that thing out there… I worry about just how much we don’t know. I have a feeling we’ve been stumbling in the dark for far too long, ignorant to many great truths.’

      ‘But now we have something to go on. Threads to follow. You’re going to be a busy boy for a good while.’

      ‘And you?’ Max asked.

      ‘How do you mean?’

      ‘You’ve shown quite an aptitude. I think you would make a fine member of the Shadowhand. Is it something you would be interested in?’

      The offer wasn’t exactly unexpected. ‘Perhaps,’ he said. ‘How does it work? Do you just recruit me?’

      But Max shook his head. ‘It would need approval from people higher than I. It is a drawn-out affair, plucking someone from the Deathborn. A lot of internal politics. And your lack of reading would… be a problem. I can set the wheels in motion, but it will take a while.’

      ‘And what do I do in the meantime?’ Jack asked.

      ‘Learn to read,’ Max stated. ‘And don’t die.’

      Easier said than done, Jack thought. He then turned to Assandra. ‘Where will you go?’

      ‘I have no idea,’ she said. ‘But to be honest, it’s best that you don’t know. I don’t want you two showing up again to ruin whatever life I manage to build.’

      ‘There’s still a lot I would like to ask you,’ Max said with regret. ‘To help me fill in some of the blanks.’

      ‘Sorry, but unless you plan to try and take me prisoner, I’m finished with you.’ She looked to Jack. ‘I don’t hate either of you, and I appreciate your help out at Dalby, Jack, but I think it’s time we parted ways. Good luck with whatever you plan to do next.’

      Jack didn’t know what to say in response, so he just gave her a smile and a slight nod. The wytch turned to Max again and hesitated for a moment. Max did nothing. A moment later, Assandra turned away and began to walk away down the beach.

      Both Jack and Max watched her go.

      ‘I feel for her,’ Jack said. ‘She didn’t ask for any of this.’

      ‘No,’ Max said. ‘She didn’t. Hopefully, she keeps herself hidden and can live in peace. But life isn’t always so kind.’

      ‘You think she’ll be found?’ Jack asked.

      ‘Potentially. But not necessarily by us. There’s more to her than we know even now—I’m certain of that. People like Assandra can never really just disappear. She’s too powerful. She’ll attract the wrong people, whether she wants to or not. I just hope I didn’t make a mistake in letting her go.’

      Jack laughed. ‘Let's be honest,’ he said. ‘If you didn’t, we’d both be smouldering corpses.’

      ‘A fair point,’ Max said. ‘Come, it’s time to go. You need to return to Durham, and I have more work to do. Remember what I said, though. Keep yourself alive; there might be a better life for you.’

      Jack just laughed. ‘I’ll do my best.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Gus sat at a table alone, eating some of the gruel he had been served. The rest of the men seemed untrusting of him now.

      It had taken a while to convince the Warden he was normal again—if there was such a thing—and was safe to be untied. After much consideration, William had ordered Gus to be released.

      However, Gus had noticed no one really spoke with him anymore. The other men cast him suspicious glances and left him alone most of the time, though that suited Gus perfectly. He had no desire to interact with the cretins in the Deathborn any longer. He wasn’t the same person that had set out to Dalby Forest.

      He never would be.

      Gus was driven now. He had to get back what he’d lost—he’d had infinite knowledge, momentarily gained after touching the monolith. But how?

      There had to be a way. He couldn’t accept that the knowledge was now lost forever.

      As he ate, Gus picked up on a shift in the energy of the room. Some men stood and moved over to the door to the rear courtyard. As he looked over, Gus saw Jack return, along with the Shadowhand.

      Gus was interested to know where he had been. However, he kept his distance, letting Jack debrief the Warden, and waiting for the Shadowhand to leave. He even let Jack sleep for what seemed like a full day.

      Eventually, Jack was the one who approached Gus as the Irishman sat alone on his bed one day.

      ‘How are you doing?’ Jack asked when he sat down next to Gus.

      ‘Better,’ Gus replied.

      ‘Honestly, when I saw you drop after touching that monolith, I thought you were dead. The Warden says you were a little… confused… when you came around?’

      Perhaps I was, Gus thought. But that was only because of what had been stripped away from him.

      ‘Can’t say I remember too much about it,’ he replied.

      Jack patted him on the arm. ‘Well, I’m glad you’re back now. Are you feeling fighting fit?’

      ‘Close,’ Gus said. ‘My mind is still a little fuzzy, and sleep is difficult, but I’ll be fine.’

      ‘Glad to hear it,’ Jack said.

      There was a slight lull in the conversation, and Jack looked like he was about to move away. ‘And what have you been up to?’ Gus quickly asked. ‘I hear you were off in Whitby with the Shadowhand.’

      ‘I was,’ Jack said with a nod.

      ‘What happened?’

      Jack hesitated. ‘That’s… hard to explain. I’m not sure how much I’m allowed to say.’

      ‘You can tell me, surely,’ Gus said, trying to sound as friendly as possible.

      ‘I suppose I can,’ Jack said. ‘Actually, in return, I have a favour to ask.’

      Gus frowned. ‘Go on.’

      ‘I… I want to learn to read. Properly. I want to be able to study what’s in the library here without any help.’

      Gus raised his eyebrows. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I can do that.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Jack said.

      ‘So go on, tell me,’ Gus pressed. ‘What happened out at Whitby?’

      Jack leaned in closer and spoke in a conspiratorial whisper. ‘Would you believe me if I told you I saw someone summon an ancient god?’

      Gus’ body tensed up and his eyes widened. He then leaned in as well. Yes I would.

      ‘Really?’ he asked, then smiled. ‘Tell me more.’
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      A sudden and brutal attack has wiped out one of the largest Deathborn chapters in the country.

      Jack Bennett is among the many men sent to York to investigate. He is accompanied by his old friend, the Shadowhand, Max White.

      However, when the troop arrive in York, they find death and desecration on an unthinkable scale. But what kind of creature is responsible for such an attack?

      Jack and the others quickly start searching for answers. In doing so, they are introduced to a terrifying new foe: the Crimson Dawn, a twisted cult that wants to change the course of humanity.

      It soon becomes clear that if the Crimson Dawn cannot be stopped, then the fate of the entire world is at stake.

      Crimson Dawn is Book 3 in the Darkfall series.
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      Sign up to my mailing list for free books…

      Want more dark stories? Sign up to my mailing list and receive the free ebooks: The Nightmare Collection - Vol 1 as well as Inside: Perron Manor (a prequel novella to Haunted: Perron Manor).

      The novel-length short story collection and prequel novella are  sure to have you sleeping with the lights on.

      Sign up now.

      www.leemountford.com
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